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ONE
Favor the deceit

1
In all the Inpire, there was no nore prosperous province than the island of
Kith. Ever since its conquest in the expansive days of the Xth Dynasty, it had
been the inps' nmain bastion in the Sumer Seas.
It had rich mines, fertile farm and, and a substantial shipping industry. Once
in a while a typhoon would do sone danmage, or dragons m ght |ay waste al ong the
nort heast shore, but neither had troubled the western coast in centuries, and
there the city of Finrain was the largest and richest on the island, as well as
the greatest port.
Ports needed sailors. The best sailors were jotnar. Inps had good reason to be
junpy when there were jotnar around, and they firmy encouraged the sail ors who
manned Finrain's shipping to nmake their hones at Durthing, a couple of hours to
the sout h-cl ose enough to be handy, but distant enough that their violent
i mpul ses could do no danage to Finrain itself, nor its citizens
Durthing was hone also to a fewtrolls, nmobst of them descendants of slaves
imported fromthe Mosweeps, because the aboriginal popul ation had pretty mnuch
died out after the Inpire came. There were al so sone m xed bl oods, and of course
gnhones to handl e the sanitary arrangenents. There were even a few inps, but any
imp who chose to live in a jotunnish settlenent nust have very good reasons, of
the sort that were better not discussed.
Lately, a young sailor of mxed faun-jotunn ancestry had taken up resi dence.
Al t hough he had been a thrall purchased at enornous expense by Gathnor, the new
mast er of Storndancer, he had subsequently been given his freedom Wthin
limts. Hs shipmates did not exactly take turns at keeping an eye on him but
Well, he was a good kid and never | acked for conpany. He had shown no
interest in departing, anyway, but he was much too valuable to be allowed the
opportunity. Moreover, there was only one |land road out of Durthing, and it ran
by a post of the Inperial arny. |Inps were notoriously nosy.
Its fondest resident could not have called Durthing a town, and barely even a
village, for its huts and hovel s were scattered at random around the sides of a
shal | ow, bow -shaped hollow. The only break in the bow's symetry was a notch
where the sea had broken through, back before the ol dest Gods. Wth clear, calm
wat er and snooth sand for beaching, the near-circular bay was one of the finest
harbors in all of Pandem a. Three little streans watered the slopes, the sea
teemed with fish, and the climte was perfect. Usually a dozen ships |ay
anchored there, or pulled up on the beach, and nost often two or three nore were
under construction
There was no formal land law in Durthing, for there was no formal law at all
The sea was a denmandi ng ni stress and whenever she stole a lover fromhis fanly,
hi s home was soon abandoned to weeds and swal | owed up by scrubby woodl and.
A woman bereft must find herself another protector at once, and her children
likely died soon anyway. Even anong jotnar, few men would actually kill a child
in cold blood, but even fewer would care overrmuch for brats spawned by a
predecessor. The work was done by negl ect and indifference, or in mndless
drunken rages. A wi dow who did not find another guardi an was soon driven out by
the other wonmen and vani shed into the nightmare slunms of Finrain.
But in every evil there was sonme good, as the priests said, and housing was thus
no problemfor a newconer. He m ght pick a pleasant spot not too far from one of
the streans and build the honme of his dreams, or he could just nove into one of
the enpties. The selection was w de: inpish wooden shacks, or |ow, dark sod
hovel s of the Nordl and type favored by jotnar, or the ranbling piles of masonry
constructed by trolls. There were al so sonme abandoned gnonme burrows, but even
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the rats shunned those.

The faun had sel ected an ancient | og cabin off by itself, and | abored to make it
shi pshape while he settled down to |life as a sailor. After every voyage he added
nmore i nprovenents. The nonths slipped by inperceptibly in that silken hal cyon
climte, and spring had beconme sunmer already.

2

Far to the east, under a harsher sun, the caravan road fromthe great port of

U lacarn ran eastward through the foothills of the Progistes before sw nging
north to branch and divide and becone a skein of paths into the Central Desert.
Squeezed between sand and mountains, the single way was known to the nerchants
as the Gauntlet. Their guards called it the Sl aughterhouse. In sonme places the
road was so constricted that drivers heading seaward coul d shout insults or
greetings to those bound for the interior, while the bells on their respective
camels rang in rondel et together. Many trader trains came through there, but not
as many as tried, for banditry was the main source of enploynment in the
district. The names of the passes told the tale: Bone Pass, Bodkin's Eye, One
Qut, Bloody Spring, H gh Death, Low Death, Buzzard's G zzard, and Ei ght Men
Dead.

Addi tional guards could be hired at either end of the Gauntlet, but they m ght
not be of authentic royal blood. The genuine lionslayers distrusted them
utterly, and with good reason

After many weeks of trekking across the wastes of Zark, the caravan | ed by the
vener abl e Shei k El karath had come at last to the Gauntlet. A few dangerous days
ahead lay the fair city of Ulacam representing rest, profit, and well -earned
confort. The camels that had borne necessities to the hunble fol k of the
interior-shovels and mattocks of tough dwarvish steel, cunning elvish dyestuffs,
strong linen thread-were | aden now with produce that the rest of Pandem a woul d
greet as luxuries: wool of nountain goats and bright rugs woven fromit, uncut
eneral ds, and durable garnments of |eather or canmel hair, crafted by hunbl e,
hungry fol k, whose only resource was unlimted tine.

Many times in a long life, the sheik had traversed the Gauntlet. He had mnet

vi ol ence there on occasion, yet he had never suffered | oss of man or substance.
If pressed to explain his remarkabl e good fortune, he would nerely smle
cryptically into his snow beard and speak of vigilance and devotion to the
precepts of holy wit. This tinme, he was confident, his passage woul d be
simlarly untroubled. This time his party was no | arger nor richer than it had
been in the past.

Portly and dignified, Sheik El karath rode high on his canel, serenely surveying
the sun-bl asted rocky | andscape from under his snowbank brows as he led his |ong
train down to the Casis of Tall Cranes. Here he was in the very center of the
Gauntl et, the nost dangerous stretch of all. The barren crags around him
conceal ed a dozen dark ravines that only the | ocals knew, any one of which m ght
hold a band of armed brigands lying in wait. The jagged peaks of the Progistes
pressed cl ose al ong the northwestern skyline.

The tiny settlement in the valley bel ow conprised a few dozen adobe houses, a
wel come pond of clear water, and a hundred or so gangly palmtrees. It owned no
m nes and grew no crops of any substance. Yet the people of Tall Cranes were
wel | fed and prosperous. Their paddocks held many fine canmels. Ampong ot her
peoples, all djinns had a reputation for perfidy, but within Zark itself, the

i nhabitants of Tall Cranes were notorious.

From | ong experience, Sheik El karath anticipated a productive eveni ng of
tradi ng. Always he brought gold to Tall Cranes, because the elders would accept
nothing less for the jewels and crafts and livestock they offered. To inquire
into the source of their wealth woul d have been grossly discourteous and

i nsanely rash.

Behi nd the sheik, tall in the saddle, rode his chief guard. By the ancient
tradition of the canel roads, he was referred to always as First Lionslayer. In
his case the anonymty was especially val uabl e, because that spectacul ar young
man was Sultan Azak of Arakkaran, literally worth a king's ransom Mich farther
back in the caravan, the young wonan professing to be his wife was Queen
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I nosol an of Krasnegar. She, however, would be worth nothing to the average

ki dnapper, except brief carnal satisfaction. To the wardens, the four occult
guardi ans of the world, she was apparently worth consi derably nore.

But Shei k El karath woul d not be speaking of magic, or politics, during his visit
to the Casis of Tall Cranes.

3

Qgi called out, "Shipmate ahoy!" as he drew near to the faun's cabin. The sun
had only just set and he was quite visible as he came through the | ow shrubs and
spindly trees, but life in a jotunn settlenment |ike Durthing nade caution second
nature to a nman-startle a jotunn and he mght kill first and apol ogi ze | ater.
Sone woul d not apol ogi ze even then

The hammreri ng ceased, and a nmonent |ater Rap's face appeared in the w ndow, a
honely face bel ow a mop of brown hair like a tangle of dry ferns. He w ped his
forehead with a bare arm

"CGot some carp,"” QOgi yelled, holding themup. "And w ne!"

"Wne? What's the occasion?"

"Just thought a working man mght |ike a break
The faun smled his usual diffident little snmle. "Geat!" he shouted, and

di sappear ed.

Qgi headed over to the fire pit and was pleased to discover a few |live enbers
remai ni ng. He added sonme twigs and blew up a flame. Then he settled on a boul der
and nmade certain that the wine had survived the journey unharned.

A gray bird flewin to perch on a twig and eye himw th deep suspicion. There
were rocks enough to seat at |east a dozen nore people, so whoever had built it
must have had a large fanmily ... no, the shack was small, so he'd just enjoyed
throw ng big parties. It was a pleasant spot, though, set in alittle dell and
sheltered fromthe tropic sun by a couple of half-decent treesin Durthing any
wort hwhil e tinber soon vani shed into cooking fires-but too far froma spring to
be a prime location; nmore private than nost.

In a few minutes Rap cane wandering out, pulling on a shirt. He was stil

com cal |y nodest about cl othing, considering the conplete absence of privacy in
a sailor's working life, but a good | ad, steady beyond his years. In appearance
he was pretty much straight faun, except for his hair and his size, and he had a
faun's disinclination to conformto social pressures. Like being cleanshaven,
for instance. He was the only man on Storndancer not trying to grow a fl oorbrush
must ache li ke Gathnmor's. He was also the only man in Durthing who wore |ong
pants all the tinme.

"One of them s likely Petrel. She's due. Don't know the other."

Ships arriving were always of interest, but the juvenile forest around Rap's
cabin bl ocked a clear view of the harbor. He, of course, could see through
anything, but either the ships were still out of his range or he just didn't
care much. He sat down again and stared at the flickering flanes in silence.

The swift tropical dark was settling in all around, and the birdcalls were
fading away. Bright snoke and sparks and crackling fire ... oversexed crickets
racketing already ... It was a pl easant night.

As Qgi cut off the fish heads, he tossed them over his shoul der for dogs or
gnhonmes to find. Likew se, when he slit the bellies, he scraped out the guts on
the dirt behind him Quite likely there would be a gnonme child or two hovering
near by already, drawn by the fire.

"Somet hi ng wong?" QOgi asked.

Rap had been staring fixedly at the flanes. He smiled faintly and shrugged.
"Not hi ng you can help with."

"Pl ease yourself. But if you want to talk it out to a friend, |I'm avail able. And
despite what you may have been told ever since you were weaned, sone inmps can
keep secrets."

That brought the little snile again, briefly, and Ogi realized that the w de
faun mouth al nost never smiled nore than that. "It's just that |I'mnot finding
it easy settling down here." Yes, that was very odd.

"Durthing's not perfect,” QOgi said loyally, "but there's nowhere nmuch better.
You' ve gotten yourself a pretty fair house there for just the cost of a few
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days' work, and there's a very w de selection of girls. | know of |lots who'd be
willing to help you fill it with babies."

Rap shudder ed.

"You get used to the little pests," Qgi said conplacently. Uala had two now and
anot her on the way already. Perhaps twins, the way she was bulging. "At tines
they're quite I ovable. Don't quote ne."

Rap went back to staring at flanes.

There was a nystery even about the way the kid had gotten to Faerie in the first
pl ace, and it probably involved magic. QOgi was enough of a sailor to dislike

tal king about that. Still, it was curious.

Ogi often wondered whether that was just another of his odd ideas about
propriety, or if he was touchy about his faun | egs. There were a | ot of things
about himthat puzzled Ogi. Already the fire was crackling nicely. Qgi began
peeling onions. Rap settled on the next boul der, w ping his forehead again.
"Working too hard! Meant to go for a swm" He hefted the wine jar an tilted his
head for a I ong, hard sw g-which was a pl easant surprise to the inp. Mybe
getting himdrunk tonight wouldn't be the swine of a job they'd expected.

Rap | owered the flask with a gasp. "I'Il go later."

"Hey, swinming in the dark . . . Al right, smarty, you needn't smirk |ike that!
" Qgi did not usually cluck Iike a nother hen, but young Rap was a newconer to
swiming. "So it's not dangerous for you-but don't go too soon after you've
eaten, okay?" In any case, certain parties had plans for this sailor's evening,
and swi mming was not anong them He'd get to those later. "How s the buil der

doi ng?"

"Conme and see?" Rap asked shyly. He junped up and led the way over to the little
hovel he now called honme. It was a lot nore honelike than it had been two nonths
before, and he proudly displayed his |atest achi evenent, a shutter for the

wi ndow. It would keep rain out, if not wind. He had no furniture yet except a
hammck and a chair, although Ogi had often offered to | end hi msonme noney to
get settled in. At suitable interest rates, of course.

As al ways, Ogi wondered why a faun jotunn hybrid had chosen an inpish shack. In
their honel and of Sysanasso, fauns lived in flinmsy huts of w cker and thatch,
and yet Rap had sel ected an ancient | og cabin, built by sone long-lost inp in
this lonely dell. He had seenmed surprised that his choice would surprise anyone,
mutteri ng somet hi ng about his homet own being inpish even if he wasn't. To have
pi cked sonewhere | ess isolated woul d have seened nore friendly.

He had fixed the roof and nade the place quite astonishingly clean. Qgi viewed,
adm red, and conplinented. Then they headed back to the fire pit and the w ne.
Ogi proposed a few toasts, and got some nore of the wine into the kid that way.
Then he pulled out the day's catch and set to work cleaning them

"Arrival s? " Rap nuttered, peering over his head, apparently at the stringy
trees.

"Agirl, was it?" he asked softly. "Or a dreanP"

"Agirl," Rap told the fire, "but not the way you nean."

"Son, I've tried every way there is," Ogi said nostalgically. Rap winkled his
wi de faun nose. "A prom se, then."

"What sort of pronise?"

Rap shot hima brief, cryptic glance. "A crazy one." He took another swall ow
fromthe wine jar and wi ped his nouth with the back of his hand. "I don't really
want to be a sailor. There's the nub."

He wasn't going to be very popular if Gathnor heard himtalking like that. O
any jotunn, for that matter.

"Then you're fooling all of us, buddy. There was tal k you m ght be nade
coxswain's mate when Larg got pronoted." Rap snorted disbelievingly and went
back to | eaning el bows on knees. He'd rowed to Faerie and back three tinmes now.
Men grew fast at his age, and he had a rower's shoul ders already. He was going
to need those tonight-for a noment Ogi felt a gloating touch of avarice. Lovely
gol d!' Then he wet a finger and flipped a drop of spit at the griddle. It hissed
and danced satisfactorily. He threw on the onions and began buttering the fish
with his dagger.

"Gat hnor said he paid forty-six inperials for ne and the goblin," Rap murnured.
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"If | save all | can, how long would it take ne to pay it off?"

"Wth interest, about thirty-nine hundred years."

"Ch-that soon, you think?"

"Be realistic, Rap! If you were Gathnor, would you | et you go? Your farsight's
beyond any price to him He loves his ship, he's responsible for his crew he
isn't going to let you go. "

The faun sighed and fell silent.

Hi s farsight talent made hi muni que, of course, and yet it was a freakish thing.
St or ndancer had not needed it since his first voyage. H s subsequent trips had
been hard work, with too much rowi ng and not enough sailing, but conpletely
unevent f ul

And the | ad had nore to himthan just an occult knack. He had the nakings of a
very fine sailor. He was conpetent and trustworthy. He never conpl ai ned or

pi cked fights. He did whatever he was told to do as if he were grateful for the
opportunity. Even without his farsight, he was not a man Gat hnor would readily
let slip away. Alnost all the unattached girls in Durthing were giving serious
thought to the big faun, too.

"They say," Qgi renmarked, "that happiness is pretending you al ways want ed what
you're getting. "

Rap chuckl ed, but he kept his gaze on the flanes.

Qgi began to feel worried. If the kid was out of sorts, then tonight's operation
m ght turn into a disaster. Before he could explore that possibility, Rap spoke.
"You're an inp. Wiy d' you live anpbng these nmaniacs?" Ogi twitched nervously. "I
suggest you don't say that word too |oud, friend. And you shoul dn't ask
questions like that here. "

"Ch! Sorry! Didn't think."

"It's all right with me. 1I'll just tell you to mind your own business-"

"But a jotunn would knock ny head off," Rap finished. "That's what | neant."
"And you don't need to ask anyway. The only possible reason a nonjotunn woul d
live here is that it's pleasanter than the inperor's jails. Cone on, lad-it's a
great life! Space and freedom Wnen? You don't get wonmen in jail unless you're
real rich. Enjoy it!"

None of which was true in Qgi's case. He had never fallen afoul of the | aw, and
he lived in Durthing sinply because he | oved the sea and | oved being a sailor.
Troubl e was, the only possible explanation for that was nuch harder to talk
about than a crimnal past would have been. He knew his grandfather had died
when jotunn raiders razed Kol vane; his father had been a post hunous baby.

Al though the fam |y woul d never discuss the matter, and although Ogi hinself was
i mpi shly short and broad and swarthy, he was quite certain that he nust be
one-quarter jotunn. To say so would greatly boost his standing in Durthing and
anong Storndancer's crew, but it would increase his risks, too, and the kidding
woul d never end. Qgi was not enough of a jotunn to find such matters funny.

"But they are maniacs," Rap nmuttered. "Kani's still after me to go pick a fight
wi th soneone. Wiy, for the Good's sake? |'ve shown |'I| defend nyself!"

Qgi began flipping fish over with the point of his dagger. He hadn't neant to
raise the matter yet, and the kid wasn't close to drunk. "Wll, there's a

difference, Rap."

"What sort of difference?"

He passed the wine. "Here-you're not drinking your share! Yes, you've had a
couple of fights. But they don't really count."

Rap put the jar down on the ground beside himand fixed a cold gaze on his
conpani on. "Don't count? Wy not?"

The carp were done. Feeling his nouth watering already, Ogi began scooping them
onto the platters with his dagger. At |east he need not look his friend in the

eye whil e doing so. He hoped they would still be friends tonorrow.

"You know the standings round here,. Rap. Lowest are the nonjotunn, like ne.
Especially me, 'cause jotnar rank inps just barely above gnones. Then the part
jotunn, like you. Fauns are quite well thought of, actually-probably because

they're so pi gheaded that they never know when they're beaten-and you' re al nost
jotunn size, so you rate just bel ow pure jotunn." He waited, but got no comment.
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He worked nore on the fish. "And then they have their own |levels. Tops are the
Nor dl and-born, |ike Brual-"

"And Kani's a third-generation southerner and hates hinself for it. So? So what
are you getting at?"

"Well, | know a couple of guys decided to try you out. You did very well, too,
but Dirp is a third-generation exile, |ike Kani, and old Hagmad is a second, and
neither is nuch thought of as a fighter. Besides, they were just playing."

"It didn't feel like play," Rap growled. "It bloody hurt!" QOgi had scraped the
griddle clean. He had no option but to hand Rap his platter and neet his eye.

"Tell nme the worst," Rap said sourly. "lI've lost ny appetite already. "

Qgi sighed. "You want them off your back? Well, then, you' ve got to have a punch
party with a full-blooded, Nordland-born jotunn. One of the good ones. "

"Ch, great! | used to think Gathnor was bad--"

"I'"'mnot finished. You' ve got to pick the quarrel, not him Your fight, see? And
you' ve got to make himnmad. Really nmad! W can't settle for just a playfu
testing to see what's in the uppity faun nongrel. You bait himtill he's one
man- eating, homicidal, kill-crazy jotunn, who really wants to smash you. Then-no
mercy! You beat himto ajelly. "

"You lost nme right at the end there."

"I''mserious, Rap. Eat up. More inportant-drink up! You' re new They give new
boys tine, but you've got your rower's arns now. You're |ooking sort of ready,
so you're going to be neasured soon. Today? Tonorrow? Best to pick your own

mat ch, right? The inportant thing is to try for the highest standing you can
possi bly hope to hold on to. In the end that'll nmean a |l ot |ess pain and bl ood
than if they're all using you for practice on the way up."

Rap laid the platter aside and crossed his arnms. "Wat's your part in this?"
This was where Qgi could give the kid sone good news. He spoke with his nouth
full. "lInportant! | found out who Verg and that crazy Kani had picked out for
you: Turbrok! O even Radrik! Gods! They'd have gotten you mained or killed."
Rap put his el bows on his knees and scow ed si deways at his conpani on. "And you
won' t ?"

"Hope not. This fish is delicious. Try it-you need the strength. No, | took
over, and you can trust nme. Sure, |'ve been setting you up, Rap, | admt, but |
know what |'mdoing. " Well, he was three-fourths sure he did. "Setting ne up?"
"Who suggested you take the charmng Willi to the dance?" Rap straightened, taut
and furious. "You told me she wasn't anyone's girl! So did she!"

"Yes, well, she would. They do, here. But what | said was right, so far as
know. No engagenents or understandi ngs. How far have you got with her, by the
way ?"

"M nd your own Evil-begotten business!"

"Awight! But the previous dance she went to with Gindrog. He's been at sea, so
he hasn't squired any | adies since."

Rap groaned. He had turned pale, understandably; in fact his face held a sort of
greenish tinge in the fire's dancing glow. "So he'll assume |'m nuscling in?"
"Well, you are, in the way things are done here. Gindrog never dropped her, you
see. Hi s choice, never hers. And of course, she's pure jotunn, and you're not.
Mongrels aren't all owed near-"

"Bastard! But | shoul d' ve thought of that, at least. God of Liars! You did set
me up, you sneaky bunch of bastards! And | really don't |ike her much. She's all
“Yes, Rap,' “No, Rap,' wthout an original thought in her head. "

Wil I'i was a nmouth-wateringly sweet kid, about sixteen, with the sort of face and
body that the sailors called a shipping hazard-breathtaking, in fact. No male
jotunn would worry at all about her nental processes, pro or con

"Maybe Grindrog doesn't like her either. But that's irrelevant. "

"Petrel ? He's bosun on Petrel ?"

"Right. Don't |et your neal get cold--"

"About twenty-four, twenty-five? Twice ny size, with a cast in one eye and his
nose pushed over to the right? That one?"

"That's him "
"And Petrel just berthed. | suppose there's no chance that he nmight not find
out ?"
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"None what soever," QOgi said conplacently. "Kani's making sure he gets the news

ri ght away, as soon as she beaches, while all his crewmtes are still around to
synpat hi ze. "

Rap picked up his platter absentm ndedly and began to eat, staring into the fire
again. "l've saved up about half an inperial, Qgi. It's on the rafter over the

hammock. You and Kani are ny best friends, and | d like you to share that. My
boots are worth-"

"Ch, shut up! Do you think I'd do that to you?"

Rap gl anced seaward. "Sonmeone's coning now. He'll be here in a mnute. Yes, it's
Kani, running. Coming to tell you that the trap's set? So out with it-what's the
pl oy?" He seenmed to be taking this better than he had done a nonent before.

"You can have one boot, and Kani the other."

"Shut up! Listen-Gindrog hasn't fought in over a year now He chall enged

Rat hkrun hinsel f. Rathkrun put himto sleep for a week."

Rap gul ped, as if swallow ng fish bones.

"But," Qgi said triunmphantly, "he hasn't picked a fight since! Now | happened to
notice himbaiting a hook, last time he was in port. He held it right up here,
on his left. Real close. And he's right-handed! "

Rap chewed in thoughtful silence.

"Rat hkrun ki cked his head about quite a bit! Rap, | don't think he can see worth
a cod's ankles! |'ve been watching him He trips over things. He slobbers when
he talks. And if you get himmad enough tonight, he'll be fighting in the dark."
"That's cheating!"

Absurd! If the kid thought Iike that then he wasn't old enough to be all owed out
al one, certainly not in a jotunn comunityand yet Ogi had hal f expected that

obj ecti on.

"That's partly why we snared you. You've got to go down there and drive himso
wild that he'll try to fight a seer in the dark. If he |oses his jotunn tenper,
then you've got him"

"Or the other way," Rap said calmy, chewi ng, gazing levelly at Qgi-who was
beginning to find that steady stare unnerving.

"You' ve got your shoul ders now, Rap. You can deliver."

"It isn't going to work. Not for long. Everyone knows | have farsight, so if |
win I'Il get a daylight challenge real soon, and you're trying to rank a nule
above hundreds of purebred jotnar ... But | suppose the main thing is to live
through tonight, isn't it?"

He had sone good points there, but tonorrow could |ook after itself. "Right.
Just get himso mad he can't wait to get at you."

"If | said that Willi told ne he couldn't get it up for her, not even once ..
that would do it, wouldn't it?"

Qgi's forehead broke out in sweat at the thought of what that accusation woul d
do to a drunken jotunn. "Just about. You may have her father to worry about
tomorrow, but he's pretty old."

Rap threw his platter aside and wi ped his nouth, as if he had reached a
decision. Qgi held out the wine jug, but he shook his head.

"I'd rather be sober. "

"Ch, you're weird! Sober, for Gods' sake? Fight sober? Jotnar think that's
unnanly. That's worse cheating than using farsight! "

In silence, Rap stood up and stretched. Apparently he'd accepted his destiny.
Qgi had expected a much | onger argunent, and he began to wonder if this was a
trick and the faun was planning to di sappear into the woods. He certainly did
not look like a tyro preparing to fight one of the top killers in Durthing.
Sounds of smashi ng shrubbery heral ded the approach of Kani

"You're taking this very well," Ogi said uneasily. Rap sniled, hunorlessly.
"I't'Il be a pleasure.”

"Ch?" Ogi was dunbfounded.

The kid stepped closer, eyes glinting in the firelight. "What Willi told ne
about Gindrog was sonmething different. |I'd have been tenpted anyway, if |I'd
thought | had any chance at all. Now you say | have, and you've trapped ne, so
have no choice. Fine! Friend Gindrog deserves to have his head kicked a few
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nmore tines. And other things."
Qgi opened his nouth and then cl osed it again.

"But we've got time to kill, haven't we?" Rap said gently. "Id like to borrow
sone heavi er boots from soneone, and we nust let Gindrog do his drinking and
meditate on his troubles ... nmustn't we?"

Suddenl y, somehow, the faun had hold of Ogi's shirt and was twisting it, hauling
himright up off his seat and higher, up on tiptoe. And smiling. The first big
smile all night. Not a cheerful smile, all teeth and nuch too close to Qgi's
nose.

"How rmuch?" Rap denmanded. "How nmuch are you going to nake if the faun nul e beats
the blind chanpion? O is the blindness just a wormto hook nme?"

"No, Rap. | really think he's alnost blind. And I was just about to tal k about
your share of nmy ... our winnings ... and-"

"And | may have tinme for a practice bout or two first!" Rap, of course, was half
jotunn. It just didn't show, usually. It showed now.

Ogi shoul d have thought of that sooner

The fist at his throat was choking him H's knees began to quiver. He could
snel | that jotunnish anger. Inps fought best when they had nunbers on their
side, and he was no great bruiser. He'd brawled a little when he first arrived,
because he'd had to, and he was hefty enough, but usually he just grovel ed. Few
jotnar in Durthing would even bother to jostle an inp.

"You and Kani and who else in this?"

Hefty or not, now QOgi had been lifted right into the air. The faun was hol di ng
hi m up one-handed, hol ding himcl ose enough to stare right into those big faun
eyes, and they were full of jotunn nadness. He should certainly have thought of
this possibility.

"You and Kani and who el se?"

"Verg," Ogi said with sonme difficulty.

"Il start with you, then-practice the jelly thing." Ogi nuttered a silent
prayer to every God in the lists.

Kani burst into the circle of firelight, so breathless he could hardly speak.
Qovi ously he had nore on his mind than the proposed Rap-Gindrog contest, for he
did not seemto notice the confrontation in progress. He gasped, pointed back
over his shoul der, gasped again.

He said, "Orcal "

"What ? " Rap rel eased Qgi, who dropped and staggered backward. By the tinme he
had recovered his bal ance, Rap was gone in the darkness, the sounds of his
progress through the shrubbery already grow ng fainter

"Rap! Wait! Rap, that's suicide!" The noises continued to nove away. "Rap, we
have no weapons! " But obviously shouting was not going to stop the faun

O ca?

Far, far nore frightened now than he had been by the thought of a beating from
Rap, Ogi took off after him |eaving the winded Kani to follow as best he coul d.
I f he dared.

At the Casis of Tall Cranes, Inos achieved the inpossible. It started when Azak
smled to her as he strode by.

A smle fromAzak was a fearsome sight. It displaced | arge quantities of
copper-red hair. Since |eaving Arakkaran he had |l et his beard growin full, and
it was a very full beard indeed. Wth his hook nose and scarlet djinn eyes, with
his great hei ght and unshakabl e arrogance, Azak was not a person easily
over | ooked.

For a nmonent | nos stood and watched hi mgo, heading for the canel paddock;

stal king along in his volum nous desert robes, one ruddy hand resting on the
hilt of his scimtar. She sighed. Azak ak' Azakar was a problem Hi s proposals of
marri age were beconing nore frequent and nore insistent every day, as the |ong
journey neared its end. H's logic was inpeccable and his argunments unanswerabl e.
Only sorcery could ever put her on the throne of her ancestors, the throne of
Krasnegar. Only the wardens were permtted to use sorcery for political ends,
and the Four would be nmuch nore likely to approve her petition if she had a
conpetent husband at her side. Especially if he was a strong and proven ruler

al ready. Like Azak.
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A match foretold by the Gods.

The only flawin this plan was that she did not feel ready to accept Azak as a
husband, despite his obvious qualifications on all counts; despite the conmand
of a God. She could not inmagine himsurviving the boredom of a Krasnegarian
winter; and if the wardens refused to uphold her claim she would then be faced
with the alternative of being sultana of Arakkaran. That woul d not be the sane
thing at all.

As he vani shed into the roaring nelee of unloading canels, Inos returned to her
i medi at e task, which was hel pi ng Kade erect the tent. Kade was waiting
patiently, regarding her niece with faded old blue eyes-and a glinpse of those
eyes could sonetines startle even I nos now, so accustoned was she to seeing only
dj i nns around her

"First Lionslayer seens renarkably relaxed," Kade said. "Oh, I'msure it takes
nmore than a few brigands to frighten Azak ... Now, which way is the w nd

bl owi ng?"

But as the two of themset to work with practiced skill, Kade's comment began to

bubble in Inos's mnd |like yeast in a beer vat. For weeks the wonen of the
caravan had tal ked uneasily of the dangers of the Gauntlet. Here at the infanous
Qasis of Tall Cranes, they were right in the mddle of it, and nost of them were
visibly jumpy. The lionslayers' w ves nuttered discreetly about their husbands
ill temper, for the lionslayers were redeyed in nore ways than one, standing
watch all night and riding canel all day.

But Azak had been sniling?

Well, why not? No matter how the rest of the party had fretted, Azak had

remai ned quite untroubled by the prom sed perils. Chuckling into his red bush of
a beard, he had pointed out that Sheik El karath had traversed the Gauntl et many
ti mes unscat hed. And of course Inos had known what he was hintingthat the old
shei k coul d never be endangered by nere nundane bandits.

That nust be what Kade was thinking at the nonent, also. It just wasn't

sonet hing that could be said out |oud, though. Kade had been unusually brash, or
strong-willed, to say even as nmuch as she had.

I nos glanced around at the gaunt, rubbly hills and the sharp peaks of the

Progi stes, dark against the setting sun like gigantic |egionaries. There were no
cranes in sight, tall or short, but then there had been no dragons at the Qasis
of Three Dragons, either. The world had changed since place nanmes were invented.
She scowl ed at the white cottages, the panpered trees, and even at the wel cone
little | ake. Sone |ong-forgotten sorcerer had dammed an intermittent streamto
make this settlenent possible. If the stories were true, he had thereby created
a longlived aristocracy of hi ghwaynen and caused the deaths of untold innocent
travel ers

But not El karat h.

She stared thoughtfully at her aunt, now busily hammering in a tent peg. Kade
did not normally discuss the sheik, even in such oblique hints. Nor did Azak, or
Inos herself. But she could recall a couple of tines on the journey when the
conversation had cone close to the subject of magic-and both tinmes had been | ate
in the day, as now.

Her eyes went again to the forbidding barrier of nountains. Beyond them|ay
Thume, the Accursed Place. No one ever went there.

Did they? And so

The tenptation was irresistible. What did she have to | ose? She drew a deep
breath, ignoring the sudden thunping of her heart while cautiously glancing
around to confirmthat there was no one within earshot. In these trailing
Zarkian costunmes with their floppy hoods a woman never knew who ni ght be
creeping up on her, but the nearest tent on the right was al ready standi ng and
obviously enpty, its sides folded up to |l et the evening breeze sift through. The
one on the left was being erected by a jabbering band of youngsters, the
daughters of Sixth Lionslayer.

"A favor, Aunt?"

Kade | ooked up and nodded, her jotunnish blue eyes puzzled, and the rest of her

i nvi si bl e bel ow yashmak and draperi es.
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"Toni ght take your cue from me? No argunents?"”

The bl ue eyes wi dened, then quickly narrowed in a frown. "You aren't planning
sonet hing i npul sive, are you, dear?"

"I mpul sive? Me? O course not! But, please, Aunt? Trust ne?"

"l always do, dear," Kade sai d suspiciously.

Nevert hel ess, |1 nos knew she woul d cooperate. "Well, if you can spare nme for a
moment . . . | need a quick word with Jarthia." She turned and trudged off

bet ween the trees.

She thought she al nost approved of Tall Cranes, despite the sinister reputation
of its inhabitants. Yet not |ong ago an isolated hamet like this would have
seenmed squalid and pathetic to her. How fast one's standards coul d change!
Probably the U lacarn place would feel like a grand city when she reached it,
after so many lonely little desert settlenents, nost nuch smaller and nore
poverty-stricken than this. She did not yearn for grand cities. She would
cheerfully have turned down a visit to Hub itself in place of a quiet afternoon
in Krasnegar-dull, scruffy old Krasnegar

Cheerfully she returned the greetings of famliar fellow travelers as she passed
their tents, wonmen and children with whom she had shared the ordeals of the
Central Desert: thirst and killer heat and the terrors of a sandstorm She
shoul d have brought a water jug as an excuse for this excursion. Kade was nuch
better at carrying water on her head than she was. Patience had never been her
strong suit.

Then she reached the tent of Fourth Lionslayer. Fourth woul d be engaged

el sewhere, hel pi ng Azak oversee the unloading. His wife, Jarthia, was about the
sane age as Inos and admittedly striking, in a voluptuous djinnish way, with
hair of deep chestnut and eyes as red as any I nos had ever seen. Shortly after
the caravan had | eft Arakkaran, Jarthia had given birth to a I arge and heal t hy
son. Now that her belly had flattened again and her breasts were still |arge
with mlk, her figure was even nore |ush than usual. None of that was visible at
the moment, of course, or ever would be visible to any man except Fourth
hinsel f. He was elderly and utterly enslaved by his beautiful son-bearing wfe,
whose predecessors had produced only a doubl e handful of daughters. Al these
factors found their place in Inos's devious inspiration

Kneeling on the rugs spread before her tent, Jarthia was |ighting the brazier
Just anot her anonynmously shrouded feral e, she | ooked up in wonder at the
visitor, for this was the tinme of day when the wonmen nust rush to prepare the
day's neal for their hungry, hot, and hot-tenpered nenfol k.

"M stress Harthak?" Jarthia murnured respectfully, and inscrutably. That was
Inos's current name, Azak's choice. It was certainly better than the nanme he had
best owed upon Kade, which had unfortunate inplications-at times the young
sultan's ferocious nien conceal ed a wi cked sense of hunor.

M stress Harthak had not thought to prepare what she wanted to say. She nunbl ed
sone sort of greeting, then decided to sit down. She settled stiffly on the rug.
Jarthia's surprise increased to becane distrust. She nuttered the custonary

wel comre from "M husband's house is honored," to the final offer of water

Inos declined the water. "I was wondering," she began, renenbering to harden the
Hubban accent she had cultivated so painstakingly at Kinvale, "whether you were
pl anning to visit the bathhouse this evening."

Jarthia sat back and studied her visitor with unblinking red eyes. "The
|ionslayer insists. He is a very demandi ng husband."

I nos doubted that. "Ch, that's good . . . but not quite what | nmeant. Actually,
I was nore concerned about thali . . . if you had thought of playing thali this
eveni ng?"

Thali was a popul ar wonen's gane. |Inos had played it at Kinvale a few tines.
Jarthia was the caravan's | ady chanpion. Her hot gaze flashed briefly over the
buil dings on the far side of the pond and then returned to Inos. "Possibly." The
worren of Tall Cranes would certainly have nore val uables to | ose than those of
nmore honest settl enents.

"Ch, good. My aunt and | night like to join in, for a change."

"M stress Phattas and yourself are always wel cone. " Jarthia's voice was
becom ng quite sinister with suspicion
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"Yes. Well . . . what | had in mnd . . . actually . . ."
Inos really ought to have planned how best to say this. "Wat | had in mnd
actually was . . . was ganbling, and . . . er, cheating?"

Favor the deceit:

When | consider life, "tis all a cheat;
Yet, fool with hope, nmen favour the deceit;
Trust on, and think tonorrow will repay:
Tonorrow s fal ser than the forner day.
Dryden, Aureng-Zebe

TWO
Piety nor wit

1

Away fromthe fire there was noonlight, and even a few stars. There were nany
other fires twinkling around Durthing, their snoke drifting up vaguely in the
moonl i ght. Moonlight was gl eanmi ng al so on sone very brawny clouds banked up in
the west, but if there was wind, it did not penetrate the little valley.

And there was no sound! That was the eeriest thing of all. Qgi could hear

not hing but the irregular slither of his own boots on the slope and his own
panting. |If Kani had not been inagining things, then every throat in the
settlenent should be in full chorus, every cook pot clanoring the alarm

He had thought briefly of going for Uala and the kids, but either he didn't
think he could nove them out fast enough, or else his damabl e inpish curiosity
had gotten the better of him He was following Rap to the npot-stow.

If there was going to be a nassacre, it would start there. The npot-stow was
where the men nmet to talk and drink and fight. If the Rap-Gindrog nmatch
occurred, it would be held at the noot-stow. Homing Durthing vessels al ways
docked first in Finrain to unload cargo or passengers, and they always | oaded
beer. So the night after a ship returned was al ways rowdy. The crew itself would
be in a nood for blood after weeks at sea. So woul d everyone el se when the beer
ran out. The npot-stow was an open square of packed clay by the shore with a

rai sed bank around three sides; on that grew the only large trees left in the
val l ey, giving shade and rain cover, serving when necessary as grandstands.

On ni ghts when no ship had docked, there was nusic and dancing there, with
lanterns hung in the trees. When there was beer, then a bonfire blazed in the

m ddl e, so a man coul d see what he was doi ng. Those nights the wonmen stayed
honme. Sea Eagl e and Petrel had both beached that day.

Soon Qgi saw the flicker of the bonfire and the shapes of men standing on the
nearer bank under the trees. He sensed other nmen running in from other
directions. But still he heard no sound.

There was no |law in Durthing-except maybe one. If it had ever been passed by the
Senate and the People's Assenbly in Hub, or signed by sone | ong-dead inperor,
then no copy of the original survived. The jotnar would not have accepted a
witten | aw anyway, but there was an unwitten law, and the Inperial arny had

st andi ng orders.

The only jotunn settlenents tolerated within the Inpire were unarned jotunn
settlenents. The lictor at Finrain kept spies in Durthing, and any attenpt to
col | ect weapons woul d have brought the entire XXIIl1rd Legion nmarching in, five

t housand strong. The jotnar pretended not to know that. They thensel ves outl awed
weapons, they said, so that quarrels would be settled by nore manly neans-with
fists and boots. And teeth. O rocks and tree branches. Daggers were permi ssible
soneti nes, but swords were for cowards

And every law had its exceptions. The senior jotunn in Durthing was Brual,

unof ficial mayor. He was agi ng now, but he was Nordl and-born, and he kept the
disorder within sone linmts with the aid of his five sons, of whom Gat hnor was
the youngest. Ogi was fairly sure that Brual nust have a few swords tucked away
sonewher e

Never enough! Not if Kani had truly seen what he had claimed. Not if that second
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boat had borne an orca emblemon its sail.

An orca was a killer whale, but it nmeant nore than that in Nordland. It neant a
thane's ship-raiders.

Gasping and sweating, Ogi cane reeling up the bank and reckl essly pushed his way
through the line of blond, bare-chested sailors standing in ghostly silence,

wat chi ng what was happening in the npot-stow.

The wi de space was al nost enpty, except for the fire and Brual hinself, flanked
by the only two of his sons who were in port at the nonent, Rathkrun and

Gat hnor. Brual had an ax and his sons bore swords. Their shadows stretched | ong
on the ground behind them

Three strangers were striding up fromthe sea jotnar, of course, recognizable by
their pale skin. They wore netal helnmets and | eather breeches and boots. They
seemed to be unarned.

But far behind them an unfamliar longship glinmered in the darkness on the

pl acid waters of the bay, and nen were wadi ng ashore and lining up along the
beach. Seeing no glint of weapons, Ogi decided that they al so were unarnmed. They
must be, because their round shields still hung along the | ow side of that
sinister boat. They wore hel nets, though

One group of waders was carrying a hogshead, and another had al ready been set on
the sand. The ship had anchored, not beached; that was ominous. Yet the barrels
suggested gifts, and mght be a hopeful sign

The entire male popul ation of Durthing was there. It seemed to be holding its

br eat h.

The three strangers stopped at a safe distance, and the night silence grew
deeper and heavier, as if even the sea and the crickets had stopped to listen
Fear drifted though the trees like an invisible fog.

"What shi p?" That was Brual, |oud and harsh

The stranger in the mddle stepped forward one pace from his conpani ons. He was
tall and young and nuscul ar. He was cl eanshaven, while they were heavily

bear ded.

"Bl ood Wave. And | am her naster, Salthan, son of Ridkrol. "

"What is your business, Captain?" Brual's voice was strong, but curiously flat.
"Who asks?" Salthan was quieter, and he seened conpletely at ease, although he
was much closer to the ax and the swords than he was to his own crew.

"I am Brual, son of Gathrun. These are ny sons."

Salthan put his fists on his hips and the gesture blazed with arrogance. "W
cane in peace, Brual, son of Gathrun, but your manner is beginning to irk ne. W
brought sone beer to share with you, to exchange, perhaps, for some traditiona
jotunni sh hospitality? "

Silence fell again. Nobody noved. Perhaps Brual was thinking. Perhaps he was

al ready adnmitting disaster.

Then a man broke out of the crowd around the edges and ran a few steps forward

and stopped, ill it by the blaze of the bonfire. A npst alone in the whole
crowd, he was dark-haired
"He lies! " the newconer shouted. "His nane is not Salthan! He is Kal kor, the

t hane of Gark."

The entire mal e popul ati on of Durthing seened to draw breath in the sane
instant. Ogi heard a | ow npban, and realized that it cane from hinself.

When the faun picked a quarrel, he picked a good one.

The stranger let the tension grow until Ogi wanted to scream Then he said the
inevitable: "W calls ne a liar?"

It was Gat hnmor who answered, without turning his head to | ook

"He is a thrall. If you would answer the charge, then answer it to nme, who owns
hire. "

"That's not true!" Rap yelled shrilly. "You freed ne!" And he went stalking
forward defiantly until he stood at Gathnor's side.

Kal kor--for Ogi had no doubts at all that the faun had spoken the truth, however
he knew it, and this was the nbst notorious raider on the four oceans-Kal kor
seemed nore anused than ever.

"I's this a three-way dispute, then? Both of you call ne a liar, but he also
calls you one, Son-of-Brual? Do we settle it in sone sort of order, or in one
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big free-for-all?"

"You answer it to ne." Gathnor had not taken his eyes off Kal kor. He was
ignoring the crazy faun beside him but Rap |eaned close to his ear, as if

whi spering sonething inportant.

Qgi tore his attention fromthe nmain action and | ooked seaward. About fifty of
the hal f-naked gi ants had cone ashore now and were standi ng, watching. Firelight
gl eaned on their beards and flashed fromtheir helnets. They were shifting,

t hough, gradually edging in around the two hogsheads, and Ogi was suddenly
frantic to know what really was in those barrels. Rap would know, and that nust
have been what he had just whispered to Gathnor, but Gathnor m ght already have
guessed what Ogi was starting to fear

He thought of Uala and the children and realized that he had never been nore
terrified in his life. Wnen and children could not run fast enough

"I will take the thrall and consider the debt paid," Kalkor said. Even at that
di stance, Qgi sonehow sensed the arrogant snmile on the killer's face.

Trust nme?

"What brings you to Durthing, Thane?" Gathnor denmanded. Hi s father seened to be
leaving it to him

Kal kor cocked his head. "You repeat the challenge? | come for many reasons. My
business is varied. | amnostly anxious to see how the sumrer sailors fare. "

A low noise like a groan swept through the watching crowd. The jotnar of
Nor dl and despi sed those who dwelt in the gentle southern |ands. Their jotunn

bl ood would bring themno better treatnent froma Nordl and raider than an inp
coul d expect, or a faun, or anybody. The bl oodl ust mi ght even burn hotter

agai nst them fanned by contenpt.

Qugi started praying-for a squadron of the Inperial navy, or a couple of cohorts
fromthe XXIlIrd Legion

"You have seen. Now go in peace." Gathnor's voice held none of the bottled anger
that Ogi had heard nany tines in the past, just before sone errant sailor was
beat en bl oody. Sonething was keeping it in check. Gathnor had a wife and
children, also

"But | cane for that faun. And I will also enlist a pilot who knows the Nogi ds,
as ny course lies westward."

Again the watchers seenmed to breathe in unison, and this tine the sound was
certainly a sigh. The thane was offering terns. "He won't dare sail tonight,
whi spered a voice near to Qgi's shoulder. He glanced around and recogni zed one
of Petrel's crew

"Why not ?" asked anot her whi sper

"There's a nother-and-father of a blow brewing out there, or I'mno sailor
Qgi wiped his ribs where the sweat ran; now he recogni zed the urgent, nuggy fee
in the air. He should have noticed sooner. But if Kal kor dared not |eave, then
equally he could linger without worry that there mght be Inperial ships out
hunting for any reported orca.

Brual reached out a hand to stay his son, and Gathnor struck it away.

"I know the Nogids as well as any man. "

A very long silence this tine-Kal kor certainly had a sense of drama. Then he
gestured toward his ship.

Gat hnor ranmmed his sword into the ground and released it. He said sonmething to
the faun beside himand the two of them began to wal k. Brual and Rathkrun stood
where t hey were.

A strange whi nper rose fromthe watchers, a nost unjotunni sh sound. They were
ashaned. Their | eaders had given up without a fight. And they were afraid!
Hundreds of jotnar, every one of thema terror, nmen who would kill in a blind
mad rage, or hurl thenselves at fighters twice their size, nen who woul d brave
the worst the sea could throw at themw thout hesitationthey were all chilled to
stony terror by that arrogant young thane. In the face of certain death they
were no better than inps, Ogi thought bitterly. But they knew what raiders did
to nen, to children, to wonen, and they had no weapons. Kal kor did.

Gat hnor and Rap reached the waiting raiders, and the line opened to let them

t hrough. They waded out into the water, heading for Blood Wave. Kal kor said
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not hing, and did not nove. Nor did anyone. The whol e island m ght have been
frozen, except for the two nen wading out into the warmwaters of the bay. Then
they reached the ship, caught handhol ds, and sinultaneously swung t hensel ves up
and over the side.

Faintly over the water came the sound of two hard bl ows, and a grunt.

Kal kor bowed ironically and turned. He and his two comnpani ons began to wal k
seawar d

It had al ways been inevitable.

Brual and Rat hkrun | eaped forward sinultaneously, raising their weapons. The
barrels were hurled over, spilling axes that flashed in the Iight of the noon.
Kal kor and his two henchmen swung around to neet the attack. Brual struck one,
but Kal kor hinsel f sonmehow stepped around Rathkrun's thrust, felled himwith a
punch too fast for the eye to follow, and flattened Brual with a kick. Then the
rai ders had their weapons in hand, and they charged.

The jotnar of Durthing fled screaning.

By norning, the settlenent was only a nenory.

2

Thume, the Accursed Place ... The War of the Five Warl ocks ..

Hi story had never been one of Inos's interests. Throughout her chil dhood she had
rejected history with a passion second only to the fanatic fervor with which she
had spurned mat hematics. Her |ong-suffering tutor, Mster Poraganu, had | earned
to tenper their nutual excursions into history to a tol erable m ninum

But even Inos had heard of the Accursed Place. It had a romantic nane.

As El karath's caravan had drawn near the foothills of the Progi ste Range, she
had heard nore of it. Azak had spoken of Thune a few tines, as they ate their
evening nmeal outside the tent. To himit was a place of annoying nystery, an
untidy tangle in the mlitary |ogic of Pandem a-a hazard when Zark wi shed to
invade the Inpire, an unreliable defense when the Inpire attacked Zark. The

| ocal women in their bathhouses and bazaars had spoken of Thume with hushed

voi ces and stretched eyes, nmuttering tales of ancestors who had wandered too far
into the nountains and been Seen No More. To themit was a place of dread.

Uien' quith had been warl ock of the south, and a sorcerer of renown, cut from
the cloth of such | egendary masters as Thraine, and Gilotho. Uien', it was
sai d, had sought to becone suprene, to overthrow the Protocol and domi nate the
Counci | of Four. He had been bal ked, repudi ated, and cast out. He had fled to
Thume; the ot her wardens had appoi nted anot her South, and had pursued himto

wr eak vengeance. The resulting War of the Five Warl ocks had continued for thirty
years.

To be exact, there had then been three warlocks and two wi tches, and the war
shoul d rightwi se have been called the War of the Five Wardens-a point |nos had
made forcibly to Master Poraganu-but Five Warl ocks was how it was known.

Even before that disaster, Thume had al ways been a cockpit. Trapped between inps
and djinns, between the gnones of Guwash and the merfolk of the Keriths, it had
been doomed to eternal struggle. Its two | ong coasts had doubtl ess brought
doubl e trouble fromjotnar raiders also. The native race, the pixies, had been

| oot ed, raped, nassacred, and enslaved w thout respite since before the com ng
of the GCods.

The War of the Five Warl ocks had been nerely the final catastrophe. Fire and
eart hquake, storm and nonsters, bronzeclad arm es and ranpagi ng hordes-all had
struck at Thume, or at one another. Death and destruction had swept back and
forth with no clear victory for anyone. Not being bound by the Protocol,

Uien quith and his unknown allies had resisted even the | egions, dragons, and
jotunn raiders that were normally imune to the ravages of sorcery. He had
destroyed them or turned themon their nom nal nasters and their allies. For
thirty years. At the end of that time, seem ngly, everyone just stopped fighting
and went hone.

Not the least of the irritations of history in Inos's view was that it so often
failed to end its stories tidily.

No one ever went back, said the | egends. There was nobody there now, nothing
left to fight over. Solitary travelers returned reporting an enpty | and, forest
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and gane in abundance.

O else they did not return.

Intruding arm es either passed through unnol ested or nysteriously di sappeared.
Attenpts to colonize the enpty |and never prospered, the settlers fleeing in

i nexplicable terror or just vani shing without trace.

No one had seen a pixie in alnmost a thousand years.

3

Princess Kadol an of Krasnegar was concer ned.

Wth her confortable girth wapped in a couple of towels, she sat on a rather

| unpy cushion in a very hot and overcrowded bat hhouse and listened politely to
the troubl es of a Bloody Phl egm on one side and a Hardened Liver on the other.
She was not especially worried that this renote nmountain ham et was reputedly
the worst nest of cutthroats in all Zark. Watever evil night be planned, it was
not going to occur in the village wonen's bat hhouse, and al nost certainly not
until after the caravan's departure the next day.

She was not even troubled at the noment over the nysterious Shei k El karath, who
m ght or m ght not be a servant of the sorceress Rasha. Either way, his lifelong
imunity to the dangers of the Gauntlet merely confirmed her previous suspicions
that he was a sorcerer. The second danger cancel ed out the first.

No, Kade was apprehensive about |nosol an, who was clearly plotting somnething.
Inos was al ways nore of a | eaper than a | ooker. Kadol an had | earned to be
prepared for the worst when her niece was in this mood, and the worst in this
situation mght be very bad. Inos resented restraint of any kind, and she was
probably schem ng sone way to nmake the first danger cancel out the second.

Every evening, after serving their nmenfol k's meal, the wonenfol k of Zark headed
for their |local bathhouse. There they shed their all-envel opi ng robes and veils
and | ounged around in confort upon cushions set on ancient floors of tile or
clay. They talked of their children, their health, their husbands, and their
husbands' problens. Oten they played thali. In some places the wonmen's

bat hhouse was little better than a shack over a rmud pit,. but the larger, better
houses were wel |l equi pped for socializing and recreation

The nen, of course, would simlarly gather at their own establishment, and talk
of serious matters: trade and politics, health and poverty ... horses, dogs,
camel s, and wonen. Visitors were always welcone. In the sparsely settled
Interior, the caravans were prized as much for news and gossip as for their
trade goods. The drab lives of the inhabitants held few excitements.

The bat hhouse at the Casis of Tall Cranes was as spaci ous and confortable as
any, but the population was |arge, and at |east a hundred wonmen and girls were
crowded around in the di mess. The nassive walls had kept out the worst of the
day's heat, but they took a long tine to cool, and the wi ndows were so heavily
shuttered that the room had becone headachingly stuffy. Lanps snoked and
sputtered, insects buzzed, and voices droned. Babies snuffled and whinpered in a
dark corner.

Bl oody Phl egm was again explaining the difficulty she had in sleeping at all

now, grow ng hoarse as she tried to drown out details of Hardened Liver's
grandnot her' s guar ant eed physic. Kadol an nodded and smled, or frowned as
required, and meanwhile she tried to keep an eye on I nosol an

Inosolan sat in a group of younger wives in a relatively bright corner, under a
patch of lanplight. She was still conbing out her hair, a streamof noonlight in
the gl oom The upper half of her face had darkened in the desert glare, a trait

i nherited fromher jotunn ancestors; w thout her veil she |ooked as if she were
weari ng a mask.

O course there had been the usual questions earlier, provoked by her green
eyes, Kadolan's blue eyes, and their pale skins. Tonight |Inosol an had stayed
with the sinplest explanation-jotunn blood in the famly, too far back for
details. The local |adies had sighed understandingly. Sone nights |Inosolan went
into lurid particulars involving | ongships, or she m ght invent elvish ancestors
instead. After an especially hard day, she was capabl e of including both elves
and rape, in highly unlikely conbinnations.

The Tall Cranes bat hhouse was acceptable. The wonen, Kade noticed, were better
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dressed than nost. There was no ostentatious flaunting of jewelry, but the

negli gees and even towels were of fine stuff. OF course the oasis lay only three
days or so froma great city, and should not be conpared with sone ham et in the
nm ddl e of the desert. On the other hand, there was no |local industry to account
for the prosperity, as Azak had wyly pointed out only that evening.

Thoughts of the sultan nmade Kadol an realize that she had not heard hi m nenti oned
in the bathhouse. He was a noticeable nman and |ionslayers were romantic figures.
Al nost invariably on other evenings, sonme of the younger wonmen had directed

wi stful queries about himto his supposed wi fe. The wonen of Tall Cranes had
not. That discretion mght have pleased | nosolan, but it was an oni nhous break
with routine.

But so far Inosolan herself had done nothing out of the ordinary. There had been
no further nmention of the mysterious favor she had requested earlier. Bedtine
was approachi ng. The younger woren were already dressing, preparing to | eave
when inpatient husbands would arrive and | ead them hone to performtheir fina
duties of the day.

Har dened Liver was occupi ed now i n supervising a pedicure being adninistered by
one of her granddaughters. Bl oody Phlegmhad drifted off to sleep in the niddle
of her conplaints about insomia. Kade struggled to her feet; she donned her
sandal s and wrapped herself in her chaddar. Then she wandered across to join the
younger group.

I nosol an gl anced up and smiled rather tightly.

As Kade sat down, she was startled by the first thunderous bang on the door

I nosol an yawned.

One of the girls went to open the peephole flap, and then turned to call out
nanes. The women indicated either hurried away at once, or junped up and started
pulling on their robes. They were all locals. The visitors began preparing
thensel ves also, for if the village men were comng to take their w ves honeg,
then the nerchants, camel drivers, and guards would be arriving shortly. Kade
hersel f suppressed an enornobus yawn as she saw I nosolan turn to catch the
expectant eye of Jarthia, Fourth's young wife. So here it came, whatever it was.
Jarthia enptied a bag of thali tokens onto the floor. "Anyone care for a quick
game before bedtine?"

Some of the villagers paused in their dressing, tenpted.

"l should love a throw or two," Inosolan trilled. Kade stiffened in

ast oni shnent, havi ng warned her niece nonths ago that Jarthia used narked tiles.
"Me, too," Kade said loyally. "But |I forgot to-"

"I can lend you sone, dear," Inosolan said, and produced a clinking bag, which
for a moment bew | dered Kade totally. Then she recalled |Inosol an taking Azak

asi de after the evening neal. \Wat possible reason could I nosol an have given for
needi ng nmoney in a place like this? But Azak likely would not have argued. He
was i nfatuated by |nosolan. Dangerously infatuated. By the sound of it, that bag
contai ned a small fortune.

In moments play had started. The gane was childishly easy, the only skil
required being a good nenory, to recall tokens' values while they were turned
facedown. Jarthia's set was very old, scratched and stained by |ong use, and
much craft.

Kade stifled another yawn. The hour was late, and she was very tired. Desert air
seened to have that effect on her. Plus old age, of course

She yawned agai n.

At first she managed to hold her own in the ganme, struggling to note and
remenber the illicit markings on the tiles. But the light was dim her eyes were
not what they had been, and oh, but she was sl eepy! She had never enjoyed
ganbling, an entirely stupid pastinme. Soon she was | osing disastrously. Inosol an
was doi ng even worse

So was Jarthia-and the nore she |lost, the higher she raised the stakes.

Fuzzily Kade tried to work out the plot, for obviously there nmust be a plot.
Azak's gol d was di sappearing at a scandalous rate. O course the village wonen
could not stop the ganme while they were ahead and doing so well-that was nere
good manners. Soon the girl posted by the door was calling nore nanes, and the
pl ayers were excusing thensel ves to go and whi sper urgently to their husbands
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outside, and then return to the circle. Kade and | nosol an yawned and fought
their weariness, and watched the small fortune grow steadily smaller

"M stress Jarthia?"

Jarthia rose and went to the door. Predictably, Fourth would refuse nothing to
his del ectabl e, son-bearing young wife. After a brief nuttering, Jarthia hurried
back to rejoin the play.

Kade yawned again, then snapped awake ... So that was it! "M stress Hathark?"

I nosol an shot a guilty glance at her aunt from under sl eepsoaked eyelids, then
heaved herself to her feet. She was visibly dragging as she went to the door

But certainly Azak woul d cooperate al so, because he had duties to performwhile
t he encanprent bedded down, with no marital joys to |ook forward to.

In a nonent |nosolan cane stunbling back, yawning. "He says we nay stay while
Jarthia does," she told Kade seriously, "and Fourth will escort us."

The gane continued; the stakes increased. Kade squirnmed as she saw how nuch this
escapade was costing. What on earth was Inosol an hoping to acconplish? As the
roomenptied it seemed to grow | arger, and eerie echoes devel oped in the
shadowed corners. Soon only half a dozen players renained, the three |ocals al
twittering excitedly over their astonishing good fortune. Inosolan passed her
aunt nore "loans." Kade yawned shanel essly, and struggled to stay awake, and
fought against |ogical inner voices that told her not to be silly, she was too
old for this and she certainly ought to insist on going off to bed, and they had
a long way to go the next day ..

But another, very tiny, inner voice was whispering that she surely wasn't as old
as that, and the hour was far fromlate by Kinval e standards, and |Inosol an nust
surely have sonething serious in mnd if she was throwi ng away noney |ike this.
Sonehow Kade battl ed on, against brain-nunbi ng exhaustion, losing ridiculously
and watching I nosolan doing little better. The di mroom swayed; her head |olled;
her eyes blurred. She did not see a signal pass, but there nust have been one,
for Jarthia suddenly went on the offensive. The nobney began to nobve inexorably
in her direction, and the chuckling and joking of the |ocals becanme rarer, then
stopped altogether, as their gains dw ndl ed.

Soon it would be over, Kade thought with relief. Soon Jarthia would have all the
coins in the room and then the ganblers nust call it a night.

And suddenly the pressure eased ... returned ... faded altogether. The world
came back into terrifying focus

Kade gl anced up in horror and saw triunph blaze up on Inosolan's face.

4
Hospitality was a duty to the God of Travelers. Violence within Tall Cranes
itself was extrenely unlikely-Azak had said so at supper. He had then ruined the
reassurance by pointing out how few nen were present in the village. The rest,
he had suggested cheerfully, night well be preparing an anbush for the norrow,

at sone respectabl e di stance.

Nevert hel ess, Fourth Lionslayer escorted the | adies back to the encanpnent
grounds. It was a distance of a few hundred paces only, and the worst dangers it
of fered were barking curs, but the way wound al ong between the tiny settlenent's
squat stone cottages, and therefore was not a journey wonen shoul d nake wi thout
a man to guard them There was al so the matter of passwords when the duty

I i onsl ayer chal |l enged- passwords were nmen's business. This attitude riled Inos to
frenzy, but Kade rather enjoyed being treated as a fragile halfwit, having
cultivated the role for years at Kinvale.

The air was cool already, because of the altitude; the desert sky was a fiery
tessellation of stars so low that they seened to peer over people's shoulders. A
few clouds sailed in dark majesty on that sparkling sea

Fourth delivered his charges to their tent and went off with his armtight
around his beloved Jarthia, who had already told hi mabout her night's w nnings,
understating themby four-fifths. I nos made no nove to enter the tent. She

| eaned back against a palmtree and folded her arns and said, "Ha!" in a
gl oati ng manner.

Kade no longer felt sleepy at all. She felt very apprehensive. And rather
foolish.
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"Can | have an expl anati on now, dear?" she asked, annoyed that she coul d not
keep her annoyance out of her voice. There was enough wind to nuffle quiet
conversation, and the rest of the encanpnent seened to be asleep

"Il try," Inosolan said grimy. "But it's not easy to talk about-is it?"

No, it wasn't. But Kadol an had thought it often enough. Shei k El karath had

gai ned Azak's trust, and Azak normally trusted nobody. Shei k El karath had
persuaded I nosolan to enbark on the nad flight from Arakkaran into the
desert-and al though she was often inpulsive, that had been an absurd venture
even for her. And finally, Sheik El karath had apparently succeeded in el uding
any pursuit by Rasha. Who but a sorcerer could outwit another?

So El karath nust have occult power. Either he had stolen Inosolan away fromthe
sultana to play the sane sort of political gane she had been playing, or he was
her mnion, her votary, and Rasha had used himto hide the nmerchandise in the
desert until her bargaining with the wardens coul d be conpl et ed.

O course the sheik m ght be a votary of soneone el se-one of the wardens,
probably, and nost likely O ybino, warlock of the east. But in that case, why
had | nosol an been allowed to continue her journey unnolested? If she had
political value, it was as queen of Krasnegar, not as a pretend wife to a
pretend lionslayer in the mddle of a desert. Weks had gone by while the
caravan traversed the desert.

Al of which was ominously difficult to put into words. "I think | know what you
mean, dear."

I nos chuckl ed. "He nust have seen where we were, but thali would seeminnocent
enough, and it's not sonething you can just wal k out on as soon as you start
feeling sleepy. Then he dozed off hinself-he's had a hard day, and he's old."

"I worked out that nuch! What | nean is what do you hope to gain? "

"Surely it is obvious? Every night for nonths you and | have dropped off to
sleep like chimey pots falling off a roof."

"Canel riding is very tiring."

"Sonme days we had not been riding." Inosolan paused, and for a few nonents there
was only the rustle of the palmfronds in the wind, tents fl opping sleepily, and
di stant dog yow s fromthe houses. "Renenber when Azak burned you?"

"OF course. It still isn't quite healed." Azak's hand had touched Kadolan's in
the night and charred her skin, but she had not wakened. She had not known of it
until norning. She made sure now that his blanket was never placed so close.
"Wel | ?" I nosol an demanded. "That was not normal sleep!"™ For a nonent she gl anced
up at the dancing palns, her face a pale blur in the starlight. She drew severa
deep breaths, as if enjoying an unexpected liberty. Crickets chirped, and canels
bell owed in the paddock. Their bells jangled in a sound as famliar to Kadol an
now as the boom of surf below the castle wi ndows in Krasnegar

"Yes, it's getting easier to talk," Inosolan said. "Renmenber the door at the top
of Inisso's tower-how hard it was to approach? Aversion, Doctor Sagorn called
it. What are you thinking now?"

Kadol an gl anced around at the darkness. "That | should like to sit down in a
confortable arncthair. " She was evadi ng the question, of course, but certainly
not telling alie. She was too old for canels. She could hardly recall what a
not-sore back felt Iike

"Hogswi I I!" Sounding as if she were forcing the words, Inos said, "Well, Il
tell you what I'mthinking. Wiich is that we have been duped. Elkarath is in
| eague wi th Rasha, and al ways has been. Gods, tal king about it still makes ny

head hurt! It was just too easy, Aunt! She can spirit people from Krasnegar to
Ar akkaran, across the whole width of Pandem a, and we nerely hop on canels and
ride off into the desert? She neant us to escape. She set it up!"

Kadol an sighed. "It's possible, | suppose. "

"I't's obvious!"

"What about the waith you saw, the ghost?"

"Ah. Rap is dead. W know that. But | still think that was a sending. From
Rasha- or soneone."

She neant that El karath might have been responsible hinself, of course. He had
never met the young faun, but perhaps a sorcerer could conjure up pictures of
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the dead from ot her people's nenories. Wwo knew what a sorcerer could do?

"It told you to run away!"

"And we did the exact opposite-we stayed! W all agreed a waith of evil could
give only evil counsel. O course that was what we thought! It was what we were
meant to think, a double bluff. Obvious, really. So why have we never said so?"
Kadol an si ghed again, and shivered. She had wondered such things nmany, many
times, and never been able to bring herself to put theminto words. She had been
unabl e even to worry about them She had prayed quite often to the God of
Humility, though

"Magic!" Inos snapped out the forbidden word triunphantly. "By day. He nakes us
afraid or ashaned to talk about it by day. And at night he puts a sleep spell on
us; you and ne. Tal king gets easier at night, though-have you noticed? Maybe he

gets tired, or he puts on the spell in the norning and it fades. Now it seens to
be wearing off!"
"Wel I, now you've given us a chance to talk about it," Kadolan said. "l suggest

you don't nmention it to Azak."

"Why not ?" said Azak

"Qook!" Kade junped like a rabbit, clasping her hands to her nouth. Despite his
size, the sultan could nove |like floating gossaner, and she wondered how | ong he
had been standi ng there behind her-dark and big and nenacing, with eyes that
glinted in the starlight.

"Way not tell Azak?" he grow ed.

She sought to calmher fluttering heart. Even by daylight, Azak flustered her

"Maybe ... maybe we have been sl eeping very soundly, but that hasn't happened to
you. "

"True. No other reasons?"

"BEr . . . no." Just that Azak hated Rasha so nmuch that he m ght not react
rationally to the news that she had outsmarted him

"Mmph?" Azak transferred his attention to Inosolan, who was still |eaning
against the tree. "I congratulate you! You outwitted him | did not think it was
possi ble. "

"He's only a man."

"You knew?" Kadol an excl ai ned.

"Certainly. As Inos says, it is obvious-in the night. It is obvious by day al so,
but so absurd that | cannot bring myself to discuss it. | have known for

nmont hs. "

I nos and Kade said, "Ch! "together.

He was right-it had been nonths. Kadol an had | ost count of weeks, but two or
even three nmonths ... In the distance, canel bells clanked faintly. The night
was rapidly becom ng col der. She w shed she had her canel -hair shawl wth her,
but she wasn't going to go and get it and miss whatever madcap tal k was comi ng
next .

The big man was | ooking at her. "It was an accident, | assure you."

"What was?"

"When | burned your hand. | had tried to awaken both of you without success,
several tinmes, and given up trying. | had even considered | oadi ng you both on

camel s |i ke baggage and fleeing away across the desert, but | dared not risk it.
I worried that you m ght never awaken. The burn was an acci dent."

Maybe! But even if he had not been testing to see if he could waken her, he

m ght have been testing to see if Rasha's curse still prevented himfrom
touchi ng a wonan.

Azak stepped closer to Inosolan, who did not nove.

"You have outwitted him Wat do you propose, ny dove?" Kade's heart had quieted
down somewhat; now 'it lurched nervously. Behind her, the tent flapped in the

wi nd and the ropes humred.

"We tried to leave once,"” |Inos said bitterly. "And failed. Let's | eave now
Kadol an's knees bent with very little direction fromher, and she sat down on
the rug rather heavily, not thinking of scorpions until she had done so. Ch, for
a confortabl e arnchair!

"Here?" Azak exclai ned, from sonmewhere high above, near the stars.

"Yes, here! Don't you see?" |nosolan spoke quickly, as if trying to convince
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hersel f as much as him or perhaps not giving herself time to change her n nd.
"That's why he ... why we aren't so sleepy tonight! He didn't bother! He decided
we wouldn't dare try to run away fromhimhere in the Gauntlet!" It would
certainly be an insane act, her aunt decided.

Azak's voi ce cane deeper and slower. "There is another possibility. Sorcerers
can detect power being used. The shei k showed us his ring-he mght have invented

that story, | suppose--but he did tell us that it had reveal ed sorcerers at work
in Ulacarn. Mages, | think he said. It is nore logical that there would be ful
sorcerers there, an Inperial outpost. May it not be that ... that a sorcerer

woul d prefer not to use his abilities so close to Ulacarn? You are right, you

know. This is easier to talk about. "

Kadol an resisted a tenptation to quote an inpish proverb about fine words

salting no cutlets. As long as they only tal ked! But Azak was infatuated. Inos's

slightest wish was a royal edict to him

"Then that's another reason!" Inos agreed excitedly. "That neans we have a nuch

better chance of getting away! And what can he do when he wakes up and finds us

gone? If he cones after us hinmself, he | eaves everyone else at the nmercy of the

bri gands! "

Most of the traders and drivers were the sheik's relatives. "He might send the

lionslayers," Azak growed. "Atrail that fresh would be no trouble to a

|ionslayer."

Inosolan said, "Oh!" in a disappointed voice. "Then it is hopel ess?" A chall enge

fromher would spur himto any madness, and she was wonman enough to know t hat.

Vi xen!

He chuckl ed. "No."

"Ah! You can deal with then?"

"Gold and prom ses. If they head off along the Ul acarn road, and we go north-"

"North?" Even Inosol an sounded shocked. He could not be serious!

But he was. "Northwest. Did you not notice the ruins we passed this afternoon? A

|large city, very old. Cities near nountains usually mean passes. Once there nust

have been a pass. The roadway may be gone, but the pass itself nust still exist.

"And t he bandits?"

"If they are anywhere, they will be waiting on the Ul acarn road."

"l suppose. North? Dare we?"

"l dare. Do you?"

Chal | enge worked both ways, evidently. Even before her niece's agreenent,

Kadol an knew it was coming. She heaved herself to her feet, ignoring her

conplaining old joints as she nustered her argunments. Al her instincts were

against this folly.

"Inos!" she said. "Your Majesty! Even if we are right, and his Greatness is a
has been deceiving us ... at |least we have his protection at the nonent.

This is notorious bandit country, Sire; you told us so yourself, and--"

"They will certainly not be | ooking for victins heading in that direction.”

Azak's voice was a deep certainty in the darkness. Then he added thoughtfully,

"I wonder how many of the | egends are spread around for just that purpose-to

keep the caravans from seeki ng ways around the Sl aught er house?"

Kade tried another tack. "But travelers in Thume vani sh and are never seen

again!"

"Not necessarily. | have heard minstrels talk of it. Third Lionslayer's father
crossed Thune, so he says."

"But what good will it do? Surely the fastest way to Hub-"

"The fastest way to Hub is a ship from Ul acarn," Inos agreed, sounding excited.
Her logic was often shaky; it became notably precarious when she was excited.
"But if we are still in Rasha's clutches, then she will nake sure we never get

near a ship in Ulacarn. She will certainly never let us appeal to the Four,
Aunt. She has been neddling in politics-abducting nme fromny ki ngdom
interfering in Azak's rule in Arakkaran. The wardens will squash her, and she
knows it! We can travel to Hub through Thune, can't we?"

"If we are not nolested,” Azak agreed. "A nonth's ride, perhaps, to Qoble. W
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can be there before winter closes the passes.
Anot her nonth on a canel! O was he thinking of horses? Kadol an wanted an
arnchair, a stationary, down-filled arncthair. And there was no guarantee that
the wardens woul d be of any assistance, anyway. This was all just a dream of

i deal i stic youth. These two youngsters could not believe that the world could be
a place of injustice, which it certainly was, nuch of the tinme. The Four night
wel | spurn their pleas without a thought, or decree some solution even worse
than the present situation, nmurky though that seened.

"A mont h?" Kadol an protested, knowing that all her protests were vain, but
determined to try. "By then Nordland and the Inpire will have cone to sone
agreenent about Krasnegar, and-with all due respect, Sire-the enerald sash of
Arakkaran may well be gracing sonme other ruler. The wardens will disniss your
petitions as historical curiosities!"

"Perchance! " Azak said equitably. "Then | shall merely ask that they renove ny
curse, so that | nmay marry your niece. That matters nore to nme than all the

ki ngdons in Pandem a. "

There was a pause, when | nosol an shoul d have agreed, and sai d not hing.

Kadol an reached for another arrow, and there were only two left in her quiver.
One of those she nust not use, so she tried the other. "But to anger a

sorcerer?"
"Personally | should like to disembowel himw th a gardening fork! " said Inos.
"Horrid old fat fool, nessing around with ny nind! | amnot going to hang around

here so that Rasha and Warl ock O ybino can marry ne off to a goblin. Can you get
us out of here, First Lionslayer?"
"Your wi sh is ny command, ny | ove.
"Are you com ng, Aunt?"

Kadol an sighed. "Yes, dear. If you insist," she said, and she left the other
argunent unspoken. For weeks that giant young djinn had been wooi ng | nosol an as
best he could, but for a Zarkian nale to be seen spending time in the conmpany of
a wonan, and especially his supposed wife, was to risk seem ng unmanly. Thus
Azak's courting had been seriously handi capped. Now he woul d have | nosol an al

to hinmself, fromdawn to dusk, uninterrupted. True, he would still be hanpered
by his inability to touch her-what a bl essing that curse was!-but she would have
his undiluted attention

I nos had been handling himvery well. She had neither spurned nor encouraged.
She had been tactful and kind, pronmising nothing, comritting to nothing. The
poi se she had | earned so well at Kinvale had stood her in good stead so far. But
she was very young; she was honel ess and friendless, and in great need of
support. Alone with Azak for an entire nonth or |onger, could even Inos continue
to resist his logic, his persistence, his undeniable charnf

Kadol an was not a ganbling person, but she knew a | ong shot when she saw one.

5

Day dawned through a strangely undesertlike fog. It nmight have been a cloud, for
by then the travelers were already high into the hills.

Departure from Tall Cranes had been a very educational procedure. |nos had
listened in fascination as Azak reduced both ham et and caravan to utter
confusion. Although the visual detail had been obscured by darkness, she had
been abl e to make out enough fromthe sounds al one.

The fanous Code of the Lionslayers had proved to be nmuch less reliable than the
proverbs about not trusting djinns. Gold and prom ses had worked their usua
wonders. Although she did not hear the actual words of treachery, Inos could
guess that exiled princes would readily succunb to offers of future royal status
in the court of Arakkaran--even though they had no reason to expect Azak's

pl edges to be any nore reliable than their own oaths. However he did it, Azak
prevai l ed and El karath was betrayed.

If the villagers had guards of their own posted, then the lionslayers dealt with
them I nos preferred not to know but probably the foxes had not expected danger
fromthe chickens. Mdst of the nen were absent, anyway.

The canels had been freed of their hobbles and bells, and driven fromtheir
paddocks. By dawn they m ght be anywhere. The rest of the |ivestock-mules,
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cattle, horses, even poultry-had al so been chased out into the night. Sone had
tried to follow the fugitives for a while, but had eventually given up. The
Iionslayers had | oaded their fam les and taken off south, to Ulacam Wen the
ol d shei k awoke, he was going to have nmuch to keep hi m occupi ed- nar ooned and
defensel ess anmid a very hostile population. No one was going to be starting a
pursuit for quite sone tine.

Mil es woul d be better than canels in the nmountains, Azak had said, so it was
fromthe back of a nule that Inos greeted the dawn. A nule was not a snooth
ride, but the tough little beasts had clinbed and clinbed and clinbed wi thout
protest. Already Tall Cranes was a |ong way back and a | ong way down.

The night wind had gone, or else it was confined to the valley and the mule
train was now above it. A pearly glow filled the air, and she could snell
danpness for the first tinme in weeks. Delicious! The nules' snall hooves cl opped
on a snooth stone surface.

"A road?" Inos said.

Azak and his nule | ooned | arge and dark at her side, just foggy enough to hint
that they were not quite corporeal. His red-bearded snile was visible now, but
she had been hearing it for sone tine in his voice

"The road to the city, certainly. W have been following it for an hour. It
conmes and goes. See?" The pavi ng vani shed bel ow a bank of sand.

Inos tw sted around and confirmed that Kade was in view now al so, although

m sty. She waved and received a wave in reply. Wonderful old Kade! |nos herself
sat the lead mule of a string of four, with her aunt bringing up the rear. Azak
had kept his nount free, and rode ahead or al ongside, as the terrain dictated.
Even nmul es did not argue with Azak ak' Azakar

Escape! Freedom

Boul ders and a few scraggy bushes appeared out of the fog, paid their respects,
and withdrew to the rear like a procession of courtiers. The |light was grow ng
brighter, the fog drifting. A few mnutes |ater, the pavenent was back again.
After a furlong or so, the nmules reached a gully where it had been washed away,
but Azak found it again on the far side.

He was very pleased with hinself. He had reason to be. The current confusion in
the Casis of Tall Cranes did not bear thinking about-neaning that it was very
enj oyabl e to think about. Revenge!

Weary as she was, not having slept all night, Inos could still convince herself
that she was thinking nore clearly than she had done in weeks. She said so. "I
feel as if ny mnd has been wapped in a bl anket! Sleazy, deceitful old man!
Everything feels sharper and clearer."

"Then you agree to marry ne?"

She parried with a jest, and won a | augh. Azak seened to be feeling the sane
sense of relief she did. He was flippant and high-spirited. He was totally
unrecogni zabl e as the saturnine sultan who had rul ed a pal aceful of ferocious
princes by brute terror. He was in | ove.

She had seen the sane transformati on happen at Kinval e, although never on quite
such a scale. A man in love reverted to boyhood. He rediscovered fun and frolic,
and cheerfully played the fool in ways he woul d never otherw se have consi dered.
She had seen a normally lordly tribune leap into a fish pond to recover a lady's
hat. Tenporary mating plumage, the girls had called it anong thenselves. It
suited Azak. It nmade himseem nuch nore credible as a husband in Krasnegar. But
how | ong would it last after the courtship was over?

And he was very persistent. Even at dawn, on a nule, after a sleepless night,
headi ng i nto unknown dangers, possibly being pursued by an angry sorcerer, Azak

was busily wooi ng. He badgered, and he deflected every objection. "Tell nme! " he
sai d. "Describe these custons that you find so unacceptable. "
"Murder, for one thing. | know you poi soned your grandfather ... how about

Hakaraz and his snakebite? Did the snake have hel p? "

"Certainly. Asps do not infest royal apartnents from choice, and there were six
of them The one in his boot got him" Inos shivered. "How many brothers have
you kil led?"

"Ei ghteen. Do you want to know about uncles and cousi ns?" She shook her head,
not wishing to ook at him The mules were back on the nade road again, and the
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surroundi ng sl opes were coated in rank brown grass, wet with dew. The air was

col d yet.
"Do you wish to hear ny reasons?"
"No. I'msure you had reasons. And | know that it is the customof the country,

so they couldn't conplain that they-"

"Conpl ai nts were sone of the reasons.” He was nocki ng, and yet serious, too.

"But | shall have no relatives around in Krasnegar to vent ny barbarous inmpul ses
on. It just isn't as nmuch fun with comoners, sonehow. "

"Ch, Azak! | know you don't do it for fun, but ... Ch, Azak! Look!"

The fog swirled as if bowing farewell, and withdrew |like a drapery. Sunlight

bl azed hot and bright. Inos stared up in amazenent at a rugged nountain that
filled the sky, seenming to overhang her; and yet the craggy hills directly ahead
were sizable in their own right. Then, even nore dramatic, the crunbl ed yell ow

| andscape seened to waken |ike a sl eeping dragon and transformitself before her
eyes into the ruined city that was their imediate goal. Ciff becane wall, peak
tower, gorge gateway. And Kade cried out.

Azak wheel ed his nmule even before Inos had haul ed hers to a stop. She dropped
the reins and scranbled off its back, suddenly aware of stiffness and stabbing
aches. And she was not a quarter of Kade's age! How could she have been so
thoughtless as to drag the old lady up here without any decent respite? Keeping
her up all night

By the tinme she had linped back to the fourth nmule and her aunt, Azak was

di smounting a short way farther back, and Kade was full of apol ogies. She had
dropped her breviary, was all.

Well, if she could attenpt to read and ride a nule at the sane tinme, she was in
not too bad a shape.
"W nust take a break, though," Inos said. -

Azak nodded agreenent as he returned with the missing book, |eading his nule.

Al though his nule was | arger than any of the others, in the light of day he
seened absurdly huge alongside it, like a man wal ki ng a dog.

The sky was blue, the sun hot, and sunward the |and tunbled away in scrawny
ridges to the hazy imensity of the desert. Inos had a sudden heady sensation of
being a bird. The view was breathtaking. She was anmazed at the hei ght they
reached already, at the vastness of the world spread out before her

Sonewhere down there in that junble of rock was the Qasis of Tall Cranes, ful

of enraged brigands and a very angry sorcerer. Doubtless the |ocal nen knew of
this road and woul d follow as soon as they had recovered their |ivestock, but so
far the sorcerer had not reacted. He had not called the fugitives back to him
He m ght have |l ost them or they mi ght be beyond his range already.

But a rest, and hot tea, and food ..

"Whi ch God?" Azak nmurrmured politely, thunbing through Kade's breviary.

"Travel ers?"

"Hum lity," said Kade.

Wthout hesitation, he expertly flipped the pages and found the place, but as he
handed back the book, he rai sed one copperred eyebrow. "And why should you
choose to invoke Them ma' an®?"

Normal |y Kade deferred to Azak as thoroughly as any Zarki an woman woul d. This
time she met his nocking gaze with a royal confidence of her own. On nul eback,
she was al nost at his eye |level, which no doubt hel ped, and perhaps she no

| onger wi shed to play the Mstress Phattas role, for there was no deference in
her ice-blue eyes as she replied. "Because | am convinced we have nade a
terrible error, your Mjesty."

He flushed. "I trust that you are m staken
"I hope |l am | pray that | may live to apol ogi ze."

Azak's red eyes flashed anger, and he turned away, yanking his nule's reins.

6

Soneone sl apped Rap's face to get his attention. He was still bound, cranmed in
on top of sonme angul ar sacks and under a bench. He could not feel his feet at
all, and his hands were only nore anonynous |unps tw sted underneath him Day

and night were a blur, as if he had been Iying there for weeks, unwanted baggage
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on Bl ood Wave. Even in the taiga, he had never felt so cold. H s head throbbed
fromthe effects of the blow that had felled himas he boarded, although he had
detected the anbush in tine to dodge and avoi d sonme of the inpact. Gathnor had
not been so |ucky, and he renained an inani mate bundl e janmed in besi de Rap.

The stormroared unabated. Kal kor had set sail into the nmiddle of it, with
brazen insanity, and Bl ood Wave had been whirling around |i ke a feather ever
since-standi ng on her bow or her stern or her beam ends, never still. She

groaned and creaked under the battering, but an orca ship was as near to

i ndestructible as a jotunn raider hinself. Even in the dark, Rap had been able
to see the waves, and fromhis | ow vantage they had been green nountains, taller
than the mast. They were still com ng.

"Water!" he croaked. The only water he had tasted had been the rain on his face
mngled with the salt spray that drenched himand everything el se aboard every
few m nut es.

Then he recogni zed the hairy giant kneeling over him "Wat's it worth, Stupid?”
H's sibilant grow was famliar, too. That voice cane with the ni ghtnares
"Water!"

Darad thunped a fist on Rap's right eye. Cold and nunb as he was, the pain was
unexpect edly overwhel m ng. For a nonment it blocked out the whole world,
crushi ng, deadeni ng, nauseating. Lights blazed around in his head.

When his mnd cleared a little, the jotunn was grinning his wolf grin, the big
cani nes enphasi zed by the mssing front teeth, top and bottom "Andor told you
he'd find a way to get you off that stupid little tub. Well, we did, didn't we?
| did'"

"Friend of yours, is he?" Rap croaked. "Kal kor an old friend? "

Dar ad nodded, leering. He was ugly as a troll, and alnost as big. Wth any other
of the sequential five it was possible to argue, but Darad was too witless to be
di stracted.

"And he was willing to do ne a favor!"

"How d you neet up with hinP"

"Luck, Stupid. Just luck. My word makes ne | ucky, see? Yours doesn't! You're

m ne now, faun. A gift from Kal kor! You're going to tell ne your word. "

"I don't know" The other eye was thunped now, harder. OCh, Gods! That was worse.
"Thinal thinks you do. That's good enough for nme. " Darad raised a thick finger
and stroked his goblin tattoos. "You'll talk."

Rap had recogni zed Darad anbng the raiders. That was the main reason he had
rushed forward |i ke a maniac to denounce Kal kor-he had known then why the jotnar
had come to Durthing. But sone of his nmadness had been the remmins of his own
killer anger. Wthout that he might just have run away, and he woul d have
escaped, unless he had lingered to help the wonmen and children. He had been

wi thin seconds of beating Ogi; now he was getting what he deserved for |osing
his tenper.

And for being so stupid! He had known that Darad woul d al ways be a danger - Dar ad
and Andor and the rest of the fivebut he had thought he could shelter in

Durt hing, guarded by a few hundred jotnar. Had he used the wits he was born
with, he'd have guessed that Darad m ght enlist sone jotnar of his own. So Rap
had brought down the full horrors of a Nordland thane on the settlenent, and for
that evil he deserved. nore puni shnent than even the Gods coul d decree.

Whi ni ng was not going to help, and telling his word would nean instant drowning.
He wasn't ready for that yet, not quite. So he gave Darad a very obscene
instruction he had | earned from Gathnor. The resulting punches knocked hi m out
for a while, and that was an i nprovenent.

Piety nor wt:

The novi ng Finger wites;

and, having wit, Moves on

nor all your Piety nor Wt

Shall lure it back to cancel half a Line,
Nor all your Tears wash out a Word of it.
Fi t zgeral d, Rubaiyat of Orar Khayyam
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THREE
VWere are you roam ng?

1

"Nod if you're awake," said a whisper in his ear

Only pain was convincing Rap that he was even alive, but he nodded slightly.
"Can you get free?" Gathnor really didn't need to whi sper when the stormstil
howl ed in the rigging and every rope and spar and strake on Bl cod Wave was
screaming in the torment of the nonstrous waves. |In any case, the raiders had
apparently forgotten their captives altogether

Rap shook his head. Seawater blew in his face. "How | ong' ve we been here?"
"About two days, by the stubble on your chin.”

Gat hnor was deathly pale, his hair matted with old bl ood. The crazy look in his
eye might have worried Rap had there been anything left in the world that could
worry Rap.

"Did they fight?"

Rap nodded. He'd heard snippets of the bragging; he'd seen the bl oodstai ned axes
bei ng cl eaned and resharpened. He'd even recogni zed sone itens anong the pitifu
handful s of | oot that had been thrown aboard and now |l ay scattered around in the
bi | ge: brooches and trinkets.

Gat hnor let out a long sigh and closed his eyes. He'd doted on his three sons,
and he'd shown his wife as nmuch affection in public as a jotunn ever did. Hs
bel oved Storndancer would be a heap of ashes on the beach by now.

"I think they're leaving us here to die," Rap croaked. The sail or shook his
head. "Just softening us up. "

Rap fell silent, frightened he m ght start to sob. He was so weak! Courage or
st ubbornness were easier to fake when a nman had his strength, but days and
nights in bonds, thirst, hunger, cold, pain-he could feel them sapping his wll.
A man had far nore trouble being strong in spirit when his body had been so
badl y damaged. And uncertainty hel ped, too. Call that fear

Farsi ght nmade the ordeal worse. Every roll to port and his ribs were ground
agai nst a |lunpy sack-but those |lunps were stoneware flagons of wine. He could
even read the |l abels. Rolls to starboard brought a heavy keg thunpi ng agai nst
hi s kneeand he knew it contained salt beef. Mst of the baggage on Bl ood Wave
was | oot: gold and jewels and finery, stuffed in bags and jamed into odd
corners, nmuch of it broken or ruined already; but within his reach, were he not
bound, there was food and drink aplenty.

He coul d al so watch every nouthful as the raiders feasted and drank. They ate
well. Even at the height of the storm when he expected Bl ood Wave to founder at
any mnute, the mariners went calnmy about their business and pl easure. To

di splay fear or even reasonabl e doubts woul d be unjotunnish and probably a
capital offense on this ship.

If softening himup was what Kal kor intended, then Rap thought he woul d make a
very fine feather mattress already.

Dark and cold . . . Splash after splash after splash of salt water ... Rain
soneti nmes, whi ch hel ped.

Being rolled to and fro on a rock pile until half his bones felt raw.

Thirst, nonstrous torments of thirst. A boot in the ribs if he called out.

You vol unteered for this voyage, Pea-brain! Did you expect the |uxury cabin?
Hunger. Cold. Thirst. Fouling his own clothes. Thirst. Cold. Cranps |ike hot
coal s.

Gat hnor, whispering: "Wiy'd you interfere? If you knew it was Kal kor, why not
just get the Evil out of there?"

"I knew he'd come to Durthing to find ne."

"And you thought he m ght be satisfied? Spare the town?"

"Maybe. "

"Feeling guilty for bringing bad | uck?"

"Maybe. And you? Your reason?"

"The same."

Thirst. Splash. Roll. Cold. Dark ..
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A punch or two whenever Darad went by. Testing for softness. Gathnor again: "So
Kal kor has a seer now. You'll be his eyes?"

"Nol "

Truly, Master Rap? Suppose he nade you an offer right now, . Master Rap? Pil ot
for an orca-easy work for a seer. Just guide the death and rape up the river by
ni ght, Master Rap. Qutflank the guards. Locate the hidden treasures: gold bel ow
the bricks, virgins in the attic. Good pay-all the booty you can carry, all the
worren you can catch. WIIl you accept that offer, or stay where you are, Master

Rap?

Take all the time you need to think about it.

Kill yourself, Master Rap? You' re not man enough. Do it later, when you fee
better?

Cold. Thirst. Deliriumstarting. Inos on a horse. Darad and Inos. Andor. Bright
Water the mad witch

They' re eating again. Drinking again. Splash after splash .

Bl ood Wve was a | ower, |onger, sleeker vessel than Storndancer and yet she was
still only an open boat, for there were no unnecessary |luxuries |ike cabins on
an orca longship. One small triangle of deck at the stern supported the

hel msnen-the steering oar needed two men or nore in this weather, and if the

wi nd ever caught Bl ood Wave broadsi de she would be on her beam ends instantly.
Bel ow that tiny deck was the only relatively sheltered spot on board. There
Thane Kal kor hung hi s hanmmock. He had a chair there, also, a throne, and when
awake he sat in bored glory, rarely speaking to anyone, waiting for better
killing weather.

The sailors bail ed, prepared food, tended weapons, but nostly they just |ounged
about, being idle. The stormwould take them sonmewhere and they had no say in
where; rowi ng was inpossible in weather like this. There m ght be rocks dead
ahead, but jotnar would never admt to fear

Despite the howing wind and thrashing rain, few wore nore clothing than | eather
breeches. Their beards and hair fleww ld in the breeze, or clung in soaked
tangl es of silver or gold or even copper. There was a manic, ruthless quality in
their appearance, an aninal ferocity that woul d have persuaded Rap to believe
their reputation even without the evidence of the cargo. Their conversations
were ravings of nightmare. He woul d accept any story told of such nen. They
conpeted in cruelty and sought to outdo each other in atrocities. To them
conpassi on woul d be worse than cowardice. Brutality was their creed and their
anbi ti on.

He had no doubt that they had killed everyone they had nanaged to catch in

Durt hi ng-wonen, children, even the harmess little gnones, for he had overheard
j okes about the problem of cleaning gnone off an ax.

And it worked! Kal kor had | ost only one man in Durthing, the one Brual had
taken, yet there had been nore than enough able fighters in the settlenent to
put up a resistance. They could have driven the raiders off with rocks, or at

| east have nmade them pay for their sport; but instead they had crunpl ed before
the orca reputation and thus thensel ves becone part of the |l egend. Atrocity fed
on itself.

But who was Rap to judge? Only Kal kor's arrival had stopped himfrom beating Qui
to a pul p-squat Ogi, who had probably truly believed he was doing a friend a
favor by setting up a match for him while at the same tinme enriching hinself by
backi ng a dark horse. Typical inp! Rap had not |ost control of his tenper since
he was thirteen, the tine he broke Gth's jaw, but the nadness was still there
under neath. He had been going to maim Qgi, and only chance had stopped him

Kal kor felt that way nore often, perhaps, but Rap was of the same jotunn bl ood.
He was in the sane boat.

And now maybe one of the crew

2

Strong hands dragged Rap out of his cramped corner and untied his bonds. He was
so nunb that he could not clasp the beaker he was offered, so it was held to his
lips by a fleece-bearded bl ond gi ant who | ooked no ol der than hinsel f, and who
so much resenbled Rap's old friend Kratharkran that at first he thought he was
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hal | uci nating. But Kratharkran nmust be safely hone in Krasnegar, earning an
honest living; this young jotunn was a killer, and his attitude to the foul and
stinking captive was one of understandabl e dislike.

Fortunately there was still no shortage of fresh air, although the storm was
wani ng. The sky had brightened, and Rap coul d have seen with his eyes al npost as
wel |l now as he could without them except that both his eyes were swollen nostly
shut, thanks to Darad's little chats. The waves had not subsided, though, and
m ght not do so for days. Fresh air and rain, and cold. He was al nbst too weak
to shiver.

"Thane wants you," said the young col ossus, with the same unexpectedly

hi gh- pi tched voi ce as Kratharkran. "Can you wal k?"

Rap shook his head, and even that was an effort. The water had added nausea to
hi s pains; he should have drunk nmore slowy. Apparently he was not going to be
fed yet, but he didn't care overnuch at the nonent.

The sailor rose, took hold of Rap's feet, and headed aft, dragging himalong the
narrow central gangway between the rowers' benches. Unfortunately the oars were
stored there when not in use, and the narrow wal k space remai ni ng was w de
enough for a boot, but not a man's shoul ders. He bounced on bl ades and

count erwei ghts. The first half of the journey was downhill, the second half up,
as Bl ood Wave continued her trek over the graygreen ranges of the Sumer Seas.
Arriving at the stern, the gangling rai der dropped Rap's feet, hauled himup by
t he shoul ders, and adjusted himso he was half kneeling, half sitting on the

pl anks.

"Thanks, Vurjuk," Kal kor said. "Be sure and wash your hands now. "

"Aye, sir!" The young raider grinned and stal ked away, swaying in easy bal ance
as the ship tilted its bow to the sky again.

Rap could not even control his whirling, reeling nind, let alone his despicably
usel ess body. He slunped on the planks before the thane's bare feet |ike a dog,
or a heap of refuse. He wanted to stand up |like a man, and his contenptible
muscl es refused to obey his commands. They woul d do nothing but shiver. Hs
hands were starting to throb painfully.

Lordi ng above himon his throne, Kal kor reached out one horny foot and nudged
Rap's head up, so he could study the ruins.

" Dar ad?"

"Aye, sir. "

"I't's enough to spoil a man's lunch." Kal kor pushed the of fending face down
again, still using his foot.

The thane's private kennel was crammed with sacks and bal es, which Rap had | ong
since inspected and judged to contain the choicest |oot. The overhead deck was
too low for a man of any of the large races to stand upright; indeed it had not
even been hi gh enough for Thane Kal kor's chair.

Once that chair nust have bel onged to a king, or perhaps a bishop. It was big
and intricately carved, inset with jewels and enanels and filigree of gold. It
was padded in fine scarlet velvet. But the tall back had been shortened with an
ax to fit under the | ow headroom and now half the jewels were gone and the

vel vet was stained and rotted by salt water. Even the legs were splintered where
the chair had been spiked to the deck to stop it sliding around.

Now t he t hrone belonged to a hal f-naked jotunn pirate, who was | oungi ng back in
it and regarding with wy anusenent the wetched near-corpse that had just been
dunped at his feet. He was exactly as Rap had seen himin the magi ¢ casenent:
bi g and young, powerful in every way inaginable. Hi s hair was the color of white
gol d, hanging heavily like plate; his eyebrows were white seagulls' w ngs of
irony on his bronzed face, a face of hard, angular beauty and diabolic cruelty.
Unli ke the rest of the nmen aboard, he wore no tattoos.

H s eyes were the nost intensely blue eyes Rap had ever net. They burned |ike
fragments of sky, full of cold and deadly fire. They smiled with the joy of
madness. Lesser jotnar, like Gathnor, mght rouse thenselves to killer frenzy.
Kal kor woul d never lose it.

And this notorious killer Kalkor, Thane of Gark, was a distant relative of Queen
I nosol an and supposedly hol der of a word of power handed down fromtheir renote
comon ancestor, the sorcerer |nisso
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"You are Rap."
"Aye, sir." It hurt to speak. It mght hurt nmuch nore not to. "I have sone
questions,"” Kal kor said. He was shouting, as Blood Wave bal anced nonentarily on

a high green crest, and the wind shrieked in the rigging, hurling a stinging
salt spray with the rain. Even his covered nook did not keep himdry. "You wll
answer themtruthfully. " Blood Wave pitched her bow down and began the | ong
slide into the next valley.

Rap nodded and al nost fell over backward. He managed another "Aye, sir." It was
qui eter in the troughs, so he needn't shout.
Then a sudden shadow, and he | ooked up with farsight. The troll-Iike Darad

| ooned over him scowing nonstrously. He was stooping to see in under the

hel msman' s deck, steadying hinself against the edge with one giant furry paw.
The hair on his shoulders stirred in the wind |ike ripe barley.

Kal kor's attention left Rap and fixed itself on the newconer with no change in
its disdain.

"You prom sed he woul d be mne!" Darad bel | oned.

"Did I?" Kalkor waited for a nmonent, and then repeated, "Did I?" in a slightly
nore pointed tone.

"Yes! You said he would be mne. You gave himto nme! A gift to ne! "

"l don't renenber. Are you sure?"

Kal kor had not raised his voice any nore than necessary to let it be heard over
the wind, and his calm steady snile did not vary by a tw nkle, except when rain
or spray blewin his face. Darad likely had little nore intelligence than a
starving dog and no conpunctions at all about anyone else's life or death. Yet

apparently his own fate still nattered to him for he flinched before Kal kor's
unspoken threat.

"Well ... | thought so, sir. Mist've m sunderstood you."

"You do that quite often, Wl f. Don't you?"

Incredibly, the ogre cringed even further. "No, sir | nean, aye, sir ... | nean

I"l'l not do it anynore, sir."

"I certainly wouldn't advise it."

Darad hesitated, |lips noving, and then grow ed, "But you renenber this, Thane:
He's a liar! He'll lie to you."

"I don't think so."

The giant hesitated, puzzled, knowi ng he had been dism ssed and yet unwilling to
go away and | eave Rap babbling of sorcerers and Sagorn and Thinal and Andor and
Jalon. Had he really expected Kal kor to kidnap Rap for himfroma jotunn
settlenent, and then never want to know why?

"He's mad, too. |nagines things."

"Darad," Kal kor said in the sane conversational tone as before, "it is nmy custom
to present gifts to nmy guests when they depart. Wuld you care to choose
sonet hi ng now? Sonet hi ng heavy?"

The nonster took a nonment to work that out, and then his eyes turned toward the
ranks of green hills marching at the ship. "North for Pandem a," Kal kor said,
"but | can't give you any clearer directions, because | don't know "

Darad turned and rushed off downhill, along the gangway. The blue fires cane
back to | ook at Rap. The quiet smle al nbost seenmed to want to share anmusenent;
but that would be a dangerous assunption to nake.

"l see | have nore questions to ask than | thought | had. His stupidity is

di sgusting. Now ... Have you ever seen one of these?"

The t hane reached behind himand produced a gruesone artifact that Rap had not
noticed tucked in there. The handl e was a wooden cylinder, short and polished,
possi bly even snoothed by | ong use. Attached to one end were many fine chains,
each about as long as a man's arm They | ooked as if they mi ght have been di pped

in black nud, and dark pellets still clung to the tiny |inks.

Rap could only shake his head. H's voice had failed him He licked salt fromhis
l'ips.

"This one's of dwarvish make, | think, but the inps use themin their jails.
They use themon their troops, too. Now | find that absurd! If a nman doesn't
measure up, kill himand find another-why ness around? Yes, this is an inpish
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puni shrent. Jotnar don't use such barbarities. " The gull-w ng eyebrows rose

i nquiringly.

"No, sir."

Kal kor beaned. "Wong! Aye, sir! Sonetines wanton cruelty is useful. One has a
reputation to maintain, after all. It's nmessy, though, and best done ashore.
Find a suitable tree, tie the subject up by his wists ... The nmen take turns.
The one who kills himwi ns. | have yet to see a man survive nore than twenty-two

| ashes, but he was a quite elderly bishop who didn't want to part with a m nor
treasure he had hi dden away, so you mght do better. Five strokes would ruin a

man for life, | thinkapplied with enthusiasm the chains will cut to the bone,
you do under st and?"”

"Aye, sir."

"So, faun, | amgoing to ask sonme questions, and you are going to answer. | am
very good at detecting lies, and every lie earns you one stroke with the
cat-o'-nine-tails. Behave yourself and | won't hurt you. | may kill you, but it
will be quick. Now, are we clear on the rules? "

"Aye, sir. Sir ... may | have a drink of water?"

"No. First question: Wo is king of Krasnegar?"

"There isn't one. Holindarn is dead."

Kal kor nodded, as if pleased-as if Rap was confirm ng Darad's news. Kal kor had

not known, so obviously Foronod's |letter had never reached him

Had the factor guessed what he was inviting into Krasnegar? O had he seen

Kal kor as inevitable and just wanted to get on his good side as soon as

possi bl e? Al Kal kor's sides were bad. Rap's feet were starting to throb worse

than hi s hands.

"Second question: Describe Inosolan."

Rap took a deep breath and wei ghed the agony of being flayed agai nst the

probability that nothing he could possibly say could ever nmake any difference
but his nmouth had started speaking al ready. Cowardi ce had a thousand

disguises and if it called itself exhaustion and weakness and exposure and

don't-nmatteranyway, cowardice it was still. Neverthel ess, he was not nan enough

to stop himself talking.

"Somewhere between an inp and a jotunn in height. Hair gold ... darker gold than
wel |, that nan sewi ng the boot? About that shade. Green eyes. Slim She

ri des and-"

"I'monly interested in her body. |Is she beautiful ?"

"Aye, sir."

"Face ne while you're speaking. Show nme how big her breasts are. Mn | like them

bigger. Is she a virgin?"

"I don't know " Rap al nbst nanaged a shout.

Kal kor chuckl ed softly, the sharp sapphire fires never |eaving Rap's face. "You
have occult farsight, don't you?"

"Me, sir? No, sir."

"That's one, Rap! | warned you! One stroke. Can you control it, turn it on and
off at will?"

"Sometimes," Rap nuttered. Darad had the brains of a herring. He had tal ked far
too much for his own purposes. Like Gathnor, Kal kor would never willingly part
with a seer.

"It's not easy, is it? So you're discreet? Do you |ove her?"

"I nos? Love her? Me? | was ... No, of course not!"

"That's two. "

"Two what?" Rap snarled. The pain of those chains could never be worse than the
pai n now pounding in his hands as the blood cane back. And his feet . . . Oh,
Gods! . . . his feet

"Two lies, two strokes." Kal kor waved the whip gently, letting the chains sw ng
i ke a pendul um jingling.

In his sudden, utter shock, Rap forgot the tornment in his hands and feet. " No!
was a stableb-" Ch, Cods! Love |Inos? Kal kor shook his head wonderingly. "You
didn't know? You hadn't realized! How sweet! My heart bleeds, ny gorge rises.
Rap, 1'll take back that "two'! | haven't felt so noved since the praetor of
Clastral offered ne his daughters. But let's be quite clear on this. You |ust
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after Inosol an?"

Rap nodded, too shattered to speak. How had he dared? So that was why he had
this crazy dreamof finding his way to her side-to be a lover, not just a
servant? She had ki ssed himonce, and then et himreturn the favor. They had
hel d hands. Puppy |ove! Hopel ess |love. It was unthi nkabl e-she was a queen and he
was a churl. He had been deceiving hinself all this tinme. Gods, Gods!

And that was why he had been so di sturbed when he had seen a man coning out of
her tent in the | ooking glass vision. He had been jeal ous! Fool! Fool! Fool

And Kal kor was watching himw th anused contenpt as if he could read all this
appal ling revelation unwinding in Rap's m nd.

"More than you lust after any other woman?"

"Aye, sir. " By the Powers, it was true

"Well, that is a recommendation, but | don't know how reliable a faun's taste
woul d be. Where is she now?"

"l don't know. "

The bright-blue eyes seened to grow even brighter as Kal kor frowned, regarding
Rap carefully. He waited while the ship topped another spune-swept crest, then
he probed with care: "Roughly?"

"Probably in Zark, sir. A sorceress abducted her, and she was a djinn."

The thane was surprised. "Truly? | really thought the Wl f had gotten his head
banged once too often! How did you know ny nanme?"

"Saw you ... in the ... magic casenment. " Rap had to force the words out. The
pai n was knotting himnow and getting worse. His arns and | egs woul d have been a
tornent by thensel ves, but he was barely noticing themover what his extrenities
were doing to him

"Do you know where in Zark she is?"

" Arakkaran, sir."

"That's two now, Rap! The truth?"

Struggling to concentrate, barely managi ng to speak instead of just scream Rap
said, "The sorceress said she canme from Arakkaran."

"But you don't think Inosolan is in Arakkaran. Wy not?" Shocked, and hurting
too nmuch to plan any convincing lies, Rap blurted out a confused account of his
meeting with Bright Water and Zini xo, and how the wardens had all been trying to
steal Inos away fromthe sorceress and one another. He expected the thane to
throw hi m overboard for spinning such a yarn-and it would have been a blissfu
rel ease-but Kal kor, amazingly, seenmed to believe him

The questions thudded hone |ike arrows, Rap croaked out answers in a blur
Describe MIflor harbor ... how many nmen in the Krasnegarian arny ... He shaved
the truth as nuch as he could manage, until Kal kor shook his head gently and
said, "We're up to five, Rap. | thought I'd warn you. We're | ooking at rea
damage now, |I'mafraid. Next question . "

His instinct for truth and fal sehood seened to be infallible, although Rap's
face was so battered that it nust be very hard to read, and often the w nd

whi pped the words fromhis |ips. The penalty count was up to "Nine!" before Rap
abandoned any further efforts to deceive. Thereafter he just let his tongue
babble. He didn't care anynore. The pain in his hands and feet was driving him
mad. If he had the strength, he'd clinb over the ship's side and drown hinsel f.
He nmust have fainted, because afterward he renmenbered speaking while lying flat,
his brui sed cheek against the cold wet planks. Later he sensed two enornous
dirty feet right in front of his nose. Fromthem young Vurjuk sprouted like a

spare nast.

". . . clean himup," Kal kor was saying. "Can you trawl himon a rope w thout
killing hin®"

"Can try, sir."

"Well, make it brief and find himsone clothes afterward, because | would prefer

that he live awhile yet.
"A flogging match?" Vurjuk's voice rang with boyi sh eagerness.

Thane Kal kor did not answer inpertinent questions; the look in his eye was
enough to nmake the kid bleat, "Aye, sir! " and junp to obey orders.
Stripped, traw ed, dried, clothed, watered, and fed, Rap discovered to his
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surprise that he was still alive, although he wi shed he wasn't. He was stil

i ncapabl e of wal ki ng, but he crawl ed aft to where Gathnor |ay, and gave hima
drink. Then he dragged over a battle-ax, which was the only sharp thing within
reasonabl e di stance, and found even that hard to hold in hands so grotesquely
swol | en. The jotnar must have noticed what he was doi ng but they did not
interfere. By the tine the last of Gathnor's bonds parted, Rap was so weary that
he was capable of nothing nore. He fell asleep where he was, in nuch the sane

pl ace he had been before.

3

Rap was ki cked awake and told to report to the thane. Reeling and stunbling, he
hurried aft, confused by the ship's new notion. Falling was inevitable in his
state, but he nmanaged to make all his inpacts on inanimate things-oars, benches,
tubs. To land on a sleeping jotunn mght cost himhalf his teeth. The sun was
just rising into a blue and prom sing sky. The wi nd was strong, but no | onger
dangerous, and Bl ood WAve was surging northward over the last remants of the
stormswell. Even the creak of wood and rope had taken on a nore cheerful note.
Per haps today he might get dry for the first tinme since Durthing? Then he
reached the stern and sank to his knees before the throne, where Kal kor was j ust
maki ng hi nsel f confortable.

For a few m nutes Rap was ignored as the thane rummaged in a | eather bag,

| ooking for something. Al over the boat, men were stirring, rising, stretching,
scrat chi ng, cursing.

"Roll that up." The thane's gesture indicated his hamock, so Rap rose and
attended to the hammock. He could not straighten under the | ow headroom but in
his condition he had very little desire to. He was as shaky and weak as a sick
kitten, staggering with every pitch and roll

He tucked hamobck and bl anket on top of the nountain of |oot, but before he
coul d kneel -or just fall-down again, Kalkor held out a hand to him Rap stared
at its burden in dunb inconprehension, and then | ooked into the jotunn's
arrogant bl ue contenpt.

"You |l ose a finger for every nick.
It was without question a razor. Still gaping, Rap took it, opened it, and found
the finest steel blade he had ever seen, obviously dwarvish. He tried the edge;
before he felt anything, his thumb was oozing fine specks of bl ood.

"Idiot! " Kal kor said. "Well, you know the rules. Get busy." Rap's hands were
still stiff and swollen, and if they had not been shaking before, then they
certainly were now. He noved near to the chair and tried to steady his head

agai nst the overhead beans-had he been a fraction taller he could have rested
hi s shoul ders agai nst theminstead. He was stooped over Kal kor, and nuch too
close for confort or even for easy work. The thane was offering his face ... and
neck.

Why shoul dn't Rap just cut his throat?

Kal kor's sky-blue eyes gl eanmed. He knew what Rap was thinking, and he smiled up
at himas fondly as a | over. Wen he spoke his voice was very soft. "Don't even
be tenpted."”

To dry-shave a man on a | eapi ng, heaving boat in a state of shivering weakness
when the slightest knick would bring nutilation-for Kalkor's threats woul d never
be idle-that was a totally inpossible task. The very prospect brought sweat

| eaping out all over Rap's body. It was utterly, conpletely, insanely

i mpossible! As well ask himto fly to Zark

"Il give you about five nore seconds,"” Kal kor said.

Rap took him by the nose and lifted. The jotunn stretched his upper Iip and Rap
stroked it with the razor. He did not forfeit a finger with that one. He w ped
the bl ade on his sleeve and prepared to try again. Kal kor had m ssed shaving for
several days; his golden stubble was |ong and tough, his skin dry and
surprisingly soft. Rap's own face was streanming, as was all of him

He coul d not have been wetter had he just emerged fromthe sea.

Why shoul dn't he just slit Kalkor's throat? The man was an egregi ous nonster, a
killing, raping, looting horror wthout peer. Even this whol e shaving charade
was a formof torture. The crew woul d be wat ching and | aughi ng-and adniri ng
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their | eader's courage. Rap's opportunity to nake the world a safer place for
human bei ngs was one that any hal f-decent nman should be glad to sacrifice his
life for. Trouble was, he mght not reach the rail in tine to gain an easy
death, and if the rest of the jotnar caught him what unspeakabl e tornents woul d
they inflict on hinf

Kal kor was watching with a sleepy sort of disdain. He | ooked conpletely rel axed,
| oungi ng on his throne, being shaved by his new thrall, but he wasn't relaxed to
Rap's farsight. His eyes were half closed, and yet alert, and while his hands
hung sl ack and | oose, the nuscles in his shoulders were knotted hard as steel
Thane Kal kor was not quite the uncaring suicidal hero he was trying to portray.
Rap realized he had stopped breathing, and paused to resune. He w ped his
forehead, although the sweat wasn't running into his eyes, which were stil
puffed and bl urred. He had been working with them cl osed.

Kal kor was still watching. "Strop?" Rap croaked. "In the bag."

Rap fished out the belt and began sharpeni ng. Wen he was ready to shave again,
Kal kor tilted his head back, baring his throat.

"Tell ne about Darad and this curse of his. "

Rap pulled skin taut with fingertips, slit off whiskers with a deft stroke. A

sl ash woul d be so easy, the world so nmuch better! He could not renenber what he
had tol d Kal kor about Darad the day before. "There are five of him" He nust

wat ch the crests-Blood Wave had a nasty habit of twitching her tail when she
went over the tops, as the wind caught her hull; if he lost his balance he would
|l ose a finger for certain. "Only one of themcan exist at a tinme. They were a
gang of wild kids. About a hundred years ago . . ."

So easy to kill. Was he not man enough? He felt no real guilt about Yggingi, and
this jotunn was a thousand tines worse than the inp had been. Make the try and
get it over! He pushed Kalkor's chin to a better angle. He was steadying his own
head agai nst a beam and getting splinters in his scalp. This would be easier if
he coul d stand upright. Wthout the acuity of farsight it would be inpossible.
"Each of the five has a talent " Now the razor seened to be tuggi ng nore,
and it wasn't for lack of sharpening. Kalkor was starting to sweat too. He was
still striving to seemrelaxed and linp in his chair, and yet he was grow ng
tauter and tauter. A fine sheen of danp showed on his forehead and chest. Was
this ordeal going on |onger than he had antici pated? Likely he had expected Rap
to nick himon the first or second stroke ... all right so far; half done now.
Probabl y Kal kor had planned to end the gane when he got to ten nicks. A seer
with no hands woul d be easier to keep prisoner. But if he wanted to nutilate Rap
like that, he would do so anyway, regardless of how many tines Rap cut him

Tal k was easier while stropping than while shaving. "Darad doesn't need to cal
for help very often, so he's aged. He stays tob long. Thinal, on the other hand,
is still just a kid." Rap gripped Kal kor's ear and pulled a little harder than
necessary.

Not a gane-it was a trap. Nicks were not what the jotunn expected, but an
attack, Rap noving to cut his throat. Strop sone nore. "Jalon's the mnstrel

the artist . . . " He was talking without thinking, but he didn't nind revealing
the gang's great secret. He owed nothing to any of them The only thing he left
out was the word of power. Kal kor already had a word of his own, and ni ght be
tenpted to becone an adept. He might very well extract Rap's word, also, and
three words made a nage. Kal kor as a nage was a brain-curdling thought.

H s talent was fighting, so Andor had said. Could a nere occult genius fend off
a razor attack even if it was |aunched from such close quarters? Perhaps
Probably. So Kal kor was not nearly as vul nerable as he |ooked. If Rap tried to
avenge Durthing, then Kal kor could still block him

And the nman was really sweating now. It nade the shaving harder, but Rap could
afford to take his tinme. He was beginning to think he could win this gane,

unl ess Kal kor deliberately cheated by noving, and so far he had played fair. So
Rap was stropping after al nbst every stroke, dragging it out.
"Sagorn is the wi se man-"

"Never mind him Tell ne again what you saw in the casenent.
"Which tine? You, or the dragon, or the goblin?"

"All of them Start with Inosolan's prophecy. "

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Da...%20His%20Word%2003%20-%20Perilous%20Seas.txt (32 of 178) [10/15/2004 2:27:56 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files/eM ul e/| ncomi ng/ Dave%620D uncan%620-%20A %20M an%200f %20Hi s%20Word%62003%20-%20Peril ous%20Sesas. txt

"You, wearing a fur and nothing else.”" Rap was enjoying pushing the thane's head
into odd angles. "An old man giving you an ax..."

But any ordeal nust end eventually. Rap had no sooner closed the razor and
replaced it in the bag with the strop than his knees fol ded of their own accord.
He sl unped down, with one | eg twi sted under him he doubl ed over and shivered
convulsively, as if he had a fever. He retched, but his stomach was enpty and
not hi ng happened. It was over. Over! He shivered and shivered.

After a nonment, a dirty toe poked under his chin and nudged his head up. There
was a very strange glint in those deadly blue eyes.

"Tell me again of the place where we were supposed to fight this interesting
duel , you and ne?"

Rap licked his |lips and managed to steady his quivering jaw enough to use it for
speaking. "I told you, sir-it wasn't clear at all. Short grass; scythed or
grazed. Mst and rain. Aring of people all around. That was all. Nothing in the
di stance, no | andmarks. "

"The Pl ace of Ravens on Nintor," Kal kor said, staring intently, "has a circle of
great stones around it. The spectators nust stay back fromthose. Stay outside.
There are no predators or scavengers on N ntor, except the ravens, and the bones
of the losers are left where they fall. Did you see any bones, or the nonoliths?
"No, sir."

"Mm " Kal kor rubbed his fresh-shaven chin and seened to ponder. "Reckonings are
al nrost al ways done at the Place of Ravens, but they need not be. They can be
hel d anywhere, if certain conditions are net. "

Rap al nost gagged again. He could think of nothing to say, so he didn't try.
Sagorn had interpreted the vision as showi ng Rap being I nos's chanpion; but he
m ght equally well be Kal kor's plaything. The shavi ng epi sode had j ust
denonstrated that the jotunn's sense of hunmor was as warped as his norals, and
if he found the idea of a ritual battle with Rap an amusi ng prospect, then he

could stage it at the next |andfall, wherever that m ght be.
"And when you tried for a vision fromthe casenent ?"
"I never did, sir. | approached it twice, and each tine it ... well, it sort of

bl azed. Very bright. Al shifting. Eerie!" Kal kor nodded. Then, slowy, his
smle widened-and yet his eyes seened to narrow. He stepped off his chair and
moved out from under the hel nsman's deck. "Up!"

Rap rose al so and cautiously strai ghtened. He was shorter and slighter than the
jotunn. He felt very frail beside that potent killing machine.

Kal kor | ooked hi mup and down twi ce, perhaps nmaki ng the same conpari son and
feeling reassured by it. Then he folded his arns and shook his head nockingly.
"Just be glad I'ma ganbler, sailor."

"Sir?"

Rap staggered on a roll, and the thane's hand flashed out to grip his shoul der
and steady him His fingers dug in |ike skewers.

"There is sonething very odd about you, halfrman. Very odd! My instincts for
self-preservation tell nme | should gift you a full suit of arnor and send you

out to push. | just tested you, you realize? "
Here cane the job offer. "Sir?"
"You passed, but not in the way | expected. | would have taken odds of a

thousand to one that what | denmanded was humanly inpossible for a nmundane in
your condition. But you weren't using occult power, were you?"

"No, sir. Just farsight. | can't see well at the nonent."

"Farsight ... and sonmething else, but not magic!" Kal kor chuckled, and it was a
sound to freeze bones. "I had decided to kill you if you did pass." He sighed.
"But, as | said, 1'"'ma ganbler. Just a sentinental softie, I am | wll accept

that you are not an adept in spite of the test."
He raised a quizzical eyebrow, and Rap said, "Thank you, sir."
"I ndeed. You may be a nmge or even a sorcerer, of course, but then |I am

hel pl ess-and you certainly don't look like either at the nonment. Faun, | am
going to be very surprised if we do not fulfill that absurd prophecy one day,
you and |I. That intrigues ne! | have raised twelve heads in the Place of Ravens.
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| should like very much to raise yours, also."

"I will bet on you, sir, not ne."

Sudden anger blazed in the inhumanly blue eyes. "Do not joke about sacred
matters! | amno inp to wager squalid, worthless things |ike noney! A Reckoning
is a solem ritual, an offering of courage and a sacrifice of life. Few things
less than life itself are worth ganbling." For a nonent Rap thought Kal kor was
going to flash into jotunn madness, but then the eerie snmile returned. "Two
strong nmen battling to the death, entering the circle know ng that one of them
will never |eave? There is the ultimate ganble, the finest game of all. | hope
that one day | do | eave ny bones for the ravens of Nintor-it is the noblest
death for a thane. And | ask only one favor fromthe Gods, Master Rap."

Rap saw t hat he was supposed to question. "Wat's that, sir? "

"That ny slayer be worthy, a man of courage. Tell Darad | want him"

4

It was a real pleasure to pass the nessage to Darad and see apprehensi on spread
over the nightnmare face. There were not nany pl easures on Bl ood Wave. Gat hnor
was conscious, but too weak even to sit up. Rap found water for both of them and
eventual | y begged some food, also. Then he set to work on the probl ens of
cleaning up his fellow prisoner and finding fresh clothes for him The jotnar
did not interfere, but they were surly and uncooperative.

And yet even a captive could have nonments | ess m serable than others. Boat and
contents steanmed in the hot tropic sun. The sea shone like silver, flashing
bands of glory across the mnatory obscenity of the orca crudely painted on the

sail. Waite birds followed, rocking on the arcs of their wings. Gven blue sky
and a fine breeze, a half jotunn could not be totally unhappy on a sprightly
vessel like Blood Wave on a fine day.

Rap had noted Darad cowering at the thane's feet and then forgotten him The
next devel opnent was Kal kor hinself striding past, stopping to drag one of the
sacks of loot out fromunder a bench near the bow Rap knew what was com ng
before it emerged, and he swung his farsight aft again. Cowering under the poop
deck was the flaxen-haired mnstrel, Jalon, struggling to adjust Darad's
oversi ze breeches to his slender form Small and unassertive, Jalon was a nost
unlikely jotunn, as he hinself had pointed out to Rap once when they shared a
picnic lunch in the hills, long ago. H's skin was pallid, sickly conpared to al
the bronzed sailors, and certainly there was no nore terrified mnstrel on the
Sunmer Seas.

VWhat the crew thought of the nmagical transformati on was i npossible to tell

Bl ue- eyed gl ances fl ashed under gol den brows, questioning and commenting in
surly silence. Kal kor had not deigned to explain, and not a man aboard woul d
dare show fear.

The t hane headed aft again, carrying a bejeweled ivory harp. In a few m nutes
Jal on had done the best he could to tune the battered, inpractical instrunent
and was sitting on the hel msman's deck, with his | egs dangling.

And then-pure nmiracle! Somehow he wung a flawl ess, angelic thread of rusic from
the harp and on it wove tapestries of the finest singing in all Pandem a. A
coupl e of sea chanties, then a ballad, and nore and nore, and either every one
was perfectly fitted to the timng set by the ship's notion, or else Blood Wave
hersel f now danced to the minstrel's beat.

Gory! It soared, it floated in the warmsky like a flight of rainbows. It
lifted the heart or wung it as he chose. Miurderous brutes those jotnar
certainly were, but at tinmes Rap could see tears in their eyes, while he hinself
was tormented by thoughts of Inos and could not hel p but weep. Then Jal on woul d
switch to sone rousing warrior song. Rap's heart would pound, his spirit surge,
and he was ready to storm Zark singl e-handed. At those tinmes the jotnar were
roaring, waving battl e-axes and eager to waste the entire Inpire.

"God of Madness!" Gat hnor whispered during a brief pause. "W is he and where
did he cone fromand how does he do that?" But then the nystery cane again, and
everyone hushed to listen. Kal kor kept Jalon at it for hours, while Blood Wave
rushed over the ever-rolling waves in search of |and.

As each song ended, harsh jotunn voices called out the names of others, and
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there were very few that Jalon did not know or could not sing; his repertoire
was enormous. But even he had his limits, and eventually his voice began to
falter. To say that

Kal kor took pity on himwould have been an absurdity, but at |ast he

acknow edged human frailty and sent the mnstrel off with Vurjuk to eat and
drink and rest. The other jotnar began to talk fiercely anpng thensel ves,

di scussi ng what they had just heard.

Gat hnor was asl eep. Rap was hungry, but the sailors were eating and he felt it
wiser to wait awhile than dare to interrupt. Instead he gave sone nore thought
to his own troubles and prospects.

To start with, where exactly was the ship? The storm could have noved it an

i mmense di stance; he had no experience to guess how far. Direction he al ways
knew fairly well, a talent that seened to be part of his farsight, and in any
case he could always read the hel msnman's binnacle. After his first two or three
days aboard, though, his attention had been distracted by weakness and pain and
he had stopped caring. The wind had first carried Bl ood Wave sout hward, then
northeast, but she had not piled up against the coasts of either Kith or
Sysanasso. One or other likely lay ahead, then, for the hel neman was hol di ng the
nmost northerly course he could nanage in a southwesterly, and although she, too,
bore only a single square sail, this was a nuch nore weatherly vessel than the
t op- heavy Storndancer.

And i f Blood Wave had not gone westward, then Gathnor was in terrible danger,
because he was no | onger needed as a pilot for the Nogids. Kalkor could find
anot her of those anyti ne.

Al Pandem a | ay sonewhere to the north. |If Blood Wave passed west of Sysanasso,
she woul d enter the Dragon Sea, rife with comrerce and good pickings for a
merciless raider. Alternatively, east of the big island lay Ilrane and el ves or
Kerith and merfol k, areas Rap had never studied. Farther east still was Zark,

al t hough one storm could not possibly nove a ship that far

Whi ch brought his thoughts back again to | nos.

How ironic that a callous killer and rapist |ike Kal kor shoul d have seen what
Rap hi nmsel f had never before realized. He was in love with his queen! How blind
could a man be?

O how crazy? A stableboy falling in love with a princessthe very idea had been

stupi d beyond dreans, too stupid even to contenplate. It still was.

And so what? She still deserved his loyalty as a subject. That |oyalty should be
even stronger if he | oved her

She did not return his |ove. How could she? A very lowy factor's clerk ... not

even that now, only a vagabond with a knack for horses and a smattering of
sailoring skills. On that nad ni ght when her father died, Inos had been
courteous and kindly to her childhood friend, as she woul d al ways be. She had

t hanked himfor his help. She had not flinched before his occult abilities,
because she was a sophisticated, educated |ady, not one of the ignorant,
superstitious rustics of Krasnegar. Like him

And if by sonme miracle he could ever find her, she would certainly by then be
married into sone noble fam|ly. The wardens ni ght just possibly have installed
her on the throne of her fathers, with a conproni se consort acceptable to both
thanes and inperor . . . not, thank the Gods, Little Chicken

Never Rap.

The man in her tent had been a swordsman, alnost certainly an aristocrat. Big,
handsone fel | ow.

So Rap nust continue his search if it took a lifetine. She woul d wel cone him

i nto her househol d, perhaps nake hi m master-of-horse, as they had joked together
when they were children. She need never suspect how he felt about her. He would
serve her loyally as subject and worship as |over from afar

And if all he was feeling was an overaged juvenile infatuation, then he would
grow out of it in tinme.

Could a juvenile infatuation hurt this much?

Now he knew why the fairy child had not told himher word of power-her name, or
possi bly the nane of her guardian elenental, if that is what the words were. She
had told Little Chicken because he had truly known his life's great desire, and
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because he had wanted it enough to die for it. Rap had not said that he |oved
Inos, only that he wanted to find her and be her |oyal subject. Not the whole
truth! Had he known the truth, and said it, then he would be an adept now, with
two words. And the fairy would have died in his arns, not the goblin's.

What if Kal kor got to Inos first?

O changed his mnd and sl ew Rap out of hand? He obviously took the prophecy
seriously.

O decided to torture his word out of himto becone an adept? Better not to

t hi nk about that.

No, sonehow Rap nust escape fromthe thane's clutches

He' d escaped fromthe goblins, hadn't he? And fromthe inps, and froma warl ock
How obvi ous now was the advice that King Holindarn had given him and even
Andor -t hat occult powers nust be kept secret at all costs. Too late! A jotunn
rai der would never willingly release a seer. Before landfall, Rap would find

hi nsel f chai ned or deliberately crippled so he could neither run nor swim

" Rap?"

The whi sper startled himout of his brooding, and he jerked around to stare at a
brilliantly flushed face. For a nonent the redness suggested an extrene, conica
enbarrassnent; then he saw that it was only a very bad case of tropic sunburn.
Jal on had now found a shirt to give himsone protection, but he nust be
suffering. Under his pain, he was pathetically bew | dered and frightened. He
still clutched the frivolously ornate harp in one hand and was hol ding up his
oversi zed breeches with the other.

Once Jal on had confessed to having elvish blood in him Seeing hi mnow al ongsi de
so many pure jotnar, Rap thought he could detect a goldish tinge to his skin,
and a slant to his eyes. And of course he | acked the height and nuscle. It would
be unkind to conment on that, though

"Take a chair," Rap said sadly. "Wne? Sweet neats?"

"Don't!" the mnstrel said, crouching down. "Don't nock, Rap! Gods, man, but

you' ve grown! "

"I have?"

"It was only two days ago we net, you know. For ne, that is."

"You share nenories, don't you?" Rap thought of Thinal and Sagorn and Darad, and
all that had happened in the year since that picnic ... nore than a year

"Yes. But nmine are the clearest to ne. The others never see things properly!"
That was the artist speaking, the painter. He took a harder | ook at Rap's face

and grimaced. "It wasn't nme set Darad on you, Rap!"
"Ch, no!"
"Real ly!" Jalon's dreany blue eyes filled with tears. "I warned you about him

renenber! Then | got lost in the forest, and | was tenpted to call him because
he knows that country, but | knew he'd head strai ght back to get you, so

call ed Andor instead. He recogni zed the danger, Rap, too. Andor's not all that
bad! He managed to find his way south . "

"Did he neet any goblins?" Rap asked, suddenly curious. The minstrel nodded. "A
few, in ones and twos, and of course he could charmthat many. They're fairly
harm ess in the sunmer, anyway. "

"Not now, they're not! O so |'ve heard.
"Well, they were! But | did try to keep Darad off you. And | haven't been back
since. "

"Not at all?" Rap thought he saw a shiftiness.

"Well ... once. Just for a fewmnutes. | wote a letter that Andor needed, a
letter of introduction. And he'd trapped ne, because he called ne in a room
where | ots of people had seen himgoing in. They would ve seen ne if | tried to
| eave. "

Rap chuckl ed. The gang of five exploited one another w thout scruple. He
wondered how many little tricks they had like that. Jalon gl anced around
nervously, then | ooked doubtfully at Gathnor, who was glaring at him "Rap, |
need sone hel p!"

"Don't we all?"

"No, immediate help! | have to conpose an epic, a jotunn war song."
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"CGood | uck. "

A flicker of anger appeared in Jalon's washed bl ue eyes, or perhaps it was only
fear. "Kalkor told me to. You know the sort of thing he wants?"

"No. Do you?"

"Ch, yes. It's to be about the battle of Durthing."

Gat hnor snarled, and Rap stretched out a hand to restrain himas he struggled to
sit up.

"It's not my idea!" the minstrel squealed, flinching. "But there's a convention
to these battle songs. Every nman has to be nmentioned, so | have to talk to every
man aboard and get his nane. Then | have to fit himinto a verse, telling of his
exploits. That's not hard; "Il just lift stuff fromall the old classics. But |
need to know the nanmes of their opponents, see? They have to be in there, too."
"And these brutes didn't think to ask who they were killing? " Rap asked
bitterly.

Jal on nodded. "Pl ease, Rap?"

"Why bother? Call Darad:"

"I daren't! Kalkor says if |I call any of the others he'll put his eyes out!"

Hi s distress and his red face made Jal on seem al nost farcical. The sequenti al
gang had a man for every situation, and Darad was the man for this one, never
Jal on.

"Have you five ever been trapped |like this before?"

The ninstrel shook his head, |ooking ready to weep. He was much better at

si ngi ng about warfare than he was at being involved in it.

"Al'l right!" Rap said, ignoring Gathnor's grows. "I'Il list the best fighters
in Durthing for you. They're dead, so it won't hurt them But you'll owe ne,
Mast er Jal on!™

Jal on nodded vigorously. "I won't forget, Rap. And the others will renenber and

be grateful, too.
That seenmed doubtful. Even nore doubtful was the possibility that Rap would ever
be able to collect on the debt.

Jalon was too fine an artist to displease any audi ence, and probably too great a
coward to disappoint this one. By nightfall he had conpleted his jotunn battle
song about the sack of Durthing. It was all pure fantasy, and a stupendous
success. It listed every nenber of Bl ood Wave's crew by nane and credited him
with sonme gruesone exploit or other. Even Rap could tell that nost of these
tales were verses pirated fromwell-known ballads or epics, but that did not
seemto matter at all. The jotnar cheered and roared and appl auded every li ne.
And when at |ast the bl ood-soaked narrative drewto its close with the youngest
and nost junior of the raiders, who turned out to be the oversized Vurjuk, the
baby gi ant who so much rem nded Rap of his boyhood friend Katharkran. For the
finale, Jalon had saved a fanous feat of arms attributed to the ancient jotunn
hero Stoneheart. Legend told how Stoneheart had pursued three mghty foes up a
great tree and there hacked themto pieces, so that when he departed the
branches were all decorated with severed |inbs and organs and the grass around
was drenched with blood. In Jalon's version there were six enem es, not three,
and all were disnmenbered single-handedly in midair by young Vurjuk and his ax.
The sailors screaned with joy, rolling around in their mrth, while the juvenile
chanpion turned an excited fiery red and cheered with the rest of them quite
willing to pretend that every word of this had really happened.

The sky was dark, but the wind held, and Bl ood Wave sailed on. Long into the

ni ght Jalon had to keep repeating his nasterpiece, over and over, until it
seened as if all the raiders had cone to accept that things had actually
happened exactly as he said. In the end they were congratul ati ng one anot her,
and especially conplinenting the boy chanpi on who had sl aughtered six nen

singl e-handed, in a tree.

In sone ways they were |ike children, Rap decided, oddly inconplete. It was not
bl oodl i nes that made them nonsters, for he knew many decent, likable jotnar-Ilike
many of his forner shipnates on Storndancer, or |ike Kratharkran, who'd
apprenticed to his uncle the farrier. Nor was it clinmate, for Krasnegar was
every bit as cold and bl eak as Nordland itself. It could only be custom In

ot her circunstances Vurjuk m ght have nade a very fine blacksnmth, and were
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Krat harkran here and a proud nmenber of Kalkor's crew, then likely he al so would
be striving to be a nan as they were nen, to be like his hero Kal kor. But now,
however ruthless he m ght have been before, Vurjuk had been given a reputation
to live up to. He would be worse than ever, if that was possible.

Meanwhi | e, Bl ood Wave sailed on, into the unknown.

5

Her recent |ong ordeal on canels, Inos decided, had given her a very sentinental
vi ew of horses. Canels' gait was a sickening sway, and her joints grew stiff
with the unnatural posture. Canels were stupid and bad-tenpered and snelly.

But after three days on a nule she discovered she was | ooki ng back on both
camel s and horses with nostal gia. Miul es bounced. They raised blisters in
unnentionabl e pl aces. They were stupid and bad-tenpered and snelly. The absurd
Zarki an robe she wore had never been designed for riding, while her prinmtive
saddl e had been stuffed with flints.

After three nights on the bare ground at ever-greater altitudes, she renenbered
the tents in the desert with nuch greater affection than she had expected, but a
| ady never conpl ained, as her aunt had taught her, and if poor old Kade was
managi ng to | ook on the bright side-and she stubbornly was-then her much younger
ni ece nmust strive to do much better. Azak expected courage in royalty. So Inos
smiled and sniled, and cracked jokes, and once in a while actually deceived
herself, as well. This was, after all, a great adventure. Al the rest of her
life she would be able to silence a whole dinner table with the sinple words,
"When | was in Thune . "

The escape seened to be working. Elkarath had not appeared in their path with a
roar of thunder. The brigands of Tall Cranes had not cone in pursuit, seeking
vengeance. Perhaps they believed their own stories of uncanny horrors preying
upon travel ers rash enough to venture into Thune, but those horrors had not
materialized, either.

The scenery was renarkabl e, she told herself firmy through chattering teeth.
The gloomfilled forest was redolent with arboreal nystery. O sonmething. Big
trees, anyway. Creepy, haunted.

The ruins had been spectacul ar-vast tunbled towers and walls of unthinkabl e
antiquity, hidden in forest, beetling over chasns, half buried in silt in the
tree-choked valleys. Wat cities had these been? Wio were their brave warriors
and fair queens? How | ong since children had | aughed in the deserted courts or
horses had plied the enpty streets? Now only the wi nd noved, in blank doorways
and crazy staring w ndows, whispering forgotten nanmes in tongues unknown.

And she was with Azak. Azak was a problem but he was al so a superb protector,
and in his strange guise of |lover, he had turned out to be extremely good
conpany. Very rarely now did he send shivers of distaste down her spine as he
had done sonetines in Arakkaran when he raged at the princes. He was courteous
and considerate, and at tines even fun. He had a quite astonishing sense of
hunor, although it was unpredictable, as if it were sonething he had suppressed
in his childhood as unworthy and was now trying to redi scover. And to be wooed
by a giant young sultan was certainly a powerful aid to a girl's selfesteem
Azak as traveling conpanion-fine. As defender in the wilds-also fine. But Azak
in Krasnegar? Azak as husband? Could this really be the |ove the God had

promi sed I nos? She nust trust in |ove, They had said. She was inclined to

beli eve now that Azak was, incredibly, truly in love with her. He certainly

di spl ayed all the synptons. She nust trust the God, then. She must not listen to
the insidious trenors of doubt she felt when she tried to think of Azak ruling
the prosaic nerchants of Krasnegar

She tried not to think of Krasnegar at all, especially in the gloony dark of

ni ght. She slept badly, missing Elkarath's sleep spell, and even missing the
straw pallets of caravan life. Those had seened very unconfortable at first, but
a single blanket on bare ground was much worse. So her nights were filled with
restless turnings and gl oony thoughts.

Krasnegar, nore than likely, had no further need of her now. The wardens would
have settled the matter sonehow, and there had never been anything Inos could
have done to honor the pronise she had given her father. So what now, |nosol an?
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Had the God been telling her she was destined to | ove a barbarian and |ive as
sul tana of Arakkaran?

The idea of a sultana riding out to hunt in Arakkaran was al nost as difficult to
grasp as the idea of Azak contentedly spearing white bears in a polar night
Wl |, she must trust in love, as the God had directed.

And trust Azak.

At tinmes the nountain road was a paved hi ghway, snaking through the eerily
deserted valleys, its ancient bl ocks heaved and noved by roots and | andsli des.
At other tines there was no visible path at all, and then progress becane
unbear ably sl ow.

But the third day brought the explorers to the barren crest of the pass, a
gravelly desert scrolled with strange patterns of rocks and overl ooked by
magni ficent ice-sheathed nountains. 1nos thought she would renmenber the wi nd
there, nore than anything.

Late that third day they began descending al ong a nade road, old and battered
but still nostly passable, twisting steeply down a dark and gl oony gorge into
t he unknown | ands of Thune.

Where are you roamni ng:

O mistress mne! where are you roaning?
Ch stay and hear; your true love's comng,
That can sing both high and | ow.

Trip no further, pretty sweeting;

Journeys end in | overs neeting,

Every wi se man's son doth know.
Shakespeare, Twel fth N ght

FOUR
Battles | ong ago

1

Jalon's ordeal on Blood Wave | asted for three days. He sang and played until he
was hoarse and his fingers bled, and every second song had to be the "Battle
Song of Durthing." Soon Rap knew it as well as Jalon did. He detested every note
and every word, hating the callous nockery of honest sailors cruelly nurdered;
he mourned their wives and children even nore. Gods forgive ne!

The ninstrel obviously wearied of it, also. He tried to vary it, but the crew
insisted on the original version. They did accept one m nor change-at about the
fortieth rendition, Jalon performed the final verse in a perfect mnicry of
young Vurjuk's squeaky treble. He woul d never have dared nock any of the others
like that, but they all found this enmbellishment of the clinax even funnier, and
thereafter it had always to be done that way. Vurjuk gl owered dangerously, and
then reluctantly accepted it and pretended to like it. Apparently nmimcry was
yet another facet of Jalon's occult genius.

Several tinmes Rap was ordered aft to answer nore questions from Kal kor. He tried
to deflect danger away fromlnos and Krasnegar as well as he could, but the

t hane detected every deviation fromstrict truth, no matter how slight. Steadily
the toll mounted until Rap was being pronised thirty-two strokes fromthe
cat-o'-nine-tails.

He shrugged-whi ch was hard to do convincingly while kneeling at a man's feet-and
he tried to put sone of his contenpt into his still-puffy eyes. "That's a death
sentence, then?" Kal kor | ooked anused. "I never bluff, lad."

"Then why should | answer any nore of your questions? You're going to kill nme in
about as nasty a way as you can find." The white eyebrows rose in disbelief.
"You underrate mny imagination! Besides, | never said you' d have to take al
thirtytwo strokes at the sane tine. W can spread them out-one or two a day. You
can nake a career out of it. " The blue-blue eyes glinted. "A seer deserves sone
consi deration."

A truly brave man ought to prefer dying on the first handy tree, rather than be
conscripted into a pack of jotunn raiders. "Thirty-two and counting," Kal kor
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sai d. "Next question .
On one topic only could Rap deceive the sharp-witted thane, and there he had no
choi ce. As soon as the questions drew near to the inportance of Faerie and the
source of magic, Rap's tongue would run away with himand he would start |ying
like a vagrant horse trader. Those l|ies Kal kor seemi ngly accepted, however
fantastic they seemed to the nman telling them but of course they sprang from
sorcery, the forbiddance |aid upon Rap by Oothiana. He could not tell that
secret if he tried.

Except for those interrogations, Rap was conpletely ignored, and so was Gat hnor.
The sail or was recovering his physical strength, but his nmind seemed to have
snhapped under the strain of captivity, or else fromthe loss of his ship and
famly. Dulleyed and norose, he spent hours curled up, ignoring everything, not
even replying to questions. The prisoners were given food and water, but only if
they begged for themon their knees. Gathnor either could not or would not do
such a thing, so Rap had to beg for two, begging being better than hunger and
thirst. If he hoped to live beyond the next landfall, he nust hope to escape,
and for escape he would need his strength-so he told hinself as he grovel ed, but
the sustenance he gai ned thereby seenmed strangely tasteless.

The wind faltered, recovered, veered southerly, then westerly, yet it never
fail ed enough for Kalkor to order rowing; it never again becane a full gale. And
on the third afternoon, at about the fiftieth repetition of Jalon's battle song,
the | ookout spied | and.

Li ke Andor's and unlike Rap's, Kalkor's word of power seened to bring himluck
H s ship was bearing down on an unknown | ee shore in a spanking wi nd, but his
course brought himw thin sight of exactly what he wanted, an isolated village.
The | and was green, hilly and wooded, if not as lush as Faerie or Kith. Wthin
the stretches of forest, too, lay many stretches of open grassland and even
barren rock, which Rap found puzzling. By and | arge, though, the country seened
fertile-why was it not nore popul at ed?

And when Bl ood Wave was cl ose enough for sharp eyes and farsight to nake out
details, there was a river nouth conming up ahead, and a cluster of snmall
cottages. None of the buildings could possibly be a barracks, and if there were
boats, they nust be small. So this was no Inperial outpost with a naval squadron
or a garrison, and those were all that raiders need fear

The jotnar took out their axes for nore sharpeni ng, and denanded the nobst
spirited songs the mnstrel knew, they began tal king thenselves up into

bl oodl ust. Rap found the process horrible and in sone perverse way fascinating.
The pirates never paused to consider that a tiny fraction of the wealth their
vessel carried would buy themall the food and shelter they could usethe idea of
a peaceful visit never entered their nminds. They bragged of how they would kil
and kill, rape and rape. They challenged each other to fiendish contests in
atrocity. Before long they were so aroused that they could hardly contain
thensel ves. Their eyes rolled in their heads, and sone were drooling |ike

i mbecil es. Many stripped naked as if even their usual scanty clothing m ght
sonehow restrain their actions. And yet this was the crew that had lined up in
solid silent discipline along the beach at Durthing-small wonder that the

rai ders of Nordland were the terror of Pandeni a.

Suddenly the mnstrel was ordered to cease, although he had been barely audible
over the nanic babbl e anyway. Kal kor was up on the half deck beside the

hel msnman, roaring orders through a trunpet. Men |leaped to their benches and the
oars were run out. Rap and Gathmor, who had been huddling in the bow, naking

t hensel ves inconspi cuous ami d the madness, were ordered aft. Am dships they
passed Jal on as he staggered forward, ashen pal e under his sunburn, sucking
swol | en, bl eeding fingers.

The sail was furled in the bunt; the coxswai n began piping a stroke.

Now Rap received the job offer he had been expecting all al ong. Kal kor stepped
to the edge of the tiny half deck and stared down at himw th contenpt gl eam ng

in too-blue eyes. "Well, faun? | was told you were pilot on that floating
brothel your friend ran?"
"Aye, sir."

"Then | et us see how you nanage a |longship. Up here with you. And if you prove
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yoursel f useful, | nmay decide to postpone the flogging for a while. Sonme of it,
anyway. "

Seeing no viable alternative, Rap clanbered up the little ladder to join the
thane and his hel nsnan on the poop

"And you-what ever your nane is-" Kalkor said to the scowing Gathnor. "Cast an
eye at that shore and tell ne where we are."

Gat hnor was pale and sullen, not the man Rap had known. No jotunn should have
taken such a tone, especially him but he turned obediently to study the

| andscape and then | ooked back up at Kal kor

"l have never seen its like. It is not Kith, nor any part of Sysannaso | have
ever visited."

"And not Pithnot, | think," Kalkor said, with a smrk. "So we know where we are,
don't we?"
Dragon Reach? It had to be Dragon Reach! A strange warn thrill tingled Rap's

skin as he realized the inplications of Dragon Reach

"Vurjuk!" shout ed Kal kor

The gangling young raider was sitting on the nearest bench, wearing nothing but
a conical steel helnet and a self-conscious expression. He was unpaired and thus
had not put out an oar. He sprang up. "Aye, sir?"

"Get a weapon and keep an eye on this jotunn worman. |f he causes any trouble,
kill him"

"Aye, aye, sir!" Vurjuk said in an enthusiastic squeak. He stooped to find his
battl e-ax under the bench. A sword or dagger woul d have been nore appropriate at
such close quarters, Rap thought, but the youth hefted the huge ax in one hand
and stepped closer to Gathnor. He was a head taller and dangerous in the
extrene, yet Gathnor did not even deign to ook at him

Rap, neanwhil e, had been studying the approach, both with farsight and with eyes
that were gradually recovering frombDarad's brutality. Farsight worked
better-the sun was close to the horizon, the light tricky.

Ei t her way, the probl em was obvious. Hastened al ong by the rush of the tide,

Bl ood Wave was skirting a long spit of rock and sand, keeping step with the
breaking swell that raked it in white plunes of spray. Beyond that sinister
barrier beckoned a clear |agoon and a friendly yell ow beach, and back of them
were trees and a hanlet at the base of steep cliffs-a safe haven, with fresh

wat er and shelter, plus unhindered opportunity to enjoy the bl oody sports of

rai ders

Up ahead, the narrow hook ended, plunging below the shining water in a frothy
confusion of rocks. And beyond them was open channel through which surged the
fearsone tide. But the rocks were what sent Rap's heart racing. Deceptive to the
eye ... Deep below the snmoothly coiling surface, he saw the frenzied stream ng
of the kelp. He checked Bl ood Wave's draft, and it was | ess than Storndancer's.
But it was enough. Now he nust see what he was really made of.

He was new to the ship, so Kal kor would be wary of him but another chance m ght
not come again for nonths, and he m ght never find a better natural trap. Under
the low sun that tidal rip was barely visible at all to nundane vision. If he
coul d position Blood Wave crosswi se in that, then she would whip around and oars
woul d never control her. For several mnutes she would be conpletely at the
mercy of the current, and sone of those rocky teeth were shall ow enough.

O her words of power brought good fortune; perhaps his was going to conme through
with sonme at |ast.

Peep! said the coxswain's pipe. "Steady as she goes, sir.
"The gap's clear?" Kal kor demanded suspi ci ously.

"Aye, sir. Plenty." And that was true, except that the |ongship would never

Peep!

reach the opening Rap was | ooking at. Wuld that partial |ie deceive the jotunn?
Rap's heart was racing as it never had. He kept his face turned to the sea.
Peep!

Pl ease, Gods! Please let me rid the world of this nonster! Rap would die, too,
of course. If the waves did not smash himon the rocks, then he would swim
ashore and the other survivors would catch himthere. But surely this so-perfect
anbush had been provided by the Gods thensel ves?
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CGod of Sailors, God of Mercy, God of Justice ... As | seek to aid the Good and
shun the Evil, grant nme this day courage. Peep! Peep! Cars creaked agai nst thole
pi ns, heaving Bl ood Wave cl oser and cl oser to that sinister, inconspicuous
ripple. Peep!

Twenty strokes should do it. Swiftly, swiftly to destruction. Ei ghteen

Si xt een.

"You're sure of this, are you, Master Rap?" Kal kor murnured.

"Aye, sir. Quite sure. Steady as she goes, hel nmsnan. " Fourteen

Twel ve.

Then Kal kor raised his trunpet and roared orders-hel mhard over, port watch
backwat er. Bl ood Wave seened to stand on her stern as she came about, her bow
swi ngi hg seaward, away fromthe waiting race

The t hane's rugged hand grabbed Rap by the throat, thrusting himback agai nst
the gunwal e, bending himover it until his feet left the deck, flailing

hel pl essly, and he was sure he was about to crack. Through a choking black m st
he saw bl ue eyes bl aze above himin a killer rage. "Sink ny ship, would you,
faun scun"

Gat hnor lifted the battle-ax from Wurjuk's unresisting hand and swng it agai nst
the back of Kal kor's knees. The thane | eaped straight up, so it passed bel ow him
and thudded into the side of the ship between Rap's |legs. Mnentarily rel eased
fromthat choking grip, Rap toppled hinmself over the rail in a back somersault
and plumreted into the sea. Vurjuk reached both hands for his prisoner and was
doubl ed up by a punch that would have felled an oak. Gathnor vaulted over the
side, follow ng Rap.

Bl ood Wave surged away seaward, out of danger

2
Swimm ng in the cal mof Durthing Bay was no preparation for what happened when a
man fell into a riptide crossing a reef. Nothing in Rap's past had ever prepared

himfor the experience; nothing he could do now made the slightest difference.
Hi s farsight was warning himof jagged teeth in all directions; seaweed
streaming in the water like hair in a wind; sand swirling in clouds al ong the
bottom strange marine grow hs and slippery things withing all around him And
he, stirred in some giant's silent soup pot, rolled over and over, going down
and up and down again, was all the time being rushed hel pl ess between those
terribly sharp-1ooking rocks, coated with abrasive barnacles. Fish fled from
this inprobable terrestrial nonster invading their realm

Then calm He fought his way to the surface, to the world of air and life and
sound. Gasp! He was into the | agoon-dazed and shaken but unhurt ... al nmost so,
for he had | ost some skin on his shoulders and knees. But alive!

H s first thought was to head ashore and warn the villagers, but that was

al ready inpossible. He was | ong past the huts, being borne northward parallel to
the coast, and noreover he had |l eft the beach behind al so, and there was not hi ng
to | andward except rocks and a cliff. So he concentrated on saving his strength,
keepi ng his head up, and searching for Blood Wave. He found her at the limt of
his range, far out from shore, northward bound |ike hinself.

Then he could relax a little. Wth wind and current behind him Kal kor woul d not
turn back to | oot a hunmbl e handful of hovels, else he would exhaust his rowers
to small purpose. Rather he woul d search for better pickings up ahead. The

i medi at e danger was past.

But soon Rap found hinself being forced i nexorably shoreward, to where the surf
br oke upon nonstrous boul ders that would | ove to break him al so. He had never
swmin real waves, honest waves, and he was appalled at howlittle his efforts
seemed to matter. The sea noved himas it noved the weeds, and if it chose to
shatter himand color the spray a nomentary red, then that would be his |ot.

Try as he might, he noved ever closer to the fury and madness of the breakers,
the white thundercl ap expl osions, the myriad rocky claws stretching out to rend
him Cross-currents spun himaround in nockery, so at tinmes he was sw nmni ng
toward his destruction. At |ast one careless eddy slid himinto the | ee of an
especially large boulder. He flailed water with hands and feet, resisting the
drag of the water, fighting for his life. For one desperate minute he held his
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position, then he began to drift away. H's fingers touched trailing weed. He
grabbed, pulled, and slid easily to the rock, a land animal rooted again.

Once he had his breath back, he scranbled up to safety. So far so good! The
tidal flow seened to be easing al ready, neaning he would not be washed off his
rocky perch, but the surf still lay between himand the shore, the sun had gone,
and so had every stitch of his clothing. He could hope to swimthe few yards to
shore when the current slackened in a couple of hours, or he mght have to wait
for lowtide and wade, but he could certainly reach the land in tine, and then
hope to wal k back to the village. On bare feet? Ch, well-at the nonent he was
king of his own island.

Whi ch was certainly better than being Kal kor's prisoner

On the other hand, this deserted | and was neither Kith nor Sysannasso nor
Pithnot, and thus it nust indeed be Dragon Reach, the eastern shore of the
Dragon Sea. Things were certainly beginning to shape up like the first of the
magi ¢ casenment's prophecies. One of the three nen in the vision had been Rap,
one Sagorn, and the other a jotunn sailor. The first time Rap had net Gathnor,
on the dock at MIflor, there had been sonething oddly fanmiliar about him

For the thousandth tine Rap wondered how those three dread visions should be
interpreted. Were they alternatives, with himfated to die in one of those ways?
Kal kor had gone, Little Chicken was dead, the dragon was perhaps not far off. O
were they a sequence-woul d he survive the dragon and at sone future date survive
Kal kor? And in that case, where was the goblin?

What a choi ce

Ei t her the pounding of the surf or the nerve-racking strain of the |ast week had
exhausted him He wanted to stretch out and sl eep, but the rock was not flat
enough. In any case, he nust not miss the tide. How far to Zark from here? He
huddl ed hinself small, shivering in the clamy sea wind and the cold touch of
spray.

So he had escaped fromthe raiders. He wondered if his occult genius included
nmore than just farsight and nastery over animals. Could there be such a thing as
a talent for escaping fromawkward situations?

Mai nl and! Apart froma few yards of turbulent water; he was wi thin reach of
Zark. A long wal k, maybe, but possible. Inos nmight be in Hub, of course, or back
in Krasnegar, or anywhere; but he'd told her he was conmi ng, and that neant
followi ng her to Zark, and if he couldn't find her there, then he'd try the

ot her places afterward. Now he could begin, and that was very satisfying-He had
failed to destroy Kal kor, but by all the Gods he had tried! Tried his danmdest.
He felt even nore satisfied when he | ooked back at that effort. Maybe, just
maybe, he could take a little pride in that honest failure. He nmust no | onger
think of hinself as a stableboy. He was a nan now. He hadn't been one | ong
enough to really get to know himself. Ch, he was accustonmed to his size; he knew
how his ugly face | ooked, and the anusenent on other people's faces when they
registered it and tried to place him and he had accepted his absurdly furry
faun l egs. But the stranger behind his eyes-he was still an untested quantity.
Now he coul d begin to hope that the nan in there was not one to be ashaned of.
Nice try, lad, nice try! Not bad at all, faun

So? Maybe it was tinme to start asserting hinmself. Maybe he, too, had a destiny
to find.

Dragons, huh?

He was unsurprised, an hour or so later, to sense a boat com ng fromthe south,
riding the last curl of the tide. It was a cunbersone craft, hollowed froma
single great |og, being paddl ed by a burly, naked savage. Even in the dark,
farsight said that his hair and nustache and stubbly beard were jotunnish
silver.

" Shi prat e ahoy! " Rap call ed.

The boat turned in his direction and a familiar voice came on the wi nd: "How
much will you pay for supper?"

"Al'l the nobney |'ve got."

The tidal race was sl ackening now, and the wi nd dying. Rap shouted directions,
and in a few mnutes the sturdy craft thunped agai nst his rock. He grabbed hold
of one side.
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"Here, take the painter,"” said Gathnor. "There's nothing to tie it to. "
"Tie it round your neck! Tide's turning, so we'll get a free ride back. You
never heard of the tides in the Dragon Sea? Stir it |like soup."” He was grinning
in the dark.
Rap | ooped the rope round his leg. "The villagers let you borrow this? "
"The villagers had the sense to be | ong gone. They nust know a rai der when they

see one. | hel ped nyself, but | expect they won't mind when we explain. If they
do, I'Il kick their heads in. "

Gat hnor, apparently, was restored to his old self. "We're in Dragon Reach?"
"Right. "

"l thought no one lived here?"
Gat hnor shrugged, and passed up a basket. "Help yoursel fyou can see better than
I can. No, there are people here. It nust be like living on the rimof a

vol cano. Escaped convicts, | expect. Shipwecked jotnar, nerfolk ... runaway
sl aves, of course. They'll be a rag-bag |ot, but probably quite friendly. So
I've heard."

"But dragons?"

"I said. Like living on a vol cano, and people do that. But renenber that it's
metal that attracts dragons. Gold, of course, or silver, but any netal to sone
extent. There wasn't as nuch as a nail in that hamet that | could see. Stone
axes, stone knives. If they can get by without netal, the dragons may not bot her
them nuch. "

"You warned thenP" Gathnor was an infinitely nore powerful sw nmer than Rap.

"I told you, lad--they'd already gone. But | would have done. They m ght have
thunped ne first, of course, seeing as howl'ma jotunn, but | figured if you'd
survived you' d be along here sonewhere. So | thought | d cone and | ook for you

"Thanks." Then Rap added cautiously, "I think there's another sonewhere. "
"Who?"
"The mnstrel, maybe. " If it was Darad or Andor, Rap would be happy to let him

die of starvation and exposure. Jalon or Thinal would be worth saving. Sagorn it
woul d never be, not yet. Having laid a selection of fruits and crusts beside him
on the rock, Rap passed the basket back down to the cance. "Did he junp, too?"

"I didn't see him but. . ."Rap considered trying to explain, and weari ness
settled over himlike a blanket of snow. "I think maybe he did. "

Gat hnor grunted, his nmouth full of black bread. "You really tried to sink the
| ongshi p?"

"Yes. "

"Nice try! Good man!" The jotunn chewed for a while. "Wsh | d felled the
bastard with that ax, though! Never saw a man junp |ike that."

"He has farsight, too," Rap said sadly.

"Stow that!" Gathnmor woul d never discuss the occult, nor let it be discussed in
his presence. Sailors believed such tal k was unl ucky.

But obvi ously Kal kor had seen the battle-ax com ng. Wen he had wanted a harp
for his mnstrel, he had gone straight to the correct sack anong a boatful of

| oot. The test with the razor had been a | ot |ess dangerous than it seened, for
he had been watching all Rap's nuscles, as Rap had been watching his. He had
known the dangers of the reef and understood them perfectly, waiting until the
last mnute just to be certain of Rap's ill intent. Kal kor had never needed a
seer; he was one.

"What're you going to do next?" Rap asked, nibbling at a thickskinned fruit he
did not recognize. It was sickly and bitter at the sane tinme, and the juice ran
down into his stubble.

The jotunn paused in his chewing and bared his teeth. "Find an Inperial post and
warn them of Kalkor. If we can get word to the navy soon enough, they m ght
bottle himup here."

"How far?"

"Let's see ... We passed Flane Cape two days ago-"

"W did?"

"We did. Couds. Birds. Wave patterns. Those northerners don't know these
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waters. | wasn't certain it was Flanme, of course, but | knew we were close to
land. So two days northeast of that " He pondered for a nonent, screw ng up
his face. "W nust be close to Pithnot. Dragon Neck, they call the bit next the
mai nl and. Not far to Puldarn, but it might still take us days. The devil may be
| ong gone by then. Not nuch chance of cathing him really." He fell to brooding,
chewi ng as inpassively as an ox, rocking to and fro as waves flowed under him
The painter tugged stubbornly at Rap's ankle.

"Then," Gathnor said at last, "from Pul dam we head hone to Durthing. The other
crews' |l be in now, or very soon. Expect they're organizing sonething."

"Hunt hi m down?" How coul d anyone ever hope to conmer a single raider on the
imensity of the four oceans?

"Course not. W'll go to Gark. Return the conplinmentbum his steadings, carry off
t he young wonen. "

Rap shuddered. He could see where the manpower would cone from and the galleys
could be adapted readily enough, but. . . "Were do you get the weapons?"

"The praetor. Inpire's always willing to support an outing like that. "

O course. It would never end. Mreover, Gathnor was obviously assum ng that he
still had the right to give Rap orders and have t hem obeyed. That was a matter
that would have to be settled soon, but this was neither the time nor the place.
It would nean a fight. "You're feeling better, anyway."

Gat hmor bristled. "And what does that nean?"

"Just that I'mglad! " Rap said hastily. Yet the sailor had nade a niracul ous
recovery fromthe paralysis that had seized hi m aboard Bl ood Wave. That

wi t hdrawal coul d have been genuinely due to weakness and shock, but it had nore
likely been faked. While a faun could cower and beg for food, another jotunn
doi ng so m ght provoke a lethal contenpt. Hi s strange |ethargy could very well
have saved Gat hnmor from col d-bl ooded execution, but he woul d never admit that he
had stooped to using deceit.

So change the subject quickly.

"I'd like to explore a little farther north before the tide turns, sir. |If you
don't mnd."

Gat hnor grunted uncooperatively.

"I thought | caught a glinpse of the minstrel junping," Rap said with conplete
untruth, "but if you think it's too dangerous-"

"W can risk it. Get in, then."

The canoe was an absurdly awkward thing, constantly shipping water, but it was
better than swi nming or wal ki ng. Just around the next headl and, Rap's farsight
detected Jal on stretched out on a snall patch of sand. He was unhurt, and

ef fusively grateful for being rescued. The prophecy had passed its test and the
trio was now conpl ete.

The tide began to ebb, and soon the clunmsy dugout was whirling southward,
perilously overl oaded. Jalon had deliberately foll owed the other captives over
Bl ood Wave's side, which was a surprising act of courage or desperation from
him Al though he had already guessed that this deserted countryside nust be
Dragon Reach, he did not seemto connect it with the vision in the magic
casenment. Any of the other four would have done so, but Jal on was notoriously

i mpractical. Wen the dragon appeared, he would call Sagorn and the prophecy
woul d be fulfilled, the hidden endi ng reveal ed.

Gat hnor did not know of the prophecy, and his sole intent now was to be revenged
on Kal kor. Dragons held no interest for him

So Rap was the only one who could see what was going to happen. He had his own
anbitions, and it felt like his turn to be ruthless for a change.

Ever since the night encounter with Bright Water's fire chick in the Gazebo, he
had known that his mastery over animals could control dragons. Neither Sagorn
nor any of his four alternates knew that, not having been there, and Rap coul d
see how this situation might be. used in the near future to extract certain

i nformati on. He woul d have to fake enough terror to deceive Sagorn

That might be the tricky part, for of course he would be in no real danger

3
The little ham et had no nane. Its people were nostly old or mddle age, with
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few young adults and even fewer children. They were a varied |ot, as Gathnor had
predicted: hulking trolls, tall jotnar, squat inps, and a couple of nale fauns
i ke shorter, slighter versions of Rap hinself, plus people of obvious nixed

bl ood. He was curious to farsee one of the wonmen being hustled away by two nen
as the strangers arrived. They put her in the farthest shack and stayed there
with her, as if guarding.

Anmong the adults, nmen far outnunbered wonen, and nmany of both bore ownership

brands to prove that slavery still lingered in the outer reaches of the Inpire
Al seened bitter and |istless-fromsickness, perhaps, or poor diet, or just
excessive toil. Everyone and everywhere stank of fish

On the edge of the firelight, the naked castaways were chall enged, and canme to a
halt before a bristle of spears and axes, tight-clutched in nale hands and
backed by the glint of angry, distrustful eyes in shadowed faces.

Gat hnor told his story, or the parts that mattered, and for an uneasy few

m nutes after that Rap was acutely aware of nunbers and the utter |ack of |aw.
Only brute force reigned here in the wilds. He saw the poverty and enmaci ati on;
he snelled the resentnent. Who was he to conme beggi ng at such a door?

Then a wonan call ed out frombehind the ring of nen, "Bring you netal,
strangers?”

"No netal!" Gathnor said. "W have nothing, as you can see."

"Be wel cone then."

Wth no argunment, but certainly w thout enthusiasm the nmen accepted her

deci sion and | owered their weapons. C othes were passed forward, and the
visitors brought into the group

Thus Rap soon found hinself joining a single great circle, cross-1egged around
the central fire. The fare thrust upon himwas sparse, fish and roasted roots,
but he felt guilty at accepting even that, hungry though he was. H s neager
portion was |arger than any other in sight, and he could see the gaunt children
huddl i ng behind their elders and peering out at the newconers with sullen awe.
He t hought they needed the food nore than he did.

The buil dings on the edge of the firelight were ranshackl e hovels of driftwood
and wi cker; sparks and snoke drifted up into indistinct overhangi ng boughs, and
somewhere the stream nade excited chatter on its way to the sea. The ni ght was
heavy and sticky and rife with insects. In the distance, surf boomed an endl ess,
nm ndl ess, changel ess knel |

Across from Rap, Gathnor sat beside the hamlet's wi se woman, an ancient half
troll nanmed Nagg. She was undoubtedly the ugliest person Rap had ever seen, a
gi antess of haggard skin and crooked bones, scanty of tooth and hair. Gathnor
and Jal on had done a poor job of concealing their mirth at the idea of a w se
troll, but Rap suspected that much cunning mght lurk behind that nightnare
parody of a face. On Storndancer he had prized Ballast as a friend and one of
the best men aboard; in Durthing he had concluded that the trolls were rarely as
stupid as they often pretended. It had been Nagg al one who had chosen to admit
Gat hnor and hi s conpani ons; the villagers had accepted her decision at once, as
i f her judgnent could be trusted.

She nodded and cl ucked and drool ed while Gat hnor expl ai ned how he nust hasten on
to Puldarn to warn the Inperial navy of the raider, but in his efforts to seem
friendly, he becanme ponmpous. "We shall not tell of neeting you," he said. "W
shall not report this village."

Nagg screeched with nmerrinment even as she stuffed her nouth full of fish. "Tel
all you want, jotunn," she munbl ed. "You' ve seen the marks here. Some have been
here | ong enough." She pulled her rags aside to show her own shoul der. "WAs only
a child when | left the Inpire: Long, |long ago, sailor. Legions don't chase
runaways i nto Dragon Reach-right? " she appealed to the others, and they hooted
and | aughed. "Lots nore |like us along the coast, too. Here and there. "

Gat hmor flinched as she patted his thigh

"CGold tastes best," she said, "but bronze near as good, they say. Nothing hots
up a dragon nmore'n a well-arnmored warrior. It'lIl waste half a country partying
after." She cackled and chewed some nore

And so the talk inevitably turned to the dragons, and netal. The villagers

t hensel ves possessed no netal at all; they scraped their narrow living fromthe
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m serous land with tools of wood and stone. Knives of fractured dragon gl ass
were sharp enough to shave with, although they soon |ost their edge. To raise
crops the wonen turned the sod with wooden plows pulled by nen or other wonen.
Men speared or netted fish, children scrounged roots and berries fromthe
woodl ands. To Rap it was the |life of a brute, worse than anything any sane

sl aveowner would inflict on his stock, but the fisherfol k seemed to think
freedom al one worth sonet hing, and thensel ves better off for it. He could not
vi sual i ze a past bad enough to be worse than their present.

Yes, dragons came over once in a while, Nagg admitted placidly, but rarely
threatened unl ess they sensed netal. In her life she could recall only two
attacks. You could see themdance in the dawn sky al nost any norning if you

| ooked-oftentimes one or two, rarely a whole blaze of them They would not fly
over water, not usually.

"Gold is what draws them nost?" Rap asked his nei ghbor, an elderly,
crooked-tooth faun named sonething |ike Shyo S' sinap

The ol d man nodded so vigorously that his scraggy neck and straggly beard
flapped. "Wonn'Il find a gold ring at ten | eagues, so's said."

Gat hnor descri bed Bl ood Wave's cargo, and his audience reacted with stark

di sbelief. That much gol d should have fetched worns fromall over Dragon Reach
The drakes did fly over water sonetines, and a shipful of gold would be anple
excuse. Kal kor's luck was apparently effective even agai nst dragons, Rap

t hought .

Just a couple of good handfuls might do it, Shyo opined solemly.

Rap chuckl ed around the chunk of coconut he was gnaw ng. "You don't have any
handf ul s handy, though?"

The old man screwed up his winkles in a smle, letting firelight scroll shadows
on his leathery brown face. "Did once. 'Bout thirty years ago, | expect." He
noted Rap's doubt with satisfaction and snickered. "Used to work in the gold

m nes!"

Rap gl anced at the faded nunbers burned into the bony shoul der. Then he | ooked
at the old faun's protruding ribs, his furry faun legs, thin as a spider's. He
gl anced around the dil api dated hovels at the edge of the dark. "And this is
better?"

"Freedom lad!"

"You can't eat freedom Freedom doesn't keep you warm of a night, or heal your
children's-"

"Ever seen a man worked to death as an exanple to his mates?" the old man asked,
wheezing softly. "Ever watched your best friend die of shock after he'd been
gel ded?"

Rap shook his head. He'd spoken rashly.

The faun bared the skewed yellow pegs in his nouth. "Or get Nagg to tell you how
it feels to be kept as breeding stock, raising nongrel quarry boys. Harkor,
there ... The bones in his back are fused. See the slope of his shoul ders?
That's what slave work does."

"How about the others, then? Not all of you were slaves."

"No. Srapa, there? Killed a man who raped her. He was of a good fam ly. Hers
wasn't, so she had to run. Real beauty, she was, when she got here. " The old
man si ghed, shaking his head. He stopped his pointing and just stared at the
fire for a nonent.

"Gave ne a son once. Was going to look like nme when ... He died. W got thieves
here, o'course. Honesty's easier when you're not hungry, for some reason

W dows. Unwanted concubi nes and enbarrassi ng bastards. Mitineers? W have
several mutineers. A spiteful centurion's worse than a bad sl ave boss, |ad,
‘cause he needn't worry about what you cost his master. "

Rap wi ped his forehead and wi shed he coul d ease back fromthe heat of the fire;
but that would seemas if he were noving away fromthe snelly old man. "You' ve
got a nerwonman here, too?"

"BEvil rend ne! How s you know that? You pl anni ng on staying?"

"No. "

Shyo scow ed. "That's the only way you'll get a share."
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"I didn't nean that! " Rap shouted, |ouder than he neant. "Sure you didn't?" The
old man | ooked angry and suspi ci ous.
"All | meant was why woul d a nmerworman be here?"

"Same reason as any of us, of course! She stays because the outside' s worse. She
came by chance, but she stays 'cause it's better. "

"What sort of chance?" Rap's nmouth asked the question before he could stop it.
It was none of his business. He had never seen a mernaid before and he was
naturally curious. This one wasn't young, but the way she was cavorting with her
guards in the nost distant shack suggested that the old stories had a | ot of
truth in them

"She was shi pwecked. She and her man."

" Mer man?"

"Course."

"And what -"

"Coupl e o' husbands knifed himthe first night.
"It's true, then?"

"Course." Suddenly Shyo cackled. "Did you never hear about the legions' last try
at invading the Keriths, back in Enthar's reign? Not the first tine, of course,
but sonme bright tribune dreaned up the idea that they m ght make it stick if
they took al ong enough canp followers, but o' course what happened was exactly

t he opposite, and. "

Rap had heard versions of the story in Durthing, and didn't care to hear any
more. It was a standard tal e whenever the conversation turned to the
irresistible attractions of merfol k. Then he realized that Gathnor was again
questioning old Nagg, and arguing at her answers. Growi ng steadily sleepier and
sl eepier, he struggled to follow the conversation. The castaways could walk to
Pul darn easy, she said. Three days nmaybe; far enough to get hungry, not far
enough to starve. Gathnor inquired cautiously about the sea route. Very
dangerous, Nagg assured him The tides of the Dragon Sea were notorious. Very
rocky coast. No, he and his friends should wal k.

O course they were going to wal k, Rap thought drowsily. The casenent had said
so.

Can't wal k on bare feet, Gathnor insisted. Three days in the sun with no food
and little water ... and eventually Nagg pronised to provide clothes.

Robes, Rap thought, yawni ng. Bl ack, green, and brown. They woul d be plain wear,
Nagg said, just gowns of the coarse stuff the wonmen nade, but they'd keep out
sun and wi nd and thorns.

Rap wondered if the robes, when they appeared, would trigger Jalon's nenories of
the casenent-Jalon's nenories of Sagomis nenories. He wi shed Gat hnmor coul d sound
alittle nore grateful. These poor fisherfolk had no need to give the strangers
as much as a smile. The jotnar would have neant little to them for they had
nothing to | ose except their lives, and Rap wasn't sure he would care very nuch
about life if he had to spend it here. Yawn! Hi s mind wandered away to the
merwoman and her two fortunate guards. Still at it! ... He scolded hinself for
prying and forced his attention back to the negotiati ons.

At long | ast Gathnor sol emnly thanked Nagg for her offer of the shoes and

cl ot hes, and promi sed that he and his conpani ons would set off at first |ight,
so as not to waste any of the cool hours. And the weather was so fine, they
woul d sl eep outdoors here.

Even the outdoors snelled bad enough, Rap thought. Those heaps of drying seaweed
over there woul d nake good bedding, the villagers said.

Ri ght now a bank of shingle would nake good beddi ng. The kel p, when he was | ed
toit, proved to be springy and less snelly than he had feared. It crackled and
popped in his ears when he noved, but he was not expecting to nove nuch.

He closed his eyes and indulged in one |ast-Ilong-slowyawn. And was asl eep

Gat hnor shook hi m awake in pitch darkness. "Sh!"

"Huh? What tinme is it?"

"Sh, | said! 'Bout mdnight."

Rap noted Jal on kneeling, half up, grunpily rubbing his eyes. "Wat's wong?
wn't be dawn for hours.”

"We're going to | eave now," Gat hnor whispered. "On the tide
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"But ... Ch!" Down on the beach lay the village's four dugout canoes, one of

whi ch Gat hnor had borrowed earlier, and then returned. "Steal ... ?" Blurred
with sleep, Rap tried to i magi ne the anmount of |abor involved in making a dugout
canoe with stone tools.

"Ride the tide to Puldarn," Gathnor added in a determ ned whisper. "W'lI|l be
there by nightfall."

Rap was not going to steal a canoe.

Rap was not going to Puldarn. Rap was going to Zark

But to tell Gathnmor that would nean a brawl, and he didn't feel like fighting a
jotunn right now, in the mddle of the night. The seaweed crackl ed and crunched
as he raised his head, although he didn't need to do that to see.

"No we won't."

Now it was Gat hnmor who made the "Huh?" sound.

"She's posted guards,” Rap nmunbled. "Six of them on the beach. They've got
spears 'nd axes." He lay back and crackled hinself confortable again. "And
they're all awake," he added with sleepy satisfaction. He rolled over and went
back to sleep. Gathnor ran off a string of nautical obscenities.

He didn't think to go and see for hinself.

4
The western descent was taking |onger than the ascent had, which |Inos considered
unfair. The food was running out and the nights were cold and there was not hing
to see except endlessly winding walls of rock. The valley wi dened, it brought in
tributaries, and it steadily descended; it just would not arrive anywhere.

Wl ves lived in those hills and how ed after sundown; Azak had reported bear
tracks. He chose defensible canpsites on principle, being a distrustful man.

On the fourth night of the descent he found a cave that had once been an arched
gateway into a small castle, nost of which had been swept away or overthrown by
old floods. Mud had settled around the rest until little was now visible above
the grass and bushes; but the barrel roof of the adit was there and one end was
bl ocked by rubble. Azak insisted he could hold it singlehanded agai nst an arny.

I nos and Kade huddl ed toget her through yet another frigid nmountain night,
wrapped up in their two blankets like a single |oad of |laundry. Azak did not
seemto sleep at all, sitting crosslegged by the fire, scowing at the darkness
of the valley outside. He said afterward that he saw eyes out there once, but
the how i ng never canme really close

Chilled and stiff, the travelers settled for a quick snack of dates and stale
bread at first light, then broke canp. The valley had perversely narrowed again.

Its beetling walls still clutched the nighttime chill, holding the sun at bay
and filling the air with blue shadow. Even the mules seenmed glad to be on their
way.

The road they had foll owed down fromthe pass continued, broken here and there
where it had been washed away or buried. The scale of it fascinated Azak. He had
been specul ati ng on what great king or sorcerer could have attenpted such a
wor k, for much of the roadbed was paved with huge slabs, and other parts had
been chisel ed out of bedrock, and six nen could have ridden it abreast. It

| eaped chasns on rai nbows of masonry as graceful as arrows' flights. Inits
prinme it nust have been a marvel. He tried to estinmte how nany had | abored for
how long to create it, and seened awed by his answers. It nust be nore than a

t housand years old, he pointed out, and it woul d obviously |last as |ong again.
Yet perhaps he and his conpanions were the first to travel it in centuries.

Even when buried in soil, the highway had often resisted tree roots. Then it
fornmed a ribbon of turf snaking through the forest. Conifers had dw ndl ed; here
the valley was filled with hardwoods. The frothy white stream had become a river

of stature, still flowing strangely mlky water

Nothing like a nule ride to shake out the last crunmbs of sleep. "These eyes you
saw, " Inos said. "Wre they nundane?"

Azak chuckled throatily. "I "mstill here, ny love." Not denons.

They had talked the old tales to tatters. Azak believed in the denon hypot hesis.
Someone in that awful war had rel eased denons, and a few still lingered, preying

on hapl ess travelers, but not so many that they caught everyone who cane
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t hrough. Not nuch anyone could do about denpbns except hope to stay out of their
way.

Inos did not |ike the idea of denpbns. She preferred the invisibility story,
which said that Uien quith had rendered all pixies invisible, and their
descendants lived on like that still, under their own warl ock. Azak scoffed at
that. If pixies were at all like other nen, he said, they would have | ong since
used their invisibility advantage to conquer the whol e world.

Now | nos was begi nning to fashion a theory of her own-that the mssing travelers
were ensnared by curses of nonarrival. This valley, for exanple, never seened to
be getting to anywhere. Perhaps she and Kade and Azak woul d ride down it
forever, or until they died of old age.

She was just about to nention that cheerful possibility when the travelers
rounded a bend and saw their first pixie standing in the niddle of the road. The
flash of Azak's sword alarned his nmule. The others reacted along with it, and
for a nonent there was confusion. By the tinme the animals were cal ned, though,
their riders could see that the danger had been over for ten centuries.

They rode cautiously forward to inspect the solitary figure. Wathering had
pitted the grayish surface and blotched it in white and yellow lichen, but all
the details and features were clearly visible still-a perfect statue of a youth
runni ng; naked because whatever garnents he had been wearing had | ong since
rotted away. Silt had washed in around himuntil now he was buried to the

ankl es, and the grass stal ks waved around his knees. He could not have been much
ol der than Inos, and the face he raised to the nmountains ahead seened to her to
be filled with stern resolution, a determnation to conquer no nmatter what the
cost.

Inos reined in the | ead nul e and di snounted. Kade remained in the saddle, four
mul es back, and pulled out her breviary so she woul d not appear to be | ooking.

I nos had seen nuch worse than nmere nudity anong the statuary in Rasha's bedroom
Azak had cone to stand beside her and woul d be noting her reaction. She nust
denonstrate the sophisticated attitude of an Inperial lady. It was only stone,
no excuse for prudery. So that's what they |ook |ike?

"A nmessenger," she said sadly. "Running to warn soneone?"

"Or a coward running away?"

"No." Sorrow soaked into her bones |ike the danp of the gl oony valley. The
shadows chilled her heart-a road going nowhere, traveled by no one, a boy turned
into a nonunent to a | ost cause

"That is not the face of a coward," she said. "The eyes are strange . . . pixie
eyes?"

"They're sort of elvish," Azak said, "set at an angle. But not big enough. And
sort-of -elvish ears, too, but not pointed enough. He's too brawny for an elf.
They' re skinny. Too much chest for an inp, and not enough for a dwarf. And that
st eppedon nose | ooks faunish. Alittle bit of everything. | suppose he was a
pixie. "

I nos saw nothing wong with the nose. Not every man | ooked good with the eagle
beak of a djinn.

She noved cl oser, until she was between the figure and the peaks, so the
unseei ng eyes glared right at her. The gray stone, roughened by centuries of
rain and wind, was yet eerily realistic, like a living man coated in nud.

"Turn back, pixie," she said. "They can't hear your nessage. They won't cone to

your call." She expected Azak to nmake fun of her, but he seened to have caught
t he same dark nood
"The Accursed Pl ace may have worse things to show us yet. " She shook her head.

"Not hi ng could be sadder than this. Go home, pixie, back to your |oved ones.
Tell themthe war is over. "

"They will ask who won," Azak said softly.

"Just tell themyou lost. "

"They will ask why."

" “Why' doesn't matter to the dead. Tell themyou died in vain. " For a nonent
there was silence. Even the wind dared not speak as it stirred the grass around
the youth's cal ves.
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Azak spoke agai n: "Renenber what the poet says-nothing frightens like tonmorrow s
war, inspires |like today's, or saddens |ike yesterday's. "

She glanced up at himin surprise. "You believe that?"

He | ooked abashed and showed his teeth. "I care nothing for yesterday, and today
we nust ride. Say good-bye to your pixie, ny lady. He will keep his vigil here
until long after we are gone."

Once nore Inos net the accusing stare of the stone eyes. Then she shivered and
headed back to the mul es.

But that pixie was only the first. Soon they cane to two others, |ying facedown.
And then nore, and nore. The forest died away, as if ashanmed to conceal such

di saster, and the whole width of the valley floor was exposed, all littered with
stone corpses. The road itself was conpletely blocked, conpelling the travelers
to leave it and pick their way across the turf and rocks, around and between the
silent multitude.

The river, wandering to and fro over the centuries, had swept whol e areas clear
of the gruesone renmains, piling themin shoals and burying themin sand, but it
woul d need nany centuries yet before one river could hide so great a sl aughter
Creepers and ivy had tried, also, wapping sonme of the figures in grotesque
green fur.

Many lay flat, especially solitary runners, who would have been off bal ance, and
the fallen had often shattered. In the nore crowded areas, and where the ground
had been soft, nost were still upright, or |eaning against their neighbors.

Unl ess broken, though, every statue in that great naked throng was as well
preserved as the first: roughened in spots by erosion and splotched with Iichen,
but exact in every detail of hair and nuscle.

Hundreds and thousands of them ... faceup or facedown or standing in their
huddl es |ike nourners ... all had been going the same way. As Azak had guessed,
they had been fleeing from sonething, and now the intruders nust ride their
trenbling mules into the warning, accusing glares of a nyriad stone faces.

Most were young nmales, a routed arny, but there were many civilians also. |nos
saw wonen of all ages, and one whole heap of old men with their knees up, all
traces of their wagon | ong since vani shed. She saw fam |y groups: children
grasping adults' hands, nen bearing toddlers on their shoul ders, and one stone
infant clutched to a stone nipple. She saw nen stooped beneath burdens of
earthly possessions that had | ong since disappeared, |eaving only the nmenory of
their weight. She saw hel neted sol di ers brandi shing rusted swords to clear a way
through the nob, with plates of bronze tunbled around their feet because the

| eat her had peri shed.

Sone arnored nmen lay on their backs with their | egs bent, nested in the
shattered bones of their horses. The weeds nust hide not only stirrups and bits
and buckl es, but also coins and jewels, gold plate and works of art. Wth a bag
and a shovel, Inos thought, she could gather a great fortune here in a few
days-and | ose her wits in the process. Those eyes ..

She devel oped a shiver that she could not control. She kept glancing hopefully
at Kade, wi shing her aunt would insist that they all turn back and find another
way over the hills or even flee back to Zark; but Kade said nothing, although
her face was pale and drawn with horror. Even Azak | ooked nauseated. No one
spoke as the little caravan wound its way through the grisly nausol eum

Beyond the | ast stragglers, the valley was again deserted for a space and then
ended abruptly in blue sky franed by spectacular cliffs.

Once a mghty fortress had stood proud on a high spur, guarding the mouth of the
pass. Sonme trace of the eastern salient and tower still renmi ned, bent and
grotesquely twi sted. But the main buildings and nuch of the spur itself had
melted |ike butter, flowing down to engulf the little town below. Al that was
left was a great frozen spill of black glass and a few protrudi ng gabl es and

chi meys, burned red and fractured by the ancient heat, warped and half nelted

t hensel ves. Here was what the pixies had been fl eeing.

Inos did not say so, and neither did the others. They had | ost the pavenent, and
the forest returned. They rode through in single file without a word or a shared
gl ance, all bearing thoughts too sonber to profane with speech

Then dayl i ght showed through the trunks, the land fell away, and the valley had
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ended. Azak reined in and the others cane to a halt at his side, overlooking an
open neadow, sloping gently westward. In the far distance silver flashed froma
very large river, twisting lazily over the plain. Beyond that the sky and the

| and went on forever, nerging eventually at the limts of human vision in a
vague orchid haze. A warm breeze rustled | eaves overhead, bringing a faint hint
of the sea

"Thune," Azak said softly. "The Accursed Pl ace!"

"It doesn't |look accursed to nme," Inos retorted. "It | ooks peaceful. Wl comng."
But anything might | ook welcome after that petrified arny.

She gl anced across at her aunt, and was astoni shed to see an expressi on of
worry? Concern ... alnobst an expression of fear. Kade's normally plunp and
contented face seened haggard and sickly. True, for an elderly |ady accustoned
to alife of genteel inactivity, she had endured an incredibly wearying
journey-but she had survived the rigors of the desert and the hardshi ps of the
taiga without looking Iike that. Her scanty silver hair was tousled and tangl ed,
floating like wisps in the breeze. Her winkles were scored |ike scars; her
mout h sagged. Wiy should the petrified arny have done this to her?

"What do you think, Aunt?"

Kade shook her head and gnawed her weathered lip. "I don't know, dear. | suppose
I"mjust being a superstitious old woman, but ... but I don't like it! "

"Go back, you nean?"

Stiffly Kade gl anced over her shoul der, to where the steep western escarpnent

| ooned above the treetops. She shivered. "Oh, no! Not back!"

"Well, we don't exactly have many ot her choices. Big Man?" Azak studi ed Kade for
a nonent, narrowing his eyes as he peered over the bristling red yashmak of his
beard. Then he flashed his teeth at Inos. "I see no sign of people. Wit do you

think, my precious one?"

He expected courage in royalty. Inos took another | ook at that serene idyllic

| andscape.

"I say we have no choice!" She slamed her heels into her mule's flanks, and the
startled little beast seemed to |leap forward with all four feet at once. Then it
charged of f down the slope, and the others cane thunping after

Battl es | ong ago:

Per haps the plaintive nunbers fl ow,
For ol d, unhappy, far-off things,
And battles | ong ago.

Wor dswort h, The Reaper

FI VE
Man's worth sonet hi ng

1

"Now | went down to Ilrane My | adylove to see. Mst fair the naids of Ilrane,
But none nore fair than she. "

If you wanted a nman to find poison ivy, hornets' nests, or the w ckedest thorn
bushes, then Jal on was the obvious choice. If you needed a conpani on who woul d
slip off a stepping-stone and |ose his sandal in fast water, or let a canpfire
go out when he was supposed to be minding it, or fall asleep five mnutes after
his watch started ... Jalon, without hesitation. He could al so vanish

i nexplicably and be di scovered an hour later, twenty paces away, lost in
rapturous admration of an orchid.

Jalon, in short, was a gigantic pain in the spinal colum. But if you enjoyed
unfailing good hunor and cheerful ness, an unflagging willingness to apol ogi ze,

| augh at hinself, and prom se to do better in future-well, he had those in
abundance, although he never actually did manage to do better. And if you
appreci ated a conrade who coul d suddenly open his mouth and pour forth a strain
of purest nelody to banish fatigue, uplift the soul, and nelt away the aches and
worries of a long march . . . Even Gathnor could not stay mad at Jalon for |ong
The three adventurers had seen their first dragons |ess than an hour after
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| eaving the fisher village, a blaze of four or five, but very far off, nere
specks weaving and circling above a distant hill. By then, too, the light had
been bright enough to reveal the colors of the robes donated by the
villagers-brown for Jalon, green for Gathnor, black for Rap. Even so, Jal on had
not associ ated the casenent's prophecy with the steady nmarch of events. He was
far nmore interested in wildflowers than in dragons. In the next few days the
only signs of the wornms had been a few faint snmudges of snoke on the horizon,
and he still had not remenbered the prophecy.

Nearing the edge of a snall forest around noon, the travelers had found a patch
of wild nmelons and stayed to indulge in their first good neal in two days.
Afterward, sated and drowsy in the heat, they had |ingered to enjoy the shade,
for ahead of them stretched open sand and bl ack rock that nade a man
unconfortabl e just | ooking.

But Gat hnor was a denanding | eader, who insisted on a harsh pace. "Time to go!"
he announced, as Rap was starting to nod. "Let's trade sandals," Rap suggested,
seeking to gain tinme. "You and nme, then. Not him"

Oming no |leather, the fisherfolk made their footwear from slabs of wood and

| oops of rope. These renoved the skin froma nman's toes in about ten minutes and
thereafter becane very irksome. They were better than being barefoot, but not by
much. As every sandal was different, the travelers traded themaround to
distribute the disconfort evenly. Jalon had stunmbled into yet another swanp an
hour or so before, and the ropes were even nore abrasive when wet.

The exchange extended the rest a few m nutes. Then, |ounging agai nst a npss-soft
trunk and perhaps thinking that it was his turn to find a delay, the ninstre

| aunched into a song about the elven nmaidens of Ilrane. It began as a pl easant
romantic ballad, but swiftly deteriorated into the sort of scabrous bawdi ness
that amused sailors. Gathnor barked with mrth as the tale unfol ded, and even
Rap found hinsel f chuckling.

One nore day should see the expedition safely out of Dragon Reach, if Nagg's
estimate had been correct. Wthout Jalon, the other two woul d have travel ed nmuch
faster, and he nust know that. In his way, he was apologizing to themyet again.
He stopped suddenly, in mdverse. The other two | ooked up

"That ridge!" he said. "Look at it!"

Beyond the trees lay hot sand, a snall desert valley encircled by gentle hills.
The hills were wooded, but the forest cut off as sharply as a horse's mane and
the hollow grew little but scabby tufts of thornweed.

A long, rugged buttress of twi sted black rock rose like an island in the nmiddle
of the clearing, crested by a few trees rooted in cracks. Loose boul ders |ay
scattered around it. Rap studied the scene and gl anced inquiringly at Gathnor,
who shrugged

They had seen nmany simlar places. The countrysi de was rugged, and although they
woul d have preferred to skirt the coast, they had been forced inland to avoid
the rocky gorges by which the many streans plunged down to the sea. Everywhere
they had noticed traces of old fires, fromancient charred | ogs half buried in
jungle to much nore recent evidence: long, grimstretches of bare poles with
grass and weeds just beconing established in the mud between them As obstacles,
nei ther of those was too serious. Miuch worse were the internedi ate stages, where
the trunks had becone deadfall entangled with secondary scrub of thorns and
creepers.

But sonme of the fiercest blazes had cauterized the soil all the way to
bedrock-nelting even that in sone cases-and left only patches of desert that
resisted the forest's attenpts to return. Wiole hills seenmed to have been
favorite targets of dragons throughout the ages, and those had been reduced to
battered carcasses, ripped and nelted away in streans of glass as the nonsters
quarried for veins of netal within the rock. The vall ey ahead seened to be

not hing other than that, a scar that could be thousands of years old, and m ght
remai n unchanged until the end of tine.

"What am | supposed to see?" Rap asked sleepily. "A dragon
That brought instant al ertness, but of course Jalon neant a dead dragon, and in
a monent Rap nmade out what the eye had detected: head, legs ... The ridge was

i ndeed of a dragon, long since turned to stone and weathered half buried in the
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sand.

"Gods!" Gathnor said. "It nust be older than the Inpire. And | never knew the
beggar grew that big!"

"Aprimal male, likely!" Jalon flushed with excitement like a child. "Isn't it
gor geous?"

"Gruesone,"” Rap said. Hs flesh crawled at the thought of that hill-size nonster
alive, an indestructible destroyer as big as Inisso's castle; but that was the
life cycle of dragons. They started as waiths of pure fire, like the flame he

had seen burning on Bright Water's shoul der. They gai ned substance as they aged,
and they ended as gigantic beings of pure mineral. This one had crawl ed here to
die, and in its death agonies it had burned away the forest and the very soi
beneath it.

"How old would it have been, do you suppose?” Gathnor asked, rising and stanping
a fewtinmes to adjust his footwear. "Centuries," Jalon said. "Cone on! Let's go
and have a closer | ook. Maybe its eyes are still there!"

Dragons' eyes were supposedly worth a fortune, but they also bore a reputation
for bringing bad luck, and Rap certainly did not fancy the idea of rolling one
all the way to Puldarn. Jalon would not have thought of that practical matter

As the others set off toward the great petrified carcass, Rap rose and stretched
to ease his aches, then picked up his stonepointed spear. In theory he carried
that to defend hinself against |eopards, but in practice it was useful only as a
staff. He tended to agree with Jalon's theory that the easiest way to escape an
attack by | eopards was just to die of fright. He trudged off after the others.
As he energed fromthe trees, the noon sun struck brutally. He flipped up the

| oose corner of his robe that served as a hood. A few steps worked the gritty
sand up into his sandal ropes and he was soon |inping, but so were the others.
He caught up with them about halfway to the petrified dragon

Gol d? "What ?"

"What “what'?" Jalon asked, turning a wi de gaze of blue innocence on Rap.

"Did you speak?"

M nstrel and sailor both shook their heads. "Funny. | thought ... Well, never
mnd. "

The dragon fossil was farther away than Rap had realized, and therefore even

bi gger. The sand had drifted deep on one side, half burying it. The exposed
flank still showed curves of nuscle under the patterned hide, but nmany scal es
had fallen off and lay littered on the ground at the base of the cliff, as if a
| egion had thrown down its shields. G eat cracks were being opened by tree
roots; half the hind leg had collapsed. It all |ooked ol der than anything he had
ever inmagi ned.

In one searing flash of recognition, the scenery changed in his mnind.

Gods deliver us!

This was it! Wiy had he not realized sooner?

"Those rocks! " Rap cried. "Jalon! Forget the dragon. W' ve seen this place
before. "
The minstrel stopped dead. His face was still burned and blistered and peeli ng,

yet now it turned an inpossibly pale color. Gathnor was in the | ead. He turned
and noticed, and his foggray eyes narrowed dangerously. "Seen what ?"

Gol d?
Again recognition-an alien, netallic, bitter voice in Rap's mnd. O course! A
thrill ran through him mngled fear and excitenent.

He scanned the sky. It was blue, cloudless, and as deep as forever. "There's a
|ive one around somewhere. " O course. "How the Evil do you know?"

"I can hear it . . . and Jalon knows. Don't you?"

The little mnstrel was cowering like a terrified child. H's teeth chattered as
he nodded, and his staring blue eyes held both terror and accusation. "You
knew" H's voice was shrill. "No! Don't call Darad!"

"Way not? Wiy shouldn't |? You trapped us! You knew, and you didn't say!" Jal on
hal f rai sed his spear and Gathnor's chopped down to strike it fromhis hand. He
did not even seemto notice. He pointed an accusing finger at Rap instead. "You
knew the vision was being fulfilled!"
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Gol d?

The call was stronger now, echoing in Rap's head. Still he could see nothing in
the enpty blue sky, not even birds. Hi s farsight detected only trees on the
ground-hills were opaque to farsight, though. The dragon ni ght be down behind
any one of a dozen hillocks, and yet its voice certainly seenmed to be coning
closer. He did not think he could summon a dragon unl ess he could see it.

Bright Water's tiny fire chick had not spoken in words. Jalon was stil
screaming at him

"I knew nothing you didn't!" Rap shouted. "Dragon Reach, and the gowns? You
shoul d have seen, too. "

"Fool! Fool! W could have split up! Travel ed separately!" Maybe, although Rap
suspected that the nagi c casenent's prophecy had been too inevitable for that.
Besides, he'd lied to Gathnor to stop himstealing a canoe. He'd been hel ping
the prophecy along. He felt a little guilty about that, seeing how upset Jal on
was.

Bef ore he coul d answer, though, Gathnor roared. "WII| one of you tell ne what's
goi ng on?"

Rap opened his nouth, and then the alien voice booned in his mnd again, |ouder
than ever and filled with strange reverberations and ringing netallic echoes:
GOLD? It half stunned him so that he clutched both hands to his head, dropping
hi s spear.

By the tinme his wits settled, Jalon was explaining to Gathnmor how he and Rap had
seen a prophecy in a magic casenent. The sailor's face was pale, too, now, but
with fury, not fear.

"There it is!" Rap yelled, pointing. A speck, lowin the sky. Far, far, away.
Coming. Still beyond the range of farsight. Only one.

A sudden surge of doubt sent prickles racing over his skin. Ch Gods! If its
voice is that strong now ...

Gat hnor grabbed the front of Rap's robe in one massive fist and brandi shed the
other. "You young bastard! You knew about this and you trapped ne?"

"Let him be!" Sagorn snapped.

Gat hnor whirled to find the source of the new voice, and staggered when he found
hi nsel f | ooking up into the shrewd and angry eyes of the old schol ar

"Who the Evil are you?"

"Never mnd now Do not blane himmagi c prophecies cannot readily be evaded or
nullified. W nust take cover. Sonetines these draconic vestiges are cavernous.
Conme!" The old man set off, striding across the hot sand with surprising
agility.

"Yes. He's right," Rap said. And yet ... how inevitable was the prophecy, how
significant its details? It had shown the three of themat the base of the cliff
where the dragon's ribs rose fromthe sand. If they split up now, could they
still balk it?

Gol d? trunpeted the fanfare voice. Is gold?

Rap felt as if sonmeone had dropped a netal bucket over his head and thrown a
house at it. Deafened, blinded, he sprawl ed to his knees. Gathnor haul ed himup
and began hustling himacross the sand after Sagorn

H s farsight was picking it up now, conming | ow over the forest, the blast from
its great wings stirring the trees in dancing turnoil. It did not conpare in
size with the nountai nous fossil, it was silvery and not black, but it was stil
as big as Bl ood Wave or Storndancer

He tried to answer Gathnor's questions while the sailor hauled himhalf carried
himtoward the towering pile of black rock ahead, but that |ast word fromthe
dragon had left himtoo dazed. This was no tiny fire chick, and its sheer
intensity overwhel med him He had bl undered hopel essly. M scal cul at ed.
Everything was |l ost, and they were all going to die.

Twi ce nore the gigantic voice rang in Rap's nmind, exulting, gloating, ravening
after gold ... yet curious and querying also, as if a current of doubt ran deep
bel ow. The power of that voice was unbearable now, every blast an inpact of pain
that made himthink his head was being crushed, that sickened him that bl anked
out everything el se except the awareness of failure and stupidity.

Sagorn had picked his way between the litter of giant scales and was peering
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into a crevice in the ropy black face of the cliff itself. He turned as Gat hnor
rel eased Rap to fall on the scorching sand at his feet.

"Now wi I | you explain-"

"No. These gaps are too shallow But there nay be a cavern of sone considerable
size within this cadaver." The old man glared down at Rap. "Fool! | suppose you
t hought your mastery m ght work on dragons? "

Rap croaked hoarsely, then forced hinself to sit up. "It worked on a fire
chick. "

Sagorn roared in exasperation and shook both fists at the sky. "Were did you
meet a fire chick?"

"In MIflor. Bright Water had one. " Gold? Two | egs have gol d?

The worm was close now. Its voice was a brass band inside Rap's head, and an
eart hquake al so, and being crushed flat. H's skull would fall apart.

I nos! He nmust think of Inos. He was doing this for her, and he sought to draw
strength from her nenory

"Bright Water! You net the witch agai n?" Sagorn grinaced, baring his teeth |ike
an angry skeleton. "Mrron! Young idiot! You should have consulted ne! You shoul d
have told Andor. " Rap began hauling hinself upright, pushing hinself up the
rough bl ack face of the cliff. It burned, hotter even than the sand. Hi s head
was still ringing fromthe dragon's |ast fanfare, and already the worm was much
closer, sunlight flashing on silver scales as it soared swiftly over the forest.
The beat of its wings was rhythm c thunder thudding agai nst his eardruns. Huge!
The next word it said was going to kill him He cringed in expectation, waiting
for the next bolt of agony like a felon hung on the whipping post, able to think
of nothing but the com ng |ash

"Too strong!" he nuttered.

"Cbvi ousl y!'" Sagorn snapped. "Have you tried, though? Have you even tried to
send it away?"

Rap shook his head. He was still |eaning against the furnace of the rock, as he
dared not trust his legs to support him The dragon was cl ose enough now that he
could believe he was |looking up at it, a silvery sky-snake, thrashing through
the air on wings as wide as the courtyard of the castle in Krasnegar, its tai
trailing behind it in long curves, two nonstrous jewel ed eyes flashing. Beneath
it, trees were tunbling and shattering |ike matchwood in the bl ast.

"I't wants gold,"” he munbled. "It thinks we have gold." Sagorn spun around and
stal ked of f. "W nust take cover!" he shouted over his shoulder. "I nust find
cover. "

"Way you?" Gathnor followed, firing angry questions. "Just you? And where did
you cone from anyway?"

Rap pushed hinself erect and tottered after the other two. He ought to try
sending a command to the dragon, he knew, but he was terrified that it m ght
reply. That voice was worse agony than anything he had ever known. It would burn
his brain to ashes.

Ch, Inos! | tried! | tried too hard.

Sagorn rounded a rock fragnment as |large as a cottage, which nmight have been a
part of a fetlock. He was scanning the cliff that rose so high above, |ooking
for an opening into that nmythical cavern he hoped for. Even if he found it, it
woul d be only a death trap.

Then a gigantic shadow fl ashed over them and they all stopped.

The casenent! This was the nonment. Rap turned to stare across the heat-distorted
sand, and for one tiny instant thought he saw a flicker of darkness there, where
t he observers must have been, where he nust have been. If it was there, it had
gone ..

"Thi s prophecy?" Gathnor shouted. "Wat happens?”

"W don't know," Sagorn growl ed, watching the sky nonster sweep around in a
curve, comng in lower for another pass. "This is as far as it went."

"You nean we nmay die?"

"W probably shall. Unless Rap can sent it away."

It was up to him Rap braced hinself, trying to i magine he was dealing with

Fi redragon, the Krasnegar stallion-or a dog, maybe, |ike Fleabag. He tried to
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recall how he had influenced the fire chick. He took a deep breath. Go away! he
conmmanded.

The response was even worse than he had expected-a shrill explosion of fright
that struck |ike agony, that hurled himbodily backward to sprawl on the sand.
Hi s head came down a handsbreadth from a jagged rock, but he hardly noticed. The
dragon shied like a foal, whirled around in the sky as if knotting itself, then
spi ral ed down out of sight behind a hilltop. The forest exploded in a red-black
mushroom of flane and snoke.

A monment |ater, a sound of thunder rolled over the clearing. The pillar of snoke
roiled skyward, ever thicker, its feet bright with fire. Sharp boons suggested
tree trunks exploding in the heat.

Gol d?

That had been a quieter, alnost tinorous query, but there was tenacity init.
Rap did not think the dragon had given up. It was nmerely startled, and puzzl ed.
Sagorn | ooned over Rap, staring down with grimfury. H s ghostly pale face was
slick with sweat, his bony nose and |lantern jaw nore skull-Iike than ever

"Fool! You thought to frighten my word of power from ne?" Rap grunted and
struggled to rise. In the back of his mnd he could feel the dragon's thoughts
now | ow sel f-mutterings of gold and of two-1legses by the ancestral relic. It was
not even speech, just nusings, and it filled his nind with netallic alien echoes
so torturous that he could not think

"You thought you could control dragons!" Sagorn snarl ed.

"You were going to coerce ne into telling you nmy word of power!
Rap nodded miserably and forced hinself to his knees. "I mght have-but it
bel i eves we have gold."

Sagom sneered. "The slightest hint of gold will drive a dragon crazy. Even you
must know that! It puts theminto a frenzy. They need netal to drive their

met anor phoses, gold nost of all. "

"Have we gol d?" Gathnor denmanded suspiciously, appearing at the old man's side.
Sagorn kept his eyes on Rap. "Thinal has."

"What!" Rap shouted

"I'n Finrain, he stole for Andor again; to bankroll more of his philanderings."
The old man cl osed his eyes and seened to crunple. "Before he went away, he put
a coinin his nouth."

Rap how ed. He struggled to his feet, swaying.

The fire beyond the hill was growing larger, and | ouder. Trees were expl oding,
snoke pul sing up in huge black clouds. Hi gh overhead, the colum was drifting
westward. The dragon was comi ng.

"Why?" Rap demanded. Frowni ng, Gat hnor reached out a hand to steady him

"He al nost always does," Sagorn said sadly. "It is the only way any of us can
keep anything for hinself. What is inside us goes with us-so Thinal usually

hi des away a coin like that. Wen he returns, he has that nuch, at least. He is
only a conmon sneak thief, renenber."

"And the dragon can tell?"

"Maybe it can. Dragons are not wholly nundane. They have powers of their own.
This one may be sensing Thinal's gold." GOLD

Rap staggered and al nost fell as another twi sting wave of tornment tore at his

m nd. Could the dragon even hear his thoughts, as he seened to be hearing its?
He wi shed Sagom had not told himabout the gold.

"Then call Thinal! W'Ill throw the coin away and run!" Fire was gl owi nhg through
the forest at the crest of the hill as the dragon ascended the far sl ope.
Sagorn shook his head. "Useless! A taste of gold and the drake woul d devastate
the countryside for |leagues. Its frenzy would last for days while it went

t hrough anot her stage of netanorphosis. W shoul d never escape. "

"Then tell himthe damed word!" Gat hnor bell owed. Apparently he had gathered a
fair idea of what was going on. "No!" The old man glared stubbornly. "I amtoo
old' I need it all! "

"You won't need it very |ong-here she cones!"

At the top of the hill, the last fringe of trees erupted in one brilliant flash,
and the dragon energed, its whole incredible length pouring out like a string.
Not pausing at all, it continued dowmn the slope, slithering at a speed that
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woul d have |l eft a racehorse standing. Wth wings furled, it |ooked very nuch
like a gigantic netal worm every scale flashing color in the sunlight, and even
at that distance, Rap could feel the heat fromit.

I n desperation he gathered all his strength and hurled a comand: Go back

The nonster shied, spreading wings to brake and shooting out a hail of sand and
rocks beneath its talons. It reared up on its hind legs, tall as a castle tower,
jetting a deafening how of white fire. Returning waves of power battered into
Rap's mind with stunning force; he felt as helpless as he had in the surf and
tide. Half stunned, he reeled back, and only Gathnor's steely grip stayed him
fromfalling.

I shist? cane the thought. Two-legs speaks? |Is Ishist? The silver formcurled
forward, front claws sinking into the ground. The great back was curved |like a
cat's as the dragon pondered, but Rap thought nore of a dog encountering its
first porcupi ne. The massive triangular head swayed fromside to side on the
scaly neck, regarding the problemfromdifferent angles; while all around the
sand darkened as it began to nelt, then the closer regions started to glow. The
whol e nonster was hotter than a smth's furnace. Heat waiths blurred the air
around it, nolten glass puddl ed bel ow.

"The word?" Rap cri ed.

"Tell me yours!" Sagorn denanded

Rap tried to rally what little courage he had left. He felt ill and faint and
very stupid. But he wasn't going to yield his word now. Not if he died for it.
"No! Renmenber what Andor said when we net the goblins? The tables are turned,
Sagorn. It's nmy talent that's needed now, not his! Not yours! Mne! But | nust
have nore power."

This was what he had planned, the reason he had let Jalon walk into the trap;
but he had thought he would be bluffing. He had thought he would be able to
control the dragon and bully Sagorn into telling himthe gang's word. Now it was
no bluff. He could no nore control this nmonster than he could armwestle it. He
greatly doubted he would do any better as an adept, either. Probably only a ful
sorcerer could coerce a dragon.

Sagorn | ooked ill also, haggard and livid. H's eyes flickered toward the cliff.
"There may be a cave. If | can hide fromit, it nay not sense Thinal in me .
"No!" Rap lurched forward and grabbed the old man by his bony shoul ders. "That
won't work, and you know it! It will blowfire in at you. Tell ne! Tell ne now,
or we're all going to die."

Not Ishist! the dragon concluded. Two-|egs not Ishist.

It hurtled forward, splashing nolten rock behind it. It came seething down the
sl ope. Thonbushes vani shed in flashes of white flane as it went by.

Sagorn wai l ed, and bent his head near to Rap's. "WelIl?" Rap screanmed. "Speak!"
"I can't! It hurts!"

Rap shook himlike a feather bolster. "It'Il hurt a lot nore in tw seconds!"
The ol d man choked, staggered, and slunped over Rap's shoul der, suddenly a dead
wei ght. Strange noises grated in his throat, as if he were having a fit. Rap was
struggling to hold himup.

"Sagorn!" Rap yelled. "Doctor! Tell nme!"

The dragon was on the flat and com ng faster than anything Rap had ever seen,
faster than a swoopi ng fal con. Bigger and bigger, jewel eyes blazing ..

And then Sagorn roused hinself just enough to nmunble his word of power into
Rap's ear.

2

Bei ng struck by lightning nmight be an experience like |learning a word of power.
Not hi ng el se was.

For one eternal, lifeless nonent, Rap thought he had bl own apart. Lights seened
to soar all around in darkness, and there was mnmusic and a great silence.
Fanfares and carillons and a deep, deep stillness |Iike the nusings of nountains.
Solitude and whirling stars. There was pain. There was ecstasy.

There was no tinme to enjoy the experience. He | ooked up and the dragon's
nmonstrous head was alnost on top of him its heat was blistering his face. He
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snelled burning cloth fromhis robe. Sagorn and Gat hnor had turned and were
staggeri ng away, scream ng. The giant gem i ke eyes shone down on all of them
with a deadly inhuman intelligence, with thoughts no nan could think, with alien
enotions no human woul d ever conprehend; the vast nmouth was opening to revea
rows of crystalline teeth around an internal blaze like a captive sun. Scal es
shone |ike netal, radiating heat.

GO AWAY! Rap yelled, not knowi ng whet her he spoke the words al oud or not.

Again the dragon reared up into the sky in shock, and this tine it toppled
backward. Claws grappled air; it inpacted with a concussion that shook the world
and bl asted a belch of purple fire fromits nouth. Boul ders came crashi ng down
fromthe ridge at Rap's back: scales and arnored back plates and half a rib. He
i gnored those. The live dragon was nuch nore perilous than the dead one.

A barrage of nental explosions seened to pour fromit, and at that range they
shoul d have burned out Rap's brain, but he blocked them

"Go hone!" he commuanded fiercely. "There is no gold here. Go away!" He felt a
shi mering response. It was unreal and outlandi sh, but vaguely rem niscent of

Fi redragon, the Krasnegar stallion: anger, and shane, and fear, and a juvenile
silliness.

No gol d?
"None! No netal! GO"
The dragon spun around in coils, like a snake, and went rushing back up the

sl ope, sonehow seening to slink at the same tinme. Its w ngs spread, flapped.
Dust whirled up in thunderclaps as the nonster rose to run on its hind legs. A
few nore hurricane beats and it took to the air. It veered past the col um of
snmoke still rising fromthe burning forest, causing it to swirl and withe |ike
a candle flame, sending a wall of fire roaring through the trees. The dragon
dwi ndl ed rapidly into the distance.

Rap heard tiny nutterings of conplaint-no gold-and then even those faded away.
He stank of scorched cloth and hair, but cow and stubble had protected nost of
his face. H s tattoos hurt, and he could see tiny blisters on them Apparently
his farsight would now work like a mrror, and he couldn't renmenber being able
to use it like that before. He could see the backs of the hills, though, which
was certainly new. The whole world had a sparkle, a sharpness, that he could not
recall noticing earlier, but some of that glamour m ght be the afterglow of a
very narrow escape. Life felt extremely good right now.

He turned around to face Gathmor, who had his arns crossed over his chest, his
feet well planted, and was glaring at Rap with intent to terrify. "So you

pl anned all this, did you, sonny?"

The man was frightened of Rap! It was witten all over him "1 didn't plan to

. " Rap sighed. "Yes, | did!' Yes, | planned it." He could hardly believe that
he was still alive. And he knew two words of power. He was an adept. The world
spun brightly for himnow.

"You knew that we would neet a dragon. You led us into a trap. What sort of

shi pmat e woul d-"

"Yes. | lied to you, Cap'n, but-" But nothing, obviously. Rap ought to be
quaki ng and quivering as the sailor talked hinself up into fighting frenzy. The
rage was draining all the color out of his face, even his lips. H's hair seened
to bristle. Killer jotunn! Wat Rap saw, though, was a man frightened by the
unknown powers of the occult, a man who was also furious at the fear he had felt
before the dragon, who was desperate to restore his self-respect by taking out
bi s rage on soneone-or by suffering, perhaps. Now he nust take the neasure of
this young upstart nmagician and establish who was the better man. Soon his rage
had mounted until he was spitting nore than he was speaki ng.

"Snake!" he screaned. "lIngrate! Reptile!"

Unable to get in a word, Rap turned and wal ked away. It didn't work. Behind him
Gat hnor tore off his gown and threw it away.

Rap wheeled. "Stop that!" he shouted. "It's all a big act! It's stupid and
childish."

"I'"l'l show you stupid and childish-1'"mgoing to break every bone in your dammed
faun carcass!" Gathnor stepped out of his sandals. "Wrm You haven't any bones
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to break! Keeping a steady glare on Rap, he balled his fists and stal ked
forward. A killer jotunn, out for blood.

Rap was not inpressed. "You can control that dammed tenper of yours when you
want to," he said sadly. "You were a sweet little bunny on Bl ood Wave. " He

ki cked off his shoes, but he left his robe al one.

Gat hnor | eaped. Rap sidestepped in a swirl of sackcloth.

"I wish you'd listen a mnute, Cap'n. |I'man adept now. You can't expect-"

But Gat hnor did expect. Gathnor was lightning fast. Every man in Durthing had
agreed that others m ght punch harder or neaner or absorb punishnment better, but
as long as he was reasonably sober there was no one faster than Gat hnor of

St onndancer. He seened very sl ow now. Perhaps it was the sand, or the hard day,
but when he pivoted and swung again, Rap was not there again. Screanm ng, the
jotunn tried a third tine, and now he was ready to grab, in either direction
That left himopen. This tine Rap stood his ground and laid a fist into that
hard hairy abdomen with all the force he could rmuster. It felt like hitting

I nisso's castle. Apparently it felt worse to Gat hnor.

For a few nonments he seenmed to be dead, but then he began to breathe again, very
noisily, curled up snmall on the sand. Rap stepped back into his sandals, because
his toes were being fried |i ke sausages. He studied the sailor for a nonment and
deci ded that he was in no danger. Sucking his throbbing knuckles, he wandered
over to where Andor was wat chi ng.

O course the gang woul d have chosen Andor at a tinme like this. Looking al nost

el egant in Jalon's brown robe, he was relaxing in the shade of an overhang,
seated on a slab of black rock that had once been part of a spinal arnor plate.
He greeted Rap with a white-tooth snmile and a silent mine of hand clapping. "I'm
sure that felt good?"

"Not really. " Rap had not wanted to huniliate Gathnor. The defeat woul d hurt
the sailor nuch nore than victory pleased the faun. Not a faun-an adept!

Fi ghti ng now was cheating. Al nmost anything was going to be cheating in future.
Andor's face, for exanple. The polished inpish good | ooks no | onger inpressed.
He wasn't ugly, but his charmdidn't work on Rap anynore. He | ooked unpl easantly
effenminate, in fact.

"I'"d have enjoyed it! You're a good nman, Master Rap. Modst nen would get a | ot of

pl easure out of stuffing that jotunn in a bottle." He nodded solemmly. "I don't
think you do, though. You don't enjoy huniliating other people. " The autonatic
conpl i nent .

Rap shrugged. He ought to be finding pleasure in his newimunity to Andor, but
he didn't think he was. Behind the quizzical smle he could see anger and fear,
and cold calculations in progress. Andor was frightened that Rap was going to
kill himto gain the rest of the word of power. Cods! -

And now he was being disconcerted by Rap's silent scrutiny. A spurious tw nkle
came into his eye. "So what happens next, great sorcerer? " Under the hunor,
there was sonething long dead in those deep dark eyes. Andor had nani pul at ed
people until he couldn't think of them as people anynore.

"I''l'l make a deal with you," Rap said, and watched the surge of relief and

pl easure. He even saw the cal cul ati ons speed up. Probably Andor was wondering if

he could kill Rap to regain the share of their power that Sagorn had given away.
"Name it! -1 told you on the ship, Rap--I think you have a destiny, so |I'd |ike
to stick around. More than that, though, | really do want to be your friend. |

al ways have."

If the man had Liar tattooed on his forehead, it couldn't be nore obvious. Then

Rap gl anced at his own face with farsi ght and was di sgusted to see the innocent

smle on it, the boyish appeal. He tried to change that, and saw hinsel f becone

an earnest, rather innocent young man facing great challenges. He couldn't help

it! He was bedazzling Andor as Andor had bedazzled himin the past, and he could
no nore stop hinself than he could turn off his farsight. He nust just hope that
some practice with his new powers would teach himhow to be an honest man again.
Meanwhi | e he wat ched Andor being inpressed, and he felt sick

"We've had one of the three prophecies, Andor. That |eaves two. | think they'l
turn up in tine." His mnd shied at the sudden nenory of hinself on the floor of
the goblins' lodge with his bones showing. "If | can beat a dragon, | can beat
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Kal kor. "

"Easily. Like you felled Gathnor. "

"So | can put Inos on her throne. That's all | want. So here's ny proposal -you
help nme with that, and afterward I'Il help you with your problem getting rid of

your curse."
"Fine!" Andor flashed teeth and held out a smpoth brown hand. "You can count on

me. | can't bind the others, though. You know that. But anything you need of ne,
you just ask. "

"You'l | trust ne to keep ny side of the deal |ater?"

"OF course!" Andor's face said that if Rap was fool enough not to kill him now,

then he was probably even stupid enough to keep a bargain after he had got what
he needed. Andor would honor a promise only if it suited himto do so.

In the background, Gathnor groaned and | evered hinself up on one el bow. Rap

wi ped sweat. "There's water just over there, " he said, waving at the trees.
"Let's head that way. "

"Your hairy friend can track us when he's finished his rest,’
rising.

"I think Jalon next, please.” Rap did not |ook at his conpanion as they wal ked
side by side, but he saw the annoyance that did not show in the voice when Andor
said, "O course." Then Rap's conpani on was Jal on

H's blue eyes filled with tears, and he linped along for a while without

Andor agr eed,

speaki ng.

"You said you owed ne one," Rap said. "I agree you didn't expect it to be that
big."

"My fault for not |ooking, as you did. | should have seen." He groaned. "And now
I can't!"

There was no deceit showi ng on his sun-broiled face, only pain, and a sort of
nausea.

"What does that nean?"

Jal on waved a hand at the woods ahead. "It's all gone dead. The life's gone out
of it, the beauty. You stole ny power, Rap. | feel blind and deaf? | couldn't
pai nt a barn door now. And | don't suppose | could outsing an alleycat. "

"Never met a man who could. " Rap wal ked for a while in silence, wondering what
to say, wondering also if the new sparkle he saw in everything was exactly what
had gone out of Jalon's vision. There were butterflies everywhere in the forest,
and mllions of tiny flowers that no one but a nouse would ever notice, and
bright birds by the score, notionless on twig or nest, and | eaves of every shape
i magi nabl e. Even the sand beneath his feet glinted with nyriad sparkles of nica
flakes and crystal edges. He nmarveled at a variety and vitality he had never
noti ced before, while Jalon slouched at his side, chewing his |ip and seem ng
ready to weep.

Then a glitter of anger ... and a whine. "Rap? W could both be adepts."

Power was not easily relinquished, obviously. Jalon was a dreaner, the |east
anbi tious or assertive of nen, but he resented his | oss. Even Jalon craved
power .

"No." So did Rap. "First," he said, "Sagorn insists that sharing usually doesn't
reduce a word to half. So you have lost only a small part of your power. Second,
you' ve just had a very bad shock, and those al ways make things | ook bl acker

He tried to be convincing and was di sgusted when he succeeded. Jal on began to
smle, slowy, shyly, letting confidence be tal ked back into him Eventually,
and just as the two of themreached the edge of the trees, Rap persuaded himto
sing alittle. He ran off a couple nore verses of "The Miidens of Ilrane," the
song he had interrupted to draw attention to the petrified dragon. Gods! That
coul d have been no nore than half an hour ago at nost, back when the world was a
sinpl e, easy sort of place.

It was fine singing, if not quite the old Jalon, and these verses were the nost
di sgusting yet, but Rap bell owed out |aughter that sounded to himas unlikely as
a three-1legged racehorse. Relief blooned in the mnstrel's face like a reprieve
from i mm nent deat h.
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"Al'l right?" he whispered.

Rap wiped tears fromhis eyes. "I '"mno nusician, friend, but you can still sing
better than any other four guys | know. | honestly can't tell any difference."
God of Liars! There could be good in lies, though, just as in everything el se.
Jal on was sniling again.

Rap had wanted power so he might help Inos. He had not wanted it to be |ike
this.

The edge of the open clearing was a sand dune. Behind that, thick forest offered
i mmedi ate cool shade like a divine blessing. Mre blessed still, the nopssy
trunks cuddl ed tight around the edges of a dark and shining pool. Rap dropped
hi s gown, wal ked out of his sandals, and waded in. Jalon was cl ose behind. They
sank gratefully into warmbliss, reclining on a squishily soft matting of |eaves
and nud. For sonme minutes they just |ay.

Then Jalon tried again. "Rap? You ... you wouldn't ... you won't share?"

I f Andor had asked, the plea would have been nore skilled and refusal nuch

easi er. Wiat had Jal on ever done to deserve his portion of Rap's vengeance?

Pl enty! When he'd net an innocent boy who didn't even know what a word of power
was or that he even knew one, Jalon had not explained, and he had certainly not
mentioned the dangers. He'd nerely nuttered a cryptic and usel ess warni ng about
Darad. Jalon had lost any claimon Rap's friendship at their first meeting, so
Rap was now entitled to ..

Power was very easy to justify to one's conscience.

"No. My aimis to help Inos. For that I'mgoing to need all the power | can
muster." He would not share the word his nother had told him "But | make you
the same promise | nmade Andor: You help me first, and then I'll help you. Maybe
then, when Inos is safely on her throne ... Maybe then I'I|l even tell you ny own
word. If it's necessary to lift your curse, | will." Prom ses were easy.

Jal on nodded solemmly and offered a hand on it. And there was no guile on his
face, damm him

The water was nmarvel ously soothing on sun-battered, travelworn bodies, and the
di m peace of the forest was balmfor nerves that still rang with nenories of
dragons. Rap could hear dragons, if he strained, but they were very distant, a
faint nmunbling and squabbling, no threat to anyone. They sounded rather |ike

sl eepy chickens, in fact.

Gat hmor lurched in over the sand ridge, wal king with a pronounced stoop. He
dropped the robe he was carrying and waded into the pool

"Id like to talk to Sagorn, please," Rap said.

The water was up to Jalon's chin and when he shook his head, he spread circles
of ripples.

"Why not ?"

"He's dying-or at least very sick. He really did have sone sort of seizure. And
he told you the word!" Jal on shuddered. "That hurt! Gods, that hurt him And
then ... Well, it's anmazing he had the strength to call Andor. " He screwed up
his face at the nmenories of approaching deat h.

So Rap had killed Sagorn! Even if he was not in any true sense dead, none of the
gang woul d ever dare call him again. Revenge was a very sour fruit.

And what of his soul ? Sagorn had not seened especially evil, although the Gods
woul d know nore of himthan Rap ever coul d.

Sagorn had tried to steal Rap's word of power. That was an evil to cancel out a
| ot of good. But the man was not truly dead! How could his soul go before the
CGods for weighing if he wasn't dead? Whuld it remain forever in sone sort of

I'i mbo, hol ding unrel eased forever the spark of residue, the balance that shoul d
go to join the Evil or the Good? The undead dark?

God of Fool s!

Gat hnmor had been sitting hunched up. Now he | ay back gingerly, wincing as if
sonet hing hurt. He gl anced suspiciously at the other two, alert for traces of
anmusenent .

"Rap!" Jalon said. "You used power against a dragon!"

"I know. I'mtrying not to think about it." The warl ock of the south mi ght be on
Rap's trail right now "Let ne talk to Darad, please." That woul d be nagic, but
Oot hi ana had said the transformati ons were too brief to be | ocated.
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Jal on blinked, seened about to argue, then nodded. The giant jotunn appeared in
his place with a stupendous splash, sending waves surgi ng across the pool

Gat hnor, taken by surprise, tried to sit up and obviously regretted the hasty
nove.

Darad | ooked hard at Rap, then opened his nmouth in a huge crocodile grin,

di splaying his fangs. Rap was tensed, prepared to junp up and treat himas he
had treated Gathnor, but there was no need. The fighter's face was hideously
battered and disfigured with tattoos, yet as easy to read as a child's, and it
was filled now with great amusenent.

Chuckl ing hoarsely, Darad offered a hand | arger than Rap's foot. "Thanks, faun
You sure fixed them"

Rap cl asped hands, saw the inevitable squeeze conming, and calmy bettered it.
Darad | ooked comi cally astonished at the resistance, then alarned, and finally
how ed very satisfactorily, raising flocks of birds fromthe trees. Rap rel eased
him suddenly ashaned. He was no better than they were, these crude, sadistic
jotnar! No, he was worse because he was cheating, not using honest nuscle.
Unabashed, gently nassagi ng his danmaged hand with the other one, the ogre
resuned his grin. "That prinpy, prissy Sagorn! You nmade him |l ook pretty stupid!
"Li ked that, did you?"

"Loved it!" The wolf teeth flashed again. "Been waiting a hundred years for him
to get what's coming to him He was a snotty, smartass kid, and he only got
worse. But you watch that Andor! Don't trust him "

"I won't. " Rap studied the dimwitted warrior for a nonent. "How about you?
WIl you take the sane deal ?"

Dar ad nodded vi gorously. "You bet! You can count on ne, sir! You'll get this
spell off of us if anyone can-and it won't take you a hundred years, neither
I''myour man, Master Rap! "

He meant it! Even as a nundane, Rap woul d never have been deceived by Darad. His
new occult sense of truth detected no reservations, and now he could readily see
that Darad was a born foll ower who preferred having a superior around to tel
himwho to kill or maim Once he gave his word he would be nore | oyal than Andor
or Thinal, and infinitely nore reliable than Jalon, within the narrow bounds of
his abilities. Amazing!

But Rap had not yet said he would accept this new henchman, and his hesitation
had provoked a very worried expression on the jotunn's grotesque features. He
could have no real conscience, but he apparently had sonme sense of justice.
"Sir?" he nuttered. "I guess | did a job on your face back on the boat there.
Got a bit carried away, see? If you want a few free ones to nmake us even ..
well, 1'd understand. "

So Darad woul d hunbly stand still while Rap systematically battered his eyes?
The i mage was enough to nake the new adept explode in his first genuine | aughter
for days, and the resulting perplexity on Darad's face only increased his nmrth.
"I think we're about quits," Rap said, catching his breath. "You sold ne to the
goblins. | set my dog on you. Little Chicken began the eye work, but | gave the
orders. Princess Kadol an burned your back, so we'll count that in, too, right?"
Then, as Darad nodded and | eered his agreenent, Rap had a vision of hinself

wal king up to Inos's aunt and bl acki ng her eyes to settle her account, and that
absurdity convul sed himin nore hows of mrth, while the two jotnar sharing the
pool with himexchanged puzzl ed gl ances.

Perhaps his merrinment was reaction to a narrow escape. It could just be
excitenment at his new powers. It was certainly not very manly. Rap forced

hi nsel f back to sobriety, and shook Darad's hand again, in civilized fashion,
and the deal was nade.

So Andor and Jal on and Darad woul d hel p. Sagorn was effectively dead. Thina

they nust not call, not here in dragon country. Rap had no illusions of holding
off a dragon if there was real gold in the nei ghborhood. He rel axed for a
monent, still enjoying the warm soak, and al so relishing his new adept hood.

He could listen to the distant nmurnur of dragons. H's farsi ght was sharper and
had a greater range. His ability to outbrawl Gathnor suggested that he woul d
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find he was expert at any skill he had ever practiced. He was as persuasive as
Andor now, and he could read expressions in a way he had never dreaned was
possible. His face was | ess blistered than Gathnor's, although he had been
closer to the dragon; the scrapes on his toes had stopped hurting. He seened to
be healing very quickly, and he wondered what other abilities he night uncover
in hinmself during the next few days.

He turned to nmeet Gathnor's scowl . "You want to get even with Kal kor?" The
jotunn nodded warily.

"Then | suggest you stick around, too. There's another prophecy: | meet Kal kor
again."
Gat hnor's pal e eyes showed interest. "You'll let nme have hinP"

"You couldn't handle him Darad m ght-"

The warrior grow ed. "Not a hope, sir! W tried a friendly bout once, and he
mashed ne. Half nmy ribs and a broken jaw, and he wasn't much nore'n a kid then
Fi sts, swords, axeshe's the best."

That was an ominous report, because Darad al so had a word of power. Either

Kal kor had nore native ability, or his word was nmuch stronger.

O else, like Rap now, he knew nore than one word. But that worry was far in the
future.

"I want to hear the whole story," Gathnor said, "before I commt nyself to
anyt hing."

It was his own fault he hadn't heard it all long since; Rap had tried to tel
hi m of ten enough. "We can talk as we go. It's long enough to last till Zark.
"What next?" Gathnor heaved hinself up stiffly. "W going to get on our way? "
Rap's farsight nudged him and he turned to stare at the watcher on the bank
Where had he conme fron?

He did not seem worrisonme. He was standing on a fallen log and smling shyly,

al though the smle was partly hidden by his hand-he had a finger up his nose. A
ghone' s nose was not rmuch nore than two holes in his face

The scrap of rag around his loins was filthy beyond belief, and too tattered to
serve its purpose; the natural mnmud color of his skin was visible only where
sweat streaks had | oosened flakes of dirt. Rap was sorry to discover that his
sharp new farsight could detect the teeming nultitudes within the odious tangle
of the boy's hair. His head woul d have reached to Rap's navel; he was about
thirteen, maybe, dependi ng on how fast gnones aged. The only clean places on him
were two very gorgeous, bronzetinted eyes.

Seeing he had the nmen's attention, he grinned nore broadly and beckoned with his
free hand. Then he junped off his log and ran in anbng the trees.

Darad lurched to his feet, with Gathnor right behind him They plowed across the
pond in twin tidal waves, heedl ess of Rap's shouts.

It took a great effort of WII and was only possibl e because his farsight stil
kept the boy in sight, but Rap nmanaged to go the other way first and grab up
five of the six wooden sandals. He wanted the sixth and the gowns, too, but the
urgency of the summons becane unbearabl e and tore himaway. He ran around the
pond on bare feet and foll owed the others.

In that overgrown riot of jungle, the tiny gnone boy had all the advantages. He
coul d squeeze through banboo thickets. He could roll or craw under walls of
thorns that three naked nen dare not approach, or scurry like a beetle over
marsh that would swall ow themto the shoul ders. He was fast and ninble and
occultly inexhaustible. H s powers included sone nmeans of telling direction, for
he held to a straight course, and he never drew so far ahead that the chase
seened i npossi bl e. Always, his pursuers nust believe that another two m nutes
would do it, and when they flagged fromtotal exhaustion he |aughed, and his

| augh had sone occult power also, for it drove the nen on again |ike red-hot

whi ps.

Rap easily caught up with his conpani ons and handed over the sandals. He hinself
went barefoot, and soon they were all doing so, trying to gain speed.

Hi s greatest problemwas staying in contact with the others. He could easily
have | eft them far behind, and the craving to do so gnawed at himlike a starved
rat. Darad had an occult warrior's strength, of course, and could keep up the
pace and stand the puni shnent nuch better than poor Gat hnor, who was only human
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and very soon exhausted. Rap took his hand and haul ed himal ong, and their
conprom se pace was about what Darad coul d nanage.

Eventual Iy, as the hours passed and the young gnone led themup into the hills,
jungl e faded into parkland, and parkland into noor, giving welcone relief from
t he whi ppi ng and sl ashing of undergrowth. By nightfall, though, the chase was
over rocky ground that chopped at feet like knives. Unable to rest for a nonent,
still staggering along after the gaily skipping gnone with his bew tching | augh
and his beautiful eyes, Rap and his friends clinbed ever higher between the
barren peaks, and the nuttering of dragons was very cl ose.

Man's worth sonet hi ng:

No, when the fight begins within hinself,
A man's worth sonet hi ng.

Br owni ng, Bi shop Bl ougram s Apol ogy

SI X
Life and death

1

The Thume side of the npbuntains was a noister, kinder |and than the desert to
the east, with rich grass swayi ng underfoot and foliage-filled sky overhead. The
air was friendly, heavy with woodsy scents. Inos could not identify the forest

gi ants thensel ves, but anong them she recogni zed sone of the smaller, cultivated
varieties she had seen in Arakkaran-citrus trees and olives, running wild. So
what ever had destroyed the ancient folk of Thume had spared their orchards. She
approved of fruit trees; unlike nost others, they did sonething useful

But she soon began to appreciate that even the others could be hel pful. They
cast shade, and shade di scouraged undergrowth. The nules' little hooves sw shed
through tall ferns, thunped softly on | oamor nmposs. There was no obvi ous road,
but the green tunnels of the woods were nostly quite passable, leading fromtine
to time out into grassy clearings that rem nded her oddly of the tiny sunlit
courtyards of Krasnegar. In the neadows, of course, the sun was fierce, but on
the far side there was al ways shade again, nmore gloomfilled hallways pillared
wi th massive trunks that fanned out overhead into rafters, cross-braced with
thin shafts of light. She knew the spruce of the taiga and she had seen har dwood
forest near Kinvale, but nothing so magical as this.

For a long while the three invaders rode in silence. Kade was stil
uncharacteristically downcast, and Inos could only conclude that the uncanny
encounter with the petrified arnmy still weighed on her mind. She was ol d; any
rem nder of death nmust seemnorbid to a woman of her years, but Kade woul d
certainly spring back soon.

Azak was tense, vigilant, his eyes never still. Not wishing to distract himwith
conversation, Inos |et herself become caught up in the birdsong. A steady fl ow
of it filled the woods |ike nusical rainbows. Once in a very |long while she
woul d see a tiny shape flash away; nostly the singers stayed out of sight and
enptied their souls in chorus and counterpoint. A thousand years we have
practiced, they said, waiting for sonmeone to return and hear our song. V&l cone!
Vel cone! Wl cone!

Har ness creaked and jingled, but the spongy ground nmuffled the nmules' tread. At
times the river nade itself heard, chattering busily off to the |left sonewhere,
telling the way, promising it would lead themto its bigger brother and that
together they would venture to the sea.

The beauty of the norning was a balmto all fears, pure gold. Nowhere could seem
| ess accursed than this.

The approach of noon | essened the birds' synphony, and Azak was the first to
becone tal kative, as he began to relax. He pointed out some of what his
tracker's eyes were seeing-ancient traces of buildings and trails, aninal tracks
and how old they were. Those scats were froma wild dog; domestic dogs' were

| ess tapered. The bark of trees bore ravages of woodpeckers, the rubbing of
antlers, old claw marks of bears.
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"You didn't learn all this in the desert!" Inos said accusingly. Blood-red eyes
twinkled. "In the nmountains, the Agonistes. Wen | was small."

If that was a hint of some personal history she did not know of, he failed to
add to it. He went back to the wildlife. Deer and goats for certain, he said,
and probably wild cattle.

But no people. Wien the tinme cane to rest the nules and feed the riders, Azak
was joyful. No cut trees, no tracks, no fences, no snoke. There were no people
in Thume, he said. Anything else he could handle, of course, except denons.
Inos snmiled, and assured himpolitely that she trusted both his eye and his arm
Kade said nothing, frowning around and biting her lip.

"This is a splendid place to make canmp!" Azak proclained royally, enconpassing
the glade with a sweepi ng gesture of approval

Inos had been lost in a reverie of plans for Hub. Startled, she suppressed a
snigger. At tines that |arge young nan assuned |lofty airs that were not in
keeping with his ragged robes and wildly bushy red beard-nor with his posture,
for his legs were very nearly as long as his nule's. He had ridden all across
the mountains with his feet alnobst trailing on the ground, and he coul d probably
di smount by wal ki ng backward on tiptoe if he wished. Still, even if habit stil
made him pontificate sonetinmes, he had proved far nore adaptable than she woul d
ever have suspected back in Arakkaran. He had watched his dom nion shrink froma
kingdomto a single caravan and then to two wonmen, and he had never conpl ai ned
or seened to feel slighted. He had turned out to be a superb woodsman just as he
had been a superb ruler of a kingdom Whatever the game, whatever the stakes,
Azak played with all his heart, and with all the native skill of a born w nner
He had his faults, Azak ak' Azakar, but he was a nmagnificent chunk of royalty.
Yet why this sudden change of heart? He. had forced the pace ever since the
hurried departure fromEl karath's caravan, so why a call to pitch canp now, with
at least two hours' daylight left? They had no tent to erect and, while the
clearing was a pl easant enough spot, it was no better than a dozen others they
had seen.

I nos shot hima puzzled glance. "W hear and obey, Protector of the Poor,

Bel oved of the Cods! "

"Of course!™ A snile flashed out of his red bush |ike an escaping bird, but I|nos
was certain that the ruby eyes had read every thought in her head. Wo woul d
ever have believed that Azak could handl e her teasing so well? How had he ever

| ear ned?

Then his eyes flickered a signal. Inos twisted around to | ook at Kade, who was
bringing up the rear.

Idiot! Furious that she had been so thoughtless-and that Azak shoul d have

noti ced what she had not-lnos slid fromher saddl e, dropped her reins, and
hurried back to Kade's mul e.

"Aunt! Are you not feeling well?"

"Ch, I'mquite well, dear. Wy are we stopping?" The pal ebl ue eyes nade a great
effort to find their old sparkle-and failed. No matter what she said, Kade was
not better; she was worse.

What ever was wong was taking a price. She was hunped in her saddle, she seened
to have aged ten years, and for the first tinme in Inos's experience, her
absurdly uncrushabl e cheerful ness had fail ed her.

"Azak thinks we shoul d nmake canp now. "

The news was not wel cone. Kade tw tched and | ooked around with evident alarm
"Ch, surely we can nake a | eague or two before dark?"

"He thinks not. Here, let nme help you down."

"Ch, | think we should continue!" Kade protested.

"\Nhy "

"The shei k? Queen Rasha?"

"The sheik is not going to catch us after all this time, Aunt. The mules need a
rest." And so do you

"Well ... We nmight find a better canpsite?"

"Azak insists that this one is perfect," Inos said firmy.

It was at |east satisfactory, a grassy neadow in a wide |loop of the busy river,
with water on three sides and unusually bushy forest closing off the fourth.
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Even if the mules pulled up their pickets, they would not stray far unless the
weat her turned bad, and at the nonent the weat her was perfect: hot sunshine and
cool breeze. Here and there the sward buckled in | ow nmounds that hinted at
ancient dwellings, perhaps a farmgiven a little leisure time, those nmight be
fun to explore for relics-and the only other Iandmark was a small copse in the
m ddl e, a dozen or so spindly trees. |Inos knew enough of Azak's thinking nowto

guess his intent. He would enbellish those saplings into an illusion of shelter,
and it woul d have open ground all around. Practical nman!
Still murmuring reluctance, Kade di snbunted. Azak's nule, already stripped of

its tack, was rolling in the thick grass with all four legs in the air,

obvi ously agreeing with his opinion of this place.

I'n another half hour or so, the work was done. Azak had chopped saplings and
branches fromthe woods and dragged them over to the copse to fashion a

wi ndbreak. Kade was sitting in there, brewing a peaceful pan of tea on a snal
fire. The mules were contentedly chonping grass at the end of long tethers, and
I nos was standing on the riverbank with Azak. A brief inspection of the nounds
had turned up nothing nore interesting than ol d hearthstones, the day was not
over yet, and she wasn't sure what she wanted to do next.

Azak was shielding his eyes with his hand as he studi ed the westering sun

Estimating tine, likely.
I nos wondered idly howit would feel to throw her arns around that oversized
canmel jockey and kiss himtill his beard snoked, to be herself kissed as Andor

had once ki ssed her. Actually Andor's kiss had not been all that spectacul ar,
even if he had used occult power. The kiss she really renenbered, out of her
very small collection, had been when Rap had been | eaving for the spring drive
and ... but Rap was dead, and while she had a certain natural curiosity about
how an overgrown, bushbearded sultan m ght kiss, she could not detect any rea
excitenent in herself in considering the prospect. Nor any real desire to try
it, even were Rasha's curse to be revoked. So perhaps she was not maki ng nmuch
progress in the falling-in-love departnent.

She coul d not inagine any man she woul d rather have here to guard her agai nst
the dangers of a savage |l and-as long as his curse was in place, of course-and
very few men she could less easily imagine wanting to share the rest of her life

with. Trust in love? Fun to have around, perhaps, but ... every day? Every

ni ght ?

Gods, but he had noticed her stare! She turned quickly to face the wind. "Is
that the sea | can snell?"

There was a heart-stoppi ng pause, then he said, "I think so. It can't be very

far off-- two days, maybe.
"Then we head west, to Qoble? "

"Maybe. W shall cone to that large river, and we are on the wong side of it. "
She shoul d have thought of that, of course! "I feel very grubby. This water wll
be warm | expect. "

He frowned at the arc of white sand fringing the neadow. "The current is swft,
little kitten. "

"Ch, | shan't go in deep. | can't swm It's quiet this side." Near the sand,
the water was barely bothering to nove the | eaves drifting on its surface, but
the far bank had been undercut into a small cliff and there the river was
bundl ed in glistening, notionless waves bel ow the overhangi ng forest boughs.
Even as she watched, a floating stick went |eaping through those waves at an

ast oni shi ng speed.

Azak grunted, peering upstream and downstream and al so across at the jungle,
whi ch was thick and dark, casting shadows on the river. "Crocodil es?"

"No! "
"Well, | can't see any," he admitted. "But don't trust floating |ogs, especially
if they smle at you."

Inos shivered. "I shall certainly keep that in mind. But | will wash the

cl ot hes-and ne. "
"I"ll stay within earshot." He spoke seriously, his face expressionless.
Inos realized that she had been expecting a wi secrack, perhaps a joke about
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keepi ng careful watch-the sort of racy retort she would have received from her
friends anong the stabl ehands and servants of Krasnegar. Even the young dandi es
at Kinvale would likely have tried to nask enbarrassnment with wit. Not Azak. O
course the fermal e body held no secrets for him and to spy on her woul d be
self-inflicted torment. His sense of fun was an intermttent, unpredictable

t hi ng anyway.

"You are going hunting!" she said firmy.

"Ch! | anmP" He pursed his lips in astonishnent.

"Yes, you are. You know we're short of supplies. Fresh neat will be a wel cone
change after all those pancakes and dates and things. You have tine."

He nodded, arused. "And who will defend you?"

She began wal ki ng back to the shelter. "What is there to defend fronf

Mosqui t oes?"

"Lions," he said, follow ng. "No!"

"l saw sone spoor, a |long way back."

Tranpi ng t hrough knee-hi gh grass, she said, "Don't lions hunt at night? "

"That depends on how hungry they are, and how appeti zing the prey. Sone people

| ook very appetizing. Sunset is a favorite tinme. Besides, they m ght be tigers,
and | trust those even less."

"I would enjoy a nice slice of venison, or a plunp bird. She was not a witless
city girl who panicked at a nention of lions. He shrugged. "As you wish. It
won't take nme long to find sonething."

Qoviously he did not rank the lions and tigers very high as a danger if he was
willing to | eave two wonen al one for even a short while. They had all been
together too nuch for too long; a break would do themall good.

"Don't mention lions to Kade. "

"I won't, but you keep the other bow to hand while | am gone.
Clearly Inos was still one of the boys, and his faith in her conpetence was both
flattering and reassuring.

She sat and sipped a pan of scalding tea with Kade. By the tinme it was finished,
Azak had saddl ed up the largest nule and ridden it off into the trees. The
others snickered to it a fewtimes and then lost interest. Kade was stil
strangely twitchy and nervous and obviously trying not to showit.

"He won't be gone long, will he?"

"Azak? No. " How odd! Inos thought that Kade ought to be finding Azak's absence
restful -usually he nmade her junpy. "Tell ne what's wong, Aunt. "

Normal |y Kade's rosy cheeks were lighted by internal sunshine. Today strange

shadows seened to dull them "Nothing! Nothing at all! Just superstition, the
Accursed Land. "
"Well, | have never net a nanme less suited. It's idyllic. Azak's quite sure

there are no peopl e here.
Kade nodded, uncertain. Then the old blue eyes steadied on Inos. "You're not
changi ng your mnd, dear, are you?"

"About what?" Inos had not seen Kade wear quite that expression since their
first weeks together in Kinvale.

"Wel I, Azak. | know he's being very persistent." Kade blushed. "He's a very
handsonme man, in his way, and-"

"We're planni ng the announcenent as soon as we arrive at I nos | aughed and
shook her head. "No, | have not changed ny nind! | feel easier in his conpany
than | did, maybe, and | do find himfun at times. But you needn't start
polishing the state plate yet. "

"Well, | just wondered. | hope you don't mind my asking?"

"Of course not! Now, do you want to sit here, or come and do |aundry with ne?"
Kade considered, and seenmed to nake an effort to overcone sone daytine
nightmare. "1'1l stay here and watch the fire. 1'lIl come and have a wash | ater

Qdd! But the mountains had been very hard going. A good night's rest was the

| east of what Kade needed, and had earned. Even an hour's solitude night be good
for her.

And she might credit her niece with just a little nore selfcontrol. Handsone nan
i ndeed! There were |ots of handsone nen. And nice outside didn't necessarily
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mean nice inside. Things |ike honesty and reliability didn't always show in
faces. Andor had been handsone, and who coul d have been pl ai nerl ooki ng than Rap?
Leaving her aunt sitting in her shift, Inos bundled up their tw robes and all
the spare linen, and stal ked off toward the sand and the river. About a third of
the way there she renenbered Azak's warning to keep weapons handy. She stopped
and considered. The idea of her bringing down a charging lion or a brace of
tigers was not a very convincing one. On the other hand, he had been serious and
he had trusted her. Azak had a very harsh tongue for those who di sobeyed his
orders. How woul d she feel if sonething dangerous did cone and she had ignored
so obvious a precaution? Feeling rather foolish, she marched determ nedly back
to the shelter, added a bow and three arrows to her |oad, and set off again for
the water.

She untied her robe, and was anused to find herself pausing and gl anci ng around
before continuing to undress, even though she knew there had been no snoopers in
these parts for a thousand years. She left her shift on. Adding her outer
clothes to the others, she knelt down in cool water and set to work as well as
she could with only a scrap of crude goat-tallow soap and with no rocks to beat
them Then she spread themon the |long, warmgrass to dry.

By that tine, the air was chill on her skin, for the sun had ducked bel ow t he
high treetops. As the air had cooled, so the water had seenmed to becone warner.
If she did not take her dip soon, the crocodiles mght sneak up on her in the
dar k.

She took a careful |look at the river and could see no floating logs, with or
without smles. A nule brayed in the distance, so Azak nust be returning

al ready, and she was surprised to discover how conforting that know edge
was- sol i tude had becone an unfamliar sensation

Trying to renmenber when she had | ast been conpletely al one, she stripped to the
skin and waded out into the river. Soon the current was unpl easantly strong,
tugging at her legs and prizing the sand out fromunder her toes. By the tine
she was knee deep, she dared go no farther. She knelt and soaped, splashed and

r ubbed.

Two nul es whi nni ed.

She ducked her head for one last rinse, then started back to the shore,
squeezing water fromher hair. She rubbed wetness off her skin with her hands,
wi shing she had sone of those seductively soft towels fromthe palace in
Arakkaran. She reluctantly concluded that she would have to dress in danp
clothes ...

Mul es di d not whi nny!

Then she heard Kade scream

2

In the nuddl e of nmenories that Inos retai ned of the ensuing events, it always
seenmed as if the sun went down at that exact same instant-as if she left the
wat er in daylight, |eaped across the sand and up the bank with one junp, and

| anded on the turf in dusk. Deep shadows of the high forest crown filled the
meadow as she raced across it, her bow in one hand, three arrows and a wet shift
in the other, pursued by every terror her nmind could conjure. Twigs and snall
pebbl es dug at her bare feet, and thorny fl ower stens under the |ong grass
scraped her shins. She stunbl ed over tussocks and hidden ridges. Her damp skin
was cool, to match the icy horror inside her, and her hair was a wet rag

fl oppi ng on her back.

Kade! Onh, Kade!

The nul es had not screaned as they woul d have done for lions. The nul es were
still there, eating contentedly. Inos could see them vague shapes in the

gat hering dusk. The whi nnynoi ses had been ponies, or horses.

Wiy woul d Kade have screaned just once?

And a sudden flash of clarity-what did Inos think she was doi ng raci ng across
the nmeadow i n the nude? Wiy, oh, why, did she never stop to think? She should
have taken the three seconds necessary to pull on a robe, instead of just
grabbi ng up a sodden scrap of underwear that wasn't going to do very nuch good
i f the danger was hunman. Specifically, man-type human. That insight struck her
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about halfway fromthe river to the little w ndbreak; she stunbled, recovered,
deci ded she coul d not desert Kade, and kept on running, heart poundi ng now from
fear and exertion both.

Smoke still drifted fromthe tangl ed screen of branches Azak had woven between
the saplings. Nothing | ooked disturbed. Kade was in there, or behind there. Wth
what ? Wth whont?

A mul e brayed, and they all raised their heads.

Ei ght of them Four nules and four horses. Saddl ed horses. Full-size horses, dim
inthe twilight. Well-trained horses, with their reins |eft dangling, cropping
grass. Maybe a m nute had passed since Kade screaned, and then a man stepped out
of the shelter.

Inos dug in her toes, windmlled her arns once, and stopped dead, gasping for
breath and simul taneously tucking the arrows under her armand trying to arrange
her skinpy covering like a curtain in front of herself with her freehand. It
wasn't very satisfactory.

He had seen her. He held out his hands in wel cone and cal | ed sonet hi ng. She nmade
out not a single word, but his neaning was cl ear enough: Here she cones. Three
other nen energed at his side, indistinct in the gloom She could see few
details, but they were nen, young nen, and she had no cl othes on

For a nonent Inos just gaped in horror and disbelief-Azak had been so certain
there were no traces of people. And the four strangers |ikew se stood and gazed
at her. These were no prinitive savages; they were decked out in |long pants and
sonme sort of neat shirts or tunics, all of the same dark-green shade. Each man
wore a jaunty forester's cap with a feather in it and they carried | ongbows, the
| ongest bows she had ever seen

Then the first one nade a beckoning notion and shouted to her, inviting. Cone
all the way.

Inos's feet began backing up of their own accord. To neet four strange nmen in a
forest was bad enough, but to do so with no clothes on was the stuff of

ni ght mar es.

There was no way she could even pull on her stupid slip without |aying down her
weapons.

The strangers conferred briefly. One gestured at the horses, and the others
jeered at him The | eader said sonething and they | aughed. They laid down their
bows, slid the quivers fromtheir shoul ders, and dropped those al so.

Again the |l eader called to her, and she nade out enough to know he was telling
her to disarm also. She had three arrows, only three. Plus one bow and a white
flag.

"Who are you?" she shouted. "What do you want?" She eased back a few nore
steps-nearer the river and the forest beyond, nearer her heap of clothes. Kade!
What had they done to Kade?

What ? the | eader shouted. Or so she assuned-he cupped an ear

"What do you want?" she cried again, ashamed of her shrill ness.

One of the others said sonething, and they all |aughed again. The | eader
shout ed, pointing: You!
Then one of the others nade a joke, and they all |aughed, and quickly spread out

in a straight line. The | eader glanced along the Iine, then called out two or
three words. Then two nore ..

On your marks ... Get set

They were going to run her down on foot. She would be first prize in the nen's
cross-country sprint.

And perhaps all the other prizes, too.

If she tried to escape fromthe | oop of the river, the nen would run her down
easily. She could not swm Crocodiles were a trivial evil now she whirled
around and took to her heels. Another obvious shout: Co!

And a gl ance over her shoul der confirnmed that word. The race was on.

Three arrows, four nen, fading light ... she would not dare shoot until they
were at point-blank range, and if they charged her together, she would not have
time to draw her bow a second tine. Could she bring herself to shoot an arrow
into a human being? Even to try mght be a stupidity, for if she felled sone or
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wounded some, then how woul d the others retaliate?

She ran as she had never run, and the river was horribly far off. Beyond it |ay
deep forest where she could hide if she could ever reach it alive. Harsh
breat hi ng and poundi ng heart and tangles of grass grabbing at her legs to trip
her ... Sonewhere on the run her useless slip caught on a bush and was | ost.
She woul d never nmeke it. She had provoked enough chases in her life to know that
female | egs were no match for men's when it came to running. Even when she had
been taller than Rap and Lin she had never been able to outrun them

Then a chorus of nule noise in the distance, and a thunp of hooves-Azak! Wth a
cry of relief, Inos stopped and spun around. The men were dangerously near

al ready, closing in on her |like talons, but they had stopped and turned also, to
see who cane. And they had left their bows at the shelter! Had she had any
breath | eft, Inos woul d have cheered-Azak would ride them down and fill them
full of arrows and chop their heads off in the first half mnute.

The nule came into view, coning fromthe upstream side, the way Azak had gone.
A largish mule, riderless.

Skittering and junpy, it raced around in terror and indecision, and then headed
for the others. It was Azak's mule. No Azak. The inplications of that were not

t hi nkabl e.

The four nen | aughed and jabbered and | ost interest in the new arrival. They
turned to face their quarry again. They were so spread out that it was hard to
keep all four in view

The | eader called out to her and she thought she picked out sonme of the words:
lady ... friends ... be friends ... He repeated the beckoning gesture he had
used before. Inos shook her head and stepped back, speechless with terror and

| ack of breath.

Bl ood roared in her head. Terror

The man | aughed. He pointed an armat the nmules, then raised a hand high to

i ndi cate height. He pulled an imagi nary bow, swung his arm around, jabbing a
thunb in his chest. He nmade falling gestures. The other three gasped out fits of
| aughter at this dumbshow.

Azak bushwacked? Shot down from cover? So his panicdriven nount woul d have fl ed
and then eventually circled back to join its conpanions.

Azak shot ... Wat had they done to Kade? Azak ... Kade ..

Now | nos.

She dropped two arrows and heaved on her bow to string itfaster than she had
ever done that-and she had the third arrow notched at once, pointing at the
leader. In this twilight, with her heart bouncing all around her chest, she was
probably not capable of hitting a rain barrel fromthe inside.

The nen on the ends were edgi ng around, noving to encircle her. Again the |eader
called out in his singsong dialect, unfaniliar and yet teasingly close to being
intelligible: hurt? ... no, he neant not hurt. . . promse, pronse, pronise ..
She would trust his pronise like a viper's kiss. The meani ngs cane nore in
gesture and inflection than words, but the nockery and gl oating cane nore

clearly still.

"CGo back!" she shouted, drawing the bow "Call off your men. |I'mnot bluffing!"
The | eader cowered in pretended fear and backed a couple of steps. But the
others ... Evil take it! She couldn't watch all three and aiman arrow at the
same tine.

Three? She whirled, and the fourth was not a dozen paces off, between her and
the river. As her bow turned on him he stopped and threw up his hands in nock
surrender. He was taller than the others, fresh-faced, not very old. He spoke,

and again the main words came through: . . . nercy ... have nmercy ... lady ..
nercy ..
"Stand aside!" Inos shouted, and noved to edge past him He stepped to bl ock

her. She glanced around at the others. They were closer. The tall one shouted to
attract her attention; then the others did. Now they were openly playing a
chil d' s gamewhenever she was | ooking, they stood still; when she wasn't, they
nmoved.

That river was horribly wide and swift, but it could contain no nonsters worse
than these. She dashed for the wi dest gap. The tall youngster dived for her. She
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struck with her bow, and he grabbed it. She let go, staggered, and was taken
frombehind by two arns |ike barrel hoops. She kicked screaned tw sted butted

Her captor cursed in her ear and squeezed until her ribs creaked. She cried out
with her last puff of breath, going |linp, as dark spots danced before her eyes.
He eased the strain a little. The three other nmen were clustered around,

i nspecting the spoils, all w nded, panting and grinning.

They were not tall, but then Inos had becone accustoned to djinns. Inmp height,
then-m ddle size for a man, but still taller than she. Their faces and arns were
a mddl e shade of brown, too, but they were not inps. Their hair was paler,
curly not straight; they had too much shoul der and not enough hip ... and their
eyes were set at a curious slant, like an elf's. Pointed ears. Pixies. Living
pi xi es! Young nmen out for devilnent, two of themlittle nore than boys.

But ol d enough. Four of them God of Mercy!

They were panting too nuch for so short a run. They kept smling, chuckling,
breathl ess with excitenent. They spoke words that neant nice girl and nuch
happi ness. That meant horri bl e things.

They wore sl eevel ess shirts and | ong pants and boots-all of them well-nade
garnents, enbroidered, fitted. Al the same olive green. Cothes and wearers
snmel | ed of woodsnoke, and horse, and nal e sweat.

The | eader reached out to stroke her cheek and she tried to bite his hand. He

| aughed and fondl ed her breast instead. "Brute!" she shouted with all the w nd
she could find. "Animal! Evil!" She kicked, and he caught her |l eg and hung on to
it, so she reeled on the other foot, held up only by the man behind her, who
chuckl ed in her ear

The | eader said sonething and stroked her thigh. Her skin cane up in gooseflesh
and he | aughed at that.

"Don't understand! Don't know what you say. Monster! Four against one? You're
brutes! Cowards! Spawn of Evil!"

Still holding her ankle in one hand and fondling with the other, the | eader
spoke, tried again, and finally found a word she knew and reacted to:
"Qut sider!™"

He gl anced at the others, then at her again, and he discarded his snmile.
"Qutsider?" he repeated in his strange accent. He turned his head and spat on
the grass. "Qutsider!"

It made sense. Qutsiders-intruders. Nonpixies were fair ganme. Shoot down the
men, rape the wonen. Then what? And what had they done to Kade? Whol e | egi ons
coul d vani sh in Thune.

"No!" She shook her head wildly and tried to struggle again. The same thing
happened as before-her captor crushed her into hel pl essness. She whi npered,
trying to westle her leg free, trying to butt, but she had slid down until her
head was agai nst her chest and butting did no good. Again she slunped into

qui escence, but her heart was going nad inside her

One of the others spoke sharply, inpatiently.

The | eader snapped, telling himto be quiet, but he dropped her ankle and began
unl acing his shirt. She was half sitting now, unable to straighten her |egs, and
gradually sliding lower in her captor's arns.

The | eader threw down his shirt, grinning at her. By sone trick of the light,
she coul d see the sweat glint on his chest with every harsh breath. He hooked
his right heel under his left boot and tugged out his right foot.

"You bunch of aninmals!" she sneered, not shouting now. "Beasts! Filth! \Wat sort
of man treats-"

Agai n a sound of hooves, many hooves, shrills of alarmfromthe horses.

The men | ooked around, and Inos twi sted her head to see. The shirtless man
ranmed his foot back in his boot and took to his heels, bellow ng orders. The
other two followed at once, |eaving only the one holding Inos. He turned to

wat ch, giving her a better view al so.

The three nmen were running as if chased by lions, running for their horses.
Horses and nmules were in wild panic and uproar. In their mdst, one horse

pl unged and | eaped as its rider scrolled the dark with lines of fire, waving a
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fl am ng branch.

Nothing like fire to spook horses! Two were off into the trees already. The
third had caught in one of the nmules' tethers and was down. The mules were
breaki ng | oose but two of them had gone over also, and all were screaming in
terror. Still the mysteriously glimrering figure on the horse flailed the torch
around, and now the mul es were up. Poundi ng hooves seened to shake the clearing,
gradual ly dwi ndling as the stanpede faded into the forest, until all the animals
had gone into the night and only two horses renained: one rolling helplessly,
obviously injured, the other still bearing the maniac with the torch. Three
young nen ran inpotently, uselessly, over the nmeadow, how ing in wordl ess rage.
Then the rider hurled down the dying brand and wheel ed the horse, and cane
across the clearing |ike an avengi ng hurricane, hooves hardly seenming to touch
the ground. It was Kade! Incredible Kade, riding a mad horse as if she were Azak
hi nsel f, wearing nothing but her flinsy cotton slip, white hair fluttering in

t he night.

Had she been arned with a | ance, she m ght have skewered one of the nmarauders in
her charge. As it was, he |leaped to catch the reins, stunbled aside at the |ast
mnute, and fell heavily.

The jailer's grip had slackened. Inos straightened her |egs, slanming her head
up into his face with a satisfying inpact, throwing all her weight back agai nst
him then letting it all drop again. The two of them sat down sinultaneously,
hard. She | ashed out backward with an el bow, hoping to hit himin the belly, but
he grabbed her hair and pulled her over at just the sane nonent, so she tilted
and ni ssed and caught him between the | egs instead. He seened to have a
sensitive spot there, for he spasnmed and cried out. She pounded agai n, harder,
and he lost interest in her altogether. She scranbled free.

She was on her feet and running as the horse canme thundering by, and she nmade a
wild grab for the harness as if she were an acrobat, but all she caught was a
glinmpse of Kade's terrified face above her. Brutal inpact threw her aside and
into the ground hard enough to explode the world into fragments.

For a nmonent she was stunned ... in pain and breathless and too battered to care
what happened. She tried to rise. A stab of white-hot agony in her ankle stopped
her. Reality flooded back

G ass was burning over by the shelter, a fountain of yellow light in the dusk

Kade was still sonehow clinging to that berserk horse. It nust have bal ked at
the river, or she had wheeled it, for nowit was pounding back toward the two
men still on their feet. Again it seenmed one nust be ridden down. Again the man

| eaped aside in time, and this one did not fall

And the other stepped between Inos and the spreading grass fire-and he had a
bow He was taking aim the horse had turned again. The arrow flew, |Inos yelled
a warning, the horse reared, hooves flailing the sky. Then it sank back on its
haunches and toppl ed over sideways. Kade! Inos could not see what had happened
to Kade.

Si | ence.

No rider rose fromthe fallen horse

Again Inos tried to stand, and again was stopped by that fearful pain. She nust
have broken her ankl e.

One by one the nen linped over and stood, glaring down at her

The one who had fallen was clutching his armin a way that rem nded her of Kel
breaki ng his collarbone years ago, going after birds' eggs on Wndle Scarp. The
man who had been her jailer was holding his groin, bent over and muttering
horribly. H's nose had bled darkly all over his chin and his shirt. The other
two were gasping for breath and | ooking just as nad.

She wanted to cringe, to nake herself as tiny as possible before their fury.
There was no anusenent or nockery now in their slanted eyes, only Hurt and Pain
and Revenge. Two of their nounts had run off, two been killed or crippled, two
men injured, and all four had been nade to look like idiots. They were not after
fun now. They were going to nmake her pay. Long and hard.

Her fingers scrabbled on the ground, gathering sand and grit for throwing in
eyes. She wasn't going to cringe and she wasn't going to cry out no nmatter what
they did. She was a queen, for CGods' sakes!
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"Ani mal s!'" she shouted. "Serves you right. Wait till ny other friends arrive!
You! Go and bring ny robe fromover there..."

One of the younger pair, one of the uninjured, said sonething enphatic and
stripped off his shirt. She couldn't do nmuch against those nuscles, even if the
other nmen did not help him He kicked off his boots, glaring at her. Then he
dropped his pants, and she instinctively averted her eyes. Ch, Gods! The
drumm ng of her heart was making her feel giddy. This tine there could be no
escape, but whatever happened she wasn't going to give in. She would nake them
fight for every scrap of satisfaction, and if she could claw out an eye or two
then Evil take the consequences because they would surely kill her afterward
anyway.

Was all that noise just the beating of her heart? Hooves? A third tine Inos was
saved by a distant sound of hooves. Athird tinme they all turned to | ook

A horse cane gal |l oping out of the trees. It was huge and spectral, gleam ng
white as if wapped in glory. Its rider was garbed all in white, and his cloak
streaned |ike aurora in the night. Horse and rider glowed alike with unearthly
silver radiance that brightened as they cane thundering across the neadow,
maki ng the ground trenble. The pixies started to shout in alarm the stripper
hastily hauling up his pants. And they all fell silent, freezing in position
Inos felt a wave of cal mand peace flood over her. She was saved. The occult had
arrived.

3

The sense of serenity was as distinctive as a signature. That, and a flicker of
red fire around his head, told Inos who her savior was even before he drew cl ose
and reined in his magnificent |um nous stallion

When she had first net himin the seclusion of his hone,

Shei k El karath had wom a sunptuous robe of many colors. On | eavi ng Arakkaran he
had set aside such unbusinesslike ostentation in favor of plain white garb. O
all his finery, he had retained only his gemadorned agal, as if it were a small
vice he could overlook in hinself. Now a halo like blood flashed fromits
rubies. The trailing edges of his kaffiyeh shone brighter than noonlight

al ongsi de his snowy eyebrows and beard, naking them seemto glow al so, while the
draperies of his kibr flowed to his boots in waves of white glory. He was al nost
too bright to I ook upon, and he lighted the glade as far as the trees.
"Greatness, you are a welcone sight," Inos said weakly. She could feel herself
floating in strange surges of enotion, like |ong ocean swells, up and down and
up ... There was pain and terror and screaning-horrible-hair-tearing hysterics

i nsi de her somewhere, there was a broken ankle and worry about Kade and Azak,

but all those were overlain by the silken web of calmthat she had recogni zed as
El karath's. It was an intensification of the spell he had used on her every day
fromtheir first neeting until she had fled fromhimat Tall Cranes. It was
magni fi ed now to soothe her after what she had endured. The sl ow ups and downs
must be variations in the intensity of the magic as he sought to adjust it to
her needs.

He nodded calmy fromthe emi nence of horseback. "I regret that | did not arrive
sooner, Majesty. However, it would seemthat you have suffered no harm| cannot
heal . "

Her ankl e had stopped throbbing already. She fingered the swelling absently. "MW
aunt ?"

El karath gl anced across the clearing to the body of the felled horse. "She has

been stunned, but she is in no danger. | shall attend to her when we have neted
justice here."

"And Azak?"

"He also will survive. | was just in time for him also."

A wave of relief burst through the enotional blanket, and Inos nuttered a swft
prayer to the Gods. "This is good news indeed, G eatness!"

"Humph! " The white brows came down in a scow, and El karath turned his regard on
the four frozen youths. They twitched slightly and munbl ed. Harm ess as flies in
anber, they drooled and rolled their eyes in their efforts to nove |lips and
ongues.
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"These vernmin," the sheik said icily, "shot down a nan from anbush and then did
not have the grace to kill him He might have lain there suffering for days so
far as they knew, or cared. As it was, he had al nbst drowned in his own bl ood
when | arrived. Else | had been here sooner."

He swung a | eg and dropped as ninbly as an adol escent, although the stallion
stood at | east seventeen hands. Then it didn't. The great horse shrank and faded
and in nonents had beconme nerely another shaggy nountain pony |ike nany |Inos had
seen in the foothills on the far side of the Progistes. Its occult glow di mmed
and vani shed. Even through the euphoria spell, Inos felt prickles of shock, and
she heard the four inmobilized pixies nmunble gutturally.

The | east surprised seened to be the pony itself. It flickered ears and sw shed

tail in a sort of equine shrug, then lowered its head to crop the lush grass.
The sheik knelt to exam ne Inos's ankle. Inos had no clothes on. He chuckl ed
softly. "Do not be shy. No worman has secrets fromnme. " He laid a cool hand on

the swelling and it subsided. Her other scrapes and brui ses were healing also.
"There! That will do for now. " The old man rose, with none of the stiffness he
di spl ayed when there were others around to tend him He held down a courtly hand
to help Inos rise also. Silver sandals appeared on her feet and, as she cane
erect, a silken robe enveloped her. Afilnmy shawl materialized over her filthy,
tangl ed hair. He had either forgotten underwear or was too tactful to use nagic
so intimately.

She nmunbl ed t hanks and bobbed a shaky curtsy. He bowed in response and | aughed
softly, as if he were enjoying this rare opportunity to exert powers he normally
conceal ed. He did not |ook straight at her, though. He never did. Being a
sorcerer, he could see w thout |ooking, she supposed, and that had becone a
habit to him But she always found it irritating.

The prisoners noaned and sl obbered and twitched in their efforts to nove.

Li ghted by El karath's awesone |light, they all seened younger and slighter than
they had before-unusually broad, perhaps, and with a curl to their hair that she
had rarely seen on nmen before, and only by artifice on wonen. Their eyes were

| arge and angled like elves', stretched wide nowin terror. The irises were pale
hazel, al nost gold. But they were no hideous nonsters, nerely youths little

ol der or taller than herself. How could they have behaved so?

"Scuml " said the sheik. "Who are they?" Inos asked.

He shrugged. "Not fornmal guards at their age. Just a hunting party, | fancy."
"They are well grooned, civilized-1ooking. Their clothes are well nade."

"Ha! Their behavior was not civilized. They had been stal king you for sone tine.
Their lives are forfeit, so it matters not who they are, nor whence they canme. "
The anber eyes rolled in their sockets. Curiously, Inos was discovering that she
felt very little hatred toward her attackers. Perhaps it was because they | ooked
so hel pl ess and she could renmenber how it felt to be pinned down by sorcery, or
per haps because she had escaped wi thout permanent hurt. Maybe it was only the
sorcerer's spell working on her enobtions, but they seenmed very young to die.

The shei k was stroking his shining white beard in dignified consideration. "They
did not actually consunmate their viola tion of your person, Queen |nosolan, but
the intent was mani fest. Your escape was narrow enough to justify granting you
the traditional satisfaction." He drew his dagger and offered it to her with a
flourish, hilt first.

Inos stared at it in bewildernment. "What am | supposed to do with that? "

"Take what they were so eager to give." She recoiled a step and turned to neet
the horrified gaze of the immobilized youths. "No!" she said. "I amnot a public
executioner! And | would not stoop to barbarity like that."

"I ndeed?" El karath nmurnured, and snatched away the occult blanket he had laid
upon her envoti ons.

A thunderbolt of rage and hate struck her, followed at once by a shivery wild
joy at having the tables turned. Again her heart thundered in her ears. She
tasted bile burning her throat as she recall ed what these four noral cripples
had done to her and what they had intended. The gloating, the nockery, the
actual pain, and above all the planned degradation ... four nen agai nst one
worman ... her hand trenbl ed as she reached for the dagger. Revenge would fee
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very good

And she heard her father's voice. "Do what is good," he had told her once, "nhot
just what feels good." Wen? Why? She could not recall the occasion-perhaps
sonething very trivial in her childhood. But the precept was not trivial. Wth a
great effort she nastered her fury and turned to face the old nman.

"No! They deserve puni shnent, | agree. But not by ne." The sheik raised his
snowbank eyebrows in dishelief and for once | ooked at her squarely.
"Puni shment and vengeance are not the sane," Inos shouted. "You are judge here.

Yours is the power. They are your captives. Judge then, and execute your
judgrment. " She took a deep breath, steadied her voice, and added, "And if it

pl ease your Greatness-|l prefer the world this way. | want to take life as it is
and as | am not a painted replica seen through the eyes of a drunkard. "

He frowned. "You are trenbling."

"I am not ashaned of that under the circunstances. | would rather trenble than
be a puppet.”

A faint smle runpled the folds of his chubby red face. "Spoken |like a queen! So
be it. " He replaced the dagger in his sash and turned to the four captives.
"You are judged unfit to live. Die, then, and nay the Gods find nore good in you
than | can. "

They jerked into notion, turning on their heels and starting to wal k. |nos
stuffed knuckles into her nouth as she saw the nature of the sentence. O course
the old man woul d be watching her, but if he expected her to have a fit of
hysterics, then she would not give himthe satisfaction. So she held herself
rigid and watched, and by sone occult trick she was allowed to see through the
darkness as the four boys advanced over the grass, stunbled down the little
bank, and continued across the sand. They waded into the river until the water

reached their waists, and the tall one lasted until it was halfway up his chest.
Then the current took him as well. None of them reappeared.

Inos released a long breath. She felt nauseated. She was still shaking. She
woul d have ni ghtnmares for years ... so be it!

It had been the sheik's justice, not hers. "Now ny aunt, your G eatnhess?"

"Of course. And First Lionslayer will be here shortly.. Cone, then."

He | ed the way across the neadow, wal king within the nmoving circle of his own
radi ance. The grass fire that Kade had started had died away to a few red
flickers and pale snoke drifting anobng the trees, so the forest was not going to
burn down. The sky was full of stars already-night canme nore swiftly here than
it did in Krasnegar.

Do what is right, not what feels right. No, it had not been her father who'd
told her that. That had been one of Rap's little honilies. Rap had been full of
such sayings. She'd often teased hi mabout them The whol e gang had teased Rap
about his proverbs; not that teasing Rap had ever been difficult or even very
sati sfying, because he'd never seened to mnd much. He'd never |ost his tenper
like a jotunn or screaned |like an inp; he'd just shrugged and gone his own way.
Why shoul d she be thinking of Rap now? Because of the chase? Because of running
fromthe nen in terror, as shed often run fromRap in play? She coul d well
renmenber himcatching her and pulling her down on the sand, and hol di ng her
there until she | et himkiss her-when they'd been smaller, of course. Not in the
| ast year or two. They'd only kissed once after kissing had become a serious
activity.

O was it because Rap had died for her, and now four nore nen had di ed because
of her'? Maybe that was it.

And the sheik had al ready reached the dead horse, and Kade was cl anbering to her
feet, decently dressed already, |ike Inos herself, but |ooking very bew | dered.
Inos ran to her, and they hugged.

4

El karath was throw ng power around by the barrelful. The dead horse vani shed,
and in its place appeared a bonfire, a pyram d of |ogs crackling and sparking
and casting a welcone light. Then he created a circle of rugs around it.

"W have a little time to kill," he said. "Let us enjoy this fine evening." He
gl anced around the clearing. "There is no danger ... yet."
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He sat down and crossed his |egs, chuckling at the wonmen's excl amati ons of
wonder. "Be seated, |adies! Now, have you a preference in w ne, H ghness?" His
occult glow had faded away, and he was only a plunp old nman in a white robe and
white headcloth. Firelight twinkled in his rubi ed headband.

"Ch, | defer to your expertise, Geatness," Kade sinpered, settling on one of
the rugs and tucking her legs around in the usual Zarkian position, with no nore
than her usual stiffness. If she had sustained injuries in her fall, then
obviously the sorcerer had cured them and her previous uneasi ness had gone
conpl etely.

How rmuch her enotions were being suppressed Inos could not tell. It would not be

out of character for Kade to survive even her recent ordeal w thout |osing her
poi se. She had the barest trace of a tremor in her hands and her eyes were
junpy, but otherwi se she was al nbst her old self. Indeed she was in nuch better
spirits than she had been since entering Thunme that norning. Watever fears she
had felt were apparently now di spelled by the guardi an presence of the sheik.

M sted silver flasks of wi ne arrived beside each of them and a first sip
convinced I nos that the vintage was as fine as anything in Duke Angilki's
cellar, or Azak's. It was cold, too, and even the Palace of Palnms had trouble
mai nt ai ni ng an adequate supply of snow for chilling the princes' w ne, show
brought fromthe nountains by fast canels.

Kade gl anced around at the | ooning night. The treetops were dark fingers waving
agai nst the stars. "Those ... er, ruffians?" She had been told that they had
been di sposed of, and had asked no questions. "They were piXxies? Live pixies?"
The shei k nodded, sipping his w ne. Snow bearded, cheeks rouged by desert life,
he seened |i ke everyone's ideal grandpappy. H s voice was slow and placid as a
glacier. His eyes would twi nkle under the heavy white brows once in a while; but
to catch a real |ook at those eyes was al nost inpossible. |Inos wondered whet her
hi s benevol ent air was genuine, or if he was again projecting an occult gl amour
to fog her mind. Perhaps he did so automatically, wi thout thinking, as a
shopkeeper used politeness. "It would appear that there are still pixies living
in Thene," he agreed. ,

"Then there nmay be nore of them around?" Again Kade eyed the darkness beyond the
firelight.

"I strongly suspect that there nust be wonmen sonmewhere, as the race continues to
thrive. " He chuckled. "And other nales. And yes, they nay seek vengeance." He
sipped his wine to heighten suspense. "There is a band approachi ng. They are
com ng upriver, but they are still a long way off. They may not know about us at
all. If they bring a sorcerer against ne, of course, then we are |ost, but at
the nmonent | detect no one within a | eague of us-other than a rather footsore
young djinn snaking slow progress in the dark. |I have kept him heading in the
right direction," he assured |Inos, "and he can see the fire now" _

I nos shivered. Elkarath was human; he needed sl eep and he coul d be deceived, as
she had proved at Tall Cranes. How strong a defense could he naintain agai nst

t he dangers of Thume? "But when these others arrive ... how many?"
"l don't know. Many."
Wiy didn't he know? "But even if you ... if you deal with those, a whole arny of

pi xi es may creep up on us before dawn? " The old nan shook his head, studying
the condensation on his goblet. "W nust be gone by dawn."

Apparently he was not about to explain, and Inos felt a twi nge of uneasiness.

El karath beaned, though, smling toward each of his conmpanions in turn, but
indirectly. "Shall we dine, |adies?" Three silver dishes appeared, sparkling in
the firelight, heaped with fragrant curry, vegetables, and snhowy ri ce.

I nos knew that she was hungry, but her insides were still very quivery.
Nevert hel ess, she had rejected El karath's occult soothing, so she nmust keep up a
pretense of calm She reached for the food and pronptly scal ded her fingers. For
a few m nutes, silence :

"The ... ruffians ... did you no harm Aunt?" she inquired between nouthfuls.
"No, dear. They shouted a | ot of questions at me, but | could only understand
about one word in four. So they gave up on me. " Even in the flickering
firelight, Kade's blush showed. "I'mafraid a fat old woman was of no interest

to them You were what they wanted. She | ooked anxi ously at her niece. Inos
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had assured her that there had been no | asting harm done, but even so ..

"You were fortunate that they did not cut your throat at once, Highness,"

El karath remarked placidly. "But | congratulate you on your diversionary exploit
with the horse. | was near enough to observe, but not yet close enough to exert
any influence. That was a rare display of courage, and of horsemanship."”

Kade bl ushed nore deeply. "One does what one can," she nurnured.

"And | congratul ate you on your skill at thali, also!"

"Ch, dear! " Kade turned redder than Inos had ever seen her and avoi ded her

ni ece's eye.

The shei k chuckl ed deeply. "Her Mjesty the Sultana warned nme to | ook out for
you. | admt | had grown careless. " Curious! The shei k thought Kade had pl anned
that little deception? For a nonent Inos was tenpted to claimthe credit, and
then decided to be discreet, for once. Odd, though! Wiy had Rasha been wary of
Kade?

The conversation had strayed onto dangerous ground. For a while all three
attended to their neal in a silence broken only by the busy crackling of the
fire. Flame-tinged snoke drifted away in the wind, and sparks soared up to join
the stars. Inos was still trenbling from her experience with the pixies. The

t hought of a band of many others arriving was unnerving, but she was not going
to start junping at shadows, and if the old man was hoping to rattle her, then
she woul d di sappoint him She told herself sternly that an encounter with the
myt hi cal pixies was a once-in-a-lifetine experience, and this firelit picnic in
a haunted forest was at |east a nenorable one. She did not need occult swaddling
to let her enjoy herself, even if her nouth did seemdrier than usual and
swal | owi ng harder.

"This curry is superb, Geatness," she said

"Thank you. My dear nother nmade it like this, you see."

"And you have taught nme that the protection of a sorcerer should not be

di scarded so lightly. ™"

"Ah!" He sighed. "I amno sorcerer, ma'am | dearly wish | was, at the nonent.
You woul d not have escaped froma sorcerer so readily. "
"Then ... Not a sorcerer?" Inos |ooked at Kade and saw a reflection of her own

ast oni shrent .

"I ambut a mage," El karath said. "Like ny grandfather before me, and his,

al so."

"A votary of Sultana Rasha's, though?"

He nodded-sadly, she thought. "That is so. She detected ne before | knew of her
exi stence. But | amcontent to serve her. "

G ven that lead and the old man's benevol ent nood, |Inos sensed a chance to
satisfy her longstanding curiosity about magic. Was he seeking to distract her,
though? "We are ignorant in such matters, G eatness. WII| you explain the

di stinction? "

He chuckled as if he had expected the question. "A mage, know ng but three
words, can performonly nagic, not full sorcery."

"What isthe difference?"

"Sorcery is permanent, nmmgic only tenporary. It variespeople are nore easily

i nfluenced than inani mate objects. Healing the |ionslayer and your aunt was
relatively sinple. | put a sleep spell on you every evening. That happens to be
one of the easier magics, and it lasted until norning wthout reinforcenent. But
the euphoria spell | used on you by day tended to weaken unless | renenbered to
restore it at frequent intervals." He sipped his wi ne thoughtfully. "A sorcerer
woul d have call ed you back out of the hills easily. And of course, | had to
delay ny pursuit until | had sorted out the tangle you had created. | tell you
true, Tall Cranes was in considerable uproar."

I nos gul ped.

Kade gl anced at her warningly. "You are gracious not to bear us ill wll,

G eat ness," she murnured

"I was a trifle irked, that first norning,
sees the humor in such situations. It was well done.
Rel i eved, Inos began to frame nore questions in her mnd, but then Azak cane

the mage said, "but at ny age, one
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stalking in fromthe dark.

The front of his kibr was black with dried bl ood, and the expression on his face
was bl acker yet. About to | eap up and wel conme him |nos abruptly changed her

m nd.

Oh, poor Azak! To be defeated by sorcery was a perm ssible defeat for a
mundane-hard as that adni ssion would be for hinbut to be bushwacked by a band of
ragtag yout hs was abysnal inconpetence.

Perhaps never in his life before had he known real humiliation. H's reputation
for infallibility was shattered. He had failed his chosen. He had been rescued
fromhis own folly by hateful magic, and that might be hurting worst of all. His
mood was obvi ously rmurderous as he folded his anus and gl ared across the fire at
t he shei k.

Never in Arakkaran had I nos thought she could ever feel sorry for Azak

ak' Azakar, but she felt sorry for himnow And to offer synpathy would be to rub
salt in the wound with a stonenmason's brush

"Wl cone, Lionslayer," Elkarath said mldly. A very large dish of food appeared
on the rug at Azak's feet.

The big man ignored it. "I amno lionslayer!"

The old man frowned warningly. "Be seated, ak'Azakar.'
"You are a votary of that unspeakable slut, Rasha!"
Inos felt her heart sink lower still. Azak did not know how to be hunble, howto
handl e humiliation. He was not familiar with failure as ordinary nortals

wer e- how he nust be suffering! She kept her eyes on her dish, but the food had
turned to sawdust in her nouth. Poor Azak!

"I offer you hospitality," Elkarath said quietly. "I refuse it.
Azak's | egs seened to coll apse beneath him and he tunbled to the ground. 1nos
choked back a protest, and Kade gestured warningly to her. This was not fair! He
struggled to sit up, supporting hinmself with his arns, and livid with fury.

Azak ground his teeth.

"Yes," the sheik remarked, to no one in particular, "I do serve her Majesty. Wy
she did not bind you all to her service |likewi se, | do not know " He glanced a
brief smle in the direction of Inos. "I suspect that in your case it may be

sonmething to do with the warl ocks and your destiny as queen of Krasnegar-great
sorcerers may be able to tell what spells have been cast on a person in the
past. | don't know that, but such may be the case. Anyway, ny instructions were
to use deceit as long as possible. It was an anusing sport. "

He chuckl ed, and a sound of grinding teeth came from Azak's direction

But he had nmentioned |Inos's honel and. "Then Krasnegar is still ... The matter
has not been settled?"

"l have had no recent news,

El karath said calmy, popping a wad of rice into

hi s nout h.
"And the sultana truly intends to put nme on the throne of ny fathers?"
He shrugged. "So she says. | do not question her purposes, you understand. "

Kade was beam ng.

"She also intends to marry ne off to a goblin?" Inos demanded.

El karath shot her a brief, elusive glance fromunder his shaggy white brows.
"And if she does? To defy a sorceress is incredible folly, young |lady. You told
me tonight that you dislike having your enotions dictated to you. Queen Rasha
may now decide to make you want to marry a goblin."

Inos flinched and felt suddenly ill. She rubbed her fingers on the grass,

| acki ng the stomach even to lick themclean in approved Zarkian style. Fall in
love with a goblin? She | ooked across at Azak's insensately furious face. H's
hatred of sorcery suddenly seenmed nore understandable. It was indeed a great
evi l

The prospect appalled her. The sorceress could nmake her fall in love with
anyone- Azak, or sone eligible inp, or even a detestable goblin. And she woul d
accept her fate with joy! Horror

"So her Majesty was aware of our intention to | eave Arakkaran?" Kade inquired
politely.

"She instigated it, | amsure."

"To conceal ny niece fromthe wardens?"

"Correct. Warlocks are accustoned to getting their own way. Inosolan is a
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val uabl e property, as | understand the politics. They would certainly have
penetrated the palace quickly. "

Kade's extractions of information were usually subtle, but now she was clearly
exploiting the old man's willingness to talk. "The wraith ny ni ece saw, that
first night," she queried. "That was your doing? "

The old man frowned. "No. That was nothing of mne."

"Then it was Rasha's?" | nos denmanded.

He shook his head, and fires flashed fromthe rubies. "I think not. She was
expecting to be under surveillance. She told ne she woul d not even observe our
departure, |est she reveal our whereabouts. "

"But. . ."lnos shivered. "You nean it really was a waith?" Rap? Oh, poor Rap
El karat h- shrugged his bul ky shoulders. "Or else it was a sending from soneone
else. | did not awake in tine to observe whether there was sorcery at work."

"Sendi ng?" I nos repeated. "Wat sort of sending?"
"From anot her sorcerer. A warlock, perchance. "

Inos's heart thunped hard with shock. "You can't nean that Rap may still be
alive?"

The ol d man shrugged again. "Who knows? | expected trouble . . . but nothing
further has transpired. Strange! | cannot explain that either, m'am"

Rap alive? For sonme reason that information was stunning. Inos took a |ong draft
of wine while she nulled over the news. She had never wanted to believe that Rap
had been so wi cked that he woul d have renmained after death as an evil waith.
How coul d he ever have escaped the i nps? How coul d he have arranged a sendi ng?
How . ..

No. Sadly she decided that it was inpossible. Rap could never have survived the
| egi onari es' wath.

Kade was still interrogating the old man. "And what happens when we reach

U | acan?"

He chewed and swal |l owed. "There we shall await further instructions. It is a

pl easant city. "

Inos glanced miserably at Azak, whose scow could not have been deeper. Al
things include both the Evil and the Good. Her joy at being rescued fromthe
pi xi es had blinded her to the evil in that deliverance. Wuld even four pixies
have been worse than one goblin, a lifetime with a goblin?

Once Ul acarn had been the first stop on the way to appeal to the wardens. Now
it mght be the first stop on the way to permanent slavery. She would be turned
over to the warl ock of the east, while Rasha reclained her favorite plaything,
Az ak.

Kade gl anced uneasily at the encircling night. "But first we nust reach

U lacarn. You say we shall be gone by dawn ... Mist we return through that
dreadful pass in the dark?"

El karath shook his head in a vigorous torrent of red fire. "No! That pass woul d

not be wise at any tinme, | fear."

"I amglad to hear it!" Kade said sharply. "Nothing has ever so depressed ne as
the sight of all those ... statues."

"Way unwi se?" I nos asked.

He sipped his wine, studying the fire over the Iip of the goblet. "I amonly a

mage, ma'am | cannot nornmally detect the occult at work. That ability is beyond
my powers except in a few special cases, such as knowi ng when ny farsight is

bl ocked. | assune that others of ny standing are simlarly limted. But | think
| felt sonmething when | cane through that pass. Even if | was mstaken, it may
wel | be that sonme of the spell still lingers."

I nos frowned, not conprehending.

"The spell would have been directional," he explained with a trace of

i npatience. "It was cast against the fleeing refugees. W all cane safely into
Thunme. We might not go out so easily.”

"Turned to stone?"

"Maybe not. It may be too weak for that now, but it mght still cripple us, or
kill us. No, | would not try to go that way for all the gens in Kerith. "

I nos shot another glance at Azak, and now he was | ooking marginally nore
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i nterested and | ess mnurderous.

"l have other neans," El karath expl ai ned, deflecting the next question before it
was asked. Again Inos wondered if he was |ess confident than he wi shed themto
think. "You have led ne a nerry dance these |ast few days, but | enjoyed it." He
rai sed his goblet in salute to Kade.

"And how did you catch us, Geatnhess?"

"Ch, it wasn't hard to follow your trail. Conpared to a nage, a lionslayer is a
blind kitten."

Azak bared his teeth in fury and the old nan snmiled softly at the fire.

"Did you truly expect to escape ne, ak'Azakar?"

"I was hoping that you would not dare exert your foul ability so close to
Ulacarn."

"Ah! Well, that was a consideration, | admt, but of course | mnust acconplish ny
mssion, and | had to take the risk. First, though, | had to make arrangenents
for the rest of ny goods and people. | did not set out until yesterday at dawn."

"Then you nmade excellent tine," Kade said approvingly. Elkarath nodded to his
hands in snug agreenent. "This is a very pleasant evening, is it not? | hope you
have noticed that nmagic is efficacious in deflecting nosquitoes?" He gl anced
benignly across at Azak. "You are quite sure you will not dine with us,

Li onsl ayer ?"

Again Azak angrily refused hospitality. Angry or not, he nust be starving, so he
was letting his sense of failure nmake himact very childishly. Wy nust sone nen
be stubborn, so pigheaded? Inos felt herself oppressed by a strange nostal gia
that she could not place.

"I't was not difficult to follow you," the mage said nmildly. "Al though it becane
alittle harder this side of the nmountains."”

"When the trail was warner?" Azak grow ed skeptically. Using his arns, he

| evered hinmself back, nmoving his feet farther fromthe fire.

"When sorcery was interfering with it."

"l saw no signs of people."

"But obviously there are people." The old man gl anced out at the darkness, and
Inos instinctively did the sane. Shapes noved in the gl oom and she thought her
heart had stopped forever, until she saw that they were the horses and nul es,

all returned, silent as ghosts, a cordon of nute spectators. She shivered.

"I also saw places with occult shielding," Elkarath said, "or rather | did not
see them M farsight was bl ocked, and | suspected that ny eyesi ght was being
decei ved al so and that what seened to be woods were otherw se. Sonetines your
tracks vani shed al together, and sonetines they nade no sense. Thune is

i nhabi ted!"

"Then how did you find us, G eatness? " Kade inquired, licking her fingers with
panache, al though she had probably never done so in her life before she cane to
Zar k.

"l had sonme assi stance.
flicker on his jewels.
"The ring?" Azak said. "That was not all pigswill you threw at us?"

The old man stretched out a hand, letting firelight

"No." The old nman's voice dropped half an octave. "But | lied when | said it was
a fanmily heirloom Her Majesty created it specially for ne." He peered
thoughtfully at his fingers. "It isn't showing anything very nuch at the nonent

Normally it lets me detect sorcery as a full sorcerer can, but Thume does
not seemto influence it. There is nothing indicated fromal ong the valley
there, where the people are. And yet they are approaching very swiftly. "
"Coul d Thune magic be different?" Inos was definitely uneasy now.

The nage shrugged. "Possibly. Earlier today, though, it was flickering green al
the tinme; junpy as fleas on a dead dog."

"And how did that hel p?" Azak asked sharply.

"I followed you with it."

For a nonent the other three stared blankly at one another. The nage sipped his
wine in silent anusenent. Then he peered obliquely at Inos, his gaze guarded
bel ow his brows. "You inherited a word of power, child. Her Majesty was quite
puzzled that it had not yet nanifested itself in sone special talent. She told
me to watch out for it, and she gave nme this device to detect it. Today, for the
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first tine, | saw the gadget react."

"I ... | was using magic?" Inos hoped that this was some conplicated Zarkian

j oke. She had never told Azak about Inisso's word of power, and she dared not

| ook to see how he was reacting to the news. Azak detested magic in any form
"One of you was," the nage said. "Green |ight neans one word, a genius. The
areas | thought mght be occult enclaves did not register. If | was right, then
they are very well shielded. No, the power cane fromyou. One of you, and if not
you, who el se?"

"I couldn't have been! Aunt-did you see ne doi ng anythi ng unusual ? Azak?"

Kade shot a worried glance at Azak, then told Inos, "No, dear."

The old man stroked his beard. "I ampuzzled, | admit. It was nmerely an occult
talent at work; no noving of nobuntains. You weren't ... well, taking tracking

| essons from First Lionslayer, perhaps? Pathfinding? Singing? Sensing magic,
maybe?"

I nos shook her head. "I don't think I've done anything today that | haven't done
a thousand tinmes before. Except nearly being raped, of course. "

"No-earlier than that. On your way here."

Kade woul d al ways seek to break an awkward sil ence. She coughed softly to gain
attention. "In the Inpire, G eatness, they have a saying about frying pans and
fires. You know it?"

"In Zark we tal k about “dodging the lion and rousing the |ioness.' The sane

i dea?"

"Exactly. | ambeginning to think that nmy niece has an occult talent al ong those
very lines."
He chuckled. "I do believe you have solved the nystery! " Kade smiled thinly.

"But even if this magic finder pointed in our direction, sir," she said, "is it
not conceivable that it was seeing soneone el se? M ght there have been soneone
followi ng us closely, and that person was the source of the magic? "

"l suppose . The mage nodded thoughtfully. "lInvisibility, for exanple? If
you had an invisible companion ... but no. That would require a higher grade of
power than | detected. Magic, at |east."

Azak made an angry grow ing sound. "I had not been infornmed of this word of

power. It explains many things." He glared at Inos with a red intensity that
shocked her.

"You have anot her explanation?" inquired the sheik. "The four who anbushed nme?"
El karath shook his head. "They canme fromthe north. They found your trail and
tracked you. Quite separate fromwhat | had been seeing."

Azak grunted. "But have you considered why they m ght have trailed us?"

El karath just shook his head. "Only that possibly all visitors to Thune are
hunted down as fair gane. "

"I thought their purpose was quite evident," Inos snapped. Azak snapped back
"Exactly!"

She began to feel her own anger rising to deflect whatever accusation he was
about to nake. "They called nme an outsider. | think that was what they said. As
if it were adirty word, like ... like vermn."

Hastily Kade interjected, "This would explain the nystery, the di sappearances-"
But Inos was glaring back at the snolder in Azak's eye. "You have anot her idea?"
"I mean that the four m ght have been reacting to magic, also. "

"I don't think |I quite grasp your Majesty's neaning," Kade said sharply.

"It is clear enough. Your niece is very attractive, like a | odestone! That mi ght
explain why the four curs were drawn here. "
"Azak!" Inos cried. "Wiat are you sayi ng?"

"l am saying that mayhap you bew tched ne, wonman, and mayhap you bew tched those
ot hers today. "

"No! No! [-"

"Ch, maybe you don't know you're doing it," Azak roared. "But why should four
young nen out on a hunt suddenly turn into ravening rapi st nonsters?"

And why should a djinn sultan fall in |ove?-but he did not go so far as to say

t hat .

Had he sl apped her, he could not have shocked her nore. She cowered back. The
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i dea was unt hi nkabl e-that she m ght have used occult mastery on Azak, as Andor
had once used it on her? Yes, of course she had tried to inpress him but not
that way. Horrible! Qdious! That she might be a sort of occult nermaid, luring

i nnocent youths and inciting themto attack her, and thus provoke their deaths
at the sheik's hands . . . No! Inconceivabl e!

Horrorstruck, she turned to appeal to El karath.

He was frowning and stroking his beard. "You are a very beautiful woman, Queen
Inosolan, and | amnot surprised that Sultan Azak is smitten by your charns,
occult or not. But that you could summon four strangers, sight unseen, and
enrage theminto a mating frenzy ... | suppose anything is possible to the
occult. But you do not provoke riots wherever you go! Wiy should it only have
happened t oday?"

Azak curled his bushy red nustache in a sneer. "Perhaps pixies are especially
susceptible."

Again Inos recoiled fromthe thought. Four young nmen bew tched unknow ngly by
her and t hen executed by the shei k because of it? And now there was an even

| arger band of nen hastening up the valley to find her? No, no! Madness! Filthy
madness! "You nmean |I'ma sort of bitch in heat, summoning all the dogs in town?"
The two nmen avoi ded her eye. Kade bit her lip and colored. The shei k sighed.
"Well, | shall report the event to ny nistress and | et her draw concl usions.
Meanwhi | e-" He peered up at the stars. "-it would be about the second hour of
the night, | think?"

"About," Azak agreed.

"Then vie can be on our way. Lionslayer, |I have sunmoned the nounts. Go and
strip off their harnesses; we shall give themtheir freedom And bring ne the
saddl ebags from ny pony."

Azak's jaw snapped closed. "To hear ny lord is to obey!" He acconpani ed the
words with a glare of hatred. Scranbling to his feet, evidently now cured of his
paral ysis, he marched off into the dark. As he went, he adjusted the hang of his
scimtar, perhaps dream ng of what he would like to do to a nmerchant who treated
hi mas a flunky.

"Your Hi ghness," Elkarath said, "is there anything in your baggage that you w sh
to retain? We can take little with us, but any special things?"

"Ch! " Kade glanced in the direction of the little w ndbreak that Azak had
built. "Well, nmy breviary . "

"Then perhaps you would fetch that now, na' an? Here!"

El karath gestured, and then held out to Kade a large ball of bluish Iight.

Kade said, "Oh!" again. "Take it. It is not hot."

Kade rose stiffly. She took the gl obe uncertainly in both hands. Holding it well
away from her, she pl odded off through the Iong grass.

Inos poured a small amount of wine into her goblet, and sipped it while she
waited to see whether she was to be given secrets or a scol ding.

For several mnutes, though, the old man nerely toyed with his bejewel ed
fingers, seenming to study the sparkles as he noved themin the firelight.

At length he said, "I do not speak as a nmage now. Nor as a votary of the
sul tana, although | could not speak at all if | thought nmy words would hurt her
interests. | speak only as a very old nan to a very young woman. | seek no good

but yours, Queen Inosolan. Can you accept, just for a few minutes, that
sonmetines the elderly do i ndeed possess w sdonP"

"I shall try, sir," Inos said with Kinvale sweetness. It was to be a scol ding,
obvi ousl y.

"That is all | ask. Listen carefully, then. | amvery old. Mich ol der than you
perhaps suspect. If | tallied up ny years ... well, just say that | have spent
as many of them in total, in desert |lands as you have been upon this earth. At
|l east. And there is sonmething in the desert that breaks away the husks from
people. Desert light is very strong, very revealing."

Inos said nothing and he did not look up to appreciate her carefully crafted
smile of interest.

"And | have spent nmany nore years-in total-in Ulacarn, and Angot, and other
outposts of the Inpire. | probably understand the inps and their ways better
than any other man in Arakkaran; or any wonan either. | realize that you are not
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one of his Inperial Mjesty's subjects, but your background and the ways in
whi ch you were raised are closer to those of an inp than they are to anyone
else's. Is this not so, ny dear?"

"Of course, Geatness."

He sighed. "And | say that he is not for you. Ch, he is besotted with you, and
you may think you are in love with him No, hear ne out, child! He is a fine
man, in his way. He is a perfect sultan for Arakkaran, unless he survives |ong
enough to becone bored with acconplishnent. Then he will wade the red path of
war. They always do, his kind. Fortunately for us hunbler folk, sultans rarely
live that long. Physically, of course, he is unmatched ..."

"And what he is to ny mistress | do not even begin to understand. The purposes
of sorcerers are cryptic and obscure. She has cone by strange ways to her power.

She seeks to punish nen long dead, | fear." He sighed again and reached for his
gobl et .

Inos waited politely. There was nore | ecture to cone.

"If he would only conpromise. . . " Elkarath droned. "Bow the knee just once
Say the words she wants to hear! | think she then would gladly be to him

what ever he wanted: |over, nother hel per. "

"She woul d see through his lies at once," Inos nuttered, disgusted.

"Perhaps," the old man said softly. "But he would have said them And | think
she might then be content. | expect a sorceress can deliberately deceive

hersel f, just as any of us can. W all believe what we want to believe, not
questioning, lest we |lift scabs fromunheal ed wounds. W all seek happi ness. Wo
knows what she seeks-now, after such a lifetinme? Mght not one kind word won be
counted a triunph? "

He drank and the gobl et faded from his hand. Then he raised his face to peer at
the stars, or perhaps the restless treetops, and she had a clear view of his

bl ood-red eyes and the haggard folds of his neck

"But even w thout the dangers from Sultana Rasha, child, | tell you that you are
maki ng a grievous error. Even if the two of you flee to your kingdomat the far
end of the world, you shall not find happiness with Azak ak' Azakar. Yes, he has
promi sed. | amsure he has promi sed. He lusts after you and cannot have you, so
he wi |l persuade hinself of anything. Yet many a good marriage has sprung from
that seed! No, it is his background that is wong. He | oves you? Meaning he

wi shes to possess you and breed sons with you, and, yes, | suppose he wi shes to
make you happy. But he is not capable of naking you happy, no matter how sincere
he is."

"I entirely agree."

"I am serious, child."

"So am |, Greatness. Perhaps ny Inperial ways have deceived you, and | do fear
they may have msled Hs Majesty. It is not unknown within the Inpire for nmen
and wonen to be nerely friends. "

"When | told you that he had not been killed by the pixies-"

"I was delighted, yes. Naturally! Azak and | have nuch in comon, from our roya
birth to our problens with sorcery. It is natural that we should find grounds
for friendship. | admire him enjoy his conpany, appreciate his inval uable help.
On ny side, at least, there is nothing nore. " So there!

The nmage studied her sadly, in the |ongest straight gaze he had ever given her,
firelight chasing odd shadows over the desert |andscape of his face. Then he

si ghed deeply and | ooked away.

"There may be nore than you think already," he said. "And how | ong can you
resist his wooing? To be sought after by a man of his power and presence-it is
very flattering. "

"Very!" Inos said through clenched teeth. First Kade, now him Could the old
never learn to trust the young? "But Sultan Azak is ny friend and politica

ally. Nothing nore."

The nmage si ghed again, and | ooked away. An elderly djinn ..

Silly old man.

Azak energed fromthe darkness holding a bulky | eather bag. "Ah!" The old man
sprang to his feet with youthful agility. "The newconers are advanci ng very
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rapidly. We nust depart before they draw any closer. Now, |let ne see
He funbled with the bag's fastenings and then pulled out a bundle that glittered
like cloth of gold. He turned to study the ground nearby and wandered off with
his head bent as if in search of sonething. Azak tossed away the bag and fol ded
his arms. He scowl ed after the sheik, ignoring Inos.

Kade cane stunping wearily back across the neadow, still holding the blue Ilight.
I nos wal ked over to neet her, and they exchanged worried sniles. Kade put the
Iight down on the grass as carefully as if it were fine crystal. She

strai ghtened and took her niece's hand. Her fingers trenbled slightly. O naybe
that was Inos herself.

"This seenms flat enough here," Elkarath announced fromthe far limts of the
firelight. "And that way is north."

He shook out a cloth, which flashed and gl eaned, and spread surprisingly |arge.
It floated to the ground, then seened to wiggle and squirmof its own accord,
until it was lying flatconpletely flat, although it was obviously extrenely

t hin.

Al nost draggi ng her aunt, Inos hurried over

"I've seen this before! Rasha called it a welcome mat." I nos al so recalled that
the mat had been dangerously hypnotic in the palace. Here in the starlit dark of
the forest it lay like black water, displaying faint shimers of |ight that
seemed to conme fromdeep within it, as fromgoldfish noving in a shadowed pond
She tried not to look at it.

"I ndeed?" The ol d nman beaned briefly. He seened to be reveling in sone secret
anticipation, like a child expecting a treat. "It is a nmagic carpet. Her Majesty
gave it to ne for just such an energency as this. It nay be the very one you
saw. "

Avoi di ng I nos, Azak paced over to the edge of the nat and glared down at it.

El karath studied the sky again for a nonent. "Yes, that is north ... To nake
return journeys, of course, one needs three of them W have only two; but then
we do not plan to return to Thune, do we?" He chuckl ed and rubbed his hands.
Then he gl anced thoughtfully downriver.

"Where is the other, then?" Inos asked, feeling prickles of apprehension. She
tried to catch Azak's eye, but he was watching the sheik.

"If Skarash did as he was told, it is nowlaid out in nmy house in Ulacarn. If

he didn't ... then we may shortly be in sonme difficulty. Ready?"

"What do we have to do?" she asked, feeling Kade's grip tighten

"Just stand together on the carpet. | shall cone on last, as it is prespelled to
ny person."

"And then?" Azak grow ed, fingering the hilt of his scimtar. "Then it will
position itself upon the one in Ulacarn. That is how they work. "

Azak was suspicious. "You told ne you dared not use nuch power near U Il acarn,
yet now you work a mmjor sorcery like this? "

"Be silent!" the nage said sharply. "Silence beseens the ignorant. The whol e
poi nt of magical devices is that they are nmuch harder to detect than brute
power. Now nust | coerce you?"

Azak shrugged and took two long strides, which put himin the center of the nat,
but it did not flex or dinple under his weight. Inos glanced at her aunt, and
they advanced gingerly together, holding hands. The surface felt rigid, and

rat her slippery.

"There!" Elkarath said. "l suggest you stoop a little, Lionslayer-the ceiling
may be a trifle low R ght! Now nme."

He took two fast steps onto the mat, causing it to twist, and lurch. Kade cried
out, and I nos steadied her. Then they found their bal ance again, blinking in the
sudden brightness of |anps hung on crunbling plaster walls.

Azak cautiously raised his head and scowl ed at the sloping rafters just above
him Street noises of hooves and voices and wheels drifted in fromthe dark
beyond t he open wi ndow. The scent of grass and trees was replaced by snells of
candl es and spices and ol d cooki ng.

"Wl cone to U lacarn," said Elkarath.

Li fe and deat h:
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Oto dream O to awake and wander

There, and with delight to take and render,
Through the trance of silence,

Qui et breath;

Lo! for there, anmpong the flowers and grasses,
Only the nightier novenent sounds and passes;
Only winds and river,

Li fe and deat h.

St evenson, |n the Hi ghl ands

SEVEN
The spl endour falls

1

Bef uddl ed wi th exhaustion, Rap stared blankly at a hole in a cliff. The night
was bright with stars, and the air pleasantly cool on his skin, but for a while
he did not understand what he was doi ng. Then he renenbered the |ast part:
darkness and picking his way through the tangled and shattered rocks with his
farsight. His feet were slashed bl oody, his ankles and knees swollen |ike
dropsy, even his arns all gashed and bruised. In the foggy nightnare that was
what he recalled of the journey, he could vaguely renenber carrying Gathnor for
an hour or two, but now he was alone, and at the end of his powers. H's
conpani ons were long | ost behind him their nmundane strength broken by efforts
to obey a sorcereus conmand.

The gnome boy had vani shed, |ast seen still skipping as freshly as ever. So this
cave nmust be Rap's destination. It was perfectly circular, bored by sorcery

t hrough draperies of black rock where a cliff had been nelted. Dragons had been
at work here, obviously, and his farsight was bl ocked; which |ikely neant that
he was close to a sorcerer's lair. But it could be anything's lair-|eopards or
bears mght |urk inside.

For a nonent he | eaned wearily against the rock. He ought to be terrified. He
ought to be fighting the conpul sion that he could feel growing in himagain.

Per haps he was nerely too exhausted to think straight, and yet sone strange

i nner hunch was telling himthat the sunmmoni ng had been a good thing, an
opportunity-that fortune was favoring himby bringing himhere. That crazy
illusion nust be part of the summning itself. Unable to resist |onger, he
dropped to hands and knees and crawl ed into the pipe. The wi nd bl owi ng through
it was cool with the chill of ancient stone and | ong-forgotten caverns. The
barrier was thicker than any nundane castle wall, but he energed eventually into
a deep crevice, open to the stars. Rugged rocky walls towered up on either hand,
cl ose enough that he could touch them The floor was snooth and |evel, but
speckl ed wi th unpl easantly sharp pebbles. Here and there giant bl ocks had fallen
fromthe peaks and jamred in the gorge to nake archways; any snaller debris nust
have been renoved. He hobbled along, following its turns and twists into the
mountain for ten or fifteen nminutes, recognizing that this cryptic entrance had
been desi gned to be dragonproof; he could guess at its imrense antiquity.
Finally the furrow was bl ocked by a wall of rough masonry. Faint, spectral |ight
spilled out through a kennel -size door

He crouched down and recoiled before the fanmiliar stench of gnone. Ghones were
scavengers and carrion eaters, tolerated in many pl aces because they renoved
every scrap of garbage. They were certainly better than alternative verm n such
as rats, but never pleasant conpanions. No one but a gnone woul d ever enter a
gnhone burrow except that Rap now seened to have no choice. Even a nonment of

hesi tation was bringing back his conpul sion to chase after the little boy.

Very reluctantly, and hol ding his nose, he ducked through and strai ghtened up at
once, gagging and retching. H's eyes watered.

This was no burrow. He was inside a huge hall, whose walls soared up |ike great
cliffs of masonry to an indistinct |umnous fog that hid the ceiling and shed a
dim bluish light over the rest of the vast space. There were nany deep shadows,
t hough, not all of which seened readily expl ai nabl e.
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The floor was carved fromthe |iving rock, buried now bel ow an oozi ng carpet of
corruption-gnones did unpleasant things at their front doors to di scourage
visitors. Here and there his farsight was bl ocked, or at least blurred, as if by
ancient, forgotten barriers. He could see shapes that didn't feel quite solid,
including gigantic rings of stone set in the walls; other shapes he could sense
and not see in the dimess. The whol e place had a sinister, sorcerous feel to
it. And it stank worse than any pig farm he coul d i magi ne.

On a low stone wall at the far side of this enormous chanber sat his elusive
quarry, the little boy. He, at least, was real. He was watching Rap with an
under st andably satisfied grin, while again stirring the inside of his nose with
a finger.

Water! That parapet enclosed a circular pool of water! Holding a hand just bel ow
his nostrils in the hope.that the snell of his own skin would overcone the other
snells-it didn't-Rap linped carefully across the vast room There was no way he
could avoid treading in filth, but he hoped not to slip and sit down in it. The
wat er, when he reached it, proved to be coated with green sline, but he brushed
that aside with his hand and knelt to drink. Although it tasted about the way he
had al ways suspected stabl e washings woul d taste, he was dried out like a

rai sin, and he sucked up bucketfuls of the odious brew. At |east he could be
sure that gnonmes woul d not have been using it for bathwater

Then he sank down on his buttocks and wi ped his face with his hand, and realized
that he was sitting in the mre after all. What the Evil did it matter?

Hi s second word of power seened to have granted him sone occult ability to

i gnore pain, and he suspected that without it he would be scream ng. He knew it
was there, though-his butchered feet, his joints, his nuscles-but at |ast the
conmpul si on had gone, the spell was |ifted, and the nere act of sitting down at

| ast brought a wave of fatigue that threatened to push himover into instant

sl eep. And the pain cane rushing in as soon as his attention faltered. He sat up
straighter, suppressed the pain, and glared blearily up at the boy who had | ed
hi m here.

"1''m Rap."

The boy sni ggered.

"Don't you have a name, sonny?"

The boy renoved his finger |ong enough to say, "Ugish," and giggle. He had nore
teeth than a pi ke. And sharper. "You're a sorcerer, Ugish?"

A bigger grin and a head shake. Ghonmes were by preference nocturnal, but Rap had
met themin Durthing. He had seen themin Finrain and on his trips to MIflor.
Their eyes were very large, and round, show ng al nost no white. In daylight they
showed al nbst no pupil either, only a shiny black iris. Ugish's eyes were |arge,
but different-the whites bright amd the dirt, and the irises bronze, with an
intense luster. So perhaps there was nore than one type of gnone.

Not all the inhabitants of Krasnegar had been notable for their persona

cl eanliness and sonme were notoriously unpopul ar conpani ons i ndoors, but no other
race seened to enjoy filth as gnones did.

Rap tried a snile. "Then who-ul p! "

A wonman had energed from a doorway and was striding around the end of the
trough, coming toward them Rap quickly pulled up his knees and cl asped his arns
around hi s shins.

She was no gnone-tall as he, and of a striking build. At first he could not even
guess at her race. She wore a | oose dress, dirty, sleeveless and short, and so
tattered that it was indecent, but she noved with grace and poi se. She was every
bit as filthy as the boy, her skin color indeterm nate and her long hair a

di sgusting sliny tangle hal fway down her back. Then he saw t he sweat-washed
tufts in her arnpits, and they were bright gold.

And her eyes! They were very large, and oddly slanted, their irises gl ean ng
with a wonder of rainbow fires, |ike opal or nother-of-pearl. So her skin would
be gol den al so; she was an elf. He had glinpsed a fewelves in MIflor and
Finrain, but never close to. He could not tell her age, but he thought she m ght
be very beautiful if she were clean

And now Rap understood Ugi sh's eyes, although he had never heard of a gnone
hal f breed bef ore.
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Rap hugged his knees tighter as she stopped and bobbed a hint of a curtsy to
hi m

"I am Athal'rian, of course."” She smled rather vacantly, making faint cracks
appear in the coating on her face. She scratched her scal p absent m ndedly.
"I'mRap, ma'am | ... | haven't any clothes. "

She frowned. "Ch, but ... Well, Ugish, give himyours for now.
Ginning, the boy untied the rag that was all he wore and held it out to Rap

who recoiled in disgust. It was not sonmething he would willing touch with a |ong
stick, but he did not want to offend his hosts. Ghones were normally shy and

i nof fensive, but they nust have feelings |ike anyone el se, and elves certainly
woul d.

So he accepted the tattered relic and its passengers, and rose to his feet with
all the dignity he could feign. Fortunately the cloth was not |ong enough to tie
around his hips, so he just held it in front of himlike a towel, not letting it
touch him It was even |l ess adequate for himthan it had been for Ugish

He coul d not stand wi t hout swaying.

Athal'rian smled again and offered a bl ack-nailed hand. "You are wel cone to
Warth Redoubt, Sorcerer. It is long since we had conpany for dinner."

Rap gul ped and ignored the hand, as both of his were occupied. "I amno
sorcerer, ma'am | amnerely an adept-and a very new one, at that."

She | ooked puzzled. "But | thought Ishist said you were using nastery on a ..

Oh, dear! " She was staring down-at his feet, Rap was relieved to see. "Don't
those hurt? Ugish, run and tell your father to cone."

The boy shrugged and sauntered away, taking his tinme and idly kicking at fungoid
growt hs sprouting amd the ordure on the floor

"You nust forgive us, Adept! My husband nust have thought ... Tut! Do, please
sit down." She waved at the edge of the trough

Rap perched hinself on the crunbling stone and reluctantly spread the sliny rag
over his lap. Then she again offered a hand to shake, and he had no choi ce but
to accept. He hoped she hadn't expected himto kiss it.

Still standing, Athal'rian began to talk in a tuneless singsong. "It is
wonderful to have visitors! | haven't cooked a proper neal in ages. | nmean, one
gets used to gnones' tastes, but ... well, it was nice to dig up sone of

Mot her's ol d recipes. Ishist made sone really fresh things for me to use. Eating
at table will be a good experience for the children. | thought he said three of
you? "

Even sitting, Rap was swaying with fatigue. He wondered whet her he was mad or
she was. O both. "My friends have | ess power even than ne, nma'am They are out
t here sonewhere."

"Tsk! Well, we nmust have them brought in at once. There are | eopards and ot her
bad things out there. This is wild country, I'mtold. " She peered vaguely
around the great enpty chanber. "Do you dance, Adept Rap? "

"Er, not very well, ma'am"

"oh "

Rap's eyelids began to droop, and at once a fire of agony consunmed his feet. He
jerked awake again. Keep talking . . . "Ma'am what is this place?"

"Pl ace?" H's hostess smled, and for a nonment said nothing nore. Then her wits
lurched into action again. ."We call it the Mews, but of course we just use it
for-" Rap had already seen what it was used for. "-but it was a news, |ong ago."

She gestured apol ogetically at one of the walls, and Rap saw that there was an
archway there, blocked up. But originally it would have been big enough for
"Dragon mews, ma'an®?"

Anot her pause. "Dragon stables? W don't bring dragons in here.
"The castle is very old, though? "

"A der than the Protocol, Ishist says. " She | aughed.

"And now?" Was it just a refuge taken over by gnome squatters, or was there sone
reason for Rap to have been dragged here?

" Now?"
"This castle, ma' an? Wo owns it?"
"Oms?" She smiled at his left ear for a nonent. "Well, ny husband-he's the
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great sorcerer Ishist, you know he's dragonward. Has been for many years. So we
live in Warth Redoubt. It's a very inportant job, but sonebody has to do it."
Rap tried to work that out and felt hinself slide away down the slope to sleep
again. Again a jolt of agony focused his attention and jerked hi mawake. He was
surprised to note that three snmall children had appeared and were cl ustered
around Athal'rian, clinging to her and regarding the stranger with deep

suspi cion. They were all naked, filthy, and stinking, all snaller than Ugi sh.
And they all had the big, gorgeous eyes. Each set was different-blue, magenta,
rose pink-but all had the sane intense brilliance. Mst crosses resenbl ed one
parent nore than another, just as he hinself |ooked nmostly faunish, and the only
features these little gnones had inherited fromtheir elvish nother were those

| ustrous bright eyes.

"What exactly does a dragonward do, mny |ady?"

"The dragonward. There's only one! He keeps the dragons from strayi ng beyond the
Neck, of course. They keep nibbling away at the fence, and he has to keep
putting it back. And he counts the hatchings and dol es out netal and spells the
fire chicks never to fly over water. It's very inportant!" She stooped to hear
what one of the children needed to whisper to her so urgently.

What sort of a woman would marry a gnone? Live |ike a ghone? Let her children
live Iike gnomes?

And obviously the dragonward was a warden's deputy, l|ike the proconsul of
Faerie. "So your husband works for the warl ock of the south, nma'an?"

At hal 'rian glanced up, beam ng, her opal escent eyes flashing anber and viridian.
"That's right, Warlock Lith'rian! Have you net Daddy? "

2

I shist was the first tubby gnome Rap had ever seen. H's bald scalp did not reach
to Athal'rian's breasts, but she stooped to hug and kiss himas if they had been
apart for sone days or weeks, and he rose on tiptoe to return the enbrace with
what seened to be equal affection. He had arrived with an escort of six fire

chi cks, and they now swooped and soared around the | overs, shining w sps of
yel l ow and orange light in the murky di mess. Five of the six were the sort of

i ncorporeal flane-being that Rap had seen before, brilliant w sps of no settled
shape or substance, and sonme were no bigger than hunm ngbirds. The sixth,
though, was the size of a seagull and visibly solid, a sinuous silvery dragon
body withing within a ninbus of fire. Flying with much nore purpose and
confidence, this one came swooping over to inspect him

He froze nervously while it circled. He was sure he had not sunmmned it, and he
hoped that the sorcerer would know that. Before he coul d deci de whet her he ought
to send it away, it glided in and | anded on his shoul der, heavier than he had
expect ed, unconfortably warm agai nst his ear and neck, like a freshly baked
loaf. Its claws were both sharp and very hot. He had to divert sonme of his

pai n- suppression efforts to the points where they were digging in, and his

farsi ght saw beads of blood fizz and darken. It also kept shifting its grip. He
did not care! The chick's corona turned bright blue, and when it rubbed its
warm scaly neck against his, he felt a wash of pleasure that was astonishingly
enjoyable. It was a ronp with a puppy. It was a dog's tongue and tail telling
him he was the nicest guy in the world. It was al nost as good as kissing a
pretty girl. Now he understood Bright Water's pleasure at having a baby dragon
as a pet.

He raised a hand to stroke the smooth, hot scales, and the fire chick purred in
his mnd, radiating |love, blazing up in washes of blue flame brighter than al
the five others together, even casting shadows where there had been none before.
It felt so good Rap wanted to weep

There were now si X young gnomes gat hered around Athal'rian, ranging from Ugi sh
down to a pocket-size baby. The baby was craw i ng off on business of its own,
but the others all burst into shrill laughter at Rap's conquest of the dragon
And Ishist had turned to stare, with his bul bous gnone eyes as round as bl ack
buttons. He was no cleaner than his wife, and nuch older. The fringe of hair
around his scal p was probably gray-even Rap's farsight could not be certain-but
his face was certainly entrenched with winkles like ditches. H's beard was the
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nmost nauseating thing Rap had ever seen near to a human face. He wore sone sort
of uniform anonynmous in a stiff coating of dirt, and the front of its tunic
gaped over a pot belly. Barefoot, he squel ched forward through the muck to peer
at Rap nore closely.

The wal |l on which Rap was so unconfortably sitting was no higher than a nornal
chair, and yet his head was hi gher than the gnone's. Rap decided to renain
seated, and tried not to show nervousness as he was scrutinized by the hard

bl ack eyes.

Smal | though he was, the nman's stink was powerful enough to register over al

the others. Could this disgusting little scavenger truly be a powerful sorcerer?

"Lily seens to think she has nmet you before, Adept. " So that was it! "She may
have ... ny lord--"

"Just call ne Ishist. | always detect overtones of irony when day nen offer ne
titles. Your nanme is Rap. You say you are only an adept? "

"Yes ... Ishist."

There was shrewdness in those inkwell eyes, and sudden surprise. "You have
i ndeed net Lily before!"
"She was called Precious then."
The fire chick reacted to the nane with a flash of blue-green flanme that nade
Rap wonder when his hair would start snmoking. H s ear and neck were turning
painfully red
"Bright Water?" the gnome nuttered. "Well! | did not know that. My master did
not take nme into his confidence." He grinned, showi ng innunerable little teeth,
still white and needl e sharp despite his age. "You wander around bearing strange
secrets, Adept!"
He chuckled at Rap's horror. "Yes, | am poking around in your nenories. Don't
worry-you have no nore bizarre obscenities in there than nost nen do. Remarkably
few, in fact." He showed even nore of the tiny teeth. "Some m nds can disgust
even a gnonme, Master Rap, but | congratulate you. Now | nust attend to your
injuries; but I'"'mnot going to try it with a fire chick on your shoul der. Come
away, Lily."
The dragon turned a sulky green, and crouched Iow, while trickles of Rap's bl ood
oozed out around its tightening claws. The other fire chicks, nmeanwhile, were
circling himin flickers of curious pink, gradually daring to approach nore
closely. He thought he would be scorched or shredded if they all tried to | and
on him
"I'"'mnot doing this, sir! Ishist, |I nean."
The sorcerer scratched thoughtfully at the old carrion caked around his nouth.
"I know you're not. It's very unusual, and probably a very real conplinment. But
we can't stay here all night. Be off with you all!"
Lily shot up from Rap's shoulder in a streamof purple fire, and the whole
juvenil e blaze of baby dragons went swirling high into the ghostly upper reaches
of the chanber, to race around like six violet comets, while their squeaks of
anger and fright echoed as di scordant bell strokes inside Rap's head.
I shist ignored them frowning at Rap. "Now, Mster Adept, it is safe to use a
little power around you! Never entered nmy head that you might not be a ful
sorcerer. You terrified poor Prinrose. Fools rush in where mages fear to tread

" Wiile he was nmuttering, Rap's wounds were closing and healing, fromhis
mangl ed feet to the dragon scratches on his shoulder. "...so | overdid the
summoni ng spell ... at |east we know you' re not holding back anything if you had
to endure this ... there. How does that feel?"
The bl ack-button eyes tw nkled shrewdly, and Rap suddenly realized that even his
fatigue had been lifted, or nost of it, and he had | ost his sense of snell also.

That was the greatest blessing of all. He took a deep breath of relief.
"That's much better, Mster Ishist. Thank you."
The gnome nodded with ironic anusenent. "I was planning to throw you in a

dungeon, but ny wife is very anxious that you dine with us."

Athal ' rian had been staying back, as if not wishing to interfere w th business.
Now she said, "Ch, yes!" breathlessly, and canme over to cuddl e agai nst her
husband and place a hand on his shoulder. Ishist took it and kissed it; she
stooped to place a kiss on his bald pate, although it was plastered with what
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seened to be old bird droppings. The elderly gnone and the much-younger elf
worman wer e behaving like two | ovesi ck adol escents, yet she had apparently

al ready borne himseven . . . no, there were eight children present now. What
was that baby eating?
"I't will have to wait awhile, ny love," Ishist said. "I nust go and find Master

Rap's two conpani ons before the wildlife does."
Athal'rian wailed. "You won't be |ong, though, darling?"

"No, no! And it is still dark. | shall be as quick as | can, dearest." He patted
her lovingly on the runp, as if she were a -horse.
"But the food will spoil. And | did so want the children to see what a proper

di nner party is like."

As a nother she seened to have strange priorities. Ugish and the ol dest girl
were now fighting furiously, rolling around in the mre and biting each other,
but Athal'rian was paying themno heed at all

"I't won't hurt themto stay up past dawn for once," Ishist said firmy. "Now,
magic is magic, but sleep has its own magic. |'msure that our guest would
appreciate a little rest. Wiere are you planning to put the visitors?"

She hesitated, shuffling her toes in the dirt. "I thought ... the northwest
towel ' ?" She waited anxiously for his opinion. "Very good choice, ny dear. So
you show Master Rap to his chanber. | prom sed Ugi sh he could come with ne. Stop

that, you two!" He separated the conbatants with a couple of well placed kicks.
Then he accepted a very long, tight enbrace fromhis tearful wife, before

pl oddi ng off toward the door. Young Ugish trailed after him angrily licking a
bl eeding armwith a very |ong black tongue.

Still holding his wisp of dirty rag, Rap followed his hostess al ong i nnunerabl e
corridors and up narrow, w nding staircases. The walls were rough stonework, the
floors soft with dirt as if they had not been cl eaned since the founding of the
Impire. Mumm fied carcasses and gnawed bones lay in drier coners, while wetter
parts were ankl e-deep in sewage and the doors had rotted away to rusty relics of
hi nges. In other places the ceilings had coll apsed, requiring painful clinbs
over heaps of rubble.

He coul d not assess the full extent of the huge ruin, but he could easily
believe that it was old enough to have known the Dragon Wars. Everywhere he
detected ancient occult barriers, although once in a while he caught shadowy
vistas running off for incredible distances between them Sonetines then he
glinpsed far-off groups of gnones goi ng about their business.

Many parts were nore or less illumnated by the sort of sorcerous m st he had
seen in the Mews; others were pitch black. Athal'rian seened to find her way
through those nostly by nenory and touch, but he followed her with farsight,
trying to ignore the details: the rashes under the dirt, the cl ose-packed insect
bites, the elven grace of her slender hips. She glided |Iike a nbonbeam
confirmng all the tales he had heard about elves and danci ng.

She si ckened hi mhow could any human being exist in such condition? But in a
gruesone fashion he found her fascinating. He kept trying to i magi ne her cl eaned
up and properly clad.

If Ugish was thirteen or so, then his nother nust be over thirty, surely, but
she had a figure any adol escent could envy. Perhaps sorcery had hel ped there,
and bearing tiny gnome babies nmight not be very taxing to a wonan of a tal

race. Also, he had a vague idea that elves were long-lived

Al t hough he kept reproaching hinself, he still felt very unconfortable at the
idea of an elf nmarrying a gnone. He was convi nced that her obvious infatuation
must be a product of sorcery, and yet Ishist hinself seened equal ly besotted.
Coul d a sorcerer bespell hinmself? Wuld he ever want to? And who was Rap to
question the follies of |ove when he had been crazy enough to fall in love with
a queen?

Finally, at the top of a breathlessly wi nding spiral staircase, Athal'rian
brought himto a place that was unconfortably rem niscent of Inisso' s chanber in
Krasnegar and al nost as | arge, the uppernost roomof a circular tower. The fl oor
creaked alarmngly under his feet. Starlight seeped in through gaps in the
corbel ed roof, but the four tiny casenents were tightly seal ed, opaque with
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grime. The only furniture was a giant four-poster bed whose draperies were
nmost |y cobwebs.
She waited by the door, peering doubtfully at him

"I't's magnificent, nmy lady," he said ganely. "I shall feel like a king in such
royal quarters. "

Rel i ef showed through the dirt, but her |augh had an awkward ring. "I know how
difficult it can be to adjust to gnonmi sh ways, Adept. No one has been here for a
long tine, |'msure. "

He saw no need to nention that he had been relieved of his sense of snell. "It

is a beautiful room" he insisted. "And it nust have a wonderful view
He wal ked over to one of the casenents and rubbed the glass. H s farsight was
bl ocked and he could see nothing in the starlight except that the walls were
enornously thick, doubtless dragonproof.

H s approval had filled the sinple Athal'rian with delight, although she was

smiling in the wong direction, not having heard himnmove. "Well, you will want
torest. I'll send Ugish or Gshat to call you when dinner is ready." She floated
into a curtsy.

He bowed, clunsy as a drunken troll. He thanked her and watched for a nonment as

she padded down of f down the stairs on her bare feet. Then he took another | ook
around the room The holes in the ceiling had admtted bats, and sone were
already flitting around over his head, returning fromtheir nocturnal outings.
He coul d certainly use sone sl eep-but where? The bed would collapse if he laid
as much as a hand on it. Beetles had fretted the woodwork; the thick feather
mattress had been tunnel ed out by centuries of nmice. There were hundreds of them
still in there.

The floor might be as soft as the bed, though; both of them were inches deep in
bat dung. He tried to pull the top cover fromthe bed and his hand cane away

hol ding a fragnment of rag no larger than a kerchief. He sighed, chose the floor,
and | ay down.

3
Endlessly rolling fromside to back and then back to her side, Inos had never
spent a nore mserable night, wondering a mllion times if she had sonehow | ost

the ability to go to sleep without the aid of Elkarath's sorcery. Wenever she
did begin to slide below the surface of drowsiness, the four pixies were there
at once, all around her, gloating and hurting, repeating their cruelties of the
day and going on to achi eve worse and worse things, until she awoke in spasns of
terror, soaked and shaki ng and choki ng back screans. She despi sed herself then
for such cowardice, but that did not help her escape the nightmares.

The little roomwas so packed with its four small beds that to nove around

wi t hout clinbing over them was al nost inpossible. Two had remai ned enpty, as a
gesture of respect to royalty. Kade snored peacefully on the fourth, not
stopping once all night. After months in a tent, the stuffy garret seened
confining as a coffin, and although its little dormer w ndow | ooked out only on
a sagging tile roof, it had an inexplicable ability to gather up the racket of
the street bel ow. sounds of carousing sailors until an hour before dawn, and
then the wheel s of wagons rattling over cobbl estones. Were now were the peace
and serenity of the desert?

Denons haunted the night, spinning giddy circles of nockery in her mnd. She had
not escaped from Rasha, nor from Rasha's plans. Rasha woul d proceed to trade her
to Warl ock A ybino, and he in turn would marry her off to a goblin. Rasha night
reasonably resent Inos's attenpted flight, and be in future even |ess

consi derate than before.

What spiteful punishment would she inflict now on Azak? Perhaps | nos shoul d have
married the sultan while she had the chance. For both their sakes.

I nos and Kade were royal guests, but also prisoners, for the door was | ocked.
Only a cat could depart through that w ndow. Having refused to give his parole,
Azak had been led off to a dungeon sonewhere.

Escape would not be so easy at Ulacarn as it had been at Three Cranes, with

El karath now al ert and watching for it. To slip away in a strange town with no
friends or plan would be madness. No, the next escape nust be prepared nuch nore
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carefully than the nadcap flight fromthe oasis, and Inos had no i dea how nuch
time she mght have to plan. Perhaps noned ybino m ght appear in the norning to
take delivery.

Azak m ght no longer be a willing ally. Since El karath had suggested that Inos
could use magic, the sultan had spoken not a single word to her. Had there been
any truth in the accusation, then Inos could have understood. She knew how she
herself had felt about the late Sir Andor and his foul sorcery, but in her case
t he suggestion was | udicrous. Kade had not hel ped by hinting that Azak was j ust
angry at himself for his own shortconings. Azak now regarded | nos as one of
those shortcom ngs. And that hurt.

The House of Elkarath in Ulacarn was a great ranbling old building, yet it
seenmed to be crammed with people fromcellar to gable. The cranped little attic
roomwas not exactly the Pal ace of Palms in Arakkaran, nor yet even Kinvale, but
it was confortable enough for just two. An attic was certainly preferable to a
dungeon, a dungeon with fleas and chains and rats, Elkarath had said.

Azak had chosen the dungeon. Pi gheaded i diot!

A mage coul d probably detect |ies. Wuld Azak have given his parole to a
mundane, nmeaning to break it as soon as he could find the opportunity? Wre al
men so stubborn?

And here was | nos, dancing naked on the grass and shouting unthi nkabl e proni ses
to dozens of young nen, as they cane running toward her to accept. But they kept
turning to stone and sinking into the neadow as they drew near. Hundreds and

t housands of them drowning in the ground, and every one of themwas Azak. Then
she awoke agai n, gasping and shaki ng.

Wul d she ever again be able to stand close to a man without expecting rape,

wi t hout breaking out in a sweat of terror?

She had renote relatives in Hub, sone of themvery influential people. Senator
Sonebody, for exanple. Kade had innunerable friends there also. Ulacarn was
allied with the Inpire, and so the post nust call here. If Kade could wite a
letter, enclosing a petition to the inperor or the other wardens, then they

m ght be able to deliver it for her. That was one possibility. Ulacarn was a
busy port. That was anot her

But how coul d one ever deceive a mage and a sorceress? Again Inos was back in
the forest nmeadow, and this time Rasha was there al so, |aughing uproariously.
She had rooted Inos's feet to the ground, as she had once done in Krasnegar. She
was wat ching and gloating as the pixies . . . but they were not pixies, now they
wer e goblins.

A faint glinmer of dawn snmiled in through the window. The entire Inperial arny
seenmed to be shoeing its mounts down in the street, but the yearlong night was
endi ng at |ast.

And again Inos was back in the forest, and this time the nen tormenting her were
djiinns, and the glowing figure riding up to rescue her on a shining white horse
was Rap.

Rap, who had renmai ned | oyal when the inps and jotnar of Krasnegar had turned
agai nst their queen.

Rap, the only man who had ever accepted a kiss from her w thout expecting nore.
Rap, who had died for her

Rap, whose wraith had haunted her the night she |eft Arakkaran.

Crazy dreans!

4

"Why aren't you sleeping in the bed?" Ugi sh demanded, nudging Rap with a toe.
Rap groaned, rubbed his smarting eyes, and sat up. Then he sneezed six tines in
rapi d succession. Faint traces of dawn showed through the eastern wi ndow. He was
stiff and chilled, and filthy as a gnone.

"I's that for ne? "

"Uh- huh." Ugi sh had brought a robe, a fine-looking |inen garment whose obvi ous
newness suggested that it had been specially nmade by his father. Unfortunately
Ugi sh had been dragging it, and that showed al so.

There woul d be no chance for shaving or washing here. Rap heaved hinmself to his
feet and took the robe. "You can have your |oincloth back, thank you very nuch.
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Ugi sh shrugged. "Don't want it. Wiy do | have to get all dressed up just because
we have visitors?"

"Mt hers are funny about things like that."

"Uh- huh. Way didn't you sleep in the bed?"

Rap ran fingers through his hair and regretted the action. "Because it's full of
mce."

The little gnone's glorious bronze eyes wi dened. "Babies; too? "

"Yes," said Rap. "But you'd better save themfor later. |If you spoil your
appetite now, your nother will scold. "

Ugi sh nodded reluctantly. "Awight-if you promise not to tell the others!
As Rap wal ked out onto the great terrace, the first pinks and peaches of the
rising sun were just starting to blossomon a forest of crunbling towers and
turrets behind him Wirth Redoubt was ten tinmes vaster than he had even guessed,
a sprawling landscape in its own right. Once it nust have clasped a whole city
within its throbbing heart, but it had long since fallen into ruin. Shattered
pillars and broken statuary lay thrown around in weedstrewn rubble.

Warth perched like an eyrie on the Iip of a huge natural arena. On all sides

j agged peaks stood dark agai nst the brightening sky.

Ishisi was waiting, with Darad and Gathnor. The two jotnar had been heal ed and
restored, as Rap had been, and they wore white robes like his. Their faces
showed great relief when they saw him

"I thought you might like to watch the dawn ri sing,
are sheltered here."

Rap had already regi stered the occult barrier enclosing the terrace, and he
supposed that there woul d be other spells that he could not sense, for it was
not the sun they woul d be watching rise.

Far below, the blasted, barren valley was still dark except where awakening
dragons were glowi ng and breathing jets of nany-colored fire. Their runbling
anger echoed fromthe rocky walls. He wondered if the worms .thensel ves could
have excavated so enornous a pit, even if they had started before the com ng of
t he Cods.

"This is Warth Nest, of course," Ishist said, "honme of the l|argest surviving
blaze. Inits prime it nurtured several times as many as it does now. It was
fromhere that Qis'laine drew the sky arnmy that he used to waste the Cities of
the' Anbly Pact. From here too cane the Legions of Death in the Second Dragon
War. " He droned on for a while, obviously enjoying having an audi ence, however
unappreci ative. Rap did not know nmuch history, and soon concluded that he did
not want to.

Then a dragon spiraled up and up, until it was a dark shape agai nst bri ght ness;
and yet the sun flashed brightest on its scales and wings. It was foll owed
rapidly by others, and the sorcerer fell silent. Deadly the nonsters undoubtedly
were, but their beauty was undeni able, too. Soon the sky was filled with them a
hundred or nore, and they danced for the dawn. They soared too high for sight,
they swooped like falcons girt in thunder, they spun and rolled in pairs or
groups, in wild confusion like schooling fish or in the rigid ranks of geese.
Some were as snmall as ponies, others |onger than |ongships and ol der than
storied cities. Their voices roared and rang |like every instrunent ever known,
reverberating in chorus fromthe peaks, and Rap thought he al so heard sone hint
of mental song, the secret nelody of dragon serenadi ng dragon

They shone in the hues of pearls and dew and the wi ngs of butterflies; they

bl azed li ke a Wnterfest ball. They were at once the npst awesone thing he had
ever witnessed and the nost glorious. He felt tears run down into his stubble
and he did not care. He wi shed Jal on had been here to see this, or Inos to share
it with. And when the bl aze had scattered and noi se had faded and the | ast few
were vani shing into the distance, he felt both crushed into insignificance and
yet strangely uplifted.

He wi ped his cheeks as he | ooked at the tiny old sorcerer. "Thank you, ny |ord.
Thank you!"

"You are wel cone, lad," the gnone said wyly. "You enjoyed it."

"I't was so beautiful! How many nen have seen that?"

the sorcerer remarked. "W
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"Very fewin these tinmes." Ishist glanced at the stunned horrified expressions
on the faces of the two jotnar, and he chuckl ed. "Not many deserve it. Let us go
and have this neal ny wife is so excited about."

Otentines the banquet hall had rung to the laughter of faned heroes, |shist
said, and mighty kings. Fromhere Al sth'aer had marched to neet his doom
foretold. Adis'laine had feasted here, and the grimJiel, and their noble
conpani es had cheered them clashing silver goblets in toast and naki ng sterner
metals ring in pledge of honor. Here the brave and the beautiful had trod and
sung and sworn historic oaths. Trunpets had brayed to the banners on the

hamrer beans, viols had | amented, and many a ni nbl e dancer had been showered with
gol d. warlock Thraine of high renown had visited Warth nore than once, 'twas
sai d, and had w ought nany marvels in this very chanber for Allena the Fair.

But now the fine-arched wi ndows held no glass and the subtle panels had all
fallen fromthe walls. Now it belonged to the rodents, the birds, and the
gnones. In places the planks had rotted away, and a careless step might drop a
man four stories to the cellars.

But in the center of the dusty, w ndswept desol ation stood a | ong and shi ning
table. Gold plate glinted on damask, and crystal sparkled. The sorcerer had been
at work, Rap saw, and he wondered whet her the gold was shielded fromthe dragons
or was nerely an illusion that would not deceive them As the nen approached,
Athal 'rian was adjusting eight children around her, while clutching a baby. Her
famly seenmed to increase each tine Rap turned his back. The smaller ones kept
pulling off their waps, and she kept telling Ugish and the older girls to dress
them again. Ugish hinself was setting a poor exanpl e.

She handed the baby to one of the older children so she could enbrace her
husband. By the tine the long kiss was ended, nore than half the children had
stripped again and one of the toddlers was heading for a chasm Rap hinsel f went
after it and brought it back. It bit him

"Now, are we ready?" Ishist inquired. "Chairs, dearest?" Athal'rian said.
"Chairs of course. Describe them"

Athal 'rian becane flustered and nade vague gestures. "Blue velvet. Oak. About so
hi gh. Backs carved, tall "

Three chairs appeared at one end of the table, and about a dozen at the other
Her greasy face |lighted up. "Thank you, nmy |ove. Master Adept, perhaps you and
your friends would like to sit at that end, where the children will not disturb
you?" Such tact was oddly touching in a woman so obvi ously addl ed.

Rap seated hinself at one end of the long table, with Darad and Gathnor fl anking
him Both seened too overcone by enobtion to speak, and fromthe greenish tinge
of their cheeks, Rap suspected that their noses were working at nornal
efficiency.

There was a fair breeze blowi ng through the ruin, but even so the idea of dining
wi th gnones was enough to stun anyone. For the first tine he now saw i nhabitants
of Warth Redoubt other than the dragonward and his famly. He had al ready sensed
themwith farsight, and the Mews floor had certainly suggested a | arge

popul ation. A troop of servant gnomes brought in dishes and | aid them before the
diners, and then nercifully departed. The first course was a thin soup. It was
cold and greasy, but Rap gulped it down manfully, choking on the gristly |unps
and ignoring floating feathers. The others copied himw th grimdedication. The
wi ne had a sour flavor but it was drinkable, and probably occult.

Then the gruesome conpany of ragged footman returned with the second course. And
depart ed.

"This was ... is ... fish," Rap remarked cheerfully. "Her |adyship tells nme that
she uses freshly ensorcel ed supplies, prepared according to famed el vi sh

reci pes." He gave each conpanion in turn a steely | ook, and each groaned softly
and grudgi ngly addressed his high-piled plate. The fish was a sort of pike,
nmostly bones, and snmothered in sickly caranel sauce.

At the other end of the table the children were having great difficulty
adjusting to the idea of chairs, and reasonably so, for the snall ones could not
see the fare even if they stood on the seats. Ignoring their nother's

i neffectual protests, sone of themsettled on the floor as usual, but nobst
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crawed up to sit on the table itself, eating out of the serving dishes. The
food at that end was traditional gnom sh cuisine, and Rap wi shed his farsight
was not so efficient. Sweat prickled on his forehead as he tried to force
sticky, bony pike down his throat.

I shist himself had magi cked his own chair to a suitable height and was eating in
rat her noody silence, using both hands, seem ng to be bal anced sonmewhere between
annoyance at this folly and tolerant affection for his wife's odd noti ons.

"This fish is npst delicious, ma'am" Rap said.

Athal'rian flashed hima snmle of relief and thanked himfor the conplinent.

He nagged his nmind to give himsonething else to say. He knew how formal affairs
shoul d go, because he had watched Holindarn entertain guests at the high table
in Krasnegar. Centlefolk chatted while they ate. They nade jokes, and | aughed.
Jokes about what, though?

Darad nust have the right sort of experience in his nultiple nmenory, but his
wits were too dimto use it or even see the need. Gathnor's idea of dinner
conversation was planning the brawl to follow.

Inspiration came to Rap like a pardon to a felon. "I have never seen so

magni ficent a chanber, ny lady! The king's hall in Krasnegar would fit in here a
dozen tines. "

"Ch, do tell nme about it, Master Adept!"

So Rap described the palace in Krasnegar, and if the dragonward' s | ady sonmehow
assunmed that the raised dais was where he had sat and the servants' end was not,
wel |, that was what she expected, not what he said. Then he asked about dining
halls in Hub, and she becane quite animated in describing them ignoring her
ironically smling husband and the chaos of children squabbling anid the gold

pl ate. As daughter of the warden of the south, she had noved in the highest

| evel s of society. At fifteen, she had been presented to the inperor. She knew
the Opal Pal ace itself.

"I hardly think of Hub anynore," she asserted, snmling at her husband, "and
woul d never dream of going back. " They kissed on that.

She coul d not have been very old when she left, Rap decided, unless her age had
been occultly altered. Mentally she was a small child. Was that the reason she
now | ived as a gnonme, or had she been sane when she cane here?

Somet hing was |icking his toes ..

Rap slid his plate unobtrusively fromthe table and laid it on his |ap. Soon he
coul d hear satisfying sounds of pike bones crunching. When he brought it up
again, it had been polished. The two jotnar at his side were chewing grimy,
their faces running sweat.

The servants came trooping in again with another course, and Rap found hinself
facing a stag's head with antlers gilded and a potato in its nouth. He was
expected to carve fromthis, apparently, but the cooks had neglected to skin it
before boiling it, and it | ooked rather too rare, anyway. There was still a
reproachful look in its eyes.

In an attenpt to seem busy, he |adl ed out generous heaps of vegetables,
conprisi ng unwashed tubers and soft-boiled | enons. The other two ni bbl ed
listlessly at themwhile he prepared to do battle with the stag. He nust al so
continue the insane conversation with the girl-woman at the far end of the
table. Yelling over the rioting children between them she asked about his
travels. Rap told a vague tale of being kidnapped by jotunnish raiders, and of
shi pweck. Eventually he nmentioned that he had visited Faerie and had been a
guest of the proconsul. That conveni ent euphem sm caused |shist's gl obul ar eyes
to twinkle |like cabochons of jet. He nust have ransacked all of Rap's menories
by now, and probably the others' also.
"l have always wanted to visit Faerie,
course ny husband's duties make it so difficult for us to get away.
Rap thrust his fork into the stag's head, and one of its soggy eyes w nked at
him He recoiled and then glared reproachfully at the sorcerer, who seened to be
totally engrossed in biting lunps out of a shapel ess mass that night have been a
bird s nest. Ishist, Rap suspected, had a dangerous sense of hunor.

Athal 'rian had noticed his hesitation. "Is that knife not sharp enough, Master
Adept ?"

Athal 'rian remarked wi stfully, "but of

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Da...%20His%20Word%2003%20-%20Perilous%20Seas.txt (96 of 178) [10/15/2004 2:27:56 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files/eM ul e/| ncomi ng/ Dave%620D uncan%620-%20A %20M an%200f %20Hi s%20Word%62003%20-%20Peril ous%20Sesas. txt

"Quite sharp enough, ma'am | amletting the pl easures of your conversation
distract ne fromny duties.”

"Qo, flattery! But Daddy always says that wit is the finest sauce, and a neal

wi t hout di scourse has no flavor. Let ne see ... Who is proconsul of Faerie at
present ?"

"Lady Oot hiana, ma' am"

"Ch!" Athal'rian seenmed taken aback. She gl anced uneasily at Ishist, then her
eyes wandered briefly over the children. "Don't do that on the table, Shuth. Go
to the Mews. Dear Oothie and | took viol |essons together. How is she?"

Rap cursed under his breath, feeling he had chosen to ride at a dangerous fence.

"She is very well, m'am™"

"I forget if ... Didshe finally marry that nuscl ebound sol di er? What was his
nanme? Yodel | 0?"

Tricky takeoff, landing unseen ... "Yes, she did, ma'am" Athal'rian bit her lip

and seenmed to slip away into a nenory. "He was very pretty. Too pretty for a
man, you know. "

"Yes, ma'am"”

The gl orious opal eyes canme up to stare along the table at him and their fires
flickered through a mst of tears. "He wanted ne to marry him but Daddy had
prom sed ne to Consul Uppinoli's youngest."

I shist frowned. "My dear-"

"How furious he was when | told himl would rather wed a gnone!" She | ooked
hesitantly down at |shist, and seened suddenly aghast at what she had said. Then
she smled. "And | was right!" She bent for another kiss.

The conversation ended when two of the snaller boys began to fight over the | ast
rat and then pulled it apart in a tug of war. Darad | eaned sideways in his chair
and threw up everything, triggering Gathnor's refl exes al so. That was bad. Even
worse was the way the children all rushed over to clean it up.

5

The visitors stood while Athal'rian departed with her brood, sent away by an
angry-1looking Ishist. The table vani shed abruptly, and so did all the chairs
except the sorcerer's.

Qoviously the tinme had cone to tal k business. Rap wal ked forward, aware that his
two compani ons were followi ng closely and | eaving everything to him He was an
adept, and they were relying on himto save them But he was al so the cause of
their danger, for he had used power against a dragon. He had viol ated the
Protocol that had rul ed Pandem a for three thousand years.

He stopped before the foul little sorcerer, who was |ounging back in his high
chair and picking his teeth with a sl ender bone. The seat was so nuch too big
for himthat his muck-I1aden bare feet stuck straight out. H s bul ging black eyes
wer e unr eadabl e.

Guffly the gnone said, "Thank you, Master Rap. |'mgrateful.”

That nmade no sense at all! Rap had done nothing to earn the sorcerer's
gratitude-it nust be a trick. Yet why should a sorcerer need to use tricks?

"For what, ny |lord?" Then Rap renenbered that he was not supposed to give the
gnhone titles. But apparently it did not matter, for Ishist just shrugged
inscrutably and switched his gaze to the two sullen jotnar

Rap knew how hard this nust be for them They had grown up around gnones. Al

the towns and cities in the Inpire had gnones to keep down the vernin and dea
with the garbage, and all large ships carried one or twd, but there had been
none in Krasnegar. He had not met gnones until he was an adult, and then he had
merely filed themaway in his mind as another race of people newto him Iike
fairies or trolls. Gathnmor and Darad, humbly waiting to hear their fate from
this squat and squalid old ragamuffin, nust be feeling as if a nongrel dog had
suddenly ascended the Opal Throne and started barking orders.

Come to think of it, Ishist did rather resenble a pug dog, with his pop eyes and
upturned nose, with the bl oodstai ned cake of hair around his nmouth and all those
teeth he was pi cking.

Wth a shiver of fear, Rap realized that the sorcerer might still be reading his
t hought s.
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The ugly old man flipped his toothpick away and scratched reflectively at the
hairy bul ge protrudi ng above his belt. "Sailor, you are an innocent nundane
caught up in occult matters that do not concern you. You are free to go."

Gat hnor scow ed, shot a glance at Rap, and said, "I'll wait for ny shipnate.
"As you wi sh."

"No!" Rap said. "For the Gods' sake, Cap'n-"

"I"'mstaying." Gathnor folded his arns and set his jotunn jaw, |ooking every bit
as stubborn as man could be. He stepped back a pace and scowl ed. Rap saw t hat
argunent woul d be usel ess, and was again mserably aware that he had | ed the nman
into this danger.

The gnonme's jet eyes had noved to Darad. "W'll handl e the gold probl em next.
Cal | Thinal."

Darad grunted in shock and | ooked reproachfully at Rap.

"He didn't tell nme," Ishist said. "If | have to force the change, | may hurt
you."

The threat worked. Darad's gown crunpled toward the floor, uncovering Thina
within it. He bent his arns to stop it falling off himconpletely. Then he just
stood there, staring at the gnone in terror. He was bare fromthe el bows up,
huggi ng hinself, and gradually turning pale all over. As usual, he was unshaven
and ratty-haired. His teeth chattered with a curiously nmetallic clink.

Sonewhere a dragon roared, and then another

Thi nal choked, worked one hand free of the overlong sleeve, and spat sonething
into it.

"Pass it over."

Anot her roar, closer. The little thief shuffled forward with the folds of his
robe tangling around his feet. He thrust the gold into the sorcerer's hand, then
backed away quickly. Ishist flipped the coin; it rose in a gilded flicker and
never canme down. The dragon roars di ed away.

The sorcerer glared very sourly at Thinal for a mnute or two. "You have

unpl easant ideas about gnomes, guttersnipe. |I'mtenpted to ... but then | don't
|i ke scroungers skul king around ny castle, so it's nutual. Call Andor. "

Thinal had just tinme for a quick nod before he vani shed, not having spoken a
word. From his point of view he had made a fast escape, which was all he would
care about.

Andor raised the gown and adjusted it properly on his shoul ders, sonehow
transform ng plain honmespun into el egant nens wear in the process. He was clean,
freshly shaved, washed, conbed. He bowed.

"The honor of neeting the fanmpous dragonward-"

"Quiet!" The gnome winkled his pug nose, causing the entrenched dirt around it
to withe and flake. He gl anced at Rap.

"They get worse all the tinme. Do you want them around, or shall | not bother? "
Rap was befuddl ed again. "My |ord?"

I shi st shrugged and told Andor, "Call Sagorn, then."

Andor stiffened. "Your Om-"

"One nore word of flattery and | turn you into a troll."

"But the old man is-"

"I know. Call him™"

Andor's nout h opened, then he nodded in understandi ng. He vani shed.

Sagorn's face was the color of wood ash, a shade only a jotunn could ever be,
and then only when close to death. He swayed as if about to fall. Before Rap
could nove to catch him the sorcerer did so, with nagic. The old nman steadi ed.
Col or flowed back into his cheeks, his eyes flipped open. In a nonent he took a
deep breath and straightened. Hs face took on a healthy gl ow and even seened to
swel |, becom ng | ess gaunt and haggard than before. Suddenly Sagorn | ooked about
ten years younger, and fitter than Rap had ever seen him

He stared at the gnone for a long nonent, as if waiting for the transformation
to reach conpletion, or perhaps to see if there was nore to cone. Then he bowed.
"I amtruly grateful, Sorcerer. It feels as if you found every ache and
hangnail. " Hi s voice sounded stronger, too

I shist scratched at his beard, digging stuff out of it. "I found a few probl ens
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you didn't even know about. Tunors, for exanple. "

Sagorn bowed again, and there was an ironic anusenent twi nkling in his pale-blue
eyes. "l thought the prophecy of the dragon signified nmy death, but it seens to
have brought ne a new lease on life. | admit | have been prejudi ced agai nst
gnhones, Dragonward, but | shall regard themdifferently after this. "

The gnome grunted skeptically. He turned his gaze on Rap. "Sorcerer," Sagorn
said hastily. "There is another-"

"No." Ishist scowed horribly at him "First of all, | just tried, and | nmade no
impact at all. Your Orarinsagu nust have been enornously powerful-it's nmuch too
strong for ne. You'll need a warlock or a witch, likely. And second, that would

make five of you around underfoot, and your word of power would be shared six
ways. So, no. " He switched his attention back to Rap again.

"You have denonstrated power within South's sector, boy. By ancient custom your
words belong to him" He waved a bl ack thunb at Sagorn. "His, also, of course. "
"I used mine first in the north," Rap said cautiously.

I shi st nodded. "Yes, and in West's sector later. It's very odd that neither of
theminmprinted you with a loyalty spell. If they did, | can't find it. But

you' re an odd case all round, lad. Neither of themcould foresee you, could

t hey?"

"I don't think Zinixo tried, but Bright Water said she couldn't, nmy lord. "
"Ishist," Ishist said softly, showing his nyriad teeth in a snmle.

"Ishist. "

"That's better! You're an adept, and we sorcerers nust stick together! But if
Bright Water tried and failed, then | certainly won't succeed. You're the first

person | ever nmet that | can't foresee, though. Al | get is a sort of white
blur. It hurts! Did she explain?"

"No. "

"I wish | had a preflecting pool handy . . ." The gnone sighed and | eaned back

to stare up at the ruins of what had once been a magnificent roof. For a nonent
not hi ng nmoved except waiths of dust, swirled across the floor by eddies of

wi nd. A dragon runbled in the distance.

I shist straightened, as if reaching a decision. "Take a seat."

One of the vanished dining chairs magically reappeared at Rap's back. He sat
down obediently, aware the Sagorn and Gathnor had been | eft standing, wondering
why the old gnonme was favoring himso much over them

"I"'minprinted, Rap," Ishist said. "You understand that? A votary. Most
sorcerers get trapped by their warden sooner or later-it's why so nany of them
try to becone wardens thensel ves, instead. Whenever a warl ock detects magic at
work in his sector, he'll try to track it down and lock it up with a loyalty
spell. He may not do anything nore about it than that ... depends how many words
and votaries he has already and what his needs are. |'mdragonward for Warl ock
Lith'rian, and very happy in ny work. Perhaps he spelled ne to enjoy it. | don't
know, but it feels |like worthwhile enploynent, and the quarters are ideal for
ghones. " He | eered.

Rap smled, also, thinking of the ancient heroes who had built this enornous
redoubt and how appall ed they would be to see it now.

The bottom ess black eyes fixed on him "And |I'm happily nmarried. "

Was that happiness also a spell? "I can see that, Ishist." Rap spoke as
matter-of-factly as he could manage. "And Athal'rian seens to be very happy,

al so. I"'msure you | ove each other and you're proud of your famly. They

woul dn't be nmy choice of children, and | would not be happy living here, but ny
tastes are different-not better, just different ... That's the best | can do,"
he added uneasily. Wo was he to pass such judgnent?

The gnome chuckl ed, glancing briefly at Sagorn and Gathmor. "It's a |lot better
than nost can. Yes, she's happy. Msses her fanmily sonetinmes. Her father hadn't
been around for five years or nore, but he turned up a few nonths ago, in a
hurry, one evening. Needed a fire chick. None of my business whyhe's the boss.
He brought it back the next day. That's the only baby dragon that's left here in
years. It was Lily you net."

He waited, giving Rap tine to think. The fire chick could hardly have been a
gift or a bribe if it had been returned the next day.
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So despite what Bright Water had told Zinixo, she nust be in | eague with
Lith'rian

"What exactly does a fire chick do to magi c?"

Ishist smled nastily. "All magic gets unpredictable around all dragons, young
or old. You're only an adept, so Prinrose ought to have charred you to ash
yesterday, yet you al nbst drove her out of her wits. Poor thing was gibbering
when she got back here! On the other hand, the occult fence across the Neck has
been there for thousands of years, and all the greatest sorcerers in history
have worked on it, yet the wornms just seemto eat it. They throw off their

bi ndi ngs sonetines and fly over water. | don't know why Bright Water wanted a
fire chick, or why Lith'rian | oaned her one-but | expect they had their
reasons."” His button eyes twi nkl ed.

Bri ght Water had been around for centuries, and nust know all the tricks there
were to be known. Zinixo, of course, was new to the warl ocki ng business and ..
Rap saw that his reverie was causing the gnone to smrk approvingly. They were
on the sanme track.

"Why can't you foresee nme?"

"That | don't know either." For the first tinme the gnome seened to hesitate. He
turned to look at the jotnar, and they both spun around w thout a word and

wal ked away. When they reached the nearest w ndow, they stood and stared out at
the unworl dly scenery, sage and sailor chatting cozily side by side, while the
wind ruffled their hair and tunbled the flow of their gowns. Ishist's sonber
eyes came back to Rap.

"Tell me about this God who appeared to Inosolan.”

Rap frowned. He had al nost forgotten that. He could renenber sitting on the
floor with Inos, holding her hand, in anong the old gang and all the dogs, and
listening to Jalon singing. In retrospect, that had been the | ast evening of his
chi | dhood.

But that noment had cone later, after she'd told himabout the nmeeting with the
God. "I just know what Inos said. They didn't say which God They were. They told
her to try harder. | think that's all."

The gnome shook his head. "There's nore. Try harder
even larger, and bl acker, and deeper, and shinier
"They said the king woul d give her many gowns. She was excited about that, but
upset because-"

"They said nom"

Rap | eaned back in his chair and stared up at the wrafters and fretted roof.

Hi s eyes seened to grow

"That she nust ... trust ... remenber ... renmenber love! Trust in |ove!l"

He started, as if he had been dozing and had heard a | oud noise. "Wat did

j ust say?"

"Not hi ng nmuch. " Ishist showed his pike teeth. "But be sure to nmention the God
to ny master when you nmeet him He may know al ready, of course. "

" How?"

The gnome sat up straight and scratched vigorously. "Even warl ocks are very
careful around the Gods, friend Rap. Gods rarely mani fest so close an interest
in human affairs, but when They do, then sorcery is nothing! The power of the
Gods is unlimted. That could be why you ... but I'mjust guessing. | have to
send you to ny master, you understand? | have no choice in the matter. "

"l understand." Oothiana had said nuch the sane.

I shist eased forward on the seat so his | egs dangl ed over the edge. "But | do
have discretion in how!l do it. I'"'mhis agent, not just a trained dog. If | had
a magic portal, or even a magic carpet, then I could transport you at once to
Hub, or to his honme on Val dorian-he spends nore tinme in Ilrane than he does in
the Blue Pal ace. But sorcerous paraphernalia like that is tricky stuff around
dragons. They m ght weck the rest of the redoubt trying to get at it. So we
haven't got any. " He blinked solemmly. "Then how . But that was none of
Rap' s busi ness.

Apparently it was, though. "How does he cone visiting? Just by sorcery. A nagic
device like that casenment of Inisso's ... such things are handy, but they can
never be stronger than the sorcerer who nmade them They're quicker, often, and
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easier. And another of their advantages is that normally they don't make so many
ripples. Sheer brute power is as subtle as a thunderstorm It attracts
attention, and all sorcerers are cagey, secretive people. Wen Lith'rian cane
here twice in tw days, he rattled the anbi ence sonmet hing awful. Took ne weeks
to get the livestock cal ned down."

Rap began to feel nore hopeful. Perhaps he was not going to be enslaved right
awnay.

I shist regarded himwith qui et amusenent. "And he's a lot better than ne. |

m ght .nmagic you partway to Hub, at least, but | nmight well start a stanpede in
the process, and that could lead to a major disaster, if they got over the
fence. So you're going to have to wal k. Your two friends will go with you, of
course. ". He glanced at the two jotnar by the window, lost in adnmiration of the
bl eakly alien scenery. Rap's future was conceal ed fromthe sorcerer, but he had
not said that theirs was. Rap decided not to ask

"Now, " Ishist said softly, "I nust decide howto send you. | could use a

compul sion, like the one | used to bring you here. Less urgent, of course, but I
can give you an irresistible command to go to Lith'rian." He smiled gruesonely.
"Or | could put the loyalty spell on you nyself; not as strong as he could, but
strong enough. | can make you want to go to Lith'rian, to serve him "

Cold fingers of horror touched Rap's heart, and he shook his head vigorously.
"You woul d be happier," the gnone said nockingly. "You' d be doi ng what you
wanted to do."

Just like the once-lovely Athal'rian, besotted with a gnone? Such power was
obscene, perverting its user as nuch as his victim Yesterday Rap had becone an
adept and in mnutes had found hinself using nastery on Andor.

"I ... | should prefer just to obey an order, ny lord."

He knew t hat the sorcerer knew what he was thinking, but the little nman did not
seemto take of fense. He cocked his head at Rap. "You want to hel p I nosol an,
don't you? That's your aim to put her on her throne?"

"To serve her as a loyal subject. That's all." Rap's farsight told himhe was
bl ushing li ke a child.

I shist chuckled gently. "Mm®? Al? You can't do it alone, you know. Fauns |ike
to go their own way, but even an adept can't find one nmackerel in all the
oceans, Rap."

Zark ... but he did not know that Inos was still in Zark, even. She m ght have
heeded his warning and fled. O not. O one of the wardens mi ght have abducted
her, or the sorceress recovered her. He had a terrifying vision of all Pandenia
stretched out endl essly before him and hinself spending his whole life
wandering fromplace to place, searching for Inos.

Put like that, his dream seened bootless. "I suppose not."

"You can't fight the Four! No one and nothing can fight the Four. Except the
Gods. "

"No,." Rap said. He was a fool

"So ny advice would be to go and ask Lith'rian to hel p you. For a nmonent Rap
was speechl ess. Ask help froma warl ock? Common sense had hysterics at the idea.
Yet he also felt an odd shivery prickle of excitenment. WAs that sone sort of
occult ability of his own, or was the sorcerer playing tricks on hin? O

i magi nati on? Baffl ed, Rap said, "Wuld he?"

I shi st shrugged. "I honestly don't know. It would be dangerous for you, of
course. The sorcerous normally stay well away from warl ocks, and you're an
adept. He may just give your words to soneone else and kill you out of hand.

don't know where Krasnegar fits in his current political strategy, but elves
They' re funny fol k. They put style before substance. They admire

qualities-beauty, wit, grace, elegance. Lith'rian mght just be amused enough by

your presunption. That would be Iike him He can be generous beyond all reason,

and he's ruthless when he's bal ked. "

The shadow of Athal'rian fell across the conversation. |shist frowned, then

continued. "But he enjoys a good joke. He adnmires courage, too. 1'd say he's
about your only hope, being realistic. "

"Well, you're going to send me to him 1'Il ask then."

The ol d man shook his head gently. "If | send you, you won't ever get to see
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him Not in person. You'll be thrown in the vaults like a rent paynent, unti
needed. "
"But. . ."Rap stared incredul ously. "Ch-you nean | just pronmise to go and ask

the warden for hel p? You'd trust nme?"

"That's it. No spells. No sorcery."

Coul d Rap even trust hinself to obey such an order? Warily he said, "An oath
made under duress isn't worth nuch. Do | have any choice? "

"That's the whole point, lad--1"mgiving you a choice. "

He woul dn't have much of a choice if he'd nmade a prom se, would he? Not unless
he reneged, of course.

Rut hl ess when bal ked. "You're steering pretty close to the rocks yourself,
aren't you . . . Ishist?"

The gnome smiled into his nauseating beard and waited. He wasn't telling the
whol e truth, though, or else he was testing, sonehow. @ wanting Rap to think
those things. O just lying, and planning to spell Rap anyway.

But Rap woul d nuch rather be his own man than a puppet, or at |east think he
was-and that spooky internal nudgi ng was regi stering approval again. "Then
promise to go and find your naster and ask himto help Inos-if you'll tell ne
how, and you promse not to . . . to nmess about with nmy mnd."

I shi st chuckled. "Typical faun! Al ways convinced his own ways are best."
Abruptly he slid down off his chair.

Rap rose fromhis, and clasped the tiny hand being offered, having to bend

slightly to do so. "I pronmise," he repeated. "And |." For a nonment a veil seened
tolift fromthe little gnone-a snmall, ugly, filthy old man, girt w th enornous
occult power, but just a man doing his best in a hard job, living in the style

of his people, caring for his children, deeply in love with his wife. It was not
his fault that his race ate carrion. Then the odd nonent had passed, and he was
a sorcerer again, even if his head was barely higher than Rap's el bow.

He exami ned his own hand, which Rap had just released. "That's two," he renarked
softly. "You and Athal'rian."

"TWO?"

"Touched ne." He looked up with a cryptic gleamin his black button eyes. "Few
day nen will shake hands with a gnone, Rap. Even fewer would think a prom se
made to a gnonme had any value at all. But you ... | think you're a nman of your
word. "

The spl endour falls:

The splendour falls on castle walls,
And snowy summits old in story ..

O sweet and far fromcliff and scar
The horns of Elfland faintly bl ow ng!
Tennyson, The Princess

El GHT
To the seas again

1

"There is sonething very aesthetic about bacon and eggs," Kade said. "The neld
of shapes and colors, perhaps? O is it because | associate it with chil dhood?
O winter nmornings in Kinval e?" She dabbed her |ips with her napkin and sighed
|i ke one who coul d eat nothing nore.

Kade was in ecstasy. She had slept in a bed with real linen sheets. She had been
granted hot water for washing, and pronised a hot tub later in the day. A nmaiden
who was probably one of Elkarath's innunerabl e granddaughters or

gr eat gr anddaught ers had shanpooed her hair and curled it for her afterward quite
expertly. The matronly N nosha, who was one of his daughters or granddaughters,
had produced a gown of al nost Kade's size, in alnpst the current fashion, and
had asked if it would suffice until Kade herself could have the nerchants bring
around better, and of course that could be arranged to happen right after
breakfast. Then Kade had eaten bacon and eggs, and with silver cutlery instead
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of fingers.

The two | adi es had consunmed their leisurely breakfast in the sheik's persona
dining hall. The hour was |ate enough that everyone el se was feverishly occupied
el sewhere

Li ke all the other chanbers they had seen so far, the roomwas tiny, with only
six chairs squeezed in around a table, and the rest of it taken up by a
grotesquel y awkward si deboard. The furniture was old and rather ugly; being the
property of a merchant, even a wealthy nmerchant, it |acked the ducal opul ence of
Kinvale. But it was Inperial furniture. Bacon and eggs were an | nperial dish,
and Kade's rather overlong dress was an Inperial garnment. The casenent was

cl osed, but the voices that drifted up fromthe street were Inperial voices. And
she was going to summon | nperial dressnakers

Kade was floating on pink clouds.

Inos was gritty-eyed and sl ack-shoul dered fromlack of sleep. Flocks of

i mpractical ideas for escape thundered around inside her head |ike a riot of
startled seagulls, but none of themwould come to her hand. Realizing that she
was bei ng poor conpany, she now laid her plotting aside for a monent to find
some tactful way of dealing with the bacon-and-eggs question-for the real reason
Kade |i ked bacon and eggs had nothing to do with esthetics and was nerely that
she enjoyed anything soaked in fat and grease.

At that nonment the door was, firstly, tapped briskly and, secondly, thrown open
to reveal a young man al ready swooping a | ow bow. He straightened up, adjusted a
snowy | ace cuff very slightly, and flashed a dazzling smile. "Mstresses, | am
at your service! Quide and fearless protector! Poet, troubadour, hunble slave!
Then he stepped into the room and bowed agai n.

I nos blinked hard and exchanged a bewi | dered gl ance with Kade. This was either
Skarash or a twin brother

Skarash was one of the sheik's many grandsons and one of his favontes. But
Skarash had been a solemn, surly youth in his |ate teens, and I nos had never

t hought of himas dashing before. In all the weeks since | eaving Arakkaran, he
had neither sniled nor spoken ten words to her, although that was admttedly
correct Zarkian behavior toward a woman.

Now he was decked out like an inp, in silver-buckled half boots and hose of sea
green, in puffy silken breeches and a white shirt with innunerable ruffles--a
very tall, slimwaisted young man with a nop of copper curls flopping cutely
over his forehead. Wthout his straggly ginger beard he seened sonehow ol der and
certainly better-looking. H's cheeky, toothy grin was pure inp.

So was the way he lifted Inos's hand to kiss. Kade was rightit was nice to be
back in the Inpire

"Good norni ng, Master Skarash."

"A magni ficent morning! Beautiful weather outdoors, beautiful |adies indoors.
The Gods are generous." He bowed agai n. Skarash could not match Kinval e
standards in polish and finesse, but he was certainly com ng nmuch cl oser than
any other djinn Inos had yet nmet. He babbled |ike an inp.

"What is your pleasure for this magnificent day? Grandsire thought you m ght
care to visit the shopping district-there is no real bazaar here. O just go
sightseeing? U lacarn is famus for its flowers." H's garnet-red eyes tw nkl ed
at | nos.

Kade and | nos exchanged nore gl ances of surprise.

"I would enjoy seeing the stores," Kade said wistfully. "M stress N npsha
mentioned a couturier's establishnent on this very street, | think?"

Skarash | aughed loudly. "She also nmentioned it to Grandsire, and he bit her ears
off! He said that for apparel | nust take you to Anbly Square, where the rich

| adi es go." He produced a washl eather bag and jingled it suggestively. "I have
never known hi m eager to spend noney before, but he threatens | shall eat every
groat | bring back. So you will have to help me, and see it all gets spent."”

Inos felt cold fingers of suspicion stroke the nape of her neck. Wat was the
mage up to now? "His hospitality brings honor on his house. Are there by chance
some conditions attached to such bounty?"

The i nmpudent smle on Skarash's face did not fade or flicker by one eyelash. "He
did nention that he would enjoy a word with your gracious self before we set
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out. Possibly you might put that question to himin person?"

So there were to be strings. Unbreakable strings, nost likely. Wuld Inos fee
bound if she gave her parol e? A prom se made under duress mght not be as

bi nding as one freely made, but then she would Iikely be given the option of
staying in a cell ... and that thought rem nded her of Azak.

"First Lionslayer is still in the dungeons?"

"One dungeon. Actually, it's only a subcellar, but it's too danp to store
anyt hi ng of value. "

"May | visit hin®"

"Certainly! Mstress, | assure you again that your slightest whimis ny life's
desire. " Skarash opened the door and held it. Inos rose. Kade cast an

i ndeci sive look at the puffy rolls and the peach preserve. "I don't nuch care
for dungeons. | think I'll wait here for you, dear."

"Shall | have nore tea sent in?"

"No, that's not necessary," Kade said, "I've certainly finished eating." She sat
wel | back in her chair and tried to | ook innocent.

The corridor outside was narrow and twi sting and uneven. The whol e edifice was
like that, a maze of low ceilings, peeling plaster walls, and uneven fl oors-a
congl oneration of unpteen buildings, altered and connected and rearranged. "To
the left, Inos," Skarash said softly.

I nos stopped and net his eye. "You know who | an®? Way |'m here?"

He smirked, stepping close to avoid a woman passing with a load of |aundry. He
stayed cl ose, |ooking down at Inos with a twinkle and a scent of rosewater.

"OfF course! I'll call you Hathark if you wish, but it's alnbost as bad as
Phattas." H s voice had | ost the djinn harshness, and his gestures were inpish.
Could this be sorcery?

"You are strangely changed fromthe surly young man | knew in the desert.
"Here we are in the Inpire. Wien in Hub..."

"...do as the Hubbans tell you?"

"Correct." He took her arm holding it tight. "This way. And renenber also, | am
a nmerchant. | always try to please, especially beautiful ladies. | give whatever
you want to receive."

Was a flirtation what she wanted? Skarash seened to be heading that way |like a
st anpede of canels. But it would be fun to try a little banter again.

"The alteration is an inprovenent, | think. Wich do you prefer being-inmp or

dji nn?"

He grinned, and slid his armaround her. "Wth you, an inp. Again they had to
make way for passing baggage, and this tine he contrived to crush Inos into a
corner. "Dinns can't peek down a girl's cleavage very often," he added, doing
so and licking his lips.

Inos placed a heel threateningly on his instep. Her borrowed dress was
admttedly tight across the bosom the neckline strained. She recalled that not
so very long ago she had worried about putting padding in her clothes.

And then-but only then-she renenbered the pixies. Her heart |eaped into her
throat. Sudden trenor. Man, too cl ose. Hands. Eyes.

"Sonet hi ng wong?" Skarash sai d.

"No!" Muth dry, skin danp. She struggled to control her breathing. Flirt was
not rape! She nmust not give in to this nowor it would haunt her all her days.
Coul d she renenber howto flutter an eyelash? "Not at all. | expect | amnerely
overcone by the sight of a shapely nmale calf, after being deprived so |ong."

He gul ped, and was djinn enough to need a nonent on that one. Inos raced ahead,
sternly not thinking of pixies. "I could al nbst believe that the change in you
was due to sorcery."

"Sorcery? | know nothing about sorcery," Skarash said solemly. But the rosy
eyes seened to change color slightly, and what they said was, Nobody el se knows
anyt hing about that, and if the nage chose ne to be your guide it was to make
sure that there is no | oose tal k about sorcery.

El karath had nentioned that Skarash was the one entrusted with | aying out the
first magic carpet. He had been standing guard outside the door when the second
arrived with its passengers. He was very likely the Chosen One, the heir who
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woul d receive the words of power when the sheik died.

"Just a joke," Inos said.

He nodded as if satisfied, and they continued along the bustling corridor, then
down yet another wi nding staircase, the sixth or seventh Inos had net already.
The noi ses that infected the whol e house were growi ng | ouder. "W have to go
through here anyway, and Grandsire wants that word with you." Skarash opened a
door and ushered Inos into the | argest open space she had yet seen in Ul acarn.
Qoviously it was the business area of the House of El karath, and with the annua
caravan having arrived only the previous day, disorder and tunult were ranpant.
Li ght poured in through three open doorways, each |arge enough to adnit a

si x- horse wagon, but the air was so thick with dust that Inos began to sneeze at
once, and her eyes to water-so Skarash considerately put his arm around her
agai n, guiding her between the highpiled clutter of barrels and bal es and boxes.
The odor of cloves and cinnanon and caraway was intoxicating, but the whiff of
camel and horse was undeni abl e al so. Porters and wagoneers and custoners nmilled
to and fro, arguing and shouting over the din, |oading and unl oadi ng, taking and
bri ngi ng.

The | egi onaries standing by the doors were a surprise. Qutside in the fiery
sunshi ne the busy street was thronged with people, all of them apparently inps:
ladies in bright gowns, with unveil ed faces; many nen, and even worman, wth
their heads uncovered-although persons of quality wore fancy hats, of course.
Sudden nostal gi a snatched I nos's breath away.

Wth eyes stream ng and nose tingling, she found herself arriving at a short
flight of steps, leading up to a platform There, in a large chair behind a | ong
table, sat Elkarath, witing with one hand, fingering his beard with the other,
an oasis of calmanid the hubbub, quietness within the racket. No shei k now,
within the Inpire, he was merely Master Elkarath the nerchant, yet inposing
enough in a bulky scarlet robe and a gold skullcap. Geat |edgers stood stacked
beside him clerks rushed in and out through other doors, or nerely hovered,
waiting for his attention. Here the master could oversee the | oading and

unl oadi ng, the trading and tabul ati ng.

G ateful that she need not raise skirts, for her hemwas well above her ankles,
Inos clinbed the worn wooden treads, assisted of course by the willing hand of
Skar ash.

"You may have to wait a nonment, M stress,
| ooks inportant."”

El karath was rising stiffly to greet a visitor, a |l egionary. The white horsehair
crest on his helnmet denoted a centurion. "Wy soldiers?" Inos nurnured, stepping
back to where she woul d not inpede the swarm ng clerks. "Wat has the arny to do
with nerchants?" There were at |east a dozen helnmets in sight, all with black or
brown crests.

"Quards," Skarash said, noving close. "This stuff is worth a fortune. "

"And who woul d steal it?"

"The army might." He chuckled at her glance of surprise. "Watch Grandsire
closely. There!"

A | eat her bag passed unobtrusively from merchant to centurion.

he nuttered in her ear. "That one

"Graft?"

"Of course."

Hands were bei ng shaken across the table now, and the centurion sal uted.

Inos | et her attention wander over the bustling throng on the |ower |evel. "Red

hair? Qoviously nost of these nmen are djinns?"

"At least half of themare relatives."

"Then why dress like inps?"

Skarash showed his teeth in a snarl. "Believe me, having red hair is bad enough
Dressing like a barbarian is asking for trouble. "

"I's Ulacarn part of the Inpire, then? | thought it was an independent
city-state.'

"Only on paper. An Inperial protectorate, allied by treaty. But there are

| egi onaries here. Lots of them "

Oh! Like that, was it? There were | egionaries in Krasnegar now, or there had
been the last time Inos had heard.
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Skarash said, "You' ve been noticed."

El karath had resunmed his seat and was beckoning. Inos picked her way across the
pl atform between the dodgi ng, hovering flunkies. The centurion was stil
standi ng there, but as she approached he renpved his helnet to show that his
visit was now social. He was inspecting her with brazen approval, but she had
been away frominps | ong enough to notice the swarthy, pocky conpl exion, the
thick wai st and narrow shoul ders. Short by djinn standards ... but handsone
enough in his shiny bronze. More nuscle than fat, dark wavy hair. Not bad.

"M stress Hathark!" El karath booned. Hi s voice and manner had changed
dramatically al so, although not as nuch as his grandson's. "You slept well,

| ady?"

Had he been spying on her insomia? Inos donned one of Kade's witless socia
smles. "Never better, thank you, sir! | was weary fromthe journey." She
wondered if a curtsy was appropriate, and conpronised with a dainty bob. The
centurion's eyes were still peeling her, and she wi shed her dress were just a
little nore Zarkian, or not quite so stretched in places.

El karath nodded to her bob, without rising. "Skarash will see you have
everything you need, Mstress. May | present Centurion |nopopi?"

She bobbed agan, the inp sal uted.

"Your first visit to beautiful Ulacarn, m'an?"

Inos felt an odd tw nge of indecision. She was not sure what she was supposed to
say. Elkarath would hardly have expl ai ned that she was a refugee queen froma
ki ngdom at the other end of the world. On the other hand, his deceits were his
own problem and she needed information as a fish needs water.

"Yes, it is. Indeed | ama newconer to this part of the world. " That should
have | ed the conversation toward Krasnegar, but El karath noved to block it

"M stress Hathark and her party will not be staying |long. They are nerely
passing through, on their way back to Hub."

They were? Way would Rasha . . . had Inos then been sold already? Was she to be
delivered to Aybino in Hub? What use trying to escape if she was bound for Hub
anyway, or was this a trick?

Bef ore she coul d question, Centurion |Inopopi |aughed harshly, and Inos felt her
skin prickle as if in prenonition of sonmething wong, but she had no tine to
anal yze, for he was speaking to her

"I shall not venture to praise Ulacarn if you are famliar with the city of the
Gods, ma'am You had best not |inger |ong, though. The season is |late. The
passes will be closing soon. "

"Passes?" Inos fished frantically for geography that had nonentarily slid down
behi nd the back of her m nd.

"The Qobl e Range, of course.” Wiy did his voice bother her? "You are not from
Hub originally, though?"

He hinself was, or from sonewhere close to it. Perhaps it was nerely his accent
jangling her alarnms, and yet she had heard tones |ike that often enough at

Ki nval e.

"Not by a | ong way."

"You have traveled far, then?" A small frown showed that the soldier's carna

i nspection had becone tinged with nore intellectual interest. He was wondering
what she was, as she did not quite fit any of the standard races. Golden hair
meant either elf or jotunn in the famly tree-plus what? What she was woul d be
defined by her honel and.

"Ch, very far!" Inos said. "So far that-much as | regret to say so-we had never
heard of Ul acarn where | cone from " A gentlenman dandy m ght have prol onged
the verbal sparring; a soldier went straight to the point. "And where is that? "
Again his voice rasped a nerve. It was not the voice of a comobn swordbanger
she deci ded. He spoke |ike an upper-class Hubban. But rich famlies' sons were
not thrown in with the comon herd to work their way up through the ranks.
"I"'msure you won't ever have heard of it," Inos said, with her best
two-sugar-lunp sinper. "A faraway ki ngdom called Krasnegar? It-"

Centurion | nopopi dropped his smle. Color flooded his face, giving it a hard,
dangerous | ook. He paced forward nmenacingly, ostentatiously replacing his
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hel met. "Whatever runors you may have heard, niss, were nalicious fal sehoods.
When we apprehend persons spreadi ng such sl anders, we deal with themin
appropriate fashion. "

Despite herself, Inos backed up a step. The centurion followed her, dark eyes

bl azing. "The nmen are flogged for acting against the public good. Wnen are

puni shed as comon scolds. |s that not fair?"

She was of f bal ance. She was taken by surprise. It was too soon after the
pi xi es, and this man was potentially just as dangerous, albeit in other ways. He
could tie her behind his horse and drag her to the jail if he chose. Skarash had
war ned her, and obviously an Inperial |egionary on street duty was not the sane
thing as a tribune or a proconsul sipping tea in a Kinvale parlor. Suddenly she
t hought of pixies again, and began to shake again, and could find absolutely
nothing to say. Her nouth was too dry to say anything, anyway.

"On the second offense we tear out their tongues. "

Inos tried to say, "But, Centurion," and produced a croak. She backed anot her

st ep.

The col | apse of her conversational efforts had been amusing El karath, but now he
cane to her rescue. "Centurion, | think there nust be a nisunderstanding. |I'm
sure that M stress Hathark intended no harmto the public good. She nmeant no
slight to the inperor or his army. Indeed, | think that you may have m sheard
her. She hails froma snall island state named Har Nogar, |ocated near Uhle. "

Centurion | nopopi kept his glittering gaze on Inos. "Did you say 'Har Nogar,'

nm stress?"

I nos nodded vigorously. Elkarath's hand noved to a row of |eather bags, and

cl osed on one of themwith a faint clink that caught the centurion's attention
at once.

"M stress Hathark and her aunt will likely wish to see sonething of the town
today," the mage renmarked innocently. "Possibly visit the nmarkets. | wonder, as
she is a stranger here, whether an escort might be advisabl e?" The bag noved a
handsbreadth cl oser to the | egionary.

H s anger faded as reluctantly as a summer sunset. "W brook no trouble on the
streets in Ulacarn, but | can understand how well-born | adies feel happier with
personal protection. | shall gladly assign some nen to escort them"

The bag noved the rest of the way and clinked again as it was renoved by a
strong mlitary hand. |nopopi turned back to Inos. "Enjoy your visit, ma' am
Don't believe everything you hear. And certainly don't repeat it." Wth a fina
gl are of warning, he saluted, spun around, and stanped away as if he were
patrolling a siege line.

Inos was |eft quivering, w shing she had a chair. Aghast at her own tinidity-and
appal l ed at the thought that her experience with the pixies mght have broken
her nerve forever-she | eaned both hands on the table. "Wat provoked that?" she
shrill ed.

El karath shrugged. "U lacarn is a snakepit of runors. Obviously you stepped on
one of them "

"Krasnegar? An Inperial defeat at Krasnegar?"

"That would seemto be likely. Did you hear anything, Skarash?"

Skarash stroked imaginary lint froman immacul ate | ace cuff. "Not much,
Grandsire, only that a | egion was junped by goblins while returning froma
courtesy visit to a flyspeck place no one had ever heard of before. Courtesy
visit? | like that a lot! Half the men were cut to pieces, or worse. There is
tal k of prisoners enjoying traditional goblin hospitality. Nothing nore than
that. "

Hi s uncl e nodded and | ooked in the general direction of Inos. "Avoid the subject

when talking to soldiers, | suggest." He reached for a nassive | edger, ancient
and tattered.

"Coviously. It wasn't a full |egion, though,"

"Al nmost half of one. Runobrs al ways exaggerate. Certainly bad enough. And defeat
by goblins . . ." He opened the book, but Inos thought he was chuckling

silently. "No wonder the bronze bullies don't like to discuss it."
Her head was spinning. Four cohorts savaged by goblins? The forestfol k had
al ways been treacherous, but never warlike. Now the warlock of the east had
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suffered a shattering bl ow. Were did that | eave her? Wuld he seek revenge on
the goblins? Had the | egionaries been driven out of Krasnegar by Kal kor and his
jotnar, or had they fled voluntarily?

And there was another matter"l amtruly going on to Hub?"

The ol d man nodded, dipping his quill in a silver inkwell. "Her Mijesty has so
decreed. "

"So! So |'ve been sold? She's nade her deal with A ybino, and now all that
remains is to deliver the goods?"

"Not at all. You are still her Majesty's guest. Enjoy, your stay in Ulacarn, it
will be brief. "

Hi s eyes! She wanted to see his eyes!

"I can't inmagi ne why she woul d be sending nme to Hub, then
"I didn't question. But if you can't, then perhaps others may be less likely
to?" The old man's voice had sharpened half a tone, but he placidly ran a finger
up a page as if counting.

"You nean | was hidden in the desert, and now |'m going to be hidden on the road
to Hub ... least likely place to | ook? And when the contract is finally signed,
I"I'l be-"

"Draw your own concl usions. Meanwhile | have work to do.
"And Azak? |s he going back to Arakkaran, or coming with ne, or will you | eave
himrotting-"

"He goes with you." The plunp finger stopped on the nunbers, but the old nman did
not | ook up. "Your cabins are reserved on Dawn Pearl, which sails in three days.

It was to Hub you were headed, was it not? Well, to Hub you are going."
"I wish to see him "
"Of course. By all neans. Just one friend calling on another, | assune? Skarash

will take you." Elkarath reached into the folds of his scarlet robe, then
dropped a rusty key on the table. "You may give himthis."

"No parol e?"

He sighed crossly. "None at all. You will find no better ship than Dawn Pearl,
and certainly none | eaving sooner. Begone! " Confused and suspi cious, |nos

wat ched Skarash take up the key, and then allowed himto usher her back to the
steps. A horde of clerks and nenials took this as their chance to rush forward
and consult the nmerchant. Inos was |eft to ponder her fate. Wiy shoul d Rasha
send her to Hub? Stranger yet, why should she send Azak? It mght be all a
decepti on.

She, at least, was going to have a military escort, which would not nmake escape
any easier. Had El karath deliberately arranged the little scene with the angry
centurion?

There had been sonet hi ng odd-sonet hing very odd-about | nopopi. Just thinking of
hi m gave Inos crawy feelings. She needed to talk with Azak. Hm at |east, she
coul d trust.

2

"Odd peopl e, elves,
hol | ow ahead.

There was a sinister note in that remark, sonmehow. O perhaps it was just that
Rap was feeling junpy, marching through the bowels of the earth with a sorcerer
"They live a long tinme?" he said hastily, unable to think of any comment nore
intelligent.

"They don't, actually. They just don't show their age |ike other people."

The oppressive silence returned, broken only by the gentle pad of footsteps and
t he whi spered swi sh of |long robes. Nothing but sorcery could have carved a
tunnel so snooth and regular, and so astonishingly long. "Thraine' s Wrnhole,"
the gnone had called it, with a private chuckle at sone obscure historical joke.
It sloped downward, never steeply and sonetines al nost inperceptibly; but it
hel d a steady bearing just west of north as if bored by a honing bee. It was dry
and enpty and nusty-snelling; he had mentioned earlier that decades mi ght pass
without it being used. It was understandably dark and quiet.

"Odd people," he repeated. He wal ked boldly into the blackness with Rap at his
side. A spectral glow at their heels provided light for Gathnor and Darad, who

I shist said, and his voice echoed away into the bl ack
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were followi ng closely, and the dark closed in behind. The light was faintly

pi nk, had no detectabl e source, cast no shadows.

I shist had sent Sagorn away. Apparently he preferred Darad to any of the others,
per haps because he did not put on airs. Darad was just a brutal killer, and

proud of it.
"Qdd in what way?" Rap asked then
"Al'l sorts of ways, lad. What they' |l tell you is that every elf belongs to a

clan, and owes all his loyalty to his clan. Each clan owns a tree, or the tree
owns them maybe. And each clan has a chief. Sound sinple?"

"No. Sky trees?" Rap's deeper voice echoed even nore than the gnone's. He could
not detect the surface now. A whole nountain seened to |lie above, pressing down
relentlessly.

"Of course." Ishist was barefoot; the others were shod in elven boots of |eather
soft as gossaner. Their tread was spookily soft.

"And it's nore conplicated?" Rap asked, sending runbles down the |ong tube.
"Nothing is ever sinple around elves. It doesn't help that they never tel

nonel ves anything. O ans have alliances and feuds, which they don't tal k about,
which seemto cone and go like the tide. There are subclans and overclans. A
clan may have nore than one tree, and nore than one clan nmay have rights in one
tree. Any clan may have nore than one chief-a chief for justice, a chief for

wi sdom a chief for war, a chief for law ... Gods know how they're chosen or how
it all works, if it does." He fell silent for a few paces, then added, "But
historically the elves have held off the inps better than al nbst anyone, except
the dwarves, so | suppose it nust work after a fashion."

" Ant hr opophagi ?"

"Ah, yes. |1'd forgotten the anthropophagi-I wonder how many inps they nmanage to
eat in an average year? The nerfol k have their little ways, too. Anyway, that's
elves. If there's a conplicated way to do sonething, an elf will find it;
especially if it looks pretty or sounds good. The clan's the inportant thing.
Even if an elf's famly's lived within the Inpire for generations, he' |l stil
regard hinself as belonging to one particular clan, one especial tree, although
nmost clans control several trees. He may well have other, personal loyalties and
al l egiances within his clan. "

Rap wondered why he was being given the |lecture, but he supposed he woul d find
out soon enough-either the little gnone would cone to the point, or events
woul d. He blinked a fewtines, before realizing that the speck in his eye was
actually a gleamof light a long way ahead. H's farsight told himthat the
hill si de above was back within his range, and dropping steeply.

"This comes out not far fromthe fence," Ishist said, changing the subject.
"About a | eague. And about anot her | eague beyond that is the inperial highway
fromPuldarn to Noom Straight as an arrow. | nps have no sense of artistry at
all. So the elves say."

"I't nust be a very busy hi ghway. Rap was not experienced with crowds on the
scale of the Inpire. The thought of big cities nmade hi m nervous.

"Lords, yes! Al the traffic between the Dragon Sea and Hone Water goes al ong
it. It ought to be farther fromthe fence. My pets sense the netal going by and
how |ike dogs. They go mad when the annual tax train passes. You taking your
two friends with you?"
"Er ... their decision
"I think you should."
"But one of them has a word of power, and Warlock Lith-"

"True, but he can get that one out of you anyway," Ishist said callously. "If he
has to damage sonmeone, | suspect his sense of artistry would be nore inpressed
by a well-matched sequential set than an oversize faun with goblin tattoos."
That sounded like a threat. Despite the gnone's apparent friendliness, he was
dangerous; very dangerous and very unpredictable. H's comically disgusting
appear ance conceal ed not only great occult power, but also a m nd of deadly
sharpness. Hi s ways of thinking were as alien as the dragons'. Rap coul d not

i magi ne what many years of tending those nonsters mght do to a man, and he did
not know how a gnome woul d have thought in the first place. Wo ever talked with
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gnhones to find out?

The speck was a visible circle of light now The air felt danper, and cool er
"They can cone with me if they wish-or not, if they wish," Rap said stubbornly.
Then he realized that Ishist could just change his friends' minds if he thought
it a good idea. Wth sorcerers, as with elves, nothing was ever sinple.

The tunnel ended abruptly in a snmall natural cave. Weping gray sky and wet
greenery were franed in the entrance arch, its ragged edges blurred by noss and
fern. A steady vertical rain was soaking the hills as if willing to do so for
weeks, hissing on rocks and nud, drumm ng on | eaves. The four men stood under
the lip of the cavern and peered out. Water dribbled and spl ashed everywhere,
even dripping fromthe roof.

Gathnmor uttered a long sigh of satisfaction. " ad to see daylight," he
muttered. "Don't |ike caves."

Darad grunted agreenment, and Rap wondered if dislike of caves was a jotunn
characteristic. He did not care for themeither

I shist | ooked up at Gathnor. "West on the highway'll take you to Puldarn. If
you' re headi ng home, that is."

The sail or gnawed his silver nustache for a nonent, then spoke to Rap over the
gnome's head. "You meet Kal kor agai n?"

"That's the prophecy."

H s pale eyes narrowed icily. "I'lIl stay aboard, then."

"Thanks, Cap'n."

"East to Noom" the sorcerer said. "First Tithro, then Noom There you
choose-overland to Hub, or sail to Ilrane. Valdorian's in the west, near the
coast, which is handy for you. " Ilrane!

Eastward? Cl oser to Zark? No, that wasn't it

Rap realized that the sorcerer was eyeing himwith a very curi ous expression
"Sir?"

"You having a prenonition?" asked the gnome, scratching busily.

"I'"'mnot sure." The idea of going to Ilrane had certainly stirred sonmething in
Rap, sonething encouragi ng. He renenbered he'd felt a twi nge when |Ishist had
first suggested a visit to Lith'rian. He'd even felt traces of ... whatever it
was ... when he arrived at Warth Redoubt. And whatever it was, it seened to be
getting stronger every tine. WAs that practice?

Ishist still wore a puzzled pout. "Adepts don't usually ... O course, geniuses
don't usually have farsight ... New, is it?" Rap nodded uneasily. "My nother was
said to be a seer." The gnone shrugged. "Possible, then. Fauns have a reputation
for trusting their own feelings, don't they?" He chuckled to hinself. "And |'m
not doing it to you. You'll find it rarely comes to order, but when it does you
can trust it. Now, which is it to be? Hub or Ilrane?"

"How far?" Rap asked.

The gnome cl osed his eyes for a nonment, as if consulting a nental map; perhaps
he was farseeing a real chart. "A bit over four hundred | eagues in either case."
"Water's faster! " Gathnmor said quickly, and even Darad nodded as he struggl ed
to keep up with the conversation

"Not if you catch a ride on a stage," Ishist said.
Ilrane still felt right. Rap could wal k ten | eagues a day, maybe nobre on an
I mperial highway. That was still nmore than a nmonth to Hub, even if nothing went

wong. Water was faster and safer. "How do | get on a ship, though?"

"Steal a boat," Gathnor said inpatiently.

"Then its owner may starve, and his children, too."

The jotunn grinmaced at such sissy sentimentality. "Thinal?" Darad said
triunmphantly.

"l suppose so," Rap said sadly. If Thinal was willing to help, then he could
steal the price of a ticket in Noomas easily as he had done the same thing for
Andor in MIflor. Come to think of it, Rap probably could do those sorts of
things hinmself now. He would just have to hope that whoever was chosen to
support the cause could afford the honor

The gnome was wat ching, scratching things out of his beard, and | eering.

"What do you advise, Ishist? " Rap asked, trying to feel trusting.

"Ch, sea! Your biggest problemisn't getting there, wherever you go. You need to
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worry nore about getting in to neet Lith'rian. An audience with the | nperor

m ght be easier to arrange than a private chat with a warlock. "

"If | used ny powers right outside his gates? He'd sense ne just like you did
when | sent the dragon away. "

"The guards will be votaries. They'|ll turn you to stone before you can blink. "
Rap gul ped.

"Besides," Ishist added, "Hub's dangerous. G her wardens, and woul d-be wardens.
You'll be safest to stay in South's sector."

"Advi se e, please,
Woul d only work for an el f, though
"Yes?" Rap said cautiously. He distrusted a sorcerer's sense of hunor on
principle, and Ishist's in particular.

"I'"d have to make you |l ook elvish. It would be a | ow power sorcery. It won't
fool Lith'rian, of course, if you get to him or any other full sorcerer. But
ot herwi se you shoul d pass."”

" And?"

"And you can get taken right to Lith'rian. The ol d man chuckl ed. "Express.
Rap wat ched his own cheeks redden under the chall engehis new reversi ble farsight
could be a disconcerting ability. "That's the fastest way?"

"Yes. "

"Then go ahead! Make nme | ook el vish
The stubble that had collected on Rap's face since he left Durthing fell off
like cottontree fluff. His skin began to turn yellow and not just on his face.
H s eyes ... he watched in astonishnent as they grew |l arger and sonehow tilted,
as the gray of his irises devel oped the opal escent sparkle of the purebred elf.
The skin change had al nbst reached his toes. His hair was curling and taking on
the netallic golden luster-even his body hair, he noticed uneasily. H s |egs
were shedding as his chin had. And were Little Chicken here, he could no | onger
call him"Flat Nose." H's tattoos were gone.

Then it was done. In a vague way, Rap was still Rap, but he was an el vish

Rap- about the same height as before, but slimrer, slighter. Better |ooking than
before, of course, but an ugly elf.

Hi s robe shimered and faded away, revealing snug-fitting jerkin and |ong
trousers, of the sane delicate |leather as his boots, and colored bright green
and blue. He did not renmenber putting those on. A matching forester's cap fel
fromnowhere and settled lightly on his shiny golden curls. He fingered an

el vish ear thoughtfully.

He sniffed, and realized his sense of snell had returnedwoodsy scents of wet

| oam and | eaves, plus the powerful stink of the gnone beside him

"Gods!" Gathnor said, horrified. "You look just like an elf! Even your eyes."
"Yes, | know." Rap's voice was higher pitched, and sonehow sweeter. "It nay take
sonme getting used to."

I shist chuckled, greatly pleased with hinself. "You needn't be so worri ed!

Rap said, as he was expected to. "There's one sure way.

Everything's still there, it just looks different. The hair will grow back
afterward. Don't be tenpted to try anything, sailor. He |ooks elf and feels elf,
but he's still got his strength. And he's still an adept. "

Gat hnor pouted. He nmust have felt tenpted.

"I've put ayear's limt onit, lad, " the sorcerer said. "You're going to
Lith'rian of your own free will, understand? That's still the case. But if no
one takes the spell off, it'll fade in a year. And you others-1 think you'd

better be dressed the same, at |east." Robes vanished, foresters' |eathers
appeared on Gathnmor in red and yellow, green and white on Darad. Caps and all
The sight of the mighty-thewed Darad in such clothing was not one to be taken
lightly, Rap thought, and realized how much he had al ready adapted to the ways
of sorcery. Gathnor hadn't--he swore under his breath, and squirned.

Rap said, "Explain howthis gets ne to the warlock, Ishist."

The gnome's bl ack eyes twinkled. "There'll be lots of elves in Noom In the
Inpire they're usually artists of one sort or another. They can't conpete in
business with inps, and they profess to despise fighting. They scul pt and sing
and so on. Pick a big one. "
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"Bi g one?" Rap repeated warily. "lnportant. A chief elf in a group of elves.
Wth a strange sensation that this conversation was sonehow familiar, Rap said,
"Then what do | do?"

The little old man cackl ed. "Then you punch himon the nose.

3

Li ke the rest of the House of El karath, the cellars were a junble of m smatched

| evel s and shapes-i nnunerabl e separate constructions that had grown together

over the ages |like some gigantic fam |y whose menbers coul d never agree on

anyt hing. Most of the vaults were stacked high with merchandi se, and nuch of it

could be identified by snell alone: brandy and vinegar and turpentine in kegs;

hi des and cedar planks in stacks. But the dimmess also held nysterious bal es and

barrel s and baskets; ingots, crates, and flagons; urns and ewers and hanpers.

And shadows! Wth one hand confortingly gripped by Skarash, and the other

hol di ng her lantern high to watch for uneven footing and | ow beans, Inos told

hersel f very sternly that queens were not frightened of shadows. O dust. O

rats, if rats there be.

O Skar ash.

But she hoped he could not feel the trenor in her hand. Once in a while she saw

other lights flickering beyond arches or down tunnels; rarely she heard distant

voi ces and footsteps. It was all very creepy.

She soon began to suspect that the curiously brash Skarash was | eadi ng her

around in a circle, up and down, in and out, in a tour of the whole bew | dering

cataconb, but she was not going to allow yesterday's experience with the pixies

to turn her into a nerveless ninny frightened of anything that grew hair on its

chin. Her behavior when the centurion blustered had been shameful, but she ought

to be able to handl e Master Skarash no matter how friendly he becane. If all he

was trying to do was frighten her, then he could tunnel his way back to

Arakkaran first. But their two lanterns did make the odd-shaped shadows shi my

in a sinister silent dance.

Sonething rustled ... she junped. Evil take it!

"Just rats, | think," Skarash said, stooping | ow under a tangle of beams that

seenmed to have been added as an afterthought to hold up part of the roof. "O

gnhomes, which are worse. Every year or two gnones get in here, and they're the

CGods' own pests to get rid of. Mnd the cobwebs. This next door is especially

tuneful, as I recall."

He was right-it opened with a |ong, ear-rending scream of agony.

"I first cane to Ulacarn when | was ten," he said, |eading the way down nore

stairs. "I thought the desert was the nost wonderful place in the world-until |

di scovered these cellars." H gh-vaulted and quite enpty, the chanber gave his

voi ce an eerie echo. The air was dank, the wall streaked with niter.

"And every year since, Gandsire has brought me along. W kids used to make up .
Sh! " He stopped on the last tread and turned, staring up at the door they

had just come through. "Hear anything?" he whispered.

"No.

He stepped down to the floor, then turned again, |ooking up at her intently.

" Sure?"

He was playing a game, she thought, but she cocked her head and harked. "No."

Skarash frowned and | aid down his |antern.

Above her, the door shrieked like a tranpled cat, then slamred shut in a

reverberating roll of thunder. She |eaped, he reached up and caught her. She

sl ammed her lantern against his knee, clawed at his eyes, instinctively banged a

knee at his groin, and broke free.

Then she was cowering back against the wall, fighting down a crazy spinning

panic, panting madly, with her heart beating inside her head and a vile taste in

her throat, hefting the lantern to strike himif he came closer. Enrage them

into a mating frenzy, El karath had said.

Her knee had mi ssed the tender spot that had worked on the pixie, but Skarash

had retreated several paces. He raised a hand to his cheek and then inspected

the bl ood on his fingers.

"CGods, lady! | didn't nean . . ." Even in the uncertain light of the |anterns,
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hi s shock was obvi ously genui ne.

She had not screaned, though. She struggled to cal mher frantic breathing. She
gl anced back up at the door. "Kids?"

"Al ways. The place swarns with them But--"

He dabbed at his face again, staring at her. Worried. No mating frenzy, just a
cruel practical joke.

Ki ds! "What exactly did you have in m nd?" |Inos asked, furious now

He was blushing, dark in the dimlight. "I thought . . . It was only a joke, ny
lady. | meant no harm"

She shouted. "Explain!"

He squirned. "We used to do it to the girls. Make themjunp into our arns. No

harm really. Just ... |'ve never kissed a queen. "
A queen. She was not going to |l et yesterday's escape scar her. She was not going
to shy at shadows all her life. Pixies, centurions ... now she had fallen for a

stupid, juvenile, childish prank. Men

She laid down her lantern with a clatter. "Then let's try that age!"

"What ? "

I nos stanped up the stairs to where she had been standing before. "I said let's
try that again!"

W de- eyed, Skarash wal ked back to his former place also, and then just stared up
at her.

"Wel | ?" she denanded, ignoring the pounding of her heart and the wetness of her
pal ns, wi shing he would get on with it. Skarash whi spered, "Bang?"

Unencunbered by a | antern, she junped; he caught her and set her down. Then he
took a deep breath and kissed her |ips. Apparently Skarash had not been pl anning
much of a kiss, or else was now frightened to, but she clung tight, closed her
eyes, and kept it going, turning it into a long, intimte thing. He wasn't as
experi enced as Andor had been. He probably had no nore experience than Rap had
had, but he caught on quickly. And in the end it was she who broke it off.
"Gods!" he nuttered. "Mjesty! CGods!"

Skarash, she suddenly realized, mght possibly be a valuable ally, if she could
ever trust himat all. Centurions, pixies ... she had not panicked. In fact she
had wi thstood that better than he had-he | ooked nuch nmore scared than she felt.
Nor had she roused himto a mating frenzy. Apart froma curious shaky feeling,
she had cone out of that quite well.

"I definitely do Iike you better as an inp.
Skarash just nurmured, "Gods! " again, as if bew |l dered by inpish ways.

"Well, then, let's go. "

He nodded dunbly, and picked up the |anterns. Inos accepted hers, and foll owed
hi m across the cellar floor with her heart still thunping.

She had exorcised the pixies! She had not used sonme unconscious magic to drive
the man nmad, but neither had she pani cked when he touched her. She had al nost
enj oyed the kiss. Not quite, though

And in spite of what El karath had sai d-and what Aunt Kade so obviously

f eared-she had not been thinking of Azak.

She had been thinking of Rap.

4

Anot her door groani ng open, and another few steps down, and yet another door.
Skarash paused. "This one's never used for storage," he said softly. "Except for
people. We used to frighten the snmall fry to death in this one!"

I nos ducked through the doorway after himand then recoiled in disgust. Walls
and floor gleaned wet in the lantern's flicker, and drips fell steadily fromthe
| ow roof. Azak was sitting on the bare stones, an armraised to shield his eyes
fromthe Iight. She was horrified-no bedding, no light; danp, foul air. The only
furniture was a bucket; the kennel was barely big enough for himto stretch out,
and a rusty netal chain connected his ankle to a staple set in the nmddle of the
floor.

"Good norning, my love. Or is it evening?"

"Haven't they fed you? No water? Wat kind of brutality is this?" "Standard
persuasion." He uncovered his eyes cautiously and peered up at the other
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vi sitor, blinking.

"Skarash ak' Arthark ak' El karath, Sire." Heedl ess of his expensive hose, Skarash
knelt on the wet stone and bowed hi s head.

"Sire?" Azak filled a little word with infinite scorn

Skarash | ooked up. "A true Arakkaranian, your Mjesty! One of your |oya

subj ects!™

Where had he conme from this serious young man? The prankster had vani shed, and
the face in the lanterns' glow was hard and i ntense. Even his voice was harsher,
pure sout hern ZarKki an.

Azak shrugged. He noved his feet and the chain rattled. "Then | suggest you
denmonstrate your devotion by getting me out of here."

"I am honored, Sire!" Skarash produced the rusty key and reached for the

padl ock.

"Stop!" Azak barked. "I amnot giving ny parole to any flea-ridden canel
trader!"

"Sire-"

"No! If you cane to tell ne to behave and prom se to be a good boy, then you're
wasting your-" Azak broke off in a fit of coughing. "And the sane with you," he
told I nos hoarsely.

St ubborn ox! Mule! He wouldn't last a week in this tonb. She could feel the danp
burrowi ng into her bones already, and he had been down here all night. Pigheaded
i di ot!

"Pl ease, Sire?" Skarash begged. "One word?"

"l can spare you a few minutes, | suppose.”
"Sire, there are Inperial legions in Ulacarn-"
"There are always ... Go on! "

Words spurted from Skarash: "Far nore troops than | have ever seen, Sire! This
is the tenth tine | have visited Ulacarn, and | have not seen this before. |
arrived not |ong before you did, Sire, and | haven't had time to investigate
properly, but the entire XXth Legion canme in last nonth, and now t he van of the
XXXI'lnd is arriving. It's said the enmir is under house arrest, and there is talk
of rebellion in Garpoon and the Inpire is behind it."

"CGod of Torment!"

"And the IVth Fleet is in port."

Azak | ooked to Inos, and then changed his nind and addressed the worried-| ooking
Skarash. "You swear this?"

"Aye, Sire! May the Good spurn my soul!"

"Your grandfather put you up to it?"

"No, Sire. | doubt if he even knows. He hasn't been out yet. | nean, | rode into
town with the caravan. He ... well, you know. '

Azak grunted and pulled his knees up, clattering rust flakes off his fetters. H