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CHAPTER ONE

A&

Commission [Mirage]




L B

Rain pattered steadily through the leaves of the wood and dripped to the ground below. Two figures
dipped between thetrees, al but invisble in the darkness, sllent under the cover of therain. Theonein
the lead moved well, but the one trailing him moved better, ghostlike and undetectable, and he never
knew shewasthere.

Three men waited for him, crouching in atight clump under an old e m and shivering in therain. He came
up to them and spoke in alow voice. "She'sadone. And looks like shell be bedding down soon enough.
If we wait, she should be easy to take."

Hidden in the treesjust ashort distance away, the woman who had been following him smiled thinly.
"l dill don't likethis," one of the other men hissed. "What if she's got spells set up or something?!
The woman's jaw hardened, and the amusement faded from her face.

"Sheantawitch," someone else said, with the tone of aman who'ssaid it several timesdready. "You
saw her in the aehouse. She damn near cut that fellow's throat when he called her one. And Tre would
have said if sheld been singing when helooked in on her."

"Shewasn't," the spy confirmed. "Just talking to her horse, like anybody does. And besides, witches
don't carry swords, or play cardsin alehouses. She'sjust aCousin.”

"Werewasting time," the last of the men said. "Heth, you go first. Y ou make friends with the horse o it
don't warn her. Then Nessel can knock her out. Tre and I'll be ready in case something goes wrong.”

"Some help thatll beif sheisawitch," the fearful one said. "How else did she manage to get five Primes
in onehand?'

The leader spat into the bushes. " She probably cheated. Don't have to be awitch to chest at cards.
Look, there'sfour of usand one of her. Well befine.”

Ten of you wouldn't be enough, the woman thought, and her smile returned. Not against a Hunter
Not against me.

Mirage didn't object to being accused of cheating at cards, especidly not when it wastrue. She did
object to being called awitch—or a Cousin, for that matter. And she objected to being driven out to
deep in arain-drenched wood, when sheld been hoping for awarm, dry inn. Now these idiotic thugs
were planning on jumping her?

They deserved what they were going to get.

She dipped away from the men and returned to her campsite. Surveying it, she calculated the directions
Heth and Nessdl were likely to come from, then arranged her bedding so it would look as though she
wereinit. Theilluson waswesker from the other direction, but with thefirein the way, any scouts on the
other sde shouldn't be able to see anything amiss.

Then sheretired to the shadows and waited.

The men took their timein coming, but Mirage was patient. Just as her fire was beginning to burn low,
she heard noise; not al of the men were as good at moving through the forest as Tre. Scanning the
woods, she saw the spy nearby, dready in place. She hadn't heard him get there. Not bad.



Quiet whispers, too muted for her to pick out. Then one man eased up next to her horse.

Ordinarily that would have been amistake. Mist was trained to take the hand off any stranger who
touched her. But Mirage had given her acommand before leaving, and so the mare stood stock-4till, not
reacting to the man trying to quiet the noises she wasn't making.

Mirage smiled, and continued to wait.

Now it was Nessdl's turn. The leader, who had did around to the far side of the fire, gestured for him to
move. Nessel came forward on exaggerated tiptoe, club in his hands. Then, with ahowl, he brought the
weapon crashing down on her bedding.

Trewent down without a sound haf a second later. Fixed on the scenein front of him, he never noticed
Mirage coming up behind him.

"She'snot herel” Nessel yelled in panic.

Migt, responding to Mirage's whistle, kicked Heth in the chest and laid him out flat. Mirage stepped into
thefirdight next to the horse. "Yes, | am,” shesaid, and smiled again.

Nessdl, acredit to his courageif not to his brain, charged her with another yell. Mirage didn't even bother
to draw ablade; she sdestepped hiswild swipe and kicked him twice, once in the chest and oncein the
head. He went down like alog. Mirage, pausing only to give Heth ajudicious tap with her boot, leapt
over thefirein pursuit of thelast man.

Hefled as soon as she appeared, but it wasn't enough of a head start. Mirage kept to an easy pace until
her eyes adjusted once more; then she put on aburst of speed and overtook him. A flying tackle brought
him down. She came up before he did and stamped on his knee, ending any further chance of flight.

Then she knelt, relieving him of the dagger he was trying to draw, and pinned him to the ground. "What
did you think you were doing?' she growled, holding the dagger ready.

Hewas trying not to cry from the pain of hisinjured knee. "Gold," he gasped. "Only that. We weren't
going to kill you. | swear!™

"l believeyou," Mirage said. "And for that, you live. Provided you learn onelittle lesson.”
He nodded fearfully.

"l," Mirage said, "am not awitch. Nor am | aCousin. | have nothing to do with them. Can you remember
that?' He nodded again. "Good. And be sureto tell your friends.” She stood and tucked his dagger into
her belt. "1 don't like people making that kind of mistake."

Then, with a swift kick to his head, she knocked him out.

Eclipse scowled as he shouldered hisway through the crowds swarming through the streets of Chervie.
The newer parts of the city, outside the walls built during the city's heyday as an Old Kingdom capitd,
were more open in their plan, but herein the central parts even carts couldn't make it down half the lanes.
That had never been aproblem for him before, but then held never been in Cherviethiscloseto the
Midsummer Festival. It seemed that every resident of the city had packed back inside the Old Kingdom
walls, dong with al twelve of their country cousins. The sheer press of people made him twitchy and
irritable. It was ardlief to step into the alehouse he was seeking; the interior wasfull, but it was nothing
compared to the streets outside.



He scanned the patrons, dressed up for festival in bead-work and lace, and soon spotted afamiliar and
digtinctive head. She found him at the same instant, and even across the room he could see her light up.
He sdled hisway between the tables and came up to her, grinning. " Sitting with your back to adoor,
Seniade? What would our teachers say?"

"They'd say | should have picked a different dehouse. Two doors on opposite walls, and hardly a seat to
be found in the whole room. | decided to watch one and take my chances with the other.”

He snagged a stool out from under a patron who had just stood to leave and settled himsdlf onto it.
"Well, I'll watch your back and you watch mine. Not al of us have your reflexes, Sen."

She quirked one eyebrow at him. "Y ou know, you're the only one who till calls methat. Even the rest of
our year-mates cal me Mirage."

"And you il call me Kerestel. Old habitsdie hard, | guess. Or esewere dow learners.”

Mirage grinned. ""Can you believe this crowd? I'd forgotten how serioudy they take Midsummer in Liak.
| knew Chervie would be full, but thisis ridiculous—and the festival hasn't even redlly started yet! It'sa
shock, after the quiet of the road.

"Fromwhat | hear, your trip wasn't what I'd call quiet," Eclipse said pointedly.
Mirage raised her eyebrow again.

"| came here by way of Enden. An aehouse maid there trested me to—well, severa things, but two
storiesin particular. One about how asoldier playing cards was amost knifed in their common room, and
another about how four village lads showed up the next morning, bruised, bloody, and stripped of
everything but their skins."

"They were lucky to keep those. | figured they owed metheir coin for trying to steal mine, and asfor the
other..." She shrugged. "'l wouldn't have actudly stabbed him."

"Y our fuse has gotten shorter, | see. Or did he have an extra deck up his deeve?’
"No," Mirage said, looking down. "In fact, | won the hand.”
Eclipseleaned forward. "Void it. That again?

"Yeah." She sighed. Eclipse noted frustrated fury in her eyeswhen shelifted her head, but it was soon
muted. " Same with the four fools. Except they thought | wasa Cousin.”

"Sothey'reidiots. Not al witcheshavered hair. And just because you do doesn't make you one of them,
or one of their servants.”

"Tdl that to theidiots who panic when | lay down five Primes.”
His eyeswidened. "Y ou did that? No wonder they were suspicious.”
"It didn't take magic,” Mirage said, and grinned wickedly. "Just agilefingers.”

Eclipse swore ablistering oath that earned him adark ook from a prim-mouthed merchant woman at the
next table. "Void it, Sen, you're going to get yoursdf killed! Cheating at cardsis not going to improve
your reputation!”

She shrugged. "'l was bored."



"Bored?' He stared at her in disbelief. "Of dl the people | know, you're the last one | would expect to
court trouble just because you're bored.”

Mirage gestured dismissively and looked away.

He caught hold of her arm, worried. "No, don't you brush me off. What'swrong?'
She pulled her wrist free of hisgrip and sghed. "Nothing. I'm just.... bored."
"Haven't you had any jobs|lately?'

"Plenty. So many, infact, that I'm taking arest; Mist and | have been on the road for months. Three
hires, all back-to-back. Courier run clear across the land from Insebrar to Abern, for starters, and then
they had word that atown farther out in the mountains was having trouble from bandits—ended up being
some men they'd turned out of their town for thievery. Then they said avillage even farther out needed a
bloody mountain cat hunted down."

Eclipse amiled, hoping to lighten her mood. "L ooks like they took the term 'Hunter' in the wrong sense.”

Mirage snorted. "The saddest thing is, that bloody cat was the most interesting part of the whole series. It
was adamn sight more intelligent than those so-called bandits.”

"So that's why you're bored."

"Kerestd, | haven't felt challenged since... sincel got that commission two years ago. Remember, when
| was sent to Hunt Kobach?!

"The onewho tried to take therule of Liak from Narevoi?"

"I went through seven domains after him. Finally caught him in Haira, not too long after | left you. That
was tough, Kerestd. It made me work, made me actually use the skills I've learned. Since then,
though. .. nothing. Routine. Boredom.”

Eclipse eyed her and tried to gauge her exact mood. He had the answer to her problemstucked in his
belt pouch, but right now, with her recent difficulties, might not bethe timeto bring it up. It might help, or
it might be more trouble than it was worth.

And spesking of trouble...

Didracted as he was by histhoughts, he hadn't even seen the woman comein the door. Eclipse opened
his mouth to warn Mirage, but it wastoo late,

"Well, if it isn't the witch-brat," the newcomer said, stalking up to them. She dways stalked; he didn't
think he/d ever seen her in agood mood.

Mirage's eyes sparked. She turned in her chair and leaned back with an air of pure, unadulterated
arrogance, "Ah, lce. So good to see your usud frigid sdlf.”

Ice's own blue eyes smoldered with alow fury which belied her name. Smoldering was her usua date;
eye color was the only conceivable reason sheld ended up being called "Ice.” Then shelifted her gazeto
meet Eclipse's, and suddenly her expression held adifferent sort of fire. "Well met, Eclipse.”

"Keep your claws off him, Ice," Mirage said, her voiceflat. "l just ate lunch, and | wouldn't want to lose it
watching you try your trickson him."



"Taken dready, ishe?" |ce aked withamalicious smile.

Eclipse stiffened. He considered Mirage asister; most Hunters of the same school and year did. What
lcewasimplying waslittle short of incest. But Mirage, to judge by her own faint smile, had thingswdl in
hand. "No, dear. I'm not so desperate that | have to seduce my own year-mate—although from what I've
heard about Lion, it seems your luck isn't so good.”

Edlipse dtifled alaugh. He hadn't heard that particular rumor. Mirage might be making it up, but Ice's
expression suggested shewasn't. Now it was histurn to add fuel to thefire. "Come, ladies, thisisno talk
for the week before Midsummer. Thisisafestival! We should be celebrating! Ice, please, joinusina
drink. I'm told this place has an excdllent stock of slverwine."

He thought he heard asnarl. Silverwine—not awine at al, but an gppallingly strong vodka—was brewed
inthe Miest Valey, and wasthe drink of choice for Huntersfrom Silverfire, Mirage and Eclipse's school
of training.

"Now, Eclipse," Mirage said reprovingly before Ice could get any words past her clenched teeth. "This
may be afestival, but you know Hunters should try to keep clear heads. Silverwineis hard on those not
used to it; we wouldn't want to leed Ice into trouble.”

The inarticulate noises | ce was making were quite entertaining. She was such fun to goad; for some
reason Hunters from Thornblood all seemed to have short fuses.

"l can drink anything you can," Ice snarled finaly. Red mottled her face and neck.

Mirage smiled atouch too sweetly. "I'm sure you can, my dear.” Ice could probably drink Mirage under
the table; Thornbloods prided themsdlves on the amount of acohol they could down. But Ice was too
infuriated to think clearly. "I'm afraid, however, that | have important matters to attend to—ones that
won't permit meto get drunk with an old friend.”

"What ‘important’ matters?' Ice pat. ™Y ou spend your time catching wife-beaters and rescuing kittens
fromtrees.

Eclipse hesitated. He and Mirage had played in these verbal duels before; it was histurn to attack. And
he had a very good response to Ice'sinsult. The problem was, if he brought it out now, he might hurt
Mirage morethan Ice.

Recovering from his pause, Eclipse made his decison. He dipped one hand into his belt pouch and
removed atiny scroll. Keeping hisfingers over the seal, he waved it to get Ice's attention.

Both of the other Huntersfroze, looking at it. Eclipse nodded, smiling. "A two-person commission,” he
sad, addressing the Thornblood. "Mirage and | will be handling it together.”

Thefury on lcesface was profoundly satisfying. Officid commissons were rare enough that receiving
one was an honor; asfar as he knew, she hadn't been offered one yet, in seven years out of Thornblood.
Thiswould be hisfirst aswell, but the second for Mirage.

Acrossthetable, Mirage's expression was incredulous. Eclipse was pleased by the ddlight in her eyes,
thiswas, he well knew, the answer to her complaints of boredom and inactivity. Commissonswere
adwaysdifficult, dwaysachdlenge.

Hejust hoped she wouldn't kill him when she found out who had ordered the job.

Icewas il gpoplectic. "Whao'sit from?' shegrowled at last.



He pulled the scroll away when shetried to reach for it. "Uh-uh," he admonished her, waving onefinger
in her face. "Authorized Hunters only. I'm afraid you'll have to wait with everyone el seto find out what
we're up to." He tucked the scroll back into his pouch. Once he got Mirage alone, he'd tell her more.

Mirage had smoothed her expression by the time I ce looked at her. She smiled at the Thornblood. "Don't
worry, lce" shesaid. "I'm sureyou'l get your turn—some day."

That, coming from a Hunter two years her junior, was too much for the Thornblood. Growling, Ice
turned and stormed out of the alehouse.

As soon as she was gone, Mirage leaned forward. "When were you planning on telling me about this?'

Eclipse shrugged uncomfortably. "1 was about to say something when she showed up. I'm sorry; | didn't
mean to trap you into it."

"Trgp me? Asif I'd turn acommission down?'

He stood to hide his discomfort. "Come on. Let's go someplace more private to talk.”

Midsummer tradition in Chervie meant that no one cooked and ate at home if they could afford not to,
which meant that everybody with two coins to rub together was egting somewherein the city's public
quarters. Prices skyrocketed, and space at tables, along counters, and under awnings became harder to
come by than fresh fruit in winter. Mirage had to pay through the nose for asmdl, private dining roomin
aplace called the Garden of Bdlls. It was more like a private closet than awhole room, but the Garden's
architecture was copied from an eastern style; the fretwork walls would be very cold in Chervie's
northern winters, but on this summer day it was pleasantly cool. Besides, there was nowhere for an
eavesdropper to hide.

Normally she wouldn't have dreamed of paying the cost, but she was starving, the Garden had good
food, and the commission was sure to pay enough that she could indulge a bit. " So, what will we be
doing?' she asked her year-mate once the maid bringing in the roast pheasant and fruit had departed.

Eclipselooked unessy.
Mirage put her fork down and gave him asharp look. "What isit?'

By way of response, he pulled the scroll out again and rolled it across the table to her. Mirage picked it
up and froze.

The sedl was pressed into black wax flecked with silver—a color only one group of people used. And
thesgil itsdf, atriskele knot intersecting acircle, would be instantly recognizable to even the most
illiterate of peasants.

It was the symbol of the witches.
Mirage st the scroll down carefully and looked across at Eclipse. "Thisisfrom Starfdl."”
"Yes" headmitted.

Mirage stood and walked to the fretwork wall, putting her hands againgt it. Behind her she could hear
him shift uncomfortably.

"You don't haveto," he said at last. "No matter what we said to Ice. Everyone knowsyou stay away



from witches; everyone would understand if you turned it down. Everyone who matters, anyway."
More silence. Mirage closed her eyes. "What do they want?"

"l don't know," hesaid. "I haven't opened it yet."

"How did you get it?"

"Jaguar. A Void Hand witch brought the scroll to him; he chose meto takeit on.”

Jaguar's not stupid, Mirage thought. He knew Eclipse would pick me as his second.

What's his motive?

"A Void witch," shesaid, turning away from thewall at lagt. "Thenit'san internd issue”

Eclipse nodded. "Which might explain why they're hiring Hunters. They may not trust their own peopleto
beimpartid.”

Mirage returned to the table and picked up the scroll. A commission from the witches. | wanted a new
challenge, but not from them.

"If you're uncomfortable..." Eclipse began again.

Mirage broke the sedl with her thumb and unrolled the scroll- Now she was committed; it was ahanging
offense for such amessage to be read by an unauthorized person. So absorbed was she in fighting down
her irrationa surge of uneasiness, she amost did not notice Eclipse rising to read over her shoulder.

The message was short, and brutally to the point.

"No wonder they wanted the insurance of two Hunters," Eclipse breathed into her ear. " Although what
the Key of the Fire Heart Path was doing out where she could be nated escapes me."

"Damn themto Void," Mirage growled, flinging the scroll across the room. Surge of uneasiness, my ass.
It had been aspell settling into place. " They've enchanted us againgt spesking of it.”

"Do you blame them?' Eclipse asked.

"No." She sighed and pressed her hands againgt her eyes.

Her fellow Hunter crossed the floor and picked up the scroll once more. "Blank."
No more than | expected.

"Thiscould mean trouble," he said reluctantly.

"Trouble!" didn't come close to describing the possible outcome, and they both knew it. The commission,
beforeit had faded, had commanded them not only to Hunt the assassin, but also to seek out whoever
had been behind the task. And only someone very powerful could afford to pay for the death of such a
high-ranking witch.

"If wecdl HuntonaLord or Lady..."

Mirage would have preferred him to leave it unspoken. "They may not ask for that. The witches may
prefer to take care of payback themselves.”



"From your lipsto the Warrior's heart,” Eclipse murmured.

Grim slence followed his prayer, before Mirage roseto her feet. "Well. We'reingtructed to present
ourselvesin Corberth before the full moon. We've just enough time to make it. Unlessyou want to be
late?!

"Not onyour life" Eclipsesaid.

CHAPTER TWO

7

Oath [Mirage]

d A

They made miserable time on the road south. Rain pursued them through Abern and into the mountains of
Seach, turning the road into a sea of mud the horses sank into; thiswas not one of the Great Roads,
graveled and graded and maintained by the Lady who ruled the domain. Mirage, hunched in her cloak as
Mist picked her way aong, wondered if shewould ever dry out again.

"Tdl meagain," Edipsesad, "why we picked Silver-foe."

"It sounded glamorous,”" Mirage said wryly. "Life on the road. Not tied down to any one place.
Adventures Excitement!”

"Mud. Rain. | should have been a Cloudhawk."

"Ah, what alife," Mirage said in amock-wistful tone. "Pampered and petted, some Lord's kept spy. You
might never have set foot on the road, might have traveled in acarriage.”

Therewasabrief pause. Then Eclipse snorted. "I would've ended up killing someone out of sheer
frudration.”

"Aswouldwedl," Mirage replied, referring to her brothersand ssters of Silverfire. "I hate this
Void-damned rain, but | wouldn't trade it for alife bonded to one employer. I'd be even more bored
then. At least asafredance Hunter thereésvariety.”

More slence from Edlipse. Thereply hung inthe air anyway: But Cloudhawks never work for witches.

They did not speak again until they reached the next town. Even so, and despite the rain, Mirage enjoyed
theride. Itinerant Hunters aimost dways worked solo; she was not used to having company on the road.
Eclipse's presence, however, was welcome, even when they didn't spesk. He had been the first oneto
befriend her when she cameto Silverfire, and he knew her better than any of their other year-mates did.
Therewas no Hunter shewould rather work with.

They stopped for the night in Ansing, perched in the foothills aday's ride from Corberth. Mirage
scowled; she had originally expected to reach Corberth today. Therain had changed everything.

Once Migt and Eclipse's gelding Sparker were stabled, the two Hunters took their belongings upstairs.
The town was small, and not wedlthy; the inn had no servicesfor drying clothes, so Mirage left Eclipse
laying damp clothes out around their room while she went to buy more grain for the horses.



When she returned a half hour later, she also brought up supper, which Eclipse took gratefully. Mirage
nibbled her own sausage roll and stared at the floor, pondering what they would face tomorrow.
Somehow, even though her intended rest in Chervie had been cut short, she wasn't tired anymore. She
welcomed any challenge to break the monotony of the past year.

"Who do you think well be meeting tomorrow?" she asked Eclipse.
He shrugged. "Another Void Hand, I'd assume.”

A reasonable assumption. A witch of that Ray and Path had brought the commission to Silverfire, after
al.

"Do you expect someone ese?"' Eclipse asked when she didn't respond.
"Maybe" Mirage said.

"Like who? Someone from the Void Heart? | guessthat's possible, but usualy the Path of the Hand dedls
with the outside world."

"l was actudly thinking of aFirewitch."
"Possible" Eclipse sad after apause. "The victim was one of theirs.”

"No way to be sure,” Mirage said with asigh. "Well just have to default to generic address, at least to
gart. I'd like to know who I'm dealing with, though.”

"Understandably.”

There was another slence then; Eclipse stacked their bowlsin the hallway and Mirage circled the room,
checking the state of their clothes. Shelost hersdlf in the routine task, and, accustomed as she wasto
being aone, she jumped when Eclipse spoke.

"Areyou sure youredl right with this?'
Mirage turned and stared at him. "What? | don't have much choice now. | read the commission.”
"They could rdlease you fromit."

She sat down dowly, not bresking her gaze from his. "Why do you keep bringing this up? Do you not
want mewith you?"

"Warrior, no," Eclipse said ingtantly. "It'sjud..." He hestated before speaking hismind. "If anybody else
told methat you were going to work for awitch of your own freewill, I would laugh in hisface."

And he would have cause. Mirage stood and paced anarrow circuit of the room, making herself
consider his question serioudly. If taking thisjob was abad idea, thiswas her last chance to change her
mind.

She'd avoided witches at every opportunity for years now; it had become reflex. It wasn't just thered
hair, either, though that was part of it. Mirage had known since childhood that she was unusually strong
for her sze, and no one could match her reflexes. Red hair done didn't mean anything, though dmost al
witches had it—but red hair with her physica talentslooked strange. And aminor curiodity becamea
distinct problem when she entered a Hunter school, aplace that, by ages of tradition, was not friendly to
witches.



A lot of people at Silverfiredidn' like her being there a al. And so it became habit to avoid association
with witcheswhenever possible. Other Hunters might go to awitch for healing; Mirage had only been
healed once, whilein training, and then not by her choice.

She shook her head and laughed softly. There wasredly only one answer to Eclipse's question. "'l just
can't passacommission up.”

"Becauseit'sachdlenge”

Shenodded. "It... drawsme. | don't like dealing with witches, but | want to take thisjob. Gut fedling. |
think thisis going to test my skillsto thelimit. And commissions are what our reputations are built on;
having a second one this soon would really help make my name.”

Eclipse grinned and shook his head in resignation.
"Wha?'
"l knew you'd say that," he said, dtill grinning.

They reached Corberth early the next afternoon. That night would be the full moon. Mirage had intended
to arrive aday early, with timeto prepare, but thanks to the wesather, they had only afew hours.

Shefelt edgy asthey brought their belongingsinto the inn Eclipse had chosen, and she took amoment to
chase the feding down. Normally fredlance Hunterslike those of Silverfire set the place of meeting, made
their employers come to them. She was used to having that measure of control over the situation. With a
witch, though, everything changed. The two Hunters would have to go to their employer.

Shedidn't likeit, but she couldn't changeit.

They didn't speak much once they arrived. Even though Mirage and Eclipse had not worked together
sncetheir days as students, they fell into a comfortable rhythm. He went downstairs to fetch hot water
while she got what they needed out of their bags. It didn't take much sorting; they both packed very

lighdy.

Without asking Eclipse, she got out the finer of the two uniformsfor both of them. Every Silverfire Hunter
took care to keep one set cleaner and lessworn, for formal stuations. If meeting awitch did not qudify
asformd, Mirage didn't know what did.

Luckily the uniforms packed smadll, so they were not aburden to carry. Mirage shook out the individua
pieces, each made of windsilk dyed so that its black shade did not reflect the light as ordinary silk might.
Windslk was so light it felt asthough it might tear in the dightest breeze, but that delicacy wasanillusion.
Nobles bought it as a statement of wedlth; Hunters used it for practicdity.

Eclipse returned then with water. They stripped and bathed in their room, conducting their ablutionsin
slence; each used the washing as a chance to prepare for their task.

Mirage dressed hersdf with methodica precison. First the full breeches, cut so as not to restrict
movement. She took amoment to arrange every pleet properly before donning the loose shirt. Then
came the short jacket, cinched down with her weapons belt before she wrapped her waist in thewide
sash. The boots she had been wearing were put aside for a pair unstained by mud. She practiced afew
kicks and spins to make certain that nothing would chafe. Then apair of supple gloves, and the mask and
head covering that |eft only a strip across her eyesclear.

There was no mirror in the room, but Mirage still smiled a her gppearance. Huntersin uniform were



facdlessand intimidating. The familiar costume helped to counteract the strangeness of not choosing the
meeting location.

Eclipsefinished dressing just moments after shedid. And by then it was nightfal, and time for them to go.

The two Hunters dipped from shadow to shadow, picking their way across the town. Eclipse had gotten
directions from amaid when he went down for the water; he'd managed to choose an inn clear on the
other side of town from the designated location. Mirage didn't mind. This skulk through the shadows
honed her focus, stepping up her excitement just alittle bit more. Evading the excuse for alocal watch
was easy, but even 0, it exercised skills she hadn't used much lately, barring the bandits and that one
skirmish in the forest outside Enden.

When they arrived at the house indicated in the commission, they stopped to consider it. The place
bel onged to a person of some wedth; it was surrounded by its own wall, sculpted to mimic flowering
bushes and trees. A pair of weary guards patrolled itstop with less than full enthusasm. Mirage and
Eclipse exchanged quick glances. The sculptures madeit al too easy.

The guards never noticed the two shadows flowing over thewall.

The small courtyard was edged with trees, but paved in the middle. There was no good way to approach
the front door without stepping into the open—but then again, Mirage reminded hersdlf, there was no
need to. They were expected. And passing the guardsin front, easy though it had been, was enough
showing off for one night.

They stepped onto the cobblestones and headed for the frontdoor.

It opened just asthey reached it. A red-haired woman was inside; Mirage glanced at the short sword the
woman wore and felt her lip curl. A Cousin. One of those lackeys she had been mistaken for in Enden,
an obedient servant of the witches.

The Cousin bowed to them, showing no sign of fear or even surprise at finding two uniformed Hunters
dready ingde the gate. Mirage swore inwardly, understanding. Ward of some kind. No wonder the
guards are so lax. With tricks like this, how did that witch ever get assassinated?

They were conducted inside. The Cousin offered no greeting, and neither Hunter chose to break the
slence. Intimidation was auseful tool, and dthough the woman was not outwardly cowed, Mirage could
seethe stiffnessin her back. She smiled beneath the windsilk of her mask.

The Cousin led them to an eegantly carved door and opened it, gesturing them inside.

Given the sumptuous appearance of therest of the house, the nearly bare room wasjarring. A few
high-backed chairs stood in arough semicircle facing the door, and in the center of the arc sat awoman.
The shadows of the chair's wings cloaked her, but Mirage knew without being told that thiswasthe
witch.

Both she and Eclipse sal uted their summoner.

The Cousin shut the door, and the room remained silent for severa |long moments. Then the witch spoke.
"Slvefire” -

Mirage ingtantly tried to analyze that. Had she not known what school was hired? If so, the cut of their
uniformswould have told her that. But the voice, dmost devoid of inflection, was unclear; it could be that
ghe had known, and was making some comment on the choice. Mirage could not tell.



"Have you been told anything?' the witch asked.

Her voice sent chills down Mirage's spine. M odious and smooth, like any witch; they depended on
singing to control their magic, and so they trained their daughters voices from the time they could spesk.

"No, Katsu," Eclipse responded, defaulting to the generic form of addressfor awitch of unknown
affiliation. "The commission merely said that Tari-nakana, the Fire Heart Key, had been assassinated, and
that two Hunters were to be assigned to investigate the situation. It instructed usto come here and find
you, and bound us not to spesk of it to anyone else until now. That wasal."

The witch stood. She wastdler than Mirage by agood bit, of aheight with Eclipse. "Tari-nakanawas
returning to Starfal when she fdll from her horse and broke her neck. A smple tragedy, or so it would
seem. But the snake that startled her mount israrely active during the day, and avoids open spaces such
as roads. When the horse's saddle blanket was removed after it was put down for two broken legs, its
back was inflamed—not serioudy, but enough to make it more skittish than usua. And the girth strap
was quite worn—again, not enough to look suspicious, but more than anyone recallsit being.”

Miragefelt aflicker of professona appreciation. So that was how it was done. Clever, and subtle. No
one clue so glaring that anyone would point a finger at foul play, and no mischief strong enough
to be caught before it could come to harm.

"These three anomadies caused usto investigate,”" the witch continued. " There was no evidence of anyone
planting the snake, or tampering with the saddle girth, but the blanket had been touched with avery mild
powder that irritated the horse's skin. Given that, we suspect that the other two were aso not chance.”

"What's our assgnment?' Mirage asked.

"Hunt," the witch said bluntly. "Hunt the assassin and capture or iminate her; ether is acceptable. But
a so Hunt the one behind the n, the one who ordered the killing done. That, morethan thefirst, is
of paramount importance. But exercise caution; we do not wish to dert the employer. Inform us of your
discoveries before any action istaken againgt that one.”

Eclipse nodded. "Who will be our contact?"
"Mysdf. Do you accept the commission?”

"Wedo," Mirage said, knowing she spoke for both of them. Her fingerstingled with anticipation of the
Hunt. 1t was afedling she had missed, these past months.

Thewitch ought to have taken their oaths then. But she didn't, not right away, and achill prickled at
Mirage's neck. Why was she hesitating?

"I must warn you," the witch said. "1 will require ablood-oath. Do you still accept the commission?”

Mirage froze in shock. Many Hunterswent their whole lives without ever taking on a blood-oathed
commisson. It was glory and death, al in one. Only the most delicate of Situations merited blood-oaths,
because they required the services of awitch to bind the Hunter to the task. If the Hunter completed the
commission, helived, gained great fame, and could ask three boons from his employer—whenever he
wanted, no redtrictions.

If hefailed, hedied.

If anything would require it, this would, Mirage thought But am | ready for it?



Glory, fame, and three favors from some very powerful people.
Or desath.
She had wanted a challenge.

Mirage looked over at Eclipse, and found him doing the same. Shewas not at al certain what his choice
would be until their eyes met. Aningtant only; that wasall it took for them to know their answer.

"We accept,” Eclipse said.

The witch stood and beckoned them forward. She pulled asmall table from her sdeto in front of her,
and Mirage saw that it held asmall dagger, ashalow silver bowl, and afaceted crysta. Witches tools.

"Y our wegpon hands, please," thewitch said.

Mirage's heart was beating rapidly with gpprehension. This could make her namefor dl time, put her into
legend with other great Hunters of the past. But she could not forget the danger, the threat of death. If
they failed, neither of them would live to take another assgnment.

But if we succeed, the reward isworth it. And I'm arrogant enough to believe we will.

The witch interlocked their right hands so they were gripping each other over the bowl. Their gloves had
been tucked into their belts.

She did the dagger carefully between their wridts, flat againgt the skin, and held the crysta in her left
hand. Then, without warning, the witch flipped the dagger to its edges and drew it downward, opening up
ashdlow cut on theinside of each Hunter'swrist. Their blood dripped together into the silver bowl,
forming adark pool on the reflectiva surface.

The crystd the witch held began to hum as she held it above their hands. Y ou are charged with the task
of serving justiceto the n of Tari-nakana, Key of the Path of the Heart of the Ray of Fire, and of
discovering theingtigator of the murder. Should you fail, you will die. Should you succeed, we who have
hired you bind oursalvesto grant three boons to you, whenever you might require them. Do you accept?"

Mirage and Eclipse recited their responsesin unison. "l swear, on my oath and my name as a Hunter, that
| will devote my utmost effortsto the task, or accept the retribution of the Divine Warrior who holds my
oah."

Right hand on the bowl, left hand holding the crystd, the witch sang a series of sharp notesin the
language of magic. Mirage's somach lurched as their commingled blood suddenly rushed upward, back
through the gap between their wridts, to strike the crystd, where it was absorbed. The witch set the
newly dyed ruby back onto the table and clasped their bleeding wristsin her own hands.

"Y our oath is accepted. Y ou are free to Hunt."

A sudden surge of pain made Mirage grip Eclipse's hand in resistance. And then it was gone, as quickly
asit had come, and the witch was moving the table away.

Mirage released Eclipse's hand and examined her wrist. Even in the dim light, she could see the thin scar.
It glittered peculiarly, with agreenish shade that seemed to be areminder of the strangely colored magical
firethat had sealed it shut. The scar would mark her for life, asign that she had undertaken a
blood-oathed commisson—and, if al went well, survived.



They didn't leave the house immediately. Bom Mirage and Eclipse had anumber of questionsthey
needed to ask; if they wereto investigate the nation, they would need as much information as
possible. The witch answered readily enough, but Mirage till felt something off-kilter.

|'s she keeping something from us? But why would she? Mirage considered the question even as she
listened to Eclipse ask something else. I's she afraid of being incriminated in something? In the
murder? | doubt the guilty party's hiring us to investigate. She frowned beneath her mask. It's
something to keep an eye out for. | don't like mysteries, not when my lifeis on the line.

They departed before dawn, carrying the first part of their payment and an enchanted sheet of rice paper
that could be used to ask the witch further questions, should the need arise. Mirage was certain it would.
She didn't like the paper, though; it would send the words written on it to amatching sheet the witch had,
certainly, but communicating through writing would make it agreet ded harder to tell if the witch was
equivocating or avoiding a subject.

Neither Hunter spoke until they were in their room again and had checked their surroundings for
eavesdroppers. There were none; Mirage hadn't expected any, but it dways paid to be careful. Shejust
wished she had some way to prevent magical prying.

"What do you think?" Eclipse asked as he removed his mask and put it on the table.

Mirage had aso taken hers off, and she turned it over in her hands as shereplied. "It'sthework of a
Hunter."

He nodded. "My thoughts exactly. We're the only people who get that kind of training, to think it through
carefully, and hide our tracks."

"So which school? Could be severad—Silverfire, for one. Although we don't tend to do nwork as
often. Thornblood would be more likely. Or Stoneshadow, or Wolfstar."

"I'd favor those latter two. It strikes me asthe kind of job you'd hire aspecidist for; we're more
jack-of-all-trades, and so's Thornblood. So it boils down to aquestion of freelance or bonded. Isthis
some Lord's permanent assassin, or amercenary?

"I've got the same gutt feding—that it's an assassnation speciaist—but we can't get locked into that,”
Mirage cautioned.

"Agreed." Eclipse sat down, then leaned the chair onto its back two legs as he thought. " The greyweed
on the saddle blanket had to have come from out east, probably Insebrar—do you think that's where the
employer is?'

"Maybe. Would Lord Ralni have any reason to nate her? Not that it necessarily was him, of
course. But Lords are some of the only people with the money or influence to buy the deeth of someone
that important; | mean, she headed an entire Path in her Ray. And besides, Fire witches are the palitical
ones." Mirage paced the small room, mask still dangling from her fingers. There was afaint thought
teasing at the back of her head. When she nailed it down, she stopped pacing. "He's patient, whoever he
is. He couldn't be at dl certain Tari-nakanawould die in that accident—our contact said she was agood
rider. She might have controlled her horse when it shied, or gotten clear asit fell. So he vaued subtlety
over immediate results”

"But hewas dmogt certainly hired for the job, not the attempt.”

"Which means he had a backup plan.”



"Her home, you think?"

"It'swherel'd go next, were | in his place. She was on her way back to Starfall. | just hope they haven't
touched anything yet, or that our n friend hasn't gone and cleaned the place up. If we see another
of histraps, we might have a better chance of identifying his school.”

Eclipse nodded and dropped the chair back onto four legs. "Which brings up a question: How do you
want to work this? Should we figure out who the nwas, and track the chain back that way, or
should we be trying to find out who would've wanted to kill her?’

Mirage leaned against awall and considered. Eclipse waited patiently for her answer, not pushing; they
were dready faling into a smooth working partnership. "We could split up, with one of us chasing each.
Two Hunters would be useful that way. But we don't have to decide now."

"Right. Either way, the next logical destination is Tarinakanas housein Starfdll, since that'swhere her
officewas.”

Lessthan an hour, and already Mirage had a question for their witch contact. " Could you write and ask if
the house has been touched?' Shegrinned. "I'd do it, but..."”

"Y ou sing like an asthmatic horse. I'd rather not hear you try."

Mirage mock-snarled at him and went to put her mask away as Eclipse wrote out their question in his
elegant handwriting. Then he activated the sheet, Snging under his breath thefirst line of the balad "The
Hawk of Fire" A sign that their contact was from the Fire Ray, or just anod to Tarinakanas affiliation?

Thewords faded off the sheet, but the response did not come immediately. Rather than wait idly, they
both changed back into mundane clothing. By the time their uniforms were packed into their saddiebags,
alinewritten in aspiky, backhanded script had appeared in place of Eclipse's question.

"Asfar as she knows, the houseis untouched," he said, reading from the sheet.
Two copper disks dropped out of nowhere onto the table.

Mirage swore mildly in startlement as she picked them up. " Shed better not do that on aregular basis.”
The diskswere identical; on one side they showed the triskele circle of the witches, and on the other, a
two-part glyph. "Name symbols, do you think?"

Another line had appeared on the paper. Eclipseread it doud. " "The tokens should get you past the
wards on Tarinakanas house.” He took one and examined it closely, then compared it to Mirage's.
"Maybe. Tarinakands name, with something else?"

"Don't loseit. I'd hate to have to pick you up in pieces.”

"That would be messy. Don't worry, I'll be careful." He glanced out the window to check the sky. "Not
quite dawn. | say we deep for afew hours, then get on theroad.”

"Agreed?' Mirage said. "It'salong way to Starfall.”

CHAPTER THREE

&




Future[Miryo]

d A

The mountains reached high into the night sky, but the stars glimmered higher sill. Miryo lay on her back
againg the danted roof of the sudents hal and studied them, trying to lose hersdlf in peaceful stargazing.
Her thoughts, however, would not leave her done.

Her eyes scanned restlesdy, picking out one congtellation after another, identifying each, reviewing their
cyclesinthe sky. It didn't help to look e sewhere. Turning her attention downward only showed her the
nearby buildings of Starfall's mgjor settlement: the students hall benesth her; the architectura logjam of
the ancient main building; the New House, where she would hopefully be living before much longer. All
reminders of what was coming. There was no surcease to be found in looking downward.

All the same, though, it was better out here than in her room. Were she there, her bookshelves and desk
would beckon her with reminders of dl the things she till had to study, dl the things she still didn't know.
Out here, where the night breeze could refresh her, she could at least try to empty her mind, to find peace
and forgetfulness.

She could try to ignore what was coming.
Thewind blew more strongly, making her shiver.

Miryo tucked back strands of hair that had been teased loose from their braid and then wrapped her
arms around her body. She should have brought acloak, or at least worn warmer clothing. It might be
the middle of summer, but here on the dopes of the mountains, the breeze could till be chill.

But if she didn't want to return to her room, there were still places she could go that would be more
sheltered. Miryo rose carefully, mindful of thelong plunge that awaited her should shefal off the roof of
the students hall. Despite the cool air, she removed her dippers and stuck them into a pocket; she
preferred cold toesto the loss of traction on the date roof.

She made her way up the dope to the ridge line where, balancing against the wind, she paused to ook
upward, at the structure sheld had her back to before. Star Hall itself, theritual heart of this place,
looming over everything ese with itswindows like watching eyes. Miryo shivered and moved hurriedly
into the lee of ahigher gable. A cautious dide down the opposite side took her to the base of another
rise; the students hdl, though not as mismatched in its structure as the main building, boasted a crazy
landscape of intersecting roofs that afforded al sorts of fun climbing and hidden nooks. "Watch out!"

The hissed warning nearly made her lose her grip on the roof's crest. She caught hersdf intimeand did
carefully into the cup formed by the intersection of severd dopes. Some enterprising student long ago
had put awooden platform down there, making acomfortable hidden spot that was a favorite refuge of
those students who found it.

"Y ou dmost made me break my neck,” Miryo said to the other shadowy figure in the pit.

"If | hadn't said anything, you would have fallen on me," Eikyo pointed out. "I figured it was worth the
rsk.”

Miryo shrugged. "Y ou would have survived.”
"With bruises. Pardon meif | didn't look forward to that." Eikyo sighed and leaned back, mirth rapidly



forgotten. "Have you finished your essay for Y uri-mai?*

"I've hardly sarted,” Miryo admitted. "I've been..."

"Brooding," Eikyo finished for her.

Involuntarily Miryo glanced upward again at the watchful bulk of Star Hall.

"Don't think about it," Eikyo said as soon as Miryo's eyes moved. "Worrying isn't going to help you any."
"Likeyou never think about it yoursalf."

"Of course| do. But not as often as you do; I've seen you obsessing.”

"I think I'm judtified,” Miryo said sharply. "It is, after dl, my fate we're talking about.”

"And mine," her friend replied, unperturbed. "In another couple of months. Were dl facing the same
thing, Miryo. But plenty of women before us have donefine."

Miryo shivered and wrapped her arms around her legs. "And plenty havefailed. Y ou didn't see what was
left of Hinusoka, after..." Sheclosed her eyes, but it didn't block the memory of the appallingly smdll
bundle the Cousins had carried out of Star Hall. And theway it had dripped "I just don't fedl
prepared. Study isfine and well, but in the end, they hand you power and you have to contral it. Or else
it controls you. And there's no way to practice for that, because only when the time comeswill you have
power to handle."

"Youll befine" Eikyo repesated. "Gannu madeit, after dl; if she can survivethetest, you'll have no
problem." Despite her words, her body had tensed, and Miryo looked at her in curiosity. "All right,”
Eikyo admitted. "I worry, too. But not about dying. Isthat strange?”

Miryo knew what she was referring to. Eikyo had a supertition about saying it directly, ever sncethe
teacherstold them what happened to students who failed the final test. Not everyone died. Eikyo thought
the alternative was worse; Miryo didn't much want to think about either one.

"Worry about something more mundane,” she suggested, to distract her friend. And hersdf. "Likefailing
the questioning from the Keys, and being publicly humiliated because they decide you're not even ready
for the test. Stuck here as an old woman, with al the younger students laughing at you—"

"Oh, that's hel pful," Eikyo said, but some of the tension went out of her shoulders.

Miryo grinned & her. "Come on. If one of usisgoing to worry about the questioning, it should be me.
Y our memory has mine beat. Think past the test; think about the future. Are you sure you want to be
Earth Heart?'

"Yes," Eikyo said firmly, brightening. Her preference had dways been for the company of plantsand
animals, rather than people; being in crowds made her uneasy. "What about you? Have you made any
decisonsyet?'

Now it was Miryo'sturn to sigh. "No. At therate I'm going, I'll be one of those witches they have to push
into deciding. Y ou may hate theideaof having to wait ayear before you're dlowed to officialy choose,
but 'mglad.”

"Dont you have any idea?"

"Nothing | can go on." Miryo gestured in mute frustra-tion. "None of them seem right. None of them



realy call to me, and isn't that how you're supposed to decide?’

"To the Void with what you're supposed to do. Approach it from adifferent angle. Whom do you wish
not to serve?'

Theinverson of theritua question was an interesting one, and it woke Miryo's mind up alittle. Choosing
aPath within a Ray wasrdlaively easy. If you wanted to carry out the fieldwork of your Ray, you chose
the Hand. If you wanted to do research or recordkeeping, you chose the Head. And if you wanted to
administer your Ray's affairs, you chose the Heart. Most people knew where their talents and inclinations
lay early on. But who you'd be working with, what tasks you'd be handling—that was organized into the
five Rays, and for Miryo, that was harder.

She gpplied hersdlf to Eikyo's question. "Not therulers, | think."

"l can't seeyou playing at politicswith Lords and governors,” Eikyo agreed. "Fire's out, then; four Rays
left.”

Miryo leaned back and brushed strands of hair back behind her ears. "I don't think | could do Water,
ether.”

"l was going to say thet if you didn't. Y ou're not suited to living your lifeout in avillage, finding lost
livestock and curing the pox.”

"Wel, no onesaid | had to choose the Hand."

"True, but you're not really organized enough for the Heart, and you don't have the patience for the
Head. Y ou're going to be a Hand, no matter what Ray you choose; I'd bet on it."

Miryo couldn't arguethat. "Therest... | don't know!" She got up and paced as best she could around
thetiny platform, feding the weathered wood rough under her barefeet. "I don't think 1'd want Void. |
don't want to get stuck ininterna troubles. That's palitics again, only our politicsinstead of everybody
elsg's. Earth? Maybe, but | don't have the knack for nature that you do."

"Which leaves Air."

Miryo paused, thinking about it. The Air Ray didn't have as clear a purpose asthe others; they served
whoever needed it. "They travel alot.”

Eikyo laughed. "I can't tell by your voice whether that's agood thing or abad one.”
"l don't know which oneitis"

"Y ou've complained enough times about never getting to leave Starfall. I'd say you have the traveling
bug

Miryo wrapped her arms around her body, trying to imagine that life. "But I've never actudly doneit.
Not like they do, lways on the move. | think I might like it; sounds better than my other options,
anyway. But what if | don't?"

"You do have ayear after the test before you can officialy choose," Eikyo reminded her. "That givesyou
achanceto find out, before you get locked into anything..." The end of her sentencetrailed off into an
€normous yawn.

"Up early again?' Miryo asked.



"Was| ever," Eikyo said fedingly. "Ruka-chai had me help with one of the mares. She dropped a
darling little colt thismorning.”

"So that'swhere you were," Miryo said, Stting once more. "'l waswondering. Y ou didn't cometo
breskfast.”

"No, Ruka-chai had one of the Cousins bring food out to us. We were covered in muck; believe me, you
didnt want us at breskfagt." Eikyo yawned again, and flapped one hand in apology. "Sorry. | should get
back to my room, though."

"Asshould I," Miryo said heavily. "I haveto finish that essay for Y uri-mai, after dl. Y ou'd think that we'd
be done with essays at this stage, but no."

They both climbed to their feet, and Eikyo gave Miryo'sarm asqueeze. "Don't worry. Well astound
them with our knowledge during the questioning, and then breeze through the final test. Both of us. And
then you can figure out where you want to be."

"Thanks, Eikyo." Miryo gave her aquick hug; then they began the steep climb back out of the cup. The
wind bit into Miryo as she crested the top; she shivered in her thin clothing. "I'll see you tomorrow," she
said to her friend. They split up then; their roomswere not far gpart insde, but a crumbling bit of roof in
between them made it safer for Eikyo to take a different path.

Miryo made it back to her side of the building without trouble. She leaned over the edge to make sure
Teruku was not looking out her window; her fellow student knew Miryo and nearly everyone else went
climbing on the roof, but she disapproved, and let everyone know it. Teruku was at her desk, with her
back to the window. Miryo wrapped her hands firmly around a sculpture of afalcon and svung her legs
over theroof. Her feet touched onto aknot of vines and, balancing on these, sheinched her way over to
her own window and climbed through.

Her hdf-finished essay for Y uri-mai was on her desk. Miryo gaveit asour look and stretched out on her
bed instead.

Lying there, she could look directly across at her shelves. They held pages and pages of notes, dl tied
into tidy sheaves, agood portion of her education wasthere, neatly stacked. Not dl of it, of course; her
education had begun as soon as she could speak, with smple etiquette. The sixteen forms of address
proper for witches of various affiliations. How to bow. Where she could and could not go in Tsurike
Hall, her first home.

Mogt of the material covered in her first ten years was not there. Those years had been spent on smple
things, |etters and numbers, the specidized language of magic. And voice lessons, of course; those had
begun as soon as she could speak, so that when the time came she could shape her spells without waver
or hesitation. Therest of her early training, in basic history and geography and the like, was deeply
enough ingrained that she didn't need to go back over it.

Miryo roseto her feet and went to the shelves, where she ran afinger down the stacks of notesfrom her
Elementd studies. She had finished reviewing them afew days ago: the symbolic associations of each, the
foci that could be used to channel them, the magica effectsthey were suited for, their reflectionsin human
society, their philosophica meanings. All five Elements, even the Vaoid; it might not have any magic
associated with it, or any foci to channel that magic, but it had everything else. Endlessfloods of detail.
Once shefinished her essay, shewould go over it again. And again, and again, until time ran out and they
put her knowledgeto the test.

Scowling, Miryo went to her desk and glared at the sheets there. For amoment her own tight, danted



handwriting seemed hateful to her. She wanted to climb down the Side of the students hall and run away,
down the mountainside, out into the night.

But there would be no point to doing that. She was a student here, the daughter of awitch, andina
month'stime, barring failure, she, too, would be awitch. There wasn't any other path to take, not that she
would choose voluntarily.

She kicked her chair abruptly. For thelast year sheld gone through this cycle; every few months she
would turn maudlin, questioning her purpose and her odds of success. It would pass before much longer;
it dways had before. Most of the time she enjoyed the challenge of her studies. Her mood would clear;
sheld go to the tests with her determination restored and do just fine.

And if | tell myself that often enough, | might even begin to believe it.

"Oh! Y ou surprised me, Narika-kai."

The words were swallowed up dmost immediately by the shelvesthat filled the library. Narikalooked up
from the book she was holding and smiled a Miryo. "Are you so jumpy today?'

Miryo straightened from the bow she had dropped into when she rounded the corner and saw the witch.
"I'mjust alittletired, Ka."

"I'm not surprised.” Narika closed her book and eyed Miryo, who tried not to flinch. "I think every
student begins shorting herself on deep as her tria gpproaches. Tell me, what did you stay up to study
last night?' Her eyeswent to the book in Miryo's hands. "Plagues?’

"Oh, no, Kai. Thiswasfor an essay | waswriting for Y uri-mai."
"But | bet you were sudying,” Narikasaid, amiling.
"Yes, Ka. Heding spells”

"Ah, awonderful subject. Not one | have any particular knack for, which is one of thereasons| didn't
choose Water, back when | was your age. They do more healing than any three of the rest of us. Does
heding interest you?"

"I'm... not certain, Kai."

Narikanodded. "Y ou have time before you must choose. Of course, I'm not supposed to be trying to
encourage you in any direction yet, since you haven't been tested, but | don't think you're likely tofail. So
I'll go ahead and say that | think you would be admirably suited to Air. Y ou strike me as the sort of
woman who would do well with variety and adventure. Of course, you wouldn't have to be aHand—I
myself enjoy keeping the Ray's records, which isagood dedl more sedate—but | think you would enjoy
it There, now I'm done prosdlytizing. Have | convinced you?' Narika smiled again, quite disconcertingly.

"I will consder it, Ka. But to be quite honest, | have no ideawhat | want Air might work, but I'd have to
travel firs to seeif it'swhat | want to do.”

"Very sensble of you." Narika put her book back on the shelf and held out a hand for Miryo's. She
flipped through it rapidly before shaking her head. "Things like this are depressing to me. | would not
have wanted to be Ashin two years ago, finding that outbresk of red cough in Razi." Snapping the book
shut, she walked farther down the library aideto shelveit. Miryo followed her uncertainly. "To be quite
honest, | can't abide being around sick people. | would have made avery poor addition to the Water



Ray."

They emerged out the end of the aideinto an open spacefilled with tables. A twelve-year-old student
Miryo recognized only faintly was adeep at one of these, her head pillowed on an open book of maps.

"Areyou nervous?' Narikaasked suddenly, rounding on Miryo.
"l beg your pardon, Kai?'

"Nervous. About the testing. I1t's only amonth away, as I'm sure you know all too well. Areyou
worried?'

Miryo looked at the witch, considered dissembling, and abandoned theidea. "Y es, Kai. Very much s0."

"I can't say for certain, of course, but | don't think you need to be. Well, alittle worry won't hurt you—it
will keep you dert—but for the love of the Lady, Gannu made it through. Y ou're agood student, from
what I've heard and seen, and level-headed. Don't fret too much, and do be sureto deep. Y ou'll need
your energy, if you want to pass.”

"Yes, Kai. I'll besuretorest.”

"Do that." Narikaturned again and sent adisapproving look at the deeping twelve-year-old. "Not, of
course, to the detriment of your remaining work." She sang ashort phrase under her breath; Miryo
immediately identified it asasmple ol of levitation, with the ending flourish that would fix it for aperiod
of time. Shefelt no movement of power, of course, and would not until after her test. But she needed no
specia senseto seethe spell's result; the chair the student was in, and the table her head was resting on,
rose smoothly to hover in midair.

Narikaturned back to face Miryo. "Have you further studying to do here?' Miryo nodded. "Then tell her,
when she wakes, that | will see her an hour after First tomorrow. | don't side with those who would drive
students until they drop, but neither will | tolerate laziness." That said, the witch disappeared down an
aide and out the door.

Miryo eyed the floating student with some amusement. Narikawas unpredictable, but reasonably
pleasant, aslong asyou didn't cross her. She felt some pity for the girl. With the spell fixed asit was, it
would last for at least half aday. The girl would have to find away down, or bein trouble from her
teachersfor missing class.

She fetched abook on spells of communication from aback corner of the library and brought it to one of
the tables to read. After about three pages, noises from above told her the student was waking up.

The girl stretched, yawning, and rubbed at her eyes. Miryo stifled asnicker. Scratching one shoulder
absently, the student opened her eyes blearily and looked around.

And then she looked down.

Miryo'slaughter escaped her asthe girl yelped in fright. The poor thing clutched at the arms of her chair,
looking panicked. "Y ou're not up that high," Miryo said camly. "Y ou can probably just jump down. Of
course, | suggest you remember to take the book with you, or you'll bein trouble with Tomichu-ai for not
returning it to the shelf."

"I'm afraid of heights," the girl whispered in astrangled voice.

"I'd say you have aproblem, then. Y ou can't levitate yoursalf down. If you don't jump, you'll haveto stay



there until the spell fades—which it should do an hour or so after Low, if I'm any judge—and every one
of your teacherswill assign you extradutiesfor missing class." Miryo stood, closing her own book; if the
slly chit was going to keep having muffled hysterics up there, she would have to take her reading
elsawhere. "That on top of whatever Narikakal assgnsyou for faling adeep in thelibrary in thefirg
place. You're to see her an hour after First tomorrow."

The girl gavealittlewail. From her expression, shedd run afoul of Narika before.

"Look on thebright sde" Miryo continued, smiling. "Evenif you can't find the gutsto jump, the spell will
fade before you have to meet Narika. | wouldn't recommend missing that appointment.”

Then sheleft, shutting the door quietly but firmly on the girl'srisng walls.

Miryo hestated in one of the halways of the main building, next to abust of some long-dead witch. What
had seemed like agood idea following the encounter with Narika lost some of its shine now that she was
trying to follow through oniit.

Come on. She doesn't hite. | think.

Straightening her back and lifting her chin, Miryo strode forward and knocked crisply on the door of
Ashin'soffice

In the silence that followed, Miryo prayed that the witch had not |eft Starfall again. Asthe Key for the Air
Hand, in charge of the most mobile third of the most mobile Ray, Ashin was gone from the domain more
frequently than any other ranking witch, and often with little warning. If Miryo had missed her chance. ..

Then you'll talk to her later, Miryo told hersdf irritably. You haven't even passed your test yet. If she
isn't here, then you'll just put the cart back behind the horse, where it belongs.

But asthe silence stretched out, Miryo could not shake her fedling of disappointment.
"Can | hdp you with something?'

Miryo turned to find the very witch she was looking for coming down the hallway toward her with what
looked like a saddlebag draped over one arm. The Key stopped abruptly, staring at her. "Miryo, isn't it?"

"Yes, Kasora," Miryo said. "That is—I'm sure you must be busy. | can wait until later—"

"No, no, comein," Ashin said with surprising eagerness. She shifted the saddlebag over to her left arm
and dug out the key for her door. "Y ou—that is, you haven't been tested yet, have you?'

"No, Kasora." Miryo followed her in hesitantly, and stood with her hands clasped to keep them il as
Ashin moved about lighting lamps with quick spells.

"I thought not. | would have remembered the questioning sesson.”" Ashin dropped the saddlebag onto a
nearby chair, atop the pile of things aready there. Most of the offices Miryo had visted in Starfall were
cluttered to one degree or another, but usualy with papers; Ashin's was crowded with al manner of
other stuff instead. A lantern, a compass-there was a saddle on the floor. "What do you need?’

"Oh, | don't—that is, Ashin-kasora, I'm here more for curiosity than anything else. You see, I'm
consdering joining the Air Hand after my test, and snce you're at Starfal right now, | thought I might
take the opportunity to talk to you about that."



Ashin stopped abruptly again, as she had in the hall. Her voice, when she spoke, was oddly tight. "After
your tet."

Miryo hastened to explain. "I'm sorry, Kasora. | know it's early for me to be thinking about that. But
you're so rardly here—I gpologizeif I'm overstepping my bounds."

The Key began moving again, rummaging through piles asif searching for something, only she seemed to
have no clear ideawhat she waslooking for. "Oh, no. Not a problem. A lot of sudents start thinking
about it early. I1t'sgood to be optimigtic, | suppose.”

Optimistic? Miryo's nerves returned full force. No one would ever quote an exact Satistic on how many
witchesfailed the test. It wasn't many; she knew that much. But Ashin'swords were hardly encouraging.

Ashin glanced up and must have seen something on Miryo's face, because she smiled. Wasit Miryo's
imagination, or wasthe smileforced?"Y ou'll befine, I'm sure. The questioning is nothing to worry abot;
we just want to make sure you know what you need to, before you go into the test.”

But the questioning wasn't what shed been referring to amoment before. Miryo laced her cold fingers
together. "Kasora—"

"After your test, why don't you come visit me again? We can talk then about your Ray and Path. The Air
Hand might be an ided place for you. Y oull know better afterward, though.”

And again that edge of artificidity. Asif Ashin were not haf so sanguine as she wastrying to appear.
What did she know that Miryo didn't?

Miryo could not come out and ask; the Key's tone was too clearly adismissal. She made hersalf bow
politey. "Thank you, Kasora. I'll be sure to do that."

Ashin came around the desk and led her out to the hallway. "I look forward toit." And then the door
closed behind Miryo with athud.

CHAPTER FOUR

&

Invetigation [Mirage]

d A

"Have you wondered a al why Jaguar picked us?' Mirage asked asthey rode.

They werewdll into the plains of southern Currel by the time she made up her mind to air the question,
but it had been on her mind since they |eft Corberth. She asked it now because they were nearly to the
domain border of Starfal, and once they got there they'd have other concernsto keep them busy. Riding,
however, had been dull and uneventful, and had |eft her time to wonder.

Eclipse gave her an arch look. " 'Us ? What'sthis'us | hear? As| recall, the commission was given to

"Right. And Jaguar no doubt expected you to pick Willow asyour partner.”



He shuddered. "Warrior'steeth. | haven't seen that girl since weleft Silverfire, thank the Warrior. No,
you'reright; it never occurred to meto look for someone else, and he probably knew that.”

"Sowhy us?"

Silence for amoment. Their horses ambled on in the late afternoon sunlight, surrounded by the greenery
of ripening corn. Then Eclipse shrugged. "Why not us?'

"WEe're young."

"But not inexperienced. Y ou've had acommission before, after dl. And did it ever occur to you that you
were the one he redlly wanted, and | wasjust away to you?"'

"Okay, two answersto that. First, as you said, the commission was given to you."

"Jaguar knew where | was. Y ou were harder to find. And they say awitch hasto know where you are,
to send things to you. Besides, how would you have reacted, if the commission just showed up in your

lap that way, by magic?'
"Isthat how it was delivered?’
He nodded. "Dropped out of thin air, with anote from Jaguar explaining the Situation.”

If Eclipse was right about witches needing to know their target, that meant the witch in Corberth had
known where they were staying. Mirage ground her teeth. He had a point about her probable reaction,
though, if the commission had been sent straight to her. "All right. Second point, then. What's so specid
about me?'

"Y ou're adamn good Hunter."

Mirage shook her head. "I'm agood fighter. That'sdl. When it comesto skulking and spying and al the
other things we do, I'm no better than anyone dse.”

"WEell, you're better than some." He grinned at her. "Willow?' It had the desired effect; Mirage began
laughing. "Y ou're not bad at the skulking and spying. And Jaguar's got some kind of liking for you;
aways has, what with letting you into Silverfire late. Maybe he wants to see you get good opportunities.”

"Or maybe he expects danger on thisjob."

That sobered both of them up. They rode silently for amoment before Eclipse shrugged again. "Bring it
on. | haven't had any excitement in awhile, either.”

They found no excitement on the remainder of the ride. But both Hunters sat straighter in their saddles
when they approached the border of Starfall; riding through the witches domain in adaze would not be a
good idea.

After anight in Samalan, atown just on the Currel side of the border, they rode east, then |eft the road
and crossed the border when there was no onein sight. Mirage half expected to fedl something marking
the boundary, but there was nothing; she was only certain they werein Star-fall when they reached the
foothills. Soon they were riding through a sparse forest of cypress and pine, and shefdt uneasy; large
areas of the domain were supposedly uninhabited, and she had seen no one, but what if someone was
spying on them magicaly? Camping that night was worse. Even though they lit no fireand were as silent
aspossble, shefelt asthough their presence must be glaringly obvious. Surely their trespassing would



bring punishment.

Now why would | feel that way? We're here on Hunt, after all. It's not trespassing when you have
permission.

With that thought, she was able to see her emotions asif from the outside, and it became much clearer.
More spells. Bloody witches. It makes sense, though; nice security measures, which make anybody
skulking around suspect every shadow. | assume it doesn't affect witches or Cousins.

She voiced her thoughtsto Eclipse, and hisface lightened. He, too, had been fedling the pressure.
Understanding its source did not make it go away, but they were better able to ignoreit after that, and
managed some deep et last.

The next day saw them winding through increasingly higher peaks, these covered in more obvioudy
cultivated forests, with orchards of apple, pear, and pomegranate. They kept an eye out for Cousins
tending the groves, and gave the highest peaks awide berth; that was the heart of the domain, the one
large settlement. The Primes who ruled the witcheslived there, dong with their daughtersin training.
Neither Hunter wanted to approach the seat of their power.

By midafternoon they were near the valey that held Tarinakana’s private house, from which she had
conducted much of her business. Among the many benefits of magic was the ability to work from aplace
other than an administrative center—which, along with other perks, waswhy every Lord in theland, and
half their governors, took on witches as advisers.

After ashort debate, they agreed to rest for afew hours, and continue on once night fell; even though
they were entering with permission, they preferred to do so in relative secrecy. Mirage took the first
watch, and spent it in atree. It wouldn't protect her much from magic, but it would do nicely against
roving Cousins, if they had such things as patrols. She would, were shein their shoes.

But no one appeared, ether during her watch or Eclipse's, and after night fell they approached the house.

It was smdll, and much less sumptuous than Mirage had expected from the witch whose prominencein
the Fire Ray had only been exceeded by that of her Prime. She had not indulged in the kind of
extravagance some of her sgtersdid. There was, however, alovey garden in front, filled with hyacinth
and other blooming flowers, which Mirage saw asthey scouted the surrounding area. It had not yet had
time to become overgrown. The witches had hired them quickly in the aftermath of Tarinakanas degath.

Eclipse was a short distance away, barely visible in the gloom. His uniform blended into the shadows, she
wouldn't have seen him if shedidn't know hewasthere. Glancing at him, Mirage sgnded in Siverfires
hand-code. See no tracks. Go forward?

He signaled agreement, and they dipped through the garden into the house,

In retrospect, Mirage redized they were lucky there had been no trapsin the garden. She wasn't sure
what there could have been—snares or faling trees would have broken the presumed mode of
subtlety—but if the assassin had gone for more direct methods, they might have found out the hard way.
Sart thinking, little girl. You're not on a picnic ride in the sun anymore.

The house had the dead fedl of abuilding that is deserted. Mirage was relieved, even though the hairson
the back of her neck kept expecting someone to jump out. But there was no one there, and the copper
disks apparently kept them safe from Tarinakanas wards. She wondered briefly what the wards would
have done. Then she wished she hadn't. She could think of far too many gruesome possihilities.



Front hal, sitting room, kitchen. The food, protected by spdlls, was till fresh; Mirage and Eclipse sniffed
and tagted it cautioudy, but could find no evidence of poison. Makes sense. If he used a quick poison,
it would have been blatant, but a slow one probably would have been stopped in time. And then
she would have been very suspicious. Laundry, maid's room; Tari-nakanawould have been unlikely to
go there, but the Hunters checked both rooms nevertheless. Nothing.

Her persona quarters had to be upstairs, then, as Mirage had expected. They headed for the narrow
daircase that arced gracefully up from the Sitting room.

When she was amost to the second floor, Mirage stopped.

She could fed Eclipse freeze behind her. "Don't worry," she said, spesking for thefirgt time since they
had entered the house. "1 think I've found something, isall.”

Shelifted her right foot very cautioudy from the step it had just come to rest on. Reaching down with one
gloved finger, she touched the nailsthat held the board in place. They showed patches of brighter meta
asif they'd been hammered recently. And the board, when she pressed gently on it, gave beneath her
hand.

Four stepsin sequence showed the same. Mirage looked to Eclipse for confirmation; he nodded, and she
stamped on the lowest one. It splintered beneath her foot without much force.

Eclipse moved up beside her and examined one of the fragments. "Termite damage.”

"But not accidental.” Not with those nails recently hammered in. Mirage glanced at the line of the
daircase, caculaing. "We were going dowly. Someone a norma speed, especidly if they weighed
enough—" She put one hand on the banister, heard it creak.

Eclipse bent to examine the near end of that section. "Some nailsmissing. Thisgivesway, and shefdlsto
her death. Or s0 our assassin friend hoped. He's running arisk, though—Tari-nakana would have looked
alittle accident-prone, after the horse and then this."

"But lucky for us, he didn't have a chance to come back and replace the nails and the origind boards.”
Mirage broke out the other three damaged steps. She and Eclipse had to edge their way past the gap
aong thewall, but it was safer than risking that they might forget where the trap was. And the rest of the
Staircase was safe.

They found the upstairs destroyed.

No trap had gone off there; the chaos they found had been caused by someone searching Tarinakana's
bel ongings. Whoever it was had been thorough, if not particularly methodical. Papers were strewn
everywhere. Mirage and Eclipse picked their way through the mess, not disturbing anything yet. No part
of the bedroom, bath, or study had remained untouched; even floorboards and pieces of wall had been
torn out.

"Wel," Mirage said at last, "someone certainly didn't careif we found this."
"Must have happened recently, too," Eclipse said. "Our contact would have mentioned it, otherwise.”

Mirage crouched to scan the scattered papers, then picked up asingle sheet. Under it lay asmadl pile of
ash. "Whoever it was dready burned at least one thing.”

Eclipse glanced out the window at the rapidly lightening sky. "It'salmost dawn. | say we pull back to the
woods. We can watch the house in turn and get some rest, then come back when it's dark again and



search thismess”

Assuming there's anything left to find. Mirage sighed, but her interest was piqued. Who was
responsible for thisdestruction? The n? Or someone else?

"Agreed,” shesaid at last. "Well come back at dusk.”

Mirage took thefirst watch again, but thistime she explored a bit. She never went far enough to miss
anything that might happen at the house, but she did climb up to the valey'slip, to where it ended
abruptly in acrumbling cliff. From there she could see down into alower, wider valey, more sparsely
forested, with fields between patches of trees. Just before noon she saw figures out there, too far to be
distinguished. She guessed them to be Cousins, farming the land.

Watching them drive awagon acrossthe valey, Mirage found hersdf grinning. People thought her one of
those creatures? A tame pet of the witches? Not for all the money in the world. There was areason she
had chosen not to train at Cloudhawk or Stoneshadow. Mirage would no more want to be bound to a
sngle employer than she would want to live her whole lifein the same place.

The Cousins situation seemed even creepier. In her few encounters with them over the years, they'd
hardly spoken. Maybe their reticence only applied in front of strangers, but till—where did they come
from? There were adozen popular answersto that, but no proof. Did the witchesreally build them out of
twigs and hair? Or were they the revived bodies of dead witches? She'd never seen amae Cousin, any
more than she'd seen amale witch; ether they never had sons, or they kept them dl hidden here, in their
home domain. Maybe as one of her three boons, when she finished this commission, she could ask their
employer. Despite trying to stay mostly away from witches, she was sometimes curious about them.

Not long after that she returned and woke Eclipse, then lay down to rest. Her deep was even lighter than
usud; her nervesweretight enough that it was dl she could manage. She didn't mind. This edge of
excitement was what she had been lacking.

In the late afternoon Eclipse nudged her awvake and offered her ameal of bread, raisins, and cold
sausage. They atein silence, then waited for the sun to set.

"I'm leaning toward Wolfstar," Eclipse said asthey waited.

Mirage nodded. "I am, too. The pattern seems like them, with things ‘accidentdly’ failing—the banister,
the step, the girth strap. A Stoneshadow would have used poison, | think."

"Y ou're probably right. Which means we can tentatively take the domain rulers off the suspect list. They
al have bonded ns, they would have used them."

"True enough. And a pity, too." Eclipse raised an eyebrow, and she elaborated. "We know who employs
Stone-shadows. So find the n, and you find the employer, and vice versa. It might have made
thingseader.”

"Yes. And there's an unpleasantly large number of people left to suspect—ypretty much any person or
group of peoplewho could afford to hireaWolfgtar."

"On the other hand, it does make some thingssmpler.”
"Likewhat?'

"Repercussons. We can worry less about having to call Hunt onalLord or Lady."



Eclipselooked puzzled. "Y ou did that before, didn't you, with Kobach?!

"That was different. He was ausurper, and by thetime | was hired al his alies had abandoned him. So
that was lesstricky. But we have no ideawhat the politics are here—why Tari-nakanawas nated
inthefirg place. I'm just as glad the employer is someone lessinfluential thanaLord.”

"I don't know about influential—there are some merchant consortiathat have more clout than their

supposed 'rulers.”

Mirage rose and dusted off her hands. "WEéll worry about that if we cometo it. If we don't start
searching that mess, it'll be amoot point. We won't know who's behind it anyway. Let'sgo.”

Searching Tarinakanas private rooms was a frustrating task. Mirage was not certain what she was
looking for, or even if there was anything to find; she knew dl too well that whoever had ransacked the
place had probably taken or destroyed everything important. Assuming they had found anything.
Assuming there had been anything to find.

They split up the task; Mirage searched the bedroom and the bath, while Eclipse took the study. When
they finished, they would switch and search again, each hoping to find something the other had missed the
firg time around.

It promised to be along and tedious night.

Mirage checked the clothesfirgt, examining them by thelight of her shuttered thieves lantern, piling each
garment into the corner as she finished with it. They had not been trested with anything asfar asshe
could tell; perhaps the staircase had been the n'slast planned trick.

She headed for the bath next, looking again for n'straps. She found nothing beyond a paatia
setup powered by spellsthat provided heated, running water. Mora superiority and envy warred with
one another in Mirage's heart; envy won out. It would be nice to aways have a hot bath. She frequently
had to make do wife streams, snowmelt as often as not.

WEell, this job should pay enough that you can winter somewhere comfortable. Assuming it's
finished by then. And assuming you actually succeed, and don't get killed by the blood-oath.

There were few belongings left to search; some jewe ry, and a couple of thingsthat looked like
sentimenta keepsakes. No sign of traps. Now it wastimeto look for clues, things that might tell her why
Tari-nakana had been killed.

The most obviousthing to search for first was a secret compartment, which might hold important papers.
The previous vistor had dready done that, though, if by rather less ddlicate methods than Mirage hersdlf
would have used. She picked through the detritus, trying to seeif any of it had concealed such a
compartment, but everything seemed to have been normal before it was ripped apart. And none of the
holesin thewals and floor held any remains of hidden contents.

Eclipse was till working in the study, so sheturned her attention to the intact parts of the room. None of
the wals held compartments she could find, and the same with the floor. The furniture, which the previous
searcher had not thought to destroy, was smilarly clean. Of course, if she hid anything with a spell, |
don't stand a chance in the Void of finding it.

Standing with her hands on her hips, Mirage surveyed the room and tried to decide if shewasmissing
anything.



"| think you should comelook at this," Eclipse called from the adjoining room.

Grabbing her lantern, Mirage picked her way through the papersto Eclipse's sde. Hewas holding a
scrap of paper, quite small, with something written onit in anillegible scrawl. Eclipse tapped the Sgnature
scribbled at the bottom, but try as she might, Mirage could make nothing of it.

"Y ou never could read hiswriting,” Eclipse sadd with agrin. "It's Avaanche.”

Avaanche. Six yearstheir senior a Silverfire; he and Eclipse had been friends despite the gap in their
ages. Mirage had never known him well, though, since he graduated not too long after she arrived. She
peered at the note and supposed she could see hisnamein the scribble. "What does it say?!

Eclipse snorted. "Not much. 'Nakana: Back tomorrow.™

Mirage blinked, and looked at Eclipse in mystified surprise. "He was working for Tari-nakana?"
"Lookslikeit."

Witches hardly ever hire Hunters.

Not that you could tell by their behavior lately. Next I1c€ll show up with acommission of her own.
Mirage took the scrap of paper and turned it over in her hands, but there was nothing beyond those three
words and Avaanches sgnature. "What could she have wanted him for?"

"Y our guessisasgood asmine."

"Protection?"

"Could be." Eclipse cracked hisknuckles, therewasagleamin hiseye. "We could dways ask him."
"Do you know where heis?'

"Not at the moment, but one of our agents might know."

Mirage looked around at the chaos of the study. " Should we keep going through this stuff?”

"I'm pretty much donein here. Want to switch?!

"Not particularly, but | guesswe should.” Mirage stretched and eyed the papers ba efully. "Warrior's
teeth—did this woman never throw any papers away?'

"Give her abreak. She was a high-ranking witch. This place is no worse than Jaguar's office would look
if you threw everything he ownson thefloor.”

Left donein theroom, Mirage scowled at the papers. If only she had some idea of what to look for,
searching blind like this was annoying. And the scattered, tiny piles of ash were testament that some
important things had aready been destroyed. Then she swore. "Kerestel—we're going to have to check
downgtairs again, too. If she had anything hidden, she might not have kept it up here.”

"True enough,” he said from the bedroom. "L ookslike the last visitor didn't think of that.”
"Who do you think he was?' she asked as she picked up astack of papers and flipped through them.

"Not sure. The n, maybe; he might have wanted to take away any evidence pointing at his
employer. And whoever it was knew to avoid the doctored steps.”



"It doesn't seem like his style, though. He's been subtle up until now, so why rip this place apart?
Especidly since he'saHunter. Even assassin specidists are taught to be more delicate than this.”

Eclipse appeared in the doorway. "Who ese, then? The employer himsdf?!

"Maybe." Mirage moved on to the next stack of papers. They looked like economic reports on the
earnings of various Firewitches. "'I'm tempted to bag haf this stuff and take it with us back to Silverfire.
Jaguar would like to know more about the witches."

"Uh-uh," Eclipse said, pointing astern finger a her. "Were on hire. Y ou don't Spy on your employer.”
"Thornbloods do."

"And Thornbloods are soulless mercenaries. What's your point?'

"Fine, fine, I'll leave the papers here. Go search. If | have to work, you do, too."

He vanished back into the bedroom, leaving Mirage with the papers. She made it through more than half
of them before taking abreak. Plenty of interesting things | never knew about the Fire Ray, but
nothing that seems relevant. Tari-nakana wasn't doing anything special that | can see.

She went to the doorway. Eclipse gave her amock-glare. "If | have to work, you do, too."
Miragelifted onelip in adeicate snarl and he grinned. "Okay. What isit?' he asked.
"Why would someonekill Tari-nakana?' she asked.

Eclipse sat back on hisheds. ™Y ou mean geneticaly?' He began to tick the reasons off on hisfingers.
"Revenge for some persond or professiona action. Prevention of some persond or professiond action
she was about to take. Political maneuvering—maybe someone wanted to see anew Fire Heart Key."

"We need to find out who replaced her.”

"Definitdy. And if the new Key has made any significant changesin the Ray's policy. Y ou done with the
papersin there?'

"Not quite. | was going to check the room for compartments, then finish them off."
"Okay. Then welll look downgairs.”

Mirage returned to the study and surveyed the walls and floor. There wasn't alot |eft intact; the searcher
had been more thorough—or desperate—in here. She checked nevertheless, and examined the desk as
well, but found nothing. With aheavy sgh, she faced the remaining papers and set to work.

A paper covered in scribbled calculations; a persond letter from aWater witch informing her that the cat
was doing well in itsnew home; aligt of towns and domains that she scanned quickly. Breiano, Insebrar;
Ravdlle, Verdosa, Chiero, Terig; Olpri, Haira; arow of question marks;, Ansing, Seach; Leswile, Abern.
More question marks.

The nameswere familiar; sheld traveled too much to not recognize them. But why did they ring such a
loud bell?

Brelano. Leswile.

Mirage leapt to her feet and went into the bedroom.



Eclipse glanced up, then rose hagtily when he saw her eyes. "What isit?'
Wordlesdy shethrust the sheet a him.

He scanned it and shrugged. "Anitinerary?*

"My itinerary," she snarled.

What?"

"Brelano to Leswile. That wasthe courier run | did, and those are most of the mgjor towns | stopped in
along theway. The question marks between Hairaand Seach are probably where | cut through thetail of
the mountains; they must have lost track of me." She held up two more sheets, both covered in names.
"Thisismore of the same. She's been tracking mefor years."

He crossed to her and took the papers. "Why?"
Mirage threw up her hands. "I'm supposed to know?"
Eclipse gave her acareful look. "Y ou'reredly upset, aren't you?'

"Wouldn't you be? | spend haf my time trying to convince people that | have nothing to do with the
witches, and now | find out they've been tracking my every move!"

"WEll, not your every move. It lookslike you lost them afew times." Mirage snarled a him, and he put
up his hands defensively. "Okay, okay. Poor choice of joke."

Mirage spun away and kicked awall in fury. The board cracked under her foot.
Eclipse's hand clamped down on her shoulder. "Cam down, Sen."

Shetook adeep breath, hed it, then let it out dowly. "Sorry. I'll finish in the sudy. Then we can go
downdairs."

"Avaanche may know something about this™ Eclipse said, holding up the papers.

"He had better,” Mirage said, her voice till tight. She could practically fed the eyes on her, and it made
her skin crawl. "Because if he doesn't, I'm going to hunt down someone who does.”

CHAPTER FIVE

&

Test [Miryo]

Miryo was on the roof again when Eikyo found ha, thistime on adope that had her facing Star Hall
directly.

"You're brooding,” her friend said in accusation, when she rounded a gable and found Miryo there. " And
yon made yoursdlf hard to find."



Miryo just shrugged.

"Don't think you can get rid of me that easily.” Eikyo came up and sat on thetiles next to her. "What's
wrong?'

"Jud thinking."

"Whilegaring at Star Hall."

"I'm worried about the test, okay?"

Eikyo peered at her. "No, not okay. There's moreto it than that. Has something happened?*

The sun-warmed tiles were soothing against Miryo's hands. She picked at aleaf that had become caught
between two of them. "Maybe. | don't know." She caught sight of Eikyo'sface, and sighed. "All right. |
talked to Ashin-kasoraawhile ago, because | was thinking about maybe joining the Air Hand."

Eikyo's expression became sympathetic. "Did she ton you down?'
Miryo laughed without much humor. " She may not haveto.”
"What?"

"She..." Miryo searched for words to describe the Key's behavior. There realy was no gentle way to
sy it. "ShethinksI'm going to fail the test.”

Eikyo stared at her in complete shock. ™Y ou can't be serious.”

"And the funny thing is" Miryo said, not finding it funny at dl, "just afew days before that, Narikarka
wastelling me she thought | would befine."

"Widll, thereyou go," Eikyo sad. "Who says Ashin'sright? And for the love of the Mother, why would
sheeven tell you that?'

"Shedidn't say it outright. Just acted likeit."
Eikyo brightened. " See?Y ou were probably just imagining it.”

" wasn't." Miryo shook her head, eyes on Star Hall again. "1 don't know. Maybe it wasn't quite that.
But... shewas on edge about something having to do with my test. And she did amiserablejob of
hidingit."

Her friend ran her fingers down the cracks between the roof tiles, one by one. "Maybe she did it on
purpose,” shesaid dowly.

Now it was Miryo'sturn to sare. "What?'

"Well," Eikyo sad, "most of thetime I've seen you fall a something, it's because you didn't think it was
going to be aproblem. So you weren't prepared. But if you expect a challenge—well, that's the quickest
way to make you succeed. Y ou put your head down and run at it, and Goddess hel p anything that getsin
your way."

Miryo rolled her eyes. "Y ou think she did it just to make mework harder?’
IIMWMII



It was better than the alternative. And Eikyo's right about me, | guess. | left Ashin's office and went
straight back to my roomto look over my notes again.

She was only up here brooding because that morning sheld received her script for the ritud that framed
thetest. It told her some, but not much. From the terse lines of her responses, she guessed that the test
somehow involved trials of character, before it opened her to power.

Dol really think I'm going to fail that? Do | think my character isn't strong enough? Given some
of the witches I've known here at Sarfall?

But that wasn't redlly the question.

Am | going to back down from this—from what I've worked for all my life—just because | might
fail?

Evenif she could, she wouldn't.

Miryo smiled at Eikyo, and meant it. "I'll find out, I guess. In the meantime, it's back to studying for me.
I'm damned if I'll fail the questioning, and miss the chance to prove Ashin wrong."

"Why isamethyst unstable in certain Fire spells, and which arethose it can be used in?

Miryo's heart clawed itsway into her throat. Amethyst-Fire—Misetsu and Menukyo help her, she didn't
know! Given time, maybe, but they would tolerate no delay!

And, for the thousandth time that day, even as Miryo's mind froze in terrified pardyss, her mouth gave
the answer. The Fire Hand Key who had asked the question showed no reaction whatsoever, but Miryo
knew it was correct. Again. Luckily.

The room was cool, but she was drenched with sweet, asif she had run adozen circuits around Star
Hall. And dl she had donewas st in achair and answer questions! Miryo fdt drained. And till the
guestions came, steady and remorseless, and gtill she gave the answers, without quite knowing how.

Arrayed againgt her were fifteen women, each with a gaze piercing enough to have nailed her to thewall
twenty feet behind her. Three from each Ray of Star Hdll; they were the Keysto the Paths, and stood
subordinate only to the Primeswho led the five Rays. They must be passing some manner of sgna
among themsalves, for the questions never paused, and no two witches ever spoke at the same time; they
merely continued at the same measured pace, wringing every last drop of knowledge out of Miryo,
including some she never knew werein her. Ashin was among them, of course, but her unusudly dark
eyes betrayed no hint of anything.

"When will the next lunar eclipse come, and how extensive will it be?"

"It will come forty-three days hence, and cover three-quarters of the moon, Itsumen-akara."
"During what part of the year isthe congdlation of the Hunter visblein the sky?"

"From the spring equinox to the winter solstice, Kimeko-akara."

Two inarow from the Void Ray. There was no pattern to the questions, no rhyme or reason to how they
came. Miryo could never be sure where the next one was coming from, or what it would concern.

"Eliseed can be used for treating shortness of breath, but never with pregnant women, or those suffering



heart troubles, Atami-makiza."

Without so much as a glance, the cue passed from the Water Hand Key to the Earth Heart. Would
Atami be upset that Miryo had given too much information? The witch had not asked for exceptionsto
the use of eiseed Even as Miryo said how many hot springs werein the domain of Trine—"Seventeen,
Ueda-chakoa'—she dipped aglance back at the witch who had asked the previous question. Atami did
not look irritated. It was probably better to tell more than less.

Miryo spared amoment to think of Eikyo. She hoped her friend was studying hard. The questioning was
far more bruta than either of them had expected. How had Gannu ever passed?

"Lightning may be directed only in conjunction with Earth, Onomita-nakana. If the witch is not properly
grounded, it may recoil back on her."

It took a heartbesat for Miryo to realize that no one had followed the Fire Head Key's question with a
new one. She reached for her water glass; her mouth was dry from speaking, and these pauses came dl
too infrequently.

The Keys stood.

Miryo stared at them for an instant before legping to her feet. The questioning was over. Now the Keys
would announce their evauation of her performance. Except that they hadn't discussed it among
themsdvesat dl; didn't they need to talk it over?

Then Miryo remembered her part, and turned to look behind her.

The five women who served as Primes for the Rays stood behind her in an impassve line. Miryo bowed
to the Keys, then to the Primes, and moved to one side, out of the way.

"This one has brought her mind to you for testing,” Satomi-aken, the VVoid Prime, said into the quiet of the
room. "How do you find it?"

Hyoka-akaraanswered her, the Key of the Head for Satomi's Ray. "Her mind is sound and
well-prepared. We commend her to your trid.”

First stage down. Now, the one that matters.

Miryo approached the Primes and bowed again, trying to keep her face cam. They did not speak to her,
but merdly turned and led her out of the room.

The six women passed down a hallway and through adoor, emerging into the crisp evening air. To her
surprise, Miryo saw that full dark had just set in. Even though she was aware of the prescribed timing, it
felt asthough it should be noon the next day. The questions had gone on forever.

The Primes split up. One by one, they walked to the four doors of Star Hall, until each stood at the door
for her Ray. Miryo was left afew paces behind the Void Prime. Satomi stepped forward at last, and
Miryo saw with some interest that the woman chose the arm of the Hall dedicated to Air. Rumor had it
that the branch you approached from was indicative of which had shown the most interest in you, the one
they believed you showed the most talent for. But it was only rumor.

In slent procession, Satomi walked down the lofty corridor of Air. Miryo restrained her urge to gape
around; she and the other studentswere in here only rarely. She kept her eyes glued to the Void Prime's
rod-straight back, until they stood in the center, where the arms of the Hall crossed.



The witch guided Miryo up onto the dais at the center, then turned to face her.
"Remain herein vigil, and contemplate that which you face. At midnight, the ritua will begin.”
And then | find out what Ashin was afraid of.

"I hear and obey, Satomi-aken," Miryo said softly. The witch turned away and left the dais, walking out
through the north and the door of Earth.

Leaving Miryo donein Star Hall.

From now until midnight, when the Primeswould return, she would not spesk. The slence of the Hall
was oppressive, suffocating, until she wanted to talk, shout, sing, anything to break it—and yet shewas
forbidden to do so.

Miryo redlized her breathing was quickening. Concentrating, she forced herself to cam down, and
looked around the Hall.

It was awork of breathtaking beauty. Crafted from silvery stone, the Hall soared upward on impossibly
dender supports, until it seemed to be reaching for the very starsit was dedicated to. Graceful
rib-vaulting made a ddlicate pattern across the ceiling, fanning out acrossthe bays, until at the crossing it
legpt even farther upward, into a blackness the witchlights could not even touch. The crossing was
devoted to the Void.

Thefour arms of the Hall, by contrast, were ariot of color. Each was built of the same sllvery stone,
clean and unadorned by even the smplest sculpture, but the walls between the piers of the archeswere
amost nonexistent, replaced instead by rank upon rank of exquisite stained-glasswindows. In the west,
where Miryo had entered, the colors of Air were dl of the most delicate hues, barely even detectable,
but the light that came through them turned everything sharp-edged and preternaturdly distinct. She
wondered what spell managed that. It wasfull dark outside, yet somehow the windows still shed light,
gl touched the slvery marble with their colors.

In the south, the hall of Firewas colored in al the hues of its namesake, red and orange and gold, until
the light falling on the floor seemed to be purefireitsalf. North was Earth, resplendent in rich greensand
warm ambers, East was Water, al shifting blues.

And inthe crossing itsdf—

The heart of Star Hall, dedicated to the untouchable emptiness of the Void, defied al the laws of nature.
Somehow the color of thefour branches, therr light, their life, did not reach here. The air was peculiarly
gray and washed-out, and the arches soared upward from the clerestory leve into blackness. In the four
arms, the windows depicted symbols of their Elements; in the center, Miryo could not even make out the
windows, despite her best efforts. They faded away in an odd and disquieting manner, athough she was
sure they werethere.

She shivered and looked away.

They wanted her to meditate on her future. What a wonderful idea that is. All | can think about is
what might go wrong.

Asfar as she knew, there were two waysto fail the test. She didn't know how either of them happened
—ijust the results.

Shemight die. It wasn't common, but it did happen, and supposedly in avariety of ways. Though that



might just be student rumor. Certainly Hinusoka had died.
The other possibility would make her aCousin.

Most of those who served the witches had never been witch-students. They were the children of other
Cousins, as Miryo wasthe child of awitch. Mostly daughters; arare scattering of sons, which was more
than the witches had, but not many. But ultimately they were all descended from failed students, and
sometimes—when something went wrong in the test—new ones joined them.

Eikyo feared that more than death. Miryo wasn't sure which way to fed. If you ended up a Cousin, you
didn't remember anything, which presumably meant you didn't care about your failure. But there was
something gppalling about the thought, about losing your mind—

Miryo's breathing had sped up, and she forced herself to calm down. Don't think about that. Maybe
fear is how it happens.

You'll find out soon enough.

She concentrated on her breething, focusing her mind, dipping into alight meditative trance where she
thought about nothing at al. And, without her being aware of it, time passed.

Between one heartbeat and the next, they were there.

Miryo's breath caught in her throat. The five Primes had appeared sllently, smultaneoudy; they might
have been statues were it not for their glittering eyes.

Satomi was on the dais with her. The others stood at four points around the dais, each on acircular patch
of floor inlaid with the color of her Element. In wordless unison, without so much asasound to direct
their power, they began to rise, until they reached the level of the dai's, each standing on a coruscating
column of Elementd light.

"Who comes?

The sung phrase, five voices blending as one, broke the crystaline slence.
"A dgter." The solo response came from Arinei-nayo, the Fire Prime.
"Who comes?"

"A sudent.” Thistimethe Air Prime, Shimi-kane, answered.

"Who comes?'

"A daughter.” That wasthe Water Prime, Rana-maxi.

"Who comes?

"A candidate." Koika-chashi, the Earth Prime.

"Who comes?'

"One of ours, who is not one of us; one who would join us under the stars, who has not been tried.”
Satomi's voice rendered the peculiar intervas of her response without hesitation; the words floated
upward to be swallowed by the blackness above.



Thefour other Primessangin return. "Let her betried; let the testing begin.”
There was a pause. Miryo took a deep breath and braced herself.
"Aken, | stand in protest.”

The chanted line stopped Miryo's heart. Shimi looked across a her with eyeslike chips of palest blue
ice; thewoman's expression was antagonistic as she addressed the Void Prime in amonotone.

Was this what Ashin feared?
"This student is not fit for testing. She must not be alowed to continue.”
"Shimi-kane," Miryo responded before she could think, "the Keys passed mein the primary testing.”

The Air Prime gave her afrosty look. "They are Keys, and not Primes.” She continued to speak ina
sngle tone; Miryo had unconscioudy echoed it. The music was the framework of theritual, and despite
thisinterruption—her heart skipped another beat in horror—it must not be broken entirely.

"That may be s0," she said as steadily as she could. "But the Law of this Hall states that a student who
has succeeded in theinitid testing isdligible for the find stage. Y ou may not agree with their decision, but
the Law grants metheright nevertheless.”

"The Law isnot supreme. | am the Prime of the Air Ray; | have the power to dter it."
Arine brokein now. "Sigter, do you chalenge a Prime?”’

Miryo'sjaw worked up and down afew times. Contradicting a Prime was unthinkable—but she couldn't
let Shimi destroy her chances! " Arinel-nayo, my apologies, but the Law gives metheright to undergo this
testing, and | cannot alow that to be taken from me. | have not comethisfar to give up.”

"Asmy sger says, it iswithin the power of aPrimeto dter the Law."
"But isnow thetimeto do it?* Miryo shot back. "Theritud has started. It should be finished.”
"It isnot the place of a student to dictate policy to us, candidate," Koikasaid in afrigid voice.

Miryo spun to the north to face the Earth Prime, then bowed her head at the rebuke. "I understand,
Chashi. But | will not back down fromwhat | believeisright.”

"Even though it may bring more trouble than you expect? Even supposing you passtheritud, | fear my
sster may never accept you. You build difficultiesfor yoursdf, candidate.”

"I hardly expect every witch of the ssterhood to view me asafriend, Koika-chashi." Miryo lifted her
chin."If | causetrouble with authority, so beit; better that than to relinquish my convictions.”

"Why do you wish to continue?"

The question, amost whispered in the chant dl the Primes and Miryo were continuing to use, echoed
fleetingly around the crossing. Miryo shifted to look a Rana.

"If I may be blunt, Rana-maxri, | have not spent al twenty-five years of my life sudying for nothing."
"Youmay die
That short declaration made Miryo's skin crawl. She remembered whet little had been left of Hinusoka



when the ritual was done, and the other students who had not survived. Her fate might be like that. Or
WOorse.

"Perhaps, Mari," shesaid quietly. "I am willing to take that chance.”

"The Goddess smiles; theritua continues. The sSster, the daughter, the student, the candidate; she has
been tried, and not found wanting.”

What—oh, Misetsu and Menukyo, the ritual—that wasiit, port of it—all a test—

"L et the testing continue," the other four Primes sang in response to Satomi, in melody once again. "Will
you begin?'

Miryo just barely remembered her own part. "1 stand ready for Earth. May the Goddess as Crone be at
my sSde, and lend me determination.”

The Hall disappeared.

A crushing, letha pressure was on Miryo—not physically; there was no physical eement to this, but it
was nevertheless horribly real and present, moving inward, forcing thelife out of her. Its strength was
terrifying. Miryo shoved back reflexively, trying to fight againgt the deadly attack.

Determination. Srength. Attributes of Earth—

Miryo braced hersdlf, no longer trying to push the pressure back, merely concentrating on holding her
own. It made the heaviest burden shed ever shouldered fed light.

Goddess, Crone, I'm not strong enough—

That defeated thought sparked a sudden reaction in her; perversely, it made her that much lesswilling to
givein. Eikyo had beenright. | made it thisfar; 1'm bloody well not going to give up now. She
hardened her focus even more—

The pressure vanished. The Hall resppeared.

"I have magtered Earth,” Miryo sang unevenly, her voice barely ableto render the response. "lts strength
ismine

"The Crone amiles," sang Koika. Did shelook pleased? Impossibleto tell; the Primeswere dl impassive.
"L et thetesting continue.”

Miryo was not ready. She wanted nothing more than amoment to catch her bresth, to recover from the
ordedl of Earth. But she feared that any hesitation might undo her, might allow the terror to take contral.

"| stand ready for Water," she sang before the doubts could rise up further. "May the Goddess as
Mother be a my sde, and lend meflexibility."

The wordswere scarcely out of her mouth when the Hall went away.

A fiercewind sprang up, seeking to rend her gpart, to snap her in hdf. Miryo felt likeatreeina
hurricane-force gde. Trees—they brokein storms, they were too giff. She tried to bend with the wind.

She couldn't makeit work. Like atree, with its grained wood, she could not give way. The wind
increased inforce, and Miryo felt pain, as though her spine would snap, her branches bresk off.



Mother, Goddess of Water. | know what | should do—these tests are, in a way, straightforward—
but | can't doit!

Sowly, painfully, she relaxed the nonphysica part of hersdf, moving in the direction the wind drove her.
Be a willow, not an oak. It was working. The Goddess was with her.

"l have mastered Weter," Miryo sang when the Hall was once morein her vison. "ltsflexibility ismine."
"The Mother smiles," Rana sang. Two Primes had passed her; leaving three. And then—

Don't think about that.

"L et thetedting continue.”

"I stand ready for Air. May the Goddess as Bride be at my side, and lend me clarity.”

Thistime Miryo was assaulted, not by awind, but by an unreal barrage of—she could not put aword to
it. Ideas, images, sounds, dl flocked around her, flashing back and forth too rapidly to be
comprehended, blurring into a demented collage, ahowling demon of chaos.

It began to erode her sanity.
like studying—information—all those bits and pieces—all at once—too many to control!

The torrent continued. Miryo fought to put the thoughtsinto order, to force them into some kind of sanity;
she fought and failed. Her own menta balance was rapidly disappearing benegth the ondaught.

| have to stay calm!

She felt ascream building in her gut, fought it back. She could not make a sound. It was forbidden to do
S0, except in the responses. Not just for discipline; any extraneous noise could disrupt the power of the
ritual. Thewrong sound could be desth.

Thisand athousand other thoughts flew past in amaddening flood.

And then it was over. Miryo drew adeep breath. "I have mastered Air. Itsclarity ismine.” Or so | hope.
Misetsu's faith—that was closer than | would have liked.

Shimi gppeared to find her performance good enough. "The Bride smiles”
"L et thetedting continue.”

She feared this one more than dl the rest—all the rest save VVoid. Singing the next linestook more
courage than she could have imagined. "I stand ready for Fire. May the Goddess as Maiden be at my
Sde, and lend me courage.”

Frigid chill. And awind, again, thistime bringing the ice of thefar norm, likeablast of ar off a
snow-covered mountain pesk. Miryo'sfirg inginct wasto curl in on herself, pull her insubstantial body
into abdl, but it did no good; there was no shelter.

Thiswas not what | expected. Goddess, I'm so cold!

The more shetried to hide, the worse it became. Her bones ached at the cold. It grew steadily more
painful; her body was freezing solid, turning her into ice. Miryo huddled in on hersdlf, dmost weeping at
the cold.



I'm going at it wrong. Obviously. Maiden, Lady of Light, what must | do?

Fighting back at the ordedl of Earth had failed. But Earth was not about fighting; it was about enduring.
Fire, on the other hand—that was where you fought.

Thefury she had held back, dowly building since Shimi had pretended to deny her right to be here, came
burgting forth. It was more than anger, more than determination; it was her burning drive to undergo this
ritua, and the dedication that had carried her through twenty-five years of training. To thispoint. This
test.

I'm not going to give up now.

The passion of her emotionsflared against the cold, pushing it back. Miryo straightened, lifted her chin.
She had barely held onin thetrid of Air, but this one was hers.

The Hall appeared once more.

"l have mastered Fire," Miryo sang, and thistime there wasredl conviction in her voice. "Itscourageis
mine"

"The Maiden smiles," Arina responded. She did look pleased; Miryo could seejust ahint of it around
her eyes.

"L et thetesting continue.”

Thistime the response was not Miryo's. She faced Satomi, who met her gaze as she sang the words.
"No one stands ready for the VVoid. The test begins. May the Goddess as Warrior have mercy on your
soul.”

Everything vanished.

Therewas nothing. Not only was the Hall gone, and the Primeswho stood init, but nothing cameto
replaceit. There was no wind, no images, nothing at al. Miryo had been struck deaf and blind—more,
even; her skin felt no sensations, she smelled no odors, even her own sense of her body was gone. There
was nothing.

And Miryo knew it wasthe VVoid, but even that thought would not come, would not formin the
emptiness. There was nothing.

Not even herdf.

Her heart would have best faster, had she a heart. She would have been terrified, had fear been ableto
exis. Her mind, wereit not gone, would have dissolved into shrieking insanity. But it was gone, they
were dl gone; there was nothing except the VVoid, and the Void was nothing.

Her scream rang in the vaulting of the Hall.

Miryo stared around at the five women, the stones of the Hall, her own body. Her eyes drank in the
images. The sound of her own panicked breathing was music; the touch of the air pure bliss. Theworld
hed returned.

She had screamed. Perhaps she had failed. But at the moment, Miryo could not bring hersdlf to care;
nothing mattered except the return of the world.

"Y ou have glimpsed the Void, for an ingtant only, and it has marked you," Satomi sang. An ingtant?



Eternity, and no time at al. Miryo's mind flinched back fromit. "The Warrior hastested you, and you
have not been destroyed.”

"L et our newest fly on the wings of power."

The five women sang that phrase as one, and asthe last syllable was rel eased, something flooded into
Miryo.

Pain annihilated the world.

CHAPTER SIX

7

Ravele[Mirage]

d A

Mirage awoke with agtart, and didn't recognize her surroundings.

She sat up swiftly, battle ingtincts legping into readiness. No one e se wasin the smal, plain room. It was
sparsely furnished, with just the bed she had been lying on, asmall wardrobe, and achair. The wardrobe
doors were closed.

Moving as slently as possible, Mirage rose and stepped over to the wardrobe. Then, after taking asingle
breath to steady her muscles, she threw the door open.

No onewasindde.

Reassured that she was adonein the room, she turned to survey it once more. Her saddlebags were there,
piled on the chair; their presence did not clear up her confusion in the dightest. Where was she? And
how in the Goddess's many names had she gotten there? Her blades were with everything else, so
whatever had happened, she wasn't aprisoner.

Did | get waring drunk, and just don't remember it? | don't have a hangover, though. Headache,
yes. Therewasamildly painful lump on one sSde of her head. Was there a fight? What happened?

Therewas atiny window on onewall, but it only looked out onto anarrow alley and another building
beyond. Nothing moved in the alley savefor astray cat. No cluesthereto help her figure out where she
was.

Which left the door.

She belted on her sword and dagger before trying the handle. This Situation might turn out to be harmless,
but she'd rather be overarmed and laugh at hersdlf than walk into trouble unprepared. The handle turned
eadly, and she stepped into an unfamiliar halway.

Other doorslined itslength; she put an ear to each one briefly, but heard no sounds from inside. When
she cameto the end of the halway she found a staircase leading downward, curtained off by strings of
enameled beads. Teria, then. | recognize the style. What am | doing in Teria? And where in the
Warrior's name is Kerestel ?



The stairsthreatened to creak, so Mirage took them dowly, shifting her weight onto each onewith
exaggerated care. The effort made her head pound. It took forever to get downgtairs. When she reached
the next-to-last step, she flattened herself against the wall and peered through the beads into the room

beyond.

She was looking into the common room of aninn. It wasfilled with trestle tables, each flanked by a pair
of benches. At the other end of the room, afew comfortable chairs made an arc around the hearth. The
fireplace was cold and empty right now, but Mirage saw afamiliar blond head over the back of one of
the chairs.

Alerted by hisown ingtincts, Eclipse rose and saw her through the beads. " Sen!™

Mirage relaxed her wary muscles. She pushed through the curtain and walked to the middle of the room,
survey-ing it. "At therisk of sounding like amingtrdl's bad tale, where are we, and what happened?’

He gave her acareful look. "I can answer that, sort of, but not redlly.” Taking her arm, he pulled her
gently toward achair. "Come st down, and I'll tell you what | know."

"Thisisn't reassuring me," she said as shefollowed hispull.

"l bet." They sat down, and he looked directly at her. "'l can't redly answer your question because | don't
understand what happened. We were riding along, doing nothing specidl. It was pretty far into the night,
but we were trying to get to Chiero, and neither of uswastired—or at least you said you weren't—so
we kept going. Then you pitched headfirst out of your saddle onto the road.”

Mirage's eyes widened.

"| think you were unconscious before you hit the ground, but if you werent, thefal certainly put you out."
Eclipse shrugged. "We were amost to Chiero by then, so | tied you onto your saddle and brought you
hereto Mardl's. That was yesterday.”

Mardl. A Silverfire agent, though not one Mirage had ever dedlt with persondly, hence the unfamiliarily
of her surroundings. He owned thisinn; it gave him agood means for gathering informetion that he could
then pass dong to the Hunters.

"Do you remember any of this?" Eclipse asked, worry lining hisface.

Mirage leaned forward, putting her elbows on her knees, and stared &t the floor. "We left Starfall. There
was nothing else important in Tarinakanas house, not after theitinerary.” In her periphera vison she saw
Eclipse nod, but he did not interrupt her. "We went to Nashain Handom; she told us Avalanche had last
been seen on the road to Insebrar. On the way east, we wrote to our witch contact, because we wanted
to ask about the new Fire Heart Key. She said sheld meet usin person in Ravelle. We agreed because it
was on the way to Insebrar. She hadn't known about Avaanche working for Tari-nakana”

"What about the fall? Do you remember that?"

It was hard to pick any one day or night of riding out from the ret; thelast five years of her lifewerea
smear of roads, inns, towns, saddling her horse, unsaddling her horse, building campfires, being rained
on, with only occasiond landmarks to distinguish one bit of traveling from another. She closed her eyes,
but it didn't help her memory. Riding, riding, then ablank. "No. | don't.”

A short, tidy man came into the room then and introduced himsdlf to Mirage as Marell. After reassuring
him of her hedth—she felt fine, aside from the lump on her head—she asked about Avaanche,



Marell nodded briskly. "Bodyguard job in Vilardi. The Silk Consortium isthere, negotiating with some of
the mgjor shipping companies. Theresalot of bad blood, so the head of the Consortium hired
Avaanche to keep poison out of hisfood and daggers out of hisback.”

"How long are they therefor?"

He tapped hisfingers againg his chin, head tilted back, apparently doing menta calculations. "They broke
up recently over some argument, | believe, but it was atemporary hdt only. They'reaming for an
agreement within the next week."

That gave them just enough time to meet the witch in Ravelle before heading on to Vilardi. Mirage was
re-lieved; she had been afraid her mysterious blackout would make them miss Avadanche. He wastheir
best hope for figuring out the motive behind the nation. "What timeisit now?"

"Thetemplerang Light an hour or so ago."

More than half the day wasted. Mirage wanted to swear, but restrained hersdlf; Marell looked too
proper for that. "Wdll, we can ill get afew hoursof riding in.”

Eclipse shook his head before she even had the words out. "No. Y ou need to rest some more.”
"I'vejust dept for afull day. That's plenty of rest.”
"Y ou don't know that youre wdll yet!"

Mirage brushed one hand against the opposite wrist, drawing his gaze. Her deeve covered the scar, but
he understood. They were blood-oathed to their Hunt. Catching Avaanchein Vilardi was more
important than pretty much anything dse.

Eclipse sghed. "Well saddle our horses ourselves, Marell. Thanksfor your help.”

They camped aong the road that night, having ridden aslong as they could without endangering Mist and
Sparker in the poor light; the road here was not well-maintained. Mirage toasted bread as Eclipse saw to
the horses, then passed him food silently when he sat down &t thefire.

"What do you think caused it?" he asked between bites of bread and cheese,

She didn't have to ask what he was referring to. Her blackout had been on her mind al afternoon, too. "I
havenoidea"

"Y ou might have been poisoned,” he said. "I can't figure out how, though.”

"Not poison,” Mirage said, shaking her head. "Can you think of anything that works like that, delaying for
however long, and then taking the victim down between one breath and the next? | know | didn't fedl
mysdlf fading. It was sudden.”

Eclipse consdered it for amoment before shaking his head aswell. "No. | don't know anything that
would do that."

"Not to mention that there's no good reason | can see to poison me like that. What did it accomplish? It
delayed usfor about haf aday. That'sit.”

"Maybe delay was the point."



"But only half aday?1 can think of six different ways to dow someone down, every one of them more
effectivethen that.”

They atein slencefor awhile, listening to the crackling of the fire and the smal noises of the horses
shifting around. The weather was hot and till, with scarcely ahint of abreeze. Mirage suddenly missed
Siverfire, far to the west; it generdly had cool evenings, with abreeze off the nearby river.

"What if it wasaspell?' Eclipse said.
Mirage stared a him. "What?'

"A gpell. That would explain the speed, and also why neither of us noticed anything. A witch might have
knocked you out."

"And why would she do that?"
He shrugged. "1 didn't say | had it all figured out Again, maybe someone wantsto delay us.”

"Kerestel, we're working for the witches. One of them has been killed. They want to know who did it.
Why would they dow us down?'

Eclipse put hishands up. "Fine, fine. It wasjust arandom idea. | never said it would clear everything up.”

Mirage took adeep breath. Snapping Eclipse's head off wasn't fair, even if he should have known that
was a sore spot. His suggestion of magic had touched anerve aready raw from her discovery in
Tarinakana's house.

"Sorry," he said, before she could say anything. "1 should've thought before | said that about a spdll.” He
paused, and looked down at his hands. "It is something we should keep in mind, though.”

Mirage touched his shoulder. "It'sal right. We have to consider thisfrom every angle. If the plausible
explanations don't make sensg, it'stimeto look at theimplausible ones. And I'm going to have to stop
twitching a every mention of magic; I'mworking for awitch, for crying out loud.”

He grinned. "Old habits die hard.”

"But that doesn't mean they shouldn't be killed." Mirage stretched and tossed the hedl of her bread into
thefire. ™Y ou want to take first watch?'

They settled themsdavesfor the night, but Mirage did not fall adesp immediately. She couldn't. Lying with
her back to thefire, she stared into the shadowy underbrush and brooded.

Fine talk you make. "We have to consider this from every angle." And yet you don't tell him the
whole story.

It was essy to rationdize her silence. She hersdlf didn't understand what she had felt in that instant before
shefdl from her saddle. It had flashed in her mind and then vanished without atrace, leaving her unsure
sheld fdt anything at dl. But the memory had branded itsdf vividly enough in her mind that she couldn't
quite dismissit asimagination.

Lying in the darkness, she closed her eyes and retreated into her mind, summoning the memory back.
What had shefelt?

The closest andogy she could find was the feding sheld had afew weeks before, riding to Corberth with
Eclipse. For the briefest of ingtants, it had felt asif an old and well-known friend, absent for many years,



had been at her Side again, as Eclipse was. There and gone, dl in aheartbeats And then, before she
could do more than register the flash, she had blacked out.

And | suppose it's too much to hope that the two are unrelated.

Could it possibly have something to do with Eclipse? He was the one person she would consider an old
and well-known friend. Therewas no one elsg, either from Silverfire or the years before that, whom she
had felt particularly closeto. Certainly not her parents, whom she had seen only afew times since being
sent to the temple at the age of five; and they were dead now anyway. Maybe | was visited by their
spirits. Wouldn't that be a neat trick.

It had felt familiar. But Eclipse had been there, just afew steps behind her on theroad. And it hadn't felt
like him anyway.

Mirage shivered, then made hersdf lie till. She heard Eclipse shift, but he said nothing. | don't want this
to have anything to do with the witches. Bad enough that | have red hair. Worse still that
Tari-nakana was tracking me. I'll work for them, but that's the extent of my involvement. | don't
want them interfering with my life. Any more than they have already.

Shetook along, dow, deep breath, and exhaled it carefully. Then, putting such thoughts firmly aside, she
cleared her mind and went to deep.

They pressed their pace to Ravelle. Eclipse still showed worry for Mirage's health, but her only concern
was getting to Vilardi before Avalanche left. They'd already been weeks on the road since taking the
commission, and she didn't want to waste more time chasing their fellow Hunter across the land.

Before they continued on, however, they had to talk to their witch contact. So Mirage and Eclipse
dressed once more in uniforms and masks, and dipped through the nighttime streets of Ravelle.

The house they went to thistime was smaller and less wedlthy than the one the witch had used in
Corberth, though the town itsdf waslarger. It had no retaining wall, and aso no guards, Mirage and
Eclipse went directly up to the back door, where they were met once more by a Cousin. It wasa
different woman from before, Mirage noticed, but she was no more surprised at their arrival than thefirgt
one had been.

Thewitch rose when they were conducted into the dightly shabby parlor. Thelighting in here was
brighter; the witch had been writing, but Mirage could not see the page clearly enough to read it. She
took acloser look at their contact, though, as the room in Corberth had been too dim to afford a good
examination. Her hair was darker than most, more of ared-brown than atrue red. Wide-spaced, large
eyes gave her aperpetua look of surprise, but it was betrayed by the harder set of her mouth. If she
controlled her expression, though, she could trick peopleinto thinking her lessthan shrewd. Mirage
wondered if she knew that.

"Sit down," thewitch invited, gesturing to the hard-backed chairs.

"We have severd questions,” Eclipse said as he seated himsdlf. The witch nodded for him to proceed.
"Firg, isit possble to knock someone unconscious from a distance? I s there aspdll that would do that?"

Mirage would have cheerfully strangled him. She clasped her handsin her lap instead and vowed to have
alittle"chat" with him later.

The witch seemed confused by the question. "From a distance? It depends on what you mean by



distance. Y ou have to be able to see them with your own eyes. It can't be done from across the city, or
from adifferent domain. Why?"

If you tell her, I'll break your elbows, Kerestel. Thisis my business, not yours.
"It might be useful for capturing the assassin,”" he said smoothly.

"Oh. Well, it could be done, if | were close enough. Have you found the assassin, then?' A hint of
eagerness crept into her melodious voice.

Eclipse shook his head. "Not yet. We're getting closer, though. As| wrote to you, we're fairly sure he
wastrained at Wolf star. That narrows the field considerably.”

"And what about the employer?’

"That'swhat we wanted to ask you about,” Mirage said. "Who succeeded Tari-nakana as Key of her
Path?"

"Kekkai-nai. | mean, she's Kekkai-nakana now.”
"What was she doing before she became Key?'
"Shewastheregiona coordinator for the north—Askavya, Liak, and Miest."

Mirage remembered the name now; she had seen it on no small number of papersin Tarinakanas study.
Closing her eyes, she thought back to those reports; had there been anything of notein them? Nothing
cameto mind. "Has Kekkai-nakana made any noticeable changesin the policies of her Path since she
became Key?'

"Not that | can think of. But she hasn't been in office for very long, of course.”

"What about Tari-nakana?' Eclipse asked. "What projects was she engaged in before she died?’ The
witch heditated, and helifted his hand in reminder of the blood-oath. They had every right in the world to
know.

Thewitch nodded. "I'm sorry. In truth, though, Tari-nakanawasn't doing anything a al—nothing
sgnificant, that is. She was doing her job, obvioudy."

"Not 'obvioudy," Mirage said. "Was there something she wasn't doing? A duty she was neglecting, or a
request she was ignoring? Can you think of anyone who would have wanted to remove her from office
for ineffectiveness or incompetence?’

"' She was quite competent,” the witch said, her voice sharp.

Mirage made a conciliatory gesture. "The n'semployer may have been unhappy with her fallureto
do something. Or perhaps he expects her successor to take a particular action that Tari-nakana
wouldnt."”

"Do you know of any projects K ekkai-nakana has been working on?" Eclipse asked. "Tasks assigned to
her by Tari-nakana, or by her Prime? Did she have a pet project that might gain in importance now that
shesaKey?'

Their contact shrugged, looking dightly hunted. "I don't know. Redlly. That'sthe kind of thing you'd redlly
have to ask Kekkai-nakana."



"Then we need to meet with her," Mirage said.

The witch's control of her expression was greater than Mirage had thought; she quelled the flicker that
ran across her face to the point where its nature could not be identified. Surprise? Unease? " Perhaps,”
the witch said dowly. "I'll have to write to her and ask. Heart Keysdon't travel often, and
Kekkai-nakanais particularly busy right now, asyou can imagine.”

They should havetried to set thisup whilethey were il in Starfdl. " Perhaps some magicaly arranged
audience," Eclipse suggested. "Isthere any way to do that? Talk to her at adistance, and not through one
of those sheets?'

"Maybe," thewitch said. "I'll haveto ask. When | get an answer ... I'll send the answer to your paper.
Y ou do gill havethat?'

"Of course," Eclipse said, and to his credit did not sound irritated by the question.

"Good," thewitch said briskly. "I'll write to you, then, when | know about K ekkai-nakana. Until then, do
keep looking into other clues. The Hunter bodyguard, for example.”

They stood and sal uted her, then left without another word.

"That wasn't the same woman,” Mirage said as they rode out of Ravell€'s eastern gate in the predawn
light.
Eclipse glanced at her. "Y ou think so?"

"She looked the same. And her voice was the same. But the way she spoke was entirdly different.”

"Much fagter, and lessformal. | agree.”" Hefdl slent for amoment asthey prodded their horsesinto a
trot to pass three empty wagons trundling along the road back to their farms. When they were aone once
more, he picked up where he had lft off. "Why, though?"

"Depends on which onethat face redly belongsto. If thefirst witch looks like that, and the second was
using anillusion, it may just bethat our real contact was occupied e sawhere. Since she couldn't meet us
on our way to Insebrar, she delegated someone elseto take care of it."

Eclipse pondered that for amoment. "That makes sense, | guess.”

"Unless neither one of them redlly hasthat face. That could be blamed on smple, sandard-issue witch
paranoia. If we can't identify our contact, that's one less bit of information we have."

"Did you get the fedling this second witch wasn't amember of the Fire Ray?" Eclipse said suddenly.

Now it was Mirage's turn to ponder. She hadn't considered that at al, but now that shedid... "I think
you might beright. She knew preciouslittle about what was going on with Tari-nakanaand
Kekkai-nakana. Not that | expect leaders of any stripeto tell their subordinates everything they do, but
she seemed particularly clueless. Which could be her natura state of mind. Or not." A thought struck
Mirage then, and she pulled one glove off, cuing Mist with her kneesto stop in the road.

Eclipse circled Sparker back to her sde. "What isit?"
She extended her right wrist to him. "What color would you call that scar?”

"Sort of afaded brown—»but therésabint of greeninit, too. Which ishow it'll be recognizableasa



blood-oath scar. It doesn't look naturd .

"Now, | might be wrong about this, but | seem to remember a conversation back when we were trainees,
where Taon mentioned that you can tell the Ray of the witch who cast the blood-oath spell by the color
of thescar it leaves.”

Eclipselooked at the scar again, then at her. " Greenish brown. Earth?"
"That would be my guess. It's certainly not afiery color.”
"Soif our second witch wasn't Fire Ray, neither was our firg."

Mirage pulled her gauntlet back on and kneed Mist forward; they couldn't afford to waste al day sitting
on their horsesin the middle of the road. "We thought she might be VVoid Ray, remember. And maybe we
weren't wrong. But if she was Earth, and this second witch was something other than Fire—why are so
many witches of other Raysinvolved in thisinvestigation?'

"Tari-nakanawas an important woman. Her nation might mean trouble for al of them.”
"Maybe. But it seemstoo pat.”

More slence asthey rode. Mirage kept quiet, for she could fed Eclipse was working through something
inhismind. Morning had comein full by the time he had histhoughts together. She looked up sharply
when he spoke again.

"Do you remember anything odd about those papers and lettersin Tarinakanas study?'

"l assume you mean the ones besides theitinerary.” Mirage considered it, then shook her head. "Nothing
jumpsto mind. It looked like routine paperwork and correspondence.”

"Who was she receiving letters from?"

"Witches, mostly. Also Lords and Ladies of domains, of course, and some of their more important
ministers and governors. But the bulk of it was from witches."

"Which makes sense, given that she was aKey, and of the Heart Path to boot. She was responsible for
coordinating the activities of her Ray, and sending out orders that came down from her Prime. But what |
want to know is, why were so many of those |etters from witches—un-ranked ones, no less—outside
her Ray?"

Mirage closed her eyes and summoned to mind as many of the endless sheets of paper as she could
recal. She supposed Eclipse wasright, but still—"Most of those | etters were unimportant. Persond in
nature. Like the one about the cat.”

"They looked unimportant.”
"Y ou think they werein code?'

"I don't know. Maybe. We may have to ask our contact—or whoever it iswe're dealing with now—to
send usthe papers from Starfdl. | think 1'm going to want another look at them.”

The thought of having to cart the contents of Tarinakanas study with them across the land made Mirage
cringe. "Let'sat least wait until we've spoken to Avaanche. If there's something hidden in those letters, he
may know about it."



CHAPTER SEVEN

&

Double[Miryo]

d A

Miryo schooled her faceto cam, her eyesin soft focus on the far wall. Once she might have paced,
might have bit at her fingernailsor her hair. Theritua had changed her, though; the calm of Air wasin her,
and she knew it now. She needed dl its help to stay tranquil.

| have been marked. But in what ways? Goddess, Lady, | don't understand—have | passed, or not
?

What is to become of me?

Miryo had not seen many people since theritud; for awhileit had just been Nenikune. Then, when the
heder was satisfied with Miryo's physical health, Satomi's secretary Ruriko had come to summon Miryo.

Summon me to judgment?

Just then Miryo would have given agreat ded to talk to Ashin. She wasn't certain of her own status, but
it didn't much matter; whether she was awitch or not, she would have cornered the Hand Key and
forced information out of her. Ashin had suspected this was coming. And Miryo wanted to know why.

She wondered how long she had been unconscious. No way of knowing; Nenikune had refused to say,
and Miryo had known better than to ask Ruriko. The summons had been too formal. For al she knew, it
could have been aweek since her trial. The room she'd woken in had no windows, but if Nenikune had
been bringing medls at regular intervas, then Miryo had been awake for two days.

The double doors, each carved with the symbols of the five Elements, swung open. Miryo roseto face
Ruriko and bent into atiny bow. Even if Miryo was awitch—and she wasn't at al certain of that—it
couldn't hurt to be polite. The secretary gestured wordlessy for Miryo to enter, and exited after she
passed, closing the doors with afina-sounding thud.

Miryo had never liked the hall she stood in now. Though beautiful, it lacked Star Hall's aura of magic; it
was merely a place for mundane ruling, and not a space for ritud. Itsintimidation was grimmer.

She waked the hdl's length, hearing her footsteps echo coldly off the stone. In the floor beneath her feet
werefive parald ranks of marble dabs; beneath them lay the bones of early Primes. Theinscriptions
were nearly illegible on many of them, worn smooth by generations of footsteps. It was a stark reminder
of age and endurance, and it made Miryo fed small.

At last she cameto thefront of the hall and sank without hesitation into afull bow. Evenif shewasa
witch, she was facing the Primes now, and respect was still required.

"Risg" Satomi said.

Miryo forced her knees straight and lifted her chin. She had no ideawhat was going on, or what had
happened to her, but she was damned if sheld cower.



Thefive Primeseyed her from their thrones on the dais before her. Behind each of them hung beautifully
gtitched bannersin their Elementd colors. Satomi's pale, fiery hair stood out starkly againgt its black
background. It did nothing to soften her unreadable expression.

"Y ou do not know what has happened to you,” the Void Prime said at | ast.
Miryo remained silent, not knowing what she should say, or if she should spesk at all.

"Y ou could not have known," Satomi continued. "The information necessary to understanding has not
been made avallable to you. We will giveit to you now, so you may know what it isyou must do to fix
that which has gone awry."

Her voice had the measured cadences of forma words. Miryo forced hersdlf to breathe, and did not
look away from the Prime's pale green eyes.

"Five days after awitch gives birth to adaughter, before the infant is exposed to starlight, before the eyes
of the Goddess bestow a soul upon the child, the witch performsaritua that will, in the full course of
time, alow that child to work magic. A channel is created. It isthen blocked, that the child may learn the
patterns of magic beforeits power isthrust upon her. And that block isnot removed until the childis
twenty-five”

None of thiswas new to Miryo; it was a part of the general course of study. She kept her eyeson
Satomi, waiting for the new information that must be coming, the information that would tell her why she
hed suffered so terribly in Star Hall.

"But thisritual has asecond effect. It creates a doppel ganger—a second shell, acopy of thefirg,
identicd in every way, savethat it lacks the capacity to work magic.”

A second shell—Cousins? But no, Cousins are different—what happens to the other child?
Satomi answered the question for her. "This copy is danger to the witch-child. Thusit isalwayskilled."
Miryo's hands curled into fists at her Sides.

"Y our doppelganger isdive," the Void Prime said, her words whispering in the vast spaces of the hall.
And Ashin knew it. I'd swear my life on it.

She swore my lifeonit.

Miryo forced hersdlf to breathe again, and wondered what, if any, of her thoughts had shown on her
face.

"Y ou mugt kill your doppelganger,” Satomi said, not aflicker of an eyelash betraying any emotion other
than cool practicdlity. "Thisisyour task and yours done. Y ou may enlist othersto your aid, but it must
be your hand that strikes the blow.

"If you do not kill your doppel ganger, then before much longer your magic will kill you. Y ou cannot
control it so long asyour double exists; its continued life puts yoursin danger. Unitil it dies, you must not
use magic savein utmost defense of your life, and even then, be warned that your spell may kill you just
assurely. Y ou may not use your magic to kill your doppelganger.

"Once you have accomplished thistask, you may return directly to us and take up life asan ordinary
sgter, choosing aRay and aPath.”



Only then did Satomi blink. The motion, jarring after the absolute stillness of everything inthe hall save
her mouth, jolted Miryo. She stared at the Void Prime, looking for words.

But it still was not time for her to speak.

"A horsewill be prepared for you, and an escort. Y ou shall have such supplies as you need. In addition,
you may choose one witch to be your counsd, answering what remaining questions you have until you
depart. Whom do you choose?!

"Ashin-kasora, Aken."

Miryo didn't even have to think about it. Thiswas agolden opportunity to get answers from the Hand
Key.

Satomi blinked again, once, before answering; that was her only reaction. "Ashin has departed from
Starfal on other business. Whom do you choose?'

Gone. Conveniently. And after saying she wanted to talk to me. Miryo controlled her anger.
"Narika-ka, Aken."

"Narikawill be your counsd. Y ou will depart in two days. Y ou may wear this." Satomi extended one
arm, and asmall object drifted through the air to settle in Miryo's cupped hands.

It was apendant, crafted of silver: athree-cornered knot, laced around athin circular band. Miryo's
breath caught in her throat. Despite my doppel ganger—despite everything—I am a witch. Satomi
would never give her the triskele Sigil unless she had passed. She might not be able to use her magic, but
shewas awitch.

"Thank you, Aken," Miryo whispered.

The Primesroseto their feet then, startling Miryo; they had not moved throughout the proceedings. "Go
forth and hunt, and return to us as one of our own," they sang in aunified monotone. Miryo bowed
deeply to them and, torn between elation and sick dreed, left the hall.

Miryo sat on the edge of her bed and stared at the floor. Around her were small trunks, empty, that she
needed to pack; after sheleft Starfall they would be taken to the New House, where women just past
their tests lived until they had homes of their own. On the bed next to her were saddiebags, likewise
empty. These she would take with her to hunt her doppel ganger.

Her ssomach clenched at that thought. She could not imagine killing someone, not with her hands.
Magicaly, maybe; there were dways brigands stupid enough to attack witches. But not with aknife. Not
thet close.

A soft knock made her jump nearly out of her skin. Smoothing her hair back, Miryo took a deep breath
and went to answer the door.

Narikawas outside. "l expected you would be here," thewitch said. "May | comein?’

Shewould never have asked permission before. It was another sign that Miryo was, despite her
difficulties, awitch. The victory, sought ever snce Miryo could remember, tasted like ashesin her mouth.
"Please," she said woodenly, and opened the door wider.

Narika eyed the empty trunks and saddlebags, but did not comment. Miryo gestured for her to take the



chair, and sat on the bed hersdlf. At least she could sit, now; once she would have stood for the whole
conversation.

"Satomi-aken told me of your Stuation,” Narikasaid. "Do you have any questions?”

Miryo stared at the floor for along moment, trying to focus her thoughts. They ran about like confused
mice, chasing themsalvesin little circles. With an effort she brought them together, and asked the first
thing that came into her mind. "Does this hgppen often?”

"No," Narikasaid grimly. "Y ou did well to pick me; alot of witches don't know much about this. But it's
something my Path isfamiliar with, though not even al of us. Y ou might have done better to ask one of
my sigersintheVoid Ray, but | cantell you dmost everything we know."

"How did it happen to me?' Miryo said. It came out dmost asawail.

"No one knows. Perhaps your mother smply made amistake. | didn't know Kasane well, but she never
struck me as one so overwhelmed by sentimentality that she wouldn't be ableto kill an empty shell. She
knew the consequences of letting it live al too well. Every witch who has a daughter knows that."

"Do you think she knew, though? That it was dive?"
"Who can say? Kasane never gave any sign that she did, at least not that anyone has admitted.”

Miryo tried to ask her next question, but felt her throat close up, blocking the words. She swallowed
hard, disgusted with her own pitiful wailing. For the love of the Goddess—if | can't even discuss this
without falling apart, how do | expect to go after my doppelganger? At thisrate, I'll not be ableto
seeit through the tears, even if it were in front of me. Miryo swallowed again and squared her chin.
"How am | tofindit?"

Narikasighed. "It could, in theory, be anywhere. Y ou have at |east one advantage: It will ook exactly
like you. So you can circulate adescription, or even a sketch, to help track it down.”

"That could takeforever."

"It'spossible. But | believe—athough thisis mostly speculation—that it won't be quite so difficult asyou
think. You and your doppelganger arejoined in some way we don't fully understand; it'sthisjoining
that putsyou in danger. But it can dso work for you. | think that, if you trust your ingtinct, you'l find
yoursdf traveling inthe right direction.”

"But you don't know for sure.”
"No. | don't.”

Miryo considered thisfor amoment. No immediate path of travel leapt to mind; shefelt aslost as before.
"I don't know if you can answer this—you said not al of thisis understood—»but what is it about my
doppelganger that is dangerous?'

"It prevents you from controlling your magic.”
"I know that," Miryo said, curbing her impatience. "But tow?"

Narikasighed again. "In short, because it'sapart of you, though separate from you. Controlling power
takes perfect concentration, and your doppelganger isa part of you that you cannot focus at will. Thus
your control is not strong enough.”



"Even though it can't work megic.”

"Even s0. And you must hurry because—as you will, unfortunately, discover—though Satomi-aken has
forbidden you to cast spells, her order will be hard to follow. Canyou fed it?" Narikas eyes bored into
Miryo. "Can you fed the power around you?"

Miryo swallowed painfully. Y es, she could. Sheld been trying to ignore it. The power witches channeled
came from the world around them; she could sense it with every breath she took, every touch of her hand
againgt an object.

"Don't reach for it,” Narikatold her grimly. "Y ou've been warned about the consequences. Buit that'll be
hard to remember when you find yoursdlf in trouble.

"You must bevigilant againg this. Smdl spdlsyou might work without terrible backlash—if youre
lucky—but fine control is something that takestimeto acquire. Y ou would likely turn yoursdlf into a
human torch when you meant to light acandle.”

Miryo nodded, her neck muscles stiff with tension. 1'll not fall into that trap. | mean to see this
through to the end. Narikawas eyeing her asthough hammering her warning home by sheer force of

gaze.
"Isthere anything else?" Narika asked.
"Not at the moment,” Miryo replied softly.

The witch nodded and rose. Then she hesitated. "For what it'sworth,” she said, looking down on Miryo,
"you have my sympathy. And my prayers.”

Narikawas at the door when the words legpt from Miryo asif of their own accord. "Why do dl of this?"
The Air witch looked puzzled. "I beg your pardon?’

Miryo rase with a swift, choppy gesture. "The whole thing. Doppelgangers. What's the purpose? Why
did the Goddess st it up thisway?"

"Do | look like apriestessto you?'
"No, but they don't know anything about us anyway. We're the only ones who would know."

Narikashrugged. "Ask one of my Path Sstersin the Void Ray, perhaps. One or another of them—I
recommend Baira—can no doubt engage you in along, philosophical debate about the Goddesss
purposefor usin thisworld. You'll probably not find any answers, but then again questions like that
rarely have any.”

Miryo recognized the bite in Narikas tone for what it was, and took a deep breath. "I'm sorry. |
shouldn't have asked. When Satomi-aken said | might have someone to give me counsd, | know that's
not what she meant.”

Narika crossed back to Miryo, looking rueful. "1 snapped your nose off, didn't I? 1 apologize. Y ou don't
need that, not right now. | have little patience with that sort of question, but | understand why you ask it. |
don't have any answersfor you, and | don't know if there are any to be found, but | wish you luck if you
search for them.”

"Thank you," Miryo said.



The witch returned to the door. "If you need anything further,” she said, "send... aCousin. I'll dowhat |
can for you."

Send a Cousin, Miryo thought bitterly as the door closed. " Send word," she was about to say. If |
were really awitch, | could spell the message to her.

And thoughts like that are getting me precisely nowhere.

Tossing her hair from her face, Miryo turned to the empty trunks and began to pack.

The door to Miryo's room was flung open so quickly it rebounded againgt the wall and nearly hit Eikyo
as she dashed through. Miryo, who had legpt up from the floor at the sudden entry, was almost knocked
down again as her friend hurled hersdf forward and enveloped her in acrushing hug.

"I wasworried you'd be gone dready,” Eikyo said into Miryo's hair.
"Not until tomorrow,” Miryo said faintly, still dazed.

Eikyo stepped back and squeezed Miryo's shoulders. "Nobody will tell me what's going on. I've never
hated being a student so much—nobody tells students anything.” She reached out and touched Miryo's
triskele pendant with onefinger. Y ou are awitch, right? Some people don't ssem to think you are—but
you havethis”

Miryo laughed shortly; it sounded bitter even to her own ears. "They're half right. | have the pendant, but
what doesit mean? Nothing, except that if | diel'll be buried as awitch and not as a student.”

Eikyo's eyeswidened. "Wha?'

"Sit down. It'll take awhileto explain." Miryo swept astack of papers off her desk chair, threw them into
atrunk, closed the lid, and sat on that hersalf. Her bed was covered with saddlebags and clothing; she'd
have to finish dealing with that before she could deegp tonight. "I'm technically awitch, but I'm not allowed
towork magic yet."

Eikyo listened to her explanation, her blue-gray eyes solemn. When Miryo finished, there was slencein
the room; the chirping of acricket outside the window was shockingly loud.

"Well," Eikyo said at last, her voice heavy with unexpressed emotion, "I guessthat's pretty cut and dried.
Youfindit, you kill it, you come back and everything will be normal."

"Assuming it'sthet easy.”
"What complications could there be?"

"Finding it won't be smple,” Miryo said, rising. Shetried to pace, but her scattered belongings got in the
way. She controlled her urgeto kick them acrossthe room. "And killing it... | know | haveto. But the
thought of actudly doing it, with aknife or whatever... I'm not used to that. It'snot like | wastrained as
asoldier or an assassin; I'm awitch, for the Maiden's sake! I'm not supposed to kill people!™

"But crying over it won't do you any good,” Eikyo said, sounding morelike her usua solid sdif. "It'sthe
only way through this. So you grit your teeth and do it anyway."

"l know. I'll deal with it when the time comes. But that <till doesn't clear up anything about Ashin.”

"Have you talked to her?’



"She's gone. Satomi-aken told me | could choose awitch to answer my remaining questions; | tried to
pick Ashin, but she gpparently l€eft right after my testing.”

"Who did you choosein her place?’
"Narika"
"Does she know where Ashin went?'

"l didn't think to ask," Miryo said thoughtfully. "That'sapossbility. I'll find her tomorrow morning, before
| leave. If Narikaknows, | might try following Ashin.”

"What will you do if she doesn't, and can't find out? Where will you go?"

Miryo shrugged. "Narikathinksthat if | choose a random, instinct or some such will lead me toward it.
But she admitsthat she doesn't know if that will really work."

"Haveyou triedit?'
"Not yet. | don't know how | go about 'trying' to do something ingtinctively.”
"We could go up on the roof; then you'd at least have aclear line of sight.”

They did not head for their usud sheltered pit; instead Miryo and Eikyo climbed to the highest point they
could easily reach. Above them Star Hall vaulted up into the night sky, blotting out stars, but neither of
them was about to attempt that climb.

"All right," Eikyo said when they reached the top. "Which way?"

Miryo glanced around. The peak the students quarters and Star Hall were perched on wasthe highest in
the immediate region; to the east and west the mountains marched on in ajagged line. South, the land
rose up into the bulk of the mountain range, then fell away sharply into anarrow coastal plateau; that
region wasinhabited by witches and Cousins and no one ese. To the north the heights shrank to foothills,
and then to plains, until they spread out into the patchwork of domains ruled by various Lords and
Ladies, which spread out for weeks of travel in dl directions.

And my doppelganger could be anywhere out there.

It was unlikely to have chosen the south. So Miryo would have to head generdly north, but she could
tend to the west, the eadt, or any line in between. None of them stood out in her mind as being more
likely than any of the others.

| guess| just pick at random, then. Miryo thought about reciting a children’s counting-rhymeto
choose, but discarded theidea. | have to head somewhere. | guessit'll be west.

Miryo raised her arm to indicate this, and found hersalf pointing east instead.
Eikyo looked at her. "What'swrong?"

Shrugging, Miryo lowered her arm. "Nothing. East it is.”

CHAPTER EIGHT

7




Avalanche[Mirage]

d A

Vilardi was amuch smaler town than Breiano, and seemed an unlikely place to hold such an important
series of meetings. But Breiano, perched on Insebrar's coast afew days ride away, wasthe
headquarters of the Silk Consortium, and as such was hardly neutra ground.

So they made do. Vilardi did not have enough innsto house everyone, but the shipping families didn't
care, they were accustomed to living in their wagons and tents, leaving the much pricier hotelsfor the silk
men. Mirage and Eclipse, gpproaching the town from the west, encountered the perimeter of the tent city
long before they reached Vilardi itself.

"Lookslike most of the mgor overland shippersin the east,” Mirage said to Eclipse asthey drew closer.
The large wagons at the heart of the tent circles had sprouted poles from which an assortment of banners
flapped. "What do you want to bet there are at |east three Wind-bladesin there?’

"Might be some other Silverfires, too," he replied, scanning the area.

"Mardl wouldve mentioned it if there were. Most of them are probably hiring bodyguard specidids.”
That might very well be why the Silk Consortium had gone for Avalanche; Hunters were dedicated to
their employers above their schools, but not everyone believed that. "L et's go ask afew questions.
Vilardi's not large, but they could save us some searching.”

The perimeter guard eyed them suspicioudy asthey gpproached; Mirage belatedly wished that she had
covered or dyed her hair. Then again, maybe that wasn't what was putting him off. Neither of them was
inuniform, but it didn't take a genius to recognize Hunters, or to at least guess that they were dangerous.
Sherelaxed her posture and held both hands out wide; beside her Eclipse did the same. The guard did
not seem reassured by thisindication of goodwill.

"What're you after?" he muttered, flexing his hands on the grip of his pike. The man was thick around the
middle, but he fill looked like he meant business. "What business do you have here?"

"Nonein your camp," Eclipse said. "We're not trying to enter. We're just looking for where your leaders
are meeting with the Consortium's men.”

Mirage knew it was the wrong thing to say the moment the words came out of his mouth. The guard's
eyes narrowed further, and he stretched the pike forward threateningly. "1'm not telling you that. Get
gone, before | call more guards on you! And if you show your faces around here or near any of our
people, it be more than awarning!”

Swearing inwardly, Mirage nevertheless composed her face and bowed in her saddle. "We apologize for
bothering you."

"Get out of herd"

They whedled their horses and left the camp's entrance it afast trot. Once they were a safe distance
away, they pulled up and eyed each other wryly.

"Stupid of us" Mirage said. "They're so nervous they're hiring bodyguards, and we ask them where
they're meeting?’

"Not the brightest ideaweve had," Eclipse agreed.



They veered south, giving the encampment awide berth, and circled around to the eastern side of the
town. Mirage fumed at the delay, and at their own foolishness, tat there was no help for it now. They'd
just have to hope the shipping guards didn't cause them any trouble in the town itself.

Insde Vilardi'swalls, the sireets were packed. Not only had the Consortium and the shipping companies
brought their people, others had flocked to the town in hopes of parting the visitors from their coin. The
result was amadhouse.

"WEell belucky if we can find aroom anywhere!" Eclipse caled over his shoulder, histone sour. Mirage
slently agreed. She had forgotten how small Vilardi was. Had there been a Silverfire agent here, they
might have had a hope, but the town wasn't usually important enough to merit one.

The day had grown old and Mirage's patience had fayed to the breaking point before they found aplace
to ay. Tiny, with only one bed to split, and with more than afair share of vermin. Her lip curled, but she
sad nothing. We're lucky we've got even this much. However little it is. M you've slept in more
disgusting places—that flop-wise in Liak, before you got the first commission and had enough
coin for something better .

Her wrigt tingled at the reminder. This assgnment was definitely important enough to be worth enduring a
few lice. Or even anarmy of lice.

A handful of men in the common room made lewd commentsto her every time she waked through; she
smiled and returned them in kind, although she had no intention of following through. It wasthe safest
way to handle thistype of thug; if shelooked intimidated, or too defensive, shed identify hersdf asan
easy mark or atarget in need of taking down. Asit stood, they grinned, and winked, and left her alone.

As soon astheir things were settled, with the bill paid in advance, of course, Mirage and Eclipse took to
the streets once more. Their innkegper had no more idea of where the Consortium and the shippers were
meeting than how to spell his own name, so they'd haveto search for it themselves.

A second tour of the town brought no more results than the first had; despite the cramped quarters, the
leaders involved were doing aremarkable job keeping things secret. Mirage would have been impressed,
had it not irritated her so much. I'm not here for their Void-damned meeting. | just want to find
Avalanche, talk to him, and get on with this job.

The Warrior, it seemed, heard her prayers. When they turned onto a street they'd walked six times
aready, they found a process on coming from the other direction. Guards formed athick wall, shoving
the crowd back, keeping a protective space around the core of their ring. At the heart of it al wasa
palanquin, richly hung with embroidered silks. That was, no doubt, the leader of the Consortium. Mirage
could have cared less about him, though;, it was the ridersthat interested her. One of them, dressed to
match the rest, was nevertheless recognizable.

"Follow him," Eclipse said in her ear.

They tailed the procession discreetly; it went straight to the richest inn Vilardi boasted. The grounds were
swarming with more guards, which didn't surprise Miragein theleast. If they wereto get Avaanche's
attention, they'd haveto do it out here.

The two Hunters quickened their pace accordingly, working their way ahead of the dow-moving
procession until they were as near theinn wall asthey could safely get. Then, astheriders around the
pal anquin approached, Eclipse gave apiercing whistle.

It caught Avalanche's atention, of course; he was watching everything, from the rooftops to the windows



to the beggar childrenin the dleys. In acrowd like this, his nerves had to be hair-triggered. Thewhistle
brought his head around with a snap. He spotted Mirage and Eclipse and gave them one curt nod. Then
he was through the gates and into the courtyard.

Mirage and Eclipse sttled down to wait.

Avalanche was quick; he was back outside before a quarter of an hour had passed. The three Hunters
withdrew to anook not quite as exposed to the watching eye.

"Makeit fagt," he said, still scanning the crowd. "It's supper soon, and | have to be there to taste
everything."

"Thejoysof bodyguarding,” Eclipse said wryly. "We need to talk with you, though. Can you come meet
us? We're in—What's the place cdled?' he asked Mirage.

"The Barmaid'sBosom," she said, keeping her face bland.

Avdanche grimaced. "l wouldn't vist you thereevenif | could. But | can't leave him donefor that long
anyway. You'll have to come here; I'll tell the guards. What do you need to talk about?”

"Weve been blood-oathed to investigate Tarinakanas nation," Eclipse said.

The words made Avalanche go pae. Mirage would have been more subtle about it, but after al, Eclipse
knew the other Hunter better than she did. "Do me afavor and don't mention that too loudly around
here," Avalanche said. "It doesn't look good if they know the last person | protected ended up dead.”

"S0 you were bodyguarding her,” Eclipse said.

"Yeah. And | don't mind saying | fed like shit about what happened. Here | am, the only one shetruststo
keep her safe, and | fail miserably at my job." He sighed. "Come back at Low. I'll be up; hislordship sir
grand master high-and-mighty Consortium won't. The guardswill let youin, and well talk." Hiseyesdid
to Mirage. "'l can't promise I've got answersfor you, but | do have some things you'd probably like to
know."

Then he was gone, pausing only to speak with the captain of the guard. Mirage glanced at Eclipse, and
they left Slently, melting into the crowd.

"Sounds like Avalancheisn't enjoying hisjob," Mirage remarked later, in their room.

"I'm not surprised. I've heard about this Consortium leader. He's areal bloodsucker; cares morefor his
money than pretty much anything ese. And he's used to having things done when he wants them, the way
he wants them. He's probably running Avaanche ragged.”

"Warrior's teeth. He's one of those who figuresit's the bodyguard's job to protect him, and doesn't do
anything to make the process easier.”

Eclipse nodded ruefully. "I'll wager you the palanquin and its curtains were there to shelter him from the
noise and stench of the streets, and not rooftop archers. People like that hate to change their behavior
just because of some vague, nebulous, maybe-there-maybe-not danger. They never believe they're at
risk.”

"Lucky for him he's got a sensible adviser in there somewhere, or held probably not even have hired
Avdanche"



"Yeah. | just hope he's paying well. I'd ask a hefty fee, to put up with that kind of shit.”

Outside, abell tolled the third hour of Last. One more hour until they had to meet Avadanche. Mirage
was glad sheld learned patience in Hunter training; alot of her time was spent in waiting or monotonous
riding. "Let'sgo get somefood.”

The common room was packed, even though it lacked just an hour to Low, but they employed
intimidating looksto good effect and got atiny spot to themselves along onewall. The table was nonetoo
steady—it looked to have been one end of something longer, before it was broken off—but it wastheirs
alone, aluxury they appreciated in the close quarters. Eclipse ordered food for them both, and they
leaned againgt the wall to survey the crowd.

Men from the Consortium's lower ranks were sitting cheek-by-jowl with locals, and therewas a
scattering of shippersthroughout aswell. The aimosphere, luckily, was amiable, if abit too drunken to
rely on. Mirage just hoped the good humor would hold until she and Eclipse got out of there. She'd been
in more than one barroom brawl, and they were never much fun. Even with al of her training, brawls
were so chaotic and unpredictable that she usualy ended up taking a chair to the back of the head before
it was all done. Not her idea of a pleasant way to spend the evening.

The serving girl arrived with some indefinable dudge on thick pottery plates and went away again to fetch
them beers. The supposed dinner was disgusting; Mirage picked through it with the point of her knife,
looking for edible bits. She left mogt of it on the plate. The last thing she wanted tonight was asick
somach.

Actually, that goes for pretty much any night.

Then there was acommotion at the door, and Mirage redlized heavily that there was indeed something
she had wanted even less.

Trouble.

A knot of men-at-arms from the shipping companies stood in the doorway, scanning the room. Mirage
held still and prayed that they were looking for someone else—afriend, maybe, or aprostitute, of which
there were plenty in the room. But she had barely finished the thought when the lead guard's eyes found
her and narrowed in anger.

"Oh, Crone's stick, no," Eclipse muttered.

"You!" The guard advanced across the room, stabbing afinger at the two of them. Just my luck. It
would be the one from this morning. "I told you to leave. | told you not to show your faces!"

"Werejust having adrink and amed," Eclipse said. "Well stay the night, and then well be on our way
and trouble you no more.”

The guardsman bent to put his unshaven faceright in front of Eclipse. "Y oull leave tonight.”

"Funny,” Mirage drawled, pulling hiseyesto her. "I don't recdl any edictsfrom Lord Rani forbidding us
to bein thistown. Nor from the mayor, ether. I'd say we have as much right to be here as you do.
More, given that you're disrupting the peace and we're not.”

His scowl warned her. She seized his hands asthey reached for the front of her shirt and twisted them
around, bending them backward until he wasin areasonable amount of pain. "Don't touch me," she said
softly. The action set the guardsman's friends off. They stepped forward thresteningly, hands going to the
hilts of their knives. Mirage thanked the Warrior that wearing swords insde town walls was forbidden



while the meetings were going on. Even o, their motion brought the Consortium men to their feet, which
in turn sparked the other company men, which had the localslooking for aquick exit.

Then, unfortunately, a Consortium man chose to take Mirage's part. "'l suggest you leave the lady alone.
Unlessyou really need to prove to the world that you're uneducated, drunken boors not worth the effort
to spit on.”

Mirage used her leverage on the man's hands to throw him backward into his friends, buying hersdf time
to get out of her chair asthe room exploded. Eclipse rapped the one company guard who charged for
her behind the ear, and he went down like afelled log. One lessin the fray. But there's plenty more
where he came from.

Thetenson sheld felt earlier had snapped, creating afull-fledged brawl in the space of a heartbedt.
Mirage jumped out of the way of alocal bent on finding an escape, but in doing so put hersdlf in the path
of another Vilardi resident too drunk to care whose side he was on. She spun out of his path and found
hersdf face-to-face with the guardsman who had started it all.

"Bitch," he snarled.
Mirage smiled a him and kicked him in the knee.
He went down, but someone ese's elbow caught her in the head, full force.

Void-damned brawls! Mirage growled away the stars and turned on the owner of the offending elbow,
damming the palm of her hand into his nose and then kneeing him in the somach where histoo-smdl
leather breastplate didn't cover. A swift punch to hiskidneys as she threw him behind her finished him off,
for the moment at leadt, leaving her till in the middle of the very brawl she had not wanted to see.

The sound of abreaking chair brought her around swiftly, but it was only Eclipse taking down another
guard. He grabbed her wrist; she went along with his pull and flew out of the path of another attacker's
down-swinging fist. Eclipse kicked him in the ssomach, chest, and head, and then they were gone,
pushing through until they reached awall, and then diding dong it until they found their way to the back
door and made it outside.

"I hate brawls," Mirage growled, feding the Sde of her head carefully. A noticeable lump was forming.

"They're not my favorite, either. Come on—it'samost time to meet Avaanche anyway. Hewon't mind if
we'reafew minutesearly.”

The brawl was dready attracting a crowd of spectators outside theinn. The two Hunters eased their way
out of the growing ring and took to the shadows;, neither wanted further trouble. They moved to the
middle of the Street before they reached the Consortium inn, though. Provoking the aready jumpy guards
would just sart another fight, this one much more serious.

They endured an extended scrutiny, but were finaly passed dong inside. Guards were camped out al
over the courtyard, and another pair flanked the door, while a score or so filled the common room with
quiet talk. Mirage found the atmosphere ardlief after the fun in the Barmaid's Bosom.

"We're hereto talk with the leader's bodyguard,” Eclipse said to the door guards.
One of them grunted; the other nodded. "Upgtairs to the second floor. Third to last door on the right.”

Not an interior room. Mirage guessed that the Consortium leader was in the room just beyond. She
could imagine Avadanchetrying and failing to convince him to take aroom without windows and a



balcony. At least they were on the second floor, rather than the top or the ground; it lessened therisk of
someone coming in from outside. Stll, it wasn't the kind of setup abodyguard would pick.

Better Avalanche than me. | might have staged a fake assassination attempt just to prove to this
idiot that he isvulnerable. But if he wanted to take the job, that was his business. They were hereto
ask him about Tari-nakana. And Mirage most especialy wanted to know why Avaanche had glanced at
her like that, earlier in the afternoon.

Theupdtairs hdlway was quiet, and dimly lit with egant lanterns. Everything was pesceful.
Mirage stopped Eclipse with atouch.

He glanced at her and raised hishandsto sign. Trouble?

Maybe. Go quietly.

They crept dong the hdlway, carefully placing their boots to minimize the floor's cresk. Theinn was
well-built and well-maintained; the floor benegath the runner rug was solid enough not to make much
noise. They flanked Avaanche's door, and Mirage put her ear toit.

Slenceindgde. Then afaint noise.
Mirage kicked the door in.

For just an ingtant, she could see afigure silhouetted dimly againgt the night sky over Avadanche's
bal cony. Then he was gone.

Shewas after him in aheartbest.

Therewasjust enough time, as Mirage vaulted the bacony railing, to redize that theinn'sretaining wall
was within reach for agood jumper. She landed well enough on itstop edge to keep her balance and her
momentum; her boots thudded onto the cobblestones amoment later, and then she was off down the
narrow aley beyond, pursuing the just-visible figure of the other Hunter.

Thiswasaquieter part of town; there was no one on the street besides them. Mirage gritted her teeth
and poured her energy into running. She was fast, but her quarry had long legs and ahead start. Shewas
gaining ground, but very dowly, and he was nearing the town wall.

He veered suddenly to the left. Mirage took the corner fast and made up ground. Just ahead she could
see another low wall, with ivy growing aong it. He began to claw hisway up it. She made atremendous
leap as she neared the wall and seized hold of historso.

The other Hunter tried to didodge her without losing his grip on theivy, which was aready threstening to
tear out. Shetried to pull him loose; she aso spared amoment to tug at his mask and head covering, but
they wouldn't come off easly. The straggle persisted for afew moments, during which neither made any
rea progress, and then the ivy rendered the Situation moot by ripping loose.

The fight to put each other on the bottom asthey fell ended in adraw; they landed together on their right
sdesand rolled apart. Both drew knives, which went flying amoment later as each chose to concentrate
on disarming the other instead of holding on to the weapon in hand.

Mirage's opponent snarled and came at her in arash.

She ducked his double kick and then tried to sweep hislegs out as he landed. The attempt failed. He



threw a backhanded punch at her, which she blocked, damming his elbow as she did so. He granted and
pulled back, then came forward kicking once more. One foot caught Miragein theribs; aright punch
clipped her head again, worsening the headache and disorientation from the brawl not long ago. She
snarled away the pain and sweep kicked again, thistime taking him to the ground. Herolled out of the
way of her descending kick and vaulted to hisfeet again.

Mirage had anticipated that; he took afist to the face that sent him reeling backward. He blocked her
next two punches, though, and then pounded her braised ribs again.

Adrenaline kept the pain away. Mirage, turning to cushion the hit to her ribs, threw aleft-handed blow
that connected solidly with the side of his neck. Continuing with her momentum, she turned and delivered
ahook kick, then aside kick from the other foot. The other Hunter reeled backward, hand dropping to
his belt, and she knew she had the upper hand.

Then he threw ahandful of ashin her face.
She legpt back, coughing, and tried to clear her eyes.

But in the moment that she was distracted, he struck—not to her head, but to her left knee. Pain shrieked
up her leg. And by the time she could see, he was goneinto Vilardi, and she didn't have ahope of
catching him again.

The trip back through the town was adow one. Mirage had washed the ash out of her face at awdll, but
the adrenaline had long since faded, and shefelt every hit she had taken. Her knee was throbbing with
every step, her ribs twinged with every breath, and her head dternately ached and plagued her with fits of
dizziness. She staggered like adrunk until her fury overcame the pain; then she clamped her jaw shut and
walked as steadily as possible, through the unfamiliar streets, working her way back to theinn by vague
memory and no small amount of guessing. Shejust hoped Eclipse was il at the Consortium'sinn; he
hadn't followed when she jJumped out the window. And what had happened to Avalanche?

Movement in the shadows; her hand legpt for the dagger she had not retrieved and closed on air. But the
figure melting out of the shadowswas only Eclipse, and she rdlaxed as much as she could without faling
over.

"Where's Avalanche?' she asked as he approached, even though she could aready guess the answer.
"Dead." Eclipseg's face was a stone mask. "Thekiller?'

"Wolfgtar, by the cut of hisuniform. Gone, though. | caught up to him, but he blinded me with ash and
kicked my knee out to stop me from following again." The admisson gdled her, even though she knew
Eclipse would never blame her for her failure.

"Canyouride?' he asked.
Mirage blinked. "Why?*

"Theinn'sin an uproar, and men from both sides are dl over this area of town, looking to cause even
moretrouble. If we don't get out of here, were going to find oursalves blamed for Avaanche's murder.”

Mirage consdered it. She hurt like fury, and was il fighting dizziness. Oh well. | can always tie myself
to the saddle. "l canride."

"Good. We get the horses, then, and get out of here."



CHAPTER NINE

&

Departure[Miryo]

d A

The dawn light was only beginning to peek through the stable doors, but Miryo had been up for an hour
aready. She dropped her saddlebags on the dusty floor, gasping from carrying them thisfar, and went to
look for aCousin.

The two who were to be her escorts were in the tack room, fetching saddles and bridlesfor the horses
they would ride. Miryo asked one of them to deal with her bags, then went back inside to find breskfast.

Narikawas not in the breakfast hall, but Miryo knew she was up; the witch had |eft a note under her
door saying sheld be there this morning to see her off. Miryo hoped she would; she still needed to ask
about Ashin. And what if Ashin went in a different direction? Will | change my path to find her, or
go with what | chose last night? Miryo honestly didn't know. She put the problem aside to be dealt
withwhen and if it arose,

She seated herself on one of the benchesin the empty hall and rubbled on ahard roll. Motes of dust
drifted through the early morning sunlight, mesmerizing her. It would be essy to fal adeepright here,
were her mind not racing.

She couldn't believe she was about to leave Starfal. She hadn't |ft it for more than afew days at atime
gnce she had come here from Tsurike Hall fifteen years ago.

Andyet, if shewereto join the Air Ray, thiswould be her life. Assuming she was aHand, of course, but
as she had said to Eikyo, most of the Air Ray acted like Hands anyway. Which meant alifetime of
traveling, always on the move, lending her skillswherever they were needed, to whomever needed them.
Within reason, that was; no witch was bound to aid a cause she deemed unjust.

Was that the kind of life she wanted? It was more uncertain than most of the other Rays. Fire witches
received food, housing, and pay from the Lords and Ladiesthey served; Water got the same, on amuch
gmaller scale, from the villages they watched over. The Void Ray was supported by the labor of the
Cousins and the tithes paid by domains for the aid they received from other witches. Only those of the
Eath Ray had alifestyle a al likethat of Air; they lived off theland. If Miryo wereto follow this path,
her lifewould belikethat: traveling, living off the land as often as not, receiving occasiona rewardsfor
her work, but unable to depend on such generosity. The people the Air Ray served often had little or no

money to spare.

With agtart, she realized the beams of sunlight had moved. Time was passing, and she was wasting it.
Rising to her feet, Miryo scanned the few women down at the other end of the hdl; Narikawas till not

among them.

Nor wastitle witch outside, nor was shein the stables. Miryo bit one knuckle, wondering if she should go
seek Narikaout, or send a Cousin to find her.

"Good, | was hoping you hadn't left yet.”



The sudden sound made Miryo jump. "Y ou startled me, Narika." She managed to swallow the "kal" just
Utime. It wasn't wrong to address afellow witch with the honorific, but neither wasit necessary, and
Miryo was determined not to do anything to reinforce the idea that she was not really awitch.

"| do gpologize. Y ou don't look like you dept much last night.”

"Packing took longer than | had expected.” That, and she had spent well over an hour poring over amap,
trying to figure out where she was headed in the east, where her doppe ganger might have holed up.
Assuming her choice wasn't redlly random.

"That'swhy I'm not aHand," Narika said with asmile. "They al quickly learn not to pack more than
necessary, I'mtold, but | take forever to get mysdlf together.”

Miryo smiled and tried to figure out how to broach the subject of Ashin.
"Do you have any further questions before you leave?' Narika asked.

Well, that made it easy. "l was wondering, actualy—do you happen to know where Ashin-kasora has
gone? Satomi-aken told me sheleft not that long ago.”

Narikalooked thoughtful. "I'm not certain. She travels so much, and she's not my Key. She might have
gone up to Askavya; Gelke was saying there had been some troubles up there."

Askavyawas due north. Miryo sighed. "Thanks."

Narika gave her acuriouslook. "Were you hoping to talk to her? | can try to spell to her, if you'd like."
"No, thank you. That won't be necessary."

"Areyou traveling toward Askavya?'

"No, | wasthinking of heading east instead.”

"Does something draw you there?' Narikasearsal but pricked.

Miryo shrugged helplesdy. "I honestly don't know. It doesn't seem wrong, so | guessit'sasgood a
direction asany.”

Narikalooked disappointed; Miryo supposed she had been hoping for some greet revelaion. "Very well.
| would offer you a searching spell, but it would be confused between you and your doppelganger.
Youll haveto trust ingtinct.”

Let'sjust hope it's doing something worthwhile for me. "1 will. At least until | have something better.”

"Very well. | suppose| should let you go; you're losing valuable traveling time, and if | keep talking like
this, you won't even make Samadan before nightfall.” Narikafollowed Miryo out of the sablesinto the
early sunlight, where the Cousins waited with saddled horses. "' Goddess go with you, Miryo. Travel
swiftly, and return to us soon.”

"Thank you, Narika." Miryo was surprised when the witch hugged her, but she returned the embrace.
Then, before anything else could delay her, she mounted and turned her horse's nose toward the road.
She did not look back toward the students hall.

Trees enveloped them afew minutesinto the journey. Miryo and the two silent Cousins rode through



green shade dappled with pae, sharp morning sunlight. She let her horse choose its own pace; the road
waswdl-built, but the rocky mountain soil here made for poor footing, and she had no intention of laming
her horse on thefirst day out.

Theride was quiet and soothing. Given the Cousins habitual unobtrusiveness, shefdt dmogt asif she
were on the road alone, with no one around save rabbits, squirrels, and her horse.

"Miryo!"

Eikyo materidized out of the bushes so suddenly that Miryo's horse dmost reared. Her friend had the
bridlein a heartbest, though, and she soothed the animal with asoft word. "Sorry. | didn't mean to Startle
you likethat. | wasjust practicing moving quietly in thewoods.”

Miryo smoothed her hair back with one hand and shook her head. "'1'd say you don't need much more
practice.

Eikyo eyed the Cousins, who were sitting impassively on their horses, and edged closer to Miryo. "Did
you ask Narika?' shesaidinalow voice.

Miryo nodded. " She thought maybe Askavya, but she wasn't sure.”
"Areyou going to go north?'
"Not without more confirmation than that. If it'sjust one hunch againgt another, I'll stay with my own.”

"That's probably good." Eikyo gave the Cousins another sidelong glance and lowered her voice even
more. "Do you—do you want me to come with you?"

She didn't even haveto think about her answer, but she did, just to befair to her friend. It didn't change.
"No. Thisis... it doesn't get more persona than this, Eikyo. I'm only taking the Cousins because | have
to. Besides, you have your own test coming up.”

"Not for awhile. Y ou won't be gone that long, will you?'
"l don't know."
Miryo'swordsfell more heavily into the silence than shed meant them to.

"And don't follow me, either," she added firmly, to quash any rebelliousideaslurking in Eikyo'shead. "I
meanit.”

Eikyo looked unhappy. "1 just wish | could help you somehow.”

"You can," Miryo said. "Pray for me." She shook her head when her friend laughed. "I'm serious. I'm
goingto needit.”

Eikyo sobered up and nodded. "All right."

"Thanks." Miryo leaned down from her horse and gripped Eikyo's arm. Her friend squeezed hard, till
looking worried.

"Goddess be with you," Eikyo said. Then she released the bridie of Miryo's horse and stepped aside so
she and the Cousins could pass.



They rode through the day, stopping briefly to eat and rest the horses, and came into Samalan in the late
afternoon. The town, which sat just on the Currel side of the border, was anatural stopping point for
people traveling to and from Starfall. It had taken arare collaboration on the part of the Fire, Water, and
Void Raysto keep the pricesin Samaan fair; too many merchants saw it as a golden opportunity to
gouge al who passed through.

But thanks to the work of Miryo's ssters, she was ableto find lodgings for the night at areasonable
price. The Primes had given her a purse of money aswell as a pack-horse laden with supplies, but she
had no idea how far she had to go. She could, of course, ask for more should she come to need it, but
Miryo was determined to put that off aslong as possible.

One of the Cousins saw to the stabling of the horses while the other took their bags upstairs. They had
dinner in the common room that night. Miryo hardly received a second glance from the other patrons
there. Witches might be an unusud sight elsewhere in the land, but in Samaan they were commonplace.

The reverse was not true for Miryo. She was twenty-five years old, but the world outside the hals of the
witches was nearly as dien to her as the moon. Sheld studied the domainsin excruciating detail—their
histories, their peoples, the ways of life in each place—but that was not the same as going out into them.
Not thesameat all.

Miryo couldn't imaginetrying to learn everything she had to know to be awitch without isolation and
intense study. Still, looking at the prospect of now having to face aworld sheld never seen, shewas
inclined to serioudy question the teaching methods of Starfal. Farmers, herdsmen, weavers, carpenters,
merchants—such people were strangers to her. It was enough to make her want to choose the Void
Ray, just so that she could spend her days talking to witches and Cousins, who were familiar.

The thought made her glance at her two silent companions. 1'd almost feel better if one of them would
ask me where we're going, or say something, Miryo thought. | hope | adjust to them quickly;
somehow | never noticed before how silent they are. Mother's mercy, | don't even know their
names. | assume they have some. | should fid out. Except it would feel weird to ask; at home
Cousins are about as noticeable as the furniture. They're the perfect servants—except this silence
IS getting on my nerves.

"Werelikely to betraveing for awhile," Miryo said abruptly, causing the Cousinsto look up from their
food. "And | don't even know your names.”

They exchanged swift glances. Miryo wondered suddenly if Cousins had any kind of society, if they
relaxed together when they weren't serving the witches. She had absolutely no idea.

"I am Kan," thetdler of thetwo said. It wasthefirst time either of them had spoken since Miryo had met
them thismorning. "Thisis Sai." The shorter Cousin nodded, but said nothing.

Miryo nodded back. "I'm Miryo." The Cousins glanced at each other again, then went back to eating
their food. "WEIl be going east a firgt," Miryo continued, determined to get some kind of conversation
garted. "I think welll take the coastal road. We might have to change our path dong theway; | don't
realy know." Shewondered if Satomi or anyone else had told them what she was doing on thisjourney.
Whether they knew or not, she wasn't about to broach the subject in the common room of aninn. "Is
there anything we need to buy here?"

"l don't believe s0," Kan said. It looked like she was going to be the spokesman for the two of them.
"But | may go through the market tomorrow morning to be sure.

"All right. The market opens a Firs; if we leave an hour after thet, will it give you enough time?



Kan nodded.

"I'll seeyou in the stables an hour after Firdt, then. In the meantime, | have an errand to run." Miryo rose
to her feet, then stopped as Kan dso stood. "Is there a problem?”

"I'm going with you."
Miryo stared at her. "What?"
"The Primes have charged us with keeping you safe, and it's getting dark out.”

"Samalan isthe safest placein theworld, except for Starfal itself. No one would dream of giving me
trouble, not so closeto our domain.”

Kan merdy shrugged.

Miryo continued to stare a her, but the Cousin ignored it. Misetsu and Menukyo. | probably couldn't
get her to stay hereif | tied her to a ceiling rafter . She eyed the Cousin's muscles. Asif | could. "All
right. | don't think it's necessary, but it doesn't look like I'm going to change your mind." Kan didn't
answer that.

They went out into the evening light, Kan walking afew steps behind Miryo. Glancing back, Miryo saw
that the Cousin was dert, keeping one hand near to the handle of her short sword. Maiden wept. She's
probably going to act like this the whole trip, too.

Shaking her head, Miryo turned her head and paid attention to where she was going.

It wasafar wak; lying in the grasdands asit did, Samalan had all the open space it needed to sprawl
through. The directions she had been given led her finaly to amodest-looking house near the north edge
of town. Both the Water Ray and the Void Ray had representatives in Samalan: Perachi, aHand of the
former, lived farther to the east and served the people of the town. Morisuke, however, was responsible
for monitoring who came and went from the witches domain.

Kan hovered behind Miryo as she knocked on the door.

A moment later she heard the lock turn. A tall blond woman opened the door and took in the two of
them with aquick glance. "Miryo, | presume. Satomi-aken spelled to say you might be coming to see me.
Do comein.”

With agtart Miryo glanced at the woman's neck. The triskele pendant hung there openly enough;
Morisuke was gpparently one of that minority of witcheswith blond hair. "Thank you," she said, redizing
she had yet to move or speak, and stepped over the threshold. Kan followed silently.

"May | get you anything to drink?' Morisuke asked, gesturing Miryo toward achair in her small Stting
room. Her house was modest but obsessively tidy; even the fireplace, unused right now, was swept
spotless.

"No, thank you," Miryo said.

Morisuke nodded and seated hersdlf. Kan took up a sentinel position againgt one wall; Miryo resolved to
speak to her about that. There was no need for the Cousin to behave as though she expected an
nation attempt any minute.

"What can | help you with?' Morisuke asked.



"I was hoping you could give me someideaof the road conditionswell befacing.”
"Which direction are you headed?'
"Eadt, through Hairaand Teria, but | don't know how far."

Morisuke closed her eyes and looked thoughtful. "There have been some stormsin the coastd hills, but
any damage to the road will likely have been repaired by the time you get there. If you go asfar as Razi,
that's the only place you might find trouble. Cano is not as good about keeping up his duty of road
maintenance as he should be. But the storms were mostly west of hisdomain, so evenif he hasn't yet
seen to the roads, they should be in passable shape.”

"Isthereany politica unrest?’

"Not in that region. Ruitte spelled earlier today to say that Lady Chahaof Kaistyi is claming some of
Seach's men-at-arms caused havoc on her side of the border—Lord Mimreis, of course, denying the
charge—but that's up near the mountains. Southern Seach should be quiet. The only other troubleisupin
Askavya, well out of your way."

Askavya again. And if anyone would know where Ashin went, Morisuke would; wherever she
went, she almost certainly passed through here. "Narika said something about that aswell. Do you
happen to know if Ashin-kasorawent there? She left Starfall about aweek ago.”

"Y es, she went north, and very suddenly. Did Narika by chance tell you what's happening up there? I've
received very littleword."

Miryo shook her head. "I'm afraid not. She wasn't certain hersdlf.”
"Pity. Well, it may just be someinternd Air issue.”

Morisuke was good a keeping a smooth expression, but Miryo caught the dightest flicker of vexation.
She had to suppress alaugh. Witches of the Path of the Head aways hated not knowing things, and the
Air Ray's habit of not telling the VVoid about their affairs probably drove Morisuke crazy. The witch no
doubt prided herself on knowing agreat ded of what was going onin the land, even if decisions about
how to react were not hersto make.

"Indeed," Miryo said when she was sure she would not laugh. "Has anyone in the Earth Ray sensed any
further weather problems?’

Morisuke shook her head. "Rain adong the coast, which isto be expected for thistime of year. But it
shouldn't be more than an annoyance.”

Miryo nodded and rose to her feet. Kan stepped forward. "Thank you for the information. I'd considered
taking the northern route eadt, but I'll take rain in the hills over raidsin the mountains.”

The Void witch dso rose. "I'm glad to be of help.”

And glad to know that the new little half-witch is going east. Now if anyone asks, you can tell
them. Miryo had no reason to hide where she was going—she doubted her doppel ganger would hear of
it—but the prying habits of the Void Ray irritated her.

She waked dowly once they were back outside, lost in thought. Kan followed her as before, keeping an
even sharper eye out now that it wasfully dark.



Her stepstook her, not to the inn, but to the fountain that stood in the center of Samalan. It was not
elaborately carved, but aspell cast by an Earth witch many years ago had arranged for it to never run
dry. Even in the depths of winter it flowed, the water ways warm enough not to freeze over.

Miryo stood next to it in the moonlight, watching the water leap and dance. She was aware of no sound
savefor its gplashing, until Kan spoke. "Katsu?'

The quiet word made her blink. It was, she redlized, the first time anyone had addressed her by that
honorific. That pleased her unexpectedly; every sign that someone considered her a proper witch was
encouraging.

"Yes, Kan?' shesad at last.
"We should return to theinn."

"Not yet, Kan. No one's going to attack me out here, I'm sure, and I'd like amoment to sit.”" Behind her
she heard the Cousin's footsteps, backing away. No doubt she'll stand like a guard dog in the
shadows now. Well, she can if she wants to.

Miryo continued to watch the water, ligtening to it play. She was torn by indecision, unsure of her path.

When it was one hunch against another, | trusted my own. But now | know Ashin went north—
she's probably into Abern by now. | could try to follow her. It would be a lot more logical than
wandering vaguely off to the east, following a choice made at random late one night. Ashin might
even know where my doppelganger is. She might be heading toward it right now; maybe that's
why she left so suddenly. But if that's the case, why wouldn't she tell someone?

She seated hersdlf on the edge of the fountain, trailing her fingersin the cool water. Kan was abarely
visble shadow at the edge of her vision. If | follow logic, | should go north.

And yet...

Miryo knew she had no reason beyond gut fedling to think there was anything for her in the east. The
river lands were more populous, it was true, so smple probability was on her sdeif shewent in that
direction. But she could hardly examine every person living in the eight domainsthat lay that way.

S0 the question is, how much should | trust my gut feeling ? Do | believe Narika, and believe
myself? Or do | tab the safer, more assured path, and follow Ashin?

Miryo stood abruptly, making Kan shift. "Let's go back to the inn. I've changed my mind; tomorrow well
go north to Askavya."

Kan went the next morning to buy afew more supplies; the lands to the north were less heavily settled
than those to the east. Miryo and Sai took their bags down to the stables and rearranged the packhorse's
load to make more room for the additiona food.

The Cousin was back not long after the town bellsrang First, and before the scheduled hour was up,
they were ready to go. They led their horses through the market crowd, then mounted up asthey neared
the edge of town. Miryo cast an eye to the west; Morisuke's house lay not far in that direction. If they
were going to head north, they should ask about the conditionsin that direction.

She and Kan left the Void witch's house not long later, leaving Morisuke manifestly curious asto why
they had changed their path. Miryo knew she'd pass the information on to others. Morisuke probably



suspected she was following Ashin, and that was excellent gossip. She put the woman's machinations out
of her mind, though, asthey went to rejoin Sai on the main road and begin their trip north.

Ten stepsinto that trip, Miryo sawed her horse's reins around so sharply that it amost reared.

The Cousins glanced at each other, then watched her as she sat in the middle of theroad, biting her
knuckleinindecison.

Ashin's in the north. Goddess only knows if there's anything useful to me in the east.

"Misetsu and Menukyo save me from my own stupid impulses,” Miryo muttered. Then sheraised her
voice S0 the Cousins could hear. "Forget it. I've changed my mind again. We're going eest.”

CHAPTER TEN

&

Witches[Mirage]

d A

The moonlight was strong enough to show the road, so the two Hunters rode away from Vilardi without
stopping through what remained of the night. An hour or so before dawn, as the sky began to lighten,
Eclipse l€eft the road and found atangle of brush where atree had recently fallen. He set about
constructing their camp while Mirage eased hersdlf out of the saddle and fought down pain and nausea.

Shewoke at midmorning and felt better. Her head would take awhile to recover, but the painin her
knee and ribs, while till there, was a aleved she could cope with.

Coping with her memorieswas harder.

Eclipse was not inclined to blame her; in fact, he was generous with praise for her quick thinking and
quicker feet, catching up to the other Hunter at al. The blow to the head sheld taken in the brawl, in his
opinion, excused her fallureto win theright.

Miragedidn't agree.

"Tel me about the Hunter," he said, when it became obvious she wasn't going to leave off accusing
hersdf any time soon. "Y ou said he was aWolfstar. What did he look like?!

Mirage closed her eyesto concentrate, searching for details her mind had subconscioudy recorded
during thefight. "Tal—abit taller than you, and dightly broader in the shoulders. Hazdl eyes, close-s,
with long lashes. Mot of hisheight isin hislegs, which makeshim a fast runner, even though hisreflexes
aren't anything specid. He favored kick-fighting alot; makes sense, given hisbuild."

"But itsunusua for aWolfgtar. Anything ese?!

There was something... ah."Y ou remember what | said about the way we fell? We both fell onto our
right sdes, and | know my arm wasn't happy about it. Y et he still punched more from the right than the
left. Which suggests his ambidexterity leaves something to be desired.”

"Useful to know, though I'm surprised he made it through training with aflaw like that." Eclipse chewed



on hislower lip, then shook his head. "No one's coming to mind. We can send amessage back to
Silverfire, once we get to an agent. They may be able to identify this guy there."

"Let'snot waste time, then,” Mirage said, and stood to begin saddling Migt.

Eclipse opened his mouth, and then closed it again. Mirage was grateful for hisslence. Shewasn'tin
great shape, but right now they needed speed more than anything else. The sooner they got to an agent,
the sooner they'd know who the Wolfstar was.

And, since | can't believe that it's pure coincidence Avalanche was killed, chances are we'll have
found Tari-nakana's assassin as well.

"So herésathought,” Mirage said when they were two days away from Ravelle. "I'm not so sure that
brawl was an accident.”

Eclipse gave her agtartled look, which changed to thoughtfulness. "Delay?"

"The way that guard showed up—it looked purposeful . He was looking for us, I'm sure of it. And while
he might have just been poailing for afight, it ssemstoo convenient.”

"Because if we had gotten to Avaanche'sroom just aminute or two later, we'd never have seen the
Wolfgar."

"And we might well have gotten pinned with the murder. At the very least we would have been under
susgpicion, and detained, and there would have gone any chance of catching up to thekiller. It dmost
worked anyway."

Eclipse pulled Sparker to ahat and crossed his arms over the saddiebow. "All right. So what are we
doing?'
Mirage blinked. "Explain?’

"The guard isbehind us, back in Vilardi. He may know something worthwhile. We l€eft to avoid getting
arrested, but is there anything worthwhile in this direction? We need to decide where we're going and
what were doing before we ride any farther."

He had agood point. Mirage leaned her head back and considered it. And, out of the corners of her
mind, athought emerged. "We keep going thisway. Were going to Miest."

"To Siverfire Why?'

"Because I'm going to talk to Jaguar. | can't accept it as coincidence anymore that he chose usfor this
job, or explain it away with asmple desire to see us get an important commission. Tari-nakanawas
tracking me. | don't know if he knew that, but I'm sure he had areason for choosing me. And | want to
know what it was."

"Not good enough,” Eclipse said, and his voice hardened to match her own. "Miest isadamn long ride
from here. We can't waste dl that time on the road without a better reason than that."

"Here's two more for you, then. Tarinakanas successor, Kekkai-nakana, is probably in Starfdl. If were
going to arrange any kind of face-to-face meeting with her, it'll happen there, or a the very least
somewhere west of here. And second, Jaguar is the one who got the commission to begin with, who
talked with the VVoid witch. He might have picked up some extra details, from what she said or how she



said it, that could be useful. Remember that there's dready something strange about this. A Firewitch
was nated, but aV oid witch ddlivered the commission, and it looks like one from the Earth Ray
sedled it. | don't think inter-Ray scheming like that is common.”

Helooked & her steadily, and Mirage held his gaze without blinking. Thiswas part of why Hunters often
worked done; in astuation like this, with no one possessing clear-cut authority, conflicts of will could
causered trouble. I'm not going to back down. Will he?

"Let'sgo," Eclipse said, and touched his heelsto Sparker's Sdes.

Mirage stared at his back, then belatedly cued Mist forward. They rodein silence for amoment before
she cast asideong look at him. "That was easier than | expected.”

Eclipse shrugged without looking at her. "The first reason didn't outweigh the benefit of questioning the
guard, but al three together did.”

"Not good enough,” she said, deliberately mimicking his tone from amoment before.

That made him grin, and his stiff back relaxed. "All right. | also trust your ingtinct. Therewasalook in
your eye when you said Miest, one that said some part of your mind had made aconnection | hadn'.
Once you had afew decent reasons, | couldn't argue anymore.”

"Connection?' Mirage said, and shook her head. "Not that I'm aware of."
"Probably not. But you made one, I'm sure of it. Well figure out what it is eventualy.”

Mirage shrugged and let him get dightly ahead of her on the road, so that he could not see her face. A
connection? No. But some ingtinct, yes. She wanted to go west, and she didn't know why.

Except that something that way drew her. And she had no ideawheat it was.

That night Eclipse brought out the enchanted sheet of rice paper that wastheir link to their contact.
Before he could begin to write on it, though, Mirage put ahand on hiswrist.

"I have adifferent idea," she said.
He leaned back and eyed her. "Y es?'

"The house where we met the first witch, in Corberth—that wasn't her house. I'm fairly sure of it. The
way she stood—she was a stranger there, and it showed.”

"But..."

"But the second witch was different. That placefit her, shabby asit was. Shelivesthere. Which, cometo
think of it, suggests she might be Water Ray, serving the people of Ravdlle. It'sabig enough town to
merit its own witch, though just barely. But anyway, my point is, | think that if we go back to that house,
well find her there."

"Go back unannounced, you mean.”

Mirage nodded. "If she was wearing anillusion, thisis how we can find out. If we don't warn her were
coming, we should be able to seewho sheredly is”

The look Eclipse gave her was equa parts amusement and wariness. ™Y ou do remember the wards, yes?



How neither of the Cousins was surprised to see us at the door? I'm betting that warning systems are the
least of their defenses. If we show up without an invitation, we may get fried.”

"I doubt it. Especidly with aWater witch; they have sick people coming to them at al hours of the night.
| don't think shed have award that hits people with lightning bolts just because they didn't announce their
vistin advance”

"That gill doesn't mean she won't do something hersdlf, when she sees us. Unannounced sick people are
one thing; unannounced Hunters are another.”

Mirage shook her head. "Gut ingtinct says she's not that kind of person. Shewon't kill us.™ Then she
grinned, aswift, wild expression. "Besides, where's your sense of fun?"

Mirage's heart besat at an accel erated pace as they approached the house. Beneath her mask, shewas
grinning again. Reckless asthis plan was, it was also fun. And they would come out of it okay. Probably.

I'mjust lucky Eclipseisas stupid as | am, to go along with this.

She half expected lightning to strike them down on the way there, but nothing of the sort happened. They
crossed into the garden without any trouble. The back door was locked, but that didn't stop them for
more than amoment. Then they were into the house, moving fast, looking for the witch before the darm
ward that surrounded the place could summon anyone to stop them.

They werein the hallway, on their way to the parlor, when a creak and asinging voice behind them
brought the two Hunters spinning around.

Their muscles froze in mid-movement, but by then they had turned far enough to see the witch who had
cast the spell.

As Mirage had expected, she looked nothing like the woman they had met in Corberth and, supposedly,
here aswell. Her hair was much lighter, and shorter; shelooked younger aswell, with aweak chinand a
thick scattering of freckles. The way she moved, though, identified her asthe second witch.

"What are you doing here?' she blurted out, looking shocked to find them in the halway.

Shocked and—relieved? | think shereally is. Asif she's not happy to see us, but we're not as bad
aswhoever she was expecting.

"Among other things," Edlipse said, indistinctly, snce the spell had hisface nearly immobilized, "we
wanted to ask why you disguised yoursdlf the last time we were here."

The witch blinked and tried to pull hersalf together. "1 don't know what you mean. I've never seen you
beforein my life”

"Give us some credit,” Mirage said, putting as much bite in her tone as she could given the congtriction on
bet jaw. "Y ou can recognize a person by more than her face. Y ou're the witch we met here lessthan a
week ago. Why were you spelled to look like the witch we met in Corberth? Was that even her redl
face?'

"Of courseit was," the witch said, but Mirage strongly suspected shewaslying. "I'm sorry we mided
you, but your origina contact couldn't travel out here to meet you in person, the way you wanted. We
thought you'd be more comfortableif you thought you were meeting the same witch.”



"Would you mind releasing us?" Eclipse asked mildly. "Oh—sorry." She whisper-sang asoft phrase, and
they could move again. Mirage's skin shuddered al over in rdief asthe spell vanished. "Um. Comeinto
the parlor and welll talk."

Watching her go past to lead them into the parlor, Mirage became more certain than ever that their
appearance—or rather, its unexpectedness—had given the witch quite a scare. Whom had she expected
tofind inthe hdlway?

"S0," the witch said with fal se brightness when they were seated, "do you have more information for us?'

Eclipse related everything they knew about the Wolf-star. The witch didn't recognize the description, but
they hadn't expected her to. It was smple courtesy, and proof that they were making progress.

"If you don't mind, Katsu," he said suddenly, in the middle of his description, "may we know your Ray? |
would prefer to be able to address you properly.” Not as good as knowing her name, but they had
figured she probably wouldn't tell them that.

She opened her mouth, paused, reconsidered, and finally nodded. "I am awitch of the Water Ray."

"Thank you, Mal," Eclipse went on, and Mirage brooded. A Fire witch assassinated, and women
fromthe Void, Earth, and Water Rays are involved. Why?

"Now," Eclipse said when that matter was done, ""have you gotten in touch with Tarinakanas successor,
Kekkai-nakana? It would greatly help our investigation if we could talk to her. In person, preferably. |
know she can't leave Starfdl for long, but isthere aspell she could useto bring hersdlf out here? Or to
take usto her?

"No," thewitch said curtly. "Living things cannot be moved likethat."

"Then if we could just talk to her, even at a distance. We do need to question her."
"I'm afraid that won't be possible” the witch said, even more curtly.

Mirage's eyebrowsrose. "It's necessary, Ma."

"You'll haveto do without it. Y ou will not question Kekkai-nakana."

"Why not?'

Beside her shefdt Eclipse twitch at the utter lack of deferencein her tone. Mirage had come to some
conclusions about this Water witch, though. She lacked the sdlf-assurance of the Earth witch they had
met in Corberth; she could, Mirage was sure, be put off-balance enough to reveal more than she wanted
to. She might resort to using magic on them if they pushed too far, but Mirage felt it was worth the risk.
After dl, they'd dready broken into the house. Hanged for a fleece...

The witch's mouth was working up and down; her expression had turned hunted. "Y ou just can't.”

Young, and without the other's composure. She'll crack. "It's necessary to our investigation,” Mirage
sad, hardening her voice. "If you get in our way, you're interfering with the oath we swore, and dowing
our progress. Which, incidentdly, could get uskilled. Do you want usto solve this or not?

"Y ou can't talk to her! She doesn't know!" The witch looked horrified as soon as the words were out of
her mouth.

Eclipse pounced. " She doesn't know? No one'stold her that her predecessor was assassinated?”



The witch swallowed and lowered her hands from her mouth. A deep bregth failed to restore her
shredded composure. "No. They haven't. And sheis not to be told. These orders come from beyond
rrell

Beyond her. A Key? A Prime? Of her Ray, or another? This just gets more tangled.

"Why hasn't she been told?" Eclipse asked. "We still don't know why Tari-nakanawas killed; someone
may go after Kekkai-nakana next. She should be informed, for her own safety.”

"She has Cousinsto guard her," thewitch said hadtily. " Cousins weren't enough for Tari-nakana," Mirage
reminded her. "Even aHunter wasn't enough. Y ou can't assume Kekkai-nakana's safe from attack.
Besides, she may haveinformation crucid to our understanding of why Tari-nakanawaskilled.”

"She doesn't, | swear by the Mother. Please believe me. Kekkai-nakanais safe, and she knows nothing.”

"How can you know that?' Mirage demanded. The witch's expression grew even more desperate. She
stood up abruptly, knocking over her chair, and then, before either Hunter could move to stop her, began
tosng.

The Hunters vison and hearing returned, and the room was empty.
"That was unexpected,” Mirage said, stlanding up.
Eclipse shook hishead to clear it. "To say the least. She'sgone, isn't she?!

"Gone, and not likely to come back any time soon.” They did acircuit of the house, but found no one,
witch or Cousin, and enough personal belongings had been removed to confirm the witch was gone for
good.

"We ought to gpologize to the people of Ravelle," Eclipsesaid asthey returned to their inn. "Weve just
robbed them of their witch."

"Though | have no ideawhy. What in the V oid was going on there?"

"Your guessisasgood as mine. That witch isrunning scared, of usand of something ese. But I'm glad it
was her we faced down, and not the one from Corberth; she would have been adamn sight harder to
crack.”

"True. | just wish we knew what caused the crack."

They took to the road again as soon as dawn broke. Eclipse pulled the sheet of rice paper from a pocket
in his cloak asthey rode and raised one eyebrow a Mirage. "Think | should send a message to our dear
contact? Or do you think she knows aready?"

"That Water witch ran so fast, she's probably in Star-fal by now and hastold everything,” Mirage said
withagrin.

He laughed and tucked the paper away. "Pity. | was going to ask her to send the description to Jaguar
with aspell. It would be alot more reliable than homing pigeons.”

"I'd rather you not ask," Mirage said. "'l don't want one of them serving as a go-between for our
messages. We keep to oursaves, and they do the same. Most of thetime." Although that formerly
clear-cut situation was becoming murkier al thetime.



"All right, fair enough. Still, think how convenient it would be, if magic were more common. Y ou could
send messages from Insebrar to Abern in an instant—no need for pigeons or couriers.”

"I'd be out ahire or three."

Helaughed again. "Well, maybe there would be need. After dl, you wouldn't want to trust awitch with
redly private messages. They've got their own priorities, for al they talk about serving people.”

"It'samoot point anyway," Mirage said. "There aren't enough of them to make things like mat common.”
"True. And | wonder why?"

Mirage shrugged. "They don't have many children. Maybe magic somehow causes miscarriages, so they
don't carry most of their babiesto term.”

"Or maybethey just have haf as many because they don't ever seem to have sons.”

"Wedon' think they do. Who knowswhat redly goeson in Starfal? For al we know, they kill off all
the boy children."

"Y ou have such achearful imagination, Sen, you know that?'

"All right, dl right. Maybe they miscarry when it'saboy. It could be amagic thing. Who knows? Ask
them, if you redly want to know."

He shuddered. "I've had enough of facing down witches for informetion, thank you."

The conversation died then, but Mirage kept thinking asthey rode. What would things belike, if there
were more witches? She didn't like the idea, but she was biased. When she thought about it logicdly, it
might not be so bad. Witches did do healing, for example; they could do alot of good if there were
enough of them in the Water Ray to cover the towns properly. And the Earth witches worked to prevent
droughts or blights, and they kept the starving wolves at bay during harsh northern winters. Fire witches
she had lessusefor; they served the rulersin their political games, and Mirage tended to think the rulers
didn't need any encouragement or help. She dso didn't particularly care about the VVoid Ray, which did
very little to touch the outside world.

Of al the Rays, shefelt the most affinity for Air. They were like Slverfire Hunters, traveling constantly,
addressing problems where they found them, no matter who it was that needed help.

She envisioned ordinary people having houses with the hot water spells Tari-nakana had set up, spdlisto
keep food fresh, spellsto makelife alittle easier or smpler.

And deep in her mind, something clicked.

Mirage redlized that she had stopped Mist, and Eclipse was staring at her. She glanced forward and
back up the road; there weren't any travelersin sight, but some might come aong.

"Y ou've thought of something,”" Eclipse said.
"Let's get off theroad.”

They dismounted and led their horses through the thick trees until they found agood place to pause.
Mirage teth-ered Mist and hopped up onto a boulder, where she bit one knuckle and stared at the
ground. "What isit?" Eclipse asked when his patience ran out. Mirage started, then looked at him. "If you
were searching someone's bel ongings and found papers you wanted to destroy, what would you do with



them?' Heblinked. "Burn them, probably.”
"Where?'
"Where? Aslong as| didn't care about biding it, on site. If there was afireplace.”

"Exactly. You'd burn them in thefireplace. So would I. There's no point in going to thetroubleto light a
splinter from alamp or whatever and burn each paper individudly, where you found it."

He saw the connection now. "Y et the ashesin Tarinakanas house were dl over, intiny piles, no more
than a sheet'sworth or so in any one place. Why?*

"Magic," Mirage sad.
Eclipse's eyes widened, then narrowed, considering it.

"l can't imagine it would take more than atiny bit of power to light each one. A witch wouldn't think
twice about it. Sheld find a paper, conjure alick of flame, and up it goes.”

"So you think awitch trashed her study." Something else occurred to Mirage then. " And another thing—
haw did that Wolfstar get into her house in thefirst place? It's one thing for that Water witch to leave her
house lightly warded; she expects mundane visitors, living where she does. But Tari-nakanalived in
Starfal, and whatever her wards are, they're strong enough that our contact felt the need to protect us
from them. What about the Wolfstar? How did he get insde to set up his second trick, if he didn't have
hdp?'

Eclipse stared at her. ™Y ou think he was hired by awitch?"
She hadn't considered it until just now, but... "Maybe."
"Why? And why would they then hire usto investigete it?"

"I can't answer thefirgt, but for the second... wetend to think of the witchesasdl getting dong. Why
should they? Do the Hunter schools?' They both knew how ludicrous that thought was. Even within
Silverfire, there wererivdries. "It'sflat-out stupid not to expect factiondity within them. So maybe one
faction had Tari-nakanakilled, and the oneswho hired us are on the other sde. Assuming therés only
two Sdes”

He exhded dowly, thinking it through. "Warrior's blood. | thought this might turn out to be messy, but this
is..."

"Udy:

"Uglier than the Crone with leprosy. Before, we had to worry that we'd die if we didn't solve this. Now
we haveto worry that well dieif we do.”

"It could explain lots of things, though. Like why witches of so many different Raysareinvolved in our
sde; these factions don't necessarily stick to Ray boundaries.”

"And why our Water contact bolted. Do you think Kekkai-nakanais on the sde that hired the
Wolfgar?'

"Maybe, maybe not. Our contact might fear that, though. It'stoo smplitic to assume right now, but
K ekkai-nakana might have had Tari-nakanakilled out of ambition alone. And if our contact knows, or at
least suspects, that other witches were behind the assassination, no wonder she'safraid.” Mirage whistled



suddenly. "And it explains Avaanche, too. Remember what he said? He was the only one she trusted.
Tari-nakanahad to have known the ones after her were witches, that'swhy she couldn't rely on Cousins
as her bodyguards.”

It was making more and more sense. Mirage wished Avaanche were diveto confirmiit, but even without
that, the explanation was becoming more and more plausible. And more and more frightening. "Do we
say anything yet?' Eclipse asked. Mirage chewed on her knuckle for along time before answering. "No.
Not until wetalk to Jaguar. He can tell us about the VVoid witch who delivered it, if she behaved oddly or
seemed to hold any information back."

"And now we have another reason for going to Silver-fire," Eclipse said soberly. "What?'

"Protection. If wereright, and witches are behind this, we're going to be very unpopular with that faction.
We may have no choice but to ask for shelter from Silver-fire—since| don't want to depend on 'our’
sdeto keep us safe.”

Mirage shivered. Eclipse was all too right. She could fed the eyes upon her dready, hunting her, after her
blood, like a pal pable weight on the back of her neck. Eyesthat were closing in with every heartbest.
They hadn't even told anyone their suspicions yet; when they did, the pursuit would begin in deadly
earnest.

And however well-trained afighter she might be, she had no way to protect hersalf against magic.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

7

Haira[Miryo]

d A

Miryo had ample opportunity to doubt her decision asthey rode east. The journey through Currd's
rocky countryside was uneventful, verging on tedious, and gave her far too much time to question
whether she should have gone north.

They traveled at agood pace, and by thefifth day were crossing the smoother, fertile lands of Seach's
southern coast. The road was lined with thick hedges and low stonewalls; it was very different from the
mountainous lands around Starfdl, or Tsurike Hall's airy forestsin Insebrar, where. Miryo had spent her
first ten years. Sherode upright in her seddle, drinking in the Sights.

The road wound between farms and the occasiona, pasture. Often she could see peoplein the distance,
hip-deep in the rapidly maturing grain. Farmers, of course, yet they seemed o different from the Cousins
who performed the same work in Starfal’'s domain, smply because they weren't associated with witches.
Miryo found hersdf squinting at these distant figures, and then redlized she wastrying to seeif any of
them had red hair.

The question of her doppelganger never left her mind for more than amoment. How had it spent the past
twenty-five years? Where would shefind it? It was, she figured, probably masquerading as anormal
person. Would it be afarmer? Or had it taken up some craft? It would look like her, she remembered,
and s0 sheimagined hersdlf in adozen different contexts, each one stranger than the [ast. Miryo tried not
to be distracted by these, and hunted the lusive flicker of ingtinct deep inside her mind.



It was extraordinarily difficult. She repeatedly considered backtracking and going north, where shehad a
more concrete lead to follow. She never did it, though. Having committed to this path, she was
determined to keep to it. For awhile, at least. Until she could no longer stand to depend on the vague
thread of direction that was all she had to guide her.

Shewasrdieved when at last they came to something other than avillage or afarm, smply for the
distraction from her own doubt. And aso, she had to admit, because once those villages and farms lost
their exotic aura, they al mostly looked dike.

Hairas capita consisted of acentra keep surrounded by a city that sprawled across the forking of the
Nunaand TufaRivers. Miryo and her companions had pushed to reach it that day, and so when they
crested aridge that gave sight of the city, the red-tiled houses were bathed in vivid sunset light, and the
rivers blazed asif they were onfire,

"Beautiful,” Miryo murmured, momentarily entranced by the sight. The Cousins, as usud, said nothing.

The vantage given by the ridge was deceptive; it was nearing full dark by the time they passed through
the gates and into the bustling evening activity of the city.

Hairawas not a place that went to deep with the sun, particularly not in the summer, when the nights
were pleasant. Hawkers continued to cry their wares, often in Miryo's face, and the taverns and gambling
halls aong this main road overflowed with light and laughter. She debated dismounting to lead her horse,
but there were other mounted peoplein the streets, and she feared being crushed by the crowd if she
went on foot. Thiswasafar cry from Star-fall, or the rura quiet of the previous days.

A woman careened out of adoorway to Miryo'sright and amost fell under her horse. Miryo grabbed the
woman'sarm to pull her to her feet, and got drunken thanksin return.

"Tell me, where can | get aroom?" she asked the woman, athough by the looks of her sheld had enough
beer to forget her own name.

The woman peered up at Miryo and grabbed the stirrup to steady herself. Miryo's horse sdled until she
controlled it. "North," the woman said &t last, having finished her examination of Miryo'sface. "Not
around here. In the bit between the Nuna and the Tufa. We like to keep our gambling and our housing
separate, here.” She grinned, and Miryo saw that she had lost two teeth a some point in her life. "Want
me to show you?"'

Miryo agreed warily. Having a guide through this crowd would be useful, but she knew that such offers
were sometimestraps. Well, if it comes to a scuffle, that's what | have two Cousins along for .

The woman took her horse's bridle and began to lead the animal deftly through the streets. Miryo
checked back periodicaly to make certain neither of the Cousins had gotten cut off by the crowd, but
mostly she watched the woman for any sign of trouble.

She'd be a fool to try. No one knows | can't use my magic. All the people here look at me and seea
witch. With two Cousins who, by their looks, are quite competent with their swords. Miryo

shivered, athough the air was warm. Mother, | do hope they're competent. | assume they are, and if
I'mwrong, | don't want to find out in the middle of an attack.

They soon |eft the main crush behind, and Kan and Sai moved up closer to Miryo's sides. She began to
breathe easier. The streets they were on were less crowded, but not deserted. It didn't fed like they were
headed into an ambush.



A bridge loomed in the uncertain light ahead. The Tufa River rushed undernegth, white-capped and
energetic. Miryo's guide had released her horse's bridle; now she gestured for the three of them to follow
her over the bridge. On the other Sde, they found themsalves amid buildings with Sgns marking them as
inns

"Hereyou are," the woman said, indicating the buildings with a sweep of her arm.
"Any recommendations?' Miryo asked, having decided the woman was not athief.

She shrugged. "1 live here. | don't know." She scanned the street less drunkenly than she had Miryo's
face awhile before. "That one over there, I've heard it mentioned once or twice. Decent food. | could
use abite mysdf."

Miryo looked to the one she had indicated, THE DANCING FLAME, the sign read, with a cozy hearth
painted above the words. She glanced back at Kan, who shrugged. Sai looked blank.

"Soundsgood,” shesaid a last.

Neither room nor food was too expensive, and by the time their bags were upstairs, the woman had
ordered supper for al of them, adish of rice mixed with vegetables. Miryo poked through hers
cautioudly, then took abite; it was acceptable.

"What's your name?" she asked the woman, who was devouring her own food at agood rate.
"Anthig" shemumbled, wiping adrip of sauce off her chin.
"Thank you, Anthia. Aredl of thefolk here so hel pful ?*

The woman swallowed and flashed aquick grin at her. " Some of them. Y ou kept me from faling under
your horse, and so saved me from bruises, maybe broken bones. | figured you deserved something in
return.”

Miryo gave her asharp look. Her voice had cleared of its dur with remarkable speed. " Somehow,” she
sad, "l don't think that's quite true.”

Anthialooked puzzled.

"You're not as drunk as you pretended to be. And you weren't as off-balance as you looked; | could tell
that as soon as| grabbed you."

Anthia saluted with her mug of cider. " Sharp of you."

"Sothequedtionis" Miryo said, studying the woman closdly, "did you fall into me on purpose, and if so,
why?'

A shrug. "'l wanted a better ook at you, and it seemsless strangeif you pretend to be drunk. Drunk
people act oddly."

"Why did you want a better look?"
Anthiagave her ahdf grin and took asp of cider. "Tdl you later."
"Tdl me now," Miryo sad.

"Not here," thewoman said, still with that haf grin, and flicked her eyestoward the few other patronsin



the room.
Miryo stood. "Updtairs, then.”
The Hairan seemed about to protest, but Kan had her arm by then, and propelled her firmly up the dairs.

Up in the room, Kan and Sai bracketed Anthia, but not too threateningly. The Hairan leaned against the
wall and seemed much more amused than she had any right to be.

"I must say," Anthiamurmured, looking at the Cousins on either sde of her, "I didn't expect this out of
you. | must be getting cardessin my old age. Most people take far longer to get this paranoid.”

"What are you after?' Miryo asked, her voice hard.
"Haven't you checked yet?' Anthiaasked, cocking her head to one side.
"l don't know what you mean."

"Odd," Anthiamurmured, her eyes narrowing. "Well, you look wet behind the ears till; you must not be
in the habit yet." Abruptly Anthiawas gone, and in her place stood a younger, cockier-looking woman
with red hair and atriskele pendant.

"Oh, Lady," Miryo murmured, sitting down hard on the bed.
"No, Tericasthe Lady here. I'm Edame, adviser to her and her Lord husband.”
"Miryo," shereplied, standing once more. "I didn't redize.”

"Y ou weren't meant to. That was the point of theillusion. A tip, oh green one: If Someone seemsodd,
check them for any kind of magic. Sometimesit'll be afdlow witch in disguise. Sometimesit'll be
someone spelled by awitch, for any one of anumber of purposes. Sometimesit'll just be somebody odd.
But it'saways good to know."

Edame didn't look much less green than Miryo hersdf; if the woman was aday over thirty, Miryo would
eat her shoes. How she had gotten to be adviser to the rulers of adomain was amystery, but Miryo
recognized her name and knew shewasn't lying. "I'll keep that in mind. Now, what exactly were you
doing?'

The witch shrugged. "The more feckless of Lord Mimre'stwo sonswas gambling in that hdl tonight. |
was keeping an eye on him, at my Lord Iseman's request. Then, as| wasleaving, | saw you, and |
couldn't pass up the opportunity to investigate what a sister of mine was doing in town."

She's as prying as Morisuke—and she's not even a Head! "Wel, my businessismy own."

Certanly," Edame said easlly. "Still, can | offer you lodgings at the keegp? The beds up there don't have
lice™

"Kind of you, to point meto aninnwith lice.

"All of theinns have them, except for theridiculoudy expens ve ones patronized by fat merchants. And
even some of those."

Miryo found hersdf glancing at Kan and Sai. Both of them had on their usual faces, impassive and wary,
but neither seemed to see adanger in the offer. Miryo didn't see any, either. And it would be good to
savethe money. "All right.”



Edame nodded. "Excellent." She gestured perempto-rily for the Cousinsto take the bags. "L et's not
wagte any time; it'll take awhile to get to the keep.”

The Fire Hand took them through the northern and southeastern didtricts rather than fight the crowdsin
the southwest again. The central keep was just south of the fork in the river, nestled right up againgt the
bank.

Not much of a "keep," Miryo thought, looking up é it. | don't know much about warfare, but it
doesn't ook very defensible to me. Not with buildings crowded right up against itswalls. | guess
they're not worried about an attack.

Edame roused apair of stable boysto care for the horses and swept right on into the keep proper.
Miryo tried not to scurry at the woman's hedls, but she had avery swift stride. They whipped through
one high-ceilinged hdlway after another until Edame stopped dead and made an irritated noise. "Blasted
woman. | can never find her when | need her." She sang aquick seeking spell, then set off again at the
same brisk pace. Miryo fdt the power move—primarily Air, and little enough that Edame didn't need a
focusto handle it—and swalowed. Narikas warning was becoming morered to her. She wanted to be
ableto do what Edame had, wanted to disguise hersalf and find people she waslooking for with the
power that was her birthright.

Not yet, she said to hersdlf, and gritted her teeth. Not yet.

She didn't redlize how grim her expression had become until they came across Edame's target, and the
woman flinched visibly & her look. Miryo smoothed her face hastily and attended to what the Fire Hand

was saying.

"l know you don't have anything prepared,” Edame said impatiently. "But you can put something
together, surely. We're dways housing visitors here. Thisisthe domain capitd, for Crone's sake! Don't
tell methat you can't find aroom for one of my ssterdl™

The woman set her mouth in asour line and managed agrudging curtsy. "'l shdl seeto it, Edame-nai. If
your guest could wait in the small salon, | shdl send aservant to her shortly.” Then she retreated, back
giff, before the witch could say anything further.

Edame made another sound of vexation. "l swear, that woman livesto make my life difficult. She hates
r.rell

Miryo shot her a startled look.

Edame noticed; her scowl vanished, and she grinned at Miryo. "Lionrasreally not that bad. | just give
her ahard time. Come, I'll take you to the salon.”

They had barely settled themsdlves on the comfortable divansin the sdlon when, asif summoned by
magic, aservant appeared with iced fruit juice. Edame waved him away as soon as he was finished
pouring. Then, toying with the stem of her goblet, she eyed Miryo. "I never did accomplish my origina
god, did I? What are you in town for?"

Miryo sipped her own juice to buy hersdf timeto think. Edame continued to watch her intently, which
did not makeit any easier. "Well," shesaid at last, taking agamble, "I'm afraid you're just going to have
to livewith your curiogty.”

Edame looked sour. "In other words, you're not going to tell me." Miryo nodded, and she sighed heavily.



"You, | think, aretrying to take al thefun out of my life. | bet you're going to end up in Air. Y ou've got
their habits aready.”

Miryo tried not to breathe avisble sigh of rdlief. Judging by her behavior so far, Edame was mercurid
enough that she might have reacted much worse. How someone so seemingly unstable had gotten to such
an important position was baffling.

"I'm assuming,” Edame continued, "that you're not in aRay yet. Yes?' Miryo nodded. "I thought so. Y ou
don't look as overwhelmed as most of the newly fledged do, but you've still got that faint air of ‘just out of
Stafdl.' Whatever you're doing, enjoy thiswhile you can; after you join aRay you might not get to
wander around very much. Unlessyou do pick Air, of course. Do you have any ideawhat you'l

choose?"

The torrent of words was hard for Miryo to sort through, astired as she was. She tifled ayawn and
forced her mind to focus. Just because Edame hadn't pressed her earlier question didn't mean she
wouldn't il try to get information.

"Not redly," she said as soon as the threat of the yawn had passed. "I have quite awhile before | need to
choose™

"Wise child. Y ou can change Paths, you know, athough some Rays are more lenient about that than
others. But I'd have to ask aVoid Head to remember the last woman who convinced the Primesto let
her switch Rays. They really don't like letting you do that. So be certain you know which one you want
before you commit. Take thewholetimeif you haveto, but be certain.”

Miryo spped her juice and wondered if Edame regretted her own choice. She certainly didn't seem to
have the temperament for playing at politics—but she was adomain adviser.

She did not get achanceto investigate this. A servant entered then and curtsied. "Katsu, Nai, if you will
follow me, theroomisready."

"I'll come with you," Edame said, standing. "Lionras agood woman, but | want to be sure the room's
acceptable.”

More gtairsthan Miryo cared to think about later, the servant led her into asmall but well-appointed
gitting room. "Y our bedroom isthrough there," she said, indicating afretwork door, "and hereis another
for your servants. Thereis a private bath behind that door.”

"Indoor plumbing and heated water,” Edame said with awide amile. "I love my Ray." She strolled around
the room and made an ogtentatious show of checking the mantel for dust. "It'll do,” shesaid at last. "Tdll
Lionral thank her. | know it's difficult, having to arrange things on such short notice.” The servant
curtsied again and departed, closing the door behind her. "Even though it's her job," Edame added.

The door opened again dmost immediately and the Cousins entered, laden with the bags. Miryo showed
them the rooms and |eft them to unpack. Edame was standing in front of the Sitting room's fireplace,
looking restless. "Thank you,” Miryo said to the Fire Hand. "Thisis much better than that inn.”

Edame snorted. "Of courseit is." She cocked her head to one side and studied Miryo. "How long are
you staying?"

"l was planning on leaving tomorrow."

"Stay one more day. Y ou look like you could usethe rest.”



Miryo hesitated. She wanted to be on the road; she felt that any delay would cause her to lose the faint
pull she had been following so far. But nine daysin the saddle had |eft her fedling as though her spine had
fused into asolid rod, and arest would be more than welcome. "All right. I'll leave the morning after next,
then."

"Excdlent. I'm told my Lord and Lady have arranged for some specia entertainment tomorrow night,
athough they refuseto tell mewhat it is"" Edame flashed another quick amile. "'l shdl leave you to your
rest, then!" With that, the Fire Hand swept to the door and out, leaving Miryo to collapse gratefully onto
her bed's feather mattress, not even pausing for a bath.

Long years of habit prevented her from deeping late. Miryo was up not long after the sun, and she
awoke feding unbearably grimy. Therains on the coast had not made it over the hills, and the dust on the
road the previous day had been appaling. That, combined with the sweat of anight spent indoorsina
lowland summer, made her skin crawl.

Her first task, then, wasto clean herself. Once that was done, Miryo felt much moreinclined to face the
day, and the volatile Fire Hand who would no doubt track her down during it.

Sa wasin the gtting room when Miryo finally emerged, clean and dressed. "Wheres Kan?' she asked
the Cousin. "Checking on the horses?* Sai nodded, not looking up from the split shewas mending in a
saddlebag. She gill hadn't spoken in Miryo's presence. Cousins were quiet, but she took it to extremes.
Miryo left rather than engage in another fruitless attempt to Start a conversation.

Once out of her room, she wasted no time in getting lost. She debated asking a servant for directions, but
decided to wander for abit longer; she wasn't too hungry yet, and the one task she wanted to accomplish
today needed no specia rush.

She emerged into an unfamiliar hall just as Edame began descending a staircase at the opposite end.
"Thereyou arel” the witch called out, hastening her steps. "Come with me. I'm off to seeif | can discover
what isafoot for tonight. Surely someone here knows, the servants know everything."

"Actudly," Miryo sad, forestdling her, "1 waswondering if you could do measmdl favor.”
"Certainly! Provided you don't want me to convince |seman to declare war on anyone.”
"Nothing like that. | was just wondering—do they employ acourt artist here?!

Edame snorted. "Every Lord and Lady in the east, and alot of lessimportant people, employ court
artigs. There are two here. One does tedious landscapes and the other speciaizesin overly flattering
portraits of spoiled noble, children. Do you have a preference?”

"Thelatter, if that'sdl right.”
"Certainly." Edame gave her acuriouslook. "What do you need done?!
Miryo quirked an eyebrow and smiled.

"Your business again, isit? Miryo, | swear to the Goddess, you keep your mouth more tightly closed
than any woman I've met. But so beit. I'll take you to Ryll. You'rein luck, actudly; he, unlike his
colleague, is awake at this hour. Tothe never rises before noon if he can helpit. And dl hislandscapes
are sunsets because of it." Even as she spoke, Edame set off through another door, taking Miryo through
aconfusng knot of halways before halting in an archway. "Areyouin, Ryll?"



A thin, middle-aged man came out of aback room. "I am, Edame-nai. How may | help you?'

"Y ou can't help me, not unless you know what's planned for this evening.” He shook his head, and
Edame sghed. "I thought not. Well, then, I'll leave my sister Miryo here, as she'sthe onewho redly
wanted to see you. I'm off to find someone who does know." Then she was gone, leaving Miryo alone
with the artist, who did his best to erase along-suffering expression when he realized she was looking at
him. "I'm sorry, Katsu. | forget my manners. Please do be seated. How may | be of serviceto you?'

"I'm told you do portraits,” Miryo said as shetook achair.
Ryll nodded. "Do you wish meto paint one of you?"

"Yesand no. | don't need apainting, and in fact | won't be staying here long enough for you to finish one.
If you could do just aquick sketch of my face, though, | would be deeply indebted to you."

Theartist pursed hislips and studied her face. "'In charcod?' Miryo nodded. "Thisispossible. You are
certain, though, that you do not want something more elaborate? | could arrange to have it shipped to
you; even with just a sketch to work from I'm sure | could do alovely portrait. Y ou have such vivid
coloring."

Ryll was evidently one of those men who did not find witches too intimidating to court. Miryo wondered
if he had cast any looks at Edame. And how such looks had been received. "A sketch will be sufficient,
thank you."

He bowed with good grace. "As you wish, Katsu. Would you like to begin now?"
"If yourefree"

"I am awaysfreeto serve one of your ssterhood. If you haven't eaten yet, | can have servants bring food
up whileyou st for the sketch.”

"That'svery kind of you."

"Then comethisway," Ryll said, gesturing her toward the back room. She glimpsed an easd and a
half-painted canvas through the doorway. "We will get started right away.”

In the end Ryll made severd sketchesfor her, each at adifferent angle. He was more talented than
Edame had given him credit for; the Sketches, hastily done, were neverthel ess quite recognizable, and the
paintingsin his back room were elegant. Miryo thanked him, and tried her best to get him to accept a
smdl fee, which he refused with many bows and afew more attempts at flirting.

She took the sheets back to her room and debated venturing out to try and find Edame. She needed to
know what would be happening tonight, after al. But the thought of navigating the keep's hdlsleft her
feding drained. In the end the choice was taken out of her hands, because she fell adeep.

Nine days of travel had tired her out more than she had thought, and her sitting room was sunny and
pleasant. Miryo sat down in acomfortable chair to consider her search, and woke up severa hours|ater.
The room had grown dim in the late-afternoon light, and no one e'se was there. Miryo stretched,
wondering where the Cousins were, and went to bathe again. She knew her presence would be expected
at supper tonight, and it would be better not to show up with an imprint of the chair's upholstery on her
cheek.

Clean once more—she wondered if everyone here bathed several timesaday in the summer, to aleviate



the heat—she shook out the one nice dress she owned and looked &t it ruefully. It was hardly the sort of
thing she had hoped to wear for her first presentation to domain rulers. But there wasn't anything to be
done; she had nothing finer. And it was too late now to ask Edame for another gown, even had she been
able to overcome her pride.

A loud knock at the door made her jump, and then the witch hersalf swept in, holding an armful of fabric.
"I was hoping I'd find you here," Edame said briskly. "Here, this ought to fit you—you're adight thing,
arent you?"'

Miryo took the proffered silk and shook it out. The dress was embroidered with silver thread, and quite
ahit finer than the one she had just dropped on the floor.

"Good color for you," Edame said, smoothing out the dark gray slk. " Sets off your hair wonderfully. It
will look much better on you than it does on the mousy brown creature who ownsit. I'll convince her to
giveittoyou asagift."

"That won't be necessary,” Miryo said hastily.

"Nonsense. You're awitch; you deserve to own at least one pretty thing, and depending on what Ray
you choose you may never have the coin to buy it. Put the dress on. I've found out what 1seman has
arranged for thisevening.”

"What isit?' Miryo asked as she stepped behind the painted dressing screen.
"Just you wait," Edame replied mysterioudy. "Does the dressfit?"
Miryo emerged a moment later, tugging the deeves sraight. "It'sa bit loose, but that'sfine."

"Turn around." Edame fiddled with the intricate lacing of the back, which Miryo had not known what to
do with. Hairan court clothing—even something as smple as this—was much more complex than she
was used to. The fabric of the dressrose and fell and rearranged itsdlf into a much more flattering shape.
"Wonderful. You're acredit to Star-fall. Now come quickly; we don't have much time before they sound
the call to supper." Edame whisked her out the door and back through the maze of the keep'shdls. After
just afew momentsthey cameto agdlery overlooking ahdl, and Miryo heard alow murmur of voices.

The Fire Hand gestured for her to come look. Approaching therail, Miryo looked down at the men and
women in the room below and caught her breath. "Temple Dancers.”

CHAPTER TWELVE

&

Dance[Miryo]

"Not just any company, either," Edame said, looking smug. "These are the Dancers from the Sunset
Templein Eriot."
"Haira has its own company, yes?'

"Of course we do. We have the second largest population of Avannansin the land, second only to Eriot



itself. Y ou should hear 1seman go on about how Temple Dance isthe purest expression of adoration of
the Goddess. But this company istruly incredible. | saw them once, in Eriot, severd yearsago.”

Miryo looked over therailing a the Dancers below. Uniform with their deek, black-dyed hair and lithe
bodies, they milled about below, stretching and preparing for their performance tonight. Sheld learned
about them, as sheld learned about everything else: somewhere between clergy and laypeople, Temple
Dancerswere akey element in the Avannan sect's religious practices. They were dso disturbingly
flexible, she saw as one of them began to Stretch. She didn't think her own body would do that without
seriousmagicd ad.

"Y ou've probably never seen a Temple Dance before," Edame said.

"No," Miryo replied, till watching them. " Avannan worship isn't that strong in Insebrar, and they tend to
not perform for witches anyway. And of course they never cometo Starfall.”

"I'm amost tempted to keep you away tonight,” Edame said with asmile. "This company is so good,
they'll gpail you for anyonedse”

"Do you know whet they'll be performing?’
Edame glanced around, then leaned toward Miryo with aconspiratoria air. "The Aspects.”

That broke Miryo's attention away from the Dancersin the room below. "Are you serious? | thought they
only did that on Holy Dayd"

"That, and when somebody with alot of money requestsit. Especidly if that somebody is as devoutly
Avannan asLord Issmanis.”

Miryo looked back down, trying not to fedl awed. The Aspects of the Goddess were neither arote
Dance performed the same way by every company, nor aloca tradition not found €lsewhere. Every
company had its own version, and every version was different. "Eriot's company wasthefirst oneto

perform the Aspects, yes?'

Edame leaned againgt therail and nodded. "L ong, long ago. Their version islegendary. Avannanstak
about it asif the Goddess hersalf comes down and Dances with them. The Aspects are one of the holiest
Dancesthereis, and they do it better than anyone.”

And Miryo herself would be seeing it tonight. Shefelt aquiver insde, and with some surprise identified it
as excited anticipation. It had been along time since shed fdt that way. More than ayear. The stress of
studying for her testing had damped her spirits considerably, and her doppelganger's existence had
prevented the aftermath from being the joy it ought to have been.

"I'mglad | stayed,” she murmured.

Edamelaughed. "Y ou'll be even more glad in afew hours."

The anticipation of seeing the Temple Dancers distracted Miryo from her nerves over mesting two of the
highest-ranking peoplein the land. The great hal wasimposing, but not as grim asthe hall the Primes sat
infor rulings. Miryo could fed the eyes of the assembled people on her as she waked past them; they
were used to Edame's presence, and no doubt other witches came through, but anew arrival was aways
an occasion for comment.

Iseman and Tericalooked to have been cut from the same bolt of cloth. They were both tall and



bone-thin; Ryll could have been their cousin. Both were dressed in long robes more e aborately
embroidered than Miryo considered to be in good taste, but she kept this thought from her face. Hairans
tended toward flamboyant, even gaudy clothing, and the Lord and Lady were far from the worst
offendersin the hal. Miryo was grateful al over again for the dress Edame had found for her; at least it
was subdued. Some of the color combinations out there that evening had never been intended by nature.

Miryo sat next to Edame for the medl, with Iseman and Tericaon the witch's other sde. The food was
rich, much more so than she was accustomed to; the assault of spiciness and sweetnessin the sauceswas
nearly overwheming. Miryo had to be careful what she chose out of the available dishes. Hairans ate
much asthey dressed.

She made smple conversation with Edame and the woman on her other side, but stayed quiet for the
most part. She wasn't in amood for chatter. Instead she entertained hersdlf by trying to guess what was
in each of the eaborate dishes served to the high table by men and women who were, in Mirya's opinion,
the only tastefully dressed Hairansin the hal. She was grateful when the meal was over and they retired
to asmaller hal nearby that had been prepared for the performance.

Iseman and Terica seated themsdvesin two throndike chairsdong onewadl, in front of amural that was
probably the work of the landscape painter; it festured half-clad nobility lounging on ahillsidein front of a
fiery sunset. Edame, Miryo, and favored members of the court took chairs behind the Lord and Lady

and to either sde. Everyone else—|esser ministers, courtesans, hangers-on—was relegated to the
gdleriesadong the walls. They shifted restlesdy, embroidered robes rustling in the otherwise slent room.

And then the Dancers entered, and all sound ceased.

For this Dance, al wore black. Their pae skin stood out in sharp contrast. Their clothing was as
close-fitting asit could be without restricting movement, and unadorned; men and women dike wore
pants and deeveless vests. Every one of them waslean and fit, and nearly androgynousin their smilarity.

They lined up facing the Lord and Lady of Haira, and bowed briefly. The priestess who accompanied
them spoke a short benediction, dedicating the night's performance to the glory of the Goddessin al her
five Agpects. Then she, aong with the mgority of the Dancers, retired behind the black curtain that had
been erected at the back of the hall.

Only one young woman remained in front, and she seated herself on the floor. After amoment of silence,
hidden musicians struck up atune.

It was swift, light, and full of energy. The seated woman stretched one leg out, raised it, rolled back over
her shoulder and sprang to her feet.

The Maiden, Miryo redized. Not al companies performed the Aspects in the same order, but she
seemed to recdll that Eriot'swent in order of increasing age. She wondered where they would put the
Warrior in that sequence.

The woman was gill moving. Shelegpt about lightly, kicking her legs higher each time. When shewas on
the ground, her feet dl but blurred with their fast, intricate movement. The music continued, ever more
rapid; it sounded like acall now. And so it was: The Dancer's motions beckoned aman from behind the
curtain. He came forward to join her, and the two whirled around each other in adazzling display of

agility.
Miryo was entranced. The Temple Dancers made their motionslook simple, but she could guess at the

strength and control they required. Thiswas nothing like the country dances performed at festivalsin rura
areas, nor the courtly patternstrod by stiff-backed highborns. The steps were choreographed and



rehearsed for weeks before they were ever performed for the public. And the training these Dancers
underwent, if she remembered correctly, began when they were only five yearsold.

Others had comeforth to join the two aready on the floor. They moved in acircle around the first two,
kicking higher with each turn. The music was ajoyous celebration of the Maiden's youth and boundless
energy.

And lacing through it al, expressed through the bodies of the Dancers, was the power of Fire. Its
beckoning warmth called to her, entranced her, invited her to take hold—

Miryo stopped herself just short of drawing power, for what purpose she did not know, except to fed
thethrill of holding it. Goddess wept. If | did that, and it got out of control, herein thishall ...

She took a deep, unsteady breath, and tried not to think about that.

When the Dance finished, the performers retired behind the curtain and were replaced by two new
Dancers, one man and one woman. The two of them struck up positions mirroring each other, and then
the music began.

It began with flutes, a pair of them, playing asimple duet. The man and woman flitted around each other,
skimming across the floor, barely touching it. They leapt, too, but where the previous Dancers had done
S0 in sharp competition with each other, these two seemed to move for the sheer joy of it. Theillusion
that they werefloating in midair at the height of each legp was so strong that Miryo dmost suspected
magica intervention, and for one, irrational moment feared that she was somehow doing it. Her entire
body was tense with the frightened awareness that she might draw power, and yet she couldn't leave; it
would be ahorribleinsult. All she could do was it there, with aphysical embodiment of the Element of
Air being displayed before her, and fight not to reach for it.

The music turned, and so did the Dancers. Now they came together, and if Miryo had thought they were
floating before, now they were flying. The man grasped his partner around her lean waist and tossed her
about as though she were the feather sheimitated. He gave the impression that he could, if he chose, fling
her right up to the vaulted ceiling, and not even find it hard.

That Dance ended in abeautifully posed embrace, honoring the Goddess as Bride. Miryo gulped in air
gratefully, trying to both gather herself and relax before they were replaced by their fellows.

Both of the previous Dances had been in a standard four-beat pattern, but now the musicians began a
tunein three. The Temple Dancers glided acrossthe floor in awaltz that wasto stiff court waltzes what
water wasto glass. Round and round they whirled, every move flowing into the one that followed it.
Where Miryo's heart had been set racing by the energy and freedom of the previous two pieces, now it
was camed—and that dmost did her in. She just barely caught herself before she opened hersdlf to the
Element of Water. The beatiful, swirling patterns were more subtly seductive than the first two Elements
had been. Her fingers clenched around the arms of her chair as she caught hersdf justintime.

She wasn't sure what to expect from the next to last Dance, for she suspected that it would be the one
honoring the Crone. After dl, the Earth did not move very much, and neither did most old women. The
company chose to express the concepts of solidity and deep roots; the Dancersin thisfourth piece
moved into poses Miryo had not thought possible, and then held them asif they could stay there adl day.
The musicians switched to low-voiced instruments that resonated deeply in the hall. The quiet strength
and determination of the Dancersimpressed Miryo agreat ded, and athough she felt the power of Earth
there, she dso remembered the triad sheld under-gonein Star Hall, and drew on that resolution to keep
herself in check.



And then it ended, and she was safe. There was one Dance |ft, the Warrior, but mere was no such thing
asVoid magic, no Void power, nothing to lure her to the edge of danger.

But she sat balt upright asthe first notes dashed through the still air of the hall. Electricity raced up her
pine—not magical power, but something other, something from the core of hersdlf. Shewasin no
danger of working aspell, but her eyes were riveted on the scenein front of her asthe Dancers
expressed through movement their devotion to the Goddess as Warrior.

The Dance had legps, but they were not frivolous, nor were they competitive, unless the Dancerswere
competing against themsalves, each trying to outdo her own last diplay of strength and control. It looked
likeafight, if fighting were art. The men and women on the floor legpt and rolled and came together with
movements that were just ahair short of being violent. But there was no contention; there was only the
bond of loyalty and fierce determination.

And then the music shifted, rising anote, and Miryo's heart rose into her throat. With that shift themusic
became sharper, even more fierce, and she suddenly felt alonging to be out of her chair, out of the castle,
out on the road; she wanted to beriding to find her doppel ganger this minute. The chalenge sang in her
blood, driving her to victory. With thisfeding in her, surely she could not fail.

Shetightened her grip on the chair until her knuckles turned white and forced herself to bresthe. Not yet.
You can't leave yet. Not today. Not now. But tomorrow...

Tomorrow, | hunt.

The Dancefinished abruptly in afinal, breathtaking pose, and she unclenched her hands. They ached
from the strain. Massaging them surreptitioudy, Miryo eased back into her seat and glanced over to her
|eft.

Edame, who appeared not to have noticed her various struggles, gave her asour smile. "I could do
without the Warrior Dance. It never seemsto fit into the sequence, no matter where they put it.”

This contrasted so sharply with Miryo's own reaction that she did not respond. She didn't exactly like the
Dance, but it had roused in her fedlings she could hardly contain. Edame, it seemed, did not fed that way.
Which was not unexpected; the Warrior was not often honored in the witches religious practices,
because of her absence from their magic. Miryo's reaction was the odd one.

The priestess had finished her closing invocation, and the people in the hal began to move again. The
Dancers emerged from behind their curtain, lining up to be presented to Iseman and Terica. First among
them was the priestess, who exchanged warm words with the Avannan Lord and Lady before gracing
Miryo and Edame with achill nod.

"Blessings of the Goddess on the unbalanced,” the woman said, and stepped aside for the company of
Dancers.

Edame made a vexed sound. "'l hate the ones who do that."
"Dowhat?' Miryo murmured, pitching her voice for only Edameto hear.

"Cdll us'unbalanced.' At least most priests have the good taste not to be so... open about it. Look at the
way shelooked at us. Like we're wayward children who refuse to hear what the Goddessistrying to tell
s

Edame's description was an apt one. The woman's gaze had been faintly regretful, in what was quite
possibly the most irritating way imaginable. "How many are like that?' Miryo asked. "1 know some



priests and priestesses don't gpprove of us, but the teachers never tell us how many are likely to make an
issueof it."

The Fire Hand shrugged. "It depends on where you are, and what sect they're from. Lessin Currel, for
example, being so close to Starfall. Nalochkans aren't bad. Avannans are the worst. They click their
tongues and shake their heads over whatever it is were doing wrong—and of course no one ever tells
us, we're supposed to guess that on our own."

"So they don't tend to make trouble.”
"Not usudly, no. But there are exceptions.”

Miryo continued to nod and smile a the Dancers at they filed past. She wished the line would hurry up;
shewas gtill humming with energy. And dawn was hours away yet. Miryo took adeep bresth and forced
hersdf to St quietly.

The linewas nearly finished at last. It went in order of increasing rank, savefor the priestess; the first
ones presented had been those who did not even perform tonight. Now there were only four Dancers
left, the last of whom would be the leader of the company.

The next-to-last woman froze when she reached Miryo.

She recovered smoothly, and bowed with perfect grace to both witches. "Goddess be with you,” she
murmured, and moved onward. Miryo marked her, though, and her face, with asmall scar on her chin.
Tonight shewould seek that Dancer out, and ask her why she had frozen, asif she recognized Miryo's
face.

There was areception afterward, of course; the visit of acompany asfamed as Eriot's was an occasion
for ceebration in thiscity so heavily populated with Avannans. And even those who did not honor
Temple Dance as the highest form of religious adoration knew a socia occasion when they saw one. The
hal wasfilled nearly wal-to-wall with people.

Miryo detached hersalf from Edame as quickly as manners alowed and began to circulate. The Dancers
were easy to spot; black hair was reasonably common in the eastern domains, but they were the only
ones with bare, unadorned heads. Finding a specific black-haired Dancer, however, was much more
easly said than done, especidly in this crowd. Miryo was about to give up in frusiration when Kan
materiaized at her Sde.

"Ricewine?' the Cousin said, offering her agoblet.

Miryo took it, distracted. "Kan, | need you to do afavor for me. Find Lionra, the senescha. Theresa
Dancer in the company with ascar on her chin. | need to know what room she'sin tonight. She's
high-ranking, just below the company leader. Be discreet if you can." She could go to the company's
leader and ask for the Dancer's name, but that would spark interest she would prefer to avoid.

Kan nodded and vanished into the crowd, leaving Miryo with wine she didn't really want. She continued
to peruse the room, keeping an eye out for the Dancer, but before much time had passed Edame
regppeared, looking irritated.

"Thereyou are. | redlize you are perhgps not planning on joining my Ray, but it will ill do you good to
gpeak with some people here. Y ou should be seen.” Shetook Miryo's arm and led her through the
crowd.



Socidizing was not what Miryo wanted to be doing at the moment, but Edame was impossible to argue
with. She endured the next few hours patiently, watching the Fire Hand flit from group to group. Finaly,
pleading exhaustion, Miryo escaped to her own room.

Kan was not there, and neither was Sai. Miryo stood in the middle of the Sitting room and fidgeted,
wondering what to do. Should she go seek out the Cousin, or wait here for her to return? They could
waste hours tonight chasing each other through the keep. She decided to stay where she was.

Her determination was sorely tested; it was nearly Low before Kan came back. Miryo braided and
rebraided her hair repeatedly to keep hersdf busy. She wastwigting it into alow bun when the Cousin
findly entered and bowed. "' gpologize for taking so long. The Dancer's name is Sareen. She hasaroom
to hersdlf in the western wing. It's next to the room of her company's leader, and two down from that of
the priestess.”

The snapping energy she had gained from the Warrior Dance was il with her, in full force now that she
could do something with it. "Thank you. Take methere, please.”

They encountered no onein the hallway. Miryo could hear the distant sounds of the revery still going on.
Before she was quite ready, shewasin front of Sareen's door, and Kan had retired to a nearby alcove.
Miryo straightened her dress, then knocked on the door, hoping the Dancer wasiin.

She was. And she started again when she opened her door and saw Miryo.
"I would like to spesk with you," Miryo said.
Sareen recovered and bowed. " Of course, Katsu. Please, comein.”

The room was bare compared to Miryo's; thiswas the sort of housing that would normally be given to
the lesser servant of ahigh-ranking viditor. Temple Dancerslived spartan lives. Were Sareen one of the
younger Dancers, she would be sharing aroom with two or three others. It was amark of her status that
she had even thisroom to herself.

There were two chairs; Miryo took one and gestured for Sareen to take the other. It felt strange. She il
wasn't used to having rank herself, that people would wait for permission to Sit in her presence.

"Twice now," Miryo said, having considered and discarded amore roundabout approach, "you've
reacted oddly when you looked at me. Why isthat?"

Sareen dropped her eyes. "My apologies, Katsu. | didn't mean to be rude."

"Y ou needn't gpologize. I'm just curious. Have you seen me before?"

"I don't believe so, Katsu. It'sjust that you remind me agreat dedl of someone | used to know."
| knew it.

Miryo swallowed her rising excitement and forced herself to spesk casudly. "Who?"

"A fdlow Dancer. She used to bein training with our company.”

Of dl the professions Miryo had envisioned for her doppelganger, Temple Dancer had not been high on
thelig. It was amost as strange asimagining her double as a priestess. "How long ago wasthis?'

"Quiteawnhile. Twelve years, maybe thirteen."



"And... shewasyour age?' Miryo had to hastily revise her sentence. Sareen would find it odd if she
referred to the doppelganger as"it."

"A bit younger, Katsu."

Sareen looked to be in her late twenties. Which fit, of course; the doppelganger would be the same age
asMiryo hersdlf. She had to reach into hersdlf for the calm of Air again before asking the next question.
"Where did she go?'

Now the Dancer looked regretful. "1 don't know, Katsu."
Somehow | didn't think it was going to be quite that easy.
"Did she go to another company e sawhere, do you think?"

Sareen shook her head. "No. Criel—our leader at the time—said she had a different calling. | don't think
she's till a Dancer "

A different caling? Perhgpsit had become a priestess, strange though it was to imagine. "Whereis Criel
now?'

"l think she'sin Verdosa, Katsu—in the main temple there.”

Inthe east. Miryo could not believe her luck. Or perhaps it wasn't luck; perhaps the thread she'd been
following had been bringing her to Sareen and Crid, not to her doppel ganger itself. No way of knowing,
at least not yet.

Miryo redlized Sareen waslooking at her curioudly.

She cursed her lack of magic; if only she could useit, she could question the Dancer further and then
"encourage” her to forget the conversation. But since the woman was likely to gossip, she didn't want to
add fodder by asking more questions.

Sareen was till looking at her. Miryo put her frustration aside and stood. "Well, | won't take up any
more of your time. I'm sure you'retired, after that performance. Which was quite beautiful, by the
way—I count mysdlf lucky that | was herefor it." Despite the danger it had posed.

"It is how we worship the Goddess," Sareen said quite Smply. "The beauty brings you closer to her." She
bowed Miryo out of the room, and closed the door behind her.

It wasn't until Miryo was well away from Sareen's room that she realized she had never even asked her
doppelganger's name.

Climbing around on the rooftopsin Starfall was one matter; the Cousins knew perfectly well that students
went to the roof of their quartersfor privacy and alook at the stars.

Climbing around on the rooftops of Hairas central keep was another matter entirely.

For onething, it lacked the architecture of the students quarters, which was well-suited to climbing and
hiding. For another, Haira had guards who would be lessinclined to look the other way if amysterious
slhouette gppeared againgt the night sky. But Miryo needed fresh air, and quiet, and shewas
accustomed to doing her thinking while sitting on aroof. She took her chances with the guards and
climbed out her bedroom window.

Outside, she took deep breaths and tried to calm her racing heart. She had proof. Her doppel ganger



existed, and someone had seen it. More than one someone. Miryo had not doubted the Primes, but
somehow this confirmation made the whole Situation moreredl.

Her doppelganger was out there. Somewhere. And she was going to find it. Because she refused to fall.

Criel, former leader of Eriot's company, would know whereit had gone. What professions were there for
thirteen-year-old former Temple Dancers? Many of them joined the clergy when they becametoo old to
Dance, but Miryo had difficulty visudizing her double taking vows at that age. And why had it left the
company inthefirst place? What "other calling” had it goneto follow?

These were all questions she could ask Criel when she got to Verdosa

Now that she had adirection, Miryo could not wait for dawn to come. She did not regret this pausein
Haira, but she was itching to get back in the saddle. She had to wait afew hoursyet, though, before she
could wake the two Cousins and get them on the road—

North.
Miryo's heart d most stopped.

North, not east. The pull had moved. And it was distinct; she wasn't imagining the change. Whatever was
drawing her wasn't in the east. It was north, now—not the far north, but nearby. Toward Kdistyi, though
maybe not that far.

It's on the move.

Thepull did lead to her doppel ganger; she was sure of it now. And it was moving. Heading west.
What's in the west?

Half the domainslay in that direction. It could be headed anywhere, from Starfal to Askavya.

But the thread that led to it was stronger than it had ever been before. Miryo was no longer afraid she
would loseit. Whichever way her doppelganger turned, she could follow it. And it couldn't run forever.
Eventualy—soon—she would catch it.

Miryo rose and began to make her way back across the roof to her window. She hadn't gone far,
knowing she didn't want any encounters with guards. Her mind and heart were both racing, but she made
an effort to quiet them. She had to get some deep tonight. Tomorrow would be early enough to get on
the move once more.

And if | keep telling myself that, she thought wryly, | might even begin to believe it.
Shedid not deep that night.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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Mirage didn't want to stop in Angrim, but they didn't have alot of choice. They 4ill hadn't sent abird
ahead to Silverfire, and the horses needed the rest anyway.

Who am | kidding? | need the rest, too. I've been on the mad just aslong as Mist has. From
Insebrar to Abern to Starfall to Insebrar again to here—I haven't really stopped since Chervie,
and that little holiday got cut short.

They had been driving themsdlves hard since Starfall, first to reach Avaanche before he left Vilardi, and
then to get to Miest before trouble could catch up to them. They had not told anyone of their suspicions,
and there had been no sign of pursuit from Vilardi, but still the hairs on the back of Mirage's neck refused
to lie down. She could not escape that hunted fedling, and it had begun to serioudly grate on her nerves.

So thisdelay in Angrim, while frusirating, was aso nice. It was awe come chanceto St in something
other than asaddle; to walk on her own two feet through the daylit Streets of atown; to wake up inthe
same bed two morningsin arow.

Mirage dept for an exceptionaly long time their first night in Angrim, and woke just before noon. She
gretched luxurioudly, legs dangling off the narrow bed. She'd recovered from the lump on her head sheld
taken in that brawl, and her knee was mostly better, but they'd been two weeks on the road from Vilardi,
and she didn't have much energy left. While these hours of deep had not been gtrictly necessary—sheld
gone on in worse condition before—they had been very pleasant. Her nerves had camed aswell. Inthe
sunlit quiet of her room, shereveled in the lack of tension. She no longer felt asif she must check the
road behind her for pursuit every few minutes. It wastruly arelief.

All right, lazy. You've lounged around in bed for long enough; time to get up and get some things
done.

She found Eclipse downgtairs in the common room, enjoying an early lunch. He raised an eyebrow at
her, but chose not to comment on her laterising; in away it was apity. Mirage wasin agood enough
mood that for once she wouldn't have retdiated.

The reason for his silence became apparent soon enough. He needed her in that good mood. "I've been
checking the horses, and they need to be reshod before we head on.”

The day was haf gone, and his expresson waswary. It wasn't hard for Mirage to figure out. ™Y ou want
to Stay an extraday."

Eclipse nodded. "There's afarrier who can do it today, but he shod Sparker last year and | really don't
like hiswork. The onel'd rather get can't do it until tomorrow."

Y esterday Mirage would have snapped his nose off; yesterday she felt as though she were being targeted
by an archer. "That soundsfine. It'l give me achance to mend sometack and get everything else back in
order. Have you gotten supplies yet?'

The look on hisface was priceless. "Y ou're not going to argue?’
"Not redlly. | don't think the extraday will hurt us, and | can certainly find productive waysto useit.”

"I won't complain. Especidly since | haven't even begun to get supplies—I woke late, too." Hisgrin was
not very repentant.

"No wonder you didn't chide me. | expected you to."

"l can chideyovu, if youdlike."



"No, thank you." Mirage stretched again and looked around the common room, which was empty aside
from them; theinn did not begin serving nonguests until dinner. "Thisquiet is nice. Egpecidly inlight of
our recent adventures. No brawls, no suspicious guards, and best of all, not acockroach in sight.”

He cocked his head and studied her face. "Y ou're not fedling as edgy, are you?"
"Nope. Which iswhy I'm in agood mood. Take advantage of it while you can.”
"Can | borrow some money?'

"Don' pressyour luck." They grinned a each other, in genuine, unadulterated good humor for the first
timeinawhile

Which was odd, given that asfar asthey knew, their Situation hadn't improved. But the more Mirage
thought about it, the more she felt pleased at the thought of staying in Angrim, maybe even wandering
around the town alittle bit, seeing what interesting things she might happen across. Sheld beenin Angrim
many times before, but ill...

You can't stay forever, shereminded hersdlf. You've still got trouble on your back.

But since a certain amount of delay was inevitable, she might aswell enjoy the respite.

Miryo knew her doppelganger was in Angrim the moment she rode through the gate. Its presence hit her
with papable force; every nervein her body hummed before subsiding into aquieter but till noticeable
murmur.

"It'shere," she said to the Cousins, pitching her voiceto just carry over the noise of the town.

They both glanced at her briefly, then returned their attention to the crowd with redoubled fervor. | think
they expect it to leap out and attack me right here. | wonder if it can tell I'm coming?

"Let'sfind the house, and then welll make aplan,” she said, and began to press through the crowd.

The house in question was new, being a part of the Air Ray's plan to maintain placesfor witchesto stay
whilethey traveled. There weren't many of them yet; the money to build them camelargely from theVoid
Ray, and they gave dowly. This one, though, had benefitted from donations from Fire. Angrim wasthe
capita city of Abern, and often had witches on diplomatic missions passing through. So the house,
instead of being amodest little waystation, was palatial. Since no one else was there a the moment,
Miryo had no qualms about commandeering it for hersdlf.

It was agood thing, she reflected, that her double was here, that the long chase was drawing to aclose.
She needed it to end; the stress and effort had taken their toll, and she had pushed afast pace from Haira
to here. Their horses were not in good shape. But once her doppel ganger was taken care of, they could
rest here for afew days, then ride at a more sedate pace back to Starfall.

She could even cast spdIsto make their journey eeser.

Miryo dlowed hersdf asmal smilethat was hardly sufficient to expressthe glee shefdt at that thought.
Magic. My magic. Soon I'll be able to useit.

They found the house without trouble. The place was quite large; Miryo was amused at the ostentation
the Fire Ray seemed to think was necessary. Did traveling ambassadors truly need amultistory house just
to Stay in overnight?



She chose a bedroom and sat on the bed to ponder the situation while the Cousins brought the baggage
up. Her double wasin Angrim, but for how long? It hadn't shown any inclination to stay in one placefor
long before. She needed someway to find it, and quickly, but without scaring it off.

And what happens when you find it, little girl? Are you going to kill it on the spot?

That was another problem, one she hadn't et herself address before. How was she going to kill her
doppelganger? Her magic couldn't be trusted, and the Primes had explicitly outlawed it for thistask
anyway. She had to dp it herself; she couldn't use the Cousins. But what if it knew how to fight?

Look at it thisway. You know nothing about fighting. Therefore, it can't possibly know less than
you do, and there's a good chance it knows more. If nothing else, it's got to have scuffled with
local boys as a child. So chances are you're going to be at some kind of a disadvantage when it
comes to blows.

But it didn't have to cometo an out-and-out fight. She had to kill it hersdlf, but was there any rule against
having someone dse captureit first?

The Cousins could do that. They could take it prisoner and bring it back here, where Miryo could...
dispatchit.

That hardly seemed fair.

Fairness doesn't enter into it. Thisis necessary. Besides, it'll get its fair fight, when the Cousins go
after it. Once they have it prisoner, it's as good as dead anyway, so it's not that much different
from me attacking and killing it on the spot. And, since she had aready established that doing so
would be one step away from suicidal, this was her only workable plan.

A knock sounded on the door. "Comein,” Miryo said.
Kan entered and waited patiently.

"It'shere)” Miryo said a last. "1 don't know where exactly, not yet. I'm going to go out into the town.
Y ou and Sai wait here. Prepare one of the attic rooms to hold a prisoner, as best as you can.”

"I'll do that,” Kan said. "Sal will accompany you."

Miryo grimaced, but she wasn't surprised. Her efforts to convince them she didn't need awatchdog had
comprehengvdy faled. "All right. | won't be gonelong.”

She went down into the Streets, Sai ghosting along behind her in the midday crowd. It's here,
somewher e within these walls. No sense of direction, though; | must be too close. Real helpful. My
instinct would choose now to desert me.

What if | wander into it, here on the street?

The thought turned Miryo cold. She wasn't ready. Only Sai was here—not that a combat-trained Cousin
was anything to sniff at. But it would cause dl kinds of comment if there was afight here on the street.
And evenif shedidn't encounter her doppelganger face-to-face, what if amerchant mentioned to it that
he had seen awoman very tikeit earlier that day?

Miryo turned on her hedl and left the crowded street as quickly as she could.

Her feet carried her without any real sense of direction. She wasn't sure which way theinn was, and



couldn't yet bring hersdlf to ask Sai. Asit was, her wandering brought her to a place she wanted to go.

She went up the steps and into the temple's cool interior without thinking about it twice, it wasthefirst
time sheld st foot in atemple not built for witches use, and she gazed around it in curiogty. Thisone
was pentagona in layout, with adoor at each corner; from her studies, she knew it was an unusual
design. Theinterior face of each wall was devoted to adifferent Aspect of the Goddess. The middle was
open to the sky; Miryo hummed and sensed the spell that covered the opening, keeping leaves and other
such litter out. Rain, however, could enter fredly, as could snow and birds, so the natura world still had
access.

Standing in the sunlight, Miryo made a complete turn, looking at dl five statues of the Goddess. Maiden,
Bride, Mother, Crone, Warrior. She hesitated among them; the Warrior governed violence and degth,
but she could use the calm of the Mother's Water, or the solidity of the Crone's Earth. In the end she
chose the Maiden's shrine; that was her current stage of life, and determination and passion were what
she needed at the moment.

Sai dropped back to give Miryo privacy as she prepared hersdlf for prayer. Since the shrinewasthe
Maiden's, purification involved lighting a candle and meditating briefly on its dancing flame before she
carried it with her to the shrine proper.

Oncethere, shedid her candleinto the holder provided and sat cross-legged, gazing up at the statue of
the carefree, passionate Maiden.

Youngest, Lady of Fire, you who are the energy of determination and drive—help me. | need your
attributes. I'm not sure | can do this.

I'mafraid. And | freely admit it. I'm afraid of failure; I'm afraid of success, and what it might cost
me. I've never killed a person; | never thought 1'd have to. |'ve never even seen anyone die. But if |
amto use my gift, the gift that is my birthright and what | have struggled for all these years—I
have to kill .

Maiden, Goddess, why did you make it this way?

It's one thing to kill the doppelganger as an infant, to go through the ritual before your gaze, your
holy starlight, has fallen on the child's face. The baby has no soul when it becomes two, and so the
double can be killed without guilt, and the witch-child taken outside to be presented to you. But |
do not doubt that, in the years it has been alive, my doppelganger has been in that starlight-has
bathed in your light.

Does that mean it has a soul ?
Ifit hasa soul, am|1 right to kill it?

The question had been gnawing a Miryo for days, twisting her up inside even though shetried to put it
from her thoughts. Did her doppelganger have asoul?If it did, could shein good consciencekill it, and
go onwith her own life?

The Maiden gazed down at her, laughing and carefree. Not worrying about consequences.

All right. If a man attacked me with a sword, I'd defend myself. And if there were no way to keep
myself safe other than killing him... I'd do it. If there were no other choice. Souls don't matter, in
that situation—or rather, they do, and | value mine above his. Thereisno wrong in killing when it
is self-defense, when there truly is no other option.



Thereisno other option here. | kill it, or my magic spins out of control and eventually kills me,
and maybe other people along with me. How many times have | caught myself almost reaching for
power, the words of a spell on my lips, waiting to be spoken? Asin Haira. One of these days |
won't be able to stop myself. So | kill my doppelganger, or it kills me. Two choices. Because | have
awill to survive, | know which one | will choose. And | will live with the deed. | do that, or | die.

The Maiden smiled blithely.

Lend me your energy, Lady of Fire. Lend me your passion and determination. Do not let me lose
sight of what | have fought for all these years.

"Inyour name," Miryo whispered, and stood. She backed out into the center of the temple, where she
bowed to each Aspect, and then left, Sai following without aword.

Hunters often laughed that every other person in Angrim was an agent. It wasn't dl that far from the truth.
Angrim played buffer between not one but two nearby Hunter schools: Thornblood to the north and
Windblade to the south. Since the two didn't get along, the town's narrow streets were infested with their
people, keeping watch from the overhanging upper stories of houses and shops. And other schools,
having avested interest in keeping an eye on those two, aso seeded Angrim with their agents. The result
was acity in which haf the inhabitants were spying on the other haf. Even those who weren't hired to
gather information il sold it asahobby.

Because of this rampant intrigue, contacting a Silver-fire agent was not so smple asit had been in Chiero.
Mirage took thefirst step of the dance that afternoon.

"Beer and aleg of goat,” she said, dropping onto astool at an open-air bar in the eastern quarter, safely
equidistant between the Thornblood and Windblade ends of the city.

The barkeep raised an eyebrow. "We don't sell goat here. Go to Razi if you want that."
"Y ou should serve it; tastes better than lamb. But forget the food. I'll just have the beer.”
He served it to her, and went about his business.

A littlewhile later, Mirage spoke to him again. "Do you know any herb-women around here? I've been
having some stomach problems.”

"Where are you staying in the city?" he asked.
"The Fisherman's Hook," Miragelied.

He nodded thoughtfully. "There's awoman two streets over, on Thimble Lane, who could help you.
Shelll probably prescribe urgony, though, so if you can't stand the stuff you shouldn't go to her. If that's
the case, | suggest the one at the corner of Lord's Way and Axehaft."

"Axehaft? That doesn't intersect Lord'sWay."
He smacked hisforehead. "Fletcher, | meant. Fletcher Street.”
"Thanks," Mirage said, and |ft.

She had to grin as she left. The e aborate steps she had to tread to meet the contact, though necessary,
wereavery slly game. The request for goat had marked her as a Hunter; the stomach upset asked after



acertain contact. Since she had named the Fisherman's Hook, he knew she was at the Cracked Oak.
Urgony meant the contact would come tonight. The misnamed street said how.

She vigted the herb-woman on Thimble Lane, to keep up appearances, but conveniently forgot to take
the medicine she prescribed. Then, after a solid dinner back at the Cracked Oak, she retired upstairsto
mend tack.

An hour or so later, someone knocked on the door. One, then two quick.
Miragerose and let in her contact.
"A ‘femae complaints heder?' she sad, raising one eyebrow mockingly. "What adull disguise.”

Wisp looked unamused, and since she had aface like aknife and had long since mastered the art of
making her five-foot body seem ten feet tal, the look carried force. "I'm getting old. Climbing through
windowsissomething | leave to stupid young Silverfireswho need to show off their shadow-skulking.
Stedthisn't dl about hiding behind bushes, you know."

Mirage bowed. "Have a seat, then, and rest your old bones, which are no more decrepit than your
tongue—and | see that hasn't logt any vigor.”

That made Wisp grin, but only dightly. Her weathered face looked hard enough to fight arock and win.
A red smilemight have brokenit. "All right. What do you need?"

"Not much. A messageto Silverfire
"Whichis?'

Mirage passed her the paper. The code on it was com-plex enough that Mirage aways had to work to
writeinit; Wisp read it like ordinary lettering. "Huh. Y ou bringing trouble down on us, girl?"

"l hope not,” Mirage said. "But better to be safe than sorry.”

"A good motto to live by, though not one most Hunters pay more than lip service to. Why in the name of
the Warrior did you take thisjob?"

"Y ouwould have"
"Just because | was young and stupid doesn't mean you have to follow in my footsteps.”

"Ah, but then you became old and wise." Mirage put her hands up in mock-defense against Wisp'sglare.
"l wanted acommission. And it looked like achalenge.”

"Y ou hate the witches. So why are you working for them?”
Mirage shrugged uncomfortably. She till couldn't explainiit.

Wigp gave her acloselook, and then nodded dowly. "All right. Y ou're not the most levelheaded Hunter
Siver-firé's ever produced, but you're not entirely stupid, and you have agood instinct.” Her face grew
even more serious then. "Watch out, though. The city is crawling with those damn bastards.”

"Those damn bastards,” in Wigp'slexicon, meant Thornbloods. "More than usua ?*

"A whole crew of them have been herefor the last week or so—between jobs, and champing at the bit.
Watch out for them. | know you don't get long with their kind."



"Il be careful "

"Asif that means anything with you children. Five years out of school, and eager to prove you're the next
legend. Burning Angrim down around our earsis not theway to do that."

Mirage grinned. "Trust me. I'm leaving the day after tomorrow. I'll do my best not to get into trouble
before that.”

Miryo paced restlesdy, back and forth across the length of her room. It lacked an hour yet until her plan
could be put into motion, and every minute grated on her nerveslike arasp.

I might well be flayed alive if the Primes find out about this.

She blessed the Goddess for sending her Kan and Sai. She doubted any two other Cousins would have
gone adong with this, more than afew would have turned her in on the pot. There were several witches
in Angrim they could hand her over to.

Sheforced hersdf to stop pacing and took a deep bregth.

You've made the plan. Now see it through. A half hour before the appointed time, she went
downgtairs. The most convenient thing about living in a house constructed by the Fire Ray wasthat it had
structures built in to accommodate spies. It wasto one of those she went, and there, aonein the stuffy
darkness, she closed her eyes and camed her breathing. Now she just had to wait.

A clanging sound; that would be the gate bell. Miryo's bresth caught.

Footsteps. Sai opening the door, welcoming the visitor. Two sets of footsteps, one of them quite faint.
Then Miryo put her eyeto the spyhole, bit onefingernail, took it out of her mouth, and watched.

The Hunter entered the room.

Kan, garbed in anewly bought dress, Miryo's triskele pendant around her neck, inclined her head. That
was the hanging offense, right there. The pendlty for masquerading as awitch was severe. And very few
Cousinswould have agreed to it. But Miryo couldn't bring hersdlf to say to the Hunter, "Find someone
who looks like me." Nor could she show the drawings; the effect would be the same. So she needed a
substitute witch, and since Sai hardly ever opened her mouth, it had to be Kan.

"What isit you want done, Katsu?'

The disguised Cousin held out one of Ryll's sketchesfrom Haira "Thiswoman isin Angrim. Find her.
Bring her to me. Do not kill her. Y ou have two daysto carry thisout. Y our fee will be ten up front, and
fifteen more upon completion.”

The Hunter took the paper, and although the mask hid her expression from sight, Miryo received an
impression of surprise, and perhaps even triumph. "1 accept. Y ou'll have her within aday.”

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

7

Capture
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Mirage did not deep in again her second morning in Angrim. Early rising had been ahabit for aslong as
she could remember; Hunter trainees never lingered in bed, and neither did Temple Dancers, so she had
been four the last time anyone let her deep in regularly. Even when flat on her back in Siverfires
infirmary, she had woken early. Now it was an ingrained reflex.

She went around to the back of the Cracked Oak's courtyard and found a bent horseshoe tossed against
the wall. The message had gone out without trouble, then. Wisp was dwaysrdiable.

The market streets of the city were dreaedy filling up; vendors were opening their stals and laying out
then-goods, and ahandful of enthusiastic buskers were warming up on the corners. The snatches of
music they played followed Mirage as she bought saddle oil and strong gut cord, reminding her of the
witches she was tangling with. It was adiscordant note in an otherwise sunny and pleasant morning.

It was still early, and her shopping was done. Eclipse had promised to take care of therest of it. She
could re-turn to the inn, but before she did so, there was one other stop she wanted to make.

Angrim'stemple had always been one of her favorites. The open pentagonal layout felt less confining than
most temples. Her company of Dancers had performed aspecidly designed Dance here once, alittle
over ayear before sheleft them. That had been one of Mirage'sfirst major public performances, back
when she was Seniade, back before Criel had come to her and offered her a chance at her long-buried
dream.

She brushed the ghosts of the past from her mind and returned to her purpose.

There were avariety of waysto purify onesdlf for presentation to the Warrior. For genera worship,
people often went through an exercise of controlled breathing. But the Hunter school s were descendants
of ancient Warrior cults, and so Mirage showed her devotion in adifferent way.

The moves she performed were smple, but she put al her concentration and effort into each one. This
was more than just purification; it was the beginning of her worship, and it demanded the best she had to
give

There were severd patterns of movement to choose from, depending on the devotee's purposein
coming. Mirage chose the pattern of supplication. It wasfar from meek in tone—the Warrior didn't value
meekness very highly—but the entreaty in it was plain. And then, pattern finished, she sdluted the statue
at the heart of the shrine. Since no one was there to watch, she made it the full, formal, Hunter's salute.
Then, for good measure, she pricked her finger on her dagger and pressed her bloody fingertip to the
wood rail that surrounded the shrine. It was stained with the small blood offerings of countless previous
devotees.

Then Mirage knelt and prayed.
Warrior. Lady of Blades. Huntress and Protectress.

| got myself into this situation. | know that perfectly well. And it's up to meto get me out of it; |
do not seek your aid in that.

But you area warrior, not a murderer. You value a fair fight, or so the clergy tell us. And so |
have to ask that you grant at least that much to Kerestel—Eclipse—and me.



Fighting the Wolfstar: that would be fair. Fighting Cousins: that would be fair. But fighting the
assembled forces of Sarfall would not be fair. Even if it's not all of them, even if it'sjust a faction,
that is not a fair fight; it's slaughter. I'm no more immune to magic than the next person,
whatever people say about me. And neither is Eclipse. If we go up against the witches, we're dead.

Please, grant usthis much. Grant us at least a fighting chance.

Mirage lifted her eyesto the statue of the Warrior. Unlike many, it did not depict her in any fighting pose;
instead she stood upright, sword raised before her face, eyes gazing outward with calm readiness. The
look on the Goddess's face gave Mirage strength.

We will do what we can. If that's not enough, then so be it. But please, Warrior, at least give us
that fair chance.

| promise | will useit well.

Something of the quiet she had gained in the temple stayed with Mirage as she returned to the Cracked
Oak. The clamor of the streets did not bother her; the annoyance of an overturned wagon of beer kegs
did not touch her. She entered the inn feeling camer than she had in sometime. If trouble awaited her, a
least she had made her peace with the Warrior.

The common room was deserted; those who wanted breakfast had eaten it and gone, and the rest had
not yet risen for lunch. One of the servants had pushed severa tablesto thewalls so she could scrub the
boards of the floor, but had |eft the job half done; the bucket sat abandoned in the middie of the open
space. Mirage, carrying her purchases, passed it on her way to the sairs.

Halfway there, she spun and threw the flask of saddle ail.

The Hunter behind her ducked it, but Mirage had bought herself time to draw her sword. And then she
was backing up, retreating from the blur that was his attacking staff.

The floorboards were gtill damp; that was dll that saved Mirage amoment later. Another Hunter legpt out
from behind one of the overturned tables, but skidded on the boards, and thus gave her just enough
warning to drop into asidewaysroll. And as. she cameto her feet, Mirage redized just how much
trouble shewasin.

Hunters.
Four of them.

Thornbloods, her mind told her coolly, and then she was retreating again, trying to keep distance and the
remaining tables between her and her attackers. Two were armed with staffs; two were bare-handed. No
blades? Why not? She sidestepped a staff blow at the last moment, so that the man went reeling
off-baance. Thornbloods almost always use blades.

Sword againgt staff. Mirage tried to cut through hisweapon, but it had been well-hardened, and for a
Thorn-blood he did remarkably well at catching most of her blows on the staff's iron bands. He wasn't
quite quick enough with the unaccustomed wegpon, though. Mirage swung at hisright side, but
disengaged before he had even fully blocked it, then drew her elbow back and turned the motion into a
quick jab that found awesk point in hisleather armor. He collapsed, and then Mirage was running,
vaulting atableto get clear of the other three,

She maneuvered to keep the unarmed pair, aman and awoman, away from her back, so she could



concentrate on the other staff fighter. He was better than hisfriend. Mirage had to leap over the buit of
his staff and immediately block the descending upper end. The effort jarred her arms, and al she gavein
return was atiny dice aong the back of his hand. She did the same to the other hand a moment later, but
it was minor damage at best, and hisfriends were about to enter the fray.

Void it—I've got to get free of this! Mirage looked for an exit and found none. And in her moment of
digtraction, the staff fighter struck twice: damming the elbow of her sword arm, and then knocking her
blade clean out of her hand.

The other Thornbloods charged. Mirage created her own exit; she rushed the staff fighter, who had not
expected such amove, and shoved him into the unarmed man. Shefailed to break free, though, and
found hersdf fighting the other bare-handed Hunter, awoman, while at her back the men roseto their
fedt.

Shefeinted right, asif to bolt for the door; behind her she heard one of the men shift. Then shereversed
direction and headed | eft, toward the stairs. Two stepsinto her flight she spun and kicked the bucket of
soapy, dirty weter. It flew into the face of the staff fighter, blinding him. The woman charged in. Mirage
wasn't afraid. Sheld bet on hersdf in aone-on-onefight any day, so long as she didn't have a concussion
going into it. But the story would change quickly when the other two got back into the fight.

She broke two of the woman'sfingersjust asthe staff-man arrived. Hisfirst blow she dodged, but the
second clipped her in the digphragm; she spun out of that and hook-kicked him in the kidneys, but he
hardly grunted. Hisretaiatory blow, while not very strong, was enough to send her off balance and rolling
to the floor. Mirage came up right next to atable and legpt onto itstop, but the unarmed man had
anticipated that, and was waiting for her there. His roundhouse kick threw her right back onto the floor.

Another roll, but she was hurting now, and the Thorn-bloods knew it. They spread out around her,
trapping her near the overturned table, and advanced steadily. Mirage spat blood and forced air back
into her lungs. Therewould be no backup coming for her. She had to finish this now, before they finished
her.

The broken-fingered woman was the weakest link of the chain. Mirage targeted her. She got in one good
kick, but it wasn't enough to take the woman down, and then the staff smashed into her lower back. Her
spine erupted in agony. She snarled it away and spun, damming her stiffened hand into the back of the
daff fighter's neck. The woman kicked the back of her knees and sent her to the floor. A boot caught her
chin and she flew backward, hitting the floor hard, and before she could force hersdlf to her feet there
was asharp pressure on the smal of her back, and someone twisted her arms painfully behind her.
Mirage tried once to heave the weight off and got her face dammed into the floor. Then the female
Thornblood knelt in front of her.

The woman wound her unbroken fingersin Mirage's hair and dragged her head up so she could see.
Mirage spat more blood at her, but the woman ignored it, instead reaching up to pull the mask of her
head covering down.

"lce" Mirage mumbled painfully.

The Thornblood smiled. It was not a pleasant expression. "l've been looking forward to thisfor awhile,"
she purred.

"| seeit only took three friendsto get your nerve up,” Mirage said, putting as much acid into her tone as
she could.

Icewas not perturbed. "Ah, thiswas not just personal. Thiswasajob.” Her smile got nastier. "Therésa



witch who wantsto see you.”

Then Mirage's head was dammed into the floor again, and she passed out.

The mirror in Miryo's bedroom was enchanted. She discovered this by accident; she was humming to
cam her nerves while waiting for the Hunter to return, and the sound caused aresonance. The spell was
onethat caused the mirror to show various roomsin the house.

Of course. Can't expect a Fire witch to go skulking in stuffy closets. That's for the Cousins. She
can sit up here and spy in comfort.

The enchantment didn't even require power to get it Sarted, just asnatch of the proper music. Miryo,
inferring from the type of spell and the tastes of Fire witches, figured the key out easily, and spent some
time playing with the mirror. It reminded her of al she stood to gain.

There was acommotion in the house's courtyard; she could hear it through the window. Miryo shifted the
mirror to see from above the front door, and found hersalf staring. Not one but three uniformed Hunters
were out there, two of them carrying bodies. What in the Crone's name had happened?

She redirected the mirror again asthey came insde and went to the room where Kan was waiting. No
polite sautes now; the two Hunters at the back, both men, dropped their burdens while the woman
Miryo had hired strode forward. She was obvioudy nuraing an injured hand and more than one bruise,
but arrogance was written in every line of her body.

"Weve got her," she said without ceremony. "Within aday, as| promised. Now heal me and my friends.”

Miryo bristled at her tone. Who was she, to order awitch around? Not that Kan was really awitch, but
the Hunter didn't know that.

Rudenessis the least of your problems. Kan can no more heal themthan | could direct an army.
But she can't admit that, and | can't do anything to help her. Not until my doppelganger is dead.
Miryo eyed the two bodies on the floor, neither of which was moving much. Onewasaman, asoin
Hunter uniform. The other was bundled up so that only her boots were visible, but Miryo didn't need a
faceto know it was her double.

Goddess. I'm not ready yet. | can't just walk in there, stab her, and heal those Hunters.

"I'm afraid | cannot do that," Kan was saying with laudable poise. "Hereis your payment, as| promised.
| will giveyou coin for aheder aswell, but | have pressng business| must attend to."

"For the Warrior's sake—at least heal him!" The femae Hunter pointed at her motionless companion on
thefloor.

"Hewas not hired for thisjob," Kan said coldly. Her eyes dared the Hunter to argue. "Y ou were the only
one contracted. Hisinjuries are none of my concern.”

"He'sgoing to die, Katsu." The term of address was ground out between her teeth. "That bitch stuck a
sword in hisgut. No hedler isgoing to be able to fix that. Hell take an infection and rot to death. | don't
careif you didn't hire him; you sill ought to hed him.”

"WEell pay for the service," one of the other Hunters said.

Miryo felt asudden pain and realized she had chewed one finger until it bled. She could not take her eyes



off the motionlessHunter. Oh, Lady— just can't do it yet! Not even to save that man! | want to use
my magic, but | can't, not yet. Please, Mother of usall, I'm just not ready. Forgive me. Forgive
me. | cannot kill it yet.

Kan had been thinking fast. "'l cannot,” she said gently. "I must continue on to other things. But one of my
sgtersof the Water Ray lives on Upper Cart Lane, which isnot so far awalk from here. Take him there,
and shewill hed him. Tell her hewas hurt in the employ of Miryo."

Rage was till plain in the femae Hunter's posture, but she bowed jerkily. "We will do so. Katsu.
Good-bye." They picked up their unconscious companion and |eft.

Miryo waited until they were out of the courtyard, and then ran down the stairsto the waiting Cousins.
"Put it in the attic room," she said, not looking at the body on the floor. "I'll dedl with it shortly."

Mirage awoke to pain. She immediately pushed it to the back of her mind. The last thing she had seen
was | ce's vengeful face, so thiswas no time for weakness. She had to be alert.

At least no one had blindfolded her. Not that there was much to see. The floorboardsin front of her nose
were dusty, but disturbed by footprints. The musty smell of the air suggested an attic. And the quality of
thelight suggested that it was afternoon, so either she was ill in Angrim, or she'd been kept unconscious
for more than aday. Theformer seemed more likely.

She shut her eyes again, partly to cam her headache, and partly to concentrate on sound. She could hear
no onein theroom with her. Of course, given Ice'swords, awitch might be watching her magically. But
she'd have to take that chance.

Roalling over brought more pain, of course, but that was to be expected. The room wastiny, with a
sharply doped ceiling, and empty save for adoor. Nothing for her to work with.

Mirage twisted her hands behind her, testing the ropes binding them.

If a Thornblood tied these, they're even more worthless as Hunters than | thought. The ropes, while
not loose, were definitely workable. With an ease born of long, painful practice, Mirage didocated both
of her thumbs and set about wiggling out of her bonds.

in moments she was free, but as she reset her thumbs and examined the rope around her ankles,
footsteps sounded on the stairs outside the door. With one last, quick glance around, Mirage twined the
rope loosaly around her wrists and lay back down, more or lessin the position she had been in when she
awoke.

The only difference was that now she could see the door.

Thevigtor was not Ice, nor any other Thornblood. Red hair, clothing good but practicd; probably a
Cousin. Mirage suppressed ashudder. Am | better off, or not? Which would be worse—Cousins, or
lce?

No timeto dwell on it. The woman was bending down to examine Mirage; shed seethelooseropeina
second.

Mirage dapped her hands hard againgt the floor and threw her weight onto them, kicking upward with
her till-bound feet. She was lucky. The Cousin was unprepared and her aim was good; her hedls struck
the woman's head and sent her careening backward into thewall. Shefdll to the floor and Mirage was on
her in an ingtant, clipping her hard behind the ear. She wouldn't be waking up any time soon.



Mirage searched her clothing and swore. Unarmed. What kind of Cousin goes around unarmed?
Unless she'sa witch, but | can't believe it of her. No pendant, and she doesn't move like a witch.
She's combat-trained, 1'd bet on it. I'm just lucky she thought | was still unconscious.

Swiftly now, she untied her feet. There had been a definite thump when the Cousin hit thewall, and
another when shefdl; someone might cometo investigate. The room's one window was much too smdll
for Mirage to fit through, and looked out onto an unhelpful brick wall. Sheld have to find another path of

escape.

So shetied the unconscious Cousin with the ropes that had bound her and dlipped out the door. It
opened onto avery short hallway with two more doors off it. They looked like more attic rooms, so she
headed for the stairs at the other end.

The floor below was much more habitable, with astaircase to the next floor down at the other end of the
hallway. But before Mirage could decide whether to investigate the rooms along the hall, go out the
window, or head downstairs, one of the doors opened and another red-haired woman stepped out.

Void it. Mirage charged her. But this one was more ready than the first; she whipped aknife out as
Mirage approached.

The woman's speed was no match for Mirage's. As the woman thrust with the knife, Mirage dodged to
theinsde. One hand seized control of the knife, while the other dammed into her collarbone.

This second Cousin collapsed with acry of pain. Mirage kicked her in the head and put her out, too, but
now her nerves were humming; with that noise, more Cousins would be arriving within seconds. No time
to tie up this one, and no point. Mirage scooped up the knife and ran.

The house did not contain areligious shrine, but it did have aroom for working spells, which was much
the same. Miryo went thereimmediately after ordering the Cousinsto take care of the doppel ganger.

She kndlt in the center of the room. Triskelesdone in Elementa colors encircled her; she spared them a
brief glance before ignoring them entirely. Her mind focused on asingle thing.

Maiden. Bride. Mother. Crone. Warrior. Be with me.

Miryo took amoment to calm her breathing and her heart. Both were racing, after the scene with the
Hunters. The knowledge of what she wasfacing didn't help her any, either.

Forgive me. | should have helped that man. He was seriously injured, and needed healing. But |
had not prepared myself properly, and so | could not—would not—help him. | was too weak.

Please, Lady of Five Faces, help me not be weak now. My doppelganger is upstairs. | must—no, |
will kill it. It hurt that man, nearly killed him; it has probably done the same to others. I, however,
wish to help those in need, wherever, they may be. | know now that | can serve you best as a witch
of the Air. And thisisthefirst step in that service.

| go now to execute my doppelganger. Be at my side, Goddess, as | wield the knife.

Mirage spared a quick glance out the hallway window as she turned the corner. As she had hoped, she
was about to reach the ground floor. A straight run for the front door seemed her best option. Hopefully
the house's remaining defenses would not mobilizein timeto stop her. And hopefully she wouldn't run
into anything worse than surprised Cousins.



But luck, which had been with her so far, now deserted her. She reached the bottom of the stairs, turned
acorner, and found hersdf face-to-face with another red-haired woman.

Thetriskele pendant that hung around her neck drew Mirage's eyeslike a magnet.

"Warrior," shewhigpered. "Y ou're the witch who had me taken."

Miryo stood frozen, numb, barely ableto fed the dagger in her fingers. She had thought she was
prepared for the shock of seeing her doppelganger. She waswrong.

Her doppel ganger's flame-colored hair was cut close to her head, but the hue was like hers. Its body was
hard muscle, but the proportions were the same. And the face she saw was her own. Not smilar:
identical . Battered though her doppelganger was, its face was hers. Miryo's skin crawled as she stood in
the hdlway, garing a hersdf.

Its eyes—qray, like her own—widened in shock. It was even less prepared for thisthan Miryo hersdlf.

"Who are you?" it whispered, body tensed and wary. Miryo redlized for thefirst timethat it, too, had a
knifeinitshands. "My—my sger?'

"No," Miryo said, responding automaticaly. She couldn't make herself move. "Not ssters. You and
|—weé're the same person.”

One pale eyebrow rosein amanner that was eexily familiar.

"Y ou're my doppelganger. My double. Made when | was five days old. Only you were supposed to be
killed then—doppel gangers are dways killed—but you survived. Somehow. But | haveto kill you now."
She closed her mouth with a snap to keep hersalf from babbling more.

It brought the knife up defensively. Miryo eyed the blade and swallowed; it looked very competent. And
it had nearly killed aHunter. How was she supposed to stand againgt it?

"So you murder babies," the doppelganger said coldly.

"It's not murder!" Miryo protested. "It's done before the child is presented to the Goddess. So theré's no
soul when one body iskilled."

"I've been in starlight since then, more than once. Do you want to bet that | still have no soul?"

That hit far too closeto home, even after Miryo's resolution to put the question behind her. "It doesn't
matter. | have to kill you. Aslong asyou'redive, | can't control my magic. So ether | kill you now, or |
cause alot of destruction and probably hurt or kill other people before | die, mysdf.” Theword "kill"
stabbed her every time shesad it.

"And I'm supposed to believe you."

"Y ou don't want a demongtration, believe me." Miryo clamped down on the trembling part of hersdlf and
matched her doppelganger, glarefor glare.

"Sowhy don' | kill you? That should solve the problem, shouldn't it?"

Miryo's heart thudded painfully. She didn't have aprayer of matching it in afight, and now sheld admitted
her magic was not stable. And she had asick suspicion that neither Kan nor Sai would be appearing to
help her.



The courage of her convictions held her up. "That's not the way it goes. Y ou're adoppelganger. A copy.
Not ared person. Y ou were never meant to live."

It stared at her asthough she were babbling nonsense. The expression, itsfamiliarity, unnerved her, but
sherefused to show it; any hint of weskness and thisthing would explait it. Miryo kept her jaw firm and
did not look away.

The doppel ganger straightened suddenly. "All right,”" it said, and tossed its knife casudly to thefloor in
front of Miryo. Thenit spread itsarmswide. "Doit."

Miryo stared &t it in complete shock. "What?"

"Kill me" it said grimly. "Stab mein the heart. If you truly believe what you're saying, then it should mean
no more to you then tearing up a sheet of paper. Do it. Stab mein the heart.”

Miryo stepped forward, over its discarded blade. Taking a deep breath, she raised her own knife, lining
itstip up with her doubl€e's chest. 1t could undoubtedly strike the weapon from her hand, but it made no
move to do so.

Her doppelganger gave her atwisted smile. "Think of me, whenever you cast aspell.”

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

&

Neither of them moved for an eternity. Then the witch swore an oath Mirage never would have thought
she knew, and dropped her dagger to the floor.

"l cantdoit,” shesad.

Mirage breathed for thefirst timein what seemed likeayear. Warrior, but | hate bluffing.

The witch looked up, and her eyes narrowed. Mirage was not yet over the indescribable shock of seeing
her own face, down to its expressions, on someone el se. Other thoughts bubbled at the edges of her
mind, but she kept them ruthlesdy quashed. Deal with thisfirst.

"You knew | wouldn't," the witch accused, that voice so like atrained verson of Mirage's own.
She shrugged, trying to make it look casud. "' couldn't, werel inyour place.

The other woman thought about that for amoment, then gave asour half grin Mirage's muscles knew
very wdll. "Isthat redly how thisworks?'

"Lookslikeit. Lucky for me, too, snce | waskind of gambling my lifeonit. But | knew | couldn't kill me,
50 | figured you couldnt, either.”

"I am killing mysdlf, though," the witch said wretchedly.



"By not killing you. One of these days, I'm going to cast aspell. | can't keep stopping mysdf. And if that
doesn't destroy me outright, other witcheswill step in. They can't take the risk of letting me run wild."

Mirage's gut clenched. Her double had not been lying; the hopelessnessin her eyeswasvery red. The
woman's hands, hanging limp at her sides, trembled faintly before she closed them into fists. Mirage
amost smiled at that; she wouldn't want to show weakness, either.

She isweak, though, acorner of her mind whispered. She can't use magic. You could kill her right
now.

Intheory, yes. In practice, no. The fedling of recognition was too sirong, the sense that here was
something she had been missing dl her life, searching for without knowing it.

A witch. After years of telling people she had ho connection to them.

But however much she hated being wrong, she couldn't just write thiswoman's life off. No more than she
could really surrender to desth at the witch's hands. So that left her with only one option.

Not a very good one—but it'sall I've got.

"Look," she said into the dead silence. "Y ou believe what you're saying, I'm sure. And maybe the rest of
Sarfdl thinksit'strue. But it can't hurt usto look again.

"So how about this? We promise not to kill each other. Instead, we look for other answers, other ways
out of thisthey may haveignored or missed.” She paused, biting her lip as she watched the other
woman'sreaction. "And if it lookslike timeisrunning out, well reconsder.”

The witch's eyeswidened. For an instant hope lived in her eyes, before dying again. "But witches have
been doing things thisway for centuries—there's got to be areason. And people who know far more
about thisthan | do have sworn there's no other way."

"Ah, but they lack one thing we have." Mirage smiled, putting as much certainty behind it as she could.
"Each other. Am | right? None of them have had their doppelganger there.”

"But you don't know anything about magic.”

"Do you want to pick the knives up and start over? Our chance of success at thismay betiny, but at least
itisachance. And it might even leave usboth dive."

The witch swallowed, visibly torn. Then she straightened her shoulders. Mirage approved of the grim
determination in her eyes, even if therewasn't alot of conviction there. "All right. We cantry.”

They took care of the unconscious Cousinsfirgt. Miryo was appalled to see the ease with which her
doppelganger had taken them down.

Her double checked the two women over with aprofessiona eye; she set Kan's broken collarbone as
though she had done this more than once before. "They'll be fine, except for the break. They both might
have concussions. But | tried not to kill them—I just needed them out of the way."

Miryo nodded, wondering how on earth she was going to explain the current situation to the Cousins.
But that's a problem for later.

Once the two women were laid out more comfortably, they fetched a bottle of rice wine and took it to



the study, the very room where Kan had, in Miryo's name, hired the Hunters. The irony amused Miryoin
agrimway. They dragged chairsto the hearth, where asmall fire was burning, poured themselves glasses
of wine, and findly sat downtotak.

Miryo brokethe sllencefirgt. "All right. Let's start at the beginning. What's your name?’

"Mirage," her doppelganger said. Only one group of peoplein theworld took nameslikethat. "You'rea
Hunter."

"You didn't know?"

"l had noidea." Miryo laughed without humor. "No wonder you were able to hurt those other Hunters so
badly. Unlessyou had help?'

Mirage shook her head, that familiar wry grin on her face. "Y ou hired Thornbloods. They're not as good
asthey liketo think they are"

"I only hired one. It'slucky for me she thought to bring friends, or you might not have ended up here at
al"

"Luck." Mirage snorted. "lceisacoward. Sheknew | could take her in afair fight; I'd bet on mysdlf
againgt any one other Hunter, and probably any two Thornbloods. Had she come after me done, I'dve
killed her on the spot.”

Miryo felt an odd sort of pride. Of course. | don't want my double to be a second-rate anything. She
should be that good. But she was a so disturbed; the casud way in which Mirage spoke of killing was
completely diento her. It reminded her that, dthough they were technically the same person, they were
not identica. Which makes sense. We had very different upbringings, after all.

Then what Mirage had said registered. ™Y ou knew that Hunter?!

"Were old enemies," Mirage said shortly. "Our schools don't get dlong, and she'sabitch. Y ou could
have saved yoursdlf alot of trouble by just sending amessenger, you know. | probably would have
come, and then wed dl have avoided this mess.”

And then that Hunter wouldn't be dying from a gut wound. But it's too late to fix that now. Miryo's
inward laugh was bitter. And hopefully | won't have to do this again.

"So | know you'reawitch,” Mirage said. ™Y our name?’

"Miryo." It was only when she said it that she noticed the smilarity. They both pursed their lips, and then
laughed nervoudly at the other's expression. "But you weren't dways caled Mirage. You used to bea
Temple Dancer, right?"

"How did you know that?"

"While | wasfollowing you, | got to see Eriot's company perform the Aspects. Afterward | talked to one
of the Dancers—Sareen, | think her name was."

"Sareen. There's someone | haven't thought about in years." Mirage looked pensive, then banished the
expression. "My parents named me Seniade.”

Thewordsjolted Miryo. ™Y our parents?”

"The people who raised me for afew years, then sold me off to the Temple asa Dancer when their farm



died out from under them and they couldn't afford to feed themselves, let done achild.” Mirage
shrugged, apparently undisturbed by the story. ""One of the priestessestold me | was never their child to
begin with. | certainly didn't look anything like them. | only saw them ahandful of times &fter that, though.
The Temple, and then Silverfire, were my red family."

Miryo looked at her thoughtfully. It's still so strange. Asif I'm seeing myself, had | lived a different
life.

Mirage lost patience with the meditative atimosphere at the same time Miryo did. "So," her double said
briskly, asif thiswere smple business, not anything important. Probably to cover the tenson till inthe
ar. "Start from the beginning. Who was my mother? Besides awitch, of course. And how exactly did |
cometo be?'

"It'salong explanation,” Miryo sad.
"Do | look likeI'm going anywhere?'

They were, after al, discussng their lives—and then-fates. Miryo nodded. "All right. My mother—our
mother—was called Kasane. Shewas aWater Hand, living in Insebrar. | have no ideawho our father
was, probably some man from her village. When she found out she was pregnant she went to Tsurike
Hall, because you're supposed to be a one of our halls, when you give birth. That's so you can keep the
infant out of starlight for five days, they've got windowlessroomsfor it."

"So that the child won't have asoul yet."

"Exactly. Therésaritud they do, the night of the fifth day, that creates the channe for magica power.
But it'sgot asde effect.”
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"You," Miryo agreed. "Wadll, sort of. | guessyou could say it makes both of us, out of the origind child.
But only one of the two hasthe channe for magic. The mother kills the one that doesn't—remember, no
soul gtill—and then takes the witch-child outside to be presented to the Goddess.”

Mirage sat back in her chair, fiddling with her wine. " So what happened? Why am | till here?!
"l have no idea," Miryo replied. "Maybe the Primes know; they didn't say."

"Maybe Kasane forgot to kill mefirst. Or botched the job, dthough | don't have any lethal-looking scars,
at least not that I've noticed. How isit usudly done?"

Again the casud attitude toward killing. Miryo suppressed a shudder. "I didn't ask.”
"Great. And the body?"

"Digposed of, | assume. | don't know how." Miryo kicked hersdlf for not asking these questions of
Narikawhen she had the chance.

"So death and cleanup are two things we should think about,” Mirage said.
"I have afeding that ligt isonly going to get longer,” Miryo said grimly.

"It'sapity my 'parents are dead. | never got a chance to ask them where | came from, how they ended
up with me. And no one at the Temple cared much; | was hardly the only foundling there. IsKasane
dead, to0?"



"A few yearsago."
"Y ou don't seem too grieved.”

"Witches don't have very close reationships with their daughters,” Miryo said. "The babies are raised by
the Void Hearts, a the domain halls. My mother was transferred later to Trine; | stayed in Insebrar. We
get ten years of schooling inaloca hdl; then they take us back to Star-fal, and we spend the next fifteen
yearsthere.”

Mirage whistled soundlessly. "And | thought Hunterstrained for along time. We start at ten and finish at
twenty. So you've just graduated, asit were?"

"Pretty much. Would have, if it weren't for you." Miryo felt less bitter over it, though, than she had.
"What happened?’

Miryo described the testing procedures, glossing quickly over the preliminary questioning and the
Elementd trias. "And then they open the channd that was created in the connection ritudl. 1t's blocked,
you see, until you're mature and can handle it. And even then some can't; the power killsthem. |
survived, but got blasted, and that's how they knew you were dive.”

Mirage held up onefinger to pause her for amoment. "What happened right before that?*

"Before the power? The Elementd tests. They're tests of character; you have to be determined enough,
but able to bend, and to stay calm, and to fight back when necessary.”

"I count four Elements. What was the last one, VVoid? What happened in that one?"
"They showed me aglimpse of theVVoid." Miryo shivered at the memory.
"And what trait doesthat test?"

Miryo opened her mouth to respond, and froze. She closed her mouth dowly, then said, "Wholeness of
ot

"Interesting.” Mirage's eyes narrowed. "Thiswas shortly after Midsummer?' Miryo nodded. 1 feltit. |
was riding aong the road, minding my own business, when | felt thisweird. .. presence. Asif anold
friend was there with me—but gone an instant later. | barely had time to register that, and then | keeled
headfirst out of my saddle and didn't wake up for aday.”

"It hit you less hard, then; | was out for longer. But | was the one the power went through.” The skin
between Miryo's shoulderblades crawled. "Weird. | didn't know it would affect you. Though | guessit
makes sense. It's probably afunction of the same thing that's sending my magic askew."

"Whichis?'

"The way it was described to me was, you're apart of me. Of my mind. And it takes total concentration
to work magic. Sinceyou're apart of methat | can't focus, you make it impossible for meto control the
power | draw.”

"Can't you just not work magic?' Mirage asked.

Even the suggestion made something twinge, deep insde. Miryo flinched, and saw her doppel ganger see
it. Shetook a steadying breath, than said, "No. It's... | fed it there, dl thetime. The Elementsarethe
world we live in, you know. They'redl around us. There's an energy to them, and | can fed it now, and |



keep wanting to reach out to it. And it's getting harder and harder to stop myself.”

"I'll knock you out, if you need,” Mirage offered. Her tonewaslight, but Miryo had no doubt she meant
it. Then the Hunter started in her seat. "Warrior'steeth. | forgot about Eclipse.”

"Another Hunter?"

"A year-mate. I'm working with him on... well, it would take too long to describe it now. I've got to go
talk to him. Otherwise he's going to find out | was kidnapped by Thornbloods, and then ther€ll be real
trouble

Shedid not say it, but the words till hung intheair. Do you trust me enough to let me leave?

Miryo looked at her doppelganger, weighing it in her mind. Thiswould be a perfect chance for Mirageto
flee. But then again, she could hit Miryo over the head and stroll out at any time, if sheredlly wanted to
escape. So there wasllittle reason to assume that she wouldn't come back.

"Thishouseison Lilac Row," shesad finally. "Go left out the front door, and you'll be on Lord's Way."
Mirage nodded. "I'll be back soon."

Mirage got severa streets away before the shaking overtook her.

Sheleaned against awall and closed her eyes, trusting her ingtinctsto warn her if trouble came. Her first
thought, oddly enough, was that she should go back and apologize to those men in Enden.

Them, and damn near everyone else |'ve known in the past twenty-five years. Well, twelve really; |
got to dye my hair black when | was a Dancer.

That wasirrdevant, and she knew it. Her thoughts refused to behave, though. A suspicion she had been
denying her entire life had suddenly burst into redlity; that was enough to send anyoneinto shock.

Warrior'steeth. | am a witch. Well, not a witch, but damn near. Part of meis. Goddess. | was
expecting the other shoe to drop, but | thought it would have to do with the assassination.
Instead, a steel-toed riding boot | never saw materializes out of nowhere and kicks me in the head.

And there's a whole different kettle offish. Can | tell Miryo about the commission? Regardless,
how am | supposed to continue with that and find a way out of this lovely messwe'rein?

A chill ran down Mirage's spine, and she opened her eyes. Tari-nakana was tracking me. | wouldn't
want to bet this had nothing to do with it.

She needed sometimeto St done and think al of thisthrough, but it would have to wait. The sunwas
setting; Eclipse would be taking Angrim apart sone by stone before much longer. Mirage pushed her
roiling thoughts down, straightened her shoulders, and headed for the Cracked Oak.

The common room had been straightened up; there was no sign of the battle that had disrupted it earlier
that day. None of the patrons so much as glanced up as Mirage passed through the common room.

Eclipse was not upstairs, although her lost sword was. Mirage swore and headed back down, strapping
the blade on as she went. The innkeeper, when she hunted him down in the kitchens, had no ideawhere
Eclipse had gone.

Void it. He's gone after the Thornbloods already.



Miryo paced back and forth in the study, using the beat of her stepsto organize her thoughts. That was
theidea, at leadt. It wasfailing miserably.

How do | explain thisto the Cousins ? How do | explain it to the Primes? |'ve got to find Ashin,
and ask her what she knows. She knew that Mirage was alive—but there was more to it than that.
She was anticipating something, | know it. But | have no idea what it is.

She kept pacing mostly as an outlet for the quivering that threstened to overtake her muscles. After all
that preparation, steeling herself to kill her doppel ganger, this sudden change in her path was more than a
little disorienting. She had no second thoughts about her decision; she had known, when shelooked in
Mirage's eyes, that she faced a person. Not a copy. And she couldn't kill her without at least trying to
find adifferent solution.

Dedling with the consequences wouldn't be easy, though.
Miryo made herself hdt, put her hands over her face.

She took two deep bregths, steadying herself. She needed to stop this nervous mentd twitching and
come up with auseful plan.

She didn't make very much progress before ahand clamped over her mouth from behind.

"Do not move," alow voice growled. "And don't try to sing. I'll take your throat out before you can get
two wordsinto your spell.”

Miryo felt adagger point prick her neck and did not doubt him. She was torn between nodding to show
her agreement, and remaining ill, lest he think she was trying something. She decided not to move.

The hand vanished, but an ingtant later he was prying her jaw open and a shoving wad of cloth into her
mouth. It choked Miryo, but she kept silent. When she was securely gagged, her attacker spoke again.

"Don't make asound,” he said, voice grim. "Y ou will nod yes or no to my questions, and make no other
movement. Did you hire Thornblood Hunters today?"

How am | supposed to answer that? It was yesterday, not today, and Kan did the actual hiring,
albeit while sort of pretending to be me. So do | say yes or no?

The man had no patience for her indecision. He grabbed her shoulder roughly and swung her around to
facehim.

Her worst fears were confirmed. The intruder was a Hunter, fully uniformed. And while she didn't think
he was one of the three men from earlier in the day, she had no doubt that the rest of the Thornbloods
were |less than happy about the trestment of their own. Thelook in hiseyeswas cold as stedl, and as
unforgiving.

For amoment, at least. Then his eyes shot open, and his knife hand dropped to hisside.

At that ingtant, the door swung hard into the wall. The Hunter spun around, drawing his sword. Miryo
tried to yell awarning and choked on the gag. Without even looking, he snapped hisleft arm around and
put the dagger back to her throat. She froze.

Mirage took one look at the two of them and fell against the door frame laughing.



Should | berdlieved, or offended?

"Eclipse," Mirage said when she had air to speak, "take that gag out of her mouth. She's not going to
cause any trouble."

Eclipse? Her partner. I'd better not tell him | thought he was a Thornblood.

"What's going on?" he said roughly, not moving either blade an inch. "Who in the Croné's nameis she?
Areyou even who you look hike?' His sword arm extended as though he expected Mirage to attack.

"Takethe gag out, Kerestel," Mirage said, not laughing anymore. "I understand that thislooks strange,
but it does have an explanation, however odd. | was waylaid by Thornbloods, but that's over with, and
we can ded with them later. | promise Miryo won't cast aspell.”

Miryo'searlier trust in her was repaid. Eclipse wavered for amoment, then reluctantly sheathed his
blades. He pulled the gag none too gently from her mouth, and did not apologize for the rudeness.

"Sit down,” Mirage sad. "Thiswill beashock.”

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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A long stretch of explanation later, Eclipse had not ran screaming from the room. He even seemed to
accept what they had to say, at least provisiondly. Mirage was rdlieved. Although she had dlies, hewas
one of her few friends; she would need his support to get through this. Especidly since he too was
blood-oathed to the commission.

And | have yet to figure out where | stand with Miryo. Or where she stands with me.

The witch was, asfar as she could tell, being completely forthright. And her attitude had changed since
their encounter in the halway; she saw Mirage now, as aperson instead of athing.

Although | have the feeling that her prior attitude didn't come easily to her. It was something
taught to her by the Primes, not something she believed in herself. Which islucky for me, since it
meant | could bluff her.

The three of them were Sitting in an arc in the study, looking at their boots or the wall or random spots on
the celling. No one had spoken for awhile. The only sound Mirage could hear was the buzzing of an
insect againgt one of the windows, fighting to get out into the darkening sky.

"Thereisone other thing," Miryo said at last. Mirage looked at her sharply. "I haven't mentioned it before
now because I'm till not surewhat it means. But before | was tested, one of the witches at Starfall was
acting strangely. Ashin-kasora, the Air Hand Key. She was very much on edge about my testing. It
looked like she couldn't decide whether | was fated to sprout wings or die on the spot. It sort of makes
sense now; she knew you were dive, Mirage. And she must have known I'd be sent to kill you. But still it
fedslike she'sexpecting... something else. | redly don't know what. My best guessisthat she suspected



we'd endup where we are now."
"In cooperation. Whereis she, do you know?"

"Noidea Askavya, | wastold, but that was awhile ago. She disappeared right after my test, you see,
before I'd even woken up.”

Mirage glanced at Eclipse, who was looking dert and thoughtful . "We could try to find out where sheis."

He returned her glance with interest when she said that. Mirage knew what he was thinking. But could
they trust Miryo that far?

The two events were dmost certainly related. Which meant she didn't have much choice.
Mirage cleared her throat and addressed Miryo again. "Were you familiar with Tari-nakana?'

"l didn't know her personally, if that's what you mean. But | do know who she was. Doesthis have to do
with her desth?'

"Very much so. She was assassnated.”
Miryo's eyes widened. " She what ?*

"By aHunter. A Wolfgar." Mirage outlined their tripsto Starfall and Vilardi, and Avdanchesrolein the
metter.

"So how isthisrdated?"

"Thereéstwo angles. First, Tari-nakanawas tracking my movements before she died. | know this
because | found aligt in her study that matched my recent itinerary."

Miryo's eyes narrowed. " So Ashin wasn't the only one who knew about you."”

"It looks that way. The second angle, though, is... well, not dubious, we'refairly certain of our
conclusions. But | don't know if they'retied in with our Stuation. Wethink the Wolfstar was hired by
witches."

Miryo became very gill. She did not so much as blink. Mirage, waiting for aresponse from her, doubted
she was even breathing.

"An interesting theory," the witch said at last, and her voice was so carefully controlled Mirage could
guess at therailing emotionsit was masking. "Would you care to back it up?”

Mirage explained their reasoning as thoroughly and carefully as she could. Miryo had to beredling a the
ides; it was comparable to someonetelling Mirage that a Silverfire Hunter had killed the person
employing him as a bodyguard. Not impossible, but certainly shocking. She owed it to her double to
prove the accusation was well thought out.

Miryo listened, stone-faced. When Mirage was done, she closed her eyes asif in pain, then opened them
grimly. "l see. | cant say | liketheidea, but... well, ayear ago | wouldn't have believed you at all. But
theré's something about the way Ashin disappeared—it's not unusud; vanishing without telling anyone
where you're going is standard behavior for an Air Hand, but | still thought there was something off about
it. Asif shehad not just left, but had... fled."

"Do you think she expects what Tari-nakanagot?' Mirage asked.



"l don't know. But they both knew you were dive." Miryo looked pensive, then shook her head with a
sgh. "Il haveto think about this. So what do you do now?"

"We haven't told our employer yet," Eclipse said. "There were afew things we wanted to take care of
firg”

"We were headed for Miest," Mirage e aborated. "We need to talk to Jaguar, the head of Silverfire. He's
the one who tapped us for the commission; he may know something more about the situation. And, to be
quite honest, we wanted our defensesin place before we started flinging accusations about.”

"Defenses?’

"Our school ismore than just the place where we learned things. If one of our people getsinto trouble
because of something he did in the course of fulfilling a contract, he can petition Slverfirefor help. | don't
know if welll need it, but I'd rather be prepared.”

Miryo nodded. A wry grin dipped across her face. " Bo you think they'd let mejoin you in hiding?"
"Well make sureit doesn't cometo that.”

"l hope not. Sinceit'll take awhileto be certain whom | can trust among the witches. And loyd though
Kanand Sa are, | don't know that the Cousinswill be much help to me, either. But theré's not much
point in worrying about that right now. I'm too tired to think very straight anyway.”

"l could use deep, too," Mirage said, touching the bruises on her face gingerly. " An afternoon of
unconsciousness just doesn't cut it. When do you think you could be ready to go tomorrow?"

"I'm coming with you to Miest?' Miryo looked surprised.

"Not quite dl the way. I'm not taking you into the schoal itself; you looker too much like mefor that to be
agood idea"

"And theres no way you could disguise me?*

"Remember that we're talking about anest of people trained to notice things like that. If they saw through
it, we'd be in more trouble than | even want to think about. Bringing awitch into Siverfireis not the way
to increase my dready scant popularity.”

Miryo rubbed her eyes and yawned hugely. "All right. | can be ready by noon, I think. It would be
sooner, but it's going to take me awhileto explain dl thisto the Cousins. They've been unbdievably
cooperétive so far—and I've been doing some strange things—but thisis pushing it. | have no ideawhat
I'm going to say to them.”

"They have aright to object?' Mirage asked, surprised. Maybe Cousins aren't the mindless sheep I'd
thought.

"Technically, no. Some witches don't even like them to offer opinions. But | haven't demanded blind
obedience from them yet, and | don't want to. The problemiis, if they think what I'm doing istruly stupid,
they may send word to the Primes.”

Mirage was pleased to hear that Miryo treated the Cousins like people. Perhaps sheld even be willing to
explain who—or what—they were. But that was a question for later. "What would the Primes do, if they
knew?'



Miryo rubbed her eyesagain. "I don't know. I'm kind of afraid to think about it. Thislittle hunt wasn't a
suggestion; it was an order. If they decide I'm a danger to those around me, they may try to resolve the
issue themselves. They'd probably kill you on the spot.”

"Isthere anything | can do to hep?’

"Not redly. I'm just going to haveto talk to the Cousins. | need to know where they stand before | can
plan anything d ="

Sheisn't comfortable enough with this situation to want me there. Fair enough; | would have
preferred to talk to Eclipsein private myself. We'll learn to trust each other. Hopefully.

"Where should | meet you tomorrow?" Miryo asked. "Here, or where you're staying?'
Mirage looked to Eclipse, thinking it over. "Somewheredse," he said firmly.

"Outside the city,” Mirage agreed. "We don't want to show up here, not if thisisto be kept quiet, and we
als0 need to make sure the Thornbloods aren't aware of what's going on." She smiled thinly. "Not yet,
anyway. | have every intention of sitting Ice down for alittle chat some day. At the point of ablade.”

Shewas aware, as she sad that, of adight stiffening in Miryo'sbody. Interesting. Another thing she's
not comfortable with. Most witches aren't violent. | wonder if there's anything she does that will
make me feel the same way?

Aside from magic, of course.
"Thereésaline of Sx or so ems on the west side of the north road,” Eclipse offered. "Would that work?"
"I canfindit," Miryo said.

"Noon, then," Mirage agreed. "Well see you there. But send word to us at the Cracked Oak if anything
goeswrong. Or just comefind us, if it'sredly criticd.”

"1 will," Miryo promised.

Despite her exhaustion, Miryo did not deep when the two Hunters had | eft.

I've done nothing physical today, yet my arms and legs feel like lead. First time | ever knew that
sitting around doing nothing could be so draining. Then again, there was that tiny bit of
excitement in the hallway. That would never have anything to do with me feeling like the walking
dead. Of course not.

She paced the study at a dower rate than before, more mindless wandering than steady movement. She
clasped her hands behind her back and ambled around, staring at the floor, trying to force her exhausted
mind to work.

Oddly enough, shefélt liberated. Her problem had not gone away; on the contrary, it had complicated
itself horribly. And they might <till end up back at square one, if they didn't find away through this. But
the feding of asword hanging over her head had vanished. She might not haveto kill Mirage. That single
thought kept running through her head, lightening her heart. Miryo redlized that she was humming under
her breath, and the tune was a song of praise to the Goddess.

As soon as she redlized this, something shifted. Miryo felt hersdlf reaching for power, for what use she



didn't know; shejust thirsted for its touch. She cut hersdlf off abruptly, sweseting, and stood in the middle
of the room trying not to shake.

No. No. You've made it thisfar; you'll damn well keep going. You will not pull power. That's just
asking for trouble, and you know it.

Intellectual knowing was onething. Theredity of the hollownessin her somach was another. Miryo
pressed the hedls of her handsto her eyes, refusing to let herself break down. She had gone twenty-five
years without magic, and had only truly tasted it once since then. Surely another few weekswould not kill
her. Surely.

But Goddess— want it so badly.

Bitterness washed over her. Why did Mirage have to do that to me? Bluffing me out like that, telling
me to Mil her—damn her to Void for that. It could have been easy, over and done with. | might
never have looked back. But I'll never know. She had to come along and make me think about
what | was doing. Make me see her as a person.

Miryo dapped the stones next to the fireplace, hard. The shock helped clear her mind. Then she sat
down in one of the chairs and made hersdlf take deep, caming breaths. She knew herself. Had shekilled
Mirage, doubts, would have plagued her for the rest of her life. Her doppel ganger had done her afavor,
even if it was one loaded with extratrouble. But that didn't siop her from yearning momentarily for the
sample answer of aknifein the heart.

Wll, | could always kill mysdf. That would take care of it.

She wasjolted out of that morbid thought by the door opening. Miryo leapt to her feet to find Kan
gtanding just ingde the room, looking at her.

Or maybe shelll kill me.

Kan did not actually look angry. Not yet. Of course, she didn't yet know what had happened. The
Cousin stood in the doorway, arm in adling to protect her broken collarbone, and looked at Miryo.

"She'snot dead,” Miryo said, deciding on bluntness as her best option.
Kan blinked.

"Comein. Sit down. Do you want meto get you something—tea?" Miryo considered dapping hersdf, in
the hope of finding morerational thingsto say. "Of course not. Y ou want an explanation. Please, Sit
down, and I'll try to give you one."

She noticed the pronoun. I'm sure of it. Which means I'll have to tell her everything—or close to it.
Not about Tari-nakana, | think. Not unlessit's absolutely necessary.

"l wasgoing upstairsto kill her. | caught her in the halway—Ilucky, redly, or she would have been gone.
But... | couldn't kill her. And | don't just mean physicdly, dthough there wasthat, too. | just couldn't
make mysdf doit.”

Sill Kan said nothing.

"Look, I know that the Primes know adamn sight morethan | do. And | should believe them when they
tell methisisthe only answer. But in my heart, | cannot accept it—not without at least trying tofind
another way. | just can't believe that the Goddess intended this. Mirageisa person, not athing. She's not



just acopy of me. | had that knifein my hand, and | looked at her, and | couldn't do it Not yet. Were
going to try and find another solution. And if that doesn't work, well, well go back to where we started. |
can't possibly be at aworse disadvantage than | wasin that hal, so I'm not redlly losing anything. And |
just couldn't livewith mysdf if | didn't try to find another way."

Kan sat, stone-faced. Miryo looked at her. And then, when the silence became too much, she asked,
"What are you going to do?'

The Cousin stood and walked away, going to face abookcase. Miryo bet she wasn't looking at the
books. Several moments passed before Kan turned back to face her.

"l undergtand,” Kan said. Miryo had to strain to hear her voice, even in the quiet of the room. "
understand, but | do not—cannot—agree. | think you should listen to the Primes. | think that ignoring
themisaseriousrisk.”

Miryo nodded dowly, asinking feging in her somach. "Y ou'll report me, then.”

"No," Kan said, and the floor dammed back into place beneath Miryo'sfeet. "I'm supposed to serve
you. I'm aso supposed to serve the Primes, who commanded me to ride with you. | understand what
you're doing, and why, but | do not agree with it. What then should | do?" She paused, closing her eyes.
Shetried to lean her head back in thought, but a spasm of pain crossed her face and she straightened,
looking & Miryo. "Thismuch | can offer you. | will not report you, but neither will 1 go with you. | will
remove mysdlf from the Stuation.”

Miryo swallowed hard. She spread her handsin her 1ap, laying them on her knees, and was proud that
they did not shake. "I understand.”

"Sal will comewithme" Kan said, answering the question Miryo had not yet asked. "Wewill neither help
you, nor get in your way."

"Thank you," Miryo said, and she had never meant the words so much in her entirelife. "I will not forget
this. And if the Goddess smiles on me, and | come out of thisin one piece, | will do whatever | canto
repay you. Regardless of whether | turn out to beright or not.”

Kan nodded.
Another awkward pause. "Good night, then,” Miryo said, and left the room.

She had been in her bedroom for afew minutes when she heard Kan'sfootstepsin the hal. They
stopped outside; Miryo would have wagered the Cousin had her ear to the door. Then the footsteps
went away, and after amoment she heard adoor shut.

Miryo began throwing her belongingsinto her saddlebags.

Eclipse respected Mirage's obvious desire for silence on the way back to theinn. They had one short
discussion when they reached the room, on the topic of whether or not she would alow him to seeto her
injuries. She clamed to be fine, and cited her success againgt the Cousins as proof, but Eclipse knew
better. More than any other Hunter he/d met, Mirage was able to ignore pain. On severa occasions
during their training, she'd dismissed broken toes and cracked ribs as minor inconveniences. So he put his
foot down, and she conceded.

He washed her face and inspected it. She was devel oping some lovely bruises, but her nose hadn't been
broken, and neither had her jaw. He prepared ateato help her concussion, then made her strip down



and let him check her other injuries.

Mirage had aspecia penchant for breaking ribs, but for achange she'd stayed in one piece. Her arm was
asointact. A low whistle escaped him when he saw her back, though. Any harder and the blow would
have damaged her spine or her kidneys. She had been damned lucky.

Eclipselet her pull her shirt back on then, and they began packing in sllence. Mirage's face wasimpassive
behind the bruises. At lagt, though, he had to ask the question that had been in hismind since they |eft the
house on Lilac Row.

"Do you think shell be there tomorrow?"

Mirage answered without hesitation. "Yes.”

"You trust her that much.”

"I'm not sureit's possible for meto not trust her.” She paused. "Does that make any sense?!

"Yes, but I'm gill not sure you should believeit." Eclipse tucked hiswegpons-cleaning kit into his
saddlebag and then sat on the bed, looking at her directly. "Y ou two aren't identical, you know. Ther€'s
no way you could be. Y ou grew up completely differently.”

"I know. But | dill fed, gut-deep, that in many ways we're the same. Maybe more of a person's
character isinborn than I'd thought. Or maybe each of us was somehow influenced by the upbringing the
other had. Whatever it is, | cantell dready that despite our differences, were more similar than not. So |
know shell bethere.”

"Because you would be"

"I would bet you any sum of money that she'sweighed the situation in her mind and come to the same
conclusion | have. Although we take arisk by doing this, what we stand to gain outweighsit. So well
gtick with our decision until something changes the baance.”

The reasoning was 0 typicaly Mirage that Eclipse had to snort. "It'sthat kind of thinking that put you
through such misery in childhood. Y ou could have stayed a Temple Dancer.”

Mirage flashed him aquick grin. "But | wanted to be a Hunter. And the cost wasworth it."
"Y our evauation of cost isnot that of a sane person.”

"It wasworth it in the end. | went through sometrouble a Silverfire, but it ended eventually, and now I'm
where | want to be. More or less. If you leave out the bit about my life being in imminent danger.”

"Sen, you'd be bored if your lifeweren't in danger.”

Another grin. He was glad to see her mood improving. She hadn't said anything outright, but he could tell
that she wasn't happy to discover that the whispers about her being awitch were peripheraly true. It had
produced a brittlenessin her manner, probably too subtle for Miryo to see—after dl, she had only just
met Mirage. But he, who knew her well, could seeit, and he was relieved that it seemed to be fading.

That, or shewasjust putting up a better mask.

He'd keep an eye on her, just in case.



They'd set the meeting time for noon the next day, but Mirage and Eclipse |eft the inn before dawn. They
departed in stealth, heading for one of the lesser exits from the city. Neither knew if the Thornbloods
were aware of Mirage's escape, but they agreed it was better to take the precaution. It meant that
Mirage got very little deep that night, but Eclipse could stand guard while she napped and waited for
Miryo to arrive.

That wasthe plan, anyway. They arrived at the line of ms around dawn to find Miryo dready there.

Mirage raised an eyebrow at her from the back of her horse. She was amused to see that Miryo could
interpret the gesture perfectly. "I talked with Kan—the one whose collarbone you broke. Sai doesn't talk
if she can help it. Anyway, Kan said she wouldn't help me, but neither would she cause metrouble. She's
just staying out of it. So they won't be coming with us.”

"And you decided you wanted to deep under the stars.” Miryo grimaced. "'l trust Kan. Mostly. | just
decided | should get out while the getting was good. Just in case she changed her mind, or Sai didn't
agreewith the plan.”

"Wise of you." Mirage stifled ayawn and considered her options. She wastired, but there was no point
in wasting good daylight when they could be riding. She could dways doze in the saddle. "'If you've got
your horse, then, let'sget moving."

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

&

Experimentation

d A

Heat pounded Miryo throughout the day, and combined with the hard pace the Hunters st, it drained the
energy from her. She refused to complain, though. Luckily Mirage called an early hat in asheltered
copse. Miryo wondered why they had not stopped in atown; they could have reached one before
nightfall quite easily. She kept her mouth shut, though, asthey set up camp. The two Hunters handled
their horses with an easy, unconscious competence that made her envious. Then again, if what little she
knew about Silverfire was correct, her double had been on the road more or less constantly for the past
fiveyears. Miryo was similarly competent with the things she did every day.

They took alight supper around thefire, still not talking much. Then Mirage revedled her reasonsfor
stopping early, outsde of atown.

"Right," shesaid. "Timefor usto work on thismagic thing."

Miryo stared at her. "Work on it? What exactly do you mean by that?'

Her apprehension was judtified. Mirage shrugged.

"Y ou say your magic spinsout of control because of me. Has it ever actudly happened?’
"Only during theritud itsaf.”

"And you weren't paying much attention then, I'd imagine. So it'sworth our timeto test it. I'm not saying |



think you're imagining the problem; it'sjust that we should have a better idea of exactly what happens.
We're isolated here. We can go away from Eclipse and then the worst thing we can damage will be some
farmer's pasture land.”

"And oursaves," Miryo pointed out acidly.
"WEéIl do something small. Then it won't cause much havoc if it getsout of control.”

Miryo compressed her lips and stared at her doppelganger. Narika's words about the time and practice
needed to learn fine control danced in her memory. Keeping aspell small wouldn't be half so easy as
Mirage seemed to think.

But you need to do this; she's right about that. And she's not afraid of it. Do you want her to think
you're scared?

"Comeon, then," shesad at lagt. "l want to get well awvay from here.”

, They left the horses and Eclipse behind. The latter seemed none too happy with the Situation, but he
sad nothing. Miryo and Mirage walked through the woods in silence, Mirage leading the way, until they
found asmall gap in agrove of agpenswhere athick carpet of grass had sprung up. A quick circuit
reveded they were agood distance from any fields, so they settled themsalves on the ground.

"Y ou pick what we do," Mirage said. "I have no ideahow thisworks."

Miryo considered it. Small, so we don't need a focus. And nondestructive. Right, so Fire's out of the
guestion. Hedling Mirage's face came to mind, but she thought about what could go wrong and decided
againg it. "Levitation,” shesaid at last. A brief search netted her afist-size piece of shale, which shesetin
the grass severd feet away.

"What do you want meto do?'

"I'm almost tempted to tell you to do nothing, S0 we can see what happens with that. Luckily for us,
common sense overrides my stupidity. Y ou should probably concentrate on the rock. And me. | don't
know if you'll be ableto fed what I' in doing, but if you can, try not to interfere with it.”

Mirage answered with asharp nod. She'sas edgy as| am. But at least | know one thing: she'll be
able to focus well. Nobody could get far as a Hunter if they couldn't concentrate.

Miryo closed her eyes and took afew deep breathsto center herself. Then she opened her eyes and
focused on the rock.

It was over in aheartbeat, and Mirage was picking shards of shale out of her hair. "I assume that wasn't
the intended result.”

"Not at dl," Miryo said, disgruntled. It had happened so quickly she could hardly sort it out. She had
reached for power, and sung the phrase, but then it had twisted away, like acat that didn't want to be
held. "Did you fed anything?'

Mirage looked thoughtful. "Not at first. Just that you were concentrating. Then it felt like someone had
punched mein the gut, and the rock blew up.”

"Interesting. It sounds like the power sngpped sidewaysinto you for amoment. | didn't know it could do
that. Y ou can't draw it on your own; you don't have the channd. But it seemsit can come into you
through me"



"Maybeif they trained the doppel gangersin magic, then, there wouldn't be this problem.”

Miryo was skeptical. "l find it hard to believe nobody thought of that. And it's not just a matter of that
one channel; you're not structured to work magic. | can't explain how | know that, but | can senseit, like
the way | sensed where you were."

"So that's how you found me. | waswondering.” Mirage leaned back and pondered the bits of stone on
the ground. "It's ill worth ashot, though. If you explained what you were doing, | might have a better
chance of not interfering with it—or tossing the power back to you when it dides over to me."

A disbdieving laugh dipped out of Miryo. "It'snot that easy. I've been training my wholelife. | can't
duplicate that in anight, any more than you could teach me how to fight."

"Right, but wrong." Mirage'stone was brisk. "1 couldn't teach you how to fight; that takestime and
practice. But | could teach you abasic stance, how to hold your hands, maybe some simple blocks and
attacks."

Part of Miryo rebdled againgt that notion; magic wasn't that easy. But it was true that the basic principles
could be explained quickly. Explained, but not necessarily understood. She'd be drawn and quartered by
the Primesiif they found out she'd been spilling trade secrets, but she was aready on track for that
anyway. A little more couldn't hurt. Too much. "All right. | can try. But it begins with drawing power, and
| really don't think | can describe how | do that. It'sjust there; | reach out and takeit."

"It doesn't begin there at dl. Where are you pulling this power from?"
"The Elements
"And where are they?"

Only then did Miryo redlize how much knowledge she took for granted. Sheld known thingslike this
before she wasten. "They'rein the world around us. They're what the world is made of, redly, though
each one has a specific prime source. The sun isthe prime source of Fire, the seais Water, thewind is
Air, and the ground itsdlf is Earth.”

"AndVoid?'

"Unworkable. It'sthething that isn't the world; how can you touch that? The Primes have atrick of
showing you the Void—that's what they did in my testing—but we can't go there, or useit, or do

anything withit."

It wasn't easy, reducing her education to asummary. Miryo was painfully aware of how much shewas
samplifying things. She could hardly do otherwise, though, so she forged on aheed. "Anyway. That'sbasic
magic. For bigger things, or more complicated ones, we use afocus. Stones, feathers—you've probably
Seenthem.”

"Up close and persona, when | was blood-oathed to the commission.”
"That one's acomplicated spdll. It usesal four Elementsto bind you, and foci for each one.”

Mirage held up one hand to stop her and closed her eyes. "Earth—the crysta?' She cracked one eye
long enough to see Miryo nod. "Wasthe blood Water?"'

"Fire, in that case; blood is one of therarefoci that can serve for more than one.”



"So Water was, what, the bowl ?'

Miryo fdt proud. "Exactly.”

"Wherewasthe Air?'

"The witch's breath. Spells themsalves are sung, but spoken words are an Air focus.”
"So what exactly does afocus do?'

The answer to that question had filled an entire lecture when Miryo was ten. Since then, though, she had
thought of amuch smpler explanation than the one Kibitsu-ai had used. It wasn't perfect, but it would do
for now, and no one had to know how badly she was butchering the true complexity of it. "Think of it like
juggling. You can't hold five balsin your hands, but if | were to toss them at you one at atime, you could
keep them Al in your contral, ready to be taken hold of when needed. That is, assuming you can juggle.”

Mirage grinned. "Bdieveit or not, that was part of our training. Juggling isexcellent for building
coordination.”

"So you seewhat | mean.”
"Yes. | think S0, at least, dthough | get the fedling you're leaving the better part of it out.”

Miyro grimaced. "l am, but the full, technical explanation would take about four hours and would confuse
you horribly."

"Well ipit, then.”

"Do you have any other questions? | understand this stuff so well, | have trouble figuring out what | need
toexplan.”

Mirage considered it. "Nonethat | think are relevant enough to ask right now. Y ou can't have gotten
much deep last night, so you need more tonight.”

"Asif you don't?' Miryo raised one eyebrow pointedly at her doppel ganger, and they grinned at each
other. "All right. WEll giveit onemore shot. Try..." She congdered it. "If you fed the power coming into
you again, try to not fight it. | don't think it will hurt you, and it may rebound to me of its own accord. We
can hope."

Mirage nodded again and closed her eyes.

Focus. Concentrate. Thisis easy. You should be able to work this spell without thinking. Miryo
exhaled, then took a breath and sang.

Thistimeit was not quick. Miryo could fed trouble building with horrifying clarity. Shetried to cut the
gpell short, but power was surging through her and couldn't be walled off. Wind kicked up around the
clearing, bringing down leaves. Mirage's eyes shot open, then narrowed; she opened her mouth to say
something to Miryo, and then ahuge gust of air dammed into her and threw her acrossthe ground into a
tangle of underbrush.

Thewind died. Miryo cursed and legpt to her feet, going to her doppelganger's side.

Mirage was swearing a blue streak and fighting her way out of the tangle. "Nettles," she spat when she
had regained her feet. Already blisters were beginning to rise on her hands and face. "Just what |
needed.”



WEell, at least my training will do some good tonight. Miryo cast about and found a patch of dock
leaves. She pulled afew and offered them to Mirage, who took them with sour thanks.

"What was that you said?' Mirage asked as she rubbed the leaves over her blisters.
Miryo blinked. "When?"
"Whilel wasdill in the nettles. Misetsu and something.”

"Oh. Misetsu and Menukyo. First witch and her eldest daughter. Witch swearing. We're dl descended
from those two."

"Great. | don't suppose we could call back their spirits and ask them what in the Warrior's name is going
wrong?'

"Sorry, raising the dead isn't aspell anybody's worked out." Miryo took a deep bregth, quelling her
frugration. "I think that's enough for tonight. And I'll try to come up with some better way to do this.”

Edclipse didn't question the explanation he got of the evening's antics, but watching him, Miryo suspected
he knew just how much they were leaving out. Mirage either didn't notice or didn't care; she seemed
mostly interested in finding astream to bathe her bligersin.

Which left Miryo done with Eclipse for the first time since they'd met—when held held aknife to her
throat.

"I know Sen—Mirage," he said bluntly as Miryo was brushing leaves off her clothing. Shetensed a his
tone. "And I'd bet she's made some sort of bargain with you, about what you two will do when you
know you're running out of time. But | can promiseyou this: Sen will never admit it'stoo late.”

She straightened dowly, wondering if thiswas about to become redl trouble. The two Hunters were good
friends. Eclipse might get the bright ideathat he could save Mirage trouble by killing her.

But if he were going to do that, he wouldn't have given her thiskind of warning. Would he?
"Perhaps," she said, keeping her own toneleve. "Well see”

Eclipsesghed in frudration. "It'savirtue and aflaw; shewon't give up on something shethinksis
important. It's gotten her through some tight situations before. But 1've awaystold her that one of these
days shell commit hersdlf to something impossible, and kill hersdlf trying to doit. And | have abad
feding that time'scome.”

Miryo wanted to argue that, but she held her tongue. Let him talk, shetold hersdf. Find out how he
feels about all of this.

"Voidit," he muttered, glaring a her, but moreinirritation than anger. "I'm wasting my bregth, aren't I?
Y ou two are too much aike. Y ou're probably as damnfool stubborn as sheis; you probably think of this
asachallenge you can't pass up. Well, it was worth ashot. I'd rather not see you both get killed.”

That was asentiment Miryo couldn't argue with. But till she stood quiet, waiting for the rest of it.

"I'll be honest," Eclipse said after amoment, hisvoice low. "If | had to choose between you two, I'd have
Senlive. Of course | would; she's been my friend for twelve years. But..." He growled under his bregth.
"Warrior'steeth. I'd rather see her live. But I'd rather see you live than both of you die.”



It was hel pful, but not enough. Miryo had to know what he was planning to do. "There's one way out of
this" she said. "Have you thought about it?"

Hiseyesflicked up to hers. "Of course| have."
Stff dlence. "And?'

The words came out of Eclipse dowly, grudgingly, but they came. "'I'm not going to kill you." He sat
down on a saddlebag, lacing his hands together into aknot. "If only one of youisgoingto live, I'd rather
it was her. But | won't kill you to save her."

Tension drained out of her shoulders. "I'm glad to hear it," she said wryly.

He managed agrin. "She'd never forgive meif | did, anyway. Just... Void it. For once, admit when
you'rein over your head, Heads, Both of you. Don't you both die just because you won't give up.”

"l don't plan onit,” Miryo said. "But | won't give up, either, not easily—you're right about that. It'stoo
important.” She smiled briefly, without humor. "'If we fought, Mirage would win. But | don't know if we
will. Thesedays, | can hardly predict what 1'm going to do, let alone her."

Shefindly fdt relaxed enough to sit down, and settled herself on one of the bedrolls Eclipse had laid out
while she and Mirage were off playing with out-of-control spells. "'I'm not going to waste time worrying
about it right now, though,” she said, thinking about those spells. "Better to work on finding a solution.”

Eclipse sghed again at that. "Y ou sound like Sen.”

"Wdll, we are the same person. Kind of." Miryo cocked her head to one side, studying him. "It's strange,
though; | sort of know her, and | sort of really don't. Would you be willing to talk?"

"About her?'

"Y ou seem like you're pretty good friends, and—I don't know. | fed kind of strange, questioning her."
Miryo glanced off in the direction Mirage had gone, wondering how long her double would take bathing.
"Or maybe another time."

Eclipse shook his head. "No, she'sin amood where she doesn't want to deal with other people. She
won't be back for ahalf hour at least. I'd be happy to talk." He gestured for her to sit on alog, and
settled himsdlf on the ground. "What do you want to know?"

Mirage ducked her head into the stream and held it there aslong as she could before coming up for air.
The cold water cooled her temper, even if it didn't fix her skin.

She sat on her hands to avoid scratching them or her face and leaned her head againgt the tree at her
back. Random musclesin her legs twitched: another side effect of the spell backfiring. She shuddered at
the memory of the power diding through her, pulsing in her blood. All those years saying | wasn't a
witch, and now look at me.

Miryo didn't seem bothered by the strange behavior of the power, but she was more used to that kind of
thing. Mirage had to admire her double's guts, agreeing to try spells despite therisk. It reminded her of
her training days at Silverfire, when the students had learned to do adive-roll from the back of amoving
horse. They'd practiced the rolls from a standing position, and then from a stationary horse, but when the
time cameto do it in motion her muscles had il frozen with fear. Only reminding herself of what her
fellow studentswould say should she balk had made her commit to therall.



Maybe that was what had motivated Miryo.

Now that she'd thought of it, Mirage suspected her guess might beright. If she put herself in Miryo's
shoes, and imagined what her own attitude to magic would be in that place, she could understand her
doublé's actions.

Warrior's blade, but we're a stupid pair. I'm glad Eclipse is around to keep us sane, or we'd kill
ourselves, just because neither of us would admit to being overmatched.

"Tel me about her childhood,” Miryo sad.

Eclipse wasn't surprised at the question. In her place, he would have wanted to know the same thing.
Unfortunately, there was only so much he could tell her about it. "I wasn't therefor mogt of it. Shedidn't
cometo Slverfire until shewasthirteen.”

"I want to know about that, too,” Miryo said, stting forward in interest. "1 know shewasa Temple
Dancer, but how did she end up asaHunter? | thought the schools didn't take trainees older than
ten—eleven at the mogt.”

"They don't. Senwas... an exception.” Eclipse laughed briefly, shaking hishead. "1 don't know why | Htill
cal her Sen. She just made such avivid impression on me back then, when she cameto Silverfire, before
she earned her Hunter name. That's when we became friends.”

"Y ou're year-mates?"

Eclipse nodded. "But she and | are better friends than most. A lot of people didn't like her being
accepted S0 late; she didn't have any friends when she showed up. But I... well, | admired her. All these
people trying to make her fail, to drive her out, and | think she didn't even see them hdf thetime. Just
blocked out everything that wasn't a part of what she needed to do." He grinned as a memory returned to
him, even though it was kind of apainful one. "There was this one magter, Talon—he fig-ured out early
on that the quickest way to make Sen do something wasto tell her she wastoo wesk to do it—" He
broke off as Miryo laughed. "What?'

The witch waved ahand, indicating he should continue. "Just seeing Smilarities, isal.”

"I hope you never went through anything like she did," Eclipse said, alittle grim, even after dl thistime.
"Taon went too far, dwaystelling her she wasn't good enough. Had Sen convinced she hadn't yet
proven her right to stay. She damn near broke hersdlf trying to satisfy him. In the end, Jaguar even
brought in awitch to heal her when she ripped her knee gpart from training too much.”

The amusement drained out of Miryo'sface at hiswords. Watching it was strange; Eclipse till hadn't
adjusted to the likeness. It was asif he were seeing Sen with long hair.

No, not quite. More asif he were seeing Sen the way she might have been, had she not cometo
Silverfire. The challenges she faced there had put ahardnessin her, a streak of sdf-reliance that made
her difficult to befriend. Eclipse was the only person who had redly gotten insde that defense. Miryo was
softer, more open; her life had not driven her to be so skeptica of those around her.

Miryo spoke, breaking hisreverie. "She's good, isn't she? | saw the Thornbloods when they brought her
in. Shedid quite abit of damage before they took her. And there were four of them."”

Eclipse snorted. "1t would take four Thornbloods to take her down. Partly because they're not great
Hunters, and partly because you'reright: she'sthat good. | think that'swhy Jaguar |et her into Silverfire.



Shewas dready strong and agile from being a Dancer, and she's got reflexes you wouldn't believe.” He
paused as acameto him. "Then again, maybe you would." He held out his hands, pam up. "Put your
hands over mine, just barely touching.”

Miryo did so, plainly curious.

"I'm going to try and dap the backs of your hands," Eclipse said. "When you fed me move, you try to
pull away faster, so | miss. Got it?" Miryo nodded. "Okay. Ready?'

His hands flashed out and dapped hers smartly.

"Okay, now you see how that works. | guess you never played thisasakid? Well doit for red this
time." He repositioned his hands benesth hers.

And dapped her hands again.

They went through this twice more before Miryo dropped her hands and gave him anironic look. "I don't
have her reflexes, do 1."

The difference was unmistakable. "1 guess not. She must have gotten it from the Dancer training, before
shegot to Silverfire” But he knew ashe said it that it wasn't true. Sen couldn't Sing, and Miryo didn't
have the reflexes. It had to be apart of their condition—but why?

Miryo didn't look like she believed the excuse, either. She chose not to comment, though. "So if life was
50 hard for her at Slverfire, why did she come? She had to have known it wouldn't be easy.”

"Oh, she knew it, dl right. | think shewasjust crazy.” Eclipse shook hishead in bemusement. " She says
sheld dways wanted to be aHunter. Like that was what she was meant to do. She didn't mind being a
Dancer, but it wasn't her choice. Then the woman who led her company caled her in one day,
completely out of the blue, and offered her achance to be aHunter.” He shrugged. "Shetook it. And
never looked back."

"L ooking back feeds doubt,” Miryo said softly, gazing off into the shadows. "And sometimes you can't
afford that.”

Her meaning was obvious. Eclipse watched her, and worried. They weren't going to give up. And he
could only hope that one of them would be left standing when it was done.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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Silverfire
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Powder in her hair dulled its color to brown; makeup gave her cheekbones she'd never been born with,
and a the same time downplayed her eyes. Despiteit dl, Miryo couldn't help but fed the innkeeper's
eyeslingered on her amoment longer than they needed to.

Void it. My horse isn't even stabled, and already my disguiseis cracking.



She couldn't figure out how. Granted, the pool she/d used for amirror that morning had not been grest,
but sheld been impressed with Mirage's skill in changing her appearance. The powder couldn't take alot
of abuse before it would start to brush out, but it had the advantage of being temporary; she'd rebelled
againg truly dyeingit. It didn't haveto last long. All she had to do was get aroom at theinn and stay init,
and touch up the powder at need.

But the innkeeper was looking at her dready.

Had swest begun to streak the makeup? The day was still young, but aready it was hot. She had split off
from Mirage and Eclipse earlier that morning, riding to Elensk while thetwo Huntersvisited Silverfire.
She il wished she had gone with them; her doppel ganger had spent many of her formative yearsthere,
and so Miryo was nat-uraly curious to see the place. But Mirage's concerns were well-grounded, and so
Miryo stayed away. She had wanted to just camp somewhere, but Eclipse had pointed out that it might
causetroubleif apatrol of traineesfrom Silverfire came across her.

S0 here she was, in town and disguised. In theory. Perhaps not so well as she had thought, though.

Theredization hit her like afdling tree branch. It's not your appearance, idiot; it's your behavior.
You've seen for yourself how many mannerisms you two share. How many times do you think he's
seen Mirage, with Elensk this close to the school ? That's why he's looking at you sideways.

| knew spending the day in a town full of Slverfire agents was a bad idea.

Quickly Miryo recaculated. And so when the innkeeper quoted the room price to her, she put on the
expression she could least imagine on her own face or her doubl€e's. petulance.

"Per night?' she said, deliberately imitating the accents shed heard from the petty highbornsin Haira
"Well, at least it coversthe bathhouse aswdll, right?!

Irritation flickered in hiseyes. "'I'm afraid we have no bathhouse, goodwoman,” he said. "'l will havea
maid bring up atub and hot water, though."

Miryo was surprised to notice how much the lack of the honorific "Katsu" grated. It had been hardly any
time since her testing, and yet aready she took the term for granted. But no time to mull on that; she had
an act to keep up. "No bathhouse? Sweet Maiden, what kind of backwater placeisthis? And I'm going
to have to put up with another five days of thisbefore | get to Dravya”

"| gpologize, goodwoman. I'm afraid thisisasmdl town, and asmal inn."

"I don't need you to tell methat." Miryo put as much aggravation in her sigh as she could. "Well, | don't
suppose I'll find better in apest hole like thistown. And I'll be gone soon enough—thank the Bride. Now
where's my room?'

She dropped the pose as soon as the door was shut behind her. Her jaw ached, and she rubbed it
absently; maintaining that expression had been surprisngly hard. And what asilly way to behave! Blaming
that poor man for not running a city-classinn, when he lived in asmdl town. She wished she could
aopologize,

It was barely noon. Mirage and Eclipse would not be back until tomorrow, which left her with the
remainder of today and part of tomorrow to kill. Somehow.

She had lunch firgt, sequestered in her room; then she had the maid bring up the promised tub and water.
Miryo dismissed the girl's offers of help, and as a precaution locked the door behind her. She didn't soak
inthetub, lest the steam interfere with her disguise; she was capable of touching it up, but not redoing it



from scratch should it become ruined. Instead she stripped down and took a thorough sponge bath,
fiercdly scrubbing away the layers of dust that had built up during the ride. Then she touched up her
disguise, caled for another bath, and used this one to clean some of her belongings, remembering too late
that atrue highborn would have had a servant do it. By the time she was done it was vaguely dinnertime,
and she called for the maid to remove the tub and bring supper. She ate. The dishes were taken away.

And then Miryo was out of tasksto occupy herself, and the boredom set in.

It had been three years since Mirage visited Silverfire, and afull five since she had lived there, but she il
remembered every tree and stone in the lands surrounding the compound.

| bloody well ought to. We spent enough time doing training exercises out here.

She and Eclipse hastened their pace aong the road; now that they were too close to their goa, neither of
them had the patience to wait. They flew aong, kicking up clouds of dust asthey went. Mirage resolved
to make sure Mist and Sparker were treated well while they talked to Jaguar. The horses deserved some
rest, and weren't likely to get it any time soon.

The tower with the bells and the dovecote was thefirst thing to comeinto view, poking up from the
horizon. Then there was adark smear, dowly growing; that was the small wood aong the back edge of
the compound, where students learned how not to sound like crippled cows when snesking around.
Mirage even knew the exact moment she would see the small guard tower and wall that straddled the
road. They had dways struck her as an odd paradox; they didn't do much to guard entry to Silverfire, yet
anyone who thought he could sneak in was sadly mistaken. The structures themsdlves were there mostly
to give students practice snesking in and out.

A whoop sounded from the tower asthey approached. Mirage squinted and saw alimping figure
emerge, waving energetically at them.

"Warrior's blade, Mirage, you cost meten silver! | bet you'd be here amonth ago!™ Viper hobbled
forward another few steps and moderated his voice now that they werein range. "Both of you at once?
Man, what atreat!"

Eclipse glanced & theleg Viper wasfavoring. "What's up with you?'

"Took aspear to the thigh.” He put on awoebegone expression. "A witch hedled it, believeit or not, but
it fill takesawhileto get totaly better. So herel am, serving guard duty on theinfants.” A sharp whistle
sounded then, and his head whipped around. " Speaking of which. Theresaclass of fourteens coming
through, and I've got to be 'on guard.’ Come by after noon, though; it's been adog's age since | talked to
either of you." That said, he hobbled back to histower.

Mirage nudged Mist forward and frowned to herself. He expected me? Why? Does everyone know
we're on this commission?

The question would have to wait until after their meeting with Jaguar, so she put it from her mind and
raised her head, taking in the view of Silverfire with warm gppreciation.

She was an itinerant Hunter; she had no home. But if she had to name the place closest to her heart, it
would be here. Up ahead were the shale walls of the barracks; Mirage could just see her old room, high
up on one corner, and she smiled at it. Opposite was the smal building where students had classes.
Siverfire provided its trainees with a decent education, but since they rarely took jobsinvolving
high-class society, book-learning was not of paramount importance. More of their lessonswere



conducted & sewhere in the compound.

Such asinthe sale, just past the class building. Indoor practice was held there, but in fine weather—or
often in poor weather—the students trained outside, in the hard-packed dirt ring next to the sdle. Behind
that she could see the archery range, and the mounted combat arena, and then the wood.

They stopped first at the stables, just insde the yard. Farther back were the school stables; these up front
werefor vigtorsonly. They were staffed by successive shifts of trainees and one old Hunter.

"Good to seeyou," Briar said laconicdly, taking thereins of their horsesin his scarred, three-fingered
hand. "Here for Jaguar, right? He's been waiting.”

"Is hewith anybody now?" Mirage asked.

Briar rolled hiseyes around, considering it. "No. No outsder, at least, and helll kick a student out for
you."

Mirage grinned. "Thanks. Treat the horses to something nice; we've been hard on them latdly.”

That earned her asharp look, and then ascrutiny of Mist that took in everything from her dusty forelock
to the tiny scrape on one back hoof. ™Y ou better not be treating her badly.”

"Treat Mist badly? | know better than that. Y ou'd take a horsewhip to meif | lamed her."
"Damn graight.” He tugged on the reins of the horses and vanished into the stables.

They continued onward, past the barracks and the infirmary. Mirage shielded her eyeswith one hand as
they approached the building at the tower's base and glanced upward. Sure enough, there was ayoung
man up there, plastered to the side of the tower and looking petrified. Must've lipped off to one of the
masters. Poor sod. | wonder how many trips he's made up there—and how many he has | eft?

Then they wereinsde the building, and blinking in the dim light. She could just barely make out athin
shadow behind the desk. ™Y ou took |ong enough getting here," he said curtly. "We got your message

daysago."

"Deays happen, Sip," Mirage said. Her vision was clearing now, showing her atiny, rail-thin man stting
bolt upright behind a stack of papers. His knifelike face marked him asthe twin of Wisp, Silverfires
contact in Angrim.

"Y ou do this on purpose, don't you?' Eclipse complained.
"Dowhat?' Sipsad blandly.
"Makeit dark in here. Y ou like usbeing blind when wewalk in."

"Y ou knew what it would be like. Haven't you learned to close your eyes before you comein? Stupid

boy.”
Just as sweet as Wisp. Mirage grinned to herself. "Is Jaguar free?"

By way of an answer, Sip cocked his head to one sde. A moment later, they heard afaint bong from
overhead. "Now heis. Y ou saw theidiot outsde?' He barely waited for them to nod. "Five years here,
and il anidiot. That's histhird session with the tower this month. Talon sent him for ten climbsthistime.
Says hell makeit fifteen, next time, and twenty after that. Warrior save usdl. | keep hoping the stupid git
will fal off and make usal happy. Why Jaguar hasn't thrown him out | don't know. But he's done



now—that was ten—so go on upgtairs.”
"Ouch," Edlipse murmured in her ear asthey |eft Sip'sdomain. "Ten trips—that hurts.”

"And fifteenin store," Mirage muttered back. She imagined she could hear the boy's feet againgt the shale
of thewalls, climbing down from the belfry. "For his sake, | hope he learnsto keep his mouth shut.”

And then they were a the top of the stairs. They both paused and straightened their dusty clothing. Then
Mirage raised one hand and knocked.

"Comein," Jaguar caled.

Hedidn't look surprised to see them. Of course not; knowing him, he'd known they were approaching
before they even spoketo Viper. Silverfire's Grandmaster had not earned his position by being astupid
or inattentive man.

Mirage and Eclipse saluted him. He stood and returned it, master to student, then sat once more. " Stand
free)" hesad.

They stationed their fed apart and clasped their hands behind their backs. No oneredlly relaxed in
Jaguar's presence, even with permission; it just wasn't possible,

Jaguar eyed them for amoment, then nodded. " Start talking."

Miryo wished she could deep. It would make the time pass more quickly. But despite being exhausted
by thetrip, she could not seem to fall adeep. It wastoo early, and she had too much on her mind.

She didn't dare go down and sociaize in the common room. Aside from concerns about her disguise, it
didn't remotely fit the persona she'd adopted, that of ayoung woman with pretensonsto rank. Neither
could she chat with the maid, even supposing she wanted to. She started to review spellsin her head—a
reflex |eft from the crush of the days before her test—but sheimmediately started to reach for power,
and cut hersdf off, sweating.

Crone have mercy. It's getting harder to resist.

The brief taste from that night in the wood had only sharpened her longing for magic. Which she ought to
have expected. It waslogicd, redly.

But logic did nothing to soften the bite.

Miryo paced the room for sometime before finaly stopping, swearing, and knedling to pray.
Goddess. Please, oh please, hear my prayers.

Help me hold on. | can't give in now, not when we maybe have a chance to make this better.

Or have | got it wrong? Maybe thisreally isthe way you intended things to be. | feel like there
should be another answer, but every time | ook, | feel like I'm slamming my head against a brick
wall.

Thinking about that put an uneasy feding in Miryo's somach. What if she and Mirage failed? What would
it mean? None of the options were reassuring. It might mean that the answer had been there, and they
had smply been too stupid to seeit in time. Or perhaps the Goddess intended for things to change, but
not at their hands. Or the Goddess liked things the way they were.



Separation and death, a denial of the self— can't believe that.

Miryo firmed her jaw. I've committed myself to this path, Goddess. So either give me the strength
to seeit through, or convince me that I'mwrong.

It was more ademand than a prayer, but it hardened her resolve, and maybe that was enough.

"We think we know who the Wolfstar is," Jaguar began when they were done with their report. "They
have one, twenty-nine years old, named Wraith. He hadn't done much to earn his name, or so we thought
until recently. It seems heinherited in full measure the Wolfstar tendency to hide histracks. But only for a
while. After enough time has passed, he fedlsfree to boadt.”

"Boast?' Mirage said, not bothering to hide her contempt. "When you're an assassin? That's stupid. It's
not asif therésalimited term on revenge.”

"He'saware of that,” Jaguar said dryly. "It came out in thislast year that he was behind the desth of Lady
Anade of Razi. Tangle, Cano's Cloudhawk, went after him; he had a persond atachment to the late
Lady. Wraith killed him afew months ago."

Mirage whistled soundlesdy. She knew of Tangle; he was one of Cloudhawk'sgems. And if Wraith was
twenty-nine, he had to have killed Anade when he was just twenty-one. Her fight with him took on a
whole new light—not that it excused her loang himin Vilardi.

"H€Ell come after you," Jaguar said. "Y ou, Mirage, arefar too ditinctive to fight unmasked and not be
recognized. Now that he knows you're on histrail, he will be coming for you." The Grandmaster's eyes
were unforgiving as helooked at her. "He's your concern. Well do nothing to help you against him. Y ou
knew when you took the commisson that it entailed Hunting the Hunter responsible.”

"l undergtand,” Mirage said calmly. He may be good, but | nearly had himin Vilardi. HE'll not escape
again. "Weweren't looking for aid there."

Jaguar nodded; he would never have expected another answer. Silverfire Hunters were taught to handle
their own problems whenever humanly possible. "To the remainder of the commission, then. What do
you planto do?"

"WEell tell our employer about our suspicions,” Eclipse said. "In person, if we can arrangeit; | don't like
this communication at adistance. | want to see her face—whichever one of them it is—when wetdl her."

"And then what do you expect?"

"Not sure," Miragereplied. "I get the impression that our employers are few; | don't think they'd look so
hunted if they had numbers on their sde. Who their opponents are, and how many, and how powerful,
we don't know. That'll affect how much trouble we face."

"We're Silverfires, though, and that should count for something,” Eclipse added. "Eveniif therestrouble
between our employers and the Wolfstar's, they may acknowledge Hunter neutrality and leave us out of
it. We aren't bonded to anyone; we do the job we were hired for, impartialy.”

Mirage could not have said what it was that raised the hairs on the back of her neck. Jaguar's expression
gave nothing away. If he reacted, it was with no motion larger than an infinitesmd flicker of an eydlid. But
something got her hackles up, and she gave the Grandmaster ahard 1ook.

"We are impartid, aren't we?' she asked him. "Unless there's areason you picked us."



Jaguar dropped his eyesto hisdesk. It was as close to looking guilty as she'd ever seen him. After an
excruciating pause, he said, "It was Tari-nakanathat brought you here."

Mirage carefully unclenched her hands and flexed the tension out of her fingers before replying. "I thought
that was arranged by my company leader.”

"It was arranged with her. Tari-nakana—Tari-nai at the time—proposed it in thefirst place, and
negotiated with me to accept you here.”

Her first thought, irrationally enough, wasthat it was good no one ese at Silverfire had known of that Red
hair alone had people whispering about me. If they'd known that, whispers would have been
shouts. Everyone would have wanted me thrown out. Or dead.

"I believed when | chose you—and till believe now—that your impartidity isn't endangered,” Jaguar
continued. "Y ou knew nothing of Tarinakanasinvolvement. Her tracking of your movements was dmost
certainly just acontinuing interest in your career, and without further evidence, theré's no reason to
believeit rlatesto her assassnation.”

In amoment of spontaneous, unspoken accord, neither Mirage nor Eclipse said anything. They had
further evidence, itting just ashort ride away in Elensk. But despite the loyalty Mirage owed to Jaguar,
and despite the trust she had in him, she was not ready—not yet—to tell him about Miryo.

"Do you know why Tari-nakana wanted me here?' she asked.

Jaguar looked her in the eye and shrugged. " For the obvious reasons. Y ou were—and are—idedlly
suited to being aHunter. Y ou were agood Dancer, but your taents wouldn't have been fully used there.
She saw that, and for whatever reason took a persond interest in seeing you where you belonged.”

And if that's the whole story, I'm a Thornblood.

"One other thing," Mirage said, and again she was not sure why she spoke. "We met Viper on the way
in. He said hel'd been expecting me. Why? Does he know about this commission?”

Shedidn't imagineit; Jaguar's eyes widened fractiondly. "Y ou haven't heard, then.”
Mirage relaxed her hands again. "No." What was | supposed to have heard?
Jaguar didn't answer; hejust sood and beckoned for the two of them to follow him.

They |eft his office through another door, this one opening on a staircase leading upward. It took them to
the dovecote, and the balcony around it, which overlooked the sall€'s outside yard, the archery range,
and the mounted combet field.

The practice yard was crowded. At the far end ayoung man was going through a spear pattern with
methodical downess; the weapon's length had earned him breathing space, but the rest of the yard was
packed. A small clump of students, marked asfifteen-year-olds by the stitching on the backs of their
jackets, were reviewing knife patterns together. A solitary twelve-year-old wasfaling, over and over
again, plainly trying to learn to do it right. And on the Side closest to them, the newest crop of trainees

were sparring.
Jaguar directed their attention to the pair on the left edge. "Tell mewhat you see.”

Mirage looked down. The padding they wore masked them thoroughly. She thought they might be girls,
but young asthey were she couldn't be at dl sure. They still moved with the hesitancy of traineeswho



had not ad-justed to the fact that they were supposed to hit people, but she could see they were
beginning to get over it.

"They're not haf bad," she said after amoment. "Still alittle reluctant to hit each other, but they've learned
to keep their guard up, and | can see some of the others haven't. Thetaller one will be agood
kick-fighter if sheworksat it."

Jaguar nodded, and glanced at Eclipse.
"They movelike Mirage," Eclipse sad.
Mirage stared at him.

"They've got her reflexes, her agility. They may not be used to hitting each other, but they aready
understand fighting in away none of the others do. They're naturas. Like Mirage."

Mirage's eyes were pulled inexorably back to the padded, androgynous figures below. Like me.
Warrior'ssoul. Are they—

"The shorter one has reddish-brown hair," Jaguar said. "Thetaller has brown hair, but only because she
dyesit. Theres another at Windblade, and one at Thornblood.”

Doppelgangers. Goddess.
Hiseyesflicked to Mirage. "'Y ou know something about this."

It was a statement, not aquestion. And it put Mirage in ahorrible position. It was one thing to not tell
Jaguar about things he was unaware of; it was another thing entirdly to lie directly to him. And yet she
could not begin to fathom the trouble that could result if she told him what was going on.

Neither of them moved for along moment Then, &t last, Mirage dragged her eyes away from the
doppelgangersin the yard below and faced the Grandmaster squarely.

"l do," she admitted in alow voice. "But for the sake of ... many things, | cannot tell you right now. Not
until | clear up another matter.”

"Y ou owe me certain loyalties," Jaguar said. Hisvoice was unexpressive; she could not tdll if hewas
angry or merely reminding her.

"I know," Mirage said, and tried to put strength into her voice. "But this other matter takes precedence. |
swear by the Warrior's soul, | owe you an explanation, and you'll have one. But not now."

"And what if you don't survive thiscommisson?'

Mirage quirked an eyebrow a him sardonically. "Wraith isn't going to take me down. But just in casethe
witchesdo, I'll arrange for you to get an explanation anyway. Will that do?"

He searched her eyesfor amoment, then nodded. "It will. For now."

CHAPTER NINETEEN

7

Doppelganger




Night was degpening, and Miryo was contemplating trying to deep, when she heard afaint noise behind

her.

Sheturned around just in time to seethe window swing inward. Reflexively, not even thinking abot it,
something in her reached for an annihilating rash of power, to obliterate the intruder—

She choked it off, barely, as Mirage gppeared in the window and climbed into the room. Miryo stood,
trying to calm her bresthing, wondering if Mirage noticed, as her doppel ganger came forward. Eclipse
followed her in, and shut the window behind himsdif.

Onelook at Mirage'sface was enough to tell her that her attemptsto calm herself might be wasted. They
weren't supposed to be back until tomorrow. What happened?

"There aremore of them,” Mirage said curtly.
"More of them?' Miryo repegted, not catching on.

"Doppelgangers. At least four. Two at Silverfire, one a Windblade, one at Thornblood. Nobody's
guessed what they are, at least not asfar as| know, but Jaguar at least knows there's something strange
about them. He asked me. | didn't tell him." Mirage's eyes held a cold stoniness.

Miryo could sympathize with. Her own eyeswould probably look the same, once she got over the
shock.

"Crone's teeth—where did they come from? Tari-nakana didn't have any children." Miryo's breath
caught, probably because her throat had closed off. "But Ashin has adaughter.”

Mirage's eyesflicked to meet hers. "Would you recognize the girl if you saw her?”
"l don't know. I've never seen her. But if shelooks like Ashin, probably.”

Her double turned to face Eclipse, who was gill standing by the window. "What's the schedule like for
fird-years?'

"Forest riding, every morning. And it's not evaluation time.”

"Perfect.” Mirage turned back to Miryo. "Get your stuff and meet us on the west side of town. Well ride
to Siiverfire tonight and check the two of them tomorrow."

The innkeeper would no doubt wonder why his spoiled, prissy guest was departing well after sunset, but
that had suddenly been demoted in priority. Miryo nodded. "I'll be there in less than an hour."

The ride was crazy. Miryo wondered whether being a Hunter was dways like this—skulking about,
climbing through windows, and leaving town in the dead of night. And whether being an Air witch was
anything likeit. If so, her lifewas going to be very hard on the nerves.

They circled around Silverfire, giving the compound awide berth, and approached the wood from the
back. When they neared it, they left Eclipse with the horses. Mirage led Miryo forward on foot, cregping
through the black murk of the trees. Miryo stumbled aong in her wake, trying not to make too much
noise, but it was hard; the ground was tricky and uneven. She had wandered around at night before, but



generdly ether in Starfall's well-kept grounds or on itsroof. Here, in forest as near to trackless as made
no difference, she had more trouble. She kept migudging where exactly the ground was, and staggered
asaresult.

The twentieth or thirtieth time she did this, Mirage paused. Miryo cringed, imagining what her double
must think of her. She hated being incompetent.

"Walk toe-hed," Mirage advised, and continued on.

Miryo tried thisand found it peculiar but helpful. The motion tired her legs, asthey were unused to it, but
walking toe-hed alowed her to find the ground with her foot before committing her weight to it. She il
cracked twigs and rustled in the leaf mold, but she didn't sound quite as much like a drunken donkey,
which made her fed agood dedl better. It gave her hope that she might, with practice, learn to do this
wall.

Sometimelater Mirage paused again. "Wait here," she murmured, and then she was gone, swallowed up
by the blackness. Miryo strained her ears, trying to track her by sound, but heard nothing more than the
occasiond rugtle that might have been asquirrd.

Then Mirage was back. "Follow me."
They went on only another ten steps before stopping again. " Can you climb trees?' Mirage asked.
Well-kept garden treesin Starfdl, yes. But it couldn't be harder than Starfal's roofs. "I'll manage.”

They scrambled up into the branches. It wasn't as difficult as Miryo had feared. In fact, the tree seemed
to have bees discreetly pruned to make climbing easier. Her suspicion was confirmed when Mirage led
her onto asmall platform nestled among the branches.

"Observation post,” her doppel ganger explained. "The masters come up here to watch trainees, during
evauaions”"

Miryo wrapped her cloak moretightly around herself and squirmed around until she was comfortable.
"What timewill they be riding through?"

"They leave Silverfire a First. Depending on which route they go, they'll be here ahdf hour to an hour
after that. They'll pass by here, though, no matter which path they're sent down."

By Miryo's reckoning, it was now somewhere between Low and Dark. They had at least four hoursto
kill, stuck in adamp, dark, cold tree. She sighed and squirmed alittle bit more, then laid her head against
abranch and tried to go to deep.

She probably dozed, but it was hard to tell. Every time she opened her eyes, she saw Mirage, a
motionless black shadow against the black of the tree. Miryo wondered if her double was deeping at dl.

"Isit dwayslikethis?' she asked at last, voicing her thought from before.

Mirage didn't answer immediately, and Miryo thought for amoment she'd nodded off, or hadn't
understood the question. Then the shadow shrugged. " Depends on what you're doing. Some jobs are
more... lively than others.”

"Doyou ever get aret?’

A snort answered that. "1 was supposed to, back before Midsummer. 1'd ridden from one end of the land



to the other, with three back-to-back jobs. Then Eclipse showed up with the commission.”
"And you've been on the road since then?'

" egh”

Silence; even thewind had died down. "Do you enjoy it?"

Mirage laughed softly. Miryo couldn't quite guess the meaning of that; it didn't sound bitter, but neither
wasit particularly amused. "Y es. Probably more than isgood for me. I'd like arest, but | aso feed on the
chdlenge. | was bored tiff for awhile, earlier thisyear. Getting the commission gave me more energy
than amonth of relaxation.”

"I've wondered about it myself. I've got to choose a Ray, you know, and 1'd been leaning toward Air.
But | didn't know how | would take to being itinerant.”

"Not everyonelikesit. The masters at Silverfire try to make sure that students who dont, either take
another profession or transfer to one of the schoolswe're friendly with." Mirage cocked her head to one
sde, and Miryo felt her double's eyes on her. ™Y ou might enjoy it. | do, after dl. But | don't know if that's
one of thetraitswe share."

"Wdl, I'm getting asample of it, running around with you."
"And what do you think?'
Miryo grinned, even though Mirage couldn't seeit. "'l think | likeit more than is good for me."

That wasthe last they said for awhile. Dawn came an hour or so before First; just as Miryo was ableto
see Mirage clearly, her double said, "We need to stay quiet from here on out. If anyone comesthrough
and suspectswe're here, I'll go down and talk to them. Y ou haveto stay as sill aspossible.”

Miryo nodded.

It was harder than she'd expected, though. Her legs became stiff, then threatened to cramp; she stretched
them surreptitioudy, but winced at every scrape of her boot againgt the platform. Mirage didn't look at
her, or say anything; still, Miryo could imagine her thoughts. Shefindly started meditating, just to take her
mind off her growing discomfort.

She wasjolted from this exercise by Mirage's hand on her wrist. Miryo came dert, and eased forward
on the platform, putting hersalf in apogition to see the riders as they passed by.

They were strung out dong thetrail, each severd minutes behind the last. Three went by before Miryo
felt Miragestouch again. Therider who appeared was athin, wiry girl, with close-cut brown hair.

When the girl had passed, Miryo glanced over a Mirage and shook her head.
Two more riders passed. Then Mirage tapped her wrist again.

Miryo hardly needed the touch. The girl's cropped hair was adarker red than her mother's, but it did little
to disguise her; she might aswell have had Ashin's name symbol tattooed on her forehead, so striking
was the resemblance.

They had to stay in the tree as the remainder of the class passed; then they climbed down and | eft as
quickly as possble. No one crossed their path on the way out. Mirage nodded wordlessly to Eclipse as
they took their horses reins; then the three of them mounted and rode swiftly away from Siverfire.



At firgt they rode with little or no sense of direction. It didn't last, though. Before long Miryo pulled
hersdf straighter in her saddle and chosefor them dll.

"Aystad," shedecided. "TherésaVoid Hand there who might be able to tell uswhere Ashinis"
"That was sudden,” Eclipse remarked.

Miryo smiled thinly. "It's quite convenient, redlly. Back when | decided not to kill Mirage, | had no idea
what | was going to do next. There was far too much we needed to do, and no way to sort throughit.
The problem's solving itself, though. Things keep faling out such that | don't really have much choicein
what step | take next.”

"And that doesn't bother you?'
"I can't do much about it, can 1? So | might aswell accept it."

Mirage tuned them out and rode in an unseeing haze. Her eyes were fixed on the road ahead, but in her
mind al she could see were the two girls. The two doppel gangers. Fighting. Moving like her, Eclipse had
sad.

Itirritated her, perversaly enough. She'd grown up with the stigma of being red-haired and unusud, and
athough she had hated it, it had formed avery red part of her identity. She smply wasn't quite likethe
other Hunter trainees. She wasfast and strong, and fighting just made senseto her. It wasingtinctive.
And that was something that set her gpart.

So now you're upset that you're not unique anymore. Get over yourself.

All kinds of new questions were cropping up now. Why did doppel gangers have these qualities? Why
werethey fagt, and strong, and natura fighters? Were those traits somehow anathemato magicd ability?

Maybe when we find Ashin-kasora, we can convince her to bring us her daughter—both of them
—whatever. It's possible that there is a solution, but it has to be done before that second ritual . If
that were the case, it wastoo late for Miryo and Mirage, but at least they could do something to help
those other girls.

And somehow, in the middle of dl this, she would have to deal with Wraith.

Something dammed into her chest.

What the—

Miryo's horse reared, nearly throwing her. She hauled sideways on the reins as the gelding came down
and just barely avoided trampling Mirage.

Mirage. On the ground. With—
With an arrow in her chest.

Another shaft stresked through the air and buried itself in atree next to her horse's head. Miryo'sgelding
bolted.

The animal plunged off the road, legping arock and then narrowly avoiding atree. Miryo hung on for
dear life, hauling on thereins, staying low in the saddle lest atree branch dap her down. She had to stop



her horse. Mirage was somewhere behind her—
Dead.
She snarled. Can't be sure of that. I've got to get back.

Her gdding sumbled, and finaly shewas ableto rein himin. Hed run quite adistancein his panic. Miryo
twisted in her saddle, trying to spot the road through the patchy trees. The ground was too broken,
though, and she couldn't be sure of her direction.

Sted crashing againgt stedl was her guide. In the split second before her horse ran, Miryo had seen the
uniformed and masked Hunter who had shot her double down. He and Eclipse must befighting. So dll
she had to do wasfind them, and she'd find Mirage.

She kicked her horseinto motion.

The rough terrain confused her, though; she kept being led astray. Under her breath, Miryo muttered a
sream of increasingly vicious curses. | don't have this kind of time to waste!

Then she crested asmdll rise, and saw the fighters.

Eclipse had crowded his horse closein against the other Hunter's, trapping him against a sharp spur of
stone, and the two of them werefighting furioudy. But their struggle had carried them away from the
road, and Mirage was nowhere in sight.

Miryo swallowed hard, forcing tears down. Then she took adeep breath and began to sing.

She meant to craft aholding spell, to stop the two combatants. Within three words, though, it was gone.
Without even meaning to, Miryo reached up to the sun above her and the earth below her and the wind
around her, and pulled them together into a spell of destructive force. Her control was poor, and the
energy surged wildly, straining againgt her fragile hold.

Miryo was past caring.

Mirage had taken an arrow to the heart. If she was not dead, she was beyond Miryo's ability to hedl.
And so Miryo had nothing to fear; she drew the power in to crush the Hunter before her.

He drove Eclipse back with afurious attack. And in that moment, Miryo gathered the magl strom of
nearly uncontrollable energy; it was oscillating violently, dipping out of her grasp, but she focused every
fiber of her being to unleashitsfdlout on him.

And then she twisted desperately, wrenching the power sdeways into the ground with an effort that
made her entire body scream. The earth exploded into fire and dust, but through it she could still seethe
figure that had legpt from the outcrop and dammed the Hunter off his horse.

| don't believeit.

Miryo stared, through the pounding of her sudden headache, as her doppelganger rolled to her feet and
drew her sword in one swift motion. | saw her go down. She can't be here—not fighting.

But she could not deny the evidence of her eyes. Mirage had leapt off the spur of rock as the Hunter
neared it again, and with her momentum had wrenched him to the ground. It was amiracle she hadn't
landed on his drawn sword. Beyond them Miryo could see Eclipse, dack-jawed with startled disbelief,
garing at the two of them.



And now they werefighting, and Miryo finaly saw what Eclipse had meant when he said Mirage was
good. Wound or no wound, she wasfighting, and even Miryo could tell that she was brilliant. She flowed
from one motion to the next like liquid lightning. The other Hunter looked clumsy by comparison, and
dow with the shock of seeing her. He diced a her side, but she was|ong gone; then she legpt forward in
his cut's wake and nearly impaed him. Only aquick twist saved him. And now Mi-rage had him on the
retreat, and she pressed her advantage.

She cut high, low, and then low again. Somehow he had gotten adagger out, and was using it to parry
some of her blows, but Mirage's speed made her one blade seem like three. He took anick to one hip,
and then another on his shoulder. A thrust nearly caught him in the face, and he wasn't fast enough to
avoid adice dong his cheek and ear. Part of his mask flapped free. Beneath the blood Miryo could seea
grim, hard expression.

Mirage kicked dust into his eyes. He shut them and for amoment seemed to be fighting by hearing alone.
But it wasn't enough; within amoment hed lost his dagger, and afinger withiit.

He howled and charged forward, opening his watering eyes. His momentum and greater bulk knocked
Mirage off-baance, and the two of them went sprawling, blades flying across the ground. He should have
kept hisfeet and his sword, though. Before heldd even finished rolling, Mirage was on her fet.

Shewaded in with aswift flurry of kicks. They caught him in the face, the chest, the groin; even where
she was standing Miryo could hear bones breaking. The Hunter was barely putting up atoken resistance
now. And then Mirage dammed him onto hisback, knelt on his chest, and drew her dagger. Miryo
closed her eyes as she dashed it across histhroat.

CHAPTER TWENTY

7

Misetsu

d A

"That'stwice"
"You're seeing things." Mirage refused to look at Eclipse as she retrieved her sword from the dust.

"No. Thefirg time, maybe, that explanation would fly. But not now. He shot you down, Sen, and there's
aholeinyour jacket to proveit.”

Now Miryo stepped forward, looking from one to the other of them. "What do you mean, ‘the first
time?'

Mirage shot Eclipse afuriouslook, but it didn't slence him. And somehow hitting him didn't ssem likea
reasonable course of action. Since she couldn't think of anything elseto do, shejust stood, trying not to
shake, as he answered Miryo's question.

"It was when we were students. She got into afight with this other trainee. He hit her and killed her. | ran
to get amaster, but when we came back, Sen was on her feet again, and fighting him.”

"Hedidntkill me. | wasjust stunned.”



"Not a chance, Sen. Even then | knew what a broken neck sounded like."

"And now it's happened again,” Miryo said, her voicefaint "I saw that Hunter shoot you. Y ou were dead
before you bit the ground.”

"l wasn't dead."
Eclipse laughed wildly. "What are you going to say—the arrow bounced off you?'

Miryo held up her handsto silence both of them. "Please—just think about it. Thiswould explain so

Mirage's eyebrows shot upward. "Like what?'

"Like how you didn't die twenty-five years ago. Maybe Kasane did kill you, and then you came back to
life"

That produced a momentary silence. Then Mirage shook her head. "But how could | have ended up
unkillable? I s there some spell that would do that? No, it doesn't make sense. Besides, if I'm invulnerable,
why would the Primes send you to kill me?"

"Maybethey didn't know," Eclipse said.

But now Miryo was shaking her head, eyes wide with appalled understanding. "No, the Primes knew.
But you're not completely invulnerable, either. When they sent me after you, the one thing they
emphasized above everything dsewas, | had to kill you myself."

Moresilence. Then Eclipse said, "So if | wereto attack her—"

"Y ou stay away from me," Mirage snapped. "I'm damned if I'm going to let you test thistheory on me.”
The very thought made her gut clench. She could gill remember, though she had tried to forget, the
gckening crunch in her neck as Leksen'sfoot collided with her jaw. That, and now the impact of the
arrow, and the hot, spreading pain, and the blackness.

"It makes sense, though,” Eclipse said.
"Except that neither of you has given me agood answer for how | ended up likethis."
Miryo snorted. "We've dready got ten thousand unanswered questions. What's one more or |ess?”’

Mirage cleaned her sword of dust and her dagger of blood, then sheathed them both, the familiar tasks
hiding the shaking of her hands. "Fine. So I'm hard to kill. What now?'

She succeeded in turning them from the subject, at least for the moment. The glance Miryo sent at the
corpse on the ground looked involuntary, asthough it drew her eyes againgt her will. "Isthat the
Wolfgar?'

"Wraith. Yeeh. You cantdl by hisuniform.”
"So your commissionisfinished.”

"Only partly," Mirage said, grateful to be discussing something other than her deeths. "Theres il the
matter of who exactly hired him. Eclipse and | will write to our contact while you go see yours. Then we
can decide whether to go after Ashin or our employersfirst” She snorted. "Assuming, of course, that
Ashin isn't our employer.”



Miryo gave her agartled look. "Do you think sheis?

"Not any of the oneswe've met so far. From your description, she sounds too straightforward to be our
first witch, and too confident to be our second. So there are a least four of them involved, counting
Tari-nakana. But probably more than that, since there are four doppelgangers that we know of."

"Yeah. I'm trying to think of who else has adaughter theright age."” Miryo pondered it, then gaveit up
with ashake of her head. "I'll haveto think about it What should we do with him, though?' Again that
involuntary glance, her eyesdiding Sdeways.

"Wedtrip him," Eclipse said. "The uniform marks him, and generally the only way to get acompleteoneis
to kill itsowner. So that'll be proof of his death. The body, well bury." He raised one eyebrow at
Miryo'sreaction. "Y ou seem surprised.”

"l guess| just didn't expect you to show him that kind of respect.”

"Hewas doing hisjob. Just aswe are. | personaly wouldn't have accepted acommission to kill
Tari-nakana, but that's not an issue worth defiling his corpse over.”

Mirage watched Miryo's reaction with interest. Did she think we'd leave him for the crows? | didn't
much like him, but that's not a fate he deserved. It seemed that her double had in fact expected
something of the sort.

Miryo closed her eyes, swallowed once, and opened them again. Thistime she looked at the body quite
ddiberately. "All right, then. Let's get this done and move on."”

Snatches of conversation kept drifting to Eclipse's ears. Hetried not to look as though he were
eavesdropping, but it was hard; he wanted to hear what they were saying.

He could tell Miryo's voice from Mirage's. They were very smilar, of course, being built of the same
basic stock, but Miryo was awitch, and it showed. Mirage lacked the trained mellifluousness her double
had. And there was a near-permanent edge to Mirage's voice that Miryo didn't have.

But the more they talked to each other, the more they began to sound aike. Not entirely, of course, but
their tones did shift together. Eclipse had heard it before; people often picked up intonations and speech
patterns from those around them. Buit it was more disturbing, hearing it from two voices that were so
gmilar a their core.

Hewondered if it was possible Mirage could pick up al the qudities of Miryo'svoice. She had atin ear,
probably caused by the same division that made Miryo's reflexes ordinary. But could ether of them
develop to match the other? Or was there a basi ¢ divide between them, caused by theritua that had
made them two?

That was, in part, thetopic of their conversation tonight.

Earlier in the evening they had experimented once more with magic. Miryo had described what happened
to the spell she had built during Eclipse's fight with Wraith; she hadn't really been in control, and had
barely managed to divert the energy when Mirage regppeared. She had speculated, however, that bad
she completed the spell while Mirage was dead—or whatever—it might have worked. Mirage, of

course, had flatly refused to test this theory. But they had compromised: Eclipse knocked her out, then
moved back a safe distance while Miryo tried aspell.

It backfired. Miryo hadn't seemed surprised, but it was hard to tdll; the fallout had al but completely
parayzed her, S0 her expression was a bit siff. The spell's effects had only worn off alittle while ago.



Eclipse snorted a the memory. The growing rapport between the two occasiondly left him on the
outside, but they needed him around; without him, they might start trying some of their more
crack-brained idess. Like getting Mirage drunk. Miryo thought the acohol might inter-fere with the
power diding into her, but Eclipse had gotten her to postpone that particular test. Permanently, he hoped.

"I don't know how wed do that, though.”
He blinked and came back to himsdlf. What had Mirage just suggested?

Hisyear-mate shrugged. He pulled his eyes awvay and watched her out of his periphera vison. "You're
thewitch,” shesaid. "Can't you put something together?”

"It'snot that easy,” Miryo said, shaking her head. "Y ou don't create anew spell by experimentation, you
know."

"Oh, right, because | know so much about where spells come from. Does alittle bird ddiver them?"

Therewasred bitein Mirage's voice, but Miryo just rolled her eyes, unfazed. "No. They're created by
intuition, mostly. Although that's not the way my teachers put it. | never quite understood how thisworks,
but apparently, every so often, there'sawitch who just finds hersdf following a pattern nobody's used
before. And it works. They say it'samatter of closenessto the Goddess. That's the way Misetsu got
garted. Her faith was strong enough mat she received the gift of magic, and the ability to passit onto her
daughters. We're all descended from her.”

"So new spells aren't something you can create at will."

"I'm afraid not. Still, theidea's worth looking into. Maybe someone el se can find away to makeit work.
It runs counter to the way |'ve been thinking, but we haven't had any luck so far combining our efforts.
So maybe separating us completely is the solution.”

Separation? Eclipse tried not to show hisinterest. After dl, he wasn't even supposed to be listening. But
asapotential answer to their problems, it had merit. As near as anyone could tell, the difficultiesthey
were having were caused by the remaining connection between them. Severing it—if that was

possble—might fix everything.

He wondered how they felt about that. What existed between them was not quite friendship, and not
quite ssterhood; it was something different, and asfar ashe could tell neither of them ever thought about
it. They had just accepted it as ameatter of course, within aday of meeting. But how would this
separation change mat?

He couldn't guess. He knew, however, that if a permanent severing was the only answer to their
problems, they would both accept it without question. It was a cost they'd be willing to pay.

Once more they split up. Miryo rode directly into Aystad, while Mirage and Eclipse circled around to a
different gate. Therewasless need for it, snce Aystad wasn't aHunter town like Angrim and Elensk. But
caution seemed to beingrained in the Hunters bones, and Miryo was beginning to behave that way, too.

Shefound the Twin Hearths, her designated inn, and took a moment to get her luggage into her room.
She didn't bother to unpack it, though. That was another thing she was beginning to pick up. Shed
skipped out of enough placesin the middle of the night lately that she knew better than to get settled in.

Then it wastimeto find her contact, Y aryoki. The names and locations of al the VVoid Hands was one of
the things she'd been drilled on and tested over, but just because she knew the streets names didn't mean



she could find them. Aystad was a horribly tangled town. Miryo at least had the senseto ask her
innkeeper, and he was very obliging, but following his directionsturned out to beimpossible. By thetime
Miryo found Y aryoki's house, nearly an hour later, her temper was frayed quite thin.

She took amoment outside the low garden wall to straighten her hair and cam hersdlf. Then shewalked
in.

The perimeter spell tripped as she passed through the gate. Miryo kept her steps dow, to give the Cousin
time to get to the door. It opened before she reached it, and the short, stocky woman inside bowed her
inwithout aword.

Perhaps it was the way the Cousin seemed unaccountably tense. Perhaps it was the way she didn't ask
Miryo'sname, asif Yaryoki had been expecting her. Whatever it was, though, instinct prompted Miryo
to draw herself suddenly erect as she was conducted into the Sitting room.

Where she bowed to the Primes.

Being around Mirage had taught Miryo how to control her expression better. She was proud of hersalf as
she straightened; that control, combined with her sudden suspicion before she walked in, alowed her to
face the Primes without flinching, or showing any sign of surprisethat they were here, in Aystad, in

Y aryoki's house. Expecting her.

Satomi, of course, wasin the center. They sat in an arc of high-backed chairs; the resemblanceto their
forma seetsin the hall where they had sent her on her hunt was not accidental. Magicd lights cast the
room into stark relief. The effect |eft her feding as though there was no place to hide.

"We are concerned,” Satomi said.
Void it.

"The Cousins were sent with you for protection. We began to worry when they were seen by aVoid
Hand, and you were not in their company. We investigated.”

So Kan and Sai had been found. Miryo wondered, rather belatedly, where they had gone after they |eft
her.

Satomi's eyes were completely expressionless. Y ou have found your doppelganger.”
"Yes" No point in denying it.
"Anditisnot deed.

Miryo found hersdf flinching at the pronoun. She had grown used to thinking of Mirage as aperson; it
was jarring to speak with someone who didn't. But Satomi was waiting for an answer. "No, Aken."

She expected the Void Prime to ask her why, and in fact was marshaling her arguments. Not that she
thought they'd work, but it was worth atry. Satomi, however, surprised her by staying quiet. It was Rana
who spoke next.

"We undergtand,” the Water Prime said, and Miryo'sjaw dmost hit the floor. "It isdifficult. To face one
s0 like you in appearance, to strike that blow, is not an easy thing to ask.”

"You must doit, though,” Koikaput in. "Thistask has been given to you. It isyour responsbility to fulfill



it

Miryo could aready see what they were doing. Next it would be Shimi. And, right on time, the Air Prime
spoke up. "There are no other options. None. We have searched for them, through the centuries, and
found none. Misetsu established the pattern for us, and we must continue to follow it if wewishto
urvive™

And then, of course, came Arind, giving her thefind exhortation. "Thisisdl that remains between you
and the power that isyour birthright. All you need do isreach forth and takeit. Then you will bea
witch—as you have strived to be, dl these years! That dream will be yourd™

Empathy, resolution, reasoning, and a grand vision to round it off. All nicely matched to their
Elemental roles. Miryo hoped the cynicism shefdt didn't show in her eyes. It would make them very

unhappy.

Of course, so would what she was about to say. " So you say. But I'd till like the chance to investigate it
mysdf, before | go kill apart of me™

"Y our doppelganger isno part of you. It was separated out in infancy for areason.”

"What reason, Shimi-kane? That's one of the things | wonder about. And I'm afraid | can't quite agree
that she'sno part of me." No visible reaction when she caled Mirage "she," but Miryo knew they'd
noticed. "You see, I've met her. I've looked her in the eye. And that's something none of you can
understand. Y ou've not been there, looking at your own reflection made flesh.”

"Wrong," Satomi said.

The word brought Miryo's head snapping around to face the Void Prime. It broke the tenor of their little
gpeeches o far. Satomi wasn't speaking from ascript now; she wastalking to Miryo directly.

"What?' Miryo sid.

"l have been there. | looked my doppelganger in the eye. And | hesitated. For an entire day | talked to
her, and | questioned everything exactly the way you have. But in the end, | chose to complete my task.
Will you hear why?'

Thefloor had dropped out from under Miryo's feet. Satomi's doppelganger had survived? How?
Presumably theway Mirage had, of course, but... Miryo tried to envison it—the Void Prime,
twenty-five and idedligtic, looking for away out. And then accepting that there wasn't one, and killing her
double.

"Yes," Miryo managed to get out. And then abelated, "Aken."
Satomi closed her eyesfor amoment. When she opened them, they were as cold asice.

"Centuries ago,” she began, "in the days when the land was il joined into three great kingdoms, a
woman dwelt in the southern mountains. She was ahermit, and a devotee of the Goddessin dl her
Aspects. Despite her young age, she was known for her faith, and her love of the Lady who watches
over usdl."

Misetsu, obvioudy. Miryo knew the story. But she kept her mouth shut; no sum of money would have
persuaded her to interrupt Satomi right now.

"One evening, asthe stars were beginning to emerge, this woman climbed to the top of a crag and stood



there, snging praisesto the Goddess. And such wasthe joy and devotion in her heart that her song
changed, and became something more. And she saw that around her the starlight had begun to grow; it
filled the air, and formed into threads, and began to dance around her.

" She stood there the whole night through, singing. When the dawn rose, she sang onefind praise, and
then fell adeep, there on the rock where she had stood. In the evening she awoke, and the gift of magic
was strong insde her, and the Goddess had given her the name of Misetsu. In the weeks and months and
yearsthat followed she continued to hear the Goddesssvoice in her heart, and thus created the first

gpells and enchantments.”

Now Satomi's voice changed, and Miryo redlized the story was diverging from the one she had dways
been told. " She had daughters, three of them. And the Goddess showed her how to pass her gift on. One
by one, as her daughters were born, she sang the spells over them. And she found, to her surprise, that
as she did s0, each child became two. This puzzled her, but she choseto raise dl of them asher own."

Goddess, | wish Mirage were here to hear this. Wait—no, | don't. I'm not sure what the Primes
would do to her. "Twenty-five yearslater,” Satomi continued, "she began to discover her error. For the
time had come for her dest daughter, Monisuko, to wield her magic." Monisuko? | thought her name
was Menukyo.

"To Misetsu's horror, her daughter's magic raged out of control. And before long, it dew both her and
her double. Misetsu grieved, but attributed the disaster to imperfect faith. Her next daughter, Machayu,
would do better."

Machayu. Still no Menukyo. But | bet I'm going to hear how they ended up deciding to. kill the
doppelgangers.

"Machayu also died, and her double with her,” Satomi said. Miryo wasn't surprised. "But Misetsu did not
give up. She prayed tirdesdy, and sought away to make it possible for othersto wield magic, so the gift
would not end with her. It was after Maiyaki, her third daughter, died, aong with her double, that she
found the solution. With the degth of the doppel gangers, magic became stable. Misetsu, now aged and
weary, lived just long enough to see Monisuko's eldest daughter, Menukyo, become afull witch.”

She paused to give Miryo a searching look. Miryo stood still and tried to show no expression. And
there's Menukyo. Not the eldest daughter. The eldest granddaughter.

When Satomi did not speak again right away, Miryo risked a question. "But why must the doppel gangers
be killed? What did Misetsu learn that made her think that was the only way?*

Satomi gave her abrief smile, but there was no humor init. The Void Prime's eyes were hard and flat, as
if holding emotion down by will done. "When | was sent after my doppel ganger, the answer to that
guestion was given to me before | 1€ft. | felt, based on my own experience, that it would be better if those
after me did not know. It seemed kinder. But | question my decision, now. It ismy dearest hopethat |
will never again be required to send one of our own on thistask, but | will advise those who come after
meto tell those sent. It isimperative that our young witches understand why they must kill their

doppelgangers.”
Miryo dtilled her hands and waited, motionless, for her answer.

"The answer we give comesto us from Misetsu, from her last writings before her death. The
doppelganger isanathemato us. It is destruction and oblivion, the undoing of al magic. It isthe ruin of
our work, and the bane of our being. It and our magic will never coexigt, and its presence threatens all
that our powers can do.' So wrote Misetsu, five days before she died.”



Silence. Tenson. Miryo suddenly blinked, and forced air back into her lungs.
Merciful Mother. | thought— mean, there was obviously trouble, but—

"The doppelgangers are adanger to us all," Satomi said. "That iswhy we mugt kill them. If we do nat, all
that we arewill be destroyed." Her expression was grave, and only now did Miryo see something human
in her eyes, too deegp to be identified. "Do you understand?!

"l do,"” Miryo managed. Her voice was little more than a strangled whisper.

"Wewill give you another chance,” the Void Prime said. ™Y ou see, now, why you must kill your
doppel ganger. For your sake, for the sake of us dl, do it without delay, and return to us. If you do not,
we will take steps, for our own protection.”

In her mind's eye Miryo saw Mirage, but the image had subtly changed. Mirage. Not just a part of
hersdlf, but adanger. Carrying in herself the seeds of destruction for Starfdl. It was a part of what she
was. Could that ever be fixed?

Goddess. This choice—Mirage, or all that I've held dear—
"l undergtand, Aken," Miryo whispered. She felt dead insde. "May | be excused?”
Satomi nodded. "May the Goddess walk with you."

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

&

Faith

d A

Perversely, Miryo found her way back to her inn without difficulty. She paid no attention to where she
was headed, but within afew minutes of leaving the Primes she looked up and found hersdf in front of
the Twin Hearths.

Her feet fdt like lead as she walked in. She had a private room on the third floor, with a sitting room and
abedroom; the sitting room had afireplace. Miryo doubted any fire could met theicein her gut, but she
craved the warmth. So she forced herself up the stairs, one step at atime, eyes on her feet, and focused

only onthet fire.

"Areyou dl right?'

Miryo looked up. She had just entered the Sitting room. Mirage was on her feet by the fireplace, giving
her alook of clear worry. Miryo shut the door with exaggerated care and said, "Y es. Mostly. The Primes
werethere”

"The Primes?' Mirage led her to one of the chairsand got her to Sit down. "Here?"

"Yes. Or | thought s0; they were probably just projections.” She hadn't even thought to check for spells.
But would it have mattered? " Satomi—the V oid Prime—she had to kill her doppelganger when shewas
my age. And Menukyo wasn't the eldest daughter; she was the eldest granddaughter. Misetsu watched



all three of her daughters die, because of their doppel gangers, before she figured out what waswrong."”

Miryo got to her feet, and was surprised to find she was steady on them. She walked afew steps away,
into the middle of the room. She couldn't bring hersdlf to turn and ook at Mirage. "They've looked.
Truly, they have. And they findly told mewhy. Y ou—" Shelooked &t the ceiling and swallowed
painfully. "Doppelgangers are the antithesis of magic. Y our very existence puts al magic in danger. That's
why you haveto bekilled."

She never even heard Mirage move. But one minute she was standing, looking at the celling; the next,
hands dammed her into the floor, grinding her face againgt the carpet, and twisted her arms painfully
behind her back. Miryo's mind snapped out of itsfugue and straight into fear.

"I have atheory,” Mirage bresthed into her ear, voice low and hard. "1 think that just asyou can kill me, |
can kill you. And I'm the only one who can do it. And, you know, maybe | should. All my Hunter training
tellsmeto doit. Youreathreat to me.

"It wouldn't even be very hard," she continued, and her words had an edge to them that made Miryo's
blood turntoicein her veins."Y our Cousins aren't here—and they couldn't stop me anyway. Y ou have
no magic you can depend on; you're practicaly defensdess. Killing you would be easy. And it would
solve so many problems.”

She paused. Miryo tried desperately to breathe, but al she could manage were shalow, panicked gasps.
Oh, Goddess, she's going to do it—

Then the pressure on her arms eased dightly. "But before | was aHunter, | was a Temple Dancer,"
Mirage said. "And that means | have fath. Faith that the Goddess didn't mean for thingsto be thisway.
Faith that shewouldn't give her children a'gift’ that requires them to kill. Faith that, if we search, we will
find another answer. And that even if we don't succeed, it's still a cause worth dying for."

Another pause. Miryo expected Mirageto let go now, and when she didn't, her fear grew stronger.
Never in her life had she been so terrifyingly aware of the fragility of her body.

"So | havefaith in the Goddess" Mirage went on. "But that's not redlly enough, isit? Becausethisisin
the hands of three people: the Goddess, mysdlf, and you. | trust the first two. Can | trust you, though?
Can | rely on you to listen past the persuasive words, the smple way out? They sound so plausible, so
convinced of their own truth. Thinking past their boundarieswon't be easy. And | don't know that you
candoit.”

Miryo licked her dry lips and tried to speak. It took several attempts before her voice would work. "1
can. | will."

The pressure increased sharply, making her hisswith pain. "Why should | believe you?"

"l swear. On my soul. Satomi il regretswhat she did—I saw it in her eyes, a the end. She's never
cometo termswithit. | don't want to live like that. I'd honestly rather die. It would be better to die,
fighting for abetter way, than live knowing | betrayed mysdlf and the Goddess.”

She waited, barely breathing. The words were un-planned, but true. Only now did she understand what
sheld seen in Satomi, so deeply buried. And she didn't want to end up that way.

Then, dowly, Mirage released her arms, and knelt on the carpet beside her.

Miryo sat up, blinking sweet out of her eyes, and faced her doppel ganger. Mirage looked drained, but
she nodded. "Good. | knew you fdt that way—well, | was pretty sure—but | had to make you say it."



WEell, at least that wasn't an afternoon stroll for her, either. Miryo brushed her damp hair back and
managed awan grin. "If nothing else" she said, listening with some detachment to therasp in her own
voice, "well liveonininfamy."

Mirage gave ashort, harsh bark of laughter. "Well, that's better than nothing, | suppose.”

Miryo tried to fight the pull of her own weariness, then gave up and rolled over to lieflat on her back.
"Cronesteeth, al two of them. | didn't get to ask about Ashin." Shelaughed at hersdlf, flatly. ™Y ou think
they wouldvetold me?'

"Y ou're asking me? I've never met these women."

"Probably not. Void it. How are we going to find her now?'

"I don't know. Our contact offered to meet usin Talbech. We can try to make her tell us.”
"If sheknows."

"| think she probably does." Mirage leaned back against one of the chairs and wiped her own brow clear
of sweset. "Mindif | think out loud?"

"Not at dl," Miryo said. She considered sitting up, but the floor was far too comfortable.

"Good. My mind'stoo shot to work without help right now.” Mirage's laugh sounded more like a croak.
"S0. Kasane has a child. She doestheritud, kills me—we assume—and | somehow end up with my
foster parentsin Eriot. Good so far, except we don't know how | got there. I'm five; my parents send me
off to beaTemple Dancer. | Stay there until I'm thirteen. Tari-nakana sees me, recognizeswhat | am, and
makes sure | become aHunter. Why?"

"Because you're good &t it."

"Right. Then, soon after that, severa other doppelgangersdon't die.”

"| can believe you were an accident, but it stretches credibility that al of them were, too."

"But we're dangerous to witches, or so the story goes. So letting us surviveisn't avery good thing to do.”

Miryo snorted. "That's an understatement. The Primes are not going to be happy with either of us. Letting
you liveis pretty much equivadent to an act of war."

Mirage held up one hand to silence her, and dropped her head, thinking. When shelifted it once more,
there wasagleam in her eye Miryo didn't like. "An act of war."

"Moreor less”

"And they'll try to stop us."

"l wouldn't bet againgt it."

"Sothey'relikely to try and kill us." She smiled without humor. "Like Tari-nakana."

It was so0 obvious Miryo should have thought of it sooner, but she could hardly wrap her mind around the
ideaof the Primesdoing something likethis. " They hired Wraith?'

"Of course. Tari-nakanaknew about me and did noth-ing. And soon after she finds out about me, other



doppelgangers start to survive. They must have found out something of what she was doing, and took
stepsto stop her.”

"Which would be why Ashin has so conveniently vanished. If she wasworking with Tari-nakana, her life
isin danger, too. Assuming the Primes know about her."

"Thered question, then, is why. Do these people not know the risk involved?’

Miryo shook her head. "I can't quite believe that. But we know therisk, and that hasn't changed what
we're doing.”

"They don't have our incentive.”

"Y ou expect meto know Ashin'smind? Or Tari's? Were still going to haveto talk with Ashinto figure
this out completely. They must have some reason for what they're doing, or they wouldn't endanger the
witchesthisway."

"So welll go meet our employer and confront her. We need to talk to Ashin as soon as possible, and
chances are these women know where sheis." Mirage stood with aburst of energy Miryo envied. "Can
the Primestrack us?"

Miryo groaned involuntarily as sherolled over and rose to her knees. "No. Normdly, yes, but not with
us. If they try asearching spell, it'll get confused, because asfar asit's concerned we're one target in two
places at once. It can't cope with that.”

"Even if weretogether?'
"Doesn't matter. We're ill the samething in two places.

"So we're safe from that, at least. But we'll need to watch out for mundane spies.” Mirage extended her
hand to Miryo and helped her to her feet. "We need to get out of Aystad right away. Areyou up to riding
tonight?"

"Given what werefacing?'

Mirage amiled briefly. "Okay. Well push our pace, then, and be in Tabech by late tomorrow."

"I'vegot aplan.”

"Do you, now?" Miryo wasflat on her back on her narrow bed, feet propped up on a saddlebag, and
wanted nothing more than anap. Mirage's energy never ceased to amaze her.

Energy, or that damnfool stubbornness Eclipse complained about? Maybe she just refuses to be
tired.

"How do those alarm spells you people set up work? Where are they normally located, and are they set
off when you crossaline, likeatrip wire, or do they sense more generdly than that? And do they just go
off, or do they give information about who's there?"

The questions gave Miryo amild headaches—or maybe it was just the sudden flashback to being
questioned by the Keys. "They'relike atrip wire that resetsitself. It goes off when you cross a border.
I'd be ableto tdl you whereitis; | can sense magic, evenif | can't work it. And they usudly just indicate
how many people have crossed it. Anything more than that and the spell starts being really complicated.



Most witches don't bother with anything more than the basics.”

"But they do tell you how many people. Void it. | was hoping they wouldn't." Mirage bit one knuckle,
then shook her head. "Eclipse will just have to stay home. She's expecting two people—it'll be you and
rrell

Miryo looked at her sharply. "What are you going to do, dressmein hisuniform?’

"Not a chance. I'm through with beating around the bush. They know about us; I'm sure of it. Why
bother pretending? Well just go in there and confront her.”

"Shelll have magic, you know. Y ou may not want to be too forceful.”
"Shell haveahard timesinging if | hit her in thethroat.”
Miryo flinched. Goddess. | keep thinking I've gotten used to her, and then she says things like that.

Mirage didn't seem to notice. She sat down and leaned her elbows on her knees. "So. The thingswe
want to know are: Where Ashin is. Why they're doing this. If they have any ideas about how to fix us.
Anything eseyou can think of ?'

"If there are any other doppelgangers.”
"Good one. | assumethey put dl of them into Hunter training, but that might not be the case.”
"I somehow don't get the fedling they'll tdl uswhoisinvolved with this.”

"If they do, they'reidiots. The Primes want to get their hands on us dready; giving us names would make
us an even bigger liability. | wastrained to ded with torture, but you weren't, and even I'm not
unbreskable anyway."

Trained to—DBride'stears. I'm glad | didn't have her childhood.
But | won't tell her that they have other ways of making us talk.
Mirage cracked her back, then stood up briskly. "Let's get ready. I'm sick of wagting time.”

The night had clouded over and the Streetswere black as pitch. Mirage liked it that way. Shewasin full
uniform, and it was better if people didn't see her. They started asking questionsif they did.

Miryo had argued againgt the uniform. But Mirage had wanted to weer it, for avariety of reasons. It
made her look more intimidating, for one thing; people had trouble dealing with afacelesswoman. And
given what they were planning, alittle intimidation couldn't hurt. Besides, she preferred to be in uniform
for stuationslikethis. It put her in the right mind-set, and gave her confidence. Which aso couldn't hurt.

"Where are you?' Miryo whispered, glancing around.

Mirage did right up behind her. "Here."

Miryo jumped. "Goddess. | can't see you in this blackness. Were you there al dong?'
"Yes'" Miragelied.

Miryo shook her head and walked on.



Behind her, Mirage grinned to hersdlf. It wasn't very nice, playing with her double's mind like that, but she
couldn't resst.

Onelast corner, and then they were there. Mirage waited as Miryo cocked her head to one side. The
witch hummed softly, then nodded. "It'sasmpleward,” she whispered. "An darm, nothing more. She
won't know who we are.

Mirage nodded. "L et's go, then."

They crossed the boundary swiftly and sped to the door. Mirage waited, motionless, listening with al her
skill for footsteps. They came, &t last, and she tensed her muscles.

The Cousin who opened the door never stood a chance.

She wasn't fight-trained, like the ones Miryo had with her in Angrim; she was asmple maid. Mirage had
ahand over her mouth before she even finished opening the door.

"Fetch your mistress," Mirage said in alow voice. Behind her, Miryo was keeping back, the hood of her
cloak pulled low. "Tdll her there are visitors. Nothing more than that. If you say anything e, itll go
badly for you. Do you understand?”

The Cousin nodded convulsively.
"Well bein the sitting room. Now go," Mirage said, and released her.

Thewoman fled. Mirage led the way into the house, Miryo on her hedls, and searched for the Sitting
room. It didn't take long to find; the house was not large. Glancing about, Mirage suspected thet it, like
the house in Ravelle, was the home of awitch. Whether or not it was the property of the woman they
were meeting tonight remained to be seen.

Enough speculation. Mirage stepped back as Miryo seated hersdf in the most impressive chair in the
room. By the way it was positioned, their contact had obvioudy meant it to be her own seat, when they
came a the appointed time later tonight. Mirage stationed hersalf behind it, and then they waited.

Before long, she caught the sound of hurried footsteps on the stairs. Two sets, one of which—the
Cousin's—scurried away down the hall. The other stopped for amoment, then continued on with amore
measured, deliberate tread. And then the door swung open.

"What do—" she said, but she got no further.

Miryo stood up, and it was clear by thelook on the other witch's face that she recognized her, but had
not expected to see her here. She had taken the time to put on theillusion, Mirage saw, despite the fact
that it had been compromised in Ravelle. She must not want her red appearance known. Mirage didn't
blame her.

"What are you doing here?' the witch said. She had recovered her composition admirably.
"We have questions for you," Miryo said, and Mirage took a step forward.
The witch's eyes shot between the two of them. And then they widened hugely. "Dear Goddess. Y ou—"

Then, to Mirage's surprise, she began to laugh. Wryly, not hysterically; she leaned back against the door
frame and smacked one hand against the wall. "What beautiful luck. We hire Hunters, and don't even
realize who one of them is. | wish you people wouldn't wear masks." Then she straightened and |ooked



at Mirage. "What do you say we trade? Y ou take off the mask, and I'll drop theillusion. Ded ?!
Miryo glanced back to Mirage, who gave her an imperceptible shrug. She could see no harmiinit.

"Excdlent," the witch said, as Mirage reached up to remove her mask. And theillusion vanished from her
face.

"Ashin!" Miryo blurted. And then amuttered "kasora," asif she couldn't decide whether to includeit or
not.

So thisis Ashin. Mirage supposed the odds worked out; thiswasn't either of the two previous witches,
and she doubted there were many of them in thisgroup. One hurdle cleared, then.

"So," Ashin said, brushing her hair back from her high-boned face, quite unlike the face of theilluson. "It
looks like we both got a surprise.” Shelooked at them and shook her head wonderingly. "It's amazing.

Y ou redly do look the same. Y ou would, of course, but it's one thing to know that, and another thing
entirely to see you standing sde-by-side.” She gestured for them to sit. "Well, Miryo, | said I'd talk to
you after your test. | guessnow isthetime.”

"So you didn't know who you'd hired?" Mirage asked the Air Hand Key.

Ashin shook her head. "No. It was stupid of us, but Tari was the only one who knew where you were. It
seemed safer that way—we couldn't betray you—but then when she died, we lost you completely. We
went ahead and hired Silverfires, but with you and your partner dways wearing masks, we had no idea
who we had. It was pure chance that we got you." She paused. "Or maybe not. Y ou're good—or so I'm
told—so it makes sense that your Grandmaster chose you.”

Technicaly held chosen Eclipse, but that didn't mean Jaguar didn't have her in mind. " Would you have
hired me, if you had the choice?’

"I haven't thought about it. Maybe, since you're involved anyway. It doesn't matter, though; it's not
something | can go back and change.”

Sraightforward, just as Miryo said. | hope sheisn't the brains of this operation; she seemsto bea
good person, but she's not nearly devious enough to run a subversive campaign. "Did you know the
Primeswere behind the nation when you hired us?"

Ashin flinched visibly. "Y ou're sure of it, then?' Mirage nodded. "We suspected, but we weren't sure.
That's why we hired Hunters; we needed to be sure. Void." Shesghed. "Wdll, | don't think anyone will
be surprised to hear it'strue.”

"They killed Tari-nakana because of this, then," Miryo said.

"Of course. Wéll, sort of. They'd found out that Tari knew about aliving doppel ganger. It happens,
sometimes, that a child somehow dips through, but awitch who finds out about oneis supposed to
report it. Tari didn't, which meant that she was entertaining heretical ideas. They had her killed to prevent
her from causing further trouble.”

Electric fire shot up Miragesright arm, making her clench her hand.
What in the Void was that?

A tenson she hadn't even redized existed medted out of her bones, and with the relaxation came



understanding. The blood-oath, the spell that bound her and Eclipse to investigate the assassnation, had
been fulfilled & lagt.

What ashame that talking about her achievement would only bring the Primes down on her head dl the
fadter.

Look on the bright side. That's one less sword hanging over my head.
She dragged her mind back to Ashin'slast comment. "But she'd dready caused trouble, hadn't she?"

.""Y es. She was the one who began arranging for other doppel gangersto survive. We don't think they
were aware of that at the time, though. Otherwise they would have tried to get her to talk first, to name
her accomplices. But they know now. Otherwise they wouldn't have searched her home."

Looking for evidence. Mirage nodded. " So how many of you are there, in thislittle conspiracy?*
Ashin gave her ameasuring look. "1 don't think I'm going to tell you that.”

Mirage grinned. It was good to know Ashin wasn't anidiot. "All right. How about a different question,
then. Arethe other doppelgangers out there children of your little conspirators, or did you find away to
make all doubles survivetheritua?'

"We know you let your daughter's doppel ganger survive," Miryo said.

Ashin smiled faintly. There was adefinite tinge of ruefulnesstoit. "Of coursel did. If | believeinthis, |
should believein it enough to commit my own child to it. But some of them, I'll admit, aren't ours.”

"And how are you arranging that?"

"The sameway you madeit,” Ashin said to Mirage. "Asfar aswe know, anyway. When a doppel ganger
aurvives, it's because the child was touched by starlight before theritud..”

Theimplications hit home quickly. " So she has a soul when she'sdivided.”

"Exactly. And thisisimportant becauseit puts an interesting twist on the way your liveswork. Y ou two
share one soul, you see. And so you're the only people who can kill each other. If anybody elsetries, you
just come back, because the other half is till around.”

"Wefound that bit out the hard way," Miryo said dryly.

Ashin looked disappointed that her declaration hadn't been met with more shock and amazement, but she
went on. "Theimmediate effect is that when the mother kills the doppelganger, it comes back to lifea
litttewhilelater."

"And then what?' Mirage asked. "How did | end up with foster parents? Why wasn't | just buried?”

"That'savery good question, and one we'll probably never know the exact answer to. The
doppelgangers are given to the Cousins to dispose of, you see. Unfortunately, we don't know which one
tended Kasane. But you can bet the Cousinsare in it up to their eyebrows, or at least some of them are.
Every time adoppel ganger survivesto adulthood, it's because a Cousin took her elsawhere, and didn't
report her to the Primes.”

Mirage was amused by that. So much for the Cousins as the mindless, eternally obedient servants. |
wonder how many witches realize all the tricks their subordinates are up to?



" just wish that the Cousinswould talk about it," Ashin said with afrustrated sigh. "We have afew on
our side, but they claim to know nothing. The Cousins know more about what goes on at Starfall than
anyone likesto think about, but they refuse to talk. Some of them help us, though.”

"Y ou've been arranging for thiswith other witches children, then?* Miryo asked.
"Yes" Ashin admitted blandly.
"And this doesn't bother you at dl.”

"Are we supposed to let them continue on, just aswe have for dl these centuries? No. We're doing them
afavor. Thingswill be better thisway."

"Only if wefind an answer," Mirage said, and put some bite in her voice. "'l don't suppose you happen to
have that up your deeve?'

"I'mafraid not."
"But you think thereisone.
"Of course. Why e se would we be doing this?"

Miryo seemed to find Ashin's attitude asirritating as Mirage did. "What if Mirageand | die, though? Then
what?"

The Air Hand Key shrugged. " Then someone after you will find the answer. One of the pairsweve
aranged for. The Goddess will not |et things continue on thisway forever; eventudly she will show us
how things were meant to be."

Warrior's teeth. She'd make a good siege general. Throw bodies at the problem, and one of these
days some of themwill break through. Just don't count the casualties.

And asif Miryo and | didn't have enough pressure on us before. Now it's not just "find an answer
or die," it's"find an answer or children will die, too."

"What makes you think there's an answer?* Miryo said.

"Did the Primes feed you that quote from Misetsu?* Ashin asked. When Miryo nodded, she snorted.
"Crone's stick. Y ou should read the rest of what that woman wrote. She may have been devout once,
but magic went to her head; all the later stuff reeks of pride. Y ou can bet that by the time Monisuko's
opening ritua came around, Misetsu wouldn't have heard the Goddess if shed had al five Aspects
shouting in her ear.”

Mirage could believe it. Sheld seen Temple Dancers, who devoted their lives to honoring the Goddess,
lose their way to the seduction of praise. It happened to the clergy, too. There was no reason it couldn't
happen to awitch.

"Y ou think she was wrong about doppel gangers, then,” Miryo said.

"Of course. She couldn't find an answer—because she wasn't listening—and so she found an easy way
out. Then she made up something suitably frightening to judtify it."

Mirage doubted the story was that smple. But she didn't want to argue it too closely; she hoped Misatsu
had been wrong.



"Weve been trying to think of asolution,” Miryo said. "Obvioudy. We had thought that what we maybe
needed to do was divide ourselves completely. Find away to cut the connection that remains between
lBH

Ashin looked dubious.

"You don' think it will work?'

"It might work," the Key said. "But so would killing Mirage—if your only god isfunctiond magic.”
"It'sone up on the old system; it leaves us both dive."

"But it doesn't redly gain you anything.”

Mirage raised one eyebrow at her. "And what do you think thereisto gain?'

Ashin got up and began to pace, hands clasped negtly behind her back. "I don't know. Not specificaly.
But think about it—the priests and priestesses dl turn their noses up at usand call us unbalanced. Why?
What's lacking in us?I'd bet anything it has to do with the doppelgangers. We're losing whatever'sin you.
It might be the physical attributes. Y ou have speed, and strength—you're born fighters.”

"So I'm the brawn, and Miryo'sthe brain?"

"You're not stupid; don't act like you are. Y ou know aswell as | do that idiots don't make good Hunters.
Y ou'refighting, and shes magic, but you're both intelligent."

Mirage conceded that with anod. She had made the comment deliberately, intending to provoke Ashin.
"What about putting us back together, like we used to be?' Miryo asked. "That doesn't lose anything.”

"Beentried. It didn't work. The Path of the Head's of the opinion it can't work—the magic won't flow in
that direction, if that makes any sense. It'slike canceling aspell outright, instead of counteracting it. Just
can't be done."

Mirage's spirits sank at the witch's words; for just an instant, sheld hoped that Miryo had hit on the
solution. Her double seemed equally depressed. The room was momentarily silent. Then Miryo roused
hersdf again. "Another question. Has anyone ever figured out why we only have daughters?”

Ashin nodded gpprovingly at her. "Not that I'm aware of, but it's agood question, and | wouldn't be
surprised if it'sapart of thissameissue. Lack of sonswould definitely quaify asan imbaance, at least in

"How are we supposed to fix it, though? Are al you people crazy enough to risk your livesfor a heresy
you don't even fully understand?'

The Key shrugged. "We haven't thought of anything. But we've been trying. And we may not have an
answer, but we do havefaith in the Goddess"

Mirage smiled sourly. Her own arguments sounded flimsier, coming out of someone else's mouth. Y ou
don't think separation isthe answer, though.”

"I don't see how it would right the balance. It seemsthat separation loses you just as desth does.”

Now it was Mirage's turn to stand and pace. "But it'sthe only answer we've found.”



Ashinlooked at her directly. In her eyes Mirage saw conviction, and determination, and ablindly trusting
faith that frightened her with its unquestioning intengity. "But it's not the only answer out there. I'm sureit's
not. Youll just haveto find theright one.

Uh-huh. And it's going to be that easy, I'm sure.
"What do you have planned?' Mirage asked her bluntly.

" 'Y ou' meaning 'you and your friends,’ | assume." She hardly waited for Mirage's nod. "We're not
certain. Weld like to go on as we have, and save more doppel gangers, but it's much more dangerous
than it used to be."

Not surprising. Mirage glanced over to Miryo and raised an eyebrow.

"Our best bet isto hole up, | think," her double said. "To get off the road and really work this through.
Wed haveto find a place we're not likely to be tracked down. Does Slverfire have anything like that we
could use?'

"Yes, but | don't think that'sagood idea." Mirage sat down and twiddled her mask between her fingers.
"Hunter security isgood, but it can be broken, especialy by magic. And they'll be expecting something
likethat." Sherealized that she had wrapped her entire head covering around her |&ft fist. She pulled it off
and folded it neatly. "Our best bet would be somewhere € se, somewhere remote.”

"The mountains?'

"Maybe. I'd favor the ones herein Abern. | know afew folk who live there; they might be able to set us
up." Theitinerary from Tari's study was in her saddlebags, so hopefully no one would be able to make
the connection to her earlier jobs. Mirage wondered briefly if she should demand protection from Ashin
as one of the three boons she and Eclipse were now due. No, no sensein it; they want us alive
anyway. Save the boons for later. And hope there will be a later.

"Hiding isagood idea," Ashin said, nodding. "We can get in touch with you through the paper you have.”
"And if wethink up anything that requires your help, well contact you."
The Hand Key nodded again. "May the Goddess be with you. I'm sure shelll give you an answer.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

&

Flight

d A

"Does Ashin frighten you as much as she does me?"

Miryo had to laugh, despite the tenson weighing on her. "Y es. She's so single-minded it's unbelievable.
Theresthe problem, which she knows; therée's the solution, which she'slooking for, and therésthe
Goddess, who will makeit dl okay."

"When you put it that way, she doesn't sound al that different from us. But somehow... | don't know. |



think it'sthe way sheswilling to gamble so many lives, including her own daughter's, on this”

"Yes." Miryo fingered thetail of her braid, twisting it around her finger. "Maybe that's the only way to do
it, though. Thereredly is aproblem. The clergy have been saying so forever, and we've been ignoring
them. | think that 'unbalanced’ thing must have something to do with this. Which isencouraging, in away;
it meansthat we are right, at least in thinking that the current Stuationiswrong.”

"Whether any of our hypothetical solutions are right isanother sory."
"I guesswell find out." She glanced up sharply asarumble of thunder reached her ears.

Mirage dso looked up and made asour face. They werein alarge, open field probably intended for
grazing, though at the moment no livestock werein it. There was no shdlter to be had, other than the low
sonewall at then-side. Miryo, considering the incoming weether, wished they had gone ahead and
pushed to reach the next town, but Mirage had advised keeping aslow a profile as possible.

Eclipse approached their campsite as a second roll of thunder began. He had been some distance away,
bathing in the stream; he ran ahand through hiswet hair and gave the sky anirritated look. "I might have
saved mysdf thewak, and just waited for therain to wash me off."

"Two bathswont kill you," Mirage said.

[l weather might make them dl sick, though. Miryo glanced at thewall. " Could werig up cloaks over
this? That might give us at least alittle bit of shelter.” If there was amore exposed place to camp within a
hundred miles, she/d be surprised.

"Wecantry," Mirage said. And, as Miryo had hoped, the Hunters were able to set something up. They
weighted one edge of their cloaks onto the wall with loose stones, and set their saddles on the inside of
the other edge, forming adoping roof. It would hold for at least awhile, provided the winds didn't
become too strong.

"| refuseto do thisagain,” Miryo said when they were finished. "Dye my hair; Voidit, cut off my nose
and | won't complain. | just want to deep in abuilding.”

"It won't be bad after tonight,” Mirage said. "Soon well bein trees again, and then welll be ableto set up
something much better. Besides, the bad weather probably won't 1ast long. Summers have been dry,
lady.”

"All the more reason were due for awet one." Hearing the whine in her own voice, Miryo grimaced.
llwry.ll

"I can hardly throw stones at you for being in abad mood. | fed the same way mysdf.”

Eclipse glanced at them both, but said nothing. He had reacted little to their account of their meeting with
Ashin. Lately he seemed to have assumed the responsibility of keeping them in one piece until they found
their answer or killed themselvestrying. Beyond that, he was keegping his mouth shut. Not long ago, such
behavior would have intimidated Miryo, but she was becoming accustomed to him. He had begun
treating her the way he did Mirage. This made things alittle problematic for Miryo, who didn't understand
him theway her doppelganger did, but shejust followed Mirage'slead: If Eclipse's Slence didn't bother
her, Miryo wouldn't worry about it, either.

Mirage tapped her on the arm. Suppressing asigh, Miryo got up and followed her out from under the
shelter of the cloaks.



They had agreed to pray together every night, in hope of deriving somekind of inspiration fromit. Miryo
wasn't sure how productive it would be, but it couldn't hurt. If nothing else, it meant shedd at least go to
the Goddess's arms with agood record of piety.

She banished such negative thoughts with agrimace. Thinking like that won't get you anywhere.

The first sporadic drops of rain began to fal. Miryo knelt on the ground at Mirage's side, looked at the
sky, and began to pray.

| don't think this is doing much good.

Mirage suppressed asigh. It wouldn't help to let Miryo know her heart was not truly in their prayers. It
waan't that she didn't care; her life was on the line, after dl. Shejust didn't get the fedling that knedling out
here in the mud was getting them anywhere.

Once again she turned her mind to the ins and outs of their problem, in hope of having some sudden
revel ation that would make everything clear. No such luck. Separation still struck her astheir best option,
but Ashin hadn't favored it, and Miryo seemed to agree with the Key. They'd spent theride so far
cooking up bizarre schemes for making Mirage apart of the casting processinstead.

She il had to shudder at the proposition Eclipse had put forth. He hadn't meant it serioudy, but the
potential consequences didn't bear thinking about. He had suggested that they try to create the channel
for power in Mirage.

| can just see me spawning another one of me—of us—whatever. Three people with one soul. As
if two aren't enough. And we'd still have an antimagical doppelganger around, which wouldn't
solve anything.

Miryo had tried teaching Mirage to sing aspdll, but that had been amiserable failure. Not only could
Mirage barely tell one note from another, she found it impossible to remember the proper order of the
gyllables. The language used for magic was not easy to learn, and small errors had meaning. Sheld
accidentally said "kosuda' instead of "koshuda," and Miryo had fallen about laughing. According to the
witch, she would have been summoning fish instead of awind.

What else was there? They had dready tried being in physica contact, the same night she had Eclipse
knock her out. None of it was working.

Mirage redlized her breathing had quickened. Sheforced herself to dow down. Even if | can't
concentrate, | shouldn't distract Miryo.

She knew that Eclipse thought she had become resigned to dying in the attempt. He was wrong, athough
Mirage could not have said exactly why. She had said at one point that it was because "dietrying" wasn't
even an option; she would succeed. That wasn't quiteit, though. And it wasn't Ashin's blind belief that
the Goddess would makeit al right.

Maybe it'sjust that | can't believe | really might die.
Oh, and thisis a cheerful train of thought.

She shook the gloomy fedling off with an effort. Even as she did so, the intermittent drops from the sky
became ared rain. Mirage sighed inwardly, but said nothing; Miryo was deep in prayer, and she would
stay out here aslong as her double did.



But Miryowasin fact not deep in prayer. Shewaslooking at Mirage.

When sheredized this, Mirage blinked. Miryo's eyes did quickly away, but Mirage had to grin. "Have
you been praying?' she asked.

Miryo looked uncomfortable. "I... | just can't concentrate. I'm sorry if | distracted you."

At that, Mirage laughed outright. "And here | am, knedling in the rain because | don't want to interrupt
you. What a stupid pair we make."

"Do you want to go back in?"

"No, I'd rather St out here in the mud.” Mirage snorted and got to her feet. "Enough of this. Maybe some
sectswould tell us suffering isgood for the soul, but | think the Goddess will understand if we forgo this
infavor of not catching cold.”

The rain, which had been showing every sgn of blowing through quickly, changed its mind and camped
out over theroad they were taking. It did not improve Miryo's mood. She had hoped for awhilethat it
would be possible to teach Mirage the words and pitches of aspell, and that this might be the answer to
their problems—or at least the right idea—but she finally had to concede defeat. Her doppelganger was
trying, but she didn't have the ear, or the voice.

Well, at least twenty-five years of study accomplished something. Evenif | can't useit.

She found she was chewing on one thumbnail and made hersdlf stop. Fine, so that idea won't work.
Think of another one. You haven't tried everything, and maybe something you think is completely
outlandish will turn out to be the answer. You'll never know until you try.

Of course, trying might well kill her.

But if | don't try, I'll still end up using my magic by accident. | know | will. | almost bit my tongue
off last night, trying to keep myself frominterfering with the rain. During the fight with Wraith, it
felt so good to pull power. Even though | didn't really have it under control I'm going to get us
killed.

For awhile sherode with the fond fantasy that the Primes knew the key to solving it dl, and were
keeping it from her out of a spiteful desire to undermine the Goddess's gift. She particularly enjoyed the
ideaof hitting Shimi over the head with something large and heavy; the Prime was one of the few reasons
she gtill wasn't sure about joining the Air Ray.

Shimi wasn't atruly bad person, though, and there could definitely be worse Primes. Miryo il
remembered |kkena-chashi, the Earth Prime who had preceded K oika during the first two years Miryo
had been at Starfal. That woman's heart had been carved out of stone—assuming she had oneto begin
with. And Ashin would make a miserable Prime. Her temper got the best of her much too often. Shimi
would likely be succeeded by Ngji, though, who was the current Heart Key, and who would make a
very good Prime when thetime came.

And thinking about that is getting you nowhere. Stop wasting time.

A fat splat of water hit Miryo in the face at that exact moment, and she bit back a swear word. Then,
with asigh, she bent her mind once moreto the task of finding away to stay dive.

At least we've got trees over our heads. That makes it better. Sort of.



Just keep telling yourself that.

Mirage stared fixedly at a spot between Mist's ears and did her best to ignore therain. It was doing
nothing to lighten her mood.

Trave conditions were becoming increasingly worse as they moved into the foothills of western Abern,
where the road was, often as not, athin sheen of dick mud over date. Mirage cast awatchful eyeto her
right. The path dropped away into a short, crumbling dope, and then flattened out into a streambed. With
the dry westher lately, flash flooding was adistinct possibility. And that was the last thing they needed
today.

Then they rounded a bend in the road, and Mirage changed her mind. No, this was the last thing we
needed today.

Three Cousins, mounted on horses, were in the road, blocking their path.
Lightning cracked overhead as the two groups stared at each other.

"We have amessage,” the center one said at ladt, pitching her voice to carry through the worsening rain.
"Will you hear it?"

After amoment, Miryo nudged her horse forward, until she wasjust in front of Mirage and Eclipse. "l
will."

"From the Primes. "We gave you onefinal chancein hopesthat you would understand and return to us.
We grieve that you chose to ignore our words. Now we are forced to take steps on our own.™

Mirage didn't wait to hear asingle word more. She lunged forward, grabbing the bridle of Miryo's horse,
and kneed Mist sideways off thetrail.

She took the Cousins by surprise. Mirage risked a single glance behind her as she threw her weight
backward in the saddle; they were ill on theroad, in disarray. Then Migt'sfooting dipped and Mirage
had to concentrate on riding her horse down the soaking wet, disintegrating Sope.

Somehow they made it to the bottom in one piece. Mist gave a convulsive legp as she bit the foot of the
dope and cleared most of the stream; to her right Eclipse had ducked low over the neck of Sparker, who
was doing the same. Miryo's horse floundered through the water behind them. And then Mirage heard
shouting on the road above.

She looked back and up in time to see aknot of Cousins appear on the path, behind their origina
postion, and plunge down the dope after them.

Void it. They had reinforcements.

Eclipse swerved right, and Mirage followed him. Dead ahead the land climbed sharply up again, and
evenif the horses could manageit in thisrain they would lose too much time.

Mirage wasworried. All three of their horses had been on the road for along stretch without redl rest;
how would they hold up in an extended chase? Already Miryo's gelding was faling behind.

Then aroar up ahead drew her attention forward.

Theland in front of them dropped away again. The gully wasn't nearly as steep, but it wasfilled nearly to
the top with rushing, churning water: flooding from the rain. Mirage gritted her teeth and cued Mist with



her hedls; the only way across wasto jump.
Mist cleared it. Aninstant later, so did Sparker.
And then, behind them, a crack, a horse's scream, and a squel ching, rolling thud.

Mirage reined Mist in so hard the mare stumbled. She looked back over her shoulder, and her worst
fearswere confirmed.

Miryo's gelding wasflailing in the mud, screaming in agony; one foreleg was clearly broken. Next to him,
facedown and unmoving, was Miryo.

And just past her, on the other side of the stream, ten or twelve Cousins.

Mirage knew what she had to do. But she sat there, motionless, staring at the form of her fallen double.
Miryo wasn't moving.

"Come on!" Eclipse roared.

The Cousinswould be clearing the stream any second.

"Moveyour Void-damned ass!"

Mirage closed her eyes. Warrior have mercy. | do what | must.

She dammed her hedlsinto Mist's Sides, and the mare legpt forward, into the teeth of the wind, away
from the stream. Away from Miryo.

Leaving her to the Cousins.

Not al of them stayed behind at the stream. Mirage heard splashing, and guessed that at least a couple
had not made the jump; of those who did, some reined in around Miryo'sfalen form, and the rest
pursued the Hunters across the muddy ground.

Eclipseled theway, up agentler dope and into the shadows of the trees beyond. Mirage was hard on his
hedls. They dowed asthey passed between thefirst trunks, one misstep in here and their horses would
go down. Theonly bright sdewasthat it would dow the Cousinsjust as badly. And the two Hunters
were more accustomed to riding under bad conditions than the witches servants; in wooded terrain like
this, they had the edge.

The chase stretched out, with pursuers dropping away one a atime, fanning out to cover the areamore
thoroughly in case the Hunters diverged from their course. Mirage was numb inside; shelet Eclipse
choose their way without even paying attention to what he was doing.

Shed left Miryo behind.

There had been a dozen Cousins there. Not odds Mirage favored. Had she ridden back to the stream,
even with Eclipse a her Sde, she would have gone down.

But she had left Miryo behind.

The betraya stabbed her, arazor-edged knife twisting in her gut She could go back; she would, later,
and try to rescue her double. But at that moment, when Miryo had gone down, Mirage had ridden on.



Leaving her behind.

Light pierced her eyes. The cloudsthat had blanketed the sky al day were breaking up; rain il fell, but
in the west the sky was clearing enough to let the sun through. It was later in the day than Mirage had
thought And they had just ridden out of the trees. Up ahead Eclipse twisted around in his saddle to |ook
back at her.

"Have welost them?' he asked.

They both reined in to listen and heard a crashing not too far behind. "No," Mirage said grimly. "Although
most of them are gone.”

The two Hunters urged their horses forward again, making for another smal wood visblein the distance.
They had not covered even haf the ground to it, though, when behind them three Cousins broke free of
the trees and sighted them with atriumphant cry.

The Cousins horses were fresher than either Mist or Sparker. Mirage, looking ahead, realized that they
would not make the next patch of treesintime.

An unpleasant grin crossed her face; she was barely aware of it.

She cued Mist to dow ever so dightly, so that the lead Cousin would catch up to her sooner. Up ahead,
Eclipse did not notice. Mirage kicked her |eft foot clear of the stirrup for just amoment, and then hooked
her toe back in from the other side, so that the stirrup was twisted around.

Thefirst Cousin had dmost drawn abreast.

Mirage suddenly pulled her horse up short. As shedid so, she swung her right leg clear of the saddle; her
left foot in the twisted stirrup and her hands planted on the saddl€'s cantle gave her apivot point for a
roundhouse kick that took the Cousin completely by surprise. Mirage's foot dammed into the woman's
shoulder and threw her backward, clean out of her saddle and onto the ground. Her last Sght, as she
whipped her right leg around to drop hersalf back in the saddle, was of the woman rolling into the path of
the second Cousin on their trail.

Eclipse had findly noticed what she was doing. He was pulling Sparker around in acircle, but Mirage
kicked Mist forward and caught up to him. An unpleasant thud behind them told her the fallen Cousin
had tripped up her compatriot's horse.

Which left just one.

They reached the wood. Mirage reached up for alow-hanging branch and pulled hersdlf out of the
saddle and into an em. Eclipse had anticipated this one; he grabbed Mist's bridle and kept the mare
moving forward, deeper into the wood.

The Cousin raced closer.
Supid. One Cousin against two Hunters?

Thewoman didn't stand a chance. As she rode under the tree, Mirage dropped. The horse reared a the
unexpected weight on its hindquarters. As she and the Cousin fell, she made sure the other woman ended
up on the bottom. Her head dammed into arock. Mirage didn't even have to knock her out.

She took amoment to scan the muddy field they'd just left. Some distance avay, she could just seea
Cousin rising unsteadily to her feet, cradling abroken arm.



There was no one €' se moving.

Mirage turned and jogged deeper into the treesto find Eclipse.

"I'm going with you."
"Void you are."

Eclipse grabbed Mirage's arm as she took hold of Mist's bridle. ™Y ou, alone, against how many Cousins?
Y ou're good, Sen, but not that good."

She gave him aquick grin, even though it was the last expression her face wanted to assume. "I'll be
quiet.”

"Youll be dead. And that's what they want."

Mirage shook her head. "Miryo'sthe only one who can kill me, remember? Ashin confirmed it. And
according to Miryo, they can't magically force her to kill meif she doesn't want to. A spell like that hasto
have something to work with."

"So then they lock you inacdl until her magic killsyou both. Greet dterndive.”

Mirage wrenched her arm free of his grip with aviolent twist. "What do you want meto do? Let her rot
intheir hands? Run away? Warrior damn my soul black if | do. | left her there on thefield becausel
didn't have any other choice, but now | do. | can snesk up to them, and try to get her loose."

"Let me go with you, then.”
"No." Mirage shook her head emphatically. "Two people are more noticeable than one.”
"And two people can kill more other people than one can.”

"I hopeto kill asfew people as possible. Besides, Kerestdl," and she took care to soften her tone, "I
need you to do something else."

"Ah. Here comesthe thinly disguised excuse to keep me away."
"It'snot an excuse. | need you to go back to Silverfire.”
He stared & her. "What? Why?"

"The other doppel gangers. Jaguar needs to know about them, and about me. The Primeswill learn they
exist eventualy—if they don't dready know—and they will find them. That can't be alowed to happen. I
Miryo and | go down in this, those girls have got to be around to keep trying for an answer."

She could tdll by hisfacethat hedid not like hearing her talk about dying. "That can wait, can't it?'
"No. Please, Kerestel, do thisfor me. I've got to know that they'll be protected.”

He dropped his head, then kicked arock suddenly. "I don't likeit. Letting you ride off doneisa shitty
idea"

Mirage reached out and lifted his chin so she could look at him directly. In his eyes she saw worry, even
fear. For abrief moment it warmed the cold place inside her, to remember that he was her friend, and



would ride with her into the middle of anest of Cousinsand Primesif shewould only let him.

"I've got to do this, Kerestel," she whispered. "l left Miryo there. | owe adebt to her. To her, and to the
Goddess."

He hugged her suddenly, fingers digging into the muscles of her back. "Don't get yoursdf killed just
because you expect to. Y ou're better than them, Sen. Find away through and come back aive."

Mirage blinked back unexpected tears and nodded. "I'll do what | can.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

7

Power

d A

Satomi was many days ride away, but the image of her in the mirror was very nearly asintimidating as
theVoid Primein person.

"Weregret that you forced usto this,” Satomi said.

Miryo shrugged, mesting the woman's pale green eyes without fear. She was done with playing therole
of obedient underling. Satomi knew that she had pitched her lot in with Mirage and Ashin. It didn't much
matter what she said now. "If you say so. | followed the only course | saw that did not dishonor my
commitment to the Goddess.”

Satomi's expression was hard and cold, unmoved by Miryo'swords. "If you were truly devoted to her,
you would heed the words of her chosen one, Misetsu. Instead, you took a different path, turning your
back on us and placing everything the Goddess has given usin danger.”

"The Goddess gives you doppel gangers, and you kill them.”
" She separates them so that we may be refined for her gift. She divides that which might hinder us.”
"So you think." Miryo shrugged again, cardesdy. "I think you're wrong. But that'skind of obvious.”

The Void Prime was less than pleased with her unruffled attitude. Miryo wondered if she could tell it was
al afacade. In truth, her heart was begating triple time; her hands would be trembling if she didn't have
them clasped in her lap. It was taking every ounce of control she had to keep her voice even, to meet the
eyes of the projection without flinching or looking away.

"For the sake of what you once were," Satomi said, "and in remembrance of the promise you once
showed, | tell you that | do not relish what we must do.”

| just bet, Miryo thought cynicaly.

Asif she had heard that thought, the Void Prime's eyes hardened. "Y ou will tell us everything you know
about the heretics Tari subverted before her death. It will go easier for you if you tdl uswillingly, but
whether you do or not, we will get that information.”



"And then what? Y ou'll kill Mirage? Y ou can't. I'm the only onewho candoit, and | refuse.”

Satomi shook her head. "No. We cannot permit you to live; you will spread the poison that Tari began.
And so wewill kill you both." She arched her thin eyebrows at Miryo. "Did the heretics not tell you that?
Y ou are the only one who can kill your doppelganger, and it isthe only one who can kill you—but that
assumes you wish to leave the other one dive. All we need do iskill you both at once, and our problem
isdiminated.”

What little self-assurance Miryo had vanished with a sickening lurch. For the thousandth time since she
woke up, she remembered her fall from her horse: pitching forward, putting her arms out to catch herself,
one hand skidding in the mud, and the ugly, hot crunchin her neck.

Then blackness. And waking up to find hersdf surrounded by Cousins.

What had been abstract theory up until then had become very red. She could not die, save by Mirage's
hand. Or so she had thought.

"Kill usboth?" she repeated, her voice a strangled whisper.

Satomi nodded grimly. ™Y ou are an abomination: one soul in two bodies. If you will not cooperate with
us, wewill kill both bodies. I will regret loang awitch of your potential talent, but you have turned your
faceto the darkness.”

The Void Prime had to belying. Or did she? Miryo swallowed againgt the sick fedling in her gut and met
Satomi's pale green eyes squarely. She was damned if sheld let the woman know how afraid she was.
"What you see as darkness, | see aslight. | would not trade that for your way; | would not 'return’ to
your Sde evenif you let me."

"Asyou wish." Satomi'svoice was as cold and sharp asaknife of ice. Y ou will be dedt with
accordingly.”

"We continued to search, but found no tracks beyond that second wood," the Cousin said. She stood at
attention, arms stiff at her Sdes; her shame at her failure was written in the formaity of her posture.

Satomi nodded. "And how many did you lose?'

"Two, Aken. One a theriver, when her horsefdl, and another when she was knocked off her horse and
trampled.”

Twelve against three, and two Cousins had died. And only one capture to show for it. Satomi could not
bring hersdlf to rebuke the woman, though; two of the three had been Hunters, and one of them had the
advantages that came with being a doppelganger. That did not excuse the Cousins failure, but it did much
toexplanit.

For the hundredth time, she wished she could be there to handle thisin person. But she could not risk
approaching the doppel ganger so closely. None of them could.

"Keep Miryo drugged,” shesaid at last. "Her magic isn't stable, but she may attempt to use it anyway.
Bring her south to us as quickly asyou can.”

"And the other?"

"Shimi-kaneistracking it now. Wewill contact you again when we have itslocation confirmed.”



The Cousin nodded. With asingle note, Satomi ended the spdll, and the woman's image vanished from
the mirror in front of her.

She sat for amoment, staring at her own reflection in the glass. One hand came up to brush back afew
srands of her pae, fiery hair. No whitein it yet; after thelast haf year shefelt asthough there should be.
The discovery of Tari's heresy had pained her deeply, bringing up long-buried memories of her own
doppelganger. And that had been just the beginning of her problems.

Satomi truly wished that Miryo could be made to understand. She wished that for all the heretics, but
Miryo above the others. The young woman showed so much promise; she was bright, and adaptable,
and devoted. But she was as0, in the end, flawed. She had come to believe whole-heartedly inthelies
Tari had spawned, and shewould not listen to reason. Satomi grieved that she must kill Miryo, but there
was no choice. She could not place the surviva of one talented young woman above the continuation of
Safdl itsdf.

The darm on her persona quarterstripped. Satomi composed her face, then rose and went to admit
Shimi.

"It worked," the Air Prime said. "The man is heading north, quite rapidly.”

Satomi studied her colleague closdy. Therewasaglint in Shimi's pae, cold eyes she did not like. Arinel
had been upset over Tari's betrayd, but that was nothing compared to Shimi's fury when she learned that
Ashinwasapart of it, too. The Air Prime wasfurioudy bent on seeing al of the heretics destroyed. Her
god was not wrong, but Satomi would have to watch her and make certain the woman did not carry it
too far. This needed to be acareful bloodletting, not a bloodbath.

"And have you succeeded in spying him out?'
The Air Prime dropped her eyes. "No. Not yet.”

Of course not. None of them had seen him in person, and secondhand descriptions were nowhere near
ashdpful indirecting spells. Again Satomi cursed the circumstances that kept them remote from the
actud events.

Shimi didn't seem worried. "I'm certain it'll be with him. Our informant saysthey're close friends, and
they've been traveling together for sometime. | doubt the doppel ganger will have abandoned hisside
now, when it needsan dly.”

Satomi could only hope shewasright. If the doppelganger had split off from the other Hunter, they would
have adifficult timefinding it. "Very wel. Spell to Tsue and inform her. Have her send a detachment after

him—no, more than a detachment. They'll need to gather more of the Cousinsin the areg, if they're going

to take the doppelganger prisoner. Therest will bring Miryo south.”

Mirage watched from the shadows as several mounted figures rode out through the gates. She could not
see them wdll, but they were dmost certainly Cousins. It was dusk aready; she wondered &t their late
departure. What moved them, that could not wait until morning?

When they were out of Sght, she dismissed them from her mind. They might return, and shed haveto
keep an eye out for that, but in the meantime, her concerns were with the ones ill in the house.

The building in front of her wasalarge, dim bulk in the fading light. It belonged to Linea, the Lady of
Abern; sheretired there occasondly for foxhunting and parties. Now, however, it lay empty, and the



Cousins had appropriated it for their own use.

A faint, dmost imperceptible pull had drawn Mirage there, leading her on when the tracks she was
following became too faint to trust. She suspected it was the same connection that had led Miryo to her.
And it had brought her here, to the forested fringe around the house, but now it had failed her.

Not completely; she could tdll that Miryo wasin the house. But there was nothing beyond that. No sense
of her doubl€e's specific location.

Mirage gritted her teeth. Not good enough.

She closed her eyes and focused on the sensation she had been following. It was weak, and hard to pay
attention to; it faded whenever she directed her attention to it, like alight so dim it only shonein
periphera vison. But Mirage was determined not to accept that. She concentrated on thoughts of Miryo:
her appearance, her voice, the way she behaved. The ways in which she was different from Mirage. The
strange feding Mirage got every time she went to do something and found Miryo had doneit already.

Give over, Void it. Whereis she?
There.

Mirage's eyes shot open. Western end of the house, top floor but below the attics. Not quite on the
corner.

Now she just had to find away in.

She hummed the way she had heard Miryo do, but felt nothing. Not surprising; it would have been too
much to ask that she be able to sense any darm spells. Sheéld have to walk in blind, and hope to outrun
pursuit.

Wait. Think about that. There weren't any witches there when you were ambushed. You're lucky
there weren't; one spell and you would have been out of your saddle, on the ground next to Miryo.
So if there weren't any witches there, will there be any here?

That seemed downright stupid. Why not send awitch to help capture them? Miryo couldn't cast reliable
spells, but she could till wreak havoc trying. Why wouldn't they send someone to ded with that?

"The doppelganger is anathema to us. It is destruction and oblivion, the undoing of all magic. Itis
the ruin of our work, and the bane of our being. It and our magic will never coexist, and its
presence threatens all that our powers can do.”

She heard Miryo's voice, recounting Misetsu'swords, asif her double were standing next to her. Mirage
actualy jJumped, then made hersdf be dill.

Could that beit? If I'm a danger to them, and to their magic... they may be afraid to put a witch
anywhere near me.

If that's the case, there may well not be one in the house.
She couldn't be certain her logic was correct.
But does it matter?

Not really.



Mirage would go in after her double whether there was an darm spell or not. She considered that, and
found it acceptable. Stupid, but acceptable.

She stood there in the shadows for amoment longer. Exhaustion permeated her body; sheld driven
hersdlf hard to get here. Mist was in poor shape. Mirage wasin worse.

But she had been even more worn down before, and she knew how to deal with it.
Mirage closed her eyes and went insde.

There was a place within her, one she had found years ago, when she first made the commitment to be
more than an ordinary Temple Dancer. It had served her well during the extratraining she put herself
through. When she went to Silverfire, it was dl that had kept her going during the days when the students
gave her the worst they had, when the masters demanded more and faster progress from her, to prove
her right to stay. There was a place inside where she could go and not fed pain or weariness, where she
could put them aside and focus on the task before her. 1t was an interna emptiness, a clean space where
all of that melted away. Mirage closed her eyes and found that place. She took three dow, deep breaths,
and fdlt her exhaustion drop from her. Her muscles were loose, relaxed, but ready to legp into motion.
She could betired later. Right now, she had something she had to do.

Mirage opened her eyes and looked at the house. Miryo wasin there.
She began to run.

The stable lay at the house's southeastern corner, and the shadow of itswall made agood hiding place.
Mirage cursed the wesather for clearing; the moon was bright, and made sneaking in more difficult. But
she had gotten thisfar without any sounds of alarm, and she thanked the Warrior for that.

Insde the stable, she made aquick count of horses. Five of them, dl with Starfall's markings. Did that
mean five Cousins? They might have lost some horses aong the way, either at the stream or in tripping
over falen bodies. Well, assume at least five. And hopefully not more than ten.

Sheleft the stable and ghosted around its Side, into the shadow of ahuge tree. There weren't many lights
in the house, and most of them were clustered up near the top of the western end, where Miryo was
being held. Unsurprising.

Stll, there might be Cousinslurking esewhere in the house; she couldn't see the windows of the northern
sde. And Mirage didn't relish the idea of wandering through the entire place, trying to find Staircasesto
get her up to the top.

The answer wasright in front of her—or rather, above her. The treg's branches overhung the southern
wing; they would give her an easy path to that roof. Then she could find away to climb thewall of the
main body of the house, and thus gain the roof. If nothing else, she could break in awindow there; shed
at least be closer to her destination.

Mirage grasped the branches and svung hersdf up into the tree.

Shelanded, cat-soft, on the roof, and ran aong it to the shadow of the higher section. Still no alarm. And
there was adrainpipe, right in front of her, which led straight up, and looked sturdy enough to climb.

Lucky for me Linea's not a fanatic about security.

The drainpipe took her up to the roof without trouble. She ran along its crest, staying aslow as she



could; al it would take was one Cousin outside and looking up to give her away. But she madeit to the
house's western end, and did carefully down to the edge that overhung the top-floor windows.

She could hear Miryo's voice, muffled through the window. Mirage glanced down and scowled.
Someone—probably one of the Cousins—had nailed the window shut. She could care less about Lineds
opinion of the modification, but it meant that getting into Miryo's room would not be quick. And she
couldn't afford to be dow.

After amoment, she did Sdeways, to the next window. It too had alight—both of the onesflanking
Miryo's did—but she could hear no voices.

Mirage lowered her head until she could peer in.

A woman was in there, sitting on the floor. Her back was to the window, which was encouraging; she
was sharpening a sword, which was not. But she had |eft the window open a crack, and Mirage, eyeing
the gap, caculated that she could get in quickly enough to take down the Cousin without a prolonged
fight. She hoped.

Through the window, take her down. Then next door, hope there's not more than one Cousinin
there. If you're lucky, it'll go quietly enough that the others won't know what's happened.

If you're not lucky—you'll deal with it.

Mirage took a deep breath, held it, then expelled it dowly. She grasped the gutter, tested to be sure it
would hold her weight, and then sivung her legs down, placing her toes silently on the windowsll. The
Cousin had not turned around. Mirage lowered one hand and grasped the window's edge.

Then she yanked the window up and threw hersdlf through.

The Cousin, to her credit, was on her feet dmost ingtantly, but she waslooking too high; Mirage rolled
across the floor and surged upward, grabbing the woman's sword hand. She kicked the Cousin's feet out
from under her and twisted the captive arm around as she did so. Her opponent fell to her knees without
too much of athump, and then Mirage cracked her over the head with the pommel of her own sword.
The Cousinwent limp.

One step down, lotsto go.

Mirage lowered the body to the floor and tossed the sword under the bed, where it wouldn't be found
immediately if someone wanted to useit.

Next door, someone began to sing.

At least they were feeding her. Miryo had wondered if they would, when night fell and no food came. But
aCousin had finally appeared, bearing atray with bread and abowl of soup. No fork, knife, or spoon.

Asif | could threaten anyone with them.

The Cousin watched her as she ate. She had not drawn her short sword, but one hand rested on the
pommel. Miryo did her best to ignore her guard, but it made egting difficult.

Finaly she broke the silence. "What's your name?"

A suspicious ook from her guard.



Miryo held up her hands. "I'm just wondering.”
The Cousin considered that for far too long. Finally she opened her mouth to let out oneword. "Tsue."

"Tsue. Thank you." Miryo sopped a piece of bread in her soup and ate it. "Tsue, how many Cousinsdied
intheambush?'

The woman's eyes hardened.

"I had hoped none," Miryo said quietly. "I don't have anything against you. Y ou're just doing your job,
and I'm just doing what | think isright. But | take it that someone did die.”

At last she got agrudging nod. "Two."
"Ther names?'
"Yun and Gau." Tsue'sjaw tensed. "One at the stream. The other in the chase."

Meaning that Mirage had killed her. "I'm sorry. | can promise you that Mirage—my
doppelganger—didn't deliberately target her. She doesn't kill unless she hasto.”

No response to that. Miryo finished her meal in silence and waited for Tsue to remove the bowl and tray.

The Cousin, however, stayed motionless. Finally, after an excruciating pause, she reached into her belt
pouch and removed asmall flask. "Y ou must drink this. By the order of the Primes. | amost put it in your
food, but..."

She didnt finish the sentence, but Miryo could guess, and she was grateful for Tsue's honor. "What isit?
"A deeping drug.”

Not a poison, then, dthough Miryo hadn't thought it would be. "It's not necessary."

"The Primes have ordered it."

"Tsue, what am | going to do? Overpower you al single-handedly? Asif | could. Y ou could take me
down inyour deep. And asfor my magic..." She snorted. "I might aswell kill mysdlf on the spot and
savethetrouble

Tsuedidn't look forgiving.
"All right. What if | gave you my swornword | will not attempt to cast any spdlls?'
The Cousin shook her head. "The Primes have ordered it."

What a good little drone you are. Miryo sighed and closed her eyes. She could see the path al too
well: she would be drugged and taken to Starfall, tied to her saddle. They'd revive her enough to eat, but
she'd be dosed again before she could get too lucid. Once they got that potion inside her; her odds of

escape went to nil.

Unless, of course, Mirage came after her. Ever since the confrontation with Satomi, Miryo had haf
hoped her doppel ganger would stay away. It wasn't likely, though. Which meant mat Mirage would
probably be captured as well.

Fine. Then you do something about it. Now.



She had offered to give her sworn word, but she hadn't actually doneit.

Miryo opened her eyes and gave Tsue the most sincere ook she could manage. "May | have just a
moment, before | drink it?1'd liketo pray."

The Cousin gave her along, searching look, and finaly nodded. She took a step back—just one—and
waited.

Void it. | was hoping she'd |eave the room.

Miryo, robbed of the privacy she'd hoped for, turned and went to the window. Outside she could see the
moonlit ground, but not the moon itsdlf; that was on the other side of the house. She looked through the
panes of the glass at the sky, envisioned the stars there, and closed her eyes.

Here goes nothing.
Miryo beganto sing.

She kept it as quiet as she could; her hands, clasped near her mouth, helped muffle the sound. She got a
good distance into the spell before Tsue realized something was happening.

"What are you doing?" the Cousin snapped, stepping forward.

The game was up. Miryo spun to face Tsue, singing full-voice now; asthe Cousin lunged at her she
dodged. It was aridiculous chase, trying to keep out of Tsue's hands while fighting to control the power.
No, not to control it; that was beyond her. Shejust had to direct it, to make certain that someone
else—Tsue—took the brunt of itsforce.

The power built to a crescendo, and Miryo realized she had no ideawhat it was going to do.

Through the roaring in her head, she saw the door fly inward hard enough to rebound off thewall. And
there, so suddenly and unexpectedly Miryo dmost didn't believe her eyes, was Mirage.

Oneingtant her doppelganger was in the doorway; the next, shetwisted and threw hersdlf violently to the
floor. And even as she did 0, the energy of Miryo's spell broke its bounds and shot outward in an
expanding ring of razor-edged fire.

Tsue had only begun to scream when it hit her.

The world swam around Miryo. Blackness threatened at the edges of her vision. Shetook deep gulps of
air, reeching out for something to steady herself; there was nothing nearby, and then suddenly Mirage had
an arm around her, holding her up.

"Warrior'steeth," her doppelganger swore, looking around the room.

Miryo'svison was clearing. All around, at chest-height, there was aband of destruction. Her spell had
ripped into the walls, and through them; the ragged edges were dancing with rapidly spreading fire.

Sheforced hersdlf to look to her eft.

Tsue's body had suffered the same fate asthe walls. The spell had caught her squarely, and had ripped
her upper body apart.

"This placeisgoing to be covered in fire and Cousinsin about half asecond,” Mirage said.



Miryo complied numbly as her doppelganger dragged her toward the door. They madeit to the halway,
and stopped there.

Two Cousinsin the room to one side had been coming to investigate the noise. They had gotten no
farther than the doorway; the spell had caught them there. Asfar as Miryo could seein either direction,
the energy had torn through the doors and walls. She wondered how far the destruction stretched.

"Not thisway," Mirage muttered, eyeing the growing flames. She pivoted and dragged Miryo into the
other neighboring room.

For amoment Miryo thought the body on the floor in there was also her doing. But thiswoman, she saw,
wasintact, and il dive,

"Canyou climb?' Mirage asked.
Miryo swvdlowed the urgeto laugh hystericaly. "Yes™

"Out the window and onto the roof. If you go to the eastern end, there's a drainpipe that will take you
down to the southern wing. From there you can climb the tree down to the ground.”

"Wheat about you?'
Mirage nodded at the unconscious Cousin. "I've got to take care of her."

As she went to the window, Miryo saw what her doppel ganger meant; Mirage had pulled a thin rope out
of somewherein her clothing and was knotting a harness out of it She glanced up and scowled a Miryo,
gtanding there. Only then did Miryo redlize Mirage was wearing her uniform, but without the mask. Her
pale skin looked even whiter against the black. Almost as pale as Miryo hersdlf felt.

"Movel"

She moved. Miryo leaned out the open window and saw that it would be no trouble at al to get to the
roof. At least, it wouldn't have been trouble under norma circumstances, now, however, her hands were
shaking, and her vision was fogging, and she couldn't forget the sight of the falen Cousins.

"Fallen?" Say it. They're dead.
Miryo took a deep breath and climbed out the window.

She madeiit to the roof without losing her grip. Below, she saw Mirage pushing the Cousin's limp body
out the window; Miryo hoped the rope was long enough to reach the ground.

Then she turned her face away and climbed.

Linea's manor house was smple compared to Starfall. The roof wastoo steeply pitched for Miryo to
stand on, so she pulled herself up to the ridge and began to walk along tee, one dow, unsteady step at a
time

There are at least three Cousins till alive in that house. And they're probably looking for you.
Miryo ran.

Shedidn't dlow hersdlf to think about it; she just focused on the far end and started running. Later, the
memory would terrify her, but now she amply did it and ignored the risk of faling. When her foot findly
dipped, she was dready above the southern wing. She turned the dip into adide down onto one of the



attic window gables, and from there went farther down to the edge of the roof itsalf.

The drainpipe was there, as Mirage had promised. Miryo glanced back and saw, to her relief, that her
doppel ganger was following. Then she swung her legs over the edge and began to climb down.

The house was well and truly on fire by the time they reached the ground. Mirage pointed, and Miryo
saw severd figures emerging from the house's main door. "They'll find the other Cousin,” Mirage said.
"Let's get horsesand go.”

They went into the stable and stole two horses. Migt, Mirage said, wasin the woods, but was worn out
from ahard ride. They would pick the mare up and bring her dong without arider.

"What about the other horses?' Miryo asked.
"| cut their saddle girths. Move, Voidit."

With the last of the momentum sheld gained on the roof, she pulled hersdf into the saddie and let Mirage
lead her away from the blazing house.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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"What do you need?’

Mirage swallowed before answering, in an attempt to keep the thickness out of her voice. She was
exhausted from riding, but she didn't want Wisp to know that. Not that it was possible to hide much from
the older Hunter.

"Refuge," she said, and was reasonably pleased with her crisp tone. "For at least afew days. Me, and
one other person. And no questions asked."

Wisp raised one eyebrow. "No questions. | see. And I'm supposed to hide you. From whom?"
"That'saquestion.”

"Damn graight it is, and | intend to get an answer to it. For onething, I've got to know who I'm hiding
you from, if 'mto doit right."

"Hiding usfrom everyonewould be agood start.”

That didn't amuse Wisp. "Y ou answer my question, or theré'sno deal. Y ou've barged in on me, ignoring
the methods you're supposed to use, and now | get the fedling you're dumping a bucketful of trouble on
me. Thishasto do with the commisson, doesn't it?'

"Jeguar agreed Eclipseand | could claim refuge if necessary. Areyou going to disobey him?*
"Y our ‘other person’ isn't Eclipse. And yes, | damnwell will disobey himif | haveto; there may bea



better way to handle this problem than straight refuge.” Wisp glared at Mirage. "This hasto do with your
commisson. Tel me."

Mirage thought about continuing to refuse, and gave the idea up. On agood day, she might be willing to
face Wisp in acontest of wills, but not now. She had to save her energy for her redl enemies. "All right.
The ones behind the nation are after me."

IIWW?I
"I killed their Hunter. Wraith."
A dight flicker of an eyebrow wasthe only sign of surprise Wisp showed & the name. "And?"

"And about ten thousand other things | won't go into now. | don't have the time, and frankly, it's persona
enough that it's none of your damn business." Mirage summoned al her energy to glare back at Wisp. No
way in the Void was she going to explain the doppel ganger issue.

"Fair enough,” the Hunter said after apause. "Answer me one thing, and then I'll give you your help.
Who's after you?'

Mirage conddered it for amoment, and finaly decided on honesty. Lying wasn't going to make her any
safer. "The Primes.”

Sheld never seen Wisp show visible shock before. " All of them?”
"All five"

"Void." Theold Hunter exhaed dowly. "Y ou don't do trouble by halves, do you?' Mirage didn't bother
to answer that, and Wisp didn't seem to expect her to. "All right. Y ou and one other person. Why in the
Warrior's name did you pick Angrim for your hideout? Those damn bastards are dl over the place, and if
rumor'sto be believed, one of them sold you out. Nobody knows to whom, but I'm guessing it'sthe
Primes"

Sold me out? Ice. | will rip that bitch's guts out and hang her with them. Mirage gritted her teeth
and tried to focus on theimmediate issue. "Probably. They came after me awfully fast."

"So why areyou stting still? They've got spellsthey can useto find people. Y ou're stupid to stay in one
place. Only way you're going to stay safe from them isto keegp moving, asfast asyou can.”

"They cant find me."
Wisp raised an eyebrow.

"It's part of the stuff | can't explain to you now. Just trust me oniit. Eclipseison hisway to Silverfire, so
ask Jaguar if you want the whole story; hell have it soon enough.”

"Don't think | won't do just that." Wisp tapped afinger againgt her jaw, then nodded. "How about you be
apriestessfor awhile?'

Mirage blinked. "What?'

"| can hide you at thetemple. They've got cellsfor the oneswho've taken vows of silence, and | can get
you apair of those. Y ou wear a hooded robe and don't talk to anyone, ever, or even leave your room if
you don't want to. Isyour friend mae or female?”



"Femde"

"Good. Y ou can be neighbors. If it were a man he'd be stuck on the other side of the compound, and
that would make things more difficult.”

Given how Miryo was behaving right now, splitting up would be more than just difficult. Mirage did not
want to leave her double donefor very long. "That'll work. Where should I meet you?'

"At thetemple. Midnight. Bring your friend."

When Mirage returned with news of aplan, Miryo smply nodded. She trusted her doppelganger to
arrange things; she hersdlf didn't have the resources to hide them both. Or even just hersdlf. Sheredly
didn't have any resources, period. And it was easier to just accept what Mirage had set up.

Theirony of their hiding spot did not escape her. Miryo felt anearly overwhelming urge to gpologize to
the silent, cloaked figureswho lived along their corridor. They came herefor aMe of peace and
meditation, living to honor the Goddess, and here she was, in their midgt, her hands stained with the
blood of women who had just been doing their jobs.

Goddess, | swear on my soul, | never meant to kill them.
But it felt so good, to finally do something, and touch the power | can feel all around me....
Tsue's choked-off scream echoed in her memory, and she flinched.

The old Hunter with the hatchet face had given her an odd look before leaving. Miryo had been hidden
beneath a hooded cloak, so she doubted the Hunter had seen her clearly. Still, she could not shake the
suspicion that Wisp had somehow guessed wheat lay so heavily on her heart Which was nonsense. But the
ideawould not leave her done.

"Voidit," Mirage cursed softly, and Miryo jumped. "1 should be sent back to Siiverfireto beretrained. |
bloody forgot to keep the paper with me when | came after you.”

Miryo felt dead. " So we don't have any way to contact Ashin.” The desireto try the spdll herself welled
up insde her, and she gagged. Mirage didn't seem to notice.

"I'll go find Wisp this afternoon and get her to send abird to Silverfire, for Eclipse when he gets there.
That way he can tell Ashin, if he hasn't thought of it aready. It's not perfect, but it's the best we can

manage

Miryo shrugged. If she had hoped to concedl her gpathy from Mirage, though, she was disappointed.
Her doppel ganger gave her asharp look. "What's bothering you?”

What do you think? Miryo couldn't bring hersdlf to say it.
Mirage guessed anyway. "The Cousins.”

Miryo stood and walked two stepsto the wall of her cell. They were not supposed to bein here
together, talking, but it was an hour for private meditation, when they were unlikely to be interrupted, and
they were keeping their voiceslow. "I can't be as calm about it as you can.”

She half expected her doppel ganger to be unsympathetic; how many lives had Mirage taken? A few
Cousinswere nothing, especidly in their situation. But Mirage nodded. "No, | understand. Believeit or



not, | till dream about the first man | killed." Miryo looked at her in surprise, and Mirage shrugged. "The
rest don't bother me as much—Wraith, for example—but the first one does. | didn't even know his
name." Her eyes dropped to her boots, and she sighed. "Y ou can tdll yoursdlf that it was salf-defense,
and that will help. A little. If you hadn't cast that spell, getting you out of there would have been alot
more difficult. And odds are good | would have had to kill those Cousins anyway."

At least it would have been you, and not me.

Shewaswell aware that she had once been at least superficialy prepared to kill her doppelganger.
Questions of self-defense and so on had bothered her, but she had thought she had come to terms with
them. It had been easier then, though. She had seen Mirage not as a person, but as an obstacle to be
diminated.

That was the problem. Tsue had been aperson. And so had the other Cousins, even though she hadn't
known their names.

Mirage stood and laid one hand on her shoulder. "I know it's hard. And nothing | can say isgoing to
make it any easier for you. But please, before you beat yourself up over it, remember that it was
self-defense. And defense of the other doppel gangers and their witches, whose livesare dso at stake.”

Then she dipped out the door and Ieft Miryo to her thoughts.

Wisp would eviscerate Mirage if she kept breaking contact protocol, so she had to jump through the
usual series of hoops, though adifferent set from those sheld used the last time she wasin Angrim.

At least it gave her something to do. Getting out of the temple and back into it without being identified or
trailed by Thornblood peoplelet her fed that she was accomplishing something useful, instead of Stting in
her cdl, waiting for—

For what? A miracle?

They were no closer to finding an answer than they had been when they faced off with knivesin ahalway
herein Angrim. With the Primes pressing them, they had no leisureto think, to experiment. They just kept
on having to move, congtantly running to Say dive.

Mirage kicked hersdf mentaly. You're not running now. You're sitting in a temple. Complain about
having to sit still, or complain about not having time to sit and think, but for the Warrior's sake,
don't do both at once. Idiot.

And one task was even more important than figuring out the answer to the doppelganger problem. Not
more important in the long term, but more important in the short term, because without it, they weren't
going to accomplish adamn thing, whether they were hiding in atemple, racing long aroad, or Sttingin
alibrary with dl the collected knowledge of the world availablefor their use.

She had to get Miryo back on her feet.

Miryo's deep that night could barely be called deep. It was a shallow doze plagued by horrific memories:
breaking her neck at the stream, hearing Satomi condemn her, killing Tsue and the other Cousins.

Shelay in bed and stared at the ceiling, wishing she dared climb up on the temple roof. It had aways
been her ingtinct, when she wanted to think something through. Was it some spillover from Mirage's
Hunter training? No, because it went back further than that; she/d been climbing roofs since her double



was a Temple Dancer.
She went up there because it brought her closer to the stars, the eyes of the Goddess.

And yet, was under the eyes of the Goddess where she really wanted to be right now, with the blood of
the Cousins on her hands?

Miryo pressed the hedls of her handsinto her eyes and rolled over in her narrow, hard bed. No. Not the
roof. Not with her memories of the last time she'd been on aroof.

Instead, she pulled on her robe and went into the hallway.

She was not the only person awake; the hermits under avow of silence sometimes walked the corridors
or the gardens as aform of moving meditation. She passed by two others, whether men or women she
could not tell, making no acknowledgment of their presence, asthey did not acknowledge her. They
walked in their own minds with the Goddess.

Miryo envied them.

Low came and went, and still she walked. It had been at least an hour, as near as she could judgeit,
since any other priestesses had gone by. She was donein the hals of the temple.

Then sheturned a.corner and found someone dsethere.

The hooded figure paced forward steadily, but, unlike the others, stopped instead of passing her. " take
it you can't deep.”

Miryo swallowed, trying to dow her pounding heart, and said, "Not redlly.”

Miragetipped her head up enough to peer out from under the hood. "1 figured as much. Nightmares?'
Miryo glanced away, unable to meet her double's gaze.

"Of course nightmares." Mirage held out her hand. "Come with me."

Miryo looked at the hand for along moment, pale and barely visble in the dim light of the hdl. She
wondered where her doppel ganger wanted to lead her, and almost asked.

Instead she took Mirage's hand, and followed her silently through the corridors of the temple.

Mirage felt Miryo tense the minute they passed through the archway into the pentagond sanctuary of the
temple. Moonlight spilled through the opening in the center of the roof, creating asilver idand inthe
center of thefloor. Along the walls, the five figures of the Goddess stood in shadow.

"I know you don't want to be here," Mirage said quietly, before Miryo could speak. "You're not a
devotee of the Warrior. You fed like having blood on your hands means you don't belong in aplace like
this. But that's exactly why you should come." She turned and faced her double, saw the stricken
expression on Miryo'sface. "We haven't prayed since the ambush. | won't say we need to; thisisnt
about obligation. But | want to, and | think you do, too. Even though you're telling yoursdlf you don't.”

Miryo stood motionlessfor severa heartbests, looking amost like a statue hersalf. Then she nodded,
dowly, fiffly. "Yes" She hestated. "Thank you."

They made acircuit of the sanctuary. Mirage bowed to each of the five Aspects, while Miryo touched
her heart. The moonlight reflecting off the floor of the temple cast the faintest of glows onto each Statue,



so their faces were just discernible in the darkness.
Then Mirage spoke again. "Do you want to pray to any one of them, or al together?"
She could see Miryo thinking it over. "All five"

Including the Warrior. Mirage nodded, and the two of them together went into the center of the
sanctuary, where they kndlt, pulled their hoods forward, and began to pray in silence.

Some time passed—at least aquarter of an hour, by the movement of moonlight acrossthe
floor—before Mirage became aware of eyes on her. She glanced up and found Miryo looking in her
direction.

"What isit?" she asked.
"When you were a Temple Dancer,” Miryo said, "was this how you prayed?’

Her voice was hesitant, yet behind it lay akind of unconscious conviction. Asif she knew the answer
before Mirage gaveit.

"No," Mirage said. " Sometimes, yes, and sometimes we went to regular services. But other times—for
me, most of the time—we prayed as Dancers.”

"What does that mean?"

"We prayed with our bodies. Not with our voices or our minds. We Danced. Together, or alone,
following themusicin our hearts”

The words were apoor description for it; usualy only Avannans or other Dancers understood. But
Miryo was nodding, and the unconscious conviction had grown visibly stronger. "Witches do something
likethat. Usudly aone. We just sing. No words, ordinary or magica; whatever notes and sounds seem
right. It'snot aspell. It's prayer.”

Mirage cast aglance around the temple. The Aspects of the Goddess gazed back at her in the reflected
moonlight. Even the breeze had died; there was no sound from the town outside.

She began to strip down to the Hunter uniform beneath her robe. "Do you want to take turns, or do this
together?"

Miryo stood in the center of the room, the moonlight casting her shadow onto the stone, and closed her
eyes.

Mirage stood nearby, eyes also closed.

For severd heartbeats, the two of them stood, silent and motionless, and composed themselves.

Then they began.

Miryo wastentative at first, her voice hardly more than awhisper. She was not accustomed to an
audience. But Mirage was not listening to her, not conscioudly. Each wasin her own place, speaking to
the Goddessin the truest way she knew.

Miryo sang with no particular plan. Her voice strengthened as she went along. Mirage, movingin acircle
around her, also began hesitantly; her motions became more assured with every step she took.



Goddess, Miryo prayed through her wordless song, forgive me for what | have done. | meant Tsue
harm; | wanted to do something that would get her out of my way. | succeeded, but at afar higher
price than | had intended. Forgive me for that. And forgive me for the joy | felt when | held that
power. | took pleasurein acting, if not in the act. Please, forgive me. | beg you.

Mirage, too, sent up aprayer, writing it in the air with her hands and her arms, the angle of her head.
Help us, please. Don't let us lose our momentum. For our own sakes, as well as those who will
follow us, we cannot afford to let this go. Too much depends on it. Please, help us keep our course.

And, behind it al, from both of them: Give us the answer. Please. There is another way; show usthe
path toit.

Miryo's singing took On a sense of direction. It was the progression she had seen in Haira: the Agpects
of the Goddess, from youngest to oldest. Four of them she sang, from Maiden to Crone, while Mirage
moved around her. The doppel ganger made no sound, but her dancing provided a sharp counterpoint to
the notes Miryo sang; the kicks and leaps, with their fierce, hard perfection, were sworn to the spirit of
the Warrior.

Their separate prayers flowed into each other, creating a single plea, sound and movement, voice and
flesh. The styleswere different; Miryo sang the four, while Mirage danced the Warrior, but the rhythm
that underlay them wasthe same.

And then they felt the change.

To Mirage, the air became filled with an electric energy. Her tired body took on asudden drivethat lifted
her to greater heights, asit sometimes did in battles, in Dances, when words and thought dropped away
and there was nothing but the movement. To Miryo, however, it was something more.

Without intending to, she lowered the guards she had placed so carefully on herself, and reached for
power.

Panic tried to claw itsway up her throat, but faded to nothingness beforeit could parayze her. Miryo
knew, distantly, that she should be afraid; thiswas not in her control, and she did not know what it would
do. But the strange purity of mind that had overtaken her would not alow her to fear. She watched, with
detached immediacy, as she sang onward, and the power took shape around them.

Miragelegpt into the air, aspinning, kicking legp, and did not land again. The power thet filled the air
around them lifted her up. She danced on, with nothing beneath her feet but air, and aso found she could
not fear.

Theenergy pulsad into visibility. Miryo, singing full-voiced to the four Aspects she had invoked, was also
lifted from her feet; around her she could see the shining strands of power. Earth, Water, Air, and Fire;
they wove adizzying, exhilarating web around her and Mirage, and together they wept at the beality.

And then, through those strands, something else.
Void, Mirage whispered in her mind, and Miryo recognized it aswell.

The four concrete Elements and the one that was not pulsed in counterpoint to each other, a pulse that fit
the rhythm they had created. And gtill Miryo sang, and still Mirage danced. The tornado of energy
around them was not even remotely in their control, but they had created it, and it continued to draw on
them, feeding its own growing power. The strands of the Elements spun them around each other ina
dizzying circle, and the ar grew to an incandescent white glow.



Goddess—
Show us—
Show ME—

The whitefire tore through them, a blinding rush of pure energy, and al thought disappeared into the
flames

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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Mirei

d A

A crash brought Eclipseto hisfeet, sword in hand.

He dropped the blade an instant later, wondering how in the Warrior's name Mirage had suddenly
gppeared in hisroom in the middle of the night.

"Sen?"' he asked, baffled.

From where she kndlt on the floor in the dim light, she lifted her head, oneinch at atime, and asshedid
s0 something around her neck fell down to dangle fredly, drawing Eclipse's eyes.

A triskele pendant.
"Miryo?" hesad uncertainly.

The pendant was all shewaswearing. She kndlt there, hdf lit by the moonlight through the window, and
he grew more confused the more he looked at her. There was no way Miryo could have picked up those
muscles, but the woman's hair was long, not cropped. And why would Mirage be wearing that pendant?

Andwhat wasit in her face that made him so unsure?
Eclipse voiced a question he had never expected to have to ask. "Who... which one are you?"

She stood, dowly, and looked down at her hands and arms with a completely unreadable expression.
"Either." she said, and her voice had the well-trained tones of awitch. "Or nether." Shelaughed faintly; it
had adisheieving sound. "Doesit matter?"

"What?' he whispered.

Shelooked straight at him. " She gave me the answer, Kerestel. | prayed for an answer, and the Goddess
showed it tome."

Then shefainted.

"I don't understand,” Eclipsesaid.



Sheraised one eyebrow a him. "Yes, you do. Y ou'rejust having trouble admitting it.”
"Youre..."

"One person. As| used to be. | was praying—both of me were—was—whatever.” A grin bloomed
involuntarily on her face. "I don't think grammar can cope with this. | was praying to the Goddess, and it
occurred to me—to the Miryo part of me—that | wasn't praying theway | redlly wanted to. Ought to.
So asMiryo, | sang, and as Mirage, | danced, and | listened to the Goddess with al of my heart. And
she made mewholeagain.”

Thewonder of it had still not faded from her mind. She dipped one arm free of the blanket Eclipse had
given her and stared at it in thelight of the candle. A part of her camly identified it as her own, while
another part marveled at the smooth, hard lines of her muscles.

"And you remember both," Eclipse said.
"Of course”
Hebit hislip and looked at her, perplexed. "What am | supposed to call you?'

The answer was there when she reached for it; the name had come to her during the ritua, but she had
not looked for it until now. "Mird." She smiled involuntarily. "The Goddess gave me the name. Asshe
renamed Misetsu, back when thisdl began.”

He swalowed. "It... works. | guess. It'skind of both of you."

"In more ways than you know." She held her hands out to him, pams down. "Try me." He placed his
hands under hers, and then tried to dap them; he missed, but only barely. "I'm going to have to watch out
for that. It's possblethat I'll improve again, when the Miryo bit of me stopsinterfering with the reflexes
Mirage had, but | don't know. | may be permanently watered down."

He managed to dredge up asmile from somewhere. "At least it'll be morefair for the rest of us." The
gmilefaded. He hesitated for amoment, then looked &t her directly. "So what happens now?"

She hadn't thought about it yet. "1 think... | fill need you to go to Silverfire. | could send the messageto
Jaguar magicaly, but | don't think that would go over well."

"Y ou could deliver it in person.”
Mire shook her head. "I can't. Ther€'s... too many other things| haveto do."

The pause betrayed her, or maybe he would have guessed anyway. "Warrior. Y ou're going to do
something Supid, aren't you?"

"Not stupid. Necessary. I've got the answer, but that only solves half the problem. | have to convince the
others, or it'sworthless."

"The others?'

"The Primes. | could work this as an underground rebelion, but it would belong, and painful, and
probably very bloody. If | can convince the women at the top, right from the start, it'll be better for
everyone."

"And they'll be so happy to seeyou, I'm sure.”



"I've got magic now. | can defend mysdlf.”
"Agang five Primes at once?' He shook hishead.

"Y ou've never been that stupid before. Why start now?' Can | even make him understand? | suppose
| have to try. Mirel took adeep bresth and let it out dowly. "Kerestel—Eclipse—thisiswhat | haveto
do. Never inmy life havel felt it so clearly, seen so perfectly what isthat | should do. The path isthere,
infront of me. | can't say that | know whereit leads. But if | don't follow it..." She shrugged, hands
gesturing to show her lossfor words. "I haveto." A smileflickered across her face. "Hey, it'sachalenge.
And you know how | love chdlenges.”

Helooked at her slently for avery long time. Mirel met his eyes, but not in confrontation; she merely let
him read whatever he saw in her expression.

At last, rdluctantly, he dropped his eyes and nodded. "All right. | guess | know better than to try and stop
you."

Relief washed over her. She had any number of ways of sopping him, should he try to interfere with her,
but she didn't want to use them. Far better that he should agree. "Theresafew things| need to do, then.
Do you Hill have my saddlebag?”

She had given him most of her baggage when they parted after the ambush. "Yes."

"Good. That takes care of clothing, then." She wondered whether the doming she had been wearing in
Angrim waslying on the floor of thetemple, or if it had been burned away in thefile that had transformed
her. "And I'll need to borrow your weapons.”

Helooked surprised. ™Y ou have magic now, don't you?'

"Yes, but it's not dways the best way of handling things. And | need the Primesto see that I'm both
Miryo and Mirage."

"Takethem," he said without hesitation. Mirel was again relieved. She had been wary of asking for two
reasons, the part of her that saw him as Miryo did was reluctant to ask afavor of someone she did not
know dl that well, while the Mirage part of her knew Huntersdidiked leading their blades.

"Thank you," she said sincerdly. "Do you have the paper we were given in Corberth?”

"Inmy bag."

"I'll need that before| leave. | have to write to Ashin and the others, so that they'll know what 1've figured
out. I'm aso going to give you acopy. | don't want to risk thisinformation getting lost.”

Shedid not add, "incase die," but Eclipse was cgpable of filling that in for himsdlf. Hisface grew
grimmer, but he did not comment. "How are you going, then? Do you need a horse?"

"No. It'l taketoo long. I'll go theway | came." As she said that, the shock that had been lurking in the
back of her mind came explosively to the fore. She saw afainter cousin of it on Eclipsesface. "lsn't
that... | thought moving living creatureslike that wasimpossible.”

So did I. Mirage had known it, but Miryo had taken it for granted; only now, as she thought about what
she had done, did the full import hit her. Even when the Primes had appeared so suddenly for her testing
in Starfdl, they had waked in; aspell had smply kept her from noticing. "It'ssupposedto be. I..." Her

voicetrailed off as she closed her eyes and thought back. "I know how | did it. And | can do it again, to



get mysdf to Safdl.”

For abrief moment she considered explaining to him how it worked, and what had changed, but she
decided not to. He should know, eventually. But if | tell him now... no. After I'm done in Sarfall.
Otherwise I'll never get out of here.

And the witches deserve to know first.
"If you're sure," he said uncertainly. "Can you depend on anew spell like that?!

"Yes," shesaid, without hesitation. "l remember what | did, dmost aswell as| remember how | made
mysdf oneagain. Itll work."

Hetrusted her enough to accept that. "All right. Do you want to write to Ashin now, or later?"

She sat, still wrapped in the blanket, and stared at the enchanted rice paper that would take her message
to Ashin.

Crone's stick. Where to start?

All the things she wanted or needed to say crowded into her mind, making thought momentarily
impossible. Mirei gritted her teeth and forced hersdlf to focus. One thing at a time. Go in order .

She bent her head and began to write.

Ashin:

The Primes sent Cousins to ambush us and take us prisoner. They were going to interrogate us for
information on you, and then kill both of us; it's apparently possible, if you kill both at the same
time. They may be aware of the existence of the other doppelgangers. Eclipse is going to warn the
Grandmaster of Slverfire, who has two of them under histraining. You should see to the others,
and to their witches.

But | have found the solution.

Misetsu was dmogt right. She didn't lose the voice of the Goddess as thoroughly as you thought.
She simply misinter preted what she sensed. "Destruction, oblivion, undoing” —it'sthe Void That is
what we lose when the doppelgangers are killed. That is why, until now, we've only been able to
touch four of the Elements.

The doppelgangers are not meant to remain separate. Yes, they're divided, but only for a time:
when the witch is opened to magic, sheisready to rejoin with her other half, and become a single
person again.

That iswhat | have done.

Snce being rejoined, I've begun to work magic that incor porates the Void. | suspect, although I'm
not certain, that when | have children, I'll have sons as well as daughters. How exactly all of this
interrelatesis for the Path of the Head to sort out; | admit that I'm really just feeling things by
instinct.

Following this message are the notations for the spell that made me whole. It's complex, and



requires the participation of the doppelganger—not in song, but in movement And that's why
previous attempts failed; | bet you anything they treated it as song alone, and left out the physical
part. But the doppelganger represents the Warrior, and the Warrior is movement as well as Void.

Copy the notations at the bottom, and distribute them as widely as you can, so they won't be lost.
I'm headed south to see the Primes. | don't know how well they'll receive this news, but I'll find
out. Wish me luck.

—Mirei

She set to work writing down the pitches and syllables that had guided the power to rejoin her two
halves. Though she had sung the spell only once, it was burned into her memory; she wouldn't forget it
any time soon.

A part of her watched the process of notation with detached curiosity. She had yet to adjust to the way
things seemed both familiar and yet strange. She till grieved for the deaths of the Cousins she had killed,
but the acceptance her Mirage side had of these actions tempered her guilt and kept it from paralyzing
her. Likewise, the part of her that had been trained as awitch wrote out the spell without a second
thought, but that which had been aHunter found it intriguing. Then she recorded the movement, dredging
up long-buried memories of Dancer notation. Ashin would haveto find someoneto interpret it for her.

When she had finished, she sang the message to the paper's counterpart. She had no ideawhich of the
congpirators had it, but the information should reach Ashin soon.

Eclipse was downgtairs, getting food for her. It was very late, or perhaps very early; the bells had rung
Dark not too long ago. Soon theinn's staff would be waking and beginning the day's chores, buit right
now everything was il slent.

Mirel rose and found her saddiebag on the floor. Sheworried briefly for Mist, then dismissed the thought;
Wisp would take good care of her horse. And besides, the mare needed the rest. She unbuckled the flap
of the bag and found her spare uniform on top.

Mire fingered the windsilk thoughtfully. She had intended to go to Starfdl armed, but dressed normaly.
Now, she reconsidered.

Well, | am a Hunter, as well as a witch. Maybe if | wore it without the mask?

That seemed the better plan. If she showed up masked, it would cause alarm; witches didn't appreciate
Hunters skulking around their domain any more than Hunters wanted witchesin their schools. The
uniform would still spark unease, but enough people would recognize her face that she could get through
to the Primes. She hoped.

Besides, you want to wear it.

She grinned and began to dress.

Eclipse gave Mire along, serious scrutiny. It was nearly dawn, and she stood in the center of hisroom,
dressed in Hunter uniform, his weapons strapped to her hips, the triskele pendant around her neck. Her
hands hung at her sides, relaxed; her posture had the loose wariness of acat.

"Y ou're sure you know what you're doing?' he felt compelled to ask, onelast time.



Mirei nodded, and there was no hint of doubt in her eyes. "'l do."

He swallowed and forced himself to accept that. He was afraid for her, but also proud; only rarely had
he seen someone with her kind of certainty and resolve. It had produced in her an auraof peace, and a
readiness for whatever might come.

"Goddesswak withyou,” hesaid at last. "She has so far.”
"Thank you," Mirel whispered, and gave him atight embrace.

Then Eclipse stepped back, retreating to the dubious safety of the wall. She had said the spell would
work, but after al the previous backfires, he till felt areflexive need for shelter. Mirei seemed to guess
hisfedlings; she smiled. Then shetook a deep breath and began to sing.

And not just sing; her body moved aswell, arms carving a pattern in the air, as no witch before her had
done.

It didn't takelong. A few heartbests later, she was gone, and the air around Eclipse shifted, rushing to fill
the gap where she had been.

Eclipse exhaded dowly, and sent up one last prayer.

Mirei gppeared in the middle of the forest. It took her amoment to orient hersalf. She was on the
northern side of the mountains, surrounded by treesjust becoming visiblein the light before dawn. She
took adeep breath, inhaling the familiar and yet strange scent of Starfall's forests; apart of her felt asif
she were home.

Around her, the sentry spells roused.

Void it. They recognize me as something odd. Not student, not Cousin; witch, but odd. And | left
the token with Eclipse.

She reached out, humming, and soothed the spells. They subsided, mostly; her magic was effective, but
not quite the same as what the spells were keyed to. It had to be the VVoid influence. Mirel grimaced.
She'd have to watch out for that, or they'd bring a guard down on her head.

In the meantime, she needed to decide what she was doing.

It was not yet dawn. Mirel considered proceeding on toward the settlement to the south, but decided
againg it dmost ingtantly; many witches preferred to work elaborate spells a night, under the light of the
gars, and asaresult dept late in the morning. She might arrive at Starfdl to find everyonein bed. And
while that might be amusing, it wasn't precisely the effect she wanted. Besides which, she was bone-tired.

Mother's mercy—it was tonight that | was in Angrim. I've been one person for less than half a day.

Thergoining felt natural enough that shetook it purdly for granted. But athough that ritua had infused
her with energy, sdlf-trand ocation turned out to be an incredibly tiring spell. Sheld be well-advised to rest
before going to face the Primes.

A few minutes of wandering in the brightening woods oriented her more specificaly. Shewasin afamiliar
area; there was a spring nearby, with clean, sweet water. It was sheltered enough to provide agood
placefor her to deep, and in the afternoon or early evening, she could move on. She even scrounged
some blackberries, which she could eat when she awoke.



She found the spring, erected aminor ward to aert her if anyone approached, and curled up to deep.
She awoke with astart around noon.

Hunter ingtincts brought her awake within a heartbest, and immediately she began to move. Her ears
srained, listening for the sound of approaching feet, as she found agood tree and pulled hersdlf intoits
concedling branches.

She heard nothing.

A moment later, though, ared head appeared, below her and dightly to one sde. Mirei recognized her:
Ganchise, an Earth Heart. Spells masked any sounds she might make. The part of Mirel that wasa
Hunter sneered a that; the spells made the witch lazy. Without them, sheld sound like a drunken donkey,
crashing through the woods that way.

The witch nosed around for awhile, but Mirel had taken care not to leave any noticeable signs of her
presence. Even the berries were concealed under abush. At last Ganchise shrugged, muttered something
the spell muted, and moved onward.

Upinher tree, Mire exhded. 1'm going to have to be more careful. | must have set off one of the
wards; she was clearly looking for me, and not just passing through. I'll have to do better than
that.

She was awake now, and wouldn't be going back to deep any time soon. With asigh, Mirel settled
hersaf on the tree branch to wait.

And pray. Aslong as she had thetimeto kill, it couldn't hurt.

I'm here, Goddess. At Starfall. I'm going to talk to the Primes. Please, let them listen to what |
have to say. Help them be rational. They're frightened of doppelgangers; they may be frightened
of me. But I'm not here to hurt them. Please, help them see that.

| don't want this to come to trouble.

Asthe sky began to darken, Mirel rose and made her way up the mountain.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

A&

Starfall

d A

Miryo's knowledge told her which way to go; Mirage's kept her hidden and quiet as she moved. She
passed agroup of unarmed Cousins, off on some errand; Mirei concealed hersdf and waited until they
were some distance away before continuing on. It couldn't hurt to be careful.

That same thought provoked her, when she came to the mountain's pesk;, to not declare hersdf to the
guards.

The two women flanking the road were more of aformdity than anything else. They existed to welcome



and guide theinfrequent visitorsto Starfall, not to keep anyone out. And there was no wall around the
buildings, which took up the space of asmall town. There was one small ward, more astrengthened
verson of asentry spdll than anything ese; Mird, having learned from her past mistake, managed to
sootheit into tranquility without setting off any ripples of unfamiliarity. It was accustomed to | etting
witches through, and it recognized her as one of them.

Which, technically, | am. Satomi gave me the pendant, although | imagine she'd like to take it
back.

Full dark had descended by the time she reached the cluster of buildingsthat was the heart of Starfall.
Mirel wasjust as happy; it made sneaking in much easier. She eyed the place from the shadow of atree
and put together her strategy, based on Miryo's knowledge and Mirage's kill.

Now, the question is, where are the Primes right now? | probably won't find them all in one place.
Satomi might be in her office; | should start there. If | can get her to listen to me, she can call the
othersto a formal audience or something.

But how to get to Satomi, without going through everyone else first?

Mirel studied the buildings. The answer was quite obvious, and didn't even require aspell. At least years
of climbing the roof will be good for something. If | can get onto the well house, that support they
built acrossto the students' hall when the wall started to weaken will get me to that line of
sculptures. From there, the roof should be no problem.

Good. Now do it.

She dipped through the shadows to the well house's side. There she paused; apair of Cousinswere
chatting insde, and she didn't want to risk them hearing her. Before long they left, and shelifted hersdf up
to the well house roof.

One side sported the lower end of a buttress that ran the short distance to the students hall. Now it
became Mirei's road. She reached the shadow of thewall and found easy climbing there; it was one of
the sections with sculpture, which made for good handholds. It took only a moment, and then shewas on
the familiar terrain of the roof.

She arrived at the building'sfar Sde and considered her next options. A series of shallow scissor arches
connected the students hdl to the main building where much of Starfal's administrative work went on.
Satomi should be there. Mirel walked aong the edge of the roof, trying to remember the layout of the
interior, until she cameto the arch that would likely bring her closest to the Void Primes office. Then,
checking first to ensure that no one was|looking, she ran across.

Halfway across, she again experienced that strange dichotomy. Mirage thought nothing of this stunt;
Miryo was amazed at the casud attitude she took toward it.

With that thought, one foot dipped.

Mirei caught her balance, exhaled once, and ran onward to the safety of the other side. | need to stop
doing that. What if | find myself distracted in the middle of a spell? That wouldn't be good at all. |
need to stop thinking about what 1'm doing, and just do it.

She gave herself amoment to rest, then searched for an open window. When she found one and dipped
through, she found hersdlf in the exact halway she had hoped for.

From here she proceeded carefully, listening for voices or footsteps. The adminigtrative hall was generdly



abusy place, filled with Heart and Head witches going about their various tasks.
Now, however, it was dead quiet.
Infact, Mirei saw nooneat dl inthe halls.

Her confusion was completed when she peered around a corner to the door of Satomi's office and found
no one there. She had expected the VVoid Prime to be working; she usualy was, at thistime of night. But
the customary guard of two Cousins was absent from her door.

So where in the Maiden's name is she?

Theredization smacked her, and Mirei felt extremdy slly. Tonight, if she was counting the daysright,
was one of the nights when the Primes held court in the ruling hall. There they made announcements,
heard cases, and dedlt with the affairs of Starfall itself. All students were required to attend, and many
witches currently at Starfdl did aswell.

You should have remembered that, idiot. Start thinking more clearly, or you'll not have a
snowflake's chance in a bonfire of convincing the Primes of anything.

At leadt, shereflected wildly, thiswould save her sometrouble. All the Primeswould be in one place,
and sheld get her formd audience.

She took amoment to quell the absurd laughter welling up inside her. It was nerves, and nothing more.
She couldn't et them interfere.

When shefdt cam, she set out again, thistime to the adjoining building where court wasin progress.
Two Cousins stood on guard outside the hall's door.

Mirei eyed them and wondered what to do. Present hersdlf to them, and ask to be announced? Freeze
them with aspdll? No, the Primes would sense that. Void, every witch in there would sense that.

The question was, then, did she want to be announced or not?
| think not.

Applause from insde the hal gave her the cover she needed. Mirei put on aburst of speed, and before
the clapping died down, both of the guards were unconscious, without any magic at dl. Shetook a
moment to lay them to one side before facing the door.

Deep breath. Sraighten your uniform; you want to look good.

She had never done anything quite likethis, in either of her lives. Adrenaline raced through her, making
her musclestingle. She had to conscioudy stop her hands from trembling, and keep them away from the
hilt of Eclipse's borrowed sword.

Let'sgo.
She sang, and the doors, carved with the symbols of the Elements, siwung open.

The voicesinsde the hall died down as she began the long walk down the aide. Witches and students
filled the benchesto either Sde of her; heads turned to look asthosein front realized something was
happening. Before Mirel had passed the second rank of grave dabs, there was silence. She stepped
evenly, deliberately, her hedstapping on the stonein the silence of the hall.



Whispersrose and fdll in her wake as women recognized her.

The Primes, at the far end of the hdl, rose from their chairs. Mirel kept her eyes on Satomi, standing
dead center, outlined by the unadorned blackness of her Elementa banner. To their credit and her rdlief,
they waited until she had reached the front before saying anything.

She stopped in front of their dais and bowed.
"What are you doing, Miryo?' Satomi asked in anicy voice.
Mirel smiled a her, trying to fight down the whirlwind of nerves and exhilaration insde her. "Wrong."

The Void Primé's eyes narrowed, and in them was atouch of fear. "The doppelganger, then. Y ou have
no right to wear that pendant.”

She grinned again. "Not that, either. Can't you guess?”’

Murmurs from behind her. Mirei spread her amswide. "Miryo, And Mirage. And proof that we've been
doing thingswrong for al these centuries.”

The murmursrose. Satomi gestured sharply, and the assembled witches and studentsfell sllent. "What
haveyou done?" the Void Prime whispered, amost spitting the words out. "Combined yourself with an
outs der—a Hunter ? Thisis an abomination!™

"No worse than you've done," Mirei shot back. Shetried to stay restrained, but failed; her voice grew
louder. "Would you like meto start listing the actions you've taken? Would you like meto tdll these
women about Wraith?!

"We need not ligten to your lies" Arinel snapped above therisng noise.
"Lies?| an Mirage and Miryo. | know what you have done."

Shewasready to say it, to expose the Primes nation of Tari before the listening witches, and
damn the consequences. Before she could, though, Satomi stepped forward, green eyes glittering with
hard fire. "We have done what we must, for the safety of al. Thereisno choice. The doppelganger is
anathemato us. It isdestruction and oblivion, the undoing of al magic. It isthe ruin of our work, and the
bane of our being. It and our magic will never coexist, and its presence threatens dl that our powers can
do." So wrote Misetsu—"

"Five days before shedied. Y es, you told methat before. And | believed it then, but now | know it's
wrong. Misetsu ought to have listened better when the Goddess spoke to her.” Mirei pitched her voiceto
cut through the air of the hall. "Destruction. Oblivion. Undoing. Void.

"That iswhat we arelacking. That iswhy the clergy cdl usunbaanced. That iswhy we have no sons.
We are crippled in our ignorance, and yet we think that ignorance is power. For centuries now, weve
turned our faces from the rest of the power that should be ours.”

"TheVoidisuntouchable" Koikasaid. "It is nothingness. Y ou cannot work with nothing!™

"You can't," Mirel said, with arecklessgrin. "l can." Shelooked up and around, eyeing the ruling hdl with
cadculated distaste. If she had to do this publicly, then sheld better exploit the theatrics of it. "I've never
liked this place. So why don't we go elsewhere? Let's adjourn to Star Hall, and I'll show you just what |
cando." Shedirected her amileright a Satomi, let it widen dightly. "Follow me however you can.”



Then she sang hersdlf out.

Mire staggered when she appeared on the center dais, breath ragged in her chest.
Goddess, | hope the Primes don't realize how hard that is. | can't afford to let them think I'm tired.

She waited, dowing her breathing, for the othersto arrive. It would take afew minutes; they, unlike her,
would haveto wak. Adrendine il flooded her body, but she was grateful for it. Without it, she might
fdl over.

Noise outsde the hall derted her. Mire spared one last glance upward, into the unfathomable blackness
of the hal's crossing, imagining the garsabove. I've come this far. Please, Goddess, don't desert me
now.

The Primes|led theway. Satomi, Mirel saw, chose to enter from the branch of the hall dedicated to Fire;
shewondered briefly if that meant anything. At least she wasn't entering with Shimi. Thelook inthe Air
Prime's eye was murderous.

Asthe other four raised themsalves onto columns of Elementa light, just asthey had during Miryo'stest,
the Void Prime stalked up onto the dais and opened her mouth to speak.

Mire sang two quick notes and twisted one hand through the air, and the witchlightsin the hall went out.

She heard involuntary gasps from the Primes, lit from beneath by their shining columns. Then Koika's
voice sounded, and the lights came back up, giving her a better look at the absolute shock on thefive
women's faces.

"Thisiswhat | mean," Mire said, hoping her own surprise wasn't visible. She hadn't known shewas
going to do that. In fact, she hadn't known she could. It seemed the Goddess was il with her. "Void
magic isthe undoing of magic.”

She had hardly any warning before Shimi began to Sng. Mirel had just enough time to identify the spell as
an immobilizing one; then words were flying out of her mouth and her body wasin motion, dightly
different thistime, cancding the Air Prime's spdll.

That was a different phrase. So they don't all cancel the same.

Shimi's eyes|ooked like they were going to fal out of her skull. It was afundamenta truth that magic
could be counteracted, but never canceled. And Mirel had just turned that on its head.

"Thisiswhat Misetsu didn't understand,” Mirel said. The branches of the hdl werefilling up. She couldn't
goare the attention to be sure, but it looked like al the witches from the ruling hall were entering the
branchesfor their Rays. The Void witches made aring around the Primes, and the students were packing
in a the back of each branch, eyeswide. There were even Cousins, squeezing into the spaces behind the
columns. "Doppelgangers are the undoing of magic. Asyou have just seen.”

The reaction was not what she had hoped.
It was even worse than she had feared.

Miryo had never been in atrue battle of any kind, physica or magica. So it was purdly Mirage'singincts
that guided Mirel when terror possessed the Primes faces and the spells began to sound.



Sheflew into motion, Snging franticaly, body twigting, dashing through spellsright and left. They came
only from the Primes, and for that she was grateful; had any other witchesjoined in, she would have been
dead. Asit was, only the power of the VVoid and the other women'sfear of it saved her from the Primes
spells. Ordinarily she would never have stood a chance againgt the five of them, not together and
probably not aone, but she had canceling magic, which they had never seen before and did not know
how to react to. A spell that took them twenty pitchesto construct, she could cut through in four.

Her canceling could overpower any one of them. But only barely, and they soon realized that just aswell
asshedid.

They began to Sng together.

Mirel didn't even recognize what they were constructing. That made thingsworse; if she didn't know
what it was, she couldn't cut it effectively. And the odds of her managing to outmuscle dl five Primesin
concert were beyond bad.

She saw the look in Shimi's eyes, and knew she wasn't likely to survive whatever they were building.
| can't stop them.
But | can try to turn them.

Mirei didn't let herself consider what she was about to do. She took a deep breath, prayed to the
Goddess, and threw her voiceinto their spell.

She did not seek to cancdl it; she didn't have the strength. Instead, she did something even more reckless:
shewove hersalf and her power into the spell they were building. Satomi was &t its head, and so she
found hersdlf in direct competition with the VVoid Prime for control of the energy.

She and Satomi faced off acrossthe centra dais. Electricity surged up Mirel's spine; her movements had
closad in to nearly nothing, but the energy she was channdling lived in them just the same, suffusing her
body until she knew she might well die of it. The two witches stood &t the heart of avortex of power that
was spinning wildly out of control; Mirel couldn't take it from the Void Prime, but her efforts threatened
Satomi'sgrip.

If this goes on, Mire redized, we are dl going to die.

Any of thewitchesin the hall could stop her. Mire could not see them through the lightning swirl of
energy that surrounded her, but she heard no voices beyond the six of them, and felt no interference. No
onewas going to risk touching this magl strom.

She could not takeit, and Satomi could not hold it.

Mirel looked the Void Prime directly in the eye. The anguish she saw there struck her like aphysical
blow.

She wants to believe. She wants to admit I'mright, and that she was right to doubt. But she also
wants me to be wrong, because if thisis truly the way, then she failed the Goddess when she killed
her doppelganger.

She could not spare asingle instant to speak. All of her voice, dl of her energy, was bound up in the spell
cracking the air around them. She could only communicate with her eyes.

Give it to me, Satomi. Give me the power, and let go of the past.



Please.
PLEASE.
The power dipped into her control.

Mirel acted with the ingantaneous decisiveness of awarrior in battle, with the educated ingtinct of a
witch. The moment the power dammed into her body, she hurled it in the only direction still safe.

Up.
And the top of Star Hall shattered.

With a scream of magic, Mirei summoned what energy she had |eft and threw abarrier over the dais.

Epilogue
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Her barrier failed, but it didn't matter. More than one witch in the assembled crowd kept her head well
enough to sing one into being. The stones and glass that had made up the crossing rained down and were
deflected by the layers of energy that sheltered the dais.

Mire stood, trembling, and watched them fdll.

When the last fragments had settled, she took one deep, shuddering breath. Then her legs folded benegth
her, and she sat down hard on the surface of the dais.

Acrossfrom her, Satomi was weeping.

The other Primeswere in equally bad shape. Ranaand Arine were sitting, like Mirel; Shimi and Koika
were dill slanding, but none of them were on their columns of light anymore. Those had vanished a some
point, Mirei wasn't sure when. Possibly when she had hurled the power upward.

A hand touched her shoulder.

Sheturned to find Eikyo there. And she had no sooner looked at her friend than she was enveloped in a
crushing hug.

"Goddess" Eikyo said into Mire'sshoulder. "You... | can't believeit." Shelaughed abruptly and lifted
her head, looking a Mirel. "Except | kind of can. Y ou never liked taking rulesfor granted.” She glanced
around at the wreckage. "'l can't believe they attacked you."

Mirel sood unsteadily. "l should have expected it. | just didn't redlize how much it would frighten them,
how much..." Her voicetrailed off, and she had to cough to get it working again. "Goddess. What a
mess"

She stepped off the dai's, employing what will she had |eft to keep herself on her feet. Rana, Arinel, and
Koikasheignored; if there was any troubleleft, it would come from Shimi. The Air Prime stared at her
as she approached, her eyes wild with shock.



Mirel gritted her teeth and managed a bow without faling over.' " Shimi-kane. | am sorry for what has
happened. | understand that you were doing only what you thought was best.”

The Air Prime didn't respond. Mirel was not even certain the woman had seen her.

After amoment, Mirel bowed again, turned, and climbed the dais once more. Eikyo stood back as she
went to Setomi and knelt at her side.

"l don't understand,” the Void Prime whispered. For thefirst time since Mirel had known her, she looked
old; exhaustion and pain had drained the color from her face, leaving it bloodless and worn. "Y ou're right.
| know you are. But why didn't shetell us before? Why let it go onlikethis, for so long?"

Mirel had no ready answer for that. She had found the solution, but not thereason. "Aken... I'mnot a
priestess. | don't know." She closed her eyes and tried listening. No divine revelation occurred to her, but
she did come up with an idea. Whether it would do Satomi any good was questionable. "The clergy tell
usthat the Goddess, though Mother, is not our mother. Shewon't hold our hands and walk us through
life. We haveto rise and fal on our own successes and mistakes. I'm sure she grieved to see usgo
wrong, but she wouldn't do anything to changeit. Not until we were ready to listen.”

Satomi shuddered. "That's harsh.”
It was harsh. Mire didn't have anything that would soften it, ether.

The dust had cleared. She glanced around and saw witches on every side, saring at them. Ranawas at
Shimi'selbow, trying to get her to move.

"Aken?" Mirel asked softly. "Can you get up?'

The Void Prime looked around for thefirst time. She winced when she saw the destruction Mirei had
wrought, but waved off her half-formed apology. "No, you did right. That power had to go somewhere.
It was you, me, or theroof.” She declined ahand and pushed hersdlf to her feet. "We can dways rebuild
theroof."

Then shelooked at Mirel and firmed her jaw. "Tari and her... compatriots. They've arranged for the
surviva of other doppel gangers, have they not?'

"Yes Aken."

"Good." Her eyeswere still weary, and full of pain, but they aso held conviction Mirel could only admire.
"Itsadart.” Sheturned afull circle, facing al of the assembled witches, students, and Cousinsin turn.
They quieted when they saw her on her feet and dert. "Come with me, then. Theré'sagood dea more
we must discuss.” The Void Prime stepped off the dais and over alow spot in the ring of rubble that
surrounded it. The crowd of women parted to let her through.

Mirel, ill onthedais, cast her eyes upward. The walls vaulted skyward, and then ended abruptly ina
jagged, shattered line. High above, she could see the glimmer of the stars: the eyes of the Goddess,
watchingthem al.

She smiled to hersdlf, then followed Satomi out of the hall.

Glossary
Ai—the honorific used for an unranked witch of the Void Ray.



Air—one of the five Elements. Air is associated with the Bride. Among the witches, the Air Ray is
itinerant, and serves anyonein need.

Akara—the honorific used for aKey of the Void Ray. Aken—the honorific used for the Prime of the
Void Ray.

Anade—the former Lady of Razi. Killed by Wraith. Succeeded by Cano. Arine—~Prime of the Fire Ray.
Ashin—Key of the Air Hand.

Aspect—one of the five faces of the Goddess. The Aspects are the Maiden, the Bride, the Mother, the
Crone, and the Warrior.

Atami—Key of the Water Hand.
Avdanche—aHunter of Silverfire. Formerly employed by Tari.

Avannans—members of ardligious sect that honors the Dance as the highest form of adoration to the
Goddess.

Bonded—aterm used for Hunters who take permanent employment with asingle individudl.
Briar—aHunter of Slverfire. Stablemaster at the school.

Bride—the second Aspect of the Goddess, associated with marriage and the Element of Air.
Cano—the Lord of Razi. Successor to Anade. Served by a Cloudhawk, Tangle, now deceased.
Chaha—the Lady of Kdistyi.

Chai—the honorific used for an unranked witch of the Earth Ray.

Chakoa—the honorific used for aKey of the Earth Ray.

Chashi—the -honorific used for the Prime of the Earth Ray.

Chime—adivision of the clock developed in Insebrar; each laststhree hours. In order, they are Low,
Dark, First, Mid, High, Light, Late, and Last.

Cloudhawk—one of the Hunter schooals, training bonded spies, who are often employed by Lords or
other powerful figures.

Cousin—term used for the servants of the witches.

Criel—aformer leader of the Sunset Temple company of Dancersin Eriot. Now servesasapriestessin
Verdosa

Crone—the eldest Aspect of the Goddess, associated with wisdom and the Element of Earth.
Dance—an art practiced in some temples (especialy Avannan temples) to honor the Goddess.
Dark—the second chime of the clock, corresponding to 3 am.

Domain—the primary political unit. Formerly the fifteen domains were subsets of three large kingdoms,
but those realms fractured centuries ago.

Earth—one of thefive Elements. Earth is associated with the Crone. Among the witches, the Earth Ray



servesthe land itsdlf, working to prevent droughts and other natural disasters.

Eclipse—aHunter of Silverfire. Y ear-mate of Mirage, Formerly caled Kerestd.

Edame—Fire Hand. Domain adviser to Lord Iseman and Lady Tericaof Haira.
Eikyo—awitch-student in her twenty-fifth year. A friend of Miryo's. Intendsto join the Earth Heart.

Elements—the substances that make up the world. Each hasavariety of symbolic associations. Thefive
Elements are Fire, Air, Water, Earth, and Void.

Fire—one of thefive Elements. Fireis associated with the Maiden. Among the witches, the Fire Ray
servestherulers of the land as advisers.

Firs—thethird chime of the clock, corresponding to 6 am.
Fredlance—aterm used for Hunters who work for hire in short-term jobs.
Governor—an individua who rules over aregion of adomain, answering to aLord or Lady.

Hand—one of the three Paths. Witches of the Hand carry out the work of their Ray, usualy in other
domains.

Head—one of the three Paths. Witches of the Head conduct the research and recordkeeping of their
Ray, oftenin Starfall or one of the domain halls.

Heart—one of the three Paths. Witches of the Heart are the organizationa and administrative structure of
their Ray, and often livein Starfall.

High—thefifth chime of the clock, corresponding to noon.
Hinusoka—awitch-student. Died during the final test of passage.

Hunter—an individua trained by one of the Hunter schools. Hunters may be trained in a specidty, such
as spying, nation, bodyguarding, or mercenary soldiering, or they may generdize. Some are
bonded; others are fredance. All Huntersare highly skilled at individua combat. Their training lasts for
ten years, ending at the age of twenty.

Ice—aHunter of Thornblood. Y ear-mate of Lion. A longstanding enemy of Mirage's.
[tsumen—Key of the Void Hand.

|seman—the Lord of Haira, and husband of Terica. A devout Avannan.

Jaguar—the Grandmaster of Silverfire.

Ka—the honorific used for an unranked witch of the Air Ray.

Kan—a Cousin. Assigned to ad Miryo in her search. Kane—the honorific used for the Prime of the Air
Ray. Kasane—Air Heart. Mother of Miryo.

Kasora—the honorific used for aKey of the Air Ray.
K atsu—the honorific used for awitch of unknown or undecided &ffiliation.

Kekka—Key of the Fire Heart. Successor to Tari. Kerestel—the former name of Eclipse.



Key—awitch who leads a Path. A new Primeis selected from among the ranks of the Keys of the
appropriate Ray.

Kimeko—Key of the Void Heart.

K obach—anable, now deceased. Tried to usurp the lordship of Liak from Narevoi. Killed by Miragein
Hara

Koika—Prime of the Earth Ray.

Lady—theruler of adomain, if femae; the highest palitica rank.

Last—the eighth chime of the clock, corresponding to 9 p.m.

L ate—the seventh chime of the clock, corresponding to 6 p.m.

Light—the sixth chime of the clock, corresponding to 3 p.m.

Linea—the Lady of Abern.

Lion—aHunter of Thornblood. Y ear-mate and lover of Ice.

Lionra—the senescha of HairaKeep.

Lord—theruler of adomain, if male; the highest politica rank.

Low—thefirst chime of the clock, corresponding to midnight.

Mai—the honorific used for an unranked witch of the Water Ray.

Maiden—the youngest Aspect of the Goddess, associated with youth and the Element of Fire.
Makiza—the honorific used for aKey of the Water Ray.

Marell—a Silverfire agent. Stationed in Chiero.

Man—the honorific used for the Prime of the Water Ray.

Menukyo—awitch. According to legend, the eldest daughter of Misetsu.
Mid—the fourth chime of the clock, corresponding to 9 am.

Mimre—the Lord of Seach.

Mirage—aHunter of Slverfire. Y ear-mate of Eclipse. Formerly called Seniade.
Miryo—awitch-student in her twenty-fifth year. Daughter of Kasane.

Misetsu—thefirg witch. A holy woman in the areanow caled Starfal who received the gift of magic for
her piety.

Morisuke—V oid Head. Stationed in Samaan to provide information to witches traveling to or from
Safal.

Mother—the third Aspect of the Goddess, associated with family and the Element of Water.

Nai—the honorific used for an unranked witch of the Fire Ray.



Nakana—the honorific used for aKey of the Fire Ray.

Na ochkans—members of ardigious sect that deniesthe Warrior Aspect of the Goddess.
Narevoi—the Lord of Liak.

Narika—Air Head. Often worksto recruit new witchesinto the Air Ray.

Nasha—a Silverfire agent. Stationed in Handom. Nayo—the honorific used for the Prime of the Fire
Ray. Nenikune—Void Heart. Kegps the Starfal infirmary. Onomita—Key of the Fire Head.

Path—one of the three divisons of a Ray, each dedicated to adifferent function. The three Paths are the
Hand, the Head, and the Heart. A Pathisled by aKey.

Perachi—Water Hand. Servesthe people of Samalan.

Prime—awitch who leads aRay. Together, the five Primesrae the domain of Starfdl, and the witches
who servein other domains.

Rani—the Lord of Insebrar. Rana—Prime of the Water Ray.

Ray—one of the five divisons used among the witches, corresponding to the Elements. Each Ray serves
adifferent subset of theworld. A Ray isled by aPrime.

Ruriko—Void Heart. Secretary to Satomi.

Ryll—one of two court artists employed a Haira Keep. Specidizesin portraits.
Sa—aCousin. Assgned to aid Miryo in her search.

Sareen—second highest-ranking performing member of the Sunset Temple company in Eriot.
Satomi—Prime of the Void Ray.

Seniade—the former name of Mirage.

Shimi—Prime of the Air Ray.

Sverfire—one of the Hunter schools, training freglancers who do avariety of work. Their school is
located ashort distance away from Elensk in Miest. They have alongstanding rivalry with Thornblood.

Sip—aHunter of Siverfire, retired from active work. Twin of Wisp. Jaguar's secretary.

Stoneshadow—one of the Hunter schoals, training bonded ns, who are often employed by Lords
or other powerful figures.

Taon—aHunter of Silverfire, retired from active work. Teaches unarmed combat &t the school .
Tangle—aHunter of Cloudhawk. Served Lord Cano of Razi; killed by Wraith.

Tari—Key of the Fire Heart Path; now deceased.

Terica—the Lady of Haira, and wife of Iseman. A devout Avannan.

Thornblood—one of the Hunter schoals, training fred ancerswho do avariety of work. Their school is
located north of Angrim in Abern. They have alonggtanding rivary with Slverfire.



Tomichu—Void Head. Kegps the common library at Star-fall.

Tothe—one of two court artists employed at Haira Keep. Specidizesin landscapes.
Tsue—a Cousin.

Ueda—Key of the Earth Heart.

Viper—aHunter of Siverfire.

Void—one of thefive Elements. VVoid is associated with the Warrior. Among the witches, the Void Ray
servesthe witches themsalves, handling the internd affairs of Star-fall and its people. Alone among the
Elements, Void does not make up apart of the physical world, but rather represents that which is not the
world. Warrior—thefifth Aspect of the Goddess, associated with death, warfare, and the eement of the
Void. Alone among the Aspects, she does not stand for astage in the cycle of life, but rather for the end
of thet life.

Water—one of the five Elements. Water is associated with the Mother. Among the witches, the Water
Ray serves the common people of the land, often living in the larger villages and townsto hedl diseases
and handle other problems.

Willow—aHunter of Slverfire. Y ear-mate of Mirage and Eclipse.

Windblade—one of the Hunter schoals, training freelance bodyguards. Their school islocated south of
Angrimin Abern.

Wisp—aHunter of Silverfire, retired from active work. Twin of Slip. Stationed as an agent in Angrim.
Wolfstar—one of the Hunter schools, training fredlance ns.

Wraith—aHunter of Wolfstar. Assassinated Lady Anade of Razi.

Y aryoki—Void Hand. Stationed in Aystad. Y uri—Water Head. Teaches history at Starfall.
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