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THE PROPHECY OF THE THREE
The Three shall come, leaving early, arriving late,

The lifestages of all men:
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Child of Blood, Child of Earth, Child of the Sky.

Each man, formed in blood and born in it,

Walks the Earth and sustained by it,

Reaching to the sky, and sheltered beneath it,

He ascends there only in his ending, becoming part of the stars.
Blood gives new beginning,

Earth gives sustenance,

The Sky gives dreams in life—eternity in death.

Thus shall the Three be, one to the other.

THE PROPHECY OF THE UNINVITED GUEST
Among the last to leave, among the first to come,
Seeking a new host, uninvited, in a new place.

The power gained being the first,

Was lost in being the last.

Hosts shall nurture it, unknowing,

Like the guest wreathed in smiles

While secretly poisoning the larder.

Jealously guarded of its own power,

Ne'er has, nor ever shall its host bear or sire children,

Yet ever it seeks to procreate.

THE PROPHECY OF THE SLEEPING CHILD
The Sleeping Child, the youngest born

Lives on in dreams, though
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Death has come

To write her name within his tome
And no one yet has thought to mourn.
The middle child, who sleeping lies,
"Twixt watersky and shifting sands
Sits silent, holding patient hands
Until the day she can arise.

The eldest child rests deep within

The ever-silent vault of earth,

Unborn as yet, but with its birth

The end of Time Itself begins.

THE PROPHECY OF THE LAST GUARDIAN
Within a Circle of Four will stand a Circle of Three
Children of the Wind all, and yet none

The hunter, the sustainer, the healer,

Brought together by fear, held together by love,
To find that which hides from the Wind.

Hear, oh guardian, and look upon your destiny:
The one who hunts also will stand guard

The one who sustains also will abandon,

The one heals also will kill

To find that which hides from the Wind.

Listen, oh Last One, to the wind.:

The wind of the past to beckon her home

The wind of the earth to carry her to safely
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The wind of the stars to sing the mother's-song most known to her soul
To hide the Child from the Wind.

From the lips of the Sleeping

Child will come the words of ultimate wisdom:

Beware the Sleepwalker

For blood will be the means

To find that which hides from the Wind.

Meridion sat in the darkness, lost in thought. The instrument panel of the Time Editor was dark as well;
the great machine stood silent for the moment, the gleaming threads of diaphanous film hanging idle on
their spools, each reel carefully labeledPast orFuture . The Present, as ever, hung evanescent like silver
mist in the air under the Editor's lamp, twisting and changing moment by moment in the half-light.

Draped across his knees was an ancient piece of thread, a lore strand from the Past. It was a film
fragment of immeasurable importance, burnt and broken beyond repair on one end. Meridion picked it
up gingerly, then turned it over in his hands and sighed.

Time was a fragile thing, especially when manipulated mechanically. He had tried to be gentle with the
dry film, but it had cracked and ignited in the press of the Time Editor's gears, burning the image he had
needed to see. Now it was too late; the moment was gone forever, along with the information it held. The
identity of the demon he was seeking would remain hidden. There was no going back, at least not this
way.

Meridion rubbed his eyes and leaned back against the translucent aurelay, the gleaming field of energy
tied to his life essence that he had shaped for the moment into a chairlike seat, resting his head within its
hum. The prickling melody that surrounded him was invigorating, clearing his thoughts and helping him to
concentrate. It was his namesong, his life's own innate tune. A vibration unique in all the world, tied to his
true name.

The demon he was seeking had great power over names, too. Meridion had gone back into the Past
itself to find it, looking for a way to avert the path of devastation it had carefully constructed over Time,
but the demon had eluded him. F'dor were the masters of lies, the fathers of deception. They were
without corporeal form, binding themselves to innocent hosts and living through them or using them to do
their will, then moving on to another more powerful host when the opportunity presented itself. Even far
away, from his vantage point in the Future, there was no real way to see them.

For this reason Meridion had manipulated Time, had sliced and moved around pieces of the Past to
bring a Namer of great potential together with those that might help her in the task of finding and
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destroying the demon. It had been his hope that these three would be able to accomplish this feat on their
side of Time before it was too late to prevent what the demon had wrought, the devastation that was now
consuming lands on both sides of the world. But the strategy had been a risky one. Just bringing lives
together did not guarantee how they would be put to use.

Already he had seen the unfortunate consequences of his actions. The Time Editor had run heatedly
with the unspooling of the time strands, fragments of film rending apart and swirling into the air above the
machine as the Past destroyed itself in favor of the new. The stench of the burning timefilm was rank and
bitter, searing Meridion's nostrils and his lungs, leaving him trembling at the thought of what damage he
might inadvertently be doing to the Future by meddling in the Past. But it was too late now.

Meridion waved his hand over the instrument panel of the Time Editor. The enormous machine roared
to life, the intricate lenses illuminated by its ferocious internal light source. A warm glow spilled onto the
tall panes of glass that formed the walls of the circular room and ascended to the clear ceiling above. The
glimmering stars that had been visible from every angle above and below him in the darkness a moment
before disappeared in the blaze of reflected brilliance. Meridion held the broken fragment of film up to
the light. The images were still there, but hard to make out. He could see the small, slender woman
because of her shining hair, golden and reflecting the sunrise, bound back with a black ribbon, standing
on the brink of morning in the vast panorama of the mountains where he had last sighted the two of them.
Meridion blew gently on the lore-strand to clear it of dust and smiled as the tiny woman in the frame
drew her cloak closer about herself. She stared off into the valley that stretched below her, prickled with
spring frost and the patchy light of dawn.

Her traveling companion was harder to find. Had Meridion not known he was there prior to
examining the film he never would have seen him, hidden in the shadows cast by the sun. It took him
several long moments to find the outline of the man's cloak, designed as it was to hide him from the eyes
of the world. A faint trace of mist rose from the cloak and blended with the rising dew burning off in the
sunlight.

As he suspected, the lore-strand had burnt at precisely the wrong moment, obliterating the Namer's
chance to catch a glimpse of the F'dor's ambassador before he or she reached Ylorc. Meridion had been
watching through her eyes, waiting for the moment when she first beheld the henchman, as the Seer had
advised. He could make out a thin dark line in the distance; that must have been the ambassadorial
caravan. She had already seen it. The opportunity had passed. And he had missed it.

He dimmed the lamp on the Time Editor again and sat back in the dark sphere of his room to think,
suspended within his glass globe amid the stars, surrounded by them. There must be another window,
another way to get back into her eyes.

Meridion glanced at the endless wall of glass next to him and down at the surface of the Earth miles
below. Black molten fire was crawling slowly across the darkened face of the world, withering the
continents in its path, burning without smoke in the lifeless atmosphere. At the rim of the horizon another
glow was beginning; soon the fire sources would meet and consume what little was left. It took all of
Meridion's strength to keep from succumbing to the urge to scream. In his darkest dreams he could never
have imagined this.

as
In his darkest dreams. Meridion sat upright with the thought. The Nameras prescient, she could see

the Past and Future in her dreams, or sometimes st by reading the vibrations that events had left behind,
hovering in the air or clinging to an object. Dreams gave off vibrational energy; if he could find a trace of
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one of them, like the dust that hovered in afternoon light, he could follow it back to her, anchor himself
behind her eyes again, in the Past. Meridion eyed the spool which had held the brittle lore-strand he had
spliced together, hanging listlessly on the Editor's main pinion.

He seized the ancient reel and spun out the film, carefully drawing the edge where it had broken
cleanly back under the Time Editor's lens. He adjusted the eyepiece and looked. The film in frame was
dark, and at first it was hard to make out anything within the image. Then after a few moments his eyes
adjusted, and he caught a flash of gold as the Namer sighed in the darkness of her chamber and rolled
over in her sleep. Meridion smiled.

He had found the record of the night before she and Ashe had left on their journey. Meridion had no
doubt she had been in the throes of dreaming then.

After a moment's consideration he selected two silver instruments, a gathering tool with a hair-thin
point and a tiny sieve basket soldered onto a long slender handle. The mesh of the thumbnail-sized
basket was fine enough to hold even the slightest particle of dust. With the greatest of care Meridion
blew on the frame of film, and watched under the lens for a reaction. He saw nothing. He blew again, and
this time a tiny white spark rose from the strand, too small to be seen without magnification even by his
extraordinarily sensitive eyes.

Skillfully Meridion caught the speck with the gathering tool and transferred it to the basket. Then,
watching intently, he waited until the lamp of the Time Editor illuminated the whisper-thin thread that
connected it to the film. He turned his head and exhaled. He had caught a dream-thread.

Working carefully he drew it out more until it was long enough to position under the most powerful
lens. He never averted his eyes as he gestured to one of the cabinets floating in the air above the Editor.
The doors opened, and a tiny bottle of oily liquid skittered to the front of the shelf, then leapt into the air,
wafting gently down until it came to rest on the gleaming prismatic disc hovering in the air beside the him.
Keeping his eyes fixed on the thread lest he lose sight of it, Meridion uncorked the bottle with one hand
and carefully removed the dropper. Then he held it over the thread and squeezed.

The glass below the lens swirled in a pink-yellow haze, then cleared. Meridion reached over and
turned the viewing screen onto the wall. It would take a moment for him to get his bearings, but it was
always that way when one was watching from inside someone else's dreams.

¢,'Vhapsody did not sleep well the night before she handed herself over to a man she barely knew, a
man whose face she had never seen. Having been girted with prescience, the ability to see visions of the
Future and the Past, she was accustomed to restless nights and terrifying dreams, but this was different
somehow.

She was awake for much of the long, torturous night, fighting nagging doubts that were very likely the
warnings, not of some special foresight, but of ordinary common sense. By morning she was completely
unsure as to the wisdom of her decision to go overland with him, beyond the stalwart protection of her
strange, formidable friends.

The firecoals in the small, poorly ventilated grate burned silently while she tossed and muttered,
neither awake nor really asleep. The mute flames cast bright sheets of pulsing light on the walls and ceiling
of her tiny windowless bedchamber deep within the mountain. Upon becoming king of the Firbolg in
Ylorc, Achmed had named his seat of power the Cauldron, but tonight the place more closely
approximated the Underworld.
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Achmed had made no secret of his disapproval at her leaving the mountain with Ashe. From the
moment they had met on the streets of Bethe Corbair the two men had exuded a mutual mistrust that was
impossible not to notice; the tension in the air made her scalp hum with negative static. But trust was not
Achmed's common state. Aside from herself and Grunthor, his giant sergeant-major and long-time friend,
as far as she knew he had extended it to no one.

Ashe seemed pleasant enough, and harmless. He had been willing to visit Rhapsody and her
companions in Ylore, their forbidding, mountainous home. He had not appeared uncomfortable with the
fact that Ylorc was the lair of the Firbolg, primitive, sometimes brutish people that most humans feared as
monsters.

Ashe had exhibited no such prejudices. He had dined agreeably at the same table with the glowering
Bolg chieftains, taking no notice of their crude table manners and ignoring their propensity to spit bone
fragments onto the floor. And he had taken up arms willingly in defense of the Firbolg realm against an
attack by the Hill-Eye, the last holdout clan to swear fealty to Achmed, whose reign as Warlord was still
new and sorting itself out. If he was amused or displeased in any way by Rhapsody's obnoxious
companion's ascent to monstrous royalty, Ashe did not show it.

But there was little, in fact, that Ashe did show. His face was always carefully covered by the hood of
his cloak, a strange garment that seemed to wrap him in mist, making him even harder to discern than he
already was.

Rhapsody rolled over bed and let out a painful sigh. She accepted his right oncealment, understood
that the great Cymrian War had left many of its ** rvivors disfigured and maimed, but still could not
escape the nagging ught that he might be hiding more than a hideous scar. Men with hidden f res had
plagued many different areas of her life.

Rhapsody opened her emerald eyes in the darkness of her cavelike chamber. In response, the coals
on the fire glowed more intensely for a moment. The remnants of charred wood, reducing in the heat to
white-hot cinders, sent forth wisps of smoke that rose above the coalbed and up the chimney that had
been hewn into her chamber centuries before, when Ylorc was still Canrif, the old Cvmrian seat of
power. She drew a deep breath and watched as more smoke billowed up, forming a thin cloud above
the ashes.

She shuddered; the smoke had seeped into her memory, bringing back an unwelcome picture. It was
not one of the lingering images from her old life on streets of Serendair, her island homeland, gone now
beneath the waves of the sea on the other side of the world. Those days of abuse and prostitution that
had haunted her for so long rarely plagued her sleep anymore.

Now she dreamt mostly of the terrors of this new land. Almost every night brought the hideous
memories of the House of Remembrance, an ancient library in this new world, and of a curtain of fire that
formed a hazy tunnel. At the end of the column of smoke a man had stood, a man in a gray
mantled-cloak, much like the one Ashe wore. A man whom the documents they had found identified only
as the Rakshas. A man who had stolen children, sacrificing them for their blood. A man whose face she
had also not seen. The coincidence was unnerving.

The coals were doing little to dispel the dampness of the room, she thought hazily. Her skin was
clammy, causing the blankets to cling to her and scratch. Beads of sweat tangled the hairs at the back of
her neck in the chain of the locket she never took off, pulling painfully as she writhed again, struggling to
break free of the clutching bedding.
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Just as her stomach was beginning to twist in cold worry, a pragmatic thought descended. Achmed
was arguably her best friend in this land, the surly other side of her cheerful coin, and he tended to walk
the world veiled from sight as well.

It never ceased to amaze her, after all this time, how she could be so close to this
assassin-turned-king, a man who seemed to make it a life's goal to annoy anyone with whom he came in
contact. The fact that he had dragged her through the Earth itself, against her will, away from Serendair
before the Island was consumed in volcanic fire, saving her life in the process, had not inspired gratitude
in her. Although she had ceased to resent her kidnapping over time, a tiny corner of her heart would
never forgive him for it. She had learned to love him and Grunthor in spite of it.

And she had learned to love the Firbolg as well, largely through the eyes of these two friends, whose
blood was half-Bolg. Despite their primitive nature and warlike tendencies, Rhapsody had come to
appreciate many aspects of this cave-dwelling culture that she found surprisingly sophisticated, and far
more admirable than some of the behavior she had seen exhibited by their human counterparts in the
provinces of Roland. They followed leaders out of respect and fear, not arbitrary or dubious family
heritage; they spent what meager healing resources they had on bringing forth infants and protecting
mothers and their young, a moral tenet Rhapsody shared. The refined social structure Achmed and
Grunthor had introduced was just beginning to take root when the need for her journey had become
clear.

Rhapsody writhed onto her back, seeking refuge from her dreams and a more comfortable position,
but neither was to be had. She succumbed to the rapid whirring of thoughts through her brain again.

Finding the claw had changed everything. From deep within the vaults of Ylorc they had unearthed the
talon of a dragon, fitted with a handle for use as a dagger. The claw had rested undisturbed for centuries,
even as the Bolg took over the mountains, making the abandoned Cymrian realm their own. Now it was
in the air, and the dragon to whom it belonged would feel it, would taste its vibrations on the wind.
Rhapsody believed she would come for it eventually. Having heard the tales of the mighty Elynsynos, and
seen the fierce and horrific statues of the beast in the Cymrian museum and in village squares across
Roland, she had no doubt that the dragon's wrath would be virulent. Images of that wrath had led the
parade of nightmares on this last night in Ylorc, causing her to wake for the first of many times, trembling.

It was to spare the Bolg from the devastating consequences of that wrath that she had decided to find
the wyrm first and return the dagger, though both Achmed and Grunthor had objected strenuously.
Rhapsody had stood firm in her decision to go, her determination fueled by the thought of her adopted
Bolg grandchildren withering to ashes beneath the dragon's breath. It was another of the dreams that
haunted her, though sometimes the victims changed. Her dreams did not discriminate.

She feared for Jo, the teenaged street child she had found in the House of Remembrance and adopted
as her sister. She also feared for Lord Stephen, the pleasant young duke of Navarne, and his children,
whom she also had taken into her heart. Each of these loved ones took turns in her nightmares roasting
alive before her eyes. This night the honor had belonged to Lord Stephen.

It was within his castle that she had first seen a statue of Elynsynos. He had already suffered the loss
of his wife, his best friend, Gwydion of Manosse, and countless people within his duchy to whatever evil
was plaguing this land, causing inexplicable outbreaks of violence. The loss of Rhapsody's world and her
family had almost killed her; the Bolg and her friends, this was her family now. To leave that family open
to attack would be almost as bad as losing it the first time, in some ways worse. Ashe said he knew how
to find the dragon. It was well worth risking herself and her safety to save them. She just couldn't be sure,
in this land of deception, that she was not endangering them even more by going with him.
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Rhapsody twisted onto her side, entangling herself in the rough woolen blankets again. Nothing made
sense anymore. It was impossible to tell whom what to trust, including her own senses. She could only
pray that the dreams f the coming destruction were warnings, not like the foregone premonitions that had
told her of the death of Serendair, but either way, it would be impossible to tell until it was too late.

As she drifted off to troubled sleep it seemed to her that the smoke from the fire had thickened and
formed a ribbon in the air, a translucent thread that wound around her dreams and settled behind her
eyes.

cAchmed the Snake, king of the Firbolg, was having nightmares as well, and it irritated him. Sleeping
terrors were Rhapsody's personal curse; generally he was immune to them, having lived out more than his
share of torments in the waking world, the old world, a life that he was well glad to be rid of.

The inert stone walls of the Cauldron, his seat of power within the mountain, normally provided him
with dark and restful sleep, dreamless and undisturbed by the vibrations of the air to which he was
especially sensitive. His Dhracian physiology, the burdensome gift granted to him by his mother's race,
was both a blessing and a curse. It gave him the ability to read the signals of the world that were
indiscernible to the eyes and minds of the rest of the populace, but the toll was great; it left him with little
peace, having to daily endure the assault of the myriad invisible signatures that others defined as Life.

He was therefore unintentionally appreciative to find this fortress hewn deeply into the mountainous
realm of darkness that was Ylorc. The smoothly polished basalt walls held in the quiet, stagnant air of his
royal bedchamber, keeping the noise and tumult of the world at bay. As a result his nights were generally
free from disturbance, tranquil and comforting in their silence.

But not this night.

In a flurry of growled curses Achmed spun over in his bed and rose to stand, angry. It was all he
could do to keep from striding down the corridor to Rhapsody's room and dragging her out of her own
sleep, demanding to know what was wrong with her, why she was so oblivious to the danger in what she
was about to undertake. There would be little point in doing that, however; Achmed already knew the
answer to that question.

Rhapsody was oblivious to almost everything. For a woman whose brain was keen and mind vibrant
with an intelligence he could feel in his skin, she was capable of disregarding even the most obvious facts
if she didn't want to believe them.

Initially he had assumed that this was a factor of the cataclysmic transformation they had each
undergone, a metamorphosis that occurred when they walked through the inferno that burned at the
center of the Earth during their escape from Serendair. Upon exiting the conflagration Rhapsody was
vastly different; she had emerged from the fire physically perfect, her natural beauty enhanced to
supernatural proportions. He had been fascinated, not only by

the potential power that was inherent in her now, but by her utter inability to recognize the change.
The open-mouthed gawking that she experienced in the street whenever she put the hood of her cloak
down had done nothing to convince her of the magnificence of her visage; rather, it made her feel like a
freak.

Achmed gave the bedsheet that had remained wrapped around his foot a savage kick. Over time, as
he had gotten to know Rhapsody better, he realized that her self-deceptive tendencies had long preceded
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their walk through the fire. It was actually her way of protecting the last shred of her innocence, her fierce
desire to believe in good where none existed, to trust when there was no reason to do so.

Her life on the street had clearly been one from which innocent belief could not hide easily. She had
had commerce with one of his master's servants, Michael, the Wind of Death, and had doubtless been
introduced to the harshest of realities by him. Nevertheless, she was always looking for the happy ending,
trying to recreate the family she had lost in volcanic fire a thousand years before by adopting every waif
and foundling she came across. Up until now this tendency had only served to set her up for heartache,
which didn't bother him a bit. Her latest undertaking, however, threatened to compromise more than her
life, and that aspect of it disturbed him deeply.

Somewhere out in the vastness of the lands to the west was a human host harboring a demon, he was
sure of it; he had seen the work of F'dor before. He had, in fact, been the unwilling servant of one. A
twisted race, evil and ancient, born of dark fire, he had hoped that the demise of their Island homeland
would have taken the last of the F'dor with it. Had he been there during the Seren War that raged after
they left he would have seen to it as his final act of assassination, the trade he had plied in those days.

But he had escaped the Island early. The war had come and gone, Serendair had disappeared
beneath the waves a millennia before he emerged from the Root, half a world away, on the other side of
Time. And those that had lived through the conflict, had seen the cataclysm coming and had possessed
the wisdom to leave before it did, had undoubtedly brought the evil with them to this new place.

It had all the pathos of the World's Cruelest Joke. He had broken the unbreakable chain of the
demon, fled from something from which flight was impossible, had made a successful escape from that
which could not be escaped only to find it here again, waiting out there somewhere for him, indiscernibly
bound to one of the millions of inhabitants of this new land, biding its time. For the moment they were
safe from it, it seemed; the evil had not broached the mountains yet, as far as he could tell. But now this
brainless harlot was leaving the protection of his realm. If she survived, she would undoubtedly come
back as its thrall without even knowing it.

In earlier days, this would actually have been, in a warped way, a good thing. The possibility that the
F'dor had bound itself to her would have alleviated need for him to go in search of it. Upon Rhapsody's
return to the Teeth,

Firbolg mountains, Grunthor would have killed her in front of him while performed the Thrall ritual. It
was another racial gift he possessed as half nhracian, the strange death dance he had seen but never
performed that would event the demon from escaping as the host died, destroying it eternally along

/* its human body, in this case Rhapsody's. If she had not, in fact, been ossessed, her needless death
would have caused neither of them a second thought.

But that was no longer the case. Grunthor loved Rhapsody fiercely, defended her with ever fiber of
his monstrous being. At seven and a half feet, and the same width as a dray horse, that was a lot of
ferociously determined protection.

Even he himself had come to acknowledge that she was useful to have around. In addition to her
compelling beauty, which frightened the Firbolg or at least made them hold her in awe, there was
Rhapsody's music, one of the most useful tools they had in their arsenal aimed at bringing about the
conquest of the mountain and the advancement of the Firbolg civilization.

Rhapsody was Liringlas, a Skysinger, proficient in the science of Naming. There were pleasing
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aesthestics to the music that was inherent in her, part of her physical makeup. She emanated vibrations
which soothed the sensitive veins that traced the surface of his skin. Achmed had decided long before
that this was one of the reasons that he found her endearingly irritating, rather than a genuine annoyance,
as he found most people to be.

The more useful aspects of her musical ability, however, were its powers to persuade and to inspire
fear, to heal wounds and cause damage, to discern vibrations that even he could not identify. Rhapsody
had been instrumental in their taking the mountain; without her the campaign would certainly have taken
much longer and would have been far bloodier. Unfortunately, though these were the talents he valued,
Rhapsody did not.

She spent an inordinate amount of time instead using the comforting aspects of her musical healing,
singing to the injured to ease their pain, soothing anxiety, ministrations that he felt confused the Bolg and
annoyed him beyond belief. But eventually he had come to tolerate her need to alleviate suffering; it
secured her assistance in the necessary things.

In addition to helping win the mountain, she had been responsible for negotiating the treaties with
Roland and Sorbold, organizing the vineyard plantings and establishing an educational system, all things
that were critical to his master plan. So he had come to respect her ideas and rely on her almost as much
as he did on Grunthor, which was why her leaving with Ashe felt like betrayal. At least that was the
reason he attached to the stabbing sense of frustration he had felt“ever since she had announced her plan
to go with this interloper, this stranger shrouded in mist and secrets.

Just the prospect of her departing Ylorc in the morning made him feel physically cold. Achmed cursed
again, running thin hands through sweaty hair and sitting down angrily in the chair before his
uncooperative fire. He stared at the minuscule flames for a moment, remembering the sight of Rhapsody
as she came back from her walk through the wall of fire within the belly of the Earth, having
unintentionally absorbed its power and lore, purged from even the smallest of physical flaws. From that
moment forward any fire, from the flickering flame of a candle to roaring bonfires, responded to her with
the same adulation that men did, mirroring her mood, sensing her presence, obeying her commands. It
was power that he needed here, within the cold mountain.

The Firbolg king leaned forward, elbows on knees, his folded hands resting on his lips, thinking.
Perhaps he was worrying unnecessarily. Rhapsody's initial work was done and progressing nicely. The
hospital and hospice were running smoothly, the vineyards tended carefully, even through the winter, by
the Firbolg she had trained in agriculture. The Bolg children now were studying the techniques that would
make their clans healthier and more long-lived, more prepared to stand their ground against the men of
Roland. The lifeless mountain had grown warm under her ministrations. The Cymrian forges constructed
by Gwylliam, the fool who had built and ruled Canrif and had started the war that destroyed it, blazed
night and day in the fabrication of steel for weapons and tools, the residual heated air circulating within
the mountain. The Bolg would barely miss her presence.

And her status as a Namer provided the insurance against her going unnoticed as an unwilling thrall of
the demon. F'dor were the masters of lies, deceptive and secretive; Namers were forsworn to the truth.
Their powers were deeply tied to it; it was the act of keeping their thinking and speaking honed on the
truth as they knew it that allowed them to discern it on deeper levels than most. Rhapsody had
demonstrated the ability to manipulate the power of a true name in the moment they had met, though she
had done so unintentionally.

A moment before he and Grunthor had come upon her in the old land he was still known by the name
given him at birth: the Brother. He was enslaved, breathing air tainted by the sickening smell of burning
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flesh; the malodor of the F'dor whose mark was upon him, the demon that had possession of his own
true name. The invisible chain around his neck was tightening as each second passed. Undoubtedly the
F'dor had begun to suspect that he was running, trying to escape its last hideous command.

And in the next moment, he had tripped over Rhapsody, running from her own pursuers in the back
streets of Easton, trying to escape the lascivious intentions of Michael, the Waste of Breath. A slight smile
crossed his lips and he closed his eyes, turning the memory over in his mind again.

Pardon me, but would you be willing to adopt me for a moment'? 1'd be grateful.
He had nodded, not having any idea why.

Thank you. She had turned back to the town guards who were chasing her. What an extraordinary
coincidence. Tou gentlemen are just in time to meet my

brother. Brother, these are the town guard. Gentlemen, this is my brother—
Achwed—the Snake.

The crack of the invisible collar had been inaudible, but he had felt it in his oul Fertnefifsttil 1 1since the
F'dor had taken his name the air in his nostrils cleared, dispelling the hideous odor from his nose and
mind. He was free, released from his enslavement and the damnation that would eventually follow, and
this stranger, this tiny half-Lirin woman, had been his rescuer.

She had, in her own panicked moment, taken his old name, the Brother, and changed it forever into
something ridiculous but safe, giving him back the life and soul over which he had lost control. He could
see in his memory even now the look of shock in her clear green eyes; she had had no idea what she had
done. Even as he and Grunthor had dragged her overland and into the root of Sagia, the immense tree
sacred to the Lirin, her mother's people, she was still suffering the notion that in their escape they were
trying to save her from the Waste of Breath. To his knowledge she was still under that mistaken
impression.

So if the F'dor should come upon her and bind itself to her soul, it would be easy to discern. She
would no longer be able to act as a Namer, would lose her powers of truth once she was the host of a
demonic spirit that was an innate liar. It was small comfort, given all the other dangers that were lying in
wait for her out there somewhere, beyond his lands and his protection.

Achmed shivered and looked at the hearth. The last of the firecoals had burned down, vanishing in a
thin wisp of smoke.

vp'eep within the barracks of the Firbolg mountain guard, Grunthor was dreaming, too, something he
did not tend to do. Unlike the Firbolg king, he was a simple man with a simple outlook on life. As a
result, he had simple nightmares. His bad dreams, however, tended to cause more collective suffering.

Grunthor, like Achmed, was half-Bolg, but the other half was Bengard, a giant race of grisly featured
desert dwellers with oily, hide-like skin that held back the effects of the sun. The Bolg-Bengard
combination was as unappealing to the eye as Rhapsody's human-Lirin mix was pleasing, even to the
sensibilities of the Bolg, who held Grunthor in high esteem dwarfed only by their utter fear of him. It was
an attitude that pleased him.

As Grunthor muttered in his sleep, whispering through the meticulously polished tusks that protruded
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from his jutting jaw, the elite mountain guard captains and lieutenants who shared his barracks remained
still. To a one the Bolg soldiers were afraid that any movement might in some way disturb the
Sergeant-Major or set him off, which undoubtedly qualified as the last thing any of them wanted" to do. It
seemed that neither Grunthor nor any of the Bolg who shared the sleeping corridor with him would be
getting any rest that night.

Grunthor dreamt of the dragon. He had never seen one before, except for a rather bad statue of one
in the Cymrian museum, so his visions were limited to the scope of his imagination, which had never been
vast. His only knowledge of them came from Rhapsody, who had told him dragon tales during their
endless journey along the Root, stories of the great beasts' physical might and power over the elements,
as well as their ferocious intelligence and tendency to hoard treasure.

It was this last characteristic that was giving him nightmares. He feared that once Rhapsody was
within the dragon's lair, it would seek to possess her and never let her return to the mountain. This was a
loss he could not contemplate, having never before cared enough about anything to miss it.

Unconsciously he patted the wall next to his bunk, whispering in Bolgish the words of comfort he had
imparted to Achmed not long after they had emerged from the Root, seeking to console his longtime
friend and leader about the loss of his blood gift. Grunthor had known him in the days when he was the
Brother, the most proficient assassin the world had ever known, so called because he was the first of his
race born on the Island from which they had come.

Serendair was a unique land, one of the places Time itself was said to have begun. As the Firstborn of
his race in that unique land, the Brother had a bond to the blood of all who lived there. He could seek out
any individual heartbeat with the skill of a hound on the hunt, matching his own to it and following it with
deadly accuracy, relentless in his quest until he found his quarry. Watching him seek and find his prey was
a marvel to behold.

All that had changed when they came forth from the Root into this new land on the other side of the
world. Achmed's gift was gone; now the only heartbeats he could hear were the ones that had come from
the old world of Serendair. Even though Achmed had said nothing, Grunthor had felt his despair, and so
knew that there were things in life that brought sorrow when they were no longer there. It was the first
time he had ever had this realization. He was now experiencing the feeling himself. Rhapsody was Lirin; a
slight, frail race upon which the Firbolg in the old land had preyed very successfully, though what Lirin
lacked in strength they generally made up for by being sly and swift. They were a race he had even
consumed a few of himself, though not as many as he had teasingly led her to believe.

In many ways Lirin were as opposite to the Firbolg as he. himself was to Rhapsody. Lirin were sharp
and angular where Bolg were sinewy and muscular. The Lirin lived outside, in the fields and forests
beneath the stars, while the Bolg were born of the caves and mountains, the children of the dark of the
earth. In Grunthor's opinion Rhapsody had benefited from being sired by a human; her appearance was
still slight but not frail, the sharp angles giving way to slender curves, high cheekbones and softer facial
features than her mother undoubtedly had. She was beautiful. No doubt the dragon would think so, too.

At the thought Grunthor roared in his sleep, sending his lieutenants scram
UP the roughhewn walls of their chamber or out of their bunks entirely.
,woO d of his massive bed screamed and groaned as he thrashed about, rtine and growling, finally

settling onto his side in silence again. The only nd in theroorn f°rafewmoments afterwards was the
quickened breathing f his unfortunate bunkmates who huddled against the barracks walls, their eves
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glittering and blinking rapidly in the dark.

Unconsciously Grunthor pulled his rough woolen blanket up over his shoulder and sighed as the
warmth touched his neck, a sensation similar to being near Rhapsody. He had initially been reluctant to
leave the Root once they had arrived here. He had been bound to the Earth by the song of his name that
she had sung to lead them through the great Fire.Gruntbor, strong and reliable as the Earth itself ,
she had called him in his namesong, among other descriptions. From the moment he had exited the Fire
he had felt the beating heart of the world in his blood, a tie to the granite and basalt and all that grew
above it. The Earth was like the lover he had never had, warm and comforting in the darkness, a feeling
of acceptance he had never known, and it was inextricably linked to Rhapsody.

In a way he did not miss being within the Earth, or the earthsong that still hummed in his ears when he
was wrapped in silence, because she was there. He could still see her smile in the dark, her dirty face
gleaming in the glow given off by the Axis Mundi, the great Root that bisected the world that had been
their path away from Serendair and to this new place.

He had been her protector from the very beginning, had comforted her in her night terrors, let her
sleep on his chest in the dank chill of their journey along the Root, kept her from falling into nothingness
during the arduous climb. It was a role so far removed from any he had ever played before that he hardly
believed himself capable of it. It had taken every resource of self-control that he had to keep from
locking her in her chambers now and driving her guide from the mountain. How he would deal with a
double first loss—Rhapsody herself, and the memory she kept alive of being within the Earth—was more
than he could imagine. If she were to die, or just never come back, Grunthor was not sure he could go
on.

And then, as ever, his mind cleared as the thoughts became too complicated, and pragmatism
returned. Grunthor was a man of military solutions, and weighed the odds of her survival unconsciously.
She carried a credible weapon—Daystar Clarion, a sword from the old world they had found within the
earth, for reasons unknown, here on the other side of the world. It, like they, had undergone a significant
change; its blade burned with flame now, where in Serendair it had only reflected the light of the stars. He
had taught her how to fight with it, and she was a credit to her instructor, performinga dmirably in their
campaigns to subdue the Bolg. She could take care of herself. She would be all right.

Grunthor began to snore, a sound that was music to the ears of his bunk-mates. They settled back in
for the night quietly, taking care not to disturb the Sergeant-Major's newly found sleep.

Across the hall from Rhapsody's chambers, Jo was having the dreams typical of a sixteen-year-old
with an obsession, full of chemical excitement and pictures of hideous deformity. She slept on her back in
her grotesquely messy room, the favored sleeping position of street children who had found a
comfortable spot in an area of town in which they didn't belong. From time to time she unconsciously
dabbed at the beads of perspiration that dotted her chest, or drew her legs more tightly together when
the flesh between them began to burn with arousal.

The image in her dream was that of Ashe, and it changed from moment to moment. This was largely
because she had never actually seen what Ashe looked like, though she had been closer to doing so than
most. From the moment of their awkward introduction in the marketplace in Bethe Corbair she had
longed for him. She had no idea why.

Initially he had been nothing more than a pocket to pick, the glint of a sword hilt as he stood,
near-invisible, in the street, watching the commotion that Rhapsody was unintentionally causing across the
way. Upon slipping her hand into his trousers pocket, however, she had felt a surge of power that had
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unbalanced her. The mist that enveloped her wrist had caused her to lurch and slip, grasping his testicles
instead of his coin purse. The row that had ensued served as an unpleasant but effective introduction, not
only between Ashe and herself, but Ashe and Rhapsody as well. It had sorted itself out neatly, as
everything seemed to when Rhapsody was involved.

Now Jo dreamed of the image of his eyes, furiously blue and clear within the darkness of his hood,
blazing down at her beneath a wave of coppery hair, the only aspects of his face visible from below. She
had watched carefully ever since Ashe had come, months later, to visit them in Ylorc, waiting for any
glimpse of further features, but it had never happened. Sometimes she wondered if she had actually seen
anything at all, if the memory of his eyes and hair was just her mind's way of filling in the desperately
desired blanks.

Sometimes Jo would dream of his face, but more often than not it was an unpleasant experience. No
matter how nicely the image had begun, it would often resolve itself into something frightening. In her
waking moments Jo had come to realize that men who shielded their faces from sight often had good
reason to do so, and generally it translated into some form of hideous appearance. Achmed, another man
with a hidden face, was ugly as death; uglier, if at all possible.

The first time she had seen Achmed without the benefit of the swath of material that usually veiled his
lower face she had gasped aloud at the sight. His skin was pocked and mottled, lined with exposed veins
and imbued with an unhealthy pallor. And always above the veil were the eyes, closely set and somewhat
mismatched, giving him the appearance of being transfixed in a perennial stare.

She had pulled Rhapsody aside.

How can you stand looking at him?
Who?

Achmed, of course.

Why?

Her adopted older sister had been of little use in making sense of the confusion she felt within the
Firbolg mountain. Rhapsody seemed at ease among the ugly and the monstrous. She had stared at Jo as
if she had two heads every time Jo made reference to the fact that looking at Achmed was not a pleasant
experience. At the same time she seemed utterly unaware of any reason to be attracted to Ashe. Jo was
secretly glad; it made the furtive desire that was growing daily within her a little less guilt-ridden.

There was enough guilt to bear about the other thing that secretly gladdened her; she was relieved that
Rhapsody seemed ignorant of Ashe's attraction to her as well. Jo's life on the street had made her a keen
observer, and even though Ashe tended not to display his interest noticeably, she had picked up on it
anyway. Achmed and Grunthor had seen it too, she was certain. But Grunthor was gone most of the time
on maneuvers, and Achmed had found other reasons to dislike Ashe, so it was hard to confirm without
asking them, something she would rather die than do.

Jo turned onto her stomach and curled her knees and arms under her, trying to shield herself from the
missiles of jealousy that rained down on her now in the dim light of her bedchamber. As much as she
thought she wanted the attention of this hidden stranger, she found herself shuddering at the brutal
thoughts that plagued her about Rhapsody, the only person who had ever loved her; who was now an
unintentional obstacle.
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Rhapsody and the two Bolg had rescued her from the House of Remembrance, saving her from the
blood sacrifice of the other children she had witnessed there. And while Achmed and Grunthor would
have turned her over to Lord Stephen, Rhapsody had adopted her instead, bringing her along with them,
protecting her, giving her an opportunity to belong, loving her. Jo was just beginning to learn to love her
back when Ashe came to visit, complicating things. Life before had been a simple matter of survival, daily
brushes with the law and other unsavory types, and the simple challenge of finding food and shelter for
the night. Now it was far too complicated.

The last flickering candle in Jo's chamber faltered, then burned out, leaving nothing but the glowing
wick and the acrid smell of the liquid wax in the new darkness. Her nose wrinkled, and she pulled the
covers over her head. Morning couldn't come soon enough.

<_Ashe's dreams were not of anyone in this world, or in this time. Being neither dead nor really alive,
the only comfort Ashe ever found from the agony he carried each waking moment was in his memories of
the Past.

Even unconsciousness was not a respite from his torment. What few night visions his hideous
half-sleep now granted him were hazy and filled with pain. They were generally nightmares of what his life
now was, or even more agonizing memories of what it had once been. It was difficult to say which kind
of dream was harder to endure.

The dragon blood within him, his dual nature that was both alien and his own, lay dormant for the
moment, allowing him a few seconds' peace in the constant torture of his existence. When it awoke it
would begin whispering to him again, nattering away with a thousand stupid insistences, a thousand
demands. But now, at least for a little while, the constant drone of it was quiet, crowded into the back
recesses of his mind by the sweetness of the dream he was having on this, his last night in the strange
realm of Ylorc.

In the silence of the guest chamber he now occupied, Ashe was dreaming of Emily. It had been years,
decades, even, since she had graced his dreams, beautiful, innocent Emily, his soulmate, dead a thousand
years now. He had met her but once, had passed only one evening in her company, and had known
almost from the moment his eyes beheld her that she was the other half that completed him.

She had known it, too, had in that briefest of moments said that she loved him, had gifted him with her
heart, her absolute trust and her virtue, had consummated with him what had felt like their marriage, even
though they were both barely out of childhood. One night together. And now her ashes blew about
somewhere in the winds of Time, on the other side of the world, a lifetime away. The only vestige of her
that remained was hidden away in the rusted vault of his memory.

But while Emily was dead, in the Past, Ashe was half-alive in the Present. His existence was a
secretive one, hidden from the many who hunted him and dictated by the one who manipulated him. For
that reason he walked the world in a cloak powered by the element of water, drawn from Kirsdarke, the
sword formed of and dedicated to that element. The cloak wrapped him in mist and shielded him from
those who could read his vibrational signature on the wind.

His living shroud obscured him from the eyes of the rest of the world as well. He was only here now,
in the realm of the Bolg, on orders to observe the three who ruled the monsters of Ylorc and report
back. Ashe hated being used in this way, but had no power to do otherwise. It was one of the
drawbacks of his life not being his own, his fate and destiny in the dark hands of another.
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The one pleasant thing about this assignment was that it allowed him to be with Rhapsody. From the
moment the dragon in his blood had felt her presence for the first time on the Krevensfield Plain he had
been involuntarily fascinated with her, drawn like a moth to a flame as intense as the fire that b rned in the
belly of the world. Upon actually meeting her, both sides of his

mrethe dragon and the man, had fallen deeply under her spell. Had he more a living man than the shell
of a man that he was, Ashe might have h en able to resist whatever charms she had bound him with. As it
was, he feared her almost as much as he was enchanted by her.

Sam. The word echoed in his memory, Emily's soft voice bringing water to the edges of his eyes, even
in sleep. She had called him Sam, and he had loved the sound of it. They had parted far too soon; he had
not had the chance to correct her.

,'can't believe you really came , she had whispered on that night, that one night, so long ago beneath
an endless blanket of stars. Her voice still whispered to him now, in his dreams. Where are you from?
Tou were my wish, weren't you? Have you come to save me from the lottery, to take me away? 1
wished for you to come last night on my star, right after midnight, and here you are. Tou don't
know where you are, do you? Did I bring you from a long way off ? There was magic in her, he had
decided then, and still believed now. It was magic strong enough to have brought him over the waves of
Time, back into the Past to find her waiting there for him in Serendair, a land that had disappeared into
the sea fourteen centuries before he had been born.

All a dream, his father had insisted, trying to comfort him when he found himself back in his own
time, alone, without her.7he sun was bright, and you must have been overcome with the heat .

Ashe turned on his side and groaned, overcome with heat now. The fire in the small grate twisted and
pulsed, casting its warmth over him in waves. The image of Rhapsody rose up in his mind again. It was
never far from the edge of his consciousness anyway; the dragon's obsession with her was strong. His
fingertips and lips still stung with the unspent desire to touch her that had pooled like acid there since he
first beheld her, the consequences of the dragon's unsatisfied longing. Bitterly he struggled to put her out
of his mind, reaching back blindly to the sweetness of the memory he had been reliving only a moment
before.

'Emily," he called brokenly, but the dream eluded him, dissipating at the edge of the room beyond his
reach.

In his sleep he fumbled in a small pocket of the mist cloak until his fingers brushed it, tiny and hard in
its pouch of velvet, worn thin from years of serving as his touchstone. A tiny silver button, heart-shaped,
of modest manufacture, given to him by the one woman he had ever loved. It was the only thing he had
left of her, that and his memories, each one cherished with the ferocity of a dragon guarding its greatest
treasure.

Touching the button worked; it brought her near to him again, if only for a moment. He could still feel
the ripping of the lace as he inadvertently tore it from her bodice, his hand trembling with fear and
excitement. He could still see the smile in her eyes.

Keep it, Sam, as a memento of the night when I gave you my heart. He had complied, had
carried the tiny button heart next to his own scarred one, clinging to the memory of what he had lost.

He had searched for her endlessly, in the museums and the history vaults, in the House of
Remembrance, in the face of every woman, young and old, that had hair the color of pale flax on a
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summer's day, as Emily's hair had seemed in the dark. He had carefully examined any female wrist,
looking for the tiny scar that was burned into his memory. Of course he had never found her; the Seer of
the Past had assured him that she had not come on any of the ships that escaped Serendair before it was
consumed in volcanic fire.

Well, child, I'm sorry to disappoint you, but no one by that name or description was among
those to leave on the ships from the Island before its destruction. She did not land; she did not
come.

The Seer was his grandmother, and would never have lied to him, both for that reason and because
she was unable to do so at the risk of losing her powers. Anwyn would never have hazarded such a loss.

Nor would Rhonwyn, Anwyn's sister, the Seer of the Present. He had begged her to use the
compass, one of three ancient artifacts with which Mer-ithyn, her Cymrian explorer father, had first found
this land. His hand had trembled as he gave her the copper threepenny piece, a valueless, thirteen-sided
coin, which was the mate to the one he had given Emily.These coins are unique in all the world , he
had told the Seer, his then-young voice wavering, betraying his agony.lf you can find the one that
matches this one, you'll have found her .

The Seer of the Present had held the compass in her fragile hands. He recalled how it had begun to
glow, then resonate in a humming echo that stung behind his eyes. Finally Rhonwyn had shaken her head
sadly.

Tour coin is unlike any in the wide world, child; I am sorry. None other like it exists, except
perhaps beneath the waves of the sea. Even I cannot see what treasures are held in the
Ocean-Father's vaults. Ashe could not possibly have known that the Seer's powers also did not reach
into the Earth itself, where Time had no dominion.

He had given up then, had come to almost believe the awful truth, though he still sought her in the face
of anyone he came across who could have even possibly been Emily. She had lingered in his every
thought, smiled at him in his dreams, had fulfilled the promise he had unwittingly made in his last words to
her.

I'll be thinking about you every moment until I see you again. It was not until many years that her
image deserted him, had left in the face of the horror his life had become. Where once his heart was a
holy shrine to her memory, now it was a dark and twisted place, touched by the hand of evil. Emily's
memory could no longer remain in such a charnel house. He had no idea why she had been able to return
this night, lingering lightly on the smoke that had risen up from the firegrate and wrapped itself behind his
eyes.

VII he thinking about you every moment until I see you again.
Th image in the distance grew dimmer. Ashe roiled, grasping again at the

*nhis memory as she began to disperse, calling to him as she left.7" love you, Sam. ['ve been waiting
for you for so long. I always knew you wouldcorne to me if I wished for you .

Ashe sat up, sweat pouring from his clammy skin, wrapped in the cool vapor f the mist cloak,
shaking. If only the same magic had worked for him.

Firbolg guard standing watch at the hallway's end nodded deferentially to Achmed as he emerged
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from his chamber and made his way down the corridor to Rhapsody's room. He knocked loudly and
swung the door open, part of the morning charade performed for the benefit of the Bolg populace, who
believed Rhapsody and Jo to be the king's courtesans and therefore left the women alone. Both Achmed
and Grunthor derived great amusement from the smoldering resentment they knew this survival game
stoked in Rhapsody's soul, but she had adopted a practical attitude about it, mostly for Jo's sake.

The fire on her hearth was flickering uncertainly, mirroring the look on her face. She did not look up
from the scroll she was poring over as he entered.

"Well, good morning to you, too, First Woman. You're going to have to work a little harder at this if
you're going to convince the Bolg you're the royal harlot."

'Shut up," Rhapsody said automatically, continuing to read.

Achmed smirked. He picked up the teapot from her untouched breakfast tray and poured himself a
cup; it was cold. She must have been up even earlier than usual.

"What Scum-rian manuscript are you reading this time?" he asked, holding the tepid tea out to her.
Without looking up, Rhapsody touched the cup. A moment later, Achmed felt the heat from the liquid
permeate the smooth clay sides of the mug, and took a sip, making sure to blow the steam off first.

""The Rampage of the Wyrm. Amazing; it just appeared out of thin air under my door last night.
What an extraordinary coincidence."

Achmed sat down on her neatly made bed, hiding his grin. "Indeed. Learn anything interesting about
Elynsynos?"

Finally a small smile crossed Rhapsody's face, and she looked up at him. "Well, let's see." She sat
back in the chair, holding the ancient scroll of parchment up to the candlelight.

'Elynsynos was said to be between one and five hundred feet long, with teeth as long and as sharp as
finely honed bastard swords," she read. "She could assume any form at will, including that of a force of
nature, like a tornado, an earthquake, a flood, or the wind. Within her belly were gems of brimstone born
in the fires of the Underworld, which allowed her to immolate anything that she breathed on. She was
wicked and cruel, and when Merithyn, her sailor lover, didn't come back, she went on a rampage that
decimated the western half of the continent up to and including the central province of Bethany. The
devastating fire she caused lighted the eternal flame in the basilica that burns there to this day."

'l detect a note of sarcasm in your voice. Do you reject this historical account?"

"Much of it. You forget, Achmed, I'm a Singer. We're the ones who write these ballads and this
legend lore. I'm a little more versed in how it can be exaggerated than you are."

'Having done so yourself?"
Rhapsody sighed. "You know better than that. Singers, and especially Nam-ers, can't make up a lie
without losing their status and abilities, although we can repeat tales that are apocryphal or outright fiction

as long as we present them that way, as stories."

Achmed nodded. "So if you reject this story out of hand, why are you worried?"
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'Who said I was worried?"

The Firbolg king grinned repulsively. "The fire," he said smugly, nodding at the hearth. Rhapsody
turned toward the thin flames; they were lapping unsteadily around a heavy log which refused to ignite.
She laughed in spite of herself.

'All right, you caught me. And, by the way, I don't reject the story out of hand. I just said there are
some parts that [ think are exaggerated. Some of it may very well be right."

'Such as?"

Rhapsody put the manuscript back down on the table and folded her arms. "Well, despite the
disparity in the reports of her actual size, I have no doubt that she was—is—immense." Achmed thought
he detected a slight shudder run through her. "She may actually have the ability to assume those fire,
wind, water, and earth forms; dragons are said to be tied to each of the five elements. And though she
may, in fact, be evil and vicious, I don't believe the story about the devastation of the western continent."

‘Oh?"

"Yes, the forests there are virgin in most of the parts we passed through, and the trees are the wrong
kind to have sprung up after a fire."

Tsee. Well, I don't doubt your knowledge of forests, or virgins—after all, you've been one twice—

'Shut up," Rhapsody said again. This time the fire reacted; the weak flames sprang to violent life,
roaring angrily. She pushed her chair back, rose and walked purposely to the coat peg near the door.
She snatched down her cape. "Get out of my room. I have to go meet Jo." With a savage shrug she
donned the garment, then rerolled the scroll and slapped it into Achmed's hand.

"Thanks for the bedtime reading," she said sarcastically, opening her door. "I assume I don't need to
give you specific anatomical directions as to where you should store it." Achmed chuckled as the door
slammed shut behind her.

I

was beginning to abate, or so it seemed. It had been hovering *i't't isively on the threshold of leaving
for some time, reluctant to release its erip entirely while giving way grudgingly to a fairer wind and sky.
The air f early spring was clear and cold, but held the scent of the earth again, a promise of warmth to
come.

Rhapsody climbed carefully up the rocky face of the crags that led to the heath at the top of the
world, a wide, expansive meadow beyond the canyon that a long-dead river had carved many millennia
before. The basket she was lugging had almost spilled twice by the time she reached the flat land; she
was off-balance, weighed down by the additional burden of the gear for her impending journey.

Waiting above in the dark meadow, Jo watched in amusement as the basket appeared at the crest of
the heath, wobbled a moment, then righted itself. It slid forward a few inches as if under its own power,
then finally a golden head surfaced, followed by intense green eyes. A second later Rhapsody's smile
emerged over the edge; it was a smaller version of the sunrise that would come in an hour or so.

'Good morning," she said. Only her head was visible.
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Jo rose and came to help her, laughing. "What's taking you so long? Usually you can make this climb
in a dead run. You must be getting old." She offered her elder, smaller sister a hand and hauled her up
over the edge.

'Be nice, or you don't get any breakfast." Rhapsody smiled as she laid her pack on the ground. Jo had
no idea how right she was. By her own calculations she was somewhere in the neighborhood of sixteen
hundred twenty years old in actual time, though all but two decades of that had passed while she and the
two Bolg were within the Earth, crawling along the Root.

Jo grabbed the basket and unhooked the catch, then dumped its contents unceremoniously onto the
frozen meadow grass, ignoring Rhapsody's dismayed expression. "Did you bring any of those honey
muffins?"

"Yes."

The teenager had already located one and stuffed it into her mouth, then pulled out the sticky mass
and looked at it in annoyance. "Ick. I told you not to put currants in them; it ruins the flavor."

T didn't. That must be something from the ground, a beetle, perhaps." Rhapsody laughed as Jo spat,
then hurled the partially masticated muffin into the canyon below.

'So where's Ashe?" Jo asked as she sat cross-legged on the ground, pickingU P another muftin and
brushing it off carefully.

'He should be here in half an hour or so," Rhapsody answered, sorting through her satchel. "J wanted
to see you alone for a little while before we leave."

Jo nodded, her mouth full. "Grnmuthor um Achmmegd are commiddg, too?"

"Yes, I expect them shortly, although I had a hostile exchange with Achmed earlier, so perhaps he
won't bother."

"Why would that stop him? That's normal conversation for Achmed. What was his problem this
morning?"

'Oh, we just had an argument over a Cymrian manuscript he slipped under my door last night."

Jo swallowed and poured herself a mug of tea. "No wonder; you know how much he hates the
Dum-rians."

Rhapsody hid her smile. Since the Cymrians had come from Serendair, their homeland, she, Grunthor,
and even Achmed were technically Cymrians themselves, a fact she had not been allowed to share with
Jo. "Why do you think that?"

'Theard him talking to Grunthor a few nights back."

'Oh?"

Jo leaned back importantly. "He said that you had your head wedged up your arse."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Rhapsody grinned. "Really?"

"Yes. He said the dragon probably had a Cymrian agenda, because she was the one who invited the
arse-rags here in the first place to please her lover—that's what he called them: arse-rags."

"Yes, I believe I've heard him use that word about them myself."

'He also said that you were trying to find out more about the Cymrians, to help bring them back into
power, and that it was stupid. He thinks the Bolg are much more worthy of your time and attention, not
to mention your loyalty. Is that true?"

'About the Bolg?"
"No, about the Cymrians."

Rhapsody looked off at the eastern horizon. The sky at the very edge of the land was beginning to
lighten to the faintest shade of cobalt blue; otherwise the coming of foredawn was still indiscernible. Her
face flushed in the darkness as she thought back to Llauron, the gentle, elderly Invoker of the Filids, the
religious order of the western forest lands and some of the provinces of Roland.

Llauron had taken her in not long after the three of them had arrived, had made her welcome. He had
taught her the history of the land, as well as many useful things that were now helping Achmed build his
empire, among them planting lore, herbalism, and the healing of men and animals. His voice nagged in her
head now, expecting information and solutions to problems she didn't understand.

Now that you've learned about the Cymrians, and the growing unrest that threatens to sunder
this land again, I hope you will agree to help me by being my eyes and ears out in the world, and
report back what you see.

I'll be glad to help you, Llauron, but—

Good, good. And remember, Rhapsody, though you are a commoner, you can still be useful in
a royal cause.

[ don't understand.

T lauron's eyes had glinted with impatience, though his voice was soothing.Th reunificati®nof the
Cymrains. I thought I had been clear. In my view, noth-isfloing to spare us from ultimate
destruction, with these unexplained upris-* und acts of terror, except to reunite the Cymrian
factions, Roland and Sorbold, and possibly even the Bolglands, again, under a new Lord and
Lady. The time is almost here. And though you are a peasant —please don't take offense, most of
my following are peasants—-you have a pretty face and a, persuasive voice. You could be of great
assistance to me in bringing this about. Now, please, say you will do as I've asked. Tou do want to
see peace come to this land, do you not? And the violence which is presently killing and maiming
many innocent women and children, that is something you'd like to see ended?

Jo was staring at her intently. Rhapsody shook oftf the memory. "I'm going to find the dragon to give
her back the claw dagger, in the hope she won't come and lay waste to Ylorc, and all the Bolg in the
bargain," she said simply. "This journey has nothing to do with the Cymrians."

'Oh." Jo took another bite of her muffin. "Does Ashe know that?"
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There was a warning note in her sister's voice that Rhapsody heard, a fluctuation to which she, as a
Singer, was sensitive. "I assume so. Why?" An awkward silence took up residence between them. "What
aren't you telling me, Jo?"

"Nothing," said Jo defensively. "He just asked if you were Cymrian, that's all. More than once, in fact."

Rhapsody's stomach turned over in the grip of cold to rival the chill that the land still held. "Me? He
asked you that about me?"

"Well, about the three of you; Achmed and Grunthor, too."
'But not you?"

A blank look crossed Jo's face as she considered the question. "No, he never did. I think he assumes
I'm not. I wonder why that is."

Rhapsody rose to a stand and brushed off her trousers and cloak. "Maybe you're the only one of us
he doesn't think is an arse-rag."

Jo's eyes sparkled wickedly. "I hope not," she said, looking innocently up at the sky. "Grunthor's
certainly not an arse-rag, either." She laughed as a shower of snow and dried leaves flew into her face.
"Seriously, Rhaps, I mean, have you ever even met a Cymrian? I thought they were all long dead."

The sky was lightening at the horizon to a thin gray-blue. "You'vemet a Cymrian yourself, Jo,"
Rhapsody said flatly, beginning to pack up the remains of breakfast. "Lord Stephen is of Cymrian
descent."

"Well, I guess that proves the arse-rag theory," said Jo, wiping the crumbs from her mouth with the
back of her hand. "I meant an old one, one of the ones who lived through the War. The kind that lives
forever."

Rhapsody thought for a moment. "Yes, I think so. I was once almost trampled on the road from
Gwynwood to Navarne by the horse of an obnoxious soldier named Anborn. If he is the one mentioned
in the history we heard, he was Gwylliam's general in the War. That would make him fairly old. The War
ended four hundred years ago, but it went on for seven hundred."

Jo had been there when they had opened the library vault and found Gwylliam's body. "Guess the old
bastard didn't look that bad, then. He didn't seem dead a day past two hundred." Rhapsody laughed.

"Was he the one who started the war when he hit his wife?"

"Yes; her name was Anwyn. She was the daughter of the explorer, Merithyn, the first Cymrian, and
the dragon Elynsynos—"

"The one you're going to see now?"

"Yes—who fell in love with him and told him the Cymrians could come live in her lands, where no
human had ever been allowed before."

Jo popped the last muffin into her mouth. "Whyys diggeeay wanddadoo dhat?"
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"The king of Serendair, Gwylliam—"

"The same stiff we found?"

Rhapsody laughed. "The very one. He had foreseen that the Island was about to be destroyed in
volcanic fire, so he wanted to relocate the bulk of the population of his kingdom somewhere they could
maintain their culture, and where he could remain their king."

'Power-mad arse-rag."

'So they say. But he did save most of his people from certain death, brought them safely halfway
around the world and built Canrif—"

"Nowthere's an accomplishment. A fancy place with indoor plumbing that the Bolg don't bother to

n

use

'Stop interrupting. The Bolg overran it later. He and later Anwyn built an extraordinary civilization out
of very little, and reigned in peace over an era of unprecedented advances until the night he hit her. That
incident was called the Grievous Blow, because that single slap between the Lord and the Lady started
the war that destroyed about a quarter of the population of the continent and much of the Cymrian
civilization."

'Definitely arse-rags," Jo said resoundingly. "Is there anything you need me to do while you're away?"

Rhapsody smiled. "Now that you mention it, yes. Would you keep an eye on my Firbolg
grandchildren for me?" Jo made a face and a gagging sound, which her sister ignored. "And don't forget
your studies."

'Sorry I asked," Jo muttered.

'And look in on Elysian from time to time, will you? If the new plantings need water, give them a
drink."

Jo rolled her eyes. "You know I can'tfind Elysian." Rhapsody's house, a tiny cottage situated on an
island in an underground grotto, was virtually impossible to discern by anyone except Achmed or

Grunthor. The four companions kept its secret deliberately.

'Get Grunthor to take you. Sorry these tasks seem so odious. What did you have in mind when you
oftered?"

'spallid face lit up. "I can keep an eye on Daystar Clarion for you."
Rhapsody laughed. "I'm taking my sword with me, Jo." Jo had long been
» ted "th the burning blade, watching the flames as though hypnotized.

When they were traveling overland, Rhapsody had kept the sword out at night til Jo had fallen asleep,
the starlight that radiated from the blade comforting her in the dark.

th.H
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'After all, I might need it. You do want me to come back, don't you?" Rhapsody said, patting Jo's
crestfallen face.

"Yes," said Jo quickly; there was an unintended urgency in her voice. "If you leave me here alone
among the Bolg I'll hunt you down and kill you."

The sky in the east had faded to a soft pink, with a ribbon of palest yellow touching the edge of the
horizon below it. Rhapsody closed her eyes, feeling the coming of the sun. At the edge of her hearing she
could feel a musical note sound softly, wafting on the wind; it wasre , the second note of the scale. In the
lore of Singers,re was the portent of a peaceful day, a day without incident.

Softly she began her morning aubade, the love song to the sun that her race, the Liringlas, sang to
greet the daybreak. It was a song passed from mother to child, like the vespers that bade the sun
Godspeed at the end of the day and welcomed the stars as they came forth in the twilight. To Rhapsody,
the act of marking these ancient devotions was always a poignant one; it was the only way she had left of
feeling close to the mother she missed more than anything else she had lost with the sinking of the Island.

Beside her she could feel Jo begin to tremble as she listened to the song, and Rhapsody took her
hand. The primordial song of mother-to-daughter passage was especially poignant to her, too. Jo had
never known her mother, having been abandoned to the streets as a child. Rhapsody took the girl into
her arms as the song came to its end.

'She loved you, I know she did," she whispered. She had been trying to convince Jo of it for a long
time.

'Right," Jo muttered sardonically.

"That was beautiful," said Ashe. Both women jumped. As always, they had not seen him approach.
Rhapsody colored in embarrassment, her face taking on the same hue as the edge of the predawn
horizon.

"Thank you," she said, turning hurriedly away. "Are you ready?"
'Yes. Achmed and Grunthor are right behind me. I assume they want to say goodbye."

"Don't worry, I'll be back," Rhapsody said, giving Jo one more hug. "If we pass through Sepulvarta,
the holy city where the Patriarch lives, I'll try to get you some more of those sweets you liked."

"Thanks," said Jo, wiping her eyes with her sleeve defensively. "Now hurry up and leave so I can get
out of this fornicating wind; it's stinging my eyes." t-As Grunthor hugged her goodbye, Rhapsody
struggled not to gasp, but her face was turning an unhealthy shade of red in the giant's embrace. The
panoramic vista of the Orlandan Plateau swam before her eyes, the crags of the Teeth tipping at a
sickening angle. In her disconnected thoughts she wondered if this was something like being squeezed to
death by a bear.

Finally Grunthor set her down, released her, and patted her shoulder awkwardly. Rhapsody looked
up into the great gray-green face and smiled. The Bolg's face was set in a nonchalant expression, but she
could see the tightness of his massive jaw, and the faintest hint of glistening liquid at the corners of his
amber eyes.

'Oi really wish you'd reconsider, Duchess," he said solemnly.
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Rhapsody shook her head. "We've been through this already at great length, Grunthor. I'll be safe.
I've haven't had a single bad dream about this trip, and you know how rare that is."

The giant folded his arms. "And just '0o is gonna save you from the dreams youdo 'ave on the road?"
he demanded. "Last Oi knew, that was my job."

The amused expression on the Singer's face softened with his words. "Indeed, you're the only one
who's ever been able to," she said, running her hand along the enormous muscular arm. "I guess it's just
another small sacrifice I'll have to make to keep the Bolg safe."

Another thought occurred to her, and Rhapsody dug for a moment in her pack, finally pulling out a
large seashell. "But I have this," she said, smiling brightly. Grunthor chuckled. He had given it to her not
long after they had emerged from the Root, a memento from a journey he and Achmed had made to the
seacoast, searching for a way to get her back to Serendair after their long journey through the Earth's
belly.

His smile faded with the memory. When finally they had met up again, she had informed them that the
Island was gone, swallowed by the sea more than a millennium before. At that moment, he had felt guilt
for the first time in his life, knowing that he and Achmed had dragged her away from a home and a family
she would now never see again. She slept sometimes with the shell covering her ear, attempting to use the
noise of the crashing waves to drown out the torturous nightmares that left her thrashing and sobbing in
despair.

"You know Oi'd take the worst of them dreams for you if Oi could, Yer Ladyship," he said sincerely.

Rhapsody felt her throat tighten, and a sense of overwhelming loss tugged at the edges of her
consciousness. "I know, I know you would," she said, and hugged him again. Abruptly she pulled away,
trying to regain her composure. A wicked twinkle came into her eye. "And believe me, if it was within my
power, I'dgive you the worst of them. Where's Achmed? Ashe and I need to be going."

A sudden lightheadedness washed over her, a sensation that time was expanding all around her. She
had felt this way before, but where or when she s uncertain. Grunthor seemed to be feeling it, too; the

amber eyes clouded er for a moment, then he blinked rapidly, and smiled.

"Don't forget to say goodbye to 'Is Majesty," he said merrily, pointing to the cloaked figure standing a
little way off.

'Do I have to? Our last exchange was probably about as tender a goodbye as I'm ever going to get
out of him. We almost came to blows."

'Yes, you 'ave to," Grunthor commanded with mock severity. "And that's an order, miss."

Rhapsody saluted, laughing. "All right. Far be it from me to defy "The Ultimate Authority, to Be
Obeyed at All Costs,' " she said. "Does that ultimate authority apply only to me?"

"Nope," said Grunthor.
"You have final dominion over everyone in the world?"

'Damn right." The giant sergeant signaled to the Firbolg king. "Aw, come on, Duchess. Tell 'im
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goodbye. 'E may not show it, but Vs gonna miss you terrible."

'Sure he is," she said as Achmed approached. "I've heard he's already taking bids on my quarters and
planning to auction off my worldly goods."

'Only the clothes, and only if you aren't back in a reasonable amount of time," the Firbolg king said as
pleasantly as he was able. "I don't want that hrekin cluttering up my mountain."

Tl be back, and I'll send word with the guarded mail caravan as often as I am able," Rhapsody said,
shouldering her pack. "Now that the interprovincial messengers are coming regularly to Ylore, I should
be able to get a message to you if need be."

'Of course. I'm sure the dragon's cave is a regular stop on the mail caravan's route," Achmed replied,
a note of angry sarcasm creeping into his voice.

'Don't start," Rhapsody warned, casting an eye over toward Jo, who was chatting with Ashe.

"No," Achmed agreed. "I just thought I'd give you a little send-off." He handed her a scroll of tightly
bound parchment. "Be careful. It's very old and very valuable."

'If it's another version of The Rampage of the Wyrm , I'm going to stow it forcibly in the place I
suggested to you earlier this morning."

'Have a look."

Carefully Rhapsody unbound the ancient thread of silk that tied the scroll closed. Achmed had made a
substantial study of the writings from Gwylliam's library and reliquary vault, but the collection was so vast
that it would take him hundreds of years to examine even half of it. The fragile parchment crumbled a bit
as she unrolled it. It was a careful rendering of an architectural design. 't't

After a few minutes of staring intently at the plans, she looked back to find the Firbolg king watching
her with equal interest. "What is this?" she asked. "I don't recognize it. Is this someplace in Ylorc?"

Achmed looked over at Ashe, then back to her, moving slightly nearer. "Yes, if it exists. It was
Gwylliam's masterpiece, the crown jewel of his vision for the mountain. I don't know if he got to build it
or not. He called it the Loritorium."

Rhapsody's palms grew moist. "Loritorium?"

"Yes, the corresponding documentation describes it as an annex, a deliberately hidden city, a place
where ancient lore was housed and the purest forms of elemental power in the Cymrians' possession
would one day be stored, along with a vast conservatory in which to study them. I believe the sword you
carry might have been one of those exhibits, based on the dimensions of the display cases and some of
the notes."

She turned the scroll over. "I don't see any words. How do you know this?"
Achmed nodded slightly toward Ashe and lowered his voice even more. "I'm not an idiot; I left the

text safely in the vault. I've told you repeatedly that I do not trust him. Besides, I didn't know if the dew
might damage the scrolls.
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'From what I have been able to glean, this place was never opened to the Cymrian inhabitants of
Canrif. It may never have been started, or if it was, it may never have been finished. But of course, it may
have been both, and just known to Gwylliam and a few of his closest advisors. Who knows?

"What is most fascinating is the way the complex is laid out, at least according to these maps. The
cases and displays must have been intended to contain something with great care, judging by the detail
with which those elements were rendered. Gwylliam devoted a good deal of effort to designing the
defenses, both from the outside and the inside. I'm not sure whether he was more intent on protecting his
displays, or protecting the Cymrians from them."

Rhapsody shuddered. "Any idea what it might have been, besides Daystar Clarion?"

"No, but I plan to find out. While you're gone, Grunthor and I will be checking into some of the
Cymrian ruins, the parts of Canrif that were built last and destroyed first when the Bolg overran the
mountain. We've already seen some signs that point the way to what might have been the Loritorium. It
promises to be a fascinating exploration if we find it. Interested?"

'Of course I'm interested," Rhapsody whispered fiercely, annoyed by the smirk on his face. "What
Namer wouldn't be interested in a place like that?"

"Then stay," Achmed suggested with mock innocence. "It certainly would be better if you were along.
Grunthor and I, clumsy oafs that we are, might inadvertently make a mess or destroy something of
historical significance, who knows, perhaps even a one-of-a-kind piece of ancient lore." He laughed as
her cheeks reddened with smoldering anger. "All right, we'll wait for you. We'll locate the place, and give
you a reasonable period to return. If you're not back by the time we had discussed, we'll start without
you. Agreed?"

'Agreed," she said. "But you don't need to give me incentive to hurry back, Achmed. Believe it or not,
I have plenty of that."

The Firbolg king nodded. "Do you still have your dagger from your dayson the streets of Serendair?"

Rhapsody looked at him oddly. "Yes; why?"

Achmed's face lost the last vestige of a smile. "If you find yourself in a compromising situation with
Ashe, use your dagger to cut his balls off, not your sword. Daystar Clarion's fire will cauterize the wound,
as you've seen before. If that need arises, you want him to bleed to death rapidly."

"Thank you," Rhapsody said sincerely. She knew the grisly comment was an expression of genuine
concern, and she opened her arms. Achmed returned her embrace quickly and uncomfortably, then
looked down at her.

"What's that in your eyes?" he demanded. "You're not crying, are you? You know the law."

Rhapsody wiped her hand across them quickly. "Shut up," she said. "You can stuff the law right in the
same cavity behind7he Rampage of the Wyrm; there's certainly enough room in your case. By your
own definition, you should be Lord of the Cymrians." Achmed smirked as she turned and went over to

where Jo and Ashe were standing.

'Are you ready?" Ashe asked, picking up his smoothly carved walking staff.
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"Yes," Rhapsody said, hugging Jo one last time. "Take care of yourself, sis, and our two big brothers."
The teenager rolled her eyes. Rhapsody turned back to Ashe. "Now let's be off before I say something
else to Achmed. I want the last thing I said to him to be something as obnoxious as what he said to me.

Ashe chuckled. "That's a contest you don't want to get into," he said as he checked the bindings on
his gear. "I believe you will lose every time."

£''ts she and Ashe reached the summit of the last of the crag before the foothills, Rhapsody turned
and stared east into the rising sun, which had just begun to crest the horizon. She shaded her eyes,
wondering if the long shadows were really the silhouettes of the three people she loved most dearly in the
world, or only the hollow reflections of rock and chasm, reaching ominously skyward. She decided after
a moment she had seen one of them wave; whether or not she was right didn't matter, anyway.

"Look," said Ashe, his pleasant baritone shattering her reverie. Rhapsody turned and let her gaze
follow his outstretched finger in the direction of another line of shadows, miles ofF, at the edge of the
steppes where the lowlands and the rockier plains met.

"What is that?" she asked. A sudden gust of wind swirled around her, raising a cloud of dust and
whipping her hair into her eyes. She pulled her cloak tighter about shoulders.N

"Looks like a convocation of some sort, humans, undoubtedly," he said after a moment.
Rhapsody nodded. "Ambassadors," she said softly. "They're coming to pay court to Achmed."

Ashe shuddered; the tremor was visible, even beneath his cloak of mist. "I don't envy them," he said
humorously. "That ought to shake up their notions of protocol. Shall we?" He looked off to the west,
over the thawing valley and the wide plain past the foothills below them

Rhapsody looked back for a moment longer, then turned her eyes toward the west as well. A slice of
the sun had risen behind them, casting a shaft of golden light into the gray mist of the world that stretched
out below them. By contrast, the distant line of black figures moved through a jagged shadow.

"Yes," she said, shifting her pack. "I'm ready." Without looking back she followed him down the
western side of the last crag, beginning the long journey to the dragon's lair.

In the distance, a figure of a man touched by a darker, unseen shadow stopped for a moment, gazed
up into the hills, then continued on its way to the realm of the Firbolg.

found them at the crest of the foothills, laying their course for the lands north of the
Avonderre-Navarne border. Ashe said the lair of Elynsynos lay within the ancient forest, northwest of
Llauron's domain and the vast Lirin forest of Tyrian, so they would be following the sun, then the Tara'fel
River northward.

When they reached the conjunction of the foothills and the rocky steppes that those hills became at
the mountain's threshold, Ashe suddenly directed her into a thicket of evergreen trees. Rhapsody
followed quickly, hiding herself from sight, all but unable to see him.

"What's the matter?'1she whispered at the dark branches, thick with fragrant needles beginning to
soften with the new growth of early spring.

"There's an armed caravan within sight," he answered in a low voice. "They're heading toward Ylorc."
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Rhapsody nodded. "Yes; it's the fourth-week mail caravan."
'Mail caravan?"

"Yes, Achmed established an four-week cycle of caravans that travel between Ylorc, Sorbold,
Tyrian, and Roland. Now that there is a working trade agreement between the Bolg and Roland, he
thought it made sense to make sure that messages and deliveries were escorted by soldiers from Roland
to assure that they don't fall prey to the unexplained violence that has been around for so long.

'A contingent arrives on the same day of each week, and if for any reason that were not to happen,
whichever post was expecting the caravan would go out in search to make certain they were safe. It
takes two cycles, or eight weeks, for each individual caravan to complete the whole circuitous route
between Roland, Tyrian, Sorbold, and Ylorc. It has been working very well so far."And Llauron has
been making excellent use of it to badger me about sending him information , she thought to
herself. So far she had shared very little. She also didn't mention that the most sensitive information was
entrusted not the soldiers of the caravan, but to birds. Achmed had developed a whole squadron of avian
messengers who carried the most important missives through the skies to their destinations. Llauron made
use of avian messengers as well.

Ashe said nothing. Rhapsody waited for a few moments, then, hearing no further comments, turned to
leave the thicket.

"Wait."
"What's the matter'now, Ashe?"

He was still hard to see within the darkness of the branches. "We'll need to wait here. I thought you
understood that if we were going to travel overland together, we would need to remain out of sight."

Rhapsody drew her cloak a little closer. "Well, of course, when we're vul nerable in the wide fields, or
in unfamiliar territory. But that's just the mail caravan.”

"Always. No exceptions. Understood?"

His tone annoyed her; there was a gritty edge to his voice she had not heard before. It served to
remind her how litde she actually knew him, and underscored why Achmed and Grunthor had objected
to her going with him in the first place. Rhapsody sighed, some of her confidence evaporating into the
chilly air.

'All right," she said. "We'll wait for them to pass. Let me know when they're out of sight."

C.'hey crossed the steppes and the wastelands to the Krevensfield Plain, heading northwest to avoid
all but the outskirts of the province of Bethe Cor-bair and the city itself entirely. The traveling was
difficult, the terrain rough and hard to cross in the muck left by the rains of early spring that were falling
consistently. Rhapsody found herself stuck in the mud more than once. Ashe had offered his assistance
but had been politely refused while she freed herself, muttering under her breath.

The comfortable familiarity that had begun to grow between them in Ylorc seemed to have
disappeared now that they were alone together. Rhapsody had no idea why, though much of it seemed to
be due to Ashe's unpredictability.
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At times he was pleasant enough, joking with her or passing the time when they were encamped in
reasonable, if insignificant, conversation. Other times she got the sense he was brooding, angry even; he
would snap at her unexpectedly when she spoke to him, as though she was disturbing his concentration.
It was as if he were two different people, and there was no way to tell which one was present since his
face remained hidden at all times. As a result, most of their time was passed in silence.

It was a little better once they had traversed the wide fields of Bethe Corbair and the southwestern
corner of the province of Yarim. They were chasing winter's tail; spring had come to the Bolglands a few
weeks before, but the ground was still frozen here, the thaw only just beginning. The terrain was easier to
walk and the rains less frequent, which helped their moods somewhat. Still, they were both aware of the
lack of cover, and spent a great deal of time hiding when soldiers or travelers came within Ashe's senses.
Usually Rhapsody could not see these wayfarers, but had grown accustomed to being grabbed suddenly
from behind and pushed into thickets or clumps of weeds. She understood the necessity of these actions,
but it did not do much to improve the relationship.

Finally, after several weeks of travel, they reached the province of Canderre, a land with more forests
and wooded valleys than either Bethe Corbair or Yarim. The tension eased up a little; Ashe seemed
calmer in woods. Rhapsody assumed this was because they were no longer such obvious targets as they
had been on the great wide plains.

They began to talk a little more, though still not often. Ashe was frequently pleasant, even funny, but
he was holding her at arm's length. He did not share his thoughts, or any of his history, and, above all, he
never took down his hood. Rhapsody was beginning to wonder what had happened to his face that made
him feel the need to hide it from sight. She wished he trusted her more. His isolation made it impossible to
keep from growing suspicious of him as well.

The one thing that he did not object to, to Rhapsody's surprise, were her daily devotions. Each
morning and evening she greeted the sun and the stars with song. When she did she kept her voice low,
particularly when they were on the plain, but she knew it made them more vulnerable nonetheless. She
was generally sitting watch when dawn came, and so her morning aubade was his call to wakefulness. In
the evening, as the twilight took the sky, she excused herself and found an open spot some ways off, to
avoid disturbing him. When she returned he never commented, and was still busy with whatever task he
had been performing when she left.

The forest thickened, and it became clear that they had passed into the most important and difficult
part of the journey. They were now in the Great Forest, an area that covered much of western Canderre
and all of northern Navarne and Avonderre to the sea. Their journey had reached the halfway point;
Ashe had plotted and achieved the course perfectly. Up until now that had not been very difficult; though
there were few landmarks to gauge by, the stars were clear on the plains and the direction simple. They
were heading due west, so they had followed the sun. Now came the hard part, the main reason his
services as guide were necessary. They were in woods, thick and dark and directionless, with real
opportunity for losing their way.

Though Rhapsody had said nothing, Ashe picked up on her increased nervousness.
"You're worried."
'A little," she admitted. Their voices broke the stillness of the wood, sounding strange.

T've been there before; I know where I'm going," he said. His tone held none of the annoyance it had
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on occasion before.

Tknow," Rhapsody said with a weak smile. "But I've never met a dragon before, so I guess it's fair
that I'm a little worried. Is she large—for a dragon?"

Ashe chuckled. "I didn't say I was an expert on dragons. Nor did I say I had met her. I just said I'd
been near to her lair."

'Oh." Rhapsody dissolved into silence, her questions unvoiced, knowing Ashe wouldn't answer them.

'"Perhaps we should stop for supper," he said. "Food often calms nerves, I've found. Besides, it's your
turn to cook." There was a mischievous note in his voice.

Rhapsody smiled. "I see, it's a ploy. All right, I'll cook. A fire should be safe enough here, don't you
think?" They had rarely had one while on the plain, both of them knowing it would act as a beacon in the
absolute darkness.

'T suppose so."

'Good," she said, her spirits lifting a little. "I'm going to see what I can find in the immediate vicinity,
forage a bit."

'Don't go far." Ashe heard her sigh as she walked away into a copse of trees.

She was back a few minutes later, looking excited. "Wait until you see what I found," she said, sitting
cross-legged on the ground of the clearing they had chosen as camp for the night. She pulled her pack
into her lap and began to rummage through it.

Ashe watched as she spread a kerchief on the new shoots of spring grass, mixed a number of
ingredients in a battered tin cylinder, then covered it, dug a small hole, and buried it in the ground. Along
with it she buried two potatoes she had brought with her, and then built a fire directly on top of it all.

While it burned she cored two small apples she had located in the woods, leftovers from the fall, and
spiced them with dried matter from a pouch in her pack. She hung a small pot over the fire into which she
had sliced some old leeks and wild horseradish she had found in the forest. When the flames had reduced
to coals she pulled the pot off the fire and set the apples into the glowing embers, roasting the fruit in the
heat. After a while they began to bubble and send forth an amazing smell that made his mouth begin to
water.

Rhapsody pulled the apples from the fire and set them aside to cool, then dug up the cylinder and the
potatoes. The latter she set with the apples while she pried open the tin and gave it a good shake. Onto
the kerchief slid a small loaf of bread, the aroma of which was slightly nutty and wholesome. She gave the
leek soup a brisk stir, releasing an impressive tang into the smoky air.

Ashe felt his appetite increase as she cut the steaming loaf open, then reached back into her pack for
a small piece of hard cheese. She sliced this effortlessly, and topped the bread with it. The cheese melted
as she set the other elements of the meal before him.

"There. I'm afraid it's simple fare, but it should stave off your hunger for the night."

"Thank you." Ashe sat down next to her, pulling the kerchief she offered him closer. "This looks
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good." He watched until she had sampled the food herself, then took a bite of each thing she ate in turn.
'Tt's not much," she said apologetically. "Just a country folk tune."
Ashe's mouth was filled with the spiced apple. "Hmmm?"

'I'm aftraid you can't do much composing when you only have the ingredients that you can find in the
immediate vicinity."

He swallowed. "Composing?"

Rhapsody smiled at the hooded figure. "Yes, well, a truly well-planned meal has all the aromatic
elements of a good musical piece." There was no response, so she continued on with her explanation,
hoping he didn't find it as inane as Achmed had. "You see, if you put enough thought into the way things
impact the senses, you can affect the way they are perceived.

'For instance, if you were planning an intimate dinner, you might want it to come off like a minor
orchestral concerto. So you have the string bass section be something like a rich soup. Then, to put in an
overlay of violins, some flaky biscuits, topped with sweet butter and honey. Perhaps you serve something
light and tangy, like crisp vegetables in an orange sauce, for that addition of an impish flute line. So first
you decide what you want the meal to be in terms of a musical piece, and then you compose the food to
match the mood."

Ashe took a bite of the bread. "Interesting. Manipulative, but very interesting." The nutty flavor
melded perfectly with the cheese, making both items seem far more substantial than they would have

been separately.

Rhapsody looked at him in surprise. "Manipulative? I don't understand." He said nothing. "Can you
explain your meaning?" Ashe took another bite. "Is the tea ready?"

Rhapsody rose and went to the fire. Tea was best made from the offerings of summer: strawberry
leaves and rose hips, sweet fern and red sumac berries. The herbs she had located were not the best
blend, plantain and slippery elm, dandelion roots and yarrow, but they were mild and had only passive,
healthy properties. She poured a cup of the steaming liquid and passed it to him, her brow still furrowed,
waiting for an explanation.

One was not forthcoming. The cloaked figure raised the cup inside his hood and took a sip.
Rhapsody jumped as he spat the tea out violently, spraying some into the fire.

'Bleah. What is this?" His tone was rude, and Rhapsody could feel her blood start to steam.
"Well, now it's herbal vapor, but prior to your mature response it was tea."
'A new and interesting definition for it, I'd say."

Rhapsody's ire was rising. "Well, I'm sorry you don't like it, but it was the best grouping of herbs I
could find. All the properties are healthy ones."

'If their taste doesn't kill you first."

'Well, next time I'll be sure to find licorice just for you. I didn't realize until now what serious need you
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were in of a laxative."

She thought she heard a chuckle as the hidden man rose and went to his own pack. He rummaged for
a moment; finally he located what he was looking for.

"You could make some of this." He tossed her a small canvas sack tied with a rawhide cord.
Rhapsody opened the bag and held it to her nose, inhaling its aroma. She recoiled instantly in disgust.
'Gods, what is this?" She held the sack away from her face.

'Coffee. A special blend from Sepulvarta."

"Ugh. It's repulsive."

Ashe laughed. "You know, you're being very close-minded. You should at least try it before you
declare it repulsive."

"No, thank you. It smells like dirt from a skunk's grave."

"Well, be that as it may, I like it, certainly much more than your odious tea." Rhapsody's face fell, and
he hastened to mitigate the damage. "Though I'm sure tea you make when you are not in the forest and
dependent on the availability of certain plants—"

'Spare me," she said coldly. "You are entitled to dislike my tea. No one said it was delicious, just
healthy. And if you wish to poison yourself by drinking that bile, please don't let me stop you. But you
can make it yourself; I have no desire to inhale the fumes. In fact, I think I'll make a new campsite
elsewhere until you're done." She rose from the fire and walked away into the woods, leaving most of her
supper untouched.

J, 'yordsbetween them that evening were few. Rhapsody returned after sunset, having sung her
vespers, and settled down for the night in her corner of the camp.

Ashe was repairing one of his boots when she walked into the fire circle, and watched her pass by the
flames with interest. He had noticed the effect her presence had on fire, and the way it reflected her
mood. It was snapping and hissing now with unspoken anger. She obviously had not gotten over the
offense he had committed, probably because he had not apologized.

He decided to do so now. "I'm sorry about earlier," he said, turning the boot over without looking up
in her direction.

'Put it from your mind."

'All right," he said, pulling the boot back on, "I will. I wish more women let me off that easily."

Rhapsody rolled up her cloak and stuffed it under her head to serve as a pillow. The ground was
broken here with tree roots and buried stones, making for uncomfortable sleeping. "Nonsense," she said.

"I'm sure your mother let you get away with murder."

Ashe laughed. "Gained," he said; it was the sword-trainer's term indicating a point had been scored
and acknowledged. "I assume my apology was accepted, then?"
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'Don't become accustomed to it," Rhapsody mumbled from inside her bedroll, a hint of humor
returning to her voice. "I rarely forgive spitting. Customarily I'd cut your heart out, although it's fairly
obvious someone already has." She closed her eyes and prepared to go to sleep.

A split-second later she heard a humming next to her upturned ear; even behind her eyelids she could
see a blue-white light fill the darkness. The sharp metal point of a sword jabbed her throat just below her
chin. She opened her eyes.

Ashe stood above her. Even in the dark, his silhouette showed the signs of unbridled rage. With a
vicious twist of the wrist he pressed the sword tip deeper into her neck, just before the point of breaking
the skin. Within his hood two points of intense light gleamed furiously.

'Get up," he said, kicking her boot savagely.

Rhapsody rose, following the lead of the sword. It pulsated with a blue light, a light she had seen out
of the corner of her eye in battle, but never up close before. It was a bastard sword, a weapon of
broader blade and hilt and greater length than her own. The sword was scrolled in gleaming blue runes
that decorated both the hilt and blade, but these patterns were not the most hypnotic aspect of it.

The blade itself appeared to be liquid. It hovered in the air, rippling repeatedly toward the hilt like
waves in the sea crashing to the shore. The watery weapon emitted a vaporous mist that rose, like steam
from the fires of the Underworld, forming a column of fog before her, a moving tunnel at the end of which
was a stranger with murder in his eyes. She knew this without seeing those eyes clearly. He would never
have made a weapon of this power known to her unless he expected her sight of it to be momentary.

A deadly calm descended on Rhapsody. She stared into the vaporous tunnel in the direction of the
cloaked man at the other end. He was silent, but his anger was palpable, she could feel it around her in
the air.

When he didn't speak after another endless moment, she decided to do so.

"Why did I have to get up? Are you too much of a gentleman to kill me in my sleep?"

Ashe said nothing, but pressed the blade even deeper. The world blackened for a moment before her
eyes as the blood to her head was stanched. She summoned all the remaining strength she had and glared

in his direction.

'Remove your sword immediately, or get on with it and kill me," she ordered coldly. "You're
interrupting my sleep."

"Who are you?" Ashe's voice was thick with murderous intent.

Rhapsody's mind leapt at the words; she had heard them before, uttered by another cloaked stranger.
Her introduction to Achmed had been much the same. The tone in his voice had been similarly murderous
as he rifled through her pack, while Grunthor held her stationary in the shadows of the first of many
campfires they had shared.

Who are you?

Hey, put that down.
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Oi wouldn't do that if Oi were you, miss. Just answer the question.
1 already told you; my name is Rhapsody. Now put that down before you break something.
,'never break anything unless I mean to. Now, try again. Who are you ?

She sighed inwardly. "I seemed destined to repeat this conversation for all of eternity to men who
want to harm me. My name is Rhapsody. You know this already, Ashe."

'T know nothing about you, apparently," he said in a low, deadly voice. "Who sent you? Who is your
master?"

The last word stung, bringing back a brisk explosion of memories forged in the agony of the streets, of
degradation and forced prostitution. Rhapsody's eyes narrowed to gleaming green slits. "How dare you. |
have no master. What are you insinuating?"

"That you're a liar, at best. At worst you are evil incarnate, and about to die for the suffering and woe
you have inflicted throughout Time."

"Whoa! What woe?" Rhapsody asked incredulously. "And don't you call me a liar, you cowardly ass.
You're the liar; you told my friends I'd be safe with you. If you were looking to kill me, I would have
fought you in the venue of your choice. You didn't need to lure me out here to the woods so you could
do it with impunity, you craven piece of Bolg-dung."

Ashe stood up a little straighter; the sword did not move. It was as if his anger had tempered a little.
Rhapsody was not sure how she knew this, but she was certain of it.

'Confess who sent you and I will spare your life," he said, a slightly more reasonable tone in his voice.
"Tell me who the host is, and I'll let you go."

T have no idea what you are blithering about," she retorted angrily. "No one sent me."

Ashe gave her throat another savage jab. "Don't lie to me! Who sent you? You have ten seconds to
come up with the name if you want to live."

Rhapsody thought for a moment, knowing he was utterly serious. It would be simple to make up a
name in the hope that he would leave her to find whatever host he was babbling about. Living wasn't
worth the lie. Time slowed around her, and she thought of the family with which she was about to be
reunited.

'Save yourself the time," she said. "I don't know what you're talking about, and I won't lie just to live."
She raised her throat to an easier angle of attack to facilitate his strike. "Go ahead."

Ashe remained frozen for a moment, then pulled the sword away from her neck with a sweep that
spattered drops of water over her face and into the fire, where it hissed angrily. He continued to look at
her from beneath the misty hood.

After a few moments of returning his stare, Rhapsody spoke. "I don't know what's gotten into you.
Maybe your brain has been curdled by that skunk urine you call coffee." She took a deep breath and
used her true-speaking lore as a Namer. "In any case, your behavior is inexcusable. I am not a liar, nor
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am [ evil incarnate. I don't know why you're angry at me, but I have no master, [ am no one's whore, and
I don't know anything about a host. Now get away from me. I'll find the dragon without you."

Ashe considered her words. "What was that comment about my heart supposed to mean?"
Customarily I'd cut your heart out, although it's fairly obvious someone already has.
Rhapsody looked puzzled; it had been a joke. "That you're heartless, rude.

Willing to insult the dinner I made you, to spit my tea out, to be unduly offensive. You're an
insufferable pig. You have no respect for anyone. You can't take a joke, but you expect others to.
You're cranky. Shall I go on? When I said it I was teasing. I no longer am."

Ashe's shoulders uncoiled, and Rhapsody heard a deep exhalation of breath from within the hood.
They stared at each other for a few moments more. Then the cloaked figure lowered its head.

T'm very sorry," he said softly. "Your assessment of me, in all its parts, is correct."

"You'll get no argument from me," Rhapsody said, her heartbeat slowing slightly. "Now, back away. If
you still want to fight, I'd be happy to oblige. Otherwise, be on your way."

Ashe sheathed his sword. The glen they were standing in became immediately darker in the absence
of its light. The fire had been roaring in time with her anger; it had settled down somewhat as well, having
expended much of its fuel in its fury.

'If you wanted me to leave, why didn't you just make up a name? I would have left you here,
unharmed. You're lucky. You took an awful risk."

"What risk?" Rhapsody snapped. "You asked me a question. There was only one possible answer,
and it did not consist of making up a name. What if I had and it belonged to some poor innocent whose
only crime was being unfortunately tided?"

Ashe sighed. "You're right. These are bad times, Rhapsody. I know you deserve to hate me forever,
but please don't. I thought you were someone you're not, and I beg your forgiveness. Many of my friends
and countless other innocent people have died at the hands of something sinister that is causing these
raids. For a moment I thought it was you."

'What a coincidence. Achmed thinks it's you."
Ashe's words were soft. "He's wiser than I thought."

Rhapsody blinked in spite of herself. There was a poignancy in his words she felt in the depths of her
soul. "What do you mean by that?"

"Nothing," he said quickly, "nothing at all. This was a misunderstanding." A wry tone came into his
voice. "Possibly brought on by that skunk urine, as you so charmingly have named it."

Rhapsody sat back down by the fire. "You know, Ashe, most people have misunderstandings on a
slightly different scale. They argue, they call each other names. My neighbor once threw a plate at her
husband. They don't usually draw weapons on each other. Generally I don't think what just happened
qualifies as a misunderstanding."
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T'm very sorry," he said. "Please tell me what I can do to make it up to you. I swear it won't happen
again. I know you may not believe this, but it was an overreaction to what is happening across the land.
War is coming, Rhapsody; I can feel it. And it makes me suspect everyone, even those without any hand
in it, like you."

She could hear the truth in his voice. Rhapsody sighed and considered her options. She could drive
him off, refusing to spend another moment in his presence, which would leave her alone and lost in the
woods. She could agree to go on with him but remain wary, setting up precautions to avoid further
mishap. Or she could take him at his word.

She was too tired to do anything other than the last. "All right," she said finally. "I guess I can get past
this, as long as you promise not to draw on me ever again. Swear it, and we'll forget this happened."

T do," he said. There was amazement in his voice, and something else that she couldn't put her finger
on.

'And throw away that coffee. It addles your brain."

In spite of the grimness of the situation, Ashe laughed. He reached into his pack and drew forth the
sack.

"Not into the fire," she said hastily. "We'll have to evacuate the woods. Bury it in the morning with the
waste."

'All right."

She tossed another handful of sticks on the fire. It was burning low, apparently tired, too. "And you
take the first sleep rotation."

'Agreed." Ashe crossed to his spot within the camp and pulled out his bedroll, slipping into it rapidly,
as if to show his trust that she would not retaliate on him in his slumber. "Good night."

'Good night." In spite of everything that had happened, Rhapsody felt a smile come over her face. She
sat back and listened to the nightsounds of the forest, the music the wind made and the song of the
crickets in the dark.

cursed and spurred his horse again. The Orlandan ambassadorial caravan was several days ahead,
and he was not making any gains in his quest to catch up with it. Shrike had no need of their company
nor any desire for it; by and large he considered the ambassadorial class of Roland to be a pathetic
collection of doddering old men incapable of forming a direct statement, let alone a coherent thought.
Puppets , he mused sourly,every one of them. Off to pay homage to the new Lor A of the Monsters

His master's words came back to him as he galloped along the muddy pathway that in drier times was
the trans- Orlandan thoroughfare, the roadway built in Cymrian times bisecting Roland from the seacoast
to the edge of the Man-teids.Anything and everything you can find out about Canrifand what
manner of insanity is going on there. Everything, Shrike . The depth of the voice made the inherent
threat in the words even more obvious.

Shrike could feel that threat in the wind as well, despite the sweetness that filled the air at Spring's
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return. Canrif was a ruin, the rotting carcass of a long-dead age; it should remained that way, left to the
scavenging monsters that roamed the peaks and the wind that had not cleansed the memory of what had
happened there, even all this time past. He was uncertain as to what he would find when presented at the
skeletal court of Gwylliam the Abuser and Anwyn the Manipulator, but whatever it might be, Shrike was
fairly certain he would not like it.

<ir Francis Pratt, the emissary from Canderre, blinked several times and swallowed nervously. When
this duty had been assigned he had pled rheumatism and an unreliable bladder in the attempt to get out of
it, believing that the possible curtailment of his career as an ambassador was preferable to a posting to
Ylorc. His attempts had fallen on deaf ears, and now here he was, following a subhuman guide to the
head of the jumbled line waiting with grim anticipation to see the new Firbolg king.

His colleagues in the ambassadorial service were as agitated as he was. No chamberlain was present
to greet them or to organize their interviews into any semblance of appropriate placement. Instead,
emissaries of high-ranking provinces and duchies milled about in confusion, attempting to devise a
self-invented pecking order of sorts. This was causing more consternation among the powerful
ambassadors than the lesser ones; tempers were running very near the surface as the emissaries from
Bethany and Sorbold argued about who should be standing nearer the door. In any civilized court the
two men would never have even been invited on the same day, let alone left to sort out their differences
themselves.

Canderre, Pratt's homeland, was a region of little political influence. Among the provinces of Roland it
was seen by and large as a low-ranking region, populated primarily by gentlemen farmers, craftsman,
merchants, and peasants. None of the more famous of the Orlandan lines lived there, although several of
the dukes held Canderian estates, and Cedric Canderre, the province's duke, came from a House that
was considered a reputable one. Therefore it was a major discomfiture to him when the Firbolg guard
had come into the room, demanding to know who was there from Canderre. He had considered stepping
behind a tapestry but had determined that such an action would cost him his life, not because of its
evasiveness but rather due to the hideous stench of the heavy wall hangings. What lay behind them could
not possibly be conducive to one's continued good health.

So he owned up to his role and found, to his horror, that the guard planned to bypass all the waiting
emissaries in favor of presenting him now, first, to the Firbolg court. He cdUld feel the astonishment and
furor of his colleagues, invisible daggers piercing his back as he followed the grisly man into the Great
Hall.

He breathed an initial sigh of relief upon entering the enormous room.

Contrary to the whispered rumors, there was no throne of bones, no dais trimmed with human skulls.
Instead there were two enormous chairs carved from marble, inlaid with a channel of blue and gold
giltwork and padded with cushions of ancient manufacture. His eyes roamed over them in wonder.
Undoubtedly they were the legendary thrones of Gwylliam and Anwyn, unchanged from the days when
this was the Cymrian seat of power, the place Gwylliam had named Canrif.

In one of these ancient chairs sat the Firbolg king. He was swathed in black robes that covered even
his face, all but the eyes. Sir Francis was grateful; judging just by the eyes, if more was visible he would
undoubtedly be trembling. The eyes stared piercingly at him, assessing him as though sizing up a brood
mare or a harlot.

Standing behind the occupied throne was a giant of immense proportion, a broad-faced, flat-nosed
monster with hidelike multitoned skin that was the color of old bruises. His shoulders were as broad as
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the yoke of a two-ox plow, and he was attired in a dress uniform trimmed with medals and ribbons. Sir
Francis felt his head swim. The room was taking on a nightmarish quality that made everything seem
surreal.

The only apparently normal person in the room sat on the top stair next to the unoccupied throne. It
was a teenage girl with long, straw-colored hair, her face unremarkable. What drew the eye was the
game she was playing; she was engaged in a solo round of mumblety-peg, using a long, thin dirk, absently
stabbing in between each of her extended fingers that rested on her knee with an astonishing speed and
obvious accuracy. The impressive feat of manual dexterity caused Sir Francis to shudder involuntarily.

'What's your name?" demanded the king. His Firbolg blood was not immediately visible, but then
nothing was except those unsettling eyes. The emissary decided he was probably of mixed race, as his
physical frame did not resemble that of any of the gruesome specimens of the citizenry he had
encountered thus far. Obviously standard court etiquette was not going to be the rule of order here.

'Sir Francis Pratt, Your Majesty, emissary from the court of Lord Cedric Canderre. It is an honor to
be here."

"Yes, it is," said the king. "I doubt you know it yet, but you will. Before we get to points, do you have
something you are supposed to say?"

Sir Francis swallowed his rising ire. "Yes, Your Majesty." There was something inherently repulsive
about having to address a Bolg by the title that had not been used since the last true king occupied that
throne. "Lord Cedric sends you his congratulations on your ascendancy, and wishes you a long and
joyous reign."

The king smiled; the expression was clear even beneath his cloaked face. "I'm very glad to hear that.
Here's how he can assure that my reign is joyous: I want Canderre to perform an economic experiment
for me."

Sir Francis blinked. He had never been addressed so bluntly before. Gen erally the art of diplomacy
involved a respected, complicated dance full of ritual and intricacy, like a courtship of sorts. In his youth it
had been a game he relished, but as he grew older he had tired of it, and tended to place more of a value
on plain-spokenness than he had when he was younger. He found the directness of the monstrous king
surprisingly refreshing.

"What sort of experiment, Your Majesty?"

The Firbolg king gestured, and two of his minions came forward, one bearing a beautifully carved
chair fashioned in a dark wood the color of black walnut but with a deeper, richer luster and an almost
blue undertone. The other held a silver tray on which rested a goblet. There was something oddly
amusing about the delicacies in hairy Firbolg hands. The chair was placed behind him, the glass before
him.

'Sit."
"Thank you, Sire." Sir Francis sat and accepted the goblet. He sniffed it surreptitiously, hoping to be
subtle, but he could see that the king had noticed what he had done immediately. The wine it contained

had an elegant bouquet.

To make up for his rude action he took a deep drink. He had swallowed before the flavor caught up
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with him; it was surprisingly good, with a rich, full body and a tang that was barely perceptible. Like most
nobles in Canderre, Sir Francis knew wine, and he was impressed by the king's choice. He took another
sip. It was a young wine, undoubtedly just a spring pressing, one that needed a little time to reach full
maturity, but a bellwether of vines that would produce excellent grapes in a year or two.

The king motioned again, and two more guards came in, bearing an enormous nautical net. They
dropped it on the floor at Sir Francis's feet. He bent to pick up a corner of it and found that he could lift
almost all of it, a feat of which he had never expected to be capable. He knew most nets of that size
weighed a tremendous amount, but for some reason this one was only a fraction of standard weight.
Instantly the value of it was apparent to him.

"Where did you get this?"

The Firbolg king sighed in annoyance. "Do not give me the impression that Cedric Canderre sent me
an idiot."

Sir Francis's face flushed. "I'm sorry."

The giant's face spread into a wide grin, revealing grotesque teeth. "Well, yes, we've thought so all
along, but we're far too polite to say so."

'We made it, obviously. What's your opinion of it, Pratt?"

"It's amazing." Sir Francis turned the rope net over in his hands. "The workmanship is extraordinary,
as is the material."

The Firbolg king nodded, and signaled once more. A chest was dropped at Sir Francis's feet. The*
emissary opened it; what he lifted out made him blush. It was a set of lingerie, fashioned from intricately
crocheted silk threads, or something that looked like them. It was softer than gossamer, and had a natural
sheen to the textile, but what was most appealing about it was the design. It was spare and cut in a
scandalous way, but still beautiful and elegant, like the more refined and staid camisoles and
undergarments Canderre was famous for producing. The process by which the garment was crafted was
totally unknown to him, a situation he would have thought impossible, given his training and background.

"What do you call this?" he asked.

"Underwear, you nitwit," said the girl without looking up from her game.

'O1 call mine 'Beulah,' " offered the giant Bolg helpfully.

'T meant the fiber, the process," said the emissary.

"It doesn't matter," said the Firbolg king. He glanced at Grunthor, and they exchanged a nod.
Rhapsody's expertise on such things was borne out; she knew what women felt beautiful in, and in what
men wanted to see them. "Do you like it?"

'Yes, indeed, it's very impressive."

"What about the wine?"

Sir Francis's eyes opened in amazement. "That's a Firbolg product as well?" The hooded king
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nodded. Pratt rubbed his neck, trying to sort out his comments and thoughts. "What form does this
economic experiment take?"

The king leaned forward slightly. "We wish to test the interest in these things, without revealing their
origins as yet." It was Sir Francis's turn to nod. "I want you to put them into your trade stream, sell these
products through your merchant network. They will be assumed to be Canderian, and their quality will be
judged against the high standards that name invokes."

Sir Francis smiled at the compliment. "Thank you, Sire."

'In a year's time you will report back to me accurately about the performance of these products. I
warn you, don't ever try to dupe me, Pratt; I don't take well to it. I'd offer to let you question someone
who tried, but there are none presently alive."

The elderly ambassador drew himself up to his full height. "I assure you, Sire, strictly honorable trade
practices are an age-old matter of pride in Canderre."

'So I've heard. I just want to be sure that is true, even when your suppliers are Firbolg."
'Of course."

'Good. If, at the end of the year, there is a demand, as I expect there will be, we will enter into a trade
agreement by which Canderre will be granted the exclusive right to sell certain Bolg merchandise,
specifically the luxury items. In addition, we will consider selling you the raw materials to use in your own
manufacturing, specifically the grapes and the wood."

Pratt looked confused. "Wood?"
The giant laughed. "Look under yer arse, sonny."

The emissary checked the chair beneath him. When he looked up the new admiration was apparent
on his face. "Well, well. This certainly has been an interesting day."

The king smirked. "You feeling genuinely honored yet, Pratt?" "Yes, indeed." Sir Francis smiled. In a
strange way, he was.

(‘enturies had passed since the road to Canrif had seen such traffic as Shrike saw today. Not since
the wedding celebration a thousand years earlier had a host of hopeful emissaries trod their way through
the waiting front gates as they did now, and as they had apparently been doing for days.

He almost laughed out loud at the high and mighty falling over themselves, pretending to legitimize the
reign of a monster over what had at one time been the richest fortress of this world or the last. He
stopped himself when he realized he had been sent on the same mission as they had: to discover who this
new king was, get a glimpse of what remained of the glory of Canrif, and prevent what happened to two
thousand troops of Roland from happening to the armies of each of their homelands.

Shrike was a practical man. He could see them all, the elite of the ambassadorial game: Abercromby
and Evans, Gittleson, Bois de Berne, Mateaus and Syn Crote, the favored representatives of all the
Orlandan and Sorboldian regents and benisons, each of whom had undoubtedly given their emissaries the
same instructions. The representatives from Sorbold and the Nonaligned States were there, a few weeks
ahead of the emissaries from the Hintervold and other distant lands. The two religious leaders of the
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continent, The Invoker of Gwyn-wood, head of the Filidic order, and the Patriarch of Sepulvarta, the
leader of the Patriarchal faith who had dominion over the benisons, had each sent representatives as well.

The news of the Firbolg king had spread far and wide in a very short time. There was some wisdom
in hanging back, listening to the scuttlebutt from the ones who had won the shoving match to be the first
in. They would be patently unable to refrain from gossiping about the sights they beheld and the deals
they made; there were, after all, bragging rights as much among ambassadors as there were among
benisons and lords. The game of pecking order and self-importance did not interest Shrike. Information

did.

In the end, Shrike knew, it was the entree into Canrif that mattered. Any king crafty enough to
engineer the defeat of a full brigade of Roland's warriors, led by the late great Rosentharn, Knight
Marshal, would have already arranged for the emissaries to see what he wanted them to see and take
away with them the impression he wanted them to have. A better strategy, perhaps, was to learn these
things by word of mouth, and use his time in the chambers of Ylorc to observe what mightrnot be on the
agenda. Even the smallest detail might be useful to his master. He did not expect to discover anything
consequential, because Shrike was a practical man.

can't stand this anymore, I am bored out of my gourd. Good night." Jo stood and slid her dagger back
into his wrist sheath.

'Go ahead," said Achmed, checking the list. "There are only a few more." He had entertained
twenty-seven representatives from various heads of state and the church, only two of which he had
wanted to see; his gourd was numb, too.

"You keep yer 'ands outta those presents, now," warned Grunthor with a twinkle in his amber eyes. "
'Is Majesty gets to look through 'em first."

Jo scowled. "You know, I liked it a lot better before you were king, Achmed." She strode out of the
Great Hall and back to her chambers.

Achmed sighed. "So did ."

Che moming following their argument the interaction between the traveling companions was easier,
less strained, than it had been in weeks. Rhapsody was at a loss to explain why, finally deciding that what
had erupted was mutual suspicion that had been brewing over the course of their journey, unspoken until
the night before.

It was odd; he had drawn on her, she had insulted him, and here they were, feeling more comfortable
than they had since they had left Ylorc, almost like breaking a fever.Being around the Boljj is making
me strange , she thought with an amused sigh. The appalling behavior of the men in her acquaintance,
over 1 which her brothers would have felt the need to defend her honor, was now routine. All her male
friends were rude to her.

Perhaps that was what she liked about Ashe. Unlike the other human men she knew, he treated her
like a friend, or even a politely disinterested acquaintance. He was not constantly aroused; the detection
of amorous intentions was a skill she had learned from Nana, the proprietor of the brothel in which she
had lived in Serendair, and it served her well. She had come to realize that men existed in a state of
almost permanent arousal, with a few exceptions. Ashe was one of them. He treated her in a friendly,
teasing manner, much the way her brothers had, dropping an occasional flirtation but never pressing it.
Whether his platonic attitude toward her was a sign of disinterest or a problem with his physiology did
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not matter. It made for comfortable companionship, and she appreciated it.

Ashe knew she was under this misconception, and it made him breathe easier. Nothing could be
further from the truth. His mist cloak, his hated disguise from the eyes of world, was a blessing here. It
shielded his longing for her, and his less-than-noble desires. Rhapsody's own strange abilities of
self-deception played into the situation as well. So they went about their journey—he gave her no reason
to be wary of his intentions, and she ignored any sign of them.

'»Che rains caught up with them, and the walking became arduous. The forest grew deeper as they
journeyed west, making traveling slower. The snow around the base of the trees had melted, leaving rings
of brown grass, the harbingers of warmer, if not better, weather.

One late afternoon, after a day of plodding through overgrown thickets and twisted patches of briars,
they stopped at the edge of a bog. Rhapsody found a comfortable-looking pile of leaves within such a
circle beneath an elm tree and dropped down into it wearily. Ashe backed away as she jumped up with a
squawk, rubbinng her backside, and muttering ugly curses in the Firbolg tongue.

A moment later, when she had regained her composure, she knelt beneath the tree and brushed the
leaves away, uncovering a large square stone with runes carved into it. The words were filled with dirt
that had hardened with time. Carefully she rubbed the crevices clean, then exhaled when she made out
the inscription.

Cyme we inne frit, fram the grip of deap to lif inne dis smylte land,

The inscription was one Llauron had shown her long ago, the words Gwyl-liam had instructed his
explorer, Merithyn, to greet anyone he met in his travels with, the words he had carved upon Elynsynos's
cave.Come we in peace from the grip of death to life in this fair land . "It's a Cymrian marker," she
murmured, more to herself than aloud.

Ashe bent next to her to examine it. "Indeed," he said agreeably. "Do you recognize it?"

Rhapsody looked at him, puzzled. "What do you mean? If I knew it was here, do you think I would
have injured myself on it?"

Ashe stood up again. "No," he said. "I was just wondering if perhaps you had seen it before."

"'When would I have? If I had been here before, why would I need you to guide me?" She took off
her cloak and laid it on the ground.

Ashe unslung his pack. "I thought perhaps you might have seen it when it was erected."

Rhapsody exhaled loudly in aggravation. This had become an old saw; he was continually dropping
hints, making veiled reference to the First Generation Cymrians. She had determined early on he was
trying to trip her up, attempting to make her reveal herself as one. This was the most blatant he had been

so far.

I'm really getting tired of this game," she said. "If you want to know if I sailed with the First Fleet, why
don't you just ask me?"

Ashe stood up even straighter in evident surprise. "Did you?" "No."
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'Oh." He seemed somewhat taken aback. "The Second? Third?"
"No. I've never been on any ship, except for rowboats and ferries."

'So you have never traveled from one land to another on the sea? You've walked everywhere you've
traveled?"

Rhapsody thought back to her trek within the Earth along the Root and shuddered slightly. "Or ridden
on horseback. Now, will you please desist?"

Ashe dropped his pack on the ground. "Desist?"
"You have been quizzing me about the Cymrians since we left, in subtle ways. I don't appreciate it."
'But you do know who they were?"

"Yes," she admitted, "but what I've heard about them I've learned from writings and students of
history. So if you don't mind, I would appreciate you ending this cat-and-mouse game."

Ashe chuckled. "If I'm not mistaken, the way cat-and-mouse games end is by the cat eating the
mouse." He pulled the cooking utensils out of his pack. "I assume I don't have to tell you which one of us
is which in the analogy."

Rhapsody was gathering sticks and peat for the campfire she had started. "Is that something you'd like
to do tonight?"

'Are you offering?" His tone was suggestive.

"Well," she said, bending over and picking up more fallen branches, "I think it can be arranged. After I
get the fire going I'll hunt around and see if I can find you some small rodents for supper." She went about
her gathering chore, and unconsciously began to whistle. A moment later Ashe recognized the tune. It
was a hymn to the ancient harvest goddess, a song from the old land.

She was Cymrian; he was virtually certain of it. Ashe decided to try something else. He thought about
the languages she would have used in the old world if she really was Cymrian, but his knowledge of
Ancient Lirin was limited. He decided to try one comment in the archaic Lirin tongue first, then one in Old
Cymrian. He waited until he could see her face on the other side of the fire.

"You know, Rhapsody, I find you extremely attractive," he said in the dead language Lirin language,
then shifted into the tongue of the Cymrians. "I really love to watch you bend over." She gave him a
strange look, but she said nothing, and the dragon did not sense any blood rise to her face in a blush. The
furrow in her brow seemed more extreme at his first comment than his second; perhaps she had lived in a
Lirin village, or a meadow longhouse, where the only language spoken was the Lirin tongue. He tried
again.

'And you have the most incredible backside," he said, waiting to see the reaction. She turned to gather
more peat, and fed it to the fire, seeming to grow annoyed.

T don't understand you," she said, glaring at him through the smoke. "Please stop babbling at me." She
heard him sigh as he returned to unpacking the utensils, waiting until his back was turned to allow the
smile to take over her face.7ahn, Rhapsody, evet mama hidion —Listen without rancor, Rhapsody, |
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think you are a beautiful magnet.Abria, jirist kyst ovetis bee —I love to watch you squat.Kwelster evet
re marya —you have the most beautiful muffins. It was all she could do to keep from choking with
laughter. While his Old Cymrian was not too far off, his knowledge of Ancient Lirin was even more
limited than he knew. And she spoke the truth, as always. She didn't understand him at all.

had taken to sitting shorter, more frequent watches, mostly because of her nightmares. After an hour
or so of deep sleep, Rhapsody would invariably begin to toss and turn, muttering under her breath,
sometimes crying, sometimes gasping as she woke in shock. Ashe wished he could comfort her when
these dreams occurred, and thought often about waking her gently to save her from them, but he knew
that she was probably prescient. If she was seeing visions of the Future it might be important to allow her
to do so, no matter what it cost her. So he sat in frustrated sorrow and watched her suffer through the
nights, sleeping lightly, to wake, trembling.

They spoke little during the day. It was the evening that eased the tensions and facilitated
conversation. Darkness cloaked the forest; its sounds increased, along with the crackling of the fire and
the whispering of the wind in the trees, so difficult to hear in the daylight. By day words seemed as though
they were held up to the light, and so were used very little. The night hid them, made them safer, and so it
was then Rhapsody and Ashe were able to exchange them.

They were but a few days out from their destination. Ashe had said they would make Elynsynos's lair
by week's end. There was still a wide river to cross, and many more leagues to travel, but they were
within reach.

There was a loneliness in the air that night. They had been walking in the forest so long that it was
hard to recall when they were not surrounded by trees. Rhapsody's sunset devotions seemed to be
swallowed by the forest canopy, as if the songs themselves were suddenly too heavy to soar to the stars.
She sat now on the rise of a small forest hill, watching those stars appear in the twilight one by one, to
duck again behind the passing clouds that swallowed them intermittently. It put Rhapsody in mind of tiny
minnows, their scales twinkling in the water of a dark lake, pursued by misty white predatory fish that
consumed them and moved on.

'"Rhapsody?" Ashe's voice broke her solitude. She turned in the direction of her shadowy companion.
He was sitting at the fire's edge, its light flickering off his misty cloak, wrapping him in haze.

"Yes?"

'Do you feel safe here with me?"

She considered for a moment. "As safe as I do anywhere, I suppose."

The hooded figure looked up. "What does that mean?" His voice was soft, almost gentle.
Rhapsody looked into the sky again. "I guess I don't remember what feeling safe feels like."
Ashe nodded, and went back to his thoughts. A moment later he spoke again.

'Is it because of the dreams?"

Rhapsody pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. "Partly."

'Are you afraid of meeting Elynsynos?"
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She smiled slightly. "A little."

Ashe picked up the kettle and poured himself another mug of tea. As if to | make up for his rude
behavior earlier in the trip, he was now drinking most of the pot over the course of a night, which she
found amusing. "I could go in with you, if it would help."

Rhapsody thought about it, then shook her head. "I don't think that would be wise, but thank you."

'Have you ever felt safe?" He took a sip from the mug.

"Yes, but not for a long time."

Ashe thought about asking her what he wanted to know directly, but decided against it. "When?"

Rhapsody inched a little closer to the fire. She was feeling chilled suddenly and pulled her cloak
around her shoulders.

'"When I was still a young girl, I guess, before I ran away from home."
Ashe nodded. "Why did you run away?"

She looked up at him sharply. "Why does anyone run away? | was stupid and thoughtless and selfish;
especially selfish."

He knew of other reasons people did. "And were you beautiful as a young girl?"

Rhapsody laughed. "Gods, no. And my brothers told me so constantly." Ashe laughed too, in spite of
himself. "That's a brother's main job, keeping his sister in line."

'Do you have sisters?"
There was a long silence. "No," he finally answered. "So you were a late bloomer?"
She blinked. "Excuse me?"

"Isn't that the term for a girl who was, well, not beautiful as a child but becomes beautiful as a
woman?"

Rhapsody looked at him strangely. "You think I'm beautiful?"
Beneath his hood Ashe smiled. "Of course. Don't you?"

She shrugged. "Beauty is a matter of opinion. I suppose I like the way I look, or at least I'm
comfortable with it. It never really mattered to me whether other people did or not."

"That's a very Lirin attitude."
'Well, in case you hadn't noticed, I'm Lirin."

Ashe let loose a humorous sigh. "I suppose this means that telling you you're beautiful is not a way to
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get into your good graces."

She ran a hand absently over her hair. "No, not really. It makes me uncomfortable, especially if you
don't mean it."

'Why would you think I don't mean it?"

"There seem to be quite a few people in these parts that think I'm odd-looking or freakish, but that
doesn't really bother me most of the time."

'What? That's ridiculous." Ashe put down his empty mug.

"It is not ridiculous. I have to endure strange glances and curious looks more often than you might
think. If you saw me walk down a street, you'd see what [ mean."

Ashe wasn't sure whether to be amused or annoyed at her lack of grasp of the obvious. "Rhapsody,
haven't you noticed that men follow you when you're walking down that street?"

"Yes, but that's because I'm a woman."
Tl say."

'Well, men do that—follow women, [ mean. It's their nature. They live constantly primed to mate, and
they are almost always, well, ready for it. They can't help it. It must be a very uncomfortable way to live."

Ashe swallowed his amusement. "And you think any woman has this effect on any man?"

Rhapsody blinked again. "Well, yes. It's part of nature, the cycle of propagation, of attraction and
mating."

Ashe couldn't refrain from laughing. "You are sadly misinformed."

'T don't think so."

T do, if you are under the impression that every woman affects men the way you do. You are judging
by your own experience, and it is very different from the way it is for most people."

The conversation was making her uncomfortable; Ashe could tell because Rhapsody reached for her
pack and rummaged until she found her lark's flute. She occasionally played the tiny instrument in the
woods, as it had a sound that blended into the forest air, complementing the birdsong. That was by day;
now the birds were silent, and the only music in the forest now was that of the wind. She settled back
against a tree and regarded him with a wry look. "And you think you have a better perspective on men
and women?" Ashe laughed again. "Well, not than most, but better than yours." Rhapsody began to play,
a tripping series of notes that tickled the hairs on the back of his neck. She pulled the flute away from her
lips and smiled. 'T think you are as unqualified to judge as I am, maybe more so." Ashe sat up in interest.
"Really? Why?" "Because you're a wanderer." "And what does that have to do with anything?"

C'"r

n my experience, foresters and other wanderers are very different from the majority of men," she said
lightly. Twilight had faded completely into night; "er eyes scanned the sky, but she did not seem to find
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what she sought.
'How so?"

"They seek different things from women, for one. Women they would have on a temporary basis, that

is."
She couldn't tell if Ashe really was smiling or if she just imagined she heard it in his voice. "And what
might that be?"

Rhapsody returned to playing her lark's flute, lost in thought. The melody was airy but melancholy,
and Ashe imagined he could see the colors and textures she was weaving with her notes, patterns of
deep, soft swirls in shades of blue and purple, like ocean waves against the darkening sky before a
storm. Then the song changed into brighter, longer measures, and the colors lightened and stretched until
they wafted like clouds on a warm wind at sunset. Ashe listened, enthralled, until she was done, but held
onto the thought she had left unanswered. "Well?"

She jumped a little. It was obvious her mind was far away. "Yes?" "Sorry. What do most men seek
from temporary interaction with women?" Rhapsody smiled. "Release." Ashe nodded. "And wanderers?"
She thought for a moment. "Contact." "Contact?"

'Yes. People who walk alone in the wide world all their lives sometimes lose perspective on what is
real and what is not, what still remains and what is only memory. What men who wander most of their
lives want, when they come upon a woman for a short time, is contact, reaffirmation that they really do
exist. At least in my experience, anyway."

Ashe was silent for a moment. When he finally spoke his voice was soft. "And do they instead find
sometimes that they do not exist?"

'T wouldn't know. I'm not a wanderer, at least not by choice. I hope only to be one for a short while.
It's not a life I find suits me, and I am growing tired of it."

They sat in silence until her watch began. Ashe rose slowly and made his gear ready for the night, then
slipped into the shadows, disappearing on the other side of the fire. Rhapsody watched him lie down, and
thought she heard him sigh deeply. Perhaps she was reading her own feelings into the sound, but she felt
its music speak of deep loneliness, not unlike her own. She had been wrong about his feelings before and
had been taken aback when she tried to comfort or reassure him, only to find he felt no need for it, and
was annoyed by her attempt. Rhapsody weighed her options for a moment, then decided to err on the
side of being too kind. "Ashe?" "Hmmm?"

"You do exist, even if you are hard to see sometimes." The voice from the shadows was
noncommittal. "Thank you so very much for telling me."

Rhapsody cringed. She had chosen wrong again. She sat her watch, scanning the horizon for signs of
life, but saw none. The night was quiet except for the crackling of the flames and the occasional sound of
the wind. In the silence she heard him speak softly, as if to himself.

T'm glad you think so."

C,"t't.t midnight she woke him for his watch and crawled gratefully into her bedroll, settling down to
sleep almost before she was fully reclining. The nightmares came an hour or so later, taking her so


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

violently that Ashe forgot his resolve to stay out of it and shook her awake gently. She sat up abruptly in
tears. It took her more than an hour to become calm again.

It was an old dream, a dream that had come to her when she first learned that Serendair was gone,
destroyed fourteen centuries before while she and the two Bolg were crawling through the belly of the
Earth. In her dream she stood in a village consumed by black fire, while soldiers rode through the streets,
slaying everyone in sight. In the distance at the edge of the horizon she saw eyes, tinged in red, laughing at
her. And then, as a bloodstained warrior on a black charger with fire in its eyes rode down on her like a
man possessed, she was lifted up in the air in the claw of a great copper dragon.

She drew her camp blanket around her shoulders, glancing occasionally out into the darkness beyond
the glowing circle of campfire light. Ashe had given her a mug of tea and watched as she held it in both
her hands until it was undoubtedly cold, staring into the flames. They sat together in the shadows of the
fire, silently. Finally he spoke.

'"If the memory of the dream is disturbing to you, I can help you be rid of it."
Rhapsody barely seemed to hear him. "Hmmm?"

Ashe rose and dug in the folds of his cloak, a moment later pulling out the coin purse Jo had once
tried to steal from him on the street in Bethe Corbair. He untied the drawstring and drew forth a small
gleaming sphere which he then put in Rhapsody's hand. Her brows drew together.

'A pearl?"

"Yes. A pearl is layer upon layer of tears from the sea. It is a natural vault of sorts that can hold such
ephemeral things as vows and memories—traditionally deals of state or important bargains are sealed in
the presence of a large pearl of great value." Rhapsody nodded vaguely; she knew that brides in the old
land wove pearls into their hair or wore them set in jewelry for the same reason. "You're a Canwr," Ashe
continued. "If you want to be free of the nightmare, speak the true name of the pearl and will it to hold the
memory. When the thought has”left your memory and is captured in the pearl, crush the pearl under your
heel. It will be gone forever then."

Rhapsody's eyes narrowed.Canwr was the Lirin word forNamer . "How do you know that I'm a
Canwr?"

Ashe laughed and crossed his arms. "Are you saying you're not?"

She swallowed hard. Even his question proved he already knew the answer, since it was phrased in a
way that would require her to lie if she were to deny it. "No," she answered angrily. "Actually, I believe I
am not saying anything from this moment forward, except to thank you for your offer of the pearl and to
decline it." She lapsed back into silence, staring out into the night once more.

Ashe sat back down by the fire's edge and poured himself more tea. "Well, my intention was to divert
your thoughts from your nightmare. This isn't exactly the way I had hoped to do it, but at least my attempt
was successful. I'm not certain why you are angry. I was trying to help you."

Rhapsody looked up at the sky. The stars were shrouded in mist from the smoke of the fire.

'Perhaps it is because, while I respect your desire not to share details about your life and your past,
you seem to be insistent on worming very personal and meaningful information out of me," she said. "To
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Lirin, Naming is not a casual topic of discussion, it is a religious belief."
There was silence for a moment. When Ashe spoke again, his tone was soft. "You're right. I'm sorry."

"You are also relentless about determining whether or not I'm Cymrian. From what Lord Stephen tells
me, in many places the fact that you think I am Cymrian would be considered a grave insult."

'Right again." He watched for a long while as she stared into the night at nothing in particular. Finally,
unwilling to be the cause of her silent consternation, he made one more attempt at friendly conversation.
"Maybe it's best if we try to avoid talking about the Past. Bargain?"

'Agreed," she said, her eyes still searching for something in the darkness.

"Then why don't we talk about something you enjoy instead. Perhaps that will help drive the memory
of the dreams away. You choose the topic, and [ may even answer questions."

Rhapsody snapped out of her reverie. She looked over to him and smiled.

'All right." She thought for a moment until her mind settled on her adopted grandchildren, Gwydion
and Melisande, and the dozen little Firbolg. They were her touchstone, the things she thought about when
she was brooding, when her mind was filled with unpleasant thoughts.

'Do you have any children?" she asked.

"No. Why?"

'Well, I am always looking for grandchildren to adopt."

'Grandchildren?"

'Yes," Rhapsody answered, ignoring the almost-rude tone in his voice. "Grandchildren. You see, you
can spoil an adopted grandchild while you're around, but you don't have the responsibility of raising it all
the time. This works for me because it gives me children to love, even though I don't have the time to be

with them always. I have twelve Firbolg grandchildren, and two human, and they are very dear to me."

"Well, I don't have any children. I'm sorry I couldn't accommodate you! Perhaps we could work
something out. How important is it to you, and how long are you willing to wait?" She could almost hear
him smirk.

Rhapsody ignored the odd flirtation. "Are you married?"

Laughter.

T'm sorry—why is that a funny question?"

'Most women don't like me. In fact, most people don't like me; but that's fine—the feeling's mutual."

"My, what a cranky attitude. Well, I can tell you confidentially but with absolute certainty that you are
not without feminine admirers in Ylorc."

"You are not talking about one of the Firbolg midwives, are you?"
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'Goodness, no. Bbbrrrr."

'My sentiments exactly."

"No; my sister is somewhat enamored of you."

Ashe nodded awkwardly. "Oh. Yes."

'Is that a problem?"

"No. But it won't come to anything."

Rhapsody felt a twinge of sadness. "Really? I certainly believe you, but do you mind if T ask why?"

"Well, for one thing, I happen to be in love with someone else, if that's all right with you." His tone was
annoyed.

Rhapsody turned crimson with embarrassment. "I'm very sorry," she said sheepishly. "How stupid of
me. I didn't mean to be rude."

Ashe poured himself more tea. "Why not? I am, and I offer no apologies for it. Another prominent
reason 1s that she is a child."

'"Yes. You're right."

'She is also a human."

'Is there something wrong with that?"

"No. But the racial makeup of my blood is much longer lived than that, like your own."
"You're Lirin, then?" The thought had never occurred to her.

"Partly, like you."

I see. Well, that makes sense. But is it really all that important? My parents vere Lirin and human, as
some in your family obviously were as well. It didn't stop them."

'Some diverse life expectancies are closer than others. For instance, if you illy are Cymrian, as [
believe you are but won't admit, you will have a major problem facing you." "Why?"

'Because even the extended life span of the Lirin will still be no match for yours."

"What are you talking about?"

Ashe got up and threw another handful of twigs on the fire, then looked over at her. Rhapsody caught
a glimpse of what she thought was a scruffily bearded chin, but in the flickering shadows it was

impossible to tell.

"When the First Generation Cymrians came, it was as if time had stopped for them," he said. "I'm not
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sure what caused it to happen. Perhaps it had something to do with completing an arc across the world,
across the Prime Meridian; I have no idea. But for whatever reason, the Cymrians did not seem to be
affected by the ravages of time. They didn't age, and as years, then centuries, passed, it became evident
that they weren't going to. They had essentially become immortal. And as they reproduced, their
offspring, while not completely immortal, were extraordinarily long-lived. Of course, the farther the
generations move away from the first, the shorter the life span becomes until it will finally blend into the
way it should be. But that doesn't affect the immortals. There are still First Generation Cymrians alive
today; mostly in hiding."

"Why? Why do they hide?"

'"Many of them are insane; driven mad by the 'blessing’ of immortality. You see, Rhapsody, if they had
been immortal from the beginning, it probably wouldn't have affected them so much, but they were
humans and Lirin and Nain and the like, extraordinary only in the journey they made. They had already
embarked on a life cycle that had a certain course, and it was interrupted, wherever they were in it, and
frozen there.

'So imagine being a human who had lived seventy or eighty years, and had passed through all the
stages of infancy, childhood, youth, adulthood, middle age, and then finally old age, preparing to meet
death soon, to discover that you were going to live forever that way, elderly and infirm." He poured yet
another cup of tea and offered the pot to Rhapsody, who had grown quiet in the firelight. She shook her
head, lost in thought.

'Children continued to grow and mature, until they reached adulthood, but they never got any older.
Some of them are alive still, looking no older than you do. But far more of them died in the war, or at
their own hands, just to avoid facing an eternity they couldn't accept, sometimes with powers they didn't
understand. Virtually every First Generation Cymrian took at least a small piece of elemental lore away
from the Island with him, whether he knew it or not.

'So that's why I say you may have a problem. If you are a later-generation Cymrian, you will be
extraordinarily long-lived, and you will undoubtedly face what others did: the prospect of watching those
you love grow old and die in what seems like a brief moment in your life. And if you are a First
Generation Cymrian, it will be even worse, because unless you are killed outright you will never die.
Imagine losing people over and over, your lovers, your spouse, your children—"

'Stop it," Rhapsody said. Her voice was terse. She rose from the ground and walked to the edge of
the firelight, then tossed the remainder of her cold tea out into the darkness. When she came back she
took a different seat, far her away from him, so that he did not have as good a view of her face.

They sat in silence for a long time, Rhapsody watching the smoke from the fire crackle with sparks
and rise, like that of a Lirin funeral pyre, to the dark kv above, where it wafted among the scattered stars
and dissipated. Finally

Ashe spoke.

T'm sorry," he said, and his voice was uncharacteristically gentle. "I didn't mean to upset you."

Rhapsody looked pointedly over at him across the fire. "I'm not upset," she said coolly. "I am not
worried about anything like that."

'Really?" he said, and there was amusement in his tone. "Not even a little?"
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"Not in the least," she answered softly. "I doubt I will even live to see the end of what is coming now,
let alone forever."

'Ohr" Ashe's tone had a controlled steadiness. "What makes you think so?"

'Just a hunch," she said, reaching for her cloak. She shook the dirt and leaves from it and wrapped it
around herself.

T see. So you would rather die than acknowledge the prospect that you might live forever?"

Rhapsody chuckled. "You really are persistent, Ashe, but not very subtle. Is there actually a point
here, other than just trying to determine whether I am what you think I am?"

Ashe leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. "I'm just explaining why I could never be
interested in someone like Jo; that she has a completely different life expectancy than I do. And if you are
First Generation, you will have a very limited pool of others as long-lived as yourself to make a life with,
who won't die on you before you have even gotten to know them."

Rhapsody smiled and set about brushing the mud from her boots. "Well, thank you for your concern,
but I wouldn't worry. First, I don't plan to marry anyway; I'll make do with my grandchildren as my
family. Second, I'm not afraid of time differences. My mother told me when I was very young that the
time you had together was worth the loss because without the acceptance of that pain there would be
nothing valuable to lose. And, of course, since you know I am Achmed's contemporary, there's always
him. Grunthor, of course, is out of the question."

Ashe's voice contained a note of horror. "There's always Achmed for what?"

Rhapsody said nothing, but her smile broadened as she continued to scrape her equipment clean.
"Youhave to be joking. Please tell me you are—that's disgusting."

"Why?"

T would think that is obvious." Even as far away as he was from her, Rhapsody could feel him
snudder.

"Well, of course, that really is no concern of yours, since you're already spoken for. By the way," she
said, growing serious, "does she mind that you're here? You know, for such a long time?"

"Who?"

"Y our—well—whatever she is. I assume she's not your wife, since you said you're not married, I
think. Actually, you didn't say that, did you?" Receiving no reply, she tried lamely to finish the thought.
"Y ou know, this woman you're in love with? Is this journey causing a problem with her?"

'NO."

Rhapsody exhaled in relief. "I'm very glad. I do try to make a point of not causing problems with
people's relationships, especially married people. I have great respect for the institution."
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"Then why don't you intend to marry?"

Rhapsody got up again and began to spread out her bed roll. "Well, it isn't really fair to marry
someone unless you have a heart to share with them, to love them with. I don't have one, you see. It
wouldn't be right."

T don't believe that."

'Suit yourself," said Rhapsody, crawling into the bedroll. "Anyway, thank you for being honest about
my sister."

'Just out of curiosity, why do you call her that? Obviously you're not related."

Rhapsody sighed. "I can't believe you don't understand that, Ashe. There are different ways to make
a family. You can be born into it, or you can choose it. Bonds to family you choose to be a part of are
often as strong as those you are born into, because you want to be, rather than have to be, part of each

other."

On the other side of the fire Ashe was unpacking his own gear, settling into his watch. "I'm not sure
that's true."

"Well," said Rhapsody, lying down and trying to get comfortable, "I guess it depends on who you are.
They aren't mutually exclusive—your love for both can be equally strong. But that's why I have so much
respect for the institution of marriage, because husbands and wives choose each other out of everyone
else in the world, and therefore ought to be accorded the acknowledgment that this is the most special
relationship of their lives."

From across the fire came a sound that was half-chuckle, half-sigh. "You really have led a sheltered
life, Rhapsody."

Rhapsody thought for a moment about answering, then decided against it. "Good night, Ashe. Wake
me when it's my watch."

'Had you ever thought about just doing it the regular way?"
'Doing what?"

"The grandchildren process?"

'Hhmm?" She was almost asleep already.

"You know, finding a husband, having children, letting them have the grandchildren—is this a concept
you're familiar with?"

Deep within the bedroll he heard a musical yawn. "I already told you," came the sleepy voice, "I don't
expect I'll live that long." f)n the night he woke her as her watch came due. She felt him shaking her
gently.

"Rhapsody?"

'Hmmm? Yes?"


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"It's your watch. Do you want to sleep a little longer?"

"No," she said, pulling herself free from the bedroll. "But thank you."
"You didn't mean what you said earlier, did you? About Achmed?"
She looked at him foggily. "What?"

"You would never, well, mate with Achmed, would you? The thought has been churning my stomach
for the last three hours."

Rhapsody was now awake. "You know, Ashe, I really don't like your attitude. And frankly, it's none
of your concern. Now go to sleep." She made ready her bow and arrow, and stirred the dying fire,
causing it to roar back to life, finding fuel from some unknown source.

Ashe stood above her a moment longer, then the shadows on the other side of the fire took him. If
she hadn't been watching, Rhapsody would not even have known where he lay.

>v hen dawn came the next day they rose in heavy mist that blanketed the forest. It burned off quickly
in the light of the rising sun, and they set out on what they knew was the last leg of the journey.

Midday they came to Tar'afel River, the child of the same waterway that carved the canyons of the
Teeth uncounted millennia before. It bisected the forest lands of northern Roland, forming an unofficial
boundary between the inhabited and generally uninhabited woodlands.

The Tar'afel was a strong river, wide as a battlefield, its current swift. Rhapsody walked to the edge
of the woods and watched it, roaring in fury and swollen with the rains of early spring. She glanced back
at Ashe, who had made a quick camp and was preparing the noonday meal over a small campfire.

"How much of this is floodplain?" she asked, pointing to the riverbank and the grassy area between it
and the forest.

'Almost all of it," he replied, not looking up. "It's over its banks a bit now. By the end of spring the
water will be up to where you're standing."

Rhapsody closed her eyes and listened to the music of the rushing river. Her homeland had been
bisected by a great river, too, though she had never seen it. She could tell that the current was uneven,
faster in some places than others, and by listening to the variations in tonal quality she could almost plot a
map through it, finding the sheltered spots. After the meal was over she would put the theory to the test.

They ate in companionable silence, the noise of the water drowning out the ability to converse in
anything but a shout. Rhapsody found herself forgetting

"My refusal wasn't clear to you?"

"No. I mean yes. There's no excuse, except, well, perhaps it's just a natural impulse, you know—I
mean—I'm sorry. | was just trying to help." His words ground to a sheepish halt, under the fury of her
eyes. They were blazing, green as the grass, and they held none of the ready forgiveness she had so
easily extended for other rudenesses she had suffered in the past.
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'Men have used the excuse of natural impulse to justify many things they did and wanted to do to me.
Make no mistake, Ashe—I swear by whatever is holy in this unholy place that before you or anyone else
takes me anywhere or in any way against my will, one of us will be dead. This time I think it would have
been you."

'T think you're right," he said, rubbing his chin.

'But it wouldn't matter even if it is me who dies. I'll not be taken in any way against my will. Not by
you; not by anyone."

"Tunderstand," he said, but he didn't, not fully. The degree to which she was upset flabbergasted him;
her face was as red had he had ever seen it, and she was angry to a degree she had never been, even in
battle.

'I'm sorry," he said again. "Tell me what to do to make amends." "Just stay away from me." Her face
began to cool, but still she glared at him as she walked to the water's edge, looking across. He could tell
she was calculating something. Then she sheathed her weapons, turned and left the riverbank and began
to walk south again in the direction they had just come. She paused at the edge of the floodplain. "Well,
you've cost me some valuable gear."

T don't know what you mean," Ashe said. "It hasn't been injured—you can see for yourself when we
get to the other side."

T won't be going on with you. We part company here." "Wait—"

"You can sell it when you get back to Bethany, or wherever it is you're going," she said, walking
away. "Perhaps it will pay for your time serving as guide. Goodbye."

Ashe was dumbfounded. Surely she was not so offended by this that she would abandon her quest
and her musical instruments over it—yet there she was, rapidly disappearing into the forest. He ran after
her, struggling to catch up.

'Rhapsody, wait—please, wait."

She drew her sword again and turned to face him. She no longer looked annoyed, just guarded. And
there was a look of resignation on her face that he had never seen before; it twisted his heart, though he
had no idea why.

He stopped, leaving a respectable distance between them, and pondered the extremity of her
reaction.Men have used the excuse of natural impulse to justify many things they did and wanted
to do to me . Dismay knotted his stomach as he began to suspect what she might have meant. He felt
sick as he contemplated it.

Never in his life before had he been at such a loss for words, so unsure of what to do. She had a way
of unbalancing him, and had from the moment he had first met her in Bethe Corbair. He cursed his own
stupidity and tried to think of what he could say to win back her trust.

Ashe got down on one knee on the ground before her. "Rhapsody, please forgive me. What I did was
stupid and thoughtless, and you have every right to be angry. If you'll just come back I swear to you that
I will never touch you again against your will. Please. What you are looking for is too important to give up
Just because you have an idiot for a traveling companion."
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Rhapsody looked at him with no real expression on her face, saying nothing. For the first time Ashe
could not read her thoughts by looking into her eyes; they were closed to him. Anxiety was beginning to
choke him, and though he displayed no outward sign, he felt that if she were to abandon him and her
mission that he might die right there for lack of a good reason to go on. He knew that she had no
personal investment in this undertaking, that her motives were altruistic, that walking away would be easy;
her obnoxious sovereign back in Ylorc would be thrilled. At the edge of his consciousness the dragon in
his blood berated him mercilessly, but it was no worse than what he was saying to himself.

Finally she dropped her eyes and sheathed her sword again. She made no gesture toward him, but
located a large stick the size of a quarterstaff and walked directly back to the river. She tested the depth
of the first area she had guessed was sheltered by the rocks of the riverbed and the pattern of the current,
and found that it was, in fact, shallower. She turned and gave Ashe a measured look.

'Don't distract me."
Ashe nodded.

Rhapsody closed her eyes and spoke the river's name. She began to hum a tune that matched the
music of the current. When she finally located the right pitch and note pattern she could see the river in
her mind as a tremendous continuous flow of power, racing along the space before her eyes.

She listened for the shallows and could see them as stepping-stones across the rushing flood. She tied
her cloak up around her waist and slowly stepped out into the water, eyes still closed, feeling her way
along. She sank almost immediately up to her waist and shoulders, but the water did not seem to have the
force to unbalance her in the places she forded the river.

When she was a few feet into the river Ashe followed her in slowly. He still believed she was too
small to withstand the rush of the current, that her body mass was too slight to keep from being swept
away in the torrent. For a moment he considered using his power over water to calm the raging river, but
decided it would be ilnwise to reveal even more to her than he already had. He hoped fervently that when
she lost her footing he would be able to reach her in time, given that he knew he had to hang back or risk
facing her ire again.

He watched in amazement as she stepped from rock to rock along the river bottom seamlessly, with
her eyes closed. She seemed to be able to sense the river's floor and navigate around it, using the intrinsic
moraines and dredges to step in places where the water was naturally blocked and the current slower.
Somehow she had found a way to determine the underwater topography that was innately clear to him
because of his nature and his sword.

Rhapsody had made it two-thirds of the way across the river when she stopped. Ashe knew her
dilemma instantly; before her was a large sinkhole, sheltered in a dam of rocks and debris. It was not safe
to cross, nor was it easy to get around due to the swiftness of the current that its barricades
circumvented. She stood in a swale, puzzling what to do. It seemed the best route might be to climb the
dam on its upriver face and then use it to brace herself against the surge of the diverted current. Just as
she decided to try it and took the first step, Ashe called out from behind her. "Watch for the hole in—"

Rhapsody's concentration shattered and the song vanished. With it went the vision of the river's floor;
she toppled into the water and was lost in a raging torrent that threatened to pull her down. She struggled
to keep from panicking as the current dragged her oft the dam and swept her over the sinkhole. Her hand
flailed as she grabbed blindly for the place where she had seen the rock outcropping. The water surged
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over her head, choking her.

Ashe rushed forward, moving effortlessly through the rapids. He was about to reach out and snag her
cloak when she emerged, gasping, anchored to a log wedged in the riverbed. He hung back and watched
as she dragged herself up over it, steadied herself, and began to hum again. It took her a moment to find
the song, but then she was off again slowly, picking her way across the bottom once more. Ashe stood
where he was and waited until she had pulled herself, sodden and dripping, from the river and up onto
the shore of the floodplain.

She bent over for a moment. Ashe assumed she was catching her breath, but then saw her pick
something up from the ground. He climbed up onto the debris dam and headed for shore himself.

He was almost to the edge of the dam when the sizable rock she hurled at him caught him in the
forehead. His dragon senses had registered her movements, her intent, even before it had left her hand,
but the action shocked him so greatly that he was unable to react. He tried to duck at the last second and
succeeded only in stumbling into the water and losing his balance. It was the first time he remembered
anything like that happening. The Kirsdarkenvar, master of the element of water, one of the most agile
men in all of Roland, tripped and plunged face-first into the Tar'afel.

Ashe stood up, dripping for a moment, then emerged, dry, from the river. He went up behind
Rhapsody, who was picking up the gear he had brought across the river previously.

'What was that for?" he demanded.
I

She stood, hoisted her pack onto her shoulder and glared at him. "It's the same thing you did to me.
Don't ever interrupt me when I'm concentrating, unless something is swooping in from a place I can't
know about. For me it's the same as if you had thrown a rock at my head. I can hurl one at yours each
time you break my focus, if you'd like, to remind you."

"That won't be necessary," said Ashe, annoyed. "So, now I'm to speak only if spoken to, is that it?"

"That's tempting, but not required," Rhapsody replied. "If you want to go back now, I think I can find
my way from here."

"No, you can't," Ashe said. Before the words had left his lips, he regretted them. Twice already that
afternoon he had condescended to her, doubted her ability to do what she said she could, and it only
served to infuriate her more each time, as evidenced by the glowering anger that was taking up residence
on her exquisite face now. "Wait; I'm sorry, that's not what [ meant. I don't want to give up the journey
now. We're almost there. I said I would escort you as far as Elynsynos's lair, and I don't want to break
my word. Surely you can respect that."

The rolling boil tempered to a steaming simmer. "I suppose," she said grudgingly. "But I'm very tired
of not being taken seriously because of my size." She carried the packs to a small clearing in the woods
and dropped them on the ground, then stripped off her cloak. She was dripping wet from head to foot,
her boots sodden and squishing, her clothes clinging to her body. The sight made Ashe swallow hard and
give silent thanks that he could not be seen. To quell his building arousal he challenged her statement.

"You think people don't take you seriously because you're small?"
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Rhapsody pulled her soaking shirt over her head and draped it over a tree branch. She was wearing a
sleeveless camisole of Sorboldian linen trimmed with lace, the outline of her graceful breasts made
obvious by the way it clung to her wet body. Ashe could feel his temperature rise and his hands begin to
tremble.

"That, or my hair color. For some reason people seem to equate the darkness of someone's hair with
the mental heat their head is generating. I don't understand it at all." She pulled off her boots and unlaced
the ties of her trousers.

Ashe was beginning to fear losing control. "Well, perhaps it's more a matter of lack of common
sense," he said, hoping to forestall her removing any more clothing and at the same time wishing she
would continue.

The rolling boil was back. "Excuse me? Did you just say I had no common sense?"

'Well, look at you. You're alone in an uninhabited forest glade with a man you barely know, stripping
down to your undergarments." "My clothes are wet."

T understand that, and, believe me, I'm enjoying the sight, but if I were someone else, you could be in
considerable hazard at this moment."

He thought he could translate it fairly closely:How can I expect you to answer? You don't know me.
I have lost the star .

A jumble of feelings swarmed in his head. Delight—his suspicions had been all but confirmed; she
must be Cymrian to know the tongue of the Lirin of Serendair. Uncertainty—was she addressing the
stars, or him, or perhaps another altogether? And pain—the despair in her voice was of a depth he
recognized; it held a loneliness not unlike his own.

Ashe stood up and walked slowly around the fire until he came up behind her. He could feel her
shoulders straighten as he approached, and the tear dissipated as the surface temperature of her skin rose
momentarily. She remained otherwise motionless. He smiled to himself, touched by the use of her fire
lore, then made his voice as casual as he could.

'Are you looking for any star in particular?" She shook her head in response. "I have a—well—that is
to say, [ know something of astronomy," he continued, groping for the right words, and missing, in the
dark. "Why do you ask?" It really wasn't even a question.

Ashe winced at his inept attempt. "Well," he said, trying the honest route,
T thought I heard you say'diefi aria.' Doesn't that mean 'T've lost the star'?"

Rhapsody's eyes closed, and she sighed deeply. When she turned to him there was a look of sadness
and resignation on her face. He could detect no trace of anger.

'

'Diefi' is 'T have lost,' you're right," she said, looking past him. "But you have mistranslated 'aria.' It
doesn't mean'the star;' it means 'my star.'

'
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Ashe knew better than to claim victory in his quest for her past. "And what does that mean, if you
don't mind my asking? What star have you lost?"

Rhapsody walked back to the fire and sat, resting her forehead on her palm. She was silent. Ashe
cursed himself again.

'T'm sorry; that was inexcusable of me. I had no right to pry into things I
overheard."

Rhapsody looked up at him for the first time since supper. "My mother's family were Liringlas, the
people of the woods and meadows, Skysingers. They watched the heavens for guidance, and greeted the
passing of the night into morning, and the dusk into night, with song. I believe you've noticed."

"Yes. Beautiful." His words had many meanings.

"They also believed that each child was born under a specific guiding star, and that there was a bond
between each Lirin soul and its star. 'Aria’ is the word for 'my guiding star,' though of course each star
had its own name as well. There were many rituals and traditions around it, I guess. My father thought it
was nonsense."

'l think it is a wonderful belief." *

Rhapsody said nothing. She gazed into the fire again, the light reflecting off her face in a somber
thythm.

'So which star is your star? Perhaps I can help you find it again."

She rose and stirred the fire. "No, you can't. Thank you, nonetheless. I'll take the first watch. Get
some sleep." She went to the gear and prepared the weapons for the night.

It was not until he was deep within his bedroll that Ashe fully understood her answer. Her star was on
the other side of the world, shining over a sea that held the place of her birth in a watery tomb.

e,'Ce lay back in the silence of his bedchamber and listened to the sound of the warm Spring wind.
All around him the noise and distraction of the day had settled into muftled torpidity. How he loved this
time of the night, when the mask could come off and he could relish all those things he had put in place
without being discovered.

If the wind was clear and the night silent enough he could feel the heat, the friction in the air from
violence that was being made by his manipulation, even from a great distance away. This night, it came to
him courtesy of the squad of Yarimese guards in his thrall that had turned from their normal duties
patroling the water routes outside the crumbling capital city of Yarim Paar, safeguarding the Shanouin, the
clan of well diggers and water carriers as they bore their precious burden back to the thirsty town.

The Shanouin had depended upon the protection of the guards for centuries. He chuckled at the
thought. Mayhem was always valuable; it brought the electric fervor he craved. It was even better when
the victims trusted the thralls. The static from the initial shock added to the amusement value. And the
horror of the guards that would result when the thrall wore off and they had to confront their murderous
actions was the stuff of delicious anticipation.
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His skin tingled at the rush of fear that broke over him in waves as the slaughter began. The water
carriers were men of brawn, but worked routinely with their families in tow. He took a deeper breath,
stretching his limbs as the warmth of spilling blood coursed over them.

It was friction, the heat of contact, of violence, that roared through his body, that caressed his spirit
nature now, the power of heat that so recalled the fire from which he had come. All nature of actions
generated it, but the place it was most surely found was the fierce combat of murder, heinous and
ferocious and utterly stimulating. He felt arousal building in his human flesh, flesh denied satisfaction in
most other ways due to age and the other restraints of dual nature.

The patrol was efficient; too efficient—they weren't taking their time. He grunted in frustration, willing
the guards to slow their efforts, to stab more rather than decapitate, to leave the children until the end.
His hopes for the heat of the gore building to an invigorating climax grew dim; he had not committed
enough of his own essence when he had enthralled the group. A shame, really. A mistake he would not
make again.

There was no need to conserve his power anymore. He was now powerful enough to spare more of
his life essence, that which would have been a soul if F'dor had such a thing. The next time he had the
opportunity to make a feet high. There was no question that this was the place; she could feel power
emanating from the cave that made her shiver internally.

As they walked down the long path Rhapsody thought she heard the sound of whispered voices on
the wind, but when she stopped to listen, no words were there; all she heard was the rustling of the
budding branches in the early spring breeze. She had the distinct feeling that they were being watched.
Ashe did not speak, and she could discern no reaction beneath the hood of his cloak.

Finally they came to the mouth of the cave. A warm breeze flowed from it in thythmic patterns;the
breath of the dragon , Rhapsody thought. Doubt rose in her mind as to the wisdom of coming here. She
was considering taking hasty leave when the peace of the forest was broken by a voice that could only
have been that of Elynsynos.

"You interest me," the voice said, sounding in multiple tones, at once bass, baritone, tenor, alto and
soprano. Its resonance contained an elemental intimacy that even Rhapsody's fireborn heart could not
fathom. It spoke to the deepest levels of her soul, and for a moment she could not tell if she had actually
heard the words, or merely felt them. "Come in."

Rhapsody swallowed hard and started slowly into the mouth of the cave. She stopped to examine a
carved rune on the outside edge of the cave wall, brushing away the lichens and overgrown ivy. The
words were suddenly familiar.

Cyme we inne fritt, fram the grip of deap to lifinne dis smylte land

A gentle vibration tingled beneath the tips of her fingers as she touched the ancient inscription, the
feeling of lore lying dormant for centuries, and she was filled with a sudden wonder, a sense of discovery
and more—the sensation of excitement, the heart-squeezing thrill of a first passion. She recognized it
instantly, and it was unmistakable, despite having felt it herself only once in her life before.

The lore, old as it was, hung in the very air of the place, was extant in the stone of the cave wall. This
must have been where Merithyn had come,, where he had first inscribed the pledge of his king. In a way,
then, this was the birthplace of the Cymrian people, and as such it held an almost magical air about it.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Even more, there had been love here once, great love, and a fragment of it still remained. Rhapsody felt
she could stay for a long time, just gazing at the runes.

'"Rhapsody." Ashe's voice rang out from behind her, causing her to jump. "Don't look into her eyes."

She shook off her trancelike state and nodded. She checked the integrity of her gear, then turned to
him.

Tl be careful. Goodbye, Ashe," she said softly. "Thank you for everything. May your travels home be
safe."

'"Rhapsody, tarry a moment." Ashe reached out his hand to her. She turned around and took it,
allowing him to bring her off the rocks and back onto the ground again.

"Yes?" She was standing before him, looking up into the darkness of his hood.

Slowly he reached up and took hold of the hood, then pulled it down suddenly, revealing his face.
Rhapsody gasped

Jo had been right. He was not scarred or deformed. His face was beautiful, and it had an uncertain
smile on it as he looked down at her.

Like her sister, the first thing Rhapsody noticed was his hair. It shone like burnished copper, and as it
caught the light of the afternoon sun, Rhapsody thought it looked as though it had been crafted by a
smith. She had seen nothing like it in this land or that of her birth, and wondered if it was gossamer-soft,
as the delicacy of its strands suggested, or hard and wiry, as its metallic sheen insisted. The puzzle
fascinated her; she could have spent the rest of the day standing there, staring at it, trying to resist the
urge to touch it.

It took a moment for her eyes to note the rest of his face. It was classically handsome, and like her
own, showed mixed human and Lirin descent. His skin was fair and smooth, and his chiseled jaw was
covered by a scraggly, half-grown beard. In a pure human it would have suggested a month without
shaving, but Rhapsody knew that in a half-blood it probably was a year's growth at least. If he was a
human, he would have been in his mid-twenties, but as a half-Lirin, possibly of Cymrian ancestry,
Rhapsody had no way to judge his real age.

And then she looked into his eyes, eyes that were beautiful and alien. They were startlingly blue, and
set about the iris were tiny stars of an amber hue. It took her a moment to discern what seemed so alien
about them, until she took a second look. Their humanity was broken by their pupils, which were vertical
slits, like that of a serpent, yet they held no reptilian horror; rather they spoke of an antiquity and power
that was ancient and enduring. She felt drawn to them as by the power of a flooded river rushing over a
waterfall, or the tranquillity of a calm lagoon. Then he closed them, only for a moment, an extended blink,
and she caught her breath.

As she began to breathe once more she could feel her cheeks, wet with tears she did not know she
had shed. Like a slap across the face she was aware now, understood many things she hadn't before,
about why he hid beneath the cloak, why he pushed her away.

He was hunted. It could be the only reason.

She struggled to speak, but the emotion was too strong. Ashe looked down into her eyes, as if
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dreading her words and needing to hear them despite that dread. Finally she felt them come to her lips.
'Ashe?"
'Yes?"
She took a deep breath.
"Y ou should shave off that beard, it's awful."

He stared at her blankly as the comment registered, then laughed. Rhapsody exhaled in relief, and as
he looked away for a moment, still chuckling, she reached up and hugged him. She didn't want him to see
the tears continue to well in her eyes.

Ashe pulled her closer in a warm embrace, holding her gently, but as he did she felt him wince.
Somehow her action had caused him pain, and she let go of him, trying to keep from making it worse. It
seemed centered in his chest, but she couldn't be sure. He released her as well, with a sigh.

"Thank you," she said sincerely. "I know that was a difficult thing for you, and I'm honored that you
did it. If you hadn't shown me, I always would have wondered."

'Be careful in there," he said, nodding toward the cave.

"You be careful on your way back," she answered, turning to go. She bent and picked up a stick of
dry wood lying at the mouth of the cave. "Thank you again. Godspeed." She blew him a kiss, then
climbed onto the wet stone and into the cave entrance.

Che mouth of the cave widened into a dark tunnel, with a glowing light pulsing deep within it. At the
outer edge, starlike lichen grew on the cave walls, reaching out into the light of day, to grow thinner and
eventually disappear in the darkness as the tunnel went deeper in.

Rhapsody followed the tunnel slowly, listening for movement. A moment later she could hear it, the
splash of something moving through the water in the depths of the cave, followed by the pounding of
taloned feet as they trod the rock floor. There was a sound of steel grinding against stone, and the cave
filled with the hot wind of the dragon's breath, tainted with the acrid smells that Rhapsody had only
encountered before at a smithy, or Achmed's forges, odors that issued forth from smelting fires.

The tunnel twisted as she followed it, opening at the bottom into a large cavern below. The darkness
of the cavern was impenetrable, so Rhapsody touched the stick she carried and ignited the end of it,
hoping a torch would illuminate the place. It roared to life almost immediately; the leaping flames cast
elongated shadows down the tunnel, outlining and exaggerating the movements of the great beast as it
pulled itself from the waters that filled the cave floor. The ground trembled with its every step, and the
flickering light of the torch danced off the copper scales, gleaming like a million tiny shields of burnished
bronze in the darkness.

Elynsynos was immense. In the half-light Rhapsody estimated she was almost one hundred feet long,
easily able to fill the entire length of the tunnel she had just traversed. The strength denoted by the
enormous musculature was enough to drain the color from the Singer's face.

Then she saw the eyes of the beast, too late to heed Ashe's warning. They appeared in the tunnel like
two gigantic lanterns that had suddenly been un-hooded. The great orbs shone with prismatic light; they
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were so intensely beautiful that Rhapsody felt she could easily pass her life there, gazing into them. Long
vertical slits bisected each silver iris, rimmed in shimmering rainbow colors. At once Rhapsody felt the
fires of her soul leap, as if fed with a sudden breath of air. For a moment she was dizzy, lost inside
herself, but the feeling passed in a moment, and she dragged her gaze away from the beast, her soul
screaming in protest.

'Pretty," Elynsynos said. There was a power in the word Rhapsody recognized immediately.
Elynsynos was speaking with an elemental music, and the word she had spoken was not a description,
but a name. The harmonic sound came not from a voice box—little as she knew of dragon lore, one thing
that Rhapsody did know was that wyrms did not have a natural larynx—but from the masterful
manipulation of the vibrations of the wind. Rhapsody was tempted to look once more directly at her but
did not, watching her only through the corner of her eye.

"Why do you come, Pretty?" There was wisdom in the voice that belied the childlike tone and words.

Rhapsody took a deep breath and turned a little farther away. "Many reasons," she answered, looking
at the serpentine shadow on the cave wall before her. "I have dreamt of you. I have come to return
something that is yours, and to sing to you, if you will let me." She could see the shadow move as the
head of the dragon came to rest on the ground directly behind her, and she felt its hot breath on her back.
The fire inside her drank in the heat and the power it held. The moisture from her clothing evaporated,
leaving the fabric hot and on the verge of igniting.

"Turn around, please," said the multitone voice. Rhapsody closed her eyes and complied, feeling the
waves of warmth on her face as though she was turning blindly toward the sun. "Are you afraid?"

'A little," Rhapsody answered, still not opening her eyes.
"Why?"

"We fear what we do not know, and do not understand. I hope to remedy both those situations, and
then [ will not be afraid."

Once again, as before she entered the cave, she heard what sounded like whispered voices. "You are
wise to be afraid," said Elynsynos. There was no menace in her tone, but its depth was intimidating. "You
are perfect treasure, Pretty. Your hair is like spun gold, your eyes are emeralds. Even your skin is like
fine porcelain, and you are untouched. There is music in you, and fire, and time. Any dragon would covet
you to have for its own."

'l belong only to myself," Rhapsody said. The dragon chuckled. "But I came here in the hope that we
could be friends. Then I am yours willingly, in a way. A friend is one of the greatest kinds of treasures,
isn't it?" She glanced quickly at the dragon, then looked away.

The dragon's enormous face took on a look of curiosity that was oddly endearing, visible even in the
glimpse Rhapsody caught out of the corner of her eye.

'T do not know. I do not have any friends."
"Then I will be a new kind of treasure for you, if you want me to be," said Rhapsody, her fear

beginning to abate. "First, let me return this to you." She dug in her pack and pulled out the dragon's claw
dagger.
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The enormous prismatic eyes blinked. Rhapsody was still not looking at her directly, but could feel the
light in the cave dim for a second. Her skin prickled as an electric hum began around her, buzzing in the
cavern like a great hive of bees. She saw the shadow on the wall shift, and a huge claw reached over her
head and gingerly took the dagger in between nails that resembled it exactly. Then the claw returned to its
place behind her once more. Rhapsody let her breath out.

"Where did you get this?"

'In the depths of Gwylliam's lair," said Rhapsody, trying to couch her words in imagery the dragon
would appreciate. "It was hidden deep, but when we found it we knew it should be returned to you."

'Gwylliam was a bad man," said the harmonious voice. It was without rancor; Rhapsody was grateful.
She did not want to be within the lair of a dragon who was incensed. "He hit Anwyn, and he killed so
many of the Cymrians. This claw was given to her, and he kept it for spite. Thank you for bringing it
back, Pretty."

"You're welcome, Elynsynos. I'm sorry about what happened to Anwyn."

The humming sound grew louder. Rhapsody felt the heat in the air around her rise. "Anwyn is bad as
well, as bad as Gwylliam. She destroyed her own hoard. That is something a dragon must never do. [ am
ashamed she is my hatchling. She is no child of mine. A dragon defends its treasure with everything it has.
Anwyn destroyed her own hoard."

'Her hoard? What hoard?"

"Look at me, Pretty. I will not try to take you." The multitone voice was warm and sweet. "If you are
my friend, you should trust me, yes?"

Rhapsody, don't look into her eyes.

Rhapsody turned around slowly, staring at the ground. She could feel the glimmering scales reflecting
the light from her torch; it undulated in wavelike patterns over her linen shirt, turning the white fabric into a
translucent rainbow. The warmth of the voice had captured her heart, even though her brain continued to
function for the moment, telling her to be wary of the gigantic serpent. The trickery of dragons was well
known, and Ashe's warning was still ringing in her ears.

Rhapsody, don't look into her eyes.

'Her hoard was the Cymrian people," said Elynsynos. "They were magic; they had crossed the Earth
and made time to stop for themselves by doing so. In them all the elements found a manifestation, even if
they did not know how to use it. There were some of races that had never been seen in these parts,
Gwadd and Liringlas and Gwenen and Nain, Ancient Seren and Dhracians and

thlin, a human garden full of many different and beautiful kinds of flowers. Theyweres Pecial> Pretty
>a unique people that deserved to be cherished and'tnt safe. And she turned against them and destroyed
many of them, so that Gwylliam could not have them. Ashamed [ am."

Rhapsody felt mist on her face; she looked down and found she was standing englimmering liquid. She
raised her eyes without thinking and found herself staring, entranced, at the great beast. Elynsynos was
weeping.
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Rhapsody felt her heart break; at that moment she would have gladly given everything she had to
comfort the dragon, to ease her pain and wash away her sadness. In the back of her mind she wondered
if her deep feelings for the wyrm were a result of enchantment or if, as her heart told her, she just loved
her because she was so rare and beautiful. She stepped toward Elynsynos and touched her massive claw
tenderly.

'Don't cry, Elynsynos."

The dragon angled her massive head downward and regarded her intensely, a blinding glint shining in
her eyes. "Then you will stay for a little while?"

"Yes. [ will stay."

( runthor lumbered to a halt for the fourth time that afternoon, too ungainly to stop quickly as Achmed
did, and sighed aloud.

'Ts she still there, sir?"

"Yes." The tone of irritation in Achmed's voice had grown darker with each pause. The Firbolg king
turned around in the tunnel and shouted back behind them.

'"Damn you, Jo, go home or I'll tie you to a stalagmite and leave you until we return."

The air next to his head whistled, and a small, bronze-backed dirk imbedded itself into the cave wall
next to his ear.

"You're a fornicating pig," Jo's voice answered with an echoing snarl. "You can't leave me alone with
those little brats. I'm coming with you, you bastard, whether you like it or not."

Achmed hid a smile and strode back up the tunnel, then reached behind an outcropping of rocks and
dragged the teenager out of her hiding place.

'A word of advice about fornicating pigs," he said almost pleasantly. "They bite. Don't get in their way,
or they'll take a piece out of you."

"Yeah, well, you'd know all about fornicating pigs, Achmed. I'm sure you do it all the time. Gods
know nobody else would ever knob you, unless they were blind."

'Go 'ome, lit'le miss," said Grunthor severely. "You don't want to see me lose my temper."

'Come on, Grunthor," Jo whined, making an attempt at wide-eyed, innocent pleading and failing
utterly. "I hate those little bastards. I want to go with you.Please ."

"Now, is that any way to talk about your grand-nieces and nephews?" asked Achmed disingenuously.
"Your sister would be very distressed to hear you referring to her grandbrats that way."

"They're little beasts. They try to trip me when we're out on the crags," Jo said. "Next time I might just
accidentally boot one or two of them into the canyon by mistake. Please don't leave me alone with them.

I want to go wherever you're going."

"No. Now are you going to go back on your own, or will you need to be escorted?"
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Jo crossed her arms, her face fixed in a furious expression. Achmed sighed.

"Look, Jo, here's my final offer. If it turns out that we find what we're looking for, and the danger is
manageable, we'll bring you back with us the next time. But if you follow us again, I'm going to bind you
hand and foot and throw you into the nursery, and Rhapsody's grandbrats can use you as a ball, or play
Badger-in-the-Bag with you. Do you understand?" Jo nodded sullenly. "Good. Now get back to the
Cauldron and stop following us." Grunthor pulled the knife he had given her from the wall and held it out.
Jo snatched it from his hand and stuck it back in her boot.

The two Bolg watched as the teenager whirled angrily and stalked back up the ascending tunnel. After
a few moments of hearing nothing they returned to their descent, only to stop once more.

Achmed spun about in annoyance. The light from the world above was no longer within sight; they
were deep within the tunnel now, too deep to go back without wasting the entire day. It had taken a
number of weeks to put aside time when both he and Grunthor could go exploring, searching out the
Loritorium, the hidden vault he had shown the maps of to Rhapsody. Unfortunately, the teenaged brat
she had adopted as her sister had gotten wind of the expedition, and refused to heed his commands that
she stay behind, both before they left the Cauldron, and all along the way. It was evident she still was not
complying with his directive.

He could sense her, though her heartbeat was not audible to him as Grun-thor's and Rhapsody's
were, along with the few thousand others he sometimes heard drumming in the distance. The ability to
discern those rhythms was the fragmented remains of his blood-gift from the old world; the only hearts he
could hear were ones that had been born there.

Sensing Jo was different. This was his mountain, he was the king, and as a result he knew she was
here again, defying his instructions, following behind them just out of sight. He turned to the giant
Sergeant-Major.

'Grunthor, do you remember how you once told me you thought you could feel the movement of the
earth?"

Grunthor scratched his head and grinned. "Goodness, sir, O1 don't ever recall getting that personal
with you. In fact, the only sweet talkin' Oi ever remember doing was with oP Brenda at Madame Parri's
Pleasure Palace all those years ago."

Achmed chuckled and pointed at the ground beneath their feet. "Fire responds to Rhapsody, and the
more she experiments with it, the more she is able to control it at will. Perhaps since you have a similar
bond with earth, the same might be true for you." He looked up the tunnel again. ""And perhaps your first
experiment in manipulating the earth might take a form that would grant us a respite from the recurring
nightmare that won't stop following us."

Grunthor considered for a moment, then closed his eyes. All around him he could feel the heartbeat of
the Earth, a subtle thrum whispering in the air he breathed, pulsing in the ground below his feet, bristling
across his hidelike skin. It was a vibration that had hummed in his bones and blood since they had
traveled through the Earth along the Root that connected the two great trees. It spoke to him now, giving
him an insight into the layers of rock around him.

In his mind's eye he could see the paths of the different strata as the Earth sang to him of the birth of
this place, a lament recalling the horrific pressure that forced the great sheets of rock upwards, screaming
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in the pain of its delivery, erupting into the craggy peaks that now formed the Teeth. Through his bond to
the Earth his soul whispered wordless consolation in return, gentling down the age-old memory.

He could see each pocket of frailty within the ground, each place where an obsidian river scored the
basalt and shale, each crack where the Nain, other earthlovers tied to the lore as he was, had carefully
sculpted out the endless passageways of Canrif, the tunnels like the one in which they now stood. He
could sense Jo's feet resting on the crust a stone's throw away, and willed the earth to soften there for a
moment, to swallow her ankles and solidify again.

Her scream of shock broke his reverie, and Grunthor opened his eyes to a stabbing pain pulsing
behind them. A string of vile curses punctuated with screeches of fury reverberated around them,
unsettling some of the loose rock and raising a minor storm of dust. Achmed chuckled.

"That ought to hold her, at least until we can make it to the entrance tunnel to the annex. Then you can
release her. I doubt even Jo would want to risk having the ground grab her feet again." His eyes
narrowed as he noticed the paling of Grunthor's skin in the half-light of the torch he was carrying, the
beads of sweat on his friend's massive brow. "Are you all right?"

Grunthor wiped his forehead with a neat linen handkerchief. "Not sure Oi like the way that felt," he
said. "Never 'urt before when I was just generally aware o' things in the ground, or makin' myself look
like the rock."

"It's bound to be somewhat painful the first time," said Achmed. "As you become more experienced,
>more proficient at using your gift, I think you will find the pain subsides."

'O1 bet ya say that to all the girls," Grunthor retorted, folding his hand kerchief and storing it away
again. "Come to think of'it, Oi think them's the exact words I used on oP Brenda. Well, shall we be off,
then?"

Achmed nodded and the two men walked off into the depths of the Earth, leaving Jo up to her ankles
in solid rock, howling with rage behind them.

Lxhe deeper Achmed traveled into the lands he now ruled, the more the silence enveloped him. The
ancient corridors, half-formed and crumbling, required frequent stopping and intervention from Grunthor,
who cleared away the rubble and tore through the stone as if it were aqueous, almost liquid, much as he
had once dug them out of the skin of the Earth at the end of their journey along the Root. The clamor of
the falling debris was momentary, and each new threshold they crossed revealed an even deeper stillness,
heavy air that had been undisturbed for centuries.

It had taken Achmed less than a day to determine where the Loritoriurn had been built, informed by
his ferocious study of the manuscripts in Gwyl-liam's vault, his own innate sense of the mountain and his
path lore. Finding it had merely been a matter of a quiet moment's meditation on his throne in the Great
Hall, contemplating where he would have built the secret annex if he had been Gwylliam. And then,
behind his closed eyes, his mind raced off, speeding along the twists and turns of the meticulously mined
tunnels of the inner mountain. It followed the corridors out of the interior city of Canrif and roamed over
the wide Heath, past Kraldurge, the Realm of Ghosts, the guardian rocks that formed the hidden barrier
above Elysian, Rhapsody's hidden lands.

He had found the entrance to the ancient ruin deep below the villages that had once been settled by
the Cymrians, past a second canyon, and guarded by an ominous drop of several thousand feet onto
jagged and rocky steppes below. Its entry passage was cleverly disguised as part of the mountain face, a
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man-made fissure that resembled little more than a mountain-goat trail, and now . was traveled only by
animals, if at all.

Once he and Grunthor were inside the tunnel he knew they were headed in the right direction, and it
had infuriated him that Jo had breached the security of the Loritorium by following them in. Most likely
the teenager was only being an annoyance, but Achmed trusted no one, and it was just one more thing
that convinced him of Rhapsody's folly in adopting the street wench in the first place. Mark my words ,
he had told her through gritted teeth,we will regret this . As with all things she didn't want to believe,
Rhapsody had ignored those words.

Now, as Grunthor ripped through the detritus clogging the tunnel befo them, Achmed could feel the
silence grow even deeper. The sensation was ak to the one he had experienced upon finding a Cymrian
wine cellar filled wi barrels and glass bottles of ancient cider deep within the desolate ruin that ha once
been the capital city of Canrif. Much of the liquid had dissipated centurie before, leaving a thick, oozing
gel that had at one time been potable but now was almost solid, with a concentrated sweetness. The
silence within the newly revealed section of tunnel was almost as palpable.

Grunthor, meanwhile, was not hearing a deafening silence, but a deepening song. With each new
revelation, each new break in the strata, the earth music was growing purer, more vibrant, hanging heavy
with old magic that carried with it a sense of dread. His fingers tingled, even through his goat-hide gloves,
as he moved rocks and boulders to the sides of the tunnels. Finally he stopped and leaned against the
rockwall before him, resting his head on his forearm. He breathed deeply, absorbing the music that now
surrounded him, filling his ears, drowning out all other sound.

"You all right, Sergeant?"
Grunthor nodded, unable to speak. He ran his hand over the wall again, finally looking up.

"They blew the tunnel when they left, before they was overrun," he said. "Didn't crumble on its own.
Brought down the 'hole mountain. Why 'ere, sir? Why not the ramparts, or the feeder tunnels to the Great
Hall? They could've held the Bolg off a lot longer, probably cut 'em off in the Heath canyon and crushed
the external attack, at least. Seems odd."

Achmed handed him a waterskin, and the giant drank deeply. "There must have been something in
there that Gwylliam was willing to sacrifice the mountain in order to keep from falling into the hands of the
Bolg, or perhaps someone he feared would wrest it from the Bolg. You still game? We can go back, rest
up a bit."

Grunthor wiped the sweat from his brow and shook his head. "Naw. Dug this far; don't make no
sense givin' up 'ere. There's quite a bit more rock, though; Oi guess as much as we already dug through."
He rose and brushed off his greatcloak, then ran his hands over the rock again.

As he concentrated the makeup of the stone again became clear to him. In his mind's eye he could see
each fissure, each pocket of ancient air trapped within the solidified rubble. He closed his eyes, keeping
the image in his mind, then passed his hand through the stone as if it were the air, and felt it give way to
him. He held both arms out to his sides, pushed a little farther and felt the solid wall of rock liquefy, then
slide away from him like cool molten glass, smooth and slippery.

Achmed watched in amazement as his giant friend's skin grew pale, then ashen, then stone-gray in the
waning light of the torch as he blended into the earth around him. A moment later he could no longer see
Grunthor, only a moving shadow as the massive mound of granite and shalestone plowed before "is eyes
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into the mountain wall, opening a eight-foot-high tunnel ahead of him. He held the torch inside the hole.
The rock at the edges of the new opening glowed red-gold, almost the color of lava for a moment, then
cooled immediately into a smooth-hewn tunnel wall. Achmed smiled and stepped into the opening,
following the Sergeant's shadow.

'Always knew you were a quick study, Grunthor," he said. "Perhaps it's a good thing Rhapsody's not
here; this is a lot like being on the Root again. You know how much she enjoyed being underground.”

"Lirin " Grunthor muttered, the word echoing up the length of the tunr like the growl of a subterranean
wolf. "Throw a couple 'undred feet of solid rock on top of 'em, and they get all nervy on ya.
Pantywaists."

The farther he burrowed within the Earth, the faster Grunthor moved. Achmed could no longer keep
up with him, could no longer even make out his shadow in the inconstant light. It was as if the rocky flesh
of the mountain was nothing more than air around the giant, where before it had been as was walking
waist-deep in the sea.

Suddenly Achmed felt the force of a great rush of air from the belly ¢ mountain billow over him, a
rolling gust both stale and sweet heavy wit mask His sensitive skin stung with the power of it, thick and
undisturbed by time and the wind of the world above. Grunthor must have broken tl to the Loritorium.

He lit a new torch from the remnant of the one he had been carrying an. tossed the dead one aside.
The fire at the torch's head roared with life, leaping to the top of the tunnel as if shouting aloud in
celebration. "Grunthor?" he called. No sound answered him.

Achmed broke into a run. He hurried down the remaining length of i tunnel and through the dark maw
at its end, an opening into a place ever darker than the tunnel had been, then stopped where he stood.

Above him, higher than even the roaring flames of the torch could 1 illuminate, stretched a carved
vaulted ceiling, smoothly polished and"engravec with intricate designs, fashioned from the most exquisite
marble Achmed 1 ever seen Each massive slab of the pale stone had been shaped to a precise dimension
and fitted perfectly into the vast cavern in which he now stood, walls of the cavern were of marble as
well, though some of them were unfinished, with large scaffolds, stone blocks, and tools lying abandoned
at edges of the enormous underground cave.

Achmed turned to the tall bank of rock that had plowed out into the caver in front of Grunthor as he
had tunneled into this place. He swung the tor around looking for the Firbolg sergeant, but saw nothing
save for great mounds of stone and earth heaped on the smooth cave floor, with mart fragments scattered
around the base of them. "Grunthor!" he shouted again, shadows flashing over the newly made moraine
and the ancient walls ,n tJ dark His voice echoed for a moment, then was swallowed by silence.

A low pile of rubble at his feet stretched and shrugged. Moments later « took on a more distinct
outline and shape. What appeared to be a large'ssculpture of a giant man flexed and began to breathe,
each moment becoming a little more distinguishable from the rock.

As Achmed watched, color began to return to Grunthor's face. The Sergeant-Major was sitting on
the ground, propped against the great pil stone rubbish left from his burrowing, breathing shallowly as he
returned to himself, separating himself from the earth as once he had at the end of their journey along the
Root.

'Blimey," he whispered as Achmed knelt beside him. He shook his head at the waterskin the king
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offered him, crossing his arms over his knees and lowering his head onto them.

Achmed stood and looked around again. The Loritorium was approximately the size of the town
square in what had once been the capital city of Canrif, a city built within the crags and base of the
guardian mountains at the western rim of the Teeth. When they had first come to Ylorc he had found the
dead city in a desolate state of ruin. Now the Bolg were working feverishly to restore it to the
magnificence it once had in the Cymrian heyday. Even in its decay, the genius of its design and the
craftsmanship of its construction had been readily apparent.

The design and construction of the Loritorium was even more impressive. It would have stood as
Gwylliam's masterpiece, if he had had the chance to complete it. As with most of the structures Gwylliam
designed, the Loritorium had been fashioned in the shape of an enormous hexagon, sculpted in precise
proportion from within the mountain itself. The marble walls met the vault of the ceiling more than two
hundred feet above the floor. The floor was smoothly polished marble inlaid in mosaic patterns whose
colors glimmered in the flickering shadows. In the center of the ceiling was a dark hole which Achmed
could just barely see in the blazing light of the torch.

The streets of the Loritorium were lined with beautifully sculpted stone benches and bordered with
half-walls from which lampposts fashioned of brass and glass emerged every few yards. The capping
stones of the half-walls were scored by shallow troughs that ran between each lamppost, channels
blackened with ancient stains that appeared to be the residue of a thick oily substance.

Two large buildings loomed in the darkness at the far side of the Loritorium, identical in size and
shape, with huge doors, intricately wrought and gilded with rysin, a rare metal, gleaming a metallic
blue-green in the torchlight. Achmed recognized them instantly from the plans as the Library and the
Prophe-sory, the repositories Gwylliam designed for the most valuable of his books and manuscripts.
The Library was expected to house all forms of writing about ancient lore, while the Prophesory was to
contain all records of prophecies and other predictions known to man. Warehouses of ancient
knowledge.

Achmed turned back to his friend. "Are you all right? Are you coming around?" he asked the giant
Sergeant.

Grunthor shook his head. "If it's all the same to you, sir, Oi'll just take a to'le rest right 'ere."

Achmed nodded. "I'm going to have a look about, not far; I'll be right back." Grunthor waved* a
weak hand dismissively, then stretched out on the debris of the marble floor, groaning, and closed his
eyes.

The Firbolg king watched his friend a moment longer until he had ascertained that Grunthor was fully
separated from the earth and drawing breath without difficulty. Then he reassessed the torch; it had
consumed almost none of its fuel, but still burned brightly in the darkness, as if eager to be shining in this
place of ancient magic.

Achmed dropped his pack and equipment to the ground, saving out twin daggers Rhapsody had given
him as a coronation gift, found on one of her exploratory sojourns within the mountain some months
before. He examined them quickly; they were formed from an ancient metal that no one knew the name
of, seemingly impervious to rust, that the Cymrians had used in the framework of buildings and to bard
the hulls of ships. Achmed sheathed one of them at his wrist, keeping the other drawn, and quietly made
his way through the empty city.
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His footsteps echoed hollowly up the streets and reverberated to the vaulted ceiling as he walked,
even though he was most often able to travel without sound in the world above. Achmed slowed his pace
in the vain attempt to pass more quietly, but it did little good. The heavy air of the newly unsealed cavern
seized upon each sound and amplified it. Achmed was filled with an unwelcome sense that the place had
been without company too long and was now relishing it.

When he reached the center of the hexagonal cavern he stopped. In the Loritorium's central area was
what appeared to have been a small garden with an immense dry fountain, its large reflecting pond
surrounded by a circle of marble benches. Around the fountain's base in the dry pond was a small puddle
of shining liquid, thick as quicksilver. The font from which water once undoubtedly sprayed was capped
with a heavy block of volcanic rock.

This central spot afforded an excellent view of the whole Loritorium. Achmed cast a glance around.
Here and there in the narrow streets were more pools of the viscous silver liquid, their iridescent surfaces
glimmering in the torchlight. He brought his hand nearer to the pool in the fountain and pulled it quickly
back, stung by the intense vibration issuing forth from it. It was signature of great power, one that he did
not recognize, that made his fingers and skin hum with its concentrated purity. He broke his attention
away from the luminous puddles and looked at the rest of the square.

Set at the directional angles north, south, east, and west around the Loritorium's square were four
displays, each roughly built in the shape of an altar. Achmed recalled the drawings of each of them from
the manuscripts of Gwyl-liam's plans. They appeared to be cases which were intended to house what
Gwylliam had called the August Relics, items of surpassing importance from the old world tied to each of
the five elements. Achmed cursed silently. He had not fully understood the manuscript that had recounted
the descriptions of each of these relics, and Rhapsody had left before she could study the scroll and
explain it to him.

Carefully he circumvented the fountain and approached the first of the cases. It was fashioned in the
shape of a marble bowl on top of a pedestal, similar to

a birdbath, encased in a great rectangular block of clear stone taller than Grunthor. Achmed's skin
prickled as he recognized the deadly shatter trap that had been set within the base of the clear stone
block. The other altars also seemed to be similarly rigged with protective devices and other defenses to
keep them from being removed.

Under normal circumstances Achmed was an aficionado of well-thought-out defenses. Now he was
merely annoyed. Gwylliam's paranoia toward the end of the Loritorium's construction had led him to
abandon some of the higher aspirations he had originally held for the complex. Instead of allowing it to be
the seat of scholarship where broad, unfettered knowledge was enthusiastically pursued, as he had
envisioned in the first records of his plans for the place, Gwylliam had seemed to become jealous of the
power he planned to store there. He had ordered his artisans to set aside the craftsmanship that was
beautifying the small city into a showplace of architecture and art in favor of building ingenious traps and
defenses to protect it from attack. It made Achmed wonder what those cases must have once contained.

His consideration of that question was shattered by Grunthor's bloodcurdling scream.
J-vould you like to see my hoard, Pretty?"
"Yes," said Rhapsody. She was still recovering from the initial fear of losing her heart to the dragon.

So far everything seemed fine; Elynsynos had made no false moves nor tried to restrict her in any way.
The true test would come when it was time to leave. "I would be honored."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

'"Then come."

The immense beast hoisted herself out of the fetid water in the cavern's basin and began the process
of turning around. Rhapsody pressed up against the cave wall in an effort to stay out of the way, but her
actions proved unnecessary. Elynsynos was far more agile and fluid than Rhapsody could have imagined,;
it was as if she had no solid form. She shifted her body with a smooth rolling movement, and within
moments her enormous head was pointed toward the depths of the cave. She waited as Rhapsody came
alongside her, then led the way down into the darkness.

As they descended the cave began to curve, bending in a circular fashion to the west. At the bottom
of the tunnel she could see a vague glow, like the distantlight of a raging fire. The dark walls began to
brighten as they walked on, reflecting the glow of the tunnel before them. The scent of the air changed,
too; rather than growing more dank, as Rhapsody had expected, it began to freshen and take a salty
tang. She recdgnized it after a moment as the smell of the sea.

As the light became blindingly bright, Elynsynos stopped. "You go on ahead, Pretty," she said,
nudging Rhapsody forward with her brow. Rhapsody complied, walking slowly toward the glow,
squinting to avoid the pain her eyes had initially felt. She put one hand out in front of her, hoping to both
shield her face and avoid walking into something unseen.

After a moment her eyes adjusted, and she saw she was in a vast cavern, almost half the size of the
grotto that held Elysian's lake. The blinding glow was the reflection of the radiance of six huge
chandeliers, each large enough to light the ballroom of a palace, each illuminated by a thousand
candleless flames. The illumination was mirrored by more sparkling items than Rhapsody could even
imagine, let alone count, piles of gems in every color of the rainbow and mountains of shimmering coins in
gold, copper, silver, platinum, and rysin, a rare green-blue metal mined in the High Reaches of Serendair
by the Nain of the old world.

The chandeliers were fashioned from the ship's wheels from hundreds of vessels, the coins piled high
in captain's chests and hammocked in massive sails strung from ropes that were moored to the walls of
the cave with rigging hardware. Wrecked prows and decks of ships were lovingly displayed throughout
the cavern, as were anchors, masts, and several salt-encrusted figureheads, one of which bore a startling
resemblance to Rhapsody.

In the center of the great cave was a lagoon of salt water, complete with waves that rolled gently to
the muddy edges. Rhapsody walked down to the water's edge and bent to touch the sand. When she
looked at her fingers she saw that it was laced with traces of gold.

She looked into the lagoon at the rocks that held more treasures: a golden statue of a mermaid with
eyes fashioned from emeralds and a tail that was made from individually carved scales of polished jade,
intricately woven caps of merrow pearls, a tall bronze trident with a broken point. A secluded spot in the
sand held scores of globes, the orb-shaped maps Llauron had shown her, charts and nautical renderings,
as well as sea instruments—compasses, spyglasses and sextants, pulleys and tillers, and chests full of
ships' logs. It was a veritable maritime museum.

'Do you like my hoard?" The harmonious voice echoed in the vast cave, causing the water in the
lagoon the ripple out of pattern. Rhapsody turned to face the dragon, whose prismatic eyes were glowing

with unmasked excitement.

"Yes," Rhapsody answered, her voice filled with awe. "It's incredible. It's—well, it's—" words failed
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her completely. "It's the most beautiful hoard I've ever seen."

Elynsynos laughed in delight. The sound was like nothing Rhapsody had ever heard before, higher and
thinner than the dragon's gargantuan size would have suggested, with a bell-like quality that rang in
Rhapsody's bones. "Good, I'm glad you like it," she said. "Now, come over here. There is something [

want to give you."

Rhapsody blinked in astonishment. Everything she had ever heard about dragons had reiterated that
they were avaricious, coveting their treasure above anything else. She had heard tell in the old world the
legend of a dragon that had laid waste to five towns and several villages, all to recover a plain tin cup that
had been inadvertently taken from its hoard. And now the matriarch of wyrms and wyrmkin of this land,
Elynsynos herself, was offering her a gift from her hoard. She was unsure how to react, but she followed
the giant serpent over piles of winches, bells, oars, and oar locks.

On the other side was a large net secured by a harpoon thrust deep into the rock wall. Rhapsody
shuddered at the thought of the strength needed to bury prongs that far into solid rock. Elynsynos rustled
with an extended claw in the bulge of the net and drew forth a waxwood lute, beautifully polished,
pristine as the day it was finished by the harper. She wrapped her serpentine tail around it, lifted it out of
the net and held it out to Rhapsody.

The Singer took the lute with wonder, and turned it over in her hands. It was in perfect condition,
despite unknown years of exposure to the salt air and water. "Would you like to hear it?" she asked the
dragon.

The iridescent eyes twinkled. "Of course. Why else would I have given it to you, if not to play?"

Rhapsody sat down on an overturned dinghy and tuned the lute, quivering with excitement.

"What would you like to hear?"

'Do you know any songs of the sea?" asked the dragon.

'A few."

'And are they from your home, the old world?"

Rhapsody felt her heart skip a beat. She had not revealed anything to Elynsynos about her origins, as
far as she could remember. The dragon smiled, revealing swordlike teeth.

"You are surprised [ know where you come from, Pretty?"

"Not really," Rhapsody admitted. There was little she could imagine that was beyond the dragon's
power.

"Why are you aftraid to talk about it?"
'T don't know, actually. The other people in this land, they seem very curious about where I come

from, but they are very reticent about their own backgrounds. It seems that being Cymrian means to be
sworn to secrecy, like it is something to be ashamed of."
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The dragon nodded knowingly. "The man who brought you here, he wanted to know if you are
Cymrian, yes?"

"Yes."
The dragon laughed. "You may as well tell him, Pretty. He already knows. It is obvious."
Rhapsody felt heat rise in her cheeks. "It is?"

'T am afraid so, Pretty. You have fire, and time, and music in you. Innate lore is a sure sign of a
Cymrian—no other human type has it." She cocked her head as Rhapsody looked down. "Why does
that make you sad?"

T don't know. I think it's because the Cymrians here seem to be incapable of being honest, especially
with themselves."

"That is Anwyn's fault, too," said Elynsynos, an ugly note coming into her voice. "She is to blame for
that. She is the one who reached back into the Past and gave it power. She is the one." The electric
charge returned to the air.

'Gave what power?"
'"The evil one; the F'dor."

The sound of her own heartbeat suddenly filled Rhapsody's ears. "What do you mean, Elynsynos?
There was a F'dor spirit here, in this land? Are you certain?"

Elynsynos's eyes gleamed with hatred. "Yes. It was a demon from the old world, weak and helpless
when it came, but it grew in power rapidly." The dragons nostrils flared threateningly. "Anwyn knew; she
knows everything that happens in the Past. She could have destroyed it, but instead she opened my lands
to it, thinking it might be of use to her one day. And it was. She is bad, Pretty. She allowed it to live, even
when she knew what it was capable of, like the one that took him away from me. He never came back. I
never saw him again." The air in the room grew even more full of static, and outside the cave Rhapsody
could hear the thunder roll overhead. The dragon's innate bond with the elements was beginning to assert
itself.

'Merithyn?" she asked gently.

At the name the buzzing stopped, and the dragon blinked back tears again.

"Yes."

T'm sorry, Elynsynos. I'm so sorry."

Rhapsody reached out and stroked the immense forearm, running her hand gently over the millions of
tiny scales. The skin of the beast was cool and vaporous, like mist; Rhapsody had a momentary sensation
akin to putting her hand into a raging waterfall. There was a solidity to the dragon's body that seemed at
the same time ephemeral, as if her mass was not flesh but generated by the force of her own will.

Rhapsody withdrew her hand quickly, fearing the undertow.

"The sea took him," the dragon said sadly. "He does not sleep within the Earth. If he did, I would sing
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to him. How can he rest if for all eternity he is doomed to hear the endless crashing of the waves? He will
never know peace." An immense tear rolled down the scales of her face and splashed the cave floor,
making the golden sand glisten.

'He was a sailor," Rhapsody said before caution could intervene. "Sailors find peace in the sea, just as
Lirin find it on the wind beneath the stars. We commit our bodies to the wind through fire, not to the
Earth, just as sailors commit them to the sea. The key to finding peace is not where your body rests, but
where your heart remains. My grandfather was a sailor, Elynsynos, and he told me this. Merithyn's love is
here, with you." She looked around at the multitude of nautical treasures that filled the brimming cave.
"I'm sure he is right at home."

I
Elynsynos sniffed, then nodded.
"Where is my sea song?" she demanded.

Her tone sent chills up Rhapsody's spine. Hurriedly she tuned the lute strings and began to pick out a
simple sea chantey, humming softly. The dragon sighed, its warm breath a rush of hot wind billowing
through Rhapsody's hair, making her close her eyes for fear they might burn. The lute strings grew hot,
and she quickly concentrated on her lore, drawing the fire into her fingertips to spare the strings from
igniting and burning the lute.

Elynsynos rested her head on the ground and closed her eyes, breathing in the music as Rhapsody
played and sang. She sang all the sad sea chanteys she knew, ignoring the splashing of enormous tears
that soaked her clothes and made her boots wet, understanding the need for a good cry to wash away
the recurrent pain of a great loss, and wishing it were an option for herself. The lyrics to most of the songs
were in Old Cymrian, a few in Ancient Lirin; Elynsynos either understood both languages or was not
particularly concerned about the words.

How many hours she sang Rhapsody did not know, but finally she ran out of chanteys and other
sea-related songs. She put down the lute and leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees.

'Elynsynos, will you sing for me?"
One enormous eye opened slowly. "Why do you want me to, Pretty?"

T would love to learn what dragon music sounds like. It would be the most unique song I have ever
heard."

A smile came over the serpent's face. ""Y ou might not even recognize it as music, Pretty."
'Please. Sing for me."

The dragon closed her eye again. A moment later, Rhapsody could hear the water of the lagoon begin
to lap in a different rhythm, an odd, clicking cadence that sounded like the beating of a three-chambered
heart. The wind began to whistle in through the mouth of the cave, blowing across the opening in varying
intensities, producing different tones. The ground beneath the boat she sat on rumbled pleasantly, the
tremors rattling the coins in the chests and making the hardware clink and bang into itself.An elemental
sonjj , Rhapsody thought in fascination.
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From the throat of the dragon came a rasping sound, a high, thin noise that set Rhapsody's teeth on
edge. It was like the whistling of a snoring bed partner, accompanied by deep grunts and hisses in
irregular time. The song went on for an indeterminate interlude, leaving Rhapsody breathless when it was
over. When she regained her composure she applauded politely.

'Liked it, did you, Pretty? [ am glad."

'Did you like the Cymrian songs, Elynsynos?"

T did. You know, you should make them your hoard."

Rhapsody smiled at the thought. "Well, in a way they are. The songs and my instruments; I have quite
a few of them at home. The music and my garden, I guess that's my hoard. And my clothes; at least one

of my friends would say so."

The great serpent shook her head, stirring a cloud of sand that rose from the ground and blinded
Rhapsody temporarily. "Not the music, Pretty. The Cymrians."

'Pardon me?"

'Y ou should make the Cymrians your hoard, like Anwyn did," Elynsynos said. "Only you would not
bring harm to them like she did. They would listen to you, Pretty. You could bring them together again."

"Your grandson is after the same thing," Rhapsody said tentatively. "Llau-ron seeks to reunite them as
well."

Elynsynos snorted, sending a puff of steam over Rhapsody and the lagoon she sat beside. "No one
will listen to Llauron. He sided -with Anwyn in the war; they will not forgive him for that. No, Pretty, they
will listen to you. You sing so nicely, and your eyes are so green. You should make them your hoard."

Rhapsody smiled to herself. For all her ancient wisdom, Elynsynos clearly did not understand the
concept of social class and lines of succession. "What about your other grandson?"

"Which one?"
Rhapsody's eyes opened in surprise. "You have more than one?"

'Anwyn and Gwylliam had three sons before the Grievous Blow, the act of violence between them
that began the war," said the dragon. "Anwyn chose the time to bear each of them. Firstborn races, like
dragons, have control over their procreation. She chose well, for the most part. The eldest, Edwyn
Grif-fyth, is my favorite, but I have not seen him since he was a young man. He went oft" to sea,
disgusted by his parents and their war."

"Who is the other one? The manuscripts did not mention him."
'Anborn was the youngest. He sided with his father, until he too could stand it no more. Eventually
even Llauron could not take Anwyn's blood-thirstiness and went to sea. But Anborn stayed, trying to

right the wrongs he had committed against the followers of his mother."

Rhapsody nodded. "I didn't realize Anborn was the son of Anwyn and Gwylliam, but I suppose it
makes sense." She thought back to the scowling general in black mail interlaced with silver rings, his
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azure blue eyes gleaming angrily from atop his black charger. "My friends and I met him in the woods on
the way to visit Lord Stephen Navarne, and his name was mentioned in a book we found in the House of
Remembrance."

"Your friends—there are three of you together?"
"Yes, why?"

The dragon smiled. "It makes sense, too." She did not elaborate further. "Why did you go to the
House of Remembrance?"

Rhapsody yawned; she hadn't realized how exhausted she was. "I'd love to tell you, Elynsynos, but
I'm afraid I can't keep my eyes open much longer."

'Come over here by me," said the dragon. "I will rock you to sleep, Pretty, and will keep the bad
dreams away." Rhapsody pushed herself off the rowboat and came inside the arms of the reclining beast
without fear. She sat down and leaned back against the dragon, feeling the smoothness of her copper
scales and the heat of her breath. That there was anything strange about the situation did not occur to her
at all.

Elynsynos extended a nail on her claw and with infinite tenderness pushed back a loose strand of hair
from Rhapsody's face. She hummed her strange music and moved the crook of her arm back and forth in
a rocking motion, lifting Rhapsody off the ground as she did.

T dreamt you saved me, Elynsynos; you lifted me up in your arms when I was in danger," she said
drowsily.

Elynsynos smiled as sleep took the small Lirin woman she was holding. She leaned her head down
close to Rhapsody's ear, knowing that the Singer would not hear her anyway.

"No, Pretty, that was not me in your dream." couldn't breathe, couldn't keep his eyes open in the
searing heat. Caustic smoke had filled the cavern all the way to the ceiling, squeezing the life from his
lungs. Grunthor waved his arms wildly to clear the burning ash from the air in front of him, but the flailing
movements only made it harder to draw breath.

Around him in the fetid air sparks were igniting and ripping into flame. The giant covered his eyes and
tried to cough-the burning cinders from his lungs, but only succeeded in drawing the acid further into his
chest. He struggled to his feet, holding his breath, then staggered blindly forward, groping desperately for
the tunnel that he knew opened somewhere before him in the smoky haze.

But the cavern was collapsing all around him, chunks of rock and debris falling from above, the tunnel
walls closing in. Grunthor's lungs swelled in agony and he inhaled the filthy air, drowning.

He stumbled over soft mounds that clogged the street, shuddering as he felt the crunch of bone and
heard the muted gasps below his feet. Bodies careened off him from all sides, pushing, crushing in a great
rush toward the air. Grunthor had not seen them come forth from the Loritorium's silent buildings; he had
still been asleep, gathering his strength when the world collapsed in a rolling cloud of stinging fumes. He
was only vaguely aware they were there, a great throng of people hurrying forward in panic, blocking the
exit,stru ggling for breath, as he was, in the acrid air.

The burning black fog swirled before his eyes, and one of the people grabbed him by the upper arms,
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shouting something unintelligible. The ser

geant gasped, mustered the last of his strength, and flung the man into the caving wall. Then he
stumbled forward again, trying to keep from inhaling. His sight was growing dimmer.

Jt took a moment for the world to stop spinning. Achmed clutched his head and rose shakily, still
reeling from the impact. Grunthor's reaction had caught him by surprise; he could tell by the wild glaze in
the giant's amber eyes that the sergeant was in a delusional state and panicking, but he had hardly
expected to be hurled across the street into a lamppost.

'Grunthor!" he shouted again, but the great Bolg sergeant didn't hear him. Grunthor clawed at the air,
lurching through the empty streets of the Lori-torium, locked in a life-and-death battle with unseen
demons. He was fighting ferociously, but it seemed to Achmed that Grunthor was losing the fight.

Achmed steadied himself against the half-wall, his fingers brushing the oily substance in the channel
that scored the top of the wall. Absently he noted a strong odor, similar to the one emitted by pitch when
it burned. Then he ran down the street toward the central garden after Grunthor.

The giant was on his hands and knees now, gasping for breath. Achmed approached him carefully,
calling his name, but Grunthor didn't seem to hear. He swung his arms wildly to the side as if trying to
clear an invisible passageway, panting with exertion. He scrambled over a section of the circle of benches
that surrounded the reflecting pond of the fountain, veering off toward the southwest, his olive skin
flushing to a frightening shade of purple.

Then, just before Achmed caught up to him, Grunthor's face went blank, then relaxed. His eyes
cleared and grew wide, and slowly he turned toward the south as if hearing his name being called.
Achmed watched as the giant rose to a stand and walked forward through the small garden, following a
call that only he could hear.

When he came to the foot of one of the altar-shaped displays, Grunthor sank to his knees, then leant
over the altar, resting his head there.

L,'hrough the pandemonium Grunthor heard it ring like a bell on a windless night. The chaos and
smoke died away in an instant, leaving only the clear, sweet tone, a sound that rang through his heart and
reverberated there. It was the song of the Earth, that low, melodic hum that had played in his blood since
he had first heard it, deep within the belly of the world. And it was singing to him alone.

Grunthor felt the nightmarish vision of smothering death sheet off him like water. He rose, the fire in his
lungs instantly abating, and followed the music that permeated him.

It was coming from a single source, decidedly louder than the ever-present melody that always was at
the edge of his consciousness. His skin flushed with warmth and tingled as it had so long ago, back when
they first emerged from

the Fire at the heart of the world. It was back; the unconditional, loving acceptance he had felt then.
He never knew how much he had missed the feeling until it returned.

His sight cleared as he came nearer to it. He could see the source singularly,as if all the rest of the
world had melted away into oblivion. There at the far side of the Loritorium's central square was a piece
of earth shaped like an altar, a block of Living Stone. Grunthor had never seen Living Stone before, but
had once heard Lord Stephen make reference to it in the Cymrian museum while discussing the five
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basilicas the Cymrians had built and dedicated to the elements.

This is the only non-Orlandan basilica, the church of Lord All-God, King of the Earth, or
Terreanfor. The basilica is carved into the face of the Night Mountain, making it a place where no
light touches, even in the middle of the day. There is a hint of the old pagan days in Sorboldian
religion, even though they worship the All-God and are a See of our religion. They believe that
parts of the earth, the ground itself, that is, are still alive from when the world was made, and the
Night Mountain is one of these places of Living Stone. The turning of the Earth itself resanctifies
the ground within the basilica. It is a deeply magical place.

A deeply magical place. Grunthor came to a stop before the altar of Living Stone, choking back the
pain and wronder that were clutching his throat. The great block of earth was radiating a vibration that
soothed the last vestiges of his panic, whispering wordless consolation. It erased the pain that had been
pulsing in his chest, easing his breathing. Somehow, without hearing any words, Grunthor knew the living
altar was speaking his name.

He knelt down before it, as reverently as he ever had, and put his head down, listening to the story it
told. After a moment he looked back up at Achmed. His eyes were clear with understanding, and
SOITOW.

'Something 'appened near 'ere. Something awful. You game to go deeper, find out what it was?"
Achmed nodded. "Are you sure, sir?"

The Firbolg king's brow furrowed.."Yes; why do you ask?"

'Because the Earth says it was your death, sir. That you don't know it yet, but you will." iPeep within
the Earth, the Grandmother woke again to the sound of the child trembling. Her ancient eyes, well
accustomed to the lack of light in the Colony's caverns and tunnels, scanned the darkness furtively. Then
she swung her brittle legs off the earthen slab that served as her bed and rose slowly, the grace of her
movements belying her great age.

The child's eyes were still closed, but the eyelids fluttered with fear from whatever nightmare lurked
behind them. Tenderly the Grandmother brushed her forehead and took a breath. From her highest throat
the familiar clicking sound issued forth, a fricative buzz that sometimes helped to calm the child.

In response the child began to mutter incoherently. The Grandmother closed her own eyes, and
wrapped her Seeking vibration, herkirai , around the child. The deepest of her four throat openings
formed the humming question.

'ZZ.7hhh, zzzzhhh, little one; what troubles you so? Speak, that I may aid you."

But the child continued to mutter, her brow contorted in fear. The Grandmother watched in measured
silence. This time would be no different than any time before; the prophecy would not be fulfilled. The
child would not speak the words of wisdom that the Grandmother had been waiting for centuries
uncounted to hear. She caressed the smooth gray forehead again, feeling the cold skin relax beneath her
long, sensitive fingers.

'Sleep, child. Rest."

After a while the child sighed brokenly, and settled back into deeper, dreamless sleep. The
Grandmother continued her tuneless hum until she was certain that the worst of it was past, then lay back
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down again, staring into the darkness of the cavern high above her.

Cjrunthor recapped the waterskin and handed it back to Achmed, then leaned back against the stone
altar and exhaled deeply, driving the last of the tension from his lungs. The Firbolg king's eyes watched
him intently.

'Are you past it now?"

"Yeah." Grunthor rose and shook the grit from his greatcloak. "Sorry about that, guv."

Achmed smiled slightly. "Well? Care to enlighten me? What did you see?"

Grunthor shook his massive head. "Chaos. Swarms of people chokin' to death in tunnels filled with
burnin' smoke. Like I was there. Smelt like a smithy does."

"The forges, perhaps?"

'Maybe." The sergeant ran a taloned hand through his shaggy hair. "Deeper than that, though. A place
we never been. O1 don't think'twas part of the Cymrian lands."

'"Do you think you can find it?"

Grunthor nodded absently. He was thinking about Rhapsody, and all the times he had held her as she
thrashed about in her sleep, battling dream-demons as he just had. He had never understood the ferocity
with which she fought until now.

Somewhere in the back of his mind he recalled the words they had exchanged upon parting.
You know Oi'd take the worst of them dreams for you ifOi could, Ter Ladyship.

I know, I know you would. And believe me, if it was within my power, 1'd give you the worst of
them.

Perhaps she had. Perhaps that joking comment had evoked her Naming ability. Perhaps that ability,
tied to the truth, which had changed Achmed's name and broken him free of the demon's hold, had
inadvertently done the

opposite for him—had opened the door to whatever it was that gave her visions in her sleep, and
sometimes even when she was awake. Maybe he had carried the burden of one of those nightmares for
her. It made him miss her all the more.

Tt'll take a good deal more tunneling," he said at last. "But distance-wise, it ain't too far. When you're
ready, sir, we can 'ave at it." cA perfunctory canvass of the streets of the Loritorium yielded a detailed
inventory of the defenses and traps that had been erected and built into the complex. Grunthor shook his
head in amazement.

'Seems like overkill to have so many for such a small place," he said, a note of disdain in his voice.
"One good explodin' side-to-side or a ceiling cutoff would 'ave done it. Plus the idiot didn't account for

an escape route, by all appearances."

'Gwylliam may have been losing his grip on reality by the time the Bolg began to infiltrate Canrif,"
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Achmed said, examining an enormous semicircular cistern that was carved into the western wall. He ran
his fingertips over the wide channel that led up to a stone block in the center of the cistern wall, then
smelled them, recoiling slightly at the harsh odor. It was the same as that of the thick residue in the
channels that scored the half-walls with lampposts.

"This must be the reservoir of lampfuel," he said to the sergeant. "The manuscript describes how one
of Gwylliam's chief masons discovered a huge natural well of an oily substance that burned like pitch,
only brighter. They incorporated it into the lamppost system to provide light for the scholars to read by."

"Did it work?"

Achmed studied the stone block for a moment, then looked around the Loritorium. "The reservoir is
up behind this cistern, not as far down as we are now. Gwylliam devised a flow system to allow the
cistern to collect the lampfuel until it was full, then distribute it into the channels that score the half-walls.
The fuel ran up the hollow tubes in the lampposts and lit the wicks, burning continuously. The weights
inside this main channel balance the outflow through this stone plug, so that if the cistern begins to overfill
faster than the lamps are consuming the fuel, it closes automatically, opening again when the fuel level in
the channels subsides. The balance of the system is fairly important; the lampfuel is highly flammable, and
only a little was needed to light the streets."

Achmed wiped his hands on his cloak and followed the main channel into the center of the small city.
He stepped carefully into the dry reflecting pool, avoiding the gleaming silver puddle, and gingerly
touched the wellspring of the plugged fountain, quickly withdrawing his hand.

"This wasn't a fountain of water, it was a firewell like that ever-burning flame in the Fire basilica in
Bethany," he said. "Smaller, perhaps, but it has the same source. It vents directly from the inferno at the
center of the Earth. One of the great pieces of elemental lore that this place was designed to study. This
was what Gwylliam used as the firesource that sparked the street-lamp system and kept it alight, as well
as for heat."

'Blimey," said Grunthor. "What made it go out?"

Tt didn't, I suspect. Looks like it was dammed, intentionally or otherwise. A piece of rubble from the
ceiling is lodged in the vent. The heat from the wellspring is still there. Give me a hand, and we can unseal
it"

'"Per'aps we should wait for 'Er Ladyship," Grunthor suggested. "First off, she's apt to be mighty put
out that we didn't wait for 'er like we said we would. Second, she seems to be immune to fire and the
like; she can probably unplug it without burning 'er face off. Oi'm not so sure that's true o' you, sir, with

all due respect."

'According to Jo, it might be an improvement if I did," Achmed said wryly. "O1 wouldn't worry about
that, sir. Those pigs you've been fornicatin' don't seem to mind."

Achmed chuckled. "By the way, you did release her, didn't you?" "Yep."

'Good. Well, I think I've seen enough until Rhapsody gets here. Do you still want to search out
whatever it was that gave you the vision?"

Grunthor regarded him seriously. "That's really more your call than mine, sir. I told you what I 'eard."
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Achmed nodded. "Well, if I died and don't know it yet, I'd like to find out what happened. Where do
we begin?"

Grunthor pointed toward the south. "That way."

The two Bolg gathered their gear and went to the southeastern wall of the Loritorium. Grunthor took
a last look at the beautiful altar of Living Stone; walking away from it would be immensely painful. He
swallowed, took a deep breath, then leaned into the stone wall as he had before, opening a tunnel before
him as he faded away into the earth. Achmed waited until the initial rubble had fallen, then followed him.

They were too far away to notice the glimmering silver shapes, manlike bodies that rose from the
pools in the Loritorium's silent streets like mist, hanging in the air for a moment, then disappearing again.

air in the underground caverns was warmer than the air of the world above. The change in heat was
the first thing Achmed noticed when Grunthor broke through to the hidden complex of tunnels that lay
deeper in the earth to the south of the Loritorium. It was a warmer, staler air with an age-old hint of
lingering smoke, heavy and dry with no scent of must or mold, absent of any humidity, humming with
static.

The second thing he noticed was the ancient woman standing in the tunnel before them.

Grunthor stopped in his tracks, jerking backwards in surprise. Until this moment the Earth had been
singing to him, had drawn his attention to each crack, each unstable area, cautioning him of danger,
alerting him to formations that were rare or unique. There had been no warning that another living
creature was waiting for them on the other side of the rock wall.

And yet, there she stood, taller than Achmed, slighter than Grunthor, wrapped in a robe of brown
cloth, her head covered, nothing showing but her face and thin, long-fingered hands. That glimpse was
enough to tell Achmed what he needed to know.

The skin of her face and hands was translucent, wrinkled with age and scored with a network of fine
blue veins, like iridescent marble. Though impossible to discern completely due to the hood of the robe,
the woman's head appeared to taper from a great width at the top of the skull down to a slender jawline,
with large, black eyes making up most of her face. Those eyes were heavily lidded and without apparent
scleras; no white at all could be seen, rather they resembled two wide ovals of darkness, broken only by
a large, silvery pupil. They glittered with unspoken interest and a keen intelligence.

Despite her obvious age, the woman's body was unbowed, tall and straight as the trunk of a heveralt
tree. The wide shoulders, long thighs and shins, and gangly arms ending in strong, sinewy hands were
unmistakable hallmarks, despite this being only the second time Achmed had ever seen one of her race.
The woman's eyes twinkled in the light of their torch, though her thin mouth remained set in the same
nonchalant expression as had been there the moment the ground crumbled before her and the two of
them stepped into her realm.

She was Dhracian. Full-blooded.

Achmed's sensitive skin tingled again in the dry static of the air. Instantly he realized that he was
wrapped in the woman's Seeking vibration, the electric hum that Dhracians emitted through the cavities in
their throats and sinuses. It was a tool their race used to discern the heartbeats and other life rhythms of
whomever they sought to find or assess. He had used it himself, mostly when hunting his prey in the old
world.
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The woman seemed amused, though her expression remained unaltered. She also seemed satisfied;
she folded her hands patiently before her and waited. When neither Grunthor nor Achmed moved, she
spoke.

'T am the Grandmother. You are late in coming. Where is the other one?"

Both Firbolg involuntarily shook their heads as the vibration of her voice scratched their eardrums.
The woman was speaking in two different voices, each coming from one of her four throats, neither of
which contained actual words in any language™* either of them knew. Despite that, both of them
understood exactly what she was saying.

The address that Achmed heard was a fricative buzz that formed a bell-clear image in his mind of the
meaning of her words. In the manner she addressed him, "Grandmother" meantmatriarch . He was not
certain how he knew it, but there was no doubt of it.

Grunthor, on the other hand, had been greeted in a voice that was deeper, a more ringing tone that
mimicked the speech pattern of the Bolg. The explicit image the Grandmother conjured in his mind was
that of a maternal caregiver a generation removed from a child. The men looked at each other, then back
at the Dhracian woman. There was no mistaking that the other person she referred to was Rhapsody.

'She's not here," Achmed answered, his own words feeling odd in his mouth. The elderly woman's
eyes twinkled again, and his face flushed with embarrassment. He swallowed his anger at the stupidity of
his answer. "Obviously she's not here. She's traveling overland. She will be home soon, with any luck."

'All three of you must come one day soon," the Grandmother responded, again in her separate,
clicking tones. "It is necessary. It was foretold. Come."

The elderly Dhracian woman turned smoothly in the rocky tunnel, and walked quickly away. Grunthor
and Achmed looked at each other, then hastened to follow her.

j o muttered to herself all the way from the cavern entrance to the Blasted Heath above the gates to
the Cauldron.

Her life as an orphan on the streets of Navarne's capital had given Jo a number of skills, including the
abilities to remain motionless for a long time while hiding in an alley shadow, to react with speed and
agility in dangerous situations, and to belch and break wind silently.

It had also given her a vast and colorful vocabulary of curse words, improved upon immensely by her
exposure to Grunthor and Rhapsody who, despite her mother-hen attitude, could make the Bolg blush
with the vulgarity of the oaths she uttered when inspired—Rhapsody had spent her own time on the
streets. Jo repeated many of those oaths now in the course of her grumbling.

It was fortunate that she had saved some of the choicest ones for last. As she rounded a corner of the
mountain pass that led down to the Heath something grazed her head, catching her off-balance.

Jo ducked, miscalculated the muddy terrain, stumbled, and slid forward on her stomach, planting her
face squarely into the excrement that had been hurled at her head. She lay, prone, trying to recapture the
wind that had been knocked out of her. When she did, that wind had a repulsive stench that reached
down into her blood and brought it to a boil.
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As the initial shock began to abate, she could hear the tittering laughter of the Bolg children hiding
behind the rocks. The Bolg as a race were not given to easy laughter, and the sound of it, harsh and shrill,
was irritating to Jo's ears under normal circumstances. Since something even more foul was now irritating
her eyes and nose, she was even less inclined to appreciate it.

Jo raised herself out of the mud and swiveled to one side. A plethora of small dark faces, hairy and
grinning repulsively, had sprouted from behind the rock slabs ringing the Heath. She recognized a number
of Rhapsody's adopted grandbrats among them.

A flood of red darkened Jo's vision as fury roared through her. She let loose a howl of rage that
reverberated up the rockwalls. The grins disappeared, followed a moment later by the heads.

"You misbegotten littlebastards ! Get back here! I'll use your heads for target practice! I'll strain your
clotted blood through my teeth! I'll flay you alive and salt you like hams!" She scrambled to a stand,
sliding in the mud that caked her clothes and hair, then took off at breakneck speed after the scurrying
children.

As she crested the rise of the rocks where they had been hiding she could see them disappearing in all
directions, the older ones swifter and all but out of sight.

Tl suck your lungs out through your nostrils!" Jo panted, struggling to keep the slower ones in view.
"Peel—your eyes—Ilike plums and swallow them!" She drew her bronze-backed dirk, the thin, deadly
dagger Grunthor had given her on the day he and the others had freed her from the House of
Remembrance; it caught the sun, and the attention of the Firbolg children. The expressions on their faces
dissolved from impish glee to panic.

Jo let loose a war cry and doubled her speed. She was bearing down on two of the slower ones now.
One stopped and spun about, looking frightened, then leapt over a rockledge to escape. His scream
trailed away as he fell, then was cut abruptly short.

Jo froze in horror.

'Oh no," she whispered. "No." She took a few slow, numb steps, then ran to the rockledge and
peered over.

The Firbolg child was lying in a crumpled heap on a ledge that jutted from the cliff side quite a
distance below. Even from above Jo recognized him as Vling, Rhapsody's third youngest Firbolg
grandchild. Her face tingled, then grew hot as nausea and remorse swept through her.

'Gods," she choked. "Vling? Can you hear me?"

From down the cliff a muffled whimper rose.

Jo sheathed her dagger. She glanced around for a handhold, and found a long, dead root sprouting
from the rocks of the clift face. She tugged on it to test its strength, then quickly lowered herself down the
embankment to where the broken child lay.

"Vling?"

There was no answer.
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Jo was growing sick't't "VIing!" she shouted, rocks crumbling beneath her as she slid down the cliff
face to the ledge.

The child looked up as she bent beside him, an expression of undisguised terror on his dirty face, and
tried to crawl away.

'Hold still," Jo said as gently as she could. "I'm sorry I frightened you." The child, who didn't speak
Orlandan as she did, shook his head violently and tried to inch away again, then collapsed against the
ground with a moan.

Struggling to force back her dislike, Jo reached out and cautiously patted the child's head. His eyes
widened in shock, then narrowed suspiciously.

'All right, all right, you have every reason to doubt my intentions," Jo muttered darkly. "I'll admit I've
considered tossing you into the cavern on several occasions, but I didn't, now, did I? It's my fault you fell,
and I'm sorry, and I'm here to help you." The glint in his eye did not recede. "Look, Vling, Rhapsody is
going to kill me if I break one of her grandbrats."

The child's face melted. "Rhapz-dee?"
Jo exhaled loudly. "She's not here."
'Rhapz-dee?"

'l said Grandma's not here, but she wouldn't want you to stay out here, injured, and become food for
the hawks."

Vling sat up slightly. "Rhapz-dee?" he repeated hopefully.

"Yeah, that's right, Rhapsody," Jo said. "Come with me, and I'll take you to her." She put out her hand
to the child, who recoiled slightly, then allowed her to help him stand. His arm was hanging at an odd
angle, she noted. The sight of it made her feel dizzy, and her stomach surged into her mouth.

A look of pain shot across Vling's face as he stood, replaced a moment later by the stoic, slightly
sullen countenance of the Bolg race. Jo knew immediately what was crossing his mind. A show of
weakness was a disgrace among the Bolg, who were still trying to absorb the concept that the injured
could be healed. For millennia uncounted it had been common practice to leave the injured to die, no
matter how valuable they might be, as a matter of honor. Lesser forms of the attitude still persisted in the
Teeth, despite the changes instituted by Achmed at Rhapsody's insistence. The Bolg child was going to
lose face with his peers if she carried him in, or even if he was perceived to have been helped.

Jo grasped the vine again and hauled herself and the child back over the ledge, then sat down behind
a large rock to think. Vling seemed to be holding on to consciousness, but she could tell he was in
tremendous pain.

A thought finally occurred. Jo reached into her pack and pulled out a length of rope. She gave one
end to the puzzled child, then tied the other end loosely around her own wrists.

'All right," she said in her best approximation of Bolgish, through clenched teeth. "Let's go. Take me
to Grunthor's barracks."
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The child blinked, then understanding spread across his face. He looked up at her and smiled wanly,
then gave the rope a playful tug. He led her back to the Cauldron, swaggering importantly, clutching his
arm and grinning as she howled mock threats the entire way, knowing what prestige he would be
accorded when the other Bolg children saw what he had captured.

eXer dreamless sleep in the arms of the dragon was the best in Rhapsody's memory. She slumbered
for hours, uninterrupted by nightmares or the need to sit watch, and awoke refreshed and happy.

The face of the dragon sleeping next to her made her heart skip a few beats upon wakening, but her
gaze was immediately drawn to her own chest. A small blanket of shining copper scales was draped
across her midsection, glimmering in the half-light of the cave. She picked it up carefully. It was a mail
shirt, light as air and made of thousands of intricately connected dragon scales. It gleamed in her hands.

Tt is yours, Pretty," said Elynsynos, her eyes still closed. "I made it for you last night, while you slept.
Try iton."

Rhapsody stood and untied her cloak, laying it on the ground. She slid the shimmering armor over her
head and pulled it down like a vest. It fit perfectly. She had heard legends of the detail of dragon sense;
now she could see the reputation was warranted. Her hair caught the light reflected by the scales and
sparkled with a red-gold sheen.

"Thank you," she said, touched by the thoughtfulness, and something more. If she had feared that the
dragon would not let her go when she first agreed to stay, she no longer did. The gift of armor proved
that Elynsynos expected her to go back into the world again. She leaned over and kissed the enormous
cheek. "It's beautiful. I will think of you whenever I'm wearing it."

"Wear it often, then," said Elynsynos, opening her eyes. "It will help keep you safe, Pretty."
T will. You asked me a question I was too tired to answer last night; what was it?"
"Why you went to the House of Remembrance."

'Oh, yes." Rhapsody stretched her arms above her head, enjoying the whisper of the dragonscale
armor, then sat back down on the overturned rowboat. "We went to the House of Remembrance at
Lord Stephen's suggestion, because it was the oldest standing structure that the Cymrians built. We found
a number of children being held hostage, and equipment to drain them of their blood. Tangled a bit with
the forces of a man who wielded dark fire as a weapon against us." Her face went sallow in the
demi-light of the dragon's cave. "It was the first time I ever killed anyone."

Elynsynos snorted and cuffed Rhapsody playfully with her tail, knocking her off the rowboat and onto
her rump on the golden sand.

'And you call yourself a Singer?" she said humorously. "That was the worst telling of a tale I have
heard in seven centuries. Try again, and take your time. Details, Pretty, details. Without them a story is
not worth hearing."

Rhapsody brushed the sand from her clothes and climbed shakily back onto the rowboat. When she
had caught her breath she told Elynsynos the story, in excruciating detail, from Llauron's suggestion that
they go to learn more about the Cymrians at Haguefort, to the aftermath of returning the stolen children of
Navarne and adopting Jo. It took a long time to relate, because even with the level of detail she provided
in the retelling, Elynsynos still interrupted her for clarification of the smallest of points. After it was finally
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over, the dragon seemed satisfied. At last she stretched herself and raised up to her full height.

"What did the man who attacked you at the House look like?"

"Truthfully, I don't know," Rhapsody said. She was staring at the plate of hard rolls and raspberries
that had appeared when the dragon sat up. "I didn't really see anything but a flash of him running by, nor
did Grunthor. The only one who engaged him was Achmed, and even he didn't get a good look at his
face. He wore a shielded helmet."

'Eat."

"Thank you." Rhapsody picked up a roll and broke it in two. "Are you having some?"

"No. I ate three weeks ago."

'And you're not hungry yet?"

'Six stags take a long time to digest."

'Oh." Rhapsody began to eat.

"It must have been the Rakshas that you met."

She looked up at the dragon's face; Elynsynos was watching her inquisitively. "Can you tell me about
the Rakshas?" The dragon nodded slightly. "Who is he?"

"The Rakshas is an it, really. It is the plaything of the F'dor."

A chill went up Rhapsody's back. "The demon you told me of last night? The one Anwyn gave power
to?"

"Yes. The F'dor created the Rakshas in the House of Remembrance twenty years ago. A shame,
really; it was such a beautiful memorial to the brave Cymrians, in those days before Anwyn's war. And
then he poisoned it, took it over. The sapling of Sagia was the first thing to suffer desecration. It was a
branch-child of the great Oak of Deep Roots, the holy tree of the Lirin of Serendair that the Cymrians
brought with them from the old land and planted in the House's courtyard. I could feel the tree screaming,
even this far away."

'l tended to it while I was there," Rhapsody said, wiping the crumbs from her lips with her pocket
handkerchief. "I left my harp playing in it, renewing the song of its healing. It should have bloomed this

spring, but I wasn't there to see it."

Tt did." The dragon chuckled. "Along with the leaves, there were white blossoms, like starflowers. A
nice touch, Pretty." "What do you mean?"

The dragon laughed again. "The sapling is an oak tree. In your land did you ever hear of an oak tree
with blossoms?"

Rhapsody's throat went dry. "No."

'Of course, every oak flowers a bit in the fall to produce acorns, but the flowers are generally too tiny
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to see with eyes like yours. These were fluffy and white and covered the tree like snow. In your song you
told the tree to bloom?" Rhapsody nodded. "Well, I am impressed. It is an honor to have a Namer of
such power visit my lair. How often does a beast meet someone who can successfully command an oak
tree to blossom? I am sure the Rakshas was livid, after all it had done to despoil the tree—or at least its
master was."

'Please tell me more about this Rakshas. You said the demon created it—but it looked and acted just
like a man."

'A Rakshas looks like whatever soul is powering it. It is built of blood, the blood of the demon, and
sometimes other creatures, usually innocents and feral animals of some sort. Its body is formed of an
element, like ice or earth; I think the one made in the House of Remembrance was made of earth frozen
with ice. The blood animates it, gives it power."

'Y ou said something about a soul?"

'A Rakshas made just of blood is short-lived and mindless. But if the demon is in possession of a soul,
whether it is human or otherwise, it can place it within the construct and the Rakshas will take the form of
the soul's owner, who of course is dead. It has some of the knowledge that person had. It can do the

things they did. It is twisted and evil; you must beware of him, Pretty."

Rhapsody shuddered. "And that person—that thing—that we fought, are you certain that was the
Rakshas, the one made by the F'dor?"

Elynsynos nodded. "It must have been. And hear me: it is very close to here now, nearby. When you
leave, be careful."

Cold acid began to bubble in Rhapsody's stomach. She put down the rest of the hard roll. "Don't
worry, Elynsynos. I have the sword."

'What sword, Pretty?"

'Daystar Clarion. I'm sure you know what it is."

The dragon looked puzzled. "You have it at home?"

Rhapsody shook her head. "No, I'm carrying it now. Shall I show you?"

The dragon nodded, and Rhapsody drew the sword forth from its scabbard. The leaping flames
glittered off the reflective scales, sending millions of rainbows dancing around the cavern in the darkness.
The flames in the ships' wheel chandeliers roared in greeting when it came forth.

Elynsynos's eyes opened wide, sending undulating waves of enchantment coursing through Rhapsody.
She tried to look away but stood, transfixed, as the giant serpent bent her head to examine the sword

momentarily. Then she ran a claw over the scabbard at Rhapsody's side.

'Of course," she said, her massive face relaxing a moment later. "Black ivory. No wonder I could not
sense it."

'T don't know what you mean," Rhapsody stammered, struggling to break free of her trance.
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'Black ivory is the most effective shield known to beast," said Elynsynos.

'It is a misnomer, not really ivory at all, but a form of rock akin to Living Stone. It can be fashioned
into boxes or scabbards, or other containers, and the object kept within it becomes undetectable, even to
the sense of a dragon. That is good, Pretty. No one will know that you have it unless you draw it.

Where did you find it?"

Tt was hidden within the Earth. I found it on our way through from the old land."

"You came through the Earth, not on a ship?"

'"Yes." Rhapsody's face flushed at the memory. "We left long before the Cymrians did. We only
arrived recently."

Elynsynos laughed. Rhapsody waited for her to explain, but she didn't. Instead the dragon looked at
her intently.

'Have you been to see Oelendra?"

The name on Serendair was legendary for a celestial occurrence. "The fallen star?"
Elynsynos looked confused. "No, she is like you, Lirin. She used to carry the sword."
Rhapsody's face brightened, remembering the name from Llauron's tale. "Is she still alive?"

The dragon seemed to think for a moment. "Yes. She lives in Tyrian, the Lirin forest to the south. If
you go to her, she might agree to train you in its use. She does that, I believe."

'How would I find her?"

'Go to Tyrian and ask to see her. If she wants to see you, she will find you."

Rhapsody nodded. "Is she nice?"

Elynsynos smiled. "I met her but once. She was kind to me. She came with the one who held the
position of Invoker that Llauron now holds to tell me of what befell Merithyn, to give me his gifts and a
piece of his ship. Then I knew he had tried to return, but he died. He was so fragile; I miss him." Great
tears formed in the spellbinding eyes once more. "I gave the man a gift. It was a white oak staft with a

golden leaf on top." "Llauron carries it now."

The dragon nodded. "I would have given Oelendra a gift, too, but she would not take one. But you
w)ll keep the shirt, Pretty, yes?"

Rhapsody smiled at the beast. She was such a contradiction, powerful and vulnerable, wise and
childlike. "Yes, of course. I will keep it next to my heart, where you are."

'Does this mean you will remember me, Pretty?"

'Of course. [ will never forget you, Elynsynos."
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The dragon smiled brilliantly, displaying rows of swordlike teeth. "Then perhaps because of you I shall
achieve a little immortality after all. Thank you, Pretty." She chuckled as Rhapsody's brows drew
together in uncertainty. "You do not understand what I mean, do you?"

"No, I'm afraid I don't."

Elynsynos settled into the floor of the cave, her iridescent skin catching the fleeting light of the
chandeliers and flashing in the dark.

'Dragons live a very long time, but not forever. There is no time within the Earth, the element from
which we come, so our bodies do not grow old and die. In this you and I have something in common:
Time has stopped for you as well, Pretty." Tears glinted in Rhapsody's eyes, mirroring Elynsynos's own,
but she said nothing. "This makes you sad. Why?"

'How I wish that were true," Rhapsody said, her voice clogged with emotion. "Time went on without
me, and took everything I loved with it. Time is my enemy."

The dragon eyed her pragmatically. "I think not, Pretty," she said, a hint of humor in her voice. "I
know Time well, and she rarely chooses sides. She will smile on those who embrace her, however. Time
may have gone on around you, but it has no power over you anymore—your body, at least.
Unfortunately, Time always has power over the heart.

"You come from Serendair, the island where the first race, the Ancient Seren, originated. That was the
first of the five birthplaces of Time. You have come here, to the last of those birthplaces, where dragons,
the youngest race, originated, crossing the Prime Meridian in the process. You have tied the beginning of
Time to its end, as the Cymrians did, and more: in the completing of that arc you traveled within the
Earth, a place Time has no dominion. In doing so you have defeated Time, broken its cycle. It will never
scar your body again. This prospect does not make you happy?"

"No," said Rhapsody bitterly. "It doesn't."

The dragon smiled in the dark. "You are wise, Pretty. Longevity that borders on immortality is as
much a curse as it is a blessing. Like you, time has stopped for me. There is a substantial difference
between us, however. Unlike me, you are immortal."

'l don't understand."

"You have a soul," the dragon said patiently. "It sustains the life within you, because the soul cannot
die. As long and endless as your life might seem, you will go on after it is finally over, because of your
soul. It will remain even after you decide to give up your body and go on to the light, to the Afterlife. That
will not happen for me."

Rhapsody swallowed hard to choke down the knot in her throat. "Everyone has a soul, Elynsynos.
The Lirin believe that all living things are part of one universal soul. Some call it the Life-Giver or the

One-God, others just call it Life, but we each have a piece of it. It binds us to one another."

'And that is true for the Lirin," Elynsynos said. "It is not true of dragons. You are a special kind,of
Lirin, are you not? Liringlas?"

"My mother was."
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"What does that mean in your tongue?"

A faint gust of wind rose from the cave floor, heavy with sand, and settled on Rhapsody's cheeks,
drying the unshed tears in her eyes. She smiled involuntarily at Elynsynos's gesture of comfort. "It means
Skysinger . Liringlas sing their devotional prayers to the rising and setting sun, and mark the appearance
of the stars in the sky at dusk."

'And Lirin in general? What do men call them?"
"We are often known as Children of the Sky."

'"Exactly." The great beast shifted importantly in the sand of the cave floor. "You are a Singer, and part
of the lore Singers learn is about the passage of the soul, yes?"

'Yes," said Rhapsody. "Sometimes, during the dirges we sing, a Singer can actually see the soul leave
a body on its way to the light. But I did not learn much else, and I know there is much more to the lore of
the soul."

"Well, then," said the dragon, "I will tell you a bit more of the lore of the soul, Pretty, and the story of
the Earth-born. Perhaps you know parts of it already.

'In the Long-Ago, the Before-Time, when the world was being born, the one you called the
Life-Giver painted all of what exists with the Five Gifts, that which we know as the elements of Ether,
Fire, Water, Air and Earth. You know this lore, yes?"

'Yes," Rhapsody said.

"Each of these Gifts, these elements, gave birth to a race of primordial beings known collectively as
the Firstborn. From the stars, the Ether, came the Ancient Seren, like Merithyn." Elynsynos cleared her
throat, a titanic rumble that rattled the rowboat on which Rhapsody sat. "From the sea the Mythlin were
born, and the Wind gave birth to the race known as the Kith, from whom your own race is descended."
Rhapsody nodded in agreement. "The Earth-Mother brought forth my race, the Wyrms, dragons, which
of course are the masterpiece of the Creator, which is why he made us last." Elynsynos chuckled as she
caught the glimmer of Rhapsody's hidden smile.

'Second-born among the primordial races was that of the F'dor, the children of Fire. But from the
very beginning, the F'dor longed for nothing more than the destruction of the Earth. I suppose that is to
be expected; fire consumes whatever feeds it, for without that fuel it burns out into nothingness. But, as
also can be expected, the other Firstborn races could not allow this to go on unchecked, as it would
mean that the Creator's Gifts would all vanish from the eye of Time, leaving nothing but Void again. So
the other races, the Seren, the Kith, the Mythlin, and of course the dragons, formed an uneasy alliance to
force those demonic spirits into the center of the Earth where they could be contained.

"Needless to say, we dragons were not particularly pleased with this plan from the beginning. It was
abhorrent to us that the Earth, our Mother, was given the task of imprisoning those monstrous, evil
entities within Her heart, but we were also aware that the escape of the F'dor would mean the Earth's
destruction.

'Our contribution to the effort to contain the F'dor was the building of the vault that became their
prison. Dragons carved it from our most sacred possession, Living Stone, the pure element of Earth, the
one substance we knew was powerful enough to contain them. This was a tremendous sacrifice, Pretty.
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It is one of the reasons that dragons are bad-tempered and territorial, we feel we have more invested in
the lands we consider our own, since we have had to sacrifice the sanctity of those lands to protect
them."

T believe that characterization in the mythos is exaggerated," Rhapsody said, smiling. "I haven't found
dragons to be particularly bad-tempered unless you skimp on the details of a story."

A look of profound fondness came into the dragon's prismatic eyes, replaced a moment later by a
more solemn aspect. "The primordial races in the alliance that had bodies like your own, and Kith, Seren,
and Mythlin, became known as the Three."

Rhapsody sat up quickly, almost falling off the rowboat in the process. "The Three?"
"Yes."

"Llauron told us a prophecy about the Three, how three known as the Child of Blood, Child of Earth,
and Child of the Sky would come, and be the only means by which the rift between the Cymrians could
be healed and peace returned."

Elynsynos laughed. "Your time perspective is a bit off, Pretty. At the time of which I speak there were
only five races in existence, the Firstborn. Their children, the Elder races, were not even in existence yet.
The Cymrians were by and large Third Age races, children of the Elder races. This name, the Three, is
from very long ago, millions of years. You cannot comprehend this yet, because you are so young, but
one day you will. You may even live to see a history of this scope yourself. After a few thousand years,
you will begin to understand." She laughed as Rhapsody shuddered.

"The Three all had bodies that resembled, at least in some way, the modern human form," Elynsynos
continued, "while dragon form was serpentine and the F'dor had no bodily form at all. The reason for this
is that that the Creator showed his image to the Three at the time of their origination, and the forms they
assumed were inspired by that image. Dragons were shown the Creator's image as well, but chose to
ignore it; you have heard how much we hate being told what to do. As you can also imagine, F'dor were
never given the opportunity to see it. The Creator knew that the bastard children of Fire were innately
evil, and refused to share this knowledge with them. This may be why the F'dor are without physical
form.

"This leads me to the lore of the soul. You say you traveled within the Earth on your way from
Serendair to here?"

'Yes," Rhapsody said.

'How did it feel to you? Were you, Lirin as you are, comfortable there, within the Earth, separated
from the sky?"

Rhapsody closed her eyes, struggling to keep the memory that continually lurked at the edges of her
consciousness at bay. "It was like a living death."

Elynsynos nodded. "The sky is the connection to the soul of the universe, to the Creator, and those
that would seek to be part of the collective soul have to be in contact with it. Without it, they have no
connection to their fellows in life, no immortality after death. Your race is descended of the wind and the
stars; they were born with that understanding. That is why you can hear the singing of the universe, why
you add your own voice to it: you are part of that collective soul. Those who do not become part of the
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sky, part of an eternal Afterlife—for them, after death, there is only the Void, the great Nothingness.
"Because they chose to live away from the sky, dragons, F'dor and even Mythlin have no souls. The
Mythlin chose to reside within the seas, staying apart from their fellow races, just as dragons remain
within the Earth. The sea children who eventually came from the Mythlin, mermaids, merrows, the sea
nymphs and their like, live for millennia, but when they die their souls do not ascend to the stars; they turn
into foam on the waves of the sea and disappear, their only immortality in the memories of those who
knew them.

'And so it will be with me. When finally I tire of living, when the pain of it has gotten too much to bear,
I will lie down to rest with no will to rise again; that will be my ending. Then my body will decay here,
within my lair, my blood seeping into the earth and one day forming the veins of copper that men will
mine and form into coins and bracelets.

'Do you like copper, Pretty? It is really nothing more than the spent blood of dragons of my kind, just
as the vein of gold that formed your locket once ran in the veins of a golden dragon. Emeralds, rubies,
sapphires—nothing more than the clotted life's blood of ancient dragons of various sub-races, various
colors. It is what we leave behind in the hope that Time will maintain our memory, but it never does.
Instead, it serves only to adorn the breasts of women and the empty heads of kings.

'But if you remember me, Pretty, really rememberme , not the legends, not the history, then in a way I
will go on, at least a little. I will achieve a little of the immortality, the eternity, that I did not gain because I
am without a soul, because I stayed within the Earth and did not touch the sky."

The words of the great beast were spoken wistfully, with only a trace of melancholy, but to
Rhapsody's enchanted heart they were the saddest she hadf" ever heard. Grief welled up within her,
consuming her, and without thinking she leapt from the rowboat and threw her arms around Elynsynos's
foreleg, weeping.

"No," she choked, strangled by the strength of the pain in her heart. "No, Elynsynos, you are wrong.
You shared a soul with Merithyn; I'm sure a piece of it is with him now. You had children; surely that is a
form of immortality. And youhave touched the sky; you are touching a child of it now. You have touched
my heart so deeply that the bond will always remain. I'll be your soul if you need me to be."

Tenderly the dragon caressed the Skysinger's golden hair with one of her foreclaws. "Careful, Pretty;
you do not want to rename yourself. There is a power in you that might make it real, and then you would
be enslaved to me. But I am glad to know that I do have a soul, and that it is so Pretty."

The dragon patted Rhapsody again, and the Singer sat back down on the boat. "You are right about
my children," she continued, "though they seem so distant, so alien that I hardly think of them as my own,
especially Anwyn.

"The races without souls sometimes have a great desire to have progeny of some sort, because it
grants them a form of immortality. That is why the F'dor made the Rakshas. It wanted progeny, but of
course the Rakshas is a bastard child, because the F'dor would have had to break open its own life
essence to make a child totally its own, and that would have weakened itself more than it was willing to
allow. Is that not the way with every parent? One trades a piece of one's soul to achieve a little
immortality?"

T suppose," said Rhapsody, brushing a strand of hair off her face. "I never really thought of it that way
before."
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"There are many reasons, selfish and unselfish, that children are brought into the world. The F'dor
wanted the Rakshas to do its bidding in the world of men. It is a toy, a tool to be used to accomplish its
ultimate goal."

"What is that goal, Elynsynos? Is it looking for power? To rule the world?"

Elynsynos chuckled. "You are thinking like a human, Pretty. To understand the motives of the F'dor
you must think like a F'dor, as much as that is even possible, for they are forces of chaos and their
intentions and actions cannot be readily predicted. F'dor use men as tools to achieve their ends as well.
They do not seek to rise to power and rule over the masses or oppress their enemies; they are very
single-minded. All they contemplate is ruin and death, and the friction of conflict that gives them power
and pleasure. Their ultimate goal will destroy even themselves, as they seek to consume the Earth. They
will then exist only in the Underworld, and in nightmares. As will we all."

Che words of the dragon echoed through the dark cave, leaving a thudding silence when the
reverberation ceased. The flames that illuminated the chandeliers flickered across the Singer's face,
suddenly ghostly pale in the darkness.

Elynsynos lowered her head slowly until she was eye to eye with Rhapsody. There was a look of
sympathetic understanding in her eyes, though the expression on her enormous face was solemn.

"What is it, Pretty?" she said softly, her voice as quiet as the hum of cricket's wings. "What are you
remembering?"

Rhapsody closed her eyes, wrestling with the memory of the most frightening nightmare she had seen
during her sojourn within the Earth. Achmed had woken her from her restless sleep, had taken her to a
vast tunnel at the bottom of which he could hear an immense beating heart, pulsing in the slow serpentine
rthythm of hibernation.

Something terrible rests in there, something more powerful and, more horrifying than you can
imagine, something I dare not even name. What sleeps within that tunnel, deep in the belly of the
Earth, must not awake. Not ever.

He had been afraid to speak, to give voice to the words of the ancient story; it was the first time she
remembered him not being insolent or arrogant. It was the first time she saw fear in his eyes.

In the "Before-Time, when the Earth and seas were being born, an egg was stolen from the
progenitor of the race of dragons, the Primal Wyrm. That egg was secreted here, within the
Earth, by the race of demonic beings born of elemental fire. The infant wyrm which came from
that egg has lived here, deep in the frozen wastes of the Earth's interior, growing, until its coils
have wound around the very heart of the world. It is an innate part of the Earth itself; its body is
a large pan of the world's mass. It sleeps now, but soon that demon wishes to summon it, and will
visit it upon the land. It has the power to consume the Earth; that was the intent of the thieves
who put it here. It awaits the demon's call, which I know for certain is intended to come soon. 1
know this, because he planned to use me to help bring this about.

What if it didn't hear the call? she had asked.lIf we could obscure the call, keep the beast from

hearing it properly, or feeling it, perhaps it would just stay asleep and not answer. At least for a
little while .

They had taken steps to prolong its slumber, had placed a musical web in the tunnel, spinning endless
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discordant melodies, aimed at interfering with the call of that demon. Achmed had warned her that the
solution was only a temporary one.

Even then, Rhapsody, you will only be buying time. Tou will never have the power to destroy it
completely, nor I, nor any living soul.

It sleeps still," said Elynsynos, shattering her thoughts and causing her heart to pound. The dragon had
read her mind. The great beast chuckled at the look of panic that crossed Rhapsody's face. "No, Pretty,
I cannot discern your thoughts, except when you are thinking about the Sleeping Child."

Rhapsody blinked. "I wasn't," she said. "I was thinking about—"

'Do not put words around what you were remembering; I know what you saw within the Earth. You
were thinking about something just now that only dragons and F'dor know about, something infinite and
ancient that is a holy abomination in the lore of my kind. You saw it by accident. You are now one of a
very few living beings that even knows it exists.

"The entity that was in your thoughts a moment ago is our antithesis of your Life-Giver. It was the First
Child of our race, kidnapped as an egg and raised by beings that were our opposite—where we cherish
the Earth and all its riches, the F'dor seek to consume it for the fulfillment of their own ridiculous lust. That
child is no longer a wyrm; the F'dor have poisoned it, pos ed it much as they would a human host. It is
part of the Earth now, a vast art and will one day rise and claim that Earth as its own. If that is our
destiny, then so be it. But it is a sacred mystery, one that no dragon gives voice to, except in the song of
prayer. We pray that the First Child will remain asleep—that is what dragonsong is for. A lullabye to the
Sleeping Child."

"The Sleeping Child," Rhapsody murmured. "Those words had a different meaning in the lore of
Serendair. In our legends the Sleeping Child was Melita, a star that fell from the sky. It fell into the sea
near the Island, taking much of what was once land with it into the sea forever. But the sea did not
quench it. Instead it lay beneath the waves, roiling in unspent fire, until finally it rose—Her voice began to
waver, and she stopped. When she could control herself again, she continued. "It rose and took all of the
Island back to the depths with it, this time in a hail of volcanic fire."

'Perhaps that name, however it is used, foretells the death of our respective races," suggested
Elynsynos. "Merithyn used to sing me a song from your homeland that spoke of the Sleeping Child.
Would you like me to tell you the words?"

"Yes, please."

The great beast sat up straighter and cleared her enormous throat with a mighty cough. The sound
rattled the chandeliers above them and sent backward waves of frenetic ripples across the lagoon,
pounding in the same furious rhythm as Rhapsody's heart. When the dragon spoke, her voice was no
longer the harmonically diverse tone that she had originally addressed Rhapsody with, but a deep,
melodic baritone, a sonorous voice the carried with it the sound of magic, the ring of ages past.
Merithyn's voice.

The Sleeping Child, the youngest born Lives on in dreams, though Death has come To write
her name within his tome Ant) no one yet has thought to mourn.

The middle child, who sleeping lies, Twixt watersky and shifting sands Site silent, holding
patient hand-) Until the day she can arise.
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The eldest child rests deep within The ever-silent vault of earth, Unborn as yet, but with its
birth The end of Time Itself begins.

The words echoed off the cavernous walls and hung in the stale air, rever-erating in the silence.
Rhapsody said nothing, fearing if she uttered a sound p own heart would shatter. Finally the dragon
spoke.

"When my daughters were born, their eyes were closed, like kittens," Elyn-synos said. Her multitoned
voice had returned. "They seemed asleep, and I thought for a moment that they were the three children in
the prophecy, but of course that could not be right. I knew what the eldest born was—as any dragon
would. Merithyn had referred to the Sleeping Child off the coast of his—your—homeland. That would
be the middle child, I presume."

'So there is another?" Rhapsody asked nervously. "Another Sleeping Child? The youngest-born?"

'Apparently," said Elynsynos, smiling. The sight of the massive maw wreathed in a grin, swordlike
teeth glittering in the pale light, was both endearing and gruesome. "It would also appear that each of
these sleeping children might become a tool of the F'dor, something to help bring about the end of the
world, to allow it to be consumed in one way or another."

'T had prayed that the ascension of the middle one, the Sleeping Child that took the Island, was the
end of all that," Rhapsody said. "We thought the F'dor that planned to summon—" her words choked off
as a warning look came violently over the dragon's enormous face. "We thought the F'dor Ach-med had
known of in the old world was dead. Its last remaining servant, one of the thousand eyes it had called the
Shing, told us that before it dissipated. It said the F'dor was dead, man and demon spirit. And that meant
what—what we feared it might do would never come to pass."

The massive serpent stretched, causing a hailstorm of lights to flicker off her millions of copper scales.
"The demon he knew may well have been destroyed as you thought. That does not matter—any F'dor
would know the secret of the Wyrm, would know how to summon it if it becomes powerful enough."

'And the other you spoke of, Elynsynos? Was that a different demon? Not the one Achmed knew
Of?"

'T do not know. There may have been another that escaped when the star beneath the waves erupted.
It is hard to say, Pretty. There are not many of them left over from the dawn of Time, but they come
without warning, and hide within the host, biding their time, gaining strength as the host does. When they
become powerful enough, they take on a another host with more potential, usually one that is younger
than the body they currently reside in. A F'dor can only take possession of someone weaker than itself or
similarly strong; it cannot subsume someone of greater power."

Rhapsody nodded. "Do you know who it is, Elynsynos?"

"No, Pretty. It has changed hosts often over the years. I can sense it when it is near, but it has
remained far away, probably knowing that. It could be anyone.

'"If there is but one thing you remember about what I have told you, let it be this: they are consummate
liars, and that will work against you, as a Namer, since you are sworn to the truth. Their greatest power
1s in using their victim's advantages against him; in our case, they were able to play upon the dragons'
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naturally destructive nature and turn it from something benign into a weapon to achieve their own
wanton ends. It will do the same to you, only what it will target will be your truthfulness. Beware, Pretty.
They are like a guest in your lair that you cannot see has stolen from your hoard until it is too late."

"Llauron told me a prophecy Manwyn once related about an uninvited guest," Rhapsody said. "Could
that have been about the F'dor?"

The air around the dragon hummed, signaling her intense interest. "I do not know this prophecy."

Rhapsody closed her eyes, trying to recall the night in the forest Llauron had related it to her. Achmed
and Grunthor had been there as well. She rummaged in her pack and pulled out a small journal where she
recorded some of the lore she had learned in this new world. "Here it is," she said.

Among the ladt to learn, among the fir<tt to come,

Seeking a new ho<)t, uninvited, in a new place.

The power gained being thefir-It,

Waj lo<it in being the la<>t.

Hwi<f dhall nurture it, unknowing,

Like the guejt wreathed in <>mile<>

While secretly poutoning the larder

Jealously guarded of iU own power

Ne'er had, nor ever jhall it<> ho<it bear or jire chiDren,

Yet ever it <feek<I to procreate.

Elynsynos sighed. "Manwyn always was the strange one," she murmured. "I do not know why she
does not just say what she means. Yes, Pretty, it sounds like the F'dor. There is a great deal of power
and risk to a demon like that in undertaking to acquire progeny. Should it do so through the body of its
human host it weakens itself, breaks its own life essence open and gives some of it up to the child. F'dor
are far too greedy and power-hungry to give up any of their own power, which is why they have to resort
to other means of procreation."

'Like creating the Rakshas?"

"Yes, My Pretty Soul. In a way the F'dor is really no different than the ancient dragons where
propagation outside their species in concerned. When we realized the mistake of refusing to take a form
like the Creator's we tried to rectify it. It is ironic, really; those few humans whose blood is mixed with
that of dragons, rather than trying to become more human, generally seek to give up their humanity and
attain dragon form, which is in a way tantamount to sacrificing their souls.

'Since dragons could not interbreed with the races of the Three, they tried to carve a humanlike race

out of what few fragments of Living Stone remained after the vault was made. Rare and beautiful
creatures were the result. Those creatures were called Children of the Earth, and had a humanoid form,
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or at least as close to one as the dragons could fashion.
"They were in some ways a brilliant creation, in other ways an abomination,

but they were able to interbreed with the Three. Unlike the Rakshas, the Children of Earth had souls,
because unlike the F'dor, the dragons were willing to commit some of their life essence to bring them into
being. Their progeny, the Elder races they produced, are the Earth-born, those who seek to live within
Her bosom, but whose souls touch the sky."

Rhapsody was writing furiously in her journal. "And what form do those races take?"

"The offspring of the Children of Earth and the Seren were a race known as Gwadd, a small, slender
people deeply tied to the Earth's innate magic. A blending of earth and stars."

Rhapsody stopped writing and looked up sadly. "I remember the Gwadd from the old world," she
said wistfully.

"They are my favorite of all dragon grandchildren," Elynsynos said. "I am also particularly fond of the
Nain. The Nain were the issue of the Children of Earth and the Mythlin.

They are natural sculptors, miners, and molders of stone because from one parent they know the lore
of the Earth, from the other the lore of the sea. To them it is as if granite is liquid, and yields willingly to
their hand."

Rhapsody nodded and returned to making notes. "And the Kith? Did the race of air produce any
Earth-born children?"

"Yes," Elynsynos said. "That pairing spawned a race known as Fir-bolga, literally, wind of the earth."
The Singer's mouth dropped open. "Fir-bolga? Firbolg? The Bolg are descended of dragons?"

'Well, in a way. They are more a sort of adopted grandchildren, since the Children of Earth were
sculpted from Living Stone by dragons, not tied directly to their blood. The Kith were a harsh race, and
so the Bolg are as well, but they love the earth genuinely, and I am very fond of them, despite their crude
ways. Of all the Earth-born they have the most in common with their wyrm grandparents."

Rhapsody laughed. "I guess I really could be the soul of a dragon," she said. "I've adopted a dozen
Firbolg grandchildren myself." Her face grew serious. "To that end, Elynsynos, I need to ask you
something." "What, Pretty?"

"You don't intend to punish the Bolg in any way for having the claw dagger in their possession, do
you?"

'Of course not. Just because I am a dragon does not mean I am totally wanton or specious in my
revenge." One enormous eye closed, and the dragon regarded her severely with the one that remained
open. "Have you been reading that tripe,The Rampage of the Wyrw?"

Rhapsody's face grew red in the light of the ships' wheel chandeliers. "Yes." "It is nonsense. I should
have eaten the scribe who penned it alive. When Merithyn died I thought about torching the continent,
but surely you must be able to tell that I did not."
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"Yes, I thought not."

'Believe me, if | were to rampage, the continent would be nothing but one very large, very black bed
of coal, and it would be smoldering to this day."

Rhapsody shuddered. "I believe you. And I'm very glad to hear you don't hold the Bolg responsible."
The faces of her friends and her grandchildren rose up in her mind. "And, as much as [ would love to stay
here forever with you, I really need to be returning to them."

"You are going now?"
Rhapsody sighed. "I should. I wish I could stay longer."
'Will you come back, Pretty?"

"Yes, most definitely," Rhapsody answered. Then she thought of Merithyn. "If I am alive, Elynsynos.
The only thing that will keep me from visiting you is death."

The dragon began walking with Rhapsody back toward the tunnel. "You must not die, Pretty. If you
do, my heart will break. I have lost my only love. I do not wish to lose my only friend." She stopped
before one of the ships' figureheads, paint peeling and encrusted with salt. "This is from the prow of
Merithyn's ship."

Rhapsody looked at the wooden statue. It was of a golden-haired woman, naked from the waist up,
arms outstretched, reaching out to nowhere. Her water-faded eyes were green as the sea.

'She looks like you," said Elynsynos.

Rhapsody looked doubtfully at the figurehead's ample bosom, then down at her own bustline. "Not
even on the best day of my life, but thanks for the thought." v-,'he darkness in the underground series of
tunnels was so complete that it was difficult to see the Grandmother as she led them even deeper into the
earth. Occasionally Grunthor could make out a whisper of her robe or the crackle of the ground beneath
her bare feet, but by and large her passage through the tunnel was silent and all but invisible in the
dwindling light of their torch.

The failing torchlight illuminated little of the tunnel walls, but what they could see caused Achmed and
Grunthor to wish they were traveling more slowly with an opportunity to examine them. Unlike the newly
hewn earthen walls of Grunthor's burrowing passages, these corridors had been mined centuries before
and bore the hallmarks of deliberate architectural planning, though very different frqm that of the
Cymrians. They were smooth and even, carved with the vestiges of the ancient reliefs that had once
adorned them, all marred with a heavy layer of dank soot and the smears of fire ash, the byproduct of
forges where iron was smelted. However long it had been since they were despoiled, the odor still
remained, now a permanent part of the stone passageways and the air they held within them.

After a short distance the tunnel opened before them into an immense cavern. The basalt ceiling was
almost as tall as that of the Loritorium, hewn from the Earth itself and polished. Over the opening to a
chamber deeper within the cavern was an immense arch on which words were inscribed. The letters,
each at least as tall as a man, were in no alphabet that either of the Firbolg men recognized. The walls of
the cavern were thick with ancient smoke and stained with the black streaks of soot from the fires of a
forge or smithy. From this large central cavern tunnels ran in all directions.
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The Grandmother stopped before the chamber and pointed a long bony ringer at the massive
inscription in the arch above it. "Let that which sleeps within the Earth rest undisturbed; its awakening
heralds eternal night," she translated. Again her speech came forth wordlessly in two different voices.
Grunthor and Achmed shuddered inwardly with the memory of their walk along the Root that ran the
length of the Axis Mundi. They had seen something that slept deep within the bowels of the Earth for
themselves. Neither disagreed with the words of the inscription.

The Grandmother folded her hands again and eyed them seriously. "This place was known in its time
as the Colony," she said in her hissing, clicking language without words. "Before the end it was a
city-state of Dhracians. Extinguish your torch. I will show you the reason my ancestors built the Colony in
this place."

Achmed tossed the remains of the torch to the ground and stamped out its light. A plume of smoke
rose in the cavern, to dissipate a moment later. The Grandmother turned and walked away into the
chamber beyond the words of warning. The men followed her through the archway into the deepening
dark ness.

It took Achmed's sensitive eyes a round moment to adjust to the darkness within the chamber, thick
and palpable as liquid night. Just as they did the Grandmother struck something against the wall, sparking
a tiny burst of light. Achmed saw that it was a spore like the ones they had used in their travels along the
Root, a fungus that gave off light when friction was applied to it. The small light threw his focus off again,
and it took another moment to adapt once more.

The elderly Dhracian woman climbed up a set of steps to an earthen slab and reached high above her
head, then moved away as the light from the spore began to expand. Achmed and Grunthor could see
after a minute that she had set it into a small lantern, a globe of muted light that hung from the ceiling of
the chamber. With the aid of its glow they were able finally to see the room's dimensions.

It was three-sided, with a passageway secured by massive iron doors that led back to the cavern
from which they had come. The polished walls tapered up in to a curved triangular point from which the
globe was suspended on a long, tarnished chain. The walls of the chamber were utterly without
ornamentation.

Beneath the globe was a large obsidian catafalque, a platform on which a coffin might rest. In the
shadows cast by the globe it did in fact appear that a body was laid out on the catafalque as if it was lying
in state. Achmed and Grunthor drew nearer.

The sleeper was like none they had ever seen before. While her body was as tall as that of a
full-grown human, her face was that of a child, her skin cold and polished gray, as if she were sculpted
from stone. She would have, in fact, appeared to be a statue but for the measured tides of her breath.

Below the surface of filmy skin her flesh was darker, in muted hues of brown and green, purple and
dark red, twisted together like thin strands of colored clay. Her features were at once coarse and
smooth, as if her face had been carved with blunt tools, then polished carefully over a lifetime. Beneath
her indelicate forehead were eyebrows and lashes that appeared formed from blades of dry grass,
matching her long, grainy hair. In the dim light the tresses resembled wheat or bleached highgrass cut to
even lengths and bound in delicate sheaves. At her scalp the roots of her hair grew green like the grass of
early spring.

'She 1s a Child of Earth, formed of its own Living Stone," the Grandmother said softly, the delicate
rhythms of her buzzing language more present on their skin than in their ears. Gently she ran a thin hand
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over a rough lock of the child's hair. "In day and night, through all the passing seasons, she sleeps. She
has been here since before my birth. [ am sworn to guard her until after Death comes for me." She
looked up, her black oval eyes gleaming. "So must you be."

The elderly woman rested her aged fingers on the child's forehead, then climbed the steps next to the
catafalque and extinguished the light. "Come," she said, and left the chamber. The two Bolg stared at the
stonelike face of the Earth Child as it receded into the darkness again, then followed the Grandmother.

WhenRhapsody came out of the cave, the earth seemed disproportionately greener, the sky more
intensely blue than when she had left. How many days have passed ?, she wondered.Two? Five ? She
had no idea.

She looked around her to try to get her bearings, plotting a course southeast. That route would take
her to the forest edge of Tyrian, the kingdom of the Lirin, outside the borders of Roland, and, with any
luck, to Oelendra.

Rhapsody made her way off the slippery rocks and down to the edge of the lake when something
touched her arm.

"Rhapsody?"

She jumped in fright and instantly drew her dagger; her assailant was too close for the sword. Ashe
held up his hands and took a step back.

IS OITy, n
Rhapsody exhaled furiously. "Will youplease stop doing that? You're going to give me a fatal fit."

T apologize, I really do," he said, folding his hands passively. "I've been waiting here since you went in
to make sure you came out again."

T told you I'd be fine." Her breathing was almost back to normal when she heard Elynsynos's voice in
her memory.

And hear me: it is very close to here now, nearby. When you leave, be careful. Beads of cold
sweat appeared on her brow.The dragon couldn't have meant Ashe , she thought. When she stopped
to contemplate it, the prospect seemed impossible. He had been alone with her for weeks now. If he had
meant to do her harm he would have had ample opportunity. Unless he had reason to follow her.
"Rhapsody? Are you all right?"

She looked up into the hood, seeing nothing in the darkness. Then the memory of his face came back
to her, the hunted, uncertain look in his eyes, and her reservations vanished.

T'm fine," she said, smiling up at him. "By any chance, do you know the way to Oelendra's?"
T know how to get to Tyrian." "Can you draw me a map? I'm heading there next." "Really? Why?"

Rhapsody's mouth opened, then snapped shut again. "I'd like to see her—Elynsynos thinks I should.
Maybe I can find some answers there, among the Lirin."

Ashe nodded. "Could be. Well, as luck would have it, Tyrian is on the way to where I need to go
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next also. Shall I escort you there?"

'"T'd hate to impose on you again," she said uncertainly, remembering the conversation around one of
their many campfires. She knew he must be anxious to return home to his lover who had been waiting for
him all this time.

'As I just said, I'm on my way there anyway. It would be no imposition, and it would make me feel
better knowing you're in Oelendra's capable hands. What do you say?"

T say'thank you,' " she replied, checking her gear. "Well, then, shall we go?"

Ashe nodded and turned to the south, stepping easily over the slippery rocks of the reflecting pool
that glowed with mist from the dragon's cave. Rhapsody followed him around the shore of the lake, back
to the sleepy glen, until the cave entrance was almost out of sight. Then she stopped and looked at it one
last time.

'Goodbye, my friend. I love you," she whispered.
The wind in the trees picked up slightly, caressing her face and the loose strands of her hair.

cAliapsody was like a child with a secret. She glowed for days following her visit with the dragon,
though she was hard pressed to explain why. Ashe had the impression she would have been forthcoming
if she had been able, but that she was having trouble articulating what she had seen and felt in the cave.

As a result, the tone of their walk was vastly more cheerful than it had been recently, despite all the
rain and mud they were now braving. She seemed to have forgiven him for his poor judgment at the
Tar'afel, and alternately joked with him outrageously or walked in a comfortable silence that was
brimming with excitement just below the surface. It was an heightened state that fascinated his dragon
nature, causing it to become even more obsessed with her, as the human side was doing as well.

Occasionally, when they would stop for a meal or when sitting around their fire at night he would find
her looking at him thoughtfully, as though she were trying to place the features she had glimpsed inside the
darkness of his hood from memory. When she became aware that he was noticing this she would smile at
him. Even though the smile she gave him was the same one he had seen her use naturally on other friends
or acquaintances, he felt somehow that there was a special element to it that made it his alone, that was
reserved for him. The effect it had on him made him glad of his near-invisibility.

After three days of traveling, through even more rain and mud, they came to a clearing. In the distance
Rhapsody could hear the sound of falling water, but for some reason the direction was not easy to
determine. She was convinced after a few minutes that they had been traveling in circles, and became
sure of it the third time they passed the same filbert bush. She stopped in the middle of the forest path.

'Are we lost?"

lN 0 X n

"Then why are you leading me in circles?"

Ashe sighed, and Rhapsody thought she heard a smile in his voice. "I forgot for a moment that you are
Lirin. Anyone else would not have been able to tell."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

'Well?" There was a hint of annoyance in her voice.
He was silent for a moment. "I'm sorry. I will explain when we get to our shelter."
'Shelter?"

'Yes, there is a place here I thought we might camp for the night, a place we can both have a bath and
at least one of us can actually sleep in a bed tonight. Both, if you're willing." The teasing tone was back.

'But it's a place you don't want me to be able to find again."

Ashe sighed again. "Yes."

Rhapsody sighed as well. "Would it help if I closed my eyes?"

He laughed. "That's not necessary. Come, I'll show you where it is."

C.'he noise of the water grew louder as they entered a grove of ash and flowering crabapple trees, the
latter just beginning to bloom. Rhapsody was enchanted. She held aside a heavy branch and walked into
the grove, turning slowly around as her eyes took in the delicate pink and white blossoms and the pale
green of the new spring bark. The afternoon sun broke through the forest canopy, streaking the glen with
shafts of light so heavy that she put out her hands, trying to catch it. The forest air was sweet, rich with
the scent of recent rain.

"What a beautiful place," she murmured. "I'm not surprised you'd want to keep it to yourself."
Ashe smiled; she could hear it in his voice. "I don't," he said. "You're here, aren't you?"
'I'm not sure," Rhapsody answered, still looking around. "I might be dreaming."

'l don't think so," said Ashe. "I've witnessed your dreams, and I doubt they look anything like this."
Rhapsody winced. He was right, of course, but the reminder of how disturbing her night terrors were to
other people flushed her with embarrassment. She resolved to try and sleep as far away from him as she
could that night.

They went deeper into the glen, and the birdsong became louder, competing with the splashing noise
of the water she had heard. Finally in the distance she caught a glimpse of a waterfall. It staggered down
a hidden hillside in four different drops. The stream that made it ran in front of a deep gorge; it was
gaining power as the rains that fed it swelled with the advent of spring.

"Let me see your boots," Ashe directed. Rhapsody bent her knee and held up the sole of one. He
nodded, seeming satisfied. "You'll have to take my hand on this one, Rhapsody. The gorge is steep and
the shale around the waterfall is extremely slippery. You don't have a rough enough sole to maintain any
purchase here. If you give me your hand I promise not to pick you up if I can avoid it."

His tone was light, but Rhapsody knew his intent was serious; he was keeping his promise.

'What do you know about the roughness or smoothness of my soul?" she joked. "Are you the
All-God now, too?"

Ashe laughed. She gave him her hand, noticing that he glanced at her wrist, as he always did
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whenever their hands were joined.

He led her into the water. "I've been accused of being many things, but that was never one of them."
They forded the stream, slipping only once. Rhapsody was glad to have his weight supporting her when
she looked down over the second drop to the gorge below. He navigated them across the waterway and
over to the other bank, where scrub and leafy vegetation flanked the rockwall of the hill. He held a large
branch aside for her and stood back, letting her pass.

Rhapsody found herself in a hidden part of the glen, a place more dark than light. It took a moment
for her eyes to adjust and when they did, she realized that there was a small hut there. It was made of
stone and the roof seemed to be made of turf. The flora of the forest grew in and around it, making it
difficult to see. It was free from any adornment, and had but one window and door. It was situated on
the side of a large pool formed by backflow from the waterfall.

'"[s this where we're staying?"
"Yes. Is that all right?"
'T think it's wonderful," Rhapsody said, smiling up at him. "I never would have known it was here."

"That's the whole point," Ashe said agreeably, taking her hand again and leading her over to the hut.
"This is the only place in the world I can shed my cloak and be as a normal person, or at least the only
place on land. I don't wear it when I'm at sea, either."

Rhapsody puzzled about his statement. If the mist from his cloak hid his vibrational signature so that
he could not be detected, then it must be the water that occluded him from the sight of whatever power
that could find him. She recalled Achmed mentioning something similar in his vibrational makeup when
they had first traveled to Elysian. Things began to clarify in her mind; it was no wonder Achmed was
uncomfortable around Ashe. Unlike the other people in the world, Ashe would not register on Achmed's
vibrational senses. The churning of the waterfall must have the same effect, along with being hidden
against the gorge. Then a thought occurred to her.

"No, it's not the only place," she said excitedly. ""You would be safe to take off your cloak in my
house, t00."

Ashe shuddered visibly. "In the Cauldron? No, thank you."

Rhapsody shoved him playfully. "My house is not in the Cauldron," she said. "And it is even harder to
find than this place, I'll wager."

'Really." Ashe's tone was noncommittal. He opened the door and held it for a moment, to allow the
breeze from the forest to clear the air of the hut. Rhapsody looked inside.

It was a small room, with a single rumpled bed and a tiny fireplace. It had one doorless closet,
separated from the room by a ragged curtain, which seemed empty of its contents, largely because they
were scattered messily on the floor. Dishes were left on every horizontal surface, as well as socks and
undergarments, one set of which hung from the coatrack, unwashed. Rhapsody's eyes looked around at
the disarray, astonished at the slovenly place.

'Gods. This is your rpom?" she asked in disbelief. "How do you fit in here?"
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'Easily, for your information," said Ashe defensively, but with a chuckle in his voice. "It's just the right
size for one person, and perhaps a nonjudgmental guest. All others can sleep outside, thank you."

Rhapsody pushed him aside and went in. There was no decoration to the place; it was completely
without ornament, unless the filth counted. In addition to the bed there was a small table and an old,
dilapidated chair with hideous upholstery, now worn to the nap. The smell of the dirty laundry was
unpleasant.

"'Well? What do you think?"

'T think what this place needs is a woman's oversight—or a maid."

Ashe laughed. "You are welcome to provide either service if you'd like."

'T've worked as a maid. There's no shame in it."

'Certainly not," he said. "I don't think there would be shame in anything you'd do." Rhapsody colored
but said nothing.Shows how little you know , she thought to herself.

'On second thought, perhaps a flood would be more warranted."

T can arrange that, too." He touched the hilt of the water sword. "Well, are you going to stay? It'll
cost you."

Rhapsody turned to face him. "Oh? What's the price?"
'An answer."

"What's the question?"

"There are two."

'Go ahead." Rhapsody folded her arms.

'Are you Cymrian, and if so, what generation? You said you don't lie, so I know whatever you say
will be accurate."

Rhapsody lowered her head, considering. "All right, I have the answer to your question. Your first
one, that is: the answer is no, I'm not going to stay." She walked toward the door where he was still
standing. Ashe put his hands out in front of him.

"Wait. [ was just joking."

"No, you weren't. Stand aside."

T apologize," he said as he stepped out of her way. He knew better than to try and block her exit. He
watched as she walked to the pool and sat down beside it, pulling her pack from her shoulders.

"No need to. I'll be perfectly happy here." She took out her bedroll and began unrolling it.

He bent down beside her. "But I won't be. Rhapsody, you are the first person I have ever shown this
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place. I brought you all the way here so that we might both get some real rest before you head off to
Tynan. I'm tired of sleeping outside; I do it all the time, and [ want one night's rest in my bed. I know the
place may not seem like much, but it's the only place I have. Please come inside. I'm sorry about the
mess and the stupidity. You don't have to answer any questions, and I'll stop bothering you about
whether or not you're Cymrian; I promise. Besides, part of our arrangement is that one watches while the
other sleeps, and I can't very well do that if I'm inside while you're out here. It would be a dereliction of
my duty as your guide. So please, come back in."

Rhapsody looked up at the cloaked figure beside her. His voice had a desperation to it that she didn't
understand, and she felt sorry for him, this exhausted wanderer who was constantly on the move, hiding
from the eyes of his stalkers. She felt ashamed for her lack of gratitude, after all he had done for her,
putting his life and his relationship in abeyance to escort her here. She heard again the melodious, sensible
voice of the dragon.

The man outside, he wanted to know if you are Cymrian, yes?

Yes.

Tou may as well tell him, Pretty. He already knows. It is obvious.

She stood up and brushed the dirt off her garments, then picked up her gear. "I'll make a bargain with
you, Ashe," she said, slinging her pack over her shoulder again. "I will tell you the answers to your
questions."

"No, I had no right—"

'Let me finish. I will answer either question you put to me, or both, as long as you answer the same
question about yourself first. Do we have a bargain?"

He thought for a moment. "Yes."
'All right, then, let's go inside."
Sorry about the mess."

"Don't be," said Rhapsody. "First off, it's your room, you're entitled to keep it in any manner you
choose. Second, this is neat as a pin compared to Jo's."

Ashe laughed. "She must live in a trash heap."

"Yes, she does, but she lived much of her life on a real one before I met her, so I try not to bother her
about it, no matter how much I dislike untidiness. I'm afraid fanatical housekeeping is part of my

upbringing."

He nodded. Rhapsody went to the chair and picked up the dirty woolen socks lying there; she folded
them and sat down, depositing them in her lap.

'Here, let me take those," said Ashe hastily. "You don't need to hold them." He dropped them into an
empty basket in the closet.

'Aren't you going to take off the cloak?" Rhapsody asked. "You must be dying to get out of it."
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Ashe pulled back the hood, leaving the cloak in place, and sat down on the bed. She took in a breath
when she saw his face again; it was strange seeing it again. From across the small room she could not see
the strange pupils in his eyes, but the metallic sheen to his hair was as startling as it had been when he first
revealed himself to her. He seemed to notice her staring at him, and looked uncomfortable.

'So," he began uneasily, "are you Cymrian?"

"You first."

'Yes."

"Well," she said, "you already know, but yes, [ am."
'Achmed and Grunthor, too?"

T can't speak for them without their permission," she said regretfully. "You'll have to draw your own
conclusions."

Ashe nodded. "What generation?" When she looked at him askance, he smiled. "On my father's side,
third. On my mother's, it's so far removed that it's hardly worth mentioning."

'Explain this to me again," Rhapsody said. "First Generation Cymrians were born in the old world;
their children, born here, are Second Generation?"

'Yes."
"What if someone was Seren, lived in Serendair, but didn't sail with the Fleets?"

Ashe, who was watching her face intently, blinked, and his face went suddenly blank. "And survived
the cataclysm?"

'Obviously, or there wouldn't be a reason to discuss it, would there?"

Ashe nodded. "No, there wouldn't. Of course, how stupid of me. This happened to a great many
people, in fact, if my historical studies are accurate. Not everyone who evacuated Serendair wanted to
go with Gwylliam; a lot of them thought he was insane, or that the journey would be too much for them,
particularly the races that were not inclined to sea travel. They left prior to the sailing of the Three Fleets,
and went to other places, land masses closer to the Island."

Rhapsody rose and pulled the cloak from her shoulders. "So, would they be considered Cymrians?"

The searing blue eyes trained even more intensely on her, the vertical slits expanding in the darkness
of the room, soaking in her answers as if they were sunlight.

"Yes," he said thoughtfully. "Even though they didn't greet the indigenous population with Gwylliam's
aphorism, I think a native Seren who left Serendair prior to the cataclysm would still qualify as a
Cymrian. The members of the Second Fleet never did, either; they landed in Manosse or Gaematria, and
didn't set foot on this continent until many generations later, when the first Cymrian Council was called.
And they are Cymrians; they felt the call of the Council horn deep in their souls when it was winded,
were compelled to answer, to come to the Moot. Yes; I think anyone who once lived in Serendair and
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left would be a First Generation Cymrian."

Rhapsody turned away from him and hung her cloak on the peg near the door so he would not see
how hard she swallowed. "I guess that makes me a First Generation Cymrian, then," she said, smoothing
out the mantle's folds, brushing the dirt from them. Then she turned and looked back at Ashe. She
studied his face, but no gleam of victory came into his eyes, just the fragment of a smile.

'How did you survive? Where did you go? It must have been somewhere you could get to by
rowboat or ferry, since you said you never sailed on any other kind of ship. How did you come to be
here, half a world away?"

"That's more than two questions," said Rhapsody hastily. The memory of her endless sojourn through
the bowels of the Earth reared its head; she shook her own to banish the sensation of crawling along the
Axis Mundi, still hovering close to the surface of her consciousness. It was a struggle not to think about it,
and when she did, she felt despair she could not easily overcome. "Besides, I thought we agreed we
would try to avoid talking about the Past as much as possible."

I'm sorry," Ashe said quickly. "You're right, of course. Thank you for telling me what you have."

Rhapsody eyed him uneasily. "You're welcome. So now that you've extracted this information from
me, what are you going to do?"

Ashe stood up. "Bathe."

Rhapsody stared at him again. "That's it? You've been nagging me the entire length of this trip to know
this answer, and you're going to bathe?"

"Yes," Ashe answered with a laugh. "In case you haven't noticed, while you have taken advantage of
every sheltered spot in the river and each secluded pond to swim yourself clean, I have had to make do
with the mist from the cloak; hardly fair, and certainly not conducive to us sharing a small room tonight.
So if you will excuse me, I'll be going now." Rhapsody watched in amazement as he picked up a scrap of
woven cloth from the floor that may have, in less ratty days, been a towel, and walked out the door,
whistling.

Ashe had just finished lacing his trousers when the door of the cottage opened and a hailstorm of dirt
and debris flew out. Rhapsody had apparently found a large branch to use as a broom and was sweeping
his room with a furor that rivaled a windstorm. She emerged for a moment; their eyes met, and she
gasped. She was staring at his chest.

Commencing at his navel and extending to his left shoulder was a hideous wound, black and twisted,
festering red in the light of the glen. The enormous gash seemed to be an old one, but one that had never
healed; it was raw and open, with burned flesh blistered beneath charred skin. Blue veins spread radially
across his chest, forming a starlike shape above his heart. The sight of it was enough to bring tears to
Rhapsody's eyes.

Customarily I'd cut your heart out, although it's fairly obvious someone already has.
Ashe turned quickly away and pulled his shirt over his head. When he turned back she was gone. He

ran his hands through his now-clean hair and waited for her to reappear, but she didn't. Finally he
decided to break the awkward silence.
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'"Rhapsody?"
She reappeared at the door. "Yes?"

He pointed at the backflow pool of the waterfall. "I've dammed a spot in the pool to make a little
lagoon, if you want to use it."

H

Her face brightened. "Perfect! Thank you. I'll be right out." She vanished into the hut, emerging a
moment later with a full basket of clothes. He stared in dismay; they were his.

"What are you doing?"

"Laundry." She went to the small pool that he had made for her to bathe in and dropped the clothes,
garment by garment, into it, followed by a bar of hard soap. A pair of soiled pants, a shirt with an
immense grease stain and several sets of dirty undergarments fell into the water, to his intense
embarrassment. He strode around the shore and reached for the basket.

'Here, give that to me. I'll do it."

Rhapsody's eyes twinkled. "Nonsense! You offered me the position of maid, and I accepted, for
today at least. It's my way of paying for your services as my guide. Laundry comes with the territory. In
fact, if you want to strip out of those, I'll wash them, too." She pointed to the clothes he was currently
wearing and picked up a stick.

"No, thank you."

"You may as well take advantage of the service while you can. Once our account is squared, you'll be
washing your own clothes and sweeping out your own hovel—er, house." The water in the lagoon began
to bubble, steam emerging in the cool air of early spring. She had used her fire lore to boil the laundry
and now stirred it along with the soap, creating a lather in the lagoon that washed out among the rocks,
avoiding the waterfall itself.

When the clothes were done Rhapsody pulled them from the water, suddenly cool enough to touch,
and hung them on the rope line she had strung in between the trees of the glade. Ashe went to each
garment and touched it, removing the excess water instantly.

'Are you going to bathe?" he asked.

Rhapsody looked up through the canopy of trees at the patches of sky. The clouds were thickening
and beginning to grow gray. "I don't think so. It looks like rain."

Ashe looked at the sky as well. "You're right. Let's get inside."

They snatched the laundry, hurried into the hut and shut the door just as the raindrops began to pelt
the roof. Ashe stopped in amazement. His room was tidy and scrubbed, cleaner than it had ever been.
The bed was made, the floor swept, and a pot of tea had been set to steep on the table, which had been
washed and polished.

'How did you do all this in such a short time?"
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'Experience."
T see. Well, this wasn't necessary. Thank you."

Rhapsody smiled at him from the doorway. "It's part of my job as maid. We provide some of the
services you would get without cost if you were married." Her words choked off almost as soon as they
had left her lips. She was still not sure that he wasn't.

Ashe laughed. "If that's the case, there are some others I would far rather have." His eyes twinkled
merrily.

'Sorry," said Rhapsody, taking the laundry he held and dropping it on the bed. "This is just a
temporary arrangement until my debt to you is paid off. Basic housekeeping. Other services cost extra,
and there are some things you just can't afford."

Ashe turned away, smiling. "There are some things worth begging, borrowing, or stealing for, too."
She laid the laundry across the bed and began to fold it. "Yes, but I hardly think that's one of them."

Ashe picked up a cambric shirt from the bed and took it to the closet where he hung it on a peg. "I
doubt you even know which one I'm talking about, Rhapsody."

Rhapsody picked up her pack from the floor and opened it. She began rearranging items in
preparation for repacking her clean handkerchiefs and the clothes she had washed with Ashe's laundry. "I
can guess," she said dryly.

"You might be wrong," said Ashe humorously. "Why don't you hazard a guess. What wifely service
might I like you to provide?"

She removed a series of pouches from the bottom of the satchel. "I don't want to guess. Why don't
you tell me, and I'll try not to belt you if I'm not offended."

Ashe picked up his leather gloves and pulled them back on. He sat down in the threadbare chair and
put his feet up, enjoying the prospect of making mischief with her. "All right." He looked her up and down
as she continued to ignore him, sorting through her supplies.Child rearing , he thought.

"There's a town that's part of the southern Nonaligned region called Gallo. Men use their wives as
shields when they enter into battle. The women walk before them to absorb the arrow shots." He waited
for the eruption, but she said nothing. He tried again. "In addition, when they are trading horses, if one
needs to somehow make up the difference in the value of a—" He stopped when he saw her looking
down at her hand in amazement. "What's the matter?"

"Look at this," she said, her voice filled with wonder. Ashe stood up and came over to where she
stood. She was holding the dragon's claw dagger she had returned to Elynsynos. "I gave this back to
her."

'Obviously she wants you to have it."

"I suppose. I wonder how she got it in here without my noticing."
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Ashe smiled at her. "Never underestimate the determination of a dragon when it comes to something it
loves, Rhapsody. It will always find a way to get what it wants." He put his folded laundry in the closet
and went out into the rain.

”Tea's ready. Want some?" "Yes, thank you," Rhapsody answered. She looked around the interior of
the room again as Ashe laid a fire with the wet branches he had found behind the hut. She went to the
hearth to light it, moving the little screen out of the way.

"It's here on the table," Ashe said.

Than”s." Rhapsody looked at the wood that a moment before had been green and wet; it was now
dried as though seasoned for a year or more, every drop of 't'tvater having been removed from it. She
touched the kindling and spoke the word for ignition, then the one for sustenance, and sparks leapt up,
catchingc he edges of the wood. She smiled and looked up at Ashe, who was kicking trie towel he had
dropped on the floor under the bed.

'Are youj~dtowate r yourself, or just through the sword?" She rose, picked up the rmUg hehad set out
for her, and went to the old chair, settling down in it.

He looked startled, then relaxed a bit. He took off his battered scabbard and laid tnesword across his
knees, running his hand over the tattered leather. It'shard to say, really. I've had Kirsdarke for so long
now that I can't remember that element not being a part of me. I've always felt the sea in my blood, even
as a child. My family were seafarers by and large, and so it comes naturally., I guess." Rhapsody waited
for him to go on, but instead he went to the hearth and picked up the fire iron. She shifted in the chair; it
was so old and the fabric so threadbare that it was difficult for her to sit upright. So what do you want
from me now?" she asked.

Ashe bent to stir the embers of the fire, and as he did she felt a thrill run up her back, as though his
ministrations to the flames were being applied to her body, she felt a moment's panic, then realized almost
immediately that it was a function of her communion with the fire rather than anything he was doing
intentionally. She concentrated on separating herself from it as he replaced th.escreen and turned to face
her.

"What do you mean?"

Wel™" Rhapsody answered, sipping her tea, "you have been after me for weeks tc> yield the
information I just gave you about my Cymrian lineage. It has seeded very important to you, so now that
you've broken me down and you haveyOuranswer, I'd like to know what you plan to do with the
knowledge. What do you want from us? From me?" Nothing you aren't prepared to give."

"APsodysighed. "You know, I don't make a very good Cymrian, and I certainly don't much like
being one. You people can't answer a question directly to save your lives."

I

Ashe smiled in spite of himself. "You're right. I'm sorry. I know it's annoying, but it comes from
centuries of breeding, from paranoia and distrust cast in the forge of a terrible war, Rhapsody. They're all
like that, I'm afraid, and [ am among the worst."

'l can tell. I mean, how many people walk around by choice in a cloak of <nist hiding from the eyes of
the world?"
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Blue eyes of startling intensity met her own. "Who said it was by choice?"

She was unable to break his gaze or to say anything for a moment. "I'm sorry," she said when she
could finally speak again. "I had a sense when you first showed me your face that it wasn't."

Why?"

Rhapsody considered her answer. Until the moment he had lifted his hood and let her look at him, she
had assumed he was malformed in some way, the victim of an accident or a battle injury, or perhaps of a
difficult birth. She had felt an affinity for him because of it; she sometimes felt that way herself, knew the
desire to shield her countenance from the stares and gawking looks that often came her way in the street.

She had examined her face at great length in the glass, trying to determine what was so unusual about
it, coming finally to the conclusion that her Lir-inglas blood had produced a visage in her that the people
of this land were not used to seeing, or found to be alien. Even though she didn't consider herself ugly, the
stares sometimes made her feel that way.

But Ashe was not ugly. On the contrary, there was a beauty to his face, a handsomeness that could
be seen even through the scraggly beard and unkempt hair. He had an aristocratic look to him, despite
his simple clothes and the muscularity of his body; he was obviously a man who had wandered far, as
evidenced by the long, strong sinew in his legs. His shoulders were broad and his waist narrow, like a
man who had labored on a farm or chopped wood, and his hands had seen hard work and hard times.
And Rhapsody knew, from the moment she beheld him, that the misty screen was a necessity, not a
measure of vanity. She knew he was hunted, sought by predators with extensive reach and power.
Seeing the terrible black wound on his chest only served to confirm that belief. And in her heart she hurt
for him, even though she did not really know him.

The sound of pounding rain could be heard on the turf roof, and air of the room became damp. "You
never answered my question,” she said finally. "What do you want from me now, if anything?"

He went to the bed and sat down, giving her a studied look. "It would certainly be nice to have you as
an ally. Your friends as well, but you especially."

'Why me in particular?"
He smiled slightly. "You seem a good person to be with in a fight."

Rhapsody laughed. "Well, thank you, but you are a poor judge of fighters. If YOU have to go up
against something hostile, you want Grunthor if you can get him. Or, better yet, Achmed."

"Why Achmed?"

'Achmed is—well, Achmed is—talented." She decided she had said too much already. "Before I can
be your ally, I have to know what you're fighting. Can you tell me?"

"No." His word was abrupt, sweeping the smiles from both of their faces. "Sorry."

'Well, that does make it a little difficult to agree to be your ally." "I know." He sighed heavily. "Do you
trust anyone enough to tell them?" "No."
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"What an awful way to live." She ran her finger around the rim of the mug of tea, all but empty now.
"Don't you think there are some things worth the risk, the gamble?" Her voice was gentle.

"T'm not a gambling man, I'm afraid. Not anymore." A stillness descended, thick and palpable.
Rhapsody cast a glance at the fire, snapping and hissing within the grate, then looked back at Ashe, the
strange vertical pupils of his eyes accentuated by its light. There was a look in those eyes she could not
identify, but it filled her with a sadness that squeezed her heart.

Do you at least leave the door open to the possibility?" she asked. "I don't know what you mean."

Rhapsody stared into her teacup, then took another sip. "My past is a corridor of doors I left open,
never meaning to close them. I never closed a door if I didn't have to, in the hope that things would be
right again one day if I only left the chance open. Maybe you aren't ready to gamble now, to trust anyone
with your secrets, but perhaps one day you will be. Is that possible?" Ashe looked into the fire. After a
long moment he spoke. "I don't think so. I believe that door is not only closed, but locked and bolted.
And sealed shut."

Silence thudded between them. Rhapsody set her teacup down. "Then I guess we had best stand by
our bargain and try to avoid talking about the Past," she said gently. "Agreed."

'Perhaps it's better if I tell you in broad terms what I'm willing to fight to support, and then, if your
agenda fits into that, you will know that I'm your ally, even if you can't state your cause."

His face brightened a little, and the vertical pupils twinkled. "That would work."

'Right. First, if you are planning to assault the Bolg or wrest the mountain from Achmed, we will be
fighting each other." "No. Not at all."

"Well, I thought not, but one never knows. Anyone planning to harm a child in any way is my enemy;
likewise any innocent person or Lirin holy tree or forest. I would like to see peace take a lasting hold. I
am generally on the

.S

side of the defender, not the aggressor, unless I have a good reason not to be. I will castrate any
rapist or child molester I catch in the attempt.

'Other than that, I may build myself a goat hut in the forest one day, if the Lirin will accept me, and live
there in peace, not harming anyone, puttering with my plants and working on my music. Someday I'd like
to build or help build a healing place and use my music to treat illness or injury, and teach others to do so.
As I've told you before, I doubt I will survive these dangerous times, so I don't hold out much hope for
the longer goals. I expect to go down doing something I believe will make the world better in one way or
another. So, am I your ally?"

Ashe was smiling. "It sounds like it."

Rhapsody looked seriously at him. "And would you tell me if I was not?"

"Probably not."

She sighed. "I didn't think so." Thunder rumbled in the distance. "So is that all that you want?"
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Many emotions passed over Ashe's face, but when he spoke his words were simple. "I would like
have you as my friend."

'T'd like that as well," she answered, putting her feet up on the end of his bed. "And, as long as you
really are what you seem, I think [ am."

'And are you really what you seem?"

She laughed. "Totally. I don't know what I seem to be, but anything I am is out in the open. I'm afraid
I've never learned to hide my faults, and I'm very unsophisticated. You know I try never to lie if I am not
forced to."

He looked interested. "How can one be forced to lie?"

Rhapsody thought back to Michael, the Wind of Death, and the cruel gleam in his eyes as he laid his
terms out to her.

Tou will want me, too, and tell me so. You will not only meet my needs, you will engage in their
succor willingly, with relish. Tou will make love to me with your words, as well as all your other
attributes. Now, can you do that? Can you promise me a reciprocal situation?

She closed her eyes and tried to block out the memory of the child's screams of fright.
All right, Michael, I'll say whatever you want. Let her go.

Rhapsody crossed her arms over her waist. She thought about the victorious smile on Michael's face;
either she would be truthfully telling him what he wanted to hear, or she would have to lie, a fate far
worse. Either way, he won.

"Take my word for it; one can be," she said finally. Her eyes met Ashe's, and she caught her breath.
He had the same crystalline blue irises as Michael had had.

'ls something wrong?"

She shook her head, and as she did, the thoughts cleared out of her mind. Michael may have had the
same blue eyes, but they were certainly not slit vertically. Perhaps whatever odd nature caused his
strange ocular formation was part of why Ashe was hunted.

"No," she said. "Nothing is wrong." She drained the rest of her tea and put the cup down on the table
next to her chair. "I just hope you never find yourself in the position of being forced to lie. It's one of the
worst things in the world. Anyway, I guess the things you want are possible. I will try to be your friend,
and your ally. I can't speak for Grunthor or Achrned, but if I put in a good word for you, as long as they
don't object to whatever action you are undertaking, they will probably be willing to ally themselves with
you as well." She watched Ashe's face wrinkle in something that appeared to be disgust. "What?"

'Sorry," Ashe said, looking contrite. "Sometimes it amazes me that you have anything to do with those
two, especially Achmed."

'Why?"
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'He's a repulsive person, that's why."
Rhapsody bristled. "You don't even know him. How can you say that?"

'T have been the recipient of his hospitality twice now, and I can't say that I enjoyed it much either
time."

T'm very sorry," Rhapsody said sincerely. "He can be a bit abrasive. Why did you stay?"
Ashe went back to the fire and gave it another stir. It seemed unwilling to participate fully in warming
the room. "You and Jo were pleasant enough to be around. And when you mentioned Elynsynos, I knew

I could help you find her. I'm one of the few living foresters who has ever approached her lair."

She sat up at his mention of theword forester . ""You're an official forester?" He nodded. "Were you
trained at Llauron's?"

"Yes."
T've been there! What a lovely man he is. Did you have much direct instruction from him?"

Ashe replaced the screen. "Some. Generally Llauron doesn't do too much of the forester training
himself, he leaves that to Gavin, with occasional help from Lark."

"Yes, I met them, too. Lark taught me a good deal about herbalism. I'm sorry; I got us off the topic.
Achmed is really not that bad. He is rough around the edges, and he has an interesting perspective on the
world, but he is a good person to know. He and I actually have a great deal in common."

Ashe shuddered. "Short of being Cymrians of the First Generation, I can't think of anything."

T didn't say Achmed was a First Generation Cymrian—you're inferring that. For one thing, both our
appearances seem to rile the sensibilities of the people of this land."

Ashe stared at her in amazement. "What?"

'Yes, in case you haven't noticed, we both tend to walk about in hooded cloaks because when we
don't, we get stared at or worse."

He shook his head in amazement. She had no idea why she was getting the reactions she was. Even
though he was aware of this before, the realization never ceased to bewilder him. "Achmed is an ugly

person."

She was beginning to grow angry. "How judgmental you are! It's foolish to assume a person's
appearance is the same as his personality."

T was referring to his personality."
'As I said, you don't know him."

He leaned back on the wall next to the fireplace. ""You never did answer my question about you and
he." "What question?"
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'About whether you would mate with Achmed—I mean marry him." The words caused a large knot in
his throat that Rhapsody could almost see.

'Maybe," she said. "We certainly haven't discussed it. He might be horrified at the thought. As I told
you, [ don't expect to marry anyone, but if [ were to live that long, he's probably my best prospect."
Ashe looked sick. "Why?"

Rhapsody drew her knees up to her chest. "Well, let's see; he knows more about me than anyone else
in the world, he understands my strengths and weaknesses, and he doesn't seem to be put off by my

appearance." "Rhapsody, no one is put off by your appearance."

She ignored the comment. "And I don't think he would expect the things from marriage that others
might." "Such as?"

'"Love, for instance. Achmed is aware of the fact that I am without a heart, and it doesn't seem to
bother him. I think he would be satisfied with what I am limited by, and what I would be able to share.
This is speaking theoretically, of course. As I told you, we have never talked about it."

T don't know, Rhapsody, but it seems a shame to me that you would limit yourself at all in your
expectations of that relationship you claim to hold in high esteem."

She was growing annoyed again. "What difference does it make? I mean, why are you the custodian
of my marital prospects?"

Ashe turned away. It was far more difficult to talk to her without the anonymity afforded by the mist
cloak's hood. "I'm not."

T find it strange that you really seem upset by the prospect of my loveless marriage."

He turned and looked at her directly. "I'm surprised you're not. You say you have a great respect for
the institution.”

Rhapsody considered his words. "Fair enough. I guess that applies in my mind only to those who have
the capability to enter into a loving one."

'And you are not one of them?"

"No."

"Why not?"

She sighed and stared at the fire, now beginning to catch. "I am forsworn, prohibited from it."

Ashe sat down on the bed across from her. "Why? Are you a member of a celibate religious order?"
Rhapsody choked, then laughed. "Hardly."

"Then why?"

Rhapsody looked down at her hands. "Back in the old land, I traded my ability to ever love that way
for something I wanted to protect." "Which was?"


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

'A child," Rhapsody answered. She looked up and mild surprise was on her face; she had a hard time
believing she was answering his questions so easily, as he was the first person she had ever told about it.

Ashe looked down, not meeting her eyes. "You had a child?" "Not of my own, but I wanted to

protect her anyway." Ashe nodded. Rhapsody thought she sensed relief, but he said nothing. "Anyway, I
vowed I would never love anyone else, and I have kept my word." "Anyone other than the child?"

"No, I guess I'm not explaining this correctly. I gave my word to a man that I would never love
another until the world ended."

'And who was this man that you loved? What happened to him?" Rhapsody grimaced. "I never said |
loved him. He was a pig." "You're losing me; why did you vow to love a pig?"

She sighed. "All right; let's go over it again, since it seems to be important to you. The most
reprehensible, evil, cruel bastard I have ever known had possession of an innocent child that he would
have raped repeatedly and butchered if I didn't intervene. I vowed, in return for her safety, never to love
anyone else, and I haven't. I never said I loved him." "Not until the end of the world, right?" "Right."

"That's a hefty oath to give to someone like that."

'Well, I guess it depends on what the likelihood was that I would find love I wanted anyway."

'And you didn't expect to?" "No. It really was not a big sacrifice."

A warm smile crossed Ashe's face, and he rose from the bed and came to Rhapsody, crouching
down before her. "I have wonderful news for you." "What's that?"

'If you should ever decide that you do want to love someone again, you can, free and clear, without
breaking your oath." "How do you calculate that?" "Because you vowed not to love again until the end of
the world?"

'Yes."

"Well, guess what, Rhapsody? Your world did end; it's been gone more than a thousand years.
You're free of him, and any promises to him."

Tears welled up in Rhapsody's eyes for more reasons than she could count. Ashe reached out and
took her hands comfortingly, anticipating her allowing the tears to fall. But, as required, she choked them
back, struggling with intense effort against giving herself over to her sorrow and the relief that his words
had stirred inside her. Ashe stared at the contortions of her face in its battle against the tears, and he
reached up to touch the corner of her eye, only to be pushed away.

"Don't," she whispered. She looked away. "T'll be all right in a moment."

"You don't have to be," Ashe said gently. "It's all right, Rhapsody; you can let it down now. You're
safe here. Have a good cry. You look like you need one desperately."

T can't," she said quietly. "I'm not allowed to."

'Allowed by whom?"
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'Achmed. He forbade it."

Ashe laughed unpleasantly. "You're joking." She shook her head. "You're not joking? What a lovely
person he is. Look, Rhapsody, crying is not a sign of weakness."

'T know," she said, blinking to drive the moisture from her eyes. "It's annoying."

'Annoying to Achmed? Tempest take him, he's not here. If you need to cry, cry. It will not annoy me
in the least."

Rhapsody smiled. "Thank you, but I don't need to. I'm fine."

Ashe shook his head. "No, you're not. I'm a minor expert on salt water, be it sea water or tears; an
effect of the sword, you know. I can assure you that the body and the soul both need the cleansing that
comes with tears. The blood is far cleaner and healthier afterward. I would think Achmed would know
that if anyone would." Rhapsody's eyes narrowed slightly at the comment, and Ashe hurried on. "If you
have been withholding the natural action of weeping all these centuries, given the amount of grief you have
undoubtedly experienced in that time, you are not just doing yourself a disservice, you are doing yourself
harm. Please, Rhapsody, I can hold you if it would help."

Her eyes went to the monstrous wound beneath his shirt, and she flinched at the memory of the pain
she had inadvertently caused him with the embrace she had given him in the forest. "No, thank you. |
appreciate the offer, however."

'Or I could leave for a while, take a walk, if you like."

"No, thank you," she repeated, firmly this time. "I really am fine, and you don't need to be soaked to
the skin. What you could do for me is to pass me the lute Elynsynos gave me. Would you like to hear it?"

Ashe rose and went to the closet where she had stored her gear. "I would love to. Are you sure
you_ll

"Yes," Rhapsody said, taking the instrument when he held it out to her. "What would you like to
hear?"

He sighed, and decided to let the matter drop. "Do you know any songs of the sea from the old
world?"

'A few," she said, smiling, thinking of Elynsynos. "Some of my family were seafarers too A minarello
really is a better instrument for that, but I'll do the best I can." She tuned the lute and began to play. The
strings were am but the dragon's magic had held them in perfect condition, and'tmellowed since its
carving into a sweet, rich sound that resonated in the 1

Ashe stretched out on the bed, listening to her play, enraptured. She no idea of the depth of his
feelings, even without the protection his f; longer had from his hood. He let the music creep into his head
and win way through his heart, soothing the constantly throbbing pain a b the headache that had been
brewing since the discussion of Achmed. was so beautiful, airy and ethereal, like the singing of the wind,
and him drowsy. He would have given the remainder of his soul at that if she would only stay for a few
more days, singing to him alone, opei heart she said she didn't have.
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After a few sea chanteys she stopped singing and let the music ( through the lute alone, a haunting
melody that made him feel immensely * He felt on the verge of tears himself when a discordant note rang
out, ja him out of his reverie. Rhapsody blinked, then played the passage continuing on until the next
wrong note. Then she stopped altoget)

Ashe sat up and looked across the room at her. She was asleep in tl her fingers still on the lute strings.
He thought about carrying her to tl but the scene at the Tar'afel rose quickly up in his mind, and he
discarded'tthought immediately. Instead he got up and slid the lute out of her hands, setting it on the table,
and then covered her with one of the blankets. S sighed in her sleep and turned over on her side in the
chair.

Ashe looked at the black velvet ribbon. He longed to unbind her hair, b decided that would be
intrusive as well. So he put another log on the f burning quietly and steadily, then went back to the chair
where Rhapsody He stared down at her for a long while, enjoying the picture of her, asleep i the firelight.
After almost an hour he felt exhaustion overtake him. 1 her a soft kiss on the head and slipped in between
the covers of the 1 knowing it would not be long before she woke in the night, sobbing u

When she did, he went to her in the dark and whispered words of comfort until she grew quiet again.
The pounding storm had given way to a steady, insistent rain. Reluctantly he returned to bed and left her
to her i dreams.

he rain continued, unabated, for most of the following day. By the time it began to let up the sun had
gone down again, leaving the darkness silent except for the dripping of water from the leaves onto the
pool and 1 relentlessness of the downpour had left Rhapsody strangely tired, so they stavec one more
night in the hut to allow the ground the opportunity to dry out somewhat.

They had passed the day in pleasant enough conversation, mostly in regard to plants and trees, wars
that Ashe had fought in, tales of the subdual of the Firbolg, and things he had heard from companions
about training with Oelen-dra. A formidable warrior and a legendary hero, she had a reputation as a stern
and humorless teacher, an occasionally brutal taskmaster, but was regarded as the best in sword
instruction, he had said. He himself had not trained with her, had only met her once and they had not
spoken.

Rhapsody was beginning to feel a creeping sadness that she could not fully place taking root in her
soul. She felt it each time Ashe smiled at her, or passed in front of her, so she knew it had something to
do with him, but why her heart tugged at her she did not know.

That she had grown somewhat fond of him was no secret, either to her, or, she assumed, to him; they
were at a comfortable place. He reminded her a great deal of her brother Robin, the second oldest, of
whom she had also been very fond but with whom she was not particularly close. She did not understand
Robin, nor did she understand Ashe. Perhaps one day she would, but the comparison to Robin made the
sadness deepen. She had run away from home just as they were finally getting to know one another,
much the way she and Ashe were parting now. She never saw Robin again. She wondered if it would be
that way with Ashe as well.

He had been kind to her, for the most part, and had done a great deal for her, extending himself more
than any other had in this new land. Unfortunately, she knew there was something beneath the surface of
his generosity, something calculating that pressed for personal information but refused to share any, that
sought her trust but did not offer his own. He was using her in some way, she knew. She just hoped that
it would not be fatal, or worse.
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They stayed in the hut that night, waiting for the rain to clear and the night wind to dry the ground. He
had insisted that she take the bed, and, upon finding resistance futile, she thanked him and slipped into it,
tired suddenly from the lack of the exercise she was accustomed to and the prospect of what was to
come.

Her dreams were haunted by images of demons and destruction, of a blind Seer with no irises in her
eyes that reflected the image of her own face. She felt a chilling cold, a cold that reached down into her
blood and drank it, like the root of a poisonous willow, stripping her of her heat and her music, leaving
her without a voice with which to even cry out for help. She woke gasping in Ashe's arms and clung to
him, holding on as if he were the only person in the world who could hear her now that her music was
gone.

He stretched out beside her on the bed, staying on top of the covers, and held her until she stopped
trembling. It took more than an hour, but eventually she quieted and slept dreamlessly. When he was sure
she was truly asleep he wistfully removed her arm from his waist; she had placed it there to avoid the
wound, he knew. With great difficulty he stood up and looked down at her, curled around the hay pillow
like a dragonling around its treasure; perhaps her visit to Elynsynos had left some residual effect. He
stood over her a long while, at last returning to his chair, wondering if anything in his life had been as
difficult as leaving her in that bed alone.

C.'he passageway down which the Grandmother led them opened up into a vast vertically cylindrical
cavern almost the size of Canrif City that stretched out of sight above and below them. Circular ledges
ran around the interior perimeter of the cavern, forming stone rings the size of wide streets. The rings
encircled the inside of the cavern at various heights above and below the ledge on which they stood,
punctuated with hundreds of dark openings that appeared to be tunnels like the one they had come
down. There was something about the cavern's size and shape that vaguely reminded Achmed of the
tunnels that sheathed the Root of Sagia that ran along the Axis Mundi, the centerline of the Earth. It
reached up into the darkness, a mute memorial to the civilization that had once pulsed through its tunnels.

A crumbling stone bridge stretched out before them across the enormous open space of the cavern.
In the center of the great cylindrical space stood a giant rock formation that resembled a pedestal; its flat
surface was roughly the size of the Great Hall in Ylorc. The drop on either side of the bridge caused
Grunthor to shudder involuntarily. From the depths of the colossal cave a dank wind rose, stale and
heavy with the odor of wet earth and desolation.

The Grandmother said nothing, but stepped out onto the bridge and crossed, never looking down into
the giant circular ravine that it spanned. The dead wind rippled her dark robe, causing it to snap
ominously. The two Firbolg followed her across the ravine toward the great flat formation in the center of
the vertical tunnel.

As they came closer to the central rock formation they could see something suspended above it from
an immensely long strand of what appeared to be spider-silk, anchored to the ceiling above out of sight.
The object at the thread's terminus swung slowly back and forth across the rock plateau in a measured
gait, like the slow rippling of lake tides or a sleeper's heartbeat. It glinted in the dark.

Once they stepped onto the flat surface the wind from the belly of the cavern increased; the sound of
it was as heavy as the dust that hung thickly on its currents. Involuntarily Achmed drew his veils about his
face; there was something within the gusts and eddies of that lifeless wind that whispered of death. The
Grandmother pointed to the floor on which they stood.

Carved into the canter of the stone floor was a circle of runes in the same language that formed the
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words over the arch of the Earth Child's chamber. Within the circle was a large faded inlay, once
beautifully rendered in exquisite detail, now stained with soot and marred by time. The symbols on the
floor depicted the four winds, the hours of the day, and the seasons. Achmed closed his eyes,
remembering his upbringing in a monastery in the foothills of the High Reaches of Serendair. Those
symbols had been carved into the floor there as well.

He looked up to the long thread and its slowly moving weight and recognized the device as a
pendulum clock; the swinging weight was silently marking the moments, the hours, the seasons of a
long-dead realm, each pass of the pendulum counting another fragment of endlessly passing time. "This is
where the Thrall ritual was taught, where training took place, where dedications were consecrated," the
Grandmother said. The multiple voices had reduced to one, the thin hiss with which she had been
addressing Achmed. Apparently she determined it was not necessary to impart the information to
Grunthor. "In the old days, this was a place of much traffic, great noise and distraction, of myriad
vibrations to sort through. It made for a good environment in which to teach the discerning of the right
heartbeat, the exclusion of the world's other sounds in the hunt for the F'dor." Achmed nodded.

The Grandmother dark eyes ran over the giant Sergeant-Major. When she spoke again her voice was
duotoned as it had been before. "Once these mountains housed our great cities, our council chambers.
The tunnels were the veins of the Colony through which its lifeblood flowed. We were that lifeblood, the
Zhereditck; the Brethren. This place was our Colony's heart."

'How did the fire start?" Achmed asked.

'"There was no fire."

The two Bolg stared at the Grandmother, then looked at each other. Grun-thor's vision had been
frighteningly clear, and the hallmarks of smoke and soot lingered still, the odor of smelting fumes still
hanging, rancid, in the air around them.

The Grandmother's face remained unchanged, but her eyes glittered as if in amusement. "There was
no fire," she repeated, looking pointedly at Achmed. "You are Dhracian, but you are notZhereditck , not
Brethren. You were never part of a Colony."

"No." Bile rose in Achmed's throat. The Past was entombed in his memory; he had no desire to
exhume it. He steeled himself for more probing about his history, but the Grandmother merely nodded.

"None of the Brethren would have used fire, even in the smallest of ways. Fire is the element of our
enemy. There was sufficient heat in the pools from the wellspring." The spoken vibrations against their
skin caused an image in the minds of the two men of sulfurous ponds and hot springs bubbling in muted
hues of green and lavender, of pockets of steam rising from streams that ran off from the ground beneath
the Loritorium on the other side of the wall of rock. It was the same source as the darklight, the
underground glow that illuminated the cavernous passageways with an mute ambient radiance. It had
been the same in the tunnel along the Root.

'

The Grandmother pointed to the ground. "Sit," she said in her fricative, hissing tones. "I will relate the
tale of the death of this place." As the two men complied, she stared at Achmed, then looked off into the
darkness again. "It is only right that you should hear it in its entirety, since in a way it is the tale of your
own death as well."
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Jn the night, Oelendra woke from a dream of deep darkness. She stood as she had twenty years
before with Llauron, the son of Anwyn, at the feet of her sister, Manwyn, the prophetess of the Future.
She trembled in her bed as the words of the madwoman came back to her.

Beware, swordbearer! You may well destroy the one you seek, but if you go this night the risk is
great. If you fail you will not die, but, as a piece of your heart and soul was ripped from you
spiritually in the old land with the loss of your life's love, the same will happen again, hut
physically this time. And, that piece it takes from you will haunt your days until you pray for
death, for he will use it as his plaything, twisting it to his will, using it to accomplish his foul
deeds, even producing children for him.

Oelendra bolted upright in her bed. The fur blankets were wet with sweat and tears; she was shaking
violently. Slowly she crawled out of bed and made for the fire. It was dying quietly on the hearth, with but
a few infinitesimal embers remaining, clinging to the gray ash. Oelendra blew on the embers; they gleamed
red-orange for a moment, then settled back into the impotence of the overly weary.There is nothing left
, they seemed to say.Admit it; there is a limit to even the most raging fires eventually. This is what
it looks like . Oelendra did not need the reminder. She had seen the same thing each morning in the
looking glass.

She had not had the dream in years, a decade even. Why now? The sword had returned; she had felt
it when it came forth from the earth, only to feel its fire drift farther and farther away until it was gone. But
now she could sense it once more, at sunset and with the rising sun; it was very near. Oelendra looked
into the dark fireplace and sighed as the last spark burned out. She rested her head against the mantel
and closed her eyes.

«J'd like to alter our route to Tyrian a bit."

Ashe craned his neck forward hear her voice better. She was dressing in the small closet, her words
muffled by the ever-present timpani of the rain water dropping from the forest leaves.

Oh?"

The curtain pulled back, and Rhapsody came into the room, lacing her boot leggings. "I'd like to go
by way of the Filidic settlement at Gwynwood. Since you trained at the Circle, I assume you can find it
again—yes?"

The wind around them died down suddenly, leaving a pulsing silence. Ashe silent for a moment as
well. "I believe so," he said finally. "My training was a very long time ago."

Rhapsody blinked in surprise at what sounded like uncertainty in his voice. He had led her all the way
from Canrif through Bethe Corbair, Yarim, and Canderre, into the northern part of the forest of
Gwynwood itself to the lair of the dragon without a map or a misstep of any kind. He traveled the virgin
woods and endless fields that reached to the horizon in all directions as if he were some vagabond lord
and they were his own lands. It seemed strange that he was unsure of the way to enormous Filidic
settlement at the foot of the Great White Tree, which in her estimation was somewhere nearby.

"Well, if you can't find it, I'm sure I can," she said, shifting her pack to the other shoulder. "I imagine if
I were to concentrate I could hear the song of the Tree from here. In fact, I think we are very near the

outer ring of huts now. Are we in Navarne now, or actually in Gwynwood?"

There was a long moment before he spoke. "Gwynwood."
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Rhapsody pulled the other bootlace taut. "I thought so. I believe I've been through this part of the
forest with Gavin."

'l can find the Circle," Ashe said; there was a slighdy terse tone to his voice. "Why do you want to go
there?"

"I need to send a message back to Ylorc, to let them know my plans have changed. I can't go off for
several months of training and not at least let them know I'm safe and where I am. Llauron has messenger
birds. He would send a missive to Achmed if I asked, I believe. But if this is a problem for you, I
certainly understand. As I've already said, I don't want to impose."

Ashe shook his head. "I'll take you to the Circle; I don't wish to broach it, however. I will wait for you
in the forest to the south while you send your message, and then escort you the rest of the way to Tyrian."

Rhapsody smiled. "Thank you," she said. "I'm grateful."

Ashe turned over in the chair and sighed. He stared at the tiny window for a moment, then closed his
eyes.

'If you are, you can show it by letting me go back to sleep. It's not dawn yet." next morning the sun
was back and the forest floor had dried sufficiently. They set out, closing the door on the little hut
regretfully, and slipping in front of the waterfall once more.

They walked in near silence. Ashe's hood was up again, and it seemed to swallow his thoughts as well
as his countenance. Rhapsody's own thoughts were roaming far and wide, scattering themselves before
her like leaves in a high wind.

She closed her eyes and listened for the song of the Tree; she heard it almost immediately, deep and
resonant, humming in the earth and the air around her. It was a slow song, full of dormant power, with
much the same timbre as a yawn and stretch after a long sleep; a song of awakening.

1

A thrill shot through her, resonating in her skin. There was a sense of rebirth all around her, and she
felt part of it, here in this place of spring. She was smiling for the joy of it when a thought occurred to her.
She stopped and turned quickly to Ashe.

"You took your forester training here? From Gavin?"

"Yes."

Rhapsody looked off through the trees to the south. "There's a waymarker blazed in a small-leafed
linden tree to the south of the Circle lands, about halfway to Tref-Y-Gartweg," she said. "Do you think
you can find it with from that limited description?"

"Yes," Ashe said again. She thought she heard a slight smile in his voice. Having seen his face, and
found it to be pleasing, picturing him smiling was more pleasant than it had been before when it was left to

the supposition of her imagination.

'Well, then, why don't we plan to meet there tonight? It's about three foot-trod leagues from here, so I
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should be able to make it if they don't delay me." "I'll wait for you."

'Only until tonight. If I don't come, go on without me. I don't want to be responsible for keeping you
from your love one more moment than necessary. I'm sure there are foresters heading south to Tyrian
into whose company Llauron can put me."

Ashe shook his head. "Don't do that," he said; the warmth had left his voice. "The fewer people who
know where you are going, the better, Rhapsody. I wouldn't even share that information with Llauron if

you don't absolutely have to."

Rhapsody sighed. "You know, you and Achmed have a lot more in common than I ever realized," she
said, pulling up her hood. "All right, I'll be discreet.

Goodbye, Ashe. If I don't see you this evening, thank you again for your aid."

"You're welcome. I will walk you as far as the hostels before we part. And you will see me this
evening,"

She smiled. "I'm certain I will—as much of you as you're usually willing to let me see."

The wind picked up, almost swallowing his soft reply.

T've allowed you to see far more than most. Let's hope neither of us lives to regret it."

Outside the ring of forest huts that formed the widest circle of the Filidic settlement was a hostel, a
series of small wayfarers' cottages with a main lodge between them. Rhapsody recognized the group of
buildings as one of the pilgrim hostels. It was to one of these hostels that Llauron's Tanist, Khaddyr, had

brought her when she first came to the Circle.

Ashe had circumvented a number of similar hostels before pointing her in the direction of one
somewhat smaller building.

"Why this one?" she asked. "Why not one of the dozen or so we passed earlier?"
'T think you might find Gavin here," Ashe replied.

Rhapsody laughed. "It's easier to find a specific grain of flax in a ten-stone sack than to find Gavin
anywhere you are looking for him," she said. "He could be anywhere on this side of the continent."

Ashe shrugged. "Well, then he has just as much chance of being here as anywhere else," he said
nonchalantly. "Do you need to see him specifically?"

"No. Anyone who can get me to the Tree Palace without being stopped will do."

"Then you are in the right place. Just ask one of the foresters; I'm sure they'll be more than happy to
oblige you. But Rhapsody—only one. And keep your hood up. I'll see you tonight."

Rhapsody watched him walk away into the trees and disappear from her view. She turned back to
the budding forest before her.

A few acolytes dressed in the cowlless robes of the Filidic order were walking through the hostel's


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

grounds, chatting with each other. Rhapsody waited until they had faded off into the woods, then walked
up to the door of the main building and prepared to knock.

Before her knuckles touched the door it opened. Standing there, looking surprised, was a
brown-skinned man with a full, dark beard, attired in the green and brown garb of the foresters regiment,
the woodsmen who served as guides to the pilgrims on their journeys to pay respect to the Circle and to
the Great White Tree. Rhapsody froze so as not to rap him in the face.

'Gavin! I'm sorry."
'Rhapsody?" Gavin stared at her, then smiled. "What are you doing here?"

"I need to ask a favor of Llauron," Rhapsody said. "Do you think you might be able to get me in to see
him?"

'Timagine I can," he said, stepping out of the cottage and pulling the cord handle to shut the door
behind him. "I'm on the way to the Tree Palace now, in fact. Llauron holds a meeting of the chiefs after
each new moon. You're welcome to accompany me, if you'd like."

"Thank you," she said, following him off the doorstep and through the glade. "I'd like that." She hurried
to keep pace with his swift passage through the greenwood, and made note to compliment Ashe—who
was about the same height as Gavin—the next time they met up on how nicely he had managed to reign
in his stride to keep her from having to chase him as they walked.

o't'tt midday they cameto the wide forest meadow that encircled the Great White Tree. Rhapsody
had been following its song since the outer forest edge; what had begun as a deep humming in her soul
was now a vibrant melody, slow and varying only slightly from note to note, but filled with enchanting
beauty and unmistakable power.

How like Sofia's song it is, she thought, remembering the melody of the Tree on the other side of the
world through which she, Grunthor, and Achmed had escaped. Only there was a youth to it, a vibrancy
that Sagia didn't have. Sagia's song, on the other hand, contained a mellow wisdom, a depth of tone
missing in this one. Perhaps that was because Sagia had grown in the place where the first element, ether,
was born, and the Great White Tree stood where the last one, earth, had appeared. Age and Youth, tied
together by history and the Axis Mundi.

When finally they could see the Tree, Rhapsody stopped inadvertently, awed by the wonder of the
sight. The Great White Tree was easily fifty feet across at the base, and the first major limb was more
than a hundred feet from the ground, leading up to more branches that formed a expansive canopy
blooming with new leaves, green-white with fresh life. The midday sun shone on its bark, giving it an
almost ethereal glow, and casting patches of golden light in between its enormous branches, forming hazy
shafts of illumination that rained down on the ground below, filled with dreamy magic.

Around its base, set back a hundred yards from where its great roots pierced the earth, had been
planted a ring of trees, one of each species in the known world, some of them the last surviving example
of its kind, Llauron had said. On the other side of the meadow stood a great copse of ancient trees,
vastly tall and broad, though no match for the Great White Tree in height or breadth. Built throughout and
around this grove of trees was a large, beautiful house, simple yet breathtaking in design simultaneously.
The sight of it brought a welcome warmth to Rhapsody's soul.

Llauron's tree palace was set at many odd angles, with sections placed high in the trees or on stilts
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with windows that faced the Tree, Intricate woodwork dressed the exterior, in particular the large section
with a tower that reached high above the forest canopy. With the arrival of spring, the house had take on

a glow similar to the bark of the Great White Tree; it stood, gleaming quietly, in the cool shade of the tree
grove around it.

A great stone wall, lined with blooming gardens that had been sleeping when last she was here, led up
to a section on the side of the smaller wing, where a heavy wooden door, ancient and marred with what
appeared to be salt spray, was guarded by soldiers on either side.

In the upper corner of the door was a hex sign, a circle formed by a spiral.

In the door's center was the image of some sort of mythical beast, a dragon, or a griffin perhaps, that
had at one time been rendered in gold leaf, but had been eroded by the passage of time and the elements.
And more—Llauron had said this door had once been the entryway to an inn in Serendair, a place
significant in the history of the war that was brewing when she and the others had left the Island. Seeing
the door always served as a reminder of her homeland, and how lost in time she was.

"It's good to see this place again," she said to Gavin as they passed the wide flower beds, blooming
with a riot of color. The bloom on the gardens of the Filids was far ahead of the rest of the flora of the
western continent. "I've missed it."

Gavin smiled and nodded to the guards at the door, who saluted him. "You can live here, you know.
You can stay in my cabin if you dislike the luxury of Llauron's home; I'm never there anyway." He
opened the door.

Rhapsody followed him into the entryway of the wooden palace. Sunlight streamed through the glass
panes in the vaulted ceiling, revealing the forest canopy above the towering roofline. The scent of cedar
and fresh pine boughs filled the air of the oddly angled house, mixed with the spicy aroma of herbs and
flowers. Rhapsody breathed it in gratefully, finding the odors soothing.

In the center hallway stood a small group of men and women in farm clothes and simple robes, talking
quietly until Gavin closed the door behind him. Rhapsody recognized Khaddyr, Llauron's Tanist and chief
healer, first. Khad-dyr was the man the Circle elders had chosen to be the Invoker's successor one day,
but now he passed his days instructing the acolytes in medicine and caring for the injured and the dying in
the hospices of the Filid settlement. Despite an occasionally gruff manner, Khaddyr was a devoted healer
and spent untold hours compassionately tending the patients in his care.

Talking with him was Lark, the quiet Lirin herbalist with whom Rhapsody had also studied. Lark was
shy and withdrawn, and tended only to speak when asked a question or when discussing the subject with
which she was most familiar.

Further down the hall stood Brother Aldo, also very shy, the healer of forest animals and chief of the
physicians who assisted the local townspeople with their livestock. He was conversing with Ilyana, the
chief of agriculture and the manager of Llauron's greenhouses. They stared as she pulled down her hood,
as did the other Filidic chief priests.

Khaddyr finally shook his head and broke into a smile. "Rhapsody! What a surprise! How nice to see
you, my dear." "Thank you, Your Grace; it's nice to see you as well." She bowed politely to the others.

"Is Llauron about?"

'Indeed he is," came a cultured voice to her right. Llauron stood in the doorway of his offices, attired
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in his usual robe of simple gray, carrying a sheaf of papers.

The Invoker's face was pleasant and wrinkled, with a good many lines around his eyes, his hair silver
and white with heavy brows and a matching mustache, neatly trimmed. His build was tall and somewhat
slight, though he appeared in good health. His skin had the weathered look of someone who spent most
of his time outdoors. "And he is most pleased to see you, but I had no idea you were coming. Excuse me
for a moment, will you, Your

Graces?"

The others nodded, and Llauron handed the papers he was holding to Gavin. He gently took hold of
Rhapsody's arm and led her into his study.

Once the door was closed the Invoker kissed her on the cheek and went to the fireplace where a
steaming kettle hung.

"Tea, my dear?"
"No; thank you very much, though, Llauron. I'm sorry if I disturbed you, dropping in unannounced."

"Not at all; it's a delightful surprise. Make yourself comfortable. I need to tend to this meeting of the
chief priests, but I will let Gwen and Vera know you are here. They can roust you up some lunch and set
to preparing your room. How long can you stay, my dear?"

T'm afraid I can't," Rhapsody said uncomfortably. "I'm en route somewhere, and I have to be on my
way shortly."

Tsee." The cool blue-gray eyes of the Invoker narrowed slightly, though his face remained in a
pleasant expression.

'l was hoping to impose on you, and ask a favor." "By all means. What can I do for you?"

Rhapsody took off her gloves; her hands were sweating suddenly. "I need to send a message home to
Achmed, and I don't want to wait for the guarded caravan. [ was hoping you might allow me to make use
of one of your messenger birds."

Llauron nodded thoughtfully. "Certainly. So that's why I haven't heard from you in such a long time;
you've been traveling." Rhapsody steeled herself for the inevitable questions, but Llauron seemed to
sense her unwillingness and didn't ask them. "Well, by all means we can send, a message home for you.
Why don't you have a seat and rest your legs, my dear. I will have Vera bring you some lunch, and set to
reprovisioning you. Do you need any herbs, any medicines?"

"No, no, thank you," she replied, following his outstretched finger to the horsehair sofa where she sat
down.

"Well, perhaps we can find you some special stores for you to take home with you anyway. I'm sure
the Bolg can make use of them. Now, my dear, [ want you to watch this." He went to a door hidden
among the molding and bookshelves of the far wall of his study and swung it open; Rhapsody had seen it
before, and knew it led into his private office.

'Do you remember Mahb, the young ash tree in my medicine garden in the back?" "Yes."
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"There is a hidden entrance behind him which you can enter, opening it much the same as you would
open this one. The next time you come, please feel free to make use of that entrance. It will lead you into
my private office, and that way if your travels are of a sensitive nature, as I sense they are this time, no
one else need know of your arrival."

"Thank you," she said gratefully as Llauron closed the door again.

The Invoker smiled warmly. "Think nothing of it. Now, let me attend to this meeting while you refresh
yourself, and I will help you send your message when I return." cXhapsody had barely finished the meal
Vera had brought to her in the study when Llauron came back, closing the door behind him. A small
satchel was slung over his shoulder. In his hand he held a small blue-gray winterbird, a hardy flier of the
type that he often used to send messages to her in Ylorc.

'Hello again," he said, stroking the animal's tufted head. "Have you had enough to eat?"

'More than enough, thank you, Your Grace," she said, wiping her mouth quickly with the linen napkin
from the tray.

"Here is Swynton; he's one of my best long-distance messengers; I think you've seen him before.
There's a quill, an inkwell and some vellum on the desk there if you would be so kind as to write your
note; he's getting a bit flustered. I woke him rather rudely and pulled him from the rookery, and I don't
think he's of a mind to forgive me yet."

Tm sorry." Rhapsody hastened to the desk, jotted a brief note, blotted the ink dry and rolled it into a
tiny scroll. Llauron smiled, reached into his pocket and removed a small metal leg container, which he
offered her. She slid the message inside and the Invoker attached it, then nodded to the concealed door
in the wall.

"Let's go out through the hidden entrance to be sure you can find it again," he said. "Next time you
come, | hope you'll have more time to stay and chat. I've missed you terribly."

Rhapsody opened the door in the wall. "I'd like that very much," she said. She followed Llauron's lead
to the hidden entrance, which led through a dark earthen tunnel to the quiet alcove behind the invoker's
kitchen. They waited until there was no one in sight, then stepped out into the brightness of late afternoon.

'Do you think you will be able to find it again?" Llauron asked as he let the bird go.

I believe so."

'Good, good." Llauron shielded his eyes as the winterbird banked into the wind, then disappeared,
over the towering canopy of the Great White Tree. "There he goes. Have no fear, my dear. Your friends
shall receive your message safely."

Rhapsody smiled at the elderly man. He had not pried into her quest at all,

nor asked her the content of her message. She looked into his face and read fatherly concern in his
expression.

'Many thanks again, Llauron," she said, taking his hand. "I am sorry for my rudeness in dropping in
like this and hurrying on my way."
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'Well, sometimes it can't be helped, no matter how much we'd all love to visit with you, my dear.
Gwen has your provisions ready." He pulled the satchel from his shoulder and handed it to her. "If you'll
allow me a blessing, I'll ask the One-God for his protection for your journey until you are safely back in
Ylorc with your friends."

"Thank you." She bowed her head respectfully, and Llauron rested his hand on it, speaking a few
words in Old Cymrian, the language of her childhood that was now considered an ancient cant, and used
for religious purposes only.

When his invocation was finished, the old man patted her cheek gently, then lifted her chin up and
studied her face.

'Be careful, my dear; I would not wish to see any harm come to you. If you need anything while in my
lands, please tell whomever you meet that you are under my protection, and any aid they give you will be

considered a favor to me."

'Again, thank you, Llauron. Now, [ must be off. Please thank Gwen and Vera for me." Rhapsody
reached up and put her arms around the elderly gentleman's neck, giving him a quick embrace. "Please
take care of yourself as well."

The Invoker returned the embrace, and when he released her his eyes were shining with a fond light.

'For you, my dear, anything in the wide world. Travel well, and give my best to your friends back in
Ylorc." she arrived at the waymarker that night, Ashe was waiting for her. "I see you found it."

He chuckled. "Yes. Were you able to send your message?" "Yes, thank you. Ashe?"

He had turned toward the south, preparing to leave. "Yes?" "Thank you for not making me run to
keep up."

"You're more than welcome, Rhapsody. As I told you back in the Teeth, if you should run I doubt
,'would be able to keep up."

C,'heir journey south through the wakening forest was uneventful, marked by thickets of blossoming
trees and endless stretches of new green leaves. Rhapsody was beginning to wonder when the world
would seem like more than just the endless forest through which they traveled.

The burgeoning spring had reached down into her blood, causing her to drink in the air deeply,
making her eyes shine. Rhapsody walked amid the awakening forest with a sense of awe, wondering

what Elynsynos was feeling through her bond with the blossoming earth, and hoping the season was
bringing the dragon comfort.

After several days she sensed that they were approaching the Lirin lands. Finally, late one afternoon,
she turned to him and touched his arm.

'Ashe?"
"Yes?"

'We're in Tyrian now, aren't we?"
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'Yes, I believe so."

"In fact, I think we've been in Tyrian for several hours."

"You may be right."

'Well," Rhapsody said, coming to a gradual stop, "then this is where I should go on alone."
Ashe said nothing, but loosed his pack and laid his walking staff on the ground.

Rhapsody dropped her gear as well, then looked up into the dark hood, hoping for a glimpse of blue
eyes. She saw none.

'

"Thank you' really isn't adequate to express my gratitude for all you've done for me," she said, hoping
she was looking up at the correct angle. "But thank you, anyway."

'"T'd be happy to wait for you and escort you back to Ylorc," said Ashe.

Rhapsody laughed. "Again, thank you, but I think I've imposed on your time long enough. I assume
you have a life to get back to. If not, for goodness sake, go find one." There was no response. "Besides,
I'm hoping Oelendra will take me on as a student, and if she does, I expect to be here quite a while. And
Ican take care of myself. Really."

'T know."

'But if the Lord Roland invites me to his wedding, you can escort me there," she said, still laughing.
"Our garments already match." She held up the edge of her cloak.

A sudden cold breeze cut through the glade where they were standing, blowing the loose strands of
Rhapsody's hair across her face and accentuating the thudding silence. She patted Ashe on the arm.
"Well, goodbye," she said. "I'd give you a kiss on the cheek, but of course I don't know where it is."

Ashe rested a gloved finger on her lips, as if to silence her. "If you'll allow me to guide you one last
time, I'll lead your lips to where they should be."

Rhapsody grinned, closed her eyes and tilted her chin. His hand gently realigned the angle of her face,
and then, when his finger returned to her lips, she followed it upward and inside the wide hood. His hand
moved away, and instead of the hardscrabble wire of his beard, her lips met the warmth of his, and clung

to them for a moment. She was not really surprised.

She gave him one mor? swift kiss, and then bent to retrieve her gear. "Well, goodbye," she repeated
as she stood to leave. "Travel safely, and please be careful."

"You as well."
Rhapsody's face grew serious. "And Ashe?"

Yes?"
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'Please think about what I said. About the beard."
From beneath the hood she thought she heard a chuckle.

Rhapsody pulled up her own hood, turned and walked away. When she had gone ten or so paces she
turned around. "I hope I see you again one day."

She could almost hear a smile in the voice that came from inside the misty cloak. "If I were a gambling
man [ would wager on it."

Rhapsody gave him a studied look. "Yes, but we both know that you're not a gambling man."
She smiled at him once more, then turned and was gone.

<_A.she watched her go for as long as he could. He could hear her voice for some time after that,
singing the whispered song of the forest trees, whistling the wordless tune of the wind across the
highgrass, humming with the vibration of the earth in this place where she hoped to find answers, and that
he hoped she would one day rule. Becoming one with Tyrian; learning its song, its secrets.

She was half a league gone before he had breathed out the scent of her completely and could no
longer physically recall the way the fragrance of her hair reminded him of morning. It was two leagues
more before he ceased to feel the warmth of the fire radiating from her. The spicy-sweet taste of her
mouth and the detached softness of her kiss would remain on his lips for many weeks afterward. He
knew that the image of her as she said goodbye, and the way she had looked in the shadows of the
firelight, would be with him all his life.

He had not touched her, except with gloved hand and the brush of a friendly kiss. His fingers still
stung, and the painful sensation spread through the rest of his body, awakening him with a sickening
severity to the reality of his solitude. The agony, almost dormant, resurged violently. The dragon resented
the loss of her intrinsic magic; the man missed much more.

And with the return of his loneliness and pain came the memory of what was coming, and the part he
would play in it. The realization that she, too, would know pain this horrific was more than his disfigured
heart could stand. Ashe dropped to his knees and curled up until his forehead struck the ground. Holding
his head in his hands he wept, breathing in the acrid dust of the forest path, soaking the ground with
dragon tears, leaving thereafter a patch of obsidian flecked with stains that sparkled gold in the flickering
sunlight.

Q) or a long time the only sound in the great heart of what had once been the Colony was the soft
whir of the ancient clock's pendulum as it swung slowly through the darkness. The elderly Dhracian drew
her robe closer about herself and turned, silently surveying the empty ruin. When finally she spoke, her
wordless voice echoed up the hollow cavern, then was swallowed by the thick, dank wind.

'On the day of the Colony's destruction, this place was as alive as it is dead now." Her eyes scanned
the dark passageways, as if reliving the memory of them in use. "Death came in the night." She closed her
eyes. Achmed saw the translucent skin of her face stretch as the muscles contracted beneath it, armoring
her face against the memory. The fragile veins that scored her skin grew darker with the increased flow of
blood from her heart, an quickened pulse that Achmed could feel in his own skin.

'F'dor," the Grandmother whispered, her eyes still closed. Achmed felt his blood begin to pound
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against his eardrums, thudding thickly in his head. Beside him he could hear Grunthor's stout heartbeat
quicken as well, the pressure of the blood passing within the sergeant's veins increase. The ancient
woman opened her eyes and stared directly into Achmed's own.

'Even the word angers you," she said. The Firbolg king nodded slightly. "Your blood sings with
hatred, as does mine, because of an ancient promise made by our ancestors, the Kith. They were the
sons of the wind, one of the first five races of this world." As she spoke Achmed could feel ambient
vibrations in the air of the ancient ruin begin to hum softly. The dank wind from the depths of the cave
freshened a bit, as if participating in the story she was telling.

'In the days of the Before-Time four of those ancient races undertook to imprison the F'dor within the
depths of the world," the Grandmother continued. "Each race chose a task in the undertaking. The
youngest of the races, those known asWyrmril , dragons, built the vault in which the F'dor would be
imprisoned for all time. Out of Living Stone they built it." The black eyes glittered ominously. "Just as they
had built the Children of the Earth." Achmed glanced at Grunthor, but the giant Bolg said nothing. He was
listening intently to the second of the Matriarch's voices, speaking to him in a deeper vibration.

"The other two races, the Mythlin and Seren, set the trap and imprisoned the F'dor spirits within the
cage of Living Stone, deep within the Earth. It was an organic vault, a living prison, because the stone
from which it was fashioned was alive as well. Its dual nature gave it the power to contain spirits which
could pass, as F'dor can, between this world and the spirit-realm of Underworld.

"The Kith chose the task of guarding the imprisoned F'dor, acting as jailers to them. They took on this
task because they had the gift ofkirai , the ability to read, or taste, or feel, or change the currents of the
air to derive knowledge from it. Their sensitivity to vibration made them able to see the F'dor, to contain
them, when they had no corporeal form. They could, with the vibrations they emit, spin a web of carefully
constructed noise to hold the demon-spirits in a thrall should they ever escape the cage.

"Taking on the task was a great sacrifice, because it required the sons of the wind to live forever
within the domain of the Earth, away from the sky and the spirits of the air. Those guardians, that sect of
the race of Kith that would act as sentinels, the keepers of the F'dor, were what evolved into the elder
race known as Dhracians."

The Grandmother's eyes narrowed; Achmed knew immediately by the change in the hum on the
surface of his skin that she was assessing him with her Seeking vibration, trying to ascertain how much of
the information was new to him. He dropped his own defensivekirai and allowed her to be aware that
much of it was. He had known that the F'dor had been imprisoned by the other four races, but the means
that had been used had been unknown to him until the Grandmother's tale.

She stared at him a moment longer, then her face relaxed into the same nonchalant visage she
generally maintained.

'All remained as it was planned until a star fell from the sky and hit the Earth. It ruptured the vault of
Living Stone, the prison of the F'dor. Before the surviving guardian Dhracians could mend the vault, some
of the demon-spirits escaped. That was the beginning of the Primal Hunt, the blood-quest that all
Dhracians are part of, their fealty sworn before birth, lingering even after death. It is our reason for
existence, to hunt down those F'dor that escaped and destroy them. You have known this, haven't you?"

"Yes," Achmed answered steadily. There was a change in the Grandmother's tone that made his skin
itch.
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"Those Dhracians that joined the Hunt, that left their watch at the vault within the Earth and came back
up into the air again to search for the F'dor, banded together in colonies, living underground but venturing
up into the wind to search. Great crusades were undertaken to find and extinguish the F'dor, to locate
their human hosts, hold them in thrall, and destroy both the man and the spirit. You have known this as
well?"

"Yes."

'But you are not one of the Brethren. You areDhisrik, one of the Uncounted, those Dhracians not
tied to a Colony. You are also Untaught; you have never mastered the Thrall ritual."

T've seen it performed." The bile was back in Achmed's throat. He struggled to keep the memories
that her words were calling forth in abeyance.

"You cannot remain Untaught," the Grandmother said, her eyes still scanO _

ning the silent cavern above her. "I will train you in the Thrall. Without it you will be unable to fulfill
what was foretold."

Achmed cleared his throat, swallowing the acid that had collected there. "Perhaps you'd care to
enlighten me as to what that was."

The Grandmother looked down to the circle of words that enclosed the pendulum clock's symbols.
"Y ou must be both hunter and guardian. It is foretold."

'Bugger foretold," Achmed growled. "What does it mean? How can I do both at once? I know what I
am to hunt, more or less. What am I supposed to guard? The vault?"

The Grandmother shook her head, still examining the runes on the floor. "No, but it, like the vault, is
of Living Stone."

'"The child." The words came from Grunthor.

The Grandmother inclined her head. "Yes. All that you see here, and everything else that once was the
Colony, was built in this place to protect her. F'dor seek her, and her kind, crave to find them above
anything else on the Earth."

"Why?" Achmed asked.

'Because the Children of the Earth were made of animated Living Stone, like the prison vault of the
F'dor. Their bones, specifically those from the rib cage, could serve as a key to unlock the vault."

The wind from the depths of the cavern gusted through; until it did, Achmed had not noticed how
deep the silence had become. The taste of ashes was in his mouth. In distant memory he remembered
being given such a key.

It was wrapped in the tendril of a vine that seemed made of glass itself, spiked with obsidian thorns.
The vine had grown from the floor of the Spire, the unholy temple of the demon that had been his master
in the old land.

Take it.
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Achmed closed his eyes, trying to barricade his mind against the memory, but it was too strong, the
horror too profound. He had plucked the key from the vine. The obsidian tendril shattered like the stem
of a fragile wineglass in his hand.

He had held the key up before his half-Bolg eyes, the night eyes of a people who had risen up from
the caves, and examined it closely. It appeared to made from a dark bone, its shaft curving like a rib
might. It had glimmered in the darkness.

Tou will take this key to the base of the failed land bridge to the northern islands, his master
had said.The foundation of this bridge contains a gateway unlike any even you have ever passed
through. The fabric of the Earth is worn thin there; you may experience some discomfort. If you
have passed through correctly, you will find yourselfin a vast desert. Tou will know the direction
to go, and an old friend of mine will come to meet you. Once there, you will agree to the time and
date when you shall serve as his guide through the gateway to this

side. My only concern is tkat it be as soon as possible. Return to me, and I shall
prepare you as his guide.

Achmed had done as the demon demanded. That experience was the singular reason he and Grunthor
had sought to escape the Island. Neither of them had any compunction about death, they did not shrink in
the presence of evil, but what he had encountered in the wasteland beyond the horizon defied any horrific
description of which his mind might be capable. In the face of the destruction that would ensue, the
devastation they knew would come over the world, they decided instead, for the first time in either of
their lives to run, to abandon all they had, to risk an eternity of something worse than death. Anything else
would have been unthinkable.

The demon's last words to him rang in his ears now. Achmed could, all these centuries later, still recall
the stench of human flesh in fire that clung to the demon's breath.

I want this done quickly. It will make whatever trivial catalogue of death you think yourself
responsible for a mere jot, an afterthought of inconsequence. I am the true master, and you will
be my thrall until you follow me willingly, or are swept away in my victory.

He had used the key instead to open the trunk of Sagia, the Oak of Deep Roots, remembering the
description of a different, beloved master. Father Hal-phasion had used the same words when telling him
about the Tree that had been their means of escape.

Sagia is rooted in the Lirin woods at the far crescent of the Pool of the Heart's Desire. The
Lirin believe her roots stretch throughout the Earth, tying her to the trees that grow in each of the
places where Time began. If ever you should walk there, my son, be reverent, it is a place of great
holiness. Tou will sense the fragility of the universe in the vibrations that issue forth from that
place, for the fabric of the Earth itself is worn thin there.

Once they had entered the Tree, and crawled along its root, and passed through the fire at the core of
the Earth, the key had lost its glimmering power; it had been unable to open the other side. Now it
rested, wrapped in a velvet pouch, inside a locked reliquary in the floor of his chamber in Ylorc, all but
forgotten.

He shook his head to fend off the fuzz of the vibration on his skin; the Grandmother was observing
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him closely. A moment later she seemed satisfied; she sat smoothly down beside them, with a grace that
belied her great age, and folded her hands to her lips.

"What's wrong with 'er?" Grunthor demanded. "Why is she always asleep?" For the first time the old
woman looked sad. "At the dawn of the Age of Man she was grievously injured in an bloody battle
between theZhereditck of a Colony in Marincaer, a province on the continent west of the wide central
sea, and those polluted demon-hosts who sought to harvest her bones to free their imprisoned fellows
from the vault. She is one of the last of her kind still living, perhaps even the last. There was no recourse;
the stakes of the battle for her life could not have been higher, so it raged with the furor of the boiling
seas. In the end the Brethren prevailed, and brought her here, irretrievably broken, to hide her for all
time, deep within the impenetrable mountains.

'For centuries these mountainswere impenetrable. The child remained here, healed from the greatest
of her pain but unable to be revived, safe within the Colony that was built around her. While the Brethren
lived mainly within the earth, in those days patrols still went Above, still gathered food and maintained a
watch for enemies. No one came to disturb the vibrations of the wind within the peaks. Those were safe
days, good days, it was said.

"Then one day the men came. The winds brought the news of them long before they were in sight. The
Brethren knew they were not an invasion force by their number and the condition they were in; ragged,
tattered men and women, old and young, with children in tow, many races melded in one long caravan
fleeing north across the desert lands. They were struggling to survive and remain together, and it was
clear that they sought refuge within the arms of the mountains as well."

"The Cymrians," Achmed said. "Gwylliam and the Third Fleet." Grunthor cleared his throat in
agreement.

"We never knew what they called themselves," said the Grandmother. "Once their intentions were
determined the Brethren went into hiding, went In, retreated within the earth and concealed all trace of
the Colony's whereabouts. We are a people of silent passage, and the Colony was able to remain
undetected even as the enormous population of men settled here and began burrowing within the earth
themselves. They were builders of a great order; the mountains rang with the sound of their forges and
the earth trembled as they formed it to fit their will.

"Through it all, the Colony seemed to remain undiscovered. There was never any contact between the
Builders, as they were known to us, and the Brethren. Even when they opened a new passage just on the
other side of the mountain wall, the place from which you entered the Colony, there was no sign that they
knew we were here. TheZhereditck had built listening places within the perimeter of the Colony to
maintain a surveillance, but there was never any indication that the men were aware that they shared the
mountains with us.

'Before the Last Night, there seemed to be rumblings within their realm, but no one believed it in any
way was directed at the Colony. The Listeners caught vibrations of strife which had become more heated
over the passing of years, but it seemed part of that realm's culture. The Brethren are a simple race of
simple needs, and a singular life goal. It seemed the Builders had grander aspirations, grander
needs—and greater hostility. It had been that way for centuries.

'In those days | was anamelystik , a tender of the Sleeping Child. Tending to her was a responsibility
afforded to a future matriarch of the Colony. There were several of us, each one a candidate that would
be chosen eventually by destiny to be the new Grandmother upon the Old One's passing. On the Last
Night, by Fate I was the one to whom the task of tending had fallen.
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'l had noticed before I lay down to sleep beside her that she was restless. It was the first time I had
ever seen her so, though now it is an almost constant state. My own dreams were troubling; I awoke
from one of them to the taste of ash and terror in my mouth and throat. Hot smoke and caustic fumes
were filling the tunnels. There was panic throughout the Colony, theZhereditck choking and gasping in
the poisonous air.

'Because Fate is kind even in her cruelly, I did not have to witness much of it. The last act of one of
the Brethren was slamming shut the great iron doors of the Earthchild's chamber; I can still recall his face
as he closed me in with her. I could see the great mass of flailing, struggling Dhracians behind him as the
portal closed, separating the Earthchild and me from the burning smoke and the rest of the Colony. Even
as our eyes met, my savior and I both knew what he had done was the only thing that could have been
done. It was the first priority, the reason for our Colony's existence: the protection of the Sleeping Child."
The hum of the Grandmother's two voices diminished a little.

'Despite being cut off from the sight of the Colony's destruction, I lived it nonetheless, because
Dhracians who live in a colony are of one mind, much like bees in a hive, or ants in a hill. T felt each
agony, endured each struggle for breath, watched through thousands of dimming eyes the sight of our
race's life being snuffed out. It is an image that haunts me with each waking breath. Only in sleep do I find
respite from it, even now, all these centuries later.

T waited a very long time, until the doors cooled, until the noise abated. Even on the other side of the
doors the choking and muftled screams, the pounding of the ground was audible. I waited for another of
theamelystik to come to relieve me, but no one ever did. I was a young woman myself, a girl really, and
so decided there was wisdom in waiting until I could no longer feel the vibrations of death and smoke in
my skin; that was a very long time. I watched the child for signs that her terror had abated; that took even
longer.

"When finally the noise died away, when I could no longer feel the heat through the door or smell the
soot in the air, when finally the Earthchild had fallen back into undisturbed slumber, I opened the doors. It
was as | expected; the haze of lingering smoke hanging in the air of the silent tunnels, the bodies of the
Brethren choking the passageways.

'T waited for the victors to break through the walls, to take the Colony now that all theZhereditck
were dead. No one ever came. There was no invading army, no plunderers. To this day I do not know if
it was a horrific accident or a deliberate act of genocide. It is important to know this if it can be
determined, because if it was intentional, if the F'dor were responsible, then they know the child's
whereabouts, and they will be back for her.

'T have waited since that moment, almost four centuries ago now, but there has been no sign. Fate
seems to have handed the Brethren a horrific tragedy from which were no survivors save for the
Earthchild, whose life is eternal

Lz

death; to protect that life an entire civilization died. And me, chosen by Fate to be Matriarch, who
would never bear child; mother, guide, guardian to none of my own kind. And now you, a mere ghost."

Achmed closed his eyes, remembering the odor of candle wax in the monastery, and the soft, dry
words of Father Halphasion.Child of Blood , the Dhra-cian sage had said,Brother to all men, akin to
none .
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"You have finally arrived, although you are late in coming. There is time still; I have remained, waiting
for you."

'Perhaps you should tell us whatever prophecy you were given," Achmed said quietly.
The memory that had clouded the Grandmother's eyes vanished, and her gaze became clear and hard.
"The words are not for you alone."

"You said I was expected to be both hunter and guardian. I can't do either of those things if you won't
tell me the prophecy."

"No," the Grandmother said again. The tone of the word was flat and burned against his skin. "There
must be three. It is foretold.

'One thing you must come to understand about this land, as theZhereditck learned when they came
here: this is the last of the places where Time was born. Speaking the words of prophecies forces their
fulfillment more quickly here. It must be done sparingly. Sometimes it can only be done once. Otherwise
they may be fulfilled in a way they were not intended." Achmed nodded reluctantly. "Bring the other with
you when you come back. Time grows short."

The Grandmother rose smoothly and beckoned them to rise as well. "Destruction is far simpler than
creation, than sustenance, than deliverance; it takes but one to destroy a world. But the deliverance of
that world is not a task for one alone. A world whose fate rests in the hands of one is a world far too
simple to be worth saving." v_,'he sun was beginning to set as Grunthor finished moving the boulders in
place that would conceal the entrance to the Loritorium. Achmed shielded his eyes and looked to the
west to watch the coming of night. The red light of the vanishing sun was washing the leeward faces of the
Teeth with wide rivers of crimson and scarlet, making the mountains seem as if they were on fire. His
brain, honed from what he had just experienced, felt much the same.

The sergeant clapped his hands together, brushing the remaining dirt from his tattered goatskin gloves.

'At about does it, sir. Ready to 'ead back?"

Achmed scanned the path from Griwen post to the high peaks, trying to locate the entrance to the
Cauldron in the distance. A moment later he found it, obscured by a swarm of tiny human figures forming
a disorderly mass by the gate. He rolled his eyes.

"Hrekin'"he swore. "The second wave of ambassadors are here from the'

outlying lands, as well as some of those returning from Roland with answers from their lords. They
made better time than I thought they would in the muddy terrain."

Grunthor loosed a long sigh. "Can't be 'elped, O1 guess, sir," he said, pulling off the sweat-soaked
gloves and stuffing them in his pack. "Kingly duties, so to speak. May as well get it over with."

Achmed watched a moment longer. There was a dark mist clinging to one area of the group, an
afternoon shadow, most likely, and nothing more. Nevertheless his mind was clouded with the images of
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desolation and death from which he had just come.

"When did Rhapsody say she would be returning?" he asked, still shading his eyes as the glory of the
bloody sunset began to dim to a soft pink, the threat of a pallid gray looming with the onset of dusk.

'She didn't," Grunthor answered. "If all worked out the way 'er message said, she should be in training
about now. Might take a while."

Achmed scowled. "Let's get back," he said, shouldering his pack. "I have a missive I need to send to
Tyrian with the next mail caravan."

L,'he border watchers of Tyrian had been following her for more than an hour when Rhapsody finally
decided to call a halt to the game. She had been aware of their notice, several miles after she and Ashe
had parted. They had come down silently from the trees, unseen, to observe her as she walked, whistling,
through their forest. She had expected them to show themselves fairly early on, but instead they moved
silently behind her, covering the ground with no more disturbance than the wind. If she hadn't been in tune
with the song of the forest she would never have known they were there.

Finally she stopped in the middle of the forest path. "If you're concerned about my presence here,
come out and greet me," she said, looking at the four different spots she knew they were standing,
hidden. "My intentions are peaceful."

After a moment one of the guards came out, a tall, broad-shouldered Lirin woman with eyes the same
color as her fawn-brown hair. Those eyes were large and almond-shaped, her body lithe and long of line,
with skin that bore the marks of the sun and the elements in its hue; she was a perfect specimen of her
race. She had been standing in the spot where Rhapsody's gaze had come to rest.

Tam Cedelia," she said in Orlandan, the common tongue of Roland. "Are you looking for something
in particular?"

'Yes, actually," Rhapsody answered, smiling. "I have come to see Oelen-dra."
The woman's face betrayed no reaction. "You be in the wrong part of Tyrian for that."
'Well, can I get there from here?"

'Eventually," answered Cedelia. She moved slightly, and Rhapsody saw she was returning an arrow to
her quiver. Rhapsody had not seen the bow until just then. "You be more th-in a week's journey away.
"Twill be easiest if you head west through Tyrian City. Who are you?"

The Singer bowed slightly. "My name is Rhapsody," she answered respectfully. "If it would be
preferable to you, we can speak in the Lirin tongue."

'Whichever language you are more comfortable with is fine." The Lirin woman's face betrayed none of
the hostility that Rhapsody had seen humans occasionally exhibit toward those of mixed blood. She
leaned to the east slightly and emitted a series of birdlike whistles. Rhapsody heard a faint rustling in the
trees and nothing more. "I will escort you as far as Tyrian City."

"Thank you," Rhapsody said. "It will be good to have a guide." Cedelia gestured to a barely visible
trail off the forest path, and Rhapsody followed her into the greenwood, amid the sounds of birdsong and
the wind in the trees of Tyrian.
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C.'hey walked in virtual silence for the entire journey. Rhapsody tried several times to make
conversation, and though Cedelia answered her pleasantly, she never sought to continue the dialogue.
Eventually Rhapsody recalled that her mother tended to only speak when there was a need to say
something significant, too, so she lapsed into a state of quiet contentment, satisfied to observe the beauty
of spring as it came to the forest.

The leaves were in full bud now, lacy foliage appearing with the eagerness of a toddler's smile, green
and silver, fresh from the long sleep of winter. Rhapsody felt her heart opening as she passed through the
woods, following her silent chaperone. There was something renewing about being here, in the land of
her mother's people, though the Lirin of the wood were not Liringlas, as her mother had been. It was an
honesty, a simplicity about the life they led; each village they passed seemed fruitful and peaceful, the
people they encountered were pleasant and seemed to treat each other well. There was joy here, or
something close to it. Tyrian felt like paradise. Rhapsody felt her inner fire grow steadily day by day.

Cedelia sat the watch each night. Rhapsody had offered to share it with her, but she had politely
declined, citing no need for sleep. Rhapsody's own need for sleep was less than that of her Bolg friends,
and far less than Jo's, but even she required a few hours' rest, where Cedelia did not. So each night she
climbed awkwardly into her bedroll, feeling the eyes of her guardian escort on her. She hoped she would
be more welcome at Oelendra's.

On the fourth day it rained, heavy, pelting rain that stung as it fell. Even Cedelia felt the need to take
shelter from the storm, and led Rhapsody into a cottage that she would not have seen had it not been
pointed out to her. Inside it was sparsely furnished with a few cots and tables, and stores of dried food.
Cedelia pried open a chest and offered Rhapsody some salted venison strips. She accepted so as not to
appear rude. Finally she decided to attempt conversation once more.

"What is this place?"

Cedelia looked up over her food. "One of the houses of the border watchers."

'It's cleverly hidden. I wouldn't have seen it."

'Tis the point; you're not supposed to."

Rhapsody wilted under the cool tone. "Have I done something to offend you, Cedelia?"

'T know not. Have you?" The fawn-colored eyes narrowed slightly; otherwise her expression didn't
change. She took another bite of meat,

T don't understand," Rhapsody said, color rushing to her cheeks. "Please explain what you mean,
Cedelia. We've been traveling together for four days and I still have no idea what's bothering you."

Cedelia put down her food. "You were seen with a man in a hooded gray cloak five days ago at the
Outer Forest lip." Rhapsody looked puzzled. "Yes." "Who was that?"

Her heart began to pound. "Why?"

'Because a man in a hooded gray cloak led a raid on a Lirin village on the eastern edge of the Outer
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Forest lip that same night. The settlement was burned to the ground."
Rhapsody leapt to her feet. "What 7"

Like lightning a bow was pointed at her heart, the arrow nocked. "Sit down." Rhapsody obeyed.
"Fourteen men, six women, and three children perished in that raid."

Rhapsody began to tremble. "Gods."

'Hardly; try again." Venom dripped from Cedelia's voice. "Who was that man?"

'His name is Ashe." Her voice was barely above a whisper.

'Ashe? Ashe what?"

Rhapsody looked out the window at the greenwood. "I don't know."

'Do you always kiss people you don't know?"

She looked back at Cedelia. "No."

Cedelia nocked a second arrow on the string next to the first one. "Why are you really here?"

Rhapsody's glance hardened. "I told you the truth. I'm looking for Oelen-dra." Cedelia continued to
stare at her. "What are you going to do now?"

T told you the truth as well. I am escorting you as far as Tyrian City. What happens after that will be
up to Rial to decide." en they left the house of the border watchers Cedelia returned the arrows to her
quiver and slung her bow across her back.

"You are being covered from all angles. "Twould be decidedly unwise for you to try anything
untoward."

Rhapsody sighed. Her vision of paradise had dimmed considerably with the knowledge that they had
been followed all along, that the Lirin thought she might be responsible for the heinous attack on the
village. She could not allow herself to even think about Ashe.

In the first joyful hours of her walk when she was alone, communing with the forest through her music,
she had learned much about the place. The forest of Tyrian was more than a hundred miles wide east to
west; it was closer to two hundred going north to south. On its western edge it bordered the sea, running
north to the Roland seaside province of Avonderre and south to the lands of the Lirinwer, the plains Lirin.

The wonderful impression she had of the attitude and plight of the Lirin who lived in Tyrian appeared
to be borne out by what she had learned from the wood itself. It seemed macabre that she was now a
virtual prisoner of unseen jailers, on her way to judgment by someone named Rial. Elynsynos had
certainly not mentioned him, nor had Ashe. At the thought of Ashe Rhapsody went cold again.

"This way," said Cedelia politely. Rhapsody shouldered her pack and followed her down the muddy
trail, rainwater dripping off the new leaves like tears.

wo more days of silent travel through thick vegetation brought them in sight of the city. Rhapsody had
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seen the guard towers long before she realizec what they were; a wall of ancient heveralt trees, a cousin
species to tl White Tree, had been set on a hill-like rise and reinforced with a wide sto and wood
barricade at their bases, from which ladders ascended into forms that connected their upper canopies.

The wall stretched north for as far as she could see, giving her the impress that the size of Tyrian City
as akin to that of Easton. Before ”* wall ay a wide and steeply sided ditch, slick moss coating the bottom.
Hundreds of I guards, men and women, traversed the connected aerial pbtformj»thi trees as effortlessly
as walking on the earth. The sight filled Rhapsody wi wonder and sadness. The possibility that she would
ever be welcome marvelous place was becoming more remote by the momer

Haifa mile or so outside the clearing that surrounded the crty, Cedelia a turn off course and led her
into another hidden structure similar to the bord, watcher's house. Itnvas larger and better appointed
inside, with no sleeping bunks but several long tables and many chairs. The windows each contained a
mounted crossbow stand and windowbox-like vessels that held hundreds of bolts. A weapons rack with
impressive contents took up the rest of the wall that the door was in. Cedelia drew forth her bow and
nocked an arrow, holding the weapon ready but not pointing it at her.

'"Take a seat," she said.

Rhapsody laid down her own bow and removed her pack, dropping it onto the table. She pulled out
a roughhewn pine chair and sat down, sighing heavily.

They waited that way, Rhapsody and her guard, for more than an hour. Just when she was about to
ask for water the door opened and a tall, silver-haired man came into the longhouse. He wore the same
forest-colored clothing as Cedelia, with a dark red cape and a polished wood buckle on his belt. His
face was lined with age but tanned and healthy, and his eyes smiled as he looked at her. He turned to her
guard and nodded politely.

"Thank you, Cedelia." Cedelia slung her bow and returned her arrow to the quiver on her back. She
took her leave silently and quickly, closing the door behind her.

The man crossed the room and came to a halt in front of her. "How do you do?" he said, extending a
hand to her and assisting her in her effort to rise. "I am Rial. I hope Cedelia has treated you well."

'Yes, thank you. My name is Rhapsody."

Rial looked her over intently but in a way she did not feel invaded by. Then he released her hand and
pulled out a chair next to the one she had been sitting in. Rhapsody sank into her seat again, her back
aching at the hardness of the wood. "You have a beautiful voice," Rial said as he sat down.

Rhapsody looked at him in surprise. "Excuse me?"

T heard you singing a week or so ago, at least I assume that was you."

"You have been following us?"

"Nay," said Rial with a smile. "I've been here in Tyrian City. There are some things that transcend
distance in Tyrian. Music of the kind you were making is one of them."

Rhapsody flushed with embarrassment. "Does that mean everyone heard me, or just you?"
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His smile grew warmer. "I'm afraid'twas everyone. 'Tis nothing to be embarrassed about. It may have
been the forest's way of telling its people something they need to know. Tyrian is more than a wood, 'tis a
living entity; it has a soul. Your music delighted the soul of Tyrian in a way it never has been before.
Tyrian decided to share it with its people.”

Rhapsody ran a hand awkwardly over her hair. "Well, I'll try to keep that in mind before I open my
mouth again."

T hope you won't," said Rial. " "Twould be a shame if you became self-conscious about something
that might be useful to the people of your blood. You are Liringlas, are you not?"

'My mother was."

'Aye, I thought as much. Well,'tis an honor to meet you then, Rhapsody. I have only seen Liringlas
visitors once before, when some of Cymrian descent came from Manosse to pay homage to the Great
White Tree and stopped to pay a visit to Queen Terrell."

'Queen Terrell is the ruler here, then?"

'She was," said Rial, his dark eyes shining. "She has been dead three hundred years now. Her son's
reign has come and gone as well; he died quite young, leaving no heir.

'At the moment the Lirin have no sovereign. I serve as Lord Protector. There are three others who
serve as liaisons to each of the other Lirin factions that were subject to the queen as well, the Lirinwer of
the plains to the southeast, the sea-Lirin to the southwest, and the Manossian contingent. The
Man-ossians have their own government, but see themselves ultimately as subjects of Tyrian, or at least
they did when there was a ruler. Now we are a fragmented people, almost as divided as Roland. 'Tis a
shame, really."

Rhapsody didn't know what to say. She had expected to be interrogated for the murderous act of
pillage that Cedelia quizzed her about, and instead she was receiving a lesson in Tyrian politics from the
Lord Protector himself. Her forehead came to rest in her hand, her elbow on the table.

Rial rose and went to the door. He whistled a strange trill, and a moment later a guard came with a
skin of water. Rial thanked him and brought it to her.

'Here; I can see you are overwhelmed. Why don't you have a drink and rest for a moment?"

Rhapsody accepted the skin, smiling. "Thank you. You're right; [ am overwhelmed. I'm horribly sorry
to hear about the raid on the Lirin village, but I didn't have anything to do with it, I really didn't."

Rial nodded. "I didn't think that you did. These border incursions have been going on for years,
Rhapsody; your arrival in Tyrian had unfortunate timing. What can you tell me about your companion?"

Rhapsody thought for a moment. She was still unsure, after all these months in this new land, whom
she should trust. Ashe had asked her to be his ally, and yet if she had inadvertently led him into Tyrian
and he was guilty of the raid, she was responsible as well. She owed it to the people of her blood to help
them find the aggressor.

On the other hand, if for some reason Rial and the Lirin were involved in something corrupt,
something to do with the demon Elynsynos spoke of, she might be responsible for delivering an innocent
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man into evil hands. Lord Stephen had said that his wife had died in a brutal raid at Lirin hands.
Achmed's policy of total isolation, trusting none but themselves, was looking better all the time.

"Not much that's accurate, I'm afraid. He calls himself Ashe. He guided me here from Ylorc—er,
Canrif. He has done nothing to harm me, or anyone else in my time with him. He always walks hooded
and cloaked. I have no plans to see him again."

Rial nodded again. "And why is it that you have come to Tyrian now?"

'l am looking for Oelendra."

"Would you mind if T asked the reason?"

Rhapsody looked at him directly. "No, I don't mind. I'm hoping she will train me in the sword."

Rial leaned back and looked thoughtful. "And how did you come to hear about Oelendra? She does
not commonly train those outside of Tyrian anymore."

Rhapsody thought of Elynsynos and smiled to herself. "Someone thought she would be the best
person to train me in the sword I carry."

"You have a unique kind of sword?"

'Yes."

'Interesting. [ am a bit of an aficionado of the sword myself. May I see it?"

Rhapsody considered the wisdom of fulfilling his request, then decided to grant it. She prepared
herself in case she had to fight her way out of the longhouse. Rial looked like a formidable adversary, and
she would probably have to unleash all of her fire lore to get by him.

"Very well," she said, and drew Daystar Clarion.

The sword came forth with a blinding flash that filled the cabin with stark white light, then settled into
the flames that licked up the glowing blade. Rial's eyes opened wide in shock and he rose slowly to his
feet, unable to take his eyes off the weapon.

'Daystar Clarion," he said. His voice was filled with awe.

"Yes."

After a long moment he tore his eyes away from the sword and stared at her. "You are the
Iliachenva'ar."

T believe so, if that's what this sword's bearer is called," Rhapsody said, trying not to sound flippant.
Rial lapsed into amazed silence again. Finally he spoke.
T will take you to Oelendra now." cXhapsody's new guide was a man named Clovis, whose hair and

eye color were so close to that of Cedelia that they could have been twins. He had a readier smile,
however, and Rhapsody felt slightly more at ease with him as she was led from the longhouse and onto a
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southerly path. Rial touched her arm as she prepared to go.

'Rhapsody, I hope you know that you are welcome here in Tyrian. The forest itself has made that
abundantly clear, and I hope I have as well."

"Thank you," she answered, smiling up at the Lord Protector. "Now let's see if Oelendra agrees with
you."

'She will, no doubt. Oelendra has her eccentricities and her temper, but she is a wise woman. She
wants more than anything to see the world safe and at peace; remember that."

Rhapsody tried to keep her smile from fading as Rial bent over her hand and turned to leave. She
remembered Ashe's comments about his friends finding Oelendra to be a harsh, humorless taskmaster,
but decided that whatever lack of humor she possessed, it could not be as bad as Achmed's. She
watched as Rial faded into the trees, then followed Clovis down the forest path.

cAfter an hour's walk they came to the edge of a large clearing. It was a vast garden, almost a park,
with sparsely spaced ornamental trees, tall grasses, and wildflowers giving it a feel that was more akin to
a wild land than a formal garden. But here and there were touches that showed the work of Lirin hands.
A well-manicured path, a bed of flowers whose colors were too perfectly suited to be the haphazard
choice of nature, the lack of any underbrush all pointed to guidance and intervention rather than random
growth.

Off the neatly trimmed path, not far into the garden, stood a group of children, all with wooden
swords, laughing at a joke by the sole adult crouched in their midst. Rhapsody turned to Clovis, who had
stopped. He gestured toward the children.

They were gathered around an older woman with long silver-blond hair touched with streaks of gray
and white. She wore no armor and bore no weapon, and was dressed in a simple white shirt and brushed
leather trousers that looked as if they had seen much wear. The woman spoke in soft tones to the
children, patiently adjusting one child's hold on his toy sword. Then she stopped as if she had heard
something.

The woman stood, saying something in a low voice to the children before she began to approach
Rhapsody. Rhapsody caught her breath as the woman crossed the garden, struck by the sight of her. She
had shoulders almost as broad as Achmed or Ashe did, and coloring that made Rhapsody's hands grow
clammy; the silver-blond hair, the rosy-gold skin, the long, thin limbs: She was Liringlas, one of the
People of the Fields, a Skysinger, the same kindred as Rhapsody's own mother, a breed of Lirin that
Rhapsody had seen no other traces of since long before she left the Island.

'Mhivra evet liathua tyderae. Itahn veriata."

Rhapsody felt her heart miss a beat. Spoken in Ancient Lirin, the words were from another time:/n
you two rivers meet. How appropriate . The accent, the dialect, were exactly as Rhapsody's own
mother would have spoken, and the metaphor of joining rivers was one from Serendair used to describe
those Lirin of mixed blood.

"Welcome," the worrvm said as she came close, smiling. Rhapsody found herself unable to move or
answer, as a tangle of old emotions rose up in her heart. She opened her mouth to speak but no sound
came forth. Her eyes met the eyes of the woman and found the memory of a time long forgotten in them.
A look of wonder spread slowly over her face, following the path of a tear that fell, unnoticed. "I am
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Oelendra." The woman placed her hand on Rhapsody's shoulder in a gesture of tenderness. "I am most
happy to see you." She finally found her voice. "Rhapsody. I am Rhapsody," she said. "Oelendra, like the
fallen star." An infinitesimal musical sound danced in the air as she spoke the word, whirling like an
invisible funnel cloud until it shattered lightly, unseen, on the wind. "They didn't tell me you were
Liringlas." She smiled, oblivious to her own tears.

'And they didn't tell me you were the Canwr that we heard filling the forest with music, but that makes
sense. You must have traveled very far, and I can see you are weary. Come with me and I will get you
something to drink and a place to rest yourself."

Rhapsody considered the woman's statement. She had not rested for more than two hours at a time
since she had entered the woods of Tyrian; by her best recollection that had been eight days ago. The
call of the woods and the deepening magic all around her had lulled her, as if in a dream, and she had not
felt the need for rest until now. Now it was as if she could finally let down a burden she had been carrying
for a long time, in a place where it would be safe. Exhaustion roared through her, unchecked. "I am a
little tired," she admitted.

"Thank you, Clovis." Rhapsody's guide nodded, and walked back up the path, disappearing, as Rial
had, into the woods. Oelendra took Rhapsody's arm. "Come along; you're exhausted, no doubt." She led
Rhapsody across the meadow and through an arbor of flowering trees, until they came to the edge of a
field near the hollow of a hill. There a small turf-roofed house stood, close to the steepest part of the
hillside. It had white plastered walls which revealed the wooden framework of the building, glass
windows with heavy shutters, and a stone chimney which presently produced little smoke. Oelendra led
her inside through the sunken front door.

'Please, sit down, make yourself at home." She crossed over to a rather large fireplace, where a small
pot hung over the low embers. "Sit anywhere." Once inside, Rhapsody saw that much of the house was
also sunken, built at a level below the ground, which made it far larger on the inside than it appeared on
the outside. They had entered through a small foyer into a much larger room which seemed to make up
almost half of the house.

Like Oelendra herself, the furniture was not what Rhapsody would have expected. The house was
starkly decorated, with little in the way of comfort or ornamentation. Two hard-backed chairs were
positioned before the large stone hearth which served as the inside wall of the room. A sofa was placed
nearby, and in the corner was a simple willow rocking chair. At the other end of the room was a solidly
built dark pine table, with two long benches and two thick chairs. Aside from this, a series of large
pillows, none of which appeared to match, seemed to serve as the rest of the furniture. The weapons
rack near the door held a battered steel sword, without ornamentation, and a strange curved bow made
of white wood.

Rhapsody sank gratefully into the willow rocking chair and sighed in relief. Her feet burned from all
the walking she had done. She looked about the room as her host busied herself at the hearth. The room
had a high ceiling open to roof, along the edge of which ran a balcony. The large fireplace had several
iron doors that seemed to be ovens for baking, and a central hearth in which a small set of logs presently
burned in low embers.

The walls inside the house were like those of the exterior, whitewashed with wooden framework
exposed. A ladder led up to a loft, which overlooked the large room. The floors were bare except for a
single rug woven in a complex geometric design. Rhapsody smiled. Without knowing why, here at last
she felt at ease and at home. Oelendra turned around and walked over to her.
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'Here, this may warm your heart a little," she said as she handed Rhapsody a large ceramic mug. It
was hot to the touch, but Rhapsody welcomed the warmth in the cool spring air. The mug was filled with
a golden-red liquid from which the rich smell of spice wafted forth. Rhapsody took a sip, and her mouth
was at once filled with the sweet taste of a gentle mead and oranges mixed with a medley of hibiscus,
rosehips, cloves, and cinnamon blended with other subtler spices. The flavor brought back a wealth of
memories she had all but forgotten.

'Do,'mwl ," she said softly, closing her eyes and smiling sadly. "My mother used to give this to us after
we came in from playing on a cold day."

'Aye, I thought perhaps you knew it," Oelendra replied, "though I would hazard that your mother used
honey rather than mead. Mine did."

'T haven't had this since I was a child."

'Humans just don't appreciate it. Even the Gwenen and Lirin of the wood couldn't make it. They
always used sickly sweet mead rather than the mellow, lighter variety. The only gooddot mw! 1 could get
outside of the longhouses was at the Crossroads Inn in the old land, and that was a long time ago. Now
I'm afraid it has faded from our culture, swallowed by the sea along with countless other treasures. Alas,
I am the only one who seems to enjoy it, or at least I was until you came."

"They don't know what they're missing," Rhapsody said. She opened her eyes and looked at the
woman in front of her. Oelendra sat on the arm of one of the chairs with an air of ease that made
Rhapsody relax. Her gray eyes gleamed as she waited comfortably through the silence that might have
seemed awkward in other company.

She's beautiful, Rhapsody thought, but the warrior's build was far from the traditional feminine figure.
Her shoulders were broad and well muscled, her skin, though rosy, was, not the skin of youth, but
carried the fine lines of age and years in the wilderness. Each movement showed a gentleness of spirit and
an easy confidence that held no trace of arrogance. In her silver eyes Rhapsody thought she saw a
nostalgic sadness. She tried to imagine how many generations those eyes had watched be born and die.

"You must have a million questions," Oelendra said, bringing Rhapsody back from her musings. "Let's
start answering some. [ am Oelendra Andaris, the last [liachenva'ar before you. I've been expecting you."

"You have? How did you know I was coming?"

'

"Twas more a matter of hoping than knowing, Rhapsody. I've been waiting for two decades for the
sword to return. Sooner or later I knew it would come back, and that meant the Iliachenva'ar would
come with it. [ have to say, that she is a woman, Cymrian, and most especially Liringlas does my heart
good."

'How did you know I was from the old world?"

Oelendra smiled. " 'Tis written all over you, dear, but besides that, I have not seen another Liringlas
since I landed here myself. There were some that sailed with the Second Fleet that landed in Manosse,
I've been told, but other than that,'tis you and me. We're all that is left of what was once a vast and noble
line, some of the greatest warriors and scholars the world has ever seen."
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Rhapsody looked uncomfortable. "You are, Oelendra, but please don't ascribe those things to me.
I'm a peasant, and my mother was a farm wife."

"Nobility has nothing whatsoever to do with social class or family lineage, Rhapsody, it has to do with
the heart. Tell me why you're here."

'l came to learn the sword, if you will teach me," Rhapsody said, taking another sip ofdot mwl . "l
don't really deserve to be carrying such a weapon unless I can use it well."

"The first characteristic: a desire to be worthy of the weapon," said Oelendra, more to herself than to
Rhapsody. Her gray eyes began to shine with a distant light. "And what do you intend to do with this new
knowledge, should I agree to impart it to you?"

"T'm not sure, exactly; I know that sounds inane, but I believe Daystar Clarion came to me for a
purpose. Perhaps I can help mend the rift between the Cymrians, or the Lirin, and help put a stop to
these terrible border incursions."

'An aspiration to serve a higher cause," murmured Oelendra. "And what if you die in the attempt?"

T expect to, actually," Rhapsody said, smiling slightly. "I have a sense my time is limited, despite
everything I've heard about Cymrian immortality. I hope to go down doing something worthwhile that will
leave this place a little better than it was when I arrived here."

"The acknowledgment that there are things greater than one's self, and a willingness to give one's life
for them," said Oelendra softly. Her voice grew stronger as she put one last question to Rhapsody. "And

what if you decide to use this power against the Lirin?"

"You have my permission to dispatch me immediately, and without argument. I would never betray my
own people."

'A loyalty and devotion to cause and kin," said Oelendra. Her eyes cleared and she smiled finally.
"Nay, Rhapsody, I'm afraid you're wrong. You are no peasant, you are definitely Liringlas in your soul,
whatever your father may have been. And you were born to be the Iliachenva'ar. I will be honored to
train you."

'Perhaps you had best tell me what it means to be the Iliachenva'ar," Rhapsody said awkwardly. "I
don't want to promise to be something I don't even understand."

'Fair enough," said Oelendra, settling back with her mug in the chair. ","/-iachen,how would you
translate that?"

'Light into darkness, or from darkness."

'And of course you are familiar with the suffix 'var'?'l

'Bringer, bearer."

'Aye. So, obviously, the word means "bringer of light into a dark place."

'Or from one."
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'Exactly." Oelendra looked pleased. "In the old world, Daystar Clarion had two other names,//ia ,
meaning Light, and Firestar. I'm sure you've noticed why that second appellation came about. So do you
now understand the role of the Iliachenva'ar?"

'T'm to be a lamplighter?"

Oelendra laughed; it was the merry, bell-like sound that her mother's voice had made in happy times,
and Rhapsody felt her throat constrict suddenly. "Well, the sword would certainly make that job easier.
You are suited to this role perfectly, Rhapsody. The Iliachenva'ar seeks to bring light into places and
situations that are tainted and despoiled by evil."

Rhapsody shifted uncomfortably in her chair. "I'm not so sure, Oelendra. I don't know if T would
recognize evil if I saw it. You see, my judgment is not always the best. People who are generally
considered monstrous or subhuman are some of the people I love the most, while I seem to be distrustful
of those in regal positions and of honorable reputation. I'm not good at discerning who I should trust and
when I should keep my mouth shut. I could be very dangerous in a position like that. In fact, perhaps I
should just give the sword back to you."

'Oh? To do what with?"

Blood rushed to her cheeks. "I—I don't really know; I mean, you were the Iliachenva'ar before."
'And you think I should be again?"

T guess that's for you to decide, Oelendra. I didn't mean to be presumptuous."

The Lirin warrior smiled. "You're not being presumptuous, Rhapsody, you're misinformed. That's
easily correctable; you just need information."

Rhapsody sighed. "Of all the things I have been searching for since I've been in this land, Oelendra, I
find that information, honest information, is the, hardest commaodity to come by. People are unwilling to
part with it as if it were the family silver. That and trust."

"You're more discerning than you think, Rhapsody. Let me tell you three things. First, I understand
completely how you feel, and will accommodate you In any way I can as far as information goes. Ask me
anything you want, and I will tell you everything I know about it without hesitation."

Rhapsody's breath came out in a whistle. "Thank you. I'm not sure if I can handle that or not."

"You can. Second, what you see as the inability to tell the difference between what everyone else sees
as good and evil is uncommon wisdom. Not everything that is good is beautiful, and not everything that is
beautiful is good. Generally that rule is imparted in childhood to keep pretty girls from becoming vain, and
make those less blessed feel better. The truth of it goes far deeper; what is good and valuable is not
always visible to the eye. That goes for evil as well." "Are there specific duties to being Iliachenva'ar,
other than just brightening a room and scaring off unspecified evil?"

Oelendra laughed again. "Well, traditionally the Iliachenva'ar acts as a consecrated champion; that is,
an escort or guardian to pilgrims, clergy, and other holy men and women. The sect does not matter. You

are to protect anyone who needs you in the pursuit of the worship of God, or what someone thinks of as
God."
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Rhapsody nodded. "And the third thing you wanted to tell me?" Oelendra's face lost its smile.
"Daystar Clarion chooses who it wishes to carry it, not the other way around. It has chosen you,
Rhapsody. I can't be the Iliachenva'ar, even if I wanted to, which I do not."

"Why did you stop being the Iliachenva'ar, if you don't mind my asking?" The older woman stood up
slowly and went to the hearth; she bent as stirred the embers beneath the pot of dol mwl. From a barrel
beside the fireplace she ladled water into a dented kettle and hung it beside thedo/ mwl . Rhapsody
could see the muscles in her brawny back tighten as she stood back up and turned to face her. A sharp
look was in her eyes.

"T've never told anyone the story before, Rhapsody. I suppose I do owe it to you, however."

"You owe me nothing, Oelendra," Rhapsody blurted, her face flaming red. "I'm very sorry to have
pried into something that was none of my business." "No one else has ever asked, largely because they
think I'm insane." Oelendra came back to her chair and sat down heavily. "I had been railing at them for
centuries, trying to tell them what was living in their midst, what had followed them from the Island, but
they refused to listen." "The Cymrians?"

"The Cymrians, at first, then the Lirin." Oelendra disappeared into the kitchen and came back with a
pair of knives and a black cast-iron pot filled with potatoes and onions. She put it on the pine table and
went to the bins by the door, rummaging and coming up with dried meat, carrots, and barley, which she
deposited next to the pot. Rhapsody rose and came to the table. She pulled out a chair next to the one
Oelendra had sat down in and picked up one of the knives. With a practiced hand she set about peeling
the potatoes while Oelendra sliced onions savagely, an outward manifestation of the look in her eyes.
When she spoke, however, her voice was calm.

"You see, Rhapsody, when the Cymrians left Serendair, I was the protector of the First Fleet, the
people who were sent initially to settle and build up the place Merithyn had found. He reported that the
land he had discovered was uninhabited, except, of course, for Elynsynos, the dragon.

'Gwylliam, the last of the Seren kings, the Visionary, kept the army back until the third and final
sailing, since they wouldn't be needed in an uninhabited place. He had no desire to make the dragon feel
threatened, or to appear that we intended to fight or invade its land. We had been invited, and so we had
come in peace, the architects, the masons, the carpenters, the physicians, the scholars, the healers, the
farmers. Our passage was difficult, we lost Merithyn and many others along the way, but the land
welcomed us and, once we found our home, the plight of the First Fleet was easy, certainly compared to
those who came later." Oelendra tossed the onions into the pot with the potatoes Rhapsody had peeled
and chopped, then began to strip the meat.

'

"Twas more than a year before they landed, the Third Fleet, almost fifty more before we met up again.
That was a day of great celebration; it wasn't until later that the hard feelings emerged. And in all the
revelry and jubilation of being reunited with our countrymen, I felt suddenly uneasy. Deep within me I
could feel it, the smell of the same kind of demon that had been responsible for the Great War, that had
almost destroyed the island centuries before. You have heard of F'dor?"

"Yes, a bit, but please tell me about them anyway."

"The F'dor were one of the Firstborn races, like dragons; one of the first five to walk the earth. They
were naturally tied to fire, dark fire, and innately evil, a deeply twisted, spiritlike people who sought only
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destruction and chaos, the masters of manipulation, spending eternity trying to figure out ways to get
around the limits of their own power. They are gifted liars, able to take pieces of the truth and mix them in
with half-truths and outright lies, and be convincing with the whole. Because they are noncorporeal they
can bind themselves to the souls of men and women, becoming an intrinsic part of their host.

'Sometimes the binding is slight and temporary; the victim performs some act he is not aware of and is
never bothered again. Sometimes they bind to a soul, owning it for the Future, payable upon the death of
the victim.

'And then, by far the worst kind, there is the taking of a true host, the individual who it becomes. It is
more than possession, it is a complete insinuation of the demon into the victim. It lives in that body,
growing stronger as the host does, taking on other forms as it grows more powerful or when the host
dies. And it is, to most, including myself, indiscernible. I had suffered greatly at the hands of these
creatures, Rhapsody, as did many that I loved.

And as soon as we met up with the Third Fleet I knew that one had come with them. It had bound
itself to someone on the last ship out. Gwylliam had failed in his guardianship. "Twas his task to keep the
evil from following us. But no one believed me."

Rhapsody shuddered. "That must have been terrible. What did you do?" "When the Lord and Lady
were chosen to rule over the reunited Cymrian people, [ warned both Gwylliam and Anwyn of what |
felt. They dismissed it, and nothing particularly bad happened, so my warnings were laughed off as
paranoia.

"What they didn't understand was just because something like that is out of sight, doesn't mean it's
gone. More than likely'tis hiding in the dark, festering, growing stronger. But Anwyn and Gwylliam
seemed to feel their wisdom was borne out. The F'dor never surfaced; they ruled in relative peace for
three centuries, until it all fell apart one night in Canrif, the place now called Ylorc. Whether the demon
played some part in that, or if'twas just their own folly, will never be known. The war came, and it went
on for centuries, Rhapsody, more than seven hundred years. All along I had been training champions,
sending them forth to find the demon. None of them ever returned." Oelendra threw the meat into the pot
and began to clean the barley. "And that by itself wasn't enough to convince them?" "During the war, the
loss was insignificant; soldiers disappeared all the time. And after the end of the war, in the relative peace
that followed,'twas eventually assumed that I was somehow responsible for the loss of the champions
myself. The Cymrians, and then the Lirin, began to believe I was insane, chasing this demon that didn't
exist. Even I began to wonder myself if somehow I had just misread the signs, had just been so lost in the
pain of the Past that I had imagined it all. Slowly, the Cymrian families stopped sending their sons to me
to learn the sword, fearing I would bring about their deaths with my wild goose chase. I sought the F'dor
endlessly myself until I finally decided they were right."

Rhapsody went to her pack and pulled out one of the pouches of spice. She threw a handful of dried
herbs and some wild horseradish into the pot. "What made you realize they weren't?" "Finding Gwydion."

At the name, Rhapsody looked up. "Gwydion of Manosse?" "Aye. You know of him?"

T've heard his name once," Rhapsody admitted. "That barely even qualifies as knowing of him. It was
in the keep of Lord Stephen Navarne, in a place Lord Stephen keeps a few remembrances of him."

Thardly knew him either. I had only seen him once, at his naming ceremony when he was an infant. I
did know Stephen, however; he studied with me. Stephen and Gwydion were childhood friends, but
were raised in different provinces until they met up again when Stephen came to Gwydion's father for
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further training." too—

Rhapsody retrieved the dented kettle of boiling water and began pouring it into the cast-iron pot.
Oelendra stared at her hands, unshielded from the red-hot iron. Rhapsody felt her glance and looked up
at her, smiling,

'So who was Gwydion's father?"

"Llauron, the Invoker of the Filids, in Gwynwood." Oelendra moved rapidly out of the way to avoid
being burned by the steaming water as Rhapsody dropped the kettle on the table. Rhapsody quickly
mopped up the water with one of the towels hanging beside the drysink.

I'm terribly sorry. Are you all right?"

'Aye, are you?"

Tm fine. Did you say that Gwydion of Manosse was Llauron's son?"

'His only son, only child, only heir. Llauron's Lirin wife, Cynron, died giving birth to him."

'How sad." Rhapsody absorbed Oelendra's words slowly. She felt grief for her gentle mentor; it was
no wonder that he buried himself in his work. The trappings of Cymrian royalty obviously couldn't
replace what he had lost, so he kept to himself, to his studies, tending to his garden and his followers, and
eschewing the riches and titles of his lineage. It also explained his close friendship with Lord Stephen, his
son's best friend. "What do you mean, you found Gwydion?"

Oelendra's eyes took on a distant look. "Twenty years ago I came upon Gwydion, broken and
bloodied, hovering near death, outside the forest of Gwynwood, in Navarne, not far from the House of
Remembrance. He had gone after the demon; he is the only one I know of who ever did and escaped.
But in spite of getting away he was grievously wounded, his entire chest cavity torn asunder, a piece of
his soul ripped open. I knew he was dying the moment I saw him, and I knew what had killed him."

Rhapsody hung the pot over the fire and watched the flames crackle as she came near them. "The
F'dor?"

"It was obvious. His soul was hemorrhaging; he was surrounded with a bloody light that pulsed in a
way [ will never forget. The soul is thought of as an ethereal thing, something with no physical form, but
the F'dor had succeeded in slashing it open. 'Twas a hideous sight."

'l can't even imagine. What did you do?"

'l panicked, but not from fear for Gwydion. I had seen enough death in my time to be unaffected by it.
What frightened me, Rhapsody, was knowing how powerful the F'dor had become. Gwydion was a
formidable opponent. He had grown up wandering the wilds of Manosse, he had sailed to distant and
dangerous lands with the Sea Mages and was a veteran of more than one war. But more than that, the
powers and Rites of Command he had received through his lineage were unparalleled.

'From Gwylliam, his* grandfather, he had been given the bonds to the land that only those of ancient
royal blood inherit, the lineage of kings. From An-wyn, his grandmother, he had the blood of Elynsynos
the dragon and Meri thyn, who was Seren, another of the five Firstborn races, races sprung from the
elements which make up the fabric of the universe.
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'And on his mother's side of the family he had the lineage of MacQuieth. He was the Kirsdarkenvar
and the Chief of the House of Newland, the most senior of the Manossian houses. And despite all that,
the crown prince of the Cymrian dynasty was reduced to a quivering pile of bleeding meat. If it could
destroy Gwydion of Manosse, its power had grown beyond what I could hope to defeat alone. That was
twenty years ago, Rhapsody; I shudder to think what it can do now." She looked up at her new pupil and
her brows furrowed. Rhapsody was trembling. "Gwydion was the Kirsdarkenvar?"

'Aye; he carried the elemental sword of water, Kirsdarke, handed down to him through the
generations. Through the rights of blood and rite of passage, he had wielded that sword with as much
power as anyone ever had. And if he, using a blade that was forged specifically to kill evil beings just
such as this, could be slain, I knew the time had passed when any but the Three could destroy it.
Rhapsody? What's wrong?"

She was staring out the window into the fading twilight that had crept up on them while they were
conversing.

Are you tied to water yourself, or just through the sword'? It's hard to say, really. I've had
Kirsdarke for so long now that I can't remember that element not being a part of me.

Rhapsody thought back to the hidden glen, the unexpected sight of Ashe after his bath, naked from
the waist up, the grisly wound festering in the filtered red light. Unexpectedly her memories shifted to
another hidden glen.

1t must have been the Rakshas that you met. The F'dor created the Rakshas in the House of
Remembrance twenty years ago. A Rakshas looks like whatever soul is powering it. It is built of
blood, the blood of the demon, and sometimes other creatures, usually innocents and feral animals
of some sort. A Rakshas made just of blood is temporary and mindless. But if the demon is in
possession of a soul, whether it is human or otherwise, it can place it within the construct and it
will take the form of the soul's owner, who of course is dead. It has some of the knowledge that
person had. It can do the things they did. It is twisted and evil; you must beware of him, Pretty.
And hear me: it is very close to here now, nearby. When you leave, be careful. Cedelia had stared at
her.Have I done something to offend you, Cedelia ?

You were seen with a man in a hooded gray cloak five days ago at the Outer Forest lip. A man
in a hooded gray cloak led a raid on a Lirin village on the eastern edge of the Outer Forest lip
that same night. The settlement was burned to the ground. Fourteen men, six women, and three
children perished in that raid.

She remembered the look in Achmed's eyes as she read to him from the contract they had found in
the House of Remembrance.

The parties involved are Cifiona and someone called the Rakshas, and through him his master;
that's strange—his master is not referred to by name. Among those services shall be counted the
commitment of the blood sacrifice of thirty-three persons of innocent heart and untouched body of
Human descent, and an equal number of Lirin or half-Lirin origins.

'Rhapsody?" Oelendra's strong hands closed around her upper arms.

Rhapsody turned around. "Yes?"


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

'What are you thinking?"

Rhapsody looked back out the window and swallowed; the night was coming.

"We can talk more after supper, Oelendra. We have to hurry now, or we'll miss devotions."
"Devotions?"

She looked at the ancient Lirin warrior in surprise. Surely she must have been familiar with the songs
of the rising stars and the setting sun; Oelendra was full Liringlas, a Skysinger. But she was staring at
Rhapsody in what seemed to be confusion. Perhaps she knew them by another name.

'Here, Oelendra, come with me. We can do them together. It has been so long since I've had
someone to sing with who knew the songs." She took Oelendra by the hand and together they left the
cabin, hurrying toward the nearest clearing in the advancing twilight.

L,'he twilight was already darkening to the deepest of blues when the two women came into the
clearing. The daystar had set, and one by one the others were beginning to come forth, glimmering in
momentary uncertainty before claiming their places in the night sky, shining through the wisps of cloud
that passed before the rising moon.

Rhapsody cleared her throat and her mind. She was rushed, having allowed the afternoon to slip
away unnoticed, and so took a few moments to place herself in a calm and reverent frame of mind. The
horrifying things Oelendra had related to her were forgotten for now, lest they interfere with the age-old
ceremony she practiced as the last vestige of communion with her mother. As the last ray of sun
disappeared over the edge of the horizon she began the first note of the farewell vespers, the evensong
that bade the sun Godspeed in its journey through the darkness and reaffirmed the promise to greet it in
the morning with joy.

She sang softly, waiting for Oelendra to join in, but the Lirin champion stood silently, listening to her.
Her voice increased in power as the night deepened and the stars grew brighter; she could feel their light
in her eyes. Therew as something right about singing in Tyrian, a sense of freedom and ease. The song
was not held by the normal bonds of wind and the pull of the earth, but floated free and easily to the sky
above. The Lirin of this land might not have been Liringlas, singers to the sky, but they were still its
children.

The greeting to the stars did not take long; each verse was short and succinct, and within a few
moments Rhapsody was finished. She did not complete any of the more complex lauds, as she was
unsure of the reason Oelendra was not joining her and did not wish to exacerbate the situation if she was
in some way displeasing the older woman. She took a deep breath of the sweet evening air and turned to
Oelendra. Her smile faded when she saw the look on her face.

'Oelendra? What's the matter?"

The Lirin Champion was staring at the sky with the eyes of the lost. There was a sadness to her
expression that moved Rhapsody to pity for a moment. Then Oelendra looked back at her, and her face
relaxed into the same look of gentle wisdom Rhapsody had been drawn to when they first met.

"Nothing, dear. I was just thinking. Why don't you go back in the house? I'll be there momentarily."

Rhapsody nodded and obeyed. She retraced their steps through the glade and back to Oelendra's
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dwelling, opening the door and leaving it ajar behind her.

LJelendra waited beneath the canopy of night, staring at the stars. Rhapsody's song had awakened a
memory in her, the memory of a ritual practiced faithfully, each morning and evening, every day of her life
before she had left her homeland and come here. A ritual she had forgotten until this moment.

Her own devotions had not been only the standard Liringlas vespers that Rhapsody had sung, but the
Dirge of the Fallen Star as well, the star for which she had been named. How long had it been since that
song was sung? Did anyone now living still remember her extinguished star, or had her unintentional
neglect erased the memory of it forever?

She felt her cramped heart expand with the returned memories, the songs that had brought her
consolation in her hours of grief and guidance when she was lost were now hers once again. She had not
even realized they were gone. And this girl had given them back to her; the first dark place into which
Rhapsody was bringing light was Oelendra's own heart. And the place that the light had originated was
dark as well in the depths of the silent sea. Light to and from darkness. The Iliachenva'ar.

The brisk wind of the spring night caught the edges of Oelendra's cloak, but it was not the breeze that
stung the warrior's eyes. She wiped the tears from her cheeks as she stopped at the edge of the clearing
to observe her own house.How could I have forgotten ? she wondered.lt must have been when the
sword went silent, the moment it and Serendair were parted forever .

The darkness now closed in around her. The pool of light from within her home was like an island of
warmth in the black sea of night. Inside the house she could see Rhapsody moving about. She stirred the
stew on the fire, then turned to arrange a vaseful of spring flowers on the table that she must have
gathered in the dark.

Oeclendra smiled.This one has potential. Real potential , the ancient warrior thought as she watched
the young Singer.She has a noble heart and a selfless devotion to others. She knows that there are
things greater than herself, and she wishes to serve them. She just might succeed where they —
where we have failed. Inside the house the girl readied two bowls at the table, then looked momentarily
out the window before returning to tend to the stew again.How long has it been since someone has set
me a place for supper ? Oelendra wondered as the girl moved out of sight.

This one was different, and that would be harder. She knew her scarred heart must invest itself one
more time, would risk the pain again, to believe in this girl, to help her and love her and pray in tears that
she would survive the ordeal for which she was destined.

¢,'vhapsody handed the dried plates to Oelendra to put away, then took a seat before the fire. "Will
you finish telling me about Gwydion, please?"

Oelendra closed the cabinet and smiled. She came over to the willow rocking chair and sat down in it,
one leg bent beneath her. "We did leave the story incomplete, didn't we?

'Despite being mortally wounded, Gwydion was still alive when I found him. There was nothing I
could do to save him, or even to ease his pain, so I carried his broken body deep into the Great Forest,
past the Veil of Hoen, and into the keeping of the Lord and Lady Rowan. They worked to heal him; for
days they struggled to keep him alive.

'In the end, when nothing was working, and Gwydion was in mortal agony, I took a piece of a star
from sword's hilt and gave that to the Lady Rowan. You see, Daystar Clarion had piece of Seren, the
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name-star of our homeland, set into the hilt that I had put there. "Twas my bond with the sword, a pure
fragment of elemental ether, and I knew that nothing else in my possession but the sword itself was as
powerful as that piece. I offered it to them in the hope they could use it as a last effort to save him, and
they did, but he was too far gone. Perhaps it is just as well, because living with that kind of elemental
power might have been worse than death for Gwydion."

Why?"

'"Because Gwydion was the great-grandson of Elynsynos, and as such was wyrmkin; in other words,
he was a man with dragon's blood mixed with the human blood in his veins. That kind of intense power
source might have brought the dormant dragon nature into full-blown status. I doubt he would have
wanted to live as a dragon, since he had the soul of a man. 'Tis probably a blessing to us all that he did
not survive; if the F'dor had been able to bind him, to command the dragon, I shudder to imagine how it
would have used' that power to control the elements themselves. Anyway, giving up the piece of the star
for him was a desperate gesture, and one that did not work, but I don't regret trying."

"T'm sure your kindness and generosity were appreciated in his last moments, Oelendra."

'T doubt he was aware of anything but his own agony, Rhapsody. "Twas the worst I had ever seen a
human being endure, and I have seen some very terrible suffering."

Rhapsody was thinking of Llauron. "I wonder if Gwydion is buried under the white ash tree in the
Invoker's garden, the one Llauron calls Mahb."

"Perhaps. Tis the word for son."
'Did you bring back the body?"

Oelendra shook her head. "No; the Lord Rowan told me'twas time to return to the land of the living.
The Lady was still blessing the body when I came back through the Veil. I couldn't even tell Llauron what
his son said or did, if anything, in his last moments, because I wasn't there."

Rhapsody was perplexed. "Land of the living?"

A faraway smile came over Oelendra's face. "The court of the Rowans is a mystical place, Rhapsody,
on the other side of the Veil of Joy. In order to enter one must be near death, or in a situation that is truly
life-or-death. Time does not pass there as it does here; one can be gone for years within their realm to
find himself but a moment older when he returns."

'And who are the Rowans? Healers?"

Oelendra's smile dimmed into sadness. "Of the greatest magnitude, though the healing they give is
oftimes hard to accept. The Lady is the Keeper of Dreams, the Guardian of Sleep, Y1 Breudiwyr. The
Lord is the Hand of Mortality, the Peaceful Death, Y1 Angaulor. That's why I know Gwydion is dead
without having seen his last moment; the Lord himself told me'twas time. And I left, for then I was not
needed or welcome any longer. When I next see the Lord and Lady, I shall pass forever into their realm,
and walk no more upon this earth. When I saw you, I knew that time was not far off."

A cold wave of nausea ran through Rhapsody. "Are you saying that my coming will be the cause of
your death?"
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"Nay, but I have lived past my time, waiting for a guardian to come and replace me. Now that I have
someone to pass my stewardship on to, I will eventually be able to find the peace that I have longed for. I
will at long last be reunited with those I love. Immortality in this world is not the only kind, you know,
Rhapsody."

The look in Oelendra's eyes went straight to Rhapsody's heart. She had longed for the same things
herself.

'And it was then that you gave up the sword?"

Oelendra smiled and took a sip ofdo/ mwl . " "Twas then that the sword gave up me. I turned back to
it after removing the piece of the star, and it had

vanished into the earth where I had left it, leaving nothing but its light behind for a moment, and then
even that was gone. "Twas almost as if it had died when Gwydion did, buried there beyond the Veil of
Hoen. It seemed an appropriate place. I knew it would return eventually, and now it has." Rhapsody
nodded. Now she understood how it had come to be within the Earth.

They passed the remainder of the evening in pleasant conversation. Rhapsody played a few of the old
world tunes on her lute from Elynsynos, singing some in Ancient Lirin. Oelendra listened raptly, but did
not join in. She told the Singer of times long gone, of the final days of glory after the war and before the
cataclysm when Serendair had peace for the last time, of friends and comrades and the stuff of enduring
memory.

At last the weariness from her long journey overtook Rhapsody, and she fell asleep by the fire. Some
time later she was awakened by a gentle hand on her shoulder.

'Come, dear, let me show you to where you will stay."

Rhapsody rose, rubbing her head hazily. "I need to get a message back home to Ylorc soon, if that is
at all possible," she said.

'Aye," Oelendra agreed. "I will take you into Tyrian City in the morning. The mail caravan stops there
on a weekly basis. I'm sure your friends will be glad to know you arrived here safely. Now come; you're
exhausted."

Half in a dream, Rhapsody followed the older woman past the large hearth and down a hallway.
Oelendra led her into a small room at the far end of the house with an ironworked window. A large
four-poster bed stood against one wall, and a heavy wardrobe against the other. The bed was covered
with a variety of bedspreads and furs, enough to last a frozen winter.

"This is your room, for as long as you wart to keep it," Oelendra said. "Make yourself at ease, and get
some sleep. Tomorrow if you'd like I will show you about the city. For now, however, sleep as late as
you can. I suspect you need it."

"Thank you." Rhapsody was barely able to keep her eyes open. "I should probably warn you, I have
nightmares. If you should hear me in the night, I apologize in advance."

T shouldn't doubt it, after all you've been through. I had them, too. They eventually go away, You will
sleep without them one night, and then they become fewer and farther between until they stop haunting
you. Sleep well." Oelendra touched Rhapsody's shoulder as she left. Rhapsody undressed and crawled
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immediately into bed.

Her dreams were not of the old land, or the demon, but of a handsome face, smiling uncertainly. She
could see it, looking down at her in the light of the forest glade again, bidding her farewell on the
doorstep of the dragon.

1t is twisted and evil; you must beware of him, Pretty. It is very close to here now, nearby.
When you leave, be careful.

The face in her dreams smiled uncertainly again. Then the sun shone through the leaves of the forest
and he began to melt, great icy tears running from his eyes, until he dissolved completely into a pool of
steaming water that still reflected his image.

J'Vnat have you to drink?"

'Port. Or a young brandy."

'Anything stronger?"'

"Hmmm. Not a good day, I take it?"

T guess you haven't been paying much attention to the status of my life recently."

"Not true, which is why I have this wonderful Canderian whiskey on hand."

"That'll do nicely."

T confess I'm a bit surprised to see you. Why are you here?"

T think it's the warmth of the welcome. Hard to resist."

"Now don't get testy. You know I'm always delighted when you come."

'Of course. Did I interrupt something critical?Plotting the destruction of anyone interesting?"

Tl ignore that. Here's your drink. What do you want?"

Ashe took a sip and let the burning liquid sting his mouth for a moment before swallowing. The
whiskey scorched his throat. "I want you to reconsider your plans for Rhapsody."

'Really? And why is that?"

He took another, larger swallow and sat down at the ornate wooden desk. "If she's who we think she
is, it is unwise to abuse her good will."

'"If she's who we think she is, she will understand. It's as much her destiny as it is ours."
"You know, I think you have a serious misunderstanding about destiny. Other people don't always

embrace it, or, in fact, interpret it, as you would have them. Particularly when it involves bringing harm, or
pain, or tragedy upon themselves."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"You would not, by any chance, be speaking personally, now, would you?"
Ashe was silent for a moment. "No. Of course not."
'l thought not. And when, might I ask, did you become so concerned about my protege's welfare?"

"You are not the only one who thinks of her as his protege, you know. She is studying with Oelendra
as we speak."

'Good, good. That will help. Now, don't avoid the question. Where did all this worry about Rhapsody
come from? Has she proven not to be up to the task?"

'Hardly. In fact, if anything, she may be more powerful than we originally thought."
"Then why are you concerned?"

Ashe spun the last of his drink in the glass, then downed it. The alcohol was having no numbing effect
whatsoever. "I would hate to have all this come to naught because you have misjudged your influence
with one of the Three."

He looked up to see eyes of blue granite staring back at him, an almost reptilian gleam blazing from
them.So out of place in the kindly old face , he thought.

"Now, let me be perfectly clear. I need Rhapsody to play the part I've cast her in. Neither of the other
two can. But that part is minor. When it comes to currying favor, the only one within whose good graces
I need to remain is Achmed. He alone is irreplaceable."

Ashe smiled, then rose and ambled to the liquor chest. "You don't understand that power structure at
all," he said, filling his glass to just below the rim. "Achmed is devoted to Rhapsody. It is her loyalty to
you that might influence him, not any of his own. He couldn't care less about you and your plans. And if
you harm her in any way, he will come after you."

It was Llauron's turn to smile. "You know, your lack of thoroughness disappoints me. I'm afraid you
are mistaken. Achmed has other reasons to do as I plan. Reasons that are much older, and much
stronger, than any love or friendship his hideous heart might have for her. You obviously don't know them
as well as I had hoped you would come to in all this time you've spent with them. A waste."

Ashe fell silent, staring into the lapping flames of the fire in the dark study.Except for the mist ,
thought Llauron,ie could be one of the shadows in the room . His voice grew gentle as he laid his hand
on his son's shoulder.

'Does she know?"

'"Know what?"

"That you love her."

'NO.”

'Good. It's better for all concerned."
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An ugly choked laugh came from the misty shadow. "Really? I await with eagerness your explanation
of that belief. How is it better for anyone but you?"

The old man sighed and went back to his chair. "There was a time when you believed without
question that I knew what was best for everyone, mostly because what benefits me also benefits you, and
ultimately, the rest of the land."

T suppose twenty years of wandering the world alone in physical and spiritual agony tends to dim
even the most ardent hero-worship."

The voice from the chair was cold and hollow. "It's temporary. And it will be over soon. This matter is
insignificant. When your dominion comes to rest over this land, your pain will end. And, of course, you
can have any woman you want then."

"There is only one *voman I will ever want."

'Forgive me if I remind you that I have heard this from you before." He did not flinch as Ashe hurled
the whiskey glass into the fire, causing the flames to bellow out of their stone boundaries and roar with
smoke and shards of glass. "Besides, there is no reason you can't have Rhapsody then, if you still want
her. She will undoubtedly have tired of being the Bolg's courtesan by that time. If you really want a used
whore, I'm sure she will jump at the chance."

Ashe turned. Silhouetted against the inferno, Llauron could see the fury of blue eyes within the dark
hood, and could almost see the dragon within them coil. "Don't ever say anything like that again," he said,
his voice deathly calm. "You have already pushed the limits of my loyalty farther than you think. This is
not a subject on which you want to tread heavily."

Llauron smiled into his own glass. ""You forget, we differ in our opinions of the value of court trollops,
Gwydion. Some of the best women in my life were whores in my court. I certainly meant no insult to
Rhapsody."

Ashe was silent for a moment. "You know, Father, there may be nothing you don't know about
power and strategy and fashioning destiny," he said finally. "But you know nothing about trust and the
human heart."

"You think not?"

"'Without question. You promise me Rhapsody as if you had some control over her feelings. She will
probably hate me when this is done, and she will have every right to. There are some things you cannot
manipulate, and some things you cannot repair once they are betrayed. You can't expect someone to
stand by you when you've used them as a pawn to accomplish your own ends to their detriment."

Llauron looked away. "Why not?" he said to the floor. "It has always worked with you."

Ashe's voice was hardly above a whisper. "I will not be a party to this."

The reply was as sympathetic and warm as the bristling fire. "Too late, my boy; you already have
been."

The biting wind that rustled the papers on Llauron's desk was the only sign that Ashe had gone.
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morning," Oelendra greeted Rhapsody as she emerged from her room, blinking the sleep from her
eyes. She set a mug of tea at the place at the table where Rhapsody had sat the night before. "I hope you
slept well."

"Very well, thank you," Rhapsody responded, yawning. She was wrapped in the red silk robe
embroidered with an ornate image of a dragon that had been left at the foot of her bed. It was far too
large for her, and would no doubt have been too large for her host as well. She took her seat and sipped
the tea as Oelendra returned to her kitchen. The warrior was already dressed, and had likely been up for
hours. She returned with a plate of fruit and a pastry-like bread in the shape of a waxing moon.

'First a little breakfast, then a chance to stretch; we can take a walk up to the city. After we get back
I would like to see how you handle yourself with a sword." Oelendra gave Rhapsody a plate and joined
her at the table. They ate in comfortable silence, while Rhapsody stared out the window at the garden,
drinking in the songs of the birds. The feeling of magic she had experienced during her first lovely hours
alone in Tyrian was returning.

When they had finished breakfast, Oelendra showed Rhapsody around Tyrian City. It was laid out
along a series of hills, the tallest and steepest of which was called Tomingorllo and served as the court of
the king. It was the wall near this north-central hill which Rhapsody had passed that first day. As they
came through the gates now they walked down an underground hallway and out into a great bowl in the
center of the rise that formed the Garden of Tomingorllo. The sides of the bowl were wall-like, much like
the outer slopes of the hill, so that ascending or descending them directly would be nearly impossible.

The only ways into the Garden were through the underground halls they had just come through or a
well-hidden path by which Oelendra led her out of the Garden. The actual seat of the king was in the
fortress castle in a vast courtyard at the highest point of Tomingorllo, and could be reached only through
the great halls that lay beneath the massive hill's surface. The fortress was visible from any clearing in the
city. Rhapsody watched it in delight as they passed along the pine-laden slopes of the Garden, before
descending into the rest of the city. It was a great round building with many pillars and a dome of silvery
marble that seemed to glisten in the morning light.

The rest of the city was more akin to the Lirin cities of home, and more like what she had seen in the
villages Cedelia and she had passed. Most of the buildings were of simple design, with high roofs and
short walls, built along avenues created by the forest itself. Here and there, in the largest of the trees,
were high platforms or structures, some smaller ones in the mighty oaks, other, larger buildings built
between several trees. Between them ran rope bridges that connected a second series of avenues high
above the woodland paths. Goats, sheep, and pigs ran through parts of the city, but for the most part, the
animals who wandered the streets were forest creatures that lived harmoniously among the Lirin.

The defenses of the city were less obvious. There were blind and hidden guard posts, designed to
catch invading forces unaware and trap them in a deadly crossfire. There were sudden ditches which
would have broken any organized charge.

There were more conventional, human-style defenses as well. Each of the six outer hills was crested
with a walled defense, and between these was a series of palisaded ramparts and ditches, each one taller
or deeper than the one before. At the bottom of each ditch was set a series of sharpened sticks that
made falling deadly. These ditches were crossed by bridges, which could be easily collapsed from inside
the ramparts. Rhapsody wondered what Achmed or

Grunthor would have made of these defenses, and took note of them for possible use in Ylorc.
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It was the life of the city, however, that really interested Rhapsody. Tyrian was a bustling place,
brimming with activity and foot traffic. The Lirin, though reserved with outsiders, were warm and friendly
within the city walls, and Rhapsody found herself laughing merrily with people to whom she had been
introduced just moments before. She was greeted with affection and cordiality wherever Oelendra took
her.

They ate the noonday meal in an outdoor cafe, dining on spiced venison, olives, and delicious nuts that
Rhapsody found hard to stop eating. Crowds of children ran through the streets laughing, stopping to
stare for a moment as they passed by her table, occasionally reaching out to touch her or to drop a
flower in her lap before they broke into a run again.

The people of Tyrian, with their large, almond-shaped eyes and whimsical appearances, gladdened
Rhapsody's heart in ways she didn't fully understand.This must be what Elynsynos meant about the
Cymrians , she thought, finding herself smiling continuously as she watched them./ can see now how
someone can come to think of a people as treasure . She grinned at two little girls who stood before
their table.

'If you're finished, I'll show you the castle," Oelendra said, digging in her pocket. She held out her
open palms to the children and nodded. Both girls grabbed for the contents as Oelendra's hands closed,
rapid as the recoil of a snake. They examined their results, both of them squealing with delight and each
popping a red kiran berry into her mouth, the trophy of defeating the speed of the Lirin champion.
Rhapsody laughed and applauded the victors.

"Yes; that was delicious." She rose and folded her napkin, waving to the children as they ran off,
giggling. "Lead on, Oelendra. I will follow you anywhere." is the Court and Throne of Tomingorllo,"
Oelendra said as she swung open one of a pair of heavy oak doors. Beyond the doors was an enormous
marble rotunda with an overarching dome held up by pillars that stood ten feet from the wall. The dome
had a large hole in the middle of it, leaving the center of the room open to the cloudless sky.

On the other side of the room was a large throne carved of black walnut, far less ornate than
Rhapsody had expected. It was instead austere, with pillar-like arms and a low, even back. Two great
stone fireplaces, wider than the whole of Oelendra's house, stood dark and cold at each of the other
directional points in the circle.

Running along the walls of the round room was a wooden bench that circled the room unbroken,
except for the gaps for the doors and the throne. In the center of the room itself was a small glass case on
an ornate silver stand that did not seem to match the austerity of the rest of the room. A balcony
encircled the room above, looking down on the center display case. The only other

decorations in the room were the four star-shaped grills that were part of the floor. The air in the
room was clean and cold.

"This is where the king would sit, if there was one, and where the first alliance of the New World was
made, and broken. Come over here." Oelendra walked toward the odd display in the center of the room.
Rhapsody joined her and looked within the glass case.

"The Crown of the Lirin Kingdom," Oelendra said.

"How beautiful." Rhapsody stared down at the diadem that lay in the case before her. It was made of
countless tiny star-shaped diamonds. Eight similarly-shaped larger stones formed the center ring of the
crown. They glimmered in the sunlight that shone down from the opening overhead into the throne room.
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Rhapsody had never seen their like before.

"The fragments that make up this crown were once the Purity Diamond, a stone the size of a man's fist
that shone with the light of the stars. We brought it from the old world and gave it as a sign of friendship
to the Lirin tribe Gorllewinolo, the first indigenous people we met here, aside from the Seers. They were
the ancestors of the people who live in Tyrian now, and together with some of the Lirin of our Island,
they founded this city, the main hill of which bears, in part, their name."

"Tomingorllo: tower of the Gorllewin, the people of the west," Rhapsody said to herself.
'Aye. Over the years the name changed, but the city and the people remained the same."

'But what happened to the diamond? You said that these pieces were once a single diamond. Did
they break it?" "Nay, they did not. Anwyn did."

T don't understand. Why would she do such a thing?" "No one understood. The Lirin of this land
were our friends and allies. They had stood by us when all others had failed, and they supported Anwyn
throughout the war, even when her own people deserted her. The alliance between the Lirin and Anwyn
was older and deeper even than that of Anwyn and the Cymrians, who had chosen her centuries before
as their Lady. The Purity Diamond was a symbol of that alliance to the Lirin. At the time her actions
made no sense. It was not until years later that I began to suspect the reason. I should have guessed right
away, | suppose." Oelendra ran a finger absently through the fine layer of dust that had built up on the
case.

Tt happened just before her scheduled meeting with Gwylliam, the one which he did not live to attend.
She came into the throne room and to this place, where the diamond was on display. Raising her hands,
she called starfire down from the sky and spoke words of deep power that shattered the stone into
thousands of pieces, driving the light it contained out of it forever. Then, without a word, she left.

"It was because of that act that the Lirin, and indeed many of even her staunches! supporters, refused
to recognize her claim to the sole leadership of the Cymrians after Gwylliam's death. She had destroyed
the gift that the First Fleet of Cymrians had given to the Lirin of this place, the very symbol of the peace
and unity with the land they believed their way of life represented.

"To the Lirin,'twas the breaking of the treaty, the greatest betrayal, but to her own people'twas just the
final one. She returned to the Tree to find that, not only had the Lirin turned their backs on her, but her
own people denied her as well. So she left, having accomplished what she had set out to do, destroy
Gwylliam, but at the cost of the prize she sought. In the end she simply sat alone to let her hatred fester,
until at last none visited her but her son and a handful of pilgrims who sought answers to questions about
the Past.

'"When Llauron came years later in an attempt to repair the damage, offering himself in a marriage of
alliance to the Lirin queen, she showed him this crown, made of the shards of what had been a gift of
peace. 'Can you repair this?" Queen Terrell asked him. Llauron acknowledged that he could not. 'Then
what makes you think you can repair the alliance so easily?'

'Llauron explained his desire to right the wrongs his parents had inflicted on the Cymrians and the
Lirin, and the wish to see them united as they had never been before. Queen Terrell declined both his
offer and his marriage proposal, but told him that when and if he, or anyone, could restore the stone to
life, could make it shine with the light of the stars as it once had, that the Lirin would recognize that
person as Chieftain of the Cymrians and Lord of both peoples. Until such a time, the Lirin would remain
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separate, following their own monarch.

"Llauron accepted this, and, as the Invoker, blessed the crown and the queen who made it before
returning to Gwynwood. Since that time the crown has remained in this place, waiting for the coming of
the Lord or Lady Cymrian to right the wrong that was done here."

'Why do you think Anwyn destroyed it?" Rhapsody asked, walking around the case to see the crown
from all its sides.

"Twas the price she paid to be rid of her husband."
She looked up. "What do you mean?"

The look on Oelendra's face grew harder. "She struck a deal with the demon. It was actually the first
confirmation I had as to what kind of evil had followed us, because F'dor are afraid of diamonds; they
fear them, it seems, or are injured and weakened by them. I have never discovered exactly why, but I
believe'tis because diamonds hold the light of the stars, as Daystar Clarion does, an element that
precedes the existence of fire, and, as an older element, is more powerful. This was a diamond immense
enough to capture and destroy the essence of even the greatest of the demon spirits.

'l knew that evil, and I hated it. It had been responsible for most of the trouble on our Island, had
destroyed all I loved, killed my grandfather, killed my husband. I knew it lurked somewhere, that it was
hiding among us, clinging to the souls of innocents, staying always out of sight, always in the background,
waiting for its power to rise and its time to be perfect.

T had only suspected its presence by smell that first day when the First and Third waves
reunited—F'dor have a ghastly smell in their true form, and you can sometimes catch a whift of it when
they are insinuated into a host—but I had no confirmation until the day the diamond was destroyed.

'But Anwyn knew. Anwyn had always known. She was the Seer of the Past. She knew it escaped the
moment after it stepped on that ship; she knew which soul it clung to as soon as it took up residence. It
could not hide from her, and had she told me who it was, we would have been done with that evil many
generations ago. But she was wyrmkin, a dragon's-child, and hoarded that information as she hoarded
everything, certain that one day it would turn to her benefit. And surely one day it did, but, as with all
things touched by F'dor, that benefit was twisted.

'After seven hundred years of war with Gwylliam, she turned to the only power she knew could
defeat him, the one power in the world ancient enough to know secrets that were beyond even her gift to
recall. She turned to the demon, and it offered a bargain: the F'dor would grant her heart's desire,'twould
kill her husband, who was immortal, who to all other threats was invulnerable, and in return she would
destroy the Purity Diamond, the one thing the demon feared even more than Daystar Clarion.

'She was a fool. She thought because she was of the mixed blood of two of the ancient races, Seren
and dragon, that she could bargain with the F'dor and her knowledge of the Past would protect her.
What she failed to understand was that the demon was not just descended from an elder race, but was
itself from the Before Time, and knew things she could never dream of.

'She agreed to its terms, and who knows what else, and destroyed the gift that was surely one of our
greatest weapons against the F'dor. In return, it killed Gwylliam, the last of the Seren kings, and so won
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the battle it had lost on the Island, in the old world. Then it destroyed the remains of the Cymrian alliance,
disposing of the leaders of two of the houses, and breaking their tie with the Lirin, and the different Lirin
factions' ties with each other. The F'dor destroyed the Cymrians as a unified people, and Anwyn had
opened the door for it. Gwylliam may have started the war, but Anwyn lost it for us all.

T spent the next few years hunting it. Anwyn refused to help me find it, because I had stayed out of
the war, being unwilling to support either side in the destruction of the other. I also counseled the Lirin to
stay out of it, but they turned a deaf ear and followed Anwyn, much to their eventual regret. I sought it
everywhere, but the demon was far too clever to be found. It had gone to ground, biding its time, waiting
until conditions were ripe to emerge again. Well, with war brewing, and border incursions on all sides,
and racial hatred flourishing, tht time can't be far off."

Even though she stood in a shaft of warm spring sunlight from the hole in the center of the dome,
Rhapsody shivered. It was becoming horrifyingly clear what Oelendra expected of her. Since the
destruction of the diamond, the only obvious weapon powerful enough to kill the F'dor was the sword
she carried. It was no wonder Oelendra was willing to train her in its use.

cry good," Oelendra said, sheathing her sword.

Rhapsody collapsed onto the ground, her breath harsh and labored. "Y ou must be joking," she said
between gasps for air. "I've never been so humiliated in my life." She had not expected to hold her own
with the Lirin champion, but she had hoped to spare herself outright embarrassment. Oelendra laughed
and held out her hand, which Rhapsody stared at for a few seconds before taking.

'Oh, come now, you were wonderful." The older woman pulled the tired Singer from the ground,
showing little sign of exertion herself. Rhapsody, by contrast, felt utterly exhausted. Her arm was numb
and her fingers ached with the sting of the shocks that had resounded through her steel blade. She had
not used Daystar Clarion in their first sparring, since Oelendra had wanted to see how well she fought
without any special advantages.

'If I had been that wonderful in combat, my severed head would be decorating somebody's flagpole."

"Don't be so hard on yourself. You held your own, you didn't fall for any of my invitations to get in
over your head, and you didn't let your guard down even though you were tired enough to drop. Most of
all, you know how to move on the ground and are very good on the parries and dodges. That's the
hardest part, you know."

"No, I didn't."

'Absolutely. You've had some good training."

"Thanks—I'll make sure to tell Grunthor."

'He's your Bolg friend you were telling me of on the way back from the city?"

"Yes, he was my first trainer in the sword."

'Well, that makes some sense. As I said, you've got a good start, but now we're going to train you to
fight like our people do."

'Do you think that the Lirin way of fighting is better than that of the Firbolg?" Rhapsody asked
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between breaths.

'Aye, at least for Lirin. The Bolg are big, strong, and clumsy, the Lirin are small, fast, and weak. Not
every person of either race falls into those categories, but enough of them do that their fighting styles tend
to reflect it. You rely too much on your strength, not enough on agility and cunning and, no offense, you
just don't have the body mass to fight like a brute."

"No offense taken," Rhapsody said, picking up the weapon. "Where do we start?"

"We start by having a drink of water." Oelendra took a sip from a wineskin and passed it to her. "The
first lesson is to listen to your own body. There are times you have to ignore it, and you've already shown
me you know how to push yourself well beyond the point of normal endurance."

O
'Well, I've had to do a lot of that." Rhapsody took a deep drink.

"It shows," Oelendra said. Rhapsody looked for signs of ridicule or sarcasm in the warrior's
expression, but all she saw was honest admiration. "Now'tis time to learn to listen to your body, to learn
the thythm that you move to, then learn to read that rhythm in others and match your movements to
theirs. You are already a Singer, Rhapsody; now we will make you a Dancer." Oelendra drew her sword
again, and they returned to the lesson.

They spent hours that day going through a basic series of attacks, defenses, and the motions to get
between them, until, at the end of the day, Rhapsody could perform the ritual without effort. When the
sun was sinking low and the clouds were touched with pink, she ran through the paces with Daystar
Clarion, and the moves seemed much more fluid than they had before.

As she swung the sword through the brisk open air the flames of the blade seemed to pick up the soft
pastels and touches of crimson that appeared in the sky, the silver hilt glistening gold in the deepening
hues of the sun. Rhapsody felt moved by the dance, and as her arm swept through the last of the strikes,
a slow slash from above, she felt a comforting sense of balance and strength. She took a deep breath on
finishing the routine, and let it out slowly before turning to her teacher for her comments. Oelendra stood
with arms crossed, a slight smile on her face.

'

'Tis a good start," she said, "Now, come with me."

She began to walk out of the clearing and down a forest path. Rhapsody followed, sheathing her
sword. The air became more chilly with the promise of night as they passed beneath a series of trees
whose ancient boughs stretched above their heads like the arches of a basilica. The bright leaves filtered
the light of the setting sun into a peaceful shade of green, broken by the occasional glitter of gold. They
walked quickly, and Oelendra did not speak. At last they broke free of the forest, and came to a small
bald hill, the sky around them rapidly turning a deep shade of orange, the clouds trimmed in scarlet.

'

"Twas your mother that taught you the evening song?" Oelendra asked as she made her way up the
hill.
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The question and the memory it evoked caught Rhapsody off guard. "Yes, in my childhood, that and
the morning aubade and all the other lauds and songs of the Liringlas. My father used to joke that she had
a song for every occasion."

'She probably did," Oelendra said seriously. " "Twas the way of our people. Would you mind if
joined you in the evening song tonight?"'

"No, of course not," said Rhapsody, a little surprised. "As I told you last night, it will be wonderful to
sing with someone who remembers the songs."

'T remembered them last night for the first time," Oelendra said, stopping at the rounded top of the hill,
where the reddening sun was touching the western forest with the colors of fire and blood. "I had lost
them when I came to this place. 'Twas you that brought them back to me, Rhapsody. You are probably
the only person in the world who might be able to understand what not having them, and then getting
them back, has meant to me." Rhapsody blinked, then smiled, and the ancient warrior turned away,
scanning the horizon. " 'Tis time. You should draw Daystar Clarion, and hold it through the song. 'Tis,
after all, bound to the stars as well as to fire, and through exposure to the stars that its power grows."

Rhapsody did as she was told, noting that the fires of the sword now matched the color of the sky.
She closed her eyes and felt the sword's presence, became aware of its increasing power. The sensation
tingled through her hands and into her being, as if Daystar Clarion was awakening, and as it did was
awakening a piece of herself as well.

Then she heard Oelendra's voice begin the evening song. It was a voice that had been weathered by
age and sorrow, but there was a sympathy to it that moved Rhapsody. It was like the voice of a
grandmother singing to a well-loved child, or a widow singing the lament of the husband who had fallen in
battle. It was a strange and sad voice, to which Rhapsody softly joined her own.

As they sang, the sun slipped beneath the western hills, the outer reaches of the sky turning from blue
to orange to crimson to indigo. Above the western horizon a twinkling light became visible. The sun set,
the evenstar appeared fully, and the flames of Daystar Clarion changed from hues that mimicked the sun
to a silvery white.

As if in answer, Oelendra began to sing a new song, one with which Rhapsody was intimately familiar.
It was a song to the star called Seren, the star that the Lirin of the old world believed had watched over
their home, the Island that was no more. Rhapsody tried to join her, but quickly choked; Seren was the
star she had been born beneath, the one Ashe had heard her call4ria . She could hear again, as clearly
as if the memory were the Present, her mother's voice singing the laud, teaching her the song of her
guiding star. Her eyes swam with forbidden tears, and Rhapsody's face became hot with the effort to
hold them back.

Unwelcome images from the Past, the memories she had fought to keep in abeyance, flooded her
mind; pictures of the last time she had seen Barney and Dee at the Hat and Feathers, Pilam the baker and
the other townspeople in her daily life from the old times. She thought of the children she had played for
at the fountain in the town square, Analise and Carli and Ali and Meridion, who used to ask her for same
tune over and over.

The roaring flood of memories came more quickly now, thoughts of childhood friends dead a
thousand years; images of her brothers, her father, her mother. As the picture of her mother's face
formed, unbidden, in her mind, she looked up and saw Oelendra singing to the sky, her lined face silvery
in the light of the stars.
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The serendipity was too much for her. The tune was quickly abandoned; she lost her struggle as tears
flowed freely down her face, and her body began to shake. Achmed's mandate to her drowned in the
sorrow she had held behind the dam that his harsh words had created in her soul their first night on the
Root, a barrier that had withstood the loss of everyone she loved, the world she had known, the life she
had been taken away from that night. Rhapsody bent over and clutched her waist, trying to invoke the
fail-safe that had always been able to drive the tears back before, but the attempt was useless. She sank
to the ground and dissolved into wracking sobs.

Darkness swallowed the hillside as she felt the touch of a hand on her shoulder. Words were spoken
in a kind tone near her ear, but she didn't hear them. She looked up into Oelendra's face, and the warrior
spoke the words again.

'T know."

Tears from an even deeper well of sorrow came forth. Oelendra took Rhapsody into her arms and
drew the young Singer's head to her strong shoulder as she wept. The younger woman choked out
words that were meaningless to anyone but herself. Oelendra slowly rocked her back and forth, gently
stroking the shining hair that gleamed in the starlight.

'Let it come, darling, let it all come. This—this is where we begin."

They sat thus all through the night, Rhapsody cradled in Oelendra's arms. At times she would grow
silent, only to return to crying so hard that she thought she would die. All the while Oelendra spoke
words of comfort that were not meant to stop the mourning, but to ease and encourage its passing, as
one might hope to ease the pain of childbirth.

The morning found them still on the hillside. Rhapsody awoke to the soft singing of her mentor, who
was greeting the rising of the daystar and the sun with the ancient song of their people. Her head cloudy
from tears, Rhapsody joined in, her voice breaking sporadically. Her hand shook as she pulled the sword
from its black ivory scabbard and held it beneath the heavenly bodies rising iri the sky, its rippling flames
reflecting soft tones of blue and rose and gold as the sun crested the horizon.

When the sun stood clear in the sky and the evenstar was no longer visible through the morning light,
Oelendra rose from the ground and helped Rhapsody to stand. They returned to Oelendra's house and
Rhapsody settled into the pillows on the floor with the cup of tea her mentor put gently into her hands.
Over breakfast they reminisced about the old world, speaking fondly of people and things that they
missed and knew they would not see again. There was healing laughter, a few tears, and much plain talk.
Finally, when Rhapsody was feeling better, Oelendra gave her a discerning look.

"You have not really mourned your loss until now, have you?"

Rhapsody drained her mug of tea. "No."

Oelendra nodded. "Do you mind if I ask why?"

'l was forbidden to."

"By whom?" ,

She smiled. "The leader of the expedition here. My sovereign, I guess. Someone I hated at the time,


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

but have come to trust implicitly. One of my dearest friends."
'"Why did he forbid you to cry?"

Rhapsody thought for a moment. "I'm not entirely certain; I think it offends his ears. He's rather
sensitive to vibrations, that might be part of it. But he was very clear about it. I was not to cry ever
again."

'An unwise order, if I have ever heard one. Rhapsody, the rules I am teaching you as your mentor in
the use of Daystar Clarion are essential to your survival, but there is more to life than just surviving. This
one is offered as your friend and one who has lost what you have, and so understands what it has cost
you. If the first rule is listen to your body, the second is listen to your heart.

"You have a remarkable ability to keep going when both parts of you are desperately in need of rest
and renewal. Take the time to attend to yourself better, not just your body, but your soul as well. The
cost of not doing so is too great to endure. Grieve if you need to. Carrying that much pain will defeat you
eventually as surely as going into battle overwrought physically. Look after yourself. If you don't, you will
never be able to look after anyone else."

Rhapsody smiled. "I will. Thank you, Oelendra, thank you for all you've done. Now, if you're ready, |
think I'd like to get back to work." She rinsed her mug in the water barrel and went to the sword rack,
belting her sword as her mentor smiled.

<_}teel clashed against steel as the two Liringlas women sparred in the courtyard of Oelendra's
garden. Blow after blow Rhapsody landed, and blow after blow Oelendra parried with little effort. Now
and again the Lirin warrior would lash out with the flat of her blade, smacking Rhapsody in the calf, thigh,
or occasionally on her side, but most of the blows to the vital areas the Singer managed to block or
dodge.

In her mind she could hear Grunthor bellowing at her.

STRIKE! Get your pretty 'end out o' yer arse and pay attention, or Oi'll rip it off and stick it on
my poleaxe!

Rhapsody grasped Daystar Clarion with both hands and pressed forward. She mustered all her
strength and brought the sword down hard on the warrior.

Oelendra held up her sword with her left hand and parried the blow with ease. Then she punched out
with her right fist, landing a jab on Rhapsody's chin. The world vanished as white pain flashed before her
eyes.

She stumbled and fell to the ground three feet back, hardly able to believe she could have received a
harder blow from Grunthor. Rhapsody blinked the spots away from her eyes as she lay sprawled on the
ground, uncertain where, or even who, she was for a moment. A time-weathered face appeared above
her.

"You are not a Bolg, Rhapsody," Oelendra said as she stood over her student. "If you try to fight like
one, you will be killed. I've told you before your physical strength is not your strongest point, you
shouldn't rely on it so much. If you have need of strength, you can draw on it from the sword, but you
shouldn't rely on it alone. You won't live long as the Iliachenva'ar if you let the sword wield you. Now,
are you all right?"
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"Yes," Rhapsody said as her bloodied lip began to swell. "Just a little dizzy."
"Very well, we'll rest a moment before we give it another try."

"No, I'm all right." Rhapsody gingerly touched her bruised chin as she came to her feet. She assumed
a ready position, and the two returned to sparring. This time Rhapsody's movements were more carefully
considered, and at the end of the match Oelendra nodded in approval.

Finally the rhythm became intrinsic, and Rhapsody began to land more blows, driving her instructor
back and occasionally unbalancing her. She breathed deeply and concentrated on the music she could
feel in her body, and how it matched with the vibrational blur that was her opponent and friend. With her
eyes nearly closed, she waited for the moment when Oelendra's hand swung up, sword poised, then
slashed her across the side, following her stroke with a blazingly fast blow to her teacher's wrist. She
opened her eyes in alarm when she heard Oelendra's sword clatter on the cobblestones of the courtyard.

Oelendra was uninjured and smiling broadly; it was the most delight Rhapsody had ever seen on her
mentor's face. The warrior extended her hand. Rhapsody took it and received a congratulatory
handshake.

'Good work. Now we'll stop fooling around and get serious."
Rhapsody looked at her in dismay. "That wasn't serious?"

The smile faded from Oelendra's face. "I'm afraid not, dear. With what you have to face, what you
just accomplished was enough to keep you alive long enough to see it kill you."

'Wonderful."
"'Well,'tis an improvement. Before, you wouldn't have even known what hit you."

Rhapsody grimaced. "And you think seeing it is an improvement, given that choice? No wonder they
think you're insane, Oelendra."

The warrior wrapped an arm around the Singer and led her home, laughing.

C.'heir days soon settled into a quiet routine. Each morning, after devotions, Rhapsody meditated,
clearing her mind of thoughts, trying to feel the rhythm of her own body and the world around her. This
exercise complete, Oelendra would have her run through her sword routines, practicing her movements
slowly and carefully until they seemed second nature to her. This would be followed by a sparring
session, in which the two would enter mock combat, with Oelendra stopping to point out faults or where
improvements could be made.

They would spend the afternoons wandering the woods or the city, talking

of the history of the new world or telling stories of personal events, getting to know each other well.
Rhapsody felt Oelendra to be a kindred soul, someone who understood where she had come from often
better then she did herself. Though she kept some of the details of her exploits with Achmed and
Grun-thor, and all of her knowledge of Ashe, to herself, she found herself confiding her fears and dreams
to the Lirin champion, trusting her as she had not anyone else for as long as she could remember.
Oelendra was a perfect listener; she answered questions fortfirightly and shared parts of her own heart
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and past as well. These times were as strengthening to the growth of Rhapsody's soul as the physical
exercises were to her body and ability as a sword bearer.

The evenings were filled with mental exercises, aimed at enhancing Rhapsody's bond with the sword,
as well as her own natural talents.

'As a Singer, you already know the world is made up of vibrations, waves of color, of light, of sound,"
Oelendra said as they entered her chambers one evening not long after Rhapsody had arrived. "The
world is full of constant motion which most people never see, and'tis through such motion, such
vibrations, that you are able to effect the world through music. This will be true of the use of Daystar
Clarion as well. If you concentrate, focus on the patterns you can already see as a Namer, you can
discover weaknesses in armor, areas of injury or vulnerability. When you have had more experience with
this kind of concentration in combat, I will ask some of the Lirin soldiers to spar with you, especially
those who have technique that is not perfect. Then you can practice finding your opponent's weaknesses
in combat."

Rhapsody looked perplexed. "Isn't this what we're doing now?"
Oelendra smiled. "Do you do it blindfolded?"

'Oh."

'At first I will have them go easy on you."

"There's really no point to that," said Rhapsody, smiling. "My Bolg friends never do, and I tend to
doubt my enemies will either, so you may as well let them at me without holding back. If I survive, I'll be
better for it."

Oelendra returned her smile. Rhapsody's matter-of-fact nature and simple honesty reminded the
warrior of herself when she was younger. The young Singer was different in her outlook on life than she
had been, however. Probably because she had grown up among humans, she lacked the natural reserve
of the Lirin, and instead plunged into life with an eagerness that touched Oelendra's heart in its
recklessness.

It was an intense desire to celebrate the joy she saw around her, an insistence on believing there was
good in situations where Oelendra herself saw none. Age and experience had taught her this was a life
philosophy that guaranteed hurt, but it was scintillating to be around, exciting to be part of. She hoped
Rhapsody's need to burn brightly would more reflect her tie to the stars and their enduring, steady light,
than the momentary glory of the fire to which she was also tied, which roared with passion and died
quickly as the fuel that sustained it was consumed.

The lack of caution that was evident in almost every move Rhapsody made did not apply to the
commitment of her heart, however. That she guarded with diligent wariness. Oelendra had noticed that
she was willing to smile at the young Lirin men who handed her flowers in the street when they were out
on their walks, or who left small gifts on Oelendra's doorstep for her, but was unwilling to fulfill their
requests for meetings in the glen or walks in the moonlight.

Whenever a man got his courage up to ask her to her face, she would either arrange for him to join
the two of them for a meal, knowing how intimidating dining with the Lirin champion could be, or beg off,
citing her need to train. Oelendra respected her privacy about it but wondered all the same. She was
wise enough to know that she could train Rhapsody's body but not her spirit.Ryle hira , she thought. Life
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is what it is, the old Liringlas expression. All she could do was give her tools and pray for the best.

night they sat before Oelendra's hearth, quietly drinking mugs ofdot before the roaring fire. Oelendra
stared past the flames, her mind wandering down old roads. Rhapsody's own thoughts were closer to
home, and to the world she had awoken into.

'Oelendra?"
"Hmm?"

'How can we find the F'dor? If you've been unsuccessful all this time, does that mean it might be
unable to be found at all? That we will have to wait until it strikes, and react defensively?"

Oelendra put down her mug and regarded the Singer thoughtfully. "I wish I knew," she said at last.
"Certainly that would be unfortunate, as it gives all the advantages to the F'dor.

T've spent centuries pondering ways to find it. I had hoped that the Cymrians would be reunited by
now; Llauron has been working on that goal for centuries. There is a good deal of power in that
population, and those that remember the Seren War would be eager to focus their talents on destroying
the F'dor, if they can be convinced that it exists. "Twould need to be a new, wiser group of leaders then
we had in Anwyn and Gwylliam to do it, however.

"Without the reunited Cymrians, | suspect the crown of the Lirin might be useful in locating the demon
if there were a monarch to wear it. Sadly, the greatest power the Purity Diamond would have had—the
capability of trapping and holding the demon within it, is gone forever. This, no doubt, is why it sought to
have the diamond destroyed.

"When [ was Iliachenva'ar in the old land, I was sometimes able to see hidden evil things through the
flames of Daystar Clarion. Your bond with fire may permit you to see such things through the sword in
ways I am no longer able, especially since the F'dor are bound to fire. The Three may come, though I
have given up hope of that. The only other thing I can think of is that we may come across a Dhracian
somewhere in the world; Dhracians are the only race that can find F'dor by natural ability."

Rhapsody opened her mouth to ask about the Three, but Oelendra's final comment caused it to close
rapidly. She thought back to where she had first heard of the race. It was in the darkness of the Root, on
the first night she had come to think of Achmed as something other than an obstacle.

What, did you think you're the only hal