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A New Thread Is Strung

The Black Pearl

Niladived deep into the ocean, his eyes wide open, hisarms curved before him. The aquamarine water
fel into violet shadows and the young Fairge prince plunged into the dusky depths, his powerful tail
twisting behind him. His nogtrils were clamped shut, the gills on elther sde of his neck flowing open and
shut as he breathed. Little phosphorescent fish darted al around him, and he saw the serrated shadow of
agiant swordtail pass below him. He glanced up and saw the surface of the water, gleaming and shifting
more than a hundred feet above him. The dark shapes of fish soared overhead like birdsin the wind, and
al about him the flowers of the seabloomed in the delicate shades of rose and cinnamon and blue.



Nilahung inthe water, his hands moving deftly among the clusters of ugly gray shellsthat clung beneath
the rock shelves. He took a sharp-edged coral knife from between his teeth and used it to pry open the
ghdlls, swalowing whole the live tissue within. Every now and again he grinned as he tucked alittle shining
orb inside a bag woven of seaweed that hung around his naked wai<.

Something made him turn. A tiger shark swam toward him, the jagged rows of teeth bared. Thetiny eyes
were fixed with terrible intent upon the Fairge.

Nilaturned and dived, histail undulating gracefully behind him as he plunged through a curtain of

seaweed and sea anemones into a deep grotto. Thetiger shark had to turn abruptly, amost ramming its
noseinto the reef. Nilawatched its shadow pass back and forth, back and forth, until at last it dunk away
and there was only the blue glimmer of water.

The Fairge prince waited, his heart hammering uncomfortably. He had been too long underwater, but he
dared not swim to the surface to breathe until he was sure the tiger shark had gone. He looked about the
grotto, searching for another way out, and saw agreat corrugated shdll, al encrusted with weed and
barnacles. He pried it open with his cora knife and found nestled within alarge opague sphere. He
grasped it and then, with atwigt of hisslvery tail, swam for the surface.

Thelight filtered down all about him. He glanced at the pearl in his hand and suddenly tilled, even though
his lungs were burning for air. Unlike the other pearls he had found, this one was a dark, smoky color,
unusualy large and perfectly formed. Heralled it in hisfingers, frowning, then tucked it carefully insdethe
pouch.

Through the light-dappled water he saw the wavering face of agirl, her brown hair hanging down as she
peered anxioudy into the sea. He beet histail more vigoroudy, leaping up out of the water to seize her in
hisarmsand drag her in. Her anxiety melted into relieved laughter, and he kissed her smiling mouth,
diding his hands down her brown naked flesh, transforming into hisland-shape so he could tangle hislegs
with hers.

She clung to,him, saying rather tremuloudy, "Y ou were 0 long, Nila. What were you doing? | was
worried ..."

He mocked her gently. "Afraid | had drowned? Fand! Y ou know | am the best degp-diver in my family.
Asif | could have drowned in these shallow waters!"

"Even those of the Fairgean royd family can drown,” shereplied. "Y ou could have hit your head, or been
taken by agiant octopus. | wish you would not swim where you know | cannot follow."

Fand was adim girl with the full-lipped mouth and brightly colored eyes of ahuman, though her fingers
and toes were as webbed as any young Fairgean. Her straggles of wet hair hung down to her knees, and
shewore only abelt of seaweed and shells hung with alittle curved dagger. The daughter of a Fairgean
warrior and a human concubine, she was adave to the roya family and had accompanied the Fairgean
gueens down to the southern watersto assist in the birthing. Nilawas there with the other young warriors
to protect the women and newborn babies until they were strong enough to brave the long journey back
to theicy seas of the north.

Nilakissed away her fears, turning so they could drift together into the shore, the gentle waves lapping
againg their bodies, the sand warm beneath them. The little cove was protected from spying eyes by high
bluffs of rock, so for once they felt free to take their time exploring each other's bodies, whispering and
amiling, teesing and pleasuring. Usudly they had only ahurried coupling among the sharp rocks of the
shore or in the cold, ghost-haunted ruin of the witches tower where no one else dared go. This past
month had been blissful for both of them.



Freefor once of theidle cruelty of his many brothers, Nilahad enjoyed sporting in the mild waters, diving
for pearls and making love to Fand in the soft sand without fear of being discovered. Not that hisfather
and brotherswould disgpprove of hisrelationship with the young haf-human dave. That, after dl, was
what femaeswerefor. It had just never occurred to any of his brothersto look twice at Fand, who was
congdered rather usaless, since she had not inherited the ability to transform into the Fairgean sea-shape.
Her delicately formed features and sea-green eyes were too human to be beautiful, and there were plenty
of full-blooded Fairgean women to keep his brothers occupied.

If just one of his brothers had suspected Nilawas emotionaly drawn to the halfbreed, however, they
would have taken pleasure in taking her from him. They would have used her for their sadistic games, and
then killed her when they had grown tired of the amusement of Nila's pain. The Fairgean princes had
been raised to be brutal and ambitious, and there was much hatred and rivary between them. It did not
matter that Nilawas the youngest of seventeen sons and along way away from inheriting the black pearl
crown. Lifewas hard for the Fairgean. Strength and ruthlessness were admired, and mercy mocked as
weak.

Nilals mother had been a gentle woman, though, and she had tried to shield her son from the vicious
contests of hisolder brothers. Since she was the least of dl the queens and the Fairgean king had so
many other sonsto distract his attention, she had to some extent succeeded. Nilahad grown up knowing
something of love and tenderness, and when hisfather the King had gambled his mother away with the
toss of asea-gtirk knuckle, Nilahad been filled with inarticul ate rage and anguish. Away from the
protection of the Fairgean king's cave and worn out by the brutdity of her new husband, hisfragile
mother had soon died, leaving Nilawith a profound hatred of hisfather and hiskind.

He had known Fand dl hislife, for she had served in the King's court since shewas achild. Thiswas
probably how she had managed to survive without the ability to transform, for the King and hisimmense
retinue lived within the shelter of the caves, where hot water bubbled and hissed even when icebergs
drifted in the ocean outside. Although she still had to fight for scraps of food, Fand had a stone ledge on
which to lieand so did not have to struggle to stay afloat in the rough, icy waters or battle for aplace on
the rafts. Nila's mother had been kind to her and given her the occasiona fragment of fish to eat and rags
of fur in which to wrap hersdlf, and so Fand had not died of starvation or exposure as so many of her
kind did.

They had grown up together, King's son and dave, and the callous gambling away of the gentle woman
they both loved had united them even closer. Niladid not share his brothers contempt for halfbreeds. He
remembered well his haf-sster Mayawho had been kind to him before she had been taken away by the
Priestess of Jor. He loved Fand more than anything elsein his cold, barren life. She returned his passion
with equd ardor, and so they kept their love secret with obsessive care.

Nilagtirred and stretched, filled with contentment. He rolled over so he could look down at Fand, whose
eyeswere closed, ahaf-smile on her full-lipped mouth. "I have something for you," he whispered. Ashe
drew the black pearl out of his pouch, she opened her eyes, the curve of her lips degpening. The smile
fatered when she saw what he was holding. She knew aswell as Nilathat black pearls were worn only

by roydty.

"We can hide somewhere adong the shore until the pod returns north,” he said urgently. "They will think
we havedrowned . . ."

Sherolled over and hid her facein her arms. "In these mild waters? Y ou said yourself it would be hard to
drown here.”

"There are dways dangers, as you yoursalf said. We could make them think we had been eaten by



carnivorouscord . . ."

"Y ou know your father would never be satisfied unless he saw your body himsdlf," Fand replied wearily.
"Y ou know he needs as many fully trained warriors as possible for the assault againg the tailless humans.
Besides, you are dill his son. Hewould tdll the priestessesto find us and they would look through their
far-seeing mirrors and then indeed dl would belost. You would only be beaten and humiliated. They
would kill me"

Nilas hand dropped, defeated. "1 wish . . ." he began but Fand sat up, shaking back her long hair. "It is
no use, Nilg," shesaid flatly. "You arearoyd prince and | am nothing. Soon the King will remember my
existence and think to give me away to one of his cronieswho does not care that | am amere hafbreed.
He may even take me for himself. He has aways had a taste for human flesh, you know that, and the
younger the better. And when that happens, | shdl no longer kick and kick to keep my head above
water but just let mysdlf drift down into Jor's cold embrace. And you will fight at your father's Sde and be
given other women as prizes and in time you will forget your old playmate and lover. Do you think | do
not know that is how it must be?"

Nila protested, catching her hands and trying to kiss her, but Fand held him off, her eyes wet with defiant
tears. "l do not want you to pretend we can ' ever be together forever and happy,” she said. "I want what
is between usto be awaystrue and real. No pretense. No lies. Did we not promise each other that, right

a the very beginning?”
"But | want you forever and happy,” Nilasaid. "I'm only the seventeenth son, my father does not care—"

"Do not be so naive," sheinterrupted coldly, scrambling to her feet and brushing the sand from her arms.
"He may not care for you but heis proud of hisvirility and of his sons strength and skill. And remember
what happened to your grandfather. Y our father was the thirteenth son and yet he inherited after al your
uncleswerekilled in the last disastrous attack on the land-hugging humans. Whole families were wiped
out then and the Fairgean spent decades fighting to survive at al. His memories of that are asfresh asif
the battle happened yesterday."

Nilawas slent. He knew what Fand said wastrue. His fingers closed upon the black pearl and he said
passionatdy, "l wish they al would die! Then | would be king and | could make you my queen and then
we could be together forever and happy. | hate my father!"

"Be careful what you say," Fand said quietly. "Y ou know the priestesses watch. Often | fed their eyes
upon me. Come, we have been here too long. | must get back to the pod.”

Knedling by her side, he seized her hand, pressing the black pearl into her palm. "Can you not weer it
secretly and know that | wish things could be different?’

Fand smiled down at him wistfully and swept her other hand along her naked body. "How could | hideit?
What would | say when they found it? It is death to me to wear the black pearl, you know that." She
lifted it S0 she could examineit, a perfect sphere the Sze of astorm petrd's egg and glimmering with
smoky color. It was aslarge asthe black pearl the King worein his crown.

"Itisbeautiful. | wish that | could wear it proudly, saying to theworld that | was your woman. But |
cannot." She pressed it back into his palm, smoothing back the silky black hair that hung down his
shoulders.

"Then | shal wear it!" Nilasaid. "So you shdl know | am true.”

"They will try and take it from you," Fand said in darm. "It is provocative, wearing ablack pearl like that!



They will think you have ambitionsfor the throne. Remember how your brother Hgji was murdered. If
they do not challenge you in court, they will give you lordi fish to eat and you will diein agony like Hgji
did. Or you will find sea-urchinsin your bed like they say your father's elder brother did, or asand
scorpion. Far better that you should offer the pearl to your father as agift, though even that will be seen
as seeking favor. Y ou should throw the pearl back into the seg, giveit as an offering to Jor that we may
have fair weather for the swim back to the winter seaes." She gave alittle shudder, and Nilaknew she
dreaded that long, exhausting swim when everyone €l se plunged and dived through the waves as
powerfully asthe seartirks.

The prince looked down at the black pearl, weighing it in his hand. For amoment he was tempted to do
as she said and throw it back into the deepy blue sea, but then he shook hishead. "No," he said with
determination. "Jor himsdlf led meto the pearl. | would never have found it had atiger shark not tried to
have mefor its supper. | was driven into that grotto, | was meant to find the black pearl. If you will not
wear it asasymbol of our love, | shal—and you shdl know you are the queen of my heart.”

She disregarded his sweeping declaration, clinging to hisarm and begging him not to be afooal. All her
arguments only made him more determined. "I shal have acare, Fand, | swear to you. Besides, can you
not seeinto their hearts? Y ou will warn meif they have evil desgns.”

Fand looked about her swiftly, and made a shushing noise. "Do you want the Priestesses of Jor to know
what | can do?' she hissed. "Nila, the summer seas have gone to your head like sea-squill wine! | would
rather be adave than an acolyte of the priestesses. Y ou must be more careful!”

Nilas expression sobered and he caught her to him. "I'm sorry," he whispered into her messy brown hair.
"You areright. | should be more careful. Come, let us get back to the pod before they start looking for
us and notice we are gone together.”

Fand straightened her belt of seaweed and shells, and combed back her hair with her fingers. "I shall
walk back and you can swim in from the other direction,” she said. "Nila, please, will you not give the sea
back the pearl? | can see only troubled waters ahead for us."

Hislipless mouth set in agraight, hard line and he shook his head determinedly. "No, Jor himsdlf led me
to the pearl. | shdl not scorn his gift.”

"Nila, you know | sometimes have the curse of future-seeing. | say again | seeonly sormsand tidal
waves ahead" for us"

He laughed and swept his webbed hand out toward the sea, lying blue and still under a cloudiess sun.
"Well, | see only cdm waters, my love. Y ou know | was born with the caul over my head and they say
that means| can never drown. Bring on the storms, | say!"

The Spinning Wheel Turns

TheFirst Blow



On the Spine of the World winter comes snapping and snarling like awolf. The wind shrieks white for
days, until snow shrouds the landscape and icicles hang like fangs from the mouth of the cave. In winter
the world is reduced to absolutes of black or white, desth or life, bitter cold or burning hot.

Inside the cave the bonfire legped high, casting grotesque shadows over the intent faces and till bodies
of the Khan'cohbans. They sat cross-legged in awide circle, watching two figureswho circled each other
warily. There was no sound save thewail of the storm and the soft dap of the combatants feet on the
sone.

| sabeau crouched low, her eyesflickering over the face and stance of the warrior opposite her. He was
much taller than she was, with two heavy curling horns on either sde of his massive brow. He carried a
long wooden stave, its meta ends "flashing red asthey spun in the firelight.

Faster than thought, the staff drove for I sabeau's shoulder but she threw hersdlf to theright inalow dive,
rolled and was on her feet again, just as the wooden stave cracked againgt the rock mere inchesfrom
where she had landed. Her staff was aready swinging upward in response. The warrior swayed away as
fluidly aswater. | sabeau almost overbaanced as the wood connected with nothing but air. As she
recovered he spun on the ball of one foot and struck her hard with the other, just below the junction of
her ribs. Shefdl heavily, the breath knocked out of her. More painful than the impact wasthe
disappointment. Only afew secondsinto the contest and already she had received her first blow. Two
more and the competition would end, with Isabeau humiliated before her pride.

Sherolled and sprang to her feet, her staff flying up. The warrior's staff hammered into it, dmost
knocking her down again. Her fingers stung, but she only gripped her aff tighter, turning and thrugting it
up to try and dide under hisguard. It was like ramming the wind. He Smply twisted away, turning a
cartwhed that took him well out of her reach.

Hewas striking at her again before she had a chance to recover her breath, swift as a snake. She swayed
first one way, then another, evading hisblows, every sensein her body straining to anticipate his next
move. Her teacher had told her, "Become one with your enemy. When your heart beats with his and your
minds move together, only then can you know what his next move will be."

| sabeau breathed deeply in through her nose and out through her mouth, endeavoring to control her
bresth and with it that intangible essence the Khan'cohbans caled coh. Like many wordsin the
Khan'cohban language, coh had many subtleties of meaning. God, lifedeath energy, spirit. What the
witches cdled the One Power, the source of dl life, dl magic. Ea

Shefdt her heart and her veinsfill with power as her lungsfilled with air. For minutes they fought asif
they were partnersin an el aborate dance, wooden staves whistling as they spun through the air.
|sa-beau's Scarred Warrior teacher smiled in satisfaction. Then I sabeau was knocked flying again, and
his mouth compressed grimly.

But then Isabeau brought her staff around in alow sweeping movement that knocked the Scarred
Warrior'sfeet from under him. Her teacher punched hisleft hand into hisright pam, the gesture of

victory.

| sabeau was on her feet in an ingtant, triumph filling her. The Scarred Warrior attacked again, more
fiercey than ever. I sabeau had to twist and sway and feint more nimbly than ever, panting harshly as she
tried to control her breath. With an unexpected move, the Scarred Warrior spun and kicked high, and
Isabeau fell asif she had been knocked down with ahammer.



For amoment all her sensesredled. She got to her feet dowly, disappointment clear on her face. That
was the third blow. The contest was over.

| sabeau bowed to her opponent, lifting one hand to cover her eyes, the other hand bent outward in
supplication. That was the proper way to greet a Scarred Warrior who had proved his mastery over her.
Her opponent brought two fingers sweeping to his brow, then to his heart, then out to the snowy
darkness. Then they both turned, heads lowered, and knelt before the old woman in the snow-lion's
cloak. Therewasalong silence.

"Thisisthe fourth long darkness that Khan has lived with us on the Spine of the World and so in our eyes
sheislikeachild of only four, asblind and mute as anewborn kitten," the Firemaker said, her
long-fingered hands sweeping through the air. Beneath the snarling muzzle of the snow-lion cloak, her old
face was set in deep lines of pride and determination, the eyes between their hooded lids as blue as

| sabeau’'s own. |sabeau bent her head lower, unable to help feding alittle prick of humiliation at her
great-grandmother's words.

" She haslived through twenty-one winters, however, and so in truth is no child. She hasbeen silent and
learned as no child of four can. She has pleased her teachers and now, in the contest of the wooden
stave, has struck a blow against one vastly her superior. In the eyes of the Firemaker and the Scarred
Warriors, thisis proof. Khan is ready to seek out her name and her totem.”

Despite hersdlf, 1sabeau’s eyes flew -up in excitement. Her great-grandmother made the gesture of
assent, and alittle shift and murmur ran over the crowd. 1sabeau lowered her face again, though her
fingers gripped her save tighter than ever. The naming-quest was one of the most significant eventsin the
life of the Khan'cohbans. |sabeau would never be truly accepted as one of their own until she had
undertaken the dark and dangerous journey to the Skull of the World, and returned safely with the
knowledge of the White Gods intentions for her.

Although I sabeau knew her destiny lay outside the Spine of the World, she till longed to undertake her
quest and attain red status within the pride. The storytedllers often told the tale of how her famous father
Khan'gharad, Dragon-L ord, had won his name. Until Isabeau had survived the journey to the Skull of the
World too, shewould never truly understand her father and her great-grandmother, or her twin sster,
Iseult, whose characters and philosophy had been so molded by the Khan'cohban way of life.

The queen-dragon had once told her that she would never find her true calling until 1sabeau had
embraced both her human and fairy heritages. Thee must know thyself before thee can know the
universe, the queen-dragon had said. Thee must always be searching and asking and answering,
thee must listen to the heart of the world, thee must listen to thine own heart. Thee must search
out thy ancestors and listen to what they may teach thee, thee must know thy history before thee
can know of the future.

So Isabeau had sworn to do as the queen-dragon had commanded, thus accepting a geas that had taken
her far away from those that she loved best in the world. She had traveled up to the Spine of the World,
spending six months of the year with her newly discovered parents at the Towers of Roses and Thorns,
and sx monthswith the Pride of the Fire Dragon in their snowy mountain home. In the summer she
studied the lore of the witchesin the greet library at the Towers, and in winter she studied the art of the
Scarred Warrior and the wisdom of the Soul-Sage with her Khan'cohban teachers. Although shewas
often lonely and unhappy, |sabeau had worked hard, eager to grasp the secrets of both cultures and
philosophies, and now she had her reward in the words of the Firemaker.

Before | sabeau had a chance to fed more than aflush of pride and self-satisfaction, her Scarred Warrior
teacher came to her and dissected her performance critically. She had been too quick to attack, he said.



"The art of the Scarred Warrior is not to fight, but to be still. Not to act, but to react. When the wind
blows, the tree bends. When an enemy gtrikes, the warrior responds. The warrior is not the wind but the
tree. You try too hard to be thewind."

She bowed her head, accepting hiswords. She knew them to be true.

"Y ou shdl sat out on your naming-quest in the morning,” her teacher said. ™Y ou must reach the Skull of
the World. Listen to the words of the White Gods and return to the haven before the end of thelong
darkness, or die"

| sabeau nodded. Fear touched her like anicy finger, but she repressed it sternly. He said then, inan
unusually gentlevoice, Y ou fought well, Khan. | thank you, for now | am released from my geas and
can once more hunt with my comrades. | had thought it would be many years before | could once again
skiminthe chase"

"| thank you," |sabeau replied. "It is not the art of the student but that of the teacher which struck that
blow today."

Although hisfierce dark face did not relax, she knew she had pleased him. He said gruffly, "Make your
preparations. | shdl seeyou inthe morning,” then dismissed her with agesture.

| sabeau went then to thefire of the Soul-Sage. The shaman of the pride was Sitting in meditation, her legs
crossed, her eyes closed. In one hand she held astone of iridescent blue, flecked with gold. A falcon's
talon hung on her breast from along lesther cord around her neck. It rose and fell gently with her
breething.

| sabeau sat opposite her, closing her own eyes. Shefelt the soft brush of feathers on her hand asthelittle
elf-owl Buba crept out of the blankets and into her palm. She cupped her fingers around the fluffy white
bird, not much bigger than asparrow, and let hersalf sink into nothingness. Againgt her sengtive pam she
felt the flutter of the owl's heart and it waslike adrumbest leading her down into a profound meditation.
For along time shefloated in this exquisite nonbeing, her heart and the owl's heart and the pulse of the
universein perfect rhythm.

So you go in search of your name and your totem, the Soul-Sage said without words.

| sabeau felt another little stir of fear and excitement. Yes, she responded. The Firemaker thinks | am
ready.

1 shall cast the bones for you, the shaman said after along slence.

Thank you, teacher, Isabeau responded, her excitement quickening. She opened her eyes. Acrossthe
dancing flames the Khan'cohban's face was inscrutable. She passed the skystone in her hand through the
smoke and dropped it back into the little pouch of skin she carried dways at her waist. Taking a
smoldering stick from the fire, she drew alarge circle and quartered it with two swift motions. Then she
poured the contents of the pouch out into her hand and brooded over them. Suddenly she threw the
bones and stonesinto the circle without opening her eyes.

| sabeau gazed anxioudly at the pattern the thirteen bones had made in the circle. She then looked at the
Soul-Sage, who was regarding the pattern intently. After awhile the shaman pointed onelong,
four-jointed finger at the bird's claw.

"Sign of the Soul-Sage, agood omen for your quest, so high to the roof of heaven,” shesaid. "A sign of
death as well as wisdom, though, and shadowed by the closeness of the nightstone and the sky-stone.



Change ahead for you, like the change wrought on alandscape by an avalanche. Much danger and
struggle.” Her hand swept down to the fang and the knucklebone and the fiery garnet, and then acrossto
thefish fossl. "Dangerous pattern indeed. There arethingsin your past and in your unknown which shal
seizeyou in their jaws and seek to drag you under.”

The Soul-Sage had said "unza," another word with many different meanings. With agesture out into the
distance it meant "the unknown place,” anywhere beyond the pride's boundaries. With acircling gesture
over the head it meant "the place of nightmares,” the dreaming unconscious mind. With asweep of the
hand toward the heart and then between the brows, it meant secret thoughts, secret desires. The
Soul-Sage had used dl of these gestures, and 1 sabeau struggled to understand her meaning. "My
unknown," she repeated with the same gestures and the Soul-Sage nodded impatiently.

The shaman's hand then darted to touch the finger bone. "Forcesin balance, pagt, future, known,
unknown. Puzzling. Quest could fail, quest could triumph.” She touched the purple and white lumps of
quartz, and then the skystone again. "1 think triumph, though many pitfallsin your path. Beware too much
pride, too much impetuosity.” Her finger circled the fool's gold. "Deception, or perhaps adisguise. Hard
totel. A strange conjunction. Troubling."

Shewas slent for along time, her hands folded again in her 1ap, then dowly she reached out and stroked
the smooth green of the moss agate, tracing the shape of the fossilized leaf at its center. "Harmony,
contentment, heding. Calm after the sorm. Y ou must be at peace with yoursdlf, whatever you discover
yourself to be. A good placefor thisstone. | think al will be well.”

She looked up at Isabeau and her fierce face with its seven arrow-shaped scars was even grimmer than
usud. "Not agood casting. Much remains dark to me. | do not know if you will return from your quest at
al, let done with agood name and totem. | am surprised to find your pattern so incoherent.” Her finger
reached out and touched the triangular scar between I sabeau's brows. "1 had thought you aready chosen
by the White Gods."

Her hand dropped and she brooded over the pattern of the bones for awhile longer before sweeping
them up and purifying them one by onein the smoke of her fire. Isabeau longed to question her, but knew
the Soul-Sage had said dl shewould say. Thelittle frisson of fear passed through her again, raising the
hairs on her arms and causing her sscomach musclesto clench. Buba gave alittle hoot of reassurance and

| sabeau hooted back.

The Soul-Sage looked up from her task and gave an odd little smile. "But | forget,” she said. "The owl
choosesto fly with you. The owl isthe messenger of the White Gods, the queen of the night and desth
and darkness, the Soul-Sage of birds. That isan omen that should not be forgotten.”

Wondering if the shaman meant her words to be acomfort, | sabeau gathered together her shaggy furs
and followed the Soul-Sage to the Rock of Contemplation, asmall rock ledge that faced east toward the
risng sun. She had to meditate here from sunset to sunrise, without food or water or fire, aharsh
tribulation in the bitter cold.

The snowstorm passed some time during the evening and the clouds cleared away so she could seethe
gars, huge and luminousin the overarching sky. Although she sat till, she moved her fingers and toes
congtantly in their fur-lined gloves and boots, and concentrated on her breathing so that the blood in her
veinsran hot and strong.

A while before dawn | sabeau saw, far away, a strange greenish glow that hung acrossthe horizon like a
dowly rippling curtain, edged with crimson and occasondly crackling with gold fire. Her own people
called that fiery curtain the Merry-Dancers. She stared at it in awe and wonder until at last it sank away



into embers. It too was an omen of some kind, though what it foreordained she did not know.

Then dawn came, the stars fading. Color dowly swept over the vast panorama of billowing cloud and
peaked mountains. The clefts of shadowed valeys darkened to indigo, and the little owl blinked her
round eyes and crawled within | sabeau's deeve to deep. | sabeau stood and stretched, chilly and stiff but
filled with serenity.

The Soul-Sage came up the uneven steps and crouched at the back of the cave, not speaking but
scanning | sabeau's face with eyes so heavily hooded that the color could not be seen. What she saw
seemed to satisfy her, for she nodded curtly and indicated her pupil follow her back down into the cave.

The central bonfire had been built high and the members of the pride crowded about it. The first med of
the day was always communal, and as usud |sabeau was one of the last to receive her portion of gruel
and dried fruit, being <till nameess and without status. She waited till everyone el se had finished, then
clustered close with the other children, most not even reaching her waist, holding up her wooden bowl for
the scrapings of the large pot. No one spoke to her or even glanced her way, but | sabeau was not upset
by their disregard, being used toit.

| sabeau then knelt before the Firemaker and received her wordless blessing. The old woman drew her
great-granddaughter to her and kissed her brow, a gesture of affection most unusual among the
Khan'-cohbans. "Bewary," she whispered. "There are many dangersin the mountains. Y ou haveto cross
land belonging to other prides, so remember your manners. Y ou are kin to the Firemaker, though, and
should be shown respect. Know that once you leave the haven the taboos on your Firemaker powers are
lifted, but not your debt of honor to the children of the White Gods."

| sabeau nodded. She knew her great-grandmother wastelling her she would be alowed to use whatever
powers she had to help her in her quest, but that she must not use her powers against any other

K han'cohban, no matter the provocation. The Firemaker was bound by arigid code of rules and very
rarely drew upon her powersin case she should offend. Isabeau had been confined by the same
restrictions, which had sometimes chafed her unbearably, used as she was to drawing upon her witchcraft
whenever she wanted.

| sabeau pulled on her boots and satchel, wrapped her coat around her, and gripped her tall wooden
gaff, the skimmer tied to her back. Any excitement she might have felt wastotaly overwhelmed by fear.
Sheredlized that dl shereally knew wasthat she had to journey across the harsh snowy wastesto the
Skull of the World, where some gods she did not redlly bdieve in would somehow give her anew name.

As shewaked toward the mouth of the cave, the pride all bowed to her and made the good luck
gesture, and she wondered somberly if shewould ever see any of them again. She cast adespairing look
back and saw that both her teachers, the wise shaman and the stern warrior, were following close
behind. Although neither gave her any smile of reassurance or comfort, she was both reassured and
comforted, and left the dark, stifling warmth of the cave with adightly lighter heart.

They led her around the side of the haven's valley and up the steep dope to the crown of the mountain.
With the sun at their backs they faced the Skull of the World, which bit into the Sky aswhite and sharp as
theincisor of a saber leopard. Between them and the towering pinnacle weretier upon tier of
sharp-pointed, ice-white mountains, their spreading roots hidden in gloomy shadows. | sabeau stared in
cold dismay. How was sheto climb al those mountains? How was sheto find her path?

"The fastest route is not always the straightest,” the Soul-Sage said. She pointed to the north. " That way
liethe snow plains of the Pride of the Fighting Cats.”

"The glacier sweeps down from the Skull of the World," the Scarred Warrior said. "Although it hasits



dangers, it ismuch easier to cross than the pesaks. There the dopes are smooth and one can skim for long
distances before one needsto climb again.”

"Arethey not the enemy of the Fire Dragon Pride?"’ | sabeau asked anxioudly.

"Remember you are on a sacred quest and therefore cannot be challenged by any you pass. They will see
your feathered staff and let you done," the Soul-Sage replied.

| sabeau nodded, staring out toward the north. "What do | do once | get to the Skull of the World?' she
asked.

"Y ou must be eaten, swallowed and digested,” the Soul-Sage replied. "Only once the Gods of White
have devoured you may you be reborn as an adult.”

| sabeau stared at her. "Do you mean that literaly or metaphoricaly?' she said, unable to prevent her
voice from quavering.

The Khan'cohbans did not reply, their faces blank. Their language did not have such subtle distinctions.
Isabeau grinned, feding alittle bubble of hysteriafloating up her throat. Their expressions only darkened.
Khan'cohbans did not have any sense of humor and abhorred any sign of levity in I sabeau. She
controlled her face with difficulty and said, "How am | meant to know what to do?'

"Have you not listened to the wisdom of the storytellers? Their tales are not only told to divert but so to
teach.”

"But | mean how shdl the White Godstell me my name?" she asked in an exasperated voice.

"Speechless, you shall speak my name.
"Must you spesk? Why then again,
"In spesking you shdl say the same," the Soul-Sage said crypticaly.

| sabeau repested the words to hersdlf, having to fight down anther gurgle of disbdieving laughter. The
K han'cohbans were very fond of riddles, proverbs and gphorisms, which often made for very tedious
conversations. Isabeau had never been very good at guessing riddles, but she knew better than to
demand an explanation.

The Soul-Sage crossed her hands at her breast, then swept them out, palmsflat. The Scarred Warrior
repeated the gesture of farewell, and then together they turned and made their way down the side of the
hill without abackward glance, leaving | sabeau done on the crest of the mountain.

Swooping and swaying, |sabeau reached the end of the valey and cameto ahalt with alittle flourish of
snow. She leaned on her staff, panting, and threw back the shaggy hood so she could see. All around her
the rim of the mountains cut into the greenish sky like the jagged edge of an eggshell.

Below was another fall of white land, much broken with rocks and stands of trees. It dropped down to a
great smooth sweep of ice, carving a path through the mountainslike agiant's road.

|sabeau’s heart lifted at the Sight of the glacier, and she had no hesitation in setting off down the hill once
more. Her body bent and swayed as she drove through the snow, having to legp or twist as natural
obstacles bounded up at her. A branch whipped her acrossthe face and shefell several times as her little



deigh skidded onice or hit aconcealed boulder. The euphoriaof skimming was zinging in her blood,
however, and so she merdly swung hersdf upright again, using her staff, and sped on her way.

Soon it was too dark to see, but Isabeau conjured up awitch'slight and sent it bobbing away before her,
the sharp blue light revealing cracks, crevasses and concealed rocks much more clearly than daylight
could. The owl took to the wing and flew before her, showing Isabeau the safest route down the
mountain.

It was a swift, dangerous, heart-jolting journey, but 1sabeau had thrown away dl caution, the adrendine
pumping through her system like the sweet intoxication of moonbane. She should have been injured time
and time again, but some sixth sense seemed to warn her of obstacles so that her body was swerving
away even before her eyes discerned the danger. Many times her wooden skimmer launched off into the
night sky asthe dopefdl suddenly away, but somehow she aways managed to land squarely, her
headlong pace only quickening. She skimmed so swiftly and skillfully that it was asif shetook flight,
following the owl onwingsof crackling bluelight.

The dark floor of the valey rushed up toward her, then suddenly her skimmer hit a patch of ice hidden by
alight dusting of snow. | sabeau skidded sideways, spun out of control, then cartwhedled high into the air.
She came down with agresat crash into abank of snow, al the breath knocked out of her.

Buba came down to rest by her face, hooting softly in concern. The witch'slight had winked out so all
was dark.

Buba, dearling, | need ye to fly about for me and find me somewhere to shelter, |sabeau thought.
Why can you-hooh not snooze-hooh through noon-hooh as Owl should-hooh? Buba grumbled.

But you ken | amno' an owl, Buba, Isabeau replied, smiling despite hersdlf. | like to do things during
the day and sleep at night.

| do-hooh not know why-hooh. Under moon-hooh all is cool-hooh, and Owl is queen, as
mute-hooh as wind. It is good-hooh.

For you, maybe, but no' for me, Isabeau said with asmile. It is almost night now, though, Buba, and
| need your keen eyesight and your wings. | need to find somewhere to hide until the sun comes
again.

Haunt-hooh to snooze-hooh in, the owl said know-ledgesbly.

Aye, but somewhere big enough for all of me. Isabeau smiled, remembering how the owl had found
her ahole in atree the previous night, barely large enough for Isabeau to fit her hand in.

Huge-hooh haunt-hooh then, the df-owl said, staring at |sabeau unblinkingly. Since the bird was no
bigger than Isabeau’s hand, the young witch seemed enormous to her. Bubafluffed out her wings, rotated
her head around so she could see what lay in dl directions, then took flight. The best of her wingswas
slent, her velvety feathers fringed to muffle the sound. Aswhite as the ground, the owl disappeared from
gght in moments.

| sabeau sat down on her skimmer to rest, then began to poke around in the snow with her skewer,
looking for anything to egt. Although she still had some supplies|eft, it would not take long to devour al
that she carried. The cold and exertion dways made her very hungry indeed.

If 1sabeau had been atrue Khan'cohban, she would have tracked down and killed a coney or bird for
her supper, or dug ahole in the ice through which to fish. But Isabeau was no Khan'cohban. Her years as



the ward of Meghan of the Beasts had formed her character and philosophy too fully for her to take
another creature'slife. So, despite the scorn and mockery of her pride, | sabeau continued to refuse to kill
or eat meet.

Found by the old wood witch as a baby abandoned in the forest, | sabeau had been taught to revere dl
life and think of the woodland creatures as her friends. Her guardian had had alittle donbeag as her
familiar and 1sabeau had been taught to speak the languages of animals as fluently as she spoke the
language of humans. She could no more murder aconey than she could atrusted friend, and so during
the cold dark months spent on the Spine of the World, she had subsisted only on what she could hersdlf
gather to supplement the stores of the pride. Most of the pride's gathering of grains, fruits and nuts was
done by the children and old people in the summer months and stored in huge, sonejarsin the haven.
Since | sabeau | ft the pride in the summer to return to her family, she did not help in the gathering and so
could not ask that she be given more than her fair share of the jealoudy guarded hoard. Winter was
therefore dways ahungry timefor her, and she had grown adept at finding edible barks and falen nutsto
give her the protein she needed.

Digging through the snow for something to est made | sabeau miss her guardian keenly. Although Meghan
of the Beastswas now Keybearer of the Coven, the most powerful sorceressin the land, 1sabeau ill
thought of her asthe grumpy old witch who had raised her. She had a sudden sharp longing to be back in
Lucescere, toasting her toes by Meghan'sfire and listening to her tales of the Three Spinners. When she
had esten her fill of Meghan's ddlicious little honey cakes, she could walk over to the palace to visit with
Iseult and Lachlan, playing spillikinswith the children while her oldest friend, the jongleur Dide, sang
somewistful lovesong. ..

| sabeau had to swallow hard to didodge the lump in her throat. If | starve to death in the snow I'll
never be going home, shetold hersalf sternly and bent once moreto her task.

By the timethelittle owl had winged sllently back to her shoulder, she had found only a handful of lichen
and bark and afew smdl nuts and was looking rather forlorn. Bubakindly offered to hunt down some
insectsto share with her but 1sabeau declined with a shudder. It was pitch-black in the valley and bitterly
cold, and she gladly followed the owl aong the frozen stream, sinking up to her kneesin the snow, until
she cameto amassive old fallen hemlock.

| sabeau clambered around the roots, which were flung up into the air like hissing snakes, and jumped
down into the pit where the roots had once dug into the soil. Looking about her she gave alittle murmur
of gppreciation. If she could not have acave, thislittle pit was amost as good. Not much snow had falen
into the hollow, which was protected by the upflung roots, and there was plenty of firewood closeto
hand.

Shelit thefirewith asnap of her fingers, blowing it into life and feeding it with scraps of bark and leaves
until it was burning merrily. She then ground the nuts and bark into a handful of grain, threw in some snow
and made hersdlf athick porridge for her dinner.

Leaving Bubato guard her deep, Isabeau rolled hersdf in her furs. It was aclear night and she stared up
at the luminous stars through the fretwork of pine branches, feeling a pleasant, euphoric fatigue.

The owl woke her only afew hours|ater. | sabeau opened her eyes unwillingly. Every muscle ached and
the euphoria had faded into bone weariness. The bruisesfrom her many falswere throbbing and she
gave alittle moan and tried to burrow hersdlf back into deep. The owl bobbed up and down on her
chest, then, receiving nothing but another groan, pecked her sharply.

| sabeau sat up angrily. "What be the matter, for Ea's sake?'



Horned-hooh men pursue-hooh . . .

| sabeau rubbed her eyes and looked about her. All was still. One of the moons had risen and cast apale
radiance over the black and slver landscape. For amoment Isabeau thought her gaze was svimming and
she rubbed her eyes again, only to redlize that the black dots dancing across the landscape were the
shadows of people, swiftly skimming down the glacier.

Dressed dl in white, the Khan'cohbans themsdlves were invisible but the cold moonlight caused them to
cast sharp shadows that swung and legped as their skimmers sped down the dope in wide graceful
CUrVes.

| sabeau crouched down, trepidation filling her. No doubt the Khan'cohbans had seen her wildly swinging
witch-light and had cometo investigate. In her white furs, I sabeau knew she would be difficult to find. All
she needed to do was curl up in the snow and the searchers could pass within amere foot of her and not
see her. She was atrespasser on the Pride of the Fighting Cats territory, however, and concedling herself
could be misconstrued as hostile or deceitful behavior. After amoment's thought she stood up, scouted
around in the snow until shefound afdlen branch and then caused it to ignite into ablazing torch. She
stuck it into acleft between two rocks and then sat cross-legged on her skimmer to wait.

The Khan'cohbans saw her fire and turned swiftly, converging on her like birds to athrown scrap of
bread. There were twenty or more of them and Isabeau had to breathe dowly and deeply to maintain her
ar of cam.

They stood in sllence, regarding her. Although it was night, the moon rode high in the sky and cast a
brilliant light over the snow. They should be able to see the feathers decorating her staff, eveniif they
could not tell their color. Isabeau kept her eyeslowered and waited, though every nerve was strained in
anticipation of violent movement.

Then one of the men stepped forward, pulling back his hood so she could see histhick, curling horns and
the steep, dark planes of hisface. One of hishorns was broken and the thin line of his six scars gleamed
againg hisalive skin. He swept two fingersto his high forehead, then to his heart, then out to the view.

| sabeau lifted one hand to cover her eyes, the other hand bent outward in supplication.

Her response must have satisfied them for the warrior said curtly, “Come.”

| sabeau nodded and gathered up her satchel and skimmer. She followed them down through the copse
of treesuntil they came to a smooth open dope. The Khan'cohbans strapped on their skimmersand
glided away quickly, with Isabeau following asfast as she could.

The Khan'cohbans gave her no respite, only waiting long enough for her to catch up with them before
climbing up into asteep ravine with long stridesthat |eft her panting along behind. At last the ravine came
to an end in asteep cliff. On ether side were occasiond clefts or caves, most quite shallow. 1sabeau
could smell smoke, and the mouth of thelargest of the caves wasilluminated with the uncertain light of a
fire. It was close to dawn and | sabeau was stumbling with weariness. She followed them up the steep
rocky path until they reached the mouth of the cave, looking about her with interest. The leader of the
Scarred Warriors pointed at the ground. " Stay," he said.

| sabeau nodded, though disappointment filled her. Shewas cold, tired and hungry and had hoped for a
more comfortable resting spot than anicy rock ledge. As the Kahn'cohbans disappeared insde the cave
shewrapped her damp furs closer about her and squatted down in the shelter of aboulder. Bubaflitted
down, silent as a snowflake, and perched on her knee, the round golden eyes inscrutable. |sabeau
smoothed down the tufted ears with one finger, alowed the owl to creep within her deeve, then rested
her head on her arms.



She was woken from an uneasy doze by the sound of someone approaching. Isabeau jerked her head up
and saw atal woman coming up beside her. The sky above the valley walswas pae, dmost colorless,
and the light had the peculiar clarity that dawn brings. |sabeau stared at the Khan'cohban warrior and felt
alittle shock as the woman bent down to spesk to her.

"lseult?" she said dazed, looking up into eyes as vividly blue as her own.

The Khan'cohban woman scowled, the blue eyes as cold as glacid ice. "Come," she snapped. "Old
Mother has granted you audience.”

| sabeau stared at her without moving for amoment, thoughts jostling through her mind. The Khan'cohban
did not have blue eyes. Their irises were clear and pdlucid aswater. The Khan'cohbans did not have
pae skin liberdly bespattered with freckles. Their skin was swarthy with white shaggy eyebrows. This
woman's brows were red and finely marked. Although her hair was hidden by her fur cap, |sabeau had
no doubt it would be as red as her own. Y et her features were unmistakably those of a Khan'cohban,
with strong, prominent bones, abeak of anose, and heavy eydids.

| sabeau followed the blue-eyed Khan'cohban into the cave, nibbling thetip of her glove thoughtfully. This
must be a descendant of the Firemaker's sister, who had been rescued from exposure in the snows by
the Pride of the Fighting Cats many years before. That would make her some kind of cousin to Isabeau
and her twin sster Iseult. The gpprentice witch had been without family for so long she could only fed!
pleasure a the idea of meeting ardative, but it was obvious the Khan'cohban regarded her with
resentment and suspicion. Her back was stiff, her hands clenched by her sides, her gaze averted. Isabeau
remembered the troubled history of the Firemaker's family and said nothing.

The cave waslow and dank-smelling, lit only by the bonfire built toward the back. A heavy pal of smoke
hung in the air, making |sabeau’'s eyes sting. Sitting around thefirein the familiar cross-legged position
were the Old Mother and the council of Scarred Warriors. Further away from the fire sat the storytellers,
the metalsmiths, the weavers and the Firekeepers. All cast her one quick glance then lowered their eyes
to their hands, returning to their work.

| sabeau knelt before the Old Mother, not daring to scrutinize her face though she longed to search for a
resemblance to her great-grandmother, the Fire-maker. After awhile the First of the Scarred Warriors
demanded, "Y ou have dared to cross our boundaries. What is your business here?’

| sabeau lifted her staff so they could see the red-dyed feathers and tassels. "I go in search of my name,”
she answered respectfully. "I beg leave to pass through your lands on my way to the Skull of the World."

The Firg of the Warriors said gruffly, "Those on the name-quest are under a geas to the Gods of White
and are therefore under their protection. Y ou may travel fredy."

| sabeau made the gesture of thanks and raised her eyes. She saw amiddle-aged woman with a
highboned face set in heavy lines of pride and temper, and sunken eyesthat gleamed bluein the firdlight.
Her long red hair, drawn back tightly from her brow, was beginning to be dulled by gray. Isabeau could
have been looking at ayounger version of her great-grandmother, except this woman wore the tawvny
spotted fur of the native lynx, the totem of her pride. The broad head with its snarling muzzle and black
tufted ears hung down her back.

The blue-eyed woman who had fetched | sabeau gave a sharp protest. "But sheisthe get of the
Fireemaker!" she cried. "See her eyes, blue asthe sky, and her hair, red asflame. Sheis one of the Red,
sent to decelve us and spy on us. The Firemaker regrets her overture of peace and seeksto disinherit us

agdn!”



Anger and suspicion flashed across the Old Mother's face. She leaned forward and seized | sabeau's face
inapainful grip, turning it so thefirdight blazed upon it. Then the fur cap | sabeau wore was torn off so
her abundant red curls sprang free. The circle of watchers muttered angrily.

"Never trust the dragon,” the First of the Storytdllers said grimly.

The Old Mother nodded, her mouth compressed into athin line. "We have ways known the Pride of
the Fire Dragon were our enemies,”" she said. "'l have often pondered the meaning behind the
Fire-maker's gesture of friendship these last few years. She has ever been jealous of her power, and
though we hoped she spoke truth when she spoke of her acceptance of me as her rightful heir, often |
have been beset by doubt. Now it seems asif this doubt has foundation.”

| sabeau was dismayed. Carefully she made the gesture of respect and then said, "Old Mother, itistruel
am of the Firemaker's get but | have no desireto disinherit you. | wish only to travel unhindered upon my
naming quest. | was assured | would be given leave to cross your land since the Pride of the Fighting
Cats and the Pride of the Fire Dragon are at peace.”

Therewasasnort of disbelief from the blue-eyed warrior. "You liel" shecried. "Do you think | do not
remember you? It has been many winters since you received your name and your scars. | have often
fought with you in the past and know you hate us as much aswe hate you."

"Indeed, you are no mere child,” the storyteller said. ™Y ou have the breasts of awoman grown and your
eyes show you have seen more years than thirteen.”

| sabeau made the gesture of agreement. ™Y ou speek with truth,” shereplied. Her impulsewasto rush into
explanations but her training held true and she said nothing more, lowering her eyes respectfully.

Therewas along, charged Slence, then at |ast the storyteller said reluctantly, ™Y ou say we spesk with
truth. How can we spesk truth if what you say istrue?

"Y ou ask of me aquestion. Do you offer meastory in return?' 1sabeau said. There was another long
pause, then even more reluctantly the storyteller made the gesture of agreement, saying gruffly, "I ask of
you aquestion. Will you answer infullnessand in truth?!

"I will answer infullnessand in truth,” 1sabeau answered, and raised her heed, bringing her handsto lie
upturned on her thighsin the traditiona pose of the storytdler. "Y ou, the First of the Storytdllers of the
Pride of the Fighting Cats, spoke truth when you said | was no child, for | have lived through twenty-one
of the long darknesses. | am but a child in the eyes of my pride, however, for | have lived on the Spine of
the World for only four years. | am therefore nameless and without status, and travel to the Skull of the
World to hear what the Gods of White shall tel me."

Therewasalittle stir of surprise at her words, and Isabeau’'s cousin made an impatient gesture of
dishdief. Isabeau turned to her and said sternly, ™Y ou, though, who share the blue eyeslike the summer
sky and thered hair like flamethat all kin of the Firemaker share, you do not spesk truth.”

Congternation and outrage flashed across the Khan'cohban woman's face, echoed in more subtle ways
by the listening crowd. |sabeau went on steadily. "To understand why, you must know the story of my
birth. I am the daughter of Khan'gharad Dragon-Lord, grandson of the Firemaker. It isknown to you dl
how he traveled away from the Spine of the World to study with the wise ones among the humans. He
met there ahuman woman and loved her and conceived with her twins."

Again there was allittle shift and murmurs of shock and outrage. | sabeau looked around at their stern
facesand said, "Evil had cast its shadow over thelives of the humans and there was much war and



bloodshed. My mother fled to the mountainsin search of my father's people but was overcome with the
birth pangs. She would have died if it had not been for the intervention of the queen-dragon, who wasin
geas to my father for the saving of her daughter'slife. She bore my mother to the palace of the dragonsin
her claws and there my sister and | were born.

"Knowing that twins were forbidden among the Peopl e of the Spine of the World, the queen-dragon
bade one of her sons carry my twin sister to the north where she was left for the Firemaker to find.
Another of her sonswastold to carry me to the south, where awise woman and Soul-Sage of the
humans found me and raised me to adulthood. It was not until | met my twin sister that | knew | waskin
to the Children of the White Gods and | came to the Spine of the World to learn the history and wisdom
of my father's people.”

| sabeau paused for along moment, letting her wordssink in. "'l and my twin sster are asdikein faceand
form asthe Firemaker and her sister must have been. Thus you could mistake mefor her, and an honest
mistakeit is, though not thetruth. So | tell you again, dthough it istrue | am of the Firemaker'sget, | have
no desireto chalenge you for the godhead. | wish only to travel unhindered upon my naming-quest.”

Shelooked back at the Old Mother, whose face was expressionless, her eyes hooded. The Firgt of the
Scarred Warriors made a series of swift gesturesto her and she nodded dowly. He turned back to
Isabeau and said, ™Y ou have answered fully, though we have no way to judge the truth of what you are
saying. How are we to know that you are indeed the twin of the one we know as the Firemaker's kin and
not hersdf?"

| sabeau pedled off her gloveto show them her left hand. The two smallest fingers were missing, ugly
scars where they had once been. Involuntarily the Khan'cohbans recoiled, disgusted by her deformity.

| sabeau pressed her lipstogether but said nothing, lifting one finger to stroke the triangular scar between
her brows.

"My sister had won two of her Scarred Warrior scars,” she said softly. "Y ou can see | have not been so
honored. Yet | am scarred in my ownway. They say it isthe scratch of the White Gods claw.”

The Khan'cohbans glanced at the scar and then glanced away immediately, too polite to stare. Only one
man dared to examine her face intently, an old man with seven triangular scars on his cheeks and
forehead. Dressed in the heavy furs of abear, he wore an eagle'stalon around his neck and at hiswaist
was a pouch of skin that clattered dightly as he moved. | sabeau made alow gesture of respect and he
reached out one long bony finger and touched her gently between her brows. "The stranger speskstruth,”
he said and turned to shuffle into the shadows.

"So beit,"” the Old Mother said. "Y ou are under the protection of the Gods of White and may travel
through our landsfredy."

"Thank you," 1sabeau said and bowed.

Her cousin wastense ill, her hands clenched on her thighs. Her mouth was shut grimly but |sabeau
knew she was restraining passionate words. It seemed the quick, impetuous temper that she and I seult
shared was an idiosyncrasy of the whole family. Among the Khan'cohban any strong emotion was
regarded coldly, and | sabeau wondered fleetingly how her cousin had fared, growing up among such
austere people. She cast her a swift look of sympathy but this acted like alash to her cousin's lacerated
pride. The fiststightened and she leaned forward, saying angrily, "It may be true that this stranger isthe
twin to the one we know, but does that mean she does not covet the godhead? | say she has come
among usto lull usinto deep while she discerns our weaknesses. The peace between our pridesis naught
but a scab over a suppurating wound. For many centuries the dragons and the fighting cats have clashed,



and we have suffered many times from their scorn. Should we forget that so easily? Do the storytellers
not say, 'If you want peace, prepare for war'?'

Anger sparked in Isabeau’s eyes. "Have you forgotten these caves you shdlter in arein the fire dragon's
land?" she cried. "The Firemaker has made many overtures of peace to your pride, and given you these
caves so you need not suffer the full force of the winter sorms. She has named your Old Mother heir to
the godhead, disinheriting her own descendants whose paths have led them away from the Spine of the
World. Doesdl this mean nothing to your people?!

"Never trust the dragon,” the blue-eyed warrior said with heavy emphasis.

| sabeau sprang to her feet. "Do you accuse me of lying?' There was as much incredulity as anger in her
voice, for the Khan'cohbans were bound by arigid code of honor that included an absol ute taboo on
falsehood, particularly when replying to adirect question.

Her cousin was on her feet in aningant. "I do," she answered, and made the rudest, most contemptuous
gesture in the Khan'cohban language.

For amoment | sabeau was so angry she could not speak, then she said in astifled voice, "Isthishow the
Pride of the Fighting Catstreatsits guests? Have you forgotten | am on my naming-quest and thusdue all
honor and respect?’

"I say your tak of the naming-quest is naught but atrick and alieto lull usinto fase peace," her cousn
retorted, her freckles drowned in the crimson that had swept up her throat and face.

The Firgt of the Scarred Warriors made an abrupt gesture of intervention, but the Khan'cohban woman
wastoo livid with rage to heed him. She drew her knifein aswift motion and flung it a Isabeau's feet. "'l
chdlenge you to prove your truth upon my body!"

| sabeau looked down at the quivering knife then around at the faces of the Khan'cohbans, who had all
sprung to their feet at the first hint of confrontation. She knew such a gesture could not beignored. The
rules of honor demanded that she accept the challenge and defend her integrity. Such an accusation could
only be answered in blood.

Y et | sabeau had no desire to fight her own cousin and, athough she had been trained in the art of the
Scarred Warrior, believed violence was no solution. She looked up at her cousin and cold fingers of fear
clenched around her heart. Thiswas no mere challenge to be decided by the first drawing of blood. The
K han'cohban woman had murder in her eyes.

"Sheisonly achild and crippled!" the First Storyteller cried. ™Y ou cannot chdlenge acripple.”

"Sheisone of the Red," the First Warrior replied dowly. "And has her seventh scar. That means she
must have some power."

The crowd stirred uneasily. 1sabeau dowly bent and picked up the knife, then handed it back to her
cousin, hilt outward. "We arekin," she said gently, "and | am on my naming-quest. | do not wish to
answer your pride's hospitality with violence. | have told my story and your Soul-Sage has accepted the
truth of my speaking. Will you not let me passin peace? Once | have won my name and my scars| shal
be returning to my own people and you will probably never see me again. | would like to think we could
part asfriends.”

The young warrior scowled, seizing the knife and spinning it in her hand. "Isit because you are afraid or
because you know you speak falsaly that you refuse my challenge?’ she jeered.



| sabeau saw mistrust and contempt on the faces of all around her and sighed. "1t isbecause | do not want
to be the one to break the peace between our prides,” she answered. "'l will not alow you to call me
dishonorable, however. To doubt my honor isto doubt my teachers and the Firemaker hersdlf.”

Sheturned and bowed to the Old Mother. "If | must fight to prove the truth of my telling, so beit. Let it
be clear to dl who watch that | mean noiill to the Pride of the Fighting Cat nor to those of the Red.”

The Old Mother bowed her head in acceptance of her words. Swiftly the watching Khan'cohbans moved
back so awide circle opened around the cousins. 1sabeau dowly stripped off her shaggy coat and folded
it neatly, placing it to one side with her fur cap. Just as ddliberately she set aside her satchel and took off
her heavy boots, knowing that her calmness was only inflaming her cousin'srage. The Khan'cohban
warrior was taller and stronger than I sabeau and had won three scars, the two dashes on her |eft cheek
indicating she was an accomplished fighter. | sabeau must win thisfight, which meant she must take every
advantage she could. Her only chance was to goad her opponent into making ill-considered moves.

She saw Buba's head peep out of the pile of furs and sent her asilent messageto lie still. Her enemy must
underestimate her. Seeing | sabeau was accompanied by an owl would make her cousin think twice;
| sabeau wanted her to think not at all.

With her red-tasseled staff in one hand, she bowed low to the Old Mother and then to her enemy. The
Khan'cohban warrior gave her the most curt of acknowledgments then attacked in aflurry of swift
movements, her dagger in one hand, her sharp skewer in the other. | sabeau made no atempt to return
the attack, merely swaying out of reach while she watched intently for any clueto her enemy's strengths
and weaknesses. Anicy cam had settled over her. She breathed dowly and steedily, ignoring her
enemy'scrud jibes, her feints and pyrotechnics. The turning of the planet seemed to dow until each
heartbeat was like the muffled pound of adrum, her enemy's spins and kicks and blowsasdow asa
datdy minuet.

|sabeau felt asif she was one of the watchersin the dark cave, not one of the combatants. She was ill,
the maypole around which her enemy swung and danced. She felt she knew every tactic the warrior
would use before she herself did. Not one blow had connected, yet the Khan'cohban warrior was
fighting with dl her skill and training. Floating somewhere beyond her body, | sabeau knew her enemy
was growing both tired and desperate, only her anger fuding her savagery. She was blind and deaf with
anger, her breath rasping in her chest, while 1 sabeau was using the minimum of energy to evade her
enemy's attacks. Somewhere degp insde she was conscious of surprise a herself, for she had never
been considered a skilled fighter. All her teachers training had come together, though, into this one pure
flame of being. | sabeau was at one with the coh.

Her enemy lunged a her recklesdy and | sabeaul S destepped gracefully, so that the lunge turned into a
stumble. Isabeau could have cracked her staff down on her cousin's back, but instead she stood back
courteoudy, waiting for her to recover her balance. The warrior snarled at her, mad with rage, and flung
her dagger raight at 1sabeau’s heart. Without thought | sabeau’'s hand came up and she caught the knife
only inchesfrom her breast. She was unable to help grinning with amazed pleasure, and tossed the knife
out of thefighting circle. Thewarrior flushed red with humiliation and drew her little mace with acurse.
Her attack grew more frenzied, and | sabeau had to move more swiftly to avoid being struck. Sighs or
soft groans came from the crowd, asign of their intent involvement.

The warrior detached the head of the mace from its handle and siwung it round her head till it was ablur,
then sent it whizzing toward her opponent. Isabeau ducked and it flew over her head and into the crowd,
out of thefighting circle. Quickly the warrior dived toward 1sabeau, trying to take advantage of her weak
stance, the skewer flashing down. Isabeau rose from her crouch into a somersault that took her high into
theair, over her enemy's head. Thewarrior crashed into the floor and lay for amoment winded. | sabeau



waited patiently, both hands resting on her staff.

Thistimethewarrior rose dowly, her face twisted with hate, and circled | sabeau warily. She no longer
underestimated the gpprentice witch. They feinted for some minutes, the warrior unhitching her
eight-sded reil from her belt. Isabeau breathed deeply and calmly, her eyesfixed on her opponent's. She
did not bother to watch her hands or her body, knowing her enemy'sintentionswould be signaled in her
eyes. Suddenly the warrior flung the eight-sded star and it came curving toward | sabeau's throat with a
faint hissng sound. In the same instant her enemy lunged forward, the skewer held low. | sabeau arched
backward, the skewer diding aong her back without breaking the skin, the reil missing her throat by a
whisker. The crowd gave an involuntary gasp for it had seemed impossible that |sabeau could have
avoided both. She took her weight on her hands and flung her body over, landing again on her fedt.
Again her enemy stumbled off balance and again | sabeau took no advantage, waiting for the
Khan'cohban to regain her equilibrium. The First Warrior smiled grimly.

Thewarrior picked herself up and looked at 1sabeau with some puzzlement. She weighed the long
skewer in her hand and called out gruffly, "Why do you not strike a blow? Do you not wish to prove
yours=lf?'

| sabeau said gently, "Y ou are my kin. | do not need to strike ablow to prove mysdlf." Despite hersdif,
there was astress of pride in her intonation and the warrior flushed redder than ever and hefted the
skewer over her shoulder, throwing it with deadly accuracy. |sabeau had to fling herself to one sideto
avoid being spitted, and she heard the wicked hiss of the reil asit spun toward her. She flung up her
hand and caught it, and there was a gasp of astonishment, for such athing was near impossible, given the
shape of the weapon and the speed with which it spun. 1sabeau tossed it out of the fighting circle and got
to her feet without haste. Her enemy was standing staring at her with her mouth openin disbdlief. Of dl a
Scarred Warrior's weapons, the rell wasthe most prized, for it returned to the warrior's hand asif it had
alifeof itsown. It took great sill to throw and catch the reil, and no one had ever known it to be caught
by itstarget.

There wasfear in the warrior's eyes now, and consternation. | sabeau bowed to her, leaning lightly on her
gaff, and dowly her enemy unhitched her little axe and approached her warily, dmost reluctantly. They
engaged again, though this time both were on the defensive. I sabeau used her staff to block ablow, then
heaved it upward so her enemy fell backward. The skewer clattered out of her hand, and | sabeau turned
and pointed &t it, and it did across the floor and out of the fighting circle. Now her enemy had only the
little axe, atool more often used for hacking firewood and ice than for fighting. She got to her feet dowly,
gathering together her will and her courage, and attacked | sabeau again. There was no rage or bravado
left in her face or her stance now, only asort of puzzlement. It took only afew secondsfor Isabeau to
disarm her and toss the axe out of the circle, then they stood, watching each other, | sabeau's hands at
rest on the head of her staff.

Without rancor, the red-haired warrior said, ™Y ou could have killed me." 1sabeau nodded. "But you
struck no blow at dl.”

"Y ou are my kin and the heir to the Firemaker," | sabeau said softly. "I would not be the one to destroy
the gift of the Gods of Whiteto their children.”

"So you do not want the godhead,” I sabeau’'s cousin said. "1 thought. . ." She hesitated amoment, then
bowed to Isabeau, lifting one hand to cover her eyes, the other hand bent outward in supplication.
| sabeau brought two fingersto her brow, then to her heart, then out to the sunlit day.

"l giveyou my apologies,” the red-haired warrior said dearly. "I confessto fear, vanity and pride, worst
of deficiencies. | was afraid the Firemaker regretted her acknowledgment of us, the descendants of



Khan'fella, she who was|eft out in the snow for the White Gods. | wanted to be the only heir and thought
to diminate any threat to my position. | challenged your truth-telling in order to kill you without
consequencesto mysdlf, knowing that to kill you outside the fighting circlewould beto cdl the
punishment of the Gods of White upon me. | ask your forgiveness and offer you the right to order my
punishment.”

| sabeau made the gesture of acceptance, then said, ™Y our challenge was honest, though, for you truly did
not believe | wastdling thetruth. It was afair challenge therefore, and | have proved my truth and my
honor to you and your pride. Thereis no need for punishment.”

"The stranger-child ismerciful,” the Old Mother said harshly. The color rosein her daughter's cheeks and
she bowed her head, saying,"What then isyour will, Old Mother?!

"Y our humiliation is punishment enough, | think," the red-haired woman replied, "for indeed | do not think
any warrior of this pride has ever been beaten so shamefully. Many times| have warned you againgt
conceit and quick temper, and at last you see the crevasse that can open benegth you as aresult of such
faults. Remember, though, that you are in debt to the stranger-child for she had the White Gods within
her and could have killed you a number of times. Wait upon her now like a bond-servant and do what
she orders, and know that one day the time will come when she will demand payment of the debt.”

I sabeau’s cousin bowed her head and made the gesture of acceptance, al her freckles drowned under
her high color. Isabeau restrained a gesture of protest, for she knew the Old Mother had just given her
daughter'slife into her hands. Debts of honor were taken very serioudy on the Spine of the World. She
could order her cousin to throw herself from acliff and she would have to obey, isabeau had no wish to
put her cousin under such an obligation, but she knew she had no choice. The Old Mother had spoken
and the red-haired warrior had accepted her words.

"It isthe seventh scar of the warrior you should wear upon your brow,” her cousin said. "I have never
seen such afighter as you and the Pride of the Fighting Catsisfamousfor itswarriors."

"I am no warior," Isabeau said. "Truly the White Gods had their hand upon metoday. | have never
fought like that before and | never shal again."

"The White Gods must have some dread purpose for you, to guard and protect you so well,” her cousin
said in awe. | sabeau nodded, troubled and afraid.

"My nameisKhankatrin," her cousin said very low. "It means'swift with ablow asthefighting cat'.

| sabeau was honored. The Khan'cohbans did not tell their nameslightly. "1 do not yet have a
Khan'-cohban name," shereplied, "but when | do | shdl shareit with you. | am called Isabeau in my own
land. It means'god ismy oath'."

"Indeed, the gods do honor you," Khan'katrin said. "Come, you must be weary. | shall serve you and
when you have eaten and rested, | shall fill your empty bag with grain and fruit and guide you to the edge
of the Fighting Cats land to make sure you do not go astray.”

| sabeau thanked her and made her farewe Isto the council circle.

"May the White Gods aid you in your quest and keep the wolf from your path,” the Old Mother said.
| sabeau made the gesture of farewell and then followed her cousin out into the gloomy dawn.



Transformations

Thewind blasted along the glacier, driving sharp needles of iceinto every gap in Isabeau's clothing.
Huddling her hood as close about her face as she could, Isabeau sscumbled aong, her vison filled with
whirling snow. In her mind, she heard the words of the Soul-Sage's riddle in endless repetition.

" Speechless, you shdl speak my name.
"Must you speak? Why then again,

"In spesking you shdl say thesame.”

Although the verse became a sort of mantra, muttered in time with her dragging steps, the words became
increas ngly meaningless with each repetition. Asthe words significance receded, so grew Isabeau’s
sense of hopelessness.

A thin, dark shape emerged from the whiteness, and I sabeau gave alittle gasp of relief. A treel She must
be coming to the edge of the ice plain. Trees meant shelter and a chanceto rest. On the plains the snow
was packed so hard she had not even been ableto dig hersdlf alittle ditch in which to crouch, even if she
had been willing to risk being buried in snow.

She waited out the worst of the storm inside a lightning-blasted tree and woke to adeep, profound
dlence. After hearing nothing but the unceasing shriek of the wind for the last four days, the slencewasa
blessed reli€ef. I sabeau dug hersdlf out of the hollow tree and crawled out into asilver and black
landscape. Overhead huge stars hung, while the untouched snow stretched in al directions, soft as velvet.

| sabeau smiled wearily and strapped on her skimmer. Although she knew the dangers of skimming at
night, she could not pass up thefirg clear weather in days, besides, her night sight was exceptionaly
good. The snow did past easily and her chilled limbs began to warm. Buba flew on ahead, the only
motionin dl that ill, slent world.

They came over adight rise and sped down the dope ahead, | sabeau's heart giving alittle bound as she
saw the dark peak of the Skull of the World rearing ahead. She had been afraid she had lost her way in
the storm, having nothing but her intuition to guide her.

By the time the sun rose, the mountain filled most of the horizon, itstip wreathed in clouds. The glacier
was narrow now, and steep. Isabeau had to turn and recross every few hours, gaining as much height as
she could each time. Then it became too steep and she had to take off her skimmer and climb.

She crossed the ridge, the keenness of the wind snatching the bresth from her mouth. The Skull of the
World filled the sky, towering above the other peaks around it. She scrambled down the rocks quickly,
seeing her destination so close, perhaps only aday's journey away. As she neared the snow again,

| sabeau heard a strange keening sound, like a crowd of women sobbing and wailing. All the hairs on her
body rose. She moved forward cautioudy, straining to locate the source of the weeping. She came
around a bulge of stone and saw, far below her, ariver winding itsway through awide, deep valley. It
ran swiftly over stones, a pure clear blue. Steam twisted above its ruffled surface, pale and thin as ghosts.



| sabeaul smiled, recognizing the geography. Shewasin the land of the Pride of the Frost Giants, and that
river was caled the Lament of the Gods. She had often heard it described in the tales of the storytellers.
Theriver wept, it was said, in grief for her lover the sun, whom the gods murdered in ajedlousrage.
Later, the gods were sorry and alowed the sun to be reborn once ayear, but he could only travel the
world for afew short months before again dying. Their love was till cursed, though, for when the sun
cameto kisstheriver once more, the heat of his presence killed their daughter the mist.

I sabeau knew from the tales of the great naming-quests that she had to follow the Lament of the Godsto
its source, but first she needed to find some way of getting down the cliff. It was growing dark so |sabeau
began to look around for somewhere to spend the night. She left the path and scouted up one of the
deep ravinesthat cut down from the mountainsde. Bubaflew ahead, dmogt invisblein the gloom.

The ravine had been cut by afast-moving stream which dashed down therocksin a series of little
waterfalls. Here and there the stream widened into pools, wreathed with mist and bound all about with
snow. When I sabeau paused to drink she was startled to find the water was hot and rather bitter on the

tongue.

Suddenly she crouched down, unmoving, al her senses straining. Ahead she could hear guttural shouts
and laughs, dmost drowning out the snarl of some young anima which, high-pitched and desperate,
spoke of terror and pain. Isabeau bit her lip, then quietly crept forward until she could peer over apile of
boulders to see what was beyond.

A snow-lion cub was crouched within acircle of squat, grotesque creatures who were tormenting it with
their spears and clubs. The cub'swhite fur was wet and matted, and stained here and there with blood.
Oneleg hung usdedy, but till it hissed and snarled, lashing out with its sharp claws at any of its
tormentors that came too close.

With broad flat noses, ditted eyes, huge flapping ears, protruding yellow teeth, skin the color of adead
fish, and big feet with long, spreading toes, they were repulsive creatures. | sabeau thought they must be
uka, aKhan'cohban word meaning "demon’ and used to describe al the ugly, dangerous creatures of the
mountains. In her own mind she named them goblins, for they looked just like an illustration in one of her
old fairy books.

She knew she had to save the cub. There was no question of leaving him to be tortured to death by the
goblins. The only question was how. Although short, the goblinswere wiry and strong, and armed with a
wide assortment of clumsy weapons. | sabeau chewed her thumbnail then, in aflash of ingpiration, raised
her hands to her mouth and gave the terrifying roar of asnow lion. The sound reverberated around the
ravine, causing snow to dide from the rocks above and fdl in arattle of stones. The goblins stared
around in terror. Poking ababy snow lion with their spears was one thing, facing an angry full-grown
male another atogether. As Isabeau roared again, they gave a shriek of dismay and ran away up the
ravine.

| sabeau ran out and gathered the cub up onto her 1ap, purring in reassurance. At first he cringed away
from her human scent but she dragged off her glove and et him smdll her hand, purring dl thewhile. He
sniffed suspicioudy, histail gradudly stopping itslashing. She rubbed his head and he cuddied into her fur
coat, kneading and purring in contentment. She looked about her swiftly, then stood up. staggering alittle
under hisweight. Although only ababy, hewas till heavy. Buttoning him up in her coat, she turned and
hurried away down the ravine, knowing the goblins would come back as soon astheir bravado returned.

Floundering through the snow, her arms aching with the weight of the whimpering, squirming cub, |sabeau
followed Buba's soft hoots. At last the little owl found her aden under afallen tree and she thankfully
crawled insde. Conjuring alight, she examined the injured cub more closdy and bit her lip in dismay. The



goblins spears had been filthy and even the most shallow of his cuts would become infected if she did not
clean them properly. Reassuring the cub in his own language, she reluctantly built afire, melted snow in
her little pot, and crumbled afew dried herbsinto the bubbling water. It took alot of coaxing before the
cub let her touch the wounds, and by the time she had finished, her hands were bleeding from
innumerable scratches.

It was late and snow had begun to fal again. With thelion cub curled againgt her sde, hislittle heart
besting rapidly againgt hers, 1sabeau drew her heavy coat closer about them both and fell immediately

into a deep deep.

The goblinsfound them just after dawn. 1sabeau had thought they were safe thanks to the snowfall which
hed hidden her tracks. Thelingering smell of her smoke drew them, however, and they came hollering
and shrieking up the gorge, waving their weapons. Woken from her deep by Buba, 1sabeau peered out
from under the fallen tree, remembering al the dreadful talesthe storytdllerstold about the uka, who
were said to consider Khan'cohban flesh agreat ddlicacy, particularly if it had been well tenderized by a
long, dow, painful desth.

She scrambled back into the shelter of the fallen tree and drew one of the half-burned faggots out of the
ashes of her fire. Pushing the lion cub behind her, she made the faggot burst into flame just asthe goblins
swiped their spears under the tree trunk. With shrieks of fear and rage, they leaped back and Isabeau
thrust the burning torch at their faces. The goblins retreated and she gave one of the terrifying war cries of
the Khan'cohban and chased after them. They ran squealing but circled around to jab at her from the
rear. She swept the torch around, throwing abdl of flame at the nearest goblin with her other hand.
Although he dodged, his coat of uncured animal skin took flame and he had to roll shrieking in the snow
to put it out. A few more feints with the burning torch and the goblins retrested once more.

"Well, that's the goblinstaken care 0'," Isabeau said to the baby lion. "I must be on my way, though.
What am | meant to do with ye then?”

He gave alittle mew and she said consideringly, "1 wonder where your parents are. Are ye an orphan?
Or did yejust wander away? Y e were wet through. Had ye falen in the stream? If so, ye cartna have
wandered far. Y our den must be near where | found ye. Shall we go back there?

He yawned widely, his pink tongue curling, then began to limp away down the gorge.

"So ye want to walk on your own four feet, then,” Isabeau said. "Bide awee, laddie! I'm no' quite
reedy.”

The cub turned back to look at her, then sat with hisfluffy tail curled around his paws. Isabeau let the
jedlouslittle owl crawl insde her deeve, tied her skimmer to her back and thrust her suppliesback in her
satchel, then began to retrace her steps. The lion cub bounded aong before her, hampered only alittle by
his bandaged paw.

They arrived back at the ravine and clambered aong the rocky shore of the stream, keeping aclose
watch out for any more goblins. Although the sun shone in ablue sky overheed, the gorge was shadowy
with many boulders and crevasses where the hideous creatures could hide.

| sabeau caught the sharp odor of lions and her step dowed, though the lion cub gave alittle meow of
excitement and bounded forward. |1sabeau tested the breeze to make sure she was downwind, then crept
forward, peering over a huge round boulder.

The gorge widened out into asunlit corrie with cavesin thewalls and flat rocks around alittle spring of
water which bubbled too swiftly to freeze over, despite the snow that heaped the rocks dl around. A lion



was drinking at the spring, histhick white coat blending in with the mounds of snow. He was huge, with a
magnificent black-edged mane and great golden eyes. Behind him three lionesses basked in the sunshine,
their cubs playing by their sde. To one side another lioness prowled about anxioudy, sniffing the rocks.

Astheinjured cub rushed forward, she bounded down the rocks, deadly and graceful. She bowled the
cub over with one heavy paw, then sniffed him al over. The smdll of Isabeau’s ministrations caused her to
snarl and tumble the cub about roughly, and he whimpered alittle and lay meekly under her paw, belly
up. Thelion raised his mgestic head and walked ponderoudy over to where the lioness crouched over
the cub. He sniffed thellittle lion al over and then lifted hislip in distate. |sabeau dowly crept away, glad
to see the cub had found his parents but not willing to risk talking to them. Although she had been taught
the feline didect asachild, and the little lion cub had seemed to understand her, she had never before
tested it onared livelion.

Suddenly she heard the deep cal of the lioness and the sound of swift motion. Terrified, she glanced over
her shoulder and saw the cub's mother racing after her, golden eyes glowing, red mouth open. 1sabeau
screamed and fled. Then amassive paw struck her between the shoulder blades and shefell into the
snow, banging her elbow on the rocks.

Shoulders hunched, arms over her head, she buried her head in the snow, expecting the agony of tearing
flesh. When nothing happened she looked up cautioudy. The lioness stood over her, warm breeth
clouding inthefrosty air. Isabeau half rolled, trying desperately to purr, though her throat was dry with
terror. The lioness bent her head and nudged Isa-beau's shoulder. Then she delicately licked I sabeau’s
cheek, her tongue as rough as sandpaper. She was purring deep in her throat, the sound asloud and
contented as a hive full of bees. Isabeau purred back and the lioness kneaded her shoulder briefly but
painfully, then stood back, alowing Isabeau to gingerly get to her knees. |sabeau cautioudly put up one
hand and stroked the lioness's plush white fur, and she in turn rubbed her head against I sabeau’s palm,

purring ill.
"It was my pleasure,” Isabeau said huskily. "I'm glad | was ableto help.”

The lioness nudged her affectionately then turned and prowled away, her paws sinking deep into the
snow. The cub frisked about her, attacking her black-tufted tail which swung gracefully behind her, and
pretending to nip at her legs. Isabeau got to her feet, her throat thick with emotion, and saw the lion was
watching her, his golden eyesinscrutable. She bowed to him and backed away, her legs shaking. At last
shewas out of sight and could turn and run, unable to shake off the fear the lion would decide she looked
like a pleasant way of bresking hisfast.

The sense that she was being followed did not dissipate as she hurried aong the edge of the cliff, though
she could hear nothing but thewall of theriver and the occasiond londly cry of an eagle hovering far
above. She turned often to scan the path behind her, but it was narrow and twisting here, following the
bulges of the rock, so she could not see for any great distance. It began to angle downward sharply so
she had to jump down the rocksin severd places, once dipping on apatch of icein her haste. 1sabeau
heard stones rattle behind her and quickened her pace.

She reached an open stretch of snow with awonderful view down to the river but did not pause, though
her ssomach grumbled with hunger. Someirrationd fear drove her on, glancing often over her shoulder.
Then she saw movement on the path severa bluffs behind her. She stared intently and recognized the
squet figures of the goblins, running swiftly. There were twenty or more of them now and terror seized
her. She broke into arun, casting around for somewhereto hide. It was difficult to run indl her furs, with
the skimmer and satchel banging on her back. Soon she was panting and sweeating. From her deeve she
heard Buba protest deepily, but she blundered on. She came to a stand of pine trees and leaned against
one, bresthing harshly as shelooked behind her. Then the goblins broke from the shadows and ran



toward her, waving their clubs and spears, screaming with ddlight.

| sabeau threw down her satchel and skimmer and drew her axe from her belt. With asweep of her hand
she conjured acircle of flame about her. Maintaining firewith no fud for it to feed on was exhausting
work but she had no time to cut down dead branches from the trees. The goblins came to ahalt beyond
the flames, jeering and shouting and shaking their weapons. Then the biggest of them, abrutewith a
helmet made horribly from a dead wolf's head, began shouting orders. Quickly the goblins gathered up
handfuls of snow in their great spades of hands and threw them on thefire. As Isabeau desperately fought
to keep the circle of flame burning, one raised a dingshot and dung a stone through the hissing, dancing
flames. It caught her on the temple and she fell back, keeping one off with her staff while swiping & the
other with the little axe. Her concentration broken, the fire fizzled away and then the goblins were upon
her.

| sabeau was in danger of falling beneath the ondaught, hideous hands with filthy, broken claws dragging
at her furs, clubsfaling on her shoulders and back. She shook them free and leaped high into the air,
catching hold of the branch above her and swinging into the tree. Four began to quarrel over her satchel,
tearing it open and spilling her precious grain into the snow, while wolf-head caught hold of the tree and
began to shakeit. The goblin with the dingshot peppered her with stoneswhile the other goblins swiped
at her feet with their spears. Isabeau clung tightly to the tree and tried to climb high, out of their reach,
though the tree was shaking darmingly. Her maimed hand was wrenched free and she fell, swinging from
the other and trying desperately to regain her hold. Her dangling feet were hammered with blows before
shewas able to swing her legs up and grip the branch. Wolf-head jumped up and down, swiping at her
with his spear. | sabeau felt the fur of her coat tear, then a sharp sting as the spearhead broke her skin.
She winced away from the pain, managed to climb onto the branch and then swung higher. A spear was
thrown at her but hit abranch and fell back into the goblins crowding around the tree.

Suddenly aroar reverberated around the glade. Isabeau dmost fell in her shock and the goblins
screeched with dismay. Wolf-head siwung around and then gibbered as he saw the huge white lion
bounding down the dope toward him. The lion's golden eyes were burning with rage and his mouth was
wide open, hisfangs gleaming. The goblinsfel over each other in their haste to escape, but the lion was
among them in seconds, claws ripping, great jawstearing. Some fell screaming, the others al scattered
and ran. Within momentsthe glade was ill.

The snow lion sat and licked his bloody paw clean, staring up at |sabeau. 1sabeau stared back. She
watched the lion groom himsalf, wondering if he could climb and thinking unhappily that he probably
could, faster and more easily than she could hersdlf. He finished tidying himsalf up, wrapped his
black-tufted tail around his paws, and settled down to staring at | sabeau with undivided attention.

| sabeau suddenly redlized he was purring deep in histhroat. She relaxed. He grinned at her, stretched,
yawned and got to hisfeet. Every line of hisbody expressed satisfaction and pleasure. She watched his
chest risewith his purring and longed to run her fingers through his magnificent mane and rub the velvet
whiteness of his cheek. She was till too wary to come down, though, and so shewatched in silence as
he dowly padded back up the meadow and disappeared into the shadows. Only then did Isabeau climb
down and shakily gather her things together, careful to avoid the bodies of the dead goblins.

The weather stayed clear and fine dl day and Isabeau was able to make good time. She did not
encounter any more goblinsor lions, to her reief, though once she saw an ogre down in theriver vdley,
crouched on the shore with aspear in his huge black hand. The cliff was not so steep or high here, with
the land dl about beginning to grow more gentle.

Latein the afternoon she rounded a bluff and saw a great wide sweep of snow running down to theriver.
Ahead the peak of the Skull of the World cut into the blue sky. Theriver wound down from thetall



mountain, its waters running a pure blue-green and fringed on either sde with copses of trees. All around
were high cliffs and bluffs, while an eagle floated far above, wings black against the apple-green sky.

| sabeau took a deep breath, unable to believe her journey's end was so close. The sun was sinking
toward the mountain peaks and so she drew Bubaout of her deeve, cupping her in her hands and
rubbing her tufted ears.

"Will yefind me aholt, dearling?' she asked. The owl blinked her great golden eyes deepily, rotated her
head then stretched out her wings. With a soft hoot she took flight over the broad dope. The apprentice
witch strapped on her little deigh and began to skim gladly down the dope toward theriver, the owl
gliding ahead of her.

| sabeau sped so swiftly thewind roared in her ears and tears sprang to her eyes. She gave alittle cry of
exultation and leaped off ahigh mound of snow so she could spinintheair. It had been some days since
she had last been able to skim so fregly. She landed with ahiss of iceflying, spun again and did agreat
swooping curve. From the corner of her eyes she saw something move, something huge. Her heart
lurched. With ajerk of her body she cameto ahat and pulled back her hood, shading her eyeswith one
hand.

Far above her afrogt giant was lumbering down the dope. Twelve feet tal, with ashaggy mane of hair
and beard dl iff with blueice crystas, he was dressed in amotley of whitefurs. Carrying alongice
spear in one hand, his eyes shone with a cold blue light. Each blundering step caused snow to dide down
the dope with frightening speed. He shook his spear at her and bellowed, and cold fear shuddered in

| sabeau’'s somach. Shetook off, no longer swooping and swaying but fleeing straight down the middle of
the dope. He legped after her, gaining with every step, while amass of snow raced ahead of him with a
grinding, roaring noise asterrifying as his hoarse bellows.

There was a great whoosh. |sabeau ducked ingtinctively. Theice spear flashed past her, missing her by
inches. It smashed into the hill before her, loosening another great chunk of snow. |sabeau swerved, her
heart pounding sickeningly. She bent low, skimming asfast as she could, the ground rising and dropping
below her. Sherisked a glance behind her. The avalanche was egting at her tracks, swallowing the sky.

Bubaflew upintotheair, caling to her desperately. Soar-hooh, the owl cried. Soar-hooh high-hooh.

Suddenly the world plunged away. The clamor of the ava anche rose up and engulfed her. Stars spun
overhead. Although dusk had fallen, Isabeau could see clearly. The mass of snow was plunging down the
mountain, drowning treestiny as matches, sweeping out across the river and blanking its glimmer. The
frost giant was swept away. |sabeau saw his agonized face disgppear under the raging white torrent far,
far below her. Theworld wastilting, afiery rim of black mountains spanned by sweeping stars. Thewind
rocked under her likeariver of cold fire. All was quiet. She was queen of the night, her wings binding the
wind to her will, the stars streaming away behind her. She saw Buba glide before her, leading the way
down into thick trees where the shadows gathered dark, but not too dark for her keen gaze to pierce.
They cameto rest on abranch.

| knezv-hooh you-hooh were Owl, Buba said complacently.

Ingtinctively Isabeau's talons flexed and gripped and she shuddered her wings. Her mind shrieked a
denia. She stared at Buba, the bird's round eye as big as the sun. The owl blinked once or twice and
shifted from claw to claw. Isabeau |ooked around rather wildly. The branch they were Sitting on was as
large as an oak tree. Thetree was like atower. She could hear every sigh and murmur of thewind
among the pine needles like the melody of an orchestra. She ducked her head down into her feathers,
terribly afraid.



Why are you-hooh a-swoon? Buba asked. We flew-hooh together through moon cool-hooh,
soar-swooped together as owls should-hooh.

But | am not really an owl, Isabeau replied shakily. | do-hooh not know how to-hooh change back.
Why would you-hooh want to-hooh? Bubasaid.

I'm not an owl, I'm a girl-hoooooh, Isabeau wailed. If she had had tear ducts she would have cried, but
al that came out was along mournful hoot.

Owl now-hooh.

| sabeau unclasped and clasped her taons anxioudy. Buba huddied closer, rubbing her feathery head
agang her. Come soar-sivoop through moon cool-hooh, the éf-owl said and took off into the
darkness.

After amoment | sabeau spread her wings and flapped them. She was afraid to launch off as Buba had
done. The ground wasterribly far away. 1t would have been like jumping off the top of the Tower of
Two Moons. She hooted anxioudy and Buba materialized out of the darkness, white and sllent asa
snowflake. Shelanded beside | sabeau and, without warning, pushed her off the branch. Isabeau shrieked
and flung open her wings. Effortlesdy she glided through the darkness. A fretwork of twigs sprang
toward her and she shrieked again and turned ingtinctively, narrowly missing atree trunk. She ducked her
head and flapped her wings, and her body obediently soared upward. Euphoriafilled her. Shewasflying!
She experimented, stretching one wing then the other, flgpping them, holding them still. Through the dark
forest she bumped and bounced, Buba gliding beside her.

At last they cameto the edge of the forest, looking out across the river to the shoulders of the mountain.
The Skull of the World towered at the head of the valley. I1sabeau's euphoria faded abruptly. Here she
was a her journey's end, and she was trapped in the shape of an owl. How was she to complete her
guest and return to the pride as an owl?

| have to-hooh remember how-hooh | changed shape, she said to Buba. If | can change shape once,
| can surely do-hooh it again.

The ef-owl only stared a her unblinkingly. 1sabeau stared back. She would have liked to have rubbed
her eyes and yawned, for shewas very tired. It was hard to think, her head felt suffed with feathers.

Noon for snooze-hooh, moon cool for soar-swooping, Bubasaid. Shooze-hooh when sun comes.

So-hooh snoozy, Isabeau said. She could hardly stretch her wings out and thought if she had tried to fly,
shewould have dropped like a stone.

Come, Bubasaid. Creep inside tree and snooze-hooh. Owl shall pursue subdue for you-hooh.

| sabeau obeyed. Within the bole of the tree was a snug little cave, lined with sawdust and pine needles.
She huddled her wings about her and closed her eyes, deep faling down on her like agiant hammer.

When she woke Buba dept beside her, head sunk into her ruffled-up feathers, alittle pile of half-eaten
moths and grasshoppers beside her. Once | sabeau would have been revolted by the sight. Now shefelt a
savage hunger awake in her and devoured the insects hungrily. Once her appetite was- sated, she poked
her head out of the holein the trunk. It was daytime and the sun dazzled her eyes. She snuggled back
down into the burrow, hunched her head down into her wings, her ear tufts erect. Just as shewas
dropping back to deep, sheinvoluntarily burped up alittle hard pellet of undigested shell and wing.
Feeling much better, she settled down into deep again.



It was night when she woke. Hunger was gnawing at her once more and so she made no complaint when
Bubaled her out to hunt. They flew through the forest, snapping at moths and little night insects, searching
out grubs under bark, and breaking open cocoons with their sharp hooked beaks. |sabeau managed her
wings with some skill thistime, though she did not have the same effortless sillence as Buba.

When they were replete, the owls flew on through the forest, flying for the sheer joy of it. They soared
aong the curve of theriver and up the dliff, where two thin waterfalls created fantastical curtains of weter,
intricate as lace. As I sabeau soared up into the dark sky, avague thought tugged at the back of her mind.
She saw how the waterfalls streamed down on either Side of agreat yawning cave and said to hersdlf,
The Tears of the Gods.

Sheturned and swooped back, following the course of .thefaling water till she came again to the dark
entrance of the cave. With her owl-sight she could see clearly in the darkness. With a great bulge of rock
above the gaping cave and the two waterfdls streaming down from clefts on either sde, the dliff face
looked like aface contorted with grief. The entrance to the cave was like amouth stretched into a howl.
Memory came back to her, and with it akind of horror. The World's Mouth!

| sabeau fled back to the sanctuary of the trees, owl-thought and human-thought jostling together. She
crept into the burrow in the hole of the tree, though thistime she did not deep, just huddled there, her
head nervoudy rotating to one side then the other. Buba crept in and snuggled down close for comfort.

| have to-hooh change back, | have to-hooh change back, |sabeau thought frantically. How-hooh?
How-hooh?

Bubagave aderisve cry. Why all this hooh-Jwoting? Just do-hooh it, she said. Not here-lwoh
though. Too-hooh huge for- this nook-hooh.

| sabeau calmed alittle. True-hooh.

It was dmost dawn and Buba was deepy. Shooze-hooh through noon-hooh, in moon cool you-hooh
change, hooh-hooh?

Hooh-hooh, Isabeau agreed, coughing up alittle pellet and settling down to deep.

In the pine-scented darkness | sabeau crouched on the ground, her head sunk down into her wings as she
concentrated as hard as she could. Buba sat on abranch above her, rotating her head occasiondly to
scan theforest, her round eyes unblinking.

| sabeau had absolutely no idea how she had managed to change shape. One moment she had been
fleeing down the mountainsde, an ocean of snow crashing down upon her. The next moment, she had
been soaring up into the sky, atiny white owl. There had been no conscious decision, no setting of her
will aswas usua with the working of witchcraft. All she had felt was an urgent need to escape, to fly into
the sky as Buba did.

Shapechanging was not something witches could usualy do. It was magic out of fairytales and myths,
magic againgt the natura order of things. It was not like conjuring fire, which shivered dwaysintheair
between sky and earth. 1t was not like whistling up the wind, which coiled and shifted around theworld in
congtant motion anyway. It was not like Meghan's charm with animas, which came from loving them and
understanding them, or Ishbel's ability to fly, which came from reversing the natural forces of the universe
which caused astone to fdl to the ground and the starsto swing in their courses.



Y et | sabeau had seen tadpoles grow legs and lungs and become frogs. She had seen caterpillars spin
themsdves slken cocoons in which to deep, gnawing their way freein the spring with new wings glued to
their backs, transformed into butterflies. Nature was full of transformations.

And Eileanan wasfull of magical cresturesthat shifted from one shape to another. |sabeau had waiched
her friend Lilanthe shift into the shape of atree many times, flesh growing leaves and bark and flowersin
amost disconcerting manner. She had seen Mayathe Ensorcellor metamorphose into her sea-shape,
shining with silvery scales, her back curving down into agrest finned tail like afish. She had even
watched as her father had been transformed back into a man after seventeen years trapped in the body
of ahorse. Thinking about those metamorphoses, | sabeau remembered what Buba had said. Just
do-hoohiit.

So | sabeau did. She imagined herself as awoman, her own well-known and comfortable shape, and
concentrated dl her will and al her desire on returning to that shape. And suddenly shewas no longer a
little white owl but atal white woman, crouched shivering and naked in the forest.

It was hitterly cold. Isabeau hugged herself, her breath hanging before her facein frosty clouds. Above
the forest the two moons sailed, one red as ablood plum, the other an ethered blue. The ky itsdlf wasa
midnight blue and strewn with stars and planetsthat glittered with al the cold colors of crystas, white,
green, amethyst, rose.

The wind flayed her like awhip. She had no ideawhat had happened to her clothes and supplies. No
doubt they lay benesth mounds of snow, left behind as she had flown into the sky. Desperation filled her.
Despite the clear sky, she would soon freeze to death without clothes or food. She could gather together
firewood and build hersdlf afire, but even so it would be hard to keep hersalf warm. Already her feet
were numb from the snow. It took only afew moments hesitation before | sabeau changed back into an
owl.

Bubahooted joyfully.

Too-hooh cool-hooh, Isabeau hooted back, ruffling dl her feathers gratefully. Thistime she could tell the
difference between human-sight and owl-sight. The moons were huge and pockmarked in the sky, but
gray. Everything was gray, even the darkness. She could see the gradations of blackness clearly, ableto
discern the shape of twigs and grasses even in the darkest shadows. Her hearing was aso much sharper
and her ability to locate the source of the sound pre-ternaturaly precise. Since she was so much smdller,
the trees were like towers, looming over her. She spread her wings and flew up to the branch where
Buba perched, dancing alittlein her excitement.

Together they flew through the trees and out across the river, which wailed and sobbed againgt the
stones, shining oddly in the moonlight. Beyond was the wreck of the avalanche, roots and branches
sticking up out of the mess of snow and stone. I sa-beau's keen eyesight scanned the broken dope and
she saw something metalic glint. Immediately they flew down and I sabeau transformed again into her
own shape. She dug franticaly and found the strap of leether with its meta buckle. Shefreed it from the
snow and was relieved to find most of her tools till firmly attached to the belt. The mace was gone and
the blade of the dagger had snapped but her axe and skewer were intact ill.

| sabeau used the long skewer to poke through the snow, ignoring the shivers wracking her naked body.
The skewer knocked dully againgt something, and she dug with abound of her heart. Happily she
retrieved her skimmer from adeep drift of snow and knelt on it, though the wood was near as cold asthe
snow. Despite dl her frantic searching, she could find no clothes or her satchel and so sat back on her
hedlswith despair, her teeth chattering. She was so numb with cold she could hardly move; but shewas
reluctant to change back into an owl since she could not then carry her tools or skimmer away, or search



through the snow.

Inspiration burst upon her. I sabeau shut her eyes, gripped her hands together and concentrated. Shefelt
the changeripple over her, felt power and strength race through her like a draught of gold-endoewine.
She opened her eyes and grinned as she saw furry white paws stretched before her. Gingerly she
extended and retracted her wicked claws, lashed her black-tufted tail about, and turned around on the
spot. It took afew moments to adjust but once Isabeau has grown used to the change, she stretched out
her great strong body and |eaped forward over the snow, intoxicated with her speed and grace. The owl
flew before her, hooting mournfully, while far overhead astar died in aburst of slver fire, arching across
the dark night sky.

| sabeau could have run and legped dl night, every muscle and tendon in her body working in perfect
rhythm, her blood singing with the knowledge of her own magnificence. Sherolled in the snow, licked her
fur deek once more, and explored the sudden acute sengtivity of her sense of smell.

In thisway she found her coat, quite unexpectedly, for she had merely been following the vague delicious
amel of woman and ulez. With her massive paws and sharp teeth, she dragged it free of the great weight
of snow covering it, and found some scraps of torn cloth that had once been her shirt. A dim memory
dtirred in her and she was able to sharpen her focus upon what it was she did here, in this snowy figd
under afrozen sky. She searched with greater resolve, and found her leather leggings, with the stockings
gill ingde them, wet through. Then she found one boot.

Joyfully she bounded about, searching for the other, but it was nowhere to be found. At last she gave up,
gtting and licking her paws clean of snow, conscious of having looked ridiculous bounding about like a
new-born kitten. When her coat was clean and her poise restored, she rose and strolled back to where
thelittle owl was perched on the curve of the skimmer, watching expressionlesdy. It occurred to | sabeau
the bird might be atasty morsdl, for she was conscious of the emptiness of her belly. The round golden
eyes stared at her gpprehensively and I sabeau grinned. Immediately the round, white bird spread its
wings and flew up into the sky, hooting angrily. Isabeau told hersdf it would have been like choking on
feathers and followed amost delicious smell of dead meset instead.

She found its source, half buried in snow, and dug & it hungrily. Although the meeat was hdf frozen she
could still smdll its dowly decaying reek and had soon uncovered it, worrying at it with her teeth. It was
huge, an unwholesome bluish color, covered with thick wiry hair and stiff aswood. Even exerting dl the
strength of her jaws and neck, Isabeau was unable to drag it free of the snow. She sat back, snarling, tall
lashing. The huge digits clawed for the starry sky. Somewhere deep insde her she recognized it asagiant
hand. Contradictory emotionswarred in her, hunger and disgust. She soothed hersdlf by tidying up her
whiskers.

Overhead an owl hooted and |sabeau's ears swiv-ded. She watched the little white owl float down and
ettle on the massive dead fingers. Round eyes met danted.

Moon-hooh go-hooh, the owl hooted, rather coldly. Shooze-hooh soon-hooh?

| sabeau was confused. Between her pride, her hunger and her disdain struggled alittle thread of memory.
The sméll of the decaying frost giant's hand suddenly made her nauseous. She retched, and found hersalf
on her hands and knees, red hair hanging over her face as she vomited into the snow. Her somach was
so empty only athin bile burned her throat and coated her tongue with afoul taste. She swilled her mouth
out with a handful of snow and looked about her blearily.

Seeing the giant's hand | sabeau scrambled away hagtily, her ssomach heaving again as she remembered
dimly worrying at it with her teeth. She picked up her fur coat and huddled it around her, even though it



was heavy and wet. She struggled into her leggings, the damp leather unpleasantly dimy. Buckling the belt
around her waist she dragged on the one boot and shoved her dripping stockingsinto her pocket. She
then pulled the skimmer aong behind her as she dogged down the dope toward theriver.

Soar-hooh? Bubacaled.

| sabeaul shook her head. "I think Jneed to bide asalassie aweewhile," shereplied grimly in her own
language.

Why-hooh? The owl hooted.

"l just do," Isabeau replied, and dogged on, conscious that the sensation of cold in her bare foot was
turning to a dangerous numbness. She reached the stony banks of the river and plunged her foot into its
unnatural warmth. Life rushed back into the limb with ashock of pain, turning again to afiery cold asshe
withdrew it. Gently shedried it on her coat, careful not to rub too hard, until her whole foot tingled with
returning blood.

| sabeau looked about her wearily. Exhaustion lay on her, heavy as a mountain. She had to have shelter,
fireand food, and quickly. The sky was beginning to lighten, and it had been along, arduous night. She
did not understand much of what had happened but until she had dept and eaten, she knew she could not
puzzleit out.

There was a huge dead tree on the rocks, swept down in the spring floods. 1sabeau gathered her will
together and caused it to burst into flame. She had not much strength and the flame guttered quickly, but
enough of the wood had caught for the log to begin to smoulder at one end. I sabeau could summon no
morefire, but she fanned it and blew on it until little sparks began to fly. At last asmal fire was burning
and Isabeau could crouch before it, warming her chilled body. She passed into a half-doze, the damp
coat huddled around her.

* % %

| sabeaus woke some time later, shivering with cold. The sun was up but itslight was thin with little
warmth. Shelooked about her dazedly and immediately frozeinto stillness.

A young Khan'cohban boy was standing only afew feet away, his staff held before him. Hishornswere
only just budding but hisface was as stern and hard as any fully grown warrior, hislong mane of hair as
coarse and white. His staff was decorated with gray tassels and feathers, and benegath his shaggy coat

| sabeau could see the same color gtitched aong hiswoolen shirt in the stylized shape of running wolves.

Rising dowly, Isabeau carefully and humbly made the gesture of greeting. He did not return it, looking her
over suspicioudly. Isabeau knew she must present avery odd sight, dressed as she wasin only a shaggy
coat, leggings and one boot, her red curls wildly tumbled and matted with leaves. Her bare foot was blue
and mottled-looking, with white patches here and there showing frostbite was sinking its bitter teeth into
her flesh. The skin of her hands was white and dead looking, her nails blue astheriver. She could not fedl
her ears or her nose or much of her face. 1sabeau knew she needed treatment fast.

Patience was needed with K han'cohbans, however. She repeated the salutation, saying courteoudy,
"Greetingsto you, Khan of the Gray Wolves. | seeyou, like mysdf, are on your naming-quest. | hope
that your path, unlike mine, has been free of frost giants and avalanches.”

The Khan'cohban boy's face softened dightly. He gestured to her, saying: "But how can you be one of
the Children of the Gods of White? Y our hair .. ."



"Y ou ask of me aquestion. Do you offer meastory in return?' | sabeau said.

Therewas a brief struggle between curiosity and the naturd disinclination of any Khan'cohban to owe a
gtory, then the boy nodded. "I ask of you aquestion,” he said reluctantly. "Will you answer in fullnessand
intruth?'

"I will answer infullnessand intruth,” 1sabeau answered, and assumed the Sorytdling position. Shetold
the story of her birth yet again, taking care to explain that she had no desire to inherit the Firemak-er's
position. Even though the lands of the Pride of the Gray Wolf were far away from the Fire Dragon's
lands, the boy knew all about the Firemaker and accepted | sabeau's story with as much interest asit was
politefor him to show.

She ended with an account of the attack by the frost giant. She made no attempt to explain how she had
escaped the subsequent snow dide, despite her promiseto tell thefull truth, telling hersaf he had not
asked theright question.

When she had finished, he hesitated then said gruffly, "What question do you wish to ask me?”

"I would gladly relinquish the question in return for somefood and clothing,” I sabeau replied, trying in
vanto ill her shivering.

He amost smiled then, and cameto her side, setting down his gray-tasseled staff against the rocks and
undoing hissatchdl.

He gave her flat bread and dried fruit, then threw down abrace of dead coneys he was carrying over his
shoulder. 1sabeau turned her body so she did not have to look at the poor little corpses, though she
devoured the bread and fruit hungrily. He then rdlit her fire from the live cod he carried at hiswaist and
began to cook them up some grue from herbs and wild grains, roasting one of the coneys on a spit made
from atwig. |sabeau wondered how it was he managed to have such awell-stocked satchel and
remembered his pride owned the land closest to the Skull of the World. He had not had far to travel. It
did not seem fair somehow.

While she waited for the porridge to cook, I sabeau hung her fur coat up to dry and ran naked over the
sonesto immerse hersdlf in theriver again. She knew from her training as ahedler that the only way to
treat frostbite was to return warmth and circulation to the affected area as quickly as possible. Strange as
it seemed, the water of the snowbound river was hot and would warm her faster than anything esein this
wilderness of mountains.

| sabeau chose her entry point carefully for the river was swift and powerful and the rocks sharp. She
found a place where the water was camer and did thankfully into its buoyant warmth. Sweat sprang up
on her face and neck, the water so hot it was dmost unbearable. She bent her head back so dl her hair
flowed like ruddy water weed and the numb tips of her ears were submerged. She floated there, her
hands and feet moving constantly to restore fluidity to her joints and to keep her closeto the shore.
Staring up at the blue sky, shefdt pain thrill through the affected parts and rgjoiced. Having lost two
digitsin the torture chambers of the Anti-Witchcraft League, she had no desire to lose any more.

Sherolled and kept her face under the water as long as she could, then swam about gently, fegling
warmer than she had in months. The horned boy was watching her, gnawing on a coney leg, hisface
trying hard not to show his amazement and fear. Khan'cohbans never swam, 1sabeau remembered. He
must think her very strange indeed, to show no fear of the water and to swim as nimbly as any otter.

At last Isabeau swam to the shore and climbed out, having to fight the force of the current. Immediately
the cold air lashed her but she ran over the stonesto thefire, shaking off the water and rubbing herself



dry with her companion's spare shirt. Her coat was dry and warm now and she wrapped it around her
gratefully, then pulled on her woolen stockings and the leggings, rather tight after being dried so closeto
thefire. Her feet and hands were coming up in blisters where the skin had been frostbitten and carefully
she bandaged them in the torn pieces of her shirt.

She then wrapped her feet in the damp shirt, having nothing else to keep them warm. The horned boy
shook his head and gently pulled her feet free, wrapping them in his own shaggy coat. She looked at him
insurprise and he said, "The sun iswarm enough. Let the shirt dry by the fire and when you are ready,
you can give me back my coat.”

"Thank you," she said and hungrily ate the bowl! of grud he passed her. When she had finished, she
paused and then said tentatively, "Y ou are very kind. | amin your debt, for surely | would have died
without your food and the loan of your clothes. | shal remember.”

He nodded, pleased. She leaned back againgt the boulder, weary and replete. Hanging her head down
between her knees, she began to dry her hair with her hands. The curls sprang up, red and bright, and
she shook them back, grateful for thistrick which the Firemaker had taught her. It had always taken
hoursfor | sabeau to dry her hair naturally, even in the warmer lands of the south. Thisway it took only
seconds, though the first few times she had tried it she had scorched her hair, unable to control the hegt

evenly enough.

Fedling the boy's eyes on her she glanced up and immediately he looked away, embarrassed to be caught
garing. "There are some advantages to being the get of the Firemaker," | sabeau said.

He said severdy, "Y ou will never make agood warrior with hair like that. It stands out against the snow
likeaflame. It issaid a Scarred Warrior should move as swiftly and silently asthewind, be as
unfathomable as clouds when hidden, and strike as suddenly and asfatdly aslightning.”

"I know," Isabeau said with mock humility. "My sister used to crop hersto the scalp and wear awhite
capto hideit, but I do not wish to cut mine. | likeit long. It used to hang down to my knees, but | do not
supposeit will ever grow that long again.”

"It would get intheway of skimming," hereplied austerdly, and she nodded, smiling.

"It does get in theway alot, even braided. Still, | do not want to be awarrior so it does not reglly
metter."

Hewas affronted. To be awarrior was the highest ambition possible for a Khan'cohban child To sit on
the pride's council of warriors was the only position of high status not passed down from parent to child.

Hesaid coldly, "What isit that you wish to be that you so scorn the art of the warrior?!

"l want to be a sorceress,” Isabeau said, and at hisblank look pointed to the scar between her brows. "A
Soul-Sage." She knew there were many differences between the definitions of sorceressin her language
and soul-sage in hislanguage, but it was the closest she could come to making him understand.

Reluctant respect crossed hisface. She saw he wanted to ask her more questions but his deeply
ingrained politeness held him back. She pointed to the fire and it legped up warm and golden. He
warmed hishands, glancing a her envioudy. "I can see why the Firekeepers were not pleased when the
Firemaker wasfirst given to the prides,”" he said. "It would be very agreegble to not have to guard my
cod so carefully.”

"It takesagreat ded of effort to makefire, though," |sabeau replied, feding her weariness pressing her



down into therockslikeagiant fist. "If | am very tired or ill, | cannot summon it and then | must go cold,
unless| too have alive cod. And if thereisno fud for the flame, then | must use my own power to feed it
and that drains me of energy very quickly."

She flopped her head back and stared up at the sky. She saw adark, bent shape hanging in the bare
branches of atree by theriver. Idly she wondered what it was. A dead crow perhaps? Then her attention
sharpened. She leaned forward, staring at it intently, and then grinned in ddlight. "This," shesad, "is
another useful gift." She held out her fingers and the dark, hanging thing twisted, toreitsalf free of the
branches and flew to her hand. It was her missing boot.

"I must confessto envy," the boy said, "aviceindeed."

"Who knows, you may be ableto do it, if you try hard enough,” Isabeau said. "Many people could do
things they thought impossibleif they gave themsdvesachance. Doesthe rell of thewarrior not return to
their hand?If areil, why not other things?'

She saw she had given him food for thought and leaned her head back again, closing her eyes. The sun
was warm on her face and her somach wasfull. She could deep again. With difficulty she opened her
eyesand said, "l thank you again. | am very tired for | had little chanceto rest last night, and | wish to
deep and regain my strength before | face the World's Mouth. These stones are hard and cold, and itis
too bright here, so I'm going to go back into the forest to deep. | am in debt to you. Isthereaught | can
do or must | carry the geas until such atime as circumstances give me achanceto relieveit?'

He sad rather shyly, "I walked up and down thisriver dl day yesterday |ooking for some way to cross
the river, for one must crossto climb up to the World's Mouth. Y et the river runs so fast and the stones
are so sharp | can see no way. There are bones al along the shore and adead girl ..."

| sabeau was revolted. "Dead? Where?'

He pointed up theriver. "On the rocks, near the cliff. At first | thought she was till dive but she has been
dead afew days. Sheisall bloated . . ."

Chewing her thumbnail, 1sabeau remembered the tales of the Sorytellers. And in her grief, the river
took into her terrible embrace many of the children of the Gods of White, for if her child could not
live, why should the sons and daughter s of the prides? And to the voice of her lament was joined
the wails of the drowned, echoing forever through the Skull of the World.

"Come, let metake alook," she said abruptly. "I cannot teach you to swim in amorning but perhaps|
can find the safest way acrosstheriver. It isonly asmall deed though, not to compare with giving me
food and clothes.”

"It will save mefrom joining the dead girl in the watery arms of theriver,” he said and she nodded.

The shore of the river was treacherous with rocks so they clambered back up into the meadows. The
frost giant's hand still groped desperately out of the mess of snow, broken trees and rocks, and | sabeau
gavealittle shudder asthey skirted the edge of the avalanche. The events of the night werelikea
nightmare, only dimly remembered yet constantly lurching darkly at the edge of her consciousness.

If shewasto change shape, |sabeau thought, she would have to be careful not to let the beguilement of a
particular shape work on her so that she forgot who sheredlly was. Asan owl she could fly the forest,
swift and slent, queen of the night. Asasnow lion she was strong and powerful and deadly graceful, sure
of her own mastery. Even now she wished she could transform and fly up the course of theriver instead
of dogging through the snow, her skimmer banging on her back and her boots chafing her swollen and



blistered feet. She could not take the horned boy with her if she flew, though, and so she made her way
on her own two weary legs.

Luckily the snow waslight near theriver for the gorge was much warmer than the heights around it,
thanks to the heat of the water. Many different trees grew, the gray branches of larches, birchesand
maples creating afine tracery among the dark green spears of fir, native hemlock and spruce.

Although the sky was mostly cloudless, migt drifted here and there over the sparkling river, looking so
like the ghosts of dead children that |sabeau could understand how the tales of the storytellers cameto be
told. Dead trees littered the rocky shore and groped out of the river itself, refuse caught in their branches.

They rounded the bluff, and the cliff face rose before them. From this angle the resemblance to a
misery-contorted face was stronger than ever.

Below the cliff wasasmall shadowed loch, haf obscured by steam and spray, itssurfaceroiling in
consgtant turmoil asthe waterfals plunged into its depths. From this maglstrom came the river, running hot
and fierce over the stones and the broken trees. There was astrong smell of sulphur, like thelakein the
dragon'svadley. Like Dragonclaw, the Skull of the World was avol canic mountain, though it had been
many centuries since it had last erupted. 1sabeau knew that for the water to run so hot even in the midst
of winter it must rise from deep in the mountain where the rock was still molten. The further away from
the mountain it traveled the cooler it must become, but here at the source it was uncomfortably warm to
touch.

The dead girl waslying face down on therocks, the lower haf of her body ill in the water so her dack
limbsjerked and rolled as the swift current dragged at her. It looked asif she weretrying to crawl from
the water but | sabeau could smell the stink of putrefying flesh and see the discoloration of her skin.
Nausea sprang up in her throat and she tasted again the bile of the night before. She had to turn her face
away and breathe deeply to avoid losing her breakfast.

"Should we not pull her out and bury her?* she said huskily.

"Why?" the boy asked. "The wolveswill only dig her up, or the snow lionsif they are hungry enough. She
isembracing the earth as she should, and the Gods of White will have accepted her death asisfitting."

| sabeau remembered then that the Khan'cohbans did not bury or cremate their dead but Ieft them out for
the Gods of White. She swallowed and nodded, making the sign of Ea's blessing before turning away.
She scanned theriver and thelong idand of gravel that stretched out into the water at the base of the cliff.
To climb up to the cave one had to reach that idand, but the water roiled al around and rocks protruded
from the foam like teeth. Even Isabeau would find it adifficult swim, with the waterfals pounding from
above and the strong currents dragging away down theriver.

She thought amoment then said to the boy, ™Y ou will haveto let theriver carry you, not try and fight
againg it. Take off dl your clothesfor the weight will hamper you otherwise. Pack as much asyou canin
the satchel and pileit dl on the skimmer. Then you must go in theriver there, where the rock pushes out
into the water. It isdippery from thefals so be careful. Push the skimmer in front of you and let your legs
trail out behind so that you can propel yoursdlf forward by kicking."

She lay on the ground and demonstrated and he nodded, trying not to show hisanxiety. "All you need to
doisreach that idand. Angle acrossthisway to avoid that submerged log. If you can, usetheend of it to
push off from, then kick as hard as you can.

If you misstheidand you'll haveto try and get to shore again and it is very rocky just here and
dangerous. The skimmer will help keep you afloat and if you are lucky your clothes will not be too wet



onceyou get out.”

He nodded again and she said, "Try while | watch you. If you get swept away | shall do my best to save
you."

He began to strip off his clothes. 1sabeau did the same, then crouched shivering by the rocks as he
clumsly entered the steaming water, gasping alittle at its heet. The current caught him and dragged him
downstream and | sabeau held her breath, shocked at its strength. His white head bobbed up and down
in the rough water and severa times he went under, but each time he managed to struggle free again, his
hands gripping the skimmer tightly. Then the little wooden deigh scraped the very end of theidet, did and
amost bounced back. The boy kicked mightily, then heaved himsdlf out onto the gravel. For amoment
he knelt there, head bent, panting, then he raised one hand to I sabeau on the far shore and got to hisfest,
sheking himsdf dry.

Thankfully Isabeau scrambled back into her clothes and then went to find a comfortable resting place.
She would need to spend some time foraging and regaining her strength before she could face the
World's Mouth. She wanted to have afull ssomach herself before she was devoured by the gods.

Eaten By the Gods

It was black as Gearradh's womb inside the World's Mouth. 1sabeau conjured a sphere of witch'slight
and looked about curioudy as she made her way down along tunndl, itswalls black and glassy.

She could not help fedling uneasy. Theair wasfull of moans and sighs, and afoul-smelling wind caressed
her face with unpleasantly damp fingers. She reached her hand inside her deeve to stroke Bubas soft
feathers. The owl protested deepily.

"Will ye no' come out and keep me company?* | sabeau coaxed. Despite hersdlf, her voice was amere
thread of sound.

Shooze-hooh.

"It'sdark asnight in here," 1sabeau whispered. "Y our sharp eyes and ears would be most welcome.” She
added aplaintive hoot and felt the ef-owl sigh in resignation. Buba crawled out of her deeve, flapped her
wings, rotated her head around, then tried to crawl back inside the dark warmth of Isa-beau's deeve.

| sabeau caught her around the body, just under the wings. Please-hooh?

Reluctantly the owl submitted to being placed on Isabeau’s shoulder, where she dug her sharp talonsinto
the fur and huddled her wings around her. Bubawas a creature of the forests and did not like thislong
dark tunnd with its glittering walls and unpleasant odor. She grumbled away in |sabeau's ear asthe
gpprentice witch traveled down through the tunnel.

The deeper into the mountain they penetrated the stronger the smell became and the louder the noises.
Sometimes they sounded like someone snoring, other times like the grumble and roar of an unsettled
stomach. The heat became unbearable and at last 1sabeau removed her heavy coat and carried it draped
over her arm. Still her palms and forehead were prickling with perspiration and she knotted up her curls
so0 they did not hang on her neck.



The tunnel was angling down quite steeply now and | sabeau saw an angry red glow ahead. The smell
was so strong it choked her throat so she could hardly breathe. Forcing herself on, she rubbed her
ginging eyes and saw the tunndl floor was split by aglowing fissure. Her heart sinking, she crept closeto
itslip and peered over. The fracture in the stone plunged as far as she could see, bubbling with black
fumes and burning with that sullen red light. Then an arc of bailing stone flung itself up asif reaching for
her. She threw herself backward. Heart pounding, she stood pressed against the wall, amost overcome
by the fumes and her own fear. The far Sde seemed amile away, though if it had been alittle burn of
clear water dancing along below her 1sabeau would have legped the gap gaily and without a second

thought.

She could have transformed into an owl and flown across the flickering red gap, but that meant leaving
behind her furs, her skimmer, and her limp satchel with its handful of nuts, bark and lichens. No matter
how scanty her supplies, it had taken |sabeau the better part of aday to collect them and she had no
desireto emerge on the far Sde of the mountain naked, cold and hungry.

So she gathered together her strength and her courage, ran down the corridor and leaped the fissure,
landing on the far Sde with space to spare. Her legs gave way beneath her and she ssumbled and rolled in
atangle of fur, wood and flesh; lying till &t last, rather shaken and bruised but aive. Bubaflew down to
rest on her hip, hooting in amusement.

"It'sgrand for ye," Isabeau said crosdly. "Y e can just spread your wings and fly but | haveto rely on my
owntwo legs”

Yon-hooh could-hooh swoop-soar too-hooh, the ef-owl replied smugly.

"Only if I left behind al my stuff and | dinnawish to do that!" 1sabeau pushed the owl off her hip, got up
rather gingerly, and rearranged the skimmer and satchel so they no longer banged together around her
neck but hung down her back asthey should. She then set off down the tunnel again, limping dightly and
wishing her furswere not o heavy.

It had been early morning when | sabeau had entered the World's Mouth and by the grumblesin her
stomach she judged it must now be nearing lunchtime. The tunnd had widened out into a series of small
caves, some with odd structures like smooth sta actites hanging from the walls. She spread out her coat
and sat down for arest, rummaging through her satchel for something to eat. The contents were most
depressing to ayoung woman with a hedlthy appetite, but she chewed away on what she had, stroking
Buba's feathery head as the owl settled down for asnooze. Then on into the darkness she went, every
fiber of her being longing for blue sky and afresh cool breeze once more.

The caves grew larger and more spectacular. She cameto one with asmall loch inits center, the water
bubbling and hissing and wreathed with steam. As | sabeau made her way around its shore, al pitted and
gtained with gray ash, a sudden fountain of boiling water shot up into the air, spraying her with Szzling hot
droplets. Ingtinctively she flung up her arm with its drapery of shaggy fur, which took the brunt of the
spray. Nonethel ess one cheek and the back of one hand till stung and she had to fight back tears of
shock and pain. She hurried away from the pool, dmost tripping over the body of ayoung Khan'cohban
boy who had not escaped so lightly. He had not been dead for long, horribly disfigured by the steam
which had doused him. Isabeau saw with somerelief that he was not the boy who had helped her. She
drew the crossed circle, the sign of Eas blessing, upon his blistered brow then moved away, her legs
trembling. She crouched againgt the wall, asfar away from the sinister pool as she could get, and dug
around in her pack, until she found thelittle pot of hedling salve she carried there. She tended the burns
aswell as she could with her maimed hand, then quickly hurried on, fedling agrowing haired for this dark

journey.



A stream now ran down ©ne side of the tunnel, its waters hot and stinking. I sabeau followed it down into
agreat cavern, deep in the bowels of the mountain. It stretched as far as the eye could see, the stream
widening into achain of poolsand small |o-chan that wound about among piles of gray ash and cinders. It
was amost desolate scene, without the eerie beauty of the caves |sabeau was used to. The air was thick
with fumes and she could see quite afew tunnelsleading away, some glowing fiery red with puffs of evil,
black smoke gusting out asif dragons dept within.

She did not know which way to go. Until now the route had been clear, for the tunnel had run down
without any branches. Now Isabeau had to pick her way through the pyres of gray-black ashes,
exploring each antechamber and tunnd in turn. Ingtinctively she kept away from the ones spitting sparks,
choosing those that seemed safer. Buba flew ahead of her, saving her much time by discovering many
dead ends. Some of the corridors ran for some distance before ending. In one I sabeau found a skeleton
gtill dressed in rotten leather and fur, his horned skull fallen onto his chest asif the pile of bones merely
dept, his staff resting between the bones of his hands.

She made the sign of Eas blessing, the fingers and thumb of her left hand meeting in acircle, and crossed
with onefinger of her right. Then she hurried back down the tunndl, hoping she would find her way free
soon and without any more horrible discoveries. The Khan'cohban children had been making the
dangerousjourney through the mountain for many years however, and there were remains of those who
had failed everywhere. Some were recent and these were the most shocking. Isabeau found panic was
welling up in her throat, clouding her judgment and making her hasty and anxious. She had to force
herself to rest and eat again, and drink teamade from the hot, bitter water, and find somewhere safe to

deep.

She dept uneasily and woke in aswest of terror. Asthere was no difference between night and day in
the darkness of the caves, I sabeau got up and kept on walking, desperate to be free. She found atunnd
without obstacles or dead ends and her pace quickened. Buba was a so uneasy and flew ahead, hooting
occasiondly in distress. The sound of her hoots echoed darmingly and I sabeau had to bite her tongue to
stop from snapping at her to be quiet.

The caves were different now, the walls of coarse granite and much broken. It was cold and the
breathing sounds had changed, become recognizable as the roar of water. |sabeau’s step quickened till
shewas dmost jogging. She came out in awide low cavern with ariver that pounded through in asurge
of foam and roiling gray waters. |sabeau’'s witch-light looked frail and smdl in that immense darkness.
She saw, far away, abobbing ball of orange flame and knew someone else was ahead of her, scrambling
over the rocksin adesperate attempt to be free of the mountain. She followed the flaming torch and saw
it pause asits carrier became aware she was there.

It was her friend from the river, the horned boy from the Pride of the Gray Wolf. Hisgrim dark face
lightened when he saw her and he made the gesture of greeting. "Y ou have survived the egting by the

godsthen?'

"Sofar," Isabeau replied in hislanguage and sat down beside him with asigh. "Though | hopewe are
near theend for | fear | shdl go stark staring mad if | do not see daylight soon.”

He was uncomfortable, not recognizing the mordant humor of her words. "1t has been known for
madness to affect the name-questers but | hope this does not happen to you.”

"Sodol," Isabeau said, too tired to smile. He shared some of his bread and dried fruit with her and she
ategladly, sick of the bitter taste of bark and winter nuts. It was comforting to have company in that
roaring darkness, and so they sat in silence for sometime, haf dozing despite the discomfort of the rough,
wet rocks and the noise of theriver.



"We should go on,” she said after along while. "1 fed asif air and light are very close.”

He nodded, his horned head casting strange shadows over therocks. "I have not much light left,” he said
arid she saw historch wasindeed flickering very low. He helped her up with the grave courtesy of the
Khan'cohban and together they went weerily down the side of theriver. Hiseyesdilated alittle as Buba
crept out of 1sabeau's fur coat to lead the way, but he said nothing.

At last adim gray light began to filter through. Thetorrent of theriver filled most of the cave, so that they
clambered dong thewalls, dipping and stumbling, sometimesfalling to their knees. They saw the rocks
grow close al about, the river bursting from agap initswalls. Together they knelt and peered out,
despair filling them asthey saw the water plunging down the Sde of asteep black dliff. Down, down, into
adeep ravinethewaterfal plunged, flinging spray highinto the air where it gleamed like diamondsin the
light of therising sun. There was no way out except down that raging torrent.

| sabeau looked at the horned boy. He was pale, his mouth firmly compressed so two white dents
appeared on either sde of his mouth. "We have come thewrong way," he said. "We must go back.”

"l cannal" Isabeau cried wildly in her own language, then controlled hersalf with an effort. "I do not think
| can," she said then in hislanguage, her hands gripped into figts. "I cannot stand the dark, and the smell,
and those noises. . ."

"Weghdl dieif wetry and go out thisway," he said reasonably. "Not even you who flies through water
like an eagle through the air, not even you could survive that fal.”

Hewasright, I sabeau knew it, but she stared out at the day longingly. "There must be some way," she
whispered.

"There mugt, for many find their way freein theend,” he answered, rather stiffly. She nodded and
followed him back up the course of theriver, despondency weighing her down.

Suddenly there was a sharp cry asthe horned boy dipped and fell into theriver. Immediately he was
dragged down, his face disappearing benegath the tumult. |sabeau dragged off her skimmer and boots and
dived into the water after him. The power of the current took her by surprise. She had trouble keeping
her own head above the water, which was cold asice. |sabeau felt her strength being sapped away and
she struck out, searching desperately for any sign of her companion. Then she saw his white head break
through and plunged after him. Her fingers brushed againgt the wool of his shirt. She gripped tightly and
tucked one arm about his neck, keeping his face above the water. He was incredibly heavy, dressed as
hewasin furs and heavy boots, with his skimmer sill strapped to his back and banging against |sabeau
with every stroke. She would have freed him from his burdensif she could but there was no time and so
she merdly struggled to hold him afloat, using the buoyancy of the wooden skimmer as much as shewas
adle.

Kicking as strongly as she could she struck out for the rocks, racing past at an incredible pace asthe
river dragged them toward thefalls. At last she was thrown againgt the shore and managed to wedge her
legs againgt arock long enough to heave him halfway out of the water. Her legs dipped and shewas
dragged back into the torrent but | sabeau was a strong swimmer and managed to kick her way back to
shore, dragging hersalf out some feet downriver from where the horned boy lay, hdf in, haf out.

Shewas sick with weariness but she knelt beside him and managed to drag his dack body from theriver,
pressing the water out of his body with both hands on his chest and breathing her own breath into his
lungs. He coughed and vomited, and she rubbed his cold limbs and squeezed the water out of his hair
and clothes, trying to draw upon her powersto dry them. Her strength was al gone, though, and she
could not summon even aglow of warmth to comfort them.



There was nowhere to rest beside this cold, roaring river and so together they stumbled back up the
great length of the passage and into the warmth of the cavern above. |sabeau hung their clothes out to dry
at the mouth of the largest tunndl, where hot air gushed out in asurge of smoke and flame. She made
them athin porridge with her nuts and herbs, hiswild grain and the water from the bubbling pool, wishing
she had some honey to sweeten its sdty bitterness. Then they cuddled together in the warmth of

| sabeau's fur coat until at last their shivering ceased.

"| thank you," the horned boy whispered. "1 am in your debt.”

| sabeau shook her head. ™Y ou saved my life out on the mountain; now | have saved yours. Thereisno
debt."

He nodded, and they leaned their naked bodies together, taking comfort in the closeness. All around
them the darkness breathed and gurgled and fire legped in the corners, illuminating for afew secondsthe
bizarre shapes of the ash piles. Buba dept on Isabeau's knee, her tufted ears sticking straight up, her
head hunched in her wings.

| sabeau woke again some hourslater. Only the red glow of the fiery tunnels cast any light and shelay and
watched their sullen flicker with her throat al choked. Between them, she and the horned boy had tried
all the other corridors and Isabeau knew they now had to brave the more dangerous routes. Her
companion woke some time later and they packed up their thingsin a depressed silence, crossing the
cavern with barely aword spoken.

"Wemay aswell takethat one," Isabeau said with agesture toward the brightest of the glowing tunnels.
"We havetried al the safe and easy routes, we should just bell the cat and have it over and done with."

Although he did not know the phrase, the horned boy understood the intonation and gave alittle shrug.
No Khan'cohban warrior-to-be would ever allow himself to appear less bold and courageous than
another, particularly one that was not even atrue Khan'cohban. So despite the ferocious redness of the
light, the puffs of black smoke, the whole menace of the yawning tunnel mouth, he led the way without
hegtation.

Heat struck them like a blow as soon as they entered. Fiery shadows danced dl over thewallsand
ceiling and their eyes streamed with the fumes. |sabeau immediately regretted her rashness but she could
not turn back now, as proud in her own way as the Khan'cohban boy. Carefully they made their way
forward, the ground rent here and there with fissures that groaned and smoked and sizzled. Even through
the thick soles of her boots I sabeau could fed the scorching heet of the ground. Every breath of air was
like swalowing ashes. She covered her mouth with astrip torn from her shirt and after amoment her
companion followed suit.

They cameto afiery pit, seething with molten rock. Black on the surface, it heaved and bubbled like
burned porridge, here and there pockmarked with red blisters that popped in a spray of white-hot fire.
Therewas only athin lip of rock around the edges which they had to creep aong, gripping the smooth
ridges of thewallswith fear-giff fingers. Somehow they madeit safely around the cauldron of lava, and
were ableto hurry away down the tunnd with stampeding hearts. Behind them they heard agiant hissand
looked back to see an arc of firelegping up like the lash of aburning ship. Had they <till been edging their
way around the rim of the lavabowl, they would have both been killed.

The tunnel ran smoother and cooler, the fiery cracksin the rock becoming smaller and less frequent. Both
I sabeau and the horned boy walked swiftly, despite their fatigue, while Bubafloated before them like a
blown scrap of ash. They saw aglare of light ahead and broke into a ponderous run, weighed down by
their furs and skimmers and their weariness. The tunndl led down into acave, dl grooved and ridged like



black ice, with asmall crack where daylight leaked in. They had to crawl on their hands and kneesto get
out, their skimmers catching on the rock and having to be freed. Then they were outside, breathing in
great gulps of fresh air, tangy as greengage wine, their eyes dazzled with light.

They were standing on asnowy dope that swept down in soft white folds as beautiful asabanrigh's
wedding gown. The sun wasin their eyes, rising into asky al blue above, with clouds hegped dong the
horizon like another range of mountains. All was quiet.

"We have been devoured by the gods,” the horned boy said with awe in hisvoice. "Now what do we
do?'

For thefirgt timein days | sabeau remembered the enigmatic riddle the Soul-Sage had told her.

" Speechless, you shdl speak my name.
"Must you spesk? Why then again.

"In speaking you shdl say the same," she quoted. They looked at each other, then the boy said, very
dowly, "I think we had best part, so we can hear what the White Gods must say to usin solitude.”

| sabeau nodded. They gripped each other's forearmsin the way of the Scarred Warrior, then made the
gestures of goodwill and farewell. "1 shall not forget you," he said.

"Nor | you," Isabeau replied. "l wish | knew my nametotdll you."

"Perhaps we soon shdl," he replied in apuzzled, rather anxious way. Both knew they had passed their
initiation. Where, then, was the voice of the White Gods telling them their name and their totem?

| sabeau watched him dog his way down through the snow then followed suit, too tired to bother
strapping on her skimmer. She cameto alittle copse of trees and sat with her back against one, looking
out over the valey. Winding itsway down through the valey was the Lament of the Gods, but she was
too far away to hear itswailing. All was quiet.

"Speechless, you shall speak my name.
"Must you spesk? Why then again,
"In gpesking you shall say the same.”

| sabeau spoke the words a oud, though softly. Buba perched on her knee, blinking her eyes deepily.
| sabeau repeated theriddle. What nameisit that is said without speaking?

Itisso lovely and quiet, she thought rather drowsily. No bird sang here in the wilderness of snow, no
insect chirruped. Therewas only the silence of snow. "Be as snow," her Scarred Warrior had told her
many times. " Snow is gentle, snow isslent, snow isinexorable” Like the White Gods, |sabeau thought.
Cruel and cold and without voice. Why do they no' speak to me?

Her thoughts drifted. She wondered rather crossy why the Khan'cohbans were aways wrapping things
up inriddles. It was like Brun, thelittle cluricaun that had helped save her life after she had been tortured.
Hetoo had loved to speak in riddles. | sabeau wondered with an odd little tremor of laughter whether the
cluricauns and the Khan'cohbans were related. One so tall and white and grim, the other little and hairy
and bubbling over with mischief.

Buba crept into Isabeau's deeve to deep, murmuring alittle in her soft owl voice. 1 sabeau rested her



head on her arms, closing her eyes. Shewas very tired. Why do the White Gods no' speak? shethought
with athread of panic. | canna return to the pride if | do no' find out my name. . .

The odd thing about the cluricaun was that so many of hisriddles had proved to cut right to the very heart
of things. At the time they had seemed like nonsense but later he had proved to spesk with rareinsight
and clarity. Were the Khan'cohbans riddles like that?

The Firg of the Storytdllers had said, "When you seek, you cannot find." It had made |sabeau laugh at
thetime. It had seemed s0 typicaly Imeaningless. Y et here she was, seeking the meaning of theriddle,
seeking her name and totem, seeking desperately for some vision or voice that would tell her what she
wanted to know. Seeking and finding nothing. Nothing but silence.

Something seemed to connect in her mind. 1sabeau opened her eyes and looked up at the pure, empty
sky. What name was it that was said without speaking? What name was it that was said with
silence? Slence itsdlf, o' course.

And so the White Gods truly were voiceless, if they spoke with sllence. How then was | sabeau to find
out her name?

She remembered her guardian Meghan saying along time ago as she had set out on her first quest: "The
journey itsaf will be your first lesson.” That had surely proved to be the truth. |1sabeau had learned much
about hersdlf and the world on that first difficult journey down to the sea. And she had learned a grest
dedl on thisjourney too. She had discovered strengthsin herself she did not know she had. She had
found her true Tdent.

Excitement suddenly thrilled through her. She scrambled to hel feet, ignoring the soft murmur of protest
from her deeve. Tiredness dropped away from her like acloak. She knew now what her name was.
Khan'tinka, She of Many Shapes. | sabeau the Shapechanger.

That afternoon, as she came down toward theriver, |sabeau saw agreat clenched talon protruding out of
the snow, just like the frost giant's hand had out of the avalanche that had dmost killed her. She knelt
besideit and saw it belonged to adead blizzard owl. Half buried in the snow, its round head was bent at
astrange angle, its eyes closed. She took the broken knife from her weapons belt and carefully cut off
the owl'stdon. Aslarge as her own hand, it was fringed with white feathers with four hooked, black
claws. Under the pressure of her knife, the bone snapped cleanly and she hung it around her neck with a
length of plaited cord.

As sherose to go she saw the owl's talon had been resting upon a great stone of white quartz crystal.
Wonderment filled her. Shelifted it up and felt her pam tingle asit came in contact with the stone. She
good for along time, turning it in her hands. It was perfectly symmetrical, with twelve faces that flashed
with color asthelight glanced off the edges. She had only ever seen such a perfectly formed uncut crystal
once before. That had been mounted on feet shaped like claws and was one of Meghan's most treasured
possessions. Carefully, with a sense of fear and awe, 1 sabeau wrapped the stone in the remains of her old
shirt and tucked it into her satchdl. Indeed the White Gods had spoken.

The journey back to the haven took Isabeau over a month. She followed the course of the river most of
the way, finding agreater variety of foods growing near the warmth of itswaters. She stayed for afew
days at the haven of the Pride of the Gray Wolf, feasted and honored by the family of her young friend.



He wore with pride the shaggy gray skin of atimber wolf, which he had fought and killed the afternoon of
their escape from the mountain. He was named Khan'moras, meaning "swift and cunning asthewalf." On
hisleft cheek wasthe bloody red line of anewly cut initiation scar.

Her satchd filled to bursting with fresh supplies and new clothes to replace the ones she had logt, 1sabeau
at last 1eft the warmth and shelter of the Gray Wolves cave and set out on her journey home. Although
she could not skim dong the shore of theriver, it was swift and easy walking and she made fairly good
time. Bubawas happier in theriver valey, for there were many treesin which to roost and many varieties
of insects on which to feast. | sabeau was happier too, able to swim in the warm waters and rest in the
sweet-scented dimness under the pine trees.

Finaly she had to leave the river and climb up into the mountains again. It was dow and difficult progress,
hampered by the foul weather and the steegpness of the terrain. At last she crossed the mountain height
and was able to skim down toward the haven of the Pride of the Fire Dragon.

She dogged wearily up the dope to the haven late one evening in the last few days of winter. The sun had
set and it was very cold, but | sabeau was too eager to reach home to look for somewhere to camp. She
was chalenged by one of the sentries and had to shout the password to avoid being shot with his
crosshow. Once he redlized who she was, though, he brought her in speedily to the Firemaker and she
was greeted with more warmth and excitement than she had ever seen any Khan'cohban demonstrate.

| sabeau had not been the only child of the pride to be sent on her initiation journey that winter, but she
was one of only threeto return and the last. They had given her up for dead and | sabeau was rather
shocked at the ravages her long absence had made to the Firemaker's face. Her great-grandmother
seized her in her arms and held her against her heart. 1sabeau was shocked to see tears reddening the

heavy eydids.
At last the Firemaker let her go and I sabeau knelt before her, hands folded on her 1ap.

"I would ask of you the story of your name,”" the old woman said with great ceremony. "Will you answer
infullnessand in truth?'

"Y ou ask of me my name. Do you offer meyour namein return?”'

"I do," the Firemaker replied. | sabeau bowed her head and crossed her legs, her hands upturned on her
thighs. She wasweary and cold, and dl her clothes were still damp from the snow, but she took her time
over thetdling as she ought. Only the Firsts and the Council of Scarred Warriors were there to hear her
story and they listened with great interest, occasionaly commenting to each other with aguttura word or
emphatic gesture.

When shetold of her transformation into an owl, astir of surprise ran over them. | sabeau saw the
Soul-Sage smile and finger the withered talon that hung around her neck. Isabeau described her difficulty
in changing back into her own form and then her hunt through the snow in the shape of asnow lion. This
timethe stir of amazement was more marked.

At last I sabeau reached the end of her story. She showed the assembled listeners the owl's talon that
hung between her breasts. They were dl impressed, even the Scarred Warriors who had at first glanced
at 1sabeau with some disdain for she had not worn the freshly killed pelt of some predatory animal. It was
not unknown for questersto return without anew fur cloak. Isabeau's own father had returned with alive
dragon to show his mastery over abeast of power and prestige. He had been one of the greatest
warriorsthe pride had known, even though he had not worn the skin of histotem. An owl'stadonwasa
sign of great power, though, and so they looked at her with new respect and even awe.



"Soitisthat | am named Khan'tinka, She of Many Shapes,” 1sabeau finished, "and can fly with the owl,
gueen of the night, messenger of the gods.”

She bent her head and slence fdll over the circle of listeners. Then the Firemaker said, very softly,
"Welcometo the pride, Khan'tinka. | am Khan'lysa, proud and strong as the snow lioness.”

The First of the Scarred Warriors repested her words and then told his name: Khan'derna, brave asthe
saber leopard. The Soul-Sage was next. She was named Khan'deric, swift as the falcon. One by one the
council of warriorstold her their namesin strict order of their hierarchy. |sabeau's Scarred Warrior
teacher was named K han'bornet, meaning "powerful asthe bear.”

When dl had told her their names, she was brought amug of a heady brew of fermented berries called
ika. She drank deeply, dmaost choking asit scorched itsway down her throat and into her belly. Heat
spread out through her limbs, bringing with it light-headed euphoria. One by onethe othersal drank,
caling the blessing of the White Gods down upon her. Then the Soul-Sage came toward her, her sharp
dagger in her hand.

| sabeau had only time for aflash of fear then the Soul-Sage had dashed her |eft cheek with two swift
movements. There was a brief burning sensation, then |sabeau felt the warm blood gushing down her
face. She put up her hand and it came away bloody, though she fdt little pain. They gave her more ika to
drink then brought ice to press against the wound. After awhile Isabeau felt her cheek throbbing but the
ika had brought her apleasant floating feding and she hardly noticed the pain.

Then she was presented to the rest of the pride, though her name remained a secret, known only to those
who had heard the full story. Therewas afeast in honor of her return and |sabeau was served first, much
to her pleasure. Child no longer, she would never again have to wait with the little ones for the scrapings
of the pot. Among the Khan'cohbans, drink and food were never taken together, but after they had all
egten therr fill the ika was offered around again, and there were mock wrestling matches and displays of
acrobatic finesse. 1sabeau’'s head was swimming and she sank into an exhausted deep even while the
Khan'cohbans still leaped and somersaulted around the cave.

Shewoke in the morning with a pounding head, adry mouth and thick tongue, aheaving ssomach, and a
cheek that throbbed like aburn. All she could face was melted snow before burrowing back into her furs
to deep again. When she woke the second time she gingerly felt the cut on her cheek, which was tiff and
sore, then bent over one of the pools of water so she could see her face. Dimly she saw the shape of a
triangular scar dashing her |eft cheek. Carefully she rubbed in hedling salve, ate alittle bread and fruit,
and crawled back into her fursto deep again.

It was morning once again when she woke and the cave was virtualy empty, the children al out tending
the ulez, the huntersin search of game. The Soul-Sage sat beside her, eyes shut in meditation. As soon
as | sabeau sat up, hand to her dizzy head, one hand groping for her wooden drinking cup, the shaman's
eyes snapped open. She passed | sabeau the mug filled with cold water. | sabeau drank thirdtily,
wondering how she could still fed like awrung-out rag two days after the feast. The Soul-Sage smiled
grimly. "lka makes even the strongest warrior wish for the peace of desth the morning after,” she said.
"Show meyour sone.”

| sabeau glanced up at her, wondering how she had known about the crysta. She had meant to bring the
glittering stone out to show around proudly but somehow it had dipped her mind. Isabeau had not
thought of it again. She showed the quartz rock to her teacher, who examined it closely though she did
not take it into her hands.

The wise woman nodded dowly, then said, "They cdl thistheicestone. It isbelieved to befosslized ice.



A stone of power for clear-seeing, future-seeing, far-seeing. It isamark of great favor from the gods of
ice and snow. Guard your firs gonewell, Khan'tinka."

It gave Isabeau alittle thrill to be called by her new name. Shapedhanger. She wondered what Meghan
would say when she knew. A gregt longing woke in her to see her old guardian and share with her the
tale of her adventures.

"It'stime for meto go home," she said abruptly.

The Soul-Sage nodded. "Many long journeys before you are worthy of the seventh scar,” she said,
tracing the mark between | sabeau's forehead with one long, multi-jointed finger. "The White Gods have
shown you favor sofar. You arein their debt. In time they will ask for payment. In the meantime,
remember what you have been taught. Learn and keep slence.”

| sabeau nodded. "1 shall,” she promised and knew that was a geas initsdf.

The Cave of a Thousand Kings

The Cave of a Thousand Kings arched high overheed, ripples of reflected light wavering al over the
smooth gleaming walls. Light struck down from an aperture high overhead, penetrating deep into the
sea-green water that surged and swayed against the rocks. At the far end of the great cavern awaterfall
fell down in slvery cascades which flung up ahaze of steam and spray. Rising from thismist was atall,
gparkling throne, built on the pinnacle of arock that thrust up through the tumult of foam at the waterfal's
foot. Carved from crysta, the throne caught the wide ray of light and refracted it into sparks of icy color
that dazzled the eye.

Reclining on the crystal throne was the Fairgean king. As deek and muscular asatiger shark, his skin had
the same opal escent shimmer as the sheets of mother-of-pearl shining in the rock. He wore nothing but a
cloak of white sedl fur and ajeweled skirt of seaweed, the waistband hung with daggers of both steel and
fretted coral. Around his burly neck hung agreat many necklaces of dried seaweed hung with coral and
jewels, and he wore a coronet of pearls and diamonds. Set in the center of the crown was ablack pearl
the size of astorm petrel’s egg, which gleamed with mysterious and subtle color. His hair flowed down
from benesth the coronet like a curtain of black silk, and two thick, notched tusks curved out from either
gdeof hisliplessmouth. It was acrud face, contemptuous and unforgiving.

At hisfeet sat histhree favorite wives, al with eyes as silvery-pale as moonlight on seafoam, and
blue-black hair tied back with pearls and white coral. A human concubine was chained to the very base
of the rock, her matt skin amost as blue astheirswith cold, her fair hair as elaborately arranged. There
was nothing but hopeless despair in her eyes, though, and she cringed down whenever the King's voice
rosein aroar, which it often did. She was not chained to prevent her from trying to escape but to stop
her from trying to drown hersdif.

The King's seventeen sons rested on rocks on either side or wrestled together in the icy-cold water.
Although the waterfall which cascaded down from the higher caves was steaming hot, the depths of the
pool in the Cave of a Thousand Kings had never been plumbed. It was as cold as the sea outsde where
icebergs drifted.

The many tiers of the cavern were crowded with Fairgean warriors, talking, gambling, listening to the



songs of the concubines and the eerie wail of the conch chair. There were three hundred in dl, the elite of
the Fairgean martiad force, resting safe and warm from the ice sorms that howled outside.

Nila, the seventeenth son, sat asfar away from the throne as he could get. Unlike his brothers he did not
wear agreat number of necklaces and bracelets twisted with cord, turquoise, amethyst or sea-diamonds.
Hewore only the black pearl he had found in the summer seas, hanging from afine seal skin cord.

Fand came and kndlt beside turn, offering him atray of delicacies. He accepted adither of raw fish
heaped with fish eggs without looking up from his game of sea-stirk knuckles. Another daverefilled his
goblet with seasquill wine. Fand waited for her to move away before saying, very softly, her hair hanging
over her face: "Beware. | fed cold currents of evil intent. Watch yourself."

Nilabent back his head to toss the morsdl of food into his mouth. As he swallowed he glanced around
the cavern. At least three of hisbrothers were watching him, their lipless mouths stretched in pleased
anticipation. As his eyesmoved over their faces, they glanced away, trying without successto subdue
their smiles. Nilafdt dl his musclestighten. It took an effort of will to turn back to his game without letting
his expression change. He cast his sea-tirk knuckles, then lifted the goblet of wineto hislips. If dl his
senses had not been strained to the limit he may never have noticed the faint tinglein hislips as he drank.
He did notice, though, and every nerve and snew in hisbody jangled. Involuntarily he spat his mouthful
out, causing those about him to glance at him in surprise.

"That seasquill must have been past its prime," he managed to say. Histongue fdt tiff.

He got to hisfeet with abow and a quick word of excuse and made hisway to the back of the Cave of a
Thousand Kings. Steps led up past the cascades and into the dark labyrinth of tunnels behind called the
Fathomless Caves. Stumbling alittle, he climbed out of sight then bent and washed his mouth out again
and again. Theinsde of hismouth and throat were completely numb. Once or twice he retched, though
he managed not to succumb to the waves of hot sickness beating through him. At last Nila stopped, his
head hanging, trembling with delayed shock. If he had swallowed that mouthful of wine, he would have
died an agonizing degth. He would be dead now, and dl his brothers smiling to themselves.

At last he got up and found his stumbling way to his cave. Although it opened out onto the side of the
cliff, the cave entrance was sealed over with ice now and inside al was dark and sllent. He carefully
shook out hissed furs, then curled up insde their warmth. Insde he was still shaking.

It was many hours before the numbnessin his cheeks faded to a burning tingle that amost drove him
mad. He was parched and dry, hislimbswesak, his ssomach uneasy. Even though he had not swallowed
the poisoned wine, enough had seeped through the pores of his skin for him to be made exceedingly
uncomfortable. At one point he became aware of a cool hand on his brow, then Fand wasllifting his head
and feeding him divers of ice. He dept then, though he was much troubled with fevered nightmares. He
woke with ajerk much later, to find her still there with agoblet of icy water to soothe hisinflamed throat.

"Y ou should not be here," he managed to say. "They will suspect . . ."
"I have been and gone," shewhispered. "Lie dtill, deep. | will watch over you."

He woke sometime during the night to see hisfather standing over him, a priestess holding a nightglobe
high so its greenish, luminous light cast peculiar shadows over the fur hegped bed. Hisfather was
frowning heavily.

"What ailsyou, boy?' he asked.

"Must have been something | ate," Nilamanaged to reply.



The King looked at the priestess and she grinned. Her teeth shone oddly in the luminescent green.
"Loreli poisoning, my blessed liege," she said in the Sibilant tones of the Priestesses of Jor.

The King roared with rage. "My stupid, week-willed, cowardly sond" he shouted, striking his palm with
hisfig. "Do we not have enemies enough without the sons of my loins quarrding like boxerfish? Do they
not see we need al of our strength if we are to grind those Jor-cursed humans to sand? What havel
doneto be worthy of such blind, ignorant, jelly-spined children?”

"Y our seventeenth son, the least of al the princes, has been foolish enough to flaunt ablack pearl upon
his breast," the priestess hissed.

TheKing smiled thinly. "So | had observed. Pride and ambition have always been the defining
characterigtics of Those Anointed By Jor. Y et if my seventeenth son thinksto sit upon the Crystal
Throne, it is hisbrothers and | who should be giving our wirie to the Cupbearer to taste. Y et somehow |
do not fear. Thistuskless boy istoo feeble and soft to dare squeeze the lordli fish into my wineor hidea
seaurchinin the beds of hisbrothers. Heis nothing but a bawling babe, weak as sea anemones piss.”

Nilalay stiff and slent, pricked with humiliation that the King should spesk of him so before awoman,
even if that woman was a Priestess of Jor. The King laughed contemptuoudly, prodded Nilawith one
wide-webbed foot, and said, "Do not deep too deeply, my son.” He turned and I eft, his necklaces and
bracdetsrattling.

The priestess hung over him for awhilelonger. The viperfish in the glass orb swam about lazily so the
light shed by itsluminescent organs flowed over hisface in soul-troubling rhythms. Although he could not
meet her eyes, he saw her grin and then she too was gone in aswirl of seaskin.

When Nilawas sure they had redlly left, helifted his bedcovers so Fand could crawl out. It was too dark
in the cave to see her face but he could fedl how she was trembling. He held her close but she resisted
him. "What if they had caught me, Nila?' shesaid in ascared little voice. "'l could fed her eyeson me
through the furslike hot suns. I know she knew | wasthere.”

"What of it?" Nilaasked. " She would just have thought you my concubine. Even the lowest of the King's
sons may take awoman to hisbed if he so desires.” There was atrace of bitternessin hisvoice.

Fand shuddered. "1 do not know why, but my skinis crawling. When | saw the glow of the nightglobe
and heard their footsteps down the hdll, | knew | had to hide. My heart was hammering the whole time
and | could hardly breathe. . ."

"The priestesses make us dl fed likethat," Nilacomforted. "Thereisno need for you to fear them,
though. Y ou are one of the King'sdaves. They will leave you alone.” He pulled her down to rest within
thecircle of hisarm, and she nestled her head into his shoulder. "I should not stay,” she whispered.
"Someonewill notice. . ."

"Let them," hereplied tersdy and felt her warm breath againgt his skin as she sighed.

When Nilaappeared in the Cave of a Thousand Kings the next morning, he wasimmediately aware of
the undercurrents of maice flowing around him. He allowed the davesto serve him with little crustaceans
il wriggling with life and ate with every sign of enjoyment, washing his repast down with sea-grape
juice. A few of hisbrothers asked him how he was with spurious concernin their voices. To dl of them
he answered blandly, "Very well, thank you."

It was over aweek before he at last felt safe enough to meet with Fand. It was difficult to sneak away



from the cave with so many eyeswatching his every move but at last he managed it, knowing Fand would
sense hisintent and meet him in the ruins aboveground. There they would be safe from prying eyes, for
none dared make their way through the darkness of the Fathomless Caves. The stepsto the old witches
tower were far beyond the usua passages and caverns used by the roya family and their retainers, and
only kelp ropes marked the passages where naturd light did not fall.

Although the Fairgean roydty had occupied the Ide of the Gods for many thousands of years, the
[abyrinthine cave system that riddled the old volcano had never been fully explored. Mogt of the caverns
were hidden far away from the surface, where no light could penetrate. Since only the Priestesses of Jor
carried nightglobes, this meant the Fairgean went only whereriftsin the cave wdlslet in naturd light or
where bygone explorers had left kelp ropes to show the way. In the lower caveslurked many terrible
monsters whose gppetite for warm blood was never satiated. There were holesin the floor where jets of
hissing steam exploded without warning and many caverns were flooded at high tide, the dark angry sea
rushing in at breakneck speeds. Jor himself, the God of the Shorel ess Seas, was said to have been born
in the Fery Womb, deegp within theidand.

When the human invaders had come, they had driven the Fairgean out of their hallowed caveswith
swords of stedl and flaming torches. These burning brands had illuminated caverns where no light had
ever beforefallen. Aghast at such sacrilege, the Fairgean had defended the sacred mystery of the
Fathomless Caveswith dl their strength, but they had had no recourse againgt fire and metdl. Many
hundreds had died.

Thetaillessintruders had moored their shipsin the Cave of a Thousand Kings, used the roya
bedchambersto store their barrels and sacks, and had carved a staircase to the sky out of living rock.
On the pinnacle of the Ide of the Gods they had built agreat fortress, where their witches had lived and
studied new and terrible waysto kill the fagries of the sea. Thisfortresslay in ruinsnow, opento theicy
winds and occupied only by sesbirds and ghosts. It was to this haunted pile of stonesthat Nilanow
climbed, his eyes wide open and anxioudy searching, though al he could see was impenetrable
blackness. Although he and Fand had first discovered the way to the old tower some years ago, the
young prince was never able to shake the terror that he would wander from the path and be lost forever
in the Fathomless Caves.

At lagt, with alittle gasp of relief, he saw aglimmer of gray light. He climbed the steps quickly, the rough
stone scraping hiswebbed feet. Snow whirled againgt hisface, stinging his skin with cold, and he drew
his sedlskin cloak closer about him.

He emerged in the midst of aheap of gray stones, al blanketed with snow. Here and there abroken arch
rosein agraceful curve againg the leaden sky. Most of the building lay in great piles, however, smashed
beyond repair. Fand waited for him in the meager shelter of one crazily leaning wall, shivering with cold.
She was dressed only in the tattered skins of adave and her skin was mottled blue and purple. He
wrapped his arms and cloak about her, and they coupled quickly against the wall. There was desperation
intheir haste, arecklessness that took no heed of the bitter cold. When they were done, they |eaned their
heads into each other's necks, panting and close to tears.

"l cannot go on likethis," Nilasaid. "I want to have you for my wife, without fear."

Hefdlt her take a shuddering breath and then she said, without scorn, "Do not be afool. Y ou know that
can never be."

He pressed his mouth againgt her soft, unsedled skin and said nothing. For along time they stood
together, leaning agains the cold stone, then at last she pushed him away, saying miserably, "l must get
back. Thereiswork to be done."



"Next summer we shall flee the winter seas,” he whispered. "We shdl find oursalves an idand in the sun
and be together forever and happy.” She nodded. "We shal make a beautiful little baby together and you
ghal sngto himand | shall spear fish for you both and we shall make lovein thewarm ocean and | shal
make you acrown of pearls. . ."

"And | shdl gather sea quills and make us sweet wine," she whispered and he kissed her, long and
lovingly.

"I need to be able to dream of afuture,” he said when at last he moved his mouth away. She nodded,
though her face was averted, her sea-green eyes wet with tears.

Thefaling snow thickened. "We should get back,” Nilasaid, unable to repress hisloathing at the thought
of returning to the roya court. Fand nodded and together they hurried back to the gaping dark mouth of
the garwell.

They madetheir dow, anxiousway through the tunnds hand-in-hand, diding their feet over the rough
ground to avoid fdling into any of the many pits. At last their groping fingers met arusting meta chain that
the witches had hung up many years ago. They sighed in unison and hurried on, their stleps surenow in
the darkness. At last they cameinto along, low passage illuminated dimly by acrack in the roof, and they
were able to move with more confidence.

Fand left him at the beginning of the Scalding Falls and Nilamade hisway down the sde of the chain of
bubbling pools and cascades toward the Cave of a Thousand Kings, his step heavy. As he cametoward
thefirst of thelong fals, Nilaheard aswish behind him and haf turned. He saw aswift downward
movement, afur cloak swinging. Ingtinctively he threw up hisarm. The blow that was aimed for his head
hit his forearm instead, cracking bone. He cried out. Another blow caught the side of histemple, then he
was punched hard in the ssomach. He doubled over, choking. A hail of blows hammered him down to
the ground. He did helplesdy into unconsciousness.

Nilawoketo darkness. Hewas lying hdf in, haf out of icy-cold water, his breast and face against wet,
dimy stone. His body was aching and bruised, his forearm throbbing. When he shifted hisweight, asharp
agonizing pain shafted through hisflesh. He cried out involuntarily and his voice echoed and echoed.
Nilas heart shrank with fear.

Painfully he crawled further out of the water, nursing his broken arm against him. The water heaved and
fell aout him. Something dimy brushed againgt hisleg and Nilarecoiled with a shriek. He managed to
scramble further up the dippery rock but felt athick tentacle wrap around his ankle. Desperately his hand
sought his dagger but his belt was empty. Another tentacle groped up his body and wrapped around his
walst, innumerable suckers seizing hisflesh in an unbreskable hold. Slowly, inexorably, he was dragged
back down into the sea. He screamed for help but heard only the thin echoes beating back at him.

The dark water closed over his head. Nilaclamped his mouth and nostrils shut and let his gillsflutter into
life. With his uninjured hand he grasped hold of arock ledge but hisfingerswere torn loose. Whatever
terrible creature had hold of him was very strong. Despairingly he twisted and fought but felt the pressure
of deep water as he was dragged down toward the monster'slair.

Then he saw, far above, the glimmer of green light. Suddenly the surface of the water was smashed into
foam as divers plunged after him. The green luminescence struck down al about him and he saw, for a
mere ingtant, the dreadful gaping maw and the groping tentacles of the giant octopusthat had himiniits
toils. Then thewarriorswere dl around him, striking at the octopus with their daggers. A filthy colored



liquid spurted out, blinding them and paralyzing their gills. For awhile dl was aconfusion of thrashing
water, thick tentacles and dender, scaed limbs. Then spears were flung into the water from above,
griking the octopusin its vulnerable mouth. It released all its suckers and shot down into the water'sinky

depths.

Choking for breath and unable to see or hear or move, Nilaand the warriors sank down in itswake.

Then the King himsdf plunged into the water, seizing Nilaand two other tall warriorsin hisstrong arms
and towing them to safety. Asthey lay on the rocks, coughing and gasping, the King again plunged into
the turbulent depths, seeing more of the paralyzed warriors. At last dl lay safely on the rocks, theweird
green light of the viperfish diding over them, two Priestesses of Jor gazing down at them with contempt.

Nilacame back to full consciousness only dowly. Hisvison svam. He lay facedown and stared blankly
for quite along time before he redlized a pair of bare human feet were standing between the priestesses
webbed ones. His heart jolted. He looked up and saw Fand, her shadowed eyes piteous.

Nilastared at her and she gazed back. He saw both priestesses had their hands clamped hard on her
upper ams. They were smiling.

"It ssemsthis hafbreed dave hastaentsthat will be of useto the priestessesin their service to Jor, god of
whirlpoolsand tidd waves" one said with aghbilant hiss.

"Sheisavery fortunate girl," the other said. "We are to release her from her bondage and take her into
the priestesshood as one of our sgters.”

"She shdl be enlightened into the mysteries of Jor.”

"Taught to harness al that raw human power."

"Discipline her weak human emotions.”

"Discover strength of will and purity of purpose.”

"Put to work."

"In the service of the priestesses.”

"Inthe service of Jor," thefirst said with alight stress of reproof in her voice.

"In the divine service of amighty Jor, God of the Shoreless Seas,” the other said.

Nilagtared at Fand. There wasterror on her face. She strained against their hold, trying to reach him.
Their hold tightened until her mouth twisted with pain, though there was no change on the gloating faces
of the priestesses.

"No!" Hejerked upright, fighting his dizziness. They smiled and he had to subdue histerror. "You are
mistaken," he said through stiff lips. " Sheisonly astupid hafbreed, not worth the toss of asea-stirk
knuckle. She has no power, no talents.”

" She had the temerity to accost me on my own throne and beg meto save you," the Fairgean king said,
amusement in hisvoice. "When we asked her if she had seen you being attacked, shetried to lie and say
that shehad, . ."

"But only foolslieto a Priestess of Jor," one priestess hissed.

"It did not take her long to confess that she had sensed the attack on you,” cried the other.



"Shewas ableto lead us here through dl the Fathomless Caves,” the King said. "It would seem sheislike
so many of these misbegotten hafbreeds and has very powerful taentsindeed.”

Nila sought desperately for words. " Sheismy concubine. . ."

"There are many hafbreed daves" the King said indifferently. "'If that sort of meet isto your liking." He
waved hiswebbed hand and the priestesses bowed low before him; they gave Nilaafar shalower
obeisance, then turned to leave, Fand straining againgt their hold.

Nilascrambled to hisfeet. "No!" he cried. "Leave her! Y ou cannot take her. She's ming!"
"Actudly," theKing sad, amiling, "sheésmine."

He gestured and the warriors clamped their hands upon Nilas arms as he struggled to reach Fand.
Though he fought against them he was helpless againgt their strength. Fand did not struggle. Her head
bent, her hair over her face, she alowed the priestessesto lead her away. The glimmer of the priestesses
nightglobes sank away into darkness.

The Warp and the Weft

Dragon Flight

Spring was casting its warm green veil over the forest when Isabeau at |ast reached the Towers of Roses
and Thorns. Although there was till snow on the mountain heights, she felt the warmth of the wind on her
skin and regjoiced. The spring was the herad of anew season and anew lifefor Isabeau, free at last from
the queen-dragon’s geas.

The bare branches arching over the road were sprouting with new leaves, while the rose briars trained
over pergolas were budding. | sabeau was glad to see the neatness of the gardens, which had been
completely overgrown when she had first come herefive years earlier. Floyd Greenthumb, the head
gardener, leaned on his spade, cdling to her, and she went over to greet him.

He had been among many who had sought anew life up in the mountains, away from the ravages of the
wars which had so devastated southern Eileanan. The Righ, 1sabeau’s brother-in-law Lachlan, had
arranged for five hundred refugees to accompany Khan'gharad and Ishbel back to the Towers of Roses
and Thorns. These included stonemasons and carpenters to help rebuild the ruined towers; gardeners and
farmersto plant the land about with grains and vegetables, weavers, ssamstresses, cooks and house
servantsto help in the running of the castle; scribes and apprentice witchesto study in thelibrary; and
minersto look for lodes of precious metalsin the mountains. There was also aretinue of the younger sons
of the nobility eager to carve out alife for themsalvesin service to the newest of the prionnsachan.

It had taken the refugees dmost ayear to travel to Tirlethan through the mountains, for they had brought
with them many supplies and livestock. The ancient road that had once connected Tirlethan to Rionnagan
had virtualy disappeared and the immigrants had had to rebuild it asthey traveled. Consequently they



had arrived only a short time before | sabeau had had to leave the valley to stay with her
great-grandmother on the Spine of the World. She was most impressed with the changesto thevadley in
the months she had been gone. The meadows al about were busy with men and women ploughing,
building walls and ditches, cutting back thistles and weeds, rebuilding ruined cottages that had been
reclaimed from the forest, and tending goats, sheep and horses.

From an abandoned pile of stones, hung with cobwebs and occupied only by rats, owls and ghosts, the
Towers of Roses and Thorns had become a bustling residence, well tended and sdlf-sufficient, asit must
have been in the days of the first Red Sorcerers athousand years before.

"What news, Floyd?' |sabeau asked.

He shook his head lugubrioudy and sucked at hisempty pipe. " "Twas ahard winter indeed, many storms
and days when we could no' set toe outside the doorsfor fear o' being lost in the snow. | wasworried
indeed about the frost killing al my new trees, which | knew should have been planted earlier . . ."

"What o' my mam?" |sabeau asked. "Is shewd|?"
"Huge asabluewhde," the head gardener replied succinctly, "and in no guid humor, that | have heard.”
"So the babes have no' yet come?" |sabeau exclamed inrelief. "Thank Eal”

"Aye, thank Ea" hereplied. " Although auld Dimpna says she's brought many abawling babe into the
world, I'd no' betrugting her mysdif.”

I sabeau only smiled and bade him goodbye as she turned back to the towers, which soared gray and tall
into the sky. Once they had been so entwined with rose briars and brambles they could hardly be seen,
but now the gray bulk of the buildings rose uncluttered from the gardens, their great flying buttresses,
cone-topped turrets and the graceful shape of arches over theriver clear in the sunlight. The lawns swept
down to the loch, where the reflection of the twin towers stretched out asif to touch the reflection of the
twin peaks, cutting as sharply into the sky asthe pinnacle of the Skull of the World. It was a scene of
great peace and beauty and |sabeau was smiling to herself as she leaped up the steps and into the great
entrance hall of thefirst tower.

Ishbel had seen her coming through the garden and was hurrying down the spiral staircase to meet her,
both hands outstretched. Dressed in avoluminous white gown she was indeed huge, the swell of her
pregnancy preceding her like the crest of awave. Isa-beau’'s eyeswidened allittle at the sight of her. She
was even bigger than Iseult had been during her two pregnancies, and I sabeau had thought then her twin
must surely burst before she could carry her babesto term. I sabeau had assisted her sster through the
birth of her twins, Owein and Olwynne, ayear earlier, aswell asthrough the birth of Donncan, the heir to
the throne, and his stillborn sigter five years before that. The experience had been enough to make

| sabeau rather glad it had been prophesied that she was never to have children of her own.

Mother and daughter embraced awkwardly, and Ishbel gestured down to her swollen abdomen with a
grimace. "Why ohwhy did | havetofal inlove wi' aman predestined to breed up twins?' she lamented.
"Have ye ever seen such agght!”

"Y e must be uncomfortable," 1sabeau replied, dipping her arm through her mother's and helping her to
waddle back up the stairs. Ornately decorated with carvings of single petaled roses entwined in thorns,
the staircase was broad enough for seven people to wak abreast.

"Uncomfortable! What an understatement! | canna deep a night, the babes spend dl night dancing jigs
and redls, and | need to crawl to the privy every few minutes to squeeze out only afew drops o' water.



My feet and ankles are so swollen up | cannafit into any shoes or into any o' my rings, and it takesal my
energy just to get downgtairsin the morning. Why do | haveto live in adraughty auld tower with so many
flights o' sairs, for Ea's sakel”

"It could be worse, ye could be giving birth in adragon'slair again,” 1sabeau said with asmile. Ishbel
gave atheatrical shudder and sank down on a couch in the grand drawing room. |sabeau looked about
her with approva. The weavers had spent the winter making tapestries, cushions and embroidered
upholstery which gave the room a cheer and comfort it had certainly lacked before.

"I'm s0 glad that y€eve returned in time for your birthday, dearling,” Ishbel said once she had recovered
her bregth. "'l was afraid ye might have to celebrate it done again and ye ken | have promised never to let

that happen again.”

"l just wish Iseult and | could one day manage to celebrate it together,” 1sabeau said wryly. "We dways
seem to be leagues away from each other."

"Aye, happen the day will come when we can dl be together at Candlemas. Ring for somewine,
dear-ling, and send someone to fetch your dai-dein, he's been longing to seeye. He wantsto ken if they
found yefit for your initiation."

| sabeau's hand touched her cheek. Her scar wasfully healed, thanksto her salve, but till rather red.
Ishbel said quickly, "I can seeye have, ye poor dear-ling, but wait till your father comes afore telling me
the story."

| sabeau nodded and pulled the bell cord. While they waited she asked Ishbel for news of Lucescere and
was regaded with stories of the twins beauty and cleverness, Donncan's mischief and precocity, raids by
pirates, the belligerence of the Fairgean, the stupidity of the lairds, and Meghan'sincreasing frailty. Ishbel
had been M eghan the Keybearer's apprentice when she was only agirl hersdlf, and sheloved the old
sorceress as dearly as she loved anyone. Redl concern wasin her voice and I sabeau frowned in sudden

anxiety.

"DoesaMesmerd ill follow her everywhere?* she asked in alow voice and Ishbel nodded, her swollen
face creesng in fear.

| sabeau sighed and twisted her fingers. "1 must go back to Lucescere," she said to hersdlf.

Ishbel cried out in distress. "Nay, why must ye? I've been hanging on in the hope yed get here afore the
twins were born so ye could help me through. Why must ye be going again so soon?”

"I will no' gojust yet," Isabeau reassured her. "'l shdl stay for the birthing, fear ye no'. It isno' every day |
get anew brother and sister! Nay, | shall go once | ken ye and the babes are fine. Y e have plenty o
people hereto help ye now and | must see Meghan and take up my studies again. | have lost too much
timeasitis”

Ishbel sighed and resettled her weight in an attempt to get comfortable. "But why can ye no' say here
and study inthelibrary asye have the past few years?'

"I need ateacher,” Isabeau replied gently. "I am near auld enough to sit my Third Tests and be alowed to
enter the Coven. | should have spent my gpprentice years Sitting at Meghan's feet and learning from her
but instead I've been either here or on the Spine o' the World. I've learned agreat deal but no' enough, |
think, and probably no' the right things. The lore o' the Soul-Sage is different indeed to the lore o' the
witches"



Ishbel nodded rather reluctantly.
"Besdes" Isabeau said, hdf to hersdf, "I may no' have much time left with Meghan.”

"Ouch, she'satough auld boot!" Khan'gharad cried, coming in through the door. Hewas atall,
strong-looking man with vigorous red hair tied back with leather, and the thick, curling horns of the Khan'
cohbans. His stern face was marked with the seven scars of the Scarred Warrior and hewore a
weapons bet around hislithe waist, the eight-pointed star of the reil hanging conspicuoudy in front.
Dressed in rather shabby, dirty clothes, he was covered in dust. "Do no' fret for Meghan o' the Beasts,
lasse. She'slived thislong, | do no' think ye need to fear for her health now all isat peace.”

| sabeau did not reply, though her face was troubled. Khan'gharad bent and kissed his wife, who made a
little sound of protest at hisdirt and swest.

"I've been working, leannan,” hereplied. "l cannahep mend acelling and no' get awee bit dirty."

"But why must ye help the laborers?' 1shbel asked rather fretfully. "Areyeno' acknowledged asthe
Pri-onnsa o' Tirlethan now, and laird o' the clan? Why can ye no' bide awee wi' mein peace and quiet?"

"A good laird workswi' hismen," Khan'gharad said rather sternly, then looked |sabeau over with akeen
gaze. "The mark o' the Soul-Sage, | see. Well done! Will yetdl usthe story o' your name?”

"But that'shardly fair," I sabeau replied, laughing, "when I've heard the story o' your name quest so many
times| could reciteit in my deep. What sory shal yetell mein return?'

"Any gtory yewish to hear," he said with agrin. "Come, |sabeau, we have been anxious indeed about ye.
Y our mother has had nightmares o' ye being swept away by avalanches and drowned in raging rivers.
Canyeno tell usthetde?'

"Yeask 0' meaquestion. Do ye offer meadgory in return?’ 1sabeau said, only haf jesting, and her father
bowed and replied ritudigticdly.

As shetold them her story her mother groaned and shuddered at every twist of the tale. Occasionally her
father frowned and once he smiled rather grimly, but otherwise he was silent, as a Khan'cohban should
be.

When she told them how she had changed shape her mother clapped her handsin ddlight. "'l sabeau!
What aTaent! | can hardly believeit. Where could such a Skill have come from? I've heard stories o
witches being able to cast aglamourie so they look like an animd but to actudly transform . . ."

"Sseh, leannan,” Khan'gharad said. "She hasno' yet told theend o' er tale. It isrude indeed to be
interrupting.”

| sabeau smiled but continued on without breaking the measured pace of her narrative. When at last she
had finished, Ishbel caught her hand and squeezed it, the ready tears flowing down her cheeks. "Och, my
weelassie, to think o' ye facing such dangersl And such aTaent! Ye shal be apowerful sorceress
indeed. Can ye change shape into any anima ye please?"

"l do no' ken," Isabeau said. "So far | have only transformed into animalswi' which | haveaclose
affinity." She heard, degp in her mind, the resonating memory of the queen-dragon'svoice. To
under stand any living thing thou must creep within and feel the beating of its heart. To
under stand the deeper secrets of the universe thou must feel its heart beat too.

Khan'gharad made the Khan'cohban gesture of congratulations. "Khan'tinka," he said dowly. "Indeed a



powerful name, if asomewhat unusua one. | think they will now betelling thetale o' your naming quest
around the fire more often than they tel mine."

"Yoursisgill the favorite o' the storytdlers” | sa-beau reassured him with alaugh.

"And did | no' tell yel had dreams o' | sabeau being caught by an avalanche?"' Ishbel said, catching
Khan'gharad's big hand with both of her small ones. "When will ye admit that my dreams aretrue

sndings?

"I'll admit it now that 1sabeau is safe homewi' us, leannan,” he said with arare amilethat transformed his
stern face. "Come, Isabeau, ye must be weary. Why do ye no' go up to your room and have arest?

"I'd much rather see dl ye have done to the towers while I've been gone,” Isabeau said and stood up,
gretching till dl her joints cracked. "Y e should have alie down though, Mam, ye look weary indeed.”

"Weary o' carrying around these babes, that | will admit to," Ishbel said and let her husband pull her to
her feet. "I pray to Eathat they come soon.”

Eaanswered her prayers, the twins being born the following evening. It was Candlemas, and | sabeau and
Iseult's birthday. Instead of celebrating the turn of the seasons at dawn as she did normally, |sabeau spent
the whole night and day in 1shbd'sroom for it was along and difficult birth. Thefirstborn, alittle girl with

ameass of coppery hair, was caled Heloise, with her younger brother, smaler and fairer, named Alasdair.

"Heloise was my mother's name and Alasdair was my father's," 1shbel whispered, very paleand tired.
"I'm glad to be able to remember them, for both died when | was very young.”

"Whom did ye name mefor?" I sabeau asked, smoothing back her mother's sweat-darkened hair and
bringing acup of restorative teato her mouth.

Ishbel swallowed weekly then said, ™Y e and I seult were named for both my grandmothers. | sabeau
Nic-Aidin was my father's mother and Iseult NicThanach was my mother's mother, so ye seeye are
related to both the MacAidins and the MacThanachs, which may explain why yefed such an affinity with
the earth and the forest.” She sank back on her pillows, looking down at the two heads nestled close
beside her with a sort of amazement on her face. "They are such wee bits," she whispered. "1 had
forgotten . . ."

| sabeau smoothed back the downy hair of little Alasdair, who was deeping. "Well, it istwenty-two years
today since ye gave birth to Iseult and me. Odd that they should be born on our birthday."

"And what adifference," 1shbe said with a shudder that caused Alasdair to whimper in hisdeep and
Heloi'seto look up with smoky blue eyes. "Och, it was anightmare, your birth. Dragons dl around me,
wi' the smdll o' smoke and fire and the shadow o' their claws on my face ... | do no’ want to even think o
it

"Nay, go to deep, Mam," Isabeau said gently. "That was along time ago and ye are safe here and your
wee babes are strong and well."

Ishbel nodded and smiled, tearsleaking out from under her bruised looking lids. "Aye, thank Ea," she
murmured. "And thank ye too, dearling. I'm glad ye were homein time."

Ishbel did not awake from her deep for seven days and seven nights. Despite the wails of her hungry
babies, she floated peacefully about the bedroom, her silver gilt hair weaving itsdf into acocoon about
her. Vigorous shaking, pinching, shouting in her ear, dashing cold water over her, and bringing the babies
to scream lustfully beneeth her did nothing to disturb her dumber.



There was no one at the towers who could act as the babies wet nurse and so Isabeau had to feed the
babies on watered down goats milk reinforced with strengthening and nourishing herbs. She had greet
difficulty in getting the milk into the children, having to teach them to suckle from an adapted wine gourd.
For two such tiny scraps of humanity, the twins had extremely strong lungs. No one in the castle got
much deep, except for the twins own mother. Exhausted, stressed and worried, |sabeau wasirresstibly
reminded of the days when she was nursemaid to Bronwen MacCuinn, the Ensorcellor's daughter.

Thinking of Bronwen made |sabeau eager to leave the Towers of Roses and Thorns and return to the
capital. She had been away so long sheredlly had no idea how Iseult and Lachlan were doing in their
endeavor to bring peace to Eileanan. Ishbel's stories of increased activity by the Fairgean had made her
uneasy for she knew the seafaeriesfelt agreat hatred for al humans and wished to destroy them utterly.

| sabeau had developed a peculiar friendship with Maya the Ensorcellor, who was the daughter of the
King of the Fairgean and a human concubine. Even though Maya was the implacable enemy of everyone
| sabeau loved mogt, the young apprentice witch had been unable to help fegling astrong connection with
the former banrigh.

Since Lachlan had won the throne, he and Iseult had been engaged in bringing peace and order to
Eileanan and rebuilding the towns and cities which had been destroyed by the long civil war. 1sabeau
knew, however, that Lachlan would soon have to raise arms againgt the Fairgean once again. And she
knew more about the sea dwellers than any other human, thanksto her friendship with Mayaand her
carefor thelittle Fairge banprionnsa. So she was determined to travel to Lucescere as soon as shewas
able, to helpinthe struggle.

| sabeau wasterribly afraid, though, that her mother would not wake from her strange enchanted deep.
Ishbel had dept for sixteen years after she and Iseult had been born. If Ishbel dept on, Isabeau would
have to stay and care for her baby brother and sister, giving up her dreams of studying at the Tower of
Two Moons and becoming a sorceress. She could not leave the little babes to be brought up by old
Dimpna, who was rather too fond of awee dram for Isabeau's liking. Khan'gharad, the stern warrior,
was helpless before the rage and hunger of histwo tiny newborns. A look of absolute terror would cross
his scarred face whenever | sabeau thrust one at him, and he would hold the babe awkwardly in his huge,
hard hands, asif the child was made of eggshell and would bresk with the dightest pressure. So it was
with afeding of utmost relief and joy that | sabeau woke from an uneasy deep seven days after the twins
birth to see her mother standing over the cradles, her blue eyes shining with tenderness, her pale cheeks
touched with color.

Wl rested after her week's repose, 1shbel was happy to try and suckle her hungry babes, who went to
her breast like bees to honey. Within moments the red-faced screaming demons who had tormented

| sabeau for seven days and seven nights were deepy, contented little cherubs. | sabeau was able to crawl
into her own neglected bed and sink fathoms deep into deep.

When she woke it was midafternoon and al was quiet. Shelay thankfully still, looking about her room
with itstal mullioned windows and the stone fireplace carved with roses and thorns. When I sabeau had
first come here it had been acold, austere room with only achest and atall wooden candlestick to
relieve the severity of the sonewalls. Now it was hung with tapestries and decorated with beautiful
artifacts which she had found while cleaning out the towers. The diamond-paned windows sparkled in the
sunshine and the dragon carved over the fireplace seemed to dance in the reflections of light.

A smile curved Isabeau’'s mouth. Now her mother was awake, she was determined to set out for

L u-cescere as soon as she could, but the journey would take many months by foot. Isabeau redly did
not want to spare the time. She glanced up at the curved wings and raised claws of the dragon on the
wall and her smile degpened. It might betimeto cdl the dragon's name.



| sabeau had flown to Lucescere by dragonback twice before and there was no swifter or more
gpectacular way to go. The young dragon-princess Asrohc was not dways amenableto dlowing a
human to crosstheir leg over her back, however. |sabeau had not seen her for some months and was not
at al surethe great flying beast would wish to take her such adistance.

| sabeau legped out of bed, washed her face and hands, and dressed in her shabby old breeches. Buba
dept, crouched on the back of the ladder-backed chair, her ears sticking straight up, her eyes shut.

| sabeau let the ef-owl be, digging around in her chest and pulling out a massive leather halter, so heavy
she could hardly carry it. Hanging it over her shoulder, she went down the corridor, marveling anew at
the new tapestries and chairs, the polished silver jugs and candlesticks, the gilded mirrors and ornaments
that graced thewalls. Ishbd and her team of refugee women had worked wondersin turning the
long-abandoned towersinto ahome.

She popped her head around the nursery door, to see her mother and the babes deegping and a
chambermaid ensconced by the fire with a pile of mending. Fedling freedom heady in her veins, Isabeau
bounded down the stairs. Grabbing some bannocks on her way through the kitchen, she ate hungrily as
she ran down through the garden to the loch. Even though the sun was shining, Isabeau had pulled on her
tarn o' shanter and had her plaid draped over her arm. It was bitterly cold on dragonback.

| sabeau stood on the shore of the loch and looked up toward the twin mountains the Khan'cohbans
caled the Cursed Peaks. Shefelt excitement and anticipation quickening her blood. There was no grester
thrill than flying the dragon's back. Even flying in the shape of an owl was no comparison, for the dragon
could soar above the clouds, so high the curvature of the planet could be seen. Besides, the dragon was
the greatest of all creatures, the wisest and the most dangerous. Few people had the chance to even see
them, for they lived in the most remote mountain heights, far awvay from human civilization.

To havetheright to call the dragon by name and fly the skies on her back was arare and precious
privilege.
Caillec Asrohc Airi Telloch Cas.

She did not say the name aloud but thought it, each strange syllable throbbing through the chambers and
tissues of her body. For along moment afterward there was a sort of sickening echo that made her ears
ring. Then Isabeau saw an immense winged creature rise from the heart of the Cursed Pesks, serrated
wings spread wide. The dragon's gilded green body shone in the sunshine, dazzling Isabeau’s eyes. She
raised her hand to shade them, watching as the dragon soared down the snow-patched s opes and over
the loch, her siweeping shadow blotting out the turquoise color of the water. All the birds stopped singing,
and the insects stopped chirping. There was an impression of gtillness, asif al the busy life of meadow
and forest had crouched down in terror. Then the black shadow of wingsfell upon Isabeau's face and
she had to fight down the ingtinctive urgeto run for her life.

Gracefully the dragon landed on the shore beside | sabeau, folding her wings dong her burnished side.
Rather dazedly | sabeau thought, How big she has grown. How bright.

Greetings, little human. Isit not a beautiful day?

Aye, bonny, Isabeau replied, approaching on rather shaky legs. The dragon towered over her, tall asa
cadtle. Her scaleswere as smooth and shimmery as silk, her angular head with its crown of sharp spikes
and narrow golden eyes seeming more menacing than ever. Her long crested tail, Snuous as a snake,
writhed gently back and forth.

So thou wishest to fly, little human. Dost thou dare to trust the dragon?



| sabeau stopped her approach, feeling unaccountably apprehensive.

Dost thy Khan'cohban relatives not say one can never trust the dragon? Dost thou believe them?
Aye, |sabeau said with amentad smile. The Khan'-cohbans are wise indeed.

Yet still thou dreamest of soaring the skies. Art thou brave or art thou foolish ?

Both, probably, 1sabeau said and reached out a tentative finger to stroke the cream silk of the dragon's
forearm. A vein raised the silken skin, pulsing. The dragon-princess reared back, her wings spreading
and that long muscular tail thrashing. Isabeau scrambled backward, alarmed.

Do ye no' wish meto cross my leg over your back?

The dragon sat till, coiling her tail over her claws. It is not that | do not wish to speak with thee or fly
with thee, she answered in arather puzzled tone of voice. 7 feel very restlesstoday. | wish to fly. |
wish to fly very far and very fast. Thou mayst fly with me if thou so wishest.

| would like to, very much, Isabeau replied, till hesitant to approach for the tip of the dragon'stail was
twitching and she could see muscles bunching in the dragon's neck.

Then crossthy leg, for | grow impatient. Choose. Dost thou wish to fly or stay on the ground and
merely long to fly?

| will fly, Isabeau replied, coming forward with the leather harness. The dragon submitted to having the
bridle fastened around her head and shoulders and crouched down so Isabeau could clamber up on to
her back, settling herself between two of the great spikesthat crowned her spine. |sabeau was hardly in
place before Asrohc launched hersdf into the air, bugling loudly. Isabeau clung on, the sound of that cry
chilling her to the very marrow. It wasacry of chalenge, of triumph, of excitement, and | sabeau had
never heard the young dragon-princess make such acal before.

They soared over the mountains, heading west. | sabeau saw the Spine of the World below her, that great
range of peakswhich cut Eileanan in haf. Far, far below she saw the blue winding ribbon of the Lament
of the Gods and marveled that they had traveled so far, so fast. Thejourney that had taken her so many
weeks had been accomplished in minutes.

The dragon screamed again and folded her trand ucent wings. They plunged, the world below blurring
into aswirl of blue and icy white. Isabeau clung to the lesther straps, her long hair dragged fromits plait
and twisting behind her like thefiery tail of ameteor. Asthe snowy ground rushed up toward her, she
shut her eyes and bit her lip, determined not to give the dragon the satisfaction of hearing her scream.
Without warning the dragon suddenly twisted and soared, and a cry was forced from Isabeau'slips as
her crouched body was flung clear of the dragon's. She gripped even tighter to the leather straps and
grunted as she again thudded into place between the spikes of the dragon's crest.

"Ouch!" shecried. Asrohc, do ye have to do that? Your spineis bloody hard.

The dragon laughed and writhed sinuoudy o that | sabeau was amost flung clear again. Art thou afraid
| shall let thee fall, human? It isa very long way down for one who has no wings.

That iswhy | wear all these straps, 1sabeau replied, clinging tighter nonetheless. | do no' trust ye for a
moment.

The dragon turned her head to regard | sabeau with one huge, golden eye, nearly astall assabeau
hersdlf. | dways thought you were wise for ahuman, Asrohc answered sardonically. Sherolled, her



wings folded aong her side. Isabeau’s hair hung straight down, the sky arching blue above the dragon's
bright green body, then she was swung upright again, screaming despite herself.

Asrohc! What's wrong with ye today?
| feel ... odd. Restless. | want . . .

Suddenly the dragon-princess bugled again and soared into the sky. Isabeau was blinded by tears asthe
bitterly cold air rushed past her face. She raised one gloved hand and rubbed her eyes, then tried to
secure her hair into aknot at her nape. She saw aflash of bronze-gold from the corner of her eye and
turned. Another dragon was chasing them. By the deeper cast of his skin, 1sabeau knew he was male.
With fingers suddenly rigid with fear, Isabeau clung to the harness. Asrohc bugled again and thistime her
cal was answered. Another male, far bigger than the dragon-princess, was coming up from the south. He
was flying with grest, powerful bests of his sail-like wings. The two males saw each other and bellowed
in rage. Asrohc mocked them, turning and rolling so her pale belly was exposed, then soaring up far into

the ky.
They shall never catch me, she said complacently.

Asrohc, why are they chasing ye? Why are ye putting on such a show for them? Asrohc, | think |
want to get down!

The dragon princess only bugled mockingly, then folded her wings and plummeted like astone, faling
past the big bronze males who twisted midair trying to catch her. | sabeau saw to her horror two more
dragons on the horizon, flying to join in the chase.

Asrohc, are ye on heat? |sabeau asked franticdly. Are ye ready to mate?

Is that why the males all follow me? Asrohc asked with adragonish laugh. They think to mount me,
daughter of the queen of them all? Arrogant fools! So big and clumsy they are. Shebugled a
challenge that was met with four deep-throated bellows. | sabeau saw with absolute terror that the
dragonswere now al soaring and swooping in Asrohc'stail wind, their eyes gleaming like jewels, their
red cavernous nogtrils spread to catch her scent. Two were so huge their shadows darkened entire
mountainsides, their coats so dark abronze asto be dmost black. Beside them Asrohc seemed very
small and very bright, but she darted and danced ahead of them like adragonfly. Again and again the
males lunged for her, seeking to close their jaws upon her neck. Isabeau said doud, "I do no' think |
want to be here. Asrohc! How could yelet mefly wi' yetoday o' dl days?'

How was | to know? the dragon-princess replied with alittle shudder that had her whole body
undulaing. All | knew was that | wanted tofly . . .

A smdll, lithe copper-colored dragon tangled his wings with hers. For amoment Asrohc let him grasp her
with his strong forearms and the two dragons fdll toward the earth, their bodies pressed together.

I sabeau crouched as close to Asrohc's neck as she could, the weight of the male dragon's great body
pressing againg her, crushing the bresth from her body. Then Asrohc shook him free contemptuoudy,
bugling again. The dragon-princess spread her wings and glided away, the male screaming in frustration.

I sabeau bit her lip. Carefully, wondering if she wasafool, she unfastened the straps around her waist.
Asrohc whedled and soared, and then the shadow of a dragon fell upon them. Isabeau glanced up and
saw abright-winged bronze falling down upon them out of the sky, claws extended, wings spread against
the sun. She screamed and let go.



The earth rushed up toward her at asickening rate. The wind thundered in her ears. |sabeau shut her
eyes and concentrated. For amoment she thought her Talent had failed her and shewasfdling to her
desth, then suddenly the wind was knotted to her will. She beat her wings and opened her eyes, giving
the harsh, triumphant scream of a golden eagle. Thewind held her, rocked her, obeyed every minute
adjustment of her wings and tail. She soared up, watching impassively asamagjestic bronze dragon
closed hisjaws upon Asrohc's neck and twined histail with hers. The two great winged creaturesfell
together, screaming hoarsdly.

| sabeau tilted her wings and spirded away. All her clotheswerefdling likelittle ragsin thewind. She
caught afalling square of whitefabric in her cruel curved talons and used it as anet to catch the smdll
glittering rings tumbling down through the air. Even as an eagle, I sabeau knew she did not want to lose
her rings and plaid. The owl talon on itsleather thong ill hung down upon her feathered breast, much to
her relif.

It was along flight back to the Cursed Valey, and even with the strength of a golden eagleswings,

| sabeau was worn out by the time she at last glided down toward the towers. She had no desireto run
naked through the hals so she came down to land on the sill of an open window on one of the top floors.
She transformed back into her own shape and almost fell from the window, so deep was the exhaustion
which swept over her. She managed to scramble through, bruising her knees as she dropped to the floor.
Wrapping her soft woolen plaid about her, 1sabeau was relieved to find it was till fastened by the brooch
Lachlan had given her, the stylized dancing dragon with the golden jeweled eye. It was one of Isabeau’s
most precious possessions, aong with the plaid itself which had been woven for her by the Keybearer
Meghan hersdlf. White crossed with soft bands of red and blue, it was the MacFaghan tartan and the
mark of |sabeau’'sroyal heritage. Although she was sorry to have lost her favorite breechesand tarn o
shanter, she would have been distressed indeed by the loss of plaid and badge.

"l can see I'm going to have to work out some solution to this problem o' losing my clothes dl the time!™
she said to hersdlf as she thrust her two rings back onto her fingers. She then hurried through the
corridorsto her own room, managing to avoid being seen by any of the servants.

| sabeau had studied agreat deal of dragon lore during her time at the Towers of Roses and Thorns. For
her first three years there she had had Feld of the Dragons as her teacher and mentor, and after he had
died, she had continued her studies alone. Feld had catalogued dl the books and scrollsin thelibrary
with references to the dragons and | sabeau had systematically read her way through them. She knew that
Asrohc would soon lay an egg which she would guard jedloudy for the next three years asthelittle
dragon embryo within grew and developed. According to the textbooks, anewly laid dragon egg was
quite small but over the three years dowly swelled until it was large asadeeping horse. It would teke a
hundred yearsfor the young dragon to reach itsfull Sze and maturity. Asrohc hersdf was only a century
old and the youngest by far of dl the dragons. If she could keep her egg safe, and if the newly hatched
dragonet proved to be female, the dow dying-out of the dragons might be halted.

I sabeau could only be happy at the thought, even though Asrohc's coming of age presented her with what
seemed like an insurmountable problem. There was no possibility of the dragon-princessflying Isabeau
down to L ucescere now. She would be busy building anest before the egg was laid, and busier il
keeping it warm and safe from ogres, goblins, frost giants and the other vicious scavengers of the
mountains. Her mate would hunt for her and take turnsto rotate the egg and keep it warm. Dragons
mated for life, Isabeau knew, and only if their mate died could they be persuaded to take another.

Although Asrohc was not the only dragon to live in Dragonclaw, she was the only oneto alow humansto
fly her back. Asrohc had been saved by Khan'gharad when he was only aboy himself, and shefelt some
friendship toward hisfamily asaresult.



I sabeau could no more ask Asrohc's haughty brothersto fly her down to Lucescere than their ancient
and powerful mother, the queen-dragon hersdlf.

All that evening | sabeau worried about how she wasto get to Lucescere. She could transform into an
eagle again and fly down, but that would mean arriving & theroya court naked and without any
possessions. She wanted to take her plaid and brooch, her rings, her owl'stalon, her quartz crystd, her
witch'sknife, her belt of tools and weapons, her satchel of herbs and medicines, not to mention afew
essentia items of clothes. Far too much to be carried in the talons of an eagle, no matter how large and

powerful.

She could set off on foot, as she had done when she had first | eft the safety of Meghan's secret valey on
the night of her sixteenth birthday. That had been along and dangerousjourney, though, and |sabeau had
no real desireto repedt it.

So, that night at dinner, I sabeau leaned over to her father and said softly, "Do ye remember when we first
cametothe Cursed Valey?'

They were Stting together at the high table in the grand dining room, with Khan'gharad's newly appointed
squire serving them. The gentlemen and ladies of the household sat at the lower table, served by either
their own persona servants or by the footmen who, having only recently been promoted, were still rather
clumsy. Therewas aloud buzz of conversation which effectively screened Isabeau’'s voice.

Her father shook hishead. "No' redly,” he answered softly. "My years as a horse seem like anightmare
now, vague and horrible. | remember they had hobbled me and ye came and cut the hobbles.”

"Y e brought me and Bronwen here by the Auld Way," shesaid.
"Aye, that'sright." Khan'gharad's voice was reserved.

"How did ye ken how? Arethe Auld Ways no' the Celestines roads? Meghan has been friends with the
Celegtinesfor centuries and they have never shown her the secret o' the hidden roads.”

"Happen she never asked them."

"Nay, she would've. Meghan aways wants to ken everything about everything.”
"Happen they did no' want to reved their secretsto one o' humankind.”

"But ye are hdf human.”

"l am aso Khan'cohban.”

"So do the Khan'cohbans ken the secret o' the Auld Ways?'

"Why dl these questions? Are ye offering me aquestion in return?’

"If yewish to ask me questions, ask me," | sabeau replied impatiently. "We are no’ on the Spine o' the
World now."

"Rudenessisrudeness anywhere."
|sabeau Sghed. "I'm sorry if yethink | have been rude but indeed | have areason for my questions.”

"And what isthat reason?"



"Now the babes are born and Mam is on the mend, | wish to be returning to Lucescere. Yeken | can be
o' help to them there, and besides, | want to study at the Tower o' Two Moons. I'm way behind the rest

0 my peersnow, and if | want to take my Tests and join the Coven, then | need to be working hard and

caching up.”

"But Ishbel tellsmethis ability to take on theform o' different animasisapowerful Taent indeed, that ye
are dready a sorceress o' uncommon ability. Why do ye need to study and take Tests?"

"If 1 want to reach my full potential | need to bein complete control. | do no' really understand what it is|
do or how. Besides, there are many, many Skills1 do no' have. I've had only awee bit o' ingtruction in
the powers o' air and water and earth, though my fire Skills are quite good thanksto Latifa. A witch
needs to learn as much as she can about al the dementsif sheisto gain the High Magic. Normdly an
apprentice spends eight years doing naught but studying afore sheis thought to have enough
understanding o' the One Power to even be admitted to the Coven as awitch. Then there are many years
more speciaizing in one eement or another afore ye can win your sorceressrings. Yemust ken al this,
Dai-dein, ye went to the Tower o' Two Moonsto learn what ye could. | remember Meghan saying ye
cameto learn from the witches once ye had mastered dl that the Khan'cohbans could teach ye." He
nodded. Isabeau went on, "Yeken it isno' that | do no' want to be with ye and Mam, but ye have the
babes now and ye are both busy restoring the castle and setting up trade opportunities. | need to find my
own placein theworld.”

He nodded again.

Isabeau sighed insde. Her father had al the moreirritating Khan'cohban traits. She wished he was not so
reserved and taciturn. She subdued her impatience and said very ddiberatdly, "I have answered your
guestion in fullness and truth, now will ye answer mine?!

Hiseyeswidened alittle and he leaned back in his chair, goblet in one hand. She watched him thinking
back over their conversation. Then amusement flickered on his hard face and he inclined his horned head.

"I asked ye how it wasthat ye knew the secret o' the Auld Ways but ye were reluctant to answer me,"
| sabeau said with the appropriate Khan'cohban gestures. "I respect your reticence and ask ye instead if
yewill tl mehow | may trave that way."

"It isno' my secret to reveal," he answered. "The Auld Ways are dangerousindeed and no' to be
traveed lightly."

| sabeau remembered their journey adong the magical road and gave alittle shudder. She knew her father
spoke the truth. She was anxious to reach L u-cescere though and knew no faster way. She sipped her
wineto give her timeto think, then said, "When | told ye the sory 0’ my naming quest, ye offered mea
story o' my choicein return. Y e ken that the secret o' one's nameisthe most carefully guarded tale o' any
Khan'cohban yet | told ye mine willingly. | have now asked ye the question o' my choice. Do yerefuseto
ansver?'

He stared at her, anger in hiseyes. Hismouth was set grimly. "Yeken | cannado that,” he answered ina
hard voice. "It would be dishonorable indeed and though | may have lft the Spine of the World aforeye
were born, | am still aKhan'cohban and a Scarred Warrior."

"Well then," | sabeau replied.

He stared at her for along time then bowed his head. "The secret o' the Celestines road isno' one easily
told,” hesaid harshly. "I shal haveto show ye. | warn ye again about the dangers o' the Auld Ways. It is
easy to wander astray. Once ye ken theway 0' it, ye must promise me no' to useit lightly. Y e could end



up in places ye could never have imagined.”

| sabeau nodded, her blue eyes brilliant with excitement. He rose abruptly, saying, "We must be at thering
0' stones by dawn so ye shdl have to wake early.”

"I an no' surel'll beready to leave so quickly, I—"

"Dono' beafool," he sngpped. "Do yethink ye can learn to travel the Auld Waysin asingle morning or
that ye can go on any auld day? Nay, if ye areto travel to Lucescere ye would be best waiting till the
night of the spring equinox, when the Cdestines shal sing the sunto life and the running o' the
summer-bourne cleansesthe lines o' power. Even so, ye shall haveto run fast.”

| sabeau nodded again, though the light in her eyes had quenched. Many in the room were looking at
them, startled by the harshness of Khan'gharad's tones. He bent his horned head and said softly, "The
Auld Ways are one of the Celestines most magical mysteries. Since | am forced to reved it to ye, ye
must promise meto never betray my confidence and tell it to anyone else, no matter what. Do ye
promise?’

"Aye, by the stars, the moons and Ea's green blood, | promise,” 1sabeau replied and he nodded curtly,
stisfied.

The Faery Road

| sabeau stood within the Celestines circle of stones, the elf-owl perched on her shoulder. The shadows
of the great crags stretched long over the grass, her own shadow dwarfed between them. A cool wind
riffled the curls that had escaped from her plait and blew the edges of her plaid about.

It was the night of the spring equinox, when the tides of the seasons turned and the eemental energiesran
srong. It was atime of great power, when witches celebrated the coming of summer and a dawn, the
Cdeginessang thesuntolife.

The sun dipped down until only athin fiery crescent showed above the dark pesks. A singlered ray lit
thetall stones on the hill with glowing color. |sabeau stepped forward and laid her hand on one of the
symbols carved deep into the south-facing crags. A fierce shock ran up her arm and she had to fight to
keep her hand pressed against the symbol.

A glinting curtain of silver-green fire materiaized from nowhere. | sabeau took a deep bresth and stepped
through, the ef-owl taking flight from her shoulder. The curtain brushed her skin with an icy shock that
caused | sabeau to cry out in pain. Then she was running down along glimmering tunnd that stretched as
far as her eyes could see. All around her the silvery walls and floor undulated with raw energy, like sheet

lightning irradiating astormy sky.

She could see the outside world through the glinting walls, but with every difficult stride the scene lurched.
It was asif each step covered many leagues a once. One moment she saw the dark shapes of trees
looming over her, the next acliff face waslegping at her. Then she wasinsde the mountain, staactites
stabbing toward her. Then she was beyond and awaterfal was pouring past, the starlit foam whitein the
darkness. Then adark forest, the groping, writhing branches al hung with gray moss, growing close
about ahigh bare hill crowned with acircle of blazing pillars.



An ddritch shriek echoed through the tunnel and Buba hooted fearfully. | sabeau's heart jerked
sick-eningly. She well remembered the ghosts that had chased her dong this pathway when she had last
traveled it. From the corner of her eye she saw amenacing shadow swooping at her hedls. I sabeau did
not look back, sprinting as fast as she could down the road. There was arush of icy wind upon the back
of her neck, an unearthly wailing that dmost caused her step to falter.

She must not let her concentration lgpse. Any misstep and she could find hersdlf traveling to another
world or another time. Khan'gharad had impressed the dangers of the Celestines road upon her forcibly.

In the past two months he had done his best to explain to her the nature of the faery roads, what the
Celedtines cdlled the Old Ways. The more | sabeau learned, the more afraid she had become and the
more eager to learn their secrets.

The Celegtines had built their rings of stonesin places of power, places charged with energy. Cdled the
Heart of Stars, these centers of energy each radiated seven invisible lines of power that connected with
each other acrossthe entire planet, like an immense yet delicate spiderweb of knots and rays. These lines
of power followed the swing of the sun, the moons, the stars and the planets across the land, converging
into spirds of primary energy where the magnetic forces of the earth and the universe knotted together
into sources of immense power. Each Heart of Stars acted asafocal point for thisenergy, likea
magnifying glass concentrating sunshineinto aray of light that could burn aholein paper.

| sabeau had heard of lines of power before but she had never realized that the Celestines could travel
aong theselines asif they were aroad. Thejourney along the faery path was not one to be taken lightly,
however. Apart from the strain it placed on the travel er's body and mind, the lines of power existed ina
warp of space and time. Khan'gharad said it had been known for people from another time or another
world atogether to step through the standing stones and find themsalves stranded in Eileanan, unableto
make their way back to their own existence.

Such sudden and peculiar arrivals were rare though. The primary danger to traveling the faery roads was
that they attracted emanations of psychic power, some of them very spiteful. Few ghosts could muster
enough strength to physicaly harm aliving being, but those of particular maevolence could sometimes
overwhem you with their negative energy, swamping you with darkness, depression and madness.

| sabeau knew she was particularly vulnerable to such forces, having had to fight periods of melancholy
ever snce her torture Six years earlier. So she did not look back. She forced her body forward againgt
theroiling billows of energy surging around her legs, her heartbeat pounding likeadrum in her ears.

She could not run dl night. Soon she stumbled in exhaustion and dowed to awalk, hardly ableto

breathe, her lungs on fire. On she plodded, forest blurring past her. Twice more ghosts came at her, mere
shreds of mist and shadows with wailing faces and outstretched hands. Each time she somehow found the
grength to outrun them, though al her joints were screaming.

Suddenly someone was there beside her. Shetried to run but a soft humming sound reassured her. It was
aCdedtine. All three of his eyeswere open, the one in the center of hisforehead as black and fathomless
asawdll, thetwo below astranducent as crystal. New energy spread through her with the touch of his
hand on her arm. Side by side they walked, and Isabeau found her stride lengthening once more, the
musclesin her thighs and caves forgetting the many miles she had run.

Dark, twisted shapes with malevolent faces writhed out of the walls and floor but the Celestine sang them
away. Then another Celestinejoined them, then another, stepping through the walls seemingly from
nowhere. | sabeau began to understand how it was that one could stray from the road when there was no
indication in thewallsthat ajunction of paths was near.



Soon there was a procession of white-clad Celes-tineswalking the road, Isabeau in their midst, the owl
floating ahead like a snowflake blown in the wind.

| sabeaul heard a soft crooning rise dmost imperceptibly out of the rush and billow of sound that
continually shook the tunndl of green fire. The crooning grew and grew till 1sabeau heard cadencesinit, a
melody of such depth and timber that al the hairs on her asamsrose. The Celestinesdl around her were
humming deep in their throats, yet the sound was much greater than could be produced by these few. It
rang al down theroad, sparks of slver fire racing through theiridescent wals, igniting and exploding into
fireworks of unimaginable beauty. Brighter and brighter the tunnel grew, until dl was blazing with silver
light. Isabeau could fed the song thrumming through every vein and artery, shuddering up her legsand
down her spine, her skin tingling withit. It was like astorm wind, green with lightning, that flowed over
her and into her, purifying her blood and filling her with ajoy so keen it was akin to grief.

Through the silver-shot walls she could see the crowded streets of Lucescere, then the trees and lawns of
the pal ace gardens, then the dark fretwork of the labyrinth. Her step quickened in anticipation. Ahead
was the Pool of Two Moons, surrounded by ablazing ring of pillars and arches. A fountain rosein the
center of the poal, the water shining asif alight was hidden within. One by one the Celestines stepped
through the archway, then | sabeau stepped through too, the owl fluttering down to rest on her shoulder.

It was dawn. The sky was the color of pewter, the dark spears of the cypress trees stabbing upward.
Therelief from the tingling pain in her joints and fingertips caused | sabeau to stagger, then fal to her
knees. She looked up, dizzy and sick. Lachlan stood over her, naked as the day he was born, hiswings
spread wide, Singing. He stared at her in astonishment but did not fater, hisvoice ringing out pure and
strong. He was holding hands with two Celes-tines, agreat ring of faeries standing around the pool,
humming the sun to life. The faerieswho had traveled with | sabeau dong the Old Way joined the circle,
their deep crooning like the thrum of an organ. 1sabeau sat back on her heel's and watched them, so tired
she thought she would faint, so happy she thought shewould cry.

Lachlan met her gaze, his golden eyes very bright againgt his olive skin. 1sabeau shut her eyes, listening to
the deep reverberations of the Celestines voices. Lachlan's clear harmonieswovedl throughit, likethe
gold of cdlandinesthrough grass. The very ground benesth her feet thrummed with the sound of it,
running up her legs and spine and into her brain so that al of her quivered and thrilled in response. She
clenched her jaw, her hands clasped in her lap.

The song shivered into sllence. |sabeau opened her eyes. The sun had lifted above the horizon, ablazing
orb of golden light, and birds were singing joyoudly. Lachlan released the fagries hands and bent down
hisown, large and warm, to help | sabeau to her feet.

"By Eas green blood, how do ye come here?' he cried. "Y e just stepped out o' thin air, 1sabeaut! |
amogt broke the song, which would've been an ill omen indeed.”

Celedtines clustered dl about, lifting their four jointed fingers to touch Lachlan between the eyes. I1sabeau
smiled and shrugged, stepping back, and he submitted to the fagries touch, mouthing, "Later!”

Behind the faeriesacircle of witches sat around afire, naked, their hair unbound, their fingers loaded
with jewels. On their heads they wore wreaths of yew and rosemary, and the herb-scented smoke of the
fire drifted about the garden.

| sabeau crossed the lawn to the fire, smiling and raising her hand in greeting to the witcheswho were al
gretching in relief, siff after the long night's Ordeal. She put down her hand for Meghan and helped her
to her feet, the old sorceress groaning as al her joints protested. She looked very gaunt benesth the

curtain of snowy-white hair, her breasts hanging flat and pendulous over her ribs. |sabeau wrapped her



hurriedly in her own plaid.

"What are ye doing sitting up al night with no' astitch o' clothing on!" she scolded. ™Y €ll be catching your
death o' cold.”

"And what kind o' Keybearer would | beif | stayed in my bed for the vernd equinox!" Meghan snapped.
"I may be auld but I've no' yet heard degth's bell, I'll have ye ken, Beau!™ Suddenly she softened, kissing
Isabeau’s brow. "Though the Sight o' ye stepping out o' thin air was amost enough to make medie 0
shock! It was strange enough seeing the Celestines materidize that way, but yel"

| sabeau felt a hand on her arm and turned to see | seult stlanding beside her, smiling. Asusual shewas
dressed very smply in white, with her red hair bound back at the nape of her neck and covered with a
white linen cap. She carried ababy girl on her hip, afive-year-old boy clinging to her skirt. Behind her
stood afair-haired nursemaid with round, pink cheeks, another baby in her arms.

The twins embraced warmly. "Och, it is so good to seeye all!" |sabeau cried.
"But where did ye spring from?" Iseult asked. "Y e seemed to step out o' nowhere."
"| traveled the Auld Way," | sabeau replied.

They dl stared at her in amazement and Lachlan turned sharply. "The Auld Way!" he cried. "All the way
from Tirlethan?"

| sabeau nodded. "And I'm sick with weariness now and aching all over. I'll beglad o' abed, | promise
ye"

"But how do yecometoken ... ?" Meghan cried. "C course, your father." |sabeau nodded.

Lachlan came up behind hiswife and said softly in her ear, "The Auld Ways! | wonder if they runto the
Bright Land? We could save Dide and Enit along and dangerousjourney if they went that way instead 0
facing the danger o' the sees, leannan.”

Iseult replied, just aslow, "It'sapossbility at least.”

When Lachlan became aware of 1sabeau’s curious regard, he turned away so she could not see hisface
but still she heard him mutter, "We'd best no' spesk o' it here. Too many people. Later.”

Iseult nodded. She said to Isabeau with asmile, "Come and break your fast and tell usal your news
whilel have the servants make up abed for ye. Yelook worn out.”

"I fed worn out," 1sabeau said with an attempt a alaugh. "That'sno' something I'll do againinahurry.”

She helped Meghan put on her long white robe trimmed with Slver to show her standing asthe
Key-bearer of the Coven. The sorceresslifted out the talisman she wore around her neck so it hung
outside her robe. Inscribed with runes of power, the Key was wrought in the shape of asix-sded star
enclosed within acircle. To Isabeau's trained witch senses, it seemed to thrum with power, giving off a
amel like thunder-charged air. The sight and smell of it was enough to fill 1sabeau with jedlouslonging.
She had carried one third of the Key for five months, long enough for it to take hold of her heart and her
imagination. | sabeau had to fight back the urge to snatch if from Meghan's breast, and clenched her
fingersinto figts, her face schooled to impassivity. Meghan knew her thoughts, however, and frowned at
her, one hand rising involuntarily to wrap around the magica talisman, hiding it from view.

| sabeau touched her arm in reassurance, and the stern look on Meghan's face softened. Thelittle



don-beag Gitaunrolled from histight ball by the embers of thefire, stretched deepily, then unfurled the
little sails of skin between his paws and flew up to Meghan's shoulder. With one paw on her ear, he
chittered an excited welcome to Isabeau, who chittered back. The other witches were standing by to talk
to the Keybearer s0 Isabeau left her side and turned back to Iseult, who was chatting to her nursemaid
Sukey while Lachlan dressed.

Sukey was an old friend, so | sabeau greeted her warmly. "How are ye yourself? The twinsare no'
running ye ragged?'

"Aye, my lady, keeping me on my toes, asye canimagine,” the nursemaid replied ruefully. "I thought
Donncan was as artful asabagful o' elven cats when he was aladdiekin, but Owein and Olwynne beat
him hollow. Wee Olwynne may no'" have wings like the laddies but she's swift as a snake and twice as
cunning.”

| sabeau lifted the little girl from Iseult'sarms and cuddled her close. "Thisbonny lasse? | dinnabdieveit.
Shelooksasif butter wouldnamelt in her mouth.”

Olwynne stared at her with sugpicious black eyes, then reached out one fat little hand, seized the owl's
talon hanging around Isabeau’s neck, and smiled blisstully.

"Och, she'sawicked wee lass but sweet as honey," | seult laughed, touding her daughter's bronze-red
curls

"It doesnaseem fair that the two boys should have Lachlan's wings but not wee Olwynne," 1sabeau said.
She glanced at Donncan, who was swooping around his father's head, his wings the same burnished gold
ashiscurls. Owein, as red-headed as his twin, was bouncing up and down on Sukey's hip, his
bronze-colored wings spread and testing the air. All three children had the distinctive white lock of the
Mac-Cuinns springing from their brow, a sure sign that they had bonded with the L odestar, the magica
sphere that responded only to the hand of aMac-Cuinn.

"Och, no doubt shelll have Talents o' her own,” Meghan said, coming up beside them. She reached out
one gnarled finger, hooting softly, and Buba rubbed her ear tufts againgt it, hooting back. "How can she
no' with two such Tdented parents?’

They dl began to wak down the garden, talking companionably. Behind Lachlan walked hissquire,
Dillon. Isabeau hardly recognized the sturdy, freckle-faced lad she had known in thistal, powerfully built
young man. Hewas dressed in the blue kilt and jacket of the Righ's own bodyguard, the plaid secured
over hisshoulder with aslver brooch depicting acharging stag. At hiswaist hewore along sword with
anintricaey coailing hilt.

Behind them came the other witches, dressed now and their hair bound back as usud, with the
Cedes-tinesdl streaming behind them. The marks of their footsteps were dark in the dew-laden grass.
The white-clad procession | ft the garden and plunged into the narrow hedge-lined corridors of the maze,
thewadlls of yew high abovetheir heads.

"l seeyeare newly scarred,” Iseult said softly. "1 would ask o' you the story o' your name.”

"I will gladly tell it," I sabeau answered in the language of the Khan'cohbans, siwveeping her fingersto her
brow, then to her heart, and then out to the tall yew hedge.

"Wait until we aredone," Iseult said softly. "There are many listening earsin the paace.”

| sabeau nodded, casting her twin aquick glance.



A feast to celebrate the spring equinox had been set up in the grest hall but to Isabeau's relief she was not
expected to sit down with ahorde of strangers. Sukey took her up to the roya suite and fed her
bannocks with bdllfruit jam and told her amusing tales about the children until 1seult and Lachlan could
escgpe and join her.

When she had eaten | sabeau curled up in abig chair by the fire to rest while Sukey put the twinsto bed.
Although Iseult had ordered aroom to be prepared for her, | sabeau was eager to tell the story of her
adventures and planned to wait for the others before seeking her own bed.

It was quiet and peaceful in the roya drawing room, however, and so |sabeau soon dipped into deep.
She was woken sometime later by the soft murmur of voices. Her eyelashes fluttered open.

Meghan was sitting in the armchair opposite, her hands resting idle on Gitas brown fur. Iseult had drawn
up achair beside her, while Lachlan was pacing up and down the room in his usud restlessway, hiskilt
swinging.

"It isso hard to ken what we should do firgt," Lachlan was saying. "We have spent dl winter building a
fleet o' shipsand now | am afraid to send them out in case they end up on the bottom o' the ocean like

every other ship that has|eft safe harbor these past ten years. The Ship Tax has been unpopular indeed
and | cannarisk al the money we raised going on naught.”

He paused to stand before thefire, lifting hiskilt to warm his behind. Isabeau hagtily shut her eyes.

"And 0' course, everyone wants us to do something different,” Lachlan continued. "Linley Mac-Seinn
wants us to send the ships around to Carraig and win back the Tower o' Sea Singers from the Fair-gean,
the merchants want us to wipe out the pirates and keep the trade routes free from sea serpents, and lain
and Elfridawant usto attack Bride. No matter what we do, someone is going to be unhappy. | just
cannasee my way clear, Meghan. Can ye no' advise me?"'

The sorceress stroked Gita's fur, her face troubled.

"Happen we should try and find out who it isthat is betraying us" Iseult said, her voice very cold. "It be
no point making plansif our enemies ken them aswell aswe do oursaves.”

Meghan sighed and Lachlan began to pace again. | fed like awounded sheep with ashriek o
grav-enings circling over me," he said then, his voice moody. "No matter what | do, | am beset by
enemieson al sdes. We cut off the head o' one faction and it sprouts two more, like aharlequin hydra. .

"The harlequin hydra. Symbol o' insurmountable opposition,” Meghan said softly. " Cut off one heed and
another two grow."

Lachlan sat down heavily, hishead in hishands.

"Och, we shdl just have to overcome the harlequin hydralike your namesake, Lachlan the Navigator,”
the old sorceress said. "Thereisno point in falling into despair, lad. Iseult isright. If we discover who the
oy inour ranksis, we may have a better chance in overcoming our other obstacles.”

Lachlan made an impatient gesture. "Do ye think we have no' tried? Once we exiled Finlay, | thought we
had done with spies and betrayers. Y et every time we move againgt the Bright Soldiers, they're waiting
for us. I'velost so many good men in their bloody ambushes! And asif that was no' enough, every ship
we send out has been |ost because the blaygird pirates knew exactly what route we planned to sail. It's
uncanny!"



"I kendl that," Meghan said, just asimpatiently.

Lachlan got to his feet. He wandered around the room, fiddling with ornaments on the dresser, twitching
asdethe curtain and glancing outside, straightening a picture. Suddenly he came and sat back down
again, looking directly at Isabeau. The color rosein her cheeks.

"So, we've woken, Beau,” he said. "Why do ye no' tell usyour news?'

| sabeau busied her hands by pulling at Bubal's ear tufts, though the owl grumbled deepily in protest. "I
hardly ken where to sart, so much has happened.”

"Tel usabout the Auld Ways," Lachlan commanded, just aslseult said, "Tell usyour new name!”
"Starting at the beginning isalways agood idea," Meghan said.

It wasfar more difficult telling the story of her name quest thistime, because both Lachlan and Meghan
interrupted congtantly with questions and exclamations. When | sabeau finally reached the part where she
changed shape, both |eaned forward, exclaming with amazement. Lachlan was incredul ous then excited,
while Meghan's whole face glowed with pride and satisfaction.

"That'sal thereistotel,” shesad at last. "I could no' fly down to Lucescere with Asrohc building her
nest, so | made Dai-dein tell me how to travel the Auld Ways and came home that way."

"How did ye managethat?' Iseult said wryly. "I cannaimagine awarrior o' the seven scars being made to
do anything by amere child."

"Child no longer," Isabeau cried, lifting her hand to trace her initiation scar.
"Still," Iseult said.
Isabeau grinned. "1 tricked himinto it.”

"But ye have no' said much about the Auld Ways, Beau, only that Khan'gharad showed yetheway o' it.
Cannayetdl me more?'. Meghan asked.

Reluctantly Isabeau shook her head. "1 am sworn to secrecy.”

Irritation flashed across Meghan's face. " Surely, Beau, ye can tell me more than that. What are they?
How do they work? Where do they run?'

With both Lachlan and Meghan'simperious gazes focused intently upon her face, the color rose highin
| sabeau’'s cheeks but she shook her head again. "I'm sorry, but | swore asacred oath. | cannatell.”

"What do ye mean, ye cannatell?' Lachlan exclamed. "Who isyour loyalty to, |sabeau the Red?"

"Itisno' my secret to tell,” Isabeau protested, her cheeks scarlet. She glanced rather wildly at Meghan.
"Why do ye no' ask Cloudshadow if ye are so desperate to ken? Sheisthe oneto ask, no' me."

"Cloudshadow will no' tell me ether,” Meghan snapped. "I have begged her many timesto reved the
secret to me but she never will."

"So how can ye ask meto?' Isabeau cried. "It isamystery o' the Ceestinesand | have no right to ken it
mysalf. Humans have betrayed Celestines before, ye ken that better than anyone, Meghan. Y e shouldna
be asking me!™



"Y et ye say yoursdlf yetricked your father into reveding the secret to ye," Lachlan said scornfully. "What
right have ye to be so mealy-mouthed?"

"Happen it could save usdl from much danger and trouble if we could usethe faeries roads,” Iseult said
persuasivey. "Will ye no' help us, Beau?'

"l canna, | promised,” Isabeau cried, tears very close to the surface.

"Do yeno' redize that your auld friend Dide may die because yerefuseto tell usl™ Lachlan bent over her,
his dark face suffused with anger and frustration.

"Why?Whereisit that yere sending him?'Y e said before a dangerous journey—what dangerous
journey?" 1sabeaul had to fight not to shrink back in her chair, intimidated by the great bulk of aman
bending over her, hisburly neck and chest, his great black wings, al his strength and regal power.

To her surprise and relief he stepped back, dropping his gaze. Then he said sullenly, "How am | to ken
ye can be trusted, |sabeau?”

Cut to the quick, Isabeau could only stare a him. He went on inexorably. "Why should | tell ye our most
secret planswhen ye will no' tell uswhat ye ken?'Y e were the one to befriend the Ensorcellor and offer
her shelter. How do we ken she has no' cast her charm over ye and compels ye to do her bidding?’

Iseult protested but Lachlan would not be stopped. He said loudly, with acruel edgeto hisvoice, "We
ken the spy must be someone closeto us, for they are privy to al our most secret plans. Who isto say it
iIsno' ye, Isabeau?’

Meghan cried, "That's enough, Lachlan!" and Iseult leaped to her feet, her face white with anger. 1sabeau
said with atremblein her voice, "But | have no' been here.”

"Nay, ye have no', haveye?' Lachlan replied coolly. "While we have been here fighting impossible odds
ye have been off, safe in the mountains, riding dragons and playing with owls. We ask o' ye just one wee
thing to tell us something that ye ken could help us enormoudy, and yerefuseto help.”

"But | swore an oath," Isabeau said helplesdy, tearsrising in her eyes. Gita soared over to comfort her,
chittering in distress, while Buba hooted softly and rubbed her head against 1sabeau’s hand.

Iseult knelt next to her and took her hand, saying over her shoulder, "Lachlan, how can ye say such
things? Y eken Isabeau isloya and true.”

"Nay, | dono'," Lachlan answered, hisangry color beginning to fade. "1 thought Finlay loyd and true, |
thought al my men were. Now | can believe treachery o' anyone. | meant what | said about Maya.

| sabeau sheltered her for close on ayear. We ken the cursehag has the strongest and most subtle
compulsion o' will 0" any witch we've ever kent. How can ye be sure | sabeau was no' ensorcelled by
her?"

To Isabeau's dismay no one said anything. She knew they were thinking of Latifaand Lachlan's brother
Jaspar, both of whom had succumbed to Maya's charm despite their own strength. 1sabeau pushed away
Iseult's hand and got to her feet, her vision so obscured by tearsthat she could hardly see straight. "1 only
sheltered Maya so | could break the curse sheld cast on ye," I sabeau said, knowing as she said thisthat it
was not the entire truth. "1 do no' ken where she has gone or what sheisdoing now. | have had no
communication with her snce sheleft the secret vdley. And eveniif | had, | would never do anything to
betray ye or the Coven." Her voice broke.

"Oh, Beau," Meghan said gently. "Lachlan.. . ."



"I ken, | ken," he answered in exasperation. He put out his hand and grasped her arm, keeping her ill.
"I'm sorry, |sabeau. Do no' be so much upset. | was ssimply trying to make ye see, makeyeal see..."

The touch of hishand on her arm undid her. Worn out by the exertions of the night, | sabeau was unable
to control the shuddering sobs that rose up and choked her. "Ye. . . think | ... | would never . . . How
could ye... 7' She could not get the words out.

Lachlan pulled her close. Isabeau could not resist the temptation to rest her head againgt his shoulder,
muffling her sobsagaing his shirt. Under her cheek his muscles shifted, the soft ik of his midnight-black
feathers brushing againgt her. "I'm sorry,” he said awkwardly, lowering his head to try and see her face. "l
did no' mean to hurt ye. Please stop greeting. Cannaye see | wasjust trying to prove apoint?’

| sabeau rubbed her face with one hand. "1 would never .. ."

"l ken, | ken." He patted her back. "I'm sorry. | shouldna have said anything. | was angry. It was just that
ye ken something that could make such adifferenceto usand yewill no' tell. | shouldnahavelost my
temper, though. I'm sorry."

| sabeau looked up a him, her hand resting on his chest, then suddenly she pushed herself away. She
wiped her face with her fingers, turning away so they could not see her face. "I'm sorry too," she sad,
trying to swdlow her tears.

Lachlan had turned away dso, staring moodily into thefire. "I did no' mean to sound asif | thought ye
were the spy, Isabeau,” he said curtly. "I ken it cannabe ye anyway. Y e do no' ken any o' our secret
plans”

| sabeau sank down on to her chair, hurt and unhappy. Buba crept into her hands and she cuddled the
littleowl close.

"Come, Isabeau,” Meghan said, getting to her feet. "We are dl tired after our long night and happen none
0' usare seeing clearly. Why do we no' al go and rest and recuperate our strength and we can talk again
inthemorning.”

| sabeau nodded, even though she was afraid they would again press her to tell the secret that she had
sworn on Eas green blood never to reveal. "Wheream | to deep?’

"The maids have made up your auld room for ye," Iseult said, rising to her feet.

"Nay, ye must cometo the Tower," Meghan said decisively. "Y €ve been away from usfar too long. Are
ye no' meant to be my apprentice? Some apprentice yeve been, spending al your time away from me.”

| sabeau was too tired to recognize Meghan's humorousinflection. "But, Meghan, yeken | ..." she began
insome distress.

Meghan parted her hand, smiling. "No need to fret, dearling, | was only teasing ye. | ken the
gueen-dragon told ye ye must learn what ye could from your father's people, but now ye have won your
scar it istimefor yeto settle down at the Theurgiaand start studying in earnest. Such ahotchpotch
education yeve had!"

"Aye, that be the truth indeed,” 1sabeau said with afaint smile. She made to rise to her feet and was
rather disconcerted when Lachlan bent and grasped her arm, pulling her upright. "Thank ye," she said,
not looking a him.

As she waked dowly dong the avenue with Meghan, they heard the sound of children's shouts and



laughter, then came out into the square before the Tower of Two Moons. Rebuilt to its former grandeur,
the massive building dominated the western end of the palace gardens. Grest flying buttresses held up
four towering spires, one at each point of the compass. A broad terrace ran the length of the building,
planted with the seven sacred treesin huge square pots marked with the sign of the Coven. Under the
trees shade children squatted, tossing sheep's knuckle, or ran, screaming with excitement. A few young
men or women strolled, dressed in the flowing black gowns of gpprentices, their heads bent in earnest
discussion. As Meghan and | sabeau mounted the three wide stone steps to the terrace, the students
bowed or curtsed respectfully. A few murmured humble greetings and | sabeau was astonished when
they called her Highness.

She looked at Meghan in some surprise but the sorceress gave alittle shrug. "The Theurgiatittle tattles
will soon spread the truth o' it, Beau. Few here ken ye, remember.”

So Isabeau just nodded and smiled and accepted their respect. Soon enough they would know she was
only the Banrigh'stwin sister and a student like themsdlves,

They passed from the warmth of the terrace into the cool hush of the main building, |sabeau looked about
her with interest. She was unable to correlate the grand hall within, the walls hung with tapestries and the
hollowed stone softened with rugs, to the smoke-stained, ghost-haunted ruin she had seen six years
ealier.

Meghan read her thoughts. " Children's laughter does more to help the ugly memories fade than any other
form o' exorcism | ken," she said, her face softer than Isabeau had seen it since she had arrived. "I hardly
fed the ghosts now."

With the Keybearer by her side, 1sabeau was taken swiftly through the formalities of acceptance into the
Theurgia. She accepted the flowing black gown they gave her and |et Daillas the Lame, the head teacher
at the Theurgia, pile her arms with books and scrolls. The old sorcerer was determined that | sabeau
catch up for lost time as quickly as she could. | sabeau submitted willingly, eager now to prove hersdf to
her teachers. She had studied with Daillas when the Theurgia had first been set up in the days after the
Samhain rebellion, and was fond of the old man who had been as cruelly tortured by the Awl as she had.

Aware of some sort of peace settling over her, she followed meekly in Daillas and Meghan's wake asthe
two most respected witchesin the land led her up to her new room.

| sabeau had been assigned atiny room in the apprentice wing of the Theurgia. It was only large enough
for asmall white bed, a chest, awriting desk and a bookshelf, but it was consderably larger than her
room in the tree where she had grown up. Through the mullioned glass of her window she could seethe
green leaves of the oak tree growing on the terrace. She dumped her armful of books on the desk and
stood watching the children play as Daillas and Meghan stood in the open door behind her, discussing
what |essons she should take and who she should study with. Buba fluttered down from I sabeau's
shoulder to perch on the back of the chair, her head rotating as she stared about with round-eyed
interest.

Taken by surprise by animmense yawn, |sabeau opened her watering eyesto find Daillas peering at her
sympatheticaly. "Y e must be weary, lasse. Why do ye no' rest and restore your strength, and we shall
save planning your lessonstill the morrow. None should study on the day o' the vernal equinox.”

Shooze-hooh? Buba hooted hopefully and Isabeau hooted back softly in reply. She saw both Daillas and
Meghan smile, then with afond pat of her hand and agentle, "May Eablessyour deep,” they |eft her.
Shewasaoneat last.



It was dusk when she woke. Shelay till for along time, unable to recognize the dim shape of the
furniture about her or the smdll of wood polish, lavender and old leather. Feeling an ingtinctive clutch of
terror, shelet fire blossom in her hand. Asthe room sprang into brightness, she realized where shewas
and dl her tenson drained away, leaving only afeding of contentment.

Shelay quietly, smiling. |sabeau was very glad that she was herein the Tower of Two Moonsand not at
the palace. Here she had a chance of making her own way, independent of her sster the Banrigh. Much
as sheloved Iseult, sabeau had no desire to be a mere hanger-on at court. All her ambitionto bea
sorceress was hot and eager in her, and she was happy to be once again close to her beloved Meghan,
ableto see her every day, listen to her stories and learn her wisdom.

I sabeau sivung her legs out of bed, and pulled the black gown over her head with alittle quickening of
pleasurein her veins. Somber in hue and in cut, it hung loosdy on her, without asingle pleat or bow to
relieveits saverity. She pulled her unruly red curls back from her brow and plaited them swiftly into a
thick braid that hung down to her waist. There was no mirror but when she hooked back the curtain she
could see her reflection in the window, broken into an intricate jigsaw by the many panes of glass. All she
could see was apale, serious face floating above a sea of darkness, haloed with thefiery glint of the curls
that refused to be subdued by the plait. The sight pleased her and she smiled again.

Buba dept ill, her head sunk down into her feathers, her ear tufts sticking straight up. |sabeau rubbed
onefinger on the white head lovingly and the round golden eyes opened, blinking deepily. "I'm going out,
Buba, do ye wish to come?”

Shooze-hooh, Bubareplied and shut her eyes again.

Smiling, Isabeau let hersdlf out her door. Beyond was awide ba cony, bounded by a colonnade of dim
gothic archesthat supported a high vaulted celling, fringed by an intricate frieze of stars and moons.

The bal cony looked down onto a centra garth of smooth green lawn, lined with cypresstreesand with a
fountain in the center. The only sound wasthetinkle of faling water, the snging of birds and the muffled
chanting of incantations.

| sabeau found the Keybearer in her roomsin the main tower. Meghan waswriting in The Book of
Shadows, amassive thick book with aheavily embossed cover of red leather. It contained dl the history
and lore of the Coven of Witches and it was the duty of each Keybearer to record within its pages dl of
note that occurred in Eileanan.

"l am just writing the tale o' your adventures on the Spine o' the World," Meghan said with an
affectionate smile. "Cometel me once more, 1sabeau. It gladdens my auld heart indeed to hear yetdll it."

So Isabeau told her tae again and Meghan inscribed her words carefully, often asking her to pause so
she could catch up. Isabeau saw how much Meghan's hand trembled and how thin and wavering her
handwriting was and offered to act as her scribe. But Meghan just shook her snowy-white head and
wrote on. As she reached the end of the last page in the book, she shook sand over it carefully, shut the
book for amoment and then reopened it. A fresh white page stood where amoment before there had
been none. Meghan smiled at | sabeau, who took up her story once more, the old woman laborioudy
writing down every word.

At last Meghan had finished and she shut and locked the book with asilver key aslong as|sabeau’s
finger. Carefully she put The Book of Shadows back on the shelf.



"What atael" she sighed, pouring out two goblets of goldendoe wine. "Indeed, | do no' think I've heard
onelikeit. | dwayskent ye had a powerful Taent though, my Beau, ever sSince ye were naught but a
wicked lass.

| sabeau only smiled, spping her wine and hungrily devouring, one by one, dl of Meghan'slittle honey
cakes.

"How ye puzzled measabairn,"” Meghan mused. "Y e had such alink with the beasts | often thought yed
follow in my footsteps and be awood witch, yet ye had little understanding o' the other powers o' earth.
It was strange. Fire was clearly your strongest power, yet fire and talking with animals does no' usualy
go together at dl. And ye were dways one for making up games and pretending to be what ye were no,
atendency that troubled me sorely.” She sipped her wine, thefirdight playing over the degp wrinkles so
that shelooked ancient indeed. "It al makes sense now,” she said softly. "Indeed it does."

"Latifasadfireisthedement o' trandformations,” |sabeau said.
"Aye, indeed, shewasright. | am glad | sent her to ye. She taught ye wdll."

"No' just about fire magic." | sabeau spoke cheerfully, wanting to banish the melancholy darkening
Meghan'sface. "Y €ll be glad to ken she taught me to cook aswell."

Meghan smiled briefly. "Well, that was more than | could ever do.”

"Aye, but was that because o' the limitations o' the apprentice or o' the teacher?' 1sabeau replied
cheekily.

Meghan smiled again but the shadow of melancholy on her face did not lift. "Can ye show me?' she said
suddenly. " Shapechange for me."

Isabeau felt alittle sink of her spirits, but she nodded. "I'll try," she said. "I am till no' dtogether sure o
what itis| do."

| sabeaul gathered together her strength, looking down at her hands clasped together tightly in her lap. She
flexed them, imagining them talons. In her mind's eye she could clearly see hersdf as owl, white feathers
faintly speckled with brown, golden eyesinscrutable. There was the odd didocation of the world that
came when she was changing, the bending and lengthening of shapes, the draining away of color, the
springing out of detail, sharp and precise. Then the transformation was complete. She looked up at the
old woman, now S0 huge and frightening, her human smell causing |sabeau to cower down ingtinctively.

So-hooh, you-hooh see-hooh, she managed to hoot.

| do-hooh see-hooh, the human hooted back. | sabeau was aware of the kindness of her dark eyes, the
waves of reassurance and understanding that beat from her, palpable as the scent of pineresin on awarm
day. Sherdaxed alittle, her feathers smoothing down, her ear tufts Snking. The human smiled gently,
holding out her hand, willing sabeau to come to her. After amoment |sabeau opened her wings and
swooped across, aighting on the human's twig-like hand. They regarded each other thoughtfully, the
human turning her hand this way and that to examine Isabeau's claws, her fegthers, the cryptic pattern of
gray-brown speckles and stripes that was only visible when she crouched down to hide. I sabeau's head
rotated first one way then the other as she kept her huge round eyes fixed on the human's deeply
wrinkled face. One gnarled finger came up and gently stroked I sabeau’s ear tufts and once again Isabeau
let hersdlf relax.

You-hooh are true-hooh owl-hooh, the human hooted.



| sabeau hooted back crosdy and fidgeted her feathers.
No-hooh slur-hooh meant-hooh, the old human apologized. You-hooh may change-hooh back.

| sabeau regarded her for amoment, then suddenly shook hersdlf and transformed back. Immediately she
fdl to the floor with ajolt, bruising her bottom and knocking the wind out of her. Meghan was nursing her
hand, which had for asecond borne dl of the weight of Isabeau'stall and muscular figure. "Yeslly las3”
shecried. "Could ye no' have flown to thefloor first? | think ye have broken my hand.”

"I didno'think o' it," Isabeau replied sulkily, rubbing her bare bottom and getting to her feet rather
shakily. All the energy that the wine and cakes had given her was gone. Shefdt asif she had runthe
entire distance of the Old Way once again. For a couple of seconds she swayed, her sight obscured by a
wave of dizziness, then she was able to St down and sip her wine and rest her head on her hand, drawing
her plaid about her.

"Itisincredible” Meghan was saying. "Indeed ye were an owl, no doubt o' that. It was no mereillusion, |
felt your feathers and claws, and your mind, your thoughts, they were the thoughts o' an owl, no' the silly
lass| ken."

Isabeau said nothing, just held out her goblet for more wine. Meghan poured her some more, till talking
excitedly.

"So ye have taken on the form o' an owl, asnow lion and agolden eagle. All very different indeed. Can
yedo anything else?'

| sabeau drained her wine and took a deep breath. In her mind's eyes she imagined hersdlf as a don-beeg,
as bright-eyed and plumy-tailed as Gitawho was perched on Meghan's knee, watching with interest. She
had grown up with donbeags, she knew their every quirk and mannerism. With athought she changed

shape.

Suddenly the world was huge and dark and filled with stealthy soundsthat had her quivering with fear.
She gripped the wood with her claws, looking about her, her large round ears twitching back and forth as
shelistened for any sound of danger. The unsettling odor of humans caused her to spread her sails of skin
alittlein preparation for sudden flight. She smeled donbeag too, which reassured her. She heard an
excited chitter of welcome from across the room and peered that way.

A hugh white hand descended toward her. Shetook flight, her tail spreading wide. A wall of wood
collided with her, sheféll, shrieking. A human voice like the crash of thunder. All her nervesjangled,
causing her to startle. A peculiar desireto trust the voice fought againgt dl her ingtincts, dl her naturd
fear. The voice boomed about her. Somehow she recognized something in the thunderous sound. She
turned, tried to answer. For amoment she was not sure whether she was owl, donbeag or woman. The
room spun, shefd| back into her own skin, naked, shivering and sick.

For severd long, horrible moments she retched hel plesdy, vomiting the honey cakes and wine upon
Meghan's fine blue carpet. Her ears rang and the world whirled about her. Long after her somach was
empty sheretched still, Meghan's cool hand supporting her. At last shewas ableto lieback, limp asa
scullery maid'srag, her vison oddly blurred. Vagudy she heard Meghan moving about her, wringing out
acloth tolay on her forehead, giving her cool water to sip, stroking back her swesat-tangled hair.

"Sorcery sckness," the Keybearer said softly. "Have ye found yoursalf sick and wesk after changing
shape before?!

| sabeau nodded, then wished she had not, for stabbing pain shot through her temples and the world sank



away into afizzing darkness once more. She came close to fainting but at last the whirling sickness
subsided and she could try and concentrate on Meghan's words once more.

"Yemust no' change shape againtill | giveyeleave," the Keybearer was saying with great emphasis.
"Sorcery sicknessis dangerous indeed. It can leave ye mad asaMarch hare or foolish as ababbling
babe. Even worse, it can twist dl your reason so that you use your Taentsfor evil or self-advancement,
which asyeken, dl witches o' the Coven swear no' to do. Isabeau, are ye listening to me?”

| sabeau jerked her head up. "Aye, Meghan,” she said, and heard her words thick in her throat.
"Beau, are ye wdl? Can ye hear me?”’

"Aye, Meghan, | hear ye," Isabeau replied, holding her head straight so it would not fall off her neck. It
sounded as if she spoke through athick woolly plaid and she shook her head to try and deer it. At once
the world spun down into darkness again and she reached out her hands for anything to grip onto,
anything to hold her till in dl thisgiddy, spinning, roaring darkness. Something hit her hard. She saw the
edge of Meghan's white robe sweep close, and then nothing but darkness.

| sabeau woke much later to find apair of round golden eyes staring unblinkingly into hers. She stared
back, feding very light and thin, asthin asa bdlfruit seed dangling in the wind.

You-whoo well-whoo?
"I'mno’ sure," 1sabeau answered. "How long have | been adeegp?’

The owl gave an expressive little shrug of her wings. Clever as owlswere, they could not count very high.
| sabeau had avague memory of easing in and out of afevered deep, and thought she must have been
unconscious for quite along time.

"Three weeks," Meghan said softly. "We have dl been worried indeed about ye."
"Three weeks!" Isabeau echoed. "How . . . ?1 mean..."

"Sorcery sickness can teke yelike that,” Meghan said, smoothing back Isabeau's hair. "I blame myself.
Y e had walked the Auld Way only that night, and who kensthetoll that takes on your mind and body?
And ye have no' been properly trained in the High Magic, ye do no' ken how to prepare yoursalf or
conserve your strength. And for meto be asking ye to perform for melike adancing bear in atraveling
circus | o' al people ken the cost 0 such sorcery and should never have asked ye to overextend
yoursdlf likethat. Please forgive me, Beau."

"O' course," |sabeau replied rather dazedly, glad to let her head sink back into the pillow. After a
moment shesaid, "I think I'm hungry.”

"QOch, that'sagood sign,” Meghan said encouragingly. “I'll ring for some soup for ye. Liedill, 1sabeau, do
no' try and Sit up yet. And do no' even think about summoning the One Power! It'll be some days before
well even let yelight acandlefor yourself, and months before we dlow yeto try and shape-change

agan."

She caught | sabeau's expresson and said sternly, "It'll do ye good, my bairn. Rest now and when ye are
well and strong again, then well begin to teach ye the ways o' the High Magic. Y e must be patient.”

Isabeau lowered her eyes. "Aye, Keybearer."



Meghan glared at her suspicioudy for amoment, clicked her tongue againgt her teeth asif in annoyance,
and went swiftly out of the room.

You-hooh snooze-hooh, Owl guard-hooh you-hooh.

Thank you-hooh, Isabeau hooted back, and turned her cheek into the pillow.

As spring warmed toward summer, |sabeau settled happily into her new life at the Tower of Two
Moons. She wore with pride the loose black gown of an apprentice and studied hard with the other
students. Most of her lessons were in mathematics, history, alchemy and the old languages, but she was
aso given athorough grounding in the many basic skillsthat al witches must |earn—the manipulation of
theforces of air, water, fire and earth. To her great pleasure she a so0 studied the element of Spirit with
Arkening the Dreamwal ker, learning much about the use of her witch senses, the uncanny insght into the
minds of others that most witches seemed to possess.

To her surprise this did not merely involve the use of her third eye, though thiswas growing clearer and
sharper every day. Thetraining awitch received at the Theurgiawas designed to increase their naturdl
powers of perception, intuition and logic to such a degree that many so-called Skills required no use of
the One Power at dl. Isabeau was taught to interpret the dightest change in expression and intonation,
theflicker of aglance, the flutter of the fingers. Her memory was honed to a preternatural extent so that
she carried with her al that she saw and heard and read. And over and over again she was taught the
lessons of humility, sympathy and compassion.

"If thereis naught seto learn from the lessons o' history," Arkening said dreamily, "it isthat witches can
grow arrogant and, worse, manipulative. Because the motives and emotions o' the common folk seem
trangparent to us, and their messy muddling ways downright foolish, it is not uncommon for awitch to
begin to fed sheissuperior in every way. But we are mere humans ourselves, and as prone to
self-deception as any other human.”

| sabeau nodded, knowing how true thiswas. Arkening leaned forward, her eyes for once losing their
vagueness. 'Y e must remember that the Coven ishereto help and heal and teach, to try and guide the
rest o' the world toward an ideal o' wisdom and kindness. That iswhy we swear to the Creed, to
remember that al people must choose their own path and tread it alone. Witches o' the Coven must
aways remember their oath—to spesk only what istruein their heart, to never use the Power to ensorcel
others or change their destiny, to only ever use the One Power asis heeded, and then with akind heart, a
fierce and canny mind, and steadfast courage.”

"May my heart be kind, my mind fierce, my spirit brave," | sabeau replied with fervor, and the old
sorceress smiled at her and patted her hand.

Soon after this conversation | sabeau was alowed to begin studying with Meghan hersdlf, asign of how
quickly she had learned. Once aday |sabeau climbed the stairs to the Keybearer's own rooms.
Surrounded by al the familiar objects of her childhood—the spinning whed and Igp-loom, the piles of
books and scralls, the globe of another world, Meghan's sphere of shining crystal—I sabeau was taught
to draw upon the One Power, and to wigld it with increasing subtlety and control.

| sabeau loved her lessonsin magic. Sheloved thefeding of euphoriaas her body wasfilled to brimming
with the One Power, the delicious quivering tenson, the urge to releaseit al in one white blaze, the
struggleto contain it as she brought her will to bear upon the world around her, the gratification and relief
aswhat shewilled cameto pass. There was no fegling to match it, no sensation so exquisite, no



experience 0 fulfilling.

She climbed the stairs to Meghan's room with eagerness every day and | eft it reluctantly, no matter how
exhausted she was or how highly strung. Working magic |eft one overwrought, al one's sensestoo highly
attuned, al one's nerves exposed. Isabeau came to understand how it was that great acts of magic |eft
her limp and wrung out like a scullery maid's rag, unable to find the strength to light a candle flame. And
S0 at last she understood why it was that Meghan and the council of sorcerers had forbidden her to

practice shapechanging.

At firgt she had resented this dictum deeply. Many times she was tempted to break the rules and fly the
night with Bubain the shape of an owl. Always she managed to resst, knowing how harshly Meghan and
the council would view any transgression. Thiswasthetime for Isabeau to practice dl the humbleness
and reserve taught to her by the Soul-Sage, to keep her mind on her books and her thoughts to herself.
For the more | sabeau learned, the more ignorant she felt. Shewas finally understanding what Meghan

had told her so many times—that to master the One Power she needed to understand the immutable laws
of nature and the universe. That was not something to be learned easily.

When | sabeau was not studying she wandered in the gardens or walked down to the palace to see her
sster and play with her niece and nephews. Sometimes she accompanied M eghan to the council
mestings, though she always found it hard to face Lachlan with any degree of composure.

Despite hiswords of gpology, |sabeau found that the young Righ kept awall of reserve up againgt her,
and that troubled her very much. At first she had been hurt that she was not taken into hisand Iseult's
confidence, but astime went on, she cameto redlize that she was not the only one to be excluded from
Lachlan'sinner life. He seemed to trust only Iseult, Meghan, lain of Arran and Duncan lronfig, the
captain of the Blue Guards. Only with them did hisair of rega reticence drop away into warmth,
merriment and affection. Only with them did he discuss his plans and strategiesfor dedling with the many
problems that beset the new order.

Therising of the spring tides had brought the Fair-gean in greater numbers than ever before. The seawas
teeming with their deek black heads as the sea-warriors swam in the wake of the great blue whales,
while the soft beaches of the south grew crowded with the Fairgean women, many swollen with
pregnancy. Despite al the arguments of the lairds and merchants, the Righ would not launch an assault
againg them, saying tersdly that the Fairgean must be offered the chance to sign the Pact of Peace asdll
the other faery kind had been.

This proposal was met with hoots of scorn and cries of dismay by the council, but Lachlan was adamant.
"For athousand years we have sought to force the Fairgean to submit to our will, but dwaysthey have
risen again. We shall never gain alasting peace unless we can come to termswith them,”" he said,
frowning down into the lambent glow of the Lodestar, which he held cupped in his hands. "There has
been much evil done on both sides and unless we can learn to forgive each other, thiswar will go on until
al o' usaredead.”

"No'if we destroy dl the Fairgean first!" Linley MacSainn, the Prionnsa.of Carraig, cried furioudly.

"By trying to destroy them, we may destroy all chance o' atrue peace,”" Lachlan replied, but the prionnsa
cut acrosshim impetiently.

"Their concubines|oll in comfort on our beaches, ready to bear litters o' the foul black-blooded
crestures. Why do we no' attack them while the bulk o' the warriors are swvimming south to hunt the
whaes?'

Lachlan glanced hisway, hisdark face softening in sympathy. "Linley, | ken yelost most o' your family in



the Fairgean invasion o' your homeland twelve years ago, but ye are asking me to send soldiers against
women heavy with babe. | cannaand shdlnado it. | canna bdieve that Eawould wish meto have the
blood o' innocents on my hands. . ."

"Innocents! No Fairgean isinnocent!” the MacSeinn retorted, his face white with fury and grief.

"Did they no’ murder my wife and my son? Did they no" massacre my clantill | have naught but afew
hundred men left?"

"Aye, they did," Lachlan said, "and that isno' something to be forgiven lightly—"

"I shdl never forgive, never," the MacSainn shouted, his voice raw with grief. "Do ye forgive the murder
0' your brothers so easily, Lachlan the Winged?'

The Righ'sface froze and hisfingerstightened convulsvely on the Lodestar so that it flashed with Silver

fire."l dono'," hesaid in acold voice.

"Or your father, Parteta the Brave, who was murdered by the sea demons king on the very beach where
his concubinesnow liefat and idle?"

"I do no' forget my father." Lachlan'sface wastight with anger and abitter grief.

"Then how can ye speak o' innocents? How can ye waste the lives ' our men trying to subdue Tirsoiler
when the Fairgean have ustrapped like coneysin acornfield, too terrified to set our noses outside the
harbor? My clan have been loyal to yoursfor athousand years, yet ye make no moveto restore my
throneto tne\ It isthelands o' the MacFoghnan and the NicHilde that ye fight to regain, when they have
been your enemiesfor centuries Whereisthejusticein that?"

"Linley, ye ken we cannalaunch agirike against the stronghold o' the Fairgean just now." Lachlan tried to
control histemper but his voice and his body were trembling with anger. "We have no' the men nor the
money. If we canwin Tirsoilleir back for the NicHilde, then she will pay uswell for al the damage the
Bright Soldiersinflicted upon our lands. Better gtill, we shall have accessto awhole army o' highly trained
soldiers. We shall be able to march on Carraig from both the west and the east, aye, even from the south
with the Khan'cohbans help. Then we may have some chance o' winning back your landsfor ye."

"By that time the Fairgean will have swelled their numbers even morewith dl these newborn pups,”
Linley cried with disgust. "Why let them bear their young now if we planto kill them all later?”

"Happen we will no' need to kill them dl," Meghan said, her voice very sern. "If we can parley—"

"Parley! Faugh!" The MacSeinn made asound of disgust. "Parley with the Fairgean? Y our brain has
grown soft with age, Meghan Keybearer!"

Therewere cries of outrage from the council, but most of the room remained silent. Fear and hatred of
the Fairgean ran deep.

"And ismy brain soft with agetoo, Linley?' Lach-lan sad, hisvoice very cold. Hegot to hisfeet and
advanced on the MacSeainn, hiswings raised so he was surrounded by darknesslike astorm cloud. The
prionnsafrom Carraig shrank alittle, despite dl his attemptsto stand firm. "Do yethink | do no'
understand the threat o' the Fairgean? For twelve years they have rampaged unchecked, growingin
strength and numbers every year. We areindeed trapped like coneysin a cornfield, unable to sail the
seas, unable to send out our fishing fleets to harvest the ocean's riches, unable to even water our herds at
theriversin fear o' awebbed hand reaching out to drag usin. Do yethink | do no' hate them too? My
father died trying to repel them, al three o' my brothers died at the hands o' Maya the Ensorcellor, their



wicked deceitful daughter. | havelost al my family and many o' my friends because o' their dy Stratagems

He paused and took a deep breath, stepping back so he no longer loomed over the prionnsa of Carraig.
He stared into the Lodestar and some of the angry color left hisface. For along moment he seemed to
listen, and then he looked up, holding out one hand appedlingly to the MacSeinn.

"We have so few men,” he said smply. "Our lossesin the Bright Wars were heavy indeed, and ye ken
the lairds are reluctant to commit more men to our cause when they need so many to rebuild their ruined
lands. Will ye no' be patient awee whilelonger?”

"Patient!" Linley MacSeinn shouted, his face suffused with rage. "For twelve years I've possessed my
soul in patience, I've served my Righ loydly, and for what? For what? My home liesin ruinswith those
blaygird sea demons swarming through its heart like maggots through dead mest, the ghosts o' my loved
ones haunt my deep, and ye, ye wish to parley with them. Are ye mad or merely afool ? The Fairgean
will never cometo termswith ye. They hate us, and they will never rest until we are deed, every last
warm-blooded one o' us."

Lachlan tried to speak but the MacSeinn threw his gobl et across the room, splashing wine acrossthe
gilded wdlslike astain of blood. In the shocked silence that followed, the MacSeinn strode out of the
room, his unhappy son following with ashy glance of gpology. Lachlan stood silently, hisface heavy with
trouble, hisjaw clenched tight. I sabeau had to fight down an urge to comfort him, to smooth away the
lines graven between his brows. She watched her sister lay her hand on the back of his neck and saw
with astrange little twist beneath her breastbone how histension eased.

After amoment Lachlan said with great authority, "We do no' send soldiers againgt pregnant women and
boys, no matter the bloody history that lies between our people. We shdl attempt once moreto parley.
A messenger must be sent to the Fairgean king with an offer to discussterms o' peace. We are creatures
o' theland and they are creatures o' the sea. Surely there is someway for usto live side by sde?!

Three weeks later the Righ's messenger was flung down from the back of a sea serpent by one of the
Fairgean princes. The messenger's hands and feet had been hacked off, his eyes gouged out with coral,
his tongue torn out by the roots. There would be no peace.

Fand crouched in the darkness. Her arms were wrapped tight about her knees, her head burrowed down
in their meager shelter. She was naked.

It wasfreezing in thistiny dark hole. Her limbs twitched uncontrollably. She bit her lip and the blood that
ran down her chin was hot. She concentrated on that heat, trying hard to find the strength to keep her
body warm, as she had for so many years. For after only three minutesin theicy seas of the north, the
human body began to shut down. Respiration failed, circulation stopped, the fiery track of nerves ceased
their urgent pulse. The body'sfrail thrashing would dow, surrendering to the cold. Slowly it would sink
below the waves, only to resurface again siff and blue, many miles distant, many months later.

Fand, however, had survived for more than twenty yearsin these freezing seas, willing her blood to run
hot and fast. Twenty years and she had not once succumbed to the temptation of drowning, not once let
the cold defest her.

But now thelittle spark of stubbornnesswas sunk down to nothingness. She could find no reason for
living. Her mind wandered, traveling down well worn tracks. Fand rocked dightly, her eyes shut, her



mouth shaping words and names that had amost lost meaning. It seemed she heard the sihilant hiss of
voices dithering around her, searching to know what she knew, to make her speak those names, those
words. She bit her lip harder and the blood ran into her mouth, sour asthe taste of metal.

"Who?Who?" the voices hissed. "Who do you love? Who do you hate?’
Days before she had screamed. "You! | hate you! Leave meaone.”

Now she merdly rocked and mumbled, the sounds without form or meaning. The blood froze on her chin,
and her eyeswere seded shut with icicles of tears.

Suddenly they were dl about her, lashing her with doom-edlsthat stung her into screams of agony. She
ripped her eydids open, seeing only the laughing, gloating faces of her tormentors, their skin livid inthe
strange shifting light. Thetails of the doom-edls shone blue-white. She twisted and turned, trying to avoid
the shock of their touch. Each strike lacerated her frozen flesh so blood welled up, horribly black in the
phosphorescent gleam of the nightglobes.

"Weak, sickly, stupid, halfbreed scum,” the priestesses hissed. "Puny, useless, haf-witted human,
worthless as sea cow's offal. What use are you? What can you do? Can't even grow atail. Any
worthless concubine's get can do that. Can't even bresthe underwater. Pathetic girl dave. No use even as
afootstool. Can't skin her to keep warm, no flesh on her to eat, no blood in her to drink, no firein her to
keep uswarm, feeble as sea anemones piss, usaess as spawn jely.”

Fand closed her eyes and did not listen, the dap of the doom-eelstails no longer enough to jerk her into

consciousness. For along time she floated in darkness, pain occasionally twisting through her, damp and

frail asthe touch of seaweed againgt the leg. It was too tenuous to rouse her. When she did at last wake,

it wasto slence. She had difficulty remembering who she was or why her whole body was twitching with
the memory of white searing pain.

"Fand," she said and remembered the mother who had named her.

"Fand," the voices hissed. Facesfloated out of the blackness, lit from beneath with sickly green light that
flowed and changed, causing eyesto sink back into cavernous sockets, teeth to gleam, hair to writhe and
grope. "Fand," they mocked, circling her. She shrank back into hersdf and found, unexpectedly, atiny
guttering spark. She hid herself withinit.

At last they left her. Fand rocked back and forth, weeping alittlein despair. Nila, Nila, Nila, Nila. A
movement nearby caused her to freeze, desperately afraid they had heard her silent plea. Someone knelt
beside her, fed her raw fish and some bitter drink made of seaweed.

"Y ou should do what they ask of you," the voice said softly, gently. "Why do you fight them?Y ou cannot
win. Y ou should do asthey ask."

"l can't, | can't." Fand found words. "I cant, | can't." Her.voice grew stronger.
"Of courseyou can," the voice hissed in her ear. " Of course you can, girl human.”

Then Fand was done. The silence and the darkness shook around her. The cold waslikefire. It bit into
her very marrow. She shook and shuddered. Tried to rub her body warm with her hands, but could not
even fed the scrape of her flesh againgt flesh. Teeth chattered. | am Fand. Nila will come. | am Fand.
Nilawill come.

But he did not come.



Midsummer Madness

| sabeaul sat cross-legged in the garden, naked, her hair flowing down her back in amass of unruly curls.
Her eyes were shut and her face calm and empty of all expression. The clouds of stinging midges did not
seem to bother her, nor the occasiond low growl of thunder in the south. She sat as Htill asif she had
grown from the rock itself.

Slowly the darkness lifted. Isabeau opened her eyes, swept one hand out then the other, stretched her
arms overhead and rose to her feet. Gracefully she went through the thirty-three stances of ahdayeh,
warming her muscles and keeping her focus still and small. Ahdayeh was meditation in movement, as her
previous trance had been meditation in gtillness. Both enabled her to reach a plane of heightened
awareness, asense of being both in the world and gpart fromiit. It wasin this plane that the One Power
could be saized and wrought to her will.

When she had finished the last difficult ritudistic move, |sabeau picked up her satchel and walked dowly
and steadily toward the Tower of Two Moons. She cameto asmall garden near the entrance to the
[abyrinth, surrounded by high hedges and planted with the seven sacred treesin acircle, their branches
intermingling.

Thetreeswere incredibly ancient, their trunks so thick two men could not have touched hands around
them. Within the circle of overreaching trees was a stretch of smooth turf where five witches sat, their
eyes closed in meditation, their long gray hair flowing down their bare backs. Firdight danced over their
old faces and sparkled from the rings that loaded down their gnarled fingers.

| sabeau stood in the dimness, trying to calm her nerves. She bresthed deeply till she was serene once
more, then stepped into the glade. In the brightening light she could clearly see the shape of acircle and
six-sded star scored deeply into the earth. The witches staffs had been driven into the soil to mark
where the six points of the star and the circle met. There was a gap of about afoot in the circle and
without saying aword |sabeau waked around the outside of the circle until she cameto the gap. She
paused, made the sign of Eas blessing, and stepped insde the circle.

At once the witches eyes opened. | sabeau bowed to Meghan, who sat at the northern point of the star, a
small pot of soil set before her. The old sorceress wore nothing but her rings and the Key, dangling down
between her breasts. Meghan bowed back, unsmiling.

| sabeau then bowed to the other witches. At the southern point of the hexagram sat Daillasthe Lame, his
face heavily seamed with age. Oneleg hung thin and usaless, withered asan old stick. Heheld a
ceremonia dagger in hishands, its dark blade inscribed with magica runes.

On Meghan'sleft sat Gwilym the Ugly, adark, saturnine man with ahooked nose and pockmarked skin.
Hetoo was crippled, with one leg ending at the knee in an ugly-looking mass of scar tissue. Besde him
lay hiswooden peg. He nodded his head in acknowledgment of Isabeau’s greeting, though his stern
expression did not lighten. Across hislap he held adim wand of hazelwood, al carved with waving lines
that had once been painted a soft violet blue.

Arkening the Dreamwalker sat at Meghan'sright hand. Old and frail with avague, anxiousface, hands
congtantly in motion, Arkening fidgeted with the rings she wore on either hand. Before her wasaslver
chdice of water.



Beside her sat Riordan Bowlegs, beaming awel come. Although he aone among the witches there had
not won his sorcerer's ring, he was here today for 1sabeau’s Testing because of their long friendship and
affection for each other. I sabeau grinned at him and took her place at the sixth point of the circle. Daillas
reached out one thin trembling hand and closed the circle behind her with the point of his dagger.

"I sabeau the Apprentice Witch, ye cometo the junction o' Earth, Air, Water and Fire, do ye bring the
Spirit?" he asked.

"May my heart be kind, my mind fierce, my spirit brave," |sabeau answered.

"I sabeau the Apprentice Witch, ye come to the pentagram and circle with arequest. What is your
request?!

"That | be found worthy o' being admitted into the Coven o' Witches, that | may learn to wield the One
Power in wisdom and in strength, and serve the people o' the land with humility and compassion. May
my heart be kind enough, my mind fierce enough, my spirit brave enough.”

All five witches made a circle with the fingers of their left hand and crossed it with onefinger of their right,
and | sabeau repeated the gesture.

"Meghan, your guide and guardian, tells us that ye have passed the First and Second Tests o' Power, and
that ye have studied hard during your years as an gpprentice o' the Coven. However, it has been noted
that the last Testing took place on your sixteenth birthday and at the height o' the red comet, amost
auspicious date for any young witch to sit her Tests. There is no comet magic to draw upon tonight and it
isno' your twenty-fourth birthday, contrary to the usua traditions. Do yefed ye areready to st the Third
Test o' Power, even though ye are two years short 0' your coming o' age?’

"l hope s0," |sabeau responded with utmost Sincerity.

She saw the sorcerer'slips twitch but he repressed the smile, saying sternly, "Asthe Third Test o' Power
decrees, ye must first passthe First and Second Tests again.”

| sabeau nodded. Smoothly and competently she did dl that they instructed, unableto help feding alittle
glow of satisfaction even though she was careful to let no expression cross her face. |sabeau remembered
clearly how she had been reprimanded for being too conceited and willful the last time she had sat these
Tedts. She knew the council of sorcerers had argued long and hard about permitting her to Sit her Third
Tests of Power s0 early and she wanted to do nothing to risk them losing their faith in her. Witcheswith
the potential to achieve the High Magic were rare these days, and | sabeau knew Meghan was eager to
see her young apprentice inducted as a sorceress before she died. Consequently she had persuaded the
council to go against athousand years of tradition and | sabeau was determined the old sorceresswould
not be disgppointed in her.

At last Isabeau had finished dl thetrials of the First and Second Tests, having been careful to do no more
than they asked. Without giving her achance to rest, the witchesimmediately began the third round of
Teding.

The Third Trid of Air involved amore complex manipulation of the forces of air than before, but |sabeau
was eadly able to move around several objects a once. She lifted the apples from the bowl and threw
them up into aspinning circle asif shewereajuggler like Dide, al without moving afinger. After a
moment the bowl and knife flew up to join them, watzing together through the air.

Meghan held up her hand. "Enough, 1sabeau.”



| sabeau gently lowered the apples back into the bowl and the bowl! back to the floor.

"I sabeau the Red has shown us she has great sKill for amere apprentice, and has passed the Tria o' Air
with flying colors" Gwilym said. "Breathe deeply o' the good air and guidwish thewinds o' theworld, for
without air we should die.”

I sabeau inclined her head to him in thanksfor his praise and breathed deeply of the warm, summer
scented air.

Arkening rose siffly to her feet, lifting the chdice of water with both gnarled hands. |sabeau leaped to her
feet so that the old woman would not have to bend down to place it on the ground. As shelifted the
chalice from Arkening's unsteady grasp, the sorceress peered up at her, smiling wistfully, and reached up
one hand to pat Isabeau’s cheek. " Such abright, bonny lassie," she said dreamily and made her painfully
dow way back to her place. 1sabeau put down the chalice of water and helped the old woman lower
hersaf back to the ground, before returning to her own spot, careful not to step outside the linesdrawn in
thedirt.

| sabeau had aways found the dement of water the most difficult to manipulate, for it was by itsvery
nature fluid, inchoate, impossible to grasp. It required the most subtle and controlled use of the One
Power, something which her impetuous nature had always found difficult. Her time spent with Maya, a
cregture of the water, had taught her agreat deal, however. Maya had taught her how the pull of the two
moons moved the tides, immense masses of water dragged first one way then another. She had shown

I sabeau how reefs and sandbanks could create rips of terrifying strength, and described to her how the
wind could whip acam seainto afrenzy of wayward waves or even suck it into avortex of spinning
water. Of dl the eements, water was the most receptive to the force of the other dementsand
paradoxically, the most resistant to change.

| sabeau stared into the chalice of water, seeing her own shadowy face reflected back at her. Shetook a
deep breeth and pointed at the gleaming, shifting liquid, dowly rotating her finger in aclockwise direction.
Sowly the water began to swirl, gaining speed until it was spinning in awhirlpool, following her finger.
She reversed the direction of her finger and the water followed, spinning widdershins. | sabeau clenched
her hand into afist and the water dowly subsided into mirror stillnessagain.

"Yehave passed the Trid o' Water, my bairn,” Arkening said in her rather tremulous voice. "Drink
deeply o' the good water, lasse, and guidwish the rivers and seas o' the world, for without water we
should die"

Obediently Isabeau drank deeply, the water cool and tasting of herbs. When she had put the chalice
down she looked across the fire to Meghan with arather impish grin on her face. "'l ken, | ken, |
shouldnabe using my hands but indeed, Meghan, it is so much easier!”

The sorceress dlowed her grimly compressed mouth to relax. "Aye, | ken, lasse, which iswhy ye
shouldnabe doing it. A sorceressshould beable. . ."

"... to use the One Power with both hands bound and a sack over her head. | ken, | ken!™

Meghan shook her head repressively. She said sternly, "Enough idle chatter, Beau. It istime now for the
Trid o' Earth. Show uswhat ye can do."

| sabeau looked down at the little pot of soil before her. Earlier that morning she had chosen three seeds
and planted them in this pot, watering them and fertilizing them with essentid minerds. That had been the
Firg Trid of Earth, the test of knowledge of the earth's properties.



Now she drew in her will and held her hands over the soil. She imagined the dry brown seeds unfolding,
alittlewhite rootlet cregping out, groping through the damp soil. Sheimagined the root spreading,
dividing into ddlicate white lacework, imagined afrail green finger reaching up for the sun. The soil stirred
and three green seedlings sprang up, unfurling leaves. 1sabeau concentrated al her strength into the
seedlings and was rewarded with aburst of growth that saw one spread out heart-shaped leaves and
softly colored flowers, another spring up into alittle hazel sapling and the third into adelicate oat tem
with afull head of seeds.

| sabeau had often seen Meghan use her powersto help seeds grow and had devel oped the Skill herself
during the long months of hunger after the Samhain rebellion. She remembered with alittle smile how she
had impressed al the witches a her Second Testing by showing off this Skill and wondered alittle at her
presumption. No wonder she had been scolded for vanity.

"I sabeau the Red has passed the Trid o' Earth— the challenge o' blossoming,” Meghan said, deep
pleasure in her voice. She brought I sabeau a plate of bread and cheese and the bowl of applesand
poured her agoblet of goldendoe wine. "Eat deeply o' the good earth, my bairn, and guidwish the fruits
and beasts o' the world, for without them we should die.”

| sabeau ate again with pleasure, for it was now high noon and she was starving after her exertions of the
morning. Even though she had not taken a step since sitting down at thefirein the dawn, shefet asif she
had taken an arduous hike through the mountains.

Next she had to show she could handle the dement of fire, something al the witches assembled knew

I sabeau could do with ease. Thistime she did not juggle bals of fire, as she had done last time she had
been asked to perform this Trid. She smply leaned forward and put her hand into the flames, cradling a
burning cod asif it were an gpple. There was alittle sgh from the witches for thiswas asign of great
power indeed.

"Red has passed the Trid o' Fire—the chdlenge o' handling fire," Riordan Bowlegs said. "Draw closeto
the good fire, lassie, warm yoursdalf and bask initslight. Guidwish thefire o' the world, for without
warmth and light in the darknesswe should die.”

Although it was warm in the sunshine, | sabeau obeyed. She returned to her place, her skin dick with
perspiration, and drank alittle water to cool herself down. Then shelooked about her with anticipation. It
wastimefor the Third Trid of the Spirit, and as always | sabeau had been told very little about what they
expected from her.

All of thefive judges had their faces downturned, their eyes closed. There was no expression on their
facesto indicate what they were thinking. | sabeau shut her eyestoo, breathing deeply to refocus her mind
and her will. Asthe clamor of her thoughts gradually subsided, she seemed to hear Arkening's dreamy
voice. Shelistened toit. The old sorceress was rhapsodizing about the old days at the Tower of
Dreamers, when she had been the High Sorceress and the tower had been abusy, happy placefilled with
witches who had worked and studied and worshipped together inidyllic peace. In Arkening's memories
the tower was golden hued, filled with the chime of bells and the scent of flowers.

It must have been lovely, Isabeau said gently, keeping her own memory of the cold, ghost-haunted ruin
firmly locked away.

Aye, but all is gone now, Arkening said with great melancholy.
Happen we shall build it anew one day, |sabeau answered.

The old sorceress responded with awistful thought image of hope and drifted off again into a dream.



| sabeau became aware of another presence in her mind. 1t was Gwilym. He was thinking of amysterious
landscape dl shrouded in migt, black-skinned creatures with huge, lustrous eyes peering shyly out from
thetall swaying rushes. Water gleamed dully asthe mist was blown apart, and then | sabeau saw a
dreamlike paace risng out of the migt, itstowers and domes painted in dl the delicate colors of asunrise.
She could smell the mist and fed its cold fingers on her flesh, and wondered at the yearning she sensed in
Gwilynfor thisland of marshesand lakes.

Yewish to return to Arran? she asked.

The swamp has a way o' seeping into your soul, he answered wryly. Once | swore | would never set
foot there again—or wooden stump for that matter—but all | need is a misty autumn morning and
| find myself dreaming o' the swans flying in from the sea, their wings crimson as the dawn sky.

| have never been to Arran, Isabeau thought. 7 always thought o' it as a scary place, but ye make it
sound so bonny.

Aye, bonny, but frightening too. Happen that iswhy it draws ye, life is somehow more vivid there.

In her mind's eye | sabeau saw an enormous lily-shaped flower, yellow as sunshine with a pathway of
crimson spots leading deep into its secret heart. She smdt itsrich, intoxicating scent, felt awave of
delicious dizziness, and saw the flower head shift and sway toward her asif seeking to devour her.

Aye, the golden goddess, Gwilym said, always hungry for warm blood. There was an odd note of
wistfulnessin hisvoice. For amoment | sabeau tasted a sweet heady wine and experienced an impression
of close and sweaty intimacy. Then Gwilym, an intensdly private man, withdrew histhought from her. She
sent him a soft thought of thanks and sympathy and |eft herself wide open for the next contact.

It shocked her when it came, anightmare of torture and taunting and agony that sent her mind regling
back, her own body tensing in remembered pain. She could not help crying doud. Immediately the flash
of memory was gone and she was caught in aclose menta embrace of gpology and remorse.

| be sorry, my bairn, | did. no' mean . . . It isjust the memories are always so close, they come
whenever | open my mind ... | never meant to inflict themupon ye. . . but ye ken, ye understand . .

Aye, | understand, Isabeau replied softly, opening and closing her maimed |eft hand, the tightness of the
scars aconstant reminder of her own torture and nightmares. She had a moment of closeness with the old
sorcerer, then Daillas the Lame withdrew his unhappy mind and she tried to gather back the rags of her
concentration. It was hard. That moment of connection had brought that terrible hour with the Awl's
Grand-Questioner screaming back into her mind. Like Daillas, she had trouble banishing the memory. It
was forever beating againgt the barriers of her mind like a dark-winged bat, screeching and mocking and
haunting her. Her impulse was to let her consciousness curl into atight little ball, shivering and
whimpering, but with ironclad determination she breathed in and out, in and out, until the wallswere
erected again and shewascam.

How are ye yourself, lassie? Riordan Bowlegs asked with deep concern.
Aye, | befine, sheanswered coolly.
| did no' ken what it was like for ye, lassie. | besorry . . .

What isdoneis done. Besides, Meghan always said only the maimed can mourn, only the lame can
love. What are two fingers compared to the capacity to feel grief and joy? Despiteal her best



efforts, | sabeau was unable to inject any warmth into her voice.
Sill, it be a hard road ye've traveled, my bairn. Rior-dan's voice was troubled.

| sabeau tried to communi cate some kind of reassurance and he must have understood, for she felt the
menta equivaent of acomforting pat on the shoulder.

In our different wayswe are all hurt by life, Red, hesaid. | am glad ye think the rewards are
greater than the costs.

| sabeau moved her shoulders uneasily, not sure that she truthfully did, at least not dl thetime. The old
bow-legged groom was thinking of his own childhood, though, and Isabeau was drawn irresigtibly into his
chain of thought images. | sabeau saw alittle dark room, smelling strongly of goat. The only light came
from afire glowing sullenly on the open hearth. A huge man with amean face was beeting athin cowering
woman. He smelled of whiskey and sweet. The shadow of hisarm rose and fell over Isabeau'sface. She
was crouched benesath the table. He was a giant, towering over her. She could hear her own whimpers
and fed her heart beating rapidly againgt her ribs. She was hungry, so hungry shewas sick withit. The
woman screamed and fell. Chinabroke. Still that thick, burly giant'sarm rose and fell. The woman
scrabbled away and he bent and seized her hair, shouting. Suddenly 1sabeau could bear it no longer. She
dashed out, caught hold of that immense arm, tried to drag it away. She loved that thin, cowed, battered
woman, loved her intensdy. Thetree trunk leg kicked her away. She was flung againgt the table, fell to
thefloor, crying. Then the giant loomed over her. His eyeswere glaring. His face was purple with
whiskey and rage. The huge hard fit lifted, then descended like a hammer, again and again. The woman
was crying, begging, trying to hold him back. The floor wasfilthy. | sabeau tasted dirt and blood, heard
pain rushing in her earslike a hurricane. Some sort of darkness descended.

| sabeau came back to hersalf only dowly. The scenein thetiny cottage had been so vivid that she had
completely logt dl sense of hersdlf. She said, rather shakily, Your father?

Aye, Riordan answered shortly and she remembered her own glad childhood, free and content and
amdling dwaysof summer.

| am glad ye remember it thus, Meghan said. For amoment they shared an image of aflower-strewn
glade where thousands of butterflies dipped and soared, asmal, red-haired child spinning among them,
arms stretched wide.

Then Meghan took her back to her own childhood, showing I sabeau some happy scenes—playing chase
and hide with her sster Mairead, cuddling up to her father while he told them stories of the First Coven,
pulling adeepy dormouse out of her pocket and feeding it nuts.

Then, with asurge of excitement and pride that quickened | sabeau's pulse, the old sorceress
remembered the day she had been given the Key of the Coven. Even now, so many yearslater, the
memory was sword sharp in Meghan's mind—the cold snap of the air, the smell of woodsmoke and
dying leaves, thetinglein her pam as her fingers closed over the taisman, the pride in her father's rheumy

eyes.

Meghan had been only thirty-six, the youngest sorceress ever to inherit the Key. Normally the
Key-bearer carried the Key until death, but Meghan's father, Aedan Whitelock, had decided hiswork
had been done with the creation of the Lodestar and the uniting of the land, and so had retired at the
proud old age of sixty-nine. Giving the throne to one daughter and the Key to the other, Aedan
Whitelock had goneto live with the Celestines until his deeth, thirty-three yearslater.

All this1sabeau knew in an instant as she shared the Keybearer's memory. She looked down through



Meghan's eyes at the Key in her hand. Dedlicately wrought, it nestled within her palm, shaped in the
sacred symbol of the Coven. The Key'sflat surfaces were inscribed with magica runes and symbols, and
it waswarm, asif it were aliving being. Tingleswere running up Meghan's arm from where the metal
touched her skin, and al her senses thrummed with its power, asif she held thunder and lightning
captured within metd.

Sowly, in her memory, Meghan lifted the Key and hung it around her throat, so that the talisman hung
between her breasts. The rhythm of her heart steadied until it seemed to thrum in tempo with the Key.
Tears stung her eyes. Her breath caught. One hand came up and pressed the talisman hard againgt her
body, at the place where her ribs sprang out, the center of her breathing. Gazing up at her beloved father,
she made asilent vow to carry the Key with al the wisdom and strength and compassion she could find
within her. She would prove worthy of following in the footsteps of dl the great Keybearerswho had
preceded her, she sworeit with al of her being. Aedan smiled at her, well pleased, but Meghan had been
unable to smile back, overawed and humbled by the power thrumming beneath her hand.

The thought image faded and | sabeau dowly came back to aredization of hersdlf, tired and stiff, her
throat parched. She opened her eyes and stretched, hearing bonesin her back crack. She could not help
glancing at Meghan, and a the Key that hung between her withered breasts. The longing to hold it to her
own heart amost overwhelmed her. Sowly sheraised her eyes and met Meghan's, black as spilt ink and
asinscrutable.

"I sabeau has passed the Third Trid o' Spirit, the challenge o' clear hearing,” Daillas said, smiling at her
wearily. "Fed the blood pumping through your veins, my bairn, fed theforces o' life animate ye. Give
thanks to Ea, mother and father o' usdl, for the eterna spark, and guidwish the forces o' Spirit which
guide and teach us, and give uslife.”

| sabeau made the Sign of Ea's blessing, joy welling up through her, and al the witches smiled at her and
repeated the gesture.

"Now ye must show us once again how ye use dl o' the demental powers” Dalllassaid. "At theend o
your Second Tests ye made yoursdlf awitch dagger. Yemust do so again and pour into it al ye have
learned in your years as an gpprentice. With thisdagger ye will cut your witch's saff, Sgn o' full
admittance into the Coven as afully fledged witch, and yewill useit to cast your circle o' power inthe
workings b’ spells. Takethe dlver o' the earth's begetting, forgeit with fireand air, and codl it with water.
Fit your blade into ahandle o' sacred hazdl that ye have smoothed with your own hands. Speak over it
the words of the Creed and pour your own energiesinto it, in the name o' Ea o' the green blood.”

| sabeau knew that awitch should aways make her own tools and instruments because something made
or used by another dways held aresidue of their powers and purpose, and so may not be in harmony
with hers. Even more important, to forge her own witch knife and whittle her own staff also meant that
she would be fully engaged with the work, having poured much of hersdf into the making. So Isabeau
had spent many hours with the palace blacksmith, watching him forge wegpons for the soldiers and tools
for the palace gardeners and carpenters. She had practiced with the bellows and smithy hammers until
her ears had rung and her hands had been pockmarked with burns from the flying sparks. She had
observed the carpenters shaping wood and spent many idle hours whittling discarded lumps of wood until
her hands had grown sure and strong. The apprentice's knife she had forged at her Second Tests now
looked childish and clumsy to her eyes and she was eager to put her newly honed skillsto the task.

So Isabeau made her witch dagger with greet care, taking her time to make sure the task was done as
well as possible. She forged the silver blade with two sharp edges, and inscribed upon it many runes of
power. Whileit cooled in the chalice of water, she drew out her battered apprentice's knife and cut the
third finger of her right hand so that blood welled up, thick and dark. The witchesbelieved avein ran



from thisfinger directly to the heart and so it was her own heart blood that darkened the little knife's
blade. She smeared both sides of the blade with her blood, then carefully cut abranch from the hazel tree
now growing vigoroudy in the pot of soil before her. Asshelovingly stripped away itsfresh new leaves,
blood continued to pump from the cut in her finger, smearing the wood.

Carefully she whittled the branch into the stylized shape of adragon, itswingsfolded dong itssdes. She
st atiny dragoneye jewe to shineinits crowned head, and polished it dl over with ssarwood oil so the
wood glowed.

| sabeau then picked up her little apprentice's knife, its hilt plain and stained with the marks of her fingers,
its blade poorly made. She gaveit alittle caress, remembering the pride and excitement she had felt as
she madeit. She had lost it soon after, Lachlan stedling it from her thefirst time they had met. He had
given it back to her many months later, when they had met again. It seemed to | sabeau the little knife il
carried some of hislife essence. After amoment she broke it in haf and dropped the blade into the
crucible where she had melted the silver for her witch knife. Ceremonioudy she threw the hazel-wood hilt
into the fire and used her powersto bring the flames legping up around the crucible until it was white-hot.
Sowly the metd within softened until it was like putty and she used her tools and her witch powersto
oinitinto along siver thread.

Her fingerstrembling alittle with weariness and nerves, shefitted the narrow silver blade to the dragon
hilt, binding it into place with the Slver thread, and softly murmuring incantations of power over it. At ladt,
many hours after she had started, 1 sabeau was finished. Her skill was not as grest as her intention, but the
dagger hilt could clearly be recognized as aresting dragon, thelong tail curled around its curving
hindquarters, the bright blade gripped between dl four claws.

| sabeau felt adeep thrill of pride run through her. Shelooked up to seethe witchesal smiling at her
wearily. They had sat in complete tilinessfor dl that time and she saw by their facesthat they were as
tiff and tired as she was. The shadows of the treeswere long over the grass, the sun sinking down
toward the western horizon.

"Y e have passed your third Test o' Powers, |sabeau the Apprentice Witch, with great sill,” Daillasthe
Lame sad. "We are glad indeed to welcome ye into the Coven o' Witches."

"By the Creed o' the Coven o' Witches, ye must swear to speak only what istruein your heart, for ye
must have courage in your beliefs. Ye must swear no' to use the Power to ensorcel others, remembering
al people must choose their own path. Y e must use the One Power in wisdom and thoughtfulness, with a
kind heart, afierce and canny mind, and steadfast courage. Do ye swear these things?' Meghan said.

"l swear. May my heart be kind, my mind fierce, my spirit brave." |sabeau spoke the ritua with abresk
in her voice, so tired and so happy she was closeto tears.

"May Eashine her bright face uponye," Arkening said and the others added their blessngs and
congratulations.

"Itistimefor the Midsummer celebrations. Come and eat and be joyful. In the dawn ye must cut yourself
adaff and say Edsblessng over it, and then shal your new life as | sabeau the Witch begin,” Meghan
said. "Congratulations, my bairn, | am proud indeed o' ye."

Painfully they dl got to their fet, rubbing their limbsto aid the return of their circulation. Asthe other
witches packed up their parapherndiaand doused the fire, Meghan held up along robe of white linen for
I sabeau to put on. Cut from the one length of cloth, it was made without any buttons, buckles, hooks or
knots. It was growing cool under the huge old trees and | sabeau received it gladly, for thiswasthefirst
sign of her new standing within the Coven. Apprentice no longer, but afully accredited witch, and at the



age of only twenty-two and ahalf. Despite dl her effortsto maintain aproper humility, Isabeau could not
help glowing with pride.

Although Lachlan and Iseult had traveled with their court to Rhyssmadill for the Summer Fair, held in Dun
Gorm each year, the witcheswere still throwing the traditiona feast to celebrate Midsummer's Eve. As

| sabeau and her teachers walked dowly through the warm dusk, the gardens were beginning to fill with
people dressed in their finest clothes. Nisses were busy garlanding the treeswith flowers, and alittle band
of cluricauns were tuning their instruments on a stage erected before the rose garden.

In the square before the Tower of Two Moons a huge bonfire had been built which would bellit at
sunset. Those who wished to be handfasted would legp the fire together, giving them ayear tolive
together as man and wife before being married. Those who had been handfasted a year earlier and
wished to build alife together would jump the fire a second time, sealing their marriage vows.
Midsummer's Eve was consdered atimefor loving and many a child was conceived on the night of the
summer solstice.

| sabeau was so tired that it was an effort to keep her balance, but she stood for awhile watching the
dancers and mummers, and sampling some of the ddlicious spiced cakes. Children from the Theurgia
were running everywhere, shrieking with excitement, and the older apprentices and witches were sitting
under the trees or dancing. In her flowing white gown, with the new dagger hanging in its sheeth a her
was, it was clear |sabeau had passed her Tests and so many came to grasp her hand and congratul ate
her. She smiled tiredly and thanked them, but would not stay for long. The one glass of goldendoewine
she drank made her head spin and so she made her weary way back to the tower and so to bed, deep
swooping down upon her like an owl upon amouse.

Hand in hand, Lachlan and Iseult made their way through the dark garden, their way lit only by the light
of the snking moons. Thetall spires of Rhyss-madill soared high into the sky, etched blackly againgt the
garry sky. In the distance they could hear the faint sound of chatter and laughter, and the strumming of a
guitar. A couple was entwined together under atree, the woman's bare leg gleaming white againgt the
darkness of her clothes. With asmile a each other, Lachlan and Iseult passed by silently.

Through the branches they saw the flicker of flames. Only afew revelers il clustered around the
bonfire, drinking and laughing and listening to the music. From the bushes they heard alittletrill of
laughter and smiled at each other again.

"It isdmost dawn," Lachlan said. "Our guests must be wondering what has happened to us. | hope none
suspect we have been having secret meetingsat midnight'. . ."

"It isMidsummer." Iseult smiled up a him. "No onewill be wondering.”

He caught her throat in his strong, brown hand and tilted her face up so he could kiss her. She felt the
quickening of her pulse, and the samerise of urgent desirein him.

"It isour wedding anniversary tonight,” he said when he at last released her.
Iseult leaned her head againgt hisshoulder. "Aye, | ken."
"Have ye been happy these last five years, leannan?"

"Yeken| have"



He shook his head, trying to read her face in the moonlight. "It is hard to ken what ye are thinking
sometimes. All that Khan'cohban reserve o' yours, it isimpossible to break through at times. Areye sure
yedo no' regret jJumping the firewith me?'

"Aye" sheanswered. "I'm sure.”

He cupped her facein hishands. "Y e do no' sound sure,” he said, only haf joking. "Y e have never
wished ye had chosen differently?'Y e never long for the snows?"

"I swore a sacred oath that | would never leaveyeand | shdl no'," she answered, drawing alittle away
fromhim.

"That isno' what | asked."

She drew even further away, looking up at him serioudy. "I missthe snows," she answered, "but ye ken
that. What isit that ye are asking?'

He was scowling and she put up one hand to smooth his brow. He caught her hand and kissed it
passionatdy. "Do ye love me?' The words were spoken low and with difficulty.

She did her arms about his neck and kissed him on the mouth. "Yeken that | do," she whispered into his
ear, kissng the soft flesh of histhroat. As her mouth moved lower, to the curve of his collarbone, he gave
alittlesgh and cradled her in hisarms, hiswings cupping around to enfold her.

"Do ye remember that first night we made love?" he whispered, dowly backing her under the shadow of
agrest tree. "In the forest, on the ground, among all the tree roots?"

She nodded and smiled againgt hisskin.

He pressed her up againgt the rough bark of the tree trunk, his hands dowly undoing the laces of her
gown. "I'verather missed the forest," he said huskily, diding his mouth down her bare shoulder.

"We have anice soft bed up in the palace,” she whispered, drawing him down with her onto the ground,
"with pillows and blankets and curtainsto close againg prying eyes."

"But it be Midsummer," he mocked, the words coming dowly, in between kisses. "We cannamake love
in abed like an auld married couple when it's Midsummer Eve."

Naked now, hiswarm, rough hands and silky-soft feathers gently stroking the whole length of her body,
Iseult sighed and looked up at the dark fretwork of leaves against the silvery-blue moon.

"There's something to be said for Midsummer madness," she said.

| sabeau woke, her body arcing upward ingtinctively. For amoment she was disoriented, the pattern of
twigs and leaves againgt the moon etched sharply on her mind's eye. The dark room with its smell of
beeswax and old lesther confused her, the dight weight of her sheet. She had been in the garden, making
love under the Midsummer moons, silken feethers caressing her . . .

Undergtanding came. Shelay back againgt her pillows, her skin hot, her heart beating too fast. Deep
ingde her she dill fet the twisting coil of desire. Though shetried to calm her breathing, the ache and
throb would not fade. At last she drank some water from the mug by her bed and dampened her sheet so
she could dab it againgt her face, fever-hot, fever-dry. Buba hooted anxioudy, sensing | sabeau's distress,



and crept close to comfort her. Isabeau could not bear the brush of the owl's feathers againgt her skin
and pushed her away abruptly.

You-hooh angry-hooh?

"Nay, | ... | just had abad dream," Isabeau said. She wondered if 1seult knew that she experienced her
twin sster's moments of passion asvividly as she shared her moments of pain. Surely not. Surely Iseult
could not open herself up to sensation so fredly if she knew, if sheredlized. A flash of her dream returned
to Isabeal—the hard curve of Lachlan'sarm, the silken fedl of hisbare skin under her hands, the hot
indstence of hismouth . ..

| sabeau shuddered. She scrambled out of bed and dragged her new white gown over her head, leaving
her hair hanging freein wild disorder. Wrapping her plaid about her againgt the early morning chill, she
hurried down the stairs and into the garden. With an anxious hoot, Buba flew after her.

A few reveerswere il Stting on the front steps, leaning againgt each other and smiling drunkenly.

| sabeau ignored their invitation to join them, plunging into the garden. Shadowy fronds closed over her
head. The air was cool and smelled green with new growth. She pressed her body against atree, the
rough scrape of the bark grazing her skin, its solid strength supporting her. Tears stung her eyes but she
did not weep. Bubacameto rest on I sabeau's shoulder, butting her head againgt 1sabeau’'s neck. She
stroked the feathery head and took comfort from that until the tumult of anger, desire and frustration at
last began to ease.

Birds were beginning to test their voices against the dark. Isabeau raised her head and |ooked about her.
She could see now the fronds which had swallowed and enclosed her. Fedling tired and heavy with the
weight of her dream, she dowly made her way through the lawns and shrubberies to the sacred circle
where the witches had tested her yesterday.

Shereached the glade in the center of the ring of seven ancient trees. In the growing light she could
clearly see the black ashes of their fire. At one of the points of the Six-sided star alarge clay pot still
stood, with atall straight hazel sapling springing out of it. Among its roots nestled a clump of heart's ease.
Onthe other sdewas atall spray of oats, heavy with seeds.

It was | sabeau's task this morning to make hersdlf her witch's staff, symbol of full acceptance into the
Coven. She had to meditate for long quiet minutes before she was able at last to put aside the effect of
the dream. Even then it was not lost but only locked away somewhere whereit would no longer disturb
her so powerfully.

Fedling very calm and very distant, |sabeau knelt under the oak tree and drew her witch's knife and the
crystd she had found in the mountains out of her satchel, washing them carefully in the pool. Aloneinthe
dim garden, she carefully drew the knife dong her finger, watching the dark blood well up. She smeared
the blade with her blood, then dipped it in the ashes of thefiretill it wasthickly encrusted. She then knelt
at the gixth point of the star, bresthing deeply and dowly.

At the very moment that the sun rose above the horizon, flooding the garden with warmth and color, she
cut down the leafy sapling with one swift movement. Sowly, ceremonioudy, | sabeau stripped dl the
twigs and leaves from the sapling then scoured the branch with earth and ashestill it was smooth and
white. She washed it clean in the pool and stained it a pale silvery-white with slarwood ail. Kindling the
fire again with twigs gathered from beneeth all seven trees, she then forged asilver cap for the end of the
gaff, magnetizing it with alodestone as she had been taught. Finally | sabeau set the crystd at the head of
the staff in delicate claws of silver, with aspring clasp that could be clicked open to dlow the crystd to
be lifted out of its crown.



As |sabeau |abored she chanted words of power over the staff, pouring her energiesinto the wood and
the crystal, making them a part of her.

"I makeye, staff o' hazelwood, in the name o' Ea, mother and father o' usdl, and infuseyewith al that is
good in me, dl that iswise and strong and kind.

"I makeye, staff o' hazelwood, by the power o' the stars and the moons and the unfathomable distance o
the universe, and infusein yedl that isbright and dark, dl that is known and unknown.

"I makeye, staff 0" hazelwood, by the power and virtue o' the four elements, Earth and Fire, Wind and
Water; by the power and virtue o' dl things, dl plantsthat grow and die, dl animasthat crawl and fly and
run, al rocks and mountains, all sunsand stars and planets.

"With these things | infuse ye, that ye may stand as sure as the tree from which ye sprang, asfull o
ancient power and wisdom, that ye may support me and shelter me asye did the creaturesthat hid in
your branches. With thesethings, | infuseye, saff o' hazelwood, and make ye mine."

Then she blessed the taff, sprinkling it with water from abunch of leaves from each of the seven trees,
wound about with flowers plucked from the grass— rosemary, thyme, gilly-flowers, and clover. She
stood up, lifting the staff toward the sun. "In the name o' Ea," she cried, "I command ye, staff o' power, to
obey my will indl things. | command ye, staff o' power, to summon the powers | wish to call, and break
and reduce to chaos dl that | wish to destroy.”

The crystal caught the sun's brightness and refracted it into awhite flame, blazing as bright as atiny sun.
Rainbow sparks shot out from the stone, dancing over the glade like multicolored fireflies. Isa-beau felt a
surge of power run down her fingers, shooting along her veins and nerve endings and up into her brain so
that for amoment her whole body was seared with awhite-hot energy. Then the clamor and pain
receded, and the light sank down to atwisting flame of blue and gold and crimson, deep within the
crystd'strand ucent heart.

| sabeau had consummated her bond with the staff of power, had poured al her sorrow and desire and
impotent rage into its strong white body. Shefell to her knees and kissed the crystal, incoherent thanksto
Eaand the Gods of White and her own sorcerous powers mute and struggling in her heart.

I'll be a great sorceress, shethought. No man's love can be worth as much!

Thelsle of Divine Dread

Fand crouched in the darkness, listening. Although the silence was undisturbed by even ashiver of air or
adow trickle of water, Fand knew that they were there, listening to her asintently as she listened to
them.

Gingerly she risked moving, stretching out one foot and extending her toes, clenching and unclenching her
fingers. It had become a horrible sort of gameto her, the only sort of resistance she had to the constant
torment of their regard. They wanted her to die, she knew it, they wanted her to give up and let her
muscleslock, her lungs collapse, her blood freeze. Although Fand longed for the gentle release of degth,
to die would be to alow them to triumph. Some stubborn shred of resoluteness kept her dive within the
ruins of her mind and spirit, kept her heart beating despite al they did to her.



Fand did not know how long she had been trapped here. Her life before the ssterhood waslike a
fragment of dream that lingered on long after one had woken, more an impression of emotion than a
memory. She had been happy, she knew. There had been a shining sea and soft sand and warm kisses
that had filled her body with light and life. There had been aface, dark skinned and proud, with
slver-blue eyesintent with passon. . .

The darkness stirred. Shefroze.
"Who?" they whispered. "Who do you love? Who do you hate?!

Fand did not reply. Slowly the lurid green light grew up al around her. A circle of priestesses siood over
her, their faces made grotesque by the shifting green phosphorescence.

"Why do you not die?' one asked.

"Areyou not cold enough? Are you not hungry enough?'
"Why do you not die?"

"Do you hate us?'

"Do you wish we were dead?'

"Doyou love us?' They bent over her. Doom-edlswriggled in their [eft hands, their squirming tails shining
blue-white. Fand shrank back. "Who do you love?"

"l loveyou," shesad, her voice hoarse. Her limbs twitched uncontrollably.

"Well, we do not love you, stupid spawn jelly,” they said and lashed her with the eectric tails of the
doom-edls. She scrabbled away, but they were al around her, laughing. She curled up into abal, her
arms about her head, her knees drawn up to her chin. The doom-edlsdid not strike again. After a
moment she looked up.

"Doyou love Jor?' The hisswas soft, Shilant.
"Yes, yes, | love Jor," she gabbled.

"Jor isdl. Jor ismight. Jor is strength. Jor is power." The priestesses paced around her, their voicesrising
inpassion. "Jor isdl. Jor ismight. Jor is strength. Jor is power."

"Jor isdl," Fand agreed. "Jor is power."

For along time the only sound was the swish of their furs on the stone, the hiss of the doom-edis tails.
Fand waited.

"Who?" they whispered. "Who do you love? Who do you hate?!

"I love Jor. Jor isdl. Jor ismight. Jor is strength. Jor is power."

"Jor isdl. Jor ismight. Jor is strength. Jor is power," the priestesses echoed.
"Jor isdl. Jor ismight. Jor is strength. Jor is power," Fand repeated desperately.

Again therewas sllence. Fand felt swesat springing up along her hairline, on her palms and the soles of her
feet. Every musclein her body was clenched tight in anticipation of pain. It did not come.



One of the priestesses bent and smoothed back the hair from her brow. Fand flinched, and she clucked
her tongue in sympathy. "Hush, hush, little girl-human. Y ou do well."

"Y ou have not died," one of the others said.

"Why have you not died?' asked another.

"Areyou not cold enough? Are you not hungry enough? Are you not wesk enough?”’

The hissing tails of the doom-edlswrithed about her. Fand pressed herself againgt theicy stone.

"You do well," thefirst repeated, stroking Fand's hair tenderly. "Maybe you are not so weak as we had
thought.”

"Not so weak, not so weak," the others echoed softly.
Fand could not help looking up at the priestesssface, tears springing to her eyes.

"Do you love me?' the priestess said gently. Fand nodded, the tears beginning to spill down her face. The
priestess unhooked her heavy sedskin fur and let it drop upon her. "Seep, little one,” she said.

Gratefully Fand clutched the warmth and softness to her and closed her eyes.

She was woken only aminute or two later by afreezing deluge of snow and water, the fur cloak wrested
away from her. She could not help screaming in shock and pain. They lashed her with the doom-edls,
shrieking at her, accusing her. Among the cacophony of voices, she heard them crying, ™Y ou must love
none but Jor, none but Jor. Jor isyour god, your master, your lover, your purpose for being. Jor isall.
Jor ismight. Jor is strength. Jor is power."

"Jor isdl. Jor ismight. Jor is strength. Jor is power," Fand repeated dully, but the attack did not abate.
All she could see were blue-white arcs of hissing light as the doom-edls were raised and brought lashing
down, and behind, the floating spheres of green-dark light. She closed her eyes and endured.

After that they left her donefor avery long time. She wept alittle, then when the deep well of grief within
her was dl dried up, Fand lay therein a sort of stupor. Words and images ran through her mind, noisy,
brightly colored, incoherent.

"Isit the prince Nilayou weep for?" a gentle voice asked.
Fand did not respond. Nila, shethought.

"You mugt try to forget him," the voice in the darkness said, soft with sympathy. "He has forgotten you,
that you may be sure of . He will have found himsdaf some other concubine in which to spill his seed. Men
arefickle, inconstant cregtures. They do not love like women. Their love does not endure.”

Therewas slence again for avery long time. Then softly, ingstently, the voice spoke again. "Love will
bring you only grief and pain, do you not know that? | loved once, avery long time ago. | am wiser

Fand felt agentle hand on her hair, then abeaker of sea-squill wine was held to her lips. She drank
thirgtily, then accepted afew tidbits of raw fish held to her lips. The food and wine brought arush of vigor
to her body, so strong it made her feel nauseous. The hand stroked her damp forehead, and then the
cloak was drawn up over her again. She sighed and turned her cheek into it.

"Do you love me?" the voice asked softly.



Fand shook her head. "No," she answered, so low her voice was amost inaudible. "I hate you.”
"Do you love Prince Nila?'
"No," sheanswered, her voice alittle stronger. "I love only Jor."

"That isgood," the voice replied and then she heard the swish of the priestesssfurs as she was | eft done
in the darkness, donefor thefirst timein months.

Dark silence was broken by oscillating green light and whispering voices. Pain was followed by dark
slence. Therewas no other division of time. Darkness, green light and pain, darkness. Alwaysthey
asked her the same questions, and Fand searched desperately to know the right answers. Gradually the
pain came | ess often, though the questions changed.

"What isyour name?"

"l have no name."

"Who areyou?'

"l amnothing."

"Doyou love me?'

"No, | hateyou. | hateyou al.”
"Do you love Prince Nila?*
"No. | hate him. | loveonly Jor."

"Why do you hate Prince Nila?"

"Men are SHfish, fickle. He abandoned me."

Asthe priestesses brought the doom-egls down upon her naked flesh, she cried out desperately, "I love
only Jor! Jor isall. Jor ispower. Nilais nothing. Nothing!"

The pain stopped. "Why are you not dead?"
"Because you wish meto live. Jor wishesmeto livel”
"Why does Jor wish you to live?"

"So | may servehim.”

They whipped her, ruthlesdy, over and over again. "What worth are you, seascum, spawn jelly? Wesk,
sckly, stupid, halfbreed human. What use are you? Nothing. What can you do? Nothing. Why would Jor
want you? Y ou might as well be dead, no one wants you. Why do you not die? We do not want you,
usel ess pathetic bag of bones. Why would we? Can't even grow atail. What use are you? Can't skin you
to keep warm, no flesh on you to eat, no blood in you to drink, no firein you to keep uswarm . . ."

Something inside Fand snapped. There was asudden incandescent flare that penetrated through the
screen of her hands. Her flesh was red, the boneswithin dark. She heard adreadful screaming. She



uncovered her eyes, her heart hammering. The cave waslit up with golden warmth and light. All around
her stood six pillars of fire, shrieking, beating themsdves with flaming hands. On and on the screaming
echoed. The priestessesrolled on the floor, threw themsalves againgt the walls, while the hot, hungry
flames devoured their flesh, their eyeballs boiling within their sockets of bone. Eventudly they screamed
no longer, writhed no longer. The flames sank down to smolder upon the shapeless, blackened forms.
The cave stank of burned flesh.

"Y ou wanted fire," Fand said. "Are you warm enough now?"

Thetiny idand of the Priestesses of Jor rose gray and forbidding from the seas, atumult of white water
raging around the feet of the sheer cliffs. The melancholy cry of thousands of seabirdsfilled theair, the
loneliest sound Nilahad ever heard. He floated in the icy water, staring at the steep rock with a heart
frozen by foreboding. What would they do to him if they found him here?

| do not care, hethought. What more can they do?

It had been a bitter sx monthsfor Nila All joy had gone out of hislife without Fand, al hope and
happiness. Hisfailure to save her haunted him. But what could | do? he had asked himsdlf a hundred
thousand times, without ever finding relief.

Nilahad been watched closely by hisfather's minions, unable to even seek the solace of solitude at the
ruined witches tower or in the dark depths of the Fathomless Caves. Every step he took there was
someone behind him, spying on him, reporting his every move. He flaunted the black pearl upon his
breast, alowed an undertone of mockery in his voice when he spoke to his brothers, and killed two of
them in duels on the dightest of pretenses. He wasfilled with areckless disregard for hisown life, yet
somehow this gave him an acute sengtivity toward anyone e sgs disregard. Nila survived three more
attemptsto murder him, killing another of his brothers and seven of hislackeysin the process. Asthe
endless night of winter at |ast began to fade, Nila's tusks began to bud and he noticed anew favor in his
father'svoice. The Fairgean King approved of Nildas pride and insolence, his newfound aggression. Even
his thirteen surviving brothers regarded him with anew wariness.

Theicethat sealed shut the mouth of the Cave of a Thousand Kings melted away, and the warriors were
ableto go out in pursuit of the whales swimming past in their annua migration south. Nilaat last had a
chance to escape hisfather's scrutiny and he had swam at once in search of Fand.

The priestesses idand was not far from the Ide of the Gods. Nila had reached it in only afew hours, and
he had spent the rest of the day trying to find some way in. He had circumnavigated the rock three times,
tried to climb its cliffs, dived deep into the ocean to find an underwater cave. All to no avail. At last he
had given up and swam back to regjoin his pod.

His absence had not gone unnoted, of rourse. He was humiliated in front of the whole court, hisfather
frothing at the mouth with rage as he demoted Nila and sentenced him to six lashes by doom-edl. Nila
endured the whipping in grim slence and smiled in private over his demotion. When most of the court | eft
the Ide of the Gods to swim in the wake of the whaes he would be left behind to guard the Cave of a
Thousand Kings with the other second-grade warriors, considered too weak or old or unskilled to swim
to the south. Although Nilawould have been cut to the quick over such ademotion at any other time,
now he could only be glad. He would have dl summer to try and find hislove.

Y et now the summer was almost gone and till Nila had not been ableto find away into the Ide of Divine
Dread. And now ahorrible fear lay upon him, choking him like an octopuss tentacle.



All through the months they had been apart Nila had been aware of Fand as clearly asif she called out to
him through the darkness. He had felt pain and grief and anger and desolation, he had felt adow dying
within her. Then last night, the night of the summer solstice, he had been jolted from deep, crying aoud
her name. He had dreamed of fire, that terrible weapon of the humans, that al-destroying, profane,
unnatural power that melted ice, evaporated water, and burned flesh to cinders. The horror of the dream
lingered dl day, and when &t last he shook himsdlf free of it, he redlized that he could no longer fed Fand.
It was asif she was dead.

Desperate with fear he had escaped the pod and swam for the Ie of Divine Dread, unable to admit that
he might betoo late. Thiswas the sixth time he swam al around the towering rock and he had seen no
other sign of life but the clouds of crying seabirds. Black despair filled Nilaonce more.

Suddenly the seabirds roosting on one side of the rock burst into flight, screeching and circling. Nila
watched in bemusement, wondering what had startied them. Suddenly dl his nervestightened. He dived
beneath the waves, swvimming strongly toward the rock, hislong black hair streaming behind him. Far
ahead he saw the bubbling green phosphorescence of a drowned nightglobe. Abruptly he stopped,
wrenching histall Sdeways. Hefloated deep in the water, his nogirils clamped shut, his gillsfluttering. The
light grew stronger, then he saw six priestesses come svimming up out of the inky black depths, carrying
their nightglobes close to their bodies. With their eyesight dazzled by the green brightness, they did not
see him. They swam up toward the glowing surface and then their heads broke through, so that al Nila
could seewasther strong siver tails undulating powerfully asthey swam away.

Hewaited until hislungswere burning and his gills were quivering with strain, then swam up to the surface
to breathe. He was very closeto theidand, periloudy close. Just ahead of him thewavesrosein long
green swellsthat smashed upon the rocksin awelter of white foam. He could fed their strength dragging
a histail. Hefilled hislungswith air and then dived.

Down into the blackness he swam, his eyes wide open and staring. His hand brushed the plunging roots
of theidand, smooth and dimy to the touch. He followed the rock down, one hundred feet, two hundred
feet. He had never dived so deep. His heartbeat dowed, adeliberate muffled pounding in hisears. His
lungs burned with pain. Three hundred feet. Nilafelt sick and giddy. He no longer knew which way was
up, which way down. Only the rock diding past hisfingers reassured him. He wondered how long he had
been diving. Certainly longer than he had ever dived before. Most Fairgean could only stay submerged
for five minutes or so. He had been diving for three times aslong. He had to fight the desire to bresathe
through his nose, knowing he would take in only water. Spots of color danced before his eyes. His
heartbeat was so dow he panicked in each long moment before its returning throb. Just as he had
decided hewas about to die, hisfingersfelt nothing but emptiness. He dowed his descent, twisted histall,
and followed the curve of the rock.

His head broke through into air. Nilatook great whooping bregths, his starved lungs struggling to
swalow more oxygen. His head siwam, his pulse legping erraticaly. He felt aledge of rock below him
and crawled out of the water, too exhausted to even attempt to change back into his land-shape. All was
dark.

Minutes passed. His pulse steedied, his bresths grew more even. He transformed shape, crawled higher
out of the water, banging his head on awall of rock. The darknesswas so completeit terrified him. It
was as dark asthe octopuss pit, as dark as any of the Fathomless Caves. The darkness reminded him
that he was committing sacrilege of the worst kind. A man trying to penetrate the mysteries of the Ide of
Divine Dreed?

Y et he had cometoo far to turn back. Nilacrawled dong the ledge, feding hisway with his hands, his
head ducked down at an awkward angle to avoid any more collisons with thewall. He felt abresth of air



on his cheek, turned that way, crept down a passageway that scraped the skin from his knees and palms.
The wafting of air grew stronger. He received the impression of space. Although there was no sound, al
the hairs on his head lifted, his scales shrank. He was being watched, being listened to. He frozeinto
dillness, draining dl his senses, trying to tell himsdlf it was histerror that made him think so.

Suddenly light flared dl around him, the queer distorted luminance of viperfish trapped within glass. He
was surrounded on al sdes by Priestesses of Jor, staring down at him malevolently. They did not speak,
just gared at him, their pale eyes gleaming oddly in the greenish light. Nila stared back, afataistic cadm
ettling over him.

"Prince Nila, fourteenth son of hethat is Anointed by Jor. Why do you come creeping and sneaking into
our home? Do you not know that we can have you gutted and skinned like afish for your effrontery?"

"| have comefor Fand,” he said. His voice sounded odd to hisears.
"Thereisno one called Fand."

"Fand. My concubine. | have comefor her."

"Thereisno one called Fand."

Hishead felt light, his pulse besat fast and erratic. "Fand," he said obstinately.

"The dave you knew as Fand isgone," the priestess said. Her voice was soft and sibilant, yet somehow
terribly frightening. " Sheis now aPriestess of Jor. She has no name. Sheisnobody.”

"Fand," he said desperately, searching al their faces, which werelit from below by their nightglobes,
giving them dl alook of demonic glee.

"Rise, Prince Nila, fourteenth son of he that is Anointed By Jor. Y ou have dared to trespass upon the Ide
of Divine Dread, and so you shadl pay the price. But firg, let us show you your one-time concubine.”

Thecircle of priestesses parted. Somehow Nilafound the strength to stand, though his bowelswere
weak and his kneestrembled. He followed them through endless caves and passages, sumbling in the
uncertain glow of their nightglobes. They came at last to agallery and looked down upon ahuge cavern
that was filled with concentric rings of priestesses, adl holding aoft glowing nightglobes. Fand stood in the
very center, her eyes wide open and blank of al thought, her hands upon an enormous nightglobe setin a
base of carved crystd. His eyeswidened at the sight of it. The Nightglobe of Naiawas the most secret
and precious relic of the Priestesses of Jor. Many thousands had died to save it from the human attack,
and it was sacrilege for any to look at it unbidden, let done touch it. Fand must have very great powers
indeed to be alowed to place her hands upon the Nightglobe of Naia.

"Only the most powerful may touch the Nightglobe of Naia," came the sibilant hiss of the priestessin his
ear, asif reading histhoughts. ™Y our former concubineis blessed indeed.”

Nilastared at Fand unhappily. She had the gaunt-ness of al the other priestesses, the look of gloating
fanaticism, the sickly paleness of askin that sees no sunlight. He had meant to cal to her but the words
choked in histhroat so that he could hardly bregthe.

"You may listen if you wish," the priestess whispered in hisear. She made alittle sgn with her hand, and
asone al the priestesses below suddenly spoke.

"What isyour name?" they hissed.



"l have no name."

"Who areyou?'

"l annothing.”

"Doyou loveus?'

"No. | hate you."

"Do you love Prince Nila?'

"No. | hate him. | love only Jor."
"Why do you hate Prince Nila?'
"I loveonly Jor."

"Why do you love Jor?'

"Jor isdl. Jor ismight. Jor is strength. Jor is power."

"Jor isdl. Jor ismight. Jor is strength. Jor is power. Jor isal," the priestesses chanted, and Fand chanted
with them, her eyes staring straight ahead, unnaturaly wide.

Asthe chanting swelled into a crescendo, the priestess made another amost imperceptible gesture and
suddenly Nilafound himself seized and dragged away, the sound of the chant ringing in hisears. He
struggled against them but could not match their strength. As he was dragged back into the passageway
he suddenly found hisvoice.

"Fand, | am so sorry . . . Forgive me! Forgive me, my darling, my love, forgiveme...."

Fand stood with her hands pressed againgt the Nightglobe of Naia, staring into itsluminous green heart.
Within the great glass orb were two very ancient viperfish with enormous bulbous eyes. Asthey swam
back and forth the light cast by their luminescent organs flowed over her facein wavering ripples. For a
moment her staring eyes shone brilliantly green, then they sank back into cavernous shadows, then shone
oddly green once more.

Around the sacred nightglobe stood an inner circle of six high-priestesses, each with her own nightglobe
held beside her in her |eft hand, their right hands resting on top of the nightglobe of the priestess beside
them. Around them stood acircle of twelve more priestesses, who werein turn circled by aring of
eighteen, and so on until alast ring of thirty-six young priestesses, al connected by the touch upon their
nightglobes.

"Jor isdl. Jor ismight. Jor is strength. Jor is power Jor isal. Jor ismight. Jor is strength. Jor is power.
Jor isdl." The chanting of the priestesses swelled and surged like the sea, rhythmic and unrdenting. Fand
chanted with them, her eyes stretched wide and unblinking, the rhythm of the wordsin perfect harmony
with the best of her pulse, the rippling of green luminance, and the deliberate to and fro movement of the
immense fish trapped within the glass.

"Jor isdl. Jor ismight. Jor is strength. Jor is power. Jor isal. Jor ismight. Jor is strength. Jor is power.
Jorisdl."



Suddenly Fand's voice faltered, her eyes blinked. She heard, from somewhere very far avay, from
another life dtogether: Fand, | amso sorry . . . Forgive me!

Fand, shethought. | am Fand.

Theripples of light wavered, broke up. The two fish within the nightglobe stared a her with their huge
white eyes, no longer drifting back and forth in their terrible unrelenting rhythm. Fand stared back at
them, her heart beating so fast it dmost suffocated her. | am Fand.

The Tapestry Takes Shape

Hunting the Cuckoo

| sabeau smiled as she heard the sound of giggling from within the playroom. She opened the door and
stepped inside, only to be soaked with adeluge of icy-cold water. She shrieked involuntarily asabasin
balanced on the top of the door missed her head by inches, clattering on the floor.

"April Fool, April Fool!" Donncan chanted, hovering in the air above her, his golden wings beeating
grongly.

"Who'sthe great gowk now?' Neil cried, shouting with laughter. The twins clgpped their hands with glee.

| sabeau sighed, laughed, and shook out her wet robe. "Och, ye wicked lads," she cried. "Could ye no'
have given me somewarning?"

"But it be All Fools Day," Donncan grinned, landing lightly on the ground, hiswingsfolding. "What be the
point o' atrick if ye warn the sucker?’

I sabeau ran her hands down her dripping hair and it sprang up as vigorous and curly asif it had never
been drenched. Then she ran her hands down her body until the linen steamed. She looked over at Elsie
and grimaced. "Whoever thought o' All Fools Day should be hung, drawn and quartered!"

"Yeveonly just stepped in, my lady. I've been wi' these rapscallions al morn and no' a moment's peace
I've had!" the blonde maid replied with asmile. She was Sitting sewing by the fire, awhite cap framing her
pretty face. "First o' dl | found an empty eggshell upside down in my eggcup, so when | broke the shell
wi' my spoon al | found to eat was air. Then they told me | had a spider on my head and when |
shrieked, they rolled on the ground and laughed fit to split their sides. I've been made the gowk o' four
times aready this morn, my lady, and I've only been here an hour or 0."

"But what do ye do here, Else? Where be Sukey?'

"She had to step out to run an errand and asked me to mind the bairnsfor her," Elsereplied, "though
she's been gone so long, | think she must be hunting the gowk."



| sabeau gave a sympathetic grimace. "Have ye sent poor Sukey off on afool's errand?' she said sernly
to the boys.

They shook their heads, though Donncan replied cheekily, "Wewouldve if we could've!”
"I'll seeif | canfind her," 1sabeau said frowning. "1 want to talk to her about Cuckoo's birthday lunch.”

Nell gave another shriek of excitement. The little boy was nicknamed "cuckoo™ or "gowk" for he had
been born on thefirst of April, Huntigowk Day. Gowk was another name for cuckoo, and athough it
was usudly used to imply afool or smpleton, in Neil's case it was used affectionately. | sabeau hugged
him lovingly. "Have ye had a happy birthday so far?'

"Aye, indeed! Look! My daand mam had awhole pile o' presents sent for me from Tirsoilleir! There be
my very own sword!" Neil brandished asmall wooden sword excitedly. "Donncan and me have been
playing Bright Soldiersal morning and ‘causeit'smy birthday, | got to be the seandair o' the Graycloaks
for achange!™

"Well, that was very nice o' Donncan to let ye have aturn, Cuckoo,” | sabeau said. Donncan grinned,
perceiving the subtleirony of her words, but it went straight over Neil's head, the little boy agreeing

heppily.

The son of lain MacFoghnan of Arran and ElfridaNicHilde of Tirsoilleir, Nell had been sent to stay
within the safety of Lucescere while his parents were busy winning back the Crown of the Forbidden
Land. The NicHilde clan had been deposed astherulers of Tirsoilleir when Elfridawasjust alittle girl,
the land being ruled by the cruel and corrupt Fealde of Bride. Elfridahad spent her childhood locked up
intheinfamous Black Tower, only being released as ayoung woman when the Fealde negotiated a
marriage of convenience for her with the son of Margrit NicFoghnan of Arran. Although both lain and
Elfrida had been unwilling pawnsin Margrit's machiavelian plots, the marriage of convenience had soon
blossomed into atrue, abiding love. The young couple had managed to break free of those who sought to
manipulate them, fleeing Arran and giving their support to Lachlan. In return, the young Righ had helped
to drive the treacherous Margrit out of Arran, giving the throne to her son. Now he endeavored to do the
samefor Elfrida

Nell's face suddenly clouded and he looked down. "I wish Daand Mam could have been here for my
birthday."

| sabeau knelt beside him and hugged him close. "Aye, | ken," she said softly. "But the last newswe had
from Tirsoilleir was very good indeed and they do no' think it will be very long aforedl o' Tirsoilleir
submitsto your mother'srule. Once the country is at peace again ye can go and join your parents again,
and get to see what the land beyond the Great Divide looks like. Will that no' be an adventure, my wee
cuckoo?'

"I wish thewar was over. They've been away such an awful long time.”

| sabeau nodded. Nine months seemed like along time to her too, and she was not six years old. She
hugged him again and said, "Never mind, dearling. At least ye are here a L ucescere with us, no' in Arran
al by yourself. And today isyour birthday, and no time to be sad. Happen your parentswill have sent a
pigeon with a birthday message for ye?*

"That be what Sukey said,” Nell replied, brightening. Do ye think they would?'
"I'm sure they would," 1sabeau replied.



"My daand mam sent me abirthday letter by pigeon post,” Donncan said, floating up near the ceiling so
he could examine the painted nisses strange, triangular faces. " And even though it was snowy and stormy
the pigeon made it safely, though it was three days|ate.”

"Pigeonsdo no' ken much about days and times," 1sabeau said, smiling, "but they alwaysfly just asfast as
they can o if there be no |etter today, Nell, I'm sure there will be one soon.”

He nodded and began to play again, Donncan flying down to join him. Isabeau smiled at Elsierather
ruefully. "I'll go and seeif | can find Sukey. | do hope she has no' been made an April Fool. If she'sbeen
made to hunt the cuckoo, she could be anywherel™

Elsenodded. "No' that | mind, my lady,” she said. "1 be far more comfortable here by the firethan |
would be down scrubbing potsin the kitchen. | be hoping that if | help Sukey out often enough shelll be
putting in agood word for meto Her Highnessand I'll be getting ajob as assistant nurserymaid.”

| sabeau nodded, hoping that Elsie was not dropping ahint in her direction aswell. She had known Elsie
since they had been scullery maids together at Rhyssmadill and had never redlly liked her. It may just
have been that Else was atogether too pretty and knew it. Though Isabeau preferred to think she
didiked the maid because Elsie was quick to tease others. Or at least she had been in the days when

| sabeau had been nothing but a clumsy cook's apprentice with a crippled hand. Now | sabeau was
sger-in-law to the Righ himsdf and abanprionnsain her right, Elsewasal smilesand friendliness.

| sabeau bid the children farewell, promising to return soon, and went out into the corridor, smiling &t the
guards who stood poker-faced against the wall.

Although Isabeau did not have the precise searching and finding powers of the MacRuraich clan, she
could still sense out the minds of those she knew wll, if they were nearby. She was worried Sukey may
have been sent "hunting the gowk" as apractica joke, sent perhapsto find a penny's worth of
elbow-grease or a pot of striped paint as was common on All Fools Day.

To her relief Isabeau felt Sukey close by, somewherein the tangle of stables, kennels, pigpens, hencoops
and fishponds behind the kitchen gardens. She made her way through the kitchen wing to the pigeon loft
abovethe stables.

"Be Sukey Nurserymaid here?" | sabeau asked the pigeon-fancier who was busy cleaning out cages near
the doorway.

"Och, aye, shebe here," he answered, twinkling at her. " Sheis often here checking on her birds, making
sure | be caring for them properly.”

"Sukey has her own pigeons?’

"Och, aye. Shebearight fancier hersalf. Lovely it is, to see alassie taking such an interest in the bonny
wee birds. It seemsthe puir lass be homesick, and she and her young brother send each other bits o
news about their doings. It make sense, rightly, for ye can never trust the jongleurs or the peddiers no’ to
take monthsin the taking 0' amessage, or no' to be forgetting it, while the pigeonsl| never |et ye down.”

"Aye, but ye must be ableto read,” | sabeau reminded him. "Most o' the common folk cannaread,
remember, and so asking the peddlers to remember their news and passit on isthe only choice they
have"

"Aye, that betrue, unless 0' course ye can be speaking wi' the birds, like ye and our blessed Righ.”

"Aye, but then ye must rely on the pigeons remembering the message and ye must admit they be rather



birdbrained.”

The pigeon-fancier laughed heartily. "Och, it'sawit sheis,” hesaid. "And me never hearing that one
before.”

| sabeau amiled. "Where she be?"

"Her birds are kept right down the far end, ontheright,” he answered. " She loves her pretty doves,
young Sukey."

| sabeau made her way down the long, dim, dusty room, the cooing of the pigeons masking the drum of
her boot heels on the wooden floor. She came around the corner and found Sukey sitting on abarre,
reading a scrap of paper, her forehead creased in afrown.

"Dinnatdl meyewere sent to find apint o' pigeon's milk?" Isabeau asked cheerfully. " Surely yere no'
such agowk!"

Sukey gave alittle scream and legped to her feet, the paper clutched to her heart. "Havers, ye scared
rrEII

"Sorry," Isabeau said. She poked afinger in through the dats of one of the cagesto stroke the soft
plumage of the pigeon insde. Softly she cooed to it and the pigeon cooed back.

"Can ye be speaking to pigeonsthen?' Sukey asked alittle uneasily. "1 only thought it was owlsye could
tak to."

| sabeau cocked an eyebrow at her, alittle surprised at the nursemaid's unease. "1 can speak both the
common language o' birds and most o' the dialects. Dinnaye ken?"

Sukey shook her head. Folding up the paper and thrusting it into her pocket she pushed past | sabeau,
saying, "Let'sget out o' here, the dust and straw gives me an itchy nose."

| sabeau followed her, saying, with some puzzlement, " Seems an odd hobby for ye to have then, if
pigeonsgive ye hayfever."

Sukey glanced back at her, smiling. "Hobby? | wouldnacdl it that. Nay, | wasjust up hereto seeif there
was amessage for Cuckoo from his parents, it being hisbirthday and al.”

"Oh, wasthere?" | sabeau said eagerly asthey came out of the long rows of coopsto the front part of the
|oft where the pigeon-fancier was grinding corn.

"Aye," Sukey answered, just asthe pigeon-fancier cried, "Has she given ye the happy news then?”

"I havenahad achance yet, ye auld tattlemonger,” Sukey laughed. She grinned up at Isabeau. "The news
isonly justinand yet | swear the smdlest chimneyswveep will kenit al before the chancellor has even
opened the message tube!™

"Newsfrom Tirsoilleir?' Isabeau cried.

"Aye. They've won through to Bride with barely aman logt, and the Fealde and the Generd Assembly
have dl fled or surrendered! The NicHildeisto be crowned thisweek," the pigeon-fancier cried. "Grand
newsindeed, aye?'

"Och, the wee Cuckoo will be so happy," Isabeau said.



Sukey's face clouded alittle, but she nodded and smiled, leading the way down the rickety ladder to the
stables.

"Is something wrong?"' |sabeaul asked, remembering the frown on Sukey's face as she had read her note.
"Have ye had bad news from home?"

"Och, no' a al," Sukey replied. "Although | shall be sad to lose our wee cuckoo. He be such a sweet
laddiekin and such company for Donncan, who | swear grows naughtier every day."

| sabeau told her about the basin of water above the door and Sukey laughed. "Indeed, Huntigowk Day
just givesthem an excuse for even more mischief,” shesaid. "l put my arm into my dressthismorn only to
find the deeve sawn up, and then found an upside-down eggshell in my eggeup .. . "

"They repeated that trick for EISe," 1sabeau said with asmile. "And when we could no' find ye, we were
afraid yed been sent off hunting the cuckoo.”

"Nay, hunting the pigeon instead,” Sukey said cheerfully. "What were ye wanting me for?'

"l just wanted to make sure al our plansfor Cuckoo's birthday lunch werein place,”" 1sabeau answered
asthey walked through the kitchen garden. She bent and crushed some rosemary leavesin her fingers,
inhaing the sharp odor. "He misses his parents so much, the poor wee laddie, that | redly want to do
something specia for him. Meghan has given me the key to the secret door in the back wall so we can
take them out into the forest for apicnic aswe planned.”

"They'll lovethat! The hours they've spent trying to find that door. | swear they have pushed and pulled
every knob and shield on that back wall a hundred times.”

"If it was that easy to find, it wouldna be much use as a secret door, would it?*

"Nay, | suppose no’. | must admit I'm curious myself, having heard the story about how the rebels came
in that way and took the palace guard by surprise more times than | can count.”

"I've asked Fergus the Cook to prepare us all Cuckoo's favorite foods and | made his birthday cake
myself for | swear | was afraid the Cook would causeit to fall flat with al his sour looks.”

"Aye, he'sacrosspatch,” Sukey giggled. "If he were no' such agood cook, held have been thrown out
years ago."

"Very well then, bring the. bairns to the Tower around noon and welll take them out the back then. I've
got another surprisefor the laddiekin, thistime from Iseult and Lachlan. They've asked meto pick out a
pony for him."

"Och, hell lovethat!" Sukey cried. "He was so jealous 0' Donncan when he was given his pony at
Hogmanay."

"Aye, | ken. I'll make sure both ponies are waiting for them just beyond the secret door. They'll be able
to goriding dl through the forest, which ye must admit will be much more exciting than being taken
around the home meadow on aleading rein.”

"Will it be safe?" Sukey asked anxioudy. "I do no" want them to have afall and break abone.”

"Och, I'll have achat to the ponies before | let either lad on their backs,” Isabeau answered. "Dinnaye
fear! The ponieswillnalet the boysfdl if | threaten them with no carrots or sugar for aweek."



Sukey gave Isabeau another odd little glance. "1 keep forgetting ye can talk to horses and such,” she said.
"It must be wonderful to ken what they are saying al thetime."

"Och, it's pretty much like talking to people,” 1sabeau said with agrin asthey climbed up the grand
sweeping staircase toward the roya suite on the top floor. "They're dways talking about the weether or
wondering what they're going to have for dinner. It'sno' that interesting redly.”

Asthey crossed the landing, a passing squire gave the nursemaid abold glance and smile. The color
came up in Sukey's face but she dropped her eyesand ignored him.

| sabeau teased her, saying, "'l think ye spend too much time cooped up with pigeons, Sukey. A bonny
lasslike ye should be out gathering may with some young man."

"When do | havetimeto go agathering may?" sheretorted, blushing hotly. "I cannatake my eyes off
those lads for an ingtant without them getting into some kind o' trouble.”

"Doesno' Elsemind them for ye at times?" |sabeau asked, remembering the days when she had been
Bronwen's nursemaid and had been on cdl al night and dl day, lucky to find timeto drink acup of teain

peace.
"Sometimes. Though | worry about leaving the bairns with her, she hasno idea how quick they can be."

"Well, Sukey, ye can aways ask meto mind them for yeawhile. Particularly in the evening, for | do
naught but study and | may aswell do it here asin my own room."

Sukey shot her alook of gratitude and said diffidently, "Well then, happen ye wouldna mind staying wi'
them tonight? It just so happensthat Gerard, that lad ye saw just now, has been teasing me to go walking
wi'him..."

"Glad to," |sabeau said.

"Och, thank ye, my lady!" Sukey cried, her round cheeks pinker than ever. "Though happen ye should be
walking out wi' some young man yoursdlf instead o' spending al your timewi' your head stuck ina
book."

| sabeau spread the ring-laden fingers of her right hand. "'If | wasted my timeflirting wi' lads | would no
have won three elemental ringsin lessthan nine months," she answered. " See, that ruby isfor the eement
o fire, the jadeisfor the el ement o' earth, and that beautiful blue topaz isfor the eement o' air. I'm now
studying hard for my ring o' water. | want to win them al!"

"That be abonny big ruby," Sukey said.

| sabeau gave her a penetrating glance. She was finding the nursemaid rather hard to understand today.
Again shewondered if Sukey had received bad news from home and was trying to conceal her distress.
"Aye, it belonged to Faodhagan the Red, my ancestor, ye ken. I'm proud indeed to be wearing it, for he
was agreat sorcerer,” she answered.

"Aye, | ken," Sukey replied.

They walked on in silence, I sabeau wondering at the sudden constraint that had grown up between them.
She thought perhaps it had been the reminder of her roya ancestry and wondered if it had sounded as
though she had been boasting when she had only meant to explain. She had no chance to clarify further
for the guards were swinging open the door to the playroom for them and the children were al tumbling
out, shouting questions and telling Sukey how they had made agowk of 1sabeau too.



Exhausted by their day in the forest behind the palace, the children were easy to settleinto bed that night.
| sabeau read them dl astory in the twins nursery, alofty room with blue and gold pandled wallsand a
cloudy celling painted with the delicate shape of dancing nisses. A set of gilded doorsled to Sukey's
bedroom on one side and the big, high-cellinged room that Donncan shared with Neil on the other.

When the drowsy twins were securdly tucked up with their favorite soft anima, 1sabeau snuffed the
candles with asnap of her fingers and ushered the two bigger boysinto their own room. She sat with
them for awhile asthey recounted their adventures of the day for the umpteenth time, then firmly tucked
them up inthar little beds.

"Go to degp now, laddies," she whispered. " Sweet dreams.”
"Night, Aunty Beau," Donncan whispered. "We had asmply marvelous day.”
"That'sgood, dearling,” 1sabeau replied with asmile. "Slegp now.”

She shut the door, sighed, stretched, then forced hersdlf to sit down at the table where al her books sat
in apile. Buba settled down on the back of her chair, blinking her golden eyes deepily. Isabeau would
have quite liked to have curled up in the big chair by the fire and had a snooze hersdlf, but she was eeger
indeed to win her ring of water, and had given hersalf to mid-summer to do so. Once she had
accomplished that, she would be ableto sit for her sorceress ring and become the youngest witch to
achieve the high magic since her own mother.

She poured herself a glass of wine and opened the book Gwilym the Ugly, her teacher in the powers of
water, had given her before he rode off with the army to Tirsoilleir. Gwilym had been gppointed the court
sorcerer and S0 accompanied Lachlan wherever he went, making it hard for 1sabeau to continue her
Sudieswith him.

"Lifeisbelieved to have originated in the oceans of theworlds," sheread. "Water isessentid to dl life,
being present in virtually every processthat takes place within al plants and animals, whether in theform
of blood, sap, sdiva, or digestivejuices.”

| sabeau yawned, drank another mouthful of her wine and read on. "Water is, paradoxically, made up of
ar and fire, which are itstwo greatest enemies. Without hesat, water istransformed into ice, and with heat
back into water and thence into steam and thence into nothing. The heat of fire can thus cause water to
evaporate into nothingness, into air, but water can never be destroyed. It will aways return.”

| sabeau nodded, knowing thisto be true. She read the passage over again, committing it to memory, then
read on asthe candle at her elbow shrunk lower and lower, her wine untouched as she became absorbed
in her subject.

It had been along and tiring day, however, and | sabeau's chair was very comfortable. She found it
increasingly hard to concentrate on the words swimming about on the page and o at last she pushed
away the textbook, letting her head sink back againgt the satin cushions.

She woke with agtart. The fire had sunk low and the candles were guttering in their sconces. Fedling
uneasy, |sabeau got to her feet and went toward the bedroom door. A dight sound within made her step
quicken.

She swung open the door and felt shock like ahammer blow to her solar plexus. The light from the room
behind her shone over the two little white beds within. Both were empty. The big window waswide



open, the brocade curtains swaying. I sabeau ran to the window, hardly able to breathe with the terrible
certainty that something was wrong indeed.

Soaring away from the window was along deigh pulled by awedge of thirteen swans. Cracking awhip
over the swans shapely neckswas atall woman with dark hair and adark dash of amouth in awhite
face. Inthe bright light of the two moons I sabeau could clearly seetwo small boys struggling to be free of
the grasp of athickset man in atricorne hat. As she watched, frozen in horror, the man raised one huge
fist and dammed it into the Side of the head of one of the boys. He fdll, senseless. The swans curved
away over the dark garden.

| sabeau launched hersdlf into the shape of an ef-owl and flew desperately after the swan-deigh, Buba
close behind her, hooting in alarm. Her small wings could not match the strength and speed of the swans,
however, and she soon fdl far behind.

Wishing she had had the forethought to shapechange into a golden eagle instead of an elf-owl, 1sabeau
turned back. She had never tried to change shape from one animal to another and was unwilling to try
midair in case her magic proved insufficient for the task. Instead she flew back to the palace as quickly as
she could, desperate to call the alarm and get the search for the kidnapped boys underway.

| sabeau saw the windows of the nursery suite were blazing with light and thought with alittle quickening
of her pulse that Sukey must have returned and realized what had happened. Sukey will have called the
guards, thank Ea! shethought. She flew in the window and changed back to her natural shape, faling to
her kneeswith athump.

Sukey stood in the center of the room, weeping, with four guards standing on ether sde of her, their
spears at the ready.

"There sheid" shecried. "That be | sabeau the Red, who | |€ft to care for the young prionnsachan. What
have ye donewi' them, Red? What have ye done wi' the laddies?’

Asdways | sabeau was sick and dazed from the effort of working such powerful magic and for an instant
she did not comprehend what Sukey was saying. She shook her head and tried to get to her fet, only to
have her legswobble alarmingly. Redlizing she was stark naked, she clutched one of the fallen bedcovers
to her.

Only then did sheredize the guards al had their spears pointed directly at her.
"What are ye doing?' Isabeau cried. "Do ye no' redlize the lads have been kidnapped . . ."

"Aye, and who wasit doing the kidnapping?' Sukey cried. |sabeau stared at her, flabbergasted. "Thisis
no' the first time she has done this," the nursemaid said to the guards, wringing her handsin distress.
"Remember how she stole away the Righ's wee niece? Naught has ever been seen o' her again, has
there? Och, my poor wee laddies. | should never have et her persuade meto leave them.”

"But | never .. ." Isabeau began indignantly. To her amazement, the guards threatened her with their
spears. Shedrew hersalf up haughtily. "What iswrong with ye? | be the Banrigh's own sister. Donn-can
ismy nephew . . ."

"Do yethink we arefools?"' the head guard snapped. "We have all been on guard out in the corridor and
none have been in or out except ye yourself. We dl saw yefly in through that window in the shape o' an
owl—who e se could have spirited the boys away with none seeing or hearing?”'

"She did the same when she stole away the young banprionnsa, do ye remember?' one soldier said. "We



searched for her everywhere but her horse's footprints just disappeared into thin air.”
"It be uncanny the way she doesit,” another said with ashiver.

"Aye, shemust lay her plans deep,” another said. "Tricking young Sukey Nurserymaid into leaving the
bairnswi' her .. ."

"And al ken the Righ haslong suspected her," another chimed in. "Why, ye were on guard wi' me that
day, Herman, when we heard the MacCuinn say he thought she was the spy that had been betraying
him"

"Aye, that | was," Herman replied. "And hewould no' et her stay in the palace, remember, even though
she bethe Banrigh's own sister. She was put out in the auld tower."

I sabeau had been turning from one to the other, hardly able to comprehend that they thought she was
responsible for the boys disappearance. Who would have thought she would find hersalf so accused, dl
because of afew hasty words Lachlan had spoken in anger months ago? If only there was someone to
speak up on her behdf! Meghan was riding through the countryside blessing the spring crops, and al of
Lachlan and Iseult'sretinue werein Tirsoilleir. There was no one left in Lucescere but the old chancellor
and afew soldiers and servants, none of whom knew |sabeau well except for Sukey.

At the thought of the nurserymaid, | sabeau’'s eyes suddenly stung with tears. She had thought Sukey was

her friend. She could not understand how the nurserymaid could have turned so suddenly and so violently
againg her. Isabeau looked at her and saw how calculatingly she listened to the guards and added fud to
thefire of their suspicions.

Turning to Buba, | sabeau hooted desperately, Go-hooh! Pursue-hooh!

Immediately thelittle ef-owl took flight from the bedhead where she had perched, watching the guards
with inscrutable golden eyes. She soared out the open window while Sukey screamed, "Stop it! Stop the
witch'sfamiliar.”

The guards were dl shouting at her and menacing her with their spears but | sabeau ignored them,,
watching until Bubawas out of Sght. Then she turned back to them, clad only in the blue and silver
brocade of the bedspread.

"Yearedl foals" shesadicily. "The heir to the throne has been kidnapped and ye waste time accusing
me? Do yeno' ken that | am the Banprionnsa | sabeau NicFaghan, sster to the Banrigh herself and
apprentice to the Keybearer Meghan NicCuinn?'

The guardsal shifted uneasily, unableto meet her eyes.

The head guard said stoutly, "We ken who ye are, my lady. That makes no differenceto usin the
performance o' our duty."

| sabeau looked at him sternly but nodded. "And neither should it," she answered. "But ye are wasting
time standing around accusing me. We need to send out a search party straightaway.”

Sukey began to cry again. "I should've kent she had some wicked plan up her deeve when sheinsisted |
leave the prionnsachan in her care. His Highness has never trusted her, never! Yeken that aswell as|
do, Herman, dinnaye?"

Herman sighed heavily. "It be true he did say she could be the spy, Sukey, but—"



Sukey sobbed. "I only hopethat it isno' aready too late! Wha if she has murdered the wee
prionnsa-chan like she did their wee cousin? She must need their bodies for some wicked spell she be
brewing up.”

"Sukey, why are ye saying such things?' Isabeau cried, caught between anger, distress and sheer
disbelief. "Yeken | could never do such things. | be no cursehag to use the organs o' murdered children
inmywork .. ."

Sukey's sobs became hysterica. "My poor laddie-kins, my poor wee lads!”
"And ye must ken that | never harmed Bronwen, I'd never harm ahair on her preciouswee heed . . ."

"So what happened to her then?' one of the guards asked. Y e disgppear into thin air wi' her one night,
then return months later wi' never aword to anyone about wha happened to her.”

| sabeau stared from one to the other, explanations trembling on her lips. She wanted to cry out, Her own
mother has her, | gave her back to her mother! But she could not speak. It wastoo hard to explain,
and she knew Lachlan had not wanted anyone to know in case Bronwen once again became the focus of
rebellious factions. She closed her lipsfirmly, looking at the guards with angry, defiant eyes.

"These be questionsfor her trid," the head guard said. "Happen we had best take her into custody and
see what we can do to track down the prionnsachan. If only Himself was here! It be hard to ken what to
do. We had best send a message to Tirsoilleir and et them ken the lads have been taken. It will bea
month or more before they can return themsalves, though, and there be no one here to take command
but auld Cameron . . ."

| sabeau groaned. The Chancellor of the Exchequer was avery old man who had served both Lachlan's
father and his brother faithfully. He should have retired years ago but Lachlan was too soft-hearted to
ingst, knowing how much the position meant to the kindly old man. Cameron would be grestly distressed
by the news the boys had been kidnapped. He would dither about, wringing his hands and giving
contradictory orders until the whole palace was running about like chickenswith their heads cut off. And
by now the swan-carriage could be anywhere.

"If only Meghan was herel™ |sabeau cried despairingly. " She could use the Scrying Pool to see wherethe
boys are. Oh, if only she were herel” She clutched the bedspread closer about her naked form, then said
with the ring of command in her voice, "Send amessage to the Tower at once! Tell Arkening the
Dreamer what has happened and ask her to scry for the boys through the Pool. Tell her the boys were
taken by—"

Sukey's sobsrosein apiercing scream. "How could ye, how could ye?' she accused |sabeau. ™Y our
own nephew! And dear wee Cuckoo. Och, ye are an evil-hearted witch."

| sabeau’'s voice was drowned by hers as the nursemaid threw herself across the bed, sobbing
hysterically. The guards hastened to cam her and Herman gestured with his spear. "Happen ye had best
comewith us, my lady."

"Tdl her the boys were stolen by awoman in aswan-carriage!™ |sabeau caled. "Tel her | think it must
be Margrit the Thistle! Tl her totell Meghan .. "

But no oneligened.

| sabeau gave ashriek of frustration and soared up toward the ceiling, clothed in the golden magnificence
of an eagle'sfeathers. Her keen eyes scanned the room once, noting the panicked confusion of the



guards, the dismay in the eyes of the nursemaid peeking up through her fingers. Then she siwooped down,
saizing her jeweled rings, the owl talon on itsleather thong and her staff of power in her strong eagle
claws. The guardslunged at her with their spears but she shrieked in rage, dashing at them with her
talons. Asthey scrambled back in ingtinctive fear, |sabeau launched hersdf into the air again, soaring out
the window and into the night.

| must scry to Meghan and to Iseult and let them ken xvhat has happened, shethought. And then |
must go and rescue the lads myself, for | can see no one here will do anything useful!

The garden lay below in patterns of moon-silver and shadow-black. |sabeau soared away over the trees
toward the Tower of Two Moons. She circled down, landed lightly on the terrace, and transformed back
into her own shape, her rings and necklace clenched in one hand, her staff in the other. Although the usua
wave of exhaustion swept over her, she did not wait for the dizziness to subside but ran insde the great
doors and through the hals and corridors until she reached asmdl inner courtyard in the heart of the four
spires.

In the very center of the courtyard was around pool, enclosed within stone arches al fretted with
entwining lines and knots, and covered over with acrysta domethat glittered in thelight of the two
moons.

| sabeau sank down on one of the stone benches and gazed into the pool. For along time shetried to
locate the boys but received nothing but an impression of rushing air, swan feathers, stars and the crack
and whistle of awhip. So she turned her attention instead to her Sister, desperately caling her name.
Iseult! 1seult!

For along time there was no response, then dowly the gleams of silver light on the water's surface shifted
and changed, became her sgter'sface.

"Isabeau, what isit? It'sthe wee smal hours. Yewokemeup . . ." Iseult's voice was deepy. Suddenly
her tone sharpened. "Isabeau, ye're naked. What's wrong?'

"lseult, I'm so sorry! 1t al happened so quickly. | swear it was no' my fault!" | sabeau gulped back tears.
"I'm sorry. It's the laddiekins. I1t's Donncan and Neil. They've been kidnapped.”

"They've been what? Isabeau! Try and cam yourself. Tell me what has happened.”

Isabeau did her best, though she was so torn between anger and tears that her explanations were rather
garbled. When she explained that the guards had been quick to suspect her because they had overheard
Lachlan's accusation al those months ago, she saw Iseult's mouth thin in sudden anger. Her twin said
nothing, though, waiting till Isabeau had told dl of her story.

"So yethink it was the Thistle who stole the boys?" 1seult said when Isabeau had finished. "Are ye sure?!

"Nay, how can | be?" Isabeau replied. "All | saw was the swan-carriage and atall woman with dark hair.
| just ken the story o' how Margrit escaped Arran. Besides, sheis Neil's grandmother, is she no? And
she hates the MacCuinn clan, dways has. She must hate Lachlan more than ever now she has been
dethroned.”

Iseult nodded. Her face was very white, but she wasin perfect control. "I must wake Lachlan. We shall
st sail for home with the next tide. 1t will be at least amonth before we are back, though, 1sabesau. Ye
must do what ye can to rescue them. | hate to think o' Donncan and Nell in that cursehag's hands. By the
White Gods, | dread to think what plans she hasfor them! She's like some swarthyweb spider, squatting
inadark corner and spinning her evil websto choke and entangle us. We should have kent better than to



imaginewe werefree o' her!”

"l sent Bubain pursuit,” 1sabeau said. "L et us pray to Ea she discovers where they have gone. I'll get the
boysback, | promiseye, Iseult! | beso sorry. If only | had no' falenadeep .. . ."

"Y our wine was probably drugged,” Iseult said. "l do no' think they would've taken the chance o' having
atrained witch awake in the next room, no matter how powerful the Thistle may be. Thiswould have
been carefully planned, no doubt o' that. Do no' blame yoursdlf, Beau."

"Lachlanwill, though," Isabeau said bitterly. "He dwaysthinkstheworst o' me."

Iseult's lipsthinned. "Even Lachlan isno' such afool asto think ye can be blamed for this, twin. Besides,
| think ye are right when ye say Sukey must be the one who has been betraying us for so long. It makes
my blood bail to think o' it! Why, she was never more than afew steps away from usat any time, living
right within the roya suite. We never suspected her, never, with her sweet face and shy manner. Who
would have guessed it?"

| sabeau’'s eyes stung with tears. "1 thought shewas my friend. | cannabelieve it even now."
"No sensein blaming yourself, Beau. It is Lachlan and | who have been made thefools0'."
Isabeau said, "I'd best be going. | swear I'll bring Donncan back for ye, twin, and the wee Cuckoo too."

"Have acarefor yoursdf, | beg ye. MargritNic-Foghnan is a powerful sorceressindeed. Do no' put
yoursdlf in danger trying to get the boys back. | be sure she does no’ mean to harm them, just hold them
to ransom for areturn o' her power .. ."

I sabeau could tell her twin was lying but she nodded and agreed, saying, "Aye, she would no' hurt them,
I'm sure. I'll get them back, though, Iseult, | promiseye.”

"May the Spinnersbewith ye." Isault's voice was suddenly choked with tears.

"And with ye," 1sabeau replied, her own vision obscuring. She knew how desperate | seult must fed,
being so many hundreds of miles avay and helplessto do anything at dl.

Once her twin'sface had dissolved away into ripples of moonlight once more, 1sabeau concentrated on
reaching Meghan. It took only afew seconds for the old sorceresss face to materidize in the pool.

"I sabeau, what has happened?' Meghan's voice was sharp with darm. "I could fedl your distress but dl |
have been able to see through my crystal ball are feathers and confusion. Have ye been changing shape?”

"Aye, but | had to!" Isabeau defended herself. Quickly shetold the Keybearer what had happened.
Meghan's reaction was characterigtically one of anger—at the guards for their stupidity, at Lachlan for his
foolish preudice againgt | sabeau which had fed their suspicions, and at herself for ever believing Margrit
would be content to remainin exile,

"l am the only one who can rescue the boys," 1 sabeau said when Meghan had finished expressing herself.
"I can fly after them much faster than any search party could, even on the swiftest 0 horses. And | can
ask the birds o' the air and the creatures o' thefield if they saw the swansfly by. I'll be able to sneek right
up to her stronghold hidden in the shape o' some animd. But | must make haste. It isaready some hours
since sheleft the palace. If only | had thought to become a golden eagle Sraightaway, | could have
avoided dl thisfussand trouble.”

"If only, if only!" the old sorceress snapped. "If wishes were pots and pans, then we'd have no need for



tinkers."

When she had broken off the connection with her guardian, 1sabeau became aware of the noise of
shouting and running feet. Lights blazed al through the great building around her. | sabeau had no desire
to explain herself any further that night, nor to risk a confrontation with the palace guards. However, there
werethingsin her room that she would need if she was going to undertake such a perilousjourney. After
amoment's thought she hid her witch's staff, rings and owl talon under one of the benches, then
transformed hersdlf into alarge black rat.

None of the many people milling about the corridors noticed her dark shape dipping through the
shadows, they were too busy exchanging news and conjecturesto look down. Isabeau had some of her
hurt fedings salved at the indignation most of the witches and apprentices expressed at the idea she could
have been in any way involved. The guards were too busy searching for her to listen, though, and so

| sabeau stayed in her rat-shape until she had reached Meghan's room. With no timeto search for arat's
way, she transformed herself back into awoman and opened the door as quietly as she could. She was
shivering both with cold and the aftereffects of al her sorcerous work, but she ignored her physical
graits, searching desperately through Meghan's chest until she found asmall black pouch of nyx hair.

"Thank Eal" she Sghed. She unceremonioudy dumped thelittle bag out on the bed, smiling just alittleas
apeculiar collection of miscellaneous objects poured out until they covered the Keybearer's huge
canopied bed. Meghan kept many of her treasuresin the bottomless bag, just in case she should ever
need to make aquick exit. Isabeau could not afford to carry around such aload, though, particularly
since one had to take things out in the order in which they were put in, which could make retrieving
anything along and rather boring task if the bottomless bag were too full. So Isabeau chose only what
she needed from the pile, threw those objects back in the bag, and let hersalf out of Meghan's room.

She transformed herself back into the black rat, and put her head through the drawstring of the pouch.

Dragging it dong with her, she crept down the crowded stairs. Her bedchamber door was wide open
and Sukey wasin there with two guards, riffling through | sabeau’'s belongingsin search, they said, of
evidence. Anger began to win over hurt disbelief in Isabeau's heart. She darted under the bed and used
her clever rat pawsto unlatch the chest hidden there. Her satchel of medicina and spell-making herbs
wasinsde and she drew it out with greet difficulty, holding her breeth as the buckles clinked against the
floor. No one noticed it over the sound of Sukey's shrill orders, however, and so Isabeau was able to
dowly maneuver it into the bag of nyx hair. She found her witch-knife and her old battered water bottle,
her coin purse and anest of three pewter bowlsthat fitted one inside the other. She was just pushing
them into the bottoml ess bag when the bedspread was suddenly flung back and the chest dragged out
into the light. Isabeau crouched down unnoticed as the guards began to go through her trunk.

With the black bag once more around her neck, Isabeau wriggled through a hole in the back of her
cupboard to seize whatever clothes she could drag from their hooks. The sound of al her scrabbling must
have a erted someone because there was a sudden hush and the cupboard door was thrown open.

| sabeau peered out from under apile of falen clothes as a guard began to poke about inside. She saw
Sukey standing by her desk, about to dide onto her finger aring that flashed with golden fire. Rage
ignited in Isabeau's breast. That was | sabeau's sorceress ring, the one made for her by the dragons! With
asgueak of outrage, |sabeau leapt from the cupboard, straight for the nursemaid's face.

Sukey screamed and dropped the ring. 1sabeau dived and caught it up in her mouth. She then dashed
back under the bed, crouching against the wall as spears were swiped under the bed. One spearhead
missed her by arat's whisker and she bared her teeth and snarled. Blind rage fueled her as she wove
through the ssomping boots and thrusting spears, scurrying out the door and into the safety of the dark.



Running asfast as her nimblerat paws could carry her, |sabeau made her way back down to the Scrying
Pool. Once there she thrust her rings and owl talon into the nyx hair bag, then struggled to draw the
mouth of the pouch over her staff of power. At last she managed it, the staff smply disappearing within
thelittle pouch, even though it was dmogt astdl as | sabeau hersdlf. She then scurried out into the dark
garden, scrambling down adrainpipe and dong a gutter, legping into atree and then down itstrunk,
dragging the black pouch dong with her.

Oncein the shelter of the moonlit garden, Isabeau changed into the shape of a blizzard-owl, deciding that
was the mogt suitable shape for flying at night. It was thefirgt time she had changed from one animal
shape to another, and for amoment, everything lurched about her, al her rat senses overwhelmed by
owl-sght and owl-wit. It was a horrible sensation, like faling from agreat height and then being flung
upward again, her somach left somewhere in between. |sabeau had to crouch in stillnessfor some
minutes before she was able to spread her great white wings and take flight.

She had soon | eft the city far behind her, soaring slently above the forest, seeing every flicker of ledf,
every scurry of mouse. It did not take her long to catch up with Buba, who-was till flying vdiantly in
pursuit of the swan-carriage. Thelittle ef-owl was trembling with exhaustion, for owlsdid not usudly fly
great distances. They required only occasiona short bursts of speed to surprise their prey on the ground.
Dwarfed by Isabeau’'simmense size, the ef-owl could only tell her that the swans were flying south.

| sabeau rubbed her round white head against Buba and thanked her with long, grateful hoots.

Owl pursue-hooh, she said. You-hooh snooze-hooh, stay-hooh. Owl return-hooh.
Owl go-hooh with you-hooh, Buba protested.
Too-hooh far-hooh. Owl return-hooh.

Buba nodded and hooted a mournful farewell. 1sabeau spread her snowy wings and soared back up into
the sky. All night sheflew, only pausing to ask the owls of the forest if they had seen the swan-deigh.
They were ableto direct her ever southward, their soft hoots the only sound in the vast, silent night.

Just before dawn she transformed into her own shape to deep, even her strong blizzard-owl body unable
to maintain the strenuous pace. When she woke it was midmorning. Tense with anxiety she ate hurriedly,
then transformed into the shape of an eagleto fly onward. Her sharp eyes soon spotted the dark circle of
acampfire and sheflew down to investigate. It wasimmediately gpparent that the swan-carriage had
stopped here, and al her protective rage was aroused once again when she found the print of avery
small barefoot in the dust.

Och, the laddies must be so frightened, shethought to hersalf and, galvanized with fresh energy, flew
on.

| sabeau was aware of the dangers of staying within another shape for too long. She made sure to change
back to her own shapeto eat and ret, though it grew increasingly difficult remembering who she was and
why sheflew so recklesdy. So it went on for four days until at last she reached the sea: owl, woman,
eagle, owl, woman, eegle.

Therewas no way of tracking the swan-carriage over the water. | sabeau retreated into the comfort of

her own shape and dept the deep of utter exhaugtion. When she awoke she was dizzy and nausested,
with apounding headache. She had to dose hersdlf with her own medicines before she felt well enough to
even St up and eat some food. She wanted desperately to go on but remembered al Meghan's warnings
about sorcery sickness. She would only make mattersworseif shefell into unconsciousness, or lost her
wits, S0 Isabeau gave hersdlf afull day in which to recover.



During the afternoon she felt well enough to walk alittle way on the cliff face and look down &t the seg,
smashing white on the rocks. The strong sty wind blew away the last of her headache and she held up
her hand to the seabirds swinging in the air. I sabeau had never learned thair didect, having aways lived
so far from the sea, but she spoke to them in the common language of birds and was able to make herself
understood. They had seen the wedge of swansflying over the waves and were able to point that way,
though they shrieked mockingly at her and tried to splash her with their doppy guano.

| sabeau stared out at the wild sea, her heart sinking. The birds had pointed due south. 1sabeau had been
taught her geography well and she knew the Fair Ideslay that way. A group of smdll, lush idands, the
Fair Ideshad once been governed by Eileanan'srigh, but in the time of Jaspar the Ensorcelled they had
been overrun by pirates. No attempt had been made to wrest control of the idands back from the
pirates, thanksfirstly to Jaspar's fading strength and resolve, and then to Lachlan's absorption in winning
peace e sewherein the land. The pirates had been able to rule the waves ever since, raiding coastal
towns and plundering merchants boats with none but the Fairgean to contend with. Given how few
merchant ships had set sall in the past ten years, the pirates had not had rich pickings and so they had
grown bold and greedy indeed in their forays againgt the mainland. 1 sabeau had heard many stories of
how they had devastated fishing villages and seaside towns from Clachan to Rurach, stealing young men
and women aswell asgrain, coin and livestock, and burning everything behind them. The flood of
refugeesinland from the coast was due as much to the pirates as it was to the Fairgean, who at least did
not steal and burn aswell askill.

But had Margrit NicFoghnan, the deposed Banpri-onnsa of Arran, thrown in her lot with the pirates?
They had become much better organized in recent years, | sabeau knew from her attendance at the Righ's
councils. She remembered also how Lachlan had complained it seemed asif the pirates knew every time
one of hisships|eft harbor, no matter how clandestinely. Indeed, Sukey had earned her spy's wages
wdl!

Dreading the journey ahead of her, |sabeau gave herself another night to recuperate. She knew there was
nothing but afew bare rocks between her and the Fair 1des, and that the idands were severa days
salling away at least. She did not know how long it would take to fly but she feared it would be aslong,
and that she would have difficult}' finding anywhere to rest and change back into her own shape again.
The swans must have rested somewhere, though, and Margrit too. She would just have to keep careful
watch and stop whenever she found somewhere large enough.

In the bright dawn Isabeau undressed, stowed away al her belongingsin the bottomless bag once more,
and willed hersdlf into the shape of aswan. She had only ever seen swans from a distance and so she
chose this shgpe with some trepidation, it being that of a creature shewas not fully familiar with. The
native swan was one of the largest of al birdsin Eileanan, however, and capable of flying great distances
at high speeds. Moreimportant, a swan would surely be a suitable disguise for gpproaching and
infiltrating Margrit's sronghold.

| sabeau visualized the long curving neck, the wide webbed feet, the strong crimson wings and deep
feathered breast, making the image as perfect as she could, then willed hersdlf into that shape. To her
relief the transformation occurred without a hitch, and she looked herself over in a puddle with some
pleasure at her graceful long neck and beautiful wings. However, when she turned to dide her head
through the drawstring of the bag, she was rather taken aback by the avkwardness of her heavy body
and out-turned feet. Swans dways|ooked so graceful gliding on the palace loch or soaring through the
air. She had no idea that they waddled.

With her long neck outstretched, she launched hersdlf into the air and glided majesticdly over the waves,
her wings besting dowly and powerfully. Higher and higher she climbed, until the seawas a spread of



wrinkled blue silk and the shore of Eilea-nan ahazy gray smudge behind her. | sabeau was amazed at
how swiftly sheflew, faster by far than the blizzard-owl, whose wings were better suited for gliding. She
rested that night on a bare, windswept rock, wrapped in her plaid against the lash of the spray, and in the
morning flew on again.

Midafternoon she saw ablue hump of land rising out of the ocean ahead. By early evening shewasflying
down toward a crescent of six idandsthat floated enchantingly upon asea of trand ucent aguamarine. On
the seaward sdes most of the idands rose straight up out of the water, with white-crested waves crashing
down upon sharp black rocks. On the leeward side the idands faced each other across alagoon of a
breathtaking blue, with the cliffs gentling down to little crescents of white sand scattered with pebbles.
Moored in the bays were ships of every shape and size, dl flying adistinctive red flag with ablack
hammerhead shark uponit.

Most of the boats were in awide bay on the inner shore of the largest idand, moored in front of a
rough-looking town. Frowning down upon the town was avery old fort built upon ahigh cliff. 1sabeau
swooped around it, noting the many purple flags with flowering thistles emblazoned in gold upon them.
Sheflew lower and saw abeautifully carved deigh with long, curved runners was parked on the highest
tower. Nearby was arow of rough wooden cages. Crammed within were bundles of white feathers.
Then Isabeau saw with alittle shock that the feathers were indeed swans, packed in so closely they could
barely move.

She dighted on the top of the tower and waddled over toward the cage, wondering for the first time if
shewould be able to speak to the swans. Vaguely she remembered an old minstrel's song about how
swans only sang asthey were dying. She was met with aloud hissing and flapping of wings, however,
and knew at once she would have no trouble communicating.

Seeeee the saucy cygnet, strutting about as if sheeee were queeen. Just beeeecause sheee beee
freeeeee. ..

| sabeau folded her wings back and bent her long neck submissively. Pleeease forgive meee, | mean no
impertinence.

The hissing died away and then the largest of the swans cdled imperioudy, What then do you do
heeere, young pen? Your accent is coarse indeed but your curt-seeeey is courtly and your words
courteoussss. Do you not know that thissss place is an ensnarement for swanssss? If you do not
beeeware, you too may beeee trapped into slavery.

Have you been so trapped? Isabeau asked. Why are such reeeegal creaturesss kept in such squalid
surround-ingssss ?

Therewasahissing of displeasure. We are slavesssto a cruel, evil-hearted queeeen who has
forgotten the respect due a swan and keeps us penned as if weee were mere chickenssss or
duckssss.

But do you not pull along a carriage for her? Why do you not throw her out when you have a
chance? Then you would beeee frreeee again.

We are under an eeeenchantment. She has chained usss with her magic and we cannot defy her.
Many gener a-tionssss have been enslaved by her and many have tried to throw off the
enchantment, all to no avail.

What issss the manner of the enchantment? Perhapssss | can releease you fromiit.



The swanslaughed mockingly, lifting their wings

Indeed you are callow and naive, young pen. Forty years | have been in ssservice to the evil
gueeeen and fifty yearssss my forebearssss. |If we have been unable to unlock the chain of
enchantment, what makessss you think you could?

| amout here and you arein there, loath assss | amto remind you, Isabeau replied. | alsssso have
an advantage that you cannot share. | have magic of my own. | can change myself into the shape
of a woman. After looking about her carefully, |sabeau demonsgtrated for them, changing back into her
natural shape. The drawstring of the pouch almost choked her and she had to loosen it quickly.

There was much soft hissing and sighing, and then the largest of the swans said, Ah, a swan maiden. We
have heard talesss of such thingssss. What a cruel enchantment to put upon you. We pity you,
swan maiden, that you are forced to take on such an uncouth, ugly, grace-lessss shape. We hope
that you can be freeed of your curse one day.

Thank you, Isabeau said, unableto help alittle quiver of laughter in her voice. Until that day, | hope |
can freeee you from your ssss.

The swans sighed. We have tried many times to break the chainssss but all we do is strangle
ourselvessss.

| sabeau looked closer and saw each swan wore about its neck achain of diamonds and rubies. She
reached out a hand to touch one and withdrew it with alittle hiss asthe jewels stung her finger. Those
necklacessss, they are what bind you to her will?

They raised their wings and bent their long necks, afew grunting mournfully.

If I break them for you, will you help meeeein return ?

You will not beeee able to break them.

If | find a way, will you help meeeeinreturn ?

One good ssservice deservessss another, of courssse. What isit that you would wish usss to do?

| come in search of two young cobs, human cobs. They too have been enslaved by your evil
gueeeen and | must releeease them and take them home to their mother. Have you seen two such
Ccreaturesss?

Two young human cobs. Indeed, yessss, swan maiden, two such creatures were carried hereonly a
day or two ago. That was the last great journey weeee were forced to make and wearying it was.

Do you know where they are now?
The swans shrugged their dim white shoulders.

If I can break the chainssss that ensslave you, will you carry us to safety in the deigh? Will you
pull it one more time?

They muttered among themsel ves, wings rustling uneasily. Sheee will not be able to follow us, weeee
will be freeee, they hissed. At last they agreed. | sabeau thanked the swans and promised to return when
she had freed the two boys.

Isabeau dressed hurriedly in her brown knee-breeches and linen shirt, leaving her feet bare, then pushed



open the door and ventured into the fort in search of the boys.

Room after room was empty of anything but filth, broken furniture and cobwebs. | sabeau’s step grew
more confident as she saw no living thing but beetles and spiders. Then alittle mouse scurried acrossthe
hal, racing for aholein the skirting board. 1sabeau kndlt in the dugt, put out her hand and squesked to it.
It stopped, looked up at her with black dilated eyes, and squeaked back.

After only afew moments of conversation, |sabeau once again took off al her clothes and stowed them
in the black pouch. The world swelled and distended alarmingly until thewallswerelike cliffsand the
holein the skirting board yawned blackly. The mouse led her into the cavern and through a bewildering
maze of dark, cramped passageways. Here arow of rusty nallswasarank of cruel javelinsto be
squeezed past, a spider was amany-eyed monster with davering jaws, afall of old plaster alanddide
that had to be dug through. Isabeau's whiskers quivered and her ears twitched backward and forward as
she sought to make sense of thisworld full of terrors. More than once she ran blindly, startled by some
sound or smell, the black pouch dragging and bouncing behind her.

At lagt they did down along drainpipe full of leaves and dirty spiderwebs, landing helplesdy in afilthy
gutter, then scrambled through a broken win-dowpane, paws scrabbling. |sabeau and the mouse fell
together onto bare floorboardsin adark room full of noise and the terrible stench of humans. Terrified,
they scurried under the shelter of alarge sideboard and crouched there in the darkness, while voices
boomed dl about them. At last there was the crash of adoor closing and then silence, broken only by a
loud moaning like awinter ssormin pinetrees. It took along moment for I sabeau to recognize the sound
asalittle boy sobbing.

She crept out from under the sideboard, her paws trembling, her whiskers twitching. She could see
nothing but the great brown cliffs of furniture so, after along moment trying to overcome her terror,
| sabeau changed shape once more,

Sick and dizzy shelay inthe dust for along time, hoping she had not been mistaken that there was no one
in the room apart from the two boys. At last her nausea passed and she was able to sit up and hug her
bare legs and look about her.

Only one candlelit the room, its flame wavering in adraft. | sabeau brought light to lifein her pam,
cupping her hand about it so it did not shine too brightly. Therewas atray on the table loaded with apple
tarts, crumpets and jam, dried bellfruits, little sugared cakes and ajug of frothy goat'smilk. It al smelled
very ddicious.

Chained to the bed were the two little boys. Donn-can was lying on his ssomach, adeep, one chain
secured to hiswrigt, the other to hisankle. Neil was crying miserably, hisface buried in the pillow, his
bottom sticking up in the air. He too was securely chained. Both boyswere till dressed in their
nightshirts, their feet bare.

| sabeau scrambled into her clothes and came quietly up to the side of the bed. "Cuckoo?" she whispered,
gtting beside him. "Ssh, swestie. Dinnacry. It'sal right, my wee cuckoo, I'm here now."

Neil sat up abruptly. Hisface was very dirty. He stared at her blankly, then flung himsdlf into her arms,
wailing. She soothed him, stroking hishair asif he were some small animd. At last his sobs quieted and
she bent her head, whispering into hisear. "Areyedl right, Cuckoo? Areye hurt?"

He shook his head, hiccuping alittle. "Donncan was hit on the head, though, and he's been dl funny since,
sck and deepy dl thetime.”

| sabeau made him let her go so she could move around the other side of the bed. Quickly she examined



Donncan, frowning as she saw an ugly bruise discoloring one side of hisface. "Whet did they hit him with,
abrick?' she asked angrily.

Neil shook his head. "Hammerhead the Pirate just punched him."
"He should be called Hammerhand," |sabeau said, disgusted. "Have ye tried to wake Donncan?"

"He'swoken afew times but he's been redlly sick and funny. Sheyelled at Hammerhead and said held hit
him too hard and told him to get aleech. What good would aleech do, Beau?"

"Shemeansakind o' heder,” | sabeau explained. "Has the leech come yet?'

Neil shook his head. "She said he'd be here soon, though. Donncan told her to do something rude with
her leech, and so sheydlled at us and then left. She had Stumpy put al that food there so we could seeit
and smdl it but no' egt it. | call that mean!”

"Sodol," Isabeau said. "Are ye hungry? Let's wake Donncan up and welll al have something to eat and
then think how we can get out o' here.”

She shook Donncan awake and though he protested deepily, at last he opened his eyes blearily and tried
to roll over. The chains prevented him, however, and the jerk on hiswrist and ankle made him try and sit

up.

"Where are we? What happened?' His voice was weak and he had some trouble focusing. 1sabeau gave
him some mithuan to drink and some color returned to his cheeks. He tugged on his chain and said,
"That's right. The horrible woman with the whip. She kidnapped us. But what are ye doing here, Aunty
Beau? Have ye cometo rescue us?"

"O' course," Isabeau said. "I havena quite figured out how yet, but | will. Y €d better no' et anyone ken |
be here though, until | do figureit out."

They nodded and she brought the tray floating over to the bed so they could al eat, | sabeau as
ravenoudy asthe two boys. When there was nothing | eft but crumbs, Isabeau sent the tray whizzing back
to thetable. "If they ask ye, Donncan, thetwo o' ye brought the tray over by yoursdlves, al right?"

He nodded and said, "I bet ye we could've too!"

| sabeau knew both the boys had agreat deal of natural Talent and nodded. "1 bet ye could too. | wonder
when the leech iscoming. | dinnawant him to walk in on us hafway through cutting those chains. Happen
I'd best wait till he has gone.”

Neil whimpered. "Dinnaleave us, Aunty Beau! Please?"
Donncan clung to her, the bruise dark againgt hiswhite face.

""She cannamean to hurt ye though, she would've dready if she meant to," Isabeau argued. The boys
would not listen, pleading with her to free them now and take them home. She sighed heavily, unableto
resst their terror. She rose, went to the door, listened for along while, then came black and drew her

dagger.

Although the blade was diamond-sharp and strengthened with her own magic, it made no impression on
the chain at dl. Indeed, it made her fingers sting so much that she dropped the blade with alittle shriek.
Like the swans necklaces, these chains were obvioudy forged with magic.



Shethought for alittle while, nursing her hand, then thrust her fingersinto the pouch and withdrew her
staff of power. The boys showed no surprise at seeing the long stave with itslarge crystal knob pulled out
of such alittle bag, seeing much stranger things every day of their life. She planted it on the floor, cupped
her hands under the crystal and concentrated with al her will and desire, drawing power from deep inside
hersdlf and from dl around her.

From the heart of the crysta came athin, dmost invisbleray of hissng bluelight. It diced down through
the chain effortlessy, scorching ablack line through the pillow, mattress and bedsprings until 1sabeau
switched it off hurriedly.

She had just released the last chain when the door crashed open. 1sabeau swung around. In the doorway
stood atal woman dressed in aflowing gown of violet-colored sk, alarge silver brooch in the shape of
athistle on her bresst.

"Who dares work witchcraft in my domain?' shecried. "Y efool, to seek to break my chaind | shdl flay
the skin from your body and hang ye from the battlements for the crows to gorge upon. Seize her!"

Honeyed Wine

Isabeau'sfirst impulse was to transform herself and flee, but she gripped her staff tightly and turned to
face the sorceress.

"l am |sabeau NicFaghan, Donncan's aunt,” she replied courteoudy. "And ye must be Margrit
NicFoghnan."

The sorceress was taken aback. She stepped into the room with aluxuriousrustle of silk. Behind her
were three men, al considerably shorter than she. One was afussy old man in avelvet cap with atassd,
carrying ajar of leeches and a battered leather bag. Another, carrying alantern, was afat pirate with a
wooden leg, abristling gray beard and avery red face. The last was young and very beautiful, dressed in
slksand laces. They dl kept well to the rear of the sorceress and it was clear from their nervous
demeanor that all three held her in very high respect.

"Isabeau NicFaghan . . ." the sorceress repeated, eyeing Isabeau up and down. " So, ye a banprionnsa
then, unlikely though it seems at the look o' ye. And awitch aswell." Her eyesflickered to the bed where
the boys crouched in terror. "A powerful onetoo if ye could cut through my chains. | must say | am
impress=d.”

Isabeau inclined her head. "Thank ye."

Margrit tapped her damson-col ored mouth with one extremely long, damson-colored fingernail. "Ye
interest me, Isabeau NicFaghan." She swept forward and stood by a chair at the table. After amoment
sheturned her head and snapped, "Are ye ddiberately trying to insult me or are ye merely dow-witted?
Do ye expect meto pull out achair for mysdf?*

The beautiful young pageboy rushed forward and pulled out achair for her, and she caressed his cheek
with her fingers. "Thank ye, sweet boy," she purred and sat down. With agraceful wave of her talons, the
sorceressindicated |sabeau should dso Sit.



Isabeau said, "Thank ye, but | prefer to stand.”

The sorceress amiled, her eyesglittering. "It isamark o' high favor to allow yeto St in my presence,
| sabeau NicFaghan. Do ye dare insult me by refusing such afavor?’

"Actudly, | am rather weary," |sabeau replied. "A seet would be most welcome." She smiled at the
pageboy as he clumsily pulled out achair for her, then she sat down, her staff held between her knees.

Margrit observed her through narrowed eydids. "Almost | find mysdf amused, my fledgling witch. Itis
no' an emotion | have experienced in recent years. | may wdl let yelive™

"Inthat case, | shal endeavor to anuse ye some more," | sabeau replied. "What tickles your fancy, my
lady?”

The sorceress smiled and I sabeau’s hands gripped the staff more tightly. Never had she seen such cold
menacein asmile. "How do ye come here?' Margrit suddenly rapped out. "And do no' think to lie,
witch, for | shdl ken."

| sabeau's mind raced, though her face remained impassive. Coolly shereplied, "I flew, my lady. Yemust
remember my mother was Ishbel NicThanach, shethat is cdled the Winged."

"How did ye ken whereto find me?"

"| followed the swan-carriage,”" |sabeau replied. "1 was minding the children the night ye came and stole
the boys. | saw ye from the window."

"Aaah, | see. Y e were the scapegoat the young nursemaid wrote about. Y e were meant to be drugged.”

"I did no' drink more than amouthful o' my wine," Isabeau answered. "Inebriation and reading textbooks
dono' mix wel."

"Soyeare ill an gpprentice,” Margrit said with asmall crease between her brows. "1 thought ye were
too young to carry awitch's staff and | see your hands are bare o' al rings. Have ye stolen someone's
saff? It must be astaff o' some power to raisefire strong enough to bresk my chains.”

Isabeau did not answer. Although her hands and body were very gill, she was preternaturally alert,
watching every flicker of the sorceresss hands and lashes, every nuance of her expression.

"S0 ye have come to rescue your wee nephew,” the sorceress said, "and my grandson too, | suppose.
How wereyeintending to do that?'

"I dono' ken," 1sabeau admitted. "It was difficult enough getting here, | did no' have time or energy for
making plans.”

Margrit frowned. "Y e are dressed like afarm lad, ye have a crippled hand, ye look little more than a
child yoursdf, yet somehow | suspect thereis more to ye than appears on the surface. Y e carry astolen
witch's staff and must have some power yoursdlf for ye used it and used it well. And ye St thereascamly
asif wewere at an afternoon tea part}' instead o' caught like a cat with her paw in the cream jug. Areye
no' frightened?'

"Aye, terrified," |sabeau admitted truthfully.

Margrit'sfrown degpened. "It isashame | shdl haveto kilJye. Y eintrigue me, indeed ye do. | would
quite like to find out more about ye, examine ye mysdf, see just what your powersare. Itisashamel



cannataketherisk."

Isabeau smiled. "Somehow al | fed isrdief, even though | ken that meansyewill kill me sooner rather
than later.”

The sorceress scowled with joy. "Y e are quick, quick asan elven cat.”

"Thank ye," Isabeau replied modestly. She saw Margrit'sfingerslift and said rather hadtily, "Yesad
before that a young nursemaid wrote to ye. Do ye mean Sukey, Donncan's nursemaid? She has been
spying for ye?' As she spoke she dowly loosened the drawstring of the nyx hair pouch and surreptitioudy
began to ease it down over the crystal head of her staff.

Margrit frowned in pleasure. "Aye, for years now. And hereisthe joke. She does no' ken she doesit!™
"What do ye mean?"'

"Sukey was Maya's spy, Mayathe Once-Was-Blessed, Maya the Fairge's daughter.” There was
contempt in the silken voice. "Maya came to mefor help once and in return we set up lineso
communication for her spies. Shewas no' with melong and | have no' seen her since, but faithfully the
littlefool nursemaid has been sending me dl theinformation | need and more, for yearsnow! | sign my
missivesto her with Mayas name and much effusion o' gratitude and she addresses them to me, 'my
beloved Banrigh.' If it did no' make me nauseous I'd find it amusing.”

"I dinnabelieveit!" Donncan suddenly cried, his voice trembling between tears and anger. " Sukey would
never betray my mam and daddal”

"Oh, but she has, my lad,” Margrit replied, her voice as soft and cold as silk. "Many, many times. And
when | have thought fit | have passed on my information to the Tirsoilleirean, who have been my aliesin
the past. They pay wdl for news on the plans and strategies o' your father'sarmies. It has given me much
pleasure to see the MacCuinn thwarted time and time again, dl his clever tactics made hollow and
useless, hismen cut down in ambushes, his ships plundered and sunk, his ability to rule questioned over
and over again. A few more defegts like the ones he has suffered recently and the people o' Eileanan will
be looking around for anew righ.”

"They will no!" Donncan shouted.
"Y es, they will, and ye, my hot-blooded young fawn, shal be the one."
llMel?l

"Aye, areye no' the heir to the throne? With awise and loving regent like meto guide ye, ye shdl bea
righ that higtory shdll never forget.”

I sabeau forgot her need to listen to every nuance of Margrit'svoice. "Isthat your plan?' she blazed. "Ye
stole Donncan so ye can make him a puppet righ whileyerule!”

Margrit smiled a her. "Aye, that'sthe plan. Though, mind ye, initidly | just wanted to have alook a my
grandson in the hope he may have inherited something o' me, but nay, itisas| feared, Nell isasweak
and foolish ashisfather. Indeed, heiswel named the gowk."

"And just how do ye plan to make Donncan righ when hisfather isdive and well? Do yethink Lach-lan
will give up the throne to ye so easily, when he hasfought so long to gainit?"

Margrit's smile deegpened. "Aswe speak my fleet o' pirate ships are preparing to set forth to attack the



MacCuinn'sfleet. For | am sure once the winged uile-bheist hears his son has been stolen he will hurry
to Dun Gorm to overlook the hunt for him. Am | wrong?"

| sabeau could not say aword.

Margrit'sdimplesflashed. "As| am sureye ken, my pirates are renowned for their ruthlessness. They
have been given ordersto kill every man, woman and cabinboy on board the royal fleet, with al booty to
be divided between them. For this one specid occasion | shdl no' demand my usua levy.”

Donncan sobbed. "Nay, no' Mamma, no' Daddal" He launched himself from the bed. Margrit threw up
her hand and suddenly he dropped midflight, hisface turning purple as he choked for bregth. VVainly his
hands pounded on his chest and throat, trying to clear hisairways. | sabeau legpt up and ran to him, but
as suddenly asit had begun, the choking fit was over. Wheezing for breath, Donncan lay on the floor, and
| sabeau helped him St up, soothing him as best she could,

"Yeareamean, nasty auld woman!" Nell said clearly, Sitting up and pointing at Margrit. "l dinnabelieve
yeremy granddam. | willnabdieveit!"

Margrit laughed. "Tie the brats to the bed," she ordered the one-legged pirate, "and ye, ye might aswell
make yoursdlf useful and drain some o' the cho-ler from their bodies with your dear wee pets.”

The doctor nodded, his hands trembling as he struggled to undo the top of thejar.

"And ye, carrot-top, ye have ceased to amuse me. It istime for ye to depart this hallowed earth and
reunite with the universe." Margrit raised her hands, her dimplesflashing in her cheeks.

Suddenly there was aloud bang and aflash of firewhich left behind it acloud of thick black smoke.
Margrit coughed and waved her hand to clear the air. All that was left of |sabeau was alittle pile of
discarded clothes on the floor. The sorceress cried angrily, "Where has she gone? What isshe, a
firework magician to disappear in apuff o' smoke? Find her!"

| sabeau crouched within the safety of the skirting board, the precious bag of nyx hair clutched in her
trembling paws. All she could hear was the uneven stamp of boot and wooden peg-leg asthe pirate
searched dl through the room, the low hiss of Mar-grit'svoice, hisblustering reply. After avery long time
she heard the swish of Margrit's skirts and the rat-a-tat of the pirate asthey |eft the room, followed by
the nervous tread of the pageboy. Then there was only the nervous fussing of the doctor as he moaned
and muttered over histask. At last the door shut behind him aswell, and there was silence, broken only
by the occasional sob of one of the boys.

| sabeau looked out from behind the skirting board, her whiskers quivering. When she was sure there was
no one left in the room beside herself and the boys, she crept out and transformed back into her own
shape. Her clothes had been flung to one side and she threw them on hurriedly, grateful she had been
wearing nothing but aloose shirt, apair of cotton drawers and her knee-breeches.

The boys weretied to the bed, fat black leeches hanging al over their bare torsos, their striped tails
wriggling happily. Swiftly 1sabeau rummaged through the pouch until she found the bag of salt which dll
witches kept by them for usein ritua. She sprinkled sdt on the leeches until they fell off, writhing, leaving
the boys with many small Y -shaped wounds that streamed blood.

"Do no' worry, they'll stop bleeding soon,” she whispered to the boys, who were white-faced both from
loss of blood and a squirming horror. It took only afew swift cuts of her knife to free them, and then

| sabeau was lifting them off the bed and cuddling them close. "We haveto get out o' here fast so we can
warn your parents!” she said. "Besides, | do no' ever want to see that blaygird cursehag again.”



She put her ear to the door and could hear the tortured breathing of the one-legged pirate on the far sde.
Very, very dowly |sabeau manipulated the lock with her powers until it clicked free, thenin aflash she
opened the door. The pirate's chair, which had been leaning against the door, crashed to the floor. The
old pirate gave astentorian grunt and struggled to rise, only to find Isabeau's knife pressed againgt his
windpipe so hard he could scarcely draw breath. Hisface grew even redder and he wheezed and
whuffed alittle, but did not shout the larm.

She had him tied to the bed in minutes, the boys enthusiagtically helping her gag him with atorn
pillowcase, then she locked the door behind them, setting Stumpy's chair back where it had been.

"Come, my laddiekins, let us pretend to be mice and creep through the castle as quietly as can be," she
whispered.

"Aunty Beau, yerealy were amouse, wasnaye?' Nell said.
"Aye, my cuckoo, | was."
"Cannaye show us how to become mice too and then we willna have to pretend?’

"I wish | could, Cuckoo, but I'm no' quite sure how | do it mysdlf. Come now, ssshhhh! Tiptoe and do
no' say aword. | be sure there are many peoplein this place we do no’ want to meet.”

They crept aong the dark corridor, 1sabeau casting out her witch sensesin dl directions, her pulse
gdloping. Now she had the boys freed, she wanted to escape thisfilthy old fort just asfast as she could.

She felt the minds of many people about them, some so cruel and loathsome she recoiled from the
contact. Frighteningly, she also felt the mind of Mar-grit, searching for her. She did her best to shield
hersdf, grateful that she had been taught this skill so well by Latifathe Cook, one of her first teachers.

| sabeau knelt down so she could face the boys. "What | want yeto do, my lads, if we get separated, is
to head up asfar asye can go, right up to the very top o' thefort, on to its roof. No one shdl look for ye
there, they shall expect usto head down toward the sea, to try and steal aboat or stow away on aship.
Get into the cages with the swans, they will hide ye with their wingsif anyone does come searching for
ye. Do ye understand me?"

They nodded, looking very small and dirty in their crumpled, blood-stained nightclothes. ™Y ewill no'
leave usthough, will ye, Aunty Beau?'

"No'if | can helpit, dearling. They search for methough, al through the fort they search, and soon they
will redlize ye are gone too. We must be very, very careful.”

Hearts hammering, they crept through the dark corridorstill they cameto the sairs. Light flickered up the
sairwell and | sabeau held the boys back, looking cautioudy over therail. Men carrying lanterns were
climbing up from alower floor, the flickering orange light illuminating their crudl faces and sharp cutlasses.
Some wore eyepatches, others had hooks for hands, or leaned on crutches, or limped along on wooden
legslike Stumpy. It was clear they had lived arough, bloodthirgty life. Isabeau could not help ashiver of
dread. She drew back, chewing her nail indecisively. Then she crept forward once more, beckoning to
Neil.

"I'm going to create adiversion. When the men look away, ye must run up the sairsasfast and quiet asa
wee mouse. Do no' look back, just run! Promise?!

He nodded and I sabeau hugged him close. "Be careful, Cuckoo.”



She peered over therail again and when the men reached the landing below them, used her powersto
cause a clatter from down the corridor. All the men whipped around. Asthey shouted and pointed, Neil
went running up the stairs, his bare feet making very little sound on the wooden steps. As he reached the
top, one of the boards squeaked and afew of the men turned around, though too late to see him.

"Y e next, Donncan, my mousekin. Areye ready? Be careful o' that step.”

He nodded, and she repeated the clatter, so that more of the men went charging down the corridor,
calling and waving their weapons. Donncan spread hiswings and flew up the stairs. The breeze caused
by hiswings caused the lantern-flames to waver and one of the men glanced up, just intimeto seethe
white flutter of thelittle boy's nightshirt. "Up there!™ he cried, pointing.

The men began to charge up the stairs and | sabeau legped back, spun on her hedl, and ran down the
corridor, trying to make as much noise as possible. As she had hoped, the men followed her instead of
climbing up the stairsto investigate. She led them far away from the staircase, having to stop to fight once
or twice asthey caught up with her. None was expecting alassie with acrippled hand to be able to fight,
so thefirgt few times she was able to escape them easily. Asthey grew warier it became more difficult,
for they came a her from al sides with weapons drawn, but she somersaulted over their heads and ran
on, searching for some way to escape them. If she could only have afew moments to hersdalf she could
transform into a mouse again, but they were too quick and too many and | sabeau was aready
dangeroudy overwrought by al the magic she had been using.

Sheran on, her breath sharp in her side, then turned to look back over her shoulder. Suddenly she
collided with someone very large. With dl the breath knocked out of her, Isabeau could not react quickly
enough to escape the hard hands that seized her. She had a brief impression of an ugly facedl bristling
with black hair under atricorne hat, a grinning mouth of stained, broken teeth and an enormous crooked
nose before ahuge, hard fist dammed into her temple. Shefell into aroaring darkness.

She woke to a crippling headache, lights scorching her eyes. She turned her face away, lifting her hand to
cover her eyes.

"The sorceress-babe has woken," Margrit's silken voice emerged from the clamor in Isabeau's ears. "I'm
glad o' that, | was afraid ye had killed her, Hammerhead."

"Ah," Isabeau said, not lifting her hand. "So at last | meet Hammerhand, the man who besats laddies black
and blue. | wish | could say it was apleasure.”

There was an inarticulate growl and then Margrit said, "No, no, Hammerhead, do no' hit her again. |
want to talk to her and she cannaanswer if she's unconscious.”

| sabeau spread her fingers and looked through. " Can ye please move that light so it isno' shining right in
my eyes?' Her voicewas plaintive.

"Yemust admit she hasimpudence,” Margrit said, grudging admiration in her voice. "We will soon bresk
her o' that, however." Thelight was moved o it stabbed more cruely into Isabeau'seyes. "Soyearea
sorceress,” she purred, and 1sabeau saw aflash of golden fire asthe dragoneye ring was turned in
Margrit'slong whitefingers.

"I have no' yet sat my sorceress Test," |sabeau replied in aneutral tone. She sat up gingerly, trying not to
flinch as her movement brought her rather too close to the black-bearded pirate. She rubbed her temple
ruefully. "1 do fed rather like | was hit by ahammer," she remarked to no onein particular. "1 do no'



suppose | could have some powdered willowbark?!

"But ye have asorceressring? Two, in fact, for aswell asadragoneye jewel ye dso have aruby. A very
large, very beautiful ruby."

"The ruby belonged to my ancestor, Faodhagan the Red. As| dready have adragoneye for my
sorceressring, | wear hisruby for passing my Test o' Fire"

"And | see hereye haveringsfor al o' the lements except for water. Y e are very young to have passed
so many o' the Tests o' Elements. In my day ye had to be twenty-four before ye were even admitted into
the coven, let done dlowed to St your Tests o' Elements.”

"Times change. There are few enough with power these days to be quibbling over birthdays."

"Mmmmm, interesting. | should have been more careful, but the dirty face and rough clothes deceived
me. | thought ye some foolish peasant bairn who did no' ken any better."”

Suddenly the lantern was snuffed so it no longer blazed directly into Isabeau'sface. She gavealittiesigh
of relief and rubbed her temples, looking about her. It was dim in the room without the lantern, but

| sabeau could see she was in agrand room beautifully decorated with heavy dark furniture and huge
tapedtries, an intricately woven carpet on the floor. The only light came from candelabra on the sideboard
behind Margrit, so the sorceress's face was cast in shadow while | sabeau's was clearly illuminated.

The pirate with the crooked nose was standing grinning at her nagtily, his enormous red hands thrust
through awide belt. He was dressed in afilthy velvet doublet, breeches and long black boots, with an
enormous beard and greasy black hair sticking out from under atricorne hat. An emerad flashed in one
€.

The young pageboy was knedling at Margrit's feet, agolden tray in his hands. His face was downturned
but Isabeau could see by the droop of his shoulders that he was desperately unhappy. She looked away,
embarrassed, and saw with some surprise afat toad squatting on a purple velvet cushion. Sudden
recognition made her mouth quirk upward but she said nothing, and the little smile died as she saw the
nyx hair pouch lying on the table before them, al her belongings strewn about carelesdy. Shetried hard
not to let her congternation show but Margrit was watching her closaly and frowned with pleasure a the
little quiver of Isabeau'slip.

"So where are the [ads?' Margrit asked suavely. "That was clever 0' ye to release them again so quickly.
| wonder how ye managed to hide there in the room without usfinding ye."

| sabeau said nothing.

Margrit tapped her teeth with one purple fingernail, aslong asaknife. "1 have decided no' to kill ye, at
least nO' yet," she said pleasantly. "It is clear ye have power, exceptional power, to so trick and deceive
me. | have decided that such power will be o' useto me. Yewill stay here and work as my apprentice.”

| sabeau was watching her closdly. "I thank ye for the honor ye show me," she answered with alittle
inflection of irony. She saw the dimplesin Margrit's cheek deepen and her fear intensified.

The sorceress sat with agraceful spread of her silken skirts. ™Y e may pour us some wine, my sweset boy,
and then yemay go."

"Aye, my lady," the pageboy answered, pouring wine from an ornate gold jug into two crystal glasses.
The wine shone with the same golden fire as | sa-beau's sorceress ring. | sabeau's eyes widened allittle, for
crystal glasses were rare and expensive indeed.



"| can see there will be some advantages to being your apprentice, my lady,” she said swestly. "l have
heard wine drunk from crystal tastes finer than any other wine."

"Aye, it doesindeed," Margrit agreed. "And thiswine, my wee sorceress, has been sweetened with the
honey o' the golden goddess flower. | promiseyeit will avakeninyealust that isno' easily satiated.”
She laughed and caressed the pageboy's cheek, before diding her hand down hisbody and inside his
breechesto fondle him lewdly. Isabeau's color rose and so did the pageboy's, who cast her aquick,
furtive glance.

"If ye please me, Isabeau NicFaghan, | may send ye my sweet boy as your reward. | can promiseye he
shdl please ye."

| sabeau said nothing, averting her eyes, wishing her color would not rise so readily and betray her.

Margrit laughed. "Have | embarrassed ye?' She laughed again and pushed the pageboy away with alittle
pat to hisslk-clad posterior. "Go, go! | shdl cal yewhen | want ye."

"Aye, my lady," hereplied, putting the tray on the little Side table and bowing as he | ft.

"Y e can go too, Hammerhead. | expect the fleet to be ready to sail with the dawn tide."
"But my lady—"

"Go, go! Do yethink | can no' manage this wee lassie who blushes at the thought o' coupling with alad?'

"Very well then, my lady, asye please." The pirate gave the sorceress a perfunctory bow and strode
from the room.

"So, |sabeau NicFaghan, if ye are to be my apprentice, happen we should begin our relationship with a
toast?' Margrit pushed the glass of wine across the table to | sabeau, who smiled and bowed and took
thefinely cut crystd glassin her hand.

"To the future?'

"Aye, to thefuture," 1sabeau agreed and lifted the glassto her mouth. She drank alittle, the honeyed wine
warming her skin and quickening her blood. She put the glass back down on the table and faced the
sorceress, who was smiling at her with the same self-satisfaction of acat toying with amouse. 1sabesau
breathed deeply and camly, her eyesfixed on Mar-grit's face, her body deceptively relaxed.

"So tell me, my dear apprentice, how it is ye escaped me before, in a puff o' smoke like afirework
magician? What isyour Taent, for it is clear to methat ye do indeed have a Taent o' a sorcerous
grength." As she spoke, Margrit played with the many rings on her fingers, twisting them with her long,
curved nails. She smiled swestly. "Come, my dear. Drink up, enjoy. Befrank with me. | am sureyedo
no' wish to make me angry.”

"No, indeed,” |sabeau agreed, pretending to sip her wine again. Her sharp eyesight had not missed the
surreptitious twisting aside of one of Margrit's rings, nor the subtle change of the sorceresss expression.
All her senses warned her of danger and she dared not drink the wine the sorceress pressed upon her so
assduoudy. "It isno great Taent though, | am afraid. | merely brought fire and smoke, and then crawled
away under the bed while ye were coughing and choking. | do hope ye are no' disappointed.”

Margrit's dimples degpened. She reached out and topped up Isabeau’'s glass, smiling into her eyes. "Nay,
0' course | am no' disappointed, my dear. Please, ye are no' drinking.”



Isabeau did not pick up the glass, gesturing across the table to the toad, who sat impassively on hisvelvet
cushion, watching them with black lustrous eyes. "Do please forgive my curiosity, my lady, but can that
by any chance be the Scarred Warrior who once served ye?"

Margrit looked at her swiftly, unable to contain her surprise. Then her browslowered in alittle frown of
mingled satisfaction and amusement, and she bent and stroked the toad's ugly, warty head. "Aye, indeed
heis. Mayatrangformed him into atoad and sent him back to me with amost impudent message. | have
no' forgotten. If the Spinners ever bring our threadsto cross again, | shall make her regret her words.”
She glanced back up at |1sabeau, who was regarding her impassively, her hand cupped around her glass.
"But now | kenwho ye are. Y e are | sabeau the Red, the witchling that stole the NicCuinn brat. It was
your braid that Maya brought to me and ye | saw through my Scrying Pool, up on the Spine o' the
World. That ishow ye cometo fight so cannily. And that isthe explanation o' the scars on your face. |
should've guessed.”

| sabeau nodded. "Aye, | bethe one.”
"And 0 ye are the one who stole the wee Fairge babe and threw us dl into such confusion?’

"Aye, | betheone," she answered again. All her pulses were hammering so hard it was awonder Margrit
did not hear.

Margrit laughed and sipped her wine. "Indeed | wasright to fear ye," shesaid. "Yearethewild card in
our game 0' poque. It is because o' ye and your sister that so many o' my schemes havefailed. Ah, well,
asEawillssowill it be. Let usdrink to forgetting our differences” Sheraised her glass high.

| sabeau smiled, clinked her glassto Margrit's and drained it dry, though her head spun from the heady
brew and her loinswarmed. Margrit also drained her goblet, then flung it on the ground with a shattering
of glass. "Itisashamel could no' let yelive, wild card,” she purred. "But indeed ye were too dangerous
to me, and besides, revenge is sweet, sweeter even than honeyed wine."

| sabeau looked at her rather sadly. "ISit?"

Margrit's smile suddenly twisted awry. She put her hand up to her throat, glaring at |sabeau wildly. "No!"
she screamed. "N oooooooooo! ™

The scream gargled away to nothing as the sorceresss face grew infused with choleric color. She
choked, her hands frantically clutching her throet, then suddenly she toppled from her chair. For atime
she thrashed about on the ground, her face amottled purple, gray spittle frothing from her stiff lips.

| sabeau |ooked away, shocked and sickened. So Margrit had dropped poison of some kind into

| sabeau’s glass. She had not been sure until now, distracting Margrit's attention and swapping the wine on
little more than a hunch.

At last the drumming of the sorceresss hedls died away and shelay till, engorged eyes staring. | sabeau
hurriedly gathered up her belongings and thrust them back into her nyx hair pouch, her heart damming in
her breagt. If it had not been for her unnaturally keen eyesight, it would have been I sabeau lying on the
ground, her back arched with the agony of her death. It would have been Isabeau who had drunk the
poisoned wine.

She gave alittle shudder of horror and, without looking at Margrit's purple, foam-flecked face, bent and
examined the dead sorceress's hands, frozen into claws. She soon found what she was looking for— one
of therings had a secret compartment that could be unlatiched with adight push of afinger. Within the
compartment there was gill aresidue of white powder. Isabeau worked the carved turquoise ring off the
gtiff finger and tucked it into the pouch with her own rings. She then covered up Margrit's horrid staring



eyeswith acloth and left the room as silently as she could.

Her luck ran out on the stairs. She was cregping dong as fast as she could when suddenly a group of
pirates emerged from the gloom of the landing, talking and laughing together. They shouted at the sight of
her, and | sabeau saized the railing and somersaulted over their heads, landing on the stairs above them.

She legpt up the Steps, ignoring the stitch in her side, dammed open the door onto the battlements, swung
it shut and heaved apile of old crates againgt it. Already she could hear the pounding of fists againgt the
wood and knew the pirates were close behind her.

Hands trembling, she unbarred the cages of the swans, who flapped their wings and hissed at each other
asthey struggled to get out. The two boyswere hiding insde and she pulled them out, saying urgently,
"Throw the cages up against the door, laddies, asfast asye canl”

Asthey obeyed she hustled the swansto the deigh, hissing at them to get into position. Once they were
al in harness she gathered together her powers and began to cut through the enchanted chains that bound
them. It was difficult to keep her mind focused with such precision when she could hear the splintering of
wood asihe pirates bashed through the door. Every nervein her body was screaming at her to hurry but
sheforced hersdlf to remain cadm. Even the dightest wavering of her concentration could seethe
razor-sharp ray of witch-fire dicing through one of the swans necksingstead of their necklace.

I sabeau heard Neil scream just as she released the last of the swans. She spun around, thrusting her staff
into the nyx hair pouch. Thefirg of the pirates had broken through and had seized thelittle boy by the
arm. She cdlled to the swansto take flight, then ran to grapple with the pirate. Bugling loudly in triumph,
the swans soared into the air, dragging the deigh behind them.

"Donncan, seizethereind" she screamed. Thelittle prionnsaflew up to the deigh, grabbed the trailing
reins, and turned the swans around, just as | sabeau kicked the pirate in the head. He fdl, taking Nell
down with him. Isabeau dragged the little boy free, then turned and flung him up into the air with al her
strength, both natural and magical. He shot straight up, as swift asan arrow, and landed in the deigh with
aresounding bump.

"Go, go!" Isabeau cried. "I'll catch up." She had no time to say any morefor al the pirates were bearing
down upon her, waving wickedly curved cutlasses and snouting.

For atime Isabeau had no time to think, dodging, weaving, punching, kicking, feinting first one way and
then the other. She saw agap in the melee, somersaulted high into the air, and transformed hersdlf into
the shape of aswan.

Crimson-tipped wings beating strongly, |sabeau soared away from the battlements, her clothesfalling
down upon the pirates heads. They fought free of the garments, letting loose avolley of foul expletives.

| sabeau turned and swept north, following close behind the swan-degh which she could see clearly inthe
brilliant light of the morning.

Suddenly an agonizing pain seized her in the breast, pardyzing her wing. I sabeau began to tumble down,
down, an arrow shaft protruding from the hollow below her left wing. Down, down, she plunged, her
long black eyes closed againgt the pain and the dizzying fal of space, one wing hanging usaess.

She hit something hard with abang, and lay, half stunned. Then she heard Neil'svoicein her ear and felt
small hands cradling her head. "Oh, Aunty Beau, Aunty Beau, are ye dead?"

"l dirmathink so," Isabeau replied faintly. She opened her eyes and saw Nell's grimy anxious face bent
over hers. Donncan till clung to the reins, though his head was craned back so he could see her, his



golden eyes shining with tears. Y e caught me," she said.
Henodded. "I dinnathink wewould reach yeintime."
"I'm back in my own shape.”

"Y e changed back when ye hit thedeigh.”

"I must have blacked out for acouple 0' seconds. Interesting to ken | change back to my own self when
unconscious. | wonder if | change back when I'm adeep.” Isabeau struggled to Sit up and amost fainted
again asthe arrowhead bit more deeply into her flesh. "Ea curse and confound them! They would have an
archer among them, the filthy maggots!" She managed to Sit up and seized the arrow shaft with both
hands, breathing harshly.

"Y erebleeding badly,” Neil whispered.

| sabeau looked down and saw crimson ribbons of blood winding down her bare skin. All around the
wound the flesh was torn and black with blood. She nodded. "Aye, the arrow's gone deep. | can fed it
grating againgt bone. We haveto get it out. Y €ll haveto help me, Cuckoo.”

Helooked sick. "I canna."
"Hold thereins, ye gowk!" Donncan commanded. "I'll help ye, Aunty Beau."

"That'smy soldier!" | sabeau said, trying to smile, though shefdt so sick and dizzy it was dl she could do
to retain consciousness. She reached up with her good arm and grasped the bag of nyx hair which was
gtill hanging around her neck. "Undo thisfor me, and get out my medicine-satchd.”

Donncan found thelittle bottle of poppy syrup which al heders carried with them, and gaveit to her to
drink. She gulped down afew mouthfuls, then went on unsteadily. "Now | need yeto tear your nightshirt
up for me, dearling, and wad it al around the arrow shaft.”

"My nightshirt isfilthy,"” Donncan said.

"Find something clean in the bag then. Just hurry!" He dragged out her only other shirt and toreit up
hastily, making athick pad to press against the wound.

"Press as hard as ye can, we have to stop the bleeding.” She winced as he obeyed, white-hot streaks of
pain shooting through her. "That's good. Now break the shaft. Gently, Donncan, gently!" She screamed
as the shaft snapped, jerking the arrowhead insde her. The world receded into fuzziness.

"Aunty Beau, Aunty Beau!"

"I'mfine," she answered, her voice sounding very odd and far away. She shifted her weight, drinking
more of the poppy Syrup, trying not to breathe too deeply. "Now, Donncan, | need ye to do something
hard for me. | ken ye have moved things with your mind before, havenaye?'

He nodded, tears making new white tracks down his dirty face. "No' very well, though," he whispered. "I
broke the window by mistake."

"I need ye to concentrate on the arrow. Breathe in very deeply, very dowly, breathe out, breathein.
Concentrate on the arrow. Now imagine ye are holding it in your hand. Jerk it out through my back.”

The young prionnsa hesitated and she snapped, "Jerk it out, Donncan!"



He obeyed with a catch of his breath. The arrow flew out through Isabeau’'s back and embedded itself in
the high carved stern of the deigh. Isabeau screamed in agony. Tears burned her eyes and she sobbed a
little, gulping down another mouthful of the syrup. The pain receded to a hot throbbing, and she pressed
the bloody wad in closer.

"Wash the wound for mewith that otion,” she ingtructed, "then pad it well with some clean cloth. Then
bandage me up astightly asye can, Donncan. It needs stitching but | cannado it myself and | do no'
SUppose sewing is something anyone ever taught ye."

He shook his head, unable to speak, and bandaged her up as instructed. Isabeau closed her eyes and
amost succumbed to the temptation to drift away into blackness again. The poppy syrup wasworking its
magic, however, numbing the pain to a strange hot glow that made her fingers and toestingle.

"Help me up,” she whispered. "Where are we?"

She looked over the gilded side of the deigh and saw they were flying over the seg, the Fair Ides
receding behind them. Far below, the water glimmered brightly. With white sails proudly spread, agreat
fleet of shipsglided through the waves, dl flying the red and black flags of the pirates.

"The pirate fleet!" | sabeau whispered. "Oh, we must stop them!™

For amoment it was all too hard. She wanted to curl up and deep, to let the swans take them where they
willed. She gritted her teeth, however, and said, "Nell, take the swans down. Donncan, get me my staff.
We cannalet the pirates reach your parents.”

The winged prionnsa passed | sabeau her staff of power and she cupped the crystal within her palms,
breathed deeply in through her nose and out through her mouth, calming her frantic pulse, drawing upon
the coh, drawing upon the One Power. Shefet her heart and her lungs and her veinsfill with power until
she was brimming over with it. Then shelet the boysraise her up so she could see the shipsracing aong
below her, their sails billowing out with the breeze.

| sabeau raised her staff, her hands clenched so tight upon it the knuckles were white, and then let the
power go in agreat whizzing fireball that smashed down upon the lead ship. They were so close now
they could hear the screams of pain and terror, smell the stench of burning wood and canvas, seethe
panic in the sun-browned faces turned up toward them. The swan-deigh wheeled and passed over the
fleet again, and Isabeau once more flung down agreat bal of flame. Seven more times she bombarded
the fleet and then suddenly she had no strength | eft and the spinning darkness reared up and
overwhelmed her once again.

A long time passed. Occasionally | sabeau was aware of her voice babbling, of laughing hysterically or
sobbing. Most of the time she drifted in a hot sort of darkness, unable even to think.

The blessed quietness of deep claimed her, and for along time she passed in and out of dreams.

Occasionally she was conscious of acool hand on her brow, a beaker of water at her lips, a spoonful of
food on her tongue. She swallowed as ingtructed, though al she could see were dark shapes and bright
stresks of light. Seep came again, longer and darker thistime, hedling her fevered mind.

At last 1sabeau opened her eyes and was able to make some sort of sense of what she saw. Sunlight was
striking down through the plaited weave of some narrow-leafed plant. It was very warm and |sa-beau's
throat was dry and swollen. She moved cautioudy, her skin feding hot and tight. Below her sand



dithered away and she put out one hand and felt it between her fingers. She wondered where shewas.

Children'slaughter rang out and she glanced that way, her head aching too badly for her to liftit. There
wasthe glare of blue water and the dazzle of sun, and she shut her eyes againgt the pain. Someone lifted
her head and once more | sabeau tasted cool water againgt her lips. She drank gratefully, opening her

eyesagan.

Leaning over her was awoman with astraight fall of silky dark hair and eyes of amost unusua color, so
pale ablue asto be dmost silver. Her face was strong and square, with high cheekbones. One side of
her face was marred by afine cobweb of scars. She was dressed in the tattered remains of what had
once been along gown of red velvet.

"Maya," Isabeau said blankly.

"Red," she answered with awry lift of her thinlip.

"What do ye do here?"

"l live here" Mayaanswered.

| sabeau looked about her. All she could see was blue water and sand. "Where are we?”'

"Onanidand inthe Muir Finn," Mayaanswered. "I do no' think it hasaname. If it does, | do no' kenit.
Yecould cdl it thelast refuge o' the dispossessed.”

"How do | cometo be here?"

"The Thistle's swans brought ye here. Apparently the MacCuinn lad told them to bring ye to the nearest
person who could help. | must have been the nearest.”

| sabeau lay back, puzzled. "How long have | been unconscious?”
Maya shrugged. "Close on two weeks. | thought yewould die."

| sabeau put up one hand and felt her shoulder, which was ill tender to the touch. "I'm glad | did no',"
she answered awkwardly. "Thank ye."

Mayashrugged. "Y e tended me once and saved me from dying. | had to return the favor.”

The two women regarded each other, many unspoken tensionsin the silence that stretched between
them. "I thought at first, when | saw the swans pulling dong the deigh, that ye were Margrit,” Mayasad
rather diffidently. "I thought she had discovered where Bronwen and | were hidden. It was abad
moment, | promiseye. | was glad indeed to find it was only ye, and gladder till when the boystold me
Margrit was dead."

|sabeau gave alittle wince, and tried to smile, though the memory of Margrit's purple, engorged face
flashed before her. Then she heard the shriek of children's laughter again.

"And the laddiekins?' Despite herself |sabeau’'s voice was anxious. She knew Maya, like Margrit,
regarded the MacCuinn clan with absolute hatred. She could not help fearing the Fairge may have
decided to do Donncan some harm.

Mayasmiled rather sadly, guessing I sabeau's thoughts. " Apart from being awee bit sunburned, they are
fine. Bronwen has enjoyed having playmates her own age very much indeed.”



"Och, it will belovely to see Bronny again!" Isa-beau cried. "It is hard to believe she be six and a half
dready! | cannabdieveit isthreeyearssince | last saw her." She sensed rather than saw Maya gtiffen
and looked at her quickly. The Fairge's face wasimpassve, however. |sabeau said rather stilt-edly, "She
probably does no' even remember me.”

"Och, sheremembersye," Mayareplied. "I will cal the bairns and tell them ye are awake. They have dl
been anxious indeed about ye." She rose and went to the edge of thelittle hut, calling out the children's
names.

| sabeau lifted herself up on one ebow so she could see them running across the sand. Leading thetrio
was ayoung girl with along fal of slky-straight hair, blue-black as araven'swing, with the distinctive
white lock of the MacCuinns at her brow. Her eyeswere as trand ucent blue as water over white sand,
and her skin had the same iridescent shimmer as her mother's. Her beauty was striking, even more so
than Maya's, for her mouth was beautifully curved and warm with color like any human's, and athough
her face was square with high cheekbones, it did not have the flatness of the Fairge's. She was naked,
her skin tanned to a golden hue by the sun.

Thetwo little boys running aong behind her were also naked, their skin red with sunburn, their faces
aight with laughter. All three were wet and sandy, and it was clear they had been playing at the water's
edge.

"Y our Aunty |sabeau haswoken," Mayasaid neutrally.

Bronwen's headlong pace dowed so that the two boys were able to run past her, shouting with
excitement. They threw themsalves on I sabeau, babbling so fast she had trouble understanding them.

"How areyeyourself, Aunty Beau? Do ye fed better? Isthisidand no' just grand? Cuckoo and | have
been fishing but we couldna catch anything, Bronny caught it al. How isyour shoulder? Eds ears, ye
dept along time. Wewere afraid yewere going to die!™

"That be enough, laddies, yell hurt her shoulder,” Maya said and hauled them off, rather to Isabeau's
greitude.

The patient smiled at them wanly and said, "' be just grand, my lads. I'm glad to see ye looking so stout.
Have ye been having fun then?"

"Aye, indeed," Donncan answered and cast ashy look of admiration at the little girl, who was hanging
back, one leg hooked around the other. "Bronny has been teaching usto swim.”

"Well, ye canna have a better teacher than aFairge," | sabeau said. "Bronny swimslikeafish." She smiled
at thelittlegirl and held out her hand. "Och, Bronny, it islovely indeed to seeyel How are ye yoursdlf?
Gracious dive, yeve grown."

Bronwen muttered something in reply, twisting her leg about, her face downturned. She gave alittle peek
up at Isabeau, then dropped her eyes again.

"Och, she'sgonedl shy," Mayamocked. "And she's spent al week hanging over ye, wondering when
yed wake, and muttering little spellsto make ye better."

"Och, has she?" |sabeau cried. "Well, her spells have worked, | fed amazingly better."
Bronwen looked up, her face lighting up, then blushed again and dropped her gaze.

"Y€l haveto forgive her," Mayasaid. "Sheisno' used to other people. Weve been here donefor three



years now, wi' no other company but each other.” Her voice was hitter.

"Yemust have been londly," Isabeau said, moreto thelittle girl than to Maya. Bronwen returned her gaze
more fully, smiling shyly, but it was Mayawho answered.

"Och, no! Why should | belonely when | have been used to being thefirst lady o' theland, thetoast o' dll
the minstrels and troubadours, wi' ahorde 0' servantsto answer my every whim and afeast in my honor
evey night?'

| sabeau said nothing, troubled and alittle embarrassed. Mayagot to her feet, saying, "That's enough
now, bairns, Red islooking very pae. Go and seeif ye can find any ripe ruby-fruit and let her rest awhile.
Y e can talk with her again tonight.”

Reuctantly the boys got to their feet and followed Bronwen out into the sunshine again, thelittle girl
gtaring back at 1sabeau with alook of yearning. Isabeau closed her eyes and listened to the lapping of the
waves, the rustle of the dry leaves overhead, the shrill sound of the children's voices.

The next day |sabeau felt strong enough to sit up in the shade of atree and watch the children play.
Under the warmth of her gentle agpproaches, Bronwen gradualy thawed until shewas asloving as she
had ever been, curling up by Isabeau's sdeto listen to her stories and bringing her shellsand curious
stones and clusters of the little red fruit that grew dl over thetreesin thejungle.

Theidand was very small and completely encircled by coral reefswhich protected it from the raging sea.
Therewas only one sandy beach which faced onto awide shalow lagoon. It was here that Maya had
built hersef asmall hut from driftwood and woven leaves. A flimsy structure, it provided shelter from the
blazing sun but afforded little protection from the fierce tropica stormsthat often swept over theidand.
When the winds and rain came, Bronwen told I sabeau, they fled into the jungle and clung to the sturdiest
treesthey could find. When at last the storm blew over they would come back and rebuild the hut, dry
their tattered clothes on the rocks and search the shoreline for anything the storm might have thrown up
that they could use. So they had lived for three years, growing adept at catching fish with their hands,
climbing the tall milknut treesto shake down their hairy hard-shelled nutsto crack open on the ground
below, and prying open oyster shells on the rocks for the soft sdty fleshinsde.

Maya had clearly worked hard to make theidand livable, digging out the one small spring so they had
constant fresh water, collecting the debris of the seato make their hut more secure and comfortable,
planting alittle garden of roots and wild herbs behind the hut to make their food gathering essier.
Remembering Mayafrom the days when they had first met, | sabeau was barely able to connect this
hard-faced, sdlf-reliant woman with the sweet-voi ced, softskinned, velvet-clad banrigh she had been. It
was clear Maya had not accepted her exile easly, but she had not only survived but had made afairly
comfortable life for hersalf and her daughter on thislonely cora idand. Isabeau could not help feding
admiration for her.

To Isabeau's dismay, she and the boys were as marooned on thisidand as Maya and Bronwen, for the
swans had only stopped long enough to have their carriage unhitched before flying on. 1sabeau could
have kicked hersdlf for not making the swans promise to fly them back to the mainland of Eileanan before
seeking their freedom, but al she had asked was that they take them to safety. That the swans had done,
she had to admit, though of al theidandsin dl the Muir Finn, why the one that Maya the Ensorcellor had
hidden hersdf on?

"Yemust admit the threads o' our lives are somehow twisted together,” | sabeau said to Maya one night
asthe children dept curled on their woven mats under the shelter. She and Mayawere Sitting out on the
sand together, gazing a the stars which hung huge and brilliant in the sky. "For some reason the Spinners



have adesign for us, that | am sureo.”
"And what would that be, Red?' Maya asked cynicaly.

| sabeau shrugged. "I do no' ken. All | am sure o' isthat the Spinners are spinning their whedl and weaving
the cloth o' our lives, and one day the pattern will be clear to us. It surely can be no coincidence that the
swans brought usto the very idand that ye had taken refuge on, do ye no' agree? There are many other
populated idandsin the Muir Finn, yet the swans brought us here.”

"Happen we werethe closest,” Mayasaid. "Thisidand wastoo small and rocky for the piratesto pay
much atention to. Many atime weve hidden in the jungle and watched their shipssail by. Any o' the
bigger idands nearby have been ransacked time and time again by the pirates and are naught but ruins

"Happen that be true," 1sabeau said, "but something tells me there is a deeper, more complex reason. The
Coven believes that coincidences are often the workings o' the Spinners, and | fedl by the twitching o' my
thumbsthat thisissuch acase

"So why were ye brought here, then?' Mayas skepticism was unabated.

"l do no' ken," Isabeau said again. "Happen it istime for your thread to be brought back into the
Spinners tapestry.”

Mayamade an impatient gesture. "I do no' understand all your talk o' threads and tapestries. The
Fair-gean do no' believein your Spinners. Indeed, how could we? We do no' make cloth soitisa
metgphor empty o' meaning for us.”

| sabeau hesitated. ™Y e could say the Spinners are ametaphor for the workings o' fate, the great motion
0' eventsthat work unseen upon our lives. Y e could think o' fate as being like atide at the full, that
sweepsye onward. Y e were the one who taught me that it is the moons that cause thetidesto riseand
fal. It ssemed incredible to me, that the swing of those two small moons through our skies should have
the power to drag the seasto and fro; to make them rise so high and fall so low.

"Soitiswith our lives. Thereisapower that works upon us, carrying us forward to who kenswhere,
We can fight against the tide and be dragged down by it, or we can dlow oursalvesto be carried dong
by it. Even better, we can use our own will asarudder to steer a course upon it, navigating by what we
have learned upon the journey and so avoiding rocks and sandbanks and sea-serpents. To believein the
tide o' detiny isno' to surrender belief in one's own will. We dways have a choice. Even deciding to
svimwith thetideand no' againg itisadecison.”

Isabeau cameto ahalt, conscious that her voice had risen in pitch and intengity as she had sought to
make Maya understand. She continued more softly: "Unfortunately most o' us do no' learn enough upon
our journey to steer the best course for our lives. We run aground or are swamped by waves or are
wrecked upon the rocks, sometimes many, many times before we learn to recogni ze the danger signs.
And the choices we have made in the past determine the course we are sailing, for how we chooseto act
and react to theworkings o' fateis what makes uswho we are.”

Mayawas staring at her, leaning forward, her lips parted.

I sabeau continued: "1 think, though, that the metaphor we o' the Coven use is a better one in some ways,
for to think o' our lives as a ship isto imagine oursalves as solitary, our choices only affecting our own
course. And that issmply no' true. Our lives, our fates, are like athread woven into the fabric o' the
wholeworld. It isquite unique, quite separate, yet totally interlaced with the destinies o' others. Pull out



just one thread and the whole cloth unravels.”

Mayawas slent. |sabeau could see her hands were clenched tightly in her lap. "How can any o0’ ye ever
act, if that iswhat ye believe?' shesaid a lagt, her voice husky. "Everything ye do would have such
repercussons. . ."

"Aye, it does," |sabeau agreed. " Sometimes far beyond what we could ever have imagined. | once turned
over apair o' dicein agambling game so that afriend o' mine should not go hungry that night. | am il
being astonished by some o' the consequences o' that choice. Y e being here on this coral idand isone o
itslong-reaching effects. No' only o' the choices | made, o' course. Many o' the forces that drove ye here
were unleashed by your own choices and by other people's—your father's, the Priestesses o' Jor, your
husband's, Lachlan's. . ."

"Aye, | can seethat," Mayasaid, alittletremor in her voice. "It isodd, thinking o' that. | wonder . . ."

"If ye would have done things differently had ye kenned? Maybe your present would be different if your
past had been, but then again, maybe no'. Y e have told me yourself that ye were driven by forces beyond
your control, the ambitions o' the priestesses and your father, the hatred againgt humansingilled inye
from birth. Happen it istrue and ye could no' have made different choices dong theway."

There was along companionable silence, both women logt in their thoughts. Then Isabeau stirred. " Until

"l beg your pardon?’

"Happen it istimefor ye to be making different choices now.”

She fet Mayastiffen, withdraw. 1sabeau said quickly, "I have been wondering . . ." She hesitated.
"l think it istime for ye and Bronwen to return to Eileanan.”

Mayasat up straight, shooting her afurious glance. "Are ye mad?’

"Theboysand | are stuck here," 1sabeau said. "We cannareturn to the mainland without your help. |
have no way o' reaching my sister to tell her wherewe are, for | cannascry over the sea It istoo far for
usto swim. We cannahail down apassing ship for if one did happen to sail past, it would be apirate ship
and they would kill us." And though she did not say thisto Maya, | sabeau knew she could not transform
into abird to fly the distance for she had barely survived the last bout of sorcery sickness. It would be
too dangerous for her to use her witcheraft for sometimeyet.

"And what would your loving brother-in-law do to usif we returned to Eileanan?' Mayasadicily. "l
would belucky if | were hanged, for at least then | would escape being burned to fire, which iswhat he
threatened to do to meif he ever caught me! And what about Bronwen?'Y e were the one who took her
and fled Lucescerein fear o' what he might do to her, hisown niece.”

"Aye, but Lachlan isaulder now and no' so afraid o' losing histhrone," 1sabeau argued. "And it ye were
the one to help restore his son and heir to him, he would no' be so quick to condemn ye. Besides, the
Fairgean threat has grown worse every year. Y e would be able to advise him on how best to overcome
them ...

Mayalaughed harshly. "Och, ye are asmpleton! Oncethe uile-bheist had mein his clutches and hiswee
son safein hismother'sarms, do ye think he would care that | had aided in returning him there? 1 think |
must ken him better than ye! He hatesme, | tdll ye, hates me with apassion.”



"Yesghould no' cal him uile-bheist,” Isabeau protested. "Lachlan isno monster! Indeed, he hasruled
wisdy and kindly since he won the throne, and though he has his black moods, ye canna blame him when
yethink what he went through as alad, hisfather and al three o' his brothers being murdered and he
himsdlf being turned into ablackbird! It canna have been easy to have adjusted to life asaman again,
and as a hunted outlaw instead 0' a beloved prionnsa.”

Maya opened her mouth to say something scathing but | sabeau went on impetuoudy, "Besides, dl that
was your doing, Maya. Y e transformed him and his brothers into blackbirds and set your blaygird
priestess hawk to hunt them down, and ye ensorcelled his eldest brother and sucked him dry o' dl his
power and vitaity until he was dead, and ye were the one who ordered all those witches to be burned to
death. Lachlanisjudtified in hating ye! And ye are bitter and resentful because ye have lost your power
and wedth and the adoration o' your people and are now exiled on thisweeidand. Well, ye are here
because 0' dl that ye choseto do. It istimefor ye to accept the consequences. Y e canna hide for the rest
o' your life—"

Maya stood up abruptly. "And who says| intend to?" she sneered. "Was no' Bronwen declared the
rightful heir by my husband the righ on his deathbed and proclaimed banrigh? There are il those who
mutter againgt the rule o' the Winged Pretender.”

"Who?" Isabeau cried. "l cannasee any on thisweeidand.”

But Maya had turned and strode off into the night, leaving | sabeau a one and much troubled in heart and
mind. And still 1 make the same mistakes, too quick to speak and too quick to argue, shethought
ruefully. When will | learn?

The companionship which had grown up between |sabeau and Mayawas replaced by asilence that
seemed to reverberate with hogtility and suspicion. Although they remained polite to each other, both
were preoccupied with their own thoughts and worries.

The days passed and gradudly Isabeau’'s strength returned. She began to think her only recourse wasto
leave the boys on the idand while she resumed the shape of aswan and flew in search of help. Not only
was she eager to let everyone know they were safe, she was anxious indeed about the pirate ships sailing
in search of theroyal fleet, for despite dl her efforts, Isabeau had been ableto cripple only afew of the
pirate vessals. However, she did not dare risk changing shape, not only because of the sickness, but
because she was | oath to leave the boysin Maya's care while she was gone. What would the Fairge do if
she knew Isabeau would be returning to the idand with Lachlan and his men?

It would be terribly dangerous for Mayato try and flee to another idand. Asthe days grew warmer the
seas would fill with the migrating Fairgean. | sabeau knew the peculiar topography of thissmall rocky
idand was dl that had kept Mayaand Bronwen safe from the sea-fairiesin the past three years.
Surrounded on dl sides by sharp-edged reefs, it was not worth the struggle to reach its one small beach
when there were SO many other idands nearby with long stretches of sand where the sea-fairies could
rest and bear their young. As she could not leave, Maya might decide to use the boys as hostages.
Lachlan'svolatile temper and Mayas ruthlessnesswerelike lightning and aforest dry fromtoo littlerain.
Bringing them together could cause wildfire.

And it was not just the little prionnsachan that concerned I sabeau. The weeks she had spent on the coral
idand had rekindled dl her love for Bronwen. With her sweet, winning ways, her striking beauty, her
obviousinteligence and Taent, Bronwen had them al enchanted. Y et | sabeau was troubled to find
Bronwen was very quick to use her beauty and the force of her nature to keep Donncan and Nell



dancing in atendance upon her. She was even prone to use compulsion upon them, atrick of bending
othersto your will which was forbidden under the Creed of the Coven, since dl people had theright to
choose their own path.

So charming was Bronwen in her requests, so prettily grateful when they were acceded to, that it would
have been easy to think it wasjust anatura desireto please her that drove the boys to compete with
each other for her favors. But before long the friendship between Neil and Donncan became so strained
that they cameto fisticuffs, and then Isabeau’s disquiet degpened into redl distress. Not only did she fed
it important to break Bronwen's dominance over the boys, |sabeau also knew that the young Fairge
needed to be taught the rules and responsibilities of power. It wastime Bronwen went to the Theurgia.

One morning Isabeau sat upon the headland, staring out at the great expanse of blue seathat stretched
before her, crisscrossed with the curling break of water over reefs and great dark beds of swaying kelp.
Desperation filled her. She had to find some way to escape theidand! Her attention was suddenly caught
by a splashing movement below her. She looked down and smiled in sudden delight, for aplayful family
of seaotters were romping about below her. There was atdl rock with asteep incline down into the sea
and the baby otterswere using it asadippery dide, shooting down the wet dope on their backsto splash
into the sea. One or two of the baby sea otters were chasing each other through the waves, while their
mother watched tolerantly from arock, rolling over occasiondly to bake her other sdein the sun.

| sabeau had known otters dl her life and had counted them among her greatest friends. She had never
Seen a seaotter before and was struck by how much larger they were than the ones she had known, with
strong webbed feet and a thick reddish-brown fur. Their antics were as playful, however, and their dark
eyesasintelligent. As|sabeau watched, entranced, the father of the family floated on hisback with a
large stone resting on his belly, smashing mol-lusks with his powerful paws. He tossed the mol-lusksto
his children and they legped and dived for them, making sharp little cries of ddlight.

An idea suddenly came to | sabeau and she leaned forward eagerly, noting the strength and power of the
seaotters legs, the speed with which they swam through the waves. If swans could pull adeigh through
the air, why not sea otters through the water?

She would need more than this one family, however. The wooden deigh was heavy and it wasalong
way to the mainland. She glanced around, wondering if there were many other colonies of seaotterson
theidand.

Out beyond the reef were anumber of dark deek heads bobbing up and down in the waves. |sabeau's
heart legped in ddlight, for she could easily get together enough sea ottersto pull the deigh with that great
number. Then her heart was suddenly squeezed in the visdlike grip of fear. She stared at the bobbing
heads. She could see pale ovas of faces, and sharp upcurving tusks. Then agreat scaled tail with afrilled
fin broke the water's surface. They were not sea otters surfing aong the break of water but Fair-gean!

Tides of Destiny

Lachlan strode up and down the forecastle deck, hiswingsal ruffled up, hisblack curlsin disarray. His
dark face was haggard.

"Cannaye whigtle up any morewind?' he called down to atdl, fair-haired girl who clung to the bowsprit
below him, just above the Royal Siag's ant-lered figurehead.



"Nay, Y our Highness" Brangaine NicSian called back bresthlessy. "Any more wind and the sails shdll
tear freel We sall at full speed dready. Besides, | can barely control thewind asitis. Itistaking al my
drength to keep it blowing fair.”

Lachlan gave agroan of frustration and swung around, hiskilt swirling up. Back and forth he paced, his
hands clenched around the Lodestar. "'If only there was something | could do!" he burst out.

"Y e could come and play cardswith me," Dide said, looking up from the guitar he waslazily srumming
with long brown fingers. "I thought long sea journeys were meant to be restful, but watching ye pace up
and down like a caged saber leopard is about as restful asamarch to war. Will ye no' sit down, master,
and set yourself to amuse me? For, indeed, dl thisdisplay o' energy is most wearisomefor therest o' us.™

Lachlan cast the handsome young jongleur alook of exasperated affection. "Asif | could St and play
cardswhile that cursehag hasmy son," he burst out, despair in hisvoice. "Och, surely we can saill more
swiftly than this?'

Duncan Ironfigt, the captain of the Y eomen of the Guard, said camly, "We are doing all that we can,

Y our Highness. Wearing out the fo'c'de deck with dl thisto-ing and fro-ing shal no’ make the ship sall
any faster. Why do ye no' rest and let the cgptain do hisjob?Y e have been driving yourself for months
now, securing the peacein Tirsoilleir and keeping the lairds happy. Y e canna keep on thisway. Rest, my
liege, and let—"

Therewas ashriek of anger. Lachlan's gyrfacon suddenly plunged out of the sky, talons clenched.
Duncan took an involuntary step back. As solidly built as an ancient oak tree, with arms the width of
most men'swaists, even Duncan Ironfist could be dismayed by the sheer power and speed of the great
white bird, which dropped as fast as aboulder and with amost as much weight. At the last moment
Stormwing flung out his great white wings and landed on the Righ's shoulder, golden eyes blazing.

"No point in getting angry with me, Y our Highness" Duncan said stolidly.

Lachlan stared out at the sea, hisfists clenched. It was clear he wastrying to control histemper but the
young righ had hardly dept since hearing the news of his son's kidnapping. His shock and horror had
comecloseontherdief and joy of ther victory in Tirsoiller, the contrast of emotion making it dl that
much moreterrible,

Duncan looked at therigidly set shoulders of hisrigh and said gently, "We are making record time down
the coadt, thanks to the NicSian's wind-whistling. Another week and we shdl be sailing into the
Berhtfane™

"Another week!" Lachlan cried. "And to think my poor wee laddieisin the hands o' that cursehag Thistle.
It twistsup dl my indgdes even thinking about it."

Iseult had been standing againgt therail, staring unseaingly at the waves billowing and surging againgt the
ship'ssides. She turned now and said, with alittle quaver in her voice, "lsabeau went in search o' them.
| sabeau will savethem.”

Lachlan turned on her with afacon's screech, hiswings outstretched, his head thrust forward. 1 sabeaut™
he cried. "Isabeau should've kept a closer eye on them. Thiswould never have happened if she—"

Iseult went white, her blue eyes as hot with anger ashisown. "Do no' dare blame Isabeau for thidl Itis
Sukey who betrayed us, Margrit who stole the laddies. | sabeau is the only one who has a chance o
saving our son."



For amoment they stared at each other, then dowly Lachlan'swingslowered, the hostility dying out of
his eyes. He stepped forward, his hand held out, his mouth twisting in contrition. " Och, I'm sorry—" he

began.

Iseult was red with anger. "I've had enough!” she cried. "Why must ye be dways so unfair? | sabeau
saved ye from the Awl, she was tortured in your place and crippled horribly; she was the one that helped
ye most to save the L odestar and win your throne, she has been loyd and faithful every step o' the way!

Y et right from the very beginning ye have been againg her, ye have misread al her motives, ye have been
cold and hogtile to her. Why? Why?*

Lachlan did not answer, hiswings hunched. Iseult drew away from him. "lsabeau ismy sster, my
womb-sigter!” she cried. "Sheisaslike me asmy reflection in amirror. How can yelove me and hate
her?'

The black wings stirred. Lachlan looked away, color running up under his swarthy skin. "Happen that be
why," he muttered.

Shefell back astep. "What?"

Heturned on her, every musclein his strong body tense with anger and frustration. "1 met Isabeau firdt,
remember!" he cried. "When | met ye later, | thought ye were her. Apart from the cropped hair, ye were
exactly the same, exactly! The same bonny face, the same fiery curls and summer sky eyes. | thought ye
the most beautiful, bright thing | had ever seen. | thought her the most beautiful, bright thing I'd ever seen.
She was naught but a child though. She had no ideawhat she was getting into. Y e say she saved mefrom
the Awl and wastortured in my place. Yeareright! And aye, it was my fault, all my fault. But how was|
to ken?1 thought | had to get away from her to keep her safe. But al | did was throw her to the wolves.
And when we met again, al that sweet innocence, that shining beauty, was ruined. Ruined.”

Iseult stared at him, tense as abowstring. He turned away, his golden eyes brooding, hiswings hunched
close about him. The gyrfacon gave ahoarse, melancholy cry, and Lachlan smoothed hiswhite fegthers.
"How can | loveye and hate her?' he said with adark, mocking edgeto hisvoice. "What elsecan | do?
She has your face, your body, your fearless gaze. Or she had. Now she has a crippled hand and the
knowledge o' terror in her eyes. And | gave her both. If | am no' to hate her, what am | to do? Love
her?"

He laughed harshly and went away downgtairs, leaving |seult standing aone on the forecastle deck, the
wind blowing her red-gold curls aboui.

Dide stepped forward, hisface troubled. "He does no' mean it," he said gently. "Y e ken what heislike
when his black mood be upon him. He does no' mean—"

Iseult turned her cold, autocratic gaze upon him. "Does heno'?' she said with achill in her voice. "'l think
he does."

lelt_"

"Do no' look so troubled, Dide," she said. "Lachlan aways suffers from fedling things too much, too
intensaly. He fearsfor Donncan very much. He will fed better when heisno' so confined by the ship.
Oncewe are on land and he can stride about and shout orders and fed like he is doing something, then
hewill fed better." There wasthe dightest edgein her voice.

"lsault. . "



Sheturned away from Dide, drawing her plaid up about her shoulders, her profile set as cold and white
asmarble. "Oh, | ken," she said impatiently. "He will be sorry he spoke when histemper dies. | ken what
he'slike, better than ye. It does no’ mean he did no' speek the truth.” She gave alittle shiver and |ooked
out again at the blue undulating horizon. "Another week . . ." she murmured. "Oh, | sabeau, please, save
them, save my weeladdie.”

| sabeau scrambled down the rocks and ran along the sand, terror driving her steps. She burst into the
hut, crying, "There be Fairgean in the water! They look as though they're swimming for shore.”

Maya leaped to her feet, darm on her face. Shethrew open thelid of alarge, battered wooden chest and
dragged out aclarsach. "Bronny, whereisyour flute?

The little girl was white with terror, but she scrambled to her feet and grabbed her flute, which she dways
kept by her. It was her favorite possession, along with aragged doll. I sabeau had given both to her back
in the days when Bronwen had lived with her at the Cursed Towers. With the flute clutched in her small
hand, Bronwen followed her mother out on to the beach.

"What are ye doing?" |sabeau cried. "Should we no' hide? | tell ye, they were swvimming in past the
reefs”

Mayadid not answer her, striding down to the edge of the lagoon where she sat down on arock with the
clarsach on her 1ap. Bronwen stood beside her, the flute raised to her lips.

"What do ye do?" Isabeau cried again. "Thisisno timefor amusica concert! Had we no' better find
something to use as aweapon?"

Maya indicated her clarsach with a contemptuous gesture. "This be afar better wegpon than any stick
yeU find on the beach.”

With the frightened boys behind her, 1sabeau stared out to the edge of the lagoon. She could see the
dark heads of the Fairgean asthey swam in past the last ridge of cord. "I thought ye said the Fairgean
never bothered to negotiate the reefd!”

"They come sometimes,” Maya said abruptly. "They harvest the kelp. Stop talking! Go and hideif ye
wish. Bronwen and | shdl defend ye." The last was spoken scornfully as Maya swept her hands over the
grings of the clarsach. Beautiful music spilled out. Bronwen's fingers moved dong the flute, Slver notes
trilling, catching the melody of Mayaslittle lap-harp, blending into delicate harmonies.

Theintensity of |sabeau'sfear and anxiety was dulled, wrapped about in music. Her mind was clouded,
her senses benumbed. Her eyes began to shut and shefelt her body swaying in response to the melody.
Although al her witch senses prickled at the thrum of power inthe air, the smell of enchantment, shewas
unableto fight againgt the fog which sank over her. It waslike adream in which she fought to stay
awake, knowing there was something important she had to do. But the need to deep was too powerful,
too imperative. It dragged her down, adark, heavy, oily wave that closed over her head and drowned
her.

She woke much later, feding asif her head was stuffed with wool. There was sand in her mouth and she
gpat it out, Stting up and looking about her.

It was just before dawn. The lagoon shifted and murmured before her, slvery in the growing light. Behind
her the two boys dept where they had fdlen, their naked bodies curled againgt the night chill. Bronwen



sat beside Isabeau, the flute grasped in both her hands. There was enough light for |sabeau to see that
her face was puffy with tears.

"What happened?" | sabeau asked groggily. She sat up and rubbed her face, trying to shake off her
duggishness. "Where arethe Fairgean?"

Bronwen pointed down to the lagoon. There | sabeau saw, with asudden little jolt of her pulses, the dark
shapes of bodies strewn aong the shordline, half in, half out of the water.

"What?' she asked, uncomprehending.
"We sang them to deep,” Mayasaid from behind her. "They drowned.”
"Can Fairgean drown?" Isabeau said, till bemused, not believing what she saw. "Do they no' have gills?"

"Aye, we have gills"" Mayasaid. Her voice was without expression. "But we are no' fish. Our gillsdo no'
provide us with enough oxygen to stay submerged for more than five or ten minutes. Fairgean degp on
theland. Do ye think we would have fought so fiercely for the coastlandsif we did no' need them to
urvive?'

| sabeau was aware of agrowing distaste, asicknessin her heart and belly. " So ye sang them to death,”
shesad harshly.

"What do ye think they would have doneto usif they had come on shore and found us?' Maya asked.
"Y e and your precious lads would have been killed at once, and probably Bronwen and | too, for we are
human enough for them to hate us. If they had redlized we were hdfbreeds they might have taken usfor
daves, and if any recognized me, the King's half-breed daughter, well, | would have been taken back to
face hisjustice.” She spat out the last word. "Thisisno' thefirst time | have used the Taents| inherited
from my mother to tay dive. ShewasaY edda, did ye ken that? She could no' teach me her Skills
hersdf, for my father tore out her tongue to make sure she could no' sing. Besides, she died when | was
no" much aulder than Bronny isnow. No, | learned the Y edda Skills from the few seawitchesthe
priestesses allowed to live, onestoo young or too wesk to use their talents to save themsalves. And |
have taught them dl to Bronny."

| sabeau |ooked from Maya's hard, closed face to Bronwen's, tear-streaked and swollen. "Sheisonly six
years auld and ye have taught her to murder?' she whispered, sickened.

"I have taught her the skills she will need to keep hersdlf dive" Mayasaid harshly. "And why do yelook
at measif | were the monster? For centuriesthe Y edda sang the Fairgean to death. Why €l se were they
honored and celebrated al over the land? They sang thousandsto their desth, babes among them.”

"But yeareaFarge yoursdf . . ." Isabeau was confused and dismayed, unable to expressthe
repugnance shefdlt.

"My father was a Fairge and my mother wasaY edda. | am neither, hated and hunted by both. If the
humans catch me| shal dig, if the Fairgean catch me | shal die. What am | to do but save mysdlf and
teach my daughter to do the same?”

| sabeau could think of nothing to say. She stared at the dead bodies floating in the water, their long black
hair streaming out like seaweed. The Fairgean were her natural enemy, they had inflicted great suffering
on her own kind for centuries. She should fed relief and pleasure that they were dead. Y et shefelt only
revulsion and horror.

"We haveto leave here" she said abruptly. "Thisisahorrible place.”



"And how do ye proposeto leave?' Maya said roughly. "Fly?' She bent and put her arm around
Bronwen, who shrugged her away.

Maya straightened, her jaw set grimly. "It isso easy for yeto judge me, yewith al your talk o' choosing
onesown course! Yethink thisisthe destiny | would have chosen for mysdlf? What would ye have done
if yewereme? Y edo no' understand what it islike to be chosen by the Priestesses o' Jor. Y e think me
cruel and ruthless. Do yethink | fee nothing when | sing aman to hisdesath? Yet if it be a choice between
my lifeand his, | will choosemy life every time. Every timel And | will kill to save Bronwen'stoo, and
yes, even yours, | sabeau the Red, athough ye despise mefor it."

She raised both hands and rubbed contemptuoudy at her eyes, which were glittering with tears, then
turned and strode away down the beach.

Nilasat very Hill, hisfurs arranged around him so the black pearl hanging on his smooth chest could be
clearly seen by dll. It wasthe only way he could express how hefdlt, to hisfather and brothers, to the
Priestesses of Jor, and to Fand.

Those Anointed by Jor sat al around him, Nila's thirteen brothers and hisfather, the King. The eerie
green light of the priestesses nightglobeswavered al over the cavern, giving dl of their eyesand tusksa
peculiar luminance, degpening the hollows of their eye sockets.

Fear was knotted and cold in the pit of Nila's scomach. He had not been so close to the Priestesses of
Jor since they had discovered him trying to snesk into the Ide of Divine Dread.

He did not know why the priestesses had not killed him. Perhaps they feared the anger of hisfather.
Perhaps they had feared the wrath of Jor. One of the priestesses had lifted the black pearl in her hand,
examining it closaly inthe weird green light. He had told the priestesses that Jor himsdlf had led him toit,
mocking them, flaunting the god's favor. He had seen the quick exchange of looks, heard the quick
drawing-in of bregath.

They had thrown him into atiny dark pit then, and though Nilahad spent al the long measureless hours
waiting for their punishment, none had come. There was only the darkness and the cold and the
maevolent sound of their bresthing, the sense that they were hanging over him, listening, waiting. Inthe
morning they had dragged him out and cast him into the sea. Weak from hunger and exhaustion, hislimbs
cramped from being so closely confined, Nilahad barely been able to move. Somehow he had struggled
through the waves back to the Ide of the Gods and his own bed-cave. It had been days before he had
been ableto stop sarting at shadows, and the wavering reflection of light from a nightglobe was enough
to make his heart dam and his throat muscles clench tight. Nila thought the priestesses had tried to bresk
his spirit, but al they had done was teach him abitter hatred of them and their cruel god.

Therings of priestesses holding high their globes brought it al back to him, as painful asif it had all
happened yesterday. The sight of Fand, gaunt and pale and expressionless, dl the vivid life of her wiped
away, was inexpressibly painful to him. He could not look at her, nor at the priestesses, standing so il
and expectant in their forma rings, nor at his brothers, who dl watched him gloatingly. He fixed hiseyes
upon the sullen red glow before him, and fdlt al hisbeing shrink with afear far more prima and
supertitious than the memory of loss or pain.

They were dl gathered at the lip of the Fiery Womb, the most sacred of al the caverns of the Fathomless
Caves. Jor himsdlf, the God of the Shoreless Seas, had been born in the Fiery Womb, and dl the lesser
godstoo, the god of thunder, the god of ice, the god of whales and sedl's, the god of the wind, the



messenger god of dreams and visions, the god of the dead and drowned. Here, in the Fiery Womb of the
Ide of the Gods, the indomitable al-powerful men of the Fair-gean roya family were abject before the
Mother of the Gods, the ever rapacious Kani, goddess of fire and earth, volcanoes, earthquakes,
phosphorescence and lightning. 1t was her caustic breath that stung Nilas nogtrils and rasped his lungs,
her spirit that heaved and muttered in the red dit below them.

On and on, monotonous asthe rise and fal of waves, the priestesses singsong chant built up toward a
crescendo, ajoyous shout of invocation. "Kani, hear us, hear us, Kani, Kani, hear us, hear us, Kani,
Kani, hear us, hear us, Kani!"

Then therewas stillness. Fand raised her hands and laid them on the enormous nightglobe set in place
before her. Nilaswalowed, hiswebbed hands clenching. The dark writhing shapes of the viperfishinsde
dtilled at her touch. Nilawatched with horror asthe two huge fish insgde rose and rubbed their scaled
backs againgt Fand's hands, the light cast by their luminescent organs shining through her flesh so he
could clearly see thefragile shape of her boneswithin. Her eyesrolled back in her head and she quivered
visibly. Softly, the chanting began again.

"Cometo our cdl, Kani, goddess of fire, goddess of dust, riseto our bidding, Kani, goddess of
volcanoes, goddess of earthquakes, cometo our cal, Kani, Kani, rise to our bidding, Kani, Kani, come
to our cal, Kani, Kani, goddess of fire, goddess of dugt, riseto our bidding, Kani, Kani, goddess of
volcanoes, goddess of earthquakes, cometo our call, Kani, Kani, Kani . . ."

Suddenly agreat arc of golden fire legped out of the glowing chasm, scattering drops of molten fire.
There was ahiss and the priestesses gabbled faster and fagter, "Kani, Kani, Kani . . ."

Suddenly Fand began to speak. Her voice was hoarse and grating, much deeper than was naturd. "Why
have you awoken me, cold children of the sea?'

The High Priestessintoned, in counterpoint to the chanting of the other priestesses, "Great Kani, powerful
Kani, Mother of All the Gods, we have found the one who can raise fire and move earth, as you foretold.
We have brought her here to you, so that you may speak through her and give usyour oracle. Tell us
now how we may raise thetidal wave of Jor'swrath and drown the land beneath the raging seas. When
last we asked, you told us we must find one who can raise fire and move earth. Although we did not
understand, we did as you commanded. Here sheis, born of those that walk the land and those that
swim the sea, here sheis, the one who can raise fire and move earth, here sheis, Kani, the one you
foretold. Tell usnow how we may raise thetidal wave of Jor's wrath and drown the land beneeth the
raging sees?'

Therewas along charged silence, and then Fand replied, in the same deep hoarse voice, "To raise the
tidal wave one needs to move the earth. To move the earth one needsto heave up itsfiery heart. To
heave up itsfiery heart one needs to harness the fire magic of the red comet. To harness the red comet
one needs great strength and courage. Does the one you found have such strength and courage?”

"We will make sure that she does,” the high priestess answered with & crue grin. “"We have harnessed
the comet magic before and we know the time of its coming. We shall make sure sheisready.”

"Then you shdl raise thetidd wave and drown theland,” the hoarse voice answered indifferently. There
was another brilliant arc of white-gold fire, another hiss of molten sparks, then the red dit darkened as
the molten lavawithin sank back. Fand swayed and fdll to the ground, a crumpled heap of white fur and
dark hair.

Despite dl hisbest intentions, Nilalegped to hisfest, trying to reach her, but his brothers held him back,
laughing. He watched helplesdy as the priestesses bent and picked up Fand's dight body and carried her



away, Sx more bearing the great weight of the Nightglobe of Naia. He shook off the restraining hands
and straightened hisfurs, cloaking the anger and despair in his heart beneath a charade of indifference.
They would kill Fand in their cold lust for revenge, or break her mind, and many, many thousands would
die, not just humans but al the cresturesthat lived on the land and breathed the air. The thought filled him
with black horror and he was helplessto do athing. Helpless.

"Thetida waves of Jor'swrath roll dow," the King said with great satisfaction, "but to sand the rocks
shdl dwaysbe ground.”

It was with heavy steps and heart that | sabeau walked back aong the beach after having spoken with the
sea otters and cgjoled their help. Even though the sea otters had been quick to agree, being friendly,
inquisitive creatures with alove of adventure, 1sabeau was gill deeply troubled by their impending
departure. She had decided she must take Bronwen back with her, but somehow the decision had not
lightened her heart or her conscience.

It seemed that no matter how hard she tried to hate and condemn Maya, she dways found herself pitying
her and empathizing with her. Would 1sabeau have acted differently if she had been bornin Mayas
place? Would she have had the strength or wisdom to make different choices? Whenever she assured
hersdf that of course shewould have, 1sabeau found herself remembering her torture at the hands of the
Awl. She would have betrayed Meghan then, if she had been able to. She would have told the Awl
everything in order to stop the agony of the rack and the pilliwinkes. And she had killed her torturer,
murdered him to save her own life. As she had killed others, Margrit among them. It did not really matter
that Margrit had died by drinking poison she had meant for I sabeau. | sabeau had still switched the wine
and by her action had caused the Thistleto die. In what way was she better than Maya?

Maya had ordered the desths of thousands, | sabeau reminded hersdlf, and they had died in agony. She
might say she did only as she was ordered by her Fairgean father and she was too frightened of the
Priestesses of Jor to do otherwise. But the fact remained, she had ordered the deaths while she had been
safe on land, married to the most powerful man in the world, rich, pampered and adored.

Her resolve thus bol stered, | sabeau thrust down her own ulterior motives for taking Bronwen back and
hurried back to the hut. Tersely she ordered the boys to gather together as many of the milknuts,
ruby-fruits, and vegetables as they could, while she oversaw thefilling of the waterskins herself.

To Bronwen she said gently, "Dearling, it istime for usto return to the mainland. The seaotters have
agreed to pull the deigh for us, and asthey are strong swimmersit should only take afew days. Will ye
get together your flute and your wee dolly and anything else ye want?'

"I'm to go with ye?' Bronwen exclaimed, flushing with excitement. | sabeau nodded and she gave alittle
dance, hugging hersdf. Suddenly her stepsfaltered. "What about Mam? Is she coming too?"

"l hope s0," |sabeaul replied, not entirely truthful.
"But. . . they will kill her!"

"l dinnaithink so," 1sabeau said soothingly, again conscious that she was breaking her oath of
truth-spesking. "At least, | hopethey will no'. | am sureif | can just explain—"

"I never thought ye were stupid,” Mayasaid coldly from the doorway. |sabeau swung around, her heart
pounding.



The Fairge was standing with her arms crossed over her breast, her mouth set angrily. "What givesyethe
right to steal my daughter away from me? | saved your life and the life 0' your wee laddiekinsand thisis
how ye plan to repay me?

"I've saved your life before mysdlf," Isabeau pointed out coolly. " Severa times. And Bronny's, for she
wouldvedied at birth if it had no' been for me. And it was methat gave Bronny back to yein thefirst
place. | dinnagive her back to ye s0 ye could be teaching her how to do evil."

Sheraised her voice to drown out Maya's protests. "Only six years auld and compelling those around her
to do her will, and singing people to death! It'swrong! She has so much Taent, she must be taught how
to useit properly and taught the responsibilities o' power." Again she had to raise her voice over Mayass.
"Do yewish her to end up like ye?" she shouted. "'l shdlnalet ye!™

Mayawas shouting back &t her, her pale face flushed. |sabeau took a deep breath and calmed her
agitation. "Think, Maya, think!" she said. Although her voice waslow thistime, it wasfervent and cut
through Maya's anger. The Fairge stared at her.

"If yelet Bronwen go, it will be seen asasign o' good faith,”" Isabeau said. "'l promiseyethat | will never
let anyone harm her. Surely ye can seethat? | will stand up for ye, tell everyone your story, explain that
ye have had a change o' heart, that ye no longer wish to be their enemy. | will tell them how ye saved my
life, and Donncan's and Cuckoo'stoo. | will tell them that ye will help in the fight against the Fairgean, if
they offer ye an amnesty o' some sort. They offered pardon to al the Red Guards, why should they no'
offer it to ye?'Y e cannago on like this, on the run from human and Fairgean dike. Lachlanisno' alad
anymore, he'sarigh! He seeks peacein theland, | ken he does. Why, he sent amessenger to your father
seeking to make terms and he was bitterly disappointed when your father refused so horribly. Does that
no' show it isatrue peace he wants, no' some childish thirst for revenge? He will listen to reason, | am
sure o' it. Yetold me oncethat al ye ever wanted was peace for ye and Bronwen. Well, thismay be
your chance."

For amoment she thought her words had won Maya over. There was a sorrowful longing on the Fairge's
face, abittersweet regret. Then Mayasaid sadly, "Och, such alamb-brained lasse.”

She gave alittle gesture of one hand. Isabeau felt a sudden lurch. She staggered as the world reeled
about her, growing huge and looming with gray shadows. All around her, from above and below,
everything stank. She shied away, her hooves sinking into the sand. For amoment there was the familiar
confusion of al her senses. Shetried to cry out and heard hersdf bleating. In horror she looked down at
hersdf and saw only woolly legs and little sharp hooves. It took her amoment to redlize what had
happened, for unfortunately a sheep's thinking processes are rather dow. Once she realized Maya had
turned her into alamb, however, she gave alittle shiver of anger and turned herself back.

Bronwen and the boys were crying and shouting, and Mayawas saying, "Och, what was| to do? |
couldnalet her take Bronny away."

Bronwen sobbed. "If strue, ye are an evil-hearted witch! | do no' want to stay wi' ye. Turn her back,
turn Beau back!"

"It'sdl right, Bronny, | turned myself back,” 1sa-beau said with as much equanimity as she could muster.
Her head was spinning so that she could hardly see and her ears were ringing, but she steadied hersdlf
with one hand on the wal and smiled coolly a Maya.

Mayawas completely flabbergasted. "How . .. ?what . .. ?"

"Did 1 no'tel ye? | be asorceress now," Isabeau said sweetly.



"But . . . But how could ye? No one ... | turned Tabithas hersdlf into awolf and she was no' strong
enough to reverse the spdll. How could ye?' Maya demanded. She was white and frightened.

| sabeau smiled confidently. "Happen she did no' ken theway o' it," she answered. "Meghan dways did
say that anyone could learn a Skill if they watched and listened hard enough. I've seen ye transform
before, remember.”

Maya backed away afew paces. It was clear she was afraid | sabeau might decide to turn her into some
other creaturein retaliation.

| sabeau flexed her fingers and saw the Fairge turn ashen. "I am taking Bronwen and the boys and going
home. Do no' try and stop me," she said menacingly. "I am sorry it had to be thisway. | redlly hoped |
could help ye somehow. Y et once again ye chose to go your own way."

She gathered up her nyx hair pouch and drew Bronwen and the boys close beside her. Compunction
touched her and she said, "I'm sorry, redly | am. | wishit dinnahaveto belikethis."

Mayasaid nothing. Her face was deathly white, her pupils greetly dilated. It was clear she did not know
what to do. She made an involuntary gesture toward her chest, asif seeking her clarsach. 1sabeau picked
up the chest with her mind and hurled it through the grass-woven side of the hut. "I said do no' try and
sop me!”

Bronwen followed her and the boys outside, her steps fdtering. With her ragdoll and the flute clutched
closeto her chest, she suddenly stopped and looked back. "Mam?”

"Bronny!" Maya cried, tears suddenly flooding down her face. "Oh, Bronny, Bronny."

Bronwen ran back and embraced her mother fiercely. "Beau will make everything grand,” she gabbled.
"Shell fix it al up so ye can come home too, and we can be happy together and never be afraid again.
Willnaye, Beau?'

"I'll try," Isabeau said, tears Springing up in her own eyes. "Though | am afraid your mam will haveto
gtand tria for what she has done.”

"Nay, nay, yell makeit dl grand, | ken yewill," Bronwen cried, pressing her face againgt her mother's
shoulder.

|sabeau once again felt al her doubtsriseto engulf her. "Bronwen, the tideis on the turn,” she said gently.
"Wemudt go."

Maya straightened, holding Bronwen away from her. "Do no' greet, my wee lasse," she said unsteadily.
"Yemust go. Thetideisindeed on theturn.”

Mayaand |sabeau’s eyes met. There was along moment of silent communion, acceptance,
understanding, forgiveness. |sabeau helped the children into the deigh, the seaotters dready legping and
barking excitedly in their harness. She picked up thereins. "Maya, how will | let ye ken?'

Mayashrugged. "1 will find out. Yedo no' think | would let my daughter into the care 0’ my greatest
enemy without keeping an eye on her, do ye, Red?| am no' totally without power."

Seeing Maya's twisted smile | sabeau suddenly redlized, with atriumphant and joyful lesp of her heart,
that she had succeeded in withstanding the most powerful and dangerous sorceressin the land. Tabithas
had been defeated by Maya. Even Meghan had been sorely tested. | sabeau the Shapechanger had,
however, defeated her and outwitted her and perhaps even converted her. | sabeau could not help smiling



in pure satisfaction.

"If it isthe moons that move the tides of the sea, who isit, or what isit, that movesthetides o' destiny?"
Maya suddenly asked.

"ItisEa" Isabeau replied, smiling till. "Ea, the World-Soul, the stuff o' the universe, the source o' dl life,
dl magic. Ea"

Maya stepped back, her brows creasing. Isabeau |eaned forward and tapped her on the breastbone.
"Weadl carry awee bit o' Eaaround with us everywhere we go," she said smply. "Your soul is part o
the stuff o' the universe, dinnaye redize that? That part o' ye that aches sometimes with the beauty and
terror 0'it dl, that part o' ye that made ye weep just now, that part that wishes ye could live your life over
again, belike one o' these wee bairns, dl shining with love and trust and promise. Yethink | do no' fed
that too?"

Mayawas weeping again. "How will | ken? How will | ken?"

"Trust in the Spinners,” 1sabeau replied serendly and found her own faith renewed, when she had not
even known it had been shaken. She reached forward and grasped Maya's hand, and the Fairge'stears
fdl upon her wrid.

"Have acarefor my daughter?'

"I will indeed,” 1sabeau replied and squeezed Maya's hand one more time before letting it fall.

"Sails ahoy! Two points on the port Sde, saillsahoy!"

At the shout of the lookout, 1seult looked up. She had been staring blankly &t the ornate carvings of lions,
angels, devils and gargoyles that decorated the high poop of the ship, her expression very somber.

All around the deck, her companions looked up aso. The crippled jongleur Enit Silverthroat craned
around in her chair, her grandson Dide leaping to hisfeet in sudden concern. Elfrida NicHilde, her face
blotched red from days of weeping, let her sodden handkerchief fal, while her husband lain of Arran
looked up from the navigationd chart, histhin face creasing in anxiety. Dillon and Jay had been playing
trictrac. The young squire dropped the dice at the shout, leaping to hisfeet with his hand on hissword
hilt.

Even Lachlan came out of his cabin for thefirgt timein three days. He was haggard and disheveled, his
shirt hanging untied, his eyes bloodshot. "Sals?' he asked with adight dur.

"Aye, sallg" thelookout boy caled down. "Lots o' them. They're coming fast.”
"Pirates?’ the ship's captain frowned.

"Pirates?’ Lachlan repeated. Thistime the dur was more pronounced. He endeavored to climb up onto
therailing, but hisfoot dipped. Dide put his hand under his elbow and unobtrusively helped him up.
Lachlan stared out at the horizon. He squinted first one eye, then the other. "Where?!

"Two points on the port side, Y our Highness," Captain Tobias boomed. He was atdl, stern-looking man
with close-cropped gray hair under atricorne hat, and a clean-shaven face, tanned and creased with the
sun like apiece of old legther.



"Spesk Eilean, for Ea's sake, man,” Lachlan replied irritably.
"Off to the left, magter,” Dide said softly, 'keeping his hand under Lachlan's el bow.

Lachlan shaded his eyes with his hand and stared where the young jongleur pointed. There on the
horizon, like a billowing of soft cloud, were many curved white sails. The Righ's scowl darkened. "Och,
there be afar few o' them.”

"Aye" Dide answered. "We canna be fighting off such afleet! The odds areimpossible. What areweto
do, master? Try and outrun them?'

Lachlan nodded wearily. "Though they are bearing down upon us, no' attacking from therear. Unlesswe
turn about, they must meet up with usa some point, if that istheir intention. Which it ssemsto be" He
rubbed histemples.

"'So should we change course, Y our Highness?' Captain Tobias asked, his voice strained.

"Nay!" Lachlan burst out. "We could spend weeks dodging that bloody fleet! We have wasted too much
timeasitis. My sonisin terrible danger, we cannalet abunch o mangy pirates make usturn tail and run.
What are we, chicken-hearted curs? Well fight them and well defeat them!™

"That be the whiskey talking," Captain Tobias sad coldly. "We have only sx ships, remember, Y our
Highness, or are ye seeing double?!

Lachlan swung around on the captain, who took an involuntary step back at the look on hisface. "Do no'
ever talk to melikethat again, do ye understand?’ the Righ said softly. "Y e have sworn fedty to me, and
by Ea's green blood, ye shdl treat me with respect!"

"Aye, Your Highness," the captain replied with alittle bow. "I beg your pardon.”

"Pardon granted,” Lachlan said crisply. "1 am no' afool, captain. | ken we have only six shipsand they
have thirty or more. | do no' need to understand much about sailing to ken we arein for abattle o' grand
proportions. We have right on our side, though, and firepower. Have ye forgot that we have witches on
board? No' to mention the Lodestar.” He lifted the scepter from its sheath on hisbelt and awhite
radiance legped to life in the milky sphere. "We must prevail and so we shdl."”

"Aye, Your Highness," Captain Tobias replied with anew respect in hisvoice. He made agesture to the
bosun who blew shrilly upon hiswhistle and called in astentorian voice, "All hands on deck! All hands, |

syl

Though the six shipsin theroyd fleet strained dl their salls and rigging to breaking point, sailing so close
to the cliffsa timesthat al feared they must be swept upon the rocks, till the sails on the horizon grew
closer and closer. Soon the fleet of shipswere near enough for them to see the dreaded black and red
hammerhead flag. There were thirty-seven shipsin the attacking fleet, and Lachlan was enraged to see
many of them were hisown ships, lost to the pirates over the previousfew years.

"They look asif they have dready been under attack,” Captain Tobias observed. "See how their sailsare
torn and charred? And look, there are holesin the hulls that have been patched with tar. Look at the size
0 the holein that one! That must have been some cannon.”

"Isabean,” 1seult said with certainty, unable to help shooting ameaningful look at her husband. "Those
holes be caused by witch-fire, no doubt at al."

Lachlan's scowl only grew deeper. He did not look at 1seult, lifting hisfingersto surreptitioudy massage



his temples once more.

The captain snapped out his orders and the sailors legped to obey. Weapons were handed out from the
armory; the cannonswere dl lifted into position and secured, heavy cannonbals heaved down their
throats and gunpowder carefully poured in. Buckets of water were hauled up the sidein case of fire, and
the sailswere dl trimmed and secured.

"Magter," Dide said diffidently.
llAye?l
"Have ye learned to use the Lodestar then? | thought . . ."

Lachlan flushed. He cast Dide an angry |ook, opened his mouth to snap a him, then closed it again. His
wingsfidgeted uneasily. "The Lodestar isno' an easy thing to magter,” hereplied in alow voice. "And ye
ken aswell as| that | have had little time for lessonsin witchcraft and witchcunning these past few years.
We've been a war every day since | won the throne! But Iseult and | have been studying with Gwilym
every spare moment we've had, and with Meghan when we're with her.”

"But can ye sweep away afleet o forty ships?'
Lachlan gripped the Lodestar in both hands, hisface set like stone. "L et us hope 0."

The pirate fleet bore down upon them. They were close enough now to see the jeering faces of the
pirates, who al hung over therailing, waving their pistols and cutlasses. lain and the court sorcerer,
Gwilym the Ugly, watched them with narrowed eyes as they discussed the best way to combat the
pirates with sorcery. There was a sudden blast of smoke and fire as the pirates began to fire their
cannons, and the royal fleet was quick to retaliate. Soon the air was thick with clouds of acrid smoke, the
booming of the cannons, the shouts and screams of men, the dull bang of the harquebuses and pistals, the
whine of arrows and then, ominoudly, the clash of arms as pirates |egped on to the deck of the Royal
Sag. The crew fought to keep them away from the forecastle deck where Lachlan and his comrades
gathered, awaiting their indructions.

"We had best m-m-make acircle o' power," lain said camly, taking up alump of charcod from the
brazier. "Come, Elfrida, | ken ye are no witch but ye have s-s-strong powers, and ye too, Dide and Enit.
JJJoinus"

"If we could just manage to make afull circle o' thirteen, we might be able to summon some red power!”
Gwilym said and began counting the heads of those in the Righ's party. His saturnine face suddenly lit up
with asmile of rare charm. "By Eas green bluid, do yeken, | think we might just makeit!"

Asthe others drew together at Gwilym's command, the Righ strode up and down the deck, the L odestar
clasped closeto his breast. He was muitering under his bresth, every now and again groaning and sighing
and hitting his head. A soft white glow twisted in the heart of the L odestar and Iseult could faintly hear the
riseand fal of its song asit responded to Lachlan's closeness.

lain drew atwelve-pointed star within alarge circle, leaving asmall gap on one side. One by onethey
filed ingde. Lachlan sat cross-legged at the center of the circle, hiswingsfolded behind him, the Lodestar
held before him. He faced due east, the direction of the eement of air, for that was the e ement whose
power they needed the most.

Of the twelve people who took up their positions at the different points of the star, only lain, Gwilym and
Nelwyn, aY eddawho had been rescued in Tirsoilleir, were fully trained sorcerers. I seult had been



studying hard though, and had aready shown she had the power to conjure storms.

Elfridawas the descendant of Berhtilde the Bright Warrior-Maid and had shown some power, too,
athough she had received only alittle training in the use of it. The jongleurs Enit and Dide were gifted
indeed, even though they had aways preferred to remain independent of the Coven. Enit'syoung
apprentice Jay had dready proved his strong natural Taent, while Brangaine was the direct descendant
of Sian the Storm-Rider and had inherited the power to call up thewind a will. Smilarly her cousin Finn
was descended from Ruraich the Searcher and although her Taents did not involve the powers of the
wesather, her strength would lend much potency to the magic circle.

Lachlan's squire Dillon was a so chosen for he wielded amagica sword with immense strength and
ferocity, asign that he had strong powers of his own. They had trouble convincing him that he must not
draw his sword and join the fighting, for the nature of the sword Joyeuse wasthat it could not be
sheethed until the battle was won.

"If the circle o' power fails™ Iseult told him, "well, then we shdl dl befighting for our livesand Joyeuse
shall be needed indeed. But for now, Dillon, give usthe strength o' your spirit and no' your arm.”

The last to enter the circle of power was only thirteen years old. Although he was athin, frail-looking
boy, he had the potential to be the most potent of al. Tomas the Hedler had the miracul ous power to hedl
with atouch of hishands and so aways rode with Lachlan'sarmy, saving many thousands of lives. All
thirteen hoped to use the circle of power to support and strengthen Lachlan as he sought to raise the
Lodestar, for the magica orb's powers were not easily evoked and the young righ had never before
attempted to draw upon it.

"If only Meghan were here" Lachlan said despairingly.

"The Spinnersarewith us," lain said reassuringly. "A full thirteen, and m-m-m-most with their greatest
strength in the p-p-p-powers o' air and water. Do no' fear. We shdl prevail.”

Gwilym took up his position &t the gpex of the star, his staff set upright behind him. "Take each other's
hands," heingtructed. "Close your eyes. Draw in al your will. Focusit upon the Lodestar. Imagineitin
your mind, imagineit flaming with power. Imaginefeeding dl your own power into Lachlan. Imagine he
and the Lodestar are asword that ye wield in your hand. Imagine he and the Lodestar are aflute into
which ye pour al your breath. Imagine that he and Lodestar are atorch that ye carry in your hand, that
yelight with al your energy. Fed yoursalf grow light and empty, fed how heavy and strong Lachlan
grows. . ."

All seated within the circle of power were conscious of fedling light and giddy. A great wind of power
rushed around them, dizzying them with its speed and brightness. They heard none of the crash and bang
of the battle raging around them, did not smell the smoke or fed the shudders of the wooden deck
beneath them. All their attention was focused on Lachlan, who seemed to loom huge and dark within the
spinning spira of power, hiswinged form flung in shadowed relief by the blazing Lodedtar.

Then Gwilym began to chant and dl felt asurge of excitement, for they recognized the words and were
abletojoinin. Louder and louder they chanted, Enit'ssilvery voicerising in beautiful descant. Then
Lachlan'sdeep, strong voicejoined in and al fdt the quickening of their pulse, the prickling of their skin,
the smell of thunder in the air that meant grest magic was being worked.

"In the name of Ea, our mother and our father, who is Spinner and Weaver and Cutter o' the Thread,
who sows the seed, nurtures the crop, and regps the harvest; by the virtue o' the four elements, wind,
gone, flame and rain; by virtue o' clear skiesand storm, rainbows and hailstones, flowers and faling
leaves, flames and ashes; in the name o' Eawe call upon thewinds o' theworld, in the name o' Eawe cdll



upon the waters, in the name o' Eawe call upon thewinds o' the world, in the name o' Eawe call upon
thewaters. . ."

Then a a counterpoint to the other witches voices, Gwilym began to chant:

"Come hither, spirits o' the east, bringing wind,
"Come hither, spirits o' the east, bringing storm,
"Come hither, spirits o' the east, bringing gale,

"Come hither, spirits o' the east, bringing whirlwind.”

Suddenly the Righ rose and lifted the L odestar high, shouting, "1 command thee, seaand wind and storm,
obey me! Destroy these black-hearted pirates and keep us all safe! Destroy these black-hearted pirates
and keep us dl safe! Hailstones and rain, gae and wind, seawaves and seafoam, lightning bolt and
thunder, obey this, my will! Obey me! By the powers o' air and fire and earth and water, | command
thee! Obey me!"

There was a sudden roar. The spinning cone of light whirled even faster about them. All they could see
was the white incandescence of the blazing sphere and the black shape of Lachlan, his magnificent wings
gpread wide. All around was black mation, whirling faster and fagter.

| seult gave a sudden gasp. She had just seen a ship flying through the air, its masts broken, sailstorn
asunder like enormous white ghosts. A quiver ran around the circle as everyone tightened their grasp,
many crying doud in amazement and fear. Suddenly lightning blasted al around them. Everyone flinched.
Again and again thelightning flared, the masts black againg al that brilliant white. In each flash they saw
scenes of incredible devastation. Waves tossed wildly, ships foundered, ships flew, men screamed in
terror.

All their hair and clothes were whipped about cra-zily. They had trouble retaining their grip on each
other's hands. The heavens were torn gpart by thunder. 1t boomed through their heads, threatening to
explode their eardrums, resonating through every chamber of their bodies. The deck of the ship pitched
so wildly they had to cling tightly to each other's hands to avoid bresking the circle. Still Lachlan stood, a
figure carved of black marble and silver, hisface exultant in the blazing radiance of the Lodestar.

Then suddenly slencefel, animmense stiliness. They released their aching fingers, flexed them, breathed
for what seemed like the first time in minutes, looked about with wide amazed eyes, feding asdrained
and empty asif they had been without deep for days.

The Royal Stag was pitching wildly in ariotous sea, dl its sailsflapping. The sky overhead waslow and
heavy with clouds. Rain thundered down upon the tossing waves, thick asfog. The Royal Slag was
bathed in sunlight, however, dl its masts and sailslit up with golden light. On either side the other five
shipsof theroyd fleet sailed, illuminated with the same warm burnished light.

Spinning off toward the west was a gresat black vortex of cloud and water, many thousands of feet high.
Scattered behind it was the whole fleet of pirate ships, broken and smashed. Some had been thrown
onto the rocks where they rested, their masts and spars split and fallen. Others had overturned and were
half sunk in the water, or floating in atangle of sails and ropes. Others had completely disappeared.



None of the circle spoke. They were too drained, too exhausted, too overwhelmed by the sight of the
spinning whirlwind, the destroyed fleet. The crew of the Royal Stag were legping about, throwing their
capsintheair, beating each other on the back, shouting in amazement and triumph. They could hear the
wild hoorays from the other ships aswell, and see the same joyous capers.

Captain Tobias ssumbled forward, his stern face transfigured. He fell to his knees before Lachlan, seizing
hishand. "My liegel" hecried. "Yedidit! | be sorry | doubted.”

Oneby one'dl the sailorsfell to their kneestoo. "The Righ!" they shouted. "Eabless our Righ!”

Thefaraway look on Lachlan'sface faded. He tirred, looked down &t the captain, smiling rather oddly.
"Do ye think we can recover the ships?' he asked. "Indeed, | hate to see my Ship Tax being wrecked
upon therocks like that."

A few dayslater theroyal fleet was tacking to and fro among the idands of the Bay of Deception when
the lookout suddenly cried out, "Craft ahoy! On the starboard side, Sir!”

"What kind o' craft, porridge-head?" Arvin the Just, the first mate, shouted back.
There was a short slence then the lookout said with rather an odd notein hisvoice, "I couldnasay, sr.”

Curious as ever, Finn shimmied up the ropes and into the topcastle, her familiar, atiny black elven cat,
bounding aong behind her. She seized the far-seeing glass and held it to her eyefor along moment. Very
fantly sheheard Lachlan cry, "Wdl, what isit, Cat?"

She leaned over, putting both hands to her mouth and shouting, " The oddest thing I've ever seen, Y our
Highness. Best come and seefor yourself.”

Lachlan spread hiswings and flew up to join her, making Finn groan with envy. What she would not give
to be able to soar up like abird, instead of having to climb up dl that great height of rope and madt!

Lachlan stared through the eyeglassfor avery long time.
"It looked like adeigh o' some sort,” Finn said at |ast. "Pulled by enormous otters.”

"It be Isabeau,” Lachlan replied shortly and passed the far-seeing glass back to the lookout boy, who
took it with ashy bob of hishead and areverent, "Thank ye, sir, | mean, Y our Highness."

Lachlan spread hiswings and flew back down to the deck, leaving Finn and the elven cat to make their
own dow way down. By the time Finn reached the deck again, al were leaning over the Sde staring at
the strange craft gliding toward them.

It was along deigh with high curved sides, al painted with delicate colors and brushed with gilt. Drawing
it a great speed through the water was ateam of sea otters, barking with excitement, their greet dark
eyesdivewith inteligence. Holding the reinswas avery thin, gaunt 1sabeau, her skin badly sunburned
and pedling in places. She was dressed only in aragged shirt and breeches, one arm bound up in
bloodstained bandages. Clustering around her were three young children, the two boys dressed in filthy,
torn nightshirts, thelittle girl in what could only be described asrags.

"Cuckoo!" Elfridacried, burgting into tears. "It's my wee Cuckoo!"

"Donncan!™ Iseult caled and took flight off the ship deck, soaring over the waves with her asams held out.



"My babe!"

Donncan spread his golden wings and flew to meet her, mother and son embracing joyfully midair, the
waves tossing about just below them. Lachlan flew with strong beats of his great black wingsto join
them, catching his son up and hugging him close. "Och, my weelad! We have been so afraid . . ."

"Aunty Beau saved us," Donncan replied chearfully.

Iseult shot her husband afiercelook. "I kenned she would," she answered and hugged Donncan to her
again, amos causng them dl to fal into the seabelow. Lachlan turned and flew to the deigh, hisweight
amost causing it to capsize as he landed with a thump. He bent and raised | sabeau up, embracing her
fiercdly.

"Thank ye!" hecried. "With dl o' my heart | thank yel"

The Ring of Water

Meghan stood in the cool gray hush of dawn, her lined face very serious. | sabeau stood beside her,
wearing awregth of flowerson her head and carrying a bouquet of herbs and sacred twigsin her hand.

Close beside her stood the little cluricaun Brun, dressed in abrown velvet doublet and brocade breeches
tied with velvet ribbons. Around his neck hung afine chain hung with keys, rings, buttonsand asilver
christening spoon. As he danced about with excited anticipation, he chimed like deigh bells.

Gathered adl around Rhyssmadill's great square were a crowd of men and women, al dressed in their
finest clothes. There was much jesting and laughing, particularly from the group clustered around Dide.

The young jongleur was dressed all in green, from the long feather stuck in his cap down to hisknee-high
boots. A crowd of laughing girlswere tying leafy branches on to hisarmsand legs. Isabeau could not
help smiling at Dide's antics and, noticing her, the jongleur swept off his hat, bowed and blew her akiss.

Meghan held up her hand and silence fell over the crowd. They dl turned to the east, watching aslight
began to spill over the violet curve of the horizon. Bellsrang out joyoudy, and Brun raised hissilver flute
to hismouth and played a haunting tune. Meghan flung out her arms draméticaly. The bonfirein the
center of the palace square burst into flame and everyone clapped and cheered riotoudly.

| sabeau passed Meghan the bouquet and she flung it into the fire. Then Dide ran forward and thrust the
torches he held in either hand into the bonfire. They kindled quickly and he spun them and threw them up
into the air, catching them with great dexterity. The laughing men and women crowded forward, thrusting
the brands they carried into the fire, then formed a procession behind Dide as he danced down the
tree-lined avenue toward the city, Snging joyoudly:

"Rise up, bonny lassies, in your gowns o' green,
"For summer isa-coming in today,

"Ye€reasfar alady asany I've seen,



"In the merry morn o' May."

At hisheds, Brun the cluricaun legped and frolicked madly, the bells on histoes ringing. Isabeau smiled
at Meghan. "Dide makes agood Green Man."

"Aye, that he does, with his bonny face and merry heart.” The old sorceress|ooked at her closdy. "Ye
do no' wish to join the procession?”

"QOch, time enough for dancing,” I1sabeau replied. "Isit no' aFair Day dl day and evening? Besides, |
have no' seen yein months. | ken ye wish to climb the tower and watch the bonfires being kindled. |
thought I'd dimb with ye."

"That would be nice," Meghan said, smiling at her. "How isyour wee owl?"

I sabeau smiled and put her hand up to stroke Buba, who was huddled upon her shoulder, her deepy
head nestled in to I sabeau's neck. "She will no' leave me for an instant, no' even to snooze-hooh. Sheis
afrad | will fly away and leave her again.”

The two witches walked back into the palace and began the long climb up to the tower heights. | sabeau
was content to climb dowly, for she had not yet recovered her vitdity after the past arduous few weeks.
Once again she was forbidden from working sorcery or from studying too hard, and for once shewas
happy to accept her teachers redtrictions. It had been aweek since the Royal Sag had berthed in the
shelter of the Berhtfane and in that time she had done little but deep, cuddle her ef-owl, walk in
Rhyssmadill's beautiful gardens and play with the children.

In contrast, Lachlan had been very busy, arranging for theretrieva of the pirate ships, sending his
indructionsto hisarmy 4ill holding martid rulein Tirsoilleir, and reading out in court apublic
proclamation charging Sukey Nursemaid with treason, sedition and kidnapping. She had been arrested in
Lucescere aweek after | sabeau’'s desperate flight away from the Shining City and was now held there
awaiting her trid. If found guilty, as she surely would be, the pretty young nursemaid would be executed.
Although the hurt of Sukey's betrayd ran deep, Isabeau could fed only misery that thelife of her first
friend a Rhyssmadill wasto be so tragicaly wasted.

Meghan had only arrived back in Rhyssmadill the night before and so this was the first chance sheand

| sabeau had had to talk since the kidnapping of the little prionnsachan. The old sorceresswas very eager
to hear | sabeau's story and was full of questions and exclamationsthat greatly dowed their progress.
They had only reached the sixth floor by the time | sabeau was describing the last confrontation with
Margrit, and she stopped to show her guardian the carved turquoise ring she now wore on the thumb of
her right hand. A large squarering of vivid blue, it was set in an ornate silver casing and had been carved
with lagu, the runefor water.

"See, if ye pressjust here, thering swings sideways, alowing yeto tip out the poison. Isit no' ingenious?'

Meghan gave alittle shudder. " Just the sort o' thing the Thistle would do too, poison one's enemies
instead o' facing them cleanly and boldly. But tell me, how in Ea's green blood did ye ever manageto
switch the glasses without her noticing? Margrit would no' eesily be hoodwinked.”

"Nay," |sabeau replied, "and she was watching my every move, as| waswatching hers, al thewhile
being as sweet to each other asye could imagine. So | had no time to swap the glasses. Instead, |

swapped thewine .in the glasses. | had to evaporate both liquids, move them through the air without
mingling them, and then transform them back into liquid, al intheblink o' an eydash. It was atricky



maneuver indeed and Gwilym saysasign o' true Skill in the dlement o' Water. He says| deserve to wear
thering, even though | have no' actually sat the Test 0' Water yet."

"I'm no’ surprised,” Meghan said, visbly impressed. "To move wine from two glasses smultaneoudy is
sorceressleve! | amno' surel could do it mysdlf without mingling the wine together.”

"But if I'd mingled them, both o' uswouldve died,” 1sabeau pointed out. "Needs must when the devil
drives, as Elfridawould say."

"Wadll, look at yewith aring on every right finger," Meghan said. "And ye no' yet twenty-four."

| sabeau looked at her bare left hand. "I just want to wear my dragoneyering,” she said. "Now that | have
won al my dementd rings, when can| St my sorceresstes?’

"Patience, Mistress Impatience,” Meghan said shortly, stopping once more to catch her breath. Isabeau
grinned and winked at Gita, hanging to the Keybearer'slong white plait. She never changes, she
chittered to the little donbeag who chittered back, would you want her to?

"l may be getting auld but I'm no' desf," Meghan said austerdly. "Musgt ye talk about mein front o' meas
if I were some doddering auld fool 7

Maybe she's getting crankier, 1sabeau chittered.
Gitareplied, No, she was always as disagreeable as a bear with a sore head.

Meghan scowled. Isabeau smiled at her, did her hand under her arm and hel ped her up the last few
steps. For once Meghan accepted her help and they came into the tower room together.

The sunwasjust raising its bright face above the dark ocean, aruffled skirt of crimson and gold
gpreading out across the water. The land behind them was still sunk in shadows, so both Meghan and
Isabeau could clearly see the bright spots of bonfiresleaping on every hilltop, asfar asthe eye could see.

Down in the city the procession of torches wound its way through the streets and plazas, and | sabeau
could see smilar ribbons of flame winding through the villages on the other Sde of the river. She pointed
them out to Meghan, saying, "Isit no' grand to think the Beltane fires are being lit on every hill inthe
whole country, for thefirst timein my entirelifetime.”

Meghan sad gruffly, "Everywhere but in Carraig.”

| sabeau sobered. "Aye, everywhere but in Carraig. They'll have to do something about that now, willna
they?”

Meghan nodded. "Aye. We lop off the head 0" one enemy and theré'sahost o' others needing our
attention. Intruth, 1 am growing tired o' the harlequin-hydra o' thiswar."

"Weadl are, | think," 1sabeau answered, troubled by the note of fatigue in the Keybearer's voice.
"Lachlan and Iseult both seem weary and preoccupied, do ye no' think? Still, we are at peace with
Tirsoilleir now, and the pirates have been vanquished and the Thistleis dead. Gradually al our enemies
have been dedlt with."

"All but the Fairgean,” Meghan said.

| sabeau nodded, her face very grave. Every night | sabeau dreamed of webbed hands reaching up out of
adark pit to drag her down, dreamed of wet black hair streaming out like seaweed. The nightmares



darkened dl | sabeau’s days with ashadow of foreboding that no feasting fire could drive away.

Meghan saw how somber Isabeau’'s face had grown and laid her hand on her arm, saying, with areturn
of her usud briskness, "Come, it isMay Day and timeto be celebrating! We shall worry about the
Fairgean another day."

Yes, Isabeau thought. At least for this day we can be at peace and rejoice. We shall worry about the
Fairgean tomorrow.

Far below, in the briny darkness of the sea cavesthat riddled the rock upon which Rhyssmadill was built,
the Fairgean warriors floated. They could see nothing, for no light penetrated the sea caves, but the
Fairgean warriors did not mind. They were used to darkness. They were used to waiting. They had
crawled through the cramped subterranean passages under the cover of the night and there, degp inthe
sea caves, they drifted, grasping their tridents, waiting for the dark again. When the tide once again began
torise a the setting of the sun, they would swim slently through the darknessto the well from which the
humans drew their water. Up the ladder they would climb and out into the very heart of the fortress, a
thousand Fairgean warriors driven by athirst for revenge that a thousand defeats had not quenched. For
months the king and the priestesses had been plotting and preparing, eavesdropping and spying, waiting
for atime when as many humans as possible would be gathered in this one place, unprepared and
unsuspecting.

"Thewaves of Jor'swrath roll dow," the king said with a predatory smile, "but to sand the rocks are
awaysground.”

Glossary

Aedan MacCuinn: thefirg Righ, High King of Eileanan. Caled Aedan Whitdock, he was directly
descended from Cuinn Lionheart (see First Coven). In 710 he united the warring lands of Eileanan into
one country, al except for Tirsoilleir and Arran, which remained independent.

Aedan's Pact: Aedan MacCuinn, first Righ of Eileanan, drew up aPact Of Peace between dl inhabitants
of theidand, agreeing to live in peace and not to interfere in each other's culture, but to work together for
amity and prosperity. The Fairgean refused to sign and so were cast out, causing the Second Fairgean
Wars.

ahdayeh: theart of fighting.

Ahearn Horse-laird: One of the First Coven of Witches. Aislinna the Dreamer: One of the First
Coven of Witches.

Alasdair MacFaghan: baby son of Khan'gharad Dragonlaird and Ishbel the Winged, twin brother of
Heloise and younger brother of Iseult and | sabeau.

Arkening the Dreamwalker: sorceress who was rescued from the death-fire in the Sgailean Mountains
and became one of the new Council of Witches.



Arran: south-east land of Eileanan, conssting mainly of sdt lakes and marshes. Ruled by MacFoghnans,
descendants of Foghnan, one of the First Coven of Witches.

Adlinn: deeply forested land ruled by the MacAidins, descendants of Aidinna, one of the First Coven of
Witches.

autumn equinox: when the night reaches the same length asthe day.

Awl: Anti-Witchcraft League, set up by Mayathe Ensorcellor following the Day of Reckoning.

banprionnsa: princess or duchess.
banrigh: queen.

Bay of Deception: large gulf of water to the south of Eileanan, so called because of its deceptive peace
and beauty which covers many reefs and sandbanks.

Beltane: May Day; thefirst day of summer.
Berhtfane: sealoch in Clachan.
Berhtilde the Bright Warrior-Maid: one of the First Coven of Witches.

berhtildes: the femaewarriors of Tirsoilleir, named after the country's founder (see First Coven). Cut
off |eft breast to make wielding abow easer.

blaygird: evil, avful.
Blessem: The Blessed Fields. Rich farmland lying south of Rionnagan, ruled by the MacThanach clan.

blizzard owls. giant white owlsthat inhabit the snowy mountain regions. Sorchathe Murderess had a
blizzard owl as her familiar.

Blue Guards: TheYeomen of the Guard, the Righ's own dlite company of soldiers. They act ashis
personal bodyguard, both on the battlefield and in peacetime.

The Book of Shadows: an ancient magical book which containsal the history and lore of the Coven.

Brangaine NicSan: the daughter of Gwyneth NicSian's younger sster. She is named banprionnsa of
Siantan in the Second Pact of Peace.

Bright Soldiers: namefor membersof the Tirsoil-leirean army.

Bronwen NicCuin: young daughter of Jaspar Mac-Cuinn, former Righ of Eileanan, and Mayathe
Ensor-cellor. Was Banrigh of Eileanan for one day.

Brun: acluricaun.

Buba: an df-owl; Issbeau'sfamiliar.

Candlemas: the end of winter and beginning of spring.



Carraig: Land of the SeaWitches, the most northern county of Eileanan. Ruled by MacSeinn clan,
descendants of Seinneadair, one of the First Coven of Witches. Clan has been driven out by Fairgean,
taking refugein Rionnagan.

Cave of A Thousand Kings: the sacred cavern of the Fairgean royd family.

Celedtines: race of fairy creatures, renowned for em-pathic abilities and knowledge of starsand
prophecy.

Circle of Seven: ruling council of dragons made up of the oldest and wisest femae dragons.
Clachan: southernmost land of Eileanan, ruled by the MacCuinn clan.

claymore: aheavy, two-edged sword, often astall asaman.

cluricaun: smal woodland fairy.

coh: Khan'cohban word for the universd life-desth energy.

craft: gpplications of the One Power through spdlls, incantations and magical objects.
Cuinn Lionheart: leader of the First Coven of Witches. Descendants called MacCuinn.
cunning: applications of the One Power through will and desire.

cunning man: village wise man or warlock.

Cursed Peaks. what the Khan'cohbans call Dragon-claw.

cursehags: wicked fairy race, proneto curses and evil spells. Known for their filthy persond habits.

dai-dein: father.
Daillasthe Lame: sorcerer and headmaster at the Theurgia.
Dide the Juggler: ajongleur.

donbeag: smdl, brown shrew-like creature that can fly short distances due to the sails of skin between
itslegs
Donncan MacCuinn: eldest son of Iseult and Lachlan. Haswingslike abird and canfly.

doom-edls. sea-dwelling eds with phosphorescent tailsthat deliver an eectric shock if touched.

dragon: large, fire-breathing flying cresture with smooth, scaly skin and claws. Named by the First
Coven for amythica creature from the Other World. Since they are unable to adjust their own body
temperature, they live in the volcanic mountains, near hot springs or other sources of heet. They havea
highly developed language and culture, and can see both ways along the thread of time.

Dragonclaw: atdl, sharply pointed mountain in the northwestern range of the Sithiche Mountains.
| sabeau and Meghan lived by asmall loch at itsfoot, in asecret valley. Called the Cursed Pesks by the
Khan'cohbans.



dram: measure of drink.
Duncan Ironfist: the captain of the Y eomen of the Guards.

Dun Gorm: thecity surrounding Rhyssmedill.

Ea: the Great Life Spirit, mother and father of dl.
Eileanan: largest idand in the archipelago caled the Far Idands.

Elemental Powers: theforcesof Air, Earth, Fire, Water and Spirit which together make up the One
Power.

Elfrida NicHilde: exiled banprionnsaof Tirsoillar.

elf-owl: the smalest of dl the owls, about the size of a sparrow, with around head and big yellow eyes.
Else ascullery maid at Lucescere Pdace.

elven cat: smdl, fiercewild cat that livesin caves and hollow logs.

Enit Slverthroat: ajongleur; grandmother of Dide and Nina

equinox: when the sun crosses the celestia equator; atime when day and night are of equa length,
occurring twice ayedr.

The Fair Ides. agroup of lush tropical idandsto the south of Eileanan.

Fairge; Fairgean: fary creatures who need both seaand land to live. The Fairgean werefindly cast out
of Eileanan in 710 by Aedan Whitelock when they refused to accept his authority. For the next four
hundred and twenty yearsthey lived on rafts, rocksjutting up out of theicy seas, and what small idands
were still uninhabited. The Fairgean king swore revenge and the winning back of Eilea-nan's coast.

Fand: daveinthe Fairgean king's court.

The Fang: the highest mountain in Eileanan, an extinct volcano caled the Skull of the World by the
Khan'cohbans.

Faodhagan the Red: One of the twin sorcerers from the First Coven of Witches. Particularly noted for
working in stone; designed and built many of the Witch Towers, aswell asthe dragons paace and the
Great Stairway.

The Fathomless Caves:. the sacred system of caves and grottosthat riddle the Ide of the Gods.
The Fiery Womb: cave deep within the Ide of the Gods where the Fairgean believe the gods were born.
Finn the Cat: nickname of Fionngha NicRuraich.

Fionnghal NicRuraich: eldest daughter and heir of An-ghus MacRuraich of Rurach; was once a
beggar-girl in Lucescere and lieutenant of the L eague of the Healing Hand. Has strong searching and
finding powers.



The Firemaker: honorary term given to the descendants of Faodhagan (see First Coven) and awoman
of the Khan'cohbans.

First Coven of Witches: thirteen witcheswho fled persecution in their own land, invoking an ancient
gpell that folded the fabric of the universe and brought them and dl their followersto Eileanan. Theeven
great clans of Eileanan are dl descended from the First Coven, with the MacCuinn clan being the greatest
of the eeven. The thirteen witches were Cuinn Lionheart, his son Owein of the Longbow, Ahearn
Horse-laird, Aidinnathe Dreamer, Berhtilde the Bright Warrior-Maid, Foghnan the Thistle, Ruraich the
Searcher, Seinneadair the Singer, Sian the Storm-Rider, Tuathanach the Farmer, Brann the Raven,
Faodhagan the Red and histwin sster Sorchathe Bright (now called the Murderess).

frost giant: liveson Spine of the World.

geal'teas. long-horned, snow-dwelling creatures which provide Khan'cohbans with food, milk and
clothing. Their very thick whitewool is much prized al over Eileanan.

geas. an obligation due to adebt of honor.
Gita: adonbeag; Meghan'sfamiliar.
The Great Crossing: when Cuinn led. the First Coven to Eileanan.

The Great Sairway: the road which climbs Dragon-claw, leading to the palace of the dragons and then
down the other side of the mountain to Tirlethan.

Gwilymthe Ugly: one-legged sorcerer who spent the years of Mayathe Ensorcdlor'srulein Arran but
who escaped the autocratic rule of Margrit NicFogh-nan to help Lachlan win the throne. Was rewarded
with the position of court sorcerer.

harlequin-hydra: arainbow-colored sea serpent with many heads that livesin the shallow waters near
the coast of Arran. If one head is cut off, another two grow inits place and its spit is deadly poisonous.

Haven: large cave where the Pride of the Red Dragon spend their winter.

Heloise MacFaghan: baby daughter of Khan'gharad Dragon-laird and Ishbel the Winged, twin sster of
Alasdair and younger sister of Iseult and 1sabeaul.

lain MacFoghnan: prionnsaof Arran.
ika: apotent Khan'cohban drink brewed from berries.

Isabeau the Foundling: apprentice to Meghan of the Beadts, twin sster of Iseult. Also called
Khantinka.

I seult of the Shows: twin sster of | sabeau, banrigh of Eileanan by marriage to Lachlan the Winged. Also
named Khan'derin.

Ishbel the Winged: windwitch who can fly. Mother of 1seult and | sabesul.



Isle of Divine Dread: idand inthe far north of Eileanan; traditiona stronghold of the Priestesses of Jor.

Isle of the Gods: idand inthe far north of Eileanan; traditiona home of the Fairgean royalty. It was
invaded and occupied by the MacSeinn clan in the early history of the Coven and not regained by the
Fairgean until after the Day of Betrayd.

Jaspar MacCuinn: eldest son of Partetathe Brave, former Righ of Eileanan, often caled Jaspar the
Ensor-celled. Was married to Maya the Ensorcellor.

Jay the Fiddler: aminstrel and apprentice to Enit Silverthroat. Was once abeggar-lad in Lucescere and
lieutenant of the L eague of the Hedling Hand.

jongleur: atraveling mingtre, juggler, conjurer.

Jor: the God of the Shoreless Seas, amagjor Fairgean deity.

Kani: the Mother of the Gods in the Fairgean cosmology, the goddess of fire and earth, vol canoes,
earthquakes, phosphorescence and lightning.

The Key: the sacred symbol of the Coven of Witches, apowerful talisman carried by the Keybearer,
leader of the Coven.

Khan: Khan'cohban word meaning "child." All young, uninitiated Khan'cohbans are caled "child" until
after they have successfully won their name and totem in adangerous journey of initiation.

Khan'bomet: Scarred Warrior of the Fire Dragon Pride and |sabeau's teacher in ahdayeh.

Khan'cohbans. Children of the Gods of White. A fairy race of snow-skimming nomadswho live onthe
Spine of theWorld. Closdly related to the Celegtines, but very warlike. Khan'cohbanslive in family
groups cdled prides, which range from fifteen to fifty in number.

Khan'deric: Soul-Sage of the Fire Dragon Pride.

Khan'derin: twin sster of Isabeau. Also named |seult.

Khariderna: Firg of the Scarred Warriors of the Fire Dragon Pride.
Khan'fela: twin sster to Khan'lysa, the Firemaker.

Khan'gharad the Dragon-Laird: Scarred Warrior of the Fire Dragon Pride, lover of 1shbdl the
Winged, father of 1sabeau and Iseult.

Khan'katrin: Isabeau and Iseult's cousin, and heir to the Firemaker's position.
Khan'lysa the Firemaker: Isabeau and | seult's great-grandmother.

Khan'merle: Isabeau and Iseult's aunt, and heir to the Firemaker's position.



Lachlan the Winged: Righ of Eileanan.
Lament of the Gods: river in Tirlethan.
leannan: sweetheart.

Linley MacSeinn: the prionnsaof Carraig.
loch; lochan (pi): lake.

Lodestar: the heritage of al the MacCuinns, the Inheritance of Aedan. When they are born their hands
are placed upon it and a connection made. Whoever the stone recognizesisthe Righ or Banrigh of
Eileanan.

Lucescere: ancient city built on an idand above the Shining Waters. The traditiona home of the
MacCuinns and the Tower of Two Moons.

Mac: son of.

MacAhern: one of the eleven great clans; descendants of Ahearn the Horse-laird.
MacAidin: oneof the eleven great clans, descendants of Aidinnathe Dreamer.
MacBrann: one of the eleven gresat clans, descendants of Brann the Raven.

MacCuinn: one of the eleven greeat clans, descendants of Cuinn Braveheart.

MacFaghan: descendants of Faodhagan, one of the eleven gresat clans, newly discovered.
MacFoghnan: one of the deven great clans; descendants of Foghnan the Thistle.
MacHamell clan: lairdsof Caeryla.

MacHilde: one of the eleven great clans; descended from Berhtilde the Bright Warrior-Maid.
MacRuraich: one of the eleven great clans, descendants of Ruraich the Searcher.
MacSeinn: one of the eeven great clans, descendants of Seinneadair the Singer.

MacSan: one of the eleven great clans, descendants of Sian the Storm-rider.
MacThanach: one of the eleven great clans, descendants of Tuathanach the Farmer.

Mairead the Fair: younger daughter of Aedan MacCuinn, first Banrigh of Eileanan and the second to
wield the Lodestar. Meghan'syounger Sster.

Margrit NicFoghnan: deposed Banprionnsa of Arran.
Maya the Ensorcellor: former Banrigh of Eileanan, wife of Jaspar.

Meghan of the Beasts. wood-witch and sorceress of seven rings. She can speak to animals. Keybearer
of the Coven of Witches before and after banishment of Tabithas.

Melisse NicThanach: Banprionnsaof Blessem.



Mesmerd; Mesmerdean (pi): awinged ghost or Gray One; fairy cregture from Arran that hypnotizesits
prey with its glance and then kisses away itslife.

Midsummer's Eve: summer soldtice; time of high magic.

moonbane: ahdlucinogenic drug distilled from the moonflower plant. Grows only in the Montrose
Idands, to the southwest of the Fair Ides.

Neil MacFdghnan: only son and heir of lain MacFoghnan of Arran and ElfridaNicHildaof Tirsoiller.
Nellwyn: aY eddawho had been rescued from the Black Tower in Tirsoillerr.
Ne: daughter of.

Nightglobe of Naia: the most secret and preciousrdlic of the Priestesses of Jor; aglobe of immense
power.

nisse. amal woodland fairy.
nyx: night spirit. Dark and mysterious, with powers of illusion and conced ment.

Nila: Fairgean prince, youngest son of the Fairgean king.

old mother: aKhan'cohban term for the wise woman of the pride.
Olwynne NicCuinn: baby daughter of Lachlan Mac-Cuinn and Iseult NicFaghan; twin sister of Owein.

One Power: thelife-energy that iscontained in al things. Witches draw upon the One Power to perform
their acts of magic. The One Power contains al the eemental forces of Air, Earth, Water, Fire and Spirit,
and witches are usually more powerful in one force than others.

Owein MacCuinn: second son of Lachlan MacCuinn and Iseult NicFaghan; twin brother of Olwynne.
Haswingslikeabird.

Parteta the Brave: former Righ of Eileanan; the father of Jaspar, Feargus, Donncan and Lachlan
MacCuinn. He waskilled by the Fairgean at the Battle of the Strand in 1106.

pilliwinkes. instrument of torture Ssmilar to thumbscrews.

prides. Thesocia unit of the Khan'cohbans, who live in nomadic family groups. Seven Pridesin dl,
called the Pride of the Fire Dragon, the Pride of the Snow Lion, the Pride of the Saber Leopard, the
Pride of the Frost Giant, the Pride of the Gray Wolf, the Pride of the Fighting Cat, the Pride of the
Woolly Bear.

prionnsa; prionnsachan (pi): prince, duke.



Ravenshazv: deeply forested land west of Rionnagan, owned by the MacBrann Clan, descendants of
Brann, one of the First Coven of Witches.

reil: eight-pointed, star-shaped weapon carried by Scarred Warriors.
Rhyllster: themanriver in Rionnagan.

Rhyssmadill: the Righ's castle by the sea.

righ; righrean (pi): king.

Rionnagan: together with Clachan and Blessem, the richest landsin Eileanan. Ruled by MacCuinns,
descendants of Cuinn Lionheart, leader of the First Coven of Witches.

Riordan Bowlegs: witch with the ability to whisper horses. Was once head groom at Rhyssmeadill.

Rurach: wild mountainousland, lying between Tireich and Siantan. Ruled by MacRuraich clan,
descendants of Ruraich, one of the First Coven of Witches.

Ruraich the Searcher; one of the First Coven of Witches. Known for searching and finding Taent.
L ocated the world of Eileanan on the star-map, alowing Cuinn to set a course for the Great Crossing.

saber-leopard: savage felinewith curved fangsthat livesin the remote mountain aress.
sacred woods. ash, hazd, oak, blackthorn, fir, hawthorn and yew.

Samhain: firgt day of winter; festival for the souls of the dead. Best time of year to see the future.
Celebrated with fire festivals, masks and fireworks.

Scarred Warrior: Khan'cohban warriors who are scarred as amark of achievement. A warrior who
recalves al seven scars has received the highest degree of kill.

seanalair: generd of thearmy.
Seinneadair the Snger: one of the First Coven of Witches, known for her ability to enchant with song.

San the Sorm-rider: one of the First Coven of Witches. A famous weather witch, renowned for
whigtling up hurricanes.

Santan: northwest land of Eileanan, between Rurach and Carraig. Famous for its westher witches.
Ruled by MacSian clan, descendants of Sian the Storm-rider.

Sithiche Mountains. northernmost mountains of Rionnagan, pesking at Dragonclaw. Name means
"Fairy Mountains

skeelie: avillagewitch or wise woman.
Skill: acommon gpplication of magic, such aslighting acandle or dowsing for water.

Skull of the World: the highest mountain in Eileanan, an extinct volcano which plays an important rolein
the Khan'cohbans mythology and culture.

solstice: ether of the times when the sun is the farthest distance from the earth.



The Spine of the World: aKhan'cohban term for range of mountains that runs down the center of
Eileanan, in Tirlethan.

Soinners. goddesses of fate. Include the spinner Sni-omhar, the goddess of birth; the weaver
Breabadair, goddess of life; and she who cuts the thread, Gear-radh, goddess of desath.

spring equinox: when the day reaches the same length asthe night.
Stormwing: Lachlan'sgyrfacon.
summer solstice: the time when the sun isfarthest north from the equator; Midsummer's Eve.

syne: snce.

Tabithas the Wolf-runner: Keybearer of the Coven of Witches before disappearing from Eileanan after
the Day of Betrayd.

Talent: witches often combine their strengthsin the different forcesto one powerful Taent; eg. the
ability to charm animaslike Meghan.

Tears of the Gods; awaterfdl at the Skull of the World.

Test of Elements: once awitch isfully accepted into the coven at the age of twenty-four, they learn
Skillsin the dement in which they are Strongest; i.e. air, earth, fire, water, or spirit. The First Test of any
element winsthem aring which isworn on theright hand. If they passthe Third Test in any one e ement,
thewitchis caled asorcerer or sorceress, and wears aring on their left hand. It isvery rarefor any witch
to win asorceress ring in more than one element. Test of Powers: awitch isfirgt tested on hisor her
eighth birthday, and if any magica powers are detected, he or she becomes an acolyte. On their Sixteenth
birthday, witches are tested again and, if they pass, permitted to become an apprentice. The Third Tests
take place on their twenty-fourth birthday, and if successfully completed, the gpprenticeis admitted into
the Coven of Witches.

Theurgia: aschool for acolytes and apprentices.

Tireich: land of the horse-lairds—most westerly country of Eileanan, populated by nomadic tribes
famousfor their horses and ruled by the MacAhern clan.

Tirlethan: Land of the Twins,; once ruled by Faodha-gan and Sorcha, twin sorcerers. Called the Spine
of the World by Khan'cohbans.

Tirsoilleir: The Bright Land. Northeast land of Eileanan, populated by arace of fierce warriors. Was
once ruled by the MacHilde clan, descended from Berh-tilde, one of the First Coven of Witches.
However, the Tirsoilleirean have rejected Witcheraft and the ruling family in favor of militant reigion.
Have dreams of controlling Eileanan.

Tdmas the Healer: boy with hedling powers; formerly apprentice to Jorge the Seer.

The Towers of the Witches: Thirteen towers built as centers of learning and witcheraft in the twelve
lands of Eileanan. The Towersare:

Tur de Aiding in Adinn (Tower of Dreamers)



Tur na cheud Ruigsinn in Clachan (Tower of First Landing; Cuinn's Tower)
Tur de Ceo in Arran (Tower of Mists)

Tur na Fitheach in Ravenshaw (Tower of Ravens)

Tur na Gealaich dha in Rionnagan (Tower of Two Moons)

Tur na Raoin Beannachadh in Blessem (Tower of the Blessed Fidds)

Tur na Ruraich in Rurach (Tower of Searchers)

Tiir de Rdsan is Shathad in Tirlethan (Towers of Roses and Thorns)

Tiir na Sabaidean in Tirsoilleir (Tower of the Warriors)

Tur na Seinnadairean Mhuir in Carraig (Tower of the Sea-singers)

Tur de Stoirmean in Santan (Tower of Storm)

Tur na Thigearnean in Tireich (Tower of the Horse-lairds)

trictrac: aform of backgammon.
Tuathanach the Farmer: One of the First Coven of Witches. (See Blessam)

two moons. Magnysson and Gladrielle.

uile-bheist; uile-bheistean (pi): monger.
uka: Khan'cohban word for "demon” or "mongter.”
ulez awoolly coated horned creature of the Spine of the World.

unza: Khan'cohban word meaning al that is dark and unknown.

The White Gods. nameless, shapeless gods of the Khan'cohbans, and gresatly feared and revered by
them.

winter solstice: the time when the sun is at the most southern point from the equator; Midwinter's Eve.

World's Mouth: acave at the Skull of the World leading deep into the mountain.

Yedda: Sea-Witches.

Yeomen of the Guard: Also known asthe Blue Guards. The Righ's own personal bodyguard,
responsible for his safety on journeys a home or aroad, and on the battlefield. Within the precincts of



the palace, they guard the entrances and taste the Righ's food.

Author's note

It has been adark and dangerous journey that we have traveled with | sabeau and the witches of
Eileanan, and you may beforgiven for fearing it isajourney without end. The three books you were
promised in the beginning have turned into Six, testing dl of your patience and perastence to the limits.
This| can promise you, though: the sixth book in the series, The Fathomless Caves, shall bethelast.

Onreflection, | find thisvery satisfying. Six isanumber sacred to the Coven, being the number of points
of the hexagram, the star of power used in the Coven'srites and rituals and, in combination with thecircle
of power, isthe shape of the Key, the magical talisman at the heart of the ory.

In the sixth and last book, the visions of flood and fire that Jorge the Seer saw in the very first book at
last cometo pass. Driven by ancient hatreds, the Fairgean have called upon dreadful powersto aid them
intheir quest to totally annihilate dl those who dwell upon the land. Asthe time of the red comet draws
ever closer, Lachlan and Iseult try desperately to avert the terrible fate the seer had prophesied, testing
their srength and loveto their very limits.

Meanwhile, Isabeau till has many dangersto face, but the most difficult challenge of dl will be
conquering the ghosts of her past. For if 1sabeauisto hed theland, shefirst must find the way to healing
her own troubled spirit . . .

May Eashine her bright face upon you!

Kate Forsyth



