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CHAPTER ONE

The caravan wound dowly through the woods aong the riverbank and broke at lagt into the
fidds surrounding the city. Except for a few wooden shdters near the gates, the ity itsdf was
invisble behind massve walls. Not even the roof of atower showed above the snooth grey stone.

Though they were now within Sght of their god, the dust-covered guards continued to ride
reslesdy up and down the long chain of wagons, watching fidd and forest narrowly for any dgn of
unusud activity. Travel here, a the western border of Alkyra, was rdaivey safe, but the Traders
generdly preferred not to take chances.

When the lagt of the wagons had entered the city, the guards relaxed at last. Ther far-flung
riding pattern contracted into smdl eddies of mation between the lumbeing wagons. The
iron-rimmed wagon-wheels were noisy, and conversation was minima. The horses seemed to find
the stone pavement, rough as it was, an improvement over the deeply rutted dirt road outside the
aty, and it was not long before the caravan had reached the wide courtyard of the inn.

The hypnotic rumble of the wagons gave way to a chearful bustle of securing goods and
debling horses. Everyone took part, from the most exdted of the Master Traders to the lowliest
apprentices. As each finished his gppointed task, he went in search of friends or pleasure, depending
on hisindinaion, and soon the courtyard began to empty.

Among those remaining was a tdl, black-haired man in the utiliterian lesther of a caravan guard,
his skin tanned by the sun and wind of the trails to a deep bronze under its coding of grime. The
uniform suited him wel, and he carried himsdf with an easy confidence that proclaimed him a veteran
despite his rdaive youth. He was checking the ropes securing one of the wagons when another man
haled him. “Maurin!”

The dark-haired men a the wagon rope looked up. “Greetings, Har. | thought you would be
away home by now.”

Har made a rude noise and looked &t his friend with disfavor. The two were of a height, but
Har’s dight build, accentuated by the lesther uniform, made him appear smdler and younger than he
was. An unruly shock of sandy brown hair added to the effect, and made the sraight black brows
and dightly tilted grey-green eyes more gartling.

“I’ve been hunting dl over for you,” Har said when Maurin made no response. “| invited you to
vigt when we got to Brenn; did you think | would forget? Haven't you finished with that yet?

“I'm just checking the knots,” Maurin replied. “Last stop we nearly logt three white fox pelts
when the wind blew the canvas off, remember?’

Har grinned unrepentantly. “This is Brenn, remember?’ he mimicked. “That can’t happen in
town, and anyway the light Suff has dl been unpacked. So won't you come on?’

“A journeyman can't leave the caravan without the permisson of one of the Master Traders.
You know that,” Maurin answered.

“So let's get it! They won't deny it; there' s nothing more to do here” As Maurin ill hesitated,
Har frowned. “I’'m beginning to think you don’t want to come. | tdl you, Maurin, you work too hard.
Take the whole week and stay with us and rdax for a change. Or in't the Noble House of Brenn up
to your standards?’

“l don't want Master Goldar to think I'm trying to curry favor,” Maurin admitted. “And what
will your family think? 1t's dl right for nobles and journeymen to brush cloaks on a caravan trip, but
even the Master Traders don't vist lords in town unless they’ re invited.”

“Wdl, | invited you, didn't 17" Har said. “You don't have to worry about my family; Mother
won't mind, and if she doesn’t, no one dse will, ether.”



“There sdill Master Goldar.”

“Fear not, my friend,” Har said, driking a theatrica pose. “We ddl yet win for you the
freedom of the city, overcoming dl objections of...” His speech was abruptly difled by a heavy wool
horse-blanket, thrown accurately over his head by the friend he was addressng. Har emerged a
moment later, grinning broadly.

“At least there's one good thing about being heir to a Noble House,” Har said as the two set
off in search of the Master Trader. “I know more about protocol and persuasion than just about
anybody. We won't have any trouble with Master Goldar; you'll see.”

Whether because of Har's vaunted diplométic tdents or for some reason of his own, the
caravan master not only released the journeyman for the week, but went so far as to give him the
freedom of the town for the entire month of the caravan’'s stay in Brenn. The two guards set off, with
Har making much of his own sill in achieving such a desirable result. Maurin pointedly ignored him
until he changed the subject. By that time, the two had reached the wide avenue that led sraight from
the western gate of Brenn to the large stone building in the center of town. They turned away from
the gates, and Har darted a sharp look at hisfriend.

“Now what are you shaking your head about?’ he asked.

“That,” Maurin said, waving toward the building in front of them. Even from this distance, Styr
Td loomed above the jumble of homes and shops and inns. It bore little resemblance to the ornate
palaces and castles of Alkyran noblesin other cities.

“What's wrong with it?” Har demanded. “Hurry up; | don’'t want them to find out the caravan’s
inbefore | get there.” Har started toward Styr Tel. Finding no adequate reply, Maurin followed.

The street was full of the cheerfully miscdlaneous crowd of a trade city. Peasants, guildsmen,
merchants and Traders jostled vigtors and townsfolk dike. A man from Rathane in gaudy robes
walked past the deadly, black-clad figure of an assassin from beyond the Mountains of Morravik.
Three dark-skinned desert people bargained in loud voices with a man who spoke with the accent of
Ciaron. And everywhere there were men in soldiers’ dress. Some, like Har and Maurin, wore the
legther of caravan guards, but many were dressed in the colors of the city. Severd times Har and
Maurin had to stop and wait while a band of soldiers marched by.

During the third such incident, Maurin looked at Har and said, “I have never understood why
Brenn has so many more soldiers than the other trade towns. It isn't that much more dangerous to
be right on the border.”

Har laughed. “Aswdl ask why a fortress has so many caravans passing through!”

Maurin frowned in puzzlement. Har looked a him. “Y ou redlly don’t know?’

“If | did, | wouldn't ask.”

“Unless you had some other reason,” Har grinned. “But I'll tdl you anyway. Brenn is both
fortress and trade town, but it is a fortress firgt. My great-grandfather founded it about two hundred
and fifty years ago, right after the Lithmem inveson was stopped at Eirith. The idea was to prevent
the Lithmern from ever overrunning Alkyra again; Brenn Sts right in the gap between the Kathkari
Mountains” he waved to the north, “and the Snake Mountains” Har waved toward the south.
“Nobody can get into Alkyra from the west without passng Brenn, so of course it became a trade
town too. But it isdill the firdt line of defense for northern and western Alkyra”

Maurin found it easy to beieve Styr T had once been a fortress. It was surrounded by a high
stone wall, set back from the houses of Brenn asif to prevent an attack from the upper stories of the
homes and shops. Above thewadll, two tdl black towers rose to command a view of the entire city;
from this angle, they were dl of the Styr that could be seen.

Time and custom had made a marketplace of the open area between the low buildings of the
town and the walls of Styr Tel. Maurin and Har wove through the merchants and townspeople to the
gates, ignaring the persuasive cdls of the dedlers. The guards recognized Har a once, and let him
and Maurin through the gate without chdlenge. As they entered the courtyard, Maurin got his first



closeview of Styr Td.

Black stone, polished smooth, filled his eyes. Styr Td was made of it. The place was
enormous, Maurin's head bent back as he tried to see it dl. He could easly imagine a company of
troops vanishing ingde without disrupting any of the gentler pursuits of the nobles who lived there.
Thelines of the building were clean and practical, but the dark stone gave it a dignity lacking in the
ary palaces Maurin had seen in other cities. This was a strong place, an armored place, a home for a
soldier. Maurin found himsdf admiring the man who had built it.

A long whigtle from Har brought Maurin’s eyes down, and he blinked. The Styr courtyard was
full of activity. Servants were bustling about with buckets, rods, stacks of cloth, brooms and articles
of furniture. Everywhere people were deaning, polishing, and scrubbing; the atmosphere farly
reeked of soap, and the strong scent of Mindaran wood-wax.

“Looks like we' ve arrived intime for oring deaning,” Maurin observed as they threaded their
way through the crowd.

A shout from the doorway ahead spared Har from responding to this obvious comment. A tall
grl with pde gold braids hanging down nearly to her knees ran forward to throw her ams around
the young noble. “Har, you're back!” she exclamed.

“Jud bardly,” laughed Har, swinging her off her feet in awide circle. “We came draight here as
soon as the caravan got in.” He set her gently back on her feet and turned. “Maurin, thisis my sdter,
Alethia”

“l am charmed,” Maurin said, bending low over Alethia's hand. Privaidy he thought that the
introduction was nearly unnecessary; there was no midaking those tilted green eyes and draight
black eyebrows. Alethiawas dearly Har's sster.

Alethia returned his courtesy absently, and linked arms with her brother as they started for the
house. “I'm so glad you got back in time for my party,” she said as they mounted the gairs. “But you
could have sent some kind of warning, couldn’t you?’

“Party?’ Har said blankly.

Alethialaughed. “You don't even remember! I’'m twenty tomorrow; it ismy birth eve”

“Well, | didn't forget entirdy,” Har said. “I got something at our lagt stop in Karlen Gde. I'll
giveit to you tonight, after I’ ve unpacked.”

“Thank you in advance—I think!” Alethia replied. Then, turning to Maurin she added, “You
will come to the party too, won't you? It won't be more than dinner and songs, redly; the Lords
Armih and Gahlon are coming at the end of the week to talk to Father, and it would be hard to have
two large feasts so close together.”

“Lord Armin and Firgt Lord Gahlon, here? Together?” Har excdlamed. “What do they want to
tak to Father for?’

His dgter amiled mischievoudy. “I'm not supposed to know, so you'd better ask him. The
Lithmern raids, | think,” she added innocently.

“But the raids have practicdly stopped!” Har said.

“I know,” said Alethia, and grinned again.

“Youmug tdl medl about it after he explains to you.”

“Wha makes you think hewill?” Har countered.

“Wel, asde from being his son and heir, you've just come back from three months with the
caravans, haven't you? And your last stop was Karlen Gae, which is the only Free City anywhere
near Lithra So if Father wants to know about the Lithmern, who ese would he talk to?’

“Who indeed?’ said a deep voice behind them, and Alethia jumped. The three turned to find a
tal, dark-haired man of middle years looking at them with a amile “Father!” said Alethia and Har
together.

The man’s amile deepened. “Welcome home” he said to his son, and there was no mistaking



the deep affection in his tone. For a moment they stood slent, then Har shook himsdf and turned to
introduce Maurin.

“l am honored; | have heard a good ded of you, Lord Bracor,” Maurin sad when the
formdities were finished.

“Nothing too intimideting, | hope,” Bracor responded. “Come into my study where we can
tak.” He turned toward Alethiaand studied her for a moment. “1 don’t suppose you would like to go
on and tdl your mother that Har has returned?’

“Mother probably aready knows,” Alethia said, and smiled.

“And you would rather join us” Bracor finished with an answvering amile. “1 don't quite see
why; you probably know dl about it aready.”

“l know just enough to be interested, that's dl,” Alethia said. “Of course, | can find out from
Har later, but it would be easier if you'd just et me stay.

Har leaves things out sometimes.”

Har’s face reddened, and Bracor shook his head in mock resgnation. “Very wdl, then, snce
you are S0 determined.” He stood aside and let the others walk past him into the room, then entered
and closed the door behind him.

“l suppose that Alethia has dready guessed that | wanted to tak to you about the Lithmern,”
Bracor said when they were dl seated insde.

“Wdl, she did say something about Lithmern raids,” Har said, glandng at his ster. “Bt |
don't see the point; they’ ve practicdly stopped.”

“The Conclave of Firg Lords feds the same way, I'm afrad,” the Lord of Brenn replied
tiredly. “But raids are not the only thing to fear from Lithmern.”

Har looked puzzled; Bracor continued. “Do you know that the Lithmern now control, either by
outright conquest or by more subtle means, most of the countries to the north and west of Alkyra?
They are far stronger than you may think.”

“Then why aren’t they raiding more instead of less?” Har said stubbornly. “If they thought they
could get away with it, the Lithmern would be attacking every caravan that takes the northern traild”

“ISlot every one” his father said. “Only a few tha they can loot completdy. Your Trader
friend knows what | mean.” Maurin looked a Bracor in surprise as Har and Alethia turned their
heads.

“You mud have excdlent sources to have uncovered that, my Lord,” Maurin said with new
respect.

Har made a frugtrated gesture. “Whét are you talking about?’

“Three caravans have disappeared completely in the past 9x months” Maurin said.

“Disappeared?’ Har asked skepticdly. “How can fifteen or more wagons and sSxty men just
vanish?’

Maurin shrugged. “They are certainly gone. No trace of men, horses, goods, or wagons has
been found, not even the Traders’ family gear. And dl of them were passng near Lithra At less,
that’s where we think they were.”

“You don't know?" Alethia asked.

“Caravan magters can be very secretive about routes and destinations, epecidly if they think
someone else wants to cut in on ther profits” Maurin explained.

“But how could the Lithmern do it?” Har puzzled. “And why would they take everything that
way?’

“How, | do not know,” Bracor said. “Why, | can guess. They wish to keep usin doubt of their
numbers and thar intentions. Until now they have been afraid of Alkyra; they remember their defeat
a Eirith too dearly to take chances with us. Now | think thelr fear is passng; they have been
preparing carefully for years, growing stronger while we bickered among ourselves.”



“Then you think the Lithmern are planning to attack Alkyral” Alethia said.

“l do,” her father replied. “I have tried to tdll the Conclave that, but they will not ligen, and the
Regent has too little real power to compd the lords, much less the Nine Families. We have kept
them safe too long. Oh, there are afew who suspect, who build their own forces, but Alkyra has no
unity.”

“Can't the Regent do anything?’ Maurin asked.

“He never does,” Alethiasaid. “I think he's afraid to offend the First Lords, because they might
decide to replace hmif he tried to make them do anything.”

“Alethia is right,” Bracor said. “The Regent’s power depends on the good will of the Nine
Families and he knowsiit too wdl. The last regent, of course, was not a strong ruler, and he dlowed
his authority to be eroded by the nobles”

“Then what are you going to do?’ asked Har.

Bracor sraightened. “Lord Armin of Lacsmer and First Lord Gahlon of Meridd will be coming
here in three days on a courtesy vigt.” He smiled wryly. “Protocol has its uses, after dl. They are
actudly coming to discuss an dliance among us to meet the threat of the Lithmern. If we can come to
an agreement, Brenn will have some support, even if the Conclave of First Lords does not act.”

“I do not know ether of them” Har said. “But the Nine Families have dways been
independent. Do you think they will agree to work together?’

“Hrd Lord Gahlon is young, but he is reasonable. Armin has something of a temper, but things
should go wdl if | can show him how great the danger redly is” Bracor looked sharply a Maurin
and Har. “That iswhy | wish to talk to you; your caravan is the only one in the city which has taken
the trade route just south of Lithrain the past month. So tdl me about your journey.”

For the next hour, Har and Maurin talked, describing the dties and towns they had passed
through. Bracor had many questions, from how many men-at-arms they had seen in the Streets of
Sormak to what welcome the Traders had received from the people in Karlen Gde. To Maurin's
surprise, Alethid s comments were more intdligent and informed than his smal experience with noble
ladies had led him to expect.

Findly, Bracor sat back. “That is enough for today, | think. | need some time to consider what
you have told me before we continue; we can talk more tomorrow.” He rose and nodded as the two
younger men stood and followed Alethia out.

It was over an hour later that Alethia descended the stairs to the great dining hdl. Bracor was
there before her, sanding at the foot of the Stairway taking with Maurin. As she came down, the
men looked up. Bracor stepped forward with an exclamation. “Alethid You look lovey; you could
be your mother twenty years ago.”

Alehialaughed. “Mother doesn’t ook any older now than she did then. Where is she?’

“She haan't come down yet,” Bracor replied; “but she should be here any minute” Turning to
Maurin, who was saring dmost ruddy, he started to ask a question, but he was interrupted once
more by the entrance of a tal, gracious woman with slver-white har. She wore a Smple gown of
grey, trimmed with slver, and she moved like mig on the water. She came directly over to Bracor
and placed one dim hand on hisarm.

“lame | have been looking for you,” Bracor said with a amile

“l was delayed hdping dress Tatia,” replied the woman. “1 am sorry to have kept you waiting.”

At that moment a amdl bundle consging manly of arms and legs came flying down the dairs
and struck Bracor at about waist level. He staggered, but kept his feet. Bending down, he picked up
the missile, which resolved into a smdl gifl in a blue dress. The child was about four years old, with
blond braids and Isme's danted eyes. “Tatia, have you been kegping your mother upstairs?”

“No, she was just dressing me. Don't | look pretty? Where' s Har? | want him to see my dress.
It's new. Heisgoing to take me fishing tomorrow. He didn’'t come see me when he got home. Who



isthat?” She pointed to Maurin, who was standing in awe of the flow of words. Bracor laughed.

“Heisafriend of Har's and he will be saying here with us for a few weeks while Har is home.
Har should be over there; seeif you can find him.”

The Lord of Brenn placed his youngest child on the floor. She stood and stared a Maurin for a
moment, then tore off at top speed. Isme shook her head. “After dl thetime | spent dressing her... It
it worth it. But who is our guest?’

“Forgive me; | should have introduced you earlier. May | present Maurin Atuvd of the
Traders?’ Bracor said, turning to her.

“Har has told me much of you dready,” sad Isme in her musicd voice as she nodded. The
years had indeed been kind to the Lady of Brenn; she could have passed as Alethias twin sger
eadly. Maurin bowed courteoudy, wondering where the Lady Isme's naive land was. He had never
seen the combination of white-blond hair and tilted green eyes before, though he knew most of the
peoples of Lyra after histravels. “1 hope Har’s report was favorable, Lady,” he replied.

“You need have no fear on that score,” Isme said. “Har is not likdy to speak poorly about one
whom he holds in such high regard. You are welcome in Styr Tel.” She nodded again. Smiling
dightly, she moved off on Bracor’s arm before Maurin could think of an appropriate reply.

“It istime to seat oursalves.” Maurin turned to find Alethia beside him.

“Allow me to escort you to dinner,” the Trader said formdly, wondering if he was being
maneuvered into taking her in. Alethia's eyes glinted with amusement; then she indlined her head
gracefully. The jewds in her hair flashed as she took Maurin's am and they went together toward
the great hdl.



CHAPTER TWO

Candldight and color filled the banquet hdll of Styr Tel. The black wals were hidden behind
tapestries in rich hues depicting history and legend. In front of them, the notables of Brenn stood in
amdl knots of conversation, or filed toward seats at the linen-draped tables. Over hdf the places
were aready occupied, and serving-boys with Slver decanters moved aong the tables, pouring wine.

Maurin fdt out of place among the richly dressed men and women. He tried to ignore the
feding, and concentrated on observing people instead. He was successful enough thet it was a
moment before he redized that Alethia was spesking to him.

“l am sorry,” he gpologized. “I'm afraid | didn’t quite hear the question.”

“l asked what you find so fascinating,” Alethiasaid. “Now | am doubly curious”

“l was watching your guests” Maurin said. “You said this would be a amdl party, just dinner
and songs, but it looks like a feast to me”

Alethialaughed. “Jugt wait until First Lord Gahlon and Lord Armin get here; then you'll see a
feast! Everyonein town will want to come.”

“l don’t see why; the guest of honor tonight is far more attractive.”

“Veay nicd” Alethia said approvingly. “Are dl Traders so courteous?’

“Oh, mogt of them are much better at it than | am,” Maurin assured her solemnly. “I am only a
journeymean, after dl.”

“Only a journeyman? After everything Har told me, | thought you were a Wagon-master, at
least!” Alethia s eyes danced wickedly; Maurin shook his head in mock sadness.

“Har tends to exaggerate,” he explained.

Alethialaughed again. “I see you know my brother wel.”

“Wdl enough; we stood watch together from Ciaron to Karlen Gale”

“Stood watch?’ Alethialooked puzzled. “But you' re a journeyman.”

“Trader caravans can't afford to carry dead weight,” Maurin said. “Everyone does something;
journeymen earn their keep as guards while they’ re sudying for full satus.”

“What do Traders sudy?’ Alethia asked curioudy.

“Cugtoms and languages of the largest cities, and tables for converting the coin of one redm to
another,” Maurin said. “ Some of the Master Merchants can speak and write in twelve tongues, but a
journeyman is only required to learn five. It is not redly very interesting.”

Har heard this last remark and leaned forward. “Don't let him fool you, Allie” he advised.
“Maurin is one of the youngest men ever to master dl of the tables and scripts, but he is too modest
to mention it. And he wasn't even born a Trader!”

“What?" Alethia looked at Maurin. “Then how can you be a journeyman? | didn't think the
Traders let people just join!”

“They don't,” Maurin said. He shot a deadly look at Har, who grinned unrepentantly. “But I've
been with the caravans since | was fourteen.”

“If you aren’'t a Trader, where are you from?’ Alethia asked.

Maurin hesitated. “I was born in one of the seacoast towns, my parents were killed in a fire a
the docks when | was an infant.”

“Oh. I'm sorry.” Alethialooked asif she redly meant it. “How did you join the Traders, then?’

“l was raised by a couple who took mein for charity and never let me forget it,” Maurin said.
He was surprised a how easy it was to say. “I ran away when | was fourteen. One of the
south-bound caravans picked me up. | suppose | was ussful; anyway, they let me stay.”



“Ha” Har leaned forward again and grinned at his sgter. “Let him stay? Maurin's one of the
best swordsmen in the guard; I'll bet he was good even then. Of course they let im stay!”

“| suppose thet is another thing he istoo modest to mention,” Alethia said. “Go start your own
conversation, and stop ligening to ming”

Har grinned and turned away. Alethialooked at Maurin speculatively for a moment. When she
was sure Har was occupied esawhere, she tilted her head to one Sde and asked, “Are you very
good with weapons, then?’

“Some think s0,” Maurin replied cautioudy.

“Do you know how to throw daggers?’

“Yes, of course; dl caravan guards learn that,” Maurin said, puzzled.

Alehia glanced down the table. Maurin's eyes followed hers, he saw that Lord Bracor was
turned away from them, talking to someone on his other sde. Alethia turned back.

“Do you play san-seri?’ she asked.

Maurin nodded, dill wondering where this was leading.

“Then would you play a maich with me?’ Alethia asked, leening forward anxioudy. “Har won't
any more, so | hardly ever get a chance. Please”’

Whatever Maurin had expected, it cetanly wasn't an invitaion to play an intricate
knifethrowing game with the daughter of one of the Noble Houses of Alkyra. San-seri was played
by professona soldiers and the Traders who had brought it to Alkyra from the lands west of Ciaron.

Aware of Alethia s expectant eyes on him, Maurin findly asked, “But where could you set up a
san-s=ri target? The courtyard is much too crowded.”

“I knew you would!” Alethia said happily, and Maurin redized with a snking feding that he had
just committed himsdlf. “The target is no problem; Har and | set one up behind the stables when he
was learning swordcraft.” She laughed. “When | started begting him, he decided to teach me archery
ingtead, because he was better at that than | was. Father would be terribly upset if he knew; he is
adways tdling me to be more ladylike”

She gave Maurin indructions on when and where to meet her, and the conversation turned to
other things. Maurin found himsdf hoping that something would happen to put off the proposed
meatch, such as the ground opening up and swalowing him before he had to arive at the stables. A
clandegtine megting with a nobl€' s daughter was a good way for a Trader to get into trouble, and he
was not quite sure how he had been maneuvered into such a breach of common sense.

Thedinner ended, and Bracor rose. After the obligatory toasts to his daughter and his guests,
he said, “We are fortunate to have in town a man who has just been accepted by the Guild of
Mingrels. He was only passing through, but | have heard wdl of him, and | persuaded him to play
for ustonight.”

A ripple of anticipation went through the hal as Bracor sgnded to the man and re-seated
himsdf. Full-fledged mingtres came seldom to Brenn.

A young man stepped forward, dressed in the blue and green of atraveling mindrel. He carried
a mdar, the dringed ingrument that most wandering musddans used, and the hdl hushed in
anticipation.

“Now will | ang for you the song of Gasnd and her love for Kdlingarm the Kulseth seefarer,”
sad the mindrd, and he drew his hand across the strings and began. Though dl had heard the song
before, and knew it well, the hdl was dlent as he played. For the mindrd was he who was later
known as Taman Siver-Tongue, and though he was not yet a the height of his power, dill he hed
them. Even Tatia kept Hill, without fidgeting, until the song was done.

When he finished they would not let him go, but showered him with praise and begged another
of him. And so he sang for them the greatest lays of Alkyra, one after another, on into the night while
the candles burned low in their sockets. When at last he ended his songs and bowed and dipped
away, the guests shook ther heads and gathered in quiet knots to speak of older things in low voices



until the close of the eve was upon them, when they went thelr severd ways.

* k *k k %

Shortly after noon of the falowing day, Maurin picked hisway across the courtyard of Styr Td
toward the stables. He was dill not certain how he had gotten himsdf into this ridiculous position.
Fortunately, Har was out with Tatia on the promised fishing expedition, so he had needed no excuse
to dip away from the young noble.

The stables of Styr Td were built in a corner of the courtyard. On one Side they extended up to
the outer wall, but on the long Sde there was a ggp of Sx or seven feet between the stable wal and
the fortifications. This was patidly roofed over, so that it was not clearly visble from the towers of
the house, and it was one of the most popular trysting places of Styr Tdl.

Maurin rounded the corner of the stable to find Alethia waiting for him. Her hair was braided
again, and she had tied the plaits back to keep them out of her way. The severe syle emphasized her
high cheekbones and the dant of her wide eyes. She held a rack of daggers in one hand: twelve of
them, with green handles.

“l am so0 glad you came,” Alethia said as soon as she saw Maurin. 1 was afraid you weren't
going to show up.”

“I dmog didn’t,” Maurin admitted.

“Are you worried about getting into trouble with Father?” Alethia asked. “Don’'t be; he will
know exactly who to blameif he finds out. But if he does, you must promise to smuggle some pastry
up to me after he locks mein my room; | don’t mind missng supper, but not Ceron’s piedl”

Maurin grinned back at Alethia. “But what if he locks mein, too?’

“Oh, Father would never do that,” Alethia said with mock seriousness. “You are a guest!”

“Then you have set my fears a rest,” Maurin said, and bowed with a flourish.

“Are you ready to start, then?’

Maurin nodded, and Alethia waved toward a second rack propped up againg the wdl of the
gable. This one hed red-handled daggers, and on closer examination they proved to be
exceptionaly well-made and balanced for throwing. Maurin tossed one in the air, enjoying the feding
of qudity.

“They are good daggers, aren't they?’ Alethia said with some satifaction. “Har brought them
from Col Sador the last time he rode guard.”

“No wonder they are so well-bdanced!” Maurin said as he rose, holding the rack. “Where is
your target?’

Alethia nodded toward the end of the aley. Someone, probably Har, had fixed a large board in
position againg the stone of the outer wall. On it the square, circle and diamond shapes were drawn
roughly but clearly. Maurin nodded. For afew moments they took turns meking practice throws, and
Maurin found the red-handled daggers just as good as he had expected. Then the game began.

They flipped a coin for the firg throw, and Alethia lost. Maurin stepped to the throwing line
and, with the ease of long practice, brought hisarm down. The dagger flew in a perfect arc, turningin
mid-air to strike point-first at one of the four intersections between the three figures. Alethia nodded
in gppreciation and stepped forward to take her turn.

The green dagger placed itsdf perfectly in the next intersection, and Maurin raised an eyebrow
in surprise. Alethia was better than he had expected, unless it had been a lucky throw. The game
went on, and it soon became clear tha Alethia was not going to be easy to defeat. Maurin was
hardly a novice player, but Alethia matched his throws with an ease that surprised him, and she was
no mean drategis.

They reached the find throw, and Maurin paused to sudy the board. The pattern of red and



green was nearly complete. Carefully, he amed and placed his last dagger. It flew true and far, and
Maurin amiled. The pattern of red was complete. Green could best it by completing its pattern, for
Alethia had chosen a more difficult design, but her find dagger would have to be placed dmost on
top of Maurin's lagt throw. If Alethia knocked the red dagger from the board, she would lose.

Alethia stepped up to the throwing line. She frowned dightly, then in a Sngle, fluid motion she
rased her am and threw. The green dagger came to rest a hair’ s-breadth from the red, quivering
dightly, and Alethia smiled.

“What a throw!” Maurin exdaimed in genuine admiration. “Har should have warned me. You
have won, | think.”

“Har doesn't like to admit that he can be beaten by his younger sgter,” Alethia said, amiling.

“If you dways throw like that, | can't imagine why,” Maurin said. “Where do you get your
«ill?

“l suppose it runs in the family; Father and Har are both very good. Besides, | have a lot of
timeto practice,” Alethia said. She looked at the board criticdly. “1 must admit, thisis as close to a
perfect game as | have ever managed.”

“I would like to see you in competition,” Maurin said thoughtfully. “I don’'t know ten men who
could have made that last dagger.”

“You flater me, gr,” Alethia said, sweeping him a dignified curtsey.

“No, itistrue” Maurin protested; then he saw Alethia s grin. Together they walked toward the
target. “We mug have arematch,” Maurin said as they retrieved the daggers.

“Not today, | an afraid,” Alethia said with some regret. “Mother and | are going down to the
heder’'s houses for our weekly vist. If | stay here to play another game, I'll be late”

“Then | suppose we mug wait,” Maurin said. “Tomorrow, perhaps?’

Alethia nodded, amiling. “Tomorrow.”

The rematch was not held. Alethia was caught up once morein the whirl of preparations for the
vigt of the two lords, and she was bardly able to snaich enough time to let Maurin know thet she
could not make it to their appointment. Maurin would have been disappointed if he had not been
busy with Bracor and Har, going over and over everything that was known about the Lithmern. As. it
was, neither of the two found time for regrets.



CHAPTER THREE

Alethia hurried down the back gtairs of Styr Td, skirts lifted high to avoid catching dust on the
green slk. The dippers that showed as a result were in the latest syle; spangled, with narrow hedls.
Normdly she was not quite so careful, but it was only an hour before the feast Bracor was giving for
the two nobles and she wanted to look her best.

Har had persuaded Bracor to invite Maurin to the wecoming feast, even though the
unexpected addition gave the preparations a last-minute touch of confuson. Adding two more to a
forma banquet was a far cry from setting two more places at a birthday party, however eaborate.
As she reached the foot of the stairs and turned toward the Styr kitchens, Alethia frowned. Maurin
was undeniably a personable young man, and she would be glad to see more of him, but she wished
he would not monopolize Har so thoroughly. She had hardly seen her brother since the two men
arrived. Of course, some of the fault was Bracor’s; he kept the two men sudying Lithmern for hours.
Sill...

The door to the kitchen siwung open, cutting Alethia s reflections short. She found everything in
a predictable and undarming state of chaos. She waved to Ceron, the head cook. He grinned
broadly in response, but he made no move to leave the large kettle he was dirring. One of the
assgant cooks came hurrying up.

“Anything we can do for you, my lady?’

“Mother sent me down to seeif things were going well. She would have come hersdf, but she
has too many detalls to see to updtars” Alehia did not mention that her mother seemed more
gpprenengve than usud about the evening. Isme's hunches were known and respected by the
members of the household gtaff. To dlow her nebulous fears to be known would insure a disaster, so
Isme had rdluctantly dlowed Alethiato take her place for the cusomary vist to the kitchens.

Things seemed to be wdl under control. Alethia settled severd amdl quarrels, checked the
wine, and informed Ceron that he could begin serving upstairs in one hour’s time. The whole tour of
the kitchens took only afew minutes, and she left quite satisfied.

Jugt outside the kitchen door Alethia paused for a moment to dust off her skirts. As she did,
she heard a muffled thumping coming from the courtyard. She turned uncertainly, and the noise was
repeated. Frowning, she reached for the amdl side door that led to the yard.

Outside it was very dark, though the sun had set only a few minutes previoudy. Alethia peered
into the shadows. “Who is there?’ she cdled, and stepped forward. There was a movement on her
left, and she hdf turned. At that moment a heavy cloak dropped over her head, and she fdt hersdf
being grasped and lifted. Through the folds she heard a hoarse chuckle.

Alethia fought and tried to scream, but the folds of the cloak hampered her movements and
muffled her voice. Someone wrenched at the throat of her gown; then the cloak was wrapped more
tightly.

Despite her struggles, she was picked up and thrown unceremonioudy across a saddle. She
heard the noise of hoofbeets as her kidnappers started off. Alethiakicked and tried to dide from the
horse' s back, but the rider who held her was strong. She kicked again and heard his bresth hiss as
she connected, then she was knocked sensdess by a blow on her head.

On the second floor of Styr Tel candles smoked and flared as Bracor paced the floor of his
sudy, sending dark shadows legping about the walls of the room. Isme and Har sat near the door,
watching. Tatia, oblivious to the tenson in the air, played happily with a paperweight and Bracor’s
offidd sedl.



“Where is Alghig? demanded Bracor, for the seventh time at least. “She knows how
important this banquet is; we can’t keep the guests waiting much longer. And Gahlon made a point of
mentioning his desire to see her.”

“She knows, and she promised me she would be as pleasant as she could to First Lord
Gahlon,” Isme said soothingly. “I’m sure she wouldn't start by being late without a reason.”

Bracor stopped pacing and turned. “I know, 1sme, but that girl finds the most unusud reasons!”
Isme amiled, but her husband continued, “Armin and Gahlon have come spedificaly to tak about an
dliance between our cities againg the Lithmern. Y ou know how touchy they are, how quick to sense
insult. | can't risk anything going wrong now.”

“l sent Alethia down to check on things in the kitchen,” 1sme said camly. “Though that was at
least an hour ago...”

“Har,” Bracor snapped, “ Seeif you can find her. And make sure you get back here on timel”

Har nodded, and rose. Tatia looked up from her play and said with round-eyed seriousness,
“Something bad happened to Alethia”

“Hush, brat,” sad Har, teking a swing at his youngest sster. Tatia ducked under a char to
escape him and stuck out her tongue. Bracor bent to retrieve his erring offspring before she tipped
the chair over, and Har proceeded on into the corridor. Turning right, he headed toward the back
dairs and practicaly tripped over Maurin.

“Where away?’ the young caravan guard asked.

“Alethiais wandering around somewhere, and Father is having fits, so he sent me to find her,”
Har said indegantly. “You look splendid,” he added as Maurin fdl into step beside him.

“Splendidly uncomfortable, maybe,” Maurin said with a grimace. “Give me a nice, practica
uniform over these any day. | can hardly move” He indicated his tightly fitting garb of wine-red
vevet and slver. The black cape he wore was hdld at the left shoulder by a round slver clasp which
bore alighted candlein its center. Around the candle a stylized shidd, sword, cup and &ff intricately
entwined with vines formed a circle. He did indeed look a splendid figure, and just as uncomfortable
as he dlamed. Har laughed.

“l hate to mention it, but that is auniform. The dress uniform of a Captain of the House Guard
of Styr Td, to be precise”

“What!”

“It was dl | could find on short notice. Did you want to go to a formd banquet in caravan
leether? Quit complaining and let’s find Alethia before Father blows the roof off. Mother said she
was heading for the kitchen.”

Together the two men headed down the stairs and through the passage a the back of the
house. Just before they reached the kitchen doorway, Har paused with a frown.

“That door shouldn’'t be open at this time of night. Wait just a minute, Maurin; I'll be right
back.” Har stepped through an archway towards a amdl sde door that was hdf gar. As he pulled
on the handle something jammed, and he bent to examine the frame. He draightened with an
exclamation. “Maurin! See here”

The other man hurried over. Har hed out his hand. In it was a bent dlver clasp gmilar to the
one which held Maurin's cape, but with two lesfy branches emblazoned in the center instead of the
candle. “Thisisthe badge of Styr Gisek, a& Meridd,” Har said.

“What would one of Gahlon's guards be doing...” began Maurin, then stopped abruptly.
Through the open door he had seen a flicker of movement in the shadow of the house. Mationing to
Har to continue, Maurin pulled his black cape over the betraying siver of the dress uniform and
dipped like a shadow out of the door into the darkness.

With scarcely a pause, Har opened the door dightly wider and, raisng his voice, continued, “I
don’'t know, but this undoubtedly belongs to one of them. Perhaps he had an overwheming desire to
sample our dinner, or maybe he came courting a kitchen maid. Still, he must be found; we cannot



have such—Maurin, have you got him?’ he broke off as the sounds of a scuffle came from the
courtyard.

The noise subsided, and Maurin reappeared, grinning broadly. “Here is our spy,” he said, lifting
up asmdl, squirming boy about Sx years old.

“Lemme go!” the prisoner cried. “I didn’t do nothing! It wasn't me. Lemme go!”

“What are you talking about?’ demanded Har as Maurin set his captive on the ground once
more. Without a word, the child darted away toward the courtyard, only to be scooped up once
agan by Maurin. “Lemme go!”

Maurin set the boy in front of him, thistime kegping a strong grip on one skinny arm. Squetting
down to look directly at the child, he said, “Look, we aren't going to hurt you. All we want to know
iswhat happened. What is your name?’

“Ancd,” sniffed the boy.

“Wdl, Ancd, what are you so afraid of 7’

The boy trembled, but under Maurin's steady gaze his eyes fdl and he mumbled, “The guy with
no face that took the lady.”

Har and Maurin exchanged frowns. “What happened?’ Maurin asked urgently. “Did you see?’
The child nodded. “Tdl ud” The boy gulped twice and began.

“Cook told meto get out of the way, so | came out here. Then a whole bunch of men sneaked
around the corner, and | hid. They waited for a while, and then one of them made a noise. The lady
from up in the house came out to see what it was and they put a big cape over her and took her
away. She looked awful pretty, dl in green. Then one of the men stuck something in the door and
they dl rode away. | was scared so | stayed hid. Then you came.”

“What did these men look like?’

“Madlly dark, like the traders when they come in. And they had their hair chopped off around
thar ears. | didn't like them. But the big one didn't have no face. He made it dark. They were dl
scared of him. | was scared too.”

The boy began to cry again. Maurin and Har looked a each other. “Lithmemn! And they’'ve
kidnapped Alethiad” Har exclamed. Maurin turned back to the boy.

“Ancd, do you remember if they said anything?’

“They didn't talk much and | didn’t understand what they said. They didn't tak right,” the boy
sniffed.

“Well, a least we know who they are,” Maurin said to Har. He turned his attention back to the
boy. “Now, Ancel, you come with us. | want you to tdl this to some other people. Come on.”

Maurin led the boy back into the house, while Har lingered behind for a fev moments. Har
caught up with the pair at the head of the stairs, and they made their way rapidly back to the room
where Bracor and lsme waited. As they entered, they saw that Bracor had been joined by his
gueds. The lords were not in the best of tempers.

“| say thereisno reason for this” Armin was saying as they entered. “The girl is making fools
of usdl, and | for onewill not stand for it.”

“Your pardon, Lord,” Maurin interrupted firmly. “I do not think thisis by her choice.”

“What do you mean?’ Bracor said, stepping forward anxioudy. “Where is she?’

“Alethia has been kidnapped,” Har stated flaly. Isme turned as white as her harr, and the two
vigting lords looked a Har in congternation.

“We found this jammed in the door,” Har went on. “I believe it belongs to one of your men,
Frgt Lord.” He handed Gahlon the Siver clasp.

Gahlon held the clasp without looking at it for a ful minute as the implications of that statement
sank in. “Are you accusng me of this?” he asked quietly.

“No, but we were meant to,” Maurin said. He pulled Ancd forward. “Fortunately, this boy



saw the whole thing. Alethia was kidnapped by Lithmern, who deliberaidy planted First Lord
Gahlon's inggne to throw suspicion on him and cover their traces. Possibly they dso intended to
make us wagte time arguing among ourselves.”

Bracor, somewhat recovered from the initid shock, nodded thoughtfully. “Such an accusation
would ruin dl chance of an dliance between Brenn and Meridd for years. The Lithmern would seem
to be wdl informed; | had thought your purpose here was unknown.” He gazed absently at the other
two lords. Abruptly, he came back to the present. “Under the circumstances, speculation can wait. |
trust you will excuse me, my lords, but | must go after these men.”

“l have aready ordered a party of guards to prepare, and our horses should be waiting now,
Father,” Har put in. “We only came back to tdl you.”

“Wdl done. We go, then,” Bracor said. Turning to his guests, he continued, “You are welcome
to stay here and enjoy the feast that has been prepared for you. | must hold mysdf excused; do not
think me a poor hog, | pray.” Bracor bowed and started for the door. He was brought to a hdt by
the sound of Armin dearing his throat.

“I may not speak for Fird Lord Gahlon,” the Lord of Lacamer sad rather gruffly. “But for
mysdf, | would consider it a poor return for your hospitdity if we were to reman here & our ease
while you ride out to danger. | would join you.”

“l ds0.” Gahlon spoke quietly, but there was no doubt of his Sincerity.

The grim expression on Bracor’s face lightened a little. “1 accept,” he said, and the three men
|eft the room, followed by Maurin and Har. As Maurin turned toward the gtairs hie caught a glimpse
of lane's white, srained face as she dipped away toward the tower tairway. His sympathy went
out to her for a moment; then he was hurrying on toward the courtyard where the horses waited.

Shadows danced over the stone wadls of the castle and stable as men and horses moved
purposefully about the courtyard. When Maurin arrived, a troop of guards was aready mounted.
Three horses stood waiting to the left of the door. Bracor was spesking with the gatekeeper. Maurin
saw him shrug and turn to Har, who nodded a little reluctantly. The Lord of Brenn motioned to his
two guests, and the three Nobles moved together to the waiting horses and mounted. Har came over
to the doorway where Maurin ill stood.

“The Styr gatekeeper swears he didn't see anyone come in or go out snce the lagt of the
guests arrived late this afternoon,” Har informed him. “I don’t quite understand it; the captain has
found the tracks and they are as plain as afire on the top of Shadrock Mountain.”

“Never mind that. What about us?” Maurin asked, indicating the departing party of guards.

Har’s reply was drowned for a moment by the noise as the pursuers started out the gates of
Styr Td into the city. Then he said, “They are saddling two more horses for us now. Father wanted
to start a once. We can catch up without too much trouble once we get outsde of Brenn, and he
thought it important not to antagonize Gahlon and Armin by leaving them behind to wait for horses.”

Maurin snorted disgustedly. “Poalitics at a time like thid I'd never make a noble, that’'s certain.
Wi, come on. WEll get started faster if we don't wait for the horses to be brought to us”

The two walked across the courtyard to the stables. They were met just insde the stable door
by a groom leading their mounts. With anod of thanks, Maurin took the reins from the man and led
the animals outside.

“They’'ll head for the West Gate,” Har said as they mounted. “It is closest, and the kidnappers
wouldn’'t want to attract attention.” Maurin nodded, and with bardy a backward look he and Har
gdloped out into the city.

Maurin and Har did not catch the larger party within the city. Outside the West Gate of Brenn,
the trall of the pursuers turned northwest, toward Lithra As the two turned ther horses to follow,
Maurin reined in suddenly. “Wait a minute,” he said. Har obligingly brought his mount to a hat and
turned to look inquiringly at his friend.

Maurin sat bolt upright in the saddle, saring at the sky. “We are going in the wrong direction,”



he said dowly.

“Why do you say thet?” Har asked..

“The Lithmern were trying to throw the blame on Gahlon. If they Ieft the city and headed
draight for Lithra, it would give the whole thing avay. Suppose they went east, toward Meridd, to
lay afdsetral instead? They could drop something of Alethia's, just to convince everyone, and then
double back toward Lithra If that’s what they’re doing, Bracor and the rest will never catch up with
them the way they are going.”

“Maybe” Har said, running a hand through his hair distractedly. “But do you redly think they
would take such a chance? It means they will have to dip past Brenn on ther way back, with the
whole city looking for them.”

“Not if they go through the Wyrwood,” Maurin said grimly, swinging his horse's head around.

“Impossible”

“Thereis a pass they can useif they take that route; they wouldn’'t have to come back this way
to get around the mountains.”

Har’'s eyes widened. “A pass? Are you sure?’

“It was used in the days of the old Empire” Maurin said. “The Wyrwood wasn't as overgrown
or dangerous then, and they say the caravans used the pass to trade with the Wyrds and the Shee. It
has been abandoned for a least two hundred years.”

“Wyrds and Shee!” Har said impatiently. “My sister kidnapped, and you talk about children’s
tales”

“The past exigs. Traders don't lie about meking money. Not in their own logs, anyway. And |
suppose the Wyrwood gets a bad reputation by accident?” Maurin asked politely.

“A couple of travelers get killed by robbers, somebody has a nightmare, and dl of a sudden the
woods are filled with Wyrds,” Har muttered. “1 hope this pass of yoursis not some mingrd'’s tde as
wdl.”

The two paused briefly to leave a message with the gatekeeper, then urged ther horses to a
fadter pace. When they reached the other sde of the city, Har dismounted and studied the ground
carefully, but he rose shaking his head.

“Too much traffic,” he said. “If the Lithmern did come this way, ther tracks are buried. We
mugt head further east to learn anything.” He remounted and they moved away from the city a a
dow trot. Har dismounted frequently to study the tracks in the road, but aways remounted with the
same negative headshake. Both men were growing frustrated, and Maurin was ready to admit he had
been mistaken, when he caught sght of something lying in the middle of the road, dlinting in the
moonlight—a brooch, gem encrusted, bearing the arms of the house of Styr Tdl.



CHAPTER FOUR

When Alethia regained consciousness, it was nearly dawn. Her captors had stopped, and she
was propped with her back againg a tree a the edge of a dearing in a forest. The horses were
tethered in a group to a dump of bushes directly across from her. She craned her neck, but there
was no Sgn of a road; they must have left the highway hours before.

Her hands and feet had been tied tightly in front of her, and her head ached. She was cold and
diff, for the cloak she had been wrapped in had been repossessed by its owner. The brooch she had
been wearing was missng; the lace of her dress was torn where it had been ripped away. She fdt a
pang of regret, but difled it and turned her attention to her kidnappers.

They wore heavy cloaks agang the early morning chill. When they spoke, it was in low,
growling voicesin a language unfamiliar to Alethia Most of them were dark men, with sraight black
hair chopped off raggedly just below ther ears. Ther eyes were brown or black; severd had scars
running across their faces, giving them an even more sniser appearance. Their hands were large, and
looked dmost out of proportion to the rest of ther bodies. They moved congantly about the
clearing, preparing a temporary campsite. A large fire was dready blazing in the center of the
clearing.

Alethia thought she counted eeven men, but in the poor light she could not be sure. She
noticed that one man, who seemed to be the leader, stood apart from the others, and she studied im
caefully. He wore a hat with a low brim, and his cloak was muffled up around his face so that she
could not make out any of his features. His hands were hidden deep within the folds of his cloak.
Noticing her scrutiny, he strolled over to her.

“Ah, our lovdy guest is awakel” he said.

Hisvoice was very like a croak, and Alethia could not place the accent. She fought down her
fear, and managed to reply with some energy: “No thanks to you, I'm sure! | do not like people who
abduct me and then whisk me off to nowhere. Where are we, where are you taking me, and what do
you intend to do with me when you get there? Oh, and by the way, who are you?’

The cloaked leader threw back his head and laughed. It was not a pleasant sound, and Alethia
was glad when he stopped abruptly. “So, you have spirit! | like that. It will make things more...
interesting when we reach our destination.” He paused for a moment. “1 am captain of these men,
and we go to Mog Ograth in Lithra. | think the Lord of Brenn will pay wel for the return of his
daughter, safe and unharmed, don’t you?’

Alethia looked a him contemptuoudy. “Not at dl,” she said freezingly. “And | like you less
then before. Furthermore, | doubt if your ingructions indude sarving me to death. | am ravenous!”
She started at another burst of laughter, then had to difle a scream as the Lithmern leader bowed
mockingly and walked away. For as he bent she saw dearly into the dark space between the hat
brim and the cloak. There was nothing there, only shadows.

Apparently her find comment had made some impression, for presently one of the men brought
Alethia a piece of hard bread. She thought that he looked nicer than the others; he seemed younger,
bardly thirty, and he did not have any of the scars that the rest of the party seemed to flaunt. When
she looked at his eyes, however, Alethia fdt chilled. They were brown and cold, and remote as the
icy blue peaks of the Kathkari mountains, as though their owner roamed in other fidds. She did not
try to speak to him.

Eding with her hands tied was awkward, but she managed. As she ate, Alethia considered
carefully the little she had learned. That her kidnappers were Lithmern she did not doubt. Though she
had never seen one of the raiders, she was familiar with the descriptions that filtered congtantly back



to Brenn, and these men fit. She was postive that the Lithmern leader had not told her the red
purpose behind her kidnapping, but no likdy dternatives occurred to her. Alethia abandoned that
line of thought and turned her attention to the cords binding her hands and fest.

The awkward movements of eating gave her an excuse to study the knots from severd angles
without arousng suspicion. Well before she had finished the bread, Alethia had decided that she
could untie her hands by using her teeth. Unfortunately the maneuver would occupy no little time, and
she was congtantly watched by one or another of the men. Alethia concluded that she mugt wait for a
more Suitable opportunity, and concentrated on eating.

She finished her scanty med and leaned back againg the tree. The forest was a place men
shunned and she had never before been within it, though she had lived her wholelife in its shadow. It
was surprigngly plessant to lie ligening to the birds as they began their moring chorus. She fdt
relaxed; quite relaxed, in fact. Her eyes closed, and she dept.

Alehia was awakened aoruptly by the sound of harsh cries. Her eyes flew open. Green
daylignt poured through the branches of the trees, meking deep shadows on the forest floor. The fire
was out, and it was nearly noon. All of the Lithmern raiders except the captain were scattered on the
floor of the clearing, degping so soundly that they might have been drugged. Even the horses stood
with their heads down.

The Lithmern leader was sumbling painfully from one man to another, shouting and shaking
themin afutile attempt to arouse them. Eventudly, he moved in her direction, and Alethia closed her
eyes and tried to breathe more dowly. She heard his footsteps come closer and stop by her side. He
was gpparently satisfied, for after a moment she heard him walk away. When she cautioudy raised
her eyelids a crack, he had gone back to his men. Eventudly, he gave up and reded towards the
horses, where he disappeared from view.

Hardly daring to believe her luck, Alethiaraised her bound hands to her mouth, keeping careful
watch for the vanished leader. It was dow work, and every minute she expected to see the captain
coming back. Findly, the stubborn knots gave. With her hands free it took only a few moments more
to untie her ankles, and Alethiatried to rise.

Her giff legs would not hold her the first time she tried. By the time she gained her feet, Alethia
was nearly wild with the thought that the man would return just intime to prevent her escape. As she
limped past a deegping guard at the edge of the dearing, she paused to dip his sword from its shegth,
which had fortunately fadlen beside and not under the man. She aso plucked his dagger from his belt
and thrugt it through her sash. Using the sword as a cane, she started dowly off into the forest.

After some distance, waking seemed easier and she began to make better time. She had no
ideawhich direction she was going; her one thought was to get as much distance between hersdf and
the Lithmern as she possibly could before the inevitable pursuit began. Whatever had put her captors
to deep, she could not be sure that it would last much longer.

Alethiawalked for nearly an hour. Several times the ruffled lace trimming the deeves of her bl
gown caught in bushes, and she wasted precious moments tearing free. Findly she cut the remaining
fragments off with the dagger and threw them away. She was s0 intent on meking progress that she
did not see the clearing until she was dmogt on top of it. In the middie of the open area a man in
green and blue sat before afire with his back to her.

Alethia stopped abruptly, but the man had heard her, and he turned. At the sght of her, his
eyes widened in recognition. “Alethia of Brenn! How came you to the Wyrwood, and in such a
date?’ She saw with rdief that it was the mingrd, Tamsin, who had passed through Brenn but a few
days previoudy and sung at her birth eve party.

“Lithmern,” she said concisdly. Feding that a further explanation was cdled for, she added, “I
was kidnapped.”

“| take it you have escaped and pursuit isimminent?’ the mingrd said camly, risng from his
sedt.



“The Lithmern fdl adeep; it was very srange. As soon as ther leader finds a way to wake
them, they will follow me.”

Tamdan's eyebrows dimbed towards his hairling, but he kept a credible composure. “You need
not walk, my lady; Starbrow and | are a your service” he said, sounding like a character out of one
of hisown romances. He rose and kicked some dirt over thefire. “PFity about lunch, but it cannot be
helped. We mug make do with cold fare.”

“ Starbrow?’

“My horse” Tamdn whigled, and a moment later a huge chestnut with a white star on his
forehead came trotting into the cdearing. Tamgan rubbed the horse's ears, and the animd snorted
contentedly.

“A noble animd, and wdl-trained,” Alethia observed palitely, feding, absurdly, as if she too
hed fdlen into the mingrd’s romance.

“Thank you, my lady. If you would mount, we had best be on our way.” He bowed
extravagantly and lifted her onto the saddle, then sprang lightly up behind. With merdly a touch the
great horse was off, moving surely through the trees.

Alethia found the sword she carried a little awkward, and she was quite willing to give it up
when Tamsan commented mildly, “I should suggest that for now we place that useful implement in
one of my bags; it would be most awkward to decapitate our mount at the beginning of the journey.”

Tamgan accepted the sword and stowed it in one of the saddlebags; a neat trick while riding.
From the same bag he produced cold meat and bread, part of which he handed forward to her.
Alehia fdl to with a will. When she finished, the mindrd passed her a water bottle and asked,
“Now, we are under way and we have lunched, in a fashion. If only to pass the time and sidfy a
sory-tdler’s curiogty, will you not tel me how you came to be in such distress?’

Despite her weariness, Alethia told in short, rapid sentences the story of her kidnapping and
escape. As she spoke, the mingrd’s face grew grave, and he urged Starbrow to greater speed.
When she finished, he was dlent for a little, then spoke. “Your captors mugt indeed have had a
pressing need to venture here; these woods do not welcome such creatures as they. And to travd so
quickly... It will take us until midday tomorrow to reach Brenn, even if we travel most of the night.”

Alethia's eyes widened. “But we only left Brenn lagt night! | am sure of it. How could they
possbly travel so fag? But the mingrd had no answer, and they rode on in silence.

The Wyrwood was lovdy by daylight; green shadows dappled the ground and it was
pleasantly cool. From time to time, Alethia heard rustling noises as some amdl creature, disturbed by
Starbrow’ s passage, scampered off to safety e sewhere.

“| thought the Wyrwood was a grim and dangerous place,” Alethiasaid after atime. “It doesn’t
seem nearly as unpleasant as | have been told.”

“Do not be deceived, Lady,” Tandn answered dramaticaly. “The inhabitants of these woods
keep some areas clear of deadly things, but most of the forest is as harsh as you have heard.”

“Inhabitants?’ Alethia said. “ Outlaws and thieves, you mean.”

“Those to whom this forest belongs,” Tamsn corrected her. “They do not like vidtors, but they
will sometimes dlow travelers to pass through the places they do not hold for their own. But | would
not care to guess which is more dangerous. to wak among the beasts or to go uninvited into the
places that are protected. It isa narrow path that travelers in these woods mugt walk.”

“Then what are you doing here?” Alethia asked pointedly.

“Mingrds are an exception to many rules, Lady.”

Alethia laughed and shook her head. “Who are these people, that make such convenient
exceptions?’

“Say, rather, beings, for they are not men,” the mindre replied. “They are the Wyrds, and they
are of the older days of Alkyra, when the region was just being settled and magic waked the lands
fredy.”



“You tak as though you believe the stories you tel,” Alethia laughed.

“They are no more stories than the other “fey folk” of Lyra” Tamsn sad. “The Wyrds were
part of Alkyra from the very firs, when Kird was crowned. They are amdl in Stature, but strong in
magic. They gave Kird the Shidd of Law at his coronation. Though they have held gpart from men
for so long, their power at least remains fresh in the minds of men. No oneis unaware of the dangers
of these woods. The very name of the forest is proof of that.”

“You've met them?’ Alethia teased.

“They arered,” Taman said. “But | have not met them. Few men knew them even in the days
when Kird and hisline ruled Alkyra; none have seen them since Eirith fdl.”

“If no one has seen them for two hundred and fifty years, how can you be so certain they ever
redly exised?’

“Can you pass through ther forest and doubt it?” Taman said. “I think you have run aoul of
their magic ere now, when you left your captors deeping.”

Alethia was slent for a moment. She could not deny that something had put the Lithmern to
deep, but she was not going to atribute it to magic Smply because no other explanation presented
itsdf.

“What did you meen by ‘ other fey folk’?” she said findly, curiousin spite of hersdf.

“The peoples of Lyra who have magic in ther blood and bones. They are the Wyrds, the
mountain-dwelling Shee, and the sea-people, the Neira. The Shee are powerful and long-lived, wise
inmeagic and very rich. They livein the Kathkari Mountains; the origind settlers of Alkyra found their
cities there, and made them friends”

“l know the tle—the Shee were supposed to have helped found Alkyra” Alethia said. “But |
thought they were another myth, like the firebird that fed Darned when she was imprisoned on the
mountaintop.”

“The Shee are no more myth than the Wyrds” Taman sad firmly. “They gave the Staff of
Order to Kird as a coronation gift. In return, he promised that no men would ever come to the
Kathkari to settle”

“Why would anyone want to? The Kathkari Mountains are even more treacherous than the
Wyrwood!”

“Some think the Shee themsdlves are part of the reason why. They drifted away from the other
peoples of Alkyraduring the ages of prosperity, and dl contact with them was lost when the lagt of
Kird’s line died in the fdl of Eirith. But they are a proud people, and perhaps they prefer it that
way.”

Alethia nodded absently. “Are we near the river?’ she asked abruptly.

“No,” Taman replied, puzzled. “We are hdf a day’s ride north of it, perhaps more. Why?’

“l have never seen migt linger so late in the day, except near water,” Alethia said. She pointed
a a dense grey fog which was coiling about Starbrow’ s hooves.

Tamsan sucked in his breath. 1 fear thisis no naturd mig, but perhaps we can yet escape it.
Come Starbrow! Show your paces!”

The great chestnut legpt forward, but his burst of speed was brief. In a short time the fog had
risen up around the travelers, and they were forced to dow to a crawl to avoid running into trees.
Alethia, looking forward, could bardy make out Starbrow’s ears, so dense was the mis. It was
qui€t, too; a dead quiet, the quiet of snow fdling straight down and muffling the noise of the world,
but not so friendly. The birds and smdler animds of the forest no longer sang and rustled the leaves
asthe travelers passed. Everything seemed to be hiding away in the grey migt.

Alehia fdt detached. The world receded, mdting into the shifting grey clouds around her,
muffled in a great grey blanket. She fdt hersdf faling, but even that was far away, outsde of the
place where she hersdf was. Then, smdl and clear, like a picture a the bottom of a deep glass, she
saw the Lithmern leader, bending in concentration over a strange symbol wrought in iron, and



murmuring unfamiliar words under his breath.

Jug for an indant the sght held; then she recoiled and the vison passed. As it faded, she
brushed the edge of something dark and greedy, and knew that it was she it sought. She started in
fright, and the physcad movement brought her back to hersdf. Alethia drew a deep breath,
shuddered, and opened her eyes to see Tamsin's concerned face bending over her.

“Here, drink,” he said, holding the water bottle out to her. Gratefully she accepted. After a few
swdlows, she fdt more like hersdf. Tamsn watched her carefully as she drank, and reached for the
bottle as soon as she finished. The grey fog was as thick as ever; Tamsn had wound Starbrow’s rein
about hisarm to avoid loang the animal. Alethialooked at him inquiringly.

“You dipped off of Starbrow so quietly | dmost lost you, and | could not wake you,” the
mindrd said, answering her unspoken question. “What happened?’

“l am not sure)” Alethia replied. “Everything was so far away and quiet. Then | saw that
Lithmern with the shadow-face, and something was looking for me...” Her voice trailed off, and she
shivered. “I don’'t know. | do not understand at dl,” she said in a strained voice.

Taman was watching her with wonder. “Lady of Brenn, | do not know what else you are, but
that you are more than you seem | am sure. | think | begin to see why these Lithmern are so anxious
to capture you,” he said. “However, if they are looking for you as you say, we had better continue,
and quickly.” He helped Alethia rise and once more assisted her in mounting.

As Tamsn svung onto the horse behind her, Alethiasaid, “Y ou seem remarkably unshaken by
these strange happenings”

“Magic and mugc are brother and sster,” he replied as Starbrow picked his way through the
fog. “The bard's craft has dways been hadf magic; in times past mindres and magicians were often
one and the same. Perhapsit is because we mugt Sng so frequently of the old days and the magic of
them that we do not fear strangeness as do other men.”

Alethia started to reply, then stopped abruptly as the dense fog suddenly dissolved. Starbrow
stopped and tossed his head. Taman cursed under his breath. They stood at the center of a circle of
grinning Lithmern with drawn swords. Facing them, his whole bearing one of triumph, stood the
cloaked leader. “Ah, two fish ingtead of one! | am indebted to you, migtress Alethia”



CHAPTER FIVE

As Alethia stared at the Lithmern cirdle in dismay, she fdt Taman's warning hand on her arm.
She difled the angry response that rose automaticaly to her lips, instead, she dipped her hand under
her sash to the dagger she had taken from the degping Lithmern. The touch of the weapon was
reassuring. She fdt Tamdan shift in the saddle behind her, and heard him say mildly, “Two fish can
sometimes escape a net that in times past held many more.”

“I think not, mingrd. We have you fadt,” the captain replied smugly.

Burning at the stisfaction in his voice, Alethia leaned forward on Starbrow’s neck and sad
sweetly, “Nonetheless, perhaps we two together may do better than mysdf done, captain. | hope
your men had a nice ngp? They seemed o tired when | left them.” She amiled to hersdf a little
wickedly at the chagrin on the dark faces, and heard a low chuckle from Taman. Then she fdt him
diffen as the Lithmern circle closed in around them.

Alethia leaned forward and pulled her dagger free. She heard sted ring as Tamsn's sword
came out of its sheeth, but her atention was concentrated on the grinning circle tightening around
them. So intent was she that she dmost missed seaing the captain draw out the twisted piece of iron
she had seen or dreamt eaxrlier.

The Lithmern leader raised his hands with a commanding gesture and hissed four words. The
iron piece he held doft began to glow with adull red light. Asit did, a heavy darkness clamped itsdf
over Alethia, and she fdt Tamsn sway in the saddle behind her. Dimly she watched the Lithmern
wdking toward them, their cgptain sanding behind with the iron tdisman blazing dark fire in his
gloved hands. Desperately, Alethia raised one leaden arm. With the lagt of her strength, she threw
her dagger blindly in the direction of the Lithmern captain.

Themissle struck in the center of the captain’s chest, just below the upraised arms. There was
apuff of black smoke from the neck of his cloak, and he made a brief dutching motion before he
collgpsed to the ground. The flame of the talisman died as it fdl from the limp gloves, and suddenly
Alethia and Tamsin could see dearly again.

The remaining Lithmern fled in terror, and for a moment Alethia thought that they had seen ther
leader’s collapse. Then she saw one of the running warriors fdl, a dender wooden shaft sprouting
from his back. One of the men tried to reach the horses, but the frightened animds would not dlow
him to mount. Another arrow found him, and he, too, fell.

More arrows came Snging out of the trees around them, and suddenly the dearing was empty
of Lithmern, except for four slent forms which had not reacted quickly enough. In another indant
Starbrow was surrounded once more, this time by the archers who were pursuing the fleaing
Lithmern.

They were only about four and a hdf feet high; the tallest would bardly have reached Alethias
shoulder. Their eyes were bright in smdl, delicate-boned faces that seemed vagudy cat-like. They
wore tunics of dark green, loosdy belted at the wast. Where ams and legs emerged from the
coarse maerid, they were covered by a dark brown fur, which grew more thinly on face and hands
and longer and thicker over their heads. From this mane emerged two ears, shaped like a fox’s but
with inch-long tufts of hair at their tips. Alethia's eyes widened. Behind her she heard Taman's low
whigle “Wyrdd” he breathed in awe.

One of the archers turned aside and scrutinized the two for a moment. Apparently satisfied, he
rased his head and gave a piping cry. His fdlows stopped, and each jumped for the nearest tree. In
seconds, they had dl vanished asif they had never been.

The remaning archer dung his bow over his shoulder and waked over to Starbrow. He



touched the animd’ s nose lightly, then turned. Without glancing back, he headed northwards into the
trees. The horse followed; Taman's surreptitious tightening of the reins had no effect whatever.

Alethiaand Tamsn rode in slence. Both were acutdly conscious of the eerie reputation of the
Wyrwood and its denizens, and neither wished to antagonize their Strange rescuers.

They traveled for nearly an hour and a hdf. Findly ther guide stopped in a glade which, to
Alethig, looked exactly like every other glade they had passed through in the forest. Starbrow
stopped beside the Wyrd, snorting gently. Alethia and Tamsin looked at each other uncertainly, but
before they had a chance to move the Wyrd gave another high, piping call.

Almog indantly Starbrow was the center of a solemn circle of curious brown eyes. Alethia
found hersdf uncomfortably aware of the long dender bow each Wyrd carried, and the quiver of
arrows strapped conveniently to every back. One of the Wyrds stepped forward and bowed
profoundly.

“Wecome to the Wyrwood. | am Grathwol, Arkon of the Wyrds of Glen Wilding,” he said in
their own language, in a voice that was not atogether friendly.

Alethia did to the ground and curtsed as Tamdan dismounted. “Thank you for your welcome,
gr, and for your help,” she said. “Y our rescue was most timdy.”

Grathwol’s eyes flickered from Alethia to Taman. “I am glad you found it so. Therefore you
will forgive my desire to know whom we have rescued and what busness brought you to the
Wyrwood.”

Tamsin made one of histheetrica bows. “1 am amindrd and my name is Tangn Lerral; thisis
the Lady Alethia Td’anh of Brenn.”

The cirdle of Wyrds dtirred for the first time, a brief rugtle that could have been astonishment.
Grathwol’s eyes snapped back to Alethia, and he studied her narrowly for a moment. Alethia lifted
her chin and stared back. The Wyrd laughed. “I see. Forgive my discourtesy; it has been along time
snce we had such vigtors at Glen Wilding.”

He made a gesture, and dl but two of the green-clad Wyrds vanished into the trees. One of the
remaining Wyrds, agifl of indeterminate age, came over to stand beside Grathwal; the other took
Starbrow’s bridle in hand and started to lead him away. Tansn made hdf a gesture of protest.
Grathwol smiled, showing pointed teeth.

“You need not fear for your horse, mindrd,” the Arkon said. “Nor for yoursdf or your
companion. Those who come from the Hal of Tears have dways been welcome among us, and
Midtress Alethiawe have been watching for since yester eve.”

“Waiching for me?’ Alethia said with a trace of darm. “Why?’

“We are not totaly without knowledge of things beyond our forests,” Grathwol sad evasvdly.
He paused a moment, sudying Alethia, then nodded dightly to himsdlf. “I think perhaps we owe you
an apology.”

“l have never heard that it was customary among Wyrds to apologize for saving someone's
life” Alethiasaid. Taman shot her awarning look, but the Wyrds both smiled.

“It is not for rescuing you that we gpologize,” the girl said, “but for being so long about it. We
did not discover until this morning that the Lithmern had found away to hide their dumsy blunderings
about our woods.”

“They have grown powerful indeed to dare a crossing of the Wyrwood,” Grathwol growled.
For a moment he seemed to have forgotten Alethia and Tamsn; then he looked back at them. “We
can speak more of this later. My daughter, Murn, will guide you while you remain in Glen Wilding; |
will return to hear your stories and answer your questions after you have refreshed yoursalves.”

Grathwol bowed, then turned and disappeared among the trees. Murn, however, remained.
She eyed the two humans critically. “1 think you will want to wash fird,” she said. “Thisway.”

Taman and Alethia looked at each other. Alethia shrugged. There was no red reason not to
falow; if the Wyrds wanted to harm them, there was very little Taman or Alethia could do to



prevent them. Warily, Alethia started after Murn. A moment later she heard twigs crackling behind
her as Tamsn moved to join her.

Murn led them down a narrow, bardy visble path to a amdl brook. She waited while they
rinsed the dust from ther faces and hands, then brought them to another clearing. A med of fruits,
dark bread and round cheese was laid out on the ground. Alethia and Tamsin seated themsdves, and
Murn poured a somewhat bitter wine into carved cups. Severa times during the med Taman tried to
question her, but Murn would only laugh and shake her head.

“Father will answer your questions when heis ready,” was dl she would tdl them.

When they had finished egting, the Wyrd girl rose. “Now | will show you...” Murn stopped in
mid-sentence, ligening. A moment later, Grathwol appeared. The Arkon of Glen Wilding was
frowning, and he carried a strange-looking, squirrel-like anima about the Sze of a large cat. He
handed the animd to Murn with a few words in a language neither Alethia nor Tamsn understood.
Murn's eyes grew wide, and she nodded. She accepted the animd and disappeared among the
trees. Grathwol turned to Alethiaand Taman.

“l gpologize for this interruption,” he said. “The mirimur has brought disturbing news. | fear
you may not be safe here”

“But the Lithmern are gone, aren't they?’ Alethia said. “And even if they come back, surey
they wouldn't try to attack Wyrds!”

“It is not swords | fear, but megic,” Grathwol said. “The Lithmern have discovered... an
important artifact. 1t was found in the dearing where we rescued you. They may have others as
wdl.”

“Do you mean that queer iron thing that Lithmern captain had? Alethia asked.

“Yes” replied Grathwol with a sharp look a the girl. “They are bringing it to Glen Wilding
now. What do you know of it?’

Quickly Alethiatold him of her encounters with the captain. She finished with, “1 am afraid that
isdl | can tdl you. What isthis thing?’

“It is a Tdisman—ancient beyond imagining, and it has great power, if it can be unlocked,”
Grathwoal replied.

“And you are certain the Lithmern know how to useit?” Taman sad.

“There is no other way the Lithmern could have traveled so far so quickly,” Grathwol said.
“And how dse did they hide thar tral from us, and defeat our warding spels?” He gave Alehia
another long, speculative look. “You must be of great vaue for the Lithmen to send a wielder of
such power to capture you, Alethia. They would not risk the loss of such a prize, save for one of at
leest equd importance.”

“Why would the Lithmern care about the daughter of an Alkyran noble?” Tamsn asked.

“That | do not know,” Grathwol said. “Nor isit likdy to be an easy thing to learn. Even if we
cach one of the Lithmern who kidnapped Alethia, | doubt we could learn much from common
warriors. And | do not think the Lithmern will send another party through the Wyrwood soon.”

“Then you can protect Alethial” Tamsn said with relief.

“Now that we are warned, | do not think the Lithmern could dip past usagain,” sad Grathwol.
“But sheis not safe here”

“But if Alethia Stays here she won't have to worry about Lithmern,” Taman said.

“l an more worried about getting back home than | am about Lithmen,” Alehia sad.
“Particularly if there aren’t going to be any of them around for awhile”

Grathwol examined Alethia for along moment. “I will send a group of bowmen to escort you
to Brenn, if you wish it,” he said dowly. “I think you would arrive safdy; but the ity has no defense
agang one of the Tdismans of Noron'ri.”

“Y ou seem to have some other coursein mind,” Alethia said thoughtfully. “ Just what would you



recommend?’

Grathwol smiled. “I do not wish to keep the Tdisman in Glen Wilding any longer than | must.
Tomorrow | will send it to Eveeth; | suggest that you go with it.”

“Evdethl” Tamdn said under his breasth, so softly that Alethia dmost missed the word.
Grathwol amiled again.

“You may accompany Alethia, mingdrd, if you desire it.”

Tamdn flushed dightly. “Why are you sending the Tdisman avay?’ he asked a little hadtily. “Is
it not as vauable to you as to the Lithmern?’

“Itis not our manner of magic,” Grathwal replied. “The Shee will know better how to ded with
it”

“I redly don't think | should—" Alethia started, but Grathwal interrupted with a shake of his
head.

“Think on it before you give me an answer; you need not decide now. | will return shortly.” He
turned to leave, but Alethia caught at his arm.

“Please, would you send someone to my father to tdl him | am safe?” she asked him. “1 know
you do not like to be seen, but there must be some way.”

“It has dready been done” Grathwol replied. Before Alethia could sammer her thanks, he
disappeared among the trees, leaving the two travelers done in the clearing.

Alethia caught her lower lip between her teeth and frowned. Taman stared after the vanished
Wyrd. “This gppearing and disappearing is a bit disconcerting. | suggest, lady, that we make
oursaves comfortable; we seem to have much to discuss”

Alethia nodded absently as she seated hersdlf. “What exactly isa Talisman of Noron'ri?” she
asked abruptly. “ Grathwol never did explain. Do you know?’

“The Tdismans are only mentioned in one old lay, and that an unpopular one” Tamsn sad
thoughtfully. “ Still, | think 1 can tdl you alittle”

Alethia gestured impatiently. “1 am getting tired of legends that no one has ever seen and songs
no one has ever heard of,” she said crosdy. “We seem to be running into such a large number of
them!”

Tamsn laughed. “The Tdigmans of Noron'ri are not so unremembered as that!” he said. “The
sorcerer Noron'ri made them for his followers long ago, before Alkyra was settled. There were
twelveindl: three for the crestures of the ses, three for those of the land, three for the birds of the
ar, and three for the creatures of the depths of the world.”

“Y ou mean the Lithmern might have deven more of those things?’

“No, for two sank with the idand of the Kulseth and another was destroyed in the fires of
Mount Tyrdl in the south,” Taman said. “The other nine have been scattered and lost for hundreds of
years. How many dill exist | do not know, but it is unlikdy that the Lithmern could have found more
then the one we saw.”

“And now the Wyrds are sending it to the Shee,” Alethia said. “But why do they want us to go
with it?’

“Grathwol was concerned for your safety,” Tamsn said uncertainly.

“Why should the Wyrds care about me?’ Alethia demanded. “And if the Lithmern only had
one Tdisman, why wouldn't | be safein Brenn?’

“Thereis no certainty that the Lithmern have only one of the Tdismans,” said a soft voice from
behind Alethia, and Mum stepped into view.

“If the Tdismans are so powerful, why aren’t you keeping this one here?’ Alethia said. “You
could useit, couldn’t you?’

“We could useit, inaway,” Murn said. “But our magic is of the forest and the wild things, tree
and leaf and changing season, and the dow, ancient spdlls of earth. The Tdisman is a different type



of magic, and we would have to twig it before it could be used to hdp us. Twisted magics are
dangerous, and the more powerful they are, the greater the danger. The Tdisman is not for us”

“Won't the Shee fed the same way?’ Alethia asked.

“The Shee are wdl versed in the high magic of old,” Murn said. “They are better suited to dedl
with this. Even so, it will be a difficult decision; that iswhy my father wishes you to go to Eveeth.”

“Why?

“To speak before the Queen of the Shee and her Council,” Murn said. “They will make the
find decison about the Talisman, whether it is to be destroyed or kept safe somewhere. Your story
may help them decide.”

Alethia stared into the forest. “I think | see” she said at last. “Still, | cannot go to Eveleth.”

“Your tde might wdl make a difference in what the Shee will do,” Murn sad, frowning. “And
Brenn is not safe for you.”

“l am of the Noble House of Brenn, and my place is there, even if it is not safe,” Alethia said.
“l amwilling to go to Eveeth after we reach Brenn, if you dill think it necessary, but | must reassure
my parents fird and obtain their permisson in person.” Wryly, she imagined hersdf begging her
parents permisson to seek alegend in the mountains. Who would beieve her?

Murn nodded dowly. “1 am sorry, but | think | understand.”

“l, too, am sorry to hear your decison,” Grathwol’s voice said. A moment later he appeared
beside his daughter. “Yet your concerns are good ones. Since your motives are true, perhaps this
course is better; | have no gift of foreseeing.”

“Thank you for underganding, dr,” Alethiasaid.

Grathwol smiled. “Even so, you may travel with the Tdisman for away. | suggest you go with it
to the foothills of the Kathkari and spend the night with the keeper there. A large group will trave
more safely, and you can continue south to Brenn in the morning, while the Talisman goes north to
Evdeth.”

Alethia nodded. Grathwol went on, “Now | have preparations to make for tomorrow. Murn,
show our guests to their rooms.” He turned and dipped out of Sght once more; hardly a lesf tirred
a his passage.

“Where do you have rooms?’ Alethia asked Murn curioudy. “I have not seen anything even
remotdly like a building.”

“Come, I'll show you,” the girl said. She led them dong a narrow path. As they waked, the
trees grew closer and closer together. Then Murn turned sharply left and vanished between two
massve trunks. A little hestantly, Alethia followed, “Oh,” she gasped, and stopped abruptly as
Tamsain came up behind her.

They were ganding a the front of along entry room, very like those of the houses of the nobles
of Alkyra. Rather than stone, however, this one was made of whole logs set upright Side by sde in
the ground. Alethiawondered how the smdl Wyrds could move such enormous tree trunks, and then
she redlized that those were living trees, growing so close together that they formed a solid wall. The
caling, high above, was made from gtrips of bark woven into the lower branches. “How do you do
it?" Alethia breathed.

Murn smiled. “This hdl was planted about two hundred years ago. It is not paticularly old; the
wadls did not grow closed until about seventy-five years ago.” Alethia nodded, wide-eyed.

Tuming to Taman, the Wyrd went on, “Now | think you may understand better what | told you
of our magic. It is old and dow, but sure, like the growth of the trees we care for. To hurry them
would kill them or twist them into shapes that would be usdess, so we use our spdls to strengthen
them, and to keep them growing evenly. It is our gift to the earth, and the price of our power.”

“Oh.” Tamdan was dill too overwhelmed to say more. They followed Murn through an opening
on the other sde of the entry room and down a long hdlway. They passed severa doorways
covered with heavy hangings, then Murn paused before one and swept the cloth aside. “Tamdan, this



isfor you.”

Alethia peered ingde as the mindrd stepped forward. 1t was afarly smdl room, and the caling
was a a normd levd compared to the greet height of the entry hdl. Naticing the direction of her
gaze, Murn said, “We do not dways leave the space between the ground and the lower branches
unused. We attach crosspieces to the tree trunks to support floors, and add more as the trees grow.
In some places there are two or three floors that have been put on as the roof grows upward.”

Alethiaand Murn left Tamsn dmost immediatdy. Murn showed the other girl to her own room
and then |eft. Alethiafdl onto the bed without bothering to remove the torn green slk she wore, and
was soon deep in the dreamless deep of utter exhaudtion.



CHAPTER SIX

It was not yet light when Alethia was awakened by a light touch on her shoulder. She sghed
and opened her eyes to see Murn’s serious inhuman face bending over her. “The messengers will be
leaving very soon,” the Wyrd girl said. “I will come for you then.”

Alethia sat up. Her muscles had tiffened overnight, and she moved allittle gingerly. She heard a
soft sound as Mum left the room, and turned her head; the sudden movement made her wince. She
did her legs out of the bed and looked around.

On atable by the bed stood a washbagn, pitcher, and towd; beside them was a platter of
honey-biscuits and a cup of cream-heavy milk. A amdl lamp hung from a bracket near the curtained
doorway. Draped over the chair on the other side of the table was a dress of the same dark materid
worn by mogt of the Wyrds. Alethia smiled at this thoughtfulness and reached for the pitcher.

Waehing and dressing took very little time. The dress proved to have a split skirt, obvioudy
intended for riding. It was a little smdl and far too short, but there was a generous hem, and by
taking out the gtitches Alethia contrived to bring it dmost down to her ankles. The only shoes she
had were the spangled green dancing dippers she had been wearing when she was kidnapped. They
were dained and tattered, and they looked a little strange below the dark, heavy maerid of the
dress, but at least they were comfortable.

By the time Murn returned, Alethia was seated on the edge of the bed, nibbling a one of the
biscuits. The Wyrd girl surveyed her criticaly. “The dress ismuch too short, | am afraid; it is a good
thing you are dender. | am sorry we could not do better for you,” she gpologized.

Alethia laughed. “It will do much better than what | had,” she said, indicating the stained and
crumpled green silk.

“True” Murn amiled in return. “Have you eaten? Then come; they are waiting.” She plucked
the lamp from its hanger as she spoke, and Alethia rose and followed her out into the hdlway. Murn
took a different route from the one she had shown them the previous night, and by the time the two
emerged into the grey pre-dawn, Alethia was thoroughly confused.

Tamgn was dready there, towering over Grathwol and four of the Wyrd archers. Another
Wyrd approached leading two horses. One Alethia recognized as Starbrow; the other was a brown
mare. Both animals were saddled and bridled for the journey. They were followed by five sheggy
ponies, who were evidently well trained, for they wore only haters and followed without benefit of a
leeding rein.

Grathwol nodded to the Wyrd leading the horses and took the mare’ s rein from him. “We have
been fortunate enough to capture one of the Lithmern mounts. | hope you will not object to riding
her; sheis a gentle beast and one of our mounts would be... alittle smal, perhaps.”

Alethiasmiled. “1 do not mind,” she said. “Whét is her name?’

“She has none yet; | do not know what the Lithmern cdled her, but 1 do not think she would
mind a different name,” Grathwol replied. “ Choose one.”

“I will cal her Alfand,” said Alethia after a pause, reaching out to pet the horse' s velvet nose.

Tamgan cleared his throat. “You said you were fortunate enough to catch one of the Lithmemn
horses. The others escaped, then?’

“Not dl of them. We have seven other new additions to our stables” The Wyrd leader smiled
alittle grimly. “They would seem to like their change in ownership well. We will keep them, | think.
Though they are not the type of mount we prefer, | suspect we can find a use for them.”

“But what of the Lithmern themsaves?” Tamsn asked with a frown.

Grathwol’s eyes darkened. “Their leader is of course, dead. Four of the men were killed



immediatdy by our archers; three more died in the chase.”

“Then three escaped,” Tamsn sad quietly.

“Three escaped,” Grathwol confirmed. “Our only excuse is that we did not know of the
Tdismen at firgt, and sought only to drive the Lithmern out of our forests. By the time we learned of it
and sought captives ingtead, it was too late, and they eluded us”

“You haven't given up, have you?’ Alethia asked.

“No; there are dill two parties tracking them,” Grathwol said. “But | am afrad | have little hope
for their success. The Lithmern planned wdl.”

“But surdly they won't dl escape?’ Alethia persisted.

“We know that at least one of them is badly wounded,” Grathwol said. “But as long as one
aurvives to reach Lithra, we have not succeeded. That is why | wish to have you safe, and the
Tdismen in Eveleth, as soon as possible. The Lithmern will soon learn what has happened, and | do
not know what they may do then.”

Tamsan nodded. “I think | begin to see” he said.

“l suggest that you leave now,” Grathwol said with a piercing look at the mingrd. “It is nearly
dawn, and at a comfortable pace you will bardy reach the Kathkari by nightfal. These are your
guides as far as the mountains Worrel, Rarn, Anarmin, and Shdlan.” He waved in the generd
direction of the archers, who nodded formdly and stepped to their ponies as Grathwol cdled ther
names.

Worrel was young, and the thick mane of hair covering his head was a rich chestnut color.
Rarn was rather tdl for a Wyrd, with sngpping brown eyes, her fur was a tan color, with streaks of
darker brown in her mane, and brown ear-tufts. The third Wyrd, Anarmin, was a uniform dark
brown in color; afew threads of slver sprinkled his ear-tufts, and Alethia found hersdf wondering
whether that was the Wyrd counterpart of greying at the temples. Shdlan’s fur was adso dark, but his
mane and ear-tufts had a reddish tinge. All four wore the deep green cloaks and tunics, and the bt
and quiver of the Wyrd archers.

“Murnwill lso accompany you,” Grathwol finished, and waved them toward their horses.

Tamsain bowed deeply to Grathwol, and with aformd farewel they mounted and departed, and
were soon out of 9ght of the living buildings of Glen Wilding.

* * % % %

Maurin and Har arrived at the temporary camp of the Lithmern from which Alethia had made
her escape, exhausted and worried. They had stopped but twice to rest themselves and their horses,
and only for afew hours at the dead of night while waiting for the moons to rise and light their way.

Around noon of the previous day, the track had Ieft the highway and turned north into the
Wyrwood. Neither man was disheartened by the eerie reputation of the forest; by this time, thar
primary thought was that it would be much easier to fallow the trail now that there was no chance of
confuson with the tracks of the many caravans that used the roadway.

It was indeed easier to follow the Lithmern through the Wyrwood, though Maurin commented
severd times that the traces were unusudly fant and far apart. The two noted with grim satisfaction
thet their deductions had been correct; the trall danted back sharply to the west and north as soon as
it entered the Wyrwood.

The two men, though tired, were dill dert. They were accustomed to long rides and little deep
from their work as guards. The same could not be said, however, of the Styr horses they rode.
Though both were fine animds, they had not been bred or trained for endurance. More than once
Maurin wished fervently for the hardy caravan horses that had been appropriated by the two
Alkyran Lords, Armin and Gahlon.

It was partly to spare ther tired mounts and partly to avoid lodng the tral that they were



moving dowly when they reached the dearing. Har was in the lead, and he reined in abruptly as he
broke through a dump of bushes near the clearing’s edge.

The other horse nearly ran on top of Har's even at the dow pace they were keeping. Maurin
difled an impulse to object furioudy as Har's whisper floated back to him. “It looks like a camp.
Seems deserted.”

Maurin drew up dongsde Har. Once they were satidfied that there were no others present,
they dismounted and tied ther horses to a nearby sapling. Then they forced thelr way through the
bushes and into the clearing.

“They seem to have stopped here quite a while” Maurin commented. “See, they tied ther
horses over there. Looks like there may have been a dozen or s0.”

Har poked the dead ashes of the fire. “Maurin, we must have crossed ancther trail somewhere
and followed the wrong one. These ashes are nearly a day old; the Lithmern couldn’t possibly have
come this far from Brennin asngle night.”

“But I'll swear we never saw a dgn of anyone dse, and this track goes in the right direction,”
Maurin said, alittle puzzled. “ Besides, who else would be traveling in the Wyrwood?’

Har was prowling impatiently about the dearing. “1 don’'t know, but | dill say this can't have
been used by the Lithmern we have been chasing. We had better go back and see if we can pick up
their trall before they get impossibly far ahead of us. We have no idea how much time we may have
logt dready.”

Maurin nodded rductantly, and started back toward the horses. As he passed the edge of the
clearing he detoured around a dump of bushes and stopped short. Behind hm he heard Har
exdaming, “Maurin! Look herel”

“No, you come look here)” Maurin replied in a queer voice. Har came hurrying through the
trees carrying two short pieces of rope and an empty dagger-sheath.

“| found these under thet tree,” he said, gesturing vagudy back toward the dearing. “They are
Lithmern work, no doubt of it; maybe you weren't so far wrong after al.”

“I know I'm not wrong,” Maurin cut him off, and pointed. At his feet, imprinted dearly in the
forest mold, was the outline of a amdl, narrow-hedled dipper, and caught on a twig on one sde a
green spangle winked dully up at them. Har stared at it for a moment. “I don’t understand it,” he
muttered under his bresth.

“Nether do I, but there it is We are on the right trall.” Maurin's eyes flashed and he dmost
gmiled. With new energy, Har ducked back through the bushes toward the horses. Maurin
meanwhile followed Alethia s footprints for a short distance. He turned as Har came up behind him
with their mounts.

“It's a good clear track; we should make better time now,” he said briefly as he mounted his
horse. Har nodded as they started off. They rode in slence, stopping now and then to examine the
tracks more closdly. They saw no traces of the Lithmern, which puzzled them greetly, but severa
times they found bits of lace or green net to assure them that they were dill on Alethia strall.

It took them about half an hour to cover the distance it had taken Alethiaa full hour or more to
traverse on foot. Then they were confronted by another clearing, the cold ashes of another fire, and
more hoofprints. Maurin's eyebrows rose as he surveyed the scene. “This gets stranger and stranger.
| begin to think these woods deserve ther reputation.”

“That would redly be dl we need!” Har commented. “Aren’'t Lithmen enough to worry
about?’ He dismounted for amoment to study the confused tracks. “There's only one horseman this
time Wdl, come on; she's not here”” He remounted and they continued, following the latet trail.

Gradudly the trees grew denser, and they had to dow ther pace dightly. A little later they
stopped to rest ther horses. Har had had the foresght to grab a water bottle as they left Styr Td;
thiswas now nearly empty, but there was enough Ieft to wet thair throats. They stood for a moment
watching their horses as the animads munched hungrily on nearby bushes and low-hanging branches.



Makes mewish | were ahorse” Har commented.

Maurin sghed. “Wewill have to start again if we are going to catch up to them,” he said, and
sarted toward the horses. He had gone severd paces when he heard Har's strained voice behind
him. “Maurin. Don't move. Thereis a... alittle brown person pointing an arrow a your head.”

By the time Har had finished his sentence, the warning was no longer necessary. A dozen
Wyrd archers had appeared, ssemingly out of nowhere, with drawn bows and very busnesdike
arrows. One motioned Maurin back toward Har while another collected their horses. The remaining
archers fanned out into aring, wel out of sword’ s reach but within easy range for their own bows.

One of the archers stepped forward. “Who are you, and what are your cities?” she demanded.

“I an Har Td’anh of Brenn, and this is my friend, Maurin Atuvd of the Traders” Har
answered seadily.

“l see” sad the same Wyrd in a skepticd tone. She seemed to ponder for a moment, then she
raised her head and snapped severa commands to the archersin another tongue.

Tuming back to Maurin and Har, the Wyrd said, “You will come with us. If you are what you
dam, you have nothing to fear.” She turned away.

Maurin and Har exchanged glances. One of the other Wyrds gestured with his bow. Maurin
nodded, Har shrugged, and the two men started off through the forest, surrounded by Wyrds.

The amdl furred people had no trouble keeping pace with the tired horses. They rode in
dlence. Twice the humans heard a high cdl piping through the woods, and their guides answered in
kind.

Nearly an hour and a hdf later, the Wyrds stopped outside a stand of trees. Ther leader sent
the piping summons ringing through the forest; a moment later the bushes rugtled softly as yet another
Wyrd appeared. He spoke briefly with the archers in the same unknown language, then turned to the
two horsemen.

He looked toward Maurin firgt, a long, penetrating gaze. When he seemed satidfied a last, he
turned to Har. A moment later he smiled. “They spoke the truth,” he said to the archers. He looked
back at Har. “You have the look of your sster, Har Td’anh.”

“Alethiad How do you know about her? Where is she? Is she safe?” Har demanded.

“Your Sster spent lagt night with us” the Wyrd replied. “Sheis quite safe; | think more detalled
explanaions can wait. Will you dismount, and let us see to your horses?’

A wave of rdief siwept Maurin as he svung out of the saddle, and he saw it mirrored in Har's
face. Somehow, he did not doubt the Wyrd's words.

Har dismounted more dowly, and looked at the Wyrd. “That's dl very wel,” he said pointedly.
“But we il don’'t know where thisis, or who you are. And how did my sster come to be here?’

“Thisis Glen Wilding, and | am Grathwol, Arkon of the Wyrds who live here)” said the Wyrd
patiently, with asmdl amile. “Now, come and dine with me; | think we have much to talk of.”

Har Hill looked skeptica, but he followed Grathwol without further comment. The Wyrd led
the two men to the great entry hdll. He crossed it quickly and entered a samdler room off to one side,
where a table was |oaded with wild fruits, bread, honey, and severd platters of cold meat. Grathwol
seated himsdf at the head and motioned to Maurin and Har to take the two remaining seats.

Grathwol told them in detail the story of Alethids kidnapping and escape, her meeting with
Tamdn, and her second encounter with the Lithmern. When he reached the description of the
Tdisman of Noron'ri, Har leaned forward with an exclamation. “Could they have used that to travel
two days journey from Brenn in one night?’ he asked.

“Yes, and more,” Grathwol replied. “They used it to summon the mids that delayed your Sster
and Tamsn, and they counted on its power to hide ther passage from us. They very nealy
succeeded,” he added thoughtfully. He finished the tale with an explanation of where Alethia and
Tamsan had gone and why. When he finished, Har frowned.

“l can understand why Alethia wants to get home quickly,” he said, “but she should not travel



aone. Can we catch up with her before your people turn north?’

“They left early thismorning,” Grathwol replied. “You are only about two hours behind them; if
you push your horses, you may arive a the Ward-Keeper’s cottage today, though it may be after
dark when you get there”

“Our horses aretired,” Har said. “But | would like to try, if it pleases you to furnish a guide”

“l can furnish you with guides, indeed, and more,” Grathwol said with a gleam of satisfaction.
“Fresh horses are yours to command, as soon as you have rested.”

“Then we shdl leave as soon as your preparations are completed,” Har said firmly. “It is no
reflection on your hospitdity, but | do not wish to lose more time”

Grathwol amiled. “Of course.” He clapped his hands and gave afew brief orders to the servitor
who appeared in answer to this summons. As the Wyrd Ieft, he turned back to the two men. “I
thought | would find a use for those horses we captured! But finish your med at your leisure; it will
be alittle time before they are ready.”

The two men nodded in agreement, yet in a surprisngly short time they were finished. Grathwol
amiled to himsdf and sgnded again. Another Wyrd appeared to lead Maurin and Har through the
hals of Glen Wilding to the place where the fresh horses waited.

Without further ado, Maurin and Har bid Grathwal thanks and farewdl, and made their way
out to the forest once more. Two taciturn archers were dready mounted on the ponies the Wyrds
preferred. An indant more and the men were adiride their horses. The Wyrds stood slently watching
as, for the second time that day, a party left Glen Wilding headed west toward the Kathkari.



CHAPTER SEVEN

For the early part of the morning, Alethiarode at the back of the party with Worrel, with whom
she was fast becoming friends. The two chatted easly for some time, except when Anarmin caled
for glence from the front of the column. Unfortunately the track they rode was bardy wide enough
for the two horses sde by side, so when Worrd moved forward to take his turn with Rarn at the
head of the party, Alethia moved back to her origind position next to Tamsn.

The five Wyrds changed postions severa more times during the morning. The ride was
uneventful, though twice the party hated for some reason known only to ther guides. Neither Alethia
nor Tamsin saw or heard anything to indicate a dangerous presence or its passing, but they complied
without argument to the dictates of their companions. When they came upon the fresh marks of huge
claws 9x inches deep in the trail shortly after the second hdt, their respect for the Wyrd's advice
increased enormoudy.

Around noon Rarn and Worrel, who were riding a little in advance of the rest, hated aoruptly.
They had not dgnded for slence, so Tandn rode forward. “What is it?” Taman asked with a
worried frown as he and Alethia reached them. “More trouble?”

“No,” sad avoice from behind him. Tamsn turned to see that Anarmin had ridden up to them
and was dismounting. The Wyrd gave him a broad grin. “Not trouble. Lunch!”

Alethia laughed. Taman dismounted, but before he could reach Alethia to lift her from her
horse, she had kicked her feet free of the stirrups and did to the ground unaided. The Wyrds were
evidently accustomed to bresking ther journey a this point, for their ponies walked quietly to a
nearby bush as soon as ther riders were down and waited patiently to be tethered. Beneath the
bush, where only atorrentia rain might reach it, was a negtly stacked pile of firewood.

The Wyrds evidently did not intend to make more than a brief stay, for they did not even
glance a the stacked wood. Instead, Worrel and Rarn began to unpack huge quantities of bread and
dabs of cold meat and cheese from the saddlebags, while Murn spread a cloth on the ground to
receive it. Anarmin disappeared into the woods even before Shdlan had the horses tethered. He
returned just as the other Wyrds finished laying out the med, carrying alarge honeycomb.

“Thelittle ones are generous today!” Anarmin cdled as he came into sght. “ See my hard-won
Sweetd”

“Hard-won, indeed!” Worrd grinned a him. “Stay by some time and learn the meaning of
work! I'll wager you find some other excuse to be gone come time for packing up. Giveit herel”

“You wrong me; indeed, you wrong mel” Anarmin responded in an injured tone. “Why! Was it
not | who sngle handedly prepared dinner for twice this number when last we passed this way?’

“Yes, and sngle-handedly ate most of it, too!”

Rarn replied tartly. “Come on, we haven't got the whole day to stand about taking.” Anarmin
snorted, but passed the honeycomb down to Worrel, who placed it with the rest of the lunch. There
was some further good-natured bickering among the Wyrds as they lad out the food, but in a short
timedl was ready, and the party sat down on a soringy bank of maoss to a med of cold venison and
cheese and dark bread spread with honey.

When they finished egting, the Wyrds packed the remains in the saddlebags once more.
Dexpite the efficiency of the Wyrds and Anarmin’s grumbles, the party again started forward nearly
an hour and ahdf after they had stopped. Rarn set a quicker pace for the afternoon ride, and there
was less tak exchanged. They rode with an ar of tenson, for they had passed outsde the
boundaries of the land known and controlled by the Wyrds of Glen Wilding, and the danger was
increased.



The drained amosphere subdued even Alethia She rode for some time in slence beside
Taman, and watched the shadows warily. The browns and dappled greens that had seemed cool
and refreshing that morning now looked snister and gloomy. The ground was covered inches deep in
mold, built up by years of leaves rotting undisturbed, and the horses” hooves made no noise on the
crumbling surface. For the mogt part, there was no cover between the ancient tree-trunks, but from
time to time a break in the thick foliage overhead had dlowed a dense group of shrubs to spring up.

The Wyrds detoured around the firgt two thickets, but at the third Tamsn suggested that the
two horses go fird to force a passage for the Wyrd's ponies. Mum was growing concerned at the
extratime the detours had cost them, and she agreed.

Tamsn and Starbrow went fird, and Alethia followed. Forcing a path through the dense
growth was difficult even for the horses, but it was dill faster than going around. When they reached
the other side, Alethia turned in the saddle to observe the Wyrds as they made their way through the
thicket.

Suddenly something struck her squardly in the middle of her back. The force of the blow spun
her from the saddle, and she fdl to the ground barely clear of the bushes. The fal knocked the wind
from her, and for what seemed an eternity she lay there fighting for breath. Then she pushed hersdf
up and looked back.

Only afew seconds had passed. Tamsn had pulled his sword free and was swinging it down in
avidous arc that ended squardly in the middle of Alfand’s now empty saddle. Alethia screamed
once in protest, and then there was a andl sguishing noise as the flat of the sword landed. The
frightened mare jumped forward, but Starbrow had aready moved to bar her path. The Wyrds
came quickly up to them, and Anarmin and Shdlan quieted the mare while the others stopped by
Alethia

Tamsan dismounted and leaned againg Starbrow’ s side. A thick black goo dripped dowly from
the end of his sword, but he did not seem to be aware of it. He looked a little white. “Alethia, are
you dl right?’ he asked.

| think so. What happened?’ Alethia asked.

Rarn answered her. “A janaver dropped from the trees. It would have landed on your head if
Tamdn had not seen it intime and pushed you out of the way. It is dead.”

Alethia shuddered, and looked a the mare. She could see three of the thing's ten legs ill
hanging from the saddle, the claws dripping green poison. The globular, black-furred body had been
smashed by Taman's sword. Murn and Rarn examined Alethia carefully; Anarmin performed the
same office for the mare.

“She has not been touched,” Rarn declared & last. “Which is fortunate; there is no antidote for
ajanaver’s poison. Now you, mingre.”

“What?’ asked Tamdn, alittle dazedly.

“The blood of the janaver is as poisonous as ther claws,” Worrd explained, “though it does
not act as fast. Did any strike you?”

Tamdn denied it, but the Wyrds were not satisfied until they had examined him themselves.
This task Worrd and Anarmin performed, while Rarn and Shdlan hunted through the saddlebags.
Eventudly they emerged with a amdl bottle of dark green fluid with which they carefully cleaned
every drop of the janaver’s blood from Alethid s saddle and Tamsn's sword.

When the Wyrds were satidfied at ladt, the party set off once again. “At least we aren't likdy to
come across another one,” Worrd sad as they Ieft. “The janaver do not like to hunt close together.”

“There should not have been one here” Murn murmured with a frown. “Janaver are
tree-dwellers; they avoid the sun-openings and keep to the thickest parts of the Wyrwood.”

“Perhgps this was one of the younger ones travding to find a new territory of its own,”
suggested Shdlan. “They frequently wander through unexpected areas before they become
established.”



“Perhgps,” Murn said, but she was very thoughtful for the remainder of the ride.

The janaver were not the only danger, and the party proceeded carefully. For the rest of the
afternoon, however, they saw nothing more darming than a deer fleang their passage. Despite the
delays, they reached the first low hills of the mountains late in the afternoon. The light was fading as
the Wyrds urged their companions through a maze of trees and vines. Tansn was a little behind
Alethia as she reached the top of the second hill and exclaimed, “Oh, is that where we are going?’

Tamsan rode up beside her. “No wonder you are intimidated. | have never seen anything so
dark inmy lifd Why, you can’t see two fegt in front of the horses.”

Alethialooked a himin bewilderment. “1 don't understand you. It is a little dark, but the path
to the house is clear to see. We shdl be there in a few minutes Look, Rarn is hdfway down
aready.”

Now it was Tamsan'sturn to be puzzled. “Wdl, | don’'t see anything at dl,” he said dowly.

“But you mugt!” Alethiaexcdamed. “Thereis alittle stone house ringed by awal, with a garden
and awdl and dl the windows lighted. And there is a stable in back. Oh, come on!”

With that she turned Alfand down the hill. Almost immediatdy she vanished from Tamsn's
gght. Tamsn frowned and pressed Starbrow forward, but he got only a short distance. Horse and
men stopped short in tota blackness, unable to see anything ahead of them. Even the footfals of
Alfand sounded muffled and far away. Then, from behind them, Worrd shouted, “Jordet! Lift your
curtain!”

A moment later Taman sat blinking in the normaly dying twilight of the forest. He looked down
to see Alethiaalittle ahead of him, waving him toward a amdl cottage of grey stone, just as she had
described. Smoke from the chimney blew toward the hillsde, bringing with it an inviting aroma of
mesat roasting, and the cheery glow of the windows cast a dim hdo of light within the encirding wall.
Somewhat bemused, Tamsn clucked to Starbrow, who shook his mane and proceeded down the
hill.

Ran and Shdlan had dready reached the cottage and dismounted when Alethia and Tamsn
rode up with the other Wyrds. As they did down from ther horses, the door of the cottage opened
and atdl young man stood framed in the doorway. Alethia could not make out his face clearly, but
his voice was light and merry as he welcomed them. “What brings you here, and a such a time, my
friends?’

“Tisan urgent errand to Eveleth, Jordet,” Murn replied.

“An errand to Eveeth—with humans in your company?’ The Shee's tone remained friendly,
but his curiosty was evident.

“Thisis Alethia of Brenn, and a mingrd, Tamsn by name. They are bound for Brenn and we
escort them this far. We had planned to stay the night, if it will not trouble you, though it is not the
best of manners to come with so little warning.”

“Indeed, it were smdl thanks for the past kindnesses of the Wyrds of Glen Wilding to let you
spend the night outside this shelter, so close to the Kathkari,” Jordet replied. “And it would be
andler honor to dlow one of Alethia's lineage to seek refuge esewhere.”

“| thought as much,” Worre muttered under his breath.

Murn shot him a sharp look and indined her head. “The Keeper of the South Ward is the
imege of hospitdity.”

“Beddes, | have never known that the South Ward is on any common path to Brenn,” the man
sad. “It should make an interegting tae, | think. Now, tel me of this errand.”

“Not now,” Murn said. “This is not the place for such tak. We will answer your questions
ingde, when our ponies have been stabled.”

“Vey wel,” Jordet replied camly. “Y ou will not object to these others coming in, | trust? The
evening ar grows cold.”

Without waiting for a reply, he turned to Alethia and Tamsn and motioned them into the



cottage with a bow. “I must gpologize for the inconvenience | caused you; if | had known you were
coming | would have lifted the curtain before you arrived. It is a amdl spell and no hindrance to the
Wyrds, but no human eyes can seein or through it. It is our mgor protection dong the edge of these
mountains, though here it is seldom needed. But comein, | keep you standing too long.”

As their hogt led them ingde, Taman said in a puzzled tone, “Indeed, this curtain is effective,
though | do nat think it would prevent a determined man from penetreting it. But how isit that Alethia
could see through it when...” His voice trailed off as Jordet turned to face them and he and Alethia
got their firg clear look at the Shee Ward-K eeper.

Jordet was tdl and dender, and though he was a young man his hair was white as Slver. He
had high cheekbones, and green eyes that tilted upward markedly under thin, straight brows. The
resemblance between the Ward-Keeper and Alethia was s0 greet that it was dmogt antidimeactic
when he replied smply, “But Alethia and | are cousins. The Lady Isme is my father's sigter. Of
course the gpdl of the curtain would not affect her; sheishdf Shee”

Precticdly on top of Jordet’s last sentence, the five Wyrds came piling through the door. “Ho,
my friend, what about dinner for these weary travelers?” Anarmin sang out as he entered the room.

“I think | might manage to scrape up enough for your friends” Jordet said solemnly, “but 1 am
afrad | cannot supply such a feast as you would like” He amiled across the amdl Wyrd at Alethia
“Y ou have discovered the prodigious Wyrd appetite, no doubt.”

“That isno problem,” said Worre from the doorway. With a triumphant gesture, he brought a
large bag from under his cloak. This proved to contain the remains of lunch, and the Wyrds
immediatdy set about laying it out on the table that occupied the center of the room.

By the door of the cottage was a wooden bench, and the Wyrds moved it to the table to
upplement the two chairs that were dready there. A fire burned brightly at the north end of the
room; from the large pot suspended over it came a rich, spicy andl tha made Alethia's mouth
water.

Suddenly redizing how hungry she was, Alethia stepped forward to hep Rarn and Worrd
ransack atal cupboard for dishes. Jordet vanished through one of the two other doorways, and a
moment later the tal Shee appeared with another chair. He then went to the fireplace and, after
scorching his fingers moving the pot from over the flames, announced tha dinner was ready. Jordet
carried the pot to the table and began dishing up steaming bowls of stew while the others seated
themsaves.

Alethia was buning with curiogty about her newly-discovered cousin, but her stream of
guestions was overruled as being of secondary importance. “For,” Worrel pointed out, “Jordet’s
advice may save our lives yet, while | cannot say the same of your knowing more of your rdations”
Murn frowned, but Alethia had to admit the force of this argument.

“Now,” said Jordet once the question of topic was settled, “About this mysterious errand of
yours, Mum?’ He passed a basket of rollsto Alethia and looked at the Wyrd woman inquiringly.

“We carry one of the nine Talismans of Noron'ri to Eveleth, dong with a desire for answers to
our questions,” Murn said.

“A Tdisman!” Jordet cried in surprise. “How have you come by such athing?’

“l think we mug begin with Alethia's story, since it was taken from the body, of one of her
kidnappers,” Murn said. “You were notified, of course, of her kidngoping, but you will not know
what has happened since then.”

Jordet looked dartled, then concerned. “I had” heard nothing of this There has been no
messenger in days! Continue.”

The Wyrds looked a each other with smdl frowns, but Alethia launched into her story. Jordet
ligened without comment, though his eyebrows rose when she described the vison she had had
whileriding away with Taman. She finished with her arriva a Glen Wilding and looked across & the
Wyrds expectantly.



“Now, about your part inthis?” Jordet asked.

“Two nights ago a swift came to Glen Wilding, a messenger-bird such as you of Evdeth use,
with a scrall tied to its leg. The message bid us keep watch for Alethia of Brenn, kidnapped by
Lithmern from her home that very eve. We sent out watchers to the western edges of the Wyrwood,
where the kidnappers were most likely to pass. We had no thought then of why the Shee of Evdeth
should look for the daughter of one of Alkyra's Nobles.

“At mid-morning yesterday we fdt that one of our Places of Sleep had been sprung, and some
went there to remove the trespassers. When they arrived, the spell had been broken by a force of
great power, but enough traces remained to show that the ones who had escaped were Lithmern.

“We knew then that some powerful magic was a work to hide and protect those men, and we
sent word to the searchers to bring out those skilled in finding and uncovering things hidden by
magic. We came upon them just as Taman and Alethia encountered them, with what results you
know.

“Dlasek led these two to Glen Wilding, while others pursued the survivors. Hesketh took the
task of going over the bodies for some clue to their power. On most he found no more than might be
expected, but when he came to the leader it was different. The body was dry and shriveled, asif it
had been sucked empty, and by it...”

“Body?" Alethiainterrupted. “But | saw him! | mean, | couldn’'t see him!” She turned to Jordet.
“When the Lithmern kidnapped me | got a good look a him, only there wasn't anything-there! Just
shadows.”

Murn frowned, and Jordet’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “It could have been an illuson,” he
sad alittle dubioudy. “Yes, it must have been; untrained, you are hardly capable of detecting a spdl
of that kind.” He motioned for Murn to continue.

“Hesketh found the Tdisman lying beside the body,” Murn went on. “He brought it back to
Glen Wilding, and the lore-magters identified it at once. Grathwol determined to send it to Eveleth
where it may be nullified or kept safe, and these two with it if they would choose willingly. They have
chosen not to accompany us, and so our ways part here. Tomorrow we will leave for Eveleth, with
your permission; | for one do not reish this errand overmuch, though it be necessary.”

“The Tdismans of Noron'ri can be of great power in the wrong hands,” Jordet replied. “Yet |
think there are those in Eveleth who can bind it if they are not opposed. | mug agree that this thing
should go there as you say; dill, | am not easy.”

“Will you join us, then?” Anarmin inquired.

“No, though | could wish it. My duty is here,” replied the young Shee. “I will gladly give you
directions and whatever else you may require, but | can accompany neither of you. | think you
may...” The sentence was interrupted by a chilling cry.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Jordet was on his feet and out the door in an indant. Tamsn and the Wyrds reacted more
dowly, and so they were behind him. Alethia stopped to snaich a candle from the table, then
followed them out the door.

She could bardly see Tamsin pounding up the hill with drawn sword, his long legs putting him
wel ahead of the shorter Wyrds. Jordet had disappeared into the darkness. From the hilltop ahead
of the running figures came a second freezing scream, and with it the sound of voices shouting.

Alehids eyes strained toward the hilltop, but it was too dark to make out anything except dm
shapes. She heard Jordet’s voice ring out commandingly, but she did not understand the words.
Suddenly a brilliant light sprang up on the hilltop, and Alethia blinked and nearly dropped the candle.

Jordet stood, hand upraised, at the center of a bright sphere of white light. Behind him, Tamsn
and Worrd stood shidding their eyes from the glare; Rarn, Anarmin, and Murn were only a few
steps further away, with Shallan bringing up the rear. A littlein front of Jordet, just beyond the sphere
of light, the figures of two men on horseback and a shorter shape that could only be another of the
Wyrds could be dmly seen in the reflected glare.

Between the newcomers and Jordet, dearly visble in the witchlight, stood a huge, grey-black
monder. It topped the men on horseback by a head, and it was completely harless. It swung its
head to find the source of this interference, and Alethia saw it wince away from the light. Its eyes
were large and dark, after the fashion of night-things.

The creature voiced another cry, giving the group from the cottage a clear view of the two
foot-long fangs that dropped from its wide, toothy mouth. A long am like a gnarled tree-branch
svung toward Jordet, and on the twisted claws something glistened wetly.

The Shee ignored the attack and spoke again. The thing in front of im screamed as if in pain,
and withdrew alittle. Jordet gestured once more, and with a find cry of hate and defiance, the thing
turned and sprang back out into the darkness. The witchlight faded, and those who had stood frozen
surged forward once again.

Alethia heard a confused welter of voices from above, and then they were drawing nearer. A
amdl puff of wind blew out the flame of the candle she held, but not before she had a glimpse of the
new arivas moving down the dope. With a glad cry, Alethia threw down the dead candle and ran
forward to meet her brother Har. As she reached him, Har dismounted and smiled tiredly, then
turned back toward his companion.

For amoment, Alethiawas hurt, not understanding; then she saw the other figure swaying in the
saddle above Har. Comprehension dawned on her just as the man swayed a bit too far and fdl into
the waiting ams of Har and Tamgn.

The two men sumbled toward the cottage with their burden and Alethia stepped out of the
way. She took one quick look back to see that one of the Wyrds had taken charge of the horses and
ponies, and followed into the house. Behind her came the other Wyrds in a amdl mob, and the last
onein the door was Jordet himsdf. He looked white and tired, and he sank amost immediatdy into
achair by the table and covered his face with his hands.

Alethia hardly noticed the background activity. By the light of the lamps in the front room she
could see that the man Har and Tamsn supported was Maurin. As they helped him to the bench,
Alethia saw that her brother’s deeve was dained red. She dtarted, then saw that Har was not
wounded after dl; his deeve had been stained as he helped hisfriend.

Curioudy, the knowledge that the blood was nat her brother’s own did not bring the rdief she
would have expected. Autométicaly, she moved toward the fire, to the kettle of water Jordet had



put on for tea after supper. She grabbed a towel hanging next to the fire to protect her hands from
the hot iron handle and swung the support out so she could reach the kettle. As she brought it
carefully to the table, she said, “Jordet, do you have any bandages?’

Jordet looked up and shook his head numbly.

“Wewill have to use something dse then,” Alethia said. She looked around the room, and her
eyefdl on apile of folded linen on top of the cupboard. “Those ngpkins?’

The Shee nodded weserily, and Tamdn rose and brought them to her. She set him to tearing
them into useable gtrips, while she hersdf kndlt and began carefully cutting the stained and tattered
remnants of Maurin's shirt away from his side.

Alethia's self-gppointed task was interrupted amost immediady by the patient himsdf, who
opened his eyes a that moment. “Alethia Thisis no fit job for you,” Maurin protested. He pulled
away, but exhaugtion and loss of blood had taken ther toll, and he nearly toppled over.

“Who'sto doitif | don't?” Alethia demanded, looking up. “Caring for a wounded man is fit
enough task for a soldier’s daughter! Hold ill; you'll never stop bleeding if you keep moving around
like that.”

“Har...” Maurin's head turned to him for support. The young noble shrugged. “She'sright. She

Is experienced. There are houses in Brenn where the heders take the wounded guards, they're
adways short-handed and Alethia goes there with Mother dl the time”

Har reached for one of the napkins, but was ordered off summaily by his sster. “You look
exhaugted,” she said as she worked. “Go eat, and then get some rest. Tamsin and | can take care of
this”

“Alright,” Har replied meekly, and moved around to the other sSde of the table. He seated
himsdf next to Jordet, helped himsdf to the lukewarm stew, and began edting intently. Looking up a
few moments later, he saw Jordet’s eyes on him. A little green demon seemed to dance in delighted
amusement within ther danted depths. Undisturbed, Har returned a amile “I fear we put a dran
upon your hospitdity, Sr,” he said.

“Indeed not. | have not seen so much excitement in months” Jordet replied. “Besdes, it is
entirdy proper for kin to dam shelter.”

Har’'s jaw dropped. “Kin?’

“We are related through your mather, the Lady 1sme. Can you look on me and doubt it?” Har
gulped and shook his head, and Jordet went on, “In any case, my function here is the warding of this
border. How could | see you so beset and not offer my help?’

Har glanced toward Alethia, but she was too busy to pay atention to the conversation. He
turned back to Jordet. “What wasit?" he asked in alow voice.

“It was avall, awight of the mountains. | have not seen one since my father killed one when |
was a child, and even that was not so large” Jordet sghed. “It took nearly dl my drength just to
driveit away. It isa good thing that you were here where | could help you.”

“l am not sure of that,” saidd Murn’s voice behind him. The group of Wyrds had ended ther
conference in the corner, and except for Murn, Worrel and Rarn they were leaving the cottage. Rarn
surveyed the scene briefly, and after a quick word with Alethia she moved on into the north
bedroom. Murn came over to the table, arriving in time to hear the last of Jordet’ s comments.

“What do you mean?’ asked Jordet, turning to her.

“l think that if we had not come here, you would not have needed to weary yoursdf so
dangeroudy againg that wight, and perhaps this other one would not be hurt,” Murn replied. “Nay,
do not start! | have only a suspicion, and no clear ideas. But something opposes us, Krowlan brings
news of strange girrings in the forest ever since we |eft this morning, and | do not believe it was an
accident that you had not heard of Alethid s kidngpping.”

“Perhgps you are right,” Jordet said. “But what then?’

Murn shrugged. “Anarmin returns with Krowlan to Glen Wilding this evening; you have not



room for so many here, in any case. The rest of us remain, for the time being. Unless you have other
suggestions?’

By thistime, Alethia had finished deaning and binding up the deep, ragged gashes in Maurin's
sSde. After hisinitid protest, Maurin had made no further sound, but he balked when Taman and
Alethia tried to help him to the bedroom. “I can wak without your help!” he snarled a Tamdn,
Cheeks flushed, he hauled himsdf to his feet and swayed toward the doorway. Alethia followed, a
frown of concern on her face, but she said nothing before they disappeared into the room.

Tamsn stood daring after them for a moment, then slently joined the group at the table.
Outsde there was a brief flurry of noise as the Wyrds |eft, and he looked up in surprise until Worrd
explained their decison. Taman frowned. “Is it redly safe?’ he asked. “After seeing what that thing
can do...” He nodded in the direction of the bedroom.

“It was a vall,” Jordet told him. “It can do far worse than you have seen, for they can widd
magic as wdl as force, and therr wounds are often poisoned. They usudly do not come thisfar out of
the mountains, | was surprised to see this one. But you need not fear that it will remain around this
areq; it is not their way.”

Har’ s face took on aworried look at this speech, and he glanced anxioudy toward the closed
door of the room where Alethia and Rarn were closeted with Maurin. Murn smiled reassuringly. “Do
not fear for your friend,” she said. “Rarn has a great ded of tdent in heding.” With tha Har was
forced to be content.

A few minutes later Rarn came out of the bedroom to find the group conversng earnestly over
the cold remains of supper. “Heisdegping,” she said in response to Har’ s look of inquiry. She stood
for amoment surveying the party, then put her hands on her hips. “As you should be! | hardly need
another patient on my hands, what with only Alethia to hdp. And ancther is what I'll have if you
don't rest after this night’ swork.” She glared indignantly at Jordet and Har.

“Oh, and | thought it looked like you were the one hdping Alethia” murmured Worrdl
provocatively.

“Indeed | was, and would you have me let her wear hersdf out doing it dl done?’ she snapped
back. “Not that you would be thinking of any such thing; just ook at the way you have been keeping
these two gtting with your chatter, when it is as plain as the Tree they are both exhausted. You'd do
better to make yoursdves ussful dearing up,” she finished with a sweeping gesture that included
Taman, Worrd and the cluttered table.

Taman shifted uncomfortably, but the smdl fury’s atention had dready turned elsewhere.
Despite a few haf-hearted protests, Rarn managed to shepherd Jordet and Har into the second of
the back rooms, where she left them with drict indructions to go to deep a once. She gave them
onefind glare and closed the door firmly behind her as she left.

In the front room, Tamsn and Worrd had taken the hint, and the dishes were bang negly
stacked in a large bucket near the door. Rarn observed this with satisfaction, and informed the two
men that she, Alethia and Murn would be taking turns watching over Maurin dl night. Then she
vanished once more into the firs bedroom.

“Whew!” Tamsn commented with a chuckle. “1 would sooner face a Lithmern patrol!”

“Thetroubleis, sheisusudly right,” grinned Worrel sympatheticaly. “In any case, it looks like
the floor for us tonight, my friend. And we had best turn in as wdl; it has been a long day’s work.”
The two rolled themsdvesin thar cloaks and settled in front of the fire

“At any rate, it is only for one night,” the mingrd murmured deepily after a few minutes of
trying to find a comfortable position on the stone floor. “Tomorrow for Brenn.”

Midmorning of the fallowing day found the travelers ill firmly ensconsed in the cottage, and
with few prospects of sdting out that day. Maurin's wounds had indeed been poisoned; he was
ddirious with fever. Once Alethia was obliged to summon Tamsn to hep keep him in bed, for he



indged that they were under attack by Lithmern and tried to get up to fight them.

The Wyrds could not delay their departure. After consulting with Jordet, Murn agreed to alow
Worrd and Rarn to remain while she and Shdlan went on to Eveeth with the Tdisman. For this she
gpologized to Alethia, but getting the Tdisman to Eveleth took precedence. Alethia, remembering her
brief encounter with its powers, had to agree.

Rarn was more disturbed by the development of her patient’s illness than she cared to show.
After some thought and a conference with Alethia, she sent Har and Worrd out to gather wallas
roots for an herba concoction that she hoped would bring the fever down. Meanwhile, she and
Alethia made do as best they could with cloths soaked in cold tea

It was a good walk to the hill where Jordet had said the wallas grew. Mindful of the urgency of
their errand, the two hurried on in spite of the temptation to linger in the sunlit forest. The trees here
were not the enormous growths of the Wyrwood, whose branches and leaves had so completely
blocked out the sunlight. Here, the foret was dmog open, and frequently they passed smdl
openings, not quite large enough to cal clearings

“There” Worrel said suddenly, and pointed. Ahead of them the sun beat down on a hill, bare
of trees but covered with a dense shrubbery of deep green, dotted with tiny, star-shaped ydlow
flowers. Har grinned and strode forward. In a fev moments he was knee-deep in greenery, digging
a the foot of alikdy specimen.

“Take care not to bruise the roots,” Worrd cdled from lower down the hill.

“I will,” Har promised. He lifted the plant carefully and placed it in the bucket. Duding his
hands, he looked up and was surprised to find that his companion had vanished. “Worrd?’

“Here)” came the response, but it dill took Har a moment to locate him. When he did, he
redized what the problem was. The deep green foliage matched the color of the Wyrd's tunic and
cloak dmost perfectly. Coupled with his short stature and brown fur, the Wyrd had only to step onto
the shrub-covered hill to disappear dmost completdy. Har laughed. “Take care not to get lost!” he
cdled down. “1 doubt | could find you if you fdl adeep.”

“Wedl, | doubt if I could miss you, even if you tried to hide” the Wyrd retorted easily. Jordet
had loaned Har replacements for the bedraggled finery in which he had arrived, and he was now
attired in atan costume that stood out drikingly againg the dark colors of the hillsde.

“How much of this does Rarn want?’ Har asked.

“She gave us each a bucket; | suspect she wants them both filled,” Worrd replied. “Come,
don’'t waste time!”

Har dimbed further up the hill. There was no breeze. It was hot in the sunshine, even after he
discarded his cloak, and the drone of the insects among the walasflowers was hypnotic. Once a
wasp circled his head speculatively, but it soon departed for more profitable areas. The roots were
not large, and filling the bucket took more time than Har had expected.

Straightening up from digging the last root, Har wiped his forehead and looked around for
Worrdl. At that moment the Wyrd' s voice cut across the drowsy atmosphere of the hill from behind
and above him. “Har!”

Automaticaly Har’'s head jerked in that direction. As it moved, something swished by his ear
and hit the ground in front of him with a solid thunk. Simultaneoudy he heard the twang of the
Wyrd's bowstring.

For amoment Har stood frozen, garing a the foot-long dagger buried hdfway to its hilt in the
sandy soil of the hillsde Then he turned, and was just in time to see Worrd legping down the hill,
bow in hand and another arrow aready nocked. At the edge of the woods, the shrubs and lower
branches of the young trees were waving in unmistakable 9gn of the recent, hurried passage of some
large animd or person.

Har immediatdy started toward the Wyrd, but he was hampered by the bushy walas plants.
By the time he reached the foot of the hill, Worrd had vanished. As Har stood indecisvdly, the



Wyrd reappeared. “Heisgone,” Worre stated matter-of-factly.

“Why not follow?” Har demanded.

“Hirg, he has alead on us dready,” the Wyrd replied. “ Second, we mugt get these herbs back
to Jordet and Rarn. And third, there are hoofmarks ten feet further in. 1t would be fdlly to follow a
horseman on foot.”

“Oh,” said Har, credfdlen.

“I think it would be wiser to return a once. And your ear is bleeding.”

Har raised a hand to his head and fdt something sticky. Evidently he had not escaped
completdy scatheless. He shrugged; it could not be more than a scratch. He wiped it clean with his
handkerchief and looked back to his companion. Worrd was dready up on the hill, callecting the
buckets of wallas-root. As he returned, Har saw that the Wyrd had dso retrieved the dagger. This
he handed to Har with a sngle word, “Lithmemn.”

“What ds=?” Har thrugt the dagger grimly into his belt, and the two started back toward
Jordet’s cottage. In spite of the loaded buckets they carried, they made much better time on the
return journey. As they came within Sght of the house, they saw to ther rdief that it looked as quiet
and peaceful as when they had |€ft.

Rarn met them at the door. “At las!” she exclamed, and without ceremony took charge of
their buckets. She dready had a pot of water hanging over the fire, and after rindng the dirt from the
roots she tossed them whoale into the bailing water. Soon the front room of the cottage was heavy
with a thick, sweet odor that drove the others into the clean air outdoors.

“Ugh!” said Har, last to exit the cottage, as he waved away the lagt lingeing traces of the
aromathat had followed him. “I don’t envy Maurin one bit! 1t's enough to make a man get wel in
sf-defense”

“You were quick enough about your picking,” Jordet commented from where he lounged
agand the stone wall.

“We had encouragement,” Worrd replied wryly. “A Lithmern knifethrower.”

“Here?” Taman asked increduloudy. Worrdl nodded.

Jordet gave the Wyrd a sharp look. “Continue,” he said.

Har drew the knife from his belt and handed it hilt firgt to Jordet, who examined it and passed it
to Tamsin. “Someone threw this at me this morning; if Worrel hadn’t shouted, it would have gone
through my head. He got away on a horse.”

“Unquedtionably Lithmern work,” Jordet commented as he handed the knife to Tamsan. “It
would appear that one of you was followed from Glen Wilding.” He looked firg a Tamsn and
Worrd, then a Har.

“How could they know that we would send the Talisman on so quickly?” Worrel objected.

Har snorted. “With two parties leaving Glen Wilding within afew hours of each other, it would
not be hard for anyone to guess” he said.

Worrd looked a him with disfavor. “No one can waich Glen Wilding without betraying
himsdf,” he said. “We know the forest, and we do not leave our home unguarded. There was no
dgn of any watcher; Murn asked before we |eft.”

“No dgn of a phydca watch, perhaps,” Jordet sad quietly. “But should the Lithmern have a
seer, that would be unnecessary. Such a one could know dl your councils from a comfortable
distance, and you would not be likdy to guard againgt such a threat unsuspected.” He paused for a
moment, congdering.

“Fortunately, the posts of the Keepers of the Wards must be protected at dl times agang such
things” Jordet went on. “They cannot know much of whet has passed since your ariva.”

“Here they would seem to be rdying on phydcd observation,” Taman pointed out. “So they
mugt know that Murn and Shdlan Ieft for Eveleth this morning.”



“True, but isit likdy that they will believe we have sent the Tdisman on with only two to guard
it?" Jordet said. “They mug think the Tdisman is4ill here, or they would not have attacked Har.”

“You may beright,” Worrel admitted. “But in that case, what can we do?’

“If they discover ther error, the Lithmern will go after Murn,” Jordet said. “We must convince
them that the Tdisman remains here, and that Murn and Shdlan are only messengers. If they are
watching us with magic, | think | can foster that illuson. There may be some danger, but | think | can
protect you until you leave for Brenn.”

“That may be sooner than you think,” broke in a voice from the direction of the cottage. Heads
turned to find Alethia ganding in the doorway. “Maurin has drunk Rarn’s potion and is resting. | had
no notion anything could work so fagt; the fever has left him aready.”

“Wyrds are hedlers as wel as woodwise,” Jordet commented. “Their manner of meagic is suited
to it more than ours. When do you think Maurin will be able to travel?’

“Itistoo early to say,” Alethiareplied. “Under normd circumstances, a least three days, but |
have never worked with Rarn before, and it may be sooner. |Is there need for haste, now that the
Tdigman is gone?’

It was Har who answered, explaining briefly his encounter of the morning and Jordet’s
suspicions. Alethia nodded. “Yes, we must go soon, and | am anxious to be home. But it would only
delay us further if Maurin collapsed dong the way.”

“l suppose s0,” Jordet sad with a worried frown, and on that unsatifactory note the
impromptu conference ended.



CHAPTER NINE

Maurin was much better the following morning, and demanded loudly to get up, but this Alethia
and Rarn refused to dlow. They were supported by Jordet, Har and Taman, but it was Alethias
persuasions that findly kept Maurin in bed. Rarn nodded in satisfaction at the progress of her patient
and brewed more of her potions while Alethia sat with him, but it was not until the next day that she
grudgingly pronounced Maurin nearly well enough to travel.

The news was greeted with joy. It was too late to set out for Brenn & once, but Alethia, Har
and Tamsn compensated by discussing at great length various improbable schemes for trangporting
the invaid in the greatest comfort, much to the dismay of the person in question. They were ill
taking when Jordet entered, frowning at a note he held.

“l am sorry to interrupt,” he began, “but | am afrad | have bad news” He paused as if
searching for words, then took a deep breath. “Brenn is under sege by the Lithmern, and | am
recdled to Evdeth,” he said baddly. “A message arrived from Eveleth by swift a few minutes ago.”
He handed the note to the nearest person, who happened to be Tamsan. The others crowded around
the mingrd as he read doud.

“Gredtings, Keeper of the South Ward Jordet. Y our services are now needed in Eveleth; come
swiftly. Bring your cousins and companions as well, snce Brenn is besieged by part of the Lithmemn
amy and it is not possble for them to reach the city now. Leave a once. Prestemon, Captain,
Queen’s Guard.”

“Under 9egel” Alethia said when Taman had finished. “Let me see that. No, there mugt be
ome mistake!”

“Is there no way to get back to Brenn?' Har asked, turning toward Jordet.

“l do not know, but | do not think Presternon would say such athing if it were not true,” Jordet
answered. “Brenn cannot be in any great danger as yet if it is surrounded by only a part of the
Lithmern army, but you would be if you attempted to gain the city. They will wait to attack urtil the
man army arrives. That could be days or weeks.”

“Or hours” Har retorted. “Or never! Allie told me how anxious the Wyrds were that she go to
Evdeth. Maybe thisis aruse to get her there.”

“The Shee do not need to use trickery, nor do the Wyrds” said Worrd from the doorway.
Har turned angrily, but the Wyrd continued eesily, “Had we wished to, we could have told your
Sger we were going to Brenn and smply gone to Eveleth instead. | doubt that any of you knows the
woods well enough to see the deception, and it is even easier to lose on€'s bearing in the mountains”

“Har, it strue” Alethia said, looking up. It was impossble to say whether she spoke of the
note she held or of Worrd’s comments.

“Then we should ride for Lacsmer and ask Lord Armin to send ad to Brenn,” Har sad
subbornly.

“Hemay be inBrenn,” Alethia replied sharply.

“It' s only five days since the feast and he was supposed to stay for a week.”

“We could 4ill bring soldiers” Har insgsted. Alethia half-nodded, but Maurin spoke up for the
fird time.

“Brenn iswel defended againg a conventiond siege, Har; we looked the plans over with Lord
Bracor before the Lords Armin and Gahlon arrived, remember? Brenn can hold for at least Sx
weeks againg the whole Lithmen army. But what can your soldiers, or Armin's, do agang megic?
If the Lithmern had one Tdisman and a sorcerer who could use it, they may have more. | do not
think thiswill be an ordinary war.”



Har looked stunned; the thought had plainly not occurred to him. Alethia frowned. “Would the
Shee ad Brenn? They have held apart from Alkyrafor so very long.” She turned toward Jordet.

“Coudn, | do not know,” Jordet replied dowly. “You have kin-right anong us and can dam
our ad, but the Queen’s Council exiled your mother for deding with humans. Queen Iniscara might
help, perhaps—I do not know her mind.” He shrugged. “Y ou can but try.”

“Wha other choice have we?’ Alethia demanded, turning to her brother, and he was forced at
last to agree.

So it was that the fourth morning after their arriva at the cottage found the travelers riding north
into the mountains of the Shee. Jordet provided cloaks and provisons from a seemingly inexheudtible
store, and the Wyrds had their mounts, as well as Jordet’s impressve white gdlion, ready by firg
light.

All day they wound through the mountains, pausing now and then to drink from an icy stream
fed by the mdting snow at the top of the peaks. They camped that night in the open, beneeth the
gars. Rarn and Alethiaingsted that Maurin rest, much as he was disndined to do so, while Har and
Tamdan helped Jordet and Worrd gather wood and care for the horses. After they had eaten, Taman
brought out his mdar and sang the ancient songs and balads of Alkyra urtil the fire burned low.

The morning dawned cloudy and cold. After a hasty breskfast, they started off again. By
midmorning they were riding through a bone-chilling drizzle that penetrated even the wool of their
hooded cloaks. The terrain grew steeper and rockier as they went deeper into the mountains, and
the endless drizZie made the narrow paths dippery. Alethia found hersdf envying the ponies; they
seemed to step surdy no matter how dick the surface and their shaggy coats seemed to shed water
effortlesdy.

Therain grew worse as they went on. The wind was aso risng, and the mountains seemed to
be no block to it a dl. Alethia gathered her sodden cloak more dosdy around her in a futile attempt
to shut out some of the wind. She could vagudly see the figures of Tamsn and Har ahead of her,
sangle file on the narrow trail. Although Jordet rode in the lead, he was easier to see because his
white hair and the white horse he rode stood out agang the dark background of the mountains
and-the rain.

Jordet waved the others to a hdt and turned his horse essly up the steep dope of the
mountain. Alethia watched in astonishment as the ghostly white figure and its rider faded above her.
Har, directly in front of her, waved his arm and she obligingly rode closer.

“What is he doing?’ Alethia shouted, trying to make hersdf heard over the wind. Har shook his
head and leaned backward, and she repeated the question as loudly as she could.

“Don’'t know,” Har shouted back. “Turn her head into the mountain.” It took Alethia a moment
to make sense of this cryptic utterance, but when she did she tugged at Alfand's rein. The horse
shifted dightly in compliance, and Alethia found that the new position seemed to lessen the force of
the driving rain. Further conversation was impossible, and Alethia could only St and wait miserably
for Jordet to return.

A few moments later Alethia saw a flash of white as Jordet resppeared beside Taman. It was
impossible to hear what he said, but she saw Tamsin nod and dismount. Leading his horse, he turned
up the mountain and vanished from her sght dmost immediatdy. Har followed in the same way, and
Alethia rode forward.

As she reached the point where the others had turned off, she saw a steep path, bardly visble
on the rocky mountainsde, forking out from the main trail on which they had been riding. Jordet was
positioned a the fork to make sure that no one missed it. In the ran and with such uncertain footing it
was obvious that the horses would have to be led, and with a little Sgh Alethia dismounted and
began pulling Alfand upward.

It was hard work dimbing againgt the wind and without what little shelter the mountainsde had
provided on the lower path. Ahead of her she saw Har disappearing among a tangled pile of huge



boulders, and she hurried her horse as much as she was able to keep from losng him atogether. A
moment later she, too, was among the rocks.

Alethia staggered for a moment as the wind she had been braced agangt was suddenly
blocked. From her left came a merry whistle. Turning, she saw Har and Taman unsaddling ther
horses in the mouth of alarge, shdlow cave. Gratefully, she joined them. In a few minutes more, the
entire company was gathered in the cave, wringing out ther cloaks and unsaddling their horses.

“How did you know about this place?’ Alethia asked Jordet.

The Shee grinned. “I’ ve made enough trips through these mountains to learn where the good
bolt-holes are!” he replied. “There are alot of caves in this section of the Kathkari, though; it isn't
hard to find one when you have to if you know where to look.”

Rarn looked up. “So far, so good, but you'd be wise to think about finding some firewood so
we can dry oursaves out. We haven't any spare cloaks, and these are soaked. Not you,” she added
as Maurin started to rise. “You're wet enough now. I'll not have you caiching a chill on top of
everything elsg!”

“Nay, we needn’'t dl go!” Jordet said hadtily as Maurin scowled. “Come cousn!”

Har grinned, and the two men moved back out into the sorm. The others st to work
unpacking the blankets and rubbing down the horses and ponies with whatever dry scraps of coth
they could find. By the time Har and Jordet returned carrying armloads of twisted brush, the animds
a least were tolerably comfortable.

“l am afrad it will take some time to get a fire going,” Jordet said, dumping an armload of
gligening black branches a one sde of the eave mouth. “The wood is rather wet,” he added
unnecessarily.

“Wdl, can't you use some of your magic to start it?” Alethia asked.

The young Shee frowned. “No,” he said shortly.

Alethia was quite ready to argue with him, but Maurin spoke before she could reply. “Perhaps
you should let me make thefire. Traders know no magic, but we do have a few tricks to use on wet
wood!”

Without waiting for an answer, Maurin went over to the pile of branches and began sorting
them. The others watched as he laid out the wood that suited him, and then began whittling on one of
the drier pieces. Soon he had a pile of reatively dry shavings, and he pulled out a amdl firebox and
took from it tinder and flints. In a shorter time than Jordet expected, a warm fire was burning and the
party huddled around it thankfully.

The sorm began to let up in mid-afternoon, but Jordet vetoed Har's suggedtion that they
continue on. “Mountain sorms can be tricky,” he said, “and this is the best shelter in the area. It will
be worth the extra time on the road to be sure of missng another cloudburst.” True to his prediction,
the rain began agan shortly before nightfdl, and the travelers could only be glad they had not
ventured further.

Alethia avoke alittle after dawn and sat up. The others were dill adeep; Har, Taman, Maurin
and Worrd lyingin arow at the mouth of the cave and Rarn next to her, a discreet distance from the
others. Jordet was nowhere to be seen, and his gdlion was missng from among the horses.

Caefully, so as not to wake Rarn or the others, Alethia rose and tiptoed out of the cave. The
sky was clear and the fird rays of the sun poured over the mountains to the east. Gathering her cloak
about her, for the ar was crigp, Alethia walked dowly through the tangled pile of boulders that had
sheltered them from the wind the day before.

Jud at the edge of the rock pile she met Jordet, riding up the steep little path to the cave.
“Good morning!” she greeted him. “Where have you been?’

“Checking out the road ahead,” Jordet replied, dismounting. Privately, Alethia fdt that the
narrow trals they had followed for the past two days could hardly be caled roads, but she did not
comment. “I am afraid we will have to backtrack and take the lower trail,” Jordet continued as they



walked together back toward the cave. “Thetrail is washed out up ahead, and we cannot get past.”

“What's that? Maurin's voice floated out of the cave toward them, followed by Maurin
himsdf. The rain and the night spent on the hard cave floor did not seem to have hurt hm at al;
rather the reverse. Alethia vagudy remembered taes that the Traders prospered on hardship, and
found hersalf more than haf beieving them.

“We are going to take another route,” she answered Maurin's question absently. “The tral
ahead of us was destroyed in the sorm yesterday.”

Maurin looked at Jordet, and the Shee nodded. “The other path is more difficult at firdt, but it is
shorter,” he explained. “If we start now, we should reach Eveleth tonight.” This last statement was
enough to whisk the travelers back into the cave to repack the few things that they had Ieft out of the
saddlebags for comfort overnight. In a surprisngly short time they were ready to go on.

Under Jordet’s direction, they retraced their previous day’s journey as far as the foot of the
mountain, and then turned to follow the narrow ravine at its base. Sheer diffs rose on ether sde; the
floor of the ravine was littered with shattered dabs of rock that had torn loose from the diffs above
them. The rocks shifted treacheroudy underfoot, and more than once the horses sumbled, so that
their progress was dow. Even the Wyrds’ surefooted ponies moved cautioudy over the uncertain
surface.

They had nearly reached the middle of the ravine when Alethia saw a brown heap lying on the
rocks ahead of them. At firg she thought it was a trick of the sun reflecting from the diff wals, but as
they drew nearer it resolved into the figure of a large brown horse lying on its sde. Finned hafway
benesth it lay an unconscious manin a dark cloak, and Alethia stifled a gasp as she recognized him.
It was one of her Lithmern kidnappers.

Jordet was the firg to reach the fdlen man. He svung down from his horse to examine him,
and as the others arrived and dismounted, he looked up. “The horse is dead, but the man lives. Help
melift im.”

With the assstance of Taman, Har and Maurin, Jordet was able to dide the Lithmen out from
under the dead animd. He examined the felow thoroughly, and announced: “There are no bones
broken and no permanent harm has been done him, but heishaf dead of exposure. He has evidently
been lying here dl night. He mugt have been trying to get through here yesterday, and his horse
dipped intheran.”

“The more fool he” Worre commented. “This way is hard enough in dry daylight without
taking chances in such westher. | did not know that the Shee dlowed humen vistors—what takes
him on this road, do you think?’

“Har,” brokein Alethia” 1 know him.”

“What?’ Jordet straightened to face her.

“I know him,” Alethia repeated. “He is one of the Lithmern who kidnapped me | remember
him well. He brought me food on that fird morning.” She shuddered as she remembered the cold
look in his eyes. Taman looked at the Lithmern thoughtfully.

“I believe you sad this route was faster, Jordet? Not such a fool, then; he was trying to get
ahead of us” the mindrd said. “Would you say thisis your vanishing knife-thrower, Har?’

Har bent over the man with an exclamation. “His sheath is empty!”

“Wdl, now that you know who and what he is, what do we do with him?” Rarn broke in
pointedly. “Leave hm? Kill him? Or bring hm dong?’

“Bring him dong by dl means” Jordet responded promptly. “I think food and drink and a
wam cloak will repair what harm has been done, and he cannot do us a mischief if we keep close
watch on him. He may well be able to tdl us something ussful when we reach Eveleth.”

The others agreed, dl except Alethiaand Worrel, who shook his head ominoudy when he was
overruled, but kept slent. They relieved ther captive of his sword, and Jordet replaced the man's
soggy cloak with hisown. The Lithmern seemed to be recovering consciousness, and Har poured a



cup of water from one of thelr water-bottles and forced it on him. After a few swalows the man
choked, sputtered, and sat up.

He blinked uncertainly a his rescuers as he looked around him. Then his glance fdl upon
Alethia A change came over him. His face darkened and he reached for his missng sword. Jordet
stepped in front of him. “You are our prisoner,” he informed the Lithmern camly, “and we are taking
you with us to Eveleth.”

The men paid no atention a dl to this interruption; his gaze was fixed on Alethia He
sraightened and seemed to grow tdler. A shadow fdl on him, and he raised his hand from where he
sat to point directly at Alethia As though the words were dragged from him, he began to spesk.
“Adg, kdan nitranon...”

Thelittle group stood frozen, except Worrdl. The Wyrd was standing just behind their prisoner,
and as the Lithmern began to speak he drew his dagger, reached up, and brought its hilt smartly
down on the back of the man's head. As the Lithmern dumped unconscious once again, Worre
camly replaced the weapon and turned to Jordet. “A dangerous prisoner, Ward-K eeper.”

For a moment their eyes locked; then Jordet amiled. “Dangerous indeed! | fear we have
underestimated these folk if even such as he can widd a gpdl of passage.”

“You recognized it too? Wdl, perhaps you are right,” Worrd replied. “Yet he seemed to me
more one used of magic than himsdf a user. Inany case we had best make speed to Eveleth. And |
do not seek to trespass on your authority, Ward-Keeper, but | would fed mysdf safer were our
prisoner gagged and bound.”

“I'll not differ with you therel” Jordet said. “I do not seek to prove my tdents againg such a
one; there will be better need for such power at another time and place.”

“What is the need for this?” Maurin inquired as Jordet and Worrd set about binding their
prisoner.

“Bound and gagged he cannot work magic,”

Worrd replied, dipping a loop of rope over the Lithmern's right hand. “And as he was about
to work a spdl to snaich himsdf and our charming companion to an unknown but probably
unpleasant destination, | think our precautions are more than justified.”

Alethia had been leaning againgt Alfand with her head down ever since the Lithmern's collapse.
Now she raised her head and stared fixedly ahead of her. The pupils of her eyes were enormous.
“Blindfold him,” she said in afla voice.

“What? Why?" Jordet said, looking around.

“Blindfold him. Blindfold him!” she repeated, and they could dl hear the hystericd note in her
voice.

“All right, Allie” Har said soothingly. “It's dl right.” He put an aam around her shoulders, but
she shrugged it off and repeated, “Blindfold hm!” Jordet frowned, but Worrd tore a strip from the
bottom of his cloak and wrapped it around the Lithmern's eyes. Only when this was done did
Alethia collapse, sobbing, into her brother’s arms.



CHAPTER TEN

By noon they were out of the ravine. They were just beginning another dimb when a pinpoint
of light darted out of nowhere and circled Jordet’ s head. It stopped and hovered afew feet ahead of
him, and the travelers had a chance to see it clearly. It looked very like a spark rigng from a fire, but
it burned with a bright, sivery light that showed no sgn of extinction.

Jordet amiled as the light darted off and disappeared ahead of them. “Evidently someone is
looking for us.”

“What was it? Har asked.

“Itisatype of el used as aguide, a seeker. They are not hard to make, but they are difficult
to maintain for any length of time. 1t will not be long before we meet the sender, | think.”

“Areyou sure it guides afriend?’ Alethia asked alittle nervoudy. She wasriding a the back of
the party, keeping as much distance between hersdlf and the captive as possible, though she seemed
to be recovered from the encounter.

The Shee looked thoughtful for a moment, then grinned. “My wits are gone a-begging today.
No enemy would choose a spdl that reveded his presence so obvioudy when there are eesier, more
secret ways. I'll wager someone from Eveleth has ridden to meet us, it's only a few hours travel
now.” He spoke confidently, but the others were not completely convinced.

They proceeded waily despite Jordet’s assurances, but there were no further sgns. Haf an
hour |ater, they reached the top of the mountain and paused to let the horses rest a moment.

Hdfway across the rdatively fla mountain top, a figure on horseback stood motionless beside
asmdl fire. Jordet waved and started toward it; the others followed a bit more rdluctantly. As they
drew nearer, the figure resolved into a woman enveloped in a dark wooal traveing cloak, whose
slver-white hair and danted green eyes proclamed her one of the Shee.

“Gregtings, Keeper of the South Ward,” she said to Jordet as he hdted in front of her.

“Gredtings, Lady,” Jordet replied formally. “What brings you aone to seek our company?’

“A gory isbest told in comfort,” she answered. “Though time presses, it seems best to pause
here, for the news | bear isdifficult to ponder on horseback.”

Jordet nodded and swung himsdf to the ground, and the others followed his example. Taman
aone remained mounted to hand the captive Lithmern down to Har and Jordet. As she saw what
they were doing, the Shee woman gave an exclamation. “What isthis?’

“We, too, have a gory to tel, Lady.”

The travelers made themsalves comfortable around the fire. Alethia, once seated, looked
pointedly from Jordet to the Shee woman and back. Jordet sad, “Before we begin, | think
introductions are in order. Thisisthe Lady Illeana, wizard of the Veldatha and high in the confidence
of the Council of Lord Advisors”

The others nodded, and the rest of the introductions were performed repidly. Illeana
acknowledged them codlly; then Jordet turned to her and said, “Now, tdl us wha message is so
urgent as to bring you to meet us so close to Eveeth.”

“It is not my choice, but the Lord Medilaw’s that brings me here)” llleana replied. “We have
learned much that you must know.”

“Then speak,” Jordet said.

“Nine nights ago the Lady Isme of Brenn broke the covenant of exile and sent a speaking-spell
to Eveeth to ask us to keep watch for her daughter, kidnapped by Lithmen not an hour before.
Though Isme broke the dictates of the Council, Queen Iniscara chose to lend what aid we might, so



the message was sent on to the Glens of the Wyrds, and there the matter rested.

“Then one called Murn arrived three days ago, bringing with her a Tdisman of Noron'ri. When
we heard her gtory, Iniscara ordered the Veldatha to break the exile once more and send a
spesking-spd| to 1smein Brenn. Then we learned that the city was under attack, and word was sent
to you to escort Alethiaof Brenn to Eveleth.

“Since then the Ve datha have been working to learn more. At firg it seemed smple enough; it
was easy to guess what occurred a Brenn. The Lithmern found one of the Tdismans of Noron'ri;
how or where we do not know. Suspecting that 1sme was more than she seemed, they sent to Brenn
to kidnap her that she might not use her power againg them in battle.”

“But why would they fear mother?” Alethia asked.

llleana looked at her contemptuoudy. “A full-blooded Shee, trained in magic, is more than a
match for any human wizard, even with one of the Nine Tdismans. Unfortunatdy for the Lithmern,
their attempt went astray and they got Isme's child instead of Isme. The error was compounded
when they logt the Tdisman.”

“Then Alethiais safe now that the Taligman isin your handd” Har interrupted. “The Lithmern
were never interested in her at dl!”

“So we think. Therefore there is no reason for you to continue to Eveleth,” Illeana said. “Lord
Medilaw Robal, High Miniger to the Queen, came to tha concluson this morning and sent me to
you. Thereisa place just east of here-where you can Stay in safety and comfort, and it will cause less
trouble if no humans come to Eveleth to disturb us”

“Wha of Brenn?’ Har burst out. “How can we help the city by going further east?”’

“What is that to me, or to the Shee?’ llleana said scornfully. “The Council has other things to
concern them.”

“Such as?” Jordet asked quietly, with a qudling look at Har, who had opened his mouth to
retort angrily.

“Hrivar sent a prophecy to the Queen this morning,” llleana answered. “Whatever it relates to
isof far more importance then thislittle matter.”

“But you do not know that Firivar has not spoken of Brenn,” Jordet pointed out. “A prophecy
just now seems to me to be a little too timdy to be coincidence.” His eyes narrowed suddenly.
“Does the Queen know of your message to us?’

“l cannot say,” lleana admitted, looking disturbed. “Lord Medilawv must speak for the Queen.

But she was closeted with the foreteller when | left.”

“There may have been other developmentsin Eveleth since you left as well,” Jordet murmured.
“Certainly there have been some here.”

“Yes, you mud tdl me” llleana said quickly. “Who, or what, is that which lies bound?’

Jordet’ s eyes followed hers to the Lithmern. Ignoring Har’ s frown, he explained the capture of
the man in the ravine and his interrupted attempt at a spdl of passage. lleana listened carefully, and
her lips tightened.

“We mug attempt to spell-bind him,” she said. “Such a magidan cannot be permitted to go
near Eveleth otherwise, nor can we set such amagic worker free without precaution.”

“l do not know if that is wise” Jordet replied. “1 have little knowledge of his ability, but it
seams likdy that he was one of the party that tried to kidnap Alethia usng the Tdismen. If so, he
may be somewhat more skilled than you expect.”

llleana gestured impatiently. “Two Shee, both prepared and one a Veldatha, can eesly best a
human wizard. Y our fears are groundless; he does not have the Tdisman to aid him now.”

“He may not need it. The Tdismans were made by a human wizard,” Jordet said softly, but he
meade no further objection and the two Shee waked over to the inat Lithmern. Illeana motioned to
Worrdl, and gave him ingructionsin alow voice. A moment later the Ward-K eeper straightened and



motioned to Alethia

“l think you should be back as far as you can,” he said. “If llleana is right and he has been
trying to recover the Tdisman, you should be in no danger, but he has attacked you once before. |
doubt that he could do so successtully from within a Circle, but there is no reason to take chances.”

“What are you going to do?’ Alethia asked nervoudy as she moved away.

“We are going to try to cast a spdl that will block his use of magic and bind his will. 1t will
render im harmless, and with two of us to make the attempt it should not be difficult.” His eyes were
worried despite hiswords, and Alethia was not very reassured. She moved as far as she could and
found another seat behind Tamsn and Mavurrin.

llleana and Worrel completed ther preparations. The Lithmern lay, sill blindfolded, bound, and
gagged, in the center of a cirde llleana had scratched in the hard grey soil that thinly covered the
brown rocks of the mountain. Worrel crouched uneesly beside him, holding an unsheathed knife in
one furred hand.

As Jordet turned back, Illeana threw back the hood of her cloak and loosened her har to fdl in
Slver waves over her shoulders. From under her cloak she drew athin circlet of Slver twined with
gold that supported an intricate figure of Slver wire; this she placed about her head, settling it\ firmly
onto her brow.

Noaticing Jordet’s raised eyebrows, she smiled. “The Crown of the Vedatha is never far from
me, Ward-Keeper, nor will it ever be, no matter how you may disapprove.”

“l do not disapprove, merdly wonder that you should bring such power out of the safety of
Eveeth,” Jordet replied softly.

“This is mine done; no other can wear it without destroying it,” she answered. “It is safe
enough. Now come.”

Jordet looked at 1lleana sharply, but said nothing more. The Shee womean turned to the seated
humans. “Do not dir or speak until we finish,” she warned them. The two Shee waked to the edge
of the circle. They stopped just outside it, llleana at the head of the bound man and Jordet at his feet.
Then they began to chant, an eerie keening sound that rose and fdl in waves over the barren
mountaintop.

The others watched, slent. This was the firg they had seen of true magic, except during the
fight with the vall, and there had hardly been time to watch carefully then. Har and Alethia fdt the tug
of ther birthright, the magic of the Shee, and knew for the firg time what they might have missed.
Alethia, despite the Shee’'s warning, crept closer as the chant went on. Maurin sat bemused as the
legends of his boyhood walked the earth in flesh before him. But Tamsn watched hungrily, with an
intense longing, as the Shee wove their Spdll, for magic was his heart’s desire.

The chant ended, and the two Shee turned outward. With their backs to the circle, faces
impassive, they dowly raised their ams in a gesture that could have been summons or supplication,
and as their ams rose the wind rose with them. Firg it was bardy a girring, then a breeze, then a
drong gde that swept across the mountains and whistled around the two immobile figures towering
over the circle and its occupants.

Alethia shivered and looked around uneesily. Tamsn's eyes glittered with unshed tears, and
Alethia looked away quickly from the naked emotion on his face. Maurin and Har sat as if
entranced.

Thewind died and Jordet and Illeana turned back toward the Lithmern and Worrd. Alethias
uneasiness grew. Nervoudy, she scooped up a handful of pebbles from the rocky ground and
fingered them absently, occasiondly dropping one softly at her feet.

llleana gestured sharply. At that Sgn, Worrd, dill crouched uncomfortably beside the Lithmern,
dashed through the cords that bound the captive' s hands and feet and legpt clear of the circle in one
catlike movement. Breathing hard, he sheathed his dagger and retreated toward the ponies.

The Lithmern stirred and hdf rose. Only then did he pause to remove the blindfold and gag he



dill wore. At hisfird movements, llleana and Jordet began to chant once more. This time the sound
was dow and heavy, dmaost somber, the find chant of binding. They had barely begun when the last
doth fdl away from the Lithmerns eyes and he stood free in the middle of the circle. Without
warning, the man leagpt for Jordet, but he was stopped short a the circl€'s edge by an invisble
barrier. Alethia let her breath out in a soundless Sgh of relief, only then aware that she had been
holding it.

The dow chanting continued uninterrupted, and suddenly the Lithmern seemed to notice it for
the firg time. The man’s eyes grew dark and remote, then he threw back his head and laughed. Pedl
after ped of ugly laughter rang out as a dark shadow grew around him, and then he cried in a terrible
voice, “Foold Thrice fools, to seek to bind what is bound aready!”

The chant fdtered and died. The Lithmern turned toward Illeana, and she flinched away from
his dark, dead gaze. He spoke one hissng syllable and gestured; the Shee womean fdl, sunned. The
former captive whirled and repeated the spell just intime to stop Jordet, who had raised his arms for
acounterattack. He laughed again as Jordet fdl, and turned toward the smdl group of humans.

Alethia froze where she crouched behind the “ r others, wishing desperately and hopdesdy that
he would not see her. The lagt of the stones she had been fingering was clenched in her right hand;
she would not even moveto let it drop lest she draw the creature' s atention.

The Lithmern began to pace dowly toward the onlookers. At the edge of the circle he paused
amoment and gestured; then the dow, steady progress resumed unhindered. Har and Maurin tried
to rise and draw ther swords, but found themselves frozen motionless. The man drew nearer, and
Alethia cried out and threw up her am to cover her eyes.

From the upraised fig came a golden glow, a soft radiance that flowed out to form a protective
sphere around the kneding girl. Alethia fdt a strange sense of power, and with dl her might she
willed it to stop the Lithmern from reaching her.

Ashe arived at the golden barrier, the Lithmern's face twisted terribly. “So, you have begun to
learn!” he hissed. “ So much the worse for you! Y ou will be more useful, and you cannot escape this
time See!” He sretched out a hand and hissed again, and the shadow flowed from it, forcing the
glow backward, drawing closer to the frightened girl.

Suddenly the air filled with a choking cloud of white smoke that swirled around the Lithmern,
hiding im almost completely. Worrel, once more unnoticed by the man, had pulled a smdl bundle of
herbs from his pouch, lit them, and tossed them amog &t the Lithmern's feet. The cloud of smoke
did not last long, but even as it cleared the air around the enchanter exploded in slver-white light.
The two Shee had recovered and were attacking once more.

The black aura died as the Shee poured power into the battle. The circlet blazed on Illeana's
head, and she began the spdl of unbinding. The Lithmern strove with dl his might to stop the ritud,
but he could not outface the two Shee now that they were prepared for him. Jordet’s attack
occupied hm dmost completdy, and he could not spare the effort to oppose Illeana, though he
knew her for the greater danger. As the chant flowed serenely on, a change took place in him. He
swayed; and seemed to have trouble coordinating; it was as if he fought hmsdf as wdl as the two
Shee. He sank to his knees and his voice died.

Illeana reached the end of the chant and threw her arms straight upward. In a loud voice she
cried, “Avoc! Nitranara hdmarc dasl” The Lithmern collapsed. A darkness hovered for a moment
over him, then darted toward Alethia, but she was 4ill protected by the golden light and it could not
reach her. With afant walling sound, hardly more than a 9gh, the darkness faded and was gone.

There was complete slence on the mountaintop. llleana and Jordet sank wesrily to the ground
beside the unconscious Lithmern. Alethia looked at them in wonder. She fingered the stone she il
held, then dipped it into the pocket of her cloak. The Others dowly began to move, asif they had
been entranced; the lagt to gtir was Tamsain. Worrdl, who seemed the most himsdlf, vanished for a
moment and returned with a waterbag. This he slently offered to the two spent Shee. Illeana drank



without even looking up, but Jordet nodded his thanks. “Wel done,” the Wyrd said softly.

At tha llleana raised her head and her eyes were haunted. “Not s0,” she cried. “1 sought to
bind whet | should have sought to free, and dmost were we dl undone, he was so strong.”

“Do not waste time in reproaches,” Jordet said sharply. “Would you have the evil we seek to
defeat take hold in our mids?’

llleana shuddered convulsively, then with an effort grew cam. “You held him off barely, but |
loosed the cords of binding and | know their strength and their kind. Never did | think to see such
among the living. O my friend, it isfar worse than we suspected. Far worse than anyone could have
suspected.

“The Lithmern have waked the Kaldarmaaren.”

CHAPTER ELEVEN

This announcement had varying effects on the seven ligeners. Maurin Smply looked puzzled.
Har frowned, as if he were trying to remember something. Tamsan's eyes narrowed thoughtfully;
Alethiawent white and her lips pressed tightly together. Jordet froze, eyes fixed on llleana. Only the
Wyrds seemed unaffected. Worrd nodded and resumed his seat cadmly; Rarn merdy pursed her lips
and shook her head.

The amdl movement seemed to bresk a spell. Jordet lowered his head and said tiredly, “You
aesure”

“Y ou fought im with me! How can you doubt it? But if you seek further proof, then question
himin truthtrance,” llleana said, pointing at the collapsed figure of the Lithmern.

“l know you speak the truth,” Jordet replied heavily, “but | never expected to see such evil
wake inmy lifeime”

Har shifted uncomfortably. “What are Kadarmaaren?’

“Do not speak the name lightly!” 1lleana answered sharply. “They have powers beyond your
imegining, and the sound may draw therr attention, though they themsaves may not cross the
Kathkari without hdp.”

“But whet are they?” Alethia asked.

“They are Soirits of a sort, whose origin liesin times before legend,” Jordet said. “They have no
bodies, but they use those of living men, for atime, if thewill isweak or if someone has prepared the
way for them by other means. Even then, the body gradudly fades into the darkness of its possessor,
hence their name, which means Shadow-born. If you would name them, cdl them that, or Dark
Men, as the Wyrds do.”

“The “man with no face’ was a Shadow-born, then?” Maurin asked.

“Perhgps,” Jordet said thoughtfully. “But one of the Dark Men would not need the Tdismen of
Noron'ri to assist hismagic. Ther age gives them knowledge of secrets and powers now forgotten,
and better they remained s0.”

“But if he was not one of the Shadow-born, why couldn’t | see his face?’ Alethia asked. “And
where did the Lithmemn find them? I’ve never heard of Shadow-born before, not even in the old
tales”

“Thet isnot surprising,” Jordet replied. “The Shadow-born were bound in Slence and safety at
the dawn of memory, and | believe even your mingrd could not tdl you much of them.”

“If the Shee bound them once, can you not do so again? Tamsan asked the Shee. He was not
entirdy pleased by Jordet’s last comment.

“It may be possible, if we can reach them before they gain ther full strength,” said Illeana. “But



they were firg bound over three thousand years ago, and it took the combined power of the Four
Races and more; it took the power of the greatest treasures of Lyra—the Sword, the Shidd, the
Cup and the Staff.”

“The Logt Gifts of Alkyral” Har exclamed.

“| thought that they were made for the firg King of Alkyra, as coronation gifts” Alethia said.
“How could they have been used so long ago?’\

“They were indeed coronation gifts but they are far older than that,” Taman sad with a
far-away look in his eyes. “Each of the Four Races took one after the Wars of Binding, and only the
Crown has greater power. They were given to Kirel at his coronation for the keeping of the peace of
Alkyra, s0 that he would be a King for dl four of the races and not only humans”

“You are well-versed, Mingrd,” Jordet said. “I had not known that such ancient taes were dill
kept outsde the Kathkari.”

“You forget, perhaps, that the Hall of Tears where the mingres gather is at least as old as the
cties of the Shee” Tamdan sad politdy. “Sill, | know little of the Wars of Binding save ther name. |
can tdl you more Of the Four Gifts, though what | know is more recent higtory.”

“Then speak,” said llleana. “I have dways wondered how you of Alkyra adlowed things of such
power to be logt s easly; tel me”

Har looked at her angrily, but Taman seemed unperturbed. “They were logt during the firg
invagon of the Lithmemn,” he said. “The Roya Family was a Lacsmer, and with them were the
Crown and the Gifts. The Lithmern fdl on the city without warning and killed King Cardemane and
dl hisfamily, save only the youth Caruth who was not in the city. Then the Lithmern took the Crown
and the Four Gifts, and sent a party to take them back to Lithra, to Mog Ograth—tout they never
arrived. Never again have they been seen; the party disappeared, and no one has ever found a trace
of them or of the Gifts, though many have logt their livesin searching.”

“Had we even one of those four, or the Crown of Alkyra, | would be more optimigic about
our chances againg the Shadow-born,” llleana said.

“Unfortunately, we have nather Kird’s Crown nor his coronation Gifts” Jordet sad dryly.
“What is our next sep?’

“We mug send to Eveeth a once” llleana said with decison. “They mugt know what we
face”

“What proof have we to offer?” Jordet demanded. “Eveeth must know, but will they believe
such unlikey news?’

There was a brief slence while the unanswered question hung in the ar. Then Rarn snorted.
“Your proof is there; you said it yoursdves,” she said, waving a the dill unconscious Lithmern.
“Question him under truthtrance.”

“Aye, if we learn nothing more than his purpose in atacking Alethia just now it will dill be well
worth the time” Worrd agreed. “And I'll wager he knows more of the plans for attacking Brenn
than we, which mugt aso be worth learning.”

The others nodded. The wisdom of such a course was evident, and the danger was minimd
now that the man had been freed of the Shadow-born’s binding.

The Lithmermn was beginning to dir; Worre took a waterbag and dumped about hdf its
remaning contents on the man's head. He gasped and spluttered, then sat up shaking dlittering
droplets of water from his hair. His eyes widened as he took in the nature of the people standing
about him, and he scrambled to his feet.

“My undying thanks are yours” he said unexpectedly, his voice hoarse, “for your timey
rescue.” He tried to bow, but staggered and dmost collgpsed. Worrdl guided him to a seat, and
offered him the waterbag once more. The man drank in great gulps while the others watched in
Slence

“Now that you have refreshed yoursdlf,” Illeana said sarcasticdly, “perhaps you will tdl us who



you are?’

“l am Corrim vin Halaof Karlen Gale” the man replied weerily. “1 have been a prisoner of the
Lithmern for four months or more, and after that the dave of that thing; | know not how long.”

“Karlen Gdel” Alehia said, and the others exchanged surprised looks. Corrim vin Hala
nodded once. His head did not rise again; it was asif it would be too much trouble to lift it.

Maurin drew Jordet alittle aside. “Can we trust him, do you think?’

“When heis under truthtrance,” Jordet replied softly, but Corrim heard. His head lifted and his
eyes grew bleak.

“It were better indeed not to trust me too far,” he sad. “What | know | will give you fredy,
saving that you give me a clean death before that returns for me”

“Who speaks of death?’ Jordet demanded. Y ou need not fear such if you are what you say.”

Corrim shook his head. “I am free of it now, and for that | thank you,” he said heavily. “But |
have lived with its power. It will return for me, and when it does it will be better for you and | both if
| am dead dready.”

“The Shadow-born cannot cross the Kathkari without a hogt,” Illeana said. “You need not fear
them while you remain in Sheleran.”

The Karlen Gde man shook his head doubtfully, but remained slent. “Of course, we cannot
accept you completely without more knowledge,” Illeana went on, “and that is best done under
truth-trance. If you are willing, we can begin.”

The man's face turned grey, and it was only with obvious effort that he kept control of himsdf.
“By your leave, isthere no way other than to be again ensorcelled?’ he asked hoarsdly.

“"Tis no great thing to fear,” llleana said, frowning. “You will not even know that your will is
overborn, unless you try to lie. Come, now.”

Corrim nodded jerkily, and walked Hiff-legged to seat himsdf where Illeana indicated. Jordet
stood behind him and murmured rapidly, meking a few passes in the ar. Corrim’'s eyes glazed.
Jordet finished and came around to study the man's suddenly relaxed face for a moment, then
nodded at Illeana. “Now, tdl us your ory,” she commanded.

Thetde that unwound for the fascinated listeners was not, a firet, complex. Corrim had been
captured by a Lithmen rading party, and his fird months had been spent as an ordinary
prisoner-dave, forced to do menid labor during the day and chained at night. Then he was chosen
for the Shadow-born.

He remembered the binding ceremony only vaguely, as a chill and a shilant voice and a black
fog that sank into his brain and overwhelmed him. For a long time after that he was a prisoner in his
own body, aware but unable to control the smples of his actions. He was not completdy
possessed, though he knew that would come when the Shadow-born used up one of therr present
hosts. He, and the others like him, were puppets waiting to be occupied by Shadow-born a some
later date, completely trustworthy because they had no will save that of their masters.

There was little Corrim could do except ding to his sanity and hope that the Shadow-born or
their wizard-magters would make a mistake that would alow him to escape, or smply die deanly. It
was a hard task, for when they wished, the Shadow-born could speak with his voice and see with
hiseyesin akind of incomplete possession that was a horrible foreshadowing of what he knew was
to come,

Corrim was able to give a very coherent account of Alethia's kidnapping. Jordet had been
correct; the leader of the Lithmern party had not been one of the Shadow-born themsdlves, but one
of the messenger-daves who was very near to tota possession. The Tdisman of Noron'ri had been
necessary to channd the creature's power to its servant. Though the Shadow-born could take
possession of the man's body, they could not mantain it for more than a few minutes a such a
distance until one of them took him over completdly.

Corrim had been included in the party as a supplementary contact, for use in the unlikdy event



that something happened to the leader, who was much more firmly controlled than the Karlen Gae
man. About the Shadow-born themsdves, Corrim knew little. The Lithmern sorcerer-king Ninri had
conjured them to aid himin conquering Alkyra; they had been weakened by their long captivity, but
they were growing stronger daily.

When Corrim finished his tale, Har questioned him closdy about the plans for the attack on
Alkyra The main body of the army, he learned, was dill & Mog Ograth with the Lithmern wizards
and the Shadow-born. It would, therefore, be at least three weeks before it could reach Brenn under
the best of conditions, possibly longer. Har sat back to digest this information, and Jordet looked at
Corrim gravdly.

“The Lithmern do not know what they have done. It will not be long before they serve the
Shadow-born, whom they summoned to be thair servants. If, indeed, they do not do so dready;
thair interests seem identical. But why do the Shadow-born want to destroy Alkyra?’

“They want to reestablish their rule over Lyra, as they ruled during the Times of Darkness,”
Illeena said impatiently, before Corrim could reply. “They choose Alkyra as their sarting place
because the Lithmern hate it and it is easy to persuade them to move againd it, thet isdl.”

“l do not think s0,” Worrd said. “Tsit coincidence that Alkyra is bordered by the lands of the
Shee and of the Wyrds? | think the Shadow-born movefirg to remove the last of their old enemies,
the last of the ones who bound them.”

There was a moment’s pause as the others considered the idea. Jordet turned back to Corrim.
“Could it be 07’

Corrim frowned. “Perhaps. Yet it did not seem to me that they moved from vengeance, but out
of fear.”

“Then they are perhaps not yet so strong that we may not bind them once more,” Illeana said
with more confidence than she had shown previoudy.

“You are wrong,” said a quiet, sure voice. Heads turned toward Maurin in surprise, and llleana
lifted one eyebrow expressively. “Enlighten me” she said.

Maurin reddened dightly. “I do not mean that your people cannot bind the Shadow-born,” he
explained. “Only that their reason for pressing to attack Brenn must be more than fear of the Shee
and the Wyrds.”

“Why?" asked Jordet.

“Because of Alethig” Maurin said. “Think on it! If the Shadow-born feared you, why would
they go into the Wyrwood and risk betraying themsdves too soon? Why send so strong a party to
kidnap Alethia from Brenn before the attack, and why attempt to recover her and not the Tdismen
when both were logt? Why wouldn't the Shadow-born smply wait until their strength was at its peak
and they were no longer vulnerable before attacking, unless there was something they wanted or
feared more than they fear premature discovery?’

“Then you think that the Lithmern did not mistake Alethia for Isme when they kidnapped her
from Styr Td?” Worrel asked.

“What dse explains their actions?” Maurin retorted.

“But why would Alethia be so vauable to them?’

“l cannot guess,” Maurin replied. “But | can think of no other explanation that fits”

“Explanation?’ llleana said. “More like afabrication! | do not find it convinang.”

“Nonethdless, this is the third time the Lithmern and ther creatures have tried to capture
Alethia” Maurin pointed out. “Thet thing went Sraight for her as soon asit broke free of your circle.
If the Shadow-born wanted 1sme, why do they keep trying to recover her daughter?’

“And | dill do not believe that it was entirdly a coincidence that the janaver struck at Alethig”
sad Worrd. “Tf it was not, that would make four times. | am much indined to accept your theory.”

“Inany case, | do not think we can remain long in the mountains” Jordet said. 1lleana frowned,
and he went on, “1 know that you were told to keep us from Evdeth, but the Stuation has now



changed. None of us can hed him,” he nodded a the gloomy figure of Corrim, “nor adequately
protect him for more than a brief time. Though the mountains may give him some protection from the
Shadow-born, | do not think thet it will last once they reach their full Srength.”

[lleana ill looked doubtful, but she nodded. “In any case, someone mug take the news that
the Shadow-born walk free once more, and that without delay. Very wel, we sl dl go. These
winds blow too high for me”



CHAPTER TWELVE

The travelers were soon on ther way once more. For the rest of the day, they wound among
the mountains. At twilight they had not yet reached Eveeth, but Jordet and Illeana assured them it
was no more than two hours ride. No one wanted to spend another night in the open, especidly
with their dedtination so close, and they kept on. The path gradudly widened into a well-trodden
road that doped gently upward past the shadowed diffs on ether sde. The two moons rose dmost
together, gving the white har of the Shee a slvery sheen and lighting the road before them with a
clear, cold light.

A gentle breeze, bardly adirring of the night air, came blowing down the lagt rise to meet them.
Beow her, Alethia could dimly see the ralling woods, veiled in Slver light like a woman of Rathane.
Above towered the immovable mountains, dark and glent, up which the smdl black dots of the
horses and ponies crept like ants. She fdt strangely peaceful for the firgt time since leaving Brenn.

Jordet stopped a the top of the dope and the others rode up besde him. “There” he sad
softly, pointing. “There is Eveleth.”

They were looking out over a plateau that seemed immense. Directly before and below them
rose the white spires of a city, gleaming in ful moonlight. From the windows, light shone in brilliant
pin-points; not the warm yelow light of candles or lamps, but a pure white light like that of the stars.
The city lay within a cirde of smdler lights evenly spaced on the wal around it like beads on a
necklace chain.

They looked in slence. Then, wordlesdy, they gpplied themsdves to the descent. When they
stood before the gates of the city a last, Alethia was awed. Five times as high as her head they
stood, yet dill they seemed curioudy fragile. The metd gleamed in the light of two lamps hanging
from the wal on ether sde, and she could see carvings on the doorposts that even in the uncertain
light were obvioudy the work of master craftsmen.

Jordet rode directly into the pool of light before the gates. “ Open! Ri peri Skat!”

“Who demands entrance to the City of Lights?” said a cool voice from the top of the wal
above them.

“The Keeper of the South Ward demands entrance,” Jordet shouted back, with a amile.

Slent and dow asin a dream, the gates svung inward. Insde stood a Shee dressed in uniform,
slver and black in the moonlight. The haughty expression on his face was bdied by the warmth in his
voice. “Jordet!” The warmth quickly vanished as he saw the Ward-Keeper's companions just
outsde the gate.

“Prestemon, there is an explanation for this” Jordet said quickly.

“Explanations mugt wait; we must go to the palace a once!” llleana said behind him. She rode
forward until she could be plainly seen by the guard.

“Have you run mad?’ the Shee Captain demanded, looking at Jordet. “Bringing humans to our
city!”

“Thisis the Queen’s business” Illeana snapped.

Jordet nodded. “These are my cousins, Prestemon. Thisis Alethia of Brenn and her brother
Har—the children of Isme. The ban againgt humankind need not apply to them.”

“And the others? Can you dam Shee heritage for them as well, Jordet?” Prestemon spoke
gently, but remained firm.

llleana was equdly firm. “Thisis the Queen’s business, Captain. It is not for you to judge. Do
you question the Vel datha?’

Jordet interrupted her. “Prestemon—you mug trust me.”



Presternon turned his gaze dowly from Jordet to Illeana, and back again. “Alright. | will escort
you persondly. But on your life, my friend, this had better have a good explanation.”

Jordet grinned as he swung back into the saddle. “That' s far enough.”

Prestemon shook his head and turned back to the gates. “Taterek! Close the gates and mind
them wel!”

The Shee in the gatehouse nodded his acknowledgement. The Captain seized one of the horses
tethered just ingde the gate, and indicated for the party to follow. “Pull your hoods up & leest,” he
sad, without turning back to them. “The less atention we attract, the better.”

The buildings were dearly visblein the white light of the lanterns that hung at intervals dong the
streets, but none bore any resemblance to the solid stone houses of Brenn or, to the wooden ones of
other Alkyran towns. These were made of the same smooth white stone blocks that paved the street,
and they shone ghogtly amid gardens and groves of trees. From time to time, the riders heard the
mugc of fountains.

The party turned a corner and moved dowly down a wide avenue that led directly to the
palace. Ahead of them rose the slver spires of the castle, gleaming in the moonlight. The towers
were vishle from every part of the city, even over the tops of the talest trees, reaching for the sky
with tal, white fingers.

As they drew nearer, the ralling grounds and trees around the palace became more dearly
vighle, and soon they reached the foot of the long sweep of dairs leading up to the man door. On
ether Sde of the carved door-panels stood a Shee uniformed in black and dlver, and as Prestemon
rode up they snapped to atention.

The Captain mounted the stairs two at atime, giving orders to the guards dmost as soon as he
had dismounted, and disappeared through the carved doors.

One of the guards whisled as Alethia dismounted; two youths appeared in answer to the
summons, and they took the reins of the horses and ponies and led them out into the shadows.

“If you will, please follow me” the second guard said palitdy as he swung the doors open.
Illeana stepped forward a once, and the rest of the travelers followed.

Insde they were hurried down along marble hal lined with pillars to a smal chamber hung with
slks and tapedtries. Here the guard left them, but they did not have to wait long. Bardly had they
entered when they heard the sound of rapid footsteps approaching. The door opposite was thrown
open, reveding Prestemon and another Shee wearing a black cloak lined in dark purple slk and
carying a siver gaff. Jordet and Worrd immediady bowed; Rarn and llleana curtsed. After a
moment’s hesitation, Alethia and the three men copied the others.

“Lord Medilawv Robd, High Miniger to Her Mgesty Queen Iniscara,” announced Prestermon
as the second men entered the room.

“You may go, but stay outside in case you are needed,” the High Miniger said as he passed
the guard captain. His voice was deep, clear, and cold. Prestemon bowed and went out, dosng the
door behind him. “Now,” Medilaw continued, “you will explain thisto me, Jordet.”

“My Lord,” Jordet sad formadly, “I would firg present Alethia and Har Td’anh, Worrd
n'Grath and Rarn s Murd, Journeyman Maurin Atuvd and Mingrd Tamsn Lerrol, and Corrim vin
Hdla” The High Miniger acknowledged the introductions with narrowed eyes and looked
expectantly at Jordet. “We traveled together from the South Ward in answer to the summons of the
Queen.”

“Yes, but why did you come dl the way here? asked Medilaw with a frown. “I thought your
ingructions clear enough.” He looked pointedly at 1lleana, who returned his gaze coally.

“The Wearers of the Crown are not daves, to complete a task without questioning,” she
replied. “1t seemed best to me that they should come to Eydeth, and | have brought them. Will you
guestion my judgement?’

“| fear | mugt,” Medilaw replied angrily. “Things have not changed since this morning that you



mugt amend my orders. Thereisno reason to trouble our people with humans and half-breeds.”

Har's eyes narrowed dangeroudy. “Is it your people that will be troubled, or yoursdf, my
Lord?’ he spat. “In Alkyra a least we have the manners to give strangers a hearing before we
digmiss them.”

“Among yoursalves you may do as you like it is no concern of mine” Medilaw answered. “I
do not see llleana interrupted him before he could finish the sentence. “It is plain indeed that you do
not see” she sad. “1 am Vedatha; | am no tool for your use, my Lord. Next time perhaps you may
think better before you try to use me as such.”

“Even the Vddatha wizards must bow to the Queen’s orders,” Medilaw said.

“How could the Queen have known that you sent me to keep these folk from Eveleth when she
was sudying Firivar's prophecy undisturbed from midnight on?’ Illeana demanded.

Medilaw’ s lips tightened. “The High Minister speaks for the Queen,” he said. “1 am 4ill waiting
for an explanation of your actions.”

“My actions were in the interests of the Queen and of Eveeth,” llleana said. “1 think it would
be as wdl if the Queen and the Council knew tha the Lithmern sorcerers have loosed the
Shadow-born once more. Do you not?’

The High Miniger paed. “The Shadow-born?’ Jordet and Illeana nodded. “I... You could
have sent one of your number with proof, rather than bring dl,” he said uncertainly. Then he looked
up. “That is, if you have proof of thisimprobable assartion.”

“Medilaw, for once you are a fool,” said a cam voice from the doorway. Tuming, they saw a
Shee woman apparently of middle age, her pale hair bound back from her face by a Slver circlet.
Unlike dl the Shee the humans had yet seen her eyes were ahazd brown flecked with green.

“Your Mgesty!” Medilaw bowed deeply. The others followed suit. As his head rose, Medilaw
began to speak, but the Queen cut him short.

“Have a care; do not compound your error, Medilaw,” she said. “Why were these humans not
brought to me a once? Why was | not even notified of their arriva? Have | not told you that the
meatter of Brenn is of gravest importance?’

“Your Magesty has been much occupied with preparations for the Council tomorrow,”
Medilaw replied austerdy. “T did not wish to disturb you without cause, and so | chose to see firg
whether there were any need for you to be concerned.”

“And was it that same concern that prompted you to send llleana to persuade them to go
elsawhere without consulting me?” the Queen asked gently.

“I wished only to rdlieve you of the burden of deding with them,” Medilaw replied.

“Thisis not the firg time you have chosen to relieve me of the burdens of sovereignty,” the
Queen replied softly. “Thistime, however, you might have done more damage than you redize. Stll,
there must be somewhere such devotion may be put to proper use. Somewhere, | think, besides the
postion of Minigter to the Queen. Have you any suggestions? No? Think on it, then, but leave your
gaff with Nember. He shdl be directing the Council tomorrow.”

Medilaw turned white, but bowed and left without attempting to say more. Having summarily
dismissd her over-ambitious miniger, the Queen turned to the ring of people who had been
watching this interaction with interest, and smiled gracioudy—though the amile did not reach her
gyes. “Tdl me what brings you here.”

The Queen listened dosdy without interrupting while Jordet told the tae. She did not question
him at firg, but turned to llleana. “You are sure that Corrim was controlled by the Kadermaaren?’
ghe asked.

“Madam, he was briefly possessed. | could not be migaken, we were fortunate that the
distance was too gregt for the Shadow-born to exert hisfull power through this one” 1lleana replied.
“In addition, the creature was overconfident; it was dill too soon after his waking and he was weaker
than he thought. Even s0, he nearly defeated us; had we not been in the Kathkari where his power is



wesker | think he would have won.”

Iniscard s eyes narrowed, but she only nodded briefly before turning back to Jordet. “Do you
concur?’

“Yes, your Mgesty,” said Jordet Smply. Iniscara nodded again and turned to Alethia

“The Kadermaaren seem to be exceptiondly interested in you, daughter of Isme” she said. “I
am surprised you have managed to arrive here in safety.”

“I think 1 have been very lucky, your Mgesty,” Alethiareplied.

“That, certainly,” the Queen said thoughtfully.

She looked sharply at the girl for a moment. “Were you holding any object of magic when the
Shadow-born attacked?’

Alethia frowned in concentration. “No, | was just tossng pebbles,” she answered.

The Queen turned abruptly to Jordet and Illleana. “Why did you not inform me?’

llleana looked startled. “What possible importance could it be?’

“Have you forgotten dl the magic you know?’ the Queen asked sharply. Tuming back to
Alethig, she asked, “Do you dill have the stones?”’

“l don't... no, | do 4ill have one” Alethia said. “I put it in my cloak pocket; I'd forgotten
about it until now.” She reached into the pocket as she spoke and dug for a moment, and brought
out agmdl stone, about the Sze of a cloak button.

Her companions stared at it for a moment. It was a very ordinary looking rock. The Queen,
however, did not seem disturbed by its unexciting appearance. “Do not lose it, child; you may find it
ussful sometime” wasdl she said.

Privately, Alethia did not see what use a amdl rock could ever be, but she refrained from
voidng her opinion and replaced the stone carefully in the pocket of her cloak. The Queen turned to
Corrim, but questioned him only briefly. It was plan to dl tha the erswhile puppet of the
Shadow-born was at the edge of collgpse, and Iniscara sent hm away with one of the guards as
soon as she finished spesking with him.

The others were questioned in more detail, and it was some time before -the Queen was
satisfied. Alethia was beginning to nod when the Queen findly called in another servant to take them
to thelr rooms.

“We will speak more tomorrow,” she said as she left them, her amile cold and her thoughts
unreadable. Illeana and Jordet exchanged worried frowns as they departed in the servant’s wake.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Alethia was awakened the fallowing moming by a young Shee girl, who brought her fresh
clothes and wash water. The girl returned just as Alethia finished dressing, and led her to another
room where Har, Maurin, Tamsn and Jordet were breskfasting.

“Good morning!” Alethia said as they rose to greet her. “1 hope you haven't been waiting for
melong.”

“No, but you'll have to hurry anyway,” Jordet said. “The Council of Lordswill begin soon, and
we must dl be there before it arts. It wouldn't be wise to keep them waiting.”

“Y es—but about the aid for Brenn,” Har said. “How many men do you think they will send?’

“Itisnot at dl certain that they will send any,” Jordet said reluctantly. “That is one of the things
the Council must decide today.”

“But Queen Iniscara...” Alethia s voice trailed off as she mentdly reviewed the previous night's
conversation with the Queen of the Shee. Iniscara had never actudly promised to send anyone to
Brenn.

“Sheleran is not ruled by the Queen,” Jordet said dowly. “In fact, the Council of Lords holds
the power here. Do not expect too much.”

“Sounds jugt as bad as home” Har sad disgustedly. “A figurehead ruler governed by her
council—like our regent and the Nine Families”

Jordet flushed alittle. “Few lords will see an attack on Brenn as athreat to Sheleran, and many
of them will fight againgt renewed contact between our peoples. Some will be smply disinterested in
your plight. | am sorry.”

There was slence for amoment. “At least that man Queen Iniscara dismissed won't be there)”
Alethiasad findlly. “If he were in charge of the Council, we wouldn't have a chance.”

“Medilaw will be at the Council,” Jordet replied. “He is no longer High Minigter, but as a Lord
Advisor he has a greet ded of influence. Do not underestimate him.”

“How can he be aLord Advisor?’ Har said. “I thought the Queen dismissed him?’

“Lord Nember has replaced Medilaw as High Minigter, it is trug,” Jordet said, “but even the
Queen cannot dismissa Lord Advisor, except for treason or insanity. Medilaw has two years to go
inhisterm of office”

“l don't think there's anything we can do about Medilaw,” Maurin said as Har opened his
mouth to speak again. “What dse should we know about this Council 7’

“Medilaw isn't the only lord who didikes humans. If you hope to sway the Council, you must
ignore their intolerance, no matter how unpleasant they are.”

Har snorted. “We would have been better off going to Lacsmer the way | wanted to in the firgt
place”

Alethia frowned a him. “If you could be palite to First Lord Orlin when he was in Brenn last
year, | don’'t see why you can’'t manage to do the same for a Shee council. Particularly since it's so
important to Brenn.”

Before Har could reply, a guard arrived to summon them to the Council. He led the little group
through the palace corridors to one end of along hdl, where he showed them to their seats. The hdll
was aready crowded, and many of the councilors broke off their conversations to stare unabashedly
and somewhat ruddly as the party settled themsdvesin ther places.

Har leaned over to Maurin. “It looks asif we are creating quite a sensation,” he whispered.

“I'd be happier if we weren't,” Maurin replied. “The Traders have good reasons for ligening



firg and taking later, but it is hard to do incongpicuoudy if oneisthe center of atention.”

“True, O fox. Jordet, who are these people?’ Har said.

Jordet identified the councilors. The long hdl was lined with Shee lords and ladies in dl manner
of colorful robes, which heightened the sameness of ther white hair and danted eyes. “The Councll
Lords wear different colors according to their rank,” Jordet explained, “and the Lord Advisors wear
purple, no matter what they are entitled to by birth. There are five of them; you should be adle to
recognize them easlly when they arrive”

At that moment, Alethia spied Iniscara at the opposite end of the room, and she logt interest in
Jordet’ s explanations. The Queen of the Shee sat on araised throne of jet black. On her head was a
delicate dlver crown set with black jewels. Her garments were slver, shading into black at her feet
90 that she seemed a part of the throne on which she sat. The throne itsdf seemed to be carved from
asngle block of stone. The back rose high above the Queen’s head, and a circdle of runes unfamiliar
to Alethiawas inlad upon it in Slver.

To the Queen’s right was a throne of identicd design, but made of polished wood. In it sat
Murn, and above her head the same runes shone in milky jade. On Iniscara's left was yet another
throne made of crystd, with the runes inlad in mother-of-pearl. The man seated there was robed in
white, and on his deep green har sat athin cirdlet of gold. His skin was pade and fantly iridescent,
like the sheen of a pearl or afidh's scaes. Alethialeaned toward Jordet.

“Whoistha?’ she asked, nodding at the man in the crysa throne.

“Heis Merissdlan of the Neira,” Jordet replied. “And don’t ask me why the Queen invited him
to be here, or Murn ether! It has been a hundred years since there was afull council of dl the Lords
of Sheleran, and asfar as | know there has never been one attended by representatives of the other
races.”

Alethia opened her mouth to ask another question, but before she had a chance to speak, a
chime sounded through the hdl. As the sound died, five Shee in purple robes moved to sest
themsdlves at a low, curving table just in front of the three thrones. An unfamiliar Shee dressed in
black and purple stepped out from behind the table and into the center of the floor. He was carrying
Medilaw’s slver g&ff, and Jordet leaned over toward Har and Alethia

“That is Lord Nember, the new High Minigter,” he whispered. Alethia nodded absently as she
sudied Medilaw’ s replacement. Nember raised the gaff and struck the marble floor once. A second
chime went ringing through the hdl, leaving an abrupt and complete slence behind it.

“Lords of Sheleran!” Nember said. “You are come to decide what course we shdl take; be
therefore honest and thorough in your ddiberations.” For the third time he struck the floor. “The
Council is begun!”

The new High Miniser bowed and returned to the table. There was a brief hum of voices,
which died as Nember raised the daff again. “Alehia Td’anh,” he sad in a cool voice, “sep
forward.”

Alethia rose uncertainly and moved out into the hall. When she reached the center of the floor,
Nember raised his gaff again, and she stopped. “Alethia Td’anh of Brenn,” the High Miniger said,
extending the g&ff towards her. “You are summoned before the Queen and the assembled Lords of
the Shee, to answer truly the questions we shdl ask. Are you agreed to stand s0?’

“l am,” Alethiasaid, rasing her chin dightly.

“Then begin by tdling us how you and these other humans came to our city,” Nember said.

Alethids eyes narrowed a his phrasing, but she remembered Jordet’s warning and suppressed
the brief flare of anger she fdt. Without preamble, she began the tde of her kidngoping and the
events that followed. Severd times she was interrupted by questions from one or ancther of the
Council members before she finished.

Nember waved Alethia back to her seat at the concluson of her tde. He turned to the Queen
and bowed, then cdled Har forward. “Har Te’anh of Brenn, you are summoned before the Queen



and the assembled Lords of the Shee...”

One by one, each of the travelers was called forward to give an account of their journey. When
the four humans had finished, Worrel was brought into the hal. He carried with him the Tdisman of
Noron'ri, which he handed to Nember before taking his place in the center of the floor. When
Worrd finished his story, Nember placed the Tdisman in the middle of the Lord Advisors’ table,
whereit could be seen by dl the Shee lords, then cdled for Corrim vin Hala

Gorrim’s story sent aripple of dismay through the audience. He was followed by 1lleana, regd
and imperious in the Crown of the Vedatha, who confirmed what he had said and added some
speculations on the strength of the Shadow-born. Findly the Lords finished their questioning, and the
High Minigter rose.

“Members of the Council, you have heard the testimony. There is yet one thing lacking before
your knowledge is complete” He gestured, and a black-and-silver clad guard carrying a sheet of
paper came forward. “This message was sent to the Queen yesterday from Frivar the Seer,”
Nember went on, and nodded at the guard. The guard cleared his throat and began to read:

“To Her Mgesty Iniscara, Queen of Sheleran: The Runes of Change have spoken, and these
are ther portents “An old darkness comes from the west, and if it move unopposed it will Hill the
wind and flood and tree. Fire opposes and wind scatters; the mountains are cast down and the child
of fire holds the source of power. In the end one will St above the four once more, or dl will liein
darkness.” In Service to the Queen, Frivar.”

Nember nodded again and the guard bowed and Ieft. “Lords of Sheleran!” the High Minister
sad. “Now it is for you to speak, and choose what course we shdl take. Shdl we send ad to the
humans of Brenn, againg the Lithmern? And what shdl be done with the Tdisman of Noron'ri?” The
Slver g&ff rang once more, and the High Minister seated himsdif.

After amoment’s slence, a Shee womean robed in blue rose and bowed to the Queen. “I see
no reason why we should help one set of humans againgt another,” she said. “We have kept apart
from their affars this long; what reason now to change?’

“My lady, the Lithmern fight with magic,” a young Shee lord in green said diffidently. “Is thet
not our concern?’

The woman in blue shrugged. “If the Alkyrans have neglected the study of sorcery, that is ther
concern, not ours. Are we to spend our hard-won knowledge for them?’

“Were that the only question, | would agree,” said a lord robed in white “But Frivar's
prophecy speaks of an ‘old darkness out of the west’; surdly this refers to the Shadow-born. | think,
my lords, that the Shadow-born should be our firg concern, and not the humen city.”

“| agree,” said a Shee woman robed in red. “Yet the two matters seem intertwined. Lithra has
unbound the Shadow-born. Lithra is atacking Brenn, dmaost on our doorstep. | think our course is
obvious”

“The Shadow-born are the true danger,” said another lord.

“Yes, and the sooner we drike the easier they will be to ded with,” said the red-clad lady. “Or
would you wait until their power reaches itsfull strength?’

“Thereis strength in numbers as wdl astime”

another lady said pointedly. “When they reach Brenn, the Shadow-born will be together and
able to support one ancther. If we wait until Lithra has conquered Alkyra, the Shadow-born will be
spread out, and we can ded with them one a atime”

Har shifted angrily in his seat, and leaned over toward Alethia. “They tak asif nothing mattered
but their own convenience!” he whispered.

“Hush!” Alethia said. Medilaw was risng, and she wanted to hear what he said.

“My lords and ladies” Medilaw began, bowing. “In so grave a meatter, let us take time to
consder. The Dark Men cannot cross the Kathkari; there is no need for us to hurry. We have sat
through wars among the humans before; what need to leave our land now?’



“The Shadow-born cannot cross the Kathkari, but their amy can,” a Shee hdfway down one
Sde of the hdl said loudly.

Medilaw shrugged. “An army of humans. How should we fear them?’

“Swords do not care whether the hand that widds them is Shee or human,” one of the other
Lord Advisors said.

“Trueindeed, my lord Herre,” Medilaw said. “Buit if you fear the humans so grestly, let us use
the Tdisman of Noron'ri to sed our borders againg them.” He waved a negligent hand a the table
where the Tdisman lay, and some trick of light made the iron glint ominoudly.

“Isit wise to keep a thing of such power that has been tainted by the Shadow-born?’ one of
the other lords asked.

Medilaw looked annoyed. “It would be fdly to destroy what we no longer possess the
knowledge ,to make,” he said. “Beddes, it is no danger to us. So long as we keep it in Evdeth, the
Shadow-born cannot reach it.”

“May not the Shadow-born have others?’ said a Sheein ydlow. “Worse, what if they discover
the logt Gifts while we st waiting? | do not like this plan of stopping and congdering; wisdom
sometimes mugt make haste.”

“l do not seek to keep us from action,” Medilaw said. “Only to prevent us from acting too
quickly and meking a grave mistake. You need not worry about the Taismans, the Lithmern can
have no more of them, or the Veldatha would have detected them. Isthisnot 0?7 He turned toward
Illeana, who nodded reluctantly.

“As for the Gifts” Medilav went on, “they were logt two hundred years ago, by the same
humans who now beg our aid.”

“You forget, Medilaw, that we now have ties of blood in Brenn,” said a Shee robed in blue,
looking Sgnificantly at Har and Alethia. “ Shdl we abandon our own?’

“One who willfully abandoned her people may not expect ad from them in return,” Medilaw
replied. “Y et you are right; they have some dam on us despite their human blood. We should offer
them sanctuary among us until this matter is resolved.”

“What makes you think we want your sanctuary?’ an angry voice interrupted.

All dong the hdl, heads swivded away from Medilaw toward the far end. Alethia was on her
fet, eyes blazing. “We didn’t come to ask for sanctuary. We will not beg for help that is not offered
fredy. Keep your magic!”

There were murmurs of approva, and Medilav went pae with anger. He was sddom
chdlenged, and he had not doubted his ability to sway the Council. Defiance from this dip of a
haf-breed girl was unthinkable. “Y ou humans have no chance againg the Shadow-born!” he cried.
With some difficulty, he controlled his anger enough to shrug and say coldly, “Still, if you refuse our
assistance, thereisno more to be said.”

“Perhgps we will surprise you,” Alethia retorted. “Courage isno bad wegpon againg spdlls, or
0 | have learned.”

“BEvenif you commanded the full power of the Tdisman of Noron'ri and the Gifts themsdlves, a
half-Shee like you could never hope to save your aity!” Medilaw shouted.

“l suppose you know more about it than |,” Alethia said sweetly. “You have no doubt studied
such things, | have only managed to escape from a Shadow-born puppet widding a Tdisman, and
then kill im later.”

Someone chuckled. Medilaw glared about the hdl, whitefaced and trembling. Then he
snatched up the Tdisman of Noron'ri from the table in front of him. *Y ou shal see what | know!” he
cried, and raised it doft in both hands.

The gesture was a vivid reminder of the Lithmern Shadow-captain, and Alethia stepped
backward involuntarily. Maurin legpt to his feet and threw himsdf in front of her. Medilav's eyes
never |eft Alethia His lips parted in a grimace that might have been intended as a amile, and he spoke



asngle word.

A muddy little cloud began to form above Medilaw’s head as the Shee lords stared in frozen
dishdief. Medilaw’s harsh grin widened, and he raised the Tdisman higher and pointed at Alethia

The muddy cloud thickened and began to move forward.

Suddenly, Medilaw was spun around. Powerful hands wrenched the Tdisman from his grasp,
and the amdl, dark cloud shuddered and evaporated. Medilaw howled, and in blind and unthinking
rage attacked the purple-clad figure that had thwarted him. It was quickly evident that the other Lord
Advisor was both younger and fagter than the former High Minister; he had no trouble holding the
enraged man for the brief time it took the palace guards to close on the table. Medilaw quickly
vanished in awave of black and dlver; amoment later, he was led away, curang hoarsdly.

In the shaken dlence that followed, Iniscara spoke for the firg time. “My thanks to you, Lord
Advisor Herre,” she said quietly. “You will not find me ungrateful.”

Lord Herre bowed and seated himsaf at the Lord Advisors’ table once more. The slence
continued; the Shee lords and ladies stared at the Talisman. Then Iniscara rose to her feet, and her
voice rang clearly in the dill room.

“Do any of you doubt the meaning of what has just happened?’ she said. Her eyes raked the
hdll; no one spoke.

“Then there is no longer any question what we mugt do,” Iniscara said. “If the Shadow-born
can reach even here, to touch a Lord Advisor in Council, we cannot wait to combat them a atime
of our own choosing.”

Heads nodded in agreement, but the Queen ignored them. She turned first to Murn and then to
Merisdlan. “1 hope your people will join us, but if not we will not condemn you. For thiswill be a
difficult task, and there are those here who would prevent us, as you have seen.”

“I may not speak for the Wyrds,” Murn said. “Yet | shdl tdl what | have seen and learned. |
do not think they will refuse”

“The Neirawill do what we can,” the sea-man said. “I can speak for dl of us, but | do not
know how much use we may be; Brenn is along way from the ocean.”

Iniscara nodded in satisfaction. She turned back to the Shee councilors. “Three thousand
horsemen will leave Eveeth a& once for Brenn, with Lord Advisor Herre to command them,” the
Queen sad. “The Tdisman of Noron'ri will be destroyed immediatdly, lest the Shadow-born use it
to work more mischief among us. Y ou have seen and heard it”

The Shee lords and ladies bowed in acknowledgement of the Queen’s commands. There was
arugle of movement; the Queen raised a hand and it checked at once.

“Lest any misunderstand me, | will do one thing more before you leave” the Queen said.
“Nember!”

Imperioudy, she stretched out a hand. Slowly, the High Minister rose and handed her the slver
gt of his office

Holding the gtaff in both hands, Iniscara raised her ams high. “1 am Iniscara, Queen of Eveleth,
and of Sheleran, and of the Shee! As those before me have done, sowill | do! You are witnesses to
this”

The Shee rose and responded with one voice, “We are witness, and will uphold the oath.”

A wind swept through the hdl, blowing the Queen’s robes out behind her. It grew stronger and
sronger as Iniscara lowered her arms, then, as the end of the aff touched the floor, it died abruptly.
“Youmay go,” she sad.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

There was a rustle of movement as the Shee lords and ladies rose and bowed, then turned to
filedowly from the Council hdl. Beside Alethia, Jordet sighed and shook his head. “Thisis indeed a
day of wonders” he sad.

“What do you mean?’ Har asked.

“You saw Iniscara take up the gaff and you have to ask? It has been long since a monarch of
the Shee has daimed the gaff and the full power of roydty,” Jordet replied. “But come; if you intend
to go with our troops, you must hurry.”

“That many men can't possbly prepare to leave in only a few hours” Har objected. “They
can't dl be in Eveleth now. It will take time just to collect them.”

“Don’t be so sure,” Jordet grinned. “I was up most of the night heping them get ready. Iniscara
ordered the guard to dert a week or more ago, when word firg arrived of Alethids kidnapping;
she's had them preparing to leave ever Snce news of the Sege arrived.”

Har’ s face lightened. “Then the Queen intended to send help to Brenn dl dong!”

“Perhgps,” Jordet said cautioudy. “But | cannot say what might have happened if Medilaw had
not lost his head. However, the troops will be leaving dmost a once. Are you coming?’

“Of course we' re coming!” Har said.

“Then stop arguing, and let's go,” said Alethia “At the speed you're moving, Brenn may fdl
before we get therel”

Har looked a his sgter in darm. “Allie, there's going to be a battle when we get to Brenn!
You can’'t come with ud”

“Why not?’ Alethia said. “I'm dmogt as good an archer as you are, and it's my home, too.
What ese should | do?”’

“Youwill stay with us until matters at Brenn are... sdttled,” said a voice from behind Har. Har
jumped and turned to find Iniscara looking at him with an unreadable expresson on her face. Har
gave ardieved Sgh.

“If you are willing to et Alethia stay safe here, | will be very grateful, and my father adso, when
helearns of it,” he said.

“Stay here?’ said Alethia indignantly. “But...” She stopped short, redizing suddenly thet the
offer was a shrewd paliticd move as wdl as a kindness on Iniscara' s part, for the Shee councl ill
did not like or trust humans. If a noble's daughter were to stay behind as a sort of hostage, Iniscara
would have less trouble enacting her plan to aid the human city. Alethia was a child of one of the
Noble Houses of Alkyra; she knew better than to risk offending such powerful and touchy dlies. Her
head turned involuntarily toward Iniscara, and their eyes met.

“Youwill not be disappointed in your stay here,” Iniscara said softly. “And | think you will have
better things to do than fighting Lithmern, for atime at least.”

Alethia shivered alittle as the Queen turned away from her, toward Har. “You will go with the
amy to Brenn; Herre will need someone with him who can advise him about the land around the
cty. Your other friends shdl accompany you. The Bard may stay with usif he so chooses—it islong
gnce one of hiskind passed this way.”

The rest of the arrangements were quickly made. To no one€'s surprise Taman, after much
thought, decided to remain in Eveleth with Alethia; the opportunity to learn more of the Shee was
more than the mingrd could pass by.

Despite Har' s doubts, the departing troops were ready to leave by midday. Worrd and Rarn



had dready left for Glen Wilding, accompanying Murn, who promised to ask her father to send
some of the Wyrd archers to join the Shee on ther way to Brenn. Alethia was surprised to find that
Jordet would be accompanying them to act as liason with the Wyrds. She was both pleased and
saddened by the news, she was beginning to suspect that the two weeks in Eveleth might be rather
londy, and Jordet was dmost the only Shee she had met who would speak to the humans without
the mask of haughty indifference.

Taman and Alethia accompanied Jordet, Har and Maurin to the dty gates, taking as they
rode. The conversation was dl too short, for the two humans had been positioned toward the head
of the column of Shee cavary, and they had to depart dmost immediady. Maurin could not resst
looking back as he and Har rode out of the dity; he managed to catch one more glimpse of Alethia,
framed in the open gateway, and then she vanished behind the rows of black-clad riders.

The Shee troops made good time through the mountains. Maurin was impressed by the
horsemanship the Shee exhibited, as wdl as by their mounts. The riders made camp only when the
growing darkness made further travel too dangerous, and they set off again a fird light the following
morning. The horses the Shee rode were trained for speed, even though the footing was often
treacherous. The pace was hard, but by evening of the second day the column was out of the
mountains and traveling through the Wyrwood. The going became easier, for though there were trees
to wind their way through, there were no steep dimbs to tire the horses, nor piles of shattered rock
to dide underfoot.

On the third day, they met the Wyrds. Grathwol himsdf led the archers, and Murn was adso
among them. Though it was bardy mid-morning, the two columns hdted to enable the commanders
to confer. Almost as soon as they dismounted, Maurin and Har were summoned to Commander
Herre.

They found him seated in a hadtily-erected tent with Grathwol, Murn, and several Shee. A large
map was spread out in front of them, and they were sudying it closely.

“—outnumber us by nearly two to one, even with the Wyrds to join us” a Shee was saying
worriedly. “I don't careif they’ re humans, those aren’t odds that | like”

Maurin saw Har frown. “Don’t forget about the troops ingde Brenn,” he said.

The occupants of the tent looked up, and Herre motioned Har and Maurin to be seated.
“More humans” muttered a Shee wearing a generd’s uniform, but he did not speak loudly. Maurin
glanced quickly at Har, but he did not seem to have heard the remark, and Maurin relaxed.

“Some of the Lithmern troops mugt be on the south side of theriver,” another Shee said. “If we
could keep them trapped there, we would have a better chance.”

“Of the ten thousand Lithmern, my scouts tdl me that about a fifth are on the south sde of the
river,” Grathwol said. “The rest are camped here, just west of Brenn and south of Brandon forest.”
He smiled, showing pointed teeth. “I1t would seem the Lithmern prefer to avoid both the Wyrwood
and Brandon forest. Perhaps they do not like trees.”

Herre smiled and turned toward Har. “Are there any fords near Brenn?’ he asked.

“No,” Har said. “We dredge regularly to keep the river deep; the bridges ingde the city are the
only ways to cross within hdf a day’ s ride.”

“Then the Lithmemn are depending on boats to keep ther troops in contact,” Herre sad
thoughtfully. “Grathwol, could your scouts get close enough to Snk them before we attack?’

Grathwol snorted. “The Lithmern sentries would not notice an army at midday, much less a few
Wyrds by night,” he said. “Unless they have filled the river, we can snk them.”

“Then we will not be quite so badly outnumbered,” said the Shee who had spoken fird.
“Sill—"

“How many Wyrds could hide in Brandon forest?” Maurin said, looking up from the map.

Grathwol snorted again. “From those sentries? All Glen Wilding, and Glen Hycroft and Glen
Ravensrock besides!”



Herre looked thoughtfully & Maurin. “I think | see what you are getting at,” he sad. “If we
charge at the camp from the east, it will push the Lithmern back againg Brandon forest, and the
Wyrds can pick them off with their bows. We won't get dl of them, though; see, here. There will ill
be nearly a quarter of the Lithmemn behind us, even if we succeed in cutting off the men on the other
gdeof theriver. | don't likeit.”

“Don’t forget about the troopsin Brenn,” Har put in. “They won't be gtting idle during dl thid”

“l don’t know what the humansin the city are likdy to do, and | am reluctant to count on their
actions,” Herre said, even more thoughtfully than before. “But | shdl speak to the Vedatha who
accompanied us, perhaps one of them can bespeak the Lady Isme”

Har looked at Herre blankly.

“The Lady Ismeis a Shee” Herre said, spesking paiently as though to a child; “and we shdl
need wizards as wel as warriors to win this battle. She can warn those insde the dity to be ready for
S

“What of the Lithmern sorcerers?’ said another of the Shee.

“Ridla assures me tha the Veldatha can block any atempts to summon the Shadow-born,”
Herre said. “Unfortunately, they will have little energy to spare. We can look for no other help from
them.”

“Thet is unfortunate, but | expected no more” Grathwol replied gravey. “I think we are
agreed, then?’

The others nodded. The megting ended, and the combined column of Wyrds and Shee was
soon moving toward Brenn once more.

Asthe lagt Shee rode out of the dity gates., Alethia sighed. She looked a Tamsn, and without
spesking they turned their horses and began riding back toward the palace. Alethia gill more than
haf wished she could have accompanied the army, but before her mood could turn to depression,
she saw the guard cdled Ferrin come running toward them. “You'll have to hurry,” the young guard
cdled between pants as soon as he was close enough to be heard. “The Queen wants to see you
right away.”

Alethia nodded, wondering what Iniscara could want of them now. She was even more curious
when they reached the palace and found Illeana waiting in the room to which Ferrin lead them. The
Shee woman looked disdainfully at Taman, but she made no overt objection to his presence. A
moment later, the Queen hersdf appeared, accompanied by another Shee woman, pae and stern,
whom Alethia did not recognize.

Iniscara amiled speculatively a Alethia “I have a proposa to make to you, my dear,” she sad
as soon as the bowing and curtsying ended. She paused. “Would you like to learn magic?’

Taman'sjaw dropped. Alethia sat garing for a moment, then blinked. “Why should you wish
to teach me?’ she asked.

“It is the only way we know to determine the extent of your power,” replied the unfamiliar
woman beside the Queen.

“Thisis the Lady Clasena. She and llleana will be your tutors if you accept our offer,” the
Queen sad into the dlence that followed. Everyone began taking at once, except for Alethia, who
sat slent. Iniscara looked at her sharply. “Wdl?’

“l have so many questions | don't know where to begin!” Alethia said. “1 think someone should
dart a the beginning and explain.”

llleana raised an eyebrow. “You do not redize what an opportunity you have, girl,” she said.
“Else you would not quibble”

“l am not quibbling,” Alethia said indignantly. “But I’'m certainly not going to say yes or no urtil
| understand what is going on a little better.”

“It will be difficult for you to understand, for you do not have the background,” Illeana sad



condescendingly. “It has to do with Firivar’s prophecy, and the Shadow-born, and the ways of
megic.”

“| dill would like to hear what you have to say,” Alethia said stubbornly.

Clasena gave llleana a glance that said “1 told you’; Illeana shrugged. Clasiena looked at the
Queen, and Iniscara nodded.

“It isdifficult to know where to begin,” Clasena said, turning toward Alethia. “But | will try to
explain. You have been told what the Shadow-born are?’

“Jordet said they were very powerful spirits of evil things” Alethia said. “I am not quite sure
whet that means”

“It means manly that we know they have no bodies and we know they are evil,” Clasena
replied. “It has been three thousand years since they were bound, and we know very litle se as
fact. One other thing we can add: over the years they have weakened to a fraction of their former
drength; but even that is more than any one of us could face done”

“Illeena and Jordet won out over that one on the mountaintop, didn’'t they?’ Alethia sad
uneadlly. Tak of the Shadow-born was ill enough to unsettle her, though she was not sure why she
reacted so strongly.

Before Clasena could reply, Illeana shook her head. “We drove the creature out of Corrim, tis
true” she sad petiently. “But its grip was not strong. It was 4ill weak from its long captivity, and it
was in the Kathkari, where the Shadow-born find their magic difficult to work. Even so, it was a
near thing.”

“They will gain strength rgpidly now,” Clasena went on. “We have alittle time, perhaps, before
they become so powerful that we cannot defeat them at dl—but only alittle”

“What does that have to do with teaching me magic?’ Alethia asked.

“Do you remember the prophecy that was read at the Coundil this momning?’ Clasiena asked.
“The child of fire holds the source of power.” In the Elder Tongue, the language of magic, your name
means “fire-souled child.” Somehow you are a key, and we mug try to prepare you as best we can.”

“l don’t want to have anything to do with those thingd” Alethia said. “They terrify me. I'm not
sure why; I'm not usudly bothered by dark creepy things, but the Shadow-born scare me senseless.
| am afrad | won't be much hdp to you. | am sorry.”

“If need is there, you will find away,” Iniscara said serenely. “We will do our best to keep you
away from them, Snce they seem 0 interested in obtaining possession of your person, but, if only for
your own protection, we mus try to teach you some meagic of your own.”

“l anwilling to try to learn,” Alethia said hesitantly. “But | cannot promise anything more, and |
will only stay until there is news of Brenn and away for meto return.”

llleana frowned, but Clasena glanced at the Queen again, then replied, “Of course, if that is
what you wish.”

“l do wish it,” Alethia said firmly, difling her own doubts about the wisdom of this project. If
the Shee thought it wise for her to learn magic, she could hardly object.

“Thenitissettled,” Iniscara said, and rose. “I think you should begin as soon as possible. You
may join her, Bard, if you like” the Queen added, turning to Tamsn as she spoke.

“What!” A dartled, angry exdamation broke from llleana “Excuse me, your Mgesty, but
that's impossiblel”

“There have been human sorcerers before,” Clasena said, looking warily from llleana to the
Queen. “And he isaMingrd.”

“Wha does that matter?’ llleana said. “He's a human! Do you think the Council will alow
this?”

“The Lord Advisors and the Council will certainly object,” Clasena said in a troubled voice.

“Ther objections no longer matter,” Iniscara said camly. “1 am Queen; | have ordered this



and it will be done. Thisis a time of change for dl the Shee; there is nathing we can do to dday it.
Do you question me?’

llleana stared at the Queen for a moment, then lowered her head and sank into a deep curtsy.
“No, Your Mgesty.”

The Queen nodded. “ See to it, then.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

In spite of the Queen’s parting indructions, the lessons did not begin that afternoon. Instead,
Taman and Alethia spent severa hours riding through Eveleth. Alethia, accustomed to the noisy
crowds of Brenn, was at firg surprised by the quiet of the city. Though it was mid-afternoon, the
wide dtreets were nearly empty. She soon adjusted to the absence of other people; indeed, she
forgot it entirly in her admiration of the city.

Evdeth was even more dttractive by day than by night. The houses were ary dructures of
dender columns and graceful arches, carefully shaped in smooth, white stone. They were surrounded
by carefully kept gardens and forma parks. Alethia came to one with a fountain, and stopped her
horse in surprise; three jets of water rose highinthe air, then twined about each other in an intricate,
loosaly-woven knot before faling back into the ill pool below.

“Tamdgn,” said Alethig, “how do they do that?’

Tamsin looked in the direction of Alethia s pointing finger and blinked. “I don’t know,” he said.
“l wouldn't be surprised, though, if that house belongs to one of the Shee wizards.”

“| thought dl Shee were wizards” Alethia said.

“Aredl Alkyrans farmers, or dl men of Col Sador smiths?” Taman said.

“Oh,” sad Alethiathoughtfully. She looked at the fountain again, then urged her horse forward,
and they continued on in slence. They passed severd more of the inexplicable fountains, and once
they came to a garden where a amd| breeze played a tune on a curtain of tiny dlver bells Tamsn
would have stood there, ligening, for the remainder of the day had Alethia not reminded him that
they redlly ought to return to the palace before night fell.

Evdeth, thought Alethia as they rode back dong the way they had come, was cartanly a fitting
seiting for the Shee. Still, she could not hdp comparing this ity with the living buildings of Glen
Wilding, and she found that she preferred the home of the Wyrds. Glen Wilding was a friendlier
place,

Immediatdy after breakfast the next morning, Alethia and Tamsan were escorted to a room on
the far gde of the palace. Clasena was waiting, and as they entered she amiled. “Be seated,” she
sad. “We have much to talk on.” They followed her ingructions and looked at her expectantly.

“Magic depends on power,” the Shee woman told them. “Therefore you mudt fird learn to tap
your own power and focusit. Y ou will then be able to work smdl spells, but it is very draining, sSince
you will be powering the spdl with your own energy. Later we will teach you to reach out for other
sources of power, and then you will redly begin to work meagic.”

“How do we start?’ asked Alethia

“Most people require something to concentrate on, a least at fird,” Clasena sad. “It is better
if it is something amdl and easy to carry. Have you anything suitable? A ring perhaps?’

Alehids dim hands were bare of ornamentation. She fdt in her pockets and pulled out a
harpin, a few coins, and a smooth round stone. The Shee woman picked out the stone and
examined it carefully. “Thiswill do,” she said, and turned to Tamsin. The mindrd pulled a heavy gold
ring from hisfinger. “Will this do for me?’

The Shee woman nodded. “Hald it in front of you, like this” she said, cupping her hands to
demonstrate. “Now, concentrate. Shut out the sght of the room, the sound of my voice; see only the
focus you hold.”

Clasena’ s voice became a drone. Alethia tried to follow her directions. At fird, she found it
difficut to concentrate on the pebble, but gradudly Clasena's hypnotic murmur took effect. Alethia
began to fed detached, as if observing the scene from far away. From somewhere outsde hersdf a



voice was ingding, “Focus Reach into yoursdf and gather your ability together!” Obediently, but
with dream-like downess, Alethia turned her atention inward.

At fird it seemed asif she were once again floaing in the grey fog that had surrounded her and
Tamanin the Wyrwood. The voice was urging her on, and gradudly things seemed to grow lighter.
A part of her mind told her that what she saw was unred, a menta picture in familiar terms of things
too drange to grasp directly. Most of her attention, though, was concentrated on the scene that was
gradudly growing clearer in her mind.

There were pools of light and thick ropes of shadowy emerald strung between impossible ferny
trees of blood-red. Alethia floated among them, insubstantid and wondering. The prodding voice
was gone, but something was ill directing her gently and firmly toward the liquid light below. Alethia
drifted dowly nearer, strangdy rductant, but unressting. Fndly she touched it. There was a
soundless explosion of intolerable whiteness, and Alethia lost consciousness.

She came to hersdf lying on a couch in the sudy room. Clasena, llleana, and Tamsan were
danding over her with worried expressons. Without spesking, Clasiena held out a glass of water,
and Alethiatook it. A moment later she looked up.

The room was the same, yet it was not. Everything seemed to be sharply defined; the chair
took up this space, no more, and ended precisdy at that point. Even the air seemed more emphatic,
like looking through sunlit crystal. “What has happened?’ Alethia asked.

llleana started to speak, but Clasena waved her to slence. “You were doing wel with the
concentration exercise, s0 | told you to take the next step, to turn inward and focus your ahilities on
something outside yoursdf.”

Alethia nodded. “I remember hearing that,” she said.

Clasena shrugged. “I cannot tdl you much more. You collgpsed just before Illeana arrived; we
were on the point of sending for a Hedler. Tdl me what it seemed like to you.”

When Alehia finished her explanation, Clasena nodded absently. “You have reached more
deeply than | would have believed,” she said. “The effort was perhaps too much for you. We mugt
proceed more cautioudy heresfter; | think that thiswill be enough for today.”

Though she protested that she fdt perfectly well, Alethia was overruled by the two Shee. “Put
your focus away; we will try again tomorrow,” Clasena told her. Alethia redized in some surprise
that her right hand was dill clenched tight around the stone, and she opened her fingers to replace it
in her pocket. With an exclamation she bent over it.

The stone was salit in two, reveding its interior, and embedded in one fragment was a amdler
sone of a deep blue, dmost black. It was very smooth, dmaost polished; when Alethia rubbed it
gently it came free and she had to close her fingers quickly to keep from dropping it. She sat down
once more and carefully picked out the strange stone, putting the other fragments on the table.

The blue stone was about the Sze of Alethia's amdlest fingertip. As she stared at it, she saw
thet in the center of the stone was a dim pinpoint of light. Alethia looked up. “I have never seen a
stone glow before. What isthis?’

Clasena turned and gave a sartled exclamaion. “This was not your focug”

“The stone split in two, and this was indde” Alethia explained. “See, there are the pieces”
Clagena bent over the table and scooped the shattered rocks toward her. She examined them
carefully, then turned to the stone which had been embedded insde.

Suddenly the austere Shee woman smiled. “No wonder your attempt went so wdl! Thisis \
fire-stone!”

“What isafiretone?’ Alethia asked curioudy.

“They are naurd amplifiers of power,” llleena said. “They are very sendtive to power in other
things, S0 they are sometimes used to detect spdls, but thar main use is to increase the power that a
wizard can put into a spell. 1 do not know of anyone usng one as a focus before; they are usudly
thought too dangerous for the inexperienced. “The Shee seemed to agree with generd opinion, for



she was eyang the stone with a disgpproving frown.

Taman's eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “Could this explan why the Shadow-born could not
reach Alethiawhen he attacked her on our way here?’ he asked.

The two Shee exchanged dartled glances. “Of course! It must have” Clasiena said. “But
Alethiamugt have great ability to create a barrier that would hold off a Shadow-born, even with the
ad of afirestone”

“l just wanted it to keep away from me” Alethia said. “I wasn't trying to do anything; | only
wanted it to stay back.”

“You mug have set up a wdl of pure power,” Clasena told her. “There is nothing ese you
could have done without training.”

“It is a good thing that you are here now, where we can teach you properly,” llleena sad
condescendingly. “ Such power can be dangerousif it is not completely controlled.”

Taman, who had been looking at the firestone, turned to Alethia “What did you mean when
you said the stone was glowing, Alethia? | do not see it.”

The Shee women turned and Taman handed the stone to Illeana. “1, too, see nothing,” she said
after looking at it for a minute, and Clasiena nodded her agreement. Alethia leaned forward. The
gone lay in llleana s pm with no hint of light.

“It was there aminute ago,” Alethia said in bewilderment, and reached for the stone. As soon
as she touched it, the light returned. Illeana jerked her hand away in surprise, and immediatdy the
light died, but as soon as Alethia touched it once more the glow rekindled. Clasiena and Taman tried
holding the stone, but with the same results.

“It seems that by usng this as a focus you have waked some power attuned to you,” Clasiena
sad thoughtfully.

“Perhgps it is ampler than that,” Illeana said. “Perhaps anyone who uses it as a focus can
achieve the same reaults. Here, let me try.” She took the stone and bent over it, concentrating as
Alethia had done. A moment later she cried out, dropped the stone, and bent forward dutching her
head. Clasena hurried to her, while Alethiaretrieved the stone.

“It gppears that itisnot so smple” Clasena said dryly. She looked up from llleana in sudden
concern. “You did not fed anything?’ she asked Alethia urgently.

“No,” Alethiareplied. “Nothing at dl.”

“Then it mugt have been her own power reflecting back at her,” Clasena said with some rdief.
“] think only you can use this as a focus now.” She nodded toward the blue-black firestone.

“But why?' Alethia asked.

“l do not know,” Clasena said. “Firestones are too rare, and too little is known of them. Keep
yours close; | suggest that you find some holder for it. It istoo easy to misplace asitis”

“Why not haveit set inaring?’ Tamsn suggested.

“A good idedl” Cladena approved. “There are jewelers who work for the Queen; | will send
one to you this afternoon.” She rose and, after a brief exchange of courtesies, escorted a shaken
[lleana out.

The jeweler arrived shortly after noon. He was intrigued by the stone, which he dearly vaued
highly. When pressed, he reluctantly agreed to ddiver the ring in two days time. “But it will not be
elaborate,” he warned as he left. “No, it will be very plain.”

The lessons resumed the fallowing day, but no further experiments were made. Instead,
Clasena gave them along lig of rules and relationships to memorize and then repeat until they could
do so indinctively. “Since magic is the art of changing the rdationships between things” she told
Alethiaand Tamgn, “you must know what you are about before you can make a change.”

Alehia found the ligs boring, but she followed Clasend's indructions. By the end of the
afternoon, she was word-perfect in only hdf of the drills, and she found hersdf envious of Taman.



The mingrd was more at home with their current tasks, and had nearly finished the lig. Clasena
seemed pleased with ther progress, and promised more interesting work to come.

Thering arrived next day, a amdl cirde of dlver wire with the firestone set firmly in it. The
jewder had underrated his ability; though not intricate in desgn, the ring was hardly plain. It fit
perfectly. The back of the stone rested lightly againgt her finger, and Alethia noted with pleasure that
the contact was enough to awaken the pinpoint of light in the heart of the stone. Thoroughly pleased,
Alethia picked up the remainder of thelig of rules and left to find a peaceful spot to memorize them
in.



CHAPTER S XTEEN

Maurin stood beside his horse in the cold grey of pre-dawn, waiting. All around him were the
muffled sounds of horses breathing and the occasona dink of armor as the Shee quieted their
mounts. Through the screen of trees ahead, he could dmly see the beginning of the fields surrounding
Brenn; the dity itsdf was invigblein the faint light.

The Shee were positioned in the forest northeast of the city. They had managed to get so close
only with the ad of a few Wyrd guides, who ambushed severd Lithmen scouts before they could
rase any darm. The main body of Wyrd archers had crossed the mountains two days before to take
up a position behind the Lithmemn camp; if dl was wdl, they, too, were now in place, hidden and
waiting.

Off to one sde of the assembled cavary, Maurin could see the Vedatha wizards conversng
with Herre. Some time later the Shee commander bowed and waked away, and the wizards began
chanting and making passesinthe air. A rudle of anticipation swept the line, followed closdy by the
sgnd to mourt.

Tensdy, Maurin checked the saddle girth one last time. As he swung into the saddle, he hoped
fervently that there were no Lithmern anywhere near the edge of the woods; the noise of so many
men mounting, however quietly, seemed loud enough to be heard dl the way to Brenn. He settled his
feet in the dirrups and looked back toward the center of the line, from which the sgnd to attack
would come.

Thelight increased dowly, and Maurin chanced another look toward the wizards. Even to his
untrained eye, they seemed to be reaching the end of ther spell-casting; when they finished, they
would only have to keep it reinforced, and then the attack would begin. The wizards lowered ther
hands. Maurin tensed and looked back toward the center, bardy in time to note the sweeping
gediure of the Shee officer commanding his portion of the line

Almog as one the Shee cavdry began moving out of the woods and across the fidds toward
the Lithmen tents. They moved dowly and quietly; it was 4dill dark enough for them to be
overlooked if they traveled slently, and every minute before they were discovered meant precious
ground gained. The dty was visble now, its outer wdls looming over the Lithmern tents clustered
untidily to the west.

Ahead of them, a Lithmern sentry shouted. The Shee urged their horses to a gdlop, dl hope of
conceament gone. The Lithmern on guard whedled to face them, shouting to their fellows. There was
abrief shock as the foremost Shee met the thin line of Lithmen sentries, then the Lithmern went
down before the unexpected ondaught.

Asthe two lines met, Maurin raised his sword and dug his hedls into the sdes of his mount. A
dark-haired men in Lithmern garb swung a him with a wicked-looking blade on along pole; Maurin
bardly parried it in time. He hacked a another that appeared briefly by his right stirrup, but the
charge carried him on before he saw whether the man fdl. One of the few mounted Lithmern rode
toward him, swinging wildly. Maurin stood in his stirrups and spitted the man cleanly. He bardy had
time to yank his sword free before the Lithmern toppled, leaving the way clear.

The Shee swept on around the city, toward the camp. Ahead, the Lithmern were beginning to
dir, and Maurin redized with a shock how little time had passed since the fird darm. One of the
Shee riders was dready among the tents, a little ahead of the others. A Lithmen soldier carrying
another of the bladed poles tried to stop him, but the Shee parried and ripped the weapon away. He
rode on, contralling his mount with his knees, while he wrapped a drip of his cloak around one end
of the captured pole.

By thistime the rider was nearing the firg of the Lithmern’s dying watchfires. With a shout he



thrugt the end of the pole into the flames. It caught rgpidly. Carrying the makeshift torch, the Shee
began riding through the camp, setting fire to the tents. A Lithmern archer, beatedly redizing the
threat, took am and fired.

The Shee horseman fdl, but severd tents were dready ablaze. A Hiff breeze sorang up ahead
of the attackers to fan the flames as the foremost Shee saw their advantage and exerted their powers
to encourage it. The camp wasin turmoail now, with men and Shee shouting and running everywhere.
Among them was the Lithmern commander, trying to impart some shred of organization to the chaos
among his men.

Behind the attacking Shee, a horn sounded. Maurin looked over his shoulder and cursed. The
Lithmern troops which had been dationed to the east of Brenn were marching to the ad of ther
embattled fdlows In a fev moments, they would fdl upon the cavdry’s rear, forcing them to turn
and battle on both sdes a once. Seaing his enemies’ predicament, the Lithmern commander began
collecting his men at the edge of the woods, where they could surround the Shee completely under
cover of the smoke which was beginning to blanket the camp.

Jugt as the second group of Lithmern reached the Shee, another horn sounded, high and clear.
In their eagerness to attack the Shee, the Lithmern troops had forgotten that behind them was an
entire city; they could not have known that Bracor had been forewarned by 1sme and the Veldatha
and was prepared for immediate attack. The Lord of Brenn and the mounted guards of Styr Td,
supported by nearly dl of the foot soldiers of Brenn, were issuing from the North Gate and attacking
the Lithmern rear.

At dmog the same time, a flight of arrows whirred out of the woods and into the forces that
the Lithmern commander was gathering for an attack on the Shee flank. A rain of the deadly shafts
began to fdl on the Lithmern as the Wyrd archers opened fire from their concealed postionsin the
forest. A few moments later the firg of the archers came into view as they began advancing in ther
turn.

It was too much for the Lithmern. Rumors of black magic had aready taken their toll of morde
among the common soldiers, who viewed the disappearance of five experienced scouts as proof of
their fears. The sght of the amdl, furred archers with their gleaming, pointed white teeth was the last
straw. Shouts of “Demond” began to be heard above the noise of the battle, and the confusion grew
worse as the men a the edge of the forest tried to flee.

The two thousand Lithmern stationed on the south side of the river were unable to cross to the
battle; Grathwol’s scouts had wrecked their boats during the night. They were forced to watch
hdpledy as the battle became a rout. Findly, one of the officers redized that it would do no good
for them to be daughtered too, and ordered his men to withdraw before the Brenn soldiers and their
unexpected dlies could finish with the main camp and cross the river.

The Shee worked their way methodicaly through the camp, hampered by the clouds of smoke
riang from the tents. They were followed closdy by the dty troops, who had vanquished the
Lithmemn in the rear and were looking for more. Bracor, wel aware of the effect that the sudden
appearance of the legendary Shee might have on even a wdl-trained veteran, had warned his men
that “the Lady lsme's countrymen” were coming to aid the city. The soldiers were, therefore,
somewhat prepared for the Shee.

The Wyrds were another matter. They were dearly not human; they might well be the demons
the Lithmern seemed to think them. On the other hand, they were egudly dearly killing Lithmern,
Even so, the Brenn troops were somewha unnerved by the presence of the amdl, fierce, furry
beings. By the time Bracor, Herre and Grathwol met in the middle of the Lithmern camp, more than
one of the cty soldiers was beginning to wonder, now that the heet of the battle was passing, just
what kind of awar it was they were fighting.
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The firg round of fighting was over and the work of teking prisoners done when Maurin ran
into Har. “What luck?” The young noble shouted when Maurin was within hailing distance.

“Fair,” replied Maurin as he rode up. “Which means | am not dead, so | cannot complain too
loudly of my fortune. Y ourself?’

“Two of them came at me with those gaffs a bit ago; a Wyrd arrow got one or | wouldn't be
here” Har answered grimly. “Asit is, not a scratch. Where away?’

“Herre and Bracor have decided they want some Lithmern to question. I'm to pick out the
ones that ook mogt likdly to know something.” Maurin frowned. “Most of the officers seem to have
disappeared, and there is no trace a dl of the sorcerers; I'd dmost be willing to swear there were
never any here”

“l don't know about sorcerers,” Har said. “I can find you an officer, though, if you hurry. | just
passed some Shee with one tied to a horse; they were over that way.”

“Many thanks,” Maurin replied wegrily, and with a wave he rode off in the direction Har had
indicated.

Isme was donein the tower room when Bracor returned to Styr Td and found her. She stood
looking out over the recent baitlefield with her back to the door. Bracor waited until she turned.

“No, it does not disturb me to see them again,” Isme said before her husband could speak. She
gmiled. “Nor have | any desire to return to Eveleth. Does that content you?”

Bracor shook his head. “ Sometimes | think you know my thoughts before | do.”

“After twenty-four years, how should | not?

“And youwill not be... uncomfortable, attending the feast tonight?’

“No. | am glad the Shee have come, and the Wyrds as wel,” Isme said. “Asgde from the fact
thet they have sheltered my daughter and saved my dity, it will be good to tak again to those who
understand magic.”

Bracor looked up quickly. “You have missed it, then.”

“Magic? Of course | have missed it.”

“|—" Bracor stopped. “I wish you had told me.

“It has not been so hard as you seem to think,” 1sme said gently. “1 knew what to expect when
| ran away with you. And itisnot asif | have had no chance to practice.”

Bracor blinked, consderably startled.

“There are any number of amdl spdls that are useful in running a household,” Isme said,
amiling. “And there are reasons why the heders’ houses in Brenn are regarded so highly; | am no
Nera, but | have some skills”

Bracor nodded, but he was weatching Isme closdy. After a moment, he looked away. “I have
spoken with Herre. There seems to be no reason why you cannot vist Eveeth again, if you wigh it,”
he said carefully.

Isme shrugged. “I doubt that | would find Eveleth any more interesting then | did when | was
young.”

“You are certan?’ Bracor asked, reief undisguised in hisvoice.

“The life of a Ward-Keeper suited me far better than Eveeth, even before you fdl down the
stepsinto my garden,” hiswife replied with a soft ook in her danted eyes. “I do not pine for Evdeth;
and | have harbored no regrets.”

“l am glad you fed that way,” Bracor sad quiely.

lsme smiled, and took his hand in hers.

The feast that night was long remembered. The Sege had not been lengthy enough to serioudy



reduce the city’s provisons, and food was plentiful, but what made the feast truly unforgettable was
the presence of the Wyrds and the Shee, creatures out of myth and legend, stting at the same table
as the nobles of Alkyra

At the end of the dinner, the weary architects of the day’ s victory retired to alarge room on the
third floor of Styr Td to discuss the events of the day. Sounds of revery drifted up to the open
windows, in sharp contrast to the formdlity of the company assembled there.

At the head of the long table Bracor sat with the Lady 1sme, both weering the wine-red colors
of the House Te’ anh. On therr right were Herre, in the full purple robes of a Lord Advisor, and the
Shee Geneard and two of his aides, imposing in the black and slver uniform of Iniscard's guards.
Across from the Shee were the Alkyran Lords, Armin and Gahlon wearing the colors of ther
houses. Around the foot of the table sat Har, Maurin and Jordet, aso in formd dress. Only Grathwol
and Murn looked at dl like their usud selves; the Wyrds had put away their bows and quivers for the
mesting, but that was dl.

“l think we may begin,” Bracor said when everyone was assembled. “Firgt, | must thank you
agan for your ad. It was successful beyond expectation.”

“Beyond expectation, indeed,” muttered Armin with an uneasy look at the Shee.

Herre amiled palitdy. “And | thank you for your welcome” he sad formdly. He paused. “I
hope we might count on your assistance were we in Imilar sraits, and the Queen agrees.”

A sudden dlencefdl, brittle as glass. The Shee commander had just proposed a formd dliance
between Eveleth and Brenn, and dl eyes turned to Bracor for his response to the unexpected
proposal.

“| appreciate your offer,” Bracor sad & lagt. “But | do not know if | can accept it, much as |
would like to.” A murmur passed through the Shee, and Bracor raised a hand. “Let me explain.

“Brenn is not a free city, but part of Alkyra, subject to the Conclave of Firs Lords and the
Regent of Alkyra | cannot speak for the Regent or the Conclave, and | cannot make a compact
outside of our land without their approval. To do so were treason. Y et such an dliance would indeed
be of benefit to both our peoples. | do not know,” Bracor finished, a troubled look on hisface. “I do
not know.”

“The Conclave be hanged!” exploded Armin. “What help have they given us agand the
Lithmem?’

“Little enough, tistrue,” Bracor replied. “Buit...”

“There can be no ‘buts!” Armin said emphaticaly. “Will you let the Lithmern destroy your city
and us with you while the Conclave consders?’

“Arminisright,” Gahlon said quietly. “And no matter what your arguments, the First Lords will
not approve this dliance. And without it, Alkyrawill fal.”

“What!” sad severd voices together. 1ame leaned forward as the sir subsided. * Perhaps you
could explain further, Lord Gahlon,” she said camly. “I confess, | do not see why the nobles should
not agree, nor why Alkyra must inevitably fal if they do not.”

“Forgive my bluntness” said Gahlon. “But it is no less than the truth. Alkyra is digntegrating. In
afew more years the Regent will be totdly powerless, and the last thread holding the nobles together
will vanish. The country will become a hundred free cities, each warring with the others to daim as
much territory as possible, while twenty nobles try to establish ther right to the throne by force of
ams. Already the Conclave is little more than a watchdog to keep any of the nobles from growing
more powerful than his neighbors.”

“But the Lithmern threaten us dl!” Har burst out. “ Surdy they can see that!”

Gahlon shook his head gloomily. “I fear not. What they will see is that this compact provides
Brenn with formidable dlies, who could essly overcome any of them. | think they will even choose
to believe tha the Lithmern do not plan to invade, at least until the army is at their door. Then, of
course, it will be too late”



Bracor's face was drawn. “It seems that either way | choose, we cannot win. If | do not
accept this dliance, the Lithmern will overrun us when they return. Yet if | accept, it seems likdy to
throw dl Alkyrainto war out of fear that | am grown too powerful.”

Gahlon nodded. “That isthe way of it.”

There was a dlence. Then Iame spoke again. “Yet faly may be reasoned with; the Lithmern,
never.”

“True” Bracor turned to Herre in sudden decison. “I accept the dliance then; may Kird’'s
Spirit watch over usdl.”

“l, too, have such a proposa to make,” said Grathwol. His eyes glinted in the candidight. “I
think you will not refuse, having accepted Lord Advisor Herre.”

“You are correct,” Bracor said. He rose and bowed to Herre and Grathwal in turn. “1 am
grateful for your support; | fear what Gahlon saysis true, and, done, Brenn could not hope to stand
for long againg the Lithmern.”

“Not quite done; | dso will support you, certainly,” Gahlon said.

“And 1,” Armin added roughly.

Bracor nodded gravely to the two lords. “Are there no others who might be persuaded?’

Armin gave a bark of laughter. “Those close enough to fear the threat of Lithmern, perhaps.
No more.”

“I will see what | can do,” Gahlon offered. “1 think there are some who would join us. Y ou will
be too much involved here to travel, and there are Lords who trust me wel enough to at least ligen
to whet | will say.”

Armin looked skeptical, but Bracor’ s anxious expression lightened. “Thank you again,” he said.
“Now, let us work out more details of these dliances. How much of your strength can you commit?’

For the next hour the talk was of the compacts to be signed among the three Alkyran nobles,
the Wyrwood, and Sheleran. Herre had been given sweeping powers by Queen Iniscara, and
Grathwol was regarded as unofficid head of the loose dliance of Wyrd Glens, so both could speak
with some assurance that their promises would be kept, and a framework for the dliance was
quickly established.

The planning was interrupted by a knock a the door. One of the Shee soldiers entered and
bowed politdy. “Sirs, the Wizard Ridla has finished with the Lithmern prisoners and requests
admittance.”

“Bring her in,” Bracor said. Ridla entered the room in a swirl of blue robes. The Crown of the
Ve datha shone briefly on her forehead as she nodded and took a sest on Herre' s right.

“l am sorry to have taken so long,” Ridla said. “ There have been difficulties”

“Indeed?’ sad Herre. “Of what sort?”’

Ridla bit her lip. “The Lithmern officers are ensorcelled,” she answered. “The soldiers know
nothing worthwhile, though they have confirmed some of our guesses. But the officers...” Her voice
trailed off.

The Shee generd on her Ieft frowned heavily. “ Come, come,” he said impatiently. “Surely your
truthtrance can overcome any spells the Lithmern may have. Why, llleana managed to free that
young Lithmern from a Shadow-born with only the Ward-Keeper's hdp, and you have three
Veldathato asss you!”

The Shee woman rounded on him, and it became evident that under her calm facade she was
near to hysteria “The spdl that guards them destroys their minds, Generd!” she hissed. “Four times
have we tried truth trance, and four men now lie below with no more wit than a drooling babe! Try
your own hand at it if you will, but do not ask meto try again; | have no ssomach for it!”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

There was amoment of horrified slence. Ridlalowered her head and hid her facein her hands;
the Shee generd stared ahead unseaeingly. Findly Bracor broke the silence,

“What information have you managed to obtain, then?’ he asked as gently as he could.

Ridla sraightened and took a deep breath. Pulling hersdlf together, she replied, “Little enough.
The common soldiers are our only source thus far, and they know nothing of the Shadow-born, only
afew rumors that their King has enlisted the ad of some magicians of grest power from far lands.
They were told that they would attack Brenn, and that some would march northeast to meet the main
amy once the aty had fdlen.”

“Northeast!” exdamed Murn. “But that is the middle of the Wyrwood!”

“Yes” replied Ridla “They have misunderstood, or been deliberately mided, so | can advise
little trust in their daims”

“Why not?’ asked Maurin.

“Because the Lithmern army cannot get into the Wyrwood without passng Brenn,” Ridla
replied patiently. “They cannot pass Brenn unless the aty has falen, so it makes no sense for the two
parts of the amy to meet there. | think perhaps the soldiers have mixed ther directions; it is more
likey that they should go northwest to meet the rest of their forces.”

“How many of them did you question?” Maurin said.

“Four or five” sad Ridlawith afrown. “Why?’

“And did they dl say the same?’ Maurin persisted.

“Yes” sad Ridla “What isthe point of that?’

“Thereis away into the Wyrwood from the west,” Maurin said.

“You know more than those who live there, of course,” the Shee generd said sarcadtically.

The Wyrds exchanged glances, and Grathwol said, “Many things are possble. | would hear
what he has to say.”

“Thank you,” Maurin said. He looked around the table. “There is, or was, a pass through the
mountains to the north of Brenn. It was used by occasond Traders in the days when there was
commerce between men and the Shee, whichishow | know of it. The Lithmern may plan to useit.”

The Shee generd snorted his dishdief, but Grathwol looked thoughtful. “Coldwell Pass—I
have heard of it. But was it not blocked long ago? And would the Lithmern know of it?’

“l do not know whether it was blocked,” Maurin said. “But it may have been cleared since
then. How e se could the Lithmern have intended to take Alethiato Mog Ograth?’

The Wyrd nodded thoughtfully and relapsed into silence. Bracor looked at Ridla “This puts a
more serious light on your informeation,” he said. “Are there any more details than you have told us
dready?’

“The armies were to meet in another month,” Ridla offered after a moment’s concentration.
“The soldiers found it strange that their leaders looked for the aty to fdl within so short a time, but
speculdion is frowned upon in the Lithmern army.”

“Obvioudy they expected to bring the Shadow-born to take Brenn,” Herre said. “The troops
were to soften the ity up firdt, and to occupy it once it had fdlen.”

“Unless Alethia' s escape forced the Lithmern to move up ther attack,” said Maurin.

“That ispossible” Herre said, consdering.

“Why, it is more than possible, it islikdy!” brokein one of the Generd’ s aides. “Drashek is the
Lithmern dty closest to Alkyra, and it is five days travel from Drashek to Brenn. Fve days after
Alethia met the Wyrds, Brenn was attacked. What other reason could there be?’



“What will they do now, do you think?’ Bracor inquired.

“With this part of their army gone, the Lithmern will have to bring the rest from the wes,”
Herre said. “They will have other problems as wdl; | think the Lithmern sorcerers will soon lose
control over the Shadow-born, if indeed they have not dready done so. The Shadow-born will take
time to make sure of their hold on Lithra and to come to stronger power, and then they will come
back to attack Alkyra”

“How long?’ said Gahlon, voiding the question in everyone' s mind.

“l can only guess,” said Herre. “But soon; a month, perhaps two.”

“Thistime we shdl be prepared!” Armin said.

“When they reach Brenn they will find more waiting than they expect.”

“Why wait for them to reach Brenn?’ asked Maurin.

Slence greeted this unexpected comment. Then Bracor leaned forward, his eyes dight.
“Coldwdl Pass?’ he asked. Maurin nodded, and Bracor sat back and laughed. “Of course! It is the
last thing they will expect; with luck we may do them great damage, and & the worst we can retreat
and try to hold them elsewhere.”

The others looked puzzled, and Bracor laughed again. “You explan,” he sad to Maurin. “You
thought of it firg.”

Maurin nodded. “It will be easier if we have a map, | think,” he said. Bracor produced one,
and Maurin spread it out on the table. “ See, Lithrais north and west, and the mountains curve down
to Brenn. If thar army marches from Mog Ograth, they will dmogt certainly head for Drashek, to
resupply there. And from Drashek the route to Brenniis...”

Maurin'sfinger traced the curve of the mountains, and stopped.

“Coldwel Pass should be right about here,” the Trader went on. “If we march north to meet
them, we can surprise them, provided we timeit right.”

“It may work,” Har said.

“We haven't decided yet that we will try this” Bracor cautioned. “The hour grows late; |
uggest we return to this matter in the morning.”

There were murmurs of agreement, and the Lord of Brenn turned to Ridla “If | may ask your
ad, Lady, | would request that you question the soldiers to try and confirm the theories you have
heard.” Ridla amply nodded. “Then, by your leave my Lords, | would end this meding until
tomorrow.”

Heads nodded in agreement, but it was not so Smple to put an end to the discusson, and it
was some while before the room was emptied. The military men lingered to discuss Maurin's
proposa and to put forward theories of ther own as to the Lithmern army’ s probable movements.

The fdlowing day, Har and Maurin found themsdves with the unenvigble task of sdecting
possible messengers and preparing them for their respective journeys. The assembled heads of the
Wyrds, the Shee, and the army of Brenn had decided that there was too little time for Gahlon to vist
each of the Alkyran nobles individualy, and so a team of messengers condsting of one of each race
was to be sent ingtead. It took mogt of the day to find Sxty men, Wyrds and Shee who were
acceptable to everyone and dso willing to carry such potentidly explosve news to the lords of
Alkyra, but by late that evening the messengers were on their way.

The Lords Armin and Gahlon, too, spent the day preparing to leave Brenn. Ridlaand the other
Veldatha wizards had succeeded in piecing together mogt of the Lithmern's movements up to the
attack on Brenn, as wdl as some part of their future plans, from the common soldiers who had been
left unprotected by the mind-destroying spell. The picture was grim enough to make the Alkyran
nobles anxious to start their own preparations a home. They left the next day, each with Wyrd and
Shee soldiers accompanying them as unofficdd ambassadors.

Preparations for the coming battle began at once. Dally infantry drills started as soon as the
gim task of digposing of the bodies around the walls was finished. Bracor, Herre, and Grathwol lost



no time in setting up combination exercises with groups of soldiers, archers, and cavdry, for the
process of integrating the three forces would be difficult and time was limited.

One of the firg actions of the newly combined forces was to send Murn with a mixed group to
the mountains around Coldwell Pass to begin preparations for the amy and to send scouts out to
keep abreast of the Lithmern movements. They were accompanied by one of the Vedatha, who
would natify the dliesif the Lithmern appeared to be moving before they were expected.

The other wizards remained in Brenn. Besides providing a means of communication with both
Evdeth and Coldwell Pass, the Vedatha were experimenting cautioudy with ways of piercing the
black curtain that hid Lithra from ther spells. Smilar attempts were underway in Eveleth, and the two
groups communicated daly regarding the success or failure of their various trids.

Thefew reports that trickled out of Lithra were highly disturbing. In the second week after the
Battle of Brenn, a amdl group of Lithmern were intercepted at Coldwell Pass. They proved to be
farmers and tradesmen, refugees fleang the terror of the Shadow-born. Murn questioned them
cosdy and sent them to Brenn under guard, while the little group a the pass prepared for a torrent
of fugitives that never materialized.

The deficiency of refugees was nearly as disurbing as the tde the successful escapees told on
reaching Brenn. Herre's guess had been correct; the Shadow-born had grown too powerful for the
Lithmern sorcerers to hold. They were free at last, and rgpidly converting Lithra to a mold of ther
own choosing.

Whispers of an amy of soulless ones began to circulate. The soldiers of Brenn, who had been
more than a little uneasy with the Shee and the Wyrds, began to look with more favor on ther
megicd dlies The troops that the other nobles of Alkyra were sending would be welcome, but if
they were going to face magic, the Brenn soldiers felt more comfortable with a little magic on thar
own sde, even though the Shee soldiers were indined to be arrogant and sandoffish off the
battlefield.

The return of Bracor's messengers was awioudy awaited, but the firg to reappear did not
bring the hoped-for promise of ad. As the negatives continued to arrive, a cold dread began to
envelop the city.

The weether, too, was unseasonably cold. Farmers spat and taked of early snows, and the
steward of Styr Tel shook his head anxioudy and made dally checks on the greet storage bins that
held the city’s winter supplies. The amy was more chearful; the consensus was that marching to
Coldwdl Pass would be much more comfortable in the cooler temperatures then in the high heat that
normally prevailed!

Another event that raised the sairits of the army was the arivd of the troops from Meridd at
the beginning of the third week. Gahlon wasted no timein fuffilling his part of the agreement. He adso
reported that he had persuaded a least two other nobles to send support, but that he considered
their motives suspect.

The new arrivas were not pleased to find that the rumors of strange beings in Brenn were true.
The haughty Shee and the fierce, chearful Wyrds made them even more uneasy than they had made
the amy of Brenn. Despite the protests of Gahlon's officers, Bracor mingled the newcomers with
some of the Shee and Wyrds dmog a once. “Your men will be fighting magic,” Bracor told the
angry officers. “The sooner they become accustomed to seeing it about them, the better chance we
have to win thiswar.”

The veterans of the Baitle of Brenn scoffed openly at the quams of the Meridd men, which did
litle to improve ther tempers. “You wait until you see them Lithmern marching up dl long and
nesty,” a Brenn soldier told the newcomer with whom he was sharing evening sentry duty just outside
the eastern walls. “You'll be glad then of some a them furry ones with the bows, no mistake.”

“Huh,” said the other man kepticdly. “I an't never going to be glad of them creatures. Or
them snooty, danty-eyed ones.”



“Then you'll be heading back for Meridd afore that moon gets full again,” the Brenn man said,
pointing at the hdf circle of Elewyth that was just riang over the river. “Lord Bracor don't want
nobody dong what ain't friendly with them magic folks.”

“You mean to say | marched here double-time from Meride just to turn around and march
back?’ the other said indignantly.

“That'swhat | hear,” the firs man said.

“Thet @n't no way to run awar,” the Meridd man said fervently. “It just ain’t—what’ s that?”

“What?" The Brenn man spun, looking carefully around. | don’t see nothing.”

“I heard something, by the river,” the other sentry said.

Thefirg man looked again, then shook his head.

“You're nervy, that'swhat,” he said. “There an't nothing—" He stopped in mid-sentence, and
hisjaw dropped. The shining ribbon that was the river was swirling and bailing near the bank, though
an ingant before it had been cam. The surface broke, and sheets of liquid moonlight streamed from
three figures sanding waist deep in the shdlow water near the riverbank. Each held a dender spesr,
and even when the water had ceased running from their shoulders, the figures seemed to gleam in the
moonlight.

The two sentries dtared; findly the Brenn man stepped forward. “H-hdt and state your
busness” he said.

There was a laugh like wind on crystd chimes, and the foremost figure said, “If this is Brenn,
we have business here. | an Larissdamaof the Neira; | believe your Lord Bracor expects us”

“That's as may be” the sentry said austerdly, having somewhat recovered from his surprise.
“I'll send a message, but | can't let you into the city without | get orders.”

Thelaugh rang once more. “ Send your message; we shdl wait.”

Near the end of the third week of preparations, Bracor summoned Har and Maurin to his
sudy. They arrived to find Bracor and Herre deep in conversation. Har coughed ostentatioudy and
Bracor |ooked up.

“Comein; seat yoursalves” he said, waving to the other chairs. “We have been waiting.”

“Not too long, | hope,” Har said. “We came as soon as the message reached us”

“Commendable promptness,” said Herre dryly.

Har looked a the Shee commander curioudy, then turned back to his father. “What did you
want to see us about?’

“l would like you and Maurin to return to Eveeth,” Bracor said. He glanced aside a Herre,
who frowned but made no comment. “I want you to be escorts for Alethiawhen she leaves.”

“Thereis so much to do herel” Har said, alittle dismayed. “ Surdy she could stay until after we
have finished with the Lithmern. Unless...” He looked at Herre.

“No, thisis not my suggestion,” Herre said, a bit abruptly. “Alethiais welcome in Eveleth for as
long as she wishes”

“Then | would think Eveleth a safer place for her than Brenn,” said Maurin diffidently.

“Evdeth may be safe, but | would prefer more distance between Alethia and the
Shadow-born,” Bracor replied. “Espedcidly snce the Vedatha and most of the Shee troops will be
with us a Coldwel Pass, and not a Eveeth. And the Shadow-born know they can find her in
Evdeth. You mus remove her.”

“But is Brenn likdly to be any safer?” Har pointed ouit.

“l do not intend for you to bring Alethia to Brenn,” Bracor said. “You will travel from Eveleth
to Wentholm.”

“l do not approve of thismove” Herre put in. “But | will give you asmdl guard until you reach
Evdeth. We have few men to spare, you understand.” The Shee Commander rose and bowed



gracefully. “1 mugt go; there are other daims on my attention.”

When the door had closed behind Herre, Har shook his head dightly. “But why ...” he began,
then stopped and hit hislip.

“Y ou were chosen for the obvious reasons,” Bracor said, smiling. “You have been to Eveeth,
and | can trugt you. | do not want Alethia to escape the Lithmern only to be hed hostage by some
angry Alky ran lord.”

“Isthat redly to be feared?’ Maurin asked.

“Unfortunately, | think it is” said Bracor. “I did not redly bdieve that the Conclave of First
Lords was s0 logt to reason that they could not see the threet that the Lithmern pose, but most of the
nobles who have sent replies seem to think Brenn isthe threet, not Lithra”

“Surdy the Regent can make them see reason.”

Bracor shrugged. “Perhaps, but it will be a month yet before we know how he sees matters,
and by then it will make no difference. Either the Lithmern will be defeated, or they will be
overrunning Alkyra in elther case our daims are proven.”

“Have none of the lords any sense?” demanded Har.

“A few,” sad his father with a wry amile. “Firgt Lord Thiden of Wentholm is sending us four
thousand men; | only hope they arriveintime”

“That iswhy you are sending Alethia to Wentholm!” exclamed Har in sudden enlightenment.

Bracor nodded. “Gahlon has made me cautious, and | want at least a few whom | know | can
trud there. Isme and Tatiawill be leaving in afew days. | have dready made the arrangements.”

But when the gentle Lady of Brenn was informed of her husband's plans, she flaly refused to
leave the city. Tatia she had no objection to sending to a safer place, but she hersdf would remain in
Brenn. “How would it ook for the Lady of Brenn to flee before danger is even close?’ she asked.

“Closal” exclamed Bracor in exasperation. “1 would think a sege of the aty more than close
enough to suit you.”

“But the dege has been lifted,” Isme pointed out. “Besides, who will take charge of Brenn
while you are gone? The city does not run itsdf.”

Bracor sghed. “1 want you and Tatiain a safer place than this” he said after a moment. “If the
Lithmern defeat us at Coldwell, Brenn will be the firg city to fall.”

“If you are defeated at Coldwell Pass, it will not maiter where | am,” Isme said. “And if | am
here, you will not have to leave one of the Vedathain Brenn to let you know whét is happening.”

“lane—" Bracor shook his head. “1 suppose there is no hep for it; I can hardly force you to
go.”

“l am glad you see the wisdom of my viewpoint,” lsme sad serendly. Her husband tried
unsuccessfully to repress aamile

“It takes very little wisdom to redlize that if | did try to compe you, you would find some way
out of it,” Bracor sad.

“Veay likdy,” Isme sad. “But send Tatia by dl means” She stroked her youngest child's
braids reflectivdy as she spoke. Tatia was seated in Isme's lap, playing with a string of colored
beads, but at her mother’ s touch she looked up.

“Won't go,” she said matter-of-factly, and returned to her beads.

“Of course you will go, Tatia” 1sme said. “You would like to travel dl by yoursdf, wouldn't
you? And Wentholm is a very pretty place, and you will meet Alethia there.”

“’Lethia's not going to Wentholm,” Tatia announced. “So I'm not ether.”

Bracor burst out laughing. “It seems no one in this family can be convinced to move out of
danger! But you at least will go to Wentholm, Tatia, if only to get you out of your mother’s way.”

“Won't go!” Tatia reiterated, eyeing her parents with a decidedly matid light in her eyes.
Having had experience with Tatia' s tantrums, 1sme thought it best to postpone further discusson, and



effectivdy ended the conversation by carrying Tatia off to bed.

Har and Maurin Ieft for Eveleth the next day. Word of Isme's refusal to leave the dty was
dready drculding. “And | doubt well have any better luck with Alethia, once she knows what
we're there for,” Har told Maurin as they rode through Brenn. “She can be more stubborn than
Mother!”

“Alethia has a good dedl of sense” Maurin said. “I don't think we'll have as much trouble as
you fear.”

“Sure, and every grain of sense she haswill tdl her that Wentholm isno safer than Evdeth, and
maybe less” retorted Har. “I wouldn't be surprised if she indgsted on going to Coldwell Pass to be
with the army. Father must be batty to think we can persuade her.” With this urfilid observation, Har
turned his horse, and the two men rode out of Brenn to meet the Shee guardsmen Herre had
assgned to them.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

For Alethia, the next few weeks flew by on wings. She progressed quickly from smple spdlls
o illuson to more difficult magic, though the teachers did not try to teach her any of the great
enchantments. She learned the basic laws of power, as wdl as some of the abuses to be avoided,
and for the firg time she began to understand why Jordet had refused her request to use magic to
gart afire with wet wood on the trip to Eveleth.

The strange darity of sght that Alethia had experienced on awakening from her attempt to use
the firestone as a focus came and went eraticdly, growing more pronounced as the days went by.
She soon learned that she possessed more than sharpened eyesght, for when the talent awoke
during one of the lessons Alethia found that she could see the lines of power that Clasena was cdling
on to demongtrate a Smple spell.

After that, Alethia quickly discovered that she could see power, and sometimes even the
relationships that were so important to spell-casting. The ability often enabled her to bypass the
endless chains of rules that Illeana and Clasena gave her to memorize, but the spdl-sght was
unpredictable, and she continued the dull chore of memoarizing Clasend s ligs.

Her Shee teachers were &t first astonished by Alethia's new-found taent, but they soon began
to encourage her to useit as much as she could in an attempt to discover just how she did it. Efforts
to duplicate the effect by having Shee use a firestone as a focus falled completdy. Severd attempts
to achieve dmilar results with Tamsn dso failed, and the Shee were rductantly forced to conclude
that Alethia's mixed parentage gave her some sort of ability that neither race aone possessed.

In spite of his falure with the firestone, Taman, too was learning. Alethia spent much of her
gpare time hdping him get the fed of the smple sodls Clasena and Illeana taught them, and being
tutored in her turn in the long, intricate ligs that the mingdrd found so much easier to memorize than
she. Tansn had a knack for the spell-chants that amazed the Shee, and he was passonately
interested in learning—about the Shee, about Eveleth, about magic.

At the end of the fird week, news of the Battle of Brenn arrived. Almog a once, both of
Alethia's teachers were summoned to asss the other Vedatha in their atempts to descry the
movements of the Lithmern army. The Shee women did not, however, neglect the lessons, which
surprised both Alethia and Tamgan until the mindre remembered the importance that the Shee
attached to Frivar’s vague prophecy. Even so, Alethia could not hep wondering whether she would
have had quite as many ligs to memoarize if Clasena and llleana had not been so busy with ~her
other duties.

Alehid s favorite spot for sudy was perched atop alow wal in the gardens, where she was
out of 9ght of the palace. By the beginning of her fourth week in Eveeth, she had securdy
established her preference for solitude, so when her sudy of a Sngulaly dull treatise was interrupted
by a shout echoing across the garden, Alethia smply ignored the noise.

The shout was repeated, and thistime Alethia looked up in mingled annoyance and surprise. A
moment later she flung the book down from thewal and legped after it. “Har! Maurin!”

“It's about time you saw ud” Har said as they came up to her. “What is so fascinating?’

“When did you get here?’ Alethia asked, ignoring his question.

“About an hour ago,” Har told her. “We ve been ddivering messages and seeing the horses
stabled. And looking for you, | might add.”

“An hour! And you let me St here done dl that time and didn't come?” Alethia said. “1 don't
believe you were looking. Everyone knows | St out here in the afternoon; you couldn’t have been

looking very hard, anyway.”



Alethia retrieved her book, and the three started dowly back toward the palace. Alethia was
full of questions about the battle, and Har and Maurin were so engrossed in answering her that none
of them saw Tamsn until he was amaost upon them.

“Gregtingd Clasena told me you had arrived,” the mingrd said as he reached the group. He
looked at Alethia “Now you must make your decison,” he said.

Maurin frowned, but Har only looked at the mindrd and said, “Decison? What decison?
Father sent us to bring Alethia to Wentholm; why should she have to decide anything?’

“Wenthalm!” Alethia broke in. “Why does he want me to go to Wentholm? If | am not to go to
Brenn, why shouldn’'t | Stay here?’

“We think the Lithmern army is planning to cut through the mountains at Coldwell Pass,” sad
Maurin. “We are going to try to ambush them there, but they are very srong. If we lose, the
Lithmern and Shadow-born will be within two days march of Eveeth should they turn north.”

“Yes, and Father wants you further away than that,” Har said. “He's sending Tatia, too; she's
probably aready |eft.”

“And Mother?” Alethia asked swestly.

“Father wanted her to go, too, but she decided to say in Brenn,” Har admitted reluctantly.

“Wdl, | won't go ether!” Alethiasaid indignantly. “I’ll stay here if he doesn’t wish me to be in
Brenn, but | can't see any point in going off to Wentholm! And | don't like First Lord Thiden
anyway,” she added obscurdly.

“But Alethid” Har expostulated. “The Lithmern have dready tried to kidnap you once, and this
time they’ll have a whole army with Shadow-born in control! The Vedeatha are dready saying that
the Shadow-born’s influence is spreading into the mountains, in another week it won't be safe to
travel. You mugt go!”

“l do not have to go,” Alethia contradicted him. “I can very eesly say herein Eveeth, though |
can see that | mugt find someone who iswilling to tel me what is going on. | had not heard anything
about Coldwell Pass, or ambushes, or anything.”

Har cast an I-told-you-so look a Maurin, and applied himsdf once more to reasoning with his
sgter. The argument continued for hours. When he learned that the Shee were teeching Alethia
meagic, Maurin pointed out that the Shadow-born would be even more ddighted to get their hands on
her if she were partly trained, and Alethia began to weaken. The thought of the Shadow-born filled
her with an unreasoning terror. Reuctantly, she agreed at last to accompany them.

Even dfter the fact of their departure was settled, it was three days before they were ready to
leave Eveleth. The Ve datha wizards had succeeded in designing an amulet which would, they hoped,
protect Corrim from the Shadow-born; without it he would dmost certainly become a puppet once
more as soon as he left the protection of the magicians. Corrim was anxious to leave Eveeth; the
Shee were a congant reminder of things he would prefer to forget, and he was uncomfortable with
the presence of magic. Even after three and a hdf weeks with the Shee mind-menders he seemed a
broken man.

On the fourth day after their arrival, the amulet was finished, and they prepared to leave. A
young Shee soldier was chosen by Prestemon to accompany them as a guide. “The mountains are
easy to lose your way in, and they are dangerous for strangers,” said the Shee captain. “1 would give
you more menif | could, but most of them are dready at Coldwell Pass.”

The weather was far when the amdl party set out. Their Shee guide led them dmost directly
south, and, nating this, Maurin frowned and rode forward to speak with their guide. “I am not
familiar with the Kathkari,” Maurin began, “but it seems we travd south. Will this not take us to
Colowel Pess?’

“We should come out of the mountains just north of the pass” the other replied. “Does this
displease you?’

“To term it s0 is perhaps too drong,” Maurin said. “Yet | wonder if it is wise for Alethia to



travel S0 closeto Lithra”

The Shee shrugged. “This is the fastest and safest route through the Kathkari. 1 would not
lightly chance another with so amdl a group; these mountains are unpredictable. Also, we shdl not
trave directly by the pass, but turn east through the wood once we are clear of the mountains. Will
thet suffice?”

Maurin nodded, though he was not completely reassured. He fdt srangely uneasy, and long
ago he had learned to trust such hunches. None of the others seemed at dl disturbed. On the
contrary, they appeared to be enjoying the ride; Corrim was even amiling a little at something Alethia
was saying. Rather than speak of his vague forebodings, Maurin dropped back to the rear of the
group, where he could keep watch.

His worries seemed needless, for the trip was uneventful. By night they were wdl into the
mountains, and shortly before dark they made camp. Still, Maurin found himsdf prowling restlesdy
about during his watch later that night. There was nothing to see except amdl animds and an owl that
swooped low over the embers of the campfire.

Themorning was cold and clear. Alethia commented on the temperature as she poured water
to wash in, and their guide frowned. “It is too early for frogt, even here” said the Shee. “Also thereis
somethinginthe ar | do not like” He urged them dl to hurry, and none of the travelers objected.

Camp was broken in record time. Maurin was no longer done in his worries; the entire party
seemed edgy, even the horses. Alethia continudly shifted in the saddle, and severa times Maurin saw
Corrim’s hand reach to fed the amulet he wore, asif for reassurance.

Bardy an hour after they had left the campsite, their guide cdled a hdt. “ Stay here a moment,”
he ingructed them. “There is a place a little above us that gives a good view, and | think it wise to
take advantage of it today.” He was gone before the others could protest, scrambling on foot up the
rocky dope to disappear anong the trees.

The Shee reappeared wdl before any of the others expected him. “We mug hurry,” he said as
he remounted. “A storm is coming from the north—I do not like the look of it. There is a place
ahead where we can shdlter, if we reach it in time. Fortunately this areaisfull of caves.”

Thelittle group hurried on. The sky was darkening ominoudy and the wind was risng when the
guide findly pointed to a dump of trees ahead of them. “We will have to stop here. There is an
overhang behind the grove that will keep off the worst of the wind and rain. It is not as good as a
cave, but better than nothing, and we shdl not be able to make the one | was heading for before the
gorm hits”

“The horses are dill fresh; we can cartainly ride alittle way through the sorm evenif it is as bad
asyou fear,” Har objected.

“If the orm is unnaturd, as | fear it is, we mus be under cover when it arrives” the Shee sad
firmly. “Come.” He nudged his horse and started forward once more.

Suddenly aloud cry came down from above them. All heads jerked upward at once, but it was
amoment before any of them located the dowly growing specks in the sky above them. There were
seven of them, great white birds fdling like giant snowflakes. “Ride!” shouted the guide.



CHAPTER NINETEEN

Alethia yanked on the reins, turning her horse toward the grove the Shee had pointed out and
dug her heds into the animd’s sides. Her mount responded with a burst of speed, and for a few
moments it seemed that they would gain the shelter of the treesintime.

Then the birds ceased their dow downward spirding and dove. Alethia heard Maurin's cry of
warning and drew her dagger. Out of the corner of her eye she saw that Maurin and Har had thelr
swords out; Taman and the Shee were bardly behind them. Corrim, less accustomed to fighting on
horseback, was dill sruggling with his when the birds struck.

With frightening speed, the birds swooped on the riders, dashing vicoudy with beak and dlaws
and soaring again before the defenders could swing at them. Once battle was joined they were sSlert;
only when they were ssfely doft once more did they voice their raucous cry.

Two of the birds dove at the Shee. One passed just over the guide' s head, dashing downward
and fordng him to raise his sword and duck sideways to protect himsdf. Just as he did so, the
second bird arrived, diving directly into his sde and knocking him out of the saddle onto the ground.

Alethia did not have time to see more. One of the birds stooped toward her, and she struck up
with her dagger as the bird came in. She was conscious of a greast mass of white, a gust of air, and
golden eyes daing into hers with surprigng inteligence. Alethia ducked Sdewise. She heard a
tearing sound and liquid fire ran down her arm; the creature gave a scream of rage and was gone.

Another appeared to take its place before Alethia could look to see how the others fared. This
time the bird swept low and dashed a Alethias horse. The frightened animd shied and bolted.
Alethia yanked desperately on the reins, but the animd had the hit between its teeth, and she could
not control it.

Behind her the sounds of battle faded, until they were lost under the noise of heavy wing beats
and drumming hooves. At least one of the birds was following, hoping perhaps for an easy med
when the horse tired. Alethia made flegting mental note of the pursuit and concentrated on Saying in
the saddle. Her arm ached, and the horse' s headlong flight threatened to throw her to the ground.

There was a sudden gus of wind, and the bird screamed and veered away. With no more
warning, the sorm struck. It was not the rain the travelers had expected, but snow, whipped into
ginging missiles by a bone-chilling, blinding wind. In seconds, Alethia was unable to see past the
horse's nose. She could only ding desperately to the saddie and hope that luck or inginct would
keep her mount from fdling.

The harrowing ride did not last long. The wind -and snow forced the horse to dow before its
drength was completdy exhausted. As soon as she could control the animd again, Alethia turned it
back toward what was, as nearly as she could judge, the way they had come.

It was difficult to persuade the horse to try to travel across the wind. Snow was adready drifting
about the horse's feet, and it was impossble to see. Alethia knotted the reins awkwardly to keep
from logng them. Rulling her torn summer cloak closer around her shoulders, she bent low in the
saddle, trying to present asmdler target to the biting wind.

Alethia logt track of time. Her arm was throbbing painfully, and her fingers grew numb with
cold. Severa times she tried breathing on them, but the warmth lasted no longer than her breath and
afterwards they fdt colder than before. Findly she gave it up and huddied miserably in the saddle.
She had no way of knowing if they were traveling in the right direction or not, and had only her own
increasng coldness by which to judge the passing of time.

The storm was now nearly a full-fledged blizzard. Alethia raised her good hand to pull a her
cloak once more, and the dull glow of the fire-stone caught her eye. Until that moment, the thought of



her new-found power had not occurred to her; she il thought of it as an impracticd skill, something
to play with. It had not occurred to her that it might be useful.

Trembling, Alethia brought her hand nearer her face and stared at the stone, concentrating
desperately on shdlter, a place to be out of the wind and snow. She had heard Clasena and Illeana
speak of guidance spells, but they were difficult and she did not know more than the fact of ther
exisence. She had never tried, even with the firestone, to cast a spdl without knowing the chants that
Sructured its power. She knew tha uncontrolled magic was dangerous and could destroy its
widlder; she did not care. Blindly, she stared at the stone.

Sowly, the firestone began to glow. Animage formed in the arr just in front of her; a wavering
picture of a dark openinginarock wall, overgrown with bushes and with a glow of power about it.
“Tarific,” Alethiasad aoud, “but where isit?

The image wavered dightly, and swung to the right. Alethia pulled a the reins with unfeding
fingers and eventudly the horse turned to follow it. The semi-transparent picture faded, but the glow
of the firestone grew brighter, and suddenly the horse was plowing through a large snowdrift, held in
place by adump of shrubs. A moment later, Alethia s mount sumbled and nearly fdl into the interior
of asmdl cave. Alehiadid from the saddle and collapsed unconscious to the ground.

The birds seemed to be gaining ground. Maurin was dashed in a dozen places; the others fared
no better. Then, unexpectedly, one of the birds gave a cry, and the others broke away to fly rapidly
back toward the diff from which they had come.

Maurin blinked supidly after them for a moment. Suddenly he redlized what must be the cause
of the flight, but as he opened his mouth to shout warning to the others the unnaturd storm arrived. In
seconds, the others were mere shadows, and Maurin redized that they would lose each other
quickly if they did not act a once.

The Trader did out of his saddle and stood for a moment with his horse's body between
himsdf and the wind. Knotting the reins around his arm to keep from logng the animd, he started for
the nearest shadow. This proved to be Har, who had dready dismounted and was knotting his own
reinsin much the same fashion.

“Rope!” shouted Maurin, trying to make himsdf heard above the wind. “Do you have rope?’ It
took a couple of tries before Har understood. Once he did he produced a length from a saddlebag,
and the two men tied the horses together and started in the direction of the third shape.

When they reached it, they found Tamgn trying to tie the unconscious Shee to his own saddle.
Corrim was draped limply over another horse. Maurin immediatdy went to assst the mindrd;
fortunately the guide' s mount was well-trained and stood stock-still throughout the entire operation.

Har peered vanly into the gloom for another shape that might be his sgter. “Where is Alethia?’
Maurin shouted as he tied the other horses into the String.

“Don’'t know!” Har ydled back. Then he pointed. “There?’

“Maybe” Maurin answered. There did seem to be a darker area in the generd direction of
Har’ s pointing finger, but the snow was heavier dready, and it was difficult to say for certain. Maurin
waved Har back to the line of horses and began pulling the reluctant animas aong.

They did not find Alethia, but in a few moments they were among the trees of the grove they
had been heading for when the birds had attacked. The wind was partidly blocked by the trees, and
it was easier to move. Soon they found the overhang their guide had mentioned, and they crowded
graefully into its meager shelter.

Thewind dill howled so thet they could bardly hear each other speak. Maurin found a spot to
secure the horses and was garting to unlash the Shee when he saw Har heading back out into the
gorm.

He dropped the rope he was holding and grabbed for his friend.

“You can't go out there again!” Maurin shouted. “You'll be logt in less than three paces!”



“Alethia s dill out there somewherel” Har said, pulling againg Maurin's restraining grip. “I have
to find her; el dieif she stays out there!”

A lump of ice settled in Maurin’s chest, but he said roughly, “Will it help if you die too? Going
off like an idiot without even a rope! How did you expect to find us again once you got to her?’

“Maurin, please!” Har begged. “Let go! | have to find her.”

“Then wait long enough to be sensblel” Maurin snapped. His hands were aready busy with
the saddlebags. “We have enough rope among us to reach a long way. Tie it together and take an
end s0 you can find your way back. It won't do anyone any good to have two of you logt in that
gorm!”

Har looked out at the trees. The snow was fdling so thickly that he could only discern the
closest trunks, beyond was only a wilderness of swirling whiteness. Reluctantly, he agreed that
Maurin's suggestion was necessary, but he fretted and fumed dl during the time it took to knot the
ropes and secure them to a large boulder. Then he grabbed the free end, tied it around his waist, and
ran out into the blizzard.

Tamsan struggled with the ropes holding the Shee; Maurin crossed to the other horse and eased
Corrim to the ground. The Karlen Gae man's head hung limply, and it was amost unnecessary for
Maurin to fed at the throat for the non-existent pulse. With a deep feding of regret, Maurin pulled
the man's cloak to cover his head.

The firg task, once the horses were securdy tied, was to set up some sort of shdter for
themsealves and the wounded guide. Once the Shee was more comfortably settled, they turned ther
atention to their own injuries. From time to time Maurin checked the lifdine to make sure the knots
were dill holding, but when nearly an hour had passed without any dgn of Har he began to worry.
Fndly he turned to Tamsn.

“I'm going out after Har,” he told the other man. “He may be having trouble. Don’t try to come
after meif | don’'t make it back; someone mus stay with the horses.”

“If you don’'t make it back, | might as well come after you,” Tamdan said, but his tone was not
reproachful. Maurin nodded rductantly; two men hdping a badly injured companion might have a
chance of escaping the mountains once the storm was past, but done it would be nearly impossible,

“I'm dill going,” Maurin said.

Taman watched him with a blesk expression, wishing there were some, way he could help. If
he had only had time to learn more than the Smple beginner’s spells the Shee had been teaching him!
A seeking-spell would be particularly useful just now, or one againg cold. But there was nothing he
could do or say, and after a moment he nodded reluctantly. Maurin turned, grasped the rope, and
stepped out into the grove.

At firg the trees blocked most of the wind, but when he reached the edge of the grove Maurin
was dmogt swept away from the lifdine. With dl his strength he dung to the rope and shouted into
the sorm, “Alethial Har! Alethid” The words were swept away dmost before they were uttered.

Maurin gave up shouting and lowered his head againg the wind. Hand over hand, inch by
painful inch, he continued working his way dong the rope. Underneath the concentration, fear sang
dong the borders of his mind in an endless chant, “Not Alethia, not Har, not both of them. Not
Alethig, please, not both of them.”

So intent was he on making progress that when he tripped he continued oh his hands and knees
for amoment. Then he redized that he had falen and logt the rope; dmost in panic he groped behind
him for the lifdine. Instead of rope his hands found the rough surface of a cloak, hdf buried in the
snow, and under it was Har, the lifdine dill tied fast around hiswais.

Har was bardy conscious. After one or two futile attempts to get im to his feet, Maurin untied
the rope and lashed it around his own waist. Then, hdf dragging, hdf carrying the smdler man, he
started back toward the shdlter of the grove. Progress became mechanica; one foot in front, haul in
the rope, drag on the other man, next foot forward.



An endless time later, Maurin reached the overhang. By this time he was crawling, stopping
frequently to rest. Dimly he saw Tamdan's face above him, ful of rdief. “Har,” he croaked. “See to
him”

The mingrd’s face vanished, and Maurin closed his eyes. All that he wanted to do now was
rest. He couldn’t rest, though; someone was shaking him. He opened his mouth to protest, and
something warm and liquid gushed into it. He dmost choked on the firg swalow, but Tamsn was
ingging that he take more.

A few more gulps of broth restored some of Maurin's energy, and he redized how cold and
hungry he was. He tried to gt up, and Tamdan helped him for a moment. “Fnish the cup and I'll hdp
you over to the fire” the mindrd said. “You need warmth dmost as much as you need food and
res.”

“How did you do it?” Maurin asked hexzily.

“Don't talk,” Tamdn said. “Drink!” Maurin obediently finished the broth and Taman helped
him to his feet and guided him over to the fire he had somehow huilt in the Trader’s absence. Har
was dready there, bundled in dl the blankets and cloaks the mingrd could find.

Once Maurin was seated out of the wind, Tamsn returned to Har and tended the ragged
dashes made by the birds. Maurin watched him for a few minutes, until the mindrd looked up and
noticed his regard.

“It is a good thing these wounds are clean,” Taman said. “At least we will not have to worry
about fever and poison.”

“It's as wdl that we were this close to shdter, too,” Maurin replied. “None of us are in any
condition to be wandering around in that storm.” Suddenly memory hit him, and he sat bolt upright
with a cry. “Alethial She' s ill out therel”

Tamdan's eyes were sympathetic. “1 know,” the mindrd said. “I fed for her, too, but we can do
no more. You are the strongest of us, and you barely made it back. Will you kill yoursdf trying to
find her? Sheis strong and sensible. Perhaps she has found shelter.”

Maurin collapsed with a groan. “ There mugt be something...” he murmured, but he knew there
was not. He was the strongest of them, and he could not Smply abandon the others; they would
need him if they hoped to get out of the mountains safely. Maurin subsided into his own gloomy
ponderings. He did not speak again, and Taman did not press him, though the mindrd occasonaly
cast worried glancesin the Trader’ s direction.

The storm raged for two days. The enforced idleness enabled both Maurin and Har to begin to
recover from their injuries, and to regain some of the strength they had logt fighting the blizzard. The
guide, however, was dill unconscious. His wounds at fird seemed light, and the three humans were
gregtly puzzled, yet it began to seem unlikdy that he would survive unless he reached the heders
soon.

This posed a problem. Har wanted to remain where they were, to search for his sster’s body,
for it seemed impossible that Alethia could have survived the storm. Maurin, tacitly acknowledged
leader of the group now that the Shee was unable to function, agreed to a brief delay while he and
Taman congtructed a litter for the Shee and erected a cairn for Corrim, but he refused to jeopardize
the guide s life by remaining any longer than necessary.

FHndly Har capitulated. It was a subdued and wary group that set out under the leaden skies of
the third day after the sorm. Har was moodily slent, given to flashes of temper. Maurin rode in
slence, absorbing Har's occasiona remarks with the grim indifference of a granite diff. Taman,
riding at the rear dongsde the litter, found Maurin's Slence more disturbing than Har’s temper, but
there was nathing he could do, so he, too, kept Slent.

There was no Sgn of the mysterious white birds, but thet did not keep any of the men from
cadting surreptitious glances at the mountaintops when they thought the others were not looking. The
wegther was hitterly cold, and the men wore their dothes in layers to keep warm. The few blankets



were bundled around the guide in an effort to ease the jolting of the makeshift litter and provide some
warmth to the invdid.

Maurin set a dow pace, for the drifts were degp and masked treacherous footing. Severd
times they had to retrace their steps when snow blocked their passage. At such times Maurin was
paindakingly careful not to lose track of their direction, for without a mountain-born guide to be lost
was a sure death sentence.

On the second day of travel Maurin began to worry. With dl the backtracking they had done
he knew that they could not have come far enough to be out of the Kathkari, but he had expected to
see 9gns that they were nearing the edge of the mountain range. When the group stopped for a
moment to rest, Maurin scrambled up to a ledge and looked out over the terrain ahead. There was
dill no 9gn of an end to the mountains, and Maurin began consdering whether to voice his concern
to his companions.

Har foresaled him. “Look there!” the young Noble cdled up to him. “Are those specks
travelers or deer? | can't tdl a this distance; you have a better view.” Har pointed through a gap in
the trees.

Maurin squinted in the direction of Har's finger, to where a number of dark shapes were
moving againg the snow on the valey floor. “Thistime our luck is better; if deer carry riders, I'll eat
my saddle. Come on!”

They picked therr way carefully down the mountain. By the time they reached the vdley floor,
the riders were dmost upon them, and it was obvious that they were Shee. The little group stopped
and waited for them.

“Ho, Maurin!” The foremogt of the Shee haled them. “Har! We had scarcely hoped to find
you this quickly, though we came in search of you!” The rider was Jordet, and Maurin found himsdf
shaking.

When they did not return his gregting, Jordet’s amile of welcome changed. He looked closdly
a thar faces, and his eyes flew to the litter. “Not Alethia?’

“l wish it were,” Maurin whispered as Jordet rode forward. “1 wish it were.”



CHAPTER TWENTY

Jordet ingsted on making camp where they stood. One of the men who accompanied him was
aheder’s gpprentice, and he ingsted that the man examine dl of them, beginning with the guide.

Though they would not admit it, the others were glad of the chance to stop and rest, and to
caich up on the news of the battle preparations. They were surprised that Jordet had ridden out in
search of them.

“We knew that you planned to leave Eveeth five days ago,” he explained. “When the Vedatha
fdt the blizzard coming they tried to warn you, but they couldn’t reach your guide. Herre and Bracor
were worried enough to send us out looking as soon as the sorm was over.”

“What do you meen, fdt the sorm coming? Har asked. “I didn’'t think the Veldatha did
wesether-working; Ridlaadmaost took my head off the onetime | suggested it!”

“They don't, asarule” Jordet said. “But the Lithmern and the Shadow-born do. This was no
naturd storm; that’s one reason Herre was so worried.”

“Wasit as bad a Coldwell asit was up here?” Har asked.

“Worse,” Jordet said with a shudder. “We logt nearly a third of the supplies, and hdf a dozen
people froze to death. Mordeisn't very good, I'm afraid.”

“Then the Lithmern must know we' re planning to meet them at Coldwell Pass,” Maurin said.

“l don't think s0,” Jordet said. “They had to build the ssorm up where ther power is strongest;
it just happened that Coldwel and the army was right in its path.”

“Why would they send a storm to block the pass if they are planning to use it?” Har objected.
“Unless they know we are there waiting for them.”

“After what happened a Brenn, the Lithmen must know that the Wyrds and the Shee are
involved inthis” Jordet said patiently. “The storm didn’t block Coldwell, but it would have made it
amos impossible for any of the Shee troops to reach Brenn for weeks. Fortunately, the wizards and
most of the cavary were dready at Coldwell when the storm hit.”

“Then you expect the Lithmern to attack soon,” Taman put in.

“Lessthan aweek,” Jordet said quietly. “They should reach the pass in three or four days, no
more.”

“Are you sure they don’t know about the ambush?’ Har asked again.

“Pogtive; the Wyrds captured a scout yesterday, and the head of the Veddatha himsdf
questioned the man under truthtrance,” Jordet replied. “He wasn't even looking for Sgns of people;
he was smply making sure the pass was dill open. Whichitis, so far.”

The Shee's eyes glinted wickedly, and Har looked a him suspicioudy. “What do you mean?’

“Oh, we have alittle surprise for them,” was dl Jordet would say, and he refused to elaborate.
“When we reach the pass you will find out,” he said, and would answer no more of their questions.

They spent the remainder of the day camped on the valey floor. The heder's apprentice
tended the three humans hovering over the unconscious Shee, occasiondly gpplying mysterious
ointments or potions. The next morning Jordet asked him if it was safe to trangport the injured man,
and the heder only shrugged.

“It can do him no more harm, | think; and if we can reach Coldwdl in time, perhaps someone
there may be able to hep him. He is beyond my <kill.” Jordet nodded, and they began bresking
camp.

It took two more days for them to reach Coldwell Pass. The cold and the drifts dowed ther
progress despite the expert guidance of the Shee, and they had to stop frequently to tend to the



guide. Har was recovering from theinitid shock of losing Alethia, though he was far from his old sdif.
Maurin, however, blamed himsdf for her disappearance, and though he was no longer slent he
remained withdrawn.

Jordet’ s fird action when they reached the amy was to summon a heder for the injured Shee.
Thet attended to, he sent word to Bracor and Herre of their arriva. He did not speak of Alethia and
Corrim, feding that such news was better given in person.

Numbers of soldiers, however, had seen them ride in, and dl of them could count. Anxious
rumors were flying about the camp long before Bracor and Herre arrived. The two leaders were
accompanied by Armin, Gahlon, and two men unfamiliar to Maurin. These were presented as the
Lords Vander and Marhd, the only other Alkyran nobles who had cared to send help to the group
a the pass. Thiden had sent troops as promised, but he himsdf remained in Wentholm.

Bracor looked toward his son. “Wd|?’

Har looked pleadingly at Maurin, but the Trader refused to meet his gaze. Hdtingly, Har
explained what had happened. Bracor’s face went grey, and with the barest possible polite murmur
he excused himsdf from the gathering. Har followed him a once, and for a few moments the others
stood looking after them.

“Wha a pity,” Lord Vander said, bresking the slence. “I hope this will not affect Lord
Bracor’s judgement.”

“Yes” agreed Marha with a 9ddong glance a Herre. “Such a shock, so soon before a
battle...” Helet hisvoice tral off.

“Perhaps one of us could assst him,” Vander went on. “I am sure the Lord of Brenn would not
object to one of ustaking some of the load from his shoulders, and he will certainly want some little
time to himsdf, to be with hisfamily.”

Armin reddened and started to speak, but Gahlon forestaled him. “Just what did you have in
mind, Lord Vander?’

“Why, it occurs to me that a great ded of Lord Bracor’'s time is spent making arrangements
with the Wyrds and the Shee,” Vander replied. “It may be distressing to him, particularly under the
circumgtances, | understand the Shee guide is not yet out of danger.”

“What are you implying?” Armin demanded.

“But it is obvioud” Marhd said, shaking his head sadly. “Why, no one could fault Bracor for
finding it alittle difficult to deal with the Shee after this. Not that it was the young man's fault that his
daughter was logt in the storm, of course; dill, he was supposed to be guiding the group to sefety.”

“Yes, it dmost seems better that one of us should take over that area of Lord Bracor’s duties,
a leagt until the shock has worn off,” Lord Vander said blandly. He turned toward Herre. “Don’t
you agree?’

Herre's eyes dlittered, but he responded smoothly. “Why, you seem dl condderation, my
Lord. I mugt confess that the difficulties of the Stuation had not occurred to mein so pressing alight.”
Lord Marhd could not repress a smirk of triumph, and the gleam in Herre' s eyes increased.

“Your offer is a generous one,” the Shee Commander went on. “I will be glad to have him
gppraised of it a once. Jordet!”

“Here, gr,” Jordet replied promptly.

“l wish you to take a message to your uncle” Herre said. “Inform him of the kind offer these
gentlemen have made, and tdl him that if there is anything we can do to assst hm we stand by our
duty to our kindred.”

“At once, Commander,” Jordet said, bowing. “It will be my pleasure.”

The smirk on Lord Marhd’s face vanished ingantly, and Lord Vander looked completely
taken aback. “No, no,” Vander said hadtily. “It would be better to give him time to get over the
shock. No need to go a once.”

“But | thought that the shock was what worried you!” Herre said in mock amazement. “Well,



we shdl let it be for the moment; | am sure you have other duties to attend to.”

The Alkyran Lords looked a bit disgruntled at thisthinly velled dismissd, but they did not quite
dare to openly chdlenge one of the legendary Shee.

Gahlon looked rdieved at the outcome, and Armin grinned openly at Herre as he left. Jordet
watched them go, alittle smile of amusement playing about hislips. As soon as the Lords were out of
hearing, the younger Shee gave alow whistle.

“Gahlon was certainly right about them!” he exclaimed. “They are just looking for a chance to
discredit Bracor and take over themsalves”

“Yes, | noticed that,” Herre said dryly. “I think they had conveniently forgotten that Bracor is
the only one of them with family ties among the Shee.”

“Well, they have been rather forcibly reminded of it,” Taman said from the back of the tent.
Themindrd came forward, frowning. “1 do not mean to presume, Commander, but was that wise?’

“Perhgps not, but these Lords will not try to make trouble with me again,” Herre said. “Armin
and Gahlon can be trusted to keep them out of mischief until the battle; after that we will have more
leisure to ded with them if necessary. Now, if you do not object, | redly do have duties to attend
to.”

A messenger was sent to Isme the next day. Nothing more could be done. Morde in the amy
sank to anew low; Alethia had been beloved by her city, and though she was not known to most of
the Shee or the Wyrds, the gloom that hung over the Brenn troops infected the others as wdl. The
cold and darkness had dready taken its tall; some of the Alkyran soldiers who had not fought at
Brenn were dready grumbling about the hazards of becoming involved with the Shee.

The reports of the Wyrd scouts that arrived that afternoon did nothing to mend matters. Now
thet the Lithmern army was a bare two days away, it became obvious tha there were nearly three
times as many of the enemy as there were of the Alkyrans and ther dlies To add the finishing touch,
it was soon certain that the Shadow-born were nearing the point at which the Shee wizards would be
unable to contain them. When word of this reached Maurin, the Trader went to seek out Har.

He found the young Noble taking with Jordet and Taman. “Hdlo!” Har cdled cheafully as he
came within earshot. “Where have you been keeping yoursdf?’

“Have you heard Dlasek’s report?’ Maurin demanded, ignoring the question.

“Yes, but it won't maiter,” Har said.

“Won't matter! Three times as many men, and the Shadow-born as wdl? How can it not
metter?’

Har grinned.” “Tdl him, Jordet.”

Maurin turned to the Shee and opened his mouth. Hadtily, Jordet grasped his am and pointed
down the length of Coldwell Pass. “Look there, and tdl me what you see.”

With a puzzled frown, Maurin turned to stare at the two-mile crack in the mountains that was
Coldwdl. The sdes of the ravine were sheer diffs, narrowing as they drew toward the eastern end of
the pass. At the narrowest point one rock wal curved out and doped into a ridge that dmost
blocked the pass completely; behind it the main part of the Alkyran armies could wait in concealment
until the last minute,

“l do not see anything new,” Maurin said. “What is your meaning?’

“Look up, there” Jordet said, pointing. Maurin looked. Above the sheer diff wall rose the sde
of a huge mountain, crowned with snow.

“What does that have to do with Lithmern?” Maurin asked impatiently.

“Asit is, nathing,” Jordet replied. “But if it were to conveniently fdl as they bring their army
through the pass?’

Maurin's eyes widened. “It would crush therr army. And block the pass forever.”

Beside him, Tamsan gave alow whistle. “If it works, you will make legends with this battle,” the



mindrd said.

Maurin looked at Jordet with a touch of awe. “You can do this?’

“Not 1,” Jordet disclamed. “But the Wyrds and the Vddatha have been spending a good ded
of time up there, and they think it can be done. Two days from now they will be ready.”

“l hope s0,” Maurin said, sobering suddenly. “In two days the Lithmern will be here.”

“Already?’ Jordet frowned. “I had not heard. Pardon me, but | mus give this news to Ridla, if
she does not know dready.” The Shee Ward-Keeper bowed and |eft, and a few moments later the
others followed suit. Maurin was thoughtful for the next two days, and found himsdf looking more
and more frequently a the imposing mountains above the pass as he went about the business of
meking ready for the coming bettle.

Alethia recovered consciousness dowly. At fird she did not know where she was, then
memory flooded back and she tried to St up and look around. It took three tries. She was terribly
wesk, and her Ieft arm was dmogt usdless. Blood from the torn shoulder had soaked her deeve and
dried to a hard crust that pulled painfully at the wound whenever she tried to move,

Hndly she succeeded in propping hersdf upright. She was in a andl cave, dark but dry.
Nearby her horse stood watching. Quite sengbly, the animd showed no indination to go back out
into the raging sorm. Unfortunately, it also showed no Sgn of coming any nearer to Alethia

The girl put out her good hand and tried to coax the horse over. Eventudly, it came, and she
grabbed for the dangling loop of rein. The horse tossed its head, carrying the loop out of reach, and
Alethiaremembered that she had knotted the reins to keep them from diding out of her fingersin the
cold.

Gritting her teeth, Alethialunged upright and caught the reins. She amost screamed aoud with
the pain in her shoulder, but at last she had the horse. For a few moments she leaned againg the
animd’s Sde, recovering; then she began to undo the buckles that held the saddle in place.

It took severd tries to unfasten the girth; working one-handed was awkward, and Alethia kept
jodling her shoulder painfully. Findly it was done, and Alethia gave the saddie a shove and et it
crash to the floor of the cave on the opposite sde of the horse. The animd jumped and shied, dmost
knocking her off her feet, but Alethiadung grimly to the reins until it was quiet once more. Then she
unfastened the bridle and dipped the bit off. The horse moved away, and Alethia sank gratefully
back to the floor of the eave.

Her next task was to investigate the saddlebags. This was easier; she could remain seated, and
the fastenings were not complex, nor were the bags mohbile the way the horse was. Alethia quickly
found what she was looking for—Dblankets, water, and food.

Alethia provided water and grain for her horse before edting her own med ravenoudy, then
wrapped hersdf in the blankets and fdl dmost immediatdy into the deep of exhaudtion. Hunger
woke her, but she stayed awake only long enough to satify it, then fell adeep once more.

When she awoke for the third time, the howling of the wind had stopped. She had no idea how
long she had been lying on the floor of the cave. She was ill wesk, but her strength was no longer
dangeroudy low. She looked around for the horse, and found it munching mouthfuls of green from
the snow-covered bushes that screened the opening of the eave.

Alethia sat up and reached for the provisons. She ate dowly this time, and gave sparingly to
her mount, nating how dangeroudy depleted her stock of food and grain had become. When she
finished, she repacked the saddle-bag, wondering how she was going to get it back on the horse
with only one arm.

There was very little she could do about her wound. She constructed a ding, usng drips of her
cloak; this gave the am something to rest on and made it less painful, but it was Hill usdless. Then
she went to the mouth of the cave and peered out.

The scene was a Sudy in shades of grey. The mountains were blanketed with snow; not clean



and white, but a dingy grey in the faded light that filtered through the heavy clouds. The shapes of
trees stood out in stark relief, dark grey againgt light, and above them grey rock poked through the
snow. Nothing looked familiar in the least.

Aleghiawent outsde cautioudy, watching the sky for large birds. Her most pressing needs were
fire and food. Though she knew that she could use the firestone to summon wood she was uwilling
to do s0, for she suspected that the effort of finding shelter by magicd means was what had so
exhausted her. Moreover, she was reluctant to chance usng magic again so close to Lithra

Hdf an hour later Alethia had found only two amdl sticks, and she redized that she had no
choice. Exhauging hersdlf physcaly plowing through the snowdrifts was just as dangerous as the
energy drain of usng magic. Carrying the litle wood she had found, Alethia trudged back to the
cave.

Standing in the shrub-covered opening, she grasped the drier of the two gticks and tried to
remember Clasiena s ingructions. The summoning of like to like was a spdl that she had learned the
day before Har’ s arivd in Eveleth, and she had not had a great ded of time to perfect it. When she
was sure she had the spdl clear in her mind, she began to grope for the power that linked her with
the firestone.

At fird she could not find it, and that worried her. She set the wood down carefully, and drew
her hand closer to stare at the glow in the depths of the firestone ring. Suddenly it came, flooding her
with so much power she could hardly handle it. Alethia cried out in protest at the searing force, and
for amoment she dmost logt control. She fought for balance, trying to force the power into the mold
she had chosen for it. She was only partialy successful; then, as suddenly as it had come, the surge
of power passed.

Alethia staggered and dmogt fdl into an absurdly huge pile of dry wood before her. She shook
herdf a little, feding surprised that she was not drained after such prodigd use of power. “Like
udng Thoren's Sword to chop grapes!” she muttered, and reached for the firebox that held her flints



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Alethia lad the fire a little within the mouth of the cave. The flints were awkward to use with
only one hand; she wedged one between two rocks and tried griking it with the other. It didn’'t work
very wdl, but eventudly she got thefire lit.

With a dgh of rdief, Alethia sat back, looking a the fire. As she did s0, the light changed;
things grew clearer and more sharply defined, and Alethia knew that the. off-again, on-agan
spell-sght had returned, wakened perhaps by the surge of power she had fdt when she used the
firestone. She Sghed again, wondering why the erratic gift had come now, when she did not need i,
ingtead of afew minutes or days earlier, when she was trying to find her way through the blizzard or
atempting to gather firewood. She dtarted to rise, and as she did so she glanced out of the cave
mouth. And froze.

The sky was no longer amply heavy with clouds. To her newly awakened spdl-sight, it was
shot with dark lightnings. Flashes of blackness legpt dong a web of power that could only have been
constructed by the Shadow-born. Alethia dropped the firebox and shrank back, trying to make
hersdf as amdl as possible in the hope of being overlooked.

Nothing happened. Gradudly she redized that she was not being hunted; if the Shadow-born
hed

been seeking her, the tremendous power that had overwhemed her a few minutes before
would surdy have attracted their attention. The lines of force were herding the clouds southward; she
was seeing only a vishble manifestation of a Spell being cast miles away, perhapsin Mog Ograth itsdf.
Unless she tried to tamper with the web itsdf, her only danger lay in blundering into the path of the
gpell, as she had when she was logt in the storm.

As she began to comprehend more fully what she was seeing, Alethia relaxed. She had, she
reelized, a tremendous advantage over the Shee wizards. Aslong as the spdl-sight was working she
would ingantly know of the use of magic anywhere around her, without having to resort to detection
odls which might betray her own presence. Her confidence started to return, and she glanced
around for the firebox.

Only then did Alethia notice that the cave seemed to be full of light. She stopped and turned
dowly, then looked quickly a the firestone. The ring was indeed glowing. The lines of power were
obvious to her spell-sght, but it was not the source of the pulsng, golden light she saw.

Once more she reached out for her power, and the ring blazed in response. Suddenly she
redized the source of the unexpected surge that had nearly overthrown her atempt to summon
firewood; the golden glow was raw power, unchannded. Alethia s eyes widened and she looked up
to find the source of the magic.

The glow seemed dronger toward the back of the cave. Alethia waked forward and the
firestone grew warm upon her finger, but she could not see anything that seemed to be the source.
Patiently, she continued searching.

The eave was much deeper than she had suspected. When she reached the back wadl, Alethia
found that it was redly only a sharp, narrow bend, partialy blocked by arockfal a some timein the
past. Alethia moved a few of the rocks, then squeezed through the opening, windng as her injured
shoulder scraped againg the rock walls.

She found hersdf in alarge open area. The glow was perceptibly brighter, and she heard the
sound of water dripping. The girl moved toward the noise, and the glow grew brighter gtill. Now she
was moving in a bright haze of power, and the fire-stone was blazing in response. Alethia came to a
halt.



She stood before a smdl pool; water dripped dowly into it from a ledge far above Alethias
head. Just in front of her, at the edge of the poal, lay a skeleton, covered here and there by shreds of
cloth. Next to it, set carefully on a rock a little above the levd of the pool, was a well-wrapped
bundle thet, to Alethia s spdll-sengtive eyesight, seemed to glow and pulse with power.

Gingaly, Alethia stepped over the bones and picked up the bundie. She backed up a litile,
putting some smdl distance between hersdf and the skeleton, before she kndt to pull a the greased
layers of cloth that were wrapped tightly around the thing of power.

The bundle was tied with leether thongs that had resisted wdl the attacks of time. The knots
securing them, however, had shrunk to unyidding, stony lumps, and in the end she had to saw a
them with her dagger. Findly the last layer of cloth, giff with age, came free. Alethia choked and
amog dropped the bundle as she saw what it was she held.

Gold and dlver twined in intricate shapes and spiras above a ddicate cirdet of gold set with
opas. Precious stones flashed rainbow fire of diamond, ruby, emerdd and sgpphire from crysd
cages that caught the light and multiplied it until the crown was ablaze. Over it dl, overwheming the
beauty of the thing itsdf was power; power, cailing about it, fountaining from every spird, focusng
through every jewd, Sailling over into every corner of the cave and filling it dl with fire.

With a shiver of awe, Alethia set the crown on the cave floor. There was no doubt in her mind
that she held the long-lost Crown of Alkyra; nothing else could possibly hold such power. It was
easer to understand, now, why the firestone had guided her to this cave; it had been drawn by the
echoes of the power of the Crown. Hadn't Clasiena said that firestones were sendtive to power in
other things?

Four other treasures had disappeared at the same time as the Crown. She rose to her feet and
searched thoroughly, but there was no 9gn of anything but the skeleton. Alethia walked dowly back
to the bones and, with a grimace of distaste, began to examine them more closdly.

She did not learn much. The dingy scraps of materid were too coarse-woven to beong to a
well-to-do or powerful man; a servant, then, or common soldier. Nearby lay a rusty knife,
thin-bladed and dill bearing traces of brownish sains dong the edges. When she picked it up to
examineit more closely, she recognized the workmanship of the Lithmern. Underneeth it was a amdl
packet wrapped in oilskin.

The light wavered, and Alethia rose hadily, holding the packet. The spdl-sght was fading
agan, and she had nothing to see by once the glow of power disappeared. Hurriedly she snatched
up cloth and crown together and headed back toward the outer part of the cave. She reached the
rockfal and squeezed past just before the spdll-sght vanished completely.

The fire was burning brightly, and Alethia sat down in front of it and opened the packet. It
contained letters, or a diay of some kind. The pages were diff, and they crumbled at the edges
when she touched them. The writing was strange, but Alethia could recognize words here and there,
and gradudly she began to piece together a picture of the message she held.

A party of Lithmern had set out from Lacsmer three hundred years before to carry the Crown
and the Gifts to Lithra Alethia could not follow much of the next section; it seemed to be a lig of
disasters that had befdlen the group. The words “injured” and “died” appeared severd times, but the
rest of the page wasiillegible. Alethia shrugged and went on.

The last page was a little clearer. The fird paragraph was water-sained in spite of the
protecting oilskin, and Alethia could only make out scattered phrases. The clearest were “quarreed
last night,” “we pursued,” “killed a Coldwe’ and “blocked the pass.” Further down, the writing
changed and was eader to read. Alethia bent over the page in fascination.

“... had to leave the others there,” the manuscript read. “The Crown isthe most vauable of the
treasures, so | will take it with me. Hopefully, | can find some other way through the mountains and
bring a party back to Coldwell to recover the rest before the snows come.”

Alethia put the note down and stared into the fire. She could dmogt fed sorry for the writer,



the lagt of the convoy carrying the Gifts, dying lost and done in a cave in the Kathkari. A thought
occurred to her, and she looked at the note again. She began to grow excited; unless she was totdly
misreading the message, the remainder of the stolen Gifts were hidden at Coldwell Pass!

For another hour, Alethia poured over the note, trying to decipher enough of the writing to
confirm her guess, but she was not successful. Findly she gave up. She put some more wood on the
fire rolled hersdf in the remains of her cloak and one of the blankets, and fdl adeep.

She woke early the next morning. The fire was nothing but ashes, and she had to rekindle it
from scratch. She ate sparingly, then took a burning branch from the fire to light her way to the inner
cave, where shefilled her nearly empty water-bottles from the spring. She made sure the horse was
wdl provided for and then sat down to think.

The stuation was hardly promising. She was log in the Kathkari, saverdy wounded, with few
remaining provisons and surrounded by hostile magic. Of course, she did have some taent for meagic
hersdf and aring with some rather odd properties. And the Crown of Alkyra. Alethia grinned a the
incongruity, then sobered. She had to get to Coldwell with the Crown, and soon. The Crown and the
Gifts could be used to bind the Shadow-born; if Alethia could reach the amy in time, perhaps the
Vedatha could find the other gifts and use their power asit had been used in the Wars of Binding.

There was no way for her to find Har and the others. By thistime they would surdly have given
her up for dead, and if she had not had the fire-stone they would have been right. She had no idea
where Coldwell Pass was; the mountains were totaly unfamiliar to her. Travding south was her best
hope, she decided, provided she could keep a sraight path. Even if she could not find her way out of
the mountains immediatdy, if she went south she mugt eventudly reach the River Sdyr that flowed
through Brenn.

Alethia spent the early part of the morning packing the saddlebags and hoiging them onto the
horse. Her am was somewhat better, though il painful, and she wondered if the Crown had some
sort of heding power. Even so, she had to rest frequently, and it was early afternoon before
everything was secured to her satisfaction.

As soon as she was finished, Alethia left. The weether did not seem quiite as cold, though it was
dill gloomy; but the torn cloak did not offer much protection. Alethia wrapped hersdlf in one of the
blankets and put the cloak on over it.

Her progress was dow. Alethia was torn between the need for haste and the fear of losng her
way even more completely, or of being injured again. She was acutely conscious of the fact that the
return of the Crown of Alkyra, and possbly the future of the country itsdf, depended on her sdfe
ariva. On the other hand, she had the disquieting suspicion that the Shadow-born might know
where the four logt Gifts were hidden, and she feared what might happen if they reached Coldwell
before her.

There was little she could do to speed her journey; she could not even be entirdy certain she
was heading in the right direction. So she fretted whenever she was forced to retrace her steps, or to
go around when the path seemed treacherous or unstable. Once at least her caution saved her life a
rock ledge collapsed onto the path ahead moments after she had turned away from the icy tral to
seek safer footing. After that, she redoubled her watchfulness.

Alehia traveled for two days without finding any sgn of the Wyrwood. It occurred to her
severd times that she could try to use the firestone to find a safe path to Coldwell, but the ever more
frequent glimpses of the black power-web of the Shadow-born hovering over her made her reluctant
to attempt it. Furthermore, she was not sure enough of the spell to try usng magic except as a last
resort.

By the third morning, cold and tired, Alethia decided to risk the firestone, in spite of the drain
that she expected and her terror of detection by the Shadow-born. Thistime she was more cautious,
and not so desperate, and the Spdll took far more time than it had during the storm.

When she had shaped the spdl to her own satisfaction, Alethia looked up. No picture



appeared in the ar, and she looked around, a little puzzled. There was ill nothing to be seen.
Alethia moved her hand in a frustrated gesture, and the firestone flashed. She moved her hand again,
more dowly and deliberatdly. The stone's glow brightened and dimmed again as she swung it in an
arcin front of her. The brightest point of the arc seemed to be a little to the left of the direction she
hed been travding in.

Reassured, Alethia set off in the new direction. By mid-morning, she had found a pathway that
had clearly been traveled recently, and she struck out dong it. She made good progress now that she
had a clear direction and good footing, and though she met no one that day she fel adeep confident
that the next day’ s ride would bring her to some more familiar area.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Since dawn, Maurin had crouched behind the rockpile, watching the far end of the pass. He
was cold and diff, and he was not done in his discomfort. Behind him he heard a muffled curse as
one of the other men shifted, trying to find some part of his anatomy that was not dready sore from
the hours of waiting. Someone cuffed the offender back into silence, and the waiting continued.

Maurin looked toward the western end of the pass and tensed. The Lithmern were a grey river
flowing into the narrow funnd of the mountains. Only a little further, Maurin thought. Only a little
longer and it begins. Cautioudy he sgndled to the main mass of troops and cavary, hidden behind
the low ridge that he stood on. He was luckier than they; a least he could see the enemy
gpproaching ingtead of waiting in ignorance, dependent on asgnd from above.

For the hundredth time, Maurin checked his armor and wespons. All about him others were
doing the same, shifting awkwardly to avoid sending a tell-tade gleam or dink down to the floor of the
pass. Besde him a grizzled veteran grinned.

“Aye, you take proper care, lad,” the man said. “ Some of them, now, they’ll be crow meset for
not checking right.” He spat into the snow.

The younger man eyed the worn leather sewn with metd rings that the other man wore and his
eyebrows went up. “Are you sure that you are as wdl prepared as they are?’ he asked, nodding
toward a group of Marhd’s menin chan.

“It's good enough for me, lad, and has been these many years,” the veteran said. “Those staves
with the blades on them can't get through the rings, and | can move a bit faster without dl that extra
weight. You'll see. Lithmern, bah!” He spat again. Maurin grinned and they touched clenched fids
before the other man disappeared to find his place in the line that was dowly forming dong the ridge.

The Lithmem army had dmost reached the ridge. Maurin was light-headed with anxiety, with
eagerness, with tenson, with a confusng welter of familiar emations that made the blood sng in his
vens. The long wait was forgotten; these last few minutes were harder than the hours had been.

From the other sde of the pass a horn sounded. Almost as one the men rose and charged
down at the Lithmern, while the cavdry rode out from the conceding ridge and into the front of the
Lithmern column. Behind the Shee riders, the foot soldiers of Alkyra closed their ranks and
advanced.

There was a roar as the two sides met. The front part of the Lithmern column was hdted, at
leest for the moment, and the soldiers further back milled about in confusion, unable to see what was
happening in front of them. From concedled positions dong the tops of the diffs, the Wyrds rained
arrows down on the exposed ranks of Lithmern. Then, from the rear of the column, there was a
ripple of movement, and the soldiers shrank away as the Shadow-born advanced.

On dead black horses with madnessin their eyes, fifteen shapes of darkness and shadow rode
forward. Ther forms continuoudy shifted around the edges; even the envdoping cloaks they wore
could not hide it. To stare too long on those fifteen creatures made of nothing-at-al invited madness.
They rode into Coldwell Pass a adow, steady walk like a funerd march. In the center of the pass,
just in front of the Alkyran lines, they stopped.

And the Shee sprang therr trap.

There was a shivering, and atremor ran through the pass itsdf. For a moment, nothing seemed
to happen. Then, high above the Shadow-born, a mile-high dab of the rock wal began to crumble.
With deceptive downess, the avalanche came on, gathering rock, snow and speed as it came. There
were screams of terror and a moment of mass confusion as hdf the Lithmern tried to turn back, out



of the way of the deadly mass of rock.

One of the Shadow-born raised an arm, and the army stood motionless, bound in their places.
His companions did not move, but about them the air grew suddenly dark and heavy. The avaanche
continued, its roar drowning out dl other noise. It reached the edge of the diff and poured over it
toward the floor of the pass.

The dark ring around the Shadow-born expanded rapidly. It met the leading edge of the fdling
wal of ice and rock fifteen feet above the heads of the Lithmern army, and held. Stone piled up
above the barrier, and the fird rocks were ground to a powder by the pressure from the rest of the
mass. The shadow-wall darkened further in response, but dill it held.

The last echoes of the avdanche died away, leaving both armies staring increduloudy. For hdf
amile or more, the west end of the ravine was covered by an impossible bridge, a tunnd made of
tons of rock and snow resting on darkness. Below it, the Lithmern army stood unharmed, save for
those who had been trampled in the brief panic.

The Shadow-born hissed an order in Lithran and lowered its arm. The Lithmern shuddered and
began to move again. Some of them looked upwards unessily, but none quite dared to defy the
creatures they had raised to serve them. The Shadow-born gestured again, and the Lithmern surged
forward with a roar.

The Alkyrans and ther dlies groaned in despair. The pass was narrow enough that they could
hold the Lithmern for awhile despite their smaler numbers. The Wyrd bowmen could pick off the
massed Lithmern eedly from their positions on the difftops, but there were dill far too many, even
without the Shadow-born standing, motionless as statues, in the center of the pass.

A wave of hopelessness swept over Maurin even as he fought. So many, he thought, how can
there be so many? Even without the Shadow-born to hep them they can destroy us.

Suddenly the whole druggle seemed pointless. Maurin looked hopdesdy from the thinning
Alkyran ranks to the Lithmern, milling like grey worms in the shadow of the tons of rock suspended
above them. More and more of the attackers were passang through the uneasy tunnd of rock and
meagic, and the invading army began to push the Alkyrans back, until they reached the narrowest part
of the pass.

There the defenders hdd, but it was only a temporary delay. Suddenly a cry of fear went up.
The Shadow-born were moving forward at last, and darkness flowed before them in a flood.

Before it reached the Alkyran lines, the wave of shadow dowed, as though something
hampered it, and Maurin guessed that bettle between the Ve datha and the Shadow-born was joined
a lagt. The Shadow-born hdted, and the darkness began to creep forward once more. Inch by inch
it drew nearer to the Alkyrans.

Thefighting came dmog to a ganddtill. Slence fdl; behind Maurin someone sobbed in terror,
but he did not turn to look. Like a bird watching a snake, he stared at the shadowy border that
wavered, now, only a few feet before him. Even as he watched, it gained another inch, another six.
Maurin drew a shuddering breath and clutched his sword in a hand dippery with swest.

Corusceting light flared in front of him, and for a moment Maurin was blind. He amost
screamed; was this the purpose of the shadow? Behind him he heard a ragged cheer; it was not to
be feared, then. He shook his head and hisvison began to clear.

The Shadow-born sat unmoving, but their spdl of darkness had moved back dmost hdf the
distance between them and the Alkyrans. Little darts of fire flashed across the boundary, meking a
net of lignt that held back the darkness. Behind the Shadow-born, the rest of the Lithmen had
stopped advancing and were moving uncertainly.

For a fev moments, time seemed to stop. The Shadow-born, motionless on their great black
horses, did not gan any more ground, but they did not lose any either. Then one of the figures
sgnded, and the Lithmern came forward again. They stopped short of the interface between shadow
and clear ar, and Maurin looked a them in dismay.



They covered the canyon floor from diff to diff in an unbroken mass dretching back nearly to
the mouth of the pass;, hdf the amy was dill ingde the tunnd formed by the avdanche and the
Shadow-born’s spdl. As he looked, the vel of shadow shivered and broke through the restraining
net of light. It began to advance once more, steadily this time. The Lithmern army came behind it,
moving forward at the direction of the Shadow-born. Maurin was beyond terror; he fet dmost cam
as he waited for the wal to reach him. His last thought before it touched hm was a vague
curiogity-Cold, darkness and despair froze im where he stood. In the moment the pel swept over
him, Maurin saw the loss of everything he ever loved, fdt again the guilt of every mistake he had ever
made and every wrong he had ever done or imagined. He saw his dimly remembered mother dying
panfully in hisarms. He saw Alethia screaming in terror amid the blizzard, dying dowly of thirst and
exhaudion in the Kathkari because he had not found her. He saw Har hacked to pieces because he
was not there to help his friend; he saw Traders from the vanished caravans dying in torment because
he had not searched for them.

Maurin bowed his head in misery and sdlf-condemnation. Just in front of him a grinning
Lithmern soldier was advancing to the kill; very wdl, he would not resist. Death was dl he deserved.
The Lithmern's sword swvung up and wavered midily before him...

Alethia awoke early. Though it was ill cold and gloomy, she was much more hopeful. Her
am was heding, and she knew she travelled in the right direction. She started off as soon as she
finished eeting the lagt of her food. She had been hoarding it carefully, but she was certain that she
would find someone before nightfal who could replenish her supplies at least.

The ground rose dowly. A few hours of hard riding brought her to a ragged diff above a maze
of rockpiles, and she began to wonder whether she redly was traveling in the right direction. Then,
ahead of her, she heard aroar. Looking up, she saw a piece of one of the mountains go diding away.
Without stopping to think, Alethia dug her heds into the horse's sides.

The animd broke into a trot, then a gdlop, and suddenly the beattlefiedd was in Sght. Alethia
pulled her horse to a hdt atop a low ridge that commanded a good view. She did out of the saddle
and looked down; she had no doubts that she had found Coldwell Pass.

The Alkyran army was drawn up at the foot of the ridge. Facing them, the Lithmern were
emaging from the shdter of a tunnd of some sort. Alethia saw the blackness at its edges and
flinched away. Only then did she see the Shadow-born themsdaves.

Alehia froze. Without redizing it, her hands clutched a the bulky package that contained the
Crown of Alkyra, and spdl-sght hit her like a wdl. The ravine was dark with power. She fdt the
fear and pain of the men below, and suddenly redized that the Shadow-born were drawing it in,
feeding on it. That iswhy they are so ill, she thought numbly. They are feeding.

She tore her eyes away to look for the Veldatha; somehow she thought she dill might reach
them before the Shadow-born began their attack. The wizards were not hard to find; to her
pell-sgght they were a white blaze againgt the shadows. For a moment Alethia fdt more confident;
then her heart sank as she saw how amdl was their fire compared to the mass of darkness that was
the Shadow-born. She started to remount, but even as she did she fdt the Shadow-born begin ther
attack.

Power swept out from the creatures in awave. The Vedatha flame met it, dowed it, but could
not stop it. Alethiafdt the terror of the troops below her, fdt the way the dark spell fed on their fear.
Then her pdl-9ght saw a weakness in the Shadow-born spell.

For a moment she hesitated, torn between fear of detection and fear for her friends, family and
home. Then she threw dl her power againg the shadow-spdll. Light flared as her force struck, and
the shadow gave ground. Alethia pressed harder, searching for more wesk spots, but the
Shadow-born recovered quickly.

The spdl-9ght gave her an advantage, and she held them. Not done; the Vedatha were dill



fighting, too, and they added their power to hers as they redized wha had happened. She could see
the weak spots that the wizards could only sense dimly, and she formed a wall of lightning to keep
back the Shadow-born.

The creatures of darkness stopped moving and motioned the Lithmern forward. As the army
surged around them, they drew more power from it. The Shadow-born reached out, and Alethia
realized with a spasm of fear that she had been right; the creatures knew that the Shidd, the Cup, the
Sword and the Staff were somewhere in Coldwdl, and they were searching for the added sources of
power. Quickly, Alethia moved to block them, but the effort stretched her power too thin, and the
shadows moved forward once more.

The spdl reached the edge of the Alkyran army. Alethia redled under the wave of guilt and
terror and misary. For a moment she was shocked out of the linkage of power, and in that moment
she saw Maurin, tdl and stern, standing with his head bowed before a Lithmern soldier, about to be
cut in two.

“No!” Alethia screamed, and with the ingtincts of desperation she raised her hands and jammed
the Crown of Alkyraon her own head.

Time stopped. The world swam before her eyes as the ful power of the Crown coursed
through her. The mountains themsdlves seemed transparent; the armies below were insubgantia
ghogts, frozen in mid-motion. Only the power of the Vedatha and the Shadow-born was red and
tangible. Asif in a dream, Alethia reached out and once more summoned the power of the Veldatha
to her.

It came into her in a burst of fire. She turned toward the Shadow-born, and saw dearly on
them the mark of the bindings that had held them for three thousand years. She fdt a moment's
doubt; even with such power, could she replace them? Once more, she reached out.

A feding of warmth crept through her. Shapes of fire began to form in the ar in front of her,
and another power rose in her like a flood tide, making her very bones ache with joy. The Gifts of
Alkyra had been summoned through the power of the Crown!

No longer hesitant, Alethia began rebuilding the ancient spells, following the pattern that only
she could see. With great bars of power she bound the Shadow-born to the rock beneeth the pass,
cutting them off from the roots of ther power. The sruggle was intense, but brief, and the
Shadow-born sank out of sght, mdting into the stone.

Through his trance of despair, Maurin heard a familiar voice arying: “No!” He gasped, shaken
out of the spdl. His am jerked reflexivdy to block the Lithmen blade. He was only partly
successtul; the sword hbit into his Sde before he killed the man widding it. He hardly noticed.
“Alethid” he shouted, looking about wildly. “ Alethia?”

On the ridge overlooking the battlefield a pillar of light sprang up. It grew brighter and brighter,
and the very walls of the ravine itsdf seemed to glow in response. Light exploded in the pass,
sweegping away the dark spells of the Shadow-born. A wind sprang up, blowing off the ridge, wiping
away the lagt shreds of the vel of misary.

The Shadow-born had vanished; fifteen black horses stood riderless in the center of the
Lithmern army. Even the clouds, held in place by the black web of Shadow-born power, began to
break up and dissipate. The Lithmern gave a cry of dismay tha turned quickly to terror as the black
wall that held back the avalanche grew insubgtantia, faded, disappeared.

With a grinding roar, hdf amile of stone collapsed into the pass, blocking it completdy and
wiping out with one stroke over hdlf the Lithmern army. The noise of its faling drowned the screams
of the men it caught and the sounds of bettle dike.

As the echoes died, the Alkyrans surged forward. The Lithmern were trapped agang the
newly fdlen rock, and they knew it. Some tried to flee toward the sides of the pass, but the archers
cut them down. The man body of Lithmern, however, chose to fight, and they attacked with the



desperation of men who know that they have no other hope of life

Maurin fought with a fierce joy. He did not know how it had happened, but the Shadow-born
were gone and the Lithmern no longer outnumbered the dlies. More, Alehia was dive the
knowledge sang through him as he fought. He led the attack on the last of the Lithmern, who had
managed to barricade themsdves between the diff and the rockdide, and he accepted ther
surrender a last. Only then did he go to look for Alethia

Not content with merdly binding the creatures, Alethia wove a net of power into the rock,
drawing recklesdy on the huge store of power at her digposal. Only when she was sure that not even
athread of darkness could creep out was she satisfied enough to stop.

The power drained away, leaving the gifl suddenly exhausted. She sat down heavily and stared
unseaing a the battlefied, where the Alkyrans were starting to force the Lithmern back. She could
not even fed triumph. She was 4ill stting on the cold rocks when the crowd of wizards and lords,
led by Maurin and her brother, came to find her—a drooping figure in torn and travel-stained
garments with the greatest treasures of Alkyra clustered about her feet and a crown of light on her
head.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

It was not urtil late the following day that Alethia was findly able to tdl her story. The Neira
heders took her in charge as soon as she reached the camp, and they refused to dlow her to be
disturbed by anyone until they fdt she had rested enough. Har prowled restlessly around the outside
of the tent for nearly an hour, but the healers remained firm.

The Crown and the Gifts were carefully wrapped and carried back to camp, where they were
put under heavy guard while the survivors tried to decide what was to be done with them. The
victory had taken a terrible toll, and the traditiona celebrations were subdued. Lord Marhd, and
Grathwol of the Wyrds, were dead; Armin was not expected to live. The prickly Shee generd had
been killed defending Herre, and the Commander of the Shee was badly wounded. One of Bracor's
legs had been serioudy hurt; only the skill of the Neira kept him from logng it. Tamgn, too, had
reason to be grateful to the heders. He had been wounded in the shoulder, but the Neira assured him
that it would hedl cleanly. Nearly a third of the combined force of Alkyrans, Wyrds and Shee were
dead, and hardly any of those remaining had escaped totaly unscathed.

When the heders findly pronounced Alethia rested enough to speak, the leaders of the dlied
amies gathered around Herre's bedside to ligen to her. In afit of stubbornness, the Shee lord had
ingsed on being present, and since the Neirawould not dlow him to be moved, the others came to
him.

Everyone who was able crowded into the tent. Ridla was there, gaunt and weary, and Murn,
Arkon of Glen Wilding and leader of the Wyrds since Grathwol’s death. Gahlon and Vander stood
agang the wdls of the tent. Bracor, overruling the Neira's protests, had persuaded Har and Jordet
to carry him from his own tent to Herre's. He sat next to Alethia, nurang his bandaged leg, with Har
besde him. Larissdlama sat between Herre and Bracor, dividing his atention between his two most
difficult patients. Maurin, despite his injured Sde, stood near the doorway, hdf-hidden in the
shadows behind Tamsin and Jordet.

Shadows flickered across the walls of the tent as Alethia told the assemblage about her lessons
in Eveleth, the firestone, the blizzard, and the finding of the Crown. The firestone shone like a star on
her finger as she spoke of the battle. When she finished, there was slence.

“So now the Crown is returned, and we shdl have a ruler in place of a regent,” Gahlon sad
with agmile “Wall, it is high time the peoples were united again.”

“l suppose the Conclave of Firgt Lordswill have to choose aKing now,” Alethia agreed.

“Not aKing, Alethia, but a Queen,” Jordet’s voice said from behind her. “And | do not think
that the Conclave will have a choice”

Alethialooked at him and her face lost color. She did not pretend to misunderstand him. “That
isabsurd! | don’'t want to rule Alkyral”

“Y ou made your choice when you placed the Crown on your head,” Jordet said gently.

“That was because | had no choice! | could not reach the Vedathain time, and Maurin—" She
broke off suddenly, and flushed. “I had no choicel” she repeated.

“The Crown of Alkyramay be worn by one person, and one only, so long as the wearer lives”
Taman sad in his lilting mingdrd’s voice. “Have you never heard Queen Carr’'s Lament? Her son
Morrath died when he put the Crown on with his mother ill living, and it broke her heart with grief.”

“But the old tdes say that only Kird’s line can wear the Crown!” Alethia objected. “I am not
of theline of kings, | am not even of his blood.”

“There was a reason that only those of Kird’s blood could wear the Crown,” Ridla said.
“Only hisline seemed able to handle the enormous flow of power, and live. | have fdt its power, and



I know. | fet what you did in that battle; it would have burnt up any one of the Vedaha in spite of
our traning. | think, girl, that as unlikdy as it ssems you are the only one who can wear the Crown.”

“Whichisjug aswdl,” Gahlon said quietly. “If the First Lords had to choose someone to wear
it, there would be war.”

“The Shee would never bow to a puppet of the Alkyran nobles,” Herre growled from his bed.

“Why should the Shee bow to anyone?’ Alethia said, frowning. “You have kept apart from
humans for hundreds of yeard”

“Once we dl were apart,” Murn sad quietly. “And you have brought us back. Your people
fear the Shee and Wyrds dready; if we do not become part of Alkyra again, how long will it be
before your ambitious nobles turn their soldiers againgt us? Alkyra mugt be united. You are the one
todoit”

“l can't do dl thet; | don't know enough about magic or palitics. It isimpossblel”

“You are trained as a child of the house of Brenn,” her father said, “to serve Alkyra”

“The Nine Families and the Regent will never agree to it,” Alethia pointed out desperately.
“They dready fed that the family of Brenn is too ambitious; they will never accept me as Queen.”

“Some of them may not accept you,” Gahlon corrected gently. “I, at least, will do so. And the
Regent follows the lead of the Conclave. If you can persuade a few of the other First Lords, you
need not worry about his acceptance.”

“Andif | can’'t? Unless they accept me, the First Lords certainly won't let me keep the Crown
and the Gifts without fighting for them.”

“Then wewill fight,” Herre said grimly.

“Such awar would smash dl hope of reuniting the four peoples,” Murn said thoughtfully. “Too
many would see the Shee and the Wyrds in the army, and not the humans”

“BEven s0, we will fight,” Herre indsted. “You yoursdf said that unless Alkyra is united, these
Alkyran nobles will turn againg us. Should we tamdy hand them the Gifts and wait for them to
attack?’

“But fighting with the Firgt Lords would be just as bad as the Lithmern invading!” Alethia said.
“You would have to conquer dl of them, and that means nearly dl of Alkyra | won't let you do it;
I'll give them the Crown mysdf firs.”

“It does not matter whether you give the nobles the, Crown or not, Alethia” Gahlon said. “If
the Conclave does not accept you, there will be war. But at least there is a chance to avoid it, if you
agreeto rule”

Alethiathought of the tired men outside the tent, who would be the ones to fight if this new war
actudly occurred. She thought of the maimed and wounded soldiers who had barely begun to
recover from the battle with the Lithmern, and of the dead who would never recover. She did not
reply.

“You have worn the Crown,” Murn said sympatheticadly, dmost as if she knew what Alethia
was thinking. “Only with your death can you put this burden down.”

“No!” Maurin said, under his breath.

Alethia did not hear him. She looked at the sober faces of the Shee, the Wyrds, the Neira, and
the human friends about her. Her duty as a child of the house of Brenn was to serve Alkyra.
Clearly, if she did not try to persuade the Alkyran nobles to accept her as Queen, they would fight
among themsdves for possesson of the Crown and the Gifts Would she redly be sarving her
country by plunging it into war? Once more she scanned the faces around her. faces around her.

“Would you truly accept me as Queen, and your people as wdl?’

“We will,” said Herre. “All the Shee will bow to the Crown. It was made to bind the four
peoples together.”

“| gpeak for the Wyrds, and | agree,” said Murn.



“| for the Neirg; | ds0.”

“Then it seems that again | have no choice,” Alethiawhispered. “I will be your Queen.” As her
eyes fdl, the firestone flared, sending the shadows dancing through the tent once more. Unnoaticed,
Maurin dipped out into the cold night.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

For the rest of the week, the dlied amies at Coldwell tended their wounded, buried their dead,
and prepared to depart. The Lithmern prisoners were kept separate and under congtant guard; with
the pass blocked, they would have to go through Brenn to return to their homes once ransoms had
been agreed upon. The Neira, too, were going through Brenn. The River Sdyr was the closest
waterway, and though they could travel overland if necessary, the sea-people preferred not to.

Most of the Veldatha had chosen to reman with the army, at Alethia s request. They were to
sudy the Gifts and to continue Alethia's indruction in magic. Some of the Shee and the Wyrds
departed on the fourth day &fter the battle, but many remained. In afew days, others began ariving
to pay ther respects to Alethiaand to see the treasures of Alkyrafor themsdves.

Among the new arrivals was Isme. The Lady of Brenn arrived without warning on the fifth day
falowing the battle. She listened petiently to dl Bracor’s reasons about why she should not have
risked such ajourney, then sad firmly that she did not choose to remain in Brenn while her husband
was lying wounded at Coldwell Pass. Since she had obvioudy arived safdy, Bracor found it difficult
to argue convinaingly. The discusson might have gone on for along timeif Alethia s entrance had not
put an end to it.

“Jordet told me you had come,” Alethia said as she greeted her mother. “I came draight here.
Har iswith Murn; I'm sure hé Il come as soon as he hears you are here.”

“l am sure he will,” 1sme agreed.

“What is he up to?’ Bracor demanded.

“He s hdping Murn decide how we're going to get dl the Lithmern swords and armor back to
Brenn,” Alethia said. “We don't have enough carts for dl of it

“We shouldn't leave it to rugt,” Bracor said, frowning. “If the Shee could take some of it, we
could—"

“—rdax,” Alghia interrupted. “Larissdlama told you to stop worrying about things and rest,
and if you don't, he'll probably keep you in that bed for a month.”

“| suppose you're right,” Bracor said ruefully.

“Then Alethia and | will leave and let you rest,” Iame said. She rose as she spoke, and a
moment later she and Alethia were outside the tent. “I would like to speak to the heder, and then we
can talk. | don't know if you redlizeit, but | have not yet heard dl of what you have been doing these
past weeks.”

They found Larissslama, who answered 1sme's questions without hesitation. Bracor’s wound
was heding dowly, partly because he continued to be more active than the Neira thought desirable,
Isme only nodded, but the look on her face made Alethia certain that Bracor would have far more
rest for the next severd days a least.

When |sme was finished with Larissdlama, Alethia brought her to the smdl tent which had been
hediily erected for her. Insde, Isme seated hersdf and looked at her daughter expectantly. “Now,
what has been hagppening to you since you. ... left Brenn?’

Alethia explained. Isme listened without comment until Alethia described the finding of the
fire-stone; then she asked what had become of it. Alethia hdd out her hand to display the ring, and
Isme amiled.

“l am glad you kept it,” she said. “| think it will be of some use to you.”

“It dready has been,” Alethia said. “It led me to the cave where the Crown was, when | was
logt in the blizzard.”

Isme nodded, and Alethia went on with her story. “And now they want me to be Queen,” she



finished. “And | don’t want to be!”

“Why not?” Isme said camly.

Startled, Alethia looked a her mother. “I’'m not sure” she said, after a moment. “It frightens
me dmog as much as the Shadow-born. Everything is changing. The Wyrds and the Shee are
coming back into the world, and probably the Neira, too, and people will be afrad of them. The
Nine Families will be in an uproar—and everyone dse as well. Alkyra needs wisdom to rule here,
not raw power. | fed like the Lithmern, fumbling with megic | don’t understand.”

“Thesewill be difficult times” Iame agreed. She looked thoughtfully a Alethia. “What do you
want to do?’

“l don't have a choice” Alethiasaid. “Because of the Crown.”

“Thereisadways a choice” Isme sad firmly. “You could hide the Gifts again, or let the Regent
and the Firg Lords continue to rule Alkyra for you, if you redly wanted to. What you mean is that
you don't like any of the choices any better than you like the idea of being Queen.”

“l suppose you're right,” Alethia said dowly. “I couldn’t hide the Gifts again; they are too
dangerous to risk someone like the Lithmern finding them by accident. And | couldn’t just pretend to
rule, because the Shee and the Wyrds won't stand for the First Lords.”

Isme nodded. “You see? You seem to know dl kinds of things you do not wish to do. | want
to know what you do wish to do.”

“l want—" Alethia began, and stopped. She was dlent for a long time, then findly she looked
up. “I think 1 would like to learn more about the Gifts | know a little dready, but | don't think
anyone redly understands them. And I’ d like to learn more magic, and more about firestones. | don't
think anyone redly understands them, ether.”

“And if you do not wear the Crown, how can you study it?" Isme asked. “Do you think the
nobleswill let you near the Giftsif you once give them up?’

“Thet's true,” Alethia said thoughtfully. “But even if I'm Queen, they can—" She stopped
agan, and her eyes narrowed. “No, they can't! | would be Queen, not Regent; the First Lords
wouldn't be able to overrule me as they do him.”

“When you come to them with your Crown and your Gifts, seeking fedty,” Isme said, “they
will see only a young and pretty woman—inexperienced, and easly manipulated. But when you are
their Queen, they may learn otherwise. There is much good you can do for Alkyra, daughter.”

Before Alethia could reply, they heard aflurry of sound and Har burst into the tent. “Mother!”
he said, sweeping Ismeinto his embrace. “I heard you were here, closeted with Alethia”

“Alethia and | have had matters to discuss,” lsme said, amiling a her son. “And I'm sure you
have a question or two on your mind aswdl...”

“l sure do. It's not everyday you wake up and find that you're not quite humen!”

“| too am curious, mother. Why did you never tdl us?’

“There is very little to tel,” 1sme replied. “lwas Keeper of the Western Ward when | was
about your age, Alethia. Your father and his brother Reidon were ambushed during a counter-raid
into Lithra, you will recdl; Reidon was killed, and your father sordy wounded. The part of the tde
that you haven't heard before is that when he rode into the Kathkari Mountains to shake off the
Lithmern, he sumbled across my cottage.” lsme amiled reminiscently. “Literdly sumbled; he
couldn’t see through the Vel spdl that guards the Wards, so he fdl down the Sairsinto my garden.”

“And you took care of hm and then married hm?’" Alethia said. “It sounds like one of
Taman's songs!”

“Thet is probably the way the mindrds will sng of it in a hundred years, but it was not so
ample then. He stayed until he was hedled, and | helped him dip by the Lithmern, but | did not go
with him then. Once or twice in the next year, when he could get away from Brenn, he came back to
see me. But he did not speak of marriage until the fallowing summer, when he had become more
accustomed to being Lord of Brenn in his brother’s place. By then | was ready to lisen—though |



knew what it would mean.”

“The covenant of exile” Alethiasaid.

“Not merdy exile, but a pledge never to speak of Eveeth or the Shee, and never to use magic
openly.” Isme's amile held a trace of irony and bitter memory. “The Shee were worried about the
consequences, should anyone outside the mountains learn they existed.”

Har grinned. “Well, there certainly have been alot of consequences after dl! Did you have to
promise not to tdl us, too? It might have made things alittle easier, if we'd known.”

“There was no need,” Isme said, “and by the time you were old enough to tdl, it did not seem
vay important any more.”

“Not important!” Alethia said. “But, Mother—"

“Your lives were in Brenn; so was mine. There was no reason to think the knowledge would
make any difference, except perhaps to make you curious about your heritage. Under the
circumstances, that would not have been particularly... wise”

Alethialaughed. “1 suppose not. The Shee didn't seem too anxious to have us in Eveleth even
when we had a good reason for being there; | can just imagine how they’d have behaved if we'd
come out of curiogty.”

“l can't,” Har said. “And | don't want to. But | have a few more questions.”

“About the Shee?’ Alethia said.

“No, about Brenn. Thelagt | heard, there were dill four or five nobles and First Lord Stethan
who hadn’'t answered our request for troops, and | want to know whether any of them ever did.”

The tak turned to afairs in Brenn. Alethia was dmog glad of the change in the conversation;
she wanted more time to think over some of the things her mother had said.

She had more time to ponder than she expected; the journey back to Brenn took Sx days. The
trip itsdf was uneventful, but as they neared the edge of the forest the scouts brought back disturbing
news of a great amy of Alkyrans camped around Brenn.

As s00n as the news arrived, Bracor sent messengers to Brenn to discover what had occurred.
Alethiainssted on riding to the edge of the forest with them, to see Brenn for hersdf, accompanied
by Murn and Har.

The group returned before the messengers, much excited. “The fidds are ful of nobles”
Alethia informed her father as she dismounted. “All of the banners of the Nine Families are there,
even Thiden'sand Gahlon's”

“The Regent isthere, too,” Har said. “You can see his bannersright in front of the East Gates.”

“l could wish they had moved againg the Lithmern as promptly,” Bracor said. He turned to
one of the guards who had accompanied Alethia “Go tdl Lord Herre, the Lady Murn, Lord Vander
and Firgt Lord Gahlon what you have seen, and ask them to come to us”

By the time the messengers returned, dl of the leaders of the various parts of the mixed army
hed arrived in response to Bracor's summons. The firg of the messengers bowed to them dl, then
handed Bracor a seded note. Bracor opened it and began to read. “What does it say?” Har burst
Out.

“I am summoned by the Firg Lords this evening to answer charges of treason,” Bracor
answered without surprise. He handed the paper to Gahlon with a grimeace.

“Treason is a serious matter,” Lord Vander said worriedly.

-*1 don’t think it's as bad as you fear,” Gahlon said, looking up from the note, “Not dl of the
other First Lords support this charge; there are only four sedls on this letter.”

“Hrd Lord Thiden can't support it,” Alethia said. “If he did, he would be guilty too; his men
were a Coldwel with us”

“Having two Firg Lords involved will only make the charge more serious” Bracor said. He
shook his head. “1 expected this to happen—but not so soon.”



“Wel, what difference does it make?’” Har said impatiently. “Alethia is going to be Queen, and
you haven't committed any treason againg her.”

The Shee commander laughed. “I think this will be an interesting medting! | hope you will not
mindif | come with you, Lord Bracor?’

“We dill have to convince the Conclave of Firgt Lords that Alethia should rule Alkyra,” Gahlon
pointed out to Har. “I don't think that will be easy.”

“Let one of them try on the Crown,” Har suggested nadlily. “That should settle things in a
hurry.”

“No!” sad Alethia. “How can you joke about such a thing?” She remembered raw power
coursng through the ornamenta metal and shivered.

“Are you certain that this is the best time to tdl them about the Gifts?” Lord Vander asked a
litle nervoudy.

“I mug tdl them sometime,” Alethia said. “1 would rather get it over with now. And they are
conveniently on our doorstep.”

“| think we should dl go to meet with the First Lords tonight,” Murn said. “They will find it
more difficult to deny your right to the throne if they redize that the Wyrds, the Shee, and the Neira
have dready accepted you.”

Gahlon chuckled softly. “I would not miss this meeting if you offered me the Crown itsdlf. The
Frgt Lords are going to be very annoyed.”

“Will you wear the Crown?’ Har asked Alethia

“No,” sad Alethig, thinking again of that raw power. “Not until | must.”

“You should take it with you, though,” Gahlon said quickly. “And the Gifts as wel. We will
need them to convince the lords that you are truly meant to be Queen.”

Vander frowned. “Isit wise to risk treasures of such vaue? The Lords could Smply seize them
al”

“No they can not,” Alethia said. “They cannot possibly take the Gifts away from me” Her
voice was quiet, but none doubted her statement.

They Ieft camp early that evening. Murn, Maurin, Jordet and Larissdama each carried one of
the four Gifts muffled under their cloaks, Alethia hersdlf held the Crown. There was an ar of great
tengon about the group. No one spoke.

They were met hafway to the dty by nine guards, each wearing the badge of a different First
Lord. The men seemed uneasy about their duty, and cast frequent glances at Murn, Herre, Jordet
and Larissdlama as they rode toward the large tent where the Firgt Lords and the Regent waited.

As she entered the tent, Alethia saw a long table. Eight of the nine First Lords were seated
dong one gde of it, with the Regent behind them. The ninth chair, Gahlon's seat, was empty, and
one of the lords moationed Gahlon toward it.

“Thank you, Stethan, but | cannot take the seat you offer,” Gahlon said, bowing. “If Bracor is
quilty of treason, then | am aso, and | cannot join you.”

Alehia noticed Lord Thiden shift uncomfortably in his place midway around the table. She
looked back at Gahlon, who amiled dightly as he took one of the seats on the same Sde of the table
as Bracor and the rest of the party. Alethia suppressed an answering amile and seated hersdf beside
her father, scanning the lords for any Sgn of support or sympathy.

The Regent cleared his throat officioudy. “Lord Bracor, the charges agang you are very grave.
Thet is why we have come to you, insead of summoning you to the Conclave, as is the usud

“The charges are obvioudy judtified,” alarge blond man at the end of the table said. “Why, he
has the effrontery to bring his demonic alies with him! What more proof do we need?’



“Peace, Orlin,” one of the others growled. “1 know your views. There has been far too much
talk of demons for my taste. You forget that Lord Bracor has the right to answer the charges, and |
for one would hear what he has to say!”

“Yes” sad another. “I understand there are a large number of Lithmern prisoners with the
amy. If Lord Bracor was correct about the threat of invason, | do not see that we can condemn his
actions”

“Jug what are the charges, my lords?’ Bracor asked, making himsdf heard above the din.

“You are charged with high treason, to wit, the making of a compact outsde of Alkyra, without
the consent of the Conclave of the First Lords or of the Regent of Alkyra, for the purpose of
enhancing your own power to the detriment of the country of Alkyra” the Regent sad rapidly.
“What will you answer?’

“Why, it is obvious that | cannot be guilty, my lord,” Bracor said.

“How can you say s07’ one of the First Lords shouted. “Your dlies St right next to you; how
can you deny them?’

“l do not deny that the Wyrds, the Shee and the Neira offered me an dliance, which |
accepted,” Bracor said camly. “But when Kird founded Alkyra, he was made King by an aliance of
dl four of the races of Lyra, to rule over dl. Therefore | have not made a compact outside of Alkyra,
and the charges are void.”

Severd of the lords smiled in appreciation, but First Lord Stethan frowned. “Insde or outsde
Alkyra, itisdl the same to me. What of the charge of enhancing your own might? Can you deny that
you command the army that is camped out there in the forest?’

“But my father does not command the amy,” Alethia said softly, before Bracor could reply. “I
do.”

“l am afraid that Lord Bracor cannot escape through such an obvious legd fiction,” Lord Orlin
sneered. “Putting his daughter in command of the army is hardly bdlievable”

“l do not command as his daughter, but in my own right,” Alethia said.

“Oh?" Stethan said in tones of polite disbdlief. “And what right have you to command such an
amy without the consent of the Conclave? Perhaps we should charge you with treason as well.”

Some of the First Lords laughed. Alethid s eyes narrowed, and she rose. “Thisismy right,” she
sad. She brought her hands from benegth her cloak, reveding the Crown of Alkyra

A gunned dlence fal within the tent. Alethia nodded once, and Murn, Maurin, Jordet and
Larissdlama rose and stepped away from the table. With smultaneous movements, they swept the
wrgpping from the four Giftsthey carried. The slence deegpened.

“l see you recognize these,” Alethia said. “They were given to Kird to hdp him rule the four
peoples. | have found them and brought them back to Alkyra, and | will use them as he did.”

“Itsatrick,” someone croaked.

“It is no trick,” Alethia said gently. Sowly, she raised the Crown and placed it upon her own
head. It burdt into scintillaing fire. Alethid's eyes swept the Firgt Lords. “You know, as dl Alkyra
knows, what the Crown is and what it means” she said. “Only | may wear it and live if | open the
flgp of this tent and step outside, every manin your amieswill kned to me, so long as | weer it.”

“Every man in the army? No!” Heads turned as the Regent rose and stepped forward. No
one spoke as he walked around the table toward Alethig the First Lords were too astonished by the
uncharacterigic note of decison in the Regent’s voice, and the others waited for some sgn from
Alehia Alethia stood frozen, feding the cold knowledge of falure The Regent must be certan
indeed of the reaction of the First Lords, or he would not risk being publicly overruled.

“No,” the Regent of Alkyra continued, “not every man in the amy but every man in Alkyra
dhdl kned to you, and | shdl be the firg of them.” Tears glittered in his brown eyes. Suddenly he
turned to the First Lords. “I have been Regent of this land for twenty years, and my father before
me, and hisfather,” he said in a strong, clear voice. “I was sworn to hold the throne and rule the land



until the Wearer of the Crown returned.” He turned back to Alethia and abruptly kndt before her.
“Alethia Td’ anh, you wear Kird’s Crown and you bear his coronation gifts. My oath isfulfilled.”

A murmur of surprise swept the tent, changing swiftly to congternation as the First Lords
redized what had happened. No matter how badly diminished the powers of the Regent had
become, he dill held the right to give up his authority to the rightful ruler of Alkyra. The few who, in
the stress of the sudden reappearance of the Crown, had remembered that authority had expected
the Regent to abide by their decison; no one had expected him to voluntarily relinquish his position.

Sowly, Firg Lord Thiden stood and came to kned beside the Regent. One by one, the other
Frgt Lords followed. A few, notably the Lords Stethan and Orlin, seemed reluctant, but now thet the
Regent had acknowledged Alethia and relinquished his authority to her, none of them could deny her
without himsdf committing treason.

Alethia was aware of Har's broad, hdf-disbdieving grin, the rdief on the faces of the Shee,
and Wyrds, and the stunned expressions of the First Lords. Around her the jewdled gifts glittered,
filling the tent with pinpoints of prismatic color. Behind her were her inhuman friends—the proud
Shee, the earthy Wyrd, the shimmering Neira—who called her Queen. And before her knelt the man
who, for dl the days of her childhood, she had cdled her ruler. The redizaion flooded her: now,
indeed, she was truly Queen.

And the four peoples of Alkyra were united again.



EPILOGUE

The coronation was set for the spring. Messengers were sent a once to every part of Alkyra
and beyond, to Kith Alund, to Col Sador, to Ciaron and Rathane, inviting the most important people
of Lyraand thair emissaries to be present. The ceremony would be hdd in Friermuth, the city closest
to the center of Alkyra, and preparations began dmos before the First Lords departed from the
fidds around Brenn.

The Queen remained in Brenn. Her mogt pressing concerns were with the Wyrds and the Shee,
and Brenn was much more convenient for both these peoples than Friermuth. A month sped by on
wings, and messengers began ariving at Styr Td conveying vaiations of polite acceptance of the
invitation to the coronation. The Noble House of Brenn began to think serioudy about leaving for
Friermuth.

Preparations for the departure were nearly complete when Har came storming into the Queen’s
rooms. “Alethia” he demanded, “what is the matter with Maurin? He inads that he isn't coming to
Friermuth at dl. Says he/ s going back to Master Goldar’s caravan, if you please.”

Alehia looked up from a sheaf of papers. “I don’'t know,” she said. She looked down at the
papers and frowned. Sowly, she pushed them away and turned thoughtfully back to Har. “I don’t
know,” she repeated. “I've seen little of him since Coldwell Pass...” She gestured at the litter of
documents.

“l know you are busy, Allie, with bigger problems than a moping Trader,” Har said, “but I'm
worried about Maurin. HE's been evasve and bad tempered since we returned to Brenn, and he
hasn't come near Styr Td. | thought if perhaps it was something I'd said or done, he might have told
you “l am not privy to Maurin's confidences,” Alethia snapped. She pulled her papers back in front
of her, but her brother ignored this hint that the conversation was over. “Look, Allie you could talk
to him—"

“l don't see what good that would do,” Alethia said. “ Besides, Maurin has made no attempt to
see me, dther after the battle or here in Brenn. | hardly think he'd be interested in anything | could
sy tohim.”

“Oh, isthat what has made you cross?” Har sat down on the edge of the table and looked into
hissgter’s eyes, which were identicd to his own. “But you are a Queen now, Allie”

“l can hardly forget,” Alethiasaid dryly.

“Wdl, | had problems enough getting Maurin to vist Styr Td when we were just an ordinary
Noble Family, because he was worried about the way it would look. Now that you're Queen of
Alkyra, he's probably—"

Alehids eyes narrowed suddenly into green diagond dits. “Ha—tell Maurin to go out to the
back of the stables, a noon. Don't tdl him why, but make sure he goes.”

Har looked at his sdter asif she'd taken leave of her senses, then shrugged and went to find his
friend. Alethiawas buried back in her papers before he' d left the room, but her attention was not on
them.

Maurin crossed the courtyard of Styr Te and walked towards the old stables. He had no idea
why Har wanted to meet him there, but Har had been inggent and he suspected that it had to do
with his decison to leave Brenn with the caravan. Har had tried to tak him out of it, but his
objections would make no difference in the end.

He turned the corner and stopped short. Har was nowhere in Sght, but Alethia was standing
with her arm raised, poised to throw the dagger she held at the battered san-seri target hung on the



courtyard wal. Her hair was braided and wound in a crown around her head, and it shone in the
aunlight. Maurin drew a deep breath and started to back away.

“Maurin, don't you dare leave without even taking to me” Alethia said without turning. Her
am came down and the dagger flew far and true to the top of the target, completing the diamond
pattern she was forming. She walked to the target and retrieved her knives, then turned and walked
over to him.

“l promised you arematch,” she said, and handed him the rack of green-handled daggers. Not
knowing what else to do, Maurin took his place in slence. They tossed a coin for firg throw, and
Alethiawon.

For the fird few throws, nether spoke. Alethia broke the slence. “1 understand you are
planning to return to the caravans.”

“High Lady, itiswhat | am trained for,” Maurin replied, kegping his eyes on the target.

“Don't ‘High Lady’ me!” Alethiasaid. “Why are you going?’

“Itiswhat | am trained for,” Maurin repeated. His next throw went badly astray.

“Thet is nonsense,” Alethia said flatly. She turned to face him. “When Har told me, | thought
maybe you redly wanted to go back to the Traders, but now | can see that you don't. Going back
makes you miserable, and staying makes you miserable. Why?’

“Alghia | can't say,” Maurin said, abandoning his pretense of cam. “Don't ask me why.
Please”

“| thought s0,” Alethia said. “Maurin Atuvd, it is your fault that | am in this mess, and if you
think you can just walk away because of some misguided idea of what is proper, you are dead
wrong.” Alethiaglared at him.

“My fault? My fault! Did | make you Queen of Alkyra?” Maurin asked bitterly.

“Yed” Alehia retorted. “If | hadn’'t seen that soldier trying to chop you in hdf | never would
have put the Crown on, and they never could have inasted thet | have to keep wearing it! How can
you be so blind!”

“The Queen of Alkyra can't consort with a caravan guard,” Maurin said, goaded beyond
caution. “What good does it do me to stay?’

“You aren’t a caravan guard, you're a Journeyman Trader, and the Queen of Alkyra can do
whatever the Black she pleases!” Alethia said vehemently. She glared at the Trader. “And if she
wants her husband to come to her coronation, who's going to stop her?’

Maurin's jaw dropped. “Alethia...” hesaidun-certainly, “you don’t mean it?’

“Am | going to have to kidnap you to convince you?' Alethia said, exasperated. “1 have had
firghand experience, you know; I'm sure | could persuade Har and Jordet to do it. And Tangnis a
mingrd, so he could marry us—unless you don't want to?’" she added quickly.

“Want to!” Maurin swallowed. “But what will the Nobles say?’

“l don't care!l” Alethia said angrily. “I’'m doing what they want; they can judt live with a little bit
of what | want.”

A dow gmile spread across Maurin's face. “Then what can | do but obey the dictates of my
Queen?’

“l knew you would see it my way,” Alethia said sweetly, and Maurin laughed and gathered her
into hisarms.

The wedding was a quiet one. The guests were few, but among them were the most prominent
members of the four races, induding the heroes of Coldwel Pass. Tansn Lerol performed the
ceremony and at the wedding feast he sang a new bdlad about the finding of the Crown. Alethia
amiled as he sang, but when the lay described the Shadow-born, she clutched Maurin's hand
beneath the table.



Two weeks later, Alethia and her family left for Friermuth. The notables of Alkyra had been
gathering for some time. The nine Firs Nobles and the former Regent were adready present,
preparing for the formal recognition ceremony. Lesser nobles were ariving in a steady stream, and
the non-humans were dso reaching the dty in increasing numbers. The citizens of Friermuth quickly
became accustomed to the exatic shapes of Wyrds, Shee and Neira passing dong thair streets, but
even the most complacent were shaken by the arrival of Queen Iniscara and her escort. Iniscara was
robed in slver and rode a horse of jet black; her guards, in ther black and dlver, sat astride horses
white as ice. With their uniformly white hair and green eyes they presented a driking picture indeed
as they rode dowly through the town to their quarters.

The foragn ambassadors began ariving soon after Alethia reached Friermuth. Blythe
Kyd-Semrud, head of one of Kith Alund’s mogt ancient and noble families, was the fird to arrive.
He was followed closdly by Ardyne Dohstid of Rathane, cousin to the ruler of the city and one of its
modt influentid citizens. Prince Staryl Dundevic came from Col Sador, bringing with him the Knights
of the Sword to resffirm their long friendship with Alkyra.

It soon became apparent that there was no building in Friermuth large enough to contain the
throng of people who expected to attend the coronation. A few days before the ceremony, one of
the Firgt Lords brought Alethiaalig of people from which to pick and choose those who would be
dlowed to attend, but Alethiarefused to even look at it. “1 am going to be Queen of dl Alkyra” she
told the astonished Lord, “and | am not going to start by annoying three-quarters of the people who
have come to see me”

“Someone will have to choose,” the Lord replied, a trifle disgruntled. “I told you, there is no
building large enough to hold dl the common folk. A few representatives, perhaps, but no more”

“Then make the Nobles stand in the street aswdl,” Alethiasaid camly.

The Firg Lord stared. Obvioudy, he thought, her new postion had gone to the girl’s head.
Petiently, he began to repeat the objections and recommendations he had brought with him, but
Alethia cut im short.

“l have told you that | am not going to dlow anyone who has traveled dl the way to Friermuth
judt to see the coronation to be turned away,” she said. “Either find a place that everyone will fit, or
move the Nobles.”

“But there is no such placel” the harassed Lord said. “And you can’'t deny the Nobles; you'll
make enemied”

Alethia smiled. “What about Starmorning Held?’

“It's certainly large enough,” the Firgt Lord said, considering. “But you can’'t be crowned out in
themiddle of afidd!”

“Why not?’ Alethia asked. “But of course, you can dways move the Nobles.”

In the end, Alethia had her way. The coronation was held in the middle of Starmorning Field,
jus outsde Friermuth, before the largest crowd of Lords, Nobles, ambassadors, and common
people ever assembled in one place in Alkyran higory.

The procession that escorted Alethia from Friermuth to Starmorning Fed was an impressive
one. The guild representatives came fird, each digplaying the banner of his guild and the banner of
the Lord who sponsored them. Next came the soldiers who had fought at Brenn and Coldwell.
Ranks of Alkyran footsoldiers were followed by Wyrd bowmen and Shee cavary, with the Neiran
heders a the rear of the army.

The lesser Nobles of Alkyra were next, each with his escort digplaying his banner and the
midnight blue and gold of Alkyra They seemed to keep coming forever; every Lord of every city in
Alkyra was determined to take some part, however samdl, in the coronation of the country’s firg
ruler in three hundred years, and Alethia had not alowed anyone to be left out.

The Alkyran Nobles were followed by the Lords of the Shee and the Arkons of the Wyrd
Glens, excepting Murn. Next were the Nine Families of Alkyra which had supported Kird when he



founded the country and destroyed the last of the Wyrms in the Snake Mountains. The Firgt Lords,
the heads of the Nine Families, rode in the middle of their respective households.

As the Vddatha wizards rode into sght behind the Nine Families, the crowds that lined the
road hushed. For many, this was the closest they had ever come to magic, and aready legends were
soringing up around the battle at Coldwel Pass. The Vedatha were certainly impressive with ther
white hair and blue robes and the Crown of the Ve datha upon every head.

The vigting Lords and Princes and ambassadors were next, just before the rulers of the four
peoples. Iniscara, Murn, Merissallan, and Regent Mikrad rode abreast, each carrying one of Kird’s
four coronation Gifts Behind them was Reud, the Grand Master of the Mingtrds himsdf, with the
Grown of Alkyra, and then, at last, came Alethia and Maurin in the midnight blue and gold of
Alkyran roydty.

Evenwith dl of Starmorning Field to hold them, it seemed that the people who lined the roads
would never be able to fit around the raised platform where the ceremony would take place, but
when the procession reached its end there was room for everyone. Alethia and Maurin mounted the
steps together. Behind them came Reud, carrying the Crown, and the crowd quieted.

The Grand Master of the Mingrds raised the Crown above his head, and it flashed in the
aurHight. In a clear voice that carried to the very edge of Starmorning Field, Reud told again the
gory of Kirel the Founder and the Alliance of Wyrds, Shee, Neira and Men which became the Land
of Alkyra He ended with Kird’s Promise, sometimes called Kird’s Oath, and Alethia repeated it
after him:

“By the power of the Sword will 1 win justice for this land; by the power of the Shidd will |
guard it wisdy; by the power of the Cup will | hold it in mercy; by the power of the Staff will | rule it
in peace. This| promise to dl the people in the light of the Crown before you.”

Alethiakndt, and Reud stood motionless for a long moment with the Crown upheld. Then he
lowered the Crown onto Alethia's head, and the fidd rang with cheers.

“Congratulations, Your Mgesty,” Maurin whispered to Alethia as she rose.

“I'm il not sure thiswas agood idea,” she sad dryly, in a voice so low Maurin could hardly
hear it over the cheering.

“Wdl, it's too late to back out now, so enjoy it while you can; the work will start soon
enough,” her hushand replied. “Speaking of which, straighten your Crown; there are people coming
up to see you.” Alethia suppressed laughter as she turned regdly to receive the forma dlegiance of
the Nobles and guild-masters who were coming up the steps of the platform.
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“By the power of the Sword will | win justice for this land; by the power of the Shield
will I guard it wisdly; by the power of the Cup will I hold it in mercy; by the power of the Staff
will I ruleit in peace. This| promise to all the people in the light of the Crown before you.”
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