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Prologue

KERON COULD SMELL the battle coming. Clouds brooded, promising along, heavy torrent. Below
him, the troops of both defending and invading armies stirred like angry ants, with only the width of the
river to separate them. It will be now, Keron thought. The rainswould bring floods, and winter would
keep the channel swollen. If the Dragon was going to establish hisfoothold, it would happen before the
storm broke, while hisforces could till crossthe ford.

“Hail, King of Elandrid” the herald announced as Keron stepped out of his pavilion. Two pikemen
automaticaly fdl into place at their sovereign'shedls.

“Whereisthe crown prince?’ Keron asked.
“At the observation post,” the herald replied.

Keron strode off at apace that his men had a hard time matching. In his mid-fifties, the king was lean and
strong, with not astrand of grey in hishair. Wizard's blood, his subjects would whisper. The years flow

slowly for the sons of Alemar. Y et now there were sharp linesin hisface that had been faint traces less
than four years earlier, when the Dragon's offensive had begun.

He passed beside the amithies, assailed by the sounds of hot meta being quenched, of hammers, of
voices murmuring spells that would bind carbon to iron. On the other side of the path, fletcherswere
feverishly attaching both new and salvaged points to arrows and complaining about the inferior quality of
the feathers they had to work with, their pace till vigorousin spite of days and nights of constant work.

Keron flagged the armorer, a hirsute, barrel chested Tamisanese with arms and face scarred by alifetime
of smdting and shaping metal.

“Let theforges coal. You'l need to be ready to move the equipment if the Dragon'sarmy overruns us.”

The armorer fixed an antagonistic gaze on theking, asif to deny the prospect that Tamisan might be
overrun. “Aye... Your Mgesty,” he said finaly. The pause before the honorific was intentional.

One of his pikemen gtiffened, but Keron held up acaming hand. It was not the time to argue over
etiquette. The king continued on, past racks of freshly made swords and shields. He recognized aman at
agrindstone as one of hisown Elandri craftsmen, and nodded. The man lifted the sword he was
sharpening in abrief sute, then set it down again into a shower of sparks. Elsewhere among the
workers, among the native Tamisanese, Keron was met with glares and narrowed eyes. He could sense
their thoughts: You're the one who brought this doom upon us. The Dragon came to thisland on



your heels. Like the armorer, they were not happy about his presence.
Allies bickering among themselves. Smal wonder Gloroc's invasions had been so successful.

As he climbed the knoll to the observation post, he spotted his son. Va, young, strapping, and
magnificent in hisarmor, was sanding beside Treynaf, Keron's cousin.

“Father,” Vd cdled, “weve been expecting you."

Keron clasped his offspring by the forearms, smiled, and turned to scan the view. Down in the valey, the
invading army was assuming its formation, readying for the command to plungeinto theriver. On the near
bank, the men of Tamisan were lining up behind their barricades. On the | eft flank they were reinforced
by Keron'sarmy of exiles, on theright by asmall contingent sent by the shah of neighboring Simorilia

Keron was surprised to see Treynaf. His dour relative seldom emerged from his quartersfor any reason,
as shown by his pasty complexion. As usud, he had the globe of Alemar nestled in his pdms, and was
garing intoit. Curioudy, he lifted his gaze every few seconds toward the battlefield, asif comparing the
scenein thevaley to that within the talisman.

“What do you see, cousin?’ Keron asked.

“The sultan has deployed too many men to the flanks,” Treynaf replied with surprising certainty. “He has
weskened the center.”

Keron had only been half-listening. It was ajoke among the Elandri refugees, from the common troopsto
the king himsdlf, that Treynaf only foresaw the obvious. Thiswas not the prince's usud type of
prediction.

“That'sridiculous,” Vd said. “There are plenty of men in the center. The sultan hasto place some
elsawhere. The Dragon'sarmy won't dl cross at the ford. They have boats. Seefor yoursdlf.”

There were dozens of dinghies and canoes among the Dragon's entrenchments. Asthey watched,
soldiers carried more to the front.

“Wdll, Treynaf? What is your answer to that? Keron asked.

“I seeno boats,” hereplied. Hewaslooking in the crystal bal, not at the river. Keron could smell an
acrid, narcotic aroma each time his cousin exhaed. Treynaf was so drugged it was awonder he could
dill talk.

“The Dragon ismoving quickly,” Va said. “1'd say they'll mount the charge within a quarter hour.”

Keron scanned the increasingly organized rows on the far bank. “Better get down there. Enret will need
yw.”

One of the pikemen brought Va hismount. “Keep in mind what Treynaf said,” Keron added as his son
climbed into the saddle.

The young man bardly disguised hisdisdain. “1 will,” he said respectfully, and snapped thereins.

His countrymen would take heart to see their crown prince riding among them. Keron envied Val that
role. Asking, Keron could only look down and note how insgnificant his band of refugees seemed
beside the battalions of fresh, never-defeated Tamisanese. He had barely more than ten thousand men
|eft after the fall of Elandris and the Dragon's subsequent campaigns through Thiagra. Down on the plain



the sultan emerged from his pavilion. Thiswas a Tamisanese fight now. Keron waslittle more than an old
navy man driven to dry land.

Heran hisfingers along the length of his scepter. He could fed its sorcery, latent, waiting for him to
activateit. It was tangible evidence that the Dragon had not won everything. The talismans of Alemar
Dragondayer were till in free Elandri hands. The scepter waswith him, the globe with Treynaf, the belt
with vV, the amulets and the gauntlets with Alemar and Elenya, and the other, asyet inactivated articles
kept by the royal cadre of sorcerers. Gloroc might yet be destroyed, and the wizard's dynasty returned

to power.

Keron held on to that thought astightly as he held the scepter. Perhapsthe tide would turn here, in this
land that even the Calinin had not been able to conquer.

The Dragon's army was not moving, though it had long been gathered into position. The horde was
waiting. For what? Suddenly Treynaf snapped out of his meditation.

“Ware the eastern sky,” he said.

A dragon plummeted out of the clouds, its huge, batlike wings haf-tucked at its Sdes, serpentinetall
trailing arrow-straight behind. It streaked toward the defenders on the Tamisan side of the ford, toward
their barricades, siege towers, and rows of upraised pikes. High-pitched screams rose as men caught one
brief glimpse of the beast's deep, indigo eyes. Dragonfire obliterated the front ranks.

Keron gasped. Gloroc himsalf! The Dragon had comeinland! Away from the sea, the source of his
magica power.

The attackers rushed into theriver, driving toward the opening the Dragon had created. No one took to
the boats. They dropped the craft on the banks and concentrated their manpower into asingle phaanx.
Treynaf had foreseen correctly. The attack was not spread widely. It would pound the center, where
there were not enough defendersto bear the full brunt of it.

The Dragon blasted the barricades. Thistime some of the sorcerers of Tamisan overcame their shock
and managed to erect wards. But the flames they deflected merely struck elsewhere, and at least one
ward failed dtogether. It was arare wizard who could fend off adirect bolt of dragonfire. Archers shot
their pitiful misslesat the Dragon's hurtling body, but if by some miracle their am wastrue, the Dragon's
own ward thwarted them.

The Dragon dived three times more, wreaking havoc, though less each time, as a sorcerer here or there
remembered the ancient lore that a dragon's powers are weakened by the energies stored in dry land.
Themagicians caled upon the spirits of the soil and their wards began to withstand, bouncing the blazes
back up into the air. The Dragon trumpeted his mockery and abandoned the tactic. He had no more than
one burgt [eft anyway.

He raced toward the knall, straight for Keron.

Keron anchored the scepter in the earth. A ward spread, covering him, Treynaf, the pikemen, and most
of the hilltop. The dragonfire enveloped them, raged for amoment, and withered without harming them.
The Dragon seemed unconcerned. He flew back acrosstheriver, landing at the rear of hisarmy.

Within moments, he had risen again, clutching something in his great talons. Keron felt apang of

recognition. Gloroc carried his burden over the Tamisanese trenches and dropped it. A curtain of flame
leaped around award, dancing off it to lick at asege tower. Oil. The Dragon was employing the tactic
that had made his presence against the ships of Elandris so formidable. He could fly high above arrows



and other projectiles, dropping fire bombs until the wards of the victims gave out.

He destroyed the cohesiveness of the Tamisanese forces. His phalanx crossed the ford, splitting the
defenders down the middle. Unless stopped they would continue straight up the dopes and attain the high
ground.

“Sound the retreat,” Keron yelled.

Trumpets blared. The sultan, if he survived, would curse him for acoward, but there was no choice. The
Elandri troops responded to the signd, and gradudly the Tamisanese and Simorilian forces a so ceased
their panicked scurrying and began to organize themselves, surrendering ground in an orderly fashion.
The Dragon's army would win theriver crossing, but it would not break Tamisan's back in one stroke.

Gloroc himsdlf was the problem.

But even the Dragon was vulnerable. He was gpparently drawing power from the storm clouds, but it
could not be nearly as much as he drew from the sea. With him over land, several superb sorcerers
working together could spin atrap, perhaps negate the fundamental spellsthat alowed his massive body
to fly. Keron sent for his head magicians. He would gather them on the knoll and use the scepter to
protect them during the casting.

Gloroc rose into the clouds, hislaughter blanketing the beattlefield, and was gone.

Keron drooped like an eighty-year-old man. The Dragon had gained what he wanted: a beachhead for
hisarmy. Hewould let his human minions mop up, risk their lives, expand his empire. He had breached
the last country on the coast of the Dragon Sea till free of his domination. Fear and time would finish the
jobfor him.

Treynaf had stood like a statue throughout the battle, even when Gloroc had amed his bregth at the
knoll. Now he stirred, spoke, his voice resonant, unclouded, poetic:

" A shadow shall sprout in the Dragon Sea
And grow till it coversthe Eagt,

Swallowing the armies that stand in its way;
On wizard's children dragons will feast.”

“Spare me your auguries!” Keron bellowed. “I've had enough of your doomcrying.”

Treynaf did not flinch. “ Those were not my words. The stanzais one of the prophecies of the great seer,
Shaheraof Acaon, written fifteen centuries ago. It came to me suddenly.”

“| don't care. Give me something useful. Give me knowledge that will help mefight Gloroc. Otherwise be
slent.”

“Thereissomething there,” Treynaf murmured, asif speaking to himsdlf. “The poem containsaclue.”

Keron scoffed. * Perhaps the line about wizard's children? Shall we poison your flesh and feed it to the
Dragon?'

“I don't know.” Treynaf stroked the globe. “| see a palace beneath the sea. | see adragon, dead.”

That, at least, was moderately cheering. For the thousandth time in hislife Keron wished that some
member of Alemar the Greet's descendants would be born who could use the globe to its potentia. He
turned from Treynaf and found himsdf face to face with hisherad.



“Summon two messengers,” Keron snapped. “ They're to carry the news of the battle. One will go to my
son and daughter in Cilendrodd. The other goesto Struth.”

The herdd saluted and ran to do as he was told. On the battlefield the Dragon's men had seen that their
momentum was checked. They fell back to reinforce their beachhead. Both sides resigned themsalvesto
along, bitter engagement.

PART ONE
The Flower Of Victory
Y ou let your magic tortoise go,
And look at me, frowning.
Inauspicious.
—I Ching, 27th hexagram, first line

THE STRANGERSHAD BEEN tracking him for two days. Toren stilled his bresthing and listened
again. The forest hummed with its sounds: afiremoth laying eggs underneath anearby ledf, birds chirping
in the heights, beetles rustling through the mulch &t hisfeet. Y et, the frogs were quiet, back along the
overgrown path where he had been not long before. By now they should have resumed croaking.

Toren bent down and loosened his moccasins. Hislegs throbbed from kneeto toe. He had run asonly a
modhiv could run, for two days, foregoing food and deep. The breeze struck his swest-drenched
clothing and sent chills down the Sides of historso. His eyes burned.

He had run enough. It was no longer a case of persona danger. Before him was the stream that marked
the borders of histribe'sland. Duty demanded that he protect his people.

He knelt on the muddy bank, pulled three small blocks of pigment from his pouch, wet his brush, and
began his deathmask, using the stream's surface asamirror. He took histime, painting the area under his
eyebrows just so, mixing the colorsto the exact hue he wanted, recreating the design that his
grandfather's grandfather had worn to his grave. Onceit had dried, he cast the blocks to the current.

So beit. If the strangers followed him now, someone would die.

He rubbed hisfeet, ankles, and calves with an ointment and waded into the stream, his passage making
amost no sound. He travelled downstream at the same rate as the current, disturbing the silt aslittle as
possible. Within minutes, aschool of chikchik gathered around hisfest, flashing their razor teeth inches
from his skin. They smelled the ointment and swam on to find other, perhaps larger, prey.

Toren did not seizethe first of the many branches that overhung the water, nor even the tenth. When he
saw the one he wanted, he used it to lift himself from the stream, crawled hand over hand toward the
trunk, and waited until hisfeet had dripped dry. He jumped directly from the trunk onto ajumble of
rocks and restored his moccasins. By the time he had to step once more on soft ground, he was many
yards from the bank.

That would not stop the strangers from finding the trail, not if they had failed to be thrown off by the
other, more sophisticated tactics he had used during the past two days. It would, however, give the
impression that hewas dill trying to hideit.

He hurried into Fhali land. After an hour he passed a hoary old tree where he had cached food ten days



earlier, on hisway to scout the territory of the Amane. The cachewas il there, in acleft long ago
created by lightning. He scooped up the satchel and ran on. Presently, however, he began awide circle
that brought him within sght of the tree again, near the path down which he had originaly come.

He hid deep within the brush beside the trail, tortured by the thought of the food he had retrieved. He
dared not chew; the action of hisjawswould dull his hearing. His ancestors encouraged him to have
discipline, and he put hunger and the cold wesather to the back of his mind. He focused his bloodshot
eyesat thetrail. Not once had he actualy seen—or directly heard—whoever or whatever followed him,
but he could sense the danger dogging his hedls. There were at least two, possibly three, pursuers.

Hetook his blowgun from its shegth, selected a dart, and examined the brown smudge at thetip.
Satisfied that none of the poison had rubbed off, he dipped it into the barrel.

Toren had never killed aman before. He asked his ancestors to help keep hisaim steady and his breath
strong.

* * * %

Finaly, Toren heard soft footfalls along thetrail. While he remained hidden, alone man loped padt, his
eyes on Toren's spoor, and stopped beside the old tree, examining the crevice from which Toren had
taken his cache. Toren waited in vain for the appearance of the man's companions. The stranger was
another Vanihr, probably amodhiv, tall and lithe like Toren himself, with long blond hair and smooth,
golden skin. What tribe Toren could not tell. His bow was strangely shaped. His hair wastied
high—behind the head, rather than behind the neck, and bound with aclasp of an unfamiliar metd. He
wore aknifefar longer than any Toren had ever persondly seen, aslong as the swords of the men of the
Hat. Curioudy, hisbow was unstrung and tied behind his back. He carried asmall net in hishand.

Toren was reassured to see aflesh and blood enemy—a weary-looking one at that. It seemed to him that
only aspirit should have been able track him so far, yet thiswas obvioudy aliving being, alone and
vulnerable,

Toren inserted the end of his blowgun through an opening in the foliage. The distance was not ided, but
he had the element of surprise and hislungs were rested. He aimed and fired. The stranger chose that
moment to step away from the tree, turning not to continue along thetrail, but to look back in the
direction from which he had approached. The dart struck him in the upper arm, rather than the back.

The stranger cried out, flung aside his strange net, and clutched at the dart. Toren faded further into the
brush, taking refuge behind atree, out of arrow danger. He would stay out of sight until the poison took
effect.

A spider web seemed to dance in front of hisface. Suddenly the world went dark.

* * * %

Toren felt cold ground benesth hislegs, rough bark at his back, and ropes binding his limbs. His skull
ached miserably. It was an effort just to open hiseyes.

Helooked up into the face of an animd.

In another moment, he redlized it was aman, but onewith hair al over hisjaws and chin. Black hair. His
skin was nothing like the golden brown of the Vanihr; rather it was pinkish, dmaost whitein places
protected from the sun. Even the memories of his ancestors contained no image of such aman. It was
several moments before Toren was convinced that he viewed a human.

To theleft stood the strange Vanihr he had fought, eating burrost from Toren's cache. One of hisarms



wasin ading. Besde him was awoman. She at least had no hair on her face, but her complexion was
just as pale asthefirst man's, and her hair adegp brown unknown among Toren's people except in
legends. Like the others she wore aloose shirt and full-length trouserstied at the waist and ankles. She
carried another of the unusua bows. All three strangers had the haggard ook of people who haveled a
long chase.

“Not feding well?’ the Vanihr asked, between bites. Toren could barely understand his dialect.
“No."

“Good. That was anasty pin you stuck mewith,” he said, gesturing at the ding and the poultice of mud
and grass over hiswound. “I dmost didn't find where you kept the antidote in time.”

Torentried to lift ahand to fed his swollen head, but not only were hisarmstied to hissides, but his
whole upper body wastied to the tree.

“What do you want with me?"
“We need you to kill adragon.”
Toren stared back increduloudly.

“It'salong gory,” the Vanihr admitted. “But well have plenty of timeto explain. My nameisGeim. The
lady is Deena. The one who startled you is our leader, Ivayer."

Toren scowled. He was embarrassed to have shown hisfright to foreigners. “What isyour tribe?’ he
asked Geim tedtily.

“| was once of the Ogshid."

Toren sared. “That isfar northeast, at the edge of the Wood."

“Yes. Near the ShaRiver ddta”

“Y our people fought the Shagas."

Geim shrugged. “In the past. There have been no Shagas on the lower river in modern times.”
“Why have you journeyed so far from your home?"

“For you."

Toren shifted off arock that was digging into his buttocks. “To get meto kill adragon.”
“Youlearn quickly."

“I think you have me confused with somebody dse.”

Geim said something to Ivayer. The latter held out asilver bracel et decorated with blue stones. Identical
ones hung on Geim and Deena'swrists. At aword, one of the gems began to glow, throbbing from bright
to dull. Asthe bearded man moved his closer to Toren, the pulsing grew more rapid.

“We used these to find you. When we began our trek, they were aslifelessas an ljitian'smind. The
farther south we came, the more active they grew,” Geim stated. Ivayer touched hisgem to Toren's
ankle. Upon contact, the glow became constant. “ There is no doubt. Y ou're the one we want.”



Toren shrank back. Thiswas potent sorcery. “Where did you get these talismans?’
“We were given them by our mistress, the god Struth.”

Inaway, the use of magic soothed Toren's pride. It explained how people unfamiliar to the Wood could
have caught him. He could tell from their blank expressions that Gelm's companions did not even
understand Vanihr languages. But what he was told made no sense.

“Thereareno gods,” Toren sad.

“Cadl her something else then, but Struth exigts. I've talked to her, felt thewind of her breath. That's more
than | can say for my ancestors.”

Theimplication made Toren pause. “Y our ancestors do not live insde you?'
“They doinyou?'
“Of course. Ever sincel came of age.”

“Sothelegendistrue,” Geim murmured. “We've heard it isthis way among the southern tribes. Our
shamansdl died in the wars against the Shagas. There are none | eft to pass the memories from father to

Toren felt shamerising. Not only had he been taken, but it had been done by cheli—incomplete beings,
subhumans. Better that he had been captured by children.

Geim bit off another piece of the burrost. Toren watched envioudy, reminded of his empty ssomach. The
dried tree serpent was one of hisfavoritefoods. To hissurprise, Geim offered him some.

“I do not share food with enemies,” Toren snapped.

Geim shrugged, and put the mesat back in the satchel. “We're taking you back with usto the temple of
Struth. It'sin the country of Serthe, on the northern continent. A long walk. Eventudly you'll want to et
something.”

Toren glared back. “ And how are you going to get me there? Drag me?”

“We have ameansto gain your cooperation,” Geim replied. “Now that you're awake we can proceed.”
He spoketo Ivayer. Toren could not understand the words, but he felt danger closing in.

Ivayer took off hismagic bracelet and set it on the ground near Toren, then inhaed deeply, waved his
hands over the talisman, and began uttering soft, rhythmic sentences. The strange poetry probed aplace
deep inside Toren's skull. Hetried to shout in order to drown out Ivayer's voice, but could not. Histhroat
was filled with something. It was crawling upward. Its hard, bulbous contour scraped painfully againgt his
palate. He felt stubby, flat-bottomed legs walk across histongue. Hisjaws and lips were pushed open
againg hiswill.

Toren panicked. He watched in horror as his totem emerged from his mouth and began walking down his
body. When it did off histhigh to the ground, he could fredly observe that which he had seen only once
beforein al hislife, on the day of hismanhood ceremony.

Histotem was atortoise. It was blue, tranducent, with white, pupilless eyes. It waked duggishly toward
the bracelet. One of the gems—not the same one that had been flashing earlier—was starting to gleam.
Thetortoise waked straight into the illumination, shrinking, until it vanished within the facets. Ivayer



ceased his spelweaving, and exhded sharply. A droplet of sweet fell from his chin.

“Y ou've taken my ancestors,” Toren whispered. He listened in the places of his mind where the familiar
voices should be and found silence. The remembrances of past generations, which had seemed so much
like his own memories, would no longer come to consciousness. He stared forlornly as Ivayer picked up
the bracelet.

“Wearesorry it hasto bethisway,” Geim said. “If you had lived in the civilized lands, we might have
offered you gold or iron. But we had nothing you val ue enough to make you leave the Wood, until now."

“Y ou have made me a cheli. It would have been more merciful to kill me.”
“The process can be reversed. Y our ancestors can be returned to you.”
Toren looked up, startled and suspicious. “ After I've killed your dragon for you?"

“Before,” Geim said. “ All we ask isthat you come with usto Serthe, and speak to Struth. Shelll give your
totem back to you. In fact, she's the only onewho can. It'seasy to put it in the gem, but only agod has
sufficient magic to retore it to your body."

Toren stared at hisfeet. Ivayer spoke.

“Perhaps we should put it another way,” Geim trandated. Ivayer gestured to Deena, who untied the
ropes. Toren winced as arush of blood returned to his extremities. Ivayer held out the bracelet.

“Takeit, return to your shaman. Seeif he can free your ancestors,” Geim said.

“They would cast me out if they knew | had |et foreigners defile my totem.” Even his son would be
compelled to shun him.

“Then it seemsto me your choices are suicide, or coming with us, letting Struth restore you, and intime
being able to return as acomplete man."

Toren found it difficult to care what his dternatives were. That morning he had been amodhiv, one of the
best scouts histribe had. Now he was not even atrue Fhdi. He could no longer cal up the memory of
the founder planting the tribe's home tree, only his own meager recollections of thetree a its present,
mighty girth. When herosg, it was dmogt asif someone &se moved hismuscles.

Geim seemed to smile. “ Thisis not funny,” Toren snapped.

“No,” Geim answered quickly. “I was merely thinking of something that Struth said. She assured us that
you would be a person with awell-developed sense of self-preservation.”

Toren glowered. When Ivayer offered him the bracelet again, he waved it away. He would walk north
for now. There did not seem to be any dternative. But that did not mean he had to stop behaving likea
modhiv. When they set out, hewasin thelead, asif he were the master, not the dave.

THE MAIN STREET OF THE hamlet of Old Stump rumbled with the sound of mounted soldiers.
Citizens prudently sought the shelter of the buildings, where they peered cautioudy from shadowed
doorways and curtained windows. A high noon sun washed the community with hard, reveding light,
giving the watchers aview more vivid than they would have preferred.



They saw twenty riders seated atop heavy battle oeikani, the thick-necked breed seldom seeniin
Cilendroddl. Theanimals' short, knobby antlers had been capped with brass cones, and on their forward
feet their cloven hooves had been filed to cleaverlike sharpness, so that they clicked asthey crossed the
tiles between the hall of the elders and the home of the mayor, the only paved section of roadway in the
region. The mayor's wife and daughters heard the clicking and struggled to banish the unwelcome
memories summoned to their minds.

Theriderswere al dressed dike, in chain mail hauberks and bronze greaves. They carried broadswords,
dirks, and wooden shields reinforced with copper bands, except that the pair of archers at front and rear
had substituted bows and quiversfor the shields. But most important for Old Stump's popul ace, each of
the soldierswore ared and black design on theright breast of their jupons, so that there could be no
doubt that they were the Dragon's men.

The second group of ten rode somewhat behind thefirst, leaving agap at the center of the procession. In
that gap something was being dragged in the dust. Owl the tavernmaster, peering tentatively out through
the open haf of his main doorway, decided the thing must have once been aman.

It was not easy to tdll, even after the soldiers had reined up in the center square of the hamlet and lifted
their burden up out of the dirt. The body had no eyes, no nose, no genitals. Several fingers and toes bent
at impossible angles. His skin was covered with welts, burns, clotted blood, or in some caseswas Ssmply
missSng.

Four of the soldiers dragged the dead man to the center of the square. Until three years earlier the site
had been hometo Old Stump's great father tree, which antedated the first house. Now therewas only a
cruddy hacked-off trunk, eight feet high, to which the soldierstied their trophy. When the last knot had
been cinched, the patrol leader dismounted and shuffled lazily to the spot.

The latter was stout but muscular, perhaps abit less than forty years of age. He wore brass knuckles,
polished to hot brilliance, and a sash of fine quarn silk. His cheeks bore shalow scars from a childhood
bout with the pox. There were those in the hamlet who could remember the year when that sickness had
swept through, taking one in ten of the children, and one in twenty of the adults. Others could recal when
the man had been taunted by his juvenile peers because he had been afraid to climb the great father tree.
Those were the days before Lord Puriel's nearby castle had been fortified as one of the Dragon's
outposts, and many of Old Stump's homes taken over in order to quarter the men of the garrison.

The patrol leader pulled hisdirk from its sheath and used the tip to carve a pattern in the corpse's
abdomen, leaving gouges that seeped afew drops of cold blood. There were not many in the village who
could read what was written; even the writer was merely copying it from adesign he had memorized an
hour earlier. They were characters of the High Speech of the Calinin, and they formed aname: Milec. In
ancient daysin the kingdom of Aleoth, this had meant fifthborn son of the weaver. It was acommon
enough namein Cilendrodd, but there was one particular Milec more famous than any other. When
certain watchers saw the letters formed, they knew the rumor of his capture wastrue.

The carver finished hiswork and turned away. He found that an old woman was standing in the middle of
the street, watching him. Shelifted abony finger at him and shook it.

“May your mother turnin her grave, Claric,” she said, strong-voiced in spite of her age.

Helaughed. “ Aunt Seerie. Where are the menfolk? Afraid to show their faces? They leave old women to
render their complaints?'

“Thisisagood man you have murdered,” Seerie continued, asif Claric had not spoken.



“Hewasacrimina, condemned by Governor Puriel himsdlf,” Claric answered hotly. “It isnt murder to
executearebd.”

“And to mutilate him?"

“If he had told uswhat we wanted to know, he could have saved himsalf most of that.” Claric climbed
into his saddle. “The Dragon is not unkind to those who acknowledge hislawful rule.”

From oeikaniback, Claric called to the buildings surrounding the square, “ Tell the precious prince of
Elandrisand hiswhore of asgter that | will see them hanging from this same post one day."

He paused, asif challenging the village to speak, but no reply came. Then he spurred his mount and rode
past hisaunt in the direction from which he had come, missing her so narrowly that the wind of his
passage nearly toppled her. She steadied hersdf with her walking stick. Half the patrol followed Claric at
agdlop.

The ten men remaining, including al the archers, assumed stations around the square, two in the saddle,
the rest standing. Seerie gave them acold stare, which they met with disinterest. They joked as she
limped away down the Strest.

* * * %

By evening, Old Stump came back to life, in aquiet way. Light glowed from the tavern windows, and the
lamp aboveits Sgn clearly displayed the name: Siver Ed, called that because of the house specidty,
delivered daily by local fishermen. A new squad arrived from the garrison, and severd of those who had
guarded Milec's body throughout the afternoon gladly whiled away the first of their off-duty hoursin the
pub room. Houses rattled to the sound of children running and wives cooking. Citizens occasionally
appeared on the street, until the curfew drew near.

There was even some activity in the square, though no one lingered there. An elderly man with
cataract-tainted eyes stopped and peered at the corpse, but a soldier's haf-drawn sword kept him ten
paces off. If anyone had any interest in the spectacl e that went beyond morbid voyeurism, they hid it.
Here in the shadow of one of the Dragon's strongholdsit was not prudent to show concern for an enemy
of the state. As Owl the tavernmaster put it, “ Better him at that post than me."

In the small hours of the morning, asentry yawned and thought once more of the relief squad due at
dawn, and of the night's gambling that he had missed. Motherworld hung overhead, full and oppressive,
staving off darkness with abright orange glow. The shadows of the dead man's eye sockets seemed to
hide an accusing stare. The sentry amost wished the rebels would try something, thereby relieving his
boredom. But they would not. Thiswastoo deep in the Dragon'sterritory. If it had been otherwise, the
guard would have been more numerous. The entire scheme had been staged merely to humor the
Dragon's sorcerey.

It came as a shock, then, when the latter burst into the square, nearly drawing fire until the guards
recognized hisfine slk garb. “Have care!” thewizard shouted. “ Thereis magic being cast.”

The swordsmen drew their blades. The archers nocked their arrows and pointed them toward the
shadows of adjacent buildings. But dl they saw or heard for their trouble was a silk moth fluttering across
the avenue toward the light of the tavern.

The sorcerer lowered hisarms. “It isover now,” he sad.

“What wasit, Master Omril?” asked the leader of the squad.



Omril stepped forward, rubbing his cheek in ahabitua gesture, and sniffed the air at various pointswithin
the square. Eventually he strode up to the body of Milec. Even before he spoke, some of the sentries
saw what he had discovered.

“Thenameisgone,” Omril said.

Where Claric had carved Milec's name, there was now only smooth skin. One of the sentries made a
sSgn againg demons.

“Enough of that,” Omril snapped. “It'sonly atrick.” But he knew otherwise. It was arare enough thing to
be able to heal damage so quickly. To be ableto do it to acorpse, and at adistance, was atdent
beyond even the best of the Dragon's sorcerers.

One of the archers suddenly spun on the balls of hisfeet, pointing his weapon toward the middle of the
street. An old woman bundled in a shawl was approaching, her shaky steps supported by a cane.

“It'sClaric'saunt,” one of the swordsmen declared.
“She'sout after curfew. Arrest her."

Seerie made no attempt to shake off the hands that clamped on her thin upper arms. “A clumsy trap,” she
caled to Omril. “Did you think the prince would et himsdlf be caught?'

“If he wants the body, he or his men are going to have to stand revealed. Trap or not. If he doesn't come,
then Milec will stay until herots, and that will bealessoninitsdf.”

“I suspect hell not rot, however long he staysthere.”

The sentry made the sign again. Omril felt another diver of doubt, picturing the corpse'sfingers
sraightening out, its skin becoming pink again. “ Are you the rebd's spokesman, then?’

“I am only an old woman, who haslived too long dready,” Seerie stated. “And so | can speak my mind
fredly.” She started to say something more, but stopped to stare behind them, eyeswide.

They dl turned to look at the body. One of the archers gasped. Omril's jaw dropped, and he probed
more thoroughly, but to his congternation sensed no magic in the vicinity.

“It haswings!” aswordsman yelled.

The body looked asif it were covered with ahorde of huge moths or dragonflies, al fluttering at greet
speed. Asthe men watched, the ropes fell away, and Milec began to rise upward. Both archersfired.
Omril saw at least one shaft strike home in the dead man's thigh, then the body was airborne. It shrank to
adlhouette against the globe of Motherworld, and was gone westward, toward deep forest.

Seerielaughed.

Omril turned toward her with fury. “He's gone, but we have you. Will you be so smug in the governor's
dungeon?'

“I am on Death'sdoor,” Seerie said camly. “I have acancer. | have no fear."
“Youwill,” Omril promised.

“It isyou who should fear, you and Lord Purid and my nephew Claric. That was no ordinary rebel you
killed."



“I havethefavor of Gloroc himsdlf,” Omril said. “I'm not afraid of your prince.”

“It isnot the prince you need worry about. It isthe princess.”

AT IVAYER'S GESTURE, Toren stopped in histracks. They had reached abend in the path. Aheed,
barely visble through the underbrush, they could see ahayeri nibbling at the leaves of acollberry tree. It
was ayoung animal, deek with fat—enough mest to last them severd days. Toren had wondered when
the foreignerswould noticeit; he had smelled it adozen paces earlier.

Ivayer gestured to Geim, who drew out histhrowing net. The undergrowth, which would have interfered
with an arrow, seemed not to worry him. His prey browsed, unaware. Geim threw the net lightly. Once
released, it picked up speed, flying over the brush and enveloping the animd's head. The target went
down asif sruck with aheavy mallet.

Ivayer strode forward at hisleisure, finished off the hayeri, and settled down to gut and dressit. Geim,
handicapped by his stiff upper arm, assisted as best he could.

Deena, asusua, nocked an arrow and guarded Toren while her companions were occupied. Toren,
however, was not thinking of escape. He sat on abed of fernsto observe the gutting. The men worked
with apracticed air.

“Do you dways butcher your game yoursaf?” Toren asked.

Ivayer and Geim both seemed intrigued that Toren had initiated a conversation. “ Of course,” Geim
answered. “How elsewould we do it?"

“If possible, amodhiv would take it back to the village and let one of the hunters dedl with it."
“A modhiv?'

“I amamodhiv,” he said disdainfully. “We watch the tribe's enemies, fight the skirmishes, inspect the
borders.”

Geim nodded dowly. “I see. Among the Ogshiel, warriors and hunters are the same caste.” He tapped
his gutting knife. “ Things change when one has no ancestorsto tell the living how things should be.”

Toren was shocked. Geim not only was unashamed that he had no totem active inside him, he actudly
seemed proud of it. He should not even talk to such aheretic. Y e, perversaly, questions rushed to his

tongue.

“That net—another gift of Struth?” Toren asked. His head till felt swollen. He had origindly believed
himsalf to have been knocked out by Deenaor Ivayer, until Geim had mentioned that the other two had
rendezvoused with him later.

“No,” Geim replied. “ Thiswas given to me by Ivayer's teacher, awizard named Obo, when he learned
what our mission wasto be. Y ou'll meet him. Heresdes at thetemple.”

“Isthat your home now, too?"'
13 Yall

“Why did you cometo live so far from your birthplace? Were you banished?’ 1t was hard for Toren to



conceive of any other reason why aVanihr would leave the Wood.

“Not exactly.” Geim smiled, but the expression implied wistfulness, not amusement. “Let'sjust say | had
to leavein ahurry, and it wasn't wiseto return. Still isn't, asfar as1 know."

Ivayer had neatly skinned the hayeri. He lay the hide down as a platter and began carving the mest.
Toren gazed longingly at the handsome chunks of flesh yielding to the foreign metd. Ivayer noticed and
said something to Geim.

“Y ou ought to be truly hungry by now,” Geim trandated. “If we cook some of thisnow, will you eat with
L@I

“ NO_"

“Suit yoursdlf,” Geim said. “ Frankly, | wonder why Struth made us go to so much effort to catch you.”
He held out a crimson hand, palm down. “1 see only thiskind of blood on your hands, young modhiv.
Y ou have never taken ahuman life. How you'll manage to take that of adragonisamystery to me.”

Toren frowned and looked away, eyeslevd.

They finished the butchering, wrapped the meet in its skin, and settled the bundle onto Toren's shoulders.
“WElIl give you some more time to decide about the food,” Geim said. *Ivayer wantsto cover some
ground while the weather's good.”

* * % %

By early afternoon, the clouds thickened and turned black. Thunder rumbled off the low hillsto the north.
Small animas darted by, their concern for shelter superseding their fear of humans. Not far ahead they
saw ahuge, flat boulder straddling two others, forming anatura pavilion.

“Well makethat our camp,” Geim told Toren, after Ivayer had given the directive in the northern tongue.

Toren smelled the shift in the air and knew that the deluge was dreedy faling. They could see acurtain of
rain obscuring the opposite side of the valley. They arrived under the shadow of the rocksjust asthefirst
droplets struck. Thefull torrent soon followed, pasting dead leaves and humus to the ground, driving the

shrews out of hiding, and turning every low placeinto apuddle or stream.

They found acolony of snakestucked in the cleft at the base of one of the boulders, and dispatched them
with swords. A pair of hawkswatched cautioudy from ashelf just under the overhanging rock.
Otherwise the arch seemed designed for the four travellers. The floor wasflat, and well protected even
when the rain was driven dantwise by gusts of wind. A firepit had been constructed at the center, and
wood had aready been gathered and stored where it would stay dry. Ivayer dug in the ashes and found
nothing but cold char. The only recent spoor around the hearthstones belonged to various species of
anmas

“A modhiv camp,” Toren explained. “Used by wanderers. Thisterritory belongsto no tribe.” It was used
primarily by the Fhali. Toren himself had dept here on occasion.

Ivayer nodded with satisfaction once Geim had trand ated. Since the torrent would prevent anyone from
spotting their smoke, they built afire and took advantage of the opportunity to cook the hayeri mest.

Toren sat with hisback against one of the boulders, disturbed by a gnawing tick of apprehension. It was
the storm. Though the lightning had passed, and they had found an excellent place to wait out the sky's
fury, he knew that afterward there would be mud. Soft ground made it difficult to hide tracks.



Eventualy he managed to doze, though it wasfitful. He dreamed of playing with his son, and it made him
lonely. He waited in vain for the voices of hisancestors. The scent of food drove him awake.

Deenawas holding out astrip of roast hayeri. "Lom," Deenasaid.
Toren shook hishead firmly.

Rather than withdraw her offering, she pointed at the sections of the animal till cooking. "Lom,” she
repeated.

Thistime he understood. “Meat,” hesaid in Vanihr.

She mimicked him easily. Both languages used only one syllable for the word. Next she pointed to the
knifewith which sheheld themorsd, and said, " Kolich."

In response he gave her the genera term for bladed weapons, rather than one of the array of specific
names amodhiv might use.

She nodded, and used the knife to cut the meat in half. "Kolich zebret lom."

“Knifecutsmesat,” hetrandated. As Deenabegan chewing one half, she held out the other to him. "Um
lom," she said emphaticaly.

Hetook the gtrip.

If shefdt triumph, she disguised it with amodest smile. Toren forced himself to be dignified—chewing
dowly, taking small bites, asif hewerenot at al hungry. Thetruth was that the first taste made his need
much worse; until that moment his body had been reconciled to its continued lack. In what seemed like
seconds he was swallowing thefind bit.

She made no move to get more. Instead she gave him water, taught him her word for that, the verb for
drinking, and then another ten words.

“Toren umlom,” he said finaly in exasperation.

She smiled and cut another strip hot off the spit. Whileit cooled she taught him alittle more, corrected his
pronunciation, and eventually rewarded him with the meat. He endured it by reminding himsdlf that his
shrunken stomach would only accept small portions anyway. She had by far the greatest impudence of
any femae he had ever encountered. She dressed in warrior clothing, carried weapons, and treated him
asif shewerehisequd, perhaps even his superior. He wondered how he could subject himself to her
behavior, but on aless consciouslevel, he gppreciated the attention. It filled the hollow spaceleft by his
ancestors  absence with human companionship.

Therain dowed to steady, moderate precipitation, wet but no longer violent. Geim and Ivayer consumed
their fill of the roast and began drying most of the remainder of the hayeri into jerky—aswell as could be
donein the limited time they had—by hanging strips high above thefire. Whileit cooked, Geim joined
Deenaand Toren.

"Yriha gam habet,” Toren told him. Deena chuckled.

“I'mafraid | didn't understand that,” Geim replied. “ Deena has been teaching you the language of her
homeland. All I've ever learned of it are the greetings and swear words."

Toren hesitated. Just how many peoples were there in this place to which he was being taken?“| said—



think—that your legsare hairy."

Geim amiled at the joke. Likedl Vanihr, hisonly prominent body hair wasthat in hisarmpits and around
his pubic area. Deena had hairier legsthan he.

Once Gelm had seated himsealf, Deena spoke to him. Toren tried to understand aword or two, and
found that he could not. But that was to be expected. They would be conversing in their mutua tongue.
Listening closely, he was pleased to be able to catch the different flavor of the sentences.

Geim seemed thoughtful at what Deena had said. Presently hetold Toren, “ She would like to know what
isconsdered the primary duty of amodhiv.”

“To protect the tribe from its enemies.”
“That'swhat | told her. She wondersif you will understand, then, our motives for kidnapping you."

Toren stared into the flames. His captors mystified him. They were chdli, yet they seemed
honorable—they had not abused him more than necessary even though he had tried to kill one of them.
Thething that struck him most, however, wasthat it was now clear to him that the three of them
represented different tribes—different races—and yet were united in their effort.

“The dragon threatensyou al?’ Toren asked.

“Yes” Gamsad firmly. “Indl honesty, | believethat if Struth's plan fails, eventually the Wood itsalf will
fed theweight of Gloroc'srule.”

Toren searched Gelm's face thoroughly, but could see no trace of guile, despite theincredible clam he
had made. He glanced at Deena, and saw the same sincerity. “1 don't understand,” he said findly, “but
tell her | will bethinking about it.”

v

ELENYA SPRINKLED THE SEEDS of sweet herbs over the grave and raked them under the
newly-turned soil. Alemar handed her the water bucket, from which she took three handfulsin studied
precision and cast them in droplets over her planting. Finaly she lowered the sprig, itslength thick with
thetiny flowersthat, after a season, would decorate the entire mound. Their fragrance rose though the
heavy foliage toward the sunlight.

Milec the rebd had found hisresting place.

On Elenyasleft hand her gauntlet twitched, humming like awasp caught in abottle, its jewel s casting of f
sudden, multicolored sparks. She stared at the grave, saying nothing.

Alemar turned to face the solemn assembly. His gauntlet, while slent, throbbed with aglow no lessvivid
than the display from hissister's. “Let's leave her done,” he said, waving everyone toward the shelter of a
massive broadlesf tree. His twin made no acknowledgment of their leaving.

Alemar found agrassy spot and sat againgt the treg's trunk. He rubbed the puffy edges of hiseyelids. He
had never before tried to hed adead man's flesh, and he doubted he ever would again.

Wynneth came to him holding aewer and agold cup. He caught the smell and wrinkled his nose.

“No, no, no,” shesaid firmly. “Y ou know you need it."



Shefilled the cup and handed it to him. He drank it quickly, wincing at the vile taste. It was hisown
concoction, and would mitigate the enervation brought on by such strong sorcery.

“Thank you,” hesaid, atrifleinancerdly.

“Y ou would have forgotten it dtogether,” she scolded. “I'll not have my husband looking likean old

“Look who's caling whom old,” he said. “ Y ou've got over ayear on me."
She amiled and filled the cup again.

Even hiswife's camaraderie could not banish the funereal gloom. They had lost both agood friend and a
capabledly. Milec'sfather had been thelord of the province of Y ent, one of the origind victims of the
Dragon's sudden takeover of Cilendrodel. The son had been among thefirst to join Alemar's small band,
and he had proved to be not only astaunch fighter but an inva uable liaison between the rebels and the
displaced royalty of the nation.

Alemar glanced at one of the lookouts haf-hidden in the brush. The governor's patrols were combing the
areaaround Old Stump in hopes of catching the rebel prince and princess. Though the rythni watched as
well, the two dozen men and six women of the party kept their bows strung and their sword hilts
unbound. Inevitably Alemar's gazefell on hissster's back. He could see dirt from the gravedigging caught
inher long black hair.

“It did me good these past months, to see her with Milec,” he told Wynneth. “1 would catch her smiling
for no reason at dl. Meeting him was one of the few joys she's had since we returned from the desert.”

“I know,” Wynneth said gently. “Don't dwell onit. Y ou can't bring him back.”
He sighed, and put an arm around her. “1 just wanted Elenyato experience what 1've found.”

Wynneth nestled her head in the crook of his neck. 1 wanted that for her, too, my love. Do you think she
would havefound it with Milec?'

“What do you mean?"'

Wynneth kept her eyes down, asif she regretted bringing up the subject at that time. “I mean that they
were good for each other, and they were infatuated, but | don't think Elenyawould have married him.
She'swaiting for someone. | don't know who. An ideal maybe, not aliving man at al. Someone she can
respect aswell aslove."

Alemar plucked awildflower from the ground. “Yes. You'reright."

Wynneth closed the lid on the ewer and set it in the grass. A streamer of sunlight momentarily peeked
through agap in the canopy of leaves and lit her short, brown hair. Even in her mid-twenties, she il had
ababy face. Some people were shocked to discover the strength behind it.

“Wherewill we go next?'

Alemar shrugged. “ Toward Garthmorron, | think. There's more uninhabited land out that way. We might
find the space to breathe."

“And then?'

“What are you getting & ?"



“Weve played cat and mouse with the Dragon for three years, waiting on Struth before we take the
offengve”

“Yes. But now theendisinsght.”

“In 9x months or ayear. We may not have that much time. It waswell known how important amember
of our band Milec was. If Puriel could lay hands on him, the common people will concludethat al of us
will be taken. The price on your head and Elenyasisfifty amath pearls each. Even the most loyd to the
cause are tempted by that. If they believe the Dragon will win in the end anyway, they may fed thereis
nothing to lose. Unless we make abold move, the revolt will be snuffed out.”

“I'm afraid that istrue,” Alemar conceded.
“I know you and Elenya have been discussing the matter. What have you decided?!

“Nothing. | wish | could be more like her sometimes,” he said, gesturing toward histwin. “ She knows her
way and followsit without hesitation. | forever debate which road | will take. Are you so eeger for the

fight?'
“No,” shedated firmly. “But Purid must die.”

Heblinked, sartled. Gradually he nodded. “Y es, unfortunately that much is clear. What | am not certain
of ishow horribly he must die”

It was Wynneth's turn to be startled.

“Vendettaisaseriousthing,” Alemar said. “1 learned that much in my yearsin the desert. | worry that
when | am done, the people will ook a me with just as much fear asthey reserve now for the Dragon.”

He reached out with hisleft hand—the one without the gauntlet—and gently stroked hiswife's abdomen,
feding for thelife growing insdeit. “What sort of legacy will | leavethis child?’

She rested her hands on top of his.

Finaly he said, “Tonight, when were wd| away from Old Stump, I'll confer with the rythni. I'll need their
hdp."

* * * %

The murmurs of the camp were indistinct behind him, as Alemar sat at the pool's edge, waiting. Serpent
Moon wasfull, itswhite and blue reflection dancing on the water, the image's purity soiled by the glow of
Motherworld, hidden somewhere behind the canopy of leaves. An iridescent gleam of tiny wings
appeared over the stream. A moment later the rythni had settled on the moss-covered boulder beside
him.

"Heeoo, Hiephora-bani," he said, quietly so as not to overwhelm her sengitive ears. She was not quite
teninchestdl, dender and smooth amost to the point of androgyny, face wreathed in abundant dark blue
tresses. Like dl rythni, she went unclothed, but unlike most, she wore afine gold chain around her neck.

“Greetings, Prince Alemar,” answered Hiephora, her rendering of the High Speech as smooth asif it
were her mother tongue. Her voice wastiny, barely able to be heard above the hum of nearby insects or
of frogs cdling from the stream. “Y ou have committed Milec to his gods?"

“Yes, wehave” Alemar sated solemnly.



“Our bard has already made asong about last night. It is caled ‘ The Hero with aHundred Wings.” May
| teach it to you to pass on to your minstrel ?"

“Yes, | would like that. But firgt, tell me how it went with your elders.”

Hiephora perched cross-legged on the moss. “ They're much like your own eders, | would imagine, only
more S0 because of the centuriesthey have lived. To hear them talk, you would think | made my women
kill aman, instead of rescuing the body of one from unkind hands. No matter. Am | not aqueen?| left
them to argue among themselves.™

“How isthe casudty?"

“The arrow only grazed her. Shelll befine. The elders had afit about that, of course.”

Alemar hesitated.

“| seeatroubled conscience,” Hiephorasaid. “ Tell me what burdens you so.”

“What if | were to ask you to kill?"

Shelooked asif she had been stabbed. “ That would be another matter."

“Y our people would not wield the blows. But their actions would result in the desth of others.”
“I see. | feared this, when they took Milec. | understand the human need for revenge.”

“If it were vengeance aone, | would bide my time, run away as| have for the past three years. Certainly
| would dedl with it without troubling you. This, I'm afraid, is acase of sdf-preservation.”

The moon and planet glow created deep shadows under the rythni's eyebrows, which made her
expression seem doubly serious. “Asfor mysdlf, thereisno question. Gloroc isagreet evil, and his
governor areflection of him. However, | cannot order my subjectsto follow me, though many of them
will. This defiestradition enough that my elders may well rouse out of their bowersin order to discipline
me. We might soon both be rebels.”

“Then you must not doit,” Alemar said quickly.

“I made my decision to be part of your destiny years ago,” Hiephoraanswered softly, “the day | tipped
over your mother's cup of amethery. Do what you must do, prince, and | will bethere.”

He paused, asif to protest, but she held up her hand. Finadly he sighed and touched hisfingertip to her
pam. “So beit,” hesaid.

* k% k %

Music drifted through the forest of Cilendrodel, past the many watchful, tiny eyes. Wynneth waited by the
fire, while Alemar sat with Solint the Mingrd, playing in unison “The Hero with aHundred Wings’ on
Iute and cittern. By now the musician had caught the tune and Alemar had to concentrate to match him. It
did Wynneth good to see her husband apparently absorbed with the song.

Presently she glanced up, and saw asmadl, manlike form flit across apatch of half-night sky. At the same
time, she became aware that someone had joined her.

“Wondering when they'll talk to you?’ Elenya asked.

Wynneth made room for her sister-in-law. “1 would be surprised if they ever did."



Thefirelight splashed over Elenyasface. There were no tears on her cheeks. “They might. You'relike
him,” she said, gesturing toward her brother. “ The same gentle soul. They can seethat.”

“Alemar tellsmethey used to talk to you."

“When we were children,” Elenyasaid pensively. “I even learned alittle of their language. But it ended
when | reached puberty, and it never did compare to the rapport Alemar had with them. To be truthful, |
didn't mind; | wastoo busy becoming awoman, or afencer, or aprincess.”

Wynneth stared fixedly at Elenya. Her husband's Sster had been completely slent on the journey from
the grave site to this camp. Even now, her preoccupation was obvious from the pattern of her speech and
the ominous warbling of the great wizard'samulet at her throat. Wynneth rubbed her belly nervoudy.

Elenya noticed the motion, and said, “ Alemar told melast night you're pregnant.”

“True,” Wynneth said, and self-conscioudy took her hand away. “Asameatter of fact, it was he who told
me. He knew what had happened within hours of conception.”

“Wherewill you go for the birth?*
“I don't know yet. Somewhere north, away from the coast.”

Elenya stretched her gauntlet closer to thefire, letting the flames reflect on the polished metd. “ Do you
know, | have never even conddered the thought of having achild?"

Wynneth waited several moments before spesking. “1 know,” she said findly.

“What will it be, aboy or agirl?” Elenyaadded after an equaly long pause.

“A w."
“Good. That'sgood.”

A son of the Blood, Wynneth thought. And, now that Keron had been declared monarch of Elandris, in
the absence of acapable leader among the survivors of the late King Pranter's more immediate family,
the child might one day be a contender for the throne. That was assuming that the Dragon's possession of
the kingdom could be ended, and the dynasty of Alemar Dragondayer restored.

The women's conversation died out, and did not resume that night. The music became alullaby. Wynneth
dirred from adozeto find that Alemar had |eft the mingtrel's sde. He leaned over, kissed her on thelips,
then helped hissigter to her feet.

Asthetwins gauntletstouched, they crackled with static. For amoment, Wynneth saw not her husband
and sgter-in-law, two people whom she knew and understood well, but two frightening, powerful beings.
They stood face to face, short, lean, dark-haired magicians, descendants of perhaps the most powerful
sorcerer ever to havelived. They turned together, walking away from the camp to confer, using the
wordless method permitted by their amulets, leaving Wynneth to her dl too norma humanity. Her
thoughts turned to the child inside her. Would he one day frighten her as much?

Vv

THE DUNGEON REEKED. Seerie smelled stale urine, mildewed wood, dank stone, and rats.
Occasionally there would be a scuffing of feet or amuffled groan from one of the cells acrossthe



corridor, but Seerie made no attempt to communicate. Damp straw and dirt sent rivers of cold into her
bony rump. She guessed she had been therefor at least twelve hours, uncertain because she had dozed
sometime after thejailor had shoved a plate of unappetizing gruel under her door. The vermin had esten
it.

The pain was back, dull and throbbing, low in her abdomen. She accepted it along with the other
discomforts. Soon enough there would be release from dl of them.

A new sound dragged her out of her feverish reverie. Heavy boots reverberated on the wooden dats of
the wakway. The glimmer of lanternsfiltered through the bars of the peephole.

Keysrattled in thelock. The door swung outward. Seerie blinked her eyes, trying to adjust to the
illumination. A lumbering slhouette took two stepsinto the chamber, while the jailor waited in the
corridor.

“Aunt Seerie, the Dragon's magician has summoned you!” Claric held the lantern high, casting garish
streaks of light and shadow across hisface. His gold tooth gleamed.

“The captain of the guard isnow an errand boy,” Seerie observed.
“Mind your tongue, old woman. I'm herefor the pleasure of it."

“Obvioudy. Y ou haven't changed, only grown worse with alord who indulgesyour vices” She met his
glare squarely, in spite of the distance he loomed above her.

“I might show you your place, Auntie, but Omril wants you intact, and I've no need to lift afinger to you.
You're hdf acorpse aready. What's the good of your fancy hedler princeif he can't cure one old
woman?'

“I will be glad to die, rather than live knowing | havekinlikeyou,” shesaid camly.

He poked her sharply toward the door. She winced, but masked the reaction immediately, and started to
walk. Thejailor led theway through the maze of cdlls. Claric pressed uncomfortably close behind her.
She had trouble keeping her balance on the dats. She reminded hersdlf that they were easier to negotiate
than the naked floor of mud, and carried on stoicdly, knowing that the less she seemed to suffer, the less
Claricwould likeit.

The stairs were much worse. Before she had climbed to the servants’ level, her right knee began to
wobble ominoudy. She began to gasp. Thejailor returned to his tation, leaving Claric to nudge her
backside the wholetrip up to thelord'sleve. A guard smirked at her as she was hustled along ahalway.
She marched on, determined not to stumble, though they had taken her cane when they had arrested her.
At least the way wasleve now.

To her dismay, Claric directed her toward another flight of stairs. She began to climb them, depending
amog entirely on her left leg. She crumpled on thefifth step.

Claric cursed, but rather than exhort her to get up, he dung her over his shoulder like a sack of flour and
continued on. The Dragon's mage must bein ahurry, Seerie decided. She wanted to jab her ebow into
her nephew's kidneys, but she was too exhausted to bother. She hung limp, nose full of the odor of
sweaty leather.

They passed a narrow window, and she could see that they were ascending the northwest tower of the
stronghold. Outside the sunset was mirrored in the water of Rock Lake. It was aview much too beautiful
for thelikes of Lord Purid.



At the end of the stairs Claric rapped on aheavy door. They heard the wizard's command to enter, and,
obeying it, found him contemplating the same scenery. His quartersfilled the top of the tower. Along
every wall were cabinets and shelvesfilled with books, scrolls, and vids of various powders and liquids.
Pigeons cooed in asmall coop. At the center of the room was a broad, finely polished table, on which
stood a single scroll, weighted down by apair of exquisite scul ptures of dragons.

Claric dropped Seerieignominioudy on the floor, bruising her weak knee. She forced herself not to cry
out.

“Leaveus,” thewizard told Claric.

Claric did so, without aword. Seerie made anote of it. Claric only gave this sort of silent obedienceto
someone he feared. Yet Omril had lived in Cilendrodel scarcely more than afortnight.

Seerie did not bother to glance up as Omril walked dowly toward her. She could see his deceptively
young face reflected in the gleaming marble floor.

“Y ou arewell thought of in Old Stump,” Omril said, evincing none of the anger he had displayed in the
town. “That is, according to the reports I've collected today."

Seerie's eyebrows rose in spite of herself. “Y ou asked about me?'
“How eseam | supposed to learn anything?’

Seerie did not know what she had expected when summoned to the magician's presence, but it was not
this. “Come, st down,” he said, shocking her even more.

“What do you want with me?’ she sad, findly facing him. It was hard to do. His pale eyes|eft her feding
asif shewere naked. She sank uncertainly into his cushioned chair.

“Why, knowledge, of course. Y ou are the rebel's spokesman.”
“| told you before, |1 am only an old woman.”

Omril shrugged. “1 speak metaphorically. Sometimesimportant facts hidein the most trivia of places.”
He gestured at the open scroll on thetable. “Takethis, for example. | found it in thelibrary of this castle.
It's considered the definitive work on the rythni, thin asitis. Y esterday | would have considered it awork
of fiction. An hour ago | read that their females are winged during their reproductive years. Now |
understand how Milec's body was spirited away."

Omril lifted one of the paperweights and alowed the scroll to close. “Thisprince and hissister area
danger to my master. My missonisto learn asmuch as| can about them. Y ou'l tell me al you know."

“No. | won't."

“Youll ress, of course” thewizard said judicioudy. “But it won't do you any good. Have you heard of
dragon-touching?'

Seerie sank deeper into the chair.

“The human verson isfar weaker than that of adragon, as one might expect, but Gloroc is an excellent
tutor. It takes specid training to be able to thwart the technique. Regrettably Milec had such training.
You, | perceive, have none. It'sbest you don't struggle. It will save me from leaving permanent damage.”

He uttered aword in alanguage Seerie did not recognize, and suddenly bands of silk sprung from the



rear of the chair and bound her. Within abest of her heart she was rendered immobile. Omril placed the
bar againgt the door, moved astool next to her, and took her hand. His grip was frighteningly gentle.

“Look at me,” hesaid.

She did not want to obey. She kept her face turned. But she could not resist one quick, apprehensive
glance. For the barest instant, her eyes met his. That wasal it took.

* k% k %

Two soldiers of the garrison left the house, laughing at an obscene joke, and headed toward the
Slver Eel. Seerie stood in the shade of the tree across the lane, stifling her rage. The soldiers had
occupied the house for only two months, yet already the shrubbery she had so carefully cultivated
had died. The men had carved their marks in the door frame. A pile of refuse had grown under the
front window.

She had moved into that house as a bride. With her husband dead, her home had been the greatest
comfort of her elder years. Now she had only aroom in her Sster's small resdence. According to the
new regime, old women did not deserve houses of their own when men of the garrison could make use of
them.

She glared at the departing figures, most especially at the Dragon'sinsignia on their shoulders,
and hobbled off to a part of the hamlet where she would not have to view what used to be.

* * % %

The pain in her gut flared again. She groaned and tried to stretch out completely, hugging the
bedcoversto her neck to ward off another sudden chill, but her abdominal muscles would not
relax. She hardly noticed that her sister had entered the room, nor that she had brought someone
with her.

He came forward into the candle glow. He was short, lean, black-haired, and wore a green cape.
His right hand was enclosed in a jewel-encrusted mail gauntlet....

Seeriefelt atug a her mind, halting the flow of the memory. Over and over she saw the gauntlet, just as
she had that night: The metal seemed to be gold. Tiny gems were placed at regular intervals across
its surface, aswell asalarge, brilliant stone on the base knuckle of each finger. Each of the larger
jewels shone with a different color. It was not the candle light they reflected; the illumination
came fromwithin them. At the sight of such a talisman, Seerie knew the identity of her visitor.

“Lilara” she murmured to her sgter. “How did you...?"
“I didn't bring him,” Lilarasaid. “Hejust appeared at the door.”
“I heard of your condition,” Alemar explained. “I've cometo seewhat | can do.”

Seerie swallowed. Dared she hope? Before she could speak, he took her hand in his bare palm, and
closed hiseyes. His expression grew blacker. He sighed and looked at her with compassion.

“Itisyour time,” he said solemnly. “1 cannot stop the progress of this disease. Y our body wishesto die.”
She looked down and nodded. She had feared it. In away, it relieved her to be told the certainty of it.

“However,” he added, “thereis something | can offer.” He withdrew aflask from his pouch, pulled the
stopper, and tipped the spout to her lips. Shetook asmall amount. It tasted like wine, lacking the bite of
fermented fruit, but mimicking the rapid, suffusng warmth of dcohal. It had hardly reached her somach



before shefdt her belly begin to unclench. Not only wasthe pain fading, but she could think more clearly
than any timefor the past week.

“Onedp per day will ease your suffering, yet leave your mind unclouded.” He gavetheflask to Lilara.
“That contains as much as you are going to need, I'm afraid.”

“How can | thank you?’ she asked.

"Drink my medicine,” was all he said.

* k k %

When she saw the twenty riders dragging their grisly burden down the center of Old Stump, Seerie
knew she had borne as much as she could. “ I'm going to follow them,” shetold her sister.

Lilarawaved her pudgy handsin adarm. “What will you do?’ she cried as Seerie reached for her cane.

"I will speak my mind,” Seerie answered, and opened the door. The procession was well ahead of
her; but she knew their destination. Lilara begged her to come back, but did not herself emerge
from the house. Seerie turned a deaf ear. She would confront the nephew who had driven his
mother, her youngest sister, to an early passing; she would speak against the governor who had
ousted her from her home; she would proclaim the nobility of the prince who had eased her pain.
She would do what others, with something to lose, feared to do.

* k k %

Seerie came gradud|ly to consciousness. The memorieslingered like vivid dreams, detailed, but unred.
Theincidents no longer fdt like persond history; they struck her as moments from someone e sgslife.

Two men were talking. She opened her eyes and found that she was till in the chair, but the bindings had
disappeared. Severd candlesand apair of lampslit the wizard's room, brightening what Motherworld
provided through the windows. The air was cooler. She knew then that far more time had passed during
the dragon-touching than she had perceived.

She glanced up into the gaunt visage of Lord Puriel, governor of centrd Cilendrodel.
“That'sal?’ heasked Omril. He glared a Seerie, tugging absently at hisdate grey beard.

“Sheisgtrong-willed,” the magician stated, brushing apiece of lint from hisfine atire, “but she hadn't the
skillsto keep me from seeing what | wished. Sheiswhat she claims, only adying old woman, angry at
the changein her fortunes.”

Seeriefet color risein her cheeks. Shefelt raped, exposed, tossed aside. All her noble plans of the
previous day had resulted only in giving the conjuror information about the prince's gauntlet.

“She'sworthlessto us, then,” the governor said, asif in echo of her thoughts. “ She can rot in the dungeon
with the other traitors."

“I suggest not, my lord.”
13 H.]?I

“Shewill be dead inlessthan afortnight, even if we give her your lady's chambers and feed her
sweetmeets off Slver platters.”

“All for the best, then,” Purid said.



“I meanthat it is pointless to keep her. She can do us no harm outside. If she dieswhile incarcerated,
some of the populace may conclude that we fear old dames so much that we murder them. She would
become amartyr."

Puriel scowled and twisted one of his many rings back and forth on hisfinger. “1 see. Very well, then,
well let her go. Not that | care what the rabble believe.”

“My lordiswise,” Omril said, with what seemed to be honest deference.

Seeriewas not fooled. Puriel did not deserve such acapable dly. Seerie feared for the rebel twins. The
Dragon had sent one of his best after them.

Therewas only one smal way in which she could be of help. The ideamade her heart race. If only...

Whether by fate or conscious intent, her wish was granted. She was dead before Puriel could summon
the guard to escort her out of the castle.

Vi

THE SUNLIGHT HAD BARELY begun to filter through the trees when Toren and his captors broke
camp. Therain had quit early the evening before, but its effects were still omnipresent. The leaves
gparkled, heavy with moisture; the ground squished beneath the travellers' feet; and a chorus of frogs
was loudly celebrating its good fortune.

Toren stared at the crumbling ash of their fire. The ring of hearthstones was the last evidence of Fhdi
presence he would be likely to see. His grandfather had placed some of those stones, though the memory
was now lost with the totem. He whispered the ritua words spoken when taking leave of the dead, and
turned hisback to histribe'sland.

Hewalked for four days like adrugged man, taking no interest in his surroundings. Deenataught him a
few words of her language each time they camped, but he memorized the lessons with some distant part
of himself. He did not care which forks of the trail they took. Each morning when he was roused, he
would aready belonging for the night, when hiswearinesswould pull him quickly off to deep.

What would his son be thinking? He was due back at hisvillage. Asthe days passed, would Rhi assume
that he had been killed? Surdly, after amonth, he would.

Rhi would have to be adopted by hisuncle, or his grandfather, and plan to receive their totem in place of
Toren's. Toren wished there were away to tell his son that he would be back in time. It would be many
years before Rhi's manhood ceremony. Surely he would be back by then.

The voices of hisancestors sent no comforting words.

* k k %

On the morning of the fourth day, something intruded into hisfugue like awoodpecker battering at a
weather-hardened tree. He stopped.

Gem bardy avoided bumping into him. “What isit?"

Toren shook the dust out of hishead. “I don't know,” he said, but even as he spoke he felt afamiliar,
ethered tug. In the past he had dways interpreted the sensation as the speech of hisancestors. The sgnal
pulled him past Ivayer, down thetrail to alarge boulder.



The top of the stone was flat. Bones had been placed there.

Toren pointed. Ivayer picked one up. It was ahuman ulna. There were aso afew vertebrae, a section of
atibia, and severd other smdler fragments difficult to identify. Each showed indentations | eft by filed
teeth. The hair on the nape of Toren'sneck begantorise.

“It'saborder marker. We are entering the territory of the Amane,” Toren told Geim.
“Amane? The cannibals?'
“Yes. | have abad feding."

Geim frowned, and trandated Toren's comments. Ivayer ran afinger aong the gnawed surface of the
bone he held and answered in dow, thoughtful tones.

“How far isit around the Amane nation?” Geim asked.
Toren pointed east, then west. “ Their range stretches al the way to the coast, and dl the way to the Flat.”

Ivayer seemed displeased with the news. Eventualy he tossed down the bone and jerked histhumb at
thetrall. Geim trandated his comments.

“We came through on the way south. In fact, it was near here that we first spotted your tracks."

“Y ou werelucky,” Toren responded. “By thistime they may have discovered traces of your earlier vist.
They will bemorevigilant.”

“Neverthel ess, there doesn't seem to be away around them. We will go on.”
“Then give me my blowgun back so that | can give an accounting of mysdf before| am eaten."”

Much to hissurprise, Ivayer granted the request, though they made him place his pouch of darts on the
rear of hisbelt, whereit wasin plain view of Geim and Deena. The latter, asusua, kept anocked arrow
in her bow.

Ivayer led the way. Toren kept hiswegpon in his hands. He drummed his nails against the hard reed tube.
The premonition refused to fade.

Theforest, contrary to hismood, was bright and fresh. Birds twittered through the branches, gathering
materia for nests. The moist humus and the recently washed leaves gave off athick, fecund aroma. As
they passed through occasiond clearings, Achird's rays beat pleasantly on their shoulders, mitigating the
late winter chill. The scene should have had a cheering effect.

Half aday's hike past the border marker, the sensation of danger suddenly overwhelmed Toren. He
pitched forward into the mud. An arrow whistled over his head.

Ahead, Ivayer screamed, dropping to hisknees, struck by another arrow squarely in the center of his
chest. Toren rolled into the brush. He saw Geim dive for cover. Deena, however, stood her ground, her
bowstring drawn back asfar as she could pull, feathers a her chin, searching the brush. Shefired.
Someone screamed. Deena bolted for the protection of afalen log. An arrow caught her in the forearm
just as she ducked out of sight.

Toren turned back to Ivayer. Hisface was arictus of pain. He clutched the shaft in his heart. He had a
few seconds a most to live. Y et, to Toren's amazement, he doughed the bracelet off hiswrist and threw
it to the modhiv.



Aslvayer collapsed, the woods filled with the sound of charging men, at least two coming down thetrail,
and othersthough thefoliage at either side. “Run!” Geim shouted. As he called out, an arrow grazed his
upper arm, ironicaly the one Toren had wounded days before.

Before the archer could reload, Toren sprinted down the trail toward Geim's position.
An arrow hummed past his side and ricochetted off asmall rock.

Toren cursed. Thelatest missile had come from anew direction. An archer in atree was cutting off their
retreat.

Geim launched his net. It snared the archer. The man gave one spasmodic jerk and fell to ahard impact
besdethetrail.

From the origind direction, four Amane warriors burst into view, bearing spears and shields.

Toren fired his blowgun. The dart caught in the thick hide of ashield. There was no timeto reload. Toren
jumped behind the log where Deena had taken refuge. Geim was dready there. He had finally had time
to pull hisbow from behind his back and draw an arrow from his quiver.

The Amanelifted their shields and kept coming. Geim drew back and released. The arrow raced
completely through the shield and sank deep in the lead warrior's body. The Amane staggered, jaws
agape. The second Amane collided with thefirgt.

Deenaswound made it impossible to use her sword. She drew it and shoved the hilt toward Toren.
Geim diminated the third Amane as he had the first, then the fight became too closefor archery. Toren
brandished the sword and the fourth man, perhaps daunted by the worsening odds, halted his charge.
Neither he nor Toren would commit to athrust or athrow. In the meantime, the second Amane
recovered hisfooting.

Geim drew his sword. It was an amost instantaneous motion; one moment his hand was empty, the next
it held the blade. “Out of the way!"

Toren barely managed to comply. Geim waded in, dashing. Both Amane stepped back, shields out. But
the thick leather and wood were not equipped to thwart astedl edge. Thefirst two cuts opened huge
rentsin the shield of one warrior, the next drove through that of the other man and diced hisarm.

The Amane reevauated their position, turned, and ran away.

Geim tensed asiif to rush after them, but Toren yanked him sideways. An arrow flew by. The remaining
acher wasdill vigilant.

“Comeon,” Torensaid. “The Amaneliketo patrol in bands of eleven. That meansthere are four we
haven't seen yet.”

Geim sheathed his sword, picked up his bow, and they retreated, keeping behind cover. On the way
Geim recovered his magic net from the falen archer's body. When they were sure they were out of the
surviving bowman'sline of fire, they straightened up and quickened their pace.

The entire ambush had taken about two minutes. Toren's head spun, thinking of &l that had happened in
that time. He scarcely noticed that he was loading adart in his blowgun, but because of it he was the
person most prepared when they rounded amassive tree and found themsel ves face to face with another
par of Amane.



The cannibals seemed equally surprised by the encounter. Toren aimed hisweapon and blew with al the
force hislungs possessed. His dart disappeared to the feathersin the gut of the closest man. The second
one reacted ingtantly, driving toward Toren with his spear. Toren twisted, but it was not sufficient.

Geim drew his sword and cut downward in asingle motion. The blade clipped off the spear head. The
blunt shaft dammed into Toren's abdomen, knocking the air out of him. He and the Amane fell together
to the ground. He stared straight into his enemy's glare, smelled the breath erupting between filed teeth.
Geim followed through. The glare went dim. Deena pulled off the spasming body while Geim dedlt with
the man Toren had wounded.

Toren sat up. His upper abdomen throbbed. The spear haft had torn his skin open, badly bruising the
muscles benesth. Finaly hewasabletoinhde.

Gelm kneded down beside him. “ Areyou dl right?"
“I will be shortly,” Toren wheezed. “1 am lucky you know how to use that sword so well.”

Geim shook his head. “1 am an amateur compared to the men who ingtructed me. | started too latein
life"

Toren's attention was sucked in by the last feeble, waning movements of the Amane he had shot. Geim
had wielded the deathblow, but poison so near the heart had guaranteed loss of life. A dose of antidote
would not have worked in time. Toren had killed aman.

They heard no indication of pursuit, so Geim alowed Toren afew moments to recover, and went to
Deena. She, dueto their previous haste, fill carried the arrow in her forearm. The shaft had travelled
completely through so that it jutted out the far side. Geim broke off the point and drew it out. She bit her
lip, tearswelling, but made no outcry. Geim bound both entry and exit wounds.

That done, he picked up the discarded obsidian tip and examined it, frowning.
“The Amane do not use poison,” Toren commented. “ They believe it taints the mesat.”

Geim nodded, and tossed the point away. Deena said something emphatic to him. He glanced at the cut
on hisarm and grunted. Though superficid, because of his exertions during the battlesit was bleeding
badly. At Deendsingstence, they delayed even longer while Toren bound it.

They were ready to go. Geim glanced doubtfully to the right and left. “ Thistime, you choose,” hetold
Toren.

Toren picked adirection at random, and they set out.

VII

BATSGLIDED LOW over the lake, scooping up their minute prey. Occasionaly one would flit past
Toren's vantage point, twittering, only to belost in the modest light of Serpent Moon and Urthey. Though
dusk was barely over, it wasthe darkest part of the night. Toren readjusted his stance on the rocks and
noted with satisfaction the activity on the shore. In the past half hour severa hayeri, atroop of forest
monkeys, and finally amoon cat had cometo drink at the lake's edge, obscuring the traces eft by the
passage of Toren, Geim, and Deena. It was only the last of many tactics the humans had used to conceal
their spoor in the hours since the fight with the Amane.

Toren turned his back to the lake and climbed down the outcropping to join his companions. “| think



we're safe for the moment,” hetold Gaim.

The northern Vanihr'sarm remained limp in hislap. The wound had opened sporadically throughout their
run. Deena aso had lost a sgnificant quantity of blood. Toren had been forced to wait for them more
than once.

“No premonitions?” Geim asked.

“Not since soon after we left. Perhaps the other Amane didn't find the battle site right away; perhaps they
felt they had lost too many men."

Geim nodded. He was being especidly quiet. At first Toren believed it to bethe painin hisarm or
fatigue, but the dert glare of his pupils belied it. The northerner stared toward the direction of the
ambush, iff-jawed.

Toren knew of one other reason why they had not been followed, but he did not say it doud. Geim
thought of it anyway.

“We should have plunged one of your dartsinto Ivayer's body. The poison might have prevented the
cannibasfrommolegting it.”

“Therewasn't time,” Toren said. Heredlized the fact was not much consolation. “They will sooner eat
their own dead,” he added quickly. “They believe their totems are made stronger when they consume the
flesh of family members.” That did not mean that the tribe would refuse to eet Ivayer, but Toren avoided
that point.

“There werefive of uswhen we set out from the temple,” Geilm said morosdly. “Welost oneto aforest
stalker, and another to an infection. Now Deenaand | are the only ones|left.”

Toren was surprised that he could fed sympathy for persons who had captured him and stolen histotem.
Helifted the braceet. “He did not think of himsdf at the last. Instead, he saved my ancestors.”

“Of course.”
“Because | am vauableto you?'

Geim sghed. “Beievewhat you like.” He shifted gingerly, taking specia care not to jar hisarm. Toren
marvelled that he had managed to wield abow and a sword despite the wound and the lingering effects
of the blowgun poison. “I don't know how I'm going to tell Obo that he haslost his apprentice. He had
high hopesfor Ivayer. He regretted having to send him on this quest. Said he's seen too many people
dear to him sent off to distant lands."

Toren remembered Obo asthe individual who had made the magic net. It was unclear how hefit into the
scheme with Struth, but Toren realized that Geim was speaking not o much to hislistener asto himsdif,
and et the conversation lapse.

Toren raised ablowgun dart up to the moons' light. During their flight, he had continually pictured the
Amane he had shot. He had waysimagined that hisfirst kill would be different. With al the memories of
his ancestors, some of whom had been modhiv, availableto hiscall, he had “seen” what it waslike to
day someone. Though some of the images were not pleasant, he had thought himsdlf inured. A warrior
was required to kill. He had done so honorably, in salf-defense, swift to the mark. It was proper
vengeance for al the Fhali who had gone to the cooking pots. Y et it bothered him. There were no
interna voicesto reassure him; there was no hero's welcome as he carried the newsto hisvillage. There
was only adead man.



The night breeze, seasoned with the scent of the lake and itsreeds, was coal. It gave him goose flesh.
They did not dare light afire. He rose and paced.

Deena had gathered the bows and had tried to unstring them. Her injury had prevented it. Toren findly
noticed and lifted the smaller weagpon out of her limp fingers.

“Bow,” hesad.
"Mennich," shereplied.

He began to ungtring it. And grunted. It took far more effort than he anticipated. Once the tension was
gone, the bow actudly bent in the opposite direction. It was not smply wood, but a composite of wood
and bone, bound together with snew. He examined it for severd minutes, noting the fundamentals of its
congtruction. When he picked up Geim's bow, rather than unstringing it, he selected an arrow.

The northerners stiffened as he armed himsdf, but neither tried to interfere. Toren drew back the shaft
and aimed at arotting log twenty paces avay.

The arrow impacted with ahard, lethal cough, drilling deeply into the wood.

The firing power was at least double that of aVanihr bow. Y et, Toren was certain his shot was
congderably weaker than what Geim had been able to effect earlier that day.

“Hold the string, not the arrow,” Gelm said. Toren did not understand what he meant, so Geim showed
him. Instead of pinching the nock in order to pull back, he placed afinger on either sde of it and pulled
the string directly.

Toren tried the method. Thanks to the unaccustomed grip his shot flew dightly to the Sde, but it
punctured thelog so deeply that the pile came out the other sde. He was unable to dig ether arrow out
of the log in one piece, though he salvaged the meta. He ceased experimenting before he used up any
more of their precious supply.

He pictured Geim's shots penetrating completely through the hide shields of the Amane, and his stedl
sword severing aspear haft in one blow.

“Does everyone have bows like this on the northern continent?” he asked Geim.
“They're known everywhere outsde Vanihr lands."

Toren pursed hislips. It was no longer so bizarre athought to imagine adragon and hisarmy sweeping
over the Wood. He pointed to the bow and the sword. “Will you teach me how to use these wegpons as
we go north?"

Geim seemed to read the sentencefor dl itsimplications. “ Yes,” hesaid firmly. “1I'll teach you anything
you ak, if it'swithin my ability."

“Good.” Animage cameto Toren'smind: his son and father, greeting him with pride as he returned from
far-off lands, bearing knowledge that would profit the tribe. For the first time, he did not fed like atota

captive.

He unstrung the bow and et it aside. It wastimeto eat; he had not carried the hayeri jerky thisfar, on
therun, to seeit go to waste.

For once, Deenadid not offer any language lessons. It was halfway through the med before she spoke at



al. Geam trandated.

“Y ou knew ahead of time that the Amane were going to attack. How?"

“I dways know when danger is near. It'san ability I've had since | wasaboy."
“Doesanyone dsein your tribe have thistaent?’

“Not asfar as| know."

“Didn't you wonder about it?"

“| asked my shaman about it once, when | was interested in becoming his apprentice. He said it was a
minor gift, good for ascout."

“And you bdieved him?'

He stared Deenagtraight in the eyes. “ Y es. Of course,” hereplied, but the question clung to hismind long
after the meal was over. When he went to deep, it was till there.

Asusud, he dreamed of home.

* * % %

Beside Toren were dl the other modhiv candidates of the Fhdi, twenty youths arranged inalong line,
each one standing straight as a spear, trying not to reved their intimidation. Olaxl, the high master, paced
infront of them, hisaging eyesaert and ill able to stare down the bravest of his pupils. Who would he
chose?

The old man stopped in front of the tallest of the group, a muscular boy with heavy-lidded eyes.
“Bord,” the high master said.

The candidate stepped briskly into the sparring circle. Toren felt his pulse quicken. Borel wasfast. His
srikes|eft bruises.

“Toren."

The student next to him let out an audible sgh of sympathy. Toren'sfeet tingled as he crossed the packed
earth. He kept his glance on Borel, his opponent, avoiding Olax!'s stare. He dared not show weakness to
the high master. Olax| had the sole power to determine who would be made a modhiv and who would be
dropped as acandidate. To lose his respect was to suddenly join the ranks of the hunters. Toren was
closeto hiscoming of age; it was past the time to begin an apprenticeship in one of the other speciadized
castes, such asthe heders or artisans, and far too late to study to be a shaman, as he had once
fantasized. Caste choice had to be made before he received his totem. It had to be based on hisown
abilities, without help from the memories of ancestors. If hefailed now to become awarrior, ahunter was
all that would beléft, arole of no distinction. Hisfather and brothers were hunters.

This match might be like any other. Or it might be the one that Olaxl used to make hisdecison. A
candidate would never know until after the fact.

“Begin,” the high master commanded.

Toren knew he had to move first. He circled, kicking to Bore'sribs. Borei blocked, kicked back, and
Toren fended off theleg by pressing hisfoot into the other's knee. Borel used the spin to swivel around
and kick with the other leg. The technique caught Toren negily on the navel, a perfect impact, landing



solidly but not penetrating, letting Toren know he'd been hit, yet not leaving damage—ided control.

Toren blinked. Hefelt but did not see astrike to hisribs. Another whisked by his cheek. He backed up.
Borel closed the distance immediady. He fet the wind of ablow in hisear lobe, the firmness of afoot
landing in hisgut, an open hand pressing on his shoulder.

Then Borel was on the ground, gasping for breath, and Toren'swrist was smarting from the pain of an
ill-prepared strike to Borei's midsection.

“Stop!” the high master called.

Olaxl did not glance a Toren, who remained at tiff attention in his starting place. Insteed, the elderly
modhiv bent down and gripped Borel undernesth the arms and pulled him to his knees, stretching out his
chest to counteract the cramping of his digphragm. Within afew moments Borel was ableto inhde. Olaxl
alowed him to regain his composure, then gently ordered him back to hisplaceintheline. All eyes
turned to Toren.

Goose pimples crawled up the young candidate's spine. If he had made asmall error, the high master
would have chastised him privately, but thiswasto bein front of dl the others.

Olax| said camly, “Y ou thought Borel was going too fast, that he would lose control and injure you. So,
inyour fear, you injured him.” The high master glanced down theline of candidates, letting them know the
message was for them, too. “We must never forget that, though wetrain in killing arts, the partnerswe
work with are members of our own tribe. Do not be so mistrusting, Toren. The ability to know one's
dliesisjus asimportant asto recognize one's enemies.”

And it was over, asif theincident had not occurred. The others would remember it as just another
lecture. Not so for Toren. It was the only one of Olaxl's lessons he ever ignored. He had known, without
question, that Bore's next blow would have hurt him.

* * * %
“Wake up."

Toren was dert instantaneously. Gelm squatted nearby. The constellations above said that it was
midnight.

“Y our watch,” Geim sad.
Toren had scarcely climbed out of hisbedroll before the other Vanihr settled down to deep, leaving him

aonewith the night. Toren thought it ironic how quickly roles had reversed. The previous night, he had
been under guard. Now he was the guard.

Deenasnored lightly afew paces away. She looked like achild curled up in her blanket. She was small
compared to most Vanihr women. A lock of her impossibly brown hair had fallen in front of her nogtrils.
Toren lifted it away beforeit woke her.

He keened his senses. No danger in the air. Amane territory might surround them, but they were safe. He
was certain of it. He had never before had quite such faith in himself. For many years he had disregarded
hisown abilities, laying histrust in the accumulated wisdom of his ancestors.

His shaman had lied to him.

He could not keep pace with dl histhoughts. The world was changing. He was till displeased to have to
make the journey north, but the tracts of forest ahead no longer seemed so daunting. While his ancestors



dept, he would be awake and learning.

VIII

THE FOREST REVERBERATED with birdsong. The fragrance of honeysuckle clung to the breeze. The
glade reminded Elenya of the one where she had often hidden as alittle girl, ashort way inland from
Garthmorron Hold, away from the roads, where the foliage locked out the reveding light of the sun and
the shadebrush grew so thick that a child could avoid an adult with ease. Her nostalgiawas appropriate;
Garthmorron was only afew leagues away.

Behind her the other rebelswent quietly about their activities. Wynneth groomed a oeikani; Solint the
Mingtrd repaired his doeskin jerkin; Dushin and Iregg, having served on the night watch, were catching
up on deep. Elenyaguarded thetrail.

It was aharder task than usua. Over the past year, at times such asthis, Milec would have been with
her, perhaps taking advantage of afew hours out of sight of the other members of the band. Sheidly
plucked her bowstring. Seven days he had been dead and buried. Now the flight from Old Stump was
behind them and she had time to think about peaceful moments gone by.

Hoofbests.

She nocked an arrow and pointed it at the path. In due course alone rider emerged between the boles of
the giant trees, threading carefully ong away meant for deer, not their larger cousins, the oeikani.
Elenyalet him continue wdl into range.

“Wdl met, Sr Enns” she cdled.

The rider flinched, and stopped his mount. He stared toward the foliage where she kndlt. His glance
continued to wander, searching the shadows for some sign of her. Eventually he gave up.

“Well met, princess,” hesaid. “1 seeyou are not wearing white."

“Not today. How went your misson?'

“Wevefood for aweek. It should be ready to fetch dmost immediately.”
“Good. Youll find Alemar by the spring.”

Enns nodded and continued into the camp. Elenya set her arrow on the ground, but kept an eye toward
thetrail in case Enns had been followed.

After about half an hour, Alemar joined her.
“Two people need to go back with Ennsto bring the supplies. Careto go?"

His expresson wasfar too innocent. “ Are you thinking | need something to occupy my mind?” she
asked.

Alemar managed aguilty smile. “Enns suggested it this morning. Wynneth and | both thought it wasa
good idea”

She shrugged. “I supposeitis. I'll go."
“Good,” Alemar said, appearing relieved. “Dushin's awake. HEll bethethird. If you leave now you can



be back wdl before sundown.”

* k% k %

They each took two animals, one for riding, one as a pack beast. Their destination was asilk farm out on
the extreme edges of the settled area surrounding the community of Eruth. The farmer was sympathetic to
the rebdl cause, though, like most of Cilendrodel’s populace, he did not make hisloyalties public. Once
or twice ayear hewould accept rebel funds and purchase foodstuffs and other suppliesfor Alemar and
Elenyas band, leaving them in hisbarn to be picked up while he and hisfamily were absent. The scheme
was ddliberately designed to leave aslittle direct contact as possible between him and the outlaws.

Elenyarode at the back, though she knew thisregion aswell asany of the party, having been reared in
the vicinity. She avoided conversation, though she liked both her companionswell enough. They had
shared agreat many trials. Dushin had joined the band two years earlier, after aprice was set on his head
for having dain the Dragon's soldiers that he had caught raping his niece. Enns, amember of the Cilendri
royalty dispossessed by the Dragon's occupation, had known the twins before they |eft for the Eastern
Deserts, and ever since their return had accompanied them in their relentless flight back and forth across
Cilendrodd. They did not seem to begrudge her her contemplation.

Ennsled them adong atwigting, dmost invisble track, designed to circumvent roads, though those were
not common in this sector of the province. Finaly Elenya began to smell the peculiar odor so common to
this part of Cilendrodel. Abruptly they left the wild timberlands behind and entered agrove of silk trees,
50 called because their fragrant leaves were fed to the worms that spun the famous quarn silk. They could
see nubs and indentations on the branches where some leaves had been recently harvested.

Elenyafdt the watchful gaze of the rythni vanish. Thelittle folk declined to suffer the discomfort they
aways felt upon entering an area where the hand of man had disrupted the nurturant energiesfound in
native woodland.

They emerged from the trees into the grounds of the silk farmer's residence. There was a modest house,
agtable, and along shed for the cages of worms. The buildings were nestled in the shade of severd
massive sk trees, away from the sunlight that would reduce theworms' rate of production. As arranged,
no one was home.

They dismounted. Elenyadid her rapier out of its sheeth, and the men drew their swords. They circled
the buildings on foot, checking the perimeter for sgns of armed men lurking in ambush, but the only foot
and hoof prints were the expected ones along the narrow lane leading toward Eruth.

They met at the front of the stable. Dushin lifted the bar and opened the doors while Elenyaand Enns
stood guard. They saw sacks of food piled on the packed dirt between the pens of milk goats and the
empty oelkani gals.

Satisfied, they headed back to fetch their pack animals, sheathing their wespons as they walked. Elenya
noticed out of the corner of her eye that Enns's blade seemed very bright, dmost asif it were brand new.
She forgot about it in her struggle to drag her obstinate oeikani to the stable doors.

They began loading their beasts, each taking responsihility for their own to ensure that each burden
would be properly secured. Elenya hooked her fourth bit of cargo into place and reentered the stable.
She passed Dushin on hisway out, sack of millet over his shoulder; Ennswas standing by his oeikani.

Suddenly asmall shape fluttered out of the hay loft and sped by Elenya. “Princess! Beware!” it cried.

Elenyaheard sounds of rapid movement from the goat pens, the sals, and the hay |oft. She ducked.



Shewas fast enough to avoid the noose of one [asso, but not the other. It settled around her shoulders
and yanked her off her feet. Shelanded on the sacks, tumbling. As sherolled she brought up one of her
demonblades and sawed through the rope that was pulling her. The hemp parted with a snap.

Five quick glancestold her the Situation: in agoat pen the man who had lassoed her was dropping the
severed piece and reaching for aweapon; in aoeikani stall the other rope thrower had dready drawvn a
saber; above in the hay loft athird man was preparing to drop on top of her; at the entrance afourth man
was standing, bloody sword in hand, over the prone, gasping figure of Dushin, whom he had just stabbed
from behind; and out near the oeikani, Enns was waiting, doing nothing.

Suddenly she knew how Enns had possessed the money for anew sword. Suddenly she knew just how
Purid's men had known where to ambush Milec.

“Traitor!” she screamed.

The man in the loft jumped, but she was ready for him. Bounding toward a clear space, she flung her
demonblade, fataly stabbing himin midair. Shethrew her other knife at the man in the pen, pulled out her
rapier, and charged the man from the stdll.

“I told you shewasfast!” Enns shouted.

Elenyawould show them just how quick shewas. The gauntlet blazed. She felt the sorcery course
through the muscles of her hands, her hips, her ankles. The talisman made her asfast as a person could
be.

Her current opponent was the only one heavily armored. The others had sacrificed protection for stedth
and mobility. She needed this one out of the way quickly. It took four thruststo mortally wound him,
leaving her bardly enough time to meet the man rushing in from the door.

As Elenyaengaged him, she saw over his shoulder that Ennswas mounting his oeikani, not content with
the worsening odds. Her rage made her even faster. The soldier camein thrusting. She parried and drove
her point in through a seam under hisarm. He winced and jabbed again. She sidestepped, blade high,
and spotted an opening.

Her weapon was abruptly yanked from her grip. She jumped backwards, caught by surprise. The man
from the goat pen had apparently blocked her demonblade throw, or hisarmor vest had saved him. He
was moving in, amace in one hand, in the other the whip with which he had disarmed her. He lashed at
her again, striking her cheek such ablow that her head rang.

Her plight went from bad to worse. The dying man on the ground grabbed her legs, making her lose her
balance. The man with whom she was fencing drove forward. Shefeared shewas|ost.

The rythni swooped out of nowhere and besat itswingsin the swordsman's face.

Elenyatwisted out of the path of the thrust, and, though her legs were till trapped, she managed to fdll
backward, further out of danger. She kicked. The man on the ground, weakened by blood loss, could
not maintain hisgrip. As sherolled free, she saw that she had landed beside her tackler's discarded
saber. In an eyeblink it was hers.

Thetip of the lash pinked one of her ears, but she swung in time to sever the last two feet of whip. The
wielder blinked in awe at her swift reaction, but like a veteran, did not let it delay hisimmediate
follow-up. Shewas dready out of range, however, on her feet, rushing the siwordsman. The rythni had

disappeared.



She went high, adangerous strategy for afencer. She skewered him in the eye. Though doomed, he
began dashing wildly. Thefirgt swing nearly cut her belt off of her, but did not touch her skin. She danced
out of the arc of therest.

The whip missed her head so narrowly that the end captured afew strands of hair and ripped them from
her scalp. Once again she spun and trimmed the length.

If her adversary was daunted by the rapid disposal of his companions, he did not reved it. Heflicked his
lash and, once again, snatched her wesgpon out of her grip.

She blinked. The man was good. She was caught off guard by someone who could—at |east with that
particular weapon—match her exaggerated speed. It left her unprepared for his charge.

Her mind was clear. She knew that if shetried to dive out of the way, or jump for aweapon, she would
not makeit. So she stepped in.

His mace struck aglancing blow on her biceps, numbing her entire arm. But her mailed fist |landed
squarely under hisnose, caving in the front of hisface, the magic reinforcing her punch. He went down
like asteer struck by adaughterhouse malet.

His momentum carried him into her, knocking her down. She had to pause to regain her breeth, then she
untangled herself and bolted for the exit, grabbing Dushin's sword from his corpse as she passed. She
ignored her mount; she could never catch the traitor on oelkaniback. Her augmented legs were the only

hope.

Enns had agood lead. She had lost too much time with the ambushers. She pumped her legs asfast as
they would go, until the boles of the trees on either side of the lane began to blur. The jewd above the
knuckle of her left middle finger began to throb. She drank more deeply of its power.

He would not get away. She would not let him get away now.

After dmost amile, the lane ended, spilling her out onto the main road. Enns was galoping toward Eruth,
visible only asablur at the head of astreamer of dust.

Sheran until her feet ached from the force of the inhumanly rapid impacts and relaunches. She smelled
the swest of the oetkani. The ruins of an old building dipped past on her right, the first indication that the
villagewas near.

Her sde was beginning to cramp. She heard the oeikani's labored but regular breathing. It was running at
itslimit, but it was il fresh. It was meant for thiskind of arace, and she, in spite of sorcerous assistance,
was not.

Her face was stung by dirt kicked up by the oelkani's hooves. Thetail of the anima waved before her
eyes, just out of reach. Ennsturned. A look of horror filled hisface. He began to lash his mount.

Elenyaforced hersalf to one ultimate burst of speed. She readied Dushin's sword. She had the chance for
one, and only one, dash at the back of the oelkani's knee,

She collgpsed as she swung, the roadway scraping flesh from her face. But the pain there, and in her
biceps, and in her Sde, seemed faint and inconsequentia against the scream of the oelkani. Shelifted her
head just in time to see the hamstrung animd dide to awrenching, tumbling halt. Itsrider wasflung hedls
over head.

She could not inhde fast enough. Spotsflickered in front of her vision. She spat grit. Only sheer will kept



her from fainting. She forced herself up to aknedling position, bracing her upper body with her good arm.
Her weapon lay in the dust not far away, but shel€eft it, unable to do anything but pant. Thejewe on her
gauntlet had gone dead. That arm, the one struck by the mace, felt like an anchor.

Enns groaned and picked himself up from the road. He stared about, befuddled, eyes drawn first to the
thrashing of his crippled animd, then to historn deeves, and findly to Elenya He staggered back, but the
half-focused quality left his gaze. He steadied himself and drew his sword.

The graceful way he freed the blade from its scabbard proved that the tumble had not stolen his ability to
fence. She crawled to her sword, clasped it, and waited for him on her knees, still doubled over from the
painin her digphragm.

When heredized how stricken she was, and the mildness of his own injuries, he laughed. He advanced
immediately, though with caution, sted first.

He opened with three quick thrusts. She managed to parry them, and when he paused, shethrew dirt in
hisface. He cursed and backed off, instinctively parrying her feeble jab. He stopped after three steps and
shook the grit off his eyelashes. She dowly roseto her feet.

Standing took more effort than she had to spare. She got her blade up in time to contact his, but not well
enough to deflect histhrust. She stopped the point by catching it with her [eft palm. As the weapon met
the ward around the gauntlet, jagged splinters of dectricity snaked out in severd directions. She sumbled
under theweight of the blow. He winced at the vibrations running down the sword and retrested.

On the next attack he abandoned broad, telegraphed movementsin favor of subtle techniques. Elenya
parried one thrust with her sword guard, another with her armored hand, and tried to force her enervated
body to obey her, tried to shake the effects of the mace blow from her left arm. Shelicked atrickle of
blood, aresult of her fal, off her lip. Evenif she had been fresh, his swordplay would have been difficult
to ded with. Like her, Enns had been taught by Troy, Cilendrodd's best fencing instructor, and he had
been an apt pupil.

Enns grinned savagely. “Not so fast anymore, are you, your highness?” The sarcasm he put on the
honorific explained agrest dedl.

She blew a sweat-drenched strand of hair away from her lips. Shewasfindly able to inhae through her
nogtrils, though she gl exhded through her mouth. Shefdt alittle lessdizzy.

“I can deal with alowly duke's nephew, especialy one who uses blood money to buy asword,” she said.
He bared histeeth. “I was always better than any roya bastard.”

She nodded. The old adolescent jealousy, which she had thought long buried, had been reawakened by
the temptation of the reward for her capture or degth.

He pressed. The Ezenean Offense. She blocked the first move, was late with the second, had to step
back. He amiled, both of them seeing in that split instant that she would never bein time to stop the third.
Hisjab droveinto her right bresst.

The pain nearly blacked her out. Y et she wrapped her gauntlet around his sword, preventing him from
pulling it out, keeping him within range. She diced him across histhroat.

An expression of denia crossed hisfeatures. Together they sagged to their knees. Ennswas dying more
quickly than she; her sted had severed an artery in hisneck. Helet go of hissword hilt and fell face
forward in the dust, writhing.



Elenyakept the stedl in her body as motionless as she could manage, which, thanksto her shuddering
limbs, was not as ill as she would haveliked. Thetip had gonein deep, dl the way to her scapula. She
waited on the edge of consciousness, winded yet not daring to breathe deeply. She tasted blood at the
back of her tongue. She suppressed an urge to cough. She had to avoid going into shock. She had a
chance.

Ennssthrashing nearly knocked her over. Sheignored it, focusing every last iota of concentration on the
amulet at her throat. Her brother was only afew leagues away; if he was not preoccupied with atask, he
might hear her summons.

Five seconds. Ten. Then the wordless voice that she had known for so many years called out, and in one
brief image she communicated her need.

Thefamiliar tingle of magic rose up dong her spine and flared in ahot coronaaround her wound. She
gingerly drew the sword out. Blood trickled briefly, dowed, and congealed. Then, far too soon, the
sorcery ended. She gasped. The puncture remained, barely knit, asif it wereaday old. Sheheard a

psychiccry.
Alemar. Pain not her own flared briefly in her mind, and was gone. Her brother had lost consciousness.

What had happened? She swayed, eyes drawn to the nearly till body of Enns. The hemorrhaging of his
throat was creating abroad stain in the roadway. “What have you done to my brother?” she choked.

Thewounded oelkani was mewling. She had not wished to harm the animal. She wanted to put it out of
itsmisery, but it might struggle, and if it jostled her too much it might tear open her wound.

She had another usefor her blade. She pointed Enns's face toward the sky, and with great deliberateness
etched two charactersin the skin of hisforehead. “For Milec” it read in theideograms of the High

Speech.

Findly the tears came, and with them the sore throat, the heat in the cheeks. She wept until the droplets
fell from her bruised chin and created small specks of mud in the roadway. She would have sobbed had
not the ingtinct of self-preservation told her not to put stress on her lungs. She had not alowed her grief
to surface al week, but now she had no reserves | eft to keep it in. She cried for the first man to brush
that specia spot inside her since her daysin the desert.

“For Milec,” she murmured bitterly. Her mourning was al the more intense for the knowledge that he had
loved her far more deeply than she could ever have loved him.

Tiny eyes stared at her. A rythni waited, half-hidden in the grass at the road's edge.

She had no doubt it was the same one who had warned her of the ambush. She beckoned, but thelittle
cresture stayed back, wary of the scent of baitle, blood, and desth. Almost any other rythni would have
shied away from the scene dtogether, but Elenya knew thiswas aspecid individual. She had proved that
by flying in the face of the swordsman, breaking her race's strict taboo against taking part in violence. She
was trembling, frightened by what she had seen and done. Thiswas no queen, able to fend off the
censure of her dders.

The creak of old wagon whedls warned Elenyathat someone was coming around the bend. She
staggered to her feet and managed to hide hersalf within the woods before the vehicle appeared. She
continued across a shallow creek and into a patch of ferns where she was not likely to be seen once she
lay down. Therythni followed, flitting like a butterfly from perch to perch.



Elenya needed the tiny being. Her wounds had taken so much out of her that she had to set the amulet, as
well asthe gauntlet, at her side. The talismans would draw energy from her that she needed in order to
hedl. She could not summon her brother with sorcery, even assuming he was well. She waved to the
rythni, which finaly gathered courage and came near.

“Bring help,” Elenyawhispered.

The rythni sped away. Elenya sighed, made herself as comfortable as she could, resting her head on the
cold earth. Within seconds she had faded into unconsciousness.

IX

WYNNETH WAS STANDING next to Alemar when he suddenly stiffened. His eyes glazed. She
caught him as his knees buckled. His weight dragged her toward the ground.

“Tregay! Iregg!” she called toward the nearest pair of rebels. “Help me!”

The men sped to her and lowered Alemar to the forest loam. She bent over him, heart pounding, and
waved her hand in front of hisface. His gaze penetrated her pam, past her face, toward some distant
vista. She had seen him don the same expression one week earlier, when he had healed Milec's dead
flesh.

“Héscadgting agpell,” shesaid. A tingle of anxiety stood the hair on her arms on end. Why would he
need to work such potent magic without prior notice? His amulet coughed, green illumination blazing
through his shirt asif it were gauze. She covered her eyes.

“Elenya,” he murmured.

Elenya—in need of hedling?“ Saddle your oeikani,” Wynneth told the group that had collected.
“Something's gonewrong a the silk farm.” Three men dashed away.

Alemar screamed and clutched histemples. His body arched until everything but his head and feet |eft the
ground. Wynneth gasped. Her husband collapsed, eyes closed, breath rapid and staccato.

She raced through her memories of the ingtructions he had given her of what to do should something like
thisever occur. “ Get meamoist cloth,” shetold Iregg, as she stretched out Alemar's bent legs and
draped his hands across his chest. She seized severd ferns and fashioned a crude pillow, which she
tucked behind his head. Iregg scampered back from the spring, holding out a dripping scarf.

Wynneth draped the fabric over Alemar's nose and mouth. The vigor of hisinhaation sucked it partway
down histhroat. She yanked it free, spread it open again, and held it taut. What next? After moisture for
the lungs—yes! Cover the ears, cover the eyes, do anything to block out the outside world, give him less
to dedl with.

Tregay held the wet scarf while she unwrapped her sash from her waist. The rebel raised Alemar's head
and Wynneth coiled the silk around, covering the prince's eyes and earsfive layers deep. Finaly only the
top of his pate peeked out. Tendrils of glossy black hair rose of their own accord, like thin, angry snakes.
Tiny pops of lightning zigzagged from strand to stirand.

A tear ran down the length of her nose and hung suspended from the tip. She soaked it up with her
deeve. The atic from his hair stung her hand, but she left her palm againgt hisforehead. No fever.
Instead, a breath of frost scooted up the bones of her arm to her chest. She shivered.



“Blankets!” she sngpped. One of the camp women—Wynneth was too distracted to notice
who—abruptly unravelled the three she had been cradling. Wynneth cast them over her husband.

His breathing steedied. Tregay was adle, at lagt, to lift his hand away from the scarf. The cloth hung
diffly, like atent, most of the moisture gone. Wynneth ordered another to be dipped in the spring.

Alemar'steeth chattered. Wynneth nearly caled for more blankets, but the shaking eased dmost
immediately. As she placed the new damp cloth over hislower face, the tightness | ft the corners of his
mouth. The musclesin his neck settled back, leaving smooth, relaxed contours. He moaned, and seemed
to snk into anormal deep.

“Crumbly logs, bitter sawdust, and poison bark mushrooms,” she murmured—an old curse, suitable for
mothers who did not wish use stronger termsin front of their children. It relieved her tension better than
true profanity.

She sighed and looked about. She counted five missing men, off to the silk farm. She prayed that they
would bring back bearable news.

* * * %

Alemar was dill dumbering fitfully when acloud of rythni aoruptly swarmed out of the forest canopy and
circled just above him. Wynneth blinked and fell back, startled by their agitated swirl of motion. The
other rebels, who had earlier retrested a dozen or so paces away to give aworried wife some privacy,
cried out and pointed. In spite of the little people's frequent presence, the humans rarely spotted them,
much less viewed them so plainly as now.

The rythni warbled forlornly at the sght of the stricken prince. One dim individua settled on his upper
chest, reached under the damp cloth, and tugged his beard. Wynneth recognized Hiephora by thefine
gold chain around her neck.

“He's not degping. He collapsed,” Wynneth said, remembering to lower her voice.

“He must wake up. Hissister needs him,” the queen answered stridently. Wynneth caught her breeth.
Therythni had actually spoken to her. That only confirmed the gravity of the Stuation.

“What do you mean? Do you know what happened?’

“Betrayd,” Hiephoratrilled mournfully. As she spoke, asecond rythni lit clumsily on Alemar'sbody. The
newcomer staggered, wings drooping. Her tiny, boyish chest pulsated visibly, like that of afrightened
bird. Her panting was so loud Wynneth could actualy heer it. “ Cyfee here saw it happen.”

Cyfee, when she had recaptured some of her wind, blurted, “ She was attacked in the place where the
men make worms spin fiber for them. She stopped them dll, but sheis near death. Alemar must come.”
Wynneth perceived that “ sopped” was as close asthelittle creature could come to theword “killed.”

“What happened to Ennsand Dushin?'

The rythni wrung her hands. “ Dead. Ennswasthetraitor.”

Wood spirits preserve us, Wynneth thought. “Whereis Elenyanow? Still at the silk farm?”
“No. Hidden. | can lead you there."

Wynneth knelt down and shook Alemar. His head flopped limply from side to Sde. From hisingtructions
she knew not to force him awake. Y et if the rythni spoke the truth, the men who had ridden to the farm



would not find the princess.

Wynneth made up her mind. “Load Alemar onto atravois,” shetold apair of rebels. “He hasto travel
immediately.” Sheturned back to the exhausted rythni. “Lead us."

* * * %

Alemar woke to the sound of tree limbs dragging through the humus, uprooting the rotting leaves and
twigs. His body bounced and pitched, held fast by padded bonds. He opened his eyes and saw a
oekani'srump. The knot of hair at theend of itstail swished just above his head. Behind him another
oeikani followed in the hoofprints of the first. Wynneth gazed down from the saddle, saw that he was
conscious, and caled for the party to halt.

She and Tregay untied her husband. The latter eased dowly off the travois, letting them support him. His
knees and spine gradually remembered how to hold him upright. His eyebals seemed to bounce loosdaly
back and forth, asif too smal for their sockets. Each time they struck his skull, pain careened away from
the impact point, darted to the back of his head, and blazed atrail into his neck.

“Elenya...” he murmured. Memories of his Sster's mental pleaflooded back. Sword deep in her breast.
Enns dying beside her. Had he healed her? Y es, he had tried. Before he had blacked out, he had sealed
the wound as she drew the blade out. But then?

He coughed, didodging afoul mouthful of phlegm. He had felt unwell after hedlings, but never this
devadtated. The effects of healing Milec's corpse till debilitated him. The severity of hissster'swound
and her distance from him had strained him beyond hislimit. He needed rest.

But not now. The job was unfinished. “Where arewe?’ he asked.
“We're gpproaching the main road east of Eruth. Cyfeeisleading usto Elenya”

“Cyfee?’ He glanced up. With aflutter of wings, fast asahummingbird, the rythni darted into the air
above the path ahead, chirped, and sped down it. Still groggy, he belatedly recognized the note as the
rythni word for haste.

“Can you ride?” Wynneth asked.

“I'll try,” hesaid. Tregay and Iregg lifted him into a saddle. He drooped forward, hands full of mane,
letting the anima st the pace.

By the time they reached the road, he was sitting upright, though he wished he were not so high. When he
swayed, the ground seemed as though it were racing up to meet him.

They spilled out onto the beaten dirt track. Barely wide enough for three oeikani abreast, the route
served asthe main link between the sparse settlements of the Garthmorron area. They rode faster, no
longer hampered by the obstacles of native forest. Suddenly Hiephora zoomed out of the foliage and
landed on Alemar's shoulder.

“Men come. Hide"

Alemar repeated the command. The rythni had given sufficient warning. The rebels peered out from thick
cover, hands on the broad noses of their mounts to signal the beasts to be completely silent. Three stout
woodsmen, one middle-aged, the other two just out of adolescence, rumbled by on a cresking wagon. A
body lay on the planks of the flat bed behind their seet.

“Enns,” Wynneth whispered.



Alemar spotted the word carved into the corpse's forehead. Histeeth settled against each other so hard it
aggravated his headache. The wagon rattled out of sight.

He sighed. Let the Dragon's scouts make of that what they would. Of more immediate concern wasthe
knowledge that once the men reached the village, a search party would gather and set out. How much
farther? He sent an inquiry viahis amulet, and received no response. Elenyawas not wearing hers. Or
she was dead.

“Let'sgo,” hesaid anxioudy.

* * * %

Cyfeelit on atdl frond of bracken. Elenyalay supine, nearly invisible beneath the emerad fern canopy.
Alemar knelt down, waving the others back. Hiephoralanded on his shoulder; he didn't notice her. A
light bluish palor clung to hissster'sface. Her chest didn't riseand fdll.

“No!” he cried. He reached behind her neck and lifted her into a Sitting position. She coughed.

Alivel Hishand shook so badly she nearly dipped from his grasp. Then he went cold. Bright red blood
trickled over the edge of Elenyaslip. A few specks gected by the cough dotted the front of her doeskin
tunic.

Shewasbleeding inside.

Immediately he lay her back down, and shouted at the rebels surrounding him, “ Stay back. Her wound
has hemorrhaged. | must have no distractions.”

He summoned the power. It coursed feebly out hisfingers. Not enough. He needed time. But shewas
dying. If he didn't save her now, this very hour, he couldn't save her at dl. He must try to do what he had
faled to do from adistance.

“Hold me,” hetold Wynneth. Without the need for explanation, she sat down behind him and enveloped
him, arms circling historso, an arrangement that would keep him steedy, come what may. He took
Elenyas handsingde his own, hisbare one on top, the one with the gauntlet beneath.

The gauntlet crackled. Thetdisman itsdf could not help him; its design prevented that. It merdly reflected
the intensity of the energies he summoned. He took one deep breath—

And hewasingde. The power hummed, drawn from some last, unsuspected reserve. How much he
didn't know, and he didn't waste time speculating.

He sped aong the track of the sword gash, bolstering the repair he had begun hours before. Flesh
rejoined flesh. Blood seeped from dozens of tiny ruptures. He sealed the holes, but the pooled blood
remained in her lung and in theinterstices of her chest cavity.

A jolt. Pain. He gritted histeeth and focussed on the blood. Red mist flowed out of Elenya's nose and
mouth. Her lung emptied. She groaned as Alemar purged the last of the interna pools. He inspected
carefully to be certain he had found all sources of the bleeding.

Scars next. He began to weave the flesh moretightly till, speeding nature'swork. Lung and bonefirgt,
then muscle and connective tissue. Smultaneoudy, he stimulated her marrow to produce replacement
blood.

His stomach heaved. He choked. The sorcery evaporated. In agony, againgt hiswill, helet go of his
Sder.



A gresat blackness welled around him, threatening to swallow him. He sagged back against Wynneth. He
yanked off his gauntlet and amulet, so that they would not suck vita life force from him. He had not
hedled Elenya thoroughly, but though he strived, he failed to summon even one more drop of magic. He
had not been on Retreat since his daysin the desert, had never had an opportunity to fully restore his
powers, and at last whatever reservoir he had tapped during those years had been drained.

But Elenyawas out of danger. That was the important thing. He fought off demons of deep. They needed
aplaceto recuperate—afew days of refuge away even from their comrades.

They were near Garthmorron.

“My grandfather,” Alemar murmured to Wynneth, hisvoice durred by exhaugtion. “Find him. The rythni
will help. Take methere. Take Elenyathere. Send the othersaway.” He fainted before he finished the
fina word.

X

ELENYA AWOKE. Shelay on afirm straw tick, covered with warm blankets. Wood smoke tickled
her nose, and embers popped and crackled nearby. Every sensetold her she was safe. She opened her
eyes and saw that she was within awoodcutter's one-room cottage.

Her demonblades and rapier, aswell as her gauntlet and amulet, waited on astool within easy reach. Her
clothes, laundered, the tears patched, hung on the nearest wall. Fresh bread and cheese lay on the table,
with aflagon of wine. Broth seamed in the hearth.

Examining her breast, she touched awell-healed scar. She flexed her biceps, and found it stiff but
unbruised. A glancein the small mirror beside the bed showed that the abrasions on her face were
reduced to flesh-colored areas on her otherwise tan features.

In spite of this, shefelt absolutely awful.

Shetried to control her dizziness as she dragged herself out from under the covers. She noted, gratefully,
that the chamber pot had been put close by. She hung on to the bed frame while she used it. By thetime
shereplaced thelid shefdt immensdly better.

Shetried to stand, but even pulling on the bed with her arms only got her to a stooped-over, bent-knee
position. She coughed. Thetaste in the back of her mouth could have dissolved stedl. She stayed there,
legs shuddering.

“Here, now, what do you think you're doing?’

A man'sfigure stood framed in the doorway, features obscured by the brilliant daylight behind him. She
recognized the voice. “ Grandfather,” she whimpered. “Help me get back in bed.”

Cosaufier Elb-Aratule picked his daughter's daughter up by the small of her back and the rear of her
knees, lifted her into asitting position, and propped up her spinewith apillow. Hewas till as strong as
ever, though abit grey and weathered.

“Alemar said you'reto remain in bed until hereturns” he said as he pulled the blankets over her legs.
“You'renot out of danger yet.” He patted her hair. She realized from the scent and the unmeatted texture
that he must have washed and combed it for her while she dept.

“How long hasit been?"



“Threedays."

“That's.."

“Y our lung hemorrhaged,” Cosufier said gravely. “Heamost didn't save you."
“I'm not sure he has yet,” she said, tifling another wave of nausea.

Cosufier didn't smile at her attempt at humor. He waved at the hearth. “He had me make a soup—some
herbsand things. | don't think you're going to like drinking it."

Shedidn't answer. For onething, her throat ached when she talked, but mainly she knew that she would
probably say something flippant, and she had seen her grandfather in this mood before. Her rump had
never stung so badly asthetime, at age e even, when she had antagonized him at the wrong moment.

“How isAlemar?’ she asked.

She wasn't certain, but she thought she saw aflicker of distress on her grandfather'sface. “He's better
than you are, though he's only been up since last night. HE'd be here except that he's gone to rendezvous
with amessenger from your fether."

Shetried to remember the last few minutes before sheld lost consciousness, but everything after sheld
killed Ennswas murky. “Isthere news?"

“That'swhat Alemar hasgoneto learn,” Cosufier said, pouring asmall bowlful of broth and holding it out
toElenya

Shewrinkled her nose. “ Smellslike oeikani piss.”
“That'sthe main ingredient.”
She nearly lost her grip on the bowl.

“I didn't concoct therecipe,” her grandfather said indifferently. “I just followed the ingtructions. He said if
it was good enough for Shigmur, it was good enough for you."

Sherolled the broth around in a disconsolate manner, and waited for it to cool. Her grandfather seemed
unduly cross. Sheran afinger over the pattern etched on the porcelain.

“Thiswas one of Mother's” shesaid.

“Yes. | keep afew things here. It's one of the huts | used to use as gamekeeper.”
“We're on the Garthmorron estate, then?"

“Deepinddeit, yes"

“|sthet wise?"

“It'sterritory known only to me and my former assistants. And | don't stay in one place long. Where
better to hide than familiar ground?"

“Y ou've seen the manor recently, then?”

He nodded, pressing hislipstogether. “No change. The Dragon's appointeeis till in residence. He's et
most of the servants be. Hoping, no doubt, astray word will lead to me, or to you and Alemar.”



“Have you heard from Lord Dran”?'

“He'smaking the best of hisretirement in Aleoth, though | know it hurts him to the quick to face the
thought of dying away from Garthmorron. Seven generations of hisfamily are buried in this soil. He had
aready picked out histree."

Nearly as many generations of their own family had found their rest under the boughs of these woods,
Elenyaknew. And now Cosufier was afugitive here.

“I'm sorry, Grandfather.”

The old man shrugged as he threw another log on the fire. “Don't be stupid. If I'm going to blame you for
the Dragon's actions | might aswell blame Alemar Dragondayer for killing Gloroc's parentsin thefirst
place. Yet if he hadn't, Elandris would never have been built, and Cilendrodel would never have been
colonized, and Garthmorron would never have existed. Y ou didn't have any choice about the Dragon
heting you."

Hiswords came out with an odd, bittersweet undertone. He was not telling her something. “ Grandfather?
What'swrong?'

Hekept hiseyeson thefire. “Y ou should have let him go.”

“Who? Enns?'

“yYes"

“Grandfather! Hetried to kill me! He'sresponsible for Milec's death!”

“Yes” heanswered wigtfully. “ Alemar and Wynneth pieced it together, with help from the rythni. He
deserved to die. But you took agresat risk. Y ou dmost died, amost lost the gauntlet. There would have
been timefor revenge later, under more favorable circumstances.”

“Hewas mine,” she dated.

“And you got him,” Cosufier replied. “It wasjust luck that your brother found you, instead of one of the
patrols Puriel sent to comb the woods around Eruth.”

The back of her throat ached. Why was he being so sharply critica? It was not his nature. “He might
have escaped, gone to the Dragon. What would you have had me do?’

He glanced downward. “Forgive me. Y ou're right. Y ou had no choice,” he said quickly, asif sorry he
had broached the subject.

“Theré's something more, isn't there? Tell me."

Cosufier sghed. “1 aman old fool. | was going to let you rest, not say aword."

“What isit?"

He looked up with haunted eyes. “It's gone. It took too much to heal you. Alemar's power is spent.”

Her skin turned to ice. Shefindly remembered the anguished scream she had heard viathe amulet, back
at Ennssdeath site. “But ... if he goeson Retreat?’ she asked plaintively.

“We can hope for the best. But tell me, when will he be able to do that?"



Her hands fumbled &t the cup. “I don't know,” she said. Even if he wereto try, would the Dragon alow
him the chance to |leave the outside world behind?

Cosufier exhaed loudly and stepped to the door. “ Maybe on some fine day when Gloroc's skull is
decorating the mantle in Garthmorron Hall and you've put up your sword to make babies.” The
undertone of accusation had left hisvoice; al that remained was melancholy.

The snap of atwig under hisfoot echoed between her ears for long moments afterward. She shivered
and drew the blanket up tightly over hersalf. All at once she raised the bowl and drained the contentsin
onelong, searing svalow.

Or maybe when it rainsin the eret-Zyraii, she thought bitterly.

Xl

THE TREE ROSE HIGH above the ddta. The men in the platform at the top commanded an
unparaleled view of the estuaries, idands, bogs, and channds of the lower reaches of the River Sha.
Herethe land ceased to hide beneath an impenetrable cloak of leaves, giving way to long stretches of
reeds, mud banks, and numerous riverside villages of bamboo and thatch, the buildings often perched on
dilts. Thelookout tree rose from the midst of one of these communities.

Toren stared wide-eyed at the broad waterway. His gaze kept arching toward the horizon.
“It'sthe end of the Wood,” he whispered.

“Yes” Geim sad. Behind them lay league upon league of deep forest, adozen hostiletribes, and long
days and nights of travel. The temperate wegather of the far South had surrendered to the hot climate of
his boyhood. He inhaled deeply the aroma of the delta, and pointed at the lookout platform. “ That'san
Ogshid tradition. The Shagas sometimes used to attack from the air.”

Geim had called ahat when the platform had come into view. Now he waved them forward, out from
under thetrees. Therewas no infiltrating or detouring around the Ogshid nation the way they had the
other Vanihr lands on their route. Their destination lay at the mouth of the delta, across countlessfingers
of the Sha. The only way to travel that spiderweb of channelswas by boat; aman did not swim this
section of theriver unless he wanted to be eaten.

AsGeam, Toren, and Deena strode dong awide path through afield of domesticated pomegranate
bushes, a horn blast sounded up on the platform. Soon eight warriors loped into sight, spears ready.

Gemraised hishand. “ Theriver runs clear today."

The leader of the troop scanned them carefully, pausing on Deena's dien features, and noting Geim's
sword. Toren, hair tied up high like Geim, dicited only abrief examination.

“May it be clear tomorrow,” the man replied.

“I am Han of Three Forks Village,” Geim said genialy, waving upriver. “We caught our canoe on asneg
and itisno longer riverworthy. Wewould like to hire aboat to take usto Talitha.” He gestured at Deena.
“We are ecorting the lady to her home."

The villager evauated the story. Thelaw of the land forbade ljitians or other foreignersto travel fregly on
the Vanihr sde of theriver, but it was quite common for the Ogshid to hire out their rafts and canoesto
merchants and others engaged in travel up and down the length of the Sha. Finally he nodded.



“ Afterward will you need to be taken upstream to your canoe?’ he asked.
“No. WEell be spending afew daysin the city,” Geim said smoothly.

The villager grunted. “It'stoo late in the day to set out. Sleep over and thisevening | will find someone
who wants the task. What do you offer?’

Geim jiggled asmdl pouch. “Market tokens."

The sentries surrounded the visitors and led them into the village.

* * % %

In the early twilight, Geim sat on the stoop of the guest hut, watching several women bathe near the
village wharf, inside a sturdy barricade that protected them from river predators. Deenaraised the door
cloth and emerged from the portd. Shefollowed his gaze.

“Your entireraceis blessed,” she murmured, as one golden-skinned beauty scrubbed another's back.
“Even the old ones are trim and smooth.”

“Vanihr do not get old. The gods made us handsome by stedling yearsfrom our lives.” He had at other
times mentioned to her how middle-aged members of histribe tended to die suddenly from disease or
organ falure, rather than dowly wind down to senility and decrepitude. The edest of the women inthe
bathing pool was probably in her early fifties.

“'The Howers of the Wood,” she quoted. “ So that's what that means.”

He did not comment. One of the girlswas striding from the river, teeth white and captivating as she
smiled a acompanion. She waswringing out her waistlength yellow hair, the rivulet trickling over high,
scarcely matured breasts.

“Geaim?1ssomething wrong?'
Eventudly he lowered his glanceto histoes. “I was remembering someone.”

She sat down on the step with him, dangling her feet toward the earth. Geim could see high water marks
onthe pillar next to her calves. “ Do you think the villagers believed you?’ she asked.

Geim was glad to change the subject. “ Y es. Aslong as Toren doesn't open his mouth and let his accent
give them the idea he's a scout for asouthern tribe, we should have no trouble.” At that moment, the
other Vanihr was dozing in the main room of the hut. It seemed odd to Geim to think of finaly deeping on
something other than bare ground.

“Héschanged,” Deenasaid. “ Sometimes | think he'samost grateful that we took histotem.” She rubbed
the puffy tissue on her forearm where the Amane arrow had emerged.

“I can'timagine what life would be like, with an active totem indgde onesdf. Asaboy | worshipped my
ancestors, of course, but the technique for keeping their spirits dive has been lost to the northern tribes
for so long most say it never existed.”

“We would never have made it through the wilderness without his help. | wish we had a proper reward
to offer him."

“Yes” Gem paused to waich the village girl dip on her loincloth. “Yes."

A seriesof hailing shouts shifted their attention downsiream. A raft had appeared, two sturdy Vanihr



youths driving it with long poles. Their load included baskets of merchandise, apair of milk does, and
coils of rope, enough weight to make their work hard in spite of the lazy current. Asthe newcomers
pulled up to the wharf, Geim and Deena could see swest dripping from their amsand chins. The villagers
hurried out to evaluate the quadity of the cargo before the light failed.

Eventudly the village chief left the unloading of the raft and approached the guest hut. “ These two have
just come from Port Ogshi. They'll be taking goods down to Tdithatomorrow. They have room for

passengers.”

Geim managed not to jump with darm when Port Ogshi was mentioned. He thanked the man and went
down to the jetty to bargain, resigning himsdf to anight of little deep.

* * * %

Geim saw agiant river mong glide past theraft, itsdorsal fin knifing the surface. One of the boyslifted his
pole out of the way s0 as not to loseit. The raft rocked in the creature's wake. Geim recalled childhood
encounters with the monsters and realized the memories had not become exaggerated over time.

Excitement over, the boys returned to poling, Geim to his contemplation of the Sha, and Deenaand
Toren to their language lessons. She pointed to aheron asit flew padt, called its name, and Toren
repested it. During the past few weeks his vocabulary and understanding of her tongue had grown far
beyond the little Geim had mastered. It wasironic. Now any two of them could talk with each other, but
only by leaving the third party out of the conversation.

Mostly, it had been Geim who had been excluded. Toren and Deena had devel oped a camaraderie of
which he had no part. It was a modest, shy sort of thing. He was not sure they were avare of it yet.

Asthe morning wore on, he began to recognize the curves of the river. Shortly before noon they came
within sght of ahuge village: Port Ogshi, the capita of the nation, hisbirthplace.

The boysimmediately began navigating toward one of the wharfs. Geim's heart rate began to speed up.
“Picking up cargo?’ he asked, deliberately keeping histone conversationa.

“Yes,” theyoungster replied, hisfoot on one of the few baskets of goods that they had loaded upriver.
Theraft could hold ten times the weight they now carried. “ Our brother iswaiting for ushere” He spoke
proudly, obvioudy still young enough that it made him fed important that he and hisjunior sbling had
been alowed to pilot theraft al by themsdlves,

“Going to stay long?'
“Long enough to take on our cargo,” the boy said asif Geim were afool.

“Of course,” Geim said, and maintained a stony silence as the juvenilestied up, ran up the bank, and
disappeared down the broad avenue between a pair of large bamboo and wicker warehouses. Nearby
other traderswere arriving or leaving. A fishmonger was hawking hiswares at the end of the pier.

“Should we wait with the raft?” Deena asked.
“Yes” Gaim sad, rather quickly. “We don't want to disembark here.”

As he thought further, he had her sit down behind the small pile of goods already aboard, to draw less
attention to her complexion and hair color. He himsaf kept hisface toward the river as much as possible,
turning only when he heard the boys' footsteps rattling a ong the bamboo of the wharf. A man Geim's
own age waked beside them, regaling them with descriptions of the excdllent haggling he had done while



they had been gone.

“So these are the passengers—" the man began, stepping onto the raft and stopping two pacesin front of
Gam.
The man'sjaw dropped.

Every bit of moisture left Geim's mouth. “My friends and | would like to thank you for the
trangportation,” he said hoarsaly.

“Isit truly you?’ the man asked.
Geim chuckled nervoudy. “I'm afraid s0."

“My great grandfather'sass” The man pointed to the far end of the raft. “ Stay out of view. I'll get us
loaded asfast as| can.” Hejerked athumb at his shocked little brothers. “Let's move!™

The boys jumped. The three shblings took the raft to the next pier and began shuttling a stack of
merchandise aboard, assisted by Toren. The boys struggled with baskets and chests that would ordinarily
be handled by apair of the porterswho could be found lolling on the banks or helping other merchants.
The fewer of the village adults who got alook at Geim the better, however. The processtook amost an
hour, an excruciatingly long wait.

“| appreciate this, Feirl,” Geim told the raft owner as soon asthey were under way.

“What in your mother's name brought you back here?’ Feirl demanded.

“I would have avoided it if it had been practica,” Geim said. “| take it that things haven't changed.”
“Ophob is4ill the chief, if that'swhat you mean. And hedd gtill have your balsif he saw you.™
Geim laughed. “ Of that I'm certain,” he said emphaticaly. “And Y smet?’

“Sheld have more than that,” Feirl said ominoudly. “ She brought one of the worst bride pricesahigh
chief's eldest daughter ever had to settle for. She's married to Derest, the warehouse owner."

“Ah,” Gaim murmured wigtfully. “Is she unhappy, then?'

“Content enough, | think. A boatload of brats. But | guarantee you she's never forgotten how much
better she might have done.”

At the mention of children Geilm's eyes brightened. “ The baby?"

“A girl. Pretty and bright. Y ou'd have been proud of her.” Feirl gave the pole alistless shove. “Died a
three of the pox."

Something stung Geim down in the gut. On the shore a pack of toddlers bolted from a children’'s house,
engaged in an excited follow-the-leader race while severa mothers supervised. He sighed.

Suddenly sdlf-conscious, he turned. Toren shifted uneasily from foot to foot. Geim fdt hisface flush,
grateful that Deena could not understand the words. “Fifteen years ago | wasfool enough to get the
chief's daughter pregnant,” he said. Toren had the tact to merely shrug. Geim turned back and watched
thevillage didefrom view.

* * * %



Geim's mood remained black asthe raft wended itsway through one tributary after another, past idands,
more villages, and foul-smelling backwaters. Findly they emerged into the main course of the Sha. Many
of the craft they passed carried ljitians as often as Vanihr. Geim caught Toren staring at their pale
complexions.

The southerner was rubbing his upper lip and frowning. Geim followed hisline of sght, and saw that the
tiller man of the nearest boat had a mustache. “Like Ivayer,” Toren said presently.

“Get used toit,” Geim said. “On the northern continent all men have hairy faces. It'sonly hereinljitiaand
itsformer empire that they shave. Inimitation of our race, | suppose.” He did not bother warning Toren
that there would be those who would consider him effeminate for being unable to grow abeard. The
southerner would encounter that sort of thing soon enough.

Theriver traffic thickened. A canoe nearly collided with them. One of Feirl's brothersrapped it with his
pole, nearly provoking afight. In another half hour the first buildings rose above thetredine.

Geim recdled the thrill held experienced thefirst time he saw Tditha. The city sprawled acrossthe
outermost large idand of the delta, its southern edge devoted to the docks and markets where the Vanihr
traded. The city itself belonged to the ljitians. The people of the Wood, distrusting of large scale
communities that reminded them of the Shagas, |ft the rule to others by preference, though their
merchant's guild wielded consderable influence. Theljitians, in deference to their neighbors, used chiefly
wood and mud for building materids, avoiding the stone and crysta favored by the serpent men. To the
young Geim it had been awe-inspiring. To hisjaded older eyes, Tditha seemed shabby, smal, and
odoriferous, nothing compared to the principdities of the Cainin Empire.

The raft bumped the pier. Feirl and hisbrotherstied it fast. The water clopped and sprayed between the
craft and the pylon, salty from the rising tide. Geim handed each of the boys a market token, the closest
thing to money that Vanihr used. At Feirl's suggestion they rushed off to bargain for something of their
fancy in the marketplace.

Geim handed the elder brother the rest of the payment and clasped his hand. “It's been good seeing you
agan."

“Thesame,” Ferl replied. “I'm glad that life in the north has not ruined you yet.” He stole afurtive glance
at Deenaand Toren. “Though it brings you to journey with odd companions. He's a southerner, true?"

Geim nodded. “A Fhdi."

Feirl'seyeswidened. “They live dmost to the Firdands, so I'mtold.”
“That'strue.”

Feirl shook hisheed. “Leaveit to youto lead acolorful life"

“It has been that,” Geim admitted.

“Good luck."

They could useit, Geim mused. He bade farewell and they st off into the city.

* k x %

Geim noticed that Toren glanced constantly left, right, up, and down asthey ambled past the vendors.
The first time the southerner saw awoman with red hair he was so distracted he nearly bumped into a
wagon. Asthey continued, the Vanihr faces became fewer and farther between, until some of the people



they passed began to openly stare at them. They had now entered the ljitian section. Vanihr normally
stayed in the south quarter. Few, in fact, actualy lived in the city; even the dedicated merchants were
glad to be able to retrest to the forest. Crowded environments left the race too vulnerable to plague.

“I'mhungry,” Toren said. “When are we going to eat?"
“When we get to the northern continent,” Geim replied.
“I can't wait thet long."

“Dontworry,” Geim said.

They turned a corner and stopped. Down the avenue loomed the largest building they had yet seen.
Chipped blocks of ancient stone rose three stories high, fronted by marble columns. Along the rim of the
facade, arow of broken, eroded statues arched over the square like carrion vultures. Toren gazed in
fascination at the vaguely manlike figures, from their long reptilian snoutsto their broad, lesthery wings:
Shages.

“They built thistemple,” Geim explained, glancing uneesily a theimages of his peopl€e's historical foes.
The works of art madeit easy to understand why the race was known as the lesser dragons. “It's the
only one of thair Sructures left in Tditha"

“Why was it not torn down?’ Toren asked.

“There was award around it for a century after the Ogshiel sacked the city. By thetimeit faded, the new
settlement had surrounded it, and the ljitians|ft it asarelic of thevictory.”

Geim led them forward. One of severd guards glared at them asthey crossed in front of the broad stone
steps and continued down the street. Geim strode up to a nondescript door on the far sSide of anearby
building and rapped.

The cover of apeephole opened, reveaing atiny square of darkness. No greeting.
“Thereisashadow over the Dragon Sea,” Geim murmured.

They heard the sound of aheavy bar being dragged aside. The door abruptly opened. A smdll, portly
ljitian waved them hurriedly within.

They found themsalvesin awine cellar. Rows of oak casks stretched into the murk, the air heavy with the
aromaof fermentation, dank stone, and spilled wine. The ljitian swiftly replaced the bar.

“Takingalongtrip?’ he asked Gelm meaningfully.

“Y es. News from the north?'

“Tamisan has capitulated.”

Geim frowned. It was hardly unexpected, though he had hoped for another season or two.

Their host produced three tapers and handed one to each of them, lighting them from hislamp. Heled the
way down atreacheroudy dick walkway between the barrels. They cameto astairway and descended
past five landings to asmall room lined with racks of bottled red wines. He pressed a subtly hidden latch
and rolled back one of the racks, revealing a cobweb-hung corridor.

“Sdafejourney,” the man said.



Geim waved the others after him. He nearly bumped his head on the corridor's ceiling, and frequently hed
to pull spider makings out of his hair. Rats skittered out of their path, the rustle of their tiny feet
reverberating down the passageway. The air smelled sae.

After three turns and severa hundred paces, the tunnel opened out into abroad, low chamber. Thewalls
and the floor were thickly covered in Shagahieroglyphics. Toren glanced nervoudy at the symbols his
candleflamereveded.

“I don't likethisplace,” he said.

“Wewon't belingering,” Geim said, setting histaper in aholder on the floor. Toren and Deena, at his
ingruction, did likewise. The feeble glow scarcely reached the limits of the room.

“We're under thetemple, aren't we?’ Toren stated.

“Yes” Geim had pulled asmdll, round lens of crystd from apouch. He exhaded on it, and held it
forward. “ Cover your eyes."

Theroom erupted in daylight.

Toren leaped back. Half the underground chamber was gone. In its place was aview of grassy, rolling
hills. Immediately in the foreground was a cairn of earth and weathered rock that suggested the ruins of
an ancient edifice. Theland seemed uninhabited.

“Notrees,” Toren gasped.
“Thereare afew just on the other sde of that knall,” Geim said, pointing. “Come. I'll show you."
Toren hesitated. “ After you."

Geim shook his head. “No. The bearer of thisgoeslast,” he said, holding up the lens. He gestured to
Deena

She smiled at Toren and stepped across the line between the chamber and the pastoral landscape. As
she crossed, aburst of static eectricity darted over her body. Then she was on the other side, beckoning
tohim.

Toren swallowed and jumped across. Geim grinned at his startled expression, then followed.

The humid air of the deltawas replaced by the pollen-rich atmosphere of open countrysidein early
spring. Geim turned back to the wide window behind them. Their sunlit vantage made it impossibleto
distinguish festures of the room they had |eft. The only things he could make out were the flames of the
candles.

He wiped the lens clean and put it away. The portal closed. The view in that direction now showed only
green hills, blue sky, and grazing sheep.

“Now, let's get some of that food you were wanting,” Geim said.

Xl
ASTOREN, GEIM, AND DEENA emerged from the portal, they were watched.

The watcher's name was Hadradril. He was awizard of the Ril, one of the dlite cadre of magiciansthat



studied under the Dragon himself—currently the lowest ranked of them, but that was no insult. The youth
glowing from hislean, dmost gaunt features was natura, not the result of longevity spdls. That he had
come so far so soon proved hisambition, ruthlessness, and talent.

From his vantage behind aberry bramble two hills away, he made out only the smplest physica details of
the new arrivals. The sun flashed off the blond heads of the two tall ones. They carried themselveslike
men despite lack of beards. The short one with the brown hair walked like afemale.

On another level, he sensed agreat many facts. The last man to emerge possessed minor magical
abilities, enough to activate the talisman that opened the portal, and wield smple magica weapons, of
which he carried a least one. The woman had essentidly no gift, though like her companions sheworea
talisman of pursuit, calibrated for her use—which meant that she had been in contact with amajor
sorcerer.

The other man interested him mogt of dl. His aurablazed with green, snakelike filaments of energy, at
least as potent as those Hadradril had seen emanating from hisfellow Ril wizards. But the filaments coiled
inwild, unchanndlled patterns. Only afraction of his power had been disciplined and brought under his
control. He should have been put into training as a child; now, in adulthood, he might never be ableto
organize and tap his abilities.

Thiswasthe quarry Hadradril had waited weeks to snare, the prize that Gloroc had sent him to find.
While mogt of the other high magicians stayed safe in Elandris, hoping to win the Dragon's favor by
keeping close and congtantly in view, Hadradril had ventured into the territory of the enemy, and now
had the means of quick promotion at hand.

The newcomers closed the portal and set off down the hill. Hadradril let them go. The sun shone brightly.
The grassy countryside, though vibrant with the green of springtime and beautiful to behold, provided few
placesto set up an ambush. He would be patient. He raised histalisman of pursuit. The necklaces gem
pulsed with a steady, blue glow. Hewould not lose track of his prey.

When the strangers had disappeared toward the nearest town, Hadradril brought his oeikani out of
concea ment, mounted, and followed at aleisurdly pace.

* * % %

Toren gazed about, numb. First the city, now this. His hunger crawled into some hidden niche of his body
and was forgotten, obscured by the unease of walking on land that he considered barren. The country
rolled and spread to the horizon like the Flat, home of the Alahihr, the VVanihr's most hated enemies, who
dared to cut trees down to plant their crops. He had seen the Flat once, but that had been from the safety
of theforest. Here trees, when they occurred, stood aonein aseaof nibbled grass, while livestock dung
decomposed in their shade. It was even worse when they reached the firgt of the cultivated fields.

“What'swrong?’ Deena asked.
“Thisground,” he said, pointing to the upturned soil. “They grow food init?"
“Of course.”

Hewasin aland of snners. Deena pressed him to say more, but he kept silent. He decided he lacked the
wordsin her language to explain why ground crops were evil.

Deena spoke to Geim, who seemed to grasp the problem. “ Thisland is not barren because the folk
clearedit,” hetold Toren. “It has been thisway aslong as they can remember. They grow food because
the earth provides very little otherwise. Isthat asn?’



“Men should not live without trees. They will go mad.”

“Onthe contrary,” Geim said even-handedly, “most people in the north find this type of landscape
soothing.”

Toren did not believe that. “What is the name of this place?'

“Weareinthenation of Irigion.”

“How much farther north is Serthe?

Geim paused. “ Serthe is southwest of here. The portal dropped usin the center of the continent.”
Toren felt hishome sail farther over the horizon.

The farms became more frequent as they |eft the dightly rolling terrain and entered abroad valey. Fences
rose around the pastures. Homesteads appeared. A shepherd boy watched them from a haystack, ahorn
hanging & his sde—a dark-haired boy, with apae complexion like that of Deenaor the ljitians Toren
had seen in Talitha. Now it was Toren whose skin color did not belong, as the stare of the boy proved.

They stopped to watch afarmer open afloodgate, to let water flow down a shalow canal toward his
orchard. The orchard astounded Toren even more than the plowed fields. Trees, deliberately placedin
rows, instead of alowed to sprout at random as nature intended. Even when they grew honest food, they
did it sacrilegioudy.

Asthe sun grew swollen and red in the west, they reached the edge of asmall village. Two armed men
met them &t the perimeter.

“Your business?’ thetaller one asked. They startled Toren by using Deena's language.

“We weretold to ask for Mayor Korv,” Deenareplied. “And to show him this.” She held out a copper
coin. Toren briefly glimpsed the engraved image—afrog.

The sentry took the coin. Hiseyebrowsraised. “1 will fetch him. Y ou can wait a theinn. Vodd will take
you there."

“QOur thanks, Goodman."

Thefirst man strode away. Toren, Geim, and Deenafollowed Vodd toward the hamlet's only two-story
gructure. The town bustled, full of laborers done with their day'swork in thefields, or wives gossiping
before preparation of the evening meal. Toren couldn't keep up with the new sights—peoplein skirts,
men with beards, walls of clay brick, oetkani much larger than those of the Wood. The citizens blinked
and pointed at the golden skins of the Vanihr. They made less of afuss about the hair, though villagers
who were blond tended toward darker, honey tones, rather than the brilliant yellow of the southern race.
Toren could not help but notice that an unusua number of the inhabitants carried weapons.

He picked up snatches of conversations—twice he heard “faceslike boys’ murmured behind hisand
Geim's backs—but for the most part the chatter blended into a chaotic buzz. Some of the people spoke
the language that Geim and Deena shared, which, other than the familiar sound, completely washed over
him.

“What isthis place?’ Toren asked Deena.

“Thevillageis caled Greenfidd. Struth has an arrangement with the local officials—they keep watch on



the portd exit, and provide hospitality for those who come through, in exchange for gold and certain gifts
of sorcery."

“Why are so many of them armed?”

“Greenfidld is near the border of Mirien, my homeland,” she said wistfully. “Many of the peopleliving
here are refugees from the Dragon'sinvasion. They are wary of further incursons.” That explained the
presence of two languages.

A pretty tavern girl greeted them ingde theinn. “Vigtorsfor the mayor,” VVodd announced.

“Then they'll want to St in hisbooth,” she replied, and showed them to an alcove. Toren chose the seat
againg thefar wall, behind the table, grateful to dip out of conspicuous view.

“WEell get you some new clothes soon,” Deenasaid. “1t will make you fed alittle less out of place.”
“I like what I'm wearing now,” Toren said.

The front door opened, letting in VVodd's companion and a stout elder in awell-tailored shirt and kilt. The
|atter joined them in the acove.

Helay Deenas coin on the polished wood. “1'm Mayor Korv. How may | serve the emissaries of
Struth?*

“Food, anight'slodging, and afew suppliesfor theroad,” Deenaanswered. “Well leave for the temple
inthemorning.”

“A modest request,” Korv declared. “I'll tend to the first right now.” He beckoned the serving girl.
“You'vejust come from Talitha?” he asked when she was gone.

“yes"
“Thenyoull want news."

“Yes. How go the Dragon's conquests?’ Deena asked.

The mayor's face clouded. “Y ou've heard that he took Tamisan?’
“yes"

“Hismain forceis now moving dowly into Simorilia” Hetugged hiskinky, disarrayed beard. “We seem
to be safe here for the moment. | hopeit lasts."

“lt won't,” Deenasaid.

Toren had to listen attentively to be able to follow the dialogue. His command of the tongue still wavered,
and Korv spoke with adifferent accent than Deena. He gave up, which wasjust aswell because the
conversation soon shifted into the other language, which the mayor seemed equally comfortable speaking.
Geim asked him severa questions.

The girl brought bowls of stew. The risng steam smote Toren with the sharp, bitter aromaof unknown
gpices. He guessed that the meat came from the small, woolly grazing animals he had seen earlier that
day. The vegetables|ooked like some sort of roots or tubers.

“Arethese grown in open fields?’ he asked Deena, poking at avegetable with atwo-tined fork.



“Yes,” sheanswered. “That oneiscaled nioc. It'svery good.”

He glanced a Geim. Hisfellow Vanihr was shovelling his portion down with gusto. Toren did not know
what to do. Every bit of the recipe offended the religious laws of his people. Even the meat came from
livestock raised on treelessland. Y et he had to eat something sooner or later.

Geim nudged him. “Y ou're not going to start this nonsense again, are you?"
Toren scowled, and took a bite.

“You see?’ Deenasaid encouragingly. “When | was a child my mother fed us nioc every day. She taught
me how to prepare it adozen different ways."

He grimaced as he swallowed. “That must be why your skinisso pale.”
“Try the mutton, then. These spicesare delicious.”

“I'd redly prefer some snake,” Toren said, but he relented and began egting everything. It filled hisbelly
with asoothing heat, and it did curb his hunger. However, he could not muster the enthusasm Geim and
Deenawere displaying.

Half an hour later, his ssomach suddenly spasmed. The mayor quickly directed him toward the rear door.
He staggered away and, once free of the shame of observation, helost the medl.

| will never eat sinner's food again, he vowed.

When he didn't return, Geim cametto find him. Toren was|eaning againgt the outhouse, letting the coal
twilight air calm thefierce heat in hisneck and cheeks.

“Y ou don't look like much of adragon killer,” Geim said.

“I'mnot,” Toren said iffly.

“Don't be embarrassed. Strange food often does this. You'll adjust.”
“Did it ever hgppen to you?'

“Of course. My first mealsin three different ports. But that was when | was younger. Now | can eat

anything.”
“Then | look forward to my old age,” Toren quipped.
“Come back insde,” Geim suggested. “Perhapsif you ate bread only..."

“I'm not hungry anymore,” Toren said, but he followed Geim inside, no longer nauseated. The tavern girl
tried unsuccessfully to suppress a sympathetic grin as he passed. He blushed. Histhroat stung. He il felt
queasy. A warrior should not have to fed so miserablein front of women.

Korv reassured him, and tore off aquarter loaf of pale brown bread. More sin, but what did it matter?
Toren nibbled at it. He found it much lighter than the dense cakes of his homeland, and though the flour
tasted of field grains rather than seeds and nuts, it went down easily. He supplemented it with de, alight,
pleasant brew, the first thing he had genuindy liked al evening. It cut the sour film at the back of his
mouth.

A small, touded head suddenly appeared over the table's edge. A young boy stared at Toren and Geim



with bright, wide eyes.

The mayor chuckled and patted the child on the head. “My grandson, Pell. | apologize. HE'S never seen
Vanihr before

Toren'sgaze lingered on his awed observer. “1 have aboy your age,” hetold him, suddenly guilty. He
hed not thought of Rhi al day.

Made bold by the comment, Pell blurted, “Isit truethat in your country, you deep hanging from trees?’

Toren smiled. “ Sometimes.” But clearly the boy had the wrong idea. How to explain? He turned to Geim.
“Do they have aword for immei ?'

Geam told Deenathe term. Shetrandated it for Pdll.
“Oh,” Pdl sad, cresfdlen. “Hammocks. We have those."

Toren could not face such disgppointment. “One of my uncles was stolen from one by amooncat when
he was a baby,” he added.

“Redly?’ Pdl gasped. “Did hedie?’
“No. Mooncats sometimes catch prey and don't make the kill until they get hungry. My grandfather found
himintime"

Pell produced a dozen eager questions about mooncats almost before he took another breath. Toren
patiently answered them, assisted by Deenawhen hisvocabulary fdl short. A pair of intrigued adult
patrons shifted nearer the table. The topic evolved to other points. By the time the second pitcher of ale
was empty, Toren felt alittle less out of place.

He breathed thanks that his ancestors could not see him now.

* * * %

Toren endured Deena’s appraisal of hisnew clothing. He had chosen a peasant shirt, vest, and winter
trousers, though, as she quickly informed him, in the warming wesather the folk of Irigion would be shifting
to kilts. He had d so picked muted, neutra colors, though local fashion favored brighter tones.

“Itwill do,” she muttered, obvioudy dissatisfied, but unwilling to argue further. Geim had arrived with the
oeikani.

The animas shuffled near the entrance to the inn. Three bore saddles, the fourth complained about its
heavy load of fresh supplies. Toren caught their scent on the late morning breeze. He wrinkled his nose.

Deena stepped forward and stroked her beast's nose. The creature did not seem to mind.
“Thesethingsaretruly tame?’ he asked.
“Yes. Thedoeyoull beriding isespecialy well-behaved.”

Deer were meant for hunting, not transportation, Toren believed. No matter how big the species. He
examined hisfromitslong, flowing maneto the tuft of hair at the end of itswhipliketail, and down to its
cloven hooves.

Geam showed him how to mount.



“Just hold onto the saddle horn,” Geim said. “ The oelkani will do therest. You'll get used toitin notime.
How doesit fed?"

Toren felt much too high, but he wasamodhiv. “Fine” he said too quickly.

Geim chuckled, mounted, and lashed Toren's reins to the back of his saddle. Deenatook the pack
animd'srens,

Mayor Korv cameto bid the them farewell. They thanked him for his hospitdity, and heinturn
complimented them on agood evening of tales of distant lands. Hisfina words were more subdued.

“Therewasavidgtor a the porta earlier this month. He was only seen once, but | thought you should
know. There's not much reason for astranger to pass by the cairn by chance.”

“What did helook like?” Deena asked.
“Tal and gaunt. Dark clothing. The shepherd only saw him briefly, from adistance.
Toren felt the beginning of an itch somewhere between hisears.

They began riding. Toren clenched the horn and tried to | et his body roll with the oelkani's motion, ashe
had been instructed. Though the animals strode at aleisurely pace, they reached the outskirts of the town
amazingly fadt. It was, Toren had to admit, aconvenient way to cover distance without taking asingle

pace.
Little Pell ran to the edge of the village and waved them on their way.

* * % %

Theroad climbed into foothills. Pastures evolved into fields of wild grass and brambles. The trees
thickened. Toren had not known thistype of tree in the wood—oaks, Deena called them. The modhiv
sghed as the boughs interlaced overhead, offering surcease from the afternoon sun; the shade made him
fed at home. Oak wasp larvae hopped insde their tiny egg cases, bouncing acrossthe forest floor in their
struggle to escape; their birthing noise often resembled the babbling of abrook or loud whispers of
randrops gtriking brittle, fallen leaves.

The pleasantness of his surroundings made theitch in his head dl the more noticegble.
“Werein danger,” Toren said.

Geim and Deenareined up. “Aswith the cannibas?’ the northern Vanihr asked.

“Y es. We should go another way."

Geim gestured toward the right. There was no road there, but the brush and trees | eft plenty of passage
for the oeikani. “How about that way?'

“Perhgps. | won't know until wetry it."

* k x %

Hadradril frowned. His prey had |ft the road. He abandoned the ambush point he had selected, climbed
back onto his oelkani, and paraleled the detour.

* k k %

“No good,” Toren said. He stared about. The trees here stood widely spaced, the ground free of brush
asif afire had come afew years before to clear the undergrowth. The sensation of danger pulsed only



fantly, but it was growing stronger once again.
“You're certan?’ Geim asked.
“Yall

“I don't know what to do,” Geim muttered. “1 doubt Mayor Korv would have men to spare as an escort,
and wemust go on."

“Perhaps we could go back to Talithafor afew days,” Toren said, aware that he sounded overly eager.

Geim shook his head. “Portas only go oneway. To return to Tditha, wed haveto travel by ship, as
Deena, lvayer, and | did when we came south in search of you."

Toren was not sure which bothered him more, the premonition, or the redlization that his home was now
inconcelvably far away.

“Let'sgo back totheroad,” Geim said. “If you still sense aproblem, welll go back to Greenfield for the
night.”"

* * * %

Hadradril's expresson blackened. The pulsein histalisman of pursuit dowed and weakened. They had
turned away again. Twice could not be chance.

The quarry had enough control over his power to sense athreat. Y e, surely, such an undisciplined talent
could be thwarted. The wizard pulled athin cape from his saddle bags, and draped it over himsdlf. He
pulled ablanket of the same materia out and covered his oeikani's withers. He whispered the words of
activation.

A smple spdll, but it would mask his presence. His prey would have to conscioudy know what to do to
circumvent it. Hadradril headed back to his origina ambush point.

* k% k %

Theitch faded as Toren and his companions approached the road, then vanished atogether. He frowned.
He did not trust the sudden way it had stopped. It seemed too convenient.

Y et, perhaps they had fooled whoever threstened them, and were now out of danger. When they
reached the road, Geim decided they should continue in their original direction. Toren reluctantly agreed.
The day waned; they could not remain indecisive.

The route grew rougher, the ruts of spring rains not yet worn down in thisrarely travelled region. In one
place atree had fallen over part of the road. Cover abounded on either side—too much. Toren keened
his extra sense, and felt nothing.

Late in the afternoon, asthey rose over asmal hillock, he assembled hisblowgun and laid it across his
thighs

At the base of the hillock, the feding came on him like fire. He twisted.
Anarrow grazed hisside.

Only then could he sense how magic had been foiling his ability. Out of athicket emerged agaunt figure
in embroidered sk riding gear, bow in hand, aplain grey cloak on his shoulders.

Geim threw hisnet. It raced straight toward Hadradril. The wizard barely had time to drop hisbow



before hewasfdled.

Toren, Deena, and Geim jumped out of their saddles, the latter drawing his sword as he dropped. Toren
moved to approach the thicket from the left, Geim from the right, while Deenatook the reins of the
oekani.

The men madeit four or five steps. Then, no matter how hard they struggled, their feet would not leave
the road. They were anchored. Toren noticed that the dust on which they stood was strangely colored.

“Jug alittletrick | learned in my gpprentice days,” the wizard said blithely, and stood up. He twirled the
net in front of him. “Now thisisaclever toy. | should make one of my own sometime.”

Despite his banter, the wizard could not conced his spellcasting from Toren. A waver intheair led from
Hadradril to the colored dust. Not only did hisfeet refuse to budge, but his limbs grew leaden and
useless. Deena, who had been trying to reach the bow in her saddle, lowered her arm. Geim's sword
point dropped. Toren's hand, which had been reaching toward the pouch of darts on hisbelt, stopped.

Hadradril picked up his bow and nocked a fresh arrow. He chuckled. “ That's better,” he said, and aimed
at themodhiv.

He drew back the bowstring with tortoiselike downess. Toren frowned at the snail's pace of the wizard's
movements, then thelight of redlization dawned. Theimmobilization spell consumed nearly dl the
sorcerer's power and concentration. Hadradril could not afford to devote much attention to his physical
movements.

Thefilament of energy binding Toren'sarms resembled arope. And if he disturbed the knot—right there
—just s0...

Suddenly the parayss disappeared. He loaded adart, lifted his blowgun, and fired.

The missile struck Hadradril in the chest. He cried out, rel eased the arrow, clutched his chest, dropped
the bow. The shaft came at Toren too fast for him to dodgeit, but the wizard's aim had been skewed just
enough. The point diced the edge of one of his deeves and continued past.

“Quick!” Geim shouted. “Get him!"

Geim charged forward and dashed at Hadradril's neck. The sword stopped a finger's breadth away from
the skin. Sparks scattered in every direction. Undaunted, Geim continued to hack.

For Toren's eyes, the ward radiated angry, red, resistant tones. He considered trying to negate it, but had
no idea how. Deena shoved asword into his hand. Geim had the right idea—best at the barrier with al
their might. Keep Hadradril occupied, and the poison would do the rest.

Toren had never used a sword, but there was no need for finesse. He chopped at the wizard'slegs, while
Geim swung at the upper body. Deena, armed with aknife, stood poised to assist, should there be room
for her.

* * % %

Hadradril staggered. He tugged the dart from his chest, but the pain only intensified. He had
underestimated hisvictim. Hislife was dribbling away.

Take him with me, was hisforemost thought. But it was dl he could do to maintain theward. The
venom spread, dulling his senses. He knew no sorcery to counteract it. Hands trembling, he reached
back to his quiver, bent down and retrieved his bow. One of the blades had nearly cut through the ward.



He winced. He had to be careful, move very dowly.

He drew back the arrow, pointed it at the adept, and let go. Thanks to his duggish movement, the target
anticipated him and smply stepped out of the way.

He withdrew another arrow. The result was the same.

Hadradril moaned. His only consolation was that the other sorcerers of the Ril would not see him fal. He
shuddered, knees threatening to buckle. His chest burned. Spotsflickered in front of his eyes.

Dying. Only one chance, one remote chance, to fulfill his mission. Once he dropped the ward, he could
cast the pdl inaningant.

* * * %

Each impact sent numbing tingles up the sword. The wegpon threatened to fal out of Toren'sgrip. Tiny,
brief firesflickered in thetwigs a their fet, ignited by the sparks.

Hadradril emitted awesk, strangled cry, perhaps aword. The ward disintegrated with a sudden snap of
wind.

Geim chopped off the wizard's head.

Toren set down his sword, suddenly very weary. The head rolled to astop. The body crumpled to the
ground. Geim wiped the swest from his forehead and stepped back. “Y ou're good with that blowgun,”
hetold Toren.

They heard an odd hissing. Geim stared in outrage as his sword began to Szzle and dissolve. Likewise,
smoke rose from the mulch near both parts of the wizard's neck, and from Toren's vest, which had been
splattered during the decapitation.

“Takeit off!” Deenashouted at Toren. The modhiv was aready moving. He threw the vest off just
before the fabric burned through.

“The bastard!” Geim growled. “He put aspel on hisblood. Thiswas my best blade.” He shook it, wiped
it on the corpse's clothing, but the metal till bubbled. The fine polished edges warped into ragged, rusted
contours.

A foul odor rose from the discarded piece of clothing. Toren watched it being destroyed with apensive
dare.

“Oh, well,” Deenasaid. “You didn't like that vest, anyway."

Regrettably the acid blood was having no effect on the sorcerer's own flesh, though the necklace that had
been around his neck fumed and decomposed.

Toren caught his breath. He pointed out the necklace, lying in the twigs near the head. Geim lifted it up
with thetip of hisafflicted sword. It possessed a single blue gem. Evidently it was ill ableto draw a
small amount of energy from the dead man, because it pulsed with faint but rapid flashes. Geim scowled,
and held thejewel closer to Toren.

Theflashes sped up, until they were nearly aconstant glow. When Geim removed the gem from Toren's
immediate vicinity, the flashes dowed down.

“Like lvayer'sbracelet,” Toren said.



“A taisman of pursuit,” Geim said. “ This was no random attack. He waslooking for you.”

X1

ALEMAR DREAMED OF THE Eastern Deserts. He wandered a phantom landscape of scoured,
eroded channels, searching for water, and found only barren sand and ossified layers of salt. The voice of
his teacher, Gadt, echoed from dratified, sun-bleached diffsdes, warning him that he had let hisflasksrun
low, that unless hefilled them soon, he would perish of thirst. But though he investigated every spring and
river bed, histhroat remained parched. The oases had been drained.

He awoke with afoul, bilious aftertaste at the back of histhroat. His head swam, unableto still the
chaotic remnants of his dreams. With extreme effort, he focussed on the wals of his grandfather's
cottage: tightly knit logs, mortared with clay. A griddle sizzled as Wynneth dropped abit of pork fat onto
it. She sorted through a clutch of brush hen's eggs. Cosufier snored in the upper bunk.

No desert here. But agnawing emptiness ate away a hisingdes, like thethirgt of the night'svisions. He
wiped afeverish sudor from his upper lip.

Wynneth handed him a cup of water. He sipped gratefully. She tenderly brushed his cheek, her glance
drawing his. He shook his head. She nodded.

Therewas no need for talk. She understood the loss he felt. She knew that he would tell her as soon as
there was achange. In the meantime, she would nurture him. Of al the people he had known, she was
the one who knew when to draw him out, and when to leave him to his private thoughts. It waswhy he
had married her, when he could have had alady of greater beauty, higher sation, or more vivaciousness.
They weretwinned in ways that he and his Sster were not.

“Breskfast will be ready soon,” she said. She kissed him and returned to the task.
He groaned as he sat up. “Wher€e's Elenya?’

“Outgde.”

* k x %

Thejays screeched, fighting in the treetops, knocking loose the dew. The drops best out a cadence
againg the leaves and the ground as they fell. Alemar stepped onto the porch, head till leaden and
painful. He peered through the thinning mist. Elenyawas practicing her swordcraft near aflat sump fifty

paces avay.

She had placed a pumpkin on the stump as atarget. Therind showed only onetiny hole, barely wider
than the thickness of her rapier. He watched her thrust again and again. Once, the fruit wobbled alittle
under the impact. She steadied it, frowned, and examined thetip of her blade. She had not missed the
mark; there were no additiona holes. Alemar decided that she must have thrust deeper, penetrating fresh
tissue. She adjusted her stance and resumed her practice.

After another fifty thrusts—and probably a hundred before he had begun to watch—she shifted her
rapier to the other hand for the second half of the routine.

In her mid-twenties, Elenya had never moved more efficiently, more confidently, more powerfully. She
made no superfluous body movements. Her eyes remained fixed on the pumpkin, her head did not bob.
The tension gathered in her ankles and calves. She sprang suddenly, transferring the force straight up to
her wrist. The rapier seemed more like an arrow in flight than a blade in hand. When she stopped, it was



utter: for amoment she would be a statue, every bit of strength and coordination under complete contral.

Alemar counted one hundred fifty jabs. She sheathed her rapier, rotated the pumpkin, and drew both her
demonblades. She had begun wearing two from the moment they had |eft the Eastern Deserts. That, and
her frequent choice of white garments, were the obvious reminders that she remembered what it wasto
be a hai-Zyraii, though she seldom spoke of it.

She threw one knife forehand, the other backhand. They lodged side by side. When she pulled them
from the rind and assumed her stance again, Alemar decided she meant to continue drilling.

“That'senough,” he cdled. “Y ou're supposed to be recuperating.”

She gave no sign of being startled, but Alemar knew she had been obliviousto his presence until he
spoke. He l€eft the porch to join her. Shewiped off her stedl and tucked it away.

“Too long without exercise,” she explained. “I couldn't stay adeep. | was going to stop soon.”
“Of course you were."

“I'mdow,” she said, rubbing the hand where the gauntlet should have been, still keeping her face averted.
“It fedslike I'm moving through syrup.”

Alemar knew she was ssimply making conversation. She practiced at least once aweek without the
gauntlet, just so she didn't become dependent on magica speed. “Y ou're the most difficult patient I've
ever treated,” he said sternly. “It's il quite possible to strain your system and develop afever. Comein
and have breskfast. Well talk.” Hed returned so late the previous night that they had not had timeto
confer about what had happened since the ambush.

“I'm not hungry yet."

He tapped her ribs. Hisfingers encountered firm, unyielding muscle. “ Training is one thing. Endangering
your health isanother. Y ou need somefat."

“I'll borrow some from my brain."

Alemar kept hisfingers againg her, trying to probe with his powers, trying to see within to judge the
speed and degree of her recovery. He saw only adark veil, heard only echoes of ahollow placeinsde
himsdf. He shook. Hetried to ifleit, but his knees kept wobbling. His hand quivered againgt her side.

“Please,” hesaid, stricken. “| need for you to look after your body. | can't do it for you anymore.”

Shelooked up suddenly. Tearswelled in her eyes. Dried tracks of old weeping led down her cheeks.
She'd been crying during her weapons practice. “I know. I'm so sorry,” she squeaked, almost too hoarse
to get the words out.

They embraced. Thefed of her chin against the crook of his neck, the moisture of her tearson hisskin,
gave him akind of solace entirely different from that which he received from Wynneth, though just as
necessary. Elenyaknew what it meant to be a child of the Blood, arebel chased league upon league,

year upon year, by an enemy who might live another five millennia. Despite their occasond bickering,
and even though they were both so battered by circumstances that al they wanted to do was crawl into a
crevice and abandon the world, they could not stop their concern or understanding for one another.

“I'll rest, I'l eat, I'll be good,” she murmured. “I just need to practice.”



“I know,” he said. He wished he had something to occupy him the same way, away to use the conflict to
hone histalents, instead of draining them. They waked hand in hand back to the cottage.

“Where did you bury Dushin?’ she asked asthey crossed the threshold. As soon asthey entered,
Wynneth cracked blue, speckled eggs over the griddle. Cosufier, awake now, huddled in afur near the
fire, looking closer to hisage than usud. Theair smdled homey and revitdizing.

“We managed to send the body to hisrdativesin Yent,” Alemar replied.
“And the attackers?’

“We dumped them inaravine,” Wynneth said, more matter-of-factly than Alemar could have managed.
She had no problem being cold to anyone who threatened her loved ones. For that matter, it had been
she and other members of the rebel band who had taken care of the details while Alemar was occupied
first with Elenyas hedling, and then with his own exhaustion. “We retrieved the food from the silk farm,
and tried to diminate any trace of your vist."

“We had more time than we expected,” Alemar added. “ Apparently Ennswas not working with Puridl's
men. He set up the ambush himsdlf."

“That must be why there were only four. And why they were poorly armored,” Elenya said reflectively.

“Yes,” her brother answered. “1 doubt Puriel knows about the ambush even now. Otherwise guards
would beadl over theslk farm.”

Wynneth nodded. “ Still, the placeis not safe to use again. We don't know just who Enns contacted.”

Alemar shook his head. “When Milec was captured, | suspected treachery. | never suspected Ennswas
the cause”

“The seed was planted along time ago,” Elenya murmured. “Y ou remember back when we were ill
posing as Lord Dran's bastards, Enns would complain that we received more attention than we
deserved?’

A few flickers of memory came back to Alemar, but he shoved them away. “ Enough about him,” he
snapped.

Elenyagared, asif trying to read hismind, but their amulets were lying on the stool. Alemar admost gave
in and fetched them. He and his sister had recovered enough energy by now to restore the jewelsto their
necks, though they would have to leave the gauntlets off for severa more days. But he was not ready to
open histhoughts so completely. When he let go of hisanger, it would not be in the presence of loved
ones.

Asif sensing his need for distance, Elenyaturned to Cosufier. “ Grandfather, didn't you say that Purid's
patrols were searching near Eruth? Why would that be if Ennsian't the cause?"

“It was two days before the soldierscame,” Alemar interjected. “ After | had cast the hedling spell.”
“The Dragon'smagician...” both the women said smultaneoudy.

“Y es. That was strong magic. Omril must have detected it and sent troops to the site where | performed
it. We needn't worry. This cottage is|eagues away, and there isn't enough psychic residueto lead them
here. The rythni will warn us of men heading in thisdirection.”



“Spesking of rythni...” Elenyasaid.
“The one who fetched me was named Cyfee,” Alemar said. “ Sheisa protégée of Queen Hiephora."
Elenyadescribed Cyfeds actions at the silk farm.

Alemar frowned. “ That's extraordinary. Rythni have an aversion to human dwellings. Y ou were lucky she
was with you, and not another."

“Thank her for me."

“I aready have, though | didn't know until now just how much | had to thank her for. For her sskewed
best not et any other rythni know that she committed an act of violence."

Elenya sat down on the bed, near the stool where the talismanslay. “ Done. Now tell me the newsfrom
the south.”

Alemar frowned. “ Tamisan has capitulated. The Dragon broke the sultan at Tira"
“And Father?'

“Heisin Smorilia. The shah has given hisarmy refuge outside Tazh Tah. There are Sgnsthat Gloroc may
wait a season to expand westward. The battle at Tiraapparently cost him dearly, even though he won."

“Vd?'
“Sofe. AsisEnret."
“How does Father fed about the defeat?"

That had been one of Alemar'sfirgt questionsto the emissary. “Heredlizes that he had no real chance of
holding Tamisan, not with winter over, and Gloroc so firmly rooted in Mirien. He had hoped Tirawould
hold out longer, though. That's the city that thwarted the Calinin's best general, back before the days of
Alemar Dragondayer. But Gloroc took to the field again, and the shah's men couldn't hold thewalls.”

“Wasit like before? During aheavy sorm?"
“No. Therewasn't acloud in the sky. The Dragon was nearly struck down by Father's magicians.”

“Strange,” Elenyasaid. “ Gloroc's dways been more cautious than that. He could have stayed safein
Elandrisand let hisarmy do it the hard way. He has plenty of time."

“Tirawasamagor hurdle. He must have felt it worth the risk to take it quickly.”
“WI,V?I
Alemar shrugged. “ Perhaps he'sin a hurry. Perhaps he's worried about us—about the talismans.”

“The Dragon, afraid of us, what apleasant fantasy,” Elenyasaid dryly. “Have you heard the one about
the demon who was afraid of the mouse?"

“There wasthat strange prophecy of Treynaf's last winter,” Alemar said. “’A dragon dead in apaace
beneath the sea’ I'm afraid Gloroc suspects the plans we've made with Struth. Don't you think it's
ggnificant that he replaced Puridl's former sorcerer with awizard of the Ril? Omril issaid to be an
gpprentice of the Dragon himsdf.”



“Any word from Struth?"
“The party had not yet returned from the Wood at the time the message was sent.”

Elenya picked up her amulet and dangled it from her fingers. “1 find it ironic that Gloroc might be worried
about our plans. To befrank, I'll believe Struth's man can succeed only after it's done.”

All a once everyonein the room paused in shock. The amulet, now that it was touching Elenyasflesh,
awakened. It blazed with the deep green tones that warned of magic being cast nearby.

Alemar spun toward the window. A pigeon sat on anearby branch, observing them. Abruptly it took
flight.

“Grandfather!” Alemar shouted.

Cosufier grabbed his bow and quiver, his speed belying his age. He rushed to the porch, the others at his
heels. He dumped the arrows out for easy access and strung the bow. He drew back and aimed. The
arrow flew long and straight, as hisalwaysdid, but fell far short of the mark. The pigeon disappeared
over the treetops toward the west.

Cosufier cursed.

“No matter,” Alemar said ruefully. “Omril's aready seen us. Even if weld killed it, we could not have
undone the damage. I'm sorry, Grandfather. We've ruined one of your sanctuaries.”

The old man waved away the gpology. “ There are others. Let's get moving. The wizard's troopswill
soon be on their way."

Alemar had migudged Omril. Given three days and the fact that Elenya, the subject of the magic, had not
moved, the wizard did have the power to detect the lingering traces of the healing spell. Thetension
insde him reached a crescendo. They could not even have amomentary respite. The Dragon would
hound them until they dropped. The time had come. If he could no longer be aheder, hewould bea
warrior.

Someonewould pay.

XV

OMRIL STOOD ON THE balcony of histower, scanning the cloudsto the east. A tiny speck
appeared, grew, and resolved into the shape of apigeon. Omril held up hishand. The bird landed on his
glove.

“There, there, Swiftwing,” the wizard murmured, stroking his servant's neck. He could fed her staccato
pulse againgt hisfinger. She was barely able to keep her grip. Omril cupped her gently in hispalms,
comforted her as he stepped into his chambers, and returned her to her coop.

“Your eyestold meagresat dedl,” he said, double checking to be sure the bird and her three siblings had
adequate feed and water. He had worked Swiftwing closeto her limit, both physicaly and in terms of the
amount of magic she could channel. Still, even her death would have been worth the result.

The rebels had been gone by the time Swiftwing had guided Puridl's quarter cohort of guardsto the
cottage, but Omril was content. He had flushed them from cover. It was only a matter of time until hedid
it again. Sooner or later he would trap them. He regretted only that he could not have heard aswell seen



therebels conversation. However, sending one's eyesight to distant locales was one thing, sending one's
ears at the same time was another. Swiftwing had done what she could. The Dragon would be pleased
with the news.

Omril unrolled atiny scroll and dipped his pen. In clear, precise glyphs, hewrote: | have seen the
talismans of Setan. He closed the scrall, held it under adripping candle, pressed hissignet ring to the
hardening wax, and attached the message to the leg of Swiftwing's brother Windborne. He released the
bird and watched asit flew south toward Elandris.

XV
ABOVE THE PASS, the snowy peaks sparkled with dpenglow. “Isn't it beautiful 7’ Deena asked.

Toren kept drawing bresth, but the thin mountain air refused to fill his chest. The sun best fiercely, drying
and cracking hislips, but declined to warm the atmosphere. Histhighs ached murderoudy. He vowed
slently never to come near a saddle once the journey was over.

They lingered at the crest of the pass. To the right and left rose steep dopes, cloaked in white. Behind
them lay the range that separated Irigion from Serthe. Hard leagues. The rough terrain had lamed their
pack oeikani, forcing them to transfer itsload to the anima once owned by the late Ril wizard. Geim kept
saying that they were lucky. The thaw had begun ahead of time, opening the pass early in the season.
Even now thick banks of snow were hegped beside thetrail in shady spots, eroded and ugly. The oeikani
trod on cold mud.

“Itisnot the placefor aVanihr,” hereplied. The Wood was alowland. To him, snow wasalight dust on
the ground every second or third winter that melted in hours, or at most afew days. He glanced at the
peaks; no trees grew that high. He gestured at Geim, who wasin the lead, staring at the timbered dopes
below them asif searching for something. “1 don't know how he has stood it, years without a home,
travelling through landslike these."

“Why don't you ask him?’ Deena asked.
The elegance of the suggestion hit him by surprise. He took her advice.

When Geim heard the question, he sighed. “It is better now. | serve Struth. Before that, when | Ssmply
wandered...” He shrugged, and in the gesture Toren suddenly knew agreat deal about the course of
Gem'sadult life.

“It'sgood to live for something,” Geim concluded. Then, changing the subject, he pointed toward what
he had discovered.

Far below, they saw the spur of ariver valley. Where it opened out onto the plain, the sun sparkled on
glass and white-washed structures.

“Thecity of Headwater,” Geim said. “ Our destination.”

* k x %

They continued to descend for two days, passing severd riders and small caravans heading the other
way—nhot, according to Geim, as many as there should have been. The reports from the war had made
merchantswary. Then they stood before the city gates.

The older part of Headwater was tucked into agorge where the Sip River spilled out of the mountainsin
aphantasmagorica waterfal. Bridges, many of them elaborate, ancient congtructions, spanned the



stream, connecting the two halves of the community. Downstream the houses and shops fanned out onto
the valey floor, most of them contained by the fifth and outermost of the city walls, though new buildings
poked up outside the gates.

“We are now insde the old boundaries of the Cainin Empire,” Geim said asthey made their way down
the streets. “In fact, Sertheis till part of the commonwedlth, tied by treaty to Xais. Headwater was one
of theten great cities of the empire. Alemar Dragondayer wasraised here.”

The commentary washed right over Toren. The concept of adozen large, civilized nations and an equd
number of protectorates, al under one centralized government for a period of centuries, staggered him.
The only times Vanihr tribes had united were for the campaigns against the Shagas and the Alahihr, and
these dliances had lasted only for the duration of raids and sorties. Thelands of the Fhali, which had
seemed so vadt, now seemed like atiny hunting range.

They passed beggarsin rags, guardsmen in fine, polished armor; merchantsin loose, wraparound robes,
and hordes of vendors. Blacksmith shops belched smoke, bakeries taunted them with the aroma of fresh
loaves being drawn from the ovens, jugglers and musicians provided entertainment in the larger squares
and plazas. By comparison, Talitha had been only adeepy river town. Few people stared at Toren and
Geim now. Their gppearance seemed mild compared to the bright orange braids and immense breasts of
the Cotani dave girlswashing clothes at the public fountains, or to the short, stocky dark men—"Drelbs,”
Geim cdled them—pushing their wheelbarrows down an dley. They even saw another Vanihr, partaking
of wineand cheesein an open air cafe.

At length they cameto aless crowded, cleaner section of the city, where they boarded their oeitkani ina
gtable. They continued down astreet lined with greet edifices of marble and granite. Toren heard chants
filter out of one temple, and through the portal of another saw men kneel and touch their foreheadsto the
tileswhile aeunuch beat on alarge brass gong.

“A god for every persuasion,” Geim said dryly. “ They have one thing in common. They dl require
plentiful offeringsto gppease them.”

“BEven Struth?'

“Especidly Struth.”

Even as he spoke, Geim indicated the ssone wall they were gpproaching. It towered twenty feet high,
surrounding grounds more extengve than any they had seen thusfar. Brawny sentries patrolled the top,
and more stood in the archway beside a set of imposing doors, looking fierce but otherwise ignoring
everyone. The doors hung wide open, and through the gap, in and out, flowed asmall but constant
stream of supplicants. Geim, Deena, and Toren filtered indde.

They passed through afoyer and came to a spacious amphitheater. Several dozen people, perhapsa
hundred, were queued at thefar Sde, in front of agigantic statue of afrog. The chisdled image rose so
tall that the crest of its head was even with the top of the walls, framed by the open sky above.

“The Oracle of Struth, the frog god,” Deena whispered to Toren.

Immediately in front of the statue, separating it from the throng, was a broad, rectangular pool. One by
one, worshippers approached atiny dais and cast coinsinto the water. Asthey did so, the supplicants
asked questions, some of which Deenatrandated for Toren. A farmer asked if the danger of frost had
ended. A merchant wanted to know if the price of iron would drop soon. A middle-aged matron asked
what her new son-in-law should do to prosper in histrade. None were answered. But when asmall boy
demanded, rather insstently, to know if he would travel to faraway places when hewas older, areply



came.
n YeS,"

The deep voice made Toren jump. The meaning penetrated far more directly than any common sound
could. It seemed to come from the head of the stone frog, yet at the sametime, it came from all
directions. There was no need for trandation. A murmur ran through the crowd, and the boy, grinning
with self-importance, stepped down from the dais and headed for the exit.

The supplicants came from al waks of life, from noblesin embroidered finery to beggarsin rags. Toren
and his companions did not join the line; they waited near the entrance, observing for the better part of an
hour. Toren grew restless, but Geim told him to pay attention, to try to see a pattern to the oracl€'s
actions.

At firg, it seemed that there was none. About one in five petitioners was answered, some at length, more
often with asmple yes or no, with no direct relationship between the amount of money thrown, or the
sophigtication of the question, and receipt of an answer. But over time, Toren saw that larger offerings
did increase one's chances. And once, something unusua happened.

A maninthelivery of aCdinin high family came forward, dropped severd gold pieces, and said, “Who
ismy lord's hidden enemy?"

"He who sleeps with your lord," the oracle replied.
The man blanched, then nodded knowingly. Then, as he stepped off the dais, the frog god spoke again.
"Bide with me for atime."

The man jumped, then both he and the rest of the crowd turned toward a curtained alcove behind the
statue. The cloth parted, held by astunningly beautiful woman. She beckoned the petitioner, who burst
into asmile and walked quickly into the passageway. Men | eft behind licked their lips and watched with
envious glances.

“| don't understand,” Toren said.

“That man has just been favored with the hospitality of Struth,” Geim said. “I'll explain later. It'stimewe
went insde. Well use alesspublic route.”

They left theway they had come. They continued along the wall and around a corner into an untrafficked
aley. Geim stepped up to asmall door and rapped four times.

The peephol e opened, then the door. A drelb stood there. He greeted Geim and Deena by name, spoke
afew words, and made way for them.

“Hesays|'mto go to the high priestess,” Deenatold Toren. “Y ou and Geim are to wait in the Wine
Room.” They continued on. The dwarf remained by the door.

They passed through asmall anteroom into agarden of lush trees, vines, and fronds. Deenavanished
down one path, while Geim led Toren down another between a series of pools—deep rock grottoes
stocked with exotic fish, and shallow ponds spotted with lilies and water grass. Frogs croaked. The
garden ended in one large, clear poal of flat tile, in which four women waded, each aslovely asthe onein
the oracles hdl. They smiled and waved at Geim, who waved back.

Thetempleitsaf ascended in many tiers, artfully accented with balconies, stairways, columns, hallways,



and patios, trellises of flowering vines, and stained glasswindows. It did not fit with the houses of religion
elsawhere dong the stredt.

Asthey waked down awell-lit halway panelled in wood and decorated with framed paintings, an elderly
woman servant handed Geim akey. She continued on without aword, towelsin her hand, heading for
the poal asif drying the bathing women had been her sole duty.

Geim unlocked adoor near the end of the corridor. They stepped into asmall room. The scent of incense
and wine greeted them. Fine tapestries lined the walls. Along the side opposite the door sat arow of
wine barrels, with asmaller cask on astand in front. Cushioned divans abutted the two sde walls,
stacked with abundant plush pillows. In the center of the room stood a glass table whorled into an
intricate statue of an octopus, its outstretched tentacles providing occasiond flat spots on which empty
goblets were cradled.

“Thisisone of the reception rooms,” Geim said. “ One of the places the lucky supplicant to the oracle
might be entertained. Each one hasits own decor.” He picked up apair of goblets, went to the small
cask, and filled them with an amber wine. A rich, fruity bouquet kissed theair. “1 have avery fond
memory of thisroom,” he added, turning off the spigot. His eyes sparkled. “ The hospitdity of the
priestesses of Struth islegendary, and they deserve ther fame.”

“They're prodtitutes?”

Geim rolled atiny mouthful of wine across histongue. Toren did likewise, and redlized for thefirst time
that winemaking was atype of art, and that he was sampling the work of an adept.

“Y ou might cal them that. The priestesses provide incentive for certain peopleto vist the oracle. Struth is
agatherer of information. The moreinfluentia the supplicant—the closer to postions of power—the

more likely heisto beinvited within the wals. There he enjoys the attentions of a priestess, and she, in
turn, encourages him to unburden hisheart, tell her hisinner worries. 1t's more than sex. The priestesses
are sorceresses. By the time a man has been with one for afew hours, her particular kind of magic makes
it difficult for him not to reved hisentire life story. Struth knows more about the inner workings of the
empire than any living creature. The crown prince of Serthe himself isafrequent vigitor. But even if
providing sex to strangersis part of their caling, it would be wrong to dismiss them as mere whores.
They are proud of what they do. They do it for the frog god—the goddess, asthey cal her."

Toren massaged the bridge of hisnosg, trying to absorb al the information. “Y ou were a supplicant
once?'

“Inaway. | wasfortunate enough to have been in Headwater five years ago when Struth decided to
learn more about the Vanihr. A man cameto mein atavern and hinted that, should | care to show my
brown face and yelow hair in front of the oracle, it might be worth my while. | was certain he was playing
agame with me, but after heleft, curiosity got the best of me. | came to the temple and found, much to
my ddlight, that the invitation was genuine."

Gem swirled thewinein hisgoblet. “1 have never determined just how Struth knows which petitioners
have useful information, and which do not. Thereisagreat deal about her | don't know. Sheissubtle.
Most peoplein this city have no ideahow she selects her guests. They offer her money, and think it isher
whim when sheignoresthem. A few who know the way of it have enjoyed these rooms more than once
for the offering of asingle copper erron.”

“Andyou?'

“Struth saw that | was aresourceful person, and enlisted me. | have served her in various capacities ever



snce. When the time came to fetch you, it was obvious that sending aVanihr would be helpful. | wasthe
logical candidate.” He sipped deeply. “1 have, in fact, visited some of these roomsin the past few years,
but only because aparticular priestesstook aliking to me. Whenever | have useful information, | render it
fredly, in consderation of the food, the shelter, the purpose Struth has given me.”

“And does that purpose fulfill you?’ Toren asked. As he spoke it startled him to redlize how much he
needed the answer.

Gem scratched his head, drank the last of hiswine, and refilled the goblet. “As| said on the mountain, it
is better than wandering. Struth plays the game of life at alevel most beings are unaware of. To be part of
itisdways... interesting.”

“Doyou trugt her?!

He frowned. “ She protects her own, and she keeps her word. | know she will give you back your totem,
aspromised.”

“When?'

“Probably today. She will probably summon you as soon as Deena finishes her report, and | give mine.
No doubt shewill return it to you then.”

* * % %

Toren was on histhird goblet when they heard alight, tentative knock on the door. Geim gave permission
to enter. It was Deena.

She said something to him. He nodded. “My turn,” he said to Toren, and left. Deena stayed.
Toren gestured at the cask, and lifted his goblet, but she declined the offer. She stared at thetiles.
“Is something wrong?’ he asked.

“The high priestess can be ... intimidating.” She smoothed out the cuffs of her riding breeches. She
refused to meet Toren's eyes. “ She sees things whether you want them seen or not.”

“Y ou were talking about me?"

“Of course. That was the point. She wanted to know afew details of thejourney ... and she wanted to
know what | thought about you."

“What did you tell her?!
“Thetruth. As| said, she hasaway of dragging it out."

“Apparently so do the other priestesses.” Toren realized she was embarrassed, so he offered the chance
to divert the topic.

“Did Geimtdll you about them?"
((Yall
“High Priestess Jannas methods are not so viscerd,” she said.

Toren raised hisbrows. “I didn't mean to imply that they were."



“Youdidn't. | just wanted to be clear.” She raised one ddlicate eyebrow. “ Do you have whoresin the
Far South?’ Disdain tinged her voice when she uttered the term.

“They'rerare, but the occupation exists. Geim told me something of your practices as we rode through
the mountains. Our customs are more gtrict, because of our totems.”

“How 07"

Toren gladly accepted the opportunity to compare cultures. It reminded him of their evenings of talk on
the way through the Wood. “ A boy must dways know who hisfather is, in order to know which totemto
receive. Married couples do not stray. Those who are not married have more choice, but awoman is not
permitted to have more than one partner per month, so that if she conceives, shewill know thesre. A
woman must beinfertile to be a progtitute; if afertile woman is caught salling her body, sheis serilized.”

Deends eyes widened. “How?"

“I'mtold it's not pleasant. Sometimesit isfatd."

She shuddered, poured herself some wine after dl, and gulped it.
“I'msorry,” Toren said.

“It'snot your fault. | asked you to tell me.” She coughed. “What happensto an orphan? Who will pass
on thetotem?"'

“Preferably agrandparent, so that the totem would be almost the same. If | do not return before my son
comes of age, that'swhat will happen. Or if my father is dead by then, one of my brotherswill take my
place”

“What about the boy's mother?'

“Mothers give totems to daughters, fathersto sons. If aboy has no living mae reative, he goes outside
the family for adoption. It is better to receive any totem than none. Likewise, it isagreat tragedy if aman
never passes hison. Hislife experiences are lost. A man who has only daughterswill pay very dearly to
adopt ason of aman who has many boys. Fortunate is the man with many sons; not only can he passon
his totem many times, but he can make great bargains. My own father was alucky one. | am hisfourth
son. | might have easily been given the totem of my father'sfriend, for whom | am named, but that Toren
findly had ason shortly before | came of age.”

“I would have thought that you'd be named after one of your ancestors,” Deenasaid.

“It would be confusing, with al those generationsin on€e's head, some of them with the same names. It
happens anyway. No need to worsen it."

Deenatoyed pensively with thetip of one of the glass octopuss tentacles. “Y ou think about your son a
great dedl, don't you?"

“How can | not?1 am aVanihr. My sonismy immortality.”

* k x %

There was another knock. Geim stepped in, accompanied by atall, buxom, high-cheeked priestessin a
digphanous gown. The cloth rustled as she walked, afaint, aluring whisper that drew attention to her
supple outlines, and to the hint of nipples pressing againgt the gauze. Toren smelled magic accentuating
her seductiveness, but declined to interfere with the spellweaving. She spoketo him in amdlifluous voice.



He did not understand the words.

“ThisisYari,” Geim trandated. “ She will take you to the high priestess.” When Toren did not respond
immediately, Deenajabbed himin theribs.

Hejumped up and followed Y ari out, only vaguely aware of Deends jea ous observation.

Y ari led him through sumptuous rooms and across an exquisite patio to the rear of the temple complex,
his eyeslocked on the supple twisting of her waist. It was asif he were being pulled with atether likea
pack beast. It was now easy for him to understand the alure of the priestesses of Struth.

They cameto adome, a pae, marble hemisphere three times the height of aman at the apex, featureless
and unadorned, save for adoorway. Y ari indicated he should step inside.

Theinterior was asingle chamber containing only two semicircular divans. The latter faced each other,
about three paces apart, plush and soft, the off-white uphol stery matching the hue of the polished marble
floor. A woman sat in one.

It seemed as though he had been transported into the midst of an ocean. Outside, visible through
trangparent walls, swam abewildering array of fish. Strands of kelp wafted in the current. Elsewhere a
seaturtle peered in. Echoes of waves and high-pitched songs of sea creaturesfiltered through at an
amog sublimina leve. The perfection of theillusion was broken only by the rectangle of the entrance.

Y ari stopped at the threshold. She smiled and withdrew, closing the door. Once shut, it showed no
seams, asif none had ever existed.

Toren turned to the woman on the divan. Sherose. Thetop of her head crested no higher than his upper
chest; she must have weighed less than half of what he did. She wore her hair in aneat bun. Shewore a
jacket, close-fitting leggings, and sanda s—a handsome outfit, but not in the least suggestive. Y et, asshe
reached out ahand to him, she struck him as far more seductive than Y ari, though asfar as he could tell,
she dispensed no sorcery to enhance her charm. The brilliant blue of her jacket, her black hair, and her
tan flesh presented a vivid spot of color against the austere background.

“Deenawasright. You are handsome. Come. Let melook at you more closely.” She used Mirienese,
Deends language.

Hewaked forward, still marvelling at the ocean outside. “ Deenasaid that?"

“Not in those exact words. But sheis... impressed.” She gestured at the divan opposite her, and sat
down. “I am Janna, High Priestess of Struth. | bid you welcome in the name of the goddess.”

“It wasan invitation | couldn't refuse,” Toren said sarcagticdly.
“Indeed,” she said kindly. “Geim and Deenainform me that you understand why we had to abduct you.”

“They've told me about the Dragon. | believe them when they say he is athreat—yperhaps even to my
people. But | have yet to betold precisaly why | have the meansto help you.”

“Redly?’ sheasked. “Y ou haven't discovered new things about yoursdf in the past weeks?"
“Wadll, yes” he admitted. “ But nothing that would dlow meto kill adragon.”
“What you can do with training may surpriseyou.” She held out her pams. “ Give me your hands."

After some hesitation he did as she asked. Her eyes bore into him. He felt her presence come.... closer.



“Beat peace,” she sad, and he relaxed. Soon she disengaged.

“Struth was right. Y ou are an astounding candidate.”

“I haven't agreed to help you,” Toren reminded her.

“Yes. That isthe question. But it needn't be answered now. It isyour turn to make requests.”
Instantly Toren held up hisbracelet. 1 want my totem back.”

“Of course. For that, we must see Struth.”

She stood and walked to the center of the chamber. She held her hand out over the floor, and uttered a
single word. With his recently devel oped senses, he saw aglow of power extend from her pam into the
marble.

A square hole opened in the floor, reveding aset of sairs. “Follow me,” she said.

They descended a straight flight of over one hundred steps, guided by an eerie cerulean werdight of no
apparent source. At the bottom they emerged into a chamber so large that the glow from the tunnel

would not reach the far corners of the room. The blackness adso hid the celling. Toren smelled an essence
that heidentified asfrog. Water dripped loudly; the drops echoed, asif across avast empty space.

“Midress, we have come,” Jannacalled.

"Welcome." Theword reverberated in Toren's mind. Out of the dim recesses of the cavern there took
shape an enormous amphibian. Shortly thereafter the werelight spread outward from the tunndl entrance,
and heresdlized that the statue of the frog in the amphitheater was not, after dl, larger than life. Here was
itsmodédl.

"l am Sruth."

Each of her bulging eyeswas aswide as Toren wastal. She could have gobbled him up like an insect.
She towered above him, awesome and intimidating, her smooth green skin rendered grayish and
shadowy by the werdlight. Toren found it hard to respond to a being whose very eyeblinks frightened
him, but he kept the tremor out of hisvoice. At last he had before him the proper target of hisanger. “I
am hereto collect something that isowed to me,” he said.

"I apologize for my methods. | couldn't afford a refusal. You are the best candidate | have found.”

“For what purpose? Why me?’ Toren asked.

"Of all the people alive in the world today, your energy pattern most closely matches that of the
great wizard, Alemar Dragonslayer. With proper training, you may be able to use histalismans to
near their full potential. | speak in particular of the gauntlets that were retrieved from the Eastern
Deserts by the great wizard's descendants, Alemar and Elenya of the House of Olendim, which
were made specifically to fight the children of Faroc and Triss."

Toren tapped hisfoot against the stone, skeptica. “ Y ou're going to keep my ancestors, then, force meto
do your bidding?’

"You have no confidence in us. It is understandable. But | will keep the bargain. Put the bracel et
on the floor."



Toren hesitated, then did as he was ordered.

The only movement Struth made was aminute shifting of the pupilsof her eyes, yet dmost immediately
one of the bracelet's gems began to glow. In reverse of the spell cast by Ivayer back in the Wood,
Toren'stortoise appeared in afacet of the stone, growing larger and larger until it stood, full-sized,
graddling the talisman. Toren, handstrembling, lifted it into his palms. Warm, vibrant, it nuzzled itschin
agang the base of histhumb.

"As soon as you return to the surface, Janna will restore it to your body."
“Andthenam | freeto go?"
"If you wish."

Toren frowned. It wasimpossible to read sincerity or guile on the face of agiant frog. “I don't believe
you. Without me, your planisruined.”

"Nearly. We have other candidates, though we have found them lacking. However, if we lose you,
we will resort to one of these others and hope for the best. Your roleistoo critical to fill with an
unwilling participant. However, | think | can demonstrate that it would be in your best intereststo
aid us."

“How?'

"Recall your battle with the wizard. It is proof of a great fear of mine. When | cast the spell to
search for individuals who might be able to use the talismans, | invoked great magic. There was a
residue created which other adepts can detect. Gloroc apparently has discovered these traces. He
knows the nature of the spell. He is searching both for me and the persons that my spell located.
He knows that an extremely high-level, non-human magician is somewhere in this city, and he was
able to duplicate the talismans | created to track you and the others. Thanks to his efforts you
nearly died. One of the other candidates, whom | had been hiding in a nearby province, was
recently murdered. | am now exerting a considerable effort to screen you and them. Thusfar, |
have succeeded. If you should decide not to aid our effort, you are naturally freeto go. But itisa
long walk, and if you are not an ally | won't be able to justify the expenditure necessary to protect
you from the Dragon's eyes. Hiswizards will be able to find you. Moreover, if he learns that you
are a Vanihr, it will be unlikely for you to hide even from common bounty hunters. You are too
noticeable herein the north."

“So you have found adifferent way to coerce me."

"I realize the choiceis not fair, but | can hardly do anything about it now. You have seen a taste
of the Dragon's resources. | must use any tool at my disposal to thwart him. However, | can also
offer positive incentives."

“Such as?'

"Consider the talents you've discovered in yourself since you left the Wood. If you are anything
like the Dragonslayer, you won't be willing to let that potential go to waste. | can teach you how
to use your power. In fact, | must, if you are to use the gauntlets."

Toren stroked the shell of histotem pensively.

"As| said, you may leave at any time. If you stay, Janna and | will begin our training of you. By
the end of that process, you will have to decide whether to take the gauntlets and kill Gloroc, or



leave with our best wishes. Think about it after your totemisrestored. That experience will be
enough to deal with for the moment."

Struth's tone seemed sympathetic as she uttered the last sentence; that worried the modhiv. " Go with
Janna now."

Toren had more questions, but none of them seemed as urgent as getting his ancestors back. The high
priestess tapped him gently on the arm. He followed her up the airs. His toterm murmured anxioudly.

XVI

TWO TAVERN BOY S, bare to the waist, sweeting in the kitchen hest, lifted the roast pig away from
the bed of coalsand set it on the butcher table, where the head cook prepared to remove the stuffing. A
girl hurried through with clean steinsfor the pub room. Owl the tavernmaster surveyed the activity with a
critical eye. “Nearly sundown,” he cautioned hisworkers. In fact, Achird had aready dropped behind
Cilendrodd's giant trees. The light had not yet dimmed because Motherworld, the Sister, and Urthey
weredl inthe sky. A good night for business, Owl predicted. Thelack of darkness would mean more
traffic.

“Mind you don't run short like last Sisday,” Owl warned the cook.
“Never fear,” the man replied, his bad head nearly obscured behind the steam rising from the pig's belly.
“I'll have my dinner in my room,” Owl announced, and went upstairsto wait for it.

Hewas enjoying apipeful of hisfavorite tobacco when he heard the knock on hisdoor. A bit early. For
once his gaff had displayed some efficiency. “Comein.”

The man who entered was lithe, short, dark-haired, perhaps twenty-five years old. Though he seemed to
bear no weapons, Owl's heart began to race asif a sword had been pointed at it.

“Y ou know me,” the newcomer said.

“You are Alemar,” he said hoarsdly. “It'stonight, then?"

“Yes. Areyou ready?'

Theinsdesof hischeekswent dry. “Yes. Yes. Though | wishit didn't have to happen here”
“If we could avoid it, we would."

“I know that."

“If you have doubts, | could bind and gag you now and leave you in this room."

Owl felt the weight of the prince's gaze. It was asif he could seeright into the tavernmaster, measure
every weskness, confirm every true word and every lie. Surely that could not be so. Owl himsdlf did not
know precisaly which way he would go. All he had ever wanted was to run an honest establishment and
keep out of palitics. If tonight's scheme failed, he might well be branded arebe. Hewould be at the
mercy of the Dragon's governor.

Perhaps that was why Alemar had not sent an emissary. It would be the prince's decision, and no other's,
whether or not to trust Owl. If the latter proved undeserving of that faith, no vassa could be blamed.



It wasthe point of no return. Like so many othersin the province this night, Owl had to make up hismind
whether he was content to continue living under the Dragon'srule or not. He sat up straight, and met the
heder'seyes.

“I'll play my role”
“Good. Well see each other again soon.” Alemar left.

Owl exhaed. The prince of Elandrishimsdf! Gods, if Puridl or the captain of his guards learned of the
plot, half the Dragon's garrison would descend on the tavern within the hour. He suddenly noticed that he
was digging hisfingernailsinto his pams. He stopped before he drew blood.

* * % %

Owl ae sparingly, an unusua practice for him, and descended to the main room early. The tavern had
been open for only afew minutes, but it was aready half full. The air was growing thick with the aroma of
ale, human beings, lantern smoke, and incense. He noted the presence of townsfolk seldom seen at the
Silver Ed, most of them young, strong men. Owl weaved hisway through the customersto histable by
the front door, where it was his habit to greet incoming patrons and thank departing ones. Old Jom was
sitting in the opposite chair, as he did every Serday, with the peg board aready on the table.

Owl eased into his seet, redizing that he was sweeting, but determined not to show his nervousness.
“Bound to be an especidly good game tonight, eh?’ said Jom.

Owl's eyes widened. He had not realized hisfriend was a so a conspirator. Jom stared back guildlesdy.
“Your turnto movefirg, asl recal,” he said.

Owl camed himsdf and moved a pawn forward two holes. Jom immediately responded with a pawn of
his own, forcing Owl to take it. The Duke's Opening. It would be anight of challenging strategy.

To hissurprise, the game managed to absorb his attention. The tavern became noisier, the smell of roast
pork and fried el more prominent, and the air hotter. 1t was only when ahaf dozen of Purid's guards
arrived with their captain that Owl's concentration was broken.

Claric strodeimmediately to hisusua table at the center of the room and pounded a chair against the
floor. “Food, de, music!” heroared. He had adready been drinking; Owl could tell by the durred
syllables. Wood creaked as he sat down. Owl had lost adozen chairsto the captain's abuse in the three
years snce the Dragon had annexed Cilendroddl, aswell as atable or two and countless plates. Tonight
he tifled hisnormd tick of annoyance, casudly capturing one of Jom's pawnswith amerchant. Only his
partner perceived that he was no longer immersed in the game.

Owl's aff, well trained not to keep guardsmen waiting, bustled platters out of the kitchen. Thegirls
managed to set down the food and guard their rear ends at the same time. In the corner aminstrel began

to play.

The music was exceptiondly fine, Owl redized, far better than anything hisregular bard could manage.
The guardsmen, however, did not notice. As soon astheinitia tune was over, they called for apopular
ballad, one that any musician could play. The stranger obliged, and soon blessed the room with hisfine
tenor voice. Never had such bawdy lyrics been sung so well, Owl declared to Jom.

The soldiers applauded by stamping their feet. Two of them threw coinsinto the singer's hat. They soon
forgot him, engrossed in their gossip, jokes, and drinking. Scraps of meat and spilled defdl on Owl's
well-scrubbed floor. One of the men carved hisinitidsinto the table top. The other patrons could hardly
hear themsdavestak over the noise. Three years ago Owl would not have tolerated this sort of behavior.



He asked rude customersto leave. But since the Dragon's garrison had come, there had been two
classes of citizensin Old Stump. Owl had learned that there were worse things than broken chairs,
burned tapestries, and being the butt of soldiers jokes. He had seen what had happened to the mayor
when the latter complained too loudly to Lord Puriel of abuses and broken laws.

Owl had lived in Old Stump dl hislife. He had adaughter approaching the age when she would soon
help him in the pub room. He was not a courageous man. He had played amiable host to Puridl's guards
night after night because that was the cost of keeping hislivelihood viable. He had no wish to become a
rebdl, but if lending the Silver Eel for one night would lift the shadow of oppression, he would teke the
rsk.

He drummed hisfingernails at the edge of the peg board. Jom had made a move some time ago, yet Owl
had not even started to formulate his counterstroke. The air seemed to radiate heat, though the hearth
was unlit. The tavernmaster licked dry lipsand raised his stein. A lonefigurein a cape appeared a the
threshold. A white cape. Owl glanced inside the hood and nearly inhaed the brew.

In the corner, the mingtrel began anew song. Though he strummed hislute no louder than before, the
notes cut like knives through the roar of voices, utensls, and pouring de. Owl recognized the tune. It had
been played agreat dedl over the past two months. It was cdled “ The Hero with aHundred Wings."

Suddenly men stood up from tables on every side of Claric's men and drew knives. Owl saw the flash of
aneedle-thin stiletto, narrow enough to penetrate the interstices of chain mail. Only two of the soldiers
saw the steel coming. One blocked thefirst knife, only to take the second in the heart. The other man
spun nimbly out of the circle of attackers and bolted for the door. Elenyaraised her rapier out of thefolds
of her cgpe and ran him through.

The only survivor was Claric, who gawked, speechless, at the knifein front of hisface. A man on ether
sde held down hisarms. There was another knife at Owl'sthroat. He knew it was aruse, but it nearly
stopped his heart just the same.

“What isthe meaning of this?’ the tavernmaster croaked. “What are you doing?'

Elenyagestured to one of the attackers, who shut the main door. “Our quarrel isnot with you, innkeeper.
Keep out of theway and you'll be safe.”

Elenyawas so convincing that Owl had to clench hisgroin to keep control of hisbladder. He hoped his
performance measured up. The customers who were not part of the conspiracy had to believe that he
had not hel ped arrange the ambush. He felt ashamed that he had taken the coward's way out—the
attackers, most of them townsmen, were now branded as rebels—but it was the only way he could agree
to let the Silver Edl be used.

Elenyaturned away from Owl, who, now out of the spotlight, sighed deeply. The princess stepped over
the body of the man she had killed and faced Claric. The captain of the guard finaly found hisvoice.

“Let mego! Thegovernor will havedl your headsfor thigl”
“I think not,” Elenyasaid camly.

Alemar emerged from the kitchen. Thistime, Owl noted, he wore the famous gauntlet on hisright hand,
just as Elenyawore its mate on her |eft. His scabbard dapped againgt hisleg. His presence silenced
everyone. Owl had heard that the twin children of Keron Olendim were intimidating, but he had
dismissed the story asrebel propaganda. Now he knew that only half the truth had been spoken. Though
short, the twins seemed to be the tallest people in the room.



“Are you uncomfortable, held down, surrounded by enemies?” Alemar murmured to Claric.
“Y ou don't dare touch me!” Claric shouted.
“I wont,” Alemar said. “I'm going to leave you to my sister.”

Claric shut up. Owl expected Elenyato smile. She had Milec'storturer in front of her, helpless. But not a
muscle moved in her face. Her expression was a blank, everything hidden behind the skin. Y et Claric
saw something. He began to squirm, trying to shake off the strong arms that pinned him to the chair.

Elenyapulled out a scarf of white quarn silk and twisted it into a cord. The veins on the backs of her
hands bulged. Claric cried out. While his mouth was open, she thrust the cloth between his teeth and
gagged him, tying the knot so tightly behind his skull that hislips were pressed to bloodless white
contours againg histeeth. Other rebels swiftly bound his limbs.

Elenyadrew Claric's sword and placed the center of the blade across the pam of her gauntlet. She
sgueezed. The metd crumpled and, with asnap of her wrist, broke. She tossed the sections on the floor.
Her expression il did not change.

Three of the atackers hefted Claric up and carried him out the kitchen exit. Elenyafollowed.

Alemar scanned every facein the room. He gave off none of the aura of a heder. Something brooded
within his stone-cold countenance. But he was not like his sster. The customers faced him without
flinching. More than that, Owl redlized this was a man he wanted to follow. After the oppression of the
Dragon, here was the balm to cover their wounds.

And they had doneit. They had surprised Puridl's men in the very shadow of the castle. Undernesth his
terror, Owl felt a gut-tightening swell of excitement. He was proud that he had finally found the courage,
even a adistance, to stand up to the regime that had afflicted hisand hisneighbors' lives. Before them
was the man responsible.

“Tell Lord Purid that heisnext,” Alemar said. He and Solint the Mingtrel led the others out. For severa
seconds after they had gone no one moved or spoke.

“Well, who wants to go up to take the newsto the castle?’ asked Old Jom.

* * * %

Omril was gtting in his sanctum when he fdt the flash of magic. It was brief, dmost instantaneous, then it
was quelled. Had he not been meditating, deliberately searching for such signs, he would have missed it.
Before the impressions could fade helifted avia and held it tight. He concentrated. It took afull ten
minutes, but the liquid changed from clear to deep agua. He grunted in satisfaction and strolled to the
windows.

With the serum to focus his sorcery, he rel ocated the approximate source of the flash. Hewasright. The
spell was Hill active. The weaver, or ahelper, was using alesser spell to try to conceal the greater one.
Had they not been trying to thwart awizard of the Ril, the tactic would have worked.

It might still work, to adegree. The serum, unlike asolid talisman, had been ductile enough to capture the
spell'sflavor on amoment's notice, but it would not hold the impression more than afew hours. Omril
fetched Swiftwing from her coop. He needed to lead the bird to the exact spot where the magic was
being performed before the casters finished their weaving and departed.

Omril frowned. Perhaps his prey wanted him to use that strategy. It was time-consuming. Furthermore,
his attention would be completely absorbed while helooked through Swiftwing's eyes, he would not be



awake to the world. He could not, for example, renew the serum. He gazed out at Rock Lake. The spell
was being cast somewhere on the far side of the water, only afew leagues away.

He put Swiftwing back on her perch, dressed quickly in hisriding garb, and descended into the body of
the cadtle.

The governor's audience hall buzzed with activity. Puriel ood next to hisgreat hearth, in afoul mood,
judging by thelook on hisface. Hewas yelling at his chamberlain. Omril caught a bit of thetirade and
raised an eyebrow.

Purid turned and glared at the sorcerer. “ The captain of my guard has been captured under my very
nose,” he snapped. “Witnesses say both the rebel |eaders were there. Where were your watchful eyes?!

“When did this happen?’ Omril asked the chamberlain.
“Two hours after sunset,” the man replied.

“I was at supper with you, my lord,” Omril told Puriel. “1 can't eat and converse and search for spells at
the sametime. Besides, did they use magic?'

“No,” the chamberlain said. “ Swords and knives. They ambushed Claric at the Silver Edl. Killed dl his

“Then | would not have known to look there,” Omril said. “But | think | know where they arenow.” He
told them what he had detected. “ Give me a cohort of troops. If I go mysdlf, | can lead them to the Sitein
an hour or two."

“Done!” Puriel growled. “I'll not stand for this sort of humiliation. | want those king's bastards on my
racks by morning. Claric, too, for making melook like afool. Mind you don't et them dip away from
you again, wizard."

Omril bowed. “Asmy lord commands.” He suppressed asmile. Puriel had little to fear from enemies—if
he continued in this fashion he would soon perish of an gpoplecticfit.

The soldiers roused in short order, came out of the barracks complaining. Most had just retired for the
night. Omril let apair of lieutenants prod and bellow, while he waited sedately on his oeikani. The men
glanced hisway, dropped their grievances, and made themselves battle ready. They knew wherethe red
authority lay inthiscadtle.

While he waited, Omril stroked the vial. Eventudly one end of the serum darkened nearly to blackness,
while the other faded to asky blue. Aslong asthe wizard pointed in the direction from which the spell
was coming, this stayed the case. If he pointed it another way, the liquid returned to a pure aqua. By the
time they were ready to leave, he had calibrated the talisman so that he would not have to expend undue
attention and energy upon it for the duration of the search.

He led the cohort around the shores of the lake. As expected, the hues of the serum became more
intense. For thefirg time Omril's dispass onate attitude failed him; hisbody tingled. Hefelt an acid bitein
his somach, savage and gppeding. This might be the night when hefindly fulfilled hismisson for his
dread lord.

Onthe side of Rock Lake directly opposite Puriel's castle, the road branched. One fork continued along
the shore, the other penetrated the forest. Omril hated the troops. The via was hot in hishand. He
beckoned both hislieutenants.



“The magicians are little more than aleague from this spot, between the roads,” he told them. “ Y oull
each take athird of the men and follow the roads. One league aong, cut into the wood. I'll go through the
treesfrom here. Well catch them in our pincers.”

He et the flanking groups ride out of sight, then ordered his own contingent to spread into awide
column. They filtered into the trees, moving as silently aswas possible for such alarge group of men and
oeikani. Omril cast aminor spell that would reflect the loudest noises toward the rear. The forest here
was relatively open. Woodsmen often visited thisland to harvest dead trees or plant new onesto
accommodate the needs of Old Stump. They made good time, and seldom had to dismount to squeeze
through tight places. Omril felt aticklein hispam, where he held thevia. Soon it spread. After half a
league he put away the talisman atogether. He could now directly sense the camouflage spell.

They were very near. He ordered the soldiersinto ahalf circle.
“Chargel” he commanded.

Swords drawn, arrows nocked, they plunged between the trees. Omril followed close behind, with a
small rear guard. They had gone only afew hundred yards before the wizard felt the camouflage spell
snap out of existence.

There was no magic being cast ahead at dl. The mgor spell was gone, too—and had been for who
knew how long.

In the vanguard, men were shouting. Omril emerged from athicket and found most of the troops
gathered around atree. They were silhouetted against an odd lavender glow. The sorcerer scowled and
rode to the front.

Hefound Claric tied to the tree. The captain's naked body was covered by thin, luminescent tendrils,
making it seem asif he had grown acoat of fine hair. The strands waved like miniature snakes, asif
wafted by the breeze, but there was no wind that night. He was giving off enough purplish light toread a
scrall by.

“Omril! Get thisoff of me! It itcheslike the five demons of Emin.”
The wizard scanned the surrounding trees. “Where are the rebel s?*
“Long gone,” Claric spat. “ They left after the bitch did thisto me.”

The statement confirmed what Omril had suspected. Still, there had to be one magician nearby. The
camouflage spdll, unlike the one on Claric's body, had to be actively maintained, and that could not be
done from agrest distance.

“Six men stay here,” he ordered. “ The rest fan out and search the woods.” He was doubtful that they
would find anything. He had not, as he had fancied, caught the rebels by surprise. They had deliberately
enticed him. They had expected him to detect their magic.

“Ebrett!” Claric shouted to the sergeant standing next to Omril. “Cut me loose.”

“No!” Omril snapped. The sergeant jumped. Claric opened his mouth to protest. “The spell onhimisa
trap. Touch him or the ropes and the demonhair will consume his skin, and yoursaswell."

“What?” Claric burst out.

“What did you expect?’ Omril asked. “That the princess would ssmply decorate you and leave you here



to brighten the forest? She wanted revenge, no?”'
“Y ou're the wizard, undo the spell!"

“l can't. I'd have to unravel each thread one at atime. It would take me aweek. Y ou'll be dead before
then of thirst. We can't even passwater to you.” In actual fact, Omril could probably do thejob intwo
daysor less, if he went without deep. But he had never liked Claric.

Claric looked like he was going to vomit.

“If you'd like, | can have the men shoot you with arrows,” Omril offered. “It would be swifter. In another
few hours the demonhair will start working itsway into your, ahem, openings. If you think it itches
now...."

“No, no."
“Thedternativeisleaving youtorot."

Claric moaned and gave no indication asto which hewould prefer. Omril turned his attention to the
sounds that had been coming from the trees to the north. Soon one of the lieutenants rode up. Thefirst of
the pincer groups had met the main party.

“Did you see anything?’ Omril demanded.

“Nothing,” the officer replied, so fascinated by Claric's outlandish appearance that he almost forgot to
sute.

Thewizard turned hisback to Claric and the spectators and paced. The rebels had more in mind than
revenge on Claric; if that had been the extent of it, Omril would have stood back and admired their
handiwork. It was a handsome bit of thaumaturgy, requiring considerable patience, concentration, and
discipline. He had not thought the female twin, with her hot-headedness, had the temperament necessary
to spin demonhair. It was another facet of his enemiesto remember. But they had surely not lured him to
the Ste merely to provide an audience for their victory.

The night was growing distinctly darker. First Urthey had s, then the Sigter, then Motherworld. Now
only the recently risen Serpent Moon was | eft to shed light over the countryside. It was ill severd hours
until sunrise. A good time, Omril redlized, for amilitary assaullt.

And herewas he, the single strongest wesgpon Lord Puriel had, out in the woods, leaving the fortress
defenses short by afull cohort of men.

“Mount your steeds!” he shouted. “We're going back to the castle! Now!"

The soldiers had never seen Omril so agitated. They obeyed him even faster than if he had threatened
them. They left their former captain to hisfate, ignoring his outraged cries and whimpers, and raced back
the way they had come. When they reached Rock Lake, they heard the din of battle echoing off the
water. The noise came from the governor's keep.

XVII

HIEPHORA AND A DOZEN of her minor queens, hidden in the trees near Lord Purid'sfortress,
watched Omril's cohort of men ride out through the barbican. The little people remained motionless, quiet
astheflutter of butterfly wings. It was said that arythni could stand on aman's shoulder and the man



would be unaware of it. Theriders crossed the moet, turned down the fork of the road leading dong the
shore of Rock Lake, and vanished into their own dust. If al went well, the wizard would not redize he
had been tricked until it wastoo late. The rythni waited until the horizon concedled first the light of little
Urthey, and, soon after, the bright glow of the Sister. Motherworld hung low in the sky, preparing to
follow, displaying only haf her face. The shadows grew long and dark.

“Now,” Hiephorasang in her lilting, melodic mother tongue. Her queens darted off on gossamer wings,
leaving her with her handmaiden, Cyfee. After exchanging a nervous glance they, too, launched into the
ar.

They circled three times, and in response, the leaves shook and fluttered. Hundreds upon hundreds of
rythni women flooded out of the trees, a queen leading each wave. Carrying coils of rope, they sped into
the open air above the moat, the twilight obscuring them to human eyes. They staggered their formations
so that thelr flitting shapes would resemble the bats that dwelled among the corbels and rafters of the
fortress.

The casgtle loomed, high and intimideating, full of stone and tile and mortar, emanating none of the swest,
nurturing music of the forest'sliving wood. Hiephora pierced the structure's sphere of influence and
fatered, suddenly wesk, pitched from straight flight. Many of her subjects, unable to endure the bitter
kiss of the air, turned back, terror-stricken, including one of her queens.

“Courage!” shecried. “It fades!” Already theinitial shock was lessening, as with the waters of a
pond—cold on impact, but increasingly tolerable as one continued to swim. The edifice would do no
permanent harm to her people, aslong asthey did not linger within it. The queens echoed her words of
encouragement.

Two-thirds of her women, though they veered and emitted tiny cries, continued gdlantly on.

Hiephora and Cyfee landed on a battlement, dipping into an embrasurein order to hide from the sentries.
They commanded aview of the entire landward side of the fortress: the moat below, the desolate swath
of land beyond that, the treesin the near distance. Thelast of those who had been daunted vanished into
thefoliage. She couldn't blame them. They had not been present when she had prophesied this battlea
quarter century ago; they could not directly fed, as she did, why it was necessary to risk taboo, and aid
Alemar and Elenya.

As Motherworld dipped sedately out of sight, reducing the night to as near darkness as Tanagaran ever
saw other than on Dark Night, the cadres of rythni took their ropes and began |ooping the nooses around
the merlons of the battlements, draping the free ends into the moat.

It was adry moat, lined at the bottom with shattered rock and sharpened stakes, designed to thwart war
mounts and siege engines, but negotiable by foot soldiers. One by one, men snaked across the swatch of
cleared land, darkly clothed, faces smeared with black grease, their wegpons tightly bound and padded,
to join ahandful of scouts who had come earlier. They rappelled down the embankment at presel ected
locations, crossed the moat, and fanned out to seize the ropes the rythni had just planted. Soon there
were dozens of men scaling the ssonewadlls.

The mgority of the rythni vanished from the battlements, for violence wasimminent, and the emanations
from that would be far harsher than the kind they had aready endured. Hiephora, Cyfee, and the queens
remained, dong with afew of the very brave, whispering guidance to the climbers, letting them know the
exact position and number of the guards. The fastest scaler was over half way up when one of Purid's
men noticed arope. He shouted and drew his sword to hack at the noose.

Cyfee cringed as the blade struck stone, casting sparks, biting into the thick, resin-hardened fiber.



Hiephora called for her flyersto warn the climbers. By the time the guard's chops severed theline
completely, the men had shifted to other ropes. They continued to ascend.

Someone reached the dlarm bell. Lantern glow beamed out of the barracks and from the windows of the
keep. The fortress awakened.

The guards on the battlements, badly outnumbered, seeing death rising up at them, cut &t the ropeswith
frantic hagte. Two climbers did not shift quickly enough and fell, breaking legs on the jagged rock of the
moat. A third landed on one of the sharpened stakes. Then the leaders vaulted the top and drew their
swords. The courtyard rang with the sound of stedl meeting sted. Thefirgt dribbles of reinforcements
issued out of the buildings.

Hiephora darted toward the barbican, leaving Cyfee to assst with the high battle. Those rythni who could
tolerate the psychic ondaught of men dying continued to replace ropes. As she glided, she saw themain
mass of the rebel army bolt from the forest onto the roadway.

So many of them! The houses and farms of the region around Old Stump must have completely emptied,
the resdents rising to the cause of the Elandri prince and princess. Hiephora herself would have doubted
it possible to gather so many, had she not foretold it.

Shewished that she could determine the outcome of the battle, but the leaves of meditation, aswith dl
oracles, had sung atwisted tale. She knew only what would happen if Gloroc were not stopped. He
would rule for five thousand years. The land would be raped, the forests cut down within afew human
generations. The rythni asarace would fade into history. Alemar and Elenya might be the only hope.
That was why she had tipped over Lerinas cup of amethery twenty-five years earlier, and why she had
committed her peoplethisnight.

But at the moment, the screams of men and swordstore at her determination, making her want to fly far
avay.

She propelled hersdf into the barbican just as the guard released the lever that would lower the portcullis
and sedl it off from the rest of the castle. His brow furrowed when the iron failed to drop. He strode to
the porta, gazing up in perplexity, and cursed. Thetop of the portcullis had been bound into its bracket
by hundreds of tiny, rythni-sized cords. He cast aworried look at the fighting on the battlements, then
rolled abarrel under the archway, seized apike, climbed onto the barrel, and began dashing at the cords
with the piketip.

Hiephorawhistled, and dozens of her women appeared from their hiding places. They swarmed around
the spindle at the center of the chamber. Their combined weight and the rapid beating of their wings were
enough to spin the gears. The drawbridge began to lower, just asthe firgt of the main throng of invaders
reached the far side of the moat.

The guard shouted and |eaped off the barrdl. The rythni melted away to the far corners of the room. The
man reversed the spindl€'s action. Meanwhile, some of Hiephoras minionstipped over the barrel and
sent it rolling out the archway.

The last of the sentries on the battlements screamed as they were run through or flung from the heights.
Dozens of the invaders were adready rushing down the stairs. Not enough soldiers had emerged from the
barracks yet to foil them from charging the barbican. The guard hissed and ran for the barrdl, replaced i,
and hacked at the cords again.

The rythni streaked to the spindle and began lowering the drawbridge.



The guard screamed and flung the pike. The rythni darted away, quick aswasps, avoiding injury. The
guard abandoned the portcullis and returned to the spindle—permanently, since he knew that alowing
the drawbridge to lower would mean at least ten times as many peopleto fight.

Hiephora ordered her women into hiding, ready to harassfurther if necessary. To her dismay, another
guard arrived, then athird. Thefirst yelled an explanation and the newcomers attacked the portcullis
bindings. The rythni held back, unable to attack the men directly.

The portcullis creaked and began to wobble. Just then four rebels burst into the passageway. Thelead
man caught a pike in the shoulder. The other three mowed down the pair of guards and surrounded the
man at the spindle. The scent of blood sent the rythni streaming out of the chamber. Hiephora, blessing
mother forest that her peoplée's role was ending, swiftly followed, closing her ears and refusing to ook
back. Three moreinvaders arrived at the barbican as she sped away.

* k x %

Elenyalesped onto the drawbridge even before it was down, at the head of the first wave of invaders.
They raced through the archway and into the great courtyard. A throng of guards poured out of the
barracks to meet them.

The two sides clashed and blended. Elenya stood out in her white lesther armor and greaves, her gauntlet
abeacon to the opposition. She wanted it that way. Her preternatural speed made her the invaders most
effective weapon. It wasimperative that she and the lead phdanx—all trained fightersin proper
gear—break through to the interior of the barracks before their enemies could outfit themselves. Then the
great mass of poorly equipped villagersin the rear ranks would have areasonable chance.

A thick-shouldered mercenary with long, dark hair bore down on her. She twisted around him, found a
gap in hisunlaced chest armor, and sank the point of her rapier through hisarm pit into his heart. Before
he could fal she stabbed the man behind him. Asdlies closed in on either side, she used their protection
to danceto anew area.

To her left an enemy soldier cut down avillager. He used his sword well, and kept his shield up. Two
other dying invaders dlready lay at hisfeet. She bolted forward before more victimsfell. Helasted
through three exchanges, more than she liked, before she pinked him on the arm, and, with the opening
created, drove afollow-up thrust into his chest.

They had aready pushed the defenders haf the distance to the barracks. She dared a glance at the
battlements. They were secure, though an archer was causing grief from one of the keep windows. She
dived back into the fray, praying that there were few guards of the mettle she had just encountered.

Beside her acompanion took abattle ax in the sde of his head, spraying her with blood. Shekilled the
wielder, even as she blocked athrust from another opponent with the ward around her gauntlet. Iregg
cameto her rescue, though she was not in grest difficulty, and together they surged forward another few
steps. They stepped over a body—another fallen aly. Too many dead, Elenyacursed to hersdalf. So far
Purid's men had taken the worst of it, but the men of the garrison were professonds. They would
recover if given enough time.

"Elandri tu!" shecried, dodging apike. The hilt of her weapon burned like ahot cod, diding in her grip
asif greased. Shefeinted, thrust, twisted, blocked, letting her sword lead and adapting her body as
needed. In one of those brief, clear moments that sometimes occur in the midst of battle, she saw ayoung
soldier, third in line to confront her, freeze at the Sight of her skill, as she dealt with the intervening foes.
He was unableto raise his shield or blade; she harvested him like whest.

Only then did sheredlize she stood at the threshold of one of the entrances to the barracks. A sudden



rush of guards propelled her backwards, but she grinned. The tide was shifting. The barracks would be
theirs, and after it, the keep.

* * * %

Outside the cadtle, at a safe distance, waited the women, juveniles, and elders of Old Stump and the
surrounding estates, ready to support theinvasion as best they could. Owl the tavernmaster sat on a
wagon, trying to calm hisjittery pair of oeikani. Thetrees hid the castle, but the sounds of armed conflict
rang clear, violating the ears of the assemblage.

Owl felt adrop of swest trickle down hisface and into his collar, to further drench hisinner shirt. His
nephew was among those who had scaled the walls. He had not even known the boy was arebe until a
few hours earlier, when he, like so many other residents, had suddenly swarmed to the support of the
Elandri twins.

Thedggna came. Owl cracked thewhip lightly, guiding hisvehicleinto itsplacein theline. A tota of ten
wagons rolled down the road to the castle, clattering across the drawbridge with the women and youths
jogging aong beside them. Most were empty, their beds covered with straw, intended for transporting
the wounded out of the battle zone. Owl's own was |oaded with tarps and sacks of sand with which to
snuff fires, for the battle would surely see lamps shattered and torches knocked from their sconces. An
unchecked blaze in the main part of the fortresswould create havoc for both sides.

The clamor of shouting men and the dull thump of a battering ram pounding somewherein the bowels of
the keep swept over Owl. He strove to keep his composure as he guided his team between the bodies of
the fallen to an open space by the outer wall, away from the fighting. He climbed down immediately and
freed hisanimds, for the latter could help in the effort to evacuate the injured. Some of his companions
loaded stricken combatants onto the other wagons, in order to rush them back to the aid stations that had
been set up beneeth the trees. Others tended men till lying where they had fallen.

The courtyard was clear of Puriel's men, except the dead. A small fire snapped and spat in the barracks.
Severa men and women rushed to Owl's wagon and grabbed material. Those not occupied with saving
the living were dragging the dain out of the way, stripping Purid's guards of armor and weaponswhich
might be used ingde by those il fighting. Owl swalowed hard and told himself to relax. The battlewas
finished here. Hewas safe. A cadre of townsmen emerged from the main keep, urging agroup of a
dozen women along ahead of them. They collected the captivesin acorner of the yard and put them
under guard. The women's nightgowns showed no soil or rentsto indicate that they had been touched.
Owl nodded in satisfaction. Battle or no battle, the rebels and villagers of Old Stump would not stoop to
the sort of abusesindulged in by the governor and his soldiers.

Owl surrendered his oetkani and went to the assistance of two women who were moving bodies. One
was his neighbor, Ndicia, with whom he had grown up. The sight of her, shaking and pale, momentarily
quieted hisown faint heart. He met her eyes, and his own relative calm bolstered her courage. Together
the three of them hauled the burden to the side of the yard.

Naliciasighed, bit back tears, straightened her spine, and started toward the next one. Only then did Owil
redize that the corpse wasthat of Y enni, the silveramith's son. They both knew hisfather well. But then,
mogt of the casudties would be people with whom they were acquainted. The next, in fact, wasaman
who had swept the floor of histavern asaboy. Fearing that the next victim might be his nephew or a
closefriend, he diverted Naliciatoward afdlen castle guard.

Ashe and Nalicia each grabbed an arm and lifted, the supposedly dead man awoke, despite the
evil-looking gash across his pate, and with a sudden jerk of hiselbow sent the unprepared Owl tumbling
into the dirt. The latter inhaled a mouthful of grit, coughed, and scrambled to hisfeet. Too late. The guard



plunged hisknifeinto Nalicias ches.
Owl cried out.

The guard let Naliciafall, and stared about, dazed and unsteady on hisfeet. At Owl's outburst, he turned,
widened his eyes, and charged. Owl gasped and, without conscioudy meaning to, kicked his attacker's
knee. The man crashed forward, knocking the wind out of the tavernmaster, taking them both down. The
knife spun away, kicking up dust an arm's length from their heads. Owl, for lack of a better strategy,
seized the guard in abear hug.

Had the guard not been disoriented and weakened from blood |oss, he would have broken free in short
order, but asit was, Owl held him just long enough that a teenage boy reached them and, using amace
sdvaged from another fallen member of the garrison, caved in the man's head.

“Areyou hurt, Sr?” asked the boy, as he stared dumbfounded at the man he had just killed.

Owl wiped afleck of blood from hiseydlid. “No. My thanks.” His stomach heaved. Next to him, Naicia
dared sightlessy up at the stars.

* k x %

Hiephoratook wing, abandoning the security of the forest. Once more, she endured the jolt as she
broached the auraaround the castle. Thistime she cried out, stabbed to the core. The energiesroiled and
snapped, fed by the fear of the dying, the cold dispassion of the dead, and the hatred of foe for foe. She
flew high, where the impact was less severe, and hovered over the great courtyard. She could not bring
hersdlf to look downward.

“Cyfeel” shecdled out.

No response. She quailed to think that her protégée lay embroiled in the carnage, yet Cyfee and three
other rythni had not returned to the woods. They could not be dead. Her prophecy had been clear in that
regard; no rythni would diein thisfight. Otherwise she could not have asked asingle one of her subjects
to participate. She called again, flying acircuit of the fortresswalls.

Over the governor's keep, away from the worst of the din, she heard afaint, urgent, keening cry,
unmistakably arythni song of distress. Y e, strangely, she thought she could detect an dluring whisper
beneeth it. Both emanated from the northwest tower of the keep.

Thewizard's sanctum.

Shecircled warily before she dared land on the balcony. The room within was dim, foreboding, tinged
with the mephitis of sorcery. The distress cry flowed from it clearly, mournfully. She ventured nearer the
opening. A strange music, very unlike the harmonics of the forest, reached out and murmured to her.

“My queen!” cried afamiliar voice.

Hiephora peered insde. Four rythni lay on the table in the center of the room, under afaintly luminescent
net, besde acrysta vase containing aprig of herb thick with white flowers.

“Cyfee!” At last Hiephoraidentified the odd undertone that she had heard above the cadtle. It came from
the herb—awhisper promising love, dancing, dreams, and song, the perfect lure for arythni. It was
subtle, dmost sublimina &t first, drawing in the unsuspecting listener until the trap was woven too tightly
for escape. She herself wanted desperately to venture inside, though clearly she, like her subjects, would
be snagged like afly in aweb.



“Areyou hurt?” Hiephoracaled.

“No,” Cyfeereplied. “But it won't et usgo.” Shelifted an arm. The strands kept her from extending it.
The other three companions, though awake, seemed unableto move at al.

“Stay 4ill, then. I will bring help assoon as| can.”

* * * %

Thewind over the lakelicked a Alemar'shair, twigting it into hisface. He blew it clear, Snce hisarms,
likethe rest of him, were propped up by dozens of rythni. They were getting tired, these little ones. They
had carried him non-stop from the site where he had been maintaining the camouflage spell around Claric
until Omril'sarrival. Their strength was fading rapidly, or perhaps it was the essence of the castle, sapping
them of their resolve asthey drew near.

“Just alittlefarther,” he murmured. “Y ou've donewdl."

A flutter of movement ahead of them pulled his gaze away from the battlements. “Prince Alemar!” called
asmdl voice.

“My queen?’ Alemar frowned at the sight of Hiephora. “What'swrong?"
“Treachery from the wizard,” she declared. “Fly with meto histower."

Following their monarch'slead, the weary carriers deposited Alemar on the balcony. “Stay,” she
commanded. “The prince will need you to take him off; the Stairsare not safe.” They gathered obediently
upon the balustrade, though they shivered, stared nervoudly to either sde, and occasiondly flitted aninch
or two into the air.

Alemar stared into the wizard's den, afurrow gathering in hisforehead. He glanced back at the serene
waters of Rock Lake, watching the ripples gleam from the light of Serpent Moon. Omril and his men
would scarcely have reached the shore. It would take them until dawn to return to the fortress. His
fingers abstractly stroked the pommel of his sword, unaccustomed to the weapon's presence on his belt.

From down in the guts of the keep came the sound of furniture breaking and doors being rammed open,
and the shriek of metd on metd. Alemar disregarded it, focussing on the threshold between the balcony
and the room. He saw aglow, hanging like aveil across the opening.

“Thereisaguard spell here,” hetold the queen, and suddenly thrust his gauntlet forward. The vell parted,
faling into shreds on the floor and dipping like water into the cracks of the masonry. “Not a potent one.
Just oneto put strangers adeep should they intrude. Rythni must be too smdll to activateit.”

He entered, found an oil lamp, and gingerly set it on thetable. “ Touch nothing,” hewarned ashelitit. The
ydlow glow spilled across shelves of thaumaturgica volumes, bottles of rare minerals, and complex
equipment. The cage of pigeons caught his attention. The birds cooed, bobbing their heads, as graceless
asonly pigeons could be.

Cyfee and the three rythni waited quietly, their eyesfull of dodike gpprehension. Alemar examined the
vase, the herb, and the net that confined them. “It's amoly—see the black roots? Y ou'll haveto warn
your people. Omril may have planted othersin the forest in order to snareyou.”

He plucked at the net with his gauntlet hand. The fibers clung to the gold mail like cobweb, and would
not let go. It did nothing to free the rythni, merdly mired himsdlf.

“Hmmm,” he muttered. He traced the strands to their source, aseries of minuscule holesin the sems, just



beneath the seductively fragrant blooms. He moved the flame of the lamp benesath the latter. The petals
shrivelled and blackened, giving off an acrid smoke. A portion of the web loosened, alowing one of
Cyfee'scompanionsto St up.

“It'sworking,” Hiephorasaid.

Alemar nodded, and moved the lamp to the next stem. Suddenly the flame legped sideways, igniting the
entire net, enveloping the captivesin a conflagration. Alemar gasped, flinging aside the lamp. The rythni
dhrieked.

Hedived for the curtains, tore one from itsrod and cast it over the table, snuffing the flame. At the same
time, in thefar corner, anew fire sorang from the spilled oil and licked its way up abookcase. He
ignored it, pulling back the fabric.

Thefour rythni writhed in agony, coughing, their skin baked deep red. Seared stumps twitched where
their delicate, membrane-thin wings had been. Alemar choked.

It wasingtinct alone that made him duck. A massive tome on achemy sailed through the space where his
head had been. From another direction, a bottle launched itsdlf from arack. He twisted Sdeways. The
glass shattered against the wall, releasing an acid that sizzled and ate into the marble floor. A drop struck
hiswrigt, dissolving apatch of hisskin the size of asmdl coin.

Hiephoralanded on the table, wilting over Cyfee asif unableto believe what had just occurred. “Out!”
Alemar cried. Heraised his gauntlet to fend off more books. The queen acted asif she did not hear.

Alemar's sword tried to draw itsalf from its scabbard. He dammed it back into place. Then, with aflash
of insight, he drew it on purpose and whirled toward the cage of pigeons.

One of the birdswas staring straight at him, unperturbed by the fire, the moans of the little people, or the
cyclone of flying objects.

Alemar lunged, thrusting, and drilled his sword through its avian chest. It died without aflutter.

Immediately one of the two remaining birds ceased its panicked squawking and besting of wings, and
settled onto aperch. Alemar's wegpon twisted in hisgrip, thetip dicing toward histhroat. He seized the
blade with hisgauntlet, immohilizingiit.

Before the barrage of objects, or some other magical attack, could begin again, he kicked the cage from
itstable. Assoon asit struck the floor, he kicked it twice more. It bounced into the fire raging in the
corner. The lacquered wooden bars szzled and burst into flame,

“You're mine, Omril,” Alemar snarled. “ Beware the hour we meet!"

Hejabbed his stedl between the bars. The pigeon danced to the side, barely dodging the point. The blaze
ignited itsfeathers. The spark of intelligence left its eyes, and like its surviving companion, it whirled
meadly around its confines, screeching in desperation.

Alemar kept hacking at the cage, until he had decapitated one bird, and skewered the other three times.
His boots smoldered as he retreated. He stamped his feet.

Except for the fire, the room was at last ill, with no sorcerer looking on to guide an attack. Consumed
with black anger, Alemar only gradualy became aware that Higphorawas staring at him, horrified. She
shrank back as he approached.



“Don't!” he pleaded, but even as he spoke, she darted out the archway and into the night sky, screaming
anote he had never heard arythni make before.

A cold hand clasped Alemar's heart. He steadied himsdlf, keeping the shock in check. Cyfee and the
three other injured rythni still moaned on the table, tucked into fetal positions.

Hetugged off hisgauntlet, held it under an armpit, and picked up the diminutive creatures as gently ashe
could. He carried them from the heat and the smoke, out to the ba cony. The rythni who had transported
him across the lake had vacated the balustrade, abandoning their comrades, abandoning him. He
clenched histeeth, blaming himself. One could not make the little people into something they were not.
They could not have stayed to watch the fight, any more than he could take these wingless ones down
into the cadtle, into the battle. The aimosphere of combat would kill al four, just as surely aswould the
burning of the tower.

Helaid thetiny bodies on the baustrade. They flopped into limp piles, unconscious, save for Cyfee, who
opened her mouth asif to spesk, but fainted before she could. They dl till breathed.

Come back, Hiephora, he prayed.

He heard the clatter of boots on the staircase. The door appeared to be locked, but it would not hold
againgt desperate men, as these must be to have climbed the tower in search of escape. He glanced
down. From thisheight, alegp into the waters of the lake was foolhardy, even assuming he missed the
rocks hidden just below the surface. The fire was reaching the main mass of scrolls, books, wood, and
cloth; in afew moments Omril's sanctum would become an inferno. He dipped the gauntlet back on his
hand.

Heavy blowslanded against the door, making it vibrate. Men cursed. Abruptly Alemar plunged across
the room, deeveinfront of hisfaceto ward off cinders. Smoke stung his eyes, stedling breath. The door
groaned on its hinges. Wood cracked. He drew his blade.

He released the latch. The door dammed open. The foremost of the men on the other side stumbled into
the room. Alemar tripped him, propelling him into the worst of the blaze. The prince spitted the second
man before the latter realized there was an enemy present.

There were four others crowded on the landing beyond the threshold, one of them holding athick coil of
climbing rope. Once they saw Alemar's expression, they stepped back.

The prince had not wielded asword in actual combat since his sojourn in the Eastern Deserts, but at that
moment nothing felt more natura in his pam than the hilt of hiswegpon. Even hisformer svordmadter,
Troy of Cainin South, could not have intimidated him. Asthe burning man rolled out of thefire,
screaming, Alemar dedlt him a deathblow of amost casud expertise.

Alemar gathered hisrage about him in apulsating, dmost tangible shroud. “Comein,” hetold the others.

Two of the soldierswere armed only with knives, including the one holding the rope, and dl of them
drooped, battle-worn. Only one, at the rear, wore enough armor to pose a problem. Alemar feinted and
jabbed his point into the lead man's gut. As the man groaned and bent forward, clutching hiswound,
Alemar kicked him into the armored man. With two swift thrusts he mortally wounded the two knife men.
He danced back, letting them fall.

Only the armored man was left. He gawked at the swift disposd of his comrades, but the blossoming
conflagration seemed to worry him even more. In another few moments it would not be possible to cross
the room. He charged forward, swinging his broadsword.



Alemar ducked and legped sdeways, narrowly avoiding the stedl. Thefire and the tangle of dying men on
the floor l€ft little room to dodge. The prince jabbed, but the point hit the mesh of his attacker's hauberk
and bounced away ineffectually. Fortunately the man's haste made him clumsy. Alemar stepped into the
next swing and grabbed the blade with his gauntlet, immobilizing it. The gauntlet'sward saved hispam.
He kicked the man'sknee. It gave way.

The man screamed and fell to the floor. Alemar bounded through the bodies of the wounded men at the
threshold. One of them, snarling in pain, tried to grab hisankle, but he was too fast. Back in the room the
heet reached an amphoraof ail. It ignited with asinister hiss.

A man with the broken knee howled as he caught fire. The other who could till move crawled franticaly
after the prince, leaving bloodstains as he went.

Alemar whispered a plea once more for the rythni on the bal ustrade and sped down the stone steps, his
jacket hot againgt his shoulders, the cloth reeking with smoke. He coughed, unable to clear the sooty
pungency from hisbregth.

He heard the sound of footsteps coming to meet him.

Around the curve of thewall came another guard, so worried about what was behind him that he was
obliviousto the Situation above. He turned just in time to see his death arriving.

Alemar pushed the body aside and continued on. At the bottom of the stairs he emerged into a corridor.
To right and left he heard muffled sounds of clashing metal and screaming men. A tendril of smoke, from
dtill another fire, undulated againgt the high ceiling.

Two of Puridl's soldiers, fleeing for their lives, rounded a corner and bore down on him. They spotted
him and halted in their tracks.

Helifted his gauntlet, showing them ablazing jewd on the middle knuckle. Their expressions changed as
they recognized him. One man stepped back, eyeswide. The other advanced, smiling.

“Hesdone,” hetold hiscompanion.

Alemar charged, histhrust bursting out the closest man's back. He abandoned the wegpon without
breaking stride, and took out the second man with a straight punch to the face with his gauntlet fist. It was
not so much that he was asfast as Elenya, but that, once moving, he could not be deflected. He returned
to thefirst victim, set hisboot against the man's chest, and freed his sword on the third pull.

Footsteps.

Hewhirled. Three more men rounded the corner, stopped, and stared at the dead men.
“Wel met, mlord,” one of them said. It was Tregay and two villagers.

Alemar inclined his head in solemn acknowledgment. “My sister?” he ragped.

“The audience chamber. That's where most of the garrison made their sland. Weve won, my prince.
They've surrendered. Weve only to ferret out pockets of resistance.”

“Carry on, then,” he said gruffly. “ Don't bother with the wizard's tower.” Asthey passed him, he set out
in the direction from which they had come,

Hefound thefirst body lying in an archway, blood congedling on its neck. He soon encountered more,



both castle troops and villagers, often in contorted poses, some of them till managing afew final ragged
breaths. With the heightened senses provided by the gauntlet, he saw their aurasflicker and fade out of
exisgence. Thetragedy of their desths made no inroad into the hard, frozen placeinsde him.

Hiephorahad beenright to flee.

He entered afoyer where the fighting had been especidly intense. Blood pooled under five bodies. One
man was il aive. As Alemar drew nearer, he saw that it was Iregg. The rebel'sjerkin was crimson
across the entire front, and hisaurawas faint. He held up amangled hand, opening his mouth. He
produced no words, but the entreaty was plain.

“I can't hdpyou,” Alemar said.

The tremulous quiver of hope disappeared from Iregg's eyes. Helowered his hand. Alemar winced asiif
pierced by alance. “I'm sorry."

The prince heard anoise to hisleft, and spun. A soldier jumped out of adoorway, battle ax high. Alemar
ducked the swipe, but was bowled over by the man's charge. They tumbled. Chain mail pressed against
the prince's face. They both rolled free and reached their feet at the same time. The attacker had lost his
ax. Alemar had lost his sword.

The man was fully armored. Perhaps he thought himsdlf invulnerable to an unarmed opponent, since he
waited, asif he expected Alemar to try to pick up hisweapon. Instead, the prince stepped in and
punched. The gauntlet augmented his power, driving the mesh of chain mail into the soldier's slernum. The
latter wheezed, red flecks flying from hislips. Alemar pounded again, and athird time. Ribs splintered
with both blows.

He hit the man in the face, bending in the chin guards of his helmet, splitting lips, knocking teeth loose.
The man choked. He had died with thefirst terrible blow. Now at last he wobbled, and, no longer
supported by the pounding, dammed heavily to the flagstones.

Alemar stared at the gore on his gauntlet, transfixed. He turned back to Iregg. His comrade had lost
consciousness. His aurawaned. Alemar bent down, cradled Iregg's limp, broken hand insde his.

The prince could not help himsdlf. Though certain that he would fail, he neverthelesstried to summon his
heding power. A dull throb, a shadow of former vigor, thrummed dong his bones, but nothing flowed
out.

Impotent, he waited until the end. It came swiftly.

His muscles had grown painfully siff; it was astruggle to straighten up. He retrieved his sword and
walked on.

He met no more enemies. Instead, dlies grew thick about him. They hailed him raucoudy, but he
acknowledged them only with araised hand. They directed him to Puriel's greet audience chamber.

The shattered table, scattered braziers, dropped weapons, and fallen men gave evidence of the
viciousness of the fight here. Elenya stood at the hearth. She issued ordersto three of her lieutenants and
the men hurried away.

One could hardly tell that Elenyastunic had once been white. Alemar stared at her matted, crusted hair.

“Noneof it'smine,” she said, gesturing at the blood. “ Except this.” She displayed a superficia dicedong
her forearm.



“Purid?’ Alemar asked.

“Not found. He wasn't in his chambers.” She frowned at the sight of his red gauntlet and drawn sword.
Without redizing it, she dipped into mindspeech. "What happened?"

"l wasjust up in the wizard's tower."
Shenodded dowly. "I'mtold it's burning.”

He did not answer with words, merdly sent an image of the four rythni losing their wings, the desth of the
pigeons, and the abandonment of the little people on the balustrade.

She wiped some of the gore off her cheek. “Not much you can do for them now,” she said gently. “ There
are people in the courtyard who need your help.”

Heraised hissword. The blood on it had dried and would harm the metd if it heleft the blade uncleaned.
He shoved it back in the scabbard without wiping it. “1 pity them,” he said, and stalked out between the
shattered doors.

* * * %

Onril knelt at the lake's edge, cupping water in hispams and running it over hisface until hisfine vest
was soaked. He stared morosaly across the water. Histower, tiny in the distance, burned like a
commoner's candle. Hisscralls, histaismans, hisbirds—all gone.

“My lord?" asked hissenior lieutenant. “ Areyou well?'

Omril's cohort waited expectantly, still shocked that their citadel was under attack. Many chafed to ride
on. When thewizard had first called ahdt in order to send his eyesto his pigeons, the junior lieutenant
had begged to split the group and ride ahead. Omril had refused.

The wizard stood. He would not play alosing game. By the time he returned to the keep, the rebels might
bein contral, if they were not aready. He might still win the day, but it would be a struggle, perhaps even
arisk of hislife. Timeto regroup. He would save his counterattack for a better day, when he had more
men behind him, when he could shape the Situation to his advantage.

The garrison a Y ent was the nearest source of reinforcements. That was where he would go. He gave
the order.

The lieutenant was sartled. “What of Lord Puridl?"

“Timefor anew governor,” Omril replied.

* * % %

Owl lifted ablanket from avillager who had just died of hiswounds, and carried it a short distance to
another who still could make use of it. Thewool weighed heavily in hisgrip. How could he be so tired
that asingle blanket would seem like such aburden? The man he tended shivered violently; the added
covering seemed not to help. Owl had little doubt that soon he would be free to move the blanket again,
aswdll asthe one beneathiit.

The tavernmaster stretched, popping his spine. The crowded barracks, where most of the wounded had
been moved from the courtyard in the past few hours, had grown lighter. One of the nurses extinguished
alantern. Dawn.

The Elandri prince still worked, as he had done ever since he had emerged from the keep. He seemed to



know which of the injured had a chance, and which did not, and concentrated on the former. He set
bones, stanched bleeding that had thwarted the ministrations of others, relieved pain with powders,
potions, and even the pressure of hisfingers on certain places. Whenever not busy with their own efforts,
Owl and the otherswatched in awe. And yet, for adl hisskill, Alemar did not seem to be using his
legendary magic. The rumors must be true, Owl thought. The prince had lost his power. Fortunately, he
was afine physician even without it.

Asif the new day were the cue he had been waiting for, Alemar abruptly left the barracks. Owl, seeing
that there was nothing to be done for the patients a that moment, followed.

Alemar walked to the center of the courtyard, stopped, and gazed up at the wizard'stower. A faint wisp
of smoke till spiraed from the gutted upper chamber. No one had tried to put thefire out, asit had not
threatened the rest of the structure. Only now had it spent itself.

The castle had been secured, the drawbridge raised. The stronghold of the Dragon's forces had now
become the stronghold of the rebels. Even those villagers who had not participated in any part of the
battle now crowded withinitswalls. Anticipation and worry hovered in the air, papitating Owl's skin with
bony fingers. He followed Alemar up the stairs to the battlement to join the horde who waited above,
nervoudy scanning the landscape outside the main walls. The princess stood there dlso, straight and
intimidating in spite of her amd| sature.

“Nosgnyet?’ Alemar asked hissigter.
“None. Some of the scouts should be returning soon.”

Owl was puzzled. What had happened to the little people, who had helped so much early in the fight?
Surely they would keep track of Omril's position for the twins. Suddenly afraid, Owl redlized that the
wizard, with afull cohort, could be out there in complete concedl ment, waiting for the best moment to
drike, able to raze the village while the resdents hid behind the fortresswalls.

Achird rose two handbreadths above the treeline. A scout jogged up to the moat and gave the password.
In response the drawbridge lowered, and the man climbed up to report to the prince and princess.

“The wizard hastaken theroad to Yent!” the scout announced triumphantly. “He's running away!™

Owl expdlled a breath he had not realized he had been holding. Wood spirits be blessed; they had won!
A shout ran through the assemblage, down the stairs, into the keep. It took sometimefor the
tavernmagter to notice that the twins, though relieved, were far from eated.

“He's going to rendezvous with the garrison there,” Elenya said ominoudly.

Owl's amilefaded. They could have held off acohort of men, given the protection of the castle, but if the
wizard gathered reinforcements...

“It will beafew days before he can mount an attack,” Alemar said, to everyone within hearing range.
“ Spread the word to abandon the castle.”

“My lord?" asked the man nearest him.
“Theforest isabetter hiding place."

The news spread, and suddenly the grounds crawled with movement. Those who had been repairing the
damaged fortress defenses abandoned their work, and began systematic looting. They piled armor,
wegpons, gold, iron, and food in the centra courtyard. Anything that could be moved was moved, until



only bare stone walls and thick beams were | ft.

Owl darted as the prince agpproached him and said, “ These spoils will need to be distributed among the
villagers. | propose an equd share for every man, woman, and child. Will you help see that thisis done?’

Owl widened his eyes and sammered, “ Of course, my lord. Theeldersand | will seetoit. Aren't you

teking any?’

“A little. But only what can be carried with us on the run. More would only hinder us. Better to let it go to
the many, especidly the armor, where it can be hidden until future need.”

The tavernmaster nodded vigoroudly, but before he could engage the prince in further conversation, the
latter marched off toward the keep.

* k% k %

The climb up Omril'stower seemed unusudly long, at least three times as many stepsasit had been
coming down. Some of the men Alemar had killed till lay curled in postures of desth. The stench of
cooked flesh choked him as he reached the landing.

Little wasleft of Omril's sanctum save piles of charred wood and hardened pools of molten metd. His
boot didodged a piece of smoldering bone. He tested the floor, and tiptoed gingerly out to the balcony.

Cinders and fine soot coated the balustrade. He ran afinger across the stone, and held up the blackened
tip. No trace remained of the four rythni, only ash, smoothly laid down.

* k *x %

At mid-morning, Owl was helping load a cart with sacks of goodroot from the castle larder when a pair
of burly rebels dragged a gaunt, greybearded man into the courtyard. “Let mego!” the man growled
imperioudy, but his captors merdly laughed. They led him before the twins.

“Wefound thishiding in the dungeons.”

“My lord governor,” Elenyasaid, affecting abow. Puridl bit back another outburst. Elenya, though she
had cleaned away some of the vestiges of the battle, was fill asight to stop hearts cold. His mouth fell
into apalsy. Severa people next to Owl called out for the governor's death.

“I don't think they likeyou,” Elenyasaid.

“The Dragon will have your headsfor this,” he promised.

“Perhaps,” Alemar replied. “But not in time to save you.”

Purid started to reply, then swallowed it.

Elenyadrew her rapier. “ Shdl | be quick?’ she asked her brother.
Alemar pursed hislips. “No, | think dow would be better. Like Milec.”

Purid sagged and would have hit the ground had his captors not held him by the scruff of his nightgown.
Even Owl, who had nothing to fear, shuddered.

“I havejust the thing for you,” Elenyasaid, sheathing her blade. Asif according to plan, one of her
compatriots produced a harness, which she fitted around Puridl's torso. Shetied aropeto it and fastened
the other end to her saddle.



“Stay thereawhile,” shetold him. “Later thismorning well gofor aride.”

Puridl stood, surrounded by the hostile gazes of the villagers, until at length he began to moan. He stared
at the ground, flinching whenever anyone stepped close. Alemar and Elenyaignored him. Owl was not
surewhat the twins had in mind, but he smiled to see Purid so uncomfortable.

Thelooters divided the spoils and loaded it onto carts and pack animals. Severa hefty villagers tethered
the main group of prisonerstogether and led them away. Squads of men piled broken wood and straw
againg the structures and doused them with oil. Only then did the twins return to the governor.

Elenya climbed into the saddle. “Mind you keep up, now,” she said, asif offering Puridl adollop of
sincere, friendly advice. She shook thereins.

Her mount trotted across the bridge at a pace that made Puridl run, fast enough to wind him, but not so
fast that he would fall. The crowd surged behind, hooting, laughing, encouraging himto step lively,
making jokes about his bony ankles.

They stopped at the edge of the forest, and waited there while the castle was evacuated. The men who
brought out the last load lit fires as they departed. Puriel watched the flameslick at the bowe s of his
sanctuary. “ The heat will weaken the mortar. Then well pull down thewallsaswell,” Alemar told him.
The governor licked hislips, wide-eyed and incredulous, clearly shocked, as Owl had been earlier, that
the rebels were not keeping the castle astheir own. But even the tavernmaster had quickly seen thelogic:
They did not have the strength to defend it against a concerted attack. It would only provide the Dragon
with atarget, and hisretribution would be terrible enough without making it smplefor him. Far better to
dissolveinto the forest and the towns, where they could not be easily found and/or identified. For the
Dragon to reestablish his presence, his minions would have to spend long hours rebuilding the
fortifications.

But much of that work would wait until the next day, when the bonfires had burnt out. Meanwhile, Elenya
led the procession into Old Stump. Puridl jogged behind on unsteady legs. When she got too far ahead of
the crowd, she turned and came back, starting again at the tail end. The governor began to pant,
clutching his side, holding the rope with a death grip. She dackened the pace just enough that he could
keep hisfeet, her toying glances dways hinting that maybe, around the next bend, she would spur her
mount and drag him. Puridl's eyes bulged. Spittle dotted his date grey beard. Once, as he passed theline
of prisoners, he called out to hismen to aid him, but every one of them pretended he did not exi<t.

She rode him three times around the center of the town, gradually drawing the circle tighter around the
remnant of the greet father tree, where Milec had been pinioned. The people gathered around, jockeying
for the best view. Small children, lacking the patience of their elders, pelted the governor with pebbles.
One boy ran up close and flung astone that struck Puriel hard on the bridge of his nose. Puriel snarled
and kicked out at the child. Only then did Elenyajerk him forward, yanking him facefirst into the dust.

Three rebes picked him up, stripped him, and tied him to the tall stump. He panted so hard that Owl felt
sure the man would faint. Once again the observers began to chant for his death.

“Bedonewithit,” he moaned.

She rode back and forth, scanning him as a goat breeder would examine aprize buck. “1 think not,” she
sad.

His brows crept closer together. “Eh?”’

“I think thefolk of thistown will be able to determine what sort of justice you deserve.” AsPurid grew



palid, she, Alemar, and thirty or forty of the core group of rebels turned and rode away, leaving the
governor in the care of the locals.

Owl solemnly watched them go. He had expected the sudden turn of events; the twins had told him and
some of the other eldersthat the fate of the prisonerswould be given into their hands. But he was
surprised to see his own daughter, twelve years old with figure still delicate and uncurved, dance over to
Alemar's oeikani and lift aflower to him. Hetook it. She smiled at her audacity, caught her father'seye,
and scampered back into the throng.

Owl recognized the gift asabough lily, the flower of Cilendrodd, a pae lavender, trumpet-shaped bloom
with afant, comforting aroma. Thetraditiond victory flower.

Victory, thought Owl. It finaly struck him just what the prince and princess had accomplished. For the
first time since Gloroc had sent his minions out of the boundaries of the Dragon Sea, he had suffered a
clear defeat. He had logt his single greatest weapon in Cilendrodel—the fear of the generad population
that no one could overcome hisforces. If he had lost once, he might do so again. The people would not
soon forget Alemar and Elenyas vengeance. Nor would Gloroc.

Owl and his companions turned to the former governor. Let them worry about reprisals another day. For
the moment they would have satisfaction.

* * * %

Thetwins and their party did not ride free of their audience until far past the outskirts of the hamlet.
Alemar held up hishand in salute, but the motion was perfunctory, unconscious. Asthe trees closed over
their heads, he stared up into the branches, looking for some hint of movement, for the sweet, melodic
cal of tiny voices. Thewood mocked him with its silence.

Never in hislife had rythni shunned him. Throughout boyhood, thisfact had set him gpart, given him one
of the greatest joys of hislife. He had never concelved of losing their trust.

The cogt of victory had been too high.

“Come back,” he sang in bittersweet rythni. Elenya, the only one of his companionswho could
understand him, closed her eyesin pain.

He gradually became aware of the object tickling his hand, and for thefirst time saw the bough lily. He let
it fal into the dug.

PART TWO
Scheming Dragons

Hidden dragon. Do not act.

—1I Ching, First Hexagram, First Line

XVI1I

JANNA DID NOT STAY in her sea chamber, but took Toren to areception room near the pool
decorated with rugs, tapestries, overstuffed pillows, and curtained alcoves. He sat down, the tortoise
cupped carefully inhispams.

The high priestess took an ornate glass bottle and a snifter from a cabinet and poured him one swalow of



ascarlet liquid. Hetook it, sniffed it mistrustingly.
“It will ease the shock when your totem isrestored,” she said.

The concoction smelled similar to that used by his own Fhdi shaman for the totem ceremony. He drank.
It coated hisgullet with ahot, medicind film.

“Itisvery srong,” he said, suspicious.

“It needsto be,” she explained. “ This procedure is not going to be the pleasure you have imagined.”
Hisfingers knotted around the stem of the glass. “My ancestors,” he said anxioudy. “ They were harmed
inddethegem?"

“No,” sheanswered quickly. “They areintact. It is you who have changed.” She rubbed her cheek,
looking guilty. “Except for the potion, there's not much | or Struth can do to prepare you. When you
awaken, | will be gone. Thisis something you will haveto ded with by yoursdf.”

His eagerness dribbled away, but nevertheless he longed for the reintegration. She replaced the snifter in
the cabinet and ordered him to lay down on the divan. The potion melted into him, grasping at his
consciousness. The tortoise shimmered.

Janna'sincantation built from soft, crooning tonesto full-voiced song. Histortoise lifted its head, blinked
itseyes, and crawled forward. Its pads | eft brief, smoky tingles dong his chest and throat. It dipped into
his mouth like abird into its nest, dissolving asit passed histongue, following the path smoothed by the
potion. It merged with him.

The room dimmed. Janna's shadowy form hovered nearby. A kind of drowsy haf-deep overtook him,
and dreamsfilled the empty placein hismind, dreams of hisfather, his grandfather, and dl hisancestors
aong the maleline back to the founder of the village. He was no longer acheli.

The peace and joy of reacquaintance lasted an ingtant, then he fell into achasm of screams.

* * * %

Deenadraped her feet in apool in the garden of Struth and kicked. Spray danced to thetiles on the far
side. The sun sparkled and beamed off the ripples. The water kissed her aching, road-weary soles.

She jumped as ashadow fell across her.

Janna stood beside her, though Deena had not heard her approach. The high priestess reached down
with her intimidatingly beautiful hands and caressed the top of Deend's head with long, carefully polished
nals

“I thought I'd find you here, though | expected you'd be bathing more than your feet.” Her eyesflicked
toward the dusty riding clothes on Deena's bodly.

“I was planning to,” Deenareplied. Heat rushed to her cheeks. Must she congtantly fed unfemininein
Jannas presence? “It's been so long, | wanted to savor it."

“Not to mention that you werelogt in thought,” Jannasaid, laughing.

Jannadways treated Deenalike afavorite niece. The role never hung easily on the latter's shoulders.
“Wadll, yes. Asl told you, it's been an eventful journey.”

“Yes.” Janna picked up the barrette that Deena had left on thetile. “1t'sjust aswell you haven't changed



clothes. Tieyour hair back up, too,” she said, handing her the clasp. “1 want you to look like you did the
last time Toren saw you."

“W}.V?I
“I want youtovist him."
Deend's heartbeat quickened. “Why?'

Jannalowered her head, frowning. “1'vejust given him back histotem. It may be important to his
adjustment to seeyou. You ... will remind him of what he's been through in the last few weeks. At leadt,
that's what Struth hopes.”

Deena sprang to her feet, and hurriedly rolled up her hair. * Child,” Jannasaid, setting her palm firmly on
Deends shoulder, “I doubt that he will want to see you right now. He will probably shun you. If so, let
him be. What mattersisthat you confront him just long enough for his ancestors to take note of you."

Subdued, Deena nodded, and reached for her socks. “He'sin the Soft Room,” Jannasaid. The priestess
smiled and glided away into the fronds that surrounded the pool and isolated it from casua view.

Deenatugged on her boots and threaded her way down a flagstone path. She strained to remember
exactly whereto find the Soft Room; she had seldom been there because the chamber served mainly as
one of the hospitality rooms.

She wavered outside the closed door, poised her knucklesto rap on thewood. A groan and amuffled
impact filtered through the barrier. She caught her breath and threw open the door.

Toren rolled acrossthe floor, clutching his head, digging his hedls so sharply into the findy woven carpets
that he bunched the fabric into drameatic folds and mounds. He tumbled toward her, forcing her to legp
over him. He cameto a stop againgt atapestried wall.

“Toren?’ she murmured.

Hejerked his gaze toward her. She quailed, frightened by the feral glow in his pupils. A string of clipped,
foreign words streamed from his mouth.

“| don't understand,” she said soothingly. “ Use Mirienese.”

He jerked with each syllable, asif physicaly struck. He shook his head, focussed on her once more, and
snorted in disgust. She swallowed alump so big it bruised her throat.

“Toren, what'swrong? It's me, Deena."

He shouted a brief, stern phrase, and jabbed hisfinger toward the doorway. Stung, she ventured haf a
step toward the opening. Jannas warning rang in her mind: He may shun you. Indeed he had. The
rejection stabbed her degper than she could have imagined.

She was not quick enough for him. He saized her by the waist and tossed her. Sheflew like a sack of
grain out of the room. His strength awed her. She was lean, but she was not that small.

She scampered down the corridor, getting hersalf out of range. Toren dammed the door closed. She
stopped and looked back, wincing at the pinched spots on her waist. Tears trickled down her cheeks.
She cursed the bitch who had sent her to him.

She kicked the floor like a cast-off toddler and walked stiffly away. Behind her, the door shot open. To



her horror, Toren came charging down thetile after her. She whimpered, ducked down, and buried her
head under her arms. No. What had she done to deserve this?

Heignored her, barreling past asif she did not exist. He sprinted out of the archway, through marble
columns, and plunged into the dense shrubbery of the garden.

Deenaflopped back on her rump, panting. Her weeping gradualy dissipated. As her pride recovered
from the shock, she fretted anew for Toren. What were his ancestors doing to him?

* * * %

Toren crawled to the base of atree and hugged it. His breathing dowed until, at last, he no longer had to
inhale through his mouth. The bark againg his cheek eased the sormsin hishead. Though the treessize
compared poorly to those of the Wood, it and the foliage around him blocked off dl view of thetemple.
Dirt lay under hisbody, not strange, flat stones or impossibly colored fabric. His ancestors ceased
clamoring to be released from the square walls of the room where they had reawakened. His own mind
fought itsway to the top, and began to function.

Deena. That had been Deenain the room, and in the corridor, cowering from him. Deena, hisfriend.

No, his grest-great-grandfather's specter rumbled. A woman cannot be your friend. A modhiv makes
friends among his fellow scouts; he has no time for females, save to beget sons on them. If a
modhiv fails to return from a foray, his comrades will understand; a woman will not. And that one
was a foreigner. A Fhali should not even speak to females of other tribes.

Nearby aflower bloomed. His ancestors could not nameit, but Toren had encountered it in the
mountainsthe day before. "Liris,” he said, repeating the name Deena had taught him. “It means Beauty."

No, hisforebears protested. Flowers have names like shadebloom, whiteroot,
bl ossom+-that-opens-in-autumn. Beauty is a name for a pet animal.

Toren shook and curled into afetal huddle. One after the other, his ancestors condemned him. Why have
you left the Wood? Why have you eaten sacrilegious food? What is this talent springing from you,
that should belong only to a shaman? The sun lies nearly overhead, when it should ride the sky to
the north.

It's not my fault, Toren cried.
Where are we? Why are we here? If not your fault, whoseisit?

He explained with imagined images of adragon and armies marching over battlefields. He gave them
firsthand memories of the frog god and awizard whose blood smoked and dissolved stedl. But dl these
things—even the sted—stunned them with queerness, sent them cringing away to things familiar and
secure. Finding none, they accused him again of betrayal.

| had no choice, he moaned. They took you away from me, sealed you in a talisman.
His ancestors recoiled. You let them strip you of your totem? Cheli! Non-human!

| ama cheli no longer, Toren protested. You are restored. But the revelation had overwhelmed them.
Dizzy with their Slent yells, Toren crawled over to atiny pool and dunked his head in and out. The shock
of cold water on hisface gave him back hiswind, kept him from retching. A cloud of fish darted away
from the impact point.

The activity caught his eye. Desperate to occupy his mind with anything but his ancestors' voices, he



counted the number of speciesin the pool. There werefour. At the bottom, afew scumsuckers browsed.
Tiny minnows clung to the protection of roots and water lilies. A broad, puffy type dominated the open
water, challenged only by along, streamlined, rainbow-hued sort.

His ancestors recognized none of them, which gave them al the more reason to wail. Toren gritted his
teeth and kept his glance on a specimen of the fourth species. A memory struggled to coaesce, battered
by the hurricane within him.

The day before, in the mountains, he, Geim, and Deena caught five such fish in an dpine stream, and
roasted them for dinner. A good medl. The pure white flesh tasted light and flavorful.

"Aumeris," he murmured. That was the name Geim had used. It meant streaker. " Aumeris.”

He barely heard himsdf. Twenty-five generationsingsted that they knew dl the fishes of the Wood.
There was no need to know the names of fishes e sewhere. What if their meat was poisonous?

His ancestors did not know thisworld, did not want to know thisworld. Then let them keep theirs, and
leave him to ded with the one hewasliving in.

The voice that shouted most loudly was that of his great-great-grandfather, who had also been amodhiv.
He called for his descendant to remember the code of awarrior, to hold to the ways that had served the
tribe generation after generation, to purge himsdf of foreign tongues, ideas, and loyalties.

Toren reoriented asmdl connection in hismind. His great-great-grandfather's voice vanished from the
din. Toren choked back a sob. Quickly he searched, and found that every part of that ancestor's
experiences remained, accessibleto hiscall. But now, theinformation came only if he called it. The dead
man's spirit lived on, but was bound, forbidden to speak without permission.

What had Geim said? " Things change when one has no ancestors to tell the living how things
should be.” For Toren, at that time and in that place, things needed to change. He stilled hisfather's
voice, and his grandfather's. He wept, but the pain of separation was less excruciating than the
condemnation, confusion, and disquiet of the active totem. He had heard legends of Vanihr who had
slenced the speakers within, but he had judged the tales to be myth. That they might be authentic
occurrences had been inconceivable.

He repeated the adjustment until he had muzzled every ancestor. “ Forgive me,” he whispered as he shut
out the founder of the Fhai nation.

All a once, thetiny grove into which he had fled seemed disturbingly vacant. A smdl frog splashed
noisily into the pool, startling him. Birds fluttered in the upper reaches of the trees, suddenly very loud. He
accessed the recollections of hisfather, just to be sure he could. Hissire, astern believer in the value of
tradition, chastised him because he had let hishair come loose. The manner in which it was fastened was
one of theways Fhdi denoted their triba identity. Toren cut off the admonishment.

Herose unsteadily to hisfeet. Like most of his ancestors, hisfather had been angry that Toren had been
abused, livid that the totem had been violated. Strangely, Toren could not summon one breath of rage.

He stumbled out of the grove, uncertain of his destination. The Soft Room did not beckon, nor did he
wish to see Struth or the high priestess. He did not wish to see anyone. In time he would seek out Deeng,
at the very least to gpologize, but not yet. He turned away from the wing of hospitality rooms, discovered
apath through the garden, and headed for the front of the temple complex.

* k x %



No one challenged him, though he passed apair of priestesses, and sentries gazed down a him from their
posts on the outer walls. The drelb, to his surprise, courteousy opened the exit for him. He meandered
into the amphitheater viathe main entrance, tucked himself into acorner, and observed the petitioners at
the Oracle of the Frog God.

The supplicants cast their offerings and uttered their questions. Struth declined to answer. Asthe
afternoon wore on, Toren huddled farther and farther back toward the wall. Though the people at the
dais represented many nationdities, none spoke Mirienese, and certainly none used Vanihr. Toren ached
for theturn of afamiliar phrase. He caught barely aword here and there, trivia termswhose meaning he
had picked up listening to Geilm and Deena converse during the journey.

He missed his ancestors. He needed them. He clenched hisfists. Why could they not have whispered?
Why did they haveto shout?

He rose and | eft the temple. Walking down the avenue of temples, thefire of anger flickered at last. The
irony struck him. That morning, he had projected hisfury at Struth because she had stolen his totem; now
he resented his ancestors and had to wonder if the frog god had done him a service by containing them.

He nearly bumped into afat acolyte of one god or another, who cursed him. Gibberish, more gibberish.
Other passersby mumbled their unintelligible gossip. What was he to do with himsalf? The confrontation
with histotem had proven that he had, after all, somewhat adapted to this northern world, but that did not
mean he belonged here yet.

How could he get back to the Wood? Only there, in familiar lands, could he possibly let histotem live as
it had before. No, he was deluding himsalf—he could never let his ancestors spesk freely again. They
would dways remind him of what he had done. But the Wood was Hill the only place he could cal home,
and Rhi waited for him there.

To leave the continent, he would have to cross the ocean. He would need to know the speech of the
sailorsto find passage, work off debts, and avoid opportunists. The only scheme that tempted him wasto
return to Irigion. He knew the route, and once there, some of those who spoke Mirienese could teach
him the tongue that most of the northern principaities ssemed to share. A year or two might be consumed
before he reached the Wood, but that would till return him home long before his son came of age.

He threw the dream up at the wisps of clouds gathering in front of the setting sun. Struth had snared him
wall.

Hiswarrior inginctstold him that one of the people walking behind him was making straight for him. He
turned.

Geim joined him. For an ingtant, the sight of another Vanihr reawakened his totem. His ancestors srained
at their bonds. Toren winced, but kept them in check.

“You arewe|? Geim asked.
Toren laughed wryly. “1 am hedthy, if that'swhat you mean.”

“Not exactly,” Geim stated, but |et the matter drop. The bracelet on hiswrigt, the talisman of pursuit,
drew Toren'sglance. Gelm shrugged. “Y ou know you're too vauable to usto let you wander far. Struth
felt you needed the time alone, but now it's best that you return to the temple.”

“Why not?’ Toren said, and reversed direction. “Thank you for reminding me of my imprisonment. | was
just reflecting on what aclever cageitis.” Under the sarcasm, it astonished him how good it felt to be



ableto discourse with ease and subtlety.

“The precautions are for your own safety. Gloroc's spies and ns have aformidable reputation, and
even Struth's eyes cannot be everywhere."

“The concern of the goddess touchesme,” Toren said.
“Youredly are freeto go, if you wish."

“I may do that—Iater.” The language matter refused to settle down and leave Toren be. “Tdl me,” he
asked asthey turned down the dley toward the side entrance, “why did Deenateach me her native
tongue, and not the one that you and she shared? Was that ddliberate?

“Y ou mean, why did we keep you from learning the main language of the north?” Geim asked bluntly.
Theforthrightness pleased Toren. “Yes"

“It was not to handicap you, if that's what you're thinking. Just the opposite. Struth wantsyou to learn the
High Speech immediately. Deenaand | were prohibited from teaching it to you, in part becauseitisnot a
native tongue to either of us. We each speak it with an accent. Would you like to start now?”

Toren blinked. “ Asamaiter of fact, yes."

The drelb admitted them to the temple. “Very well,” Geim said. “We had planned to wait aday or two,
but | think tonight will do. Come. There's someone you need to meet.”

XIX

DUSK HALLOWED THE CORRIDORS of the main edifice of the temple complex as Geim led Toren
up spiraing stairsto the third floor. They stopped before adoor in the northeast corner of the building.
Geim knocked. A thin, warbling voice responded.

They entered asmadll, hexagona chamber whose walls overflowed with books, scrolls, and tablets. A
high, arched window provided aview over thewall of the temple grounds—the city climbed into the
heights of the gorge, and thefind traces of sunlight scintillated off the snow banks of the high pesks.
Sweet herb incense burned in afreestanding brazier. A narrow bed took up space dong onewall;
otherwise the only furniture consisted of asmall round table and a broad, soft chair.

A man sat inthe chair. Asthey entered he touched the lamp on the table and the wick caught, staving off
twilight'simpending gloom. Theillumination flickered over aflowing white beard and glistened on abald,
age-mottled scalp. Toren stared at his host's hand, but the fingers held no match or Striker.

Gam uttered a sentence. The old man nodded. Geim turned back to Toren and said, “Thisis Obo,
former counsdllor of Keron, King of Elandris.”

The namejogged Toren's memory.

Obo inclined his head. “| see you've heard of me,” he said. Though his voice quavered, each word
seemed to echo.

“Y ou were Ivayer'steacher. The wizard who made Geim's net,” Toren replied. “Y ou speak Mirienese?!

At the mention of Ivayer, Obo's eyes clouded. “Y es. My apprentice was with the party sent to capture
you,” he stated sadly. “And | made the talisman, though Struth had to teach me afew tricksto do it. As



for thelast, | wasbornin Mirien."

“Ivayer died well,” Toren said. It was the highest compliment amodhiv could pay, but he could tell that
Obo was not consoled.

“Yes. Gaimtold me.” Heran hisfingersthrough hisbeard. “ Such apromising lad. | had hoped to finish
training one last apprentice before my days cameto anend.”

“The men who killed him did not escape unscathed,” Toren said.

“| care nothing about that,” Obo said, ending the matter. “Geim tellsmeyou'rein ahurry to learn the
High Speech. Did he mention what's involved?"

“No. The topic came up by accident.”

“It'sadramatic technique. I've had to prepare for saveral weeks. But the result will beworth it. | would
be happy to get it over with early. Have you eaten?'

The question took Toren by surprise. Asif in response, his somach growled. “Not since dawn, before
entering thecity.”

“Excdlent. That's best for thistype of spell.”
Toren'seyes narrowed. “ Another spell? | am getting worn down by dl thissorcery in my life”

“Young man,” Obo said flatly, “if you could see your own aura, you would know that you were born to
have sorcery inyour life"

Geim shuffled. “1 need to report to the high priestessthat | ocated you, Toren. Areyou staying?'
The modhiv shrugged. “Yes. | suppose s0.”
Geim made his excuses to Obo and departed.

“Very well,” Toren told the wizard, “ another spellcasting probably won't bruise me more than what 1've
been through today."

“It won't,” Obo said reassuringly, asif he knew all about the totem's restoration. Toren had no doubt that
he did. The modhiv had never met a person who projected such a sense of wisdom and knowledge.
“Though | suspect you gained something, however uncomfortable the experience may have been.”

“That remainsto be seen,” Toren said. It bothered him to think the sorcerer could guessthat.

“Indeed.” Obo lifted atiny flask off ashdf and uncorked it. “ Drink this. Be forewarned it will make you
deepy.”

Another potion. Toren sSghed and sniffed the concoction, catching ahint of licorice. He Spped carefully,
no more than adrop, and afew moments later was surprised to discover that he had eagerly swallowed
it dl. He stared dumbfounded &t the flask.

“More?"
“That's plenty,” Obo said quickly.

The potion left awarmth like wine. His sscomach stopped complaining. The promised effect was



immediate. Drowsy and cam, he let Obo lead him to the bed. The modhiv tugged off his moccasins and
stretched out on his back.

“Relax,” Obo said. “Clear your mind. All iswell.” The words made an extraordinary amount of sense.
The wizard pulled the chair close to the bed, sat, and placed a palm on Toren's forehead. The room
faded, leaving only afaint afterimage of acobweb high in the refters.

* k x %

He saw acliff two thousand feet high, risng sheer above a plain, cut with deep erosion scars and banded
with brilliant strata. His vantage point was awindow of afarm house down on the plain. The setting | eft
him with vague sensations of security, curiogity, and ave—childlike emotions.

Next cameimages of anidand, and Toren, who had visited an ocean only on two brief occasions,
redlized that the vast expanse of water before him felt familiar. Theidand was Acaon, the center of the
Calinin Empire, once the home of the wizard-kings, and still the best place for a sorcerer to get his
training. He saw the columns and gardens of an ancient, distinguished academy. The people waking
through the hdls and a ong the paths spoke words that clung to his memory—not the content of their
conversations, but the words themsalves, the usage, the vocabulary, the grammar.

Next he saw another ocean; but thistime, hisview was from within it, looking through a glasdike dome at
the waves above. The city within the dome was spectacular, exotic, beautiful, and the peoplein its Streets
spoke to him in the same language as that used in Acaon, but with apure, precise flavor. They called the
city Firsthold, capita of the nation of Elandris.

And finally Toren saw aforest, one of treesthat dwarfed those of the Wood itself. The people there
caled the place Cilendrodel, and at times they spoke atongue amost identical to the people benesth the
seq, and at other times the words mutated into aternate forms, their metaphors calling up visons of wood
and shade rather than seaand st air, their diaectslosing the uniformity of the city speech.

Toren knew what was happening to him. The experience was similar to that he had endured during his
coming of age ceremony, when he had first recelved histotem. It differed in that the livesand
persondities of his ancestors had come to him fullblown, whereas he was receiving only specific aspects
of Obo'slife—the generd milieu, the cultures, languages, and scenery of the northern lands. Unlike his
shaman, the sorcerer could control what was transferred.

Toren roused briefly. Obo stooped over him. Moons' light streamed through the window, supplementing
that of the lamp.

“Don'ttry toholdit al,” the mage cautioned. “Takein only what reachesfor you."

Toren obeyed. He fet safe. The surroundings were becoming familiar. He was only dightly disconcerted
to hear his own voice whispering passages of classic tomes. Neither he nor any of histribe knew how to
read or write. This spellweaving was quite the opposite of Struth and Jannas earlier in the day; theirony
made him chuckle drunkenly. Obo was making himsdf Toren's ancestor.

* * * %

He awoke with aravenous appetite. Obo had obvioudy anticipated the need, for a stack of roast fowl
and other tantalizing foodstuffswaited on the table. A smdll kettle of carrots boiled above the brazier.

Toren paused. Before going to deep, he would have been unable to identify the carrots. Now he could
name everything in the room.

Bright daylight streamed in, setting a cheerful mood. Obo srolled in, dragging astool. 1 don't often have



vistorsup here” hesaid amiably. “One chair isusudly enough.”

The magician spoke in the language that had haunted Toren's dreams. Toren paused, disoriented.
“What's the matter? Did your tongue fal off?"

“Good morning,” Toren blurted. Y es, he had said it right. He grinned with amogt childlike glee.

Obo smiled. “Excellent. No accent. It will become easier very soon. Y ou'll have to practice, though.
Transplanted speech patterns pale compared to those you actudly use. That'swhy Deenaand Geim
couldn't teach you the High Speech. Y ou might have continued to speak with their accents and other
faults even after learning correct usage from me."

“Y ou said you were born in Mirien. Have you no accent?’ Theimage of the Great Cliff of Mirien
spontaneoudly returned to Toren's mind.

“I left my home ninety years ago, and have used the speech of the Calinin ever sncein oneform or
another. | have agood ear, and | had started to learn it asachild. | have my quirks, of course, but they'll
not handicap you. Convenient, isit not, to learn alanguage in only three days?"

“Three days?'
“Wall, three nights, to be precise. It's now the third morning since you went to deep.”

Toren nodded. Some part of him had kept track. “My tribe's shaman took aweek to put my ancestors
goiritsinto me.”

“That doesn't surprise me. It would have taken Struth and Janna that long to put them back had the
pathways not been forged aready. The part that took me so long was sorting out information. No need
to transmit the tale of my life—you've enough going onin your head asit is. The language, the cultura
referents, were al that were necessary. | shielded the ret. It's atechnique you can use, by the way; it will
help you keep your ancestors cooperative. Search within and you will find you aready know how to
summon that ability, afringe benefit | thought you might appreciate.”

For thefirst time, Toren redlized he was not having to strain to muzzle the voices of histotem. “Thank
you. | do appreciateit.”

Toren trusted Obo. He remembered enough of the wizard'slife to know that agood man sat across from
him. This security, even more than the culturd transferrd, mitigated the shock of beinginan dienland. In
al hislife, theonly “person” he had trusted at such alevel wasthe collective voice of histotem, and with
thelatter disrupted, he vaued the chance to talk with the old man.

Obo yawned. Hislids drooped. Inthefull light of day, his palor stood out dl too clearly. Hishand
wavered unsteadily as helifted the kettlelid.

“Areyou well? Have you dept?’ Toren asked.

“The spdl did not exhaust me, if that's what you're concerned about. My part took only afew hours each
evening. Therest of thetime you were sorting the information, tucking it away. | an smply very old.
Breathing tiresme."

Suddenly he shrugged off his somber tone. His eyesregained their spark. “ Enough of this serioustalk.
Thefood's ready. Let'snot waste it. Y ou have an audience with Struth today.”



Starting gradudly, Toren began to make up for hislong fast. Either the potion had sharpened histaste
buds, or the fruit and bread he ate were exceptiondly flavorful. The meal dmaost banished the dread of
confronting the frog god again.

XX

IN JANNA'S AUDIENCE CHAMBER, Toren sat across from the high priestess, the fingers of their left
handsinterlaced, knees touching knees. Her gentle lecture carried softly over the hushed murmurs of the
“sed’ outsde the dome. Her perfume wafted lightly up his nose, mixed with the scent of the perspiration
brought on by her pdllcasting—a pheromone that ingpired Toren to vivid reminiscences of his
lovemaking with the mother of hisson. But hisarousal was a side effect, not the intent of either
participant. Toren put the memory aside, taking small notice of hisbody's craving. A deeper sort of lust
preoccupied him.

“Likewedid yesterday,” Jannasaid, her whisper crysta clear and penetrating. “ Remember what Struth
told you. Yes. You're getting close. Can you tdll?"

“Yes.” Toren stroveto channel his excitement; it would aid the sorcery. He concentrated, eyes closed.
The room faded. The divan on which he sat dissolved into empty air. The only sensations that remained
were the sound of Jannas voice, the pressure of her fingers and knees, and her scent. He floated, free of
congraints, anchored only by the high priestess's presence.

“Keep your mind cam, and open your eyes,” Jannasaid.

Hedid so. Thefirgt glimpse of the scene before him nearly jostled him out of histrance, but unlike the
previous day, he kept his attention steady. Only one week after hisarrival in Headwater, he already had
the confidence vitd to successful spellweaving.

He viewed the temple amphithesater, the Oracle of the Frog God, asif he were sitting on top of the great
statue's head. His back rested against the ridge of one of the frog's eyes; Jannaleaned against the other.
Below, petitioners shuffled forward in their line. A crone dropped two copper erronsin the pool and
asked whether she would live to see another spring. The oracle did not reply. The woman spat in the
water and stalked away. From the vigor of her angry steps, Toren guessed she would survive twenty
more cycles of the seasons.

They watched for afew minutes. The wandering glances of the peoplein the line proved they could not
see Toren and Janna. Y et Toren fdlt asif he were actudly there. He moved normally, except that he
made certain not to break contact with the priestess. The stone on which he sat resounded with cold
substantiality. When he peered too far over the nose of the frog, vertigo teased him.

Gradudly he noticed that the entire top of the statue glowed with afaint network of bright lines. The
tendrils emitted afragrance of thaumaturgy. On ahunch, hetried to thrust his hand beyond their
perimeter. Hisfingers encountered a soft but definite barrier. He strained, pushing an inch or two further,
until the resistance grew so firm that it hurt his hand.

Jannasmiled a him. “Good. | was hoping you'd notice that without my help.” She resumed the position
she had occupied when they had first materidized. “ Timeto go back. Y our control isdipping.”

Her words rang true. Toren shook unsteadily as he sat back. He closed his eyes.

Aningant later he opened them, and saw Janna's dome. An octopus and apair of seasnails clung to the
trangparent wall, presenting adramatic perspective of their suckered appendages. The divan cradled him.



Acrossfrom him, the glazed ook left Janna's pupils.
“Good!” she cried. “Much better! How do you fed ?
“Light-headed,” Toren replied.

“Y ou should be. That was agreat deal of progressfor one session. Go rest for the remainder of the day.
Tomorrow Struth will adjust your energies abit more, and you and | shdl try the same journey with your
eyes open. And after you've become used to that, you can work on projecting al by yourself. Now, any
questions?'

“Yes. Were we there, at the oracle, or not?"

“No. Our bodies were here the whole time. Only our awvarenesstravelled. It's the same technique Struth
usesto listen to the supplicants.”

“She sends her voice, too?'

“Yes. An adept can even send avisibleimage. If you continue a your present rate of advancement, Il
teach you that next week. Struth uses the technique not only at this oracle, but to visit her templesin other
cties”

“Isthere no limit on distance?"

“Not redly, though it'salittle harder to project onesdlf to the other side of the world. The handicap isthat
you must have visited your destination at least once in the flesh, otherwise you won't know where you're
going. And, of course, there must be a reception zone ready to catch your projection.”

“Like the net on the statue's head?’ he asked.

“Exactly. It took sophigticated sorcery, and agreat many days, to create that. There was no choice,
however. | know of no person or being so powerful asto be able to project himsalf to arandom
location. At least the zones are permanent once woven; they last until the weaver dies.”

Janna did her hand from his. His skin tingled where she had touched it. Hints of hisearlier arousal
returned.

“More questions?’ Janna asked, blowing the swesat between her fingersdry.

“No,” Toren sad, sartled. At her gesture, he excused himself. He found the door using his magical
sensess—atest Janna had foisted on him earlier in the week—and took hisleave.

* k x %

Deenafound Obo stting in agazebo insde the garden of Struth, one of the many smdll hideaways tucked
within the temple grounds. On the table before him steeped a pot of tea, and next to it sat three empty
cups. A chunk of honeycomb oozed on asmadll plate. The wizard put away the scroll he had been
reading and filled two of the cups.

She amiled as she sat down. She had missed theritual of her quiet conversations with him. How many
times had they shared teaiin this spot during the months before she had left for the Wood? Ten? Twenty?

“You'relosng thelook of thetraveller,” Obo said, giving her aglance that, in ayounger man, might have
been called admiring.

“Thank you,” she said, self-conscioudy picking apiece of lint from the smocking of her dress. Shefolded



her arms so that they concealed the scar on her forearm.
“Y ou've kept out of sight agreat dedl since you arrived. Any particular reason?

Hisfatherly eyes saw too much, she thought. “I just needed some time aone. The quest proved to be
quiteadran.”

“Yes” hesaid, nodding. He blew over his cup to cool the contents. *'Y ou conducted yourself well, from
al accounts.”

“The misson wasimportant to me,” she said. “But you compliment me too much. My only redl
accomplishment was to have survived.”

“That's no mean feat,” he countered, and briefly his glance focussed on some distant place. Remembering
Ivayer, she guessed. “ Toren has been asking about you,” he added abruptly.

“Oh?’ shesad, feigning cam.

“I told him you had stopped by while he was adeep, learning the High Speech. It's been five days since
hewoke up. Areyou avoiding him?"

“No,” she answered ingtantly. “He's just been very busy. | understand Struth and Janna have started
teaching him how to use his abilities. | haven't wished to disturb him.” She carefully steadied her hand,
and added adollop of honey to her tea. Shelicked adrop off her thumb. “How is he doing?’

“He's progressing even faster than we had hoped. It's now easy to understand why Struth was so
adamant that we locate him in spite of the incredible distance. Had we found him as a child and nurtured
that tlent ashe grew ... wdll, let's just say he's doing the best that can be hoped for in spite of the lack of
proper shaping, distinctly better than the previous candidates. He may not be quite right for the gauntlets,
but hesclose. Very close."

“How long before he's ready?"

“That's not the question. We only have about two months, whether he'sready in that time or not. The
Dragon'sarmy is becoming too entrenched in the East. The Situation in Cilendrodel is deteriorating. We
have to set our Strategiesin motion and hope for the best. The uncertainty at this point is Toren's
motivetion.”

“What more incentive does he need?’ Deenaremarked sarcastically. “We stole him from his land, ripped
out hisancestors spirits and then dienated him from them. Surely he is hopping with eagernessto help
our cause."

Obo chuckled humorlesdy. “ Geim said much the samething only yesterday. But it's not entirely hopeless.
Though Toren believed in histribe, hislifein the South was not happy. | glimpsed pieces of hislife, just as
he did of mine, when | gave him my ability to use the High Speech. His shaman was jealous of him, and |
have no doubt the man worked behind Toren's back to est away at the tribe's opinion of him. Toren was
afabulous scout, and yet he was given the least desired missions and was seldom acknowledged for his
successes. At the very least, his shaman kept him from developing his sorcerous talents. A man of
Toren'sahilities could never have prospered among the Fhdi. | think the boy is beginning to redize that,
beginning to see that his culture was 0o tradition-bound by the weight of al those generations of ancestors
living insde every adult that an aberration such as he could only be stifled and shunned. And wasted. |

am not guilty for what we've done. | know how | would have felt if my family had denied me the chance
to study with the master wizards of Acdon.”



Deenafelt aburden lift from her shoulders. Thank the gods for wise old men.

“Wewill seewhat happens,” Obo continued. “The transformation | am hoping for isnot onethat al the
high sorcery in the world can manage. It's up to Toren himsalf.” Obo durped aquick, bracing sip of tea.
“I'veinvited himto join us, by theway. He's done with histests early today.”

“You did?’ Deenablurted. Her pulse quickened.

“Yes” hereplied smugly. “Infact, here he comesnow.” He lowered hisvoice. “Keep in mind what I've
sad, young woman. And keep blushing. It becomesyou.”

Damn him, she thought. The heat in her cheeksincreased. The conniving old trickster must have known
his comment would have that effect.

The modhiv ambling toward was not the same man she had journeyed with across long reaches of two
continents. The auraof disorientation had |eft his posture, replaced by determination, interest, and
dertness.

He stared at Deenaalong time. “ Y ou look different,” he said. Wasthat approva she detected in his
tone?

“I don't have to wear such, um, sturdy clothing now that I'm not on theroad,” she replied, adjusting the
laces of her bodice.

“Youvelet down your hair."
“That, too."

“She's aso had abath recently,” Obo said dryly. “Have sometea, boy, or it will get cold while you
catalog dl the changesin her appearance. | get the feding you didn't know you werein the company of a
woman on your trek.”

“We were busy fighting cannibals and wizards,” Toren said. “ She was my comrade-in-arms.”

“Y ou'll be reassured to know I've been kegping up my archery practice thisweek,” sheinformed him
pointedly.

He chuckled. “That's good. But to befrank, | rather like the change.” His speech pattern did sound
remarkably like Obo's, she reflected. “Women shouldn't be warriors.”

Obo guffawed. “ Theresawoman | know in Cilendrodel who would have afew words to say about
that."

Deenasmiled. “No, Toren'sright.” She nodded toward the modhiv. “By theway, your High Speech is
excdlent.”

“It should be,” Obo quipped.

Toren shrugged. “It isavery ... round-about tongue. When aVanihr needs to say something, he saysit. |
prefer Mirienese. It'smore direct.”

“We can speek it if you'd like,” Deena offered in the aforementioned language.

“No,” Toren replied in the High Speech. He dipped honey in hiscup. “ Y ou know | still spesk itina
fractured way. | like not having to search for thewords | want.”



“I suppose | could have taught you Mirienese aswell,” Obo mused. *Y ou could have dept another
couple of days..."

“That'sdl right,” Toren said quickly. “I'm content.”
There was a short, pregnant gap in the conversation. Each of them spped from their cups.
Obo cleared histhroat. “I have amatter to attend to. If you'll excuse me?”

Deenaamost stepped on the hem of hisrobesto keep him in place, but the sorcerer dipped out of his
seat with the dusiveness of achild, and sauntered away across the flagstones, his gait barely betraying his
feebleness.

Deenaturned, and found Toren staring into the pattern of the tealeaves at the bottom of the pot. He
looked up, met her glance.

“| was not mysdlf when | last saw you. I'm sorry."

She sucked in her lips. “Yes. Well. | knew that. Don't worry about it. | trust you and your ancestors have
... cometo an arrangement?"

“They arethere, should | call them,” Toren said wistfully. “But not in the way they used to be."
She nodded sympatheticaly. “ Aside from that, how hasit been for you? The tests?'

A dy smile crept over hisfeatures. He set two fingers on her cup. His eyes glazed. Steam begantorise
from what had been lukewarm tea. When he was done, she picked up the cup, darted her tongueinit,
and nearly scalded thetip.

“Clever,” she muttered. “Y ou could be handy in the winter."

“I fed like an eagle whose wings have been bound al itslife, freed. | can't ride the thermalsyet, have yet
to make my firg kill, but I have learned to glide from nest to ground. Trueflight isonly amatter of time."

“And has Janna been agood teacher?’ she asked, pretending nonchaance.

“Yes, though it'sdifficult at timesto think of her asateacher.”

“Oh?’ Deenaeyebrowsrose. “And what € sewould you think of her as?"

“A femde"

“| see.” She smoothed her skirts, was annoyed at the knobbiness of the knees under them.

“But | keep my attention on her lessons. The dternative isto study with Struth. | do enough of that.
Something about learning from abig frog raises the hair on the ngpe of my neck.”

“I didn't know you had any,” she snapped, referring to the relative hairlessness of hisbody.
Heblinked at her tone. “ Janna has a gift for clear explanations. Hasn't she ever ingtructed you?”
“Not about sorcery. | have no gift.”

“Of course” he said quickly. “ So much goes onin thistemple, it seemsthat everyoneisamagician.”

“No,” Deenasaid. “Some of us must settle for less.”



Hefrowned. “I didn't mean to imply you were a nettle among flowers."
“Sometimes| fed that way."

He regarded her carefully. “Y ou are amystery, Deena. How did you come here? How long have you
lived at the temple?!

“Not long. Early winter before |ast, the Dragon's troops invaded Mirien, sacked my home, killed al my
family. | fled to Serthe. One day | happened by the Oracle of the Frog God. | threw in acoin and asked
what | could do to hurt Gloroc. Struth liked that. She gave me ahome. | was not suited to be a priestess,
s0 | helped in smal matters of business. The goddess found it handy to have awoman around who had
had some martial training—that happened because my father was a career soldier who had no sons. |
escorted the last candidate from her home in Aleoth, and then | was chosen to help fetch you.”

“What happened to that candidate?"

Deenapaused. “ Shefailed the tests. She died.”

Toren scratched hischin.

“So you see,” Deena continued, “why | have reason to favor the Elandri resistance against the Dragon.”
“Y es. Did you lose children in theinvasion”?'

“No. I've never been married."

Heréefilled hiscup. “I've never been married either. That did not kegp me from having ason.”

Her cup dipped from her grip and landed noisily on the table top, nearly tipping over. She sucked spilled
teafrom her fingers. “No wife? When you mentioned your child, | assumed...”

“A naturd mistake, | suppose. modhiv are not permitted to marry. Their lives are congtantly at risk; it
would not befair to awife. In addition, awarrior must be able to go to a skirmish without worrying about
aspouse | eft behind.”

“But your son."

“A Vanihr must have offspring to carry the totem. | made an arrangement with awoman. She bore Rhi,
and caresfor him when | cannot. But sheisnot my wife. In fact, three years ago she married my cousin.”

Deenatraced patternsin the spilled tea. “ Y es, it would be important, to have arecipient for your totem.
Y our immortality, asyou said last week. | dmost expected you to leave as soon as Struth restored your
ancestors, to go back and be with Rhi."

“I long to,” Toren replied. “But what would be the point of dying on theway? Until | passon my totem
for thefirst time, | must survive a al costs. | don't know what my fina decision will be, but for now
gtaying at the temple and developing my talents seems more sensible than running for the Wood with the
Dragon's nsat my heds."

“I hope you will chooseto aid us,” shesaid. “It isagood cause. And good people stand to dieif the
Dragon hashisway. Like my family."

“I've thought of that. Self-preservation isnot my only emotion.” Suddenly he reached out and tenderly
brushed thetip of her chin. “I'm well aware of the goodness of some of the people here.”



She coughed, and to her dismay, the action caused him to remove histouch. “Whichever you decide—to
go back to the Wood or to take up the gauntlets—I pray you do survive,” she said emphatically.

Sheinterlaced the fingers of her right hand with his. He did not pull away.

XXI

THE SUN BURST OUT from behind athin, solitary wisp of cloud as Wynneth climbed the hill. Shetrod
carefully dueto the extraweight in her belly, but vigoroudy, no longer burdened by the deepiness of the
second and third month, no longer weakened by morning sickness. Thiswas the good part, her femae
relativestold her. She had started to swell; she could fed the baby move. It was becoming redl.

She clambered to an outcropping, joining Solint the Mingtrel a hislookout station. To the south stretched
yellow prairie. A dark line denoted the edge of the great forest, nearly lost in the shimmer of the warm,
midday air. A hundred leagues farther, separated by tracts of pristine, barely explored timberland, lay the
coast of Cilendrodel and the town of Old Stump.

“Do you think we've lost them?’ she asked. No telltale smoke or cloud of dust rose into the sky.

Solint strummed hislute; he was not one to allow guard duty to prevent him from composing. “ For the

Eight weeks after the sack of Purid'sfortress, Omril still pursued the rebel band, accompanied by two
cohortsfrom the garrison at Y ent. He had |eft the punishment of Old Stump's citizensto the acting
governor and had singlemindedly chased Alemar and Elenyainto the wilderness. Nothing dissuaded him,
not the difficulties of supplying such alarge group of men over such adistance, not the tediousness of
cutting their way through tracks of untamed forest, not the attrition of the company by wild animas,
booby traps, or nighttime rebd harassment. Three times the twins had tried to establish camps and enjoy
some much needed recuperation; three times Omril had |ocated them.

Inther latest effort, they had waded dong ariver for aday to conced ther tracks, while afew members
of the band created afdsetrail. Wynneth hoped they had finally bought themselves sometime. The
wizard would think it unlikely that they had ventured into open terrain. He would assume that the rythni
were still helping Alemar's band, and rythni would not |leave the forest.

Thusfar it had worked. For the first time, the rebel s looked less haggard, and had caught up on deep.
But Wynneth till fretted. Alemar needed more than afew days respite.

“I brought some sour cakes,” Wynneth told Solint. “Weve got the oven working.” Shewaved at the
crude construction down in the camp. A faint trace of smoke rose from the stack: arisk. However, the
plains were often dotted with the campfires of the indigenous nomads. It had been too long since the
rebels had tasted fresh bread and other baked goods. The presence of the oven had aready boosted
morde.

Solint smiled, stuffed hismouth full, and kissed her. She brushed the crumbs off her lips and laughed,
recaling the sweetness of his kisses during the years before Alemar returned from the Eastern Deserts
and married her. If music and sex had been enough to fulfill her, she might have lived avery different life,

She descended the hill. Elenyawas till drilling ahaf dozen of the company in unarmed combet. At the
moment they were performing an endurance exercise, kicking by her count. They paused for one deep
breath between each set of ten. They were up to three hundred, and had the other leg yet to go. Elenya
gtill kicked high and strong. All but one of the others had withered. Two barely raised their feet higher



thanshinlevd.

Wynneth kept her face averted, sparing them the embarrassment of an extra observer. They grimaced in
frustration. They had exercised continuoudy for over three hours. She might soon haveto interrupt. She
could use the freshly baked treats as an excuse.

Elenyawas a hard taskmaster; she demanded performance close to her own level. Even those with the
youth, strength, and staminato match her normal pace were being taxed to their limitslatdly. Wynneth
winced asthe princess ydlled for everyoneto kick higher.

They needed Alemar's tempering influence. She glanced nervoudy up the hill to the north, to the cave
where her husband had secluded himsdlf. She should not interrupt him. Still, he might appreciate some of
the sour cakes. She had not bothered him for an entire day.

Before she could talk hersdlf out of it, sheloaded asmall basket and started up the path. She felt Elenya's
glancefollow her dl theway up.

* k k %

Alemar lay at the mouth of the cave, staring up at the sky. The crescent of Serpent Moon hung there, a
paeimitation of the brilliant blue and white half-circlet displayed at night. He heard Wynneth gpproach,
but did not react.

She set the basket down near his head. “Y our son and | have cometo visit you,” she said cheerfully.
He gradudly turned and met her gaze. He glanced at the basket. “ Just leaveit. I'll edt later.”

Wynneth sucked her lipsinward, then puckered them, then sighed. She moved the cakes next to his
other supplies and left, chin hung low.

Guilt settled on him like gnats at alakeside. But he did not call her back. Thevisonsin hishead killed his
involvement in the current moment. Hisrelationship with hiswife, hissger, and hiscomrades paed
againg the misery of thoseinterna images. Rythni wings burned like oiled torches. Iregg's hand, crippled
in battle, turned blue and lifdessas he hdd it. Memories of power now lost haunted him. The gentleness
that caused the little people to be enamored of him eluded his grasp. He knew Wynneth had only been
expressing concern, but al he wanted was to shut out the world.

Retreat. He waited for theritual that he had learned in Zyraii to hedl the hedler. He clung to the belief that
it would. Until it did, he could not face the chalenges before him, could not forgive himsdlf, could not
careif helived or died.

What had histeacher said?*“ The sorcery within isafragile gift. When nothing isleft but embers, it must
be banked and nurtured, or it will expire.”

Perhaps the embers had gone out.

* * * %

Elenyas group paused. As Wynneth went to splash some water on her face at the spring, the princess
walked over, limping dightly. “Well?’ she asked, obvioudy trying to keep the tone conversationd.

“No change,” Wynneth said. The chill of the water made her shudder.
“They have asaying in Zyraii. ‘ Thereis nothing so distant as a Hab-no-ken on Retreat.’”

“I know why they say that,” Wynneth murmured.



“Infact, if he wereto follow thetradition of Zyraii heders, he would have sequestered himsalf in aspot
where no one could have found him."

“Then | suppose | should be grateful.” Her sarcasm dripped off her tongue like acid.
Elenyagently laid ahand on her sster-in-law's shoulder.
“I'm sorry,” Wynneth said, Sghing. “1 just didn't expect him to cut himsdlf off from me.”

“Why don't you show me some of those things you've been creating in that oven? | was wondering when
someone was going to make use of dl these sourberry vines,” Elenya said, waving at the brambles near
the camp.

Wynneth tried to smile. Elenyatook her by the arm and they walked together toward therich, enticing
scent. One of the other camp women withdrew afresh batch of the tiny cakes. Elenya and Wynneth each
snagged one. They blew on them to help them coadl.

They had just swalowed them when Solint let out acry. Ingtantly the entire camp wasin motion. Elenya
sprinted toward the lookout point, rapier drawn, followed by four others. Men rushed to put on their
armor and saddle the oeikani. Wynneth and the women gathered supplies. She cast aquick glance
toward Alemar's position, but could not see him.

The band paused while Elenya, Solint, and the others on the hilltop stared southward. A rabbit bounded
across the grass, sartling Wynneth; she had inadvertently stepped on its burrow. Elenya came down the
dope at aless hectic pace than when she had ascended. Wynneth released a pent-up breath. Whatever

Solint had spotted was gpparently not cause for panic.

Elenyadispatched men to the flanks of the southern approach to the camp, ordering them to conceal
themsalves. Shetold the othersto wait to break camp. “It'sonerider. HE's making straight for us. Let's
seewhat he hasto say for himsdif.”

Archerslined up on one side of the path, arrows ready. The rider continued without dackening his pace,
between the hidden ambushers, over the concealing rise to where the bowmen and the rest of the rebel
camp waited. Only when he was well within range of the arrows did herein up.

Elenya stepped to the front, a hundred paces away from him, rapier out. Her gauntlet glowed evenin the
daylight.

Thick dust, broken by sweat tracks, coated the rider's swarthy face, his raven hair tufted and scattered
by thewind. A young man, hewore aloose-fitting violet robe, embroidered in the intricate whorls and
geometric patterns common to the Eastern Deserts, very smilar to that decorating the white Zyraii garb
Elenya, by coincidence, wore that day. He carried ascimitar on hisbelt, aswell as ademonblade, and a
small recurved bow projected from the rear of his saddle.

Heraised hishandsto show hislack of drawn weapons, inclined his head toward the archers, and called
out to Elenyain avoice rendered hoarse from long, dry travelling. Wynneth did not understand the

language.
Elenyafrowned, and haltingly responded in the same tongue. “Let him approach,” shetold her band.

Therider dismounted, |ft hisweary mount to nibble at the nearest clump of grass, and walked forward.
He moves with the grace of a dancer, thought Wynneth. It was remarkable consdering how giff he
should have been from the ride. The grime quite possibly hid ahandsome face. As he neared, he
unhooked a scroll canister from his belt, which he held out to Elenya. He kept arespectful three paces



digtant.

Elenyahesitated. Wynneth guessed why and stepped closer. Findly the princess dipped the parchment
from the container and unrolled it. Glyphsthat Wynneth recognized as Zyraii characters appeared, the
brown ink rendered almost black against the wheat-colored surface.

Elenya's eyes went wide. Wynneth could no longer stand it. “Isit from Lona?” she blurted.
Elenya chuckled wigtfully. “No. This man isa Surudainese. But the messageisfrom Zyraii."
Wynneth blinked. “How did he find us?'

“Thescrall led him.” Elenyahdd it out, and trandated: | can feel his pain even at this distance. Retreat
will not cure him. But thereis a way. Ask himto heal you. If he questions you, mention the name
[lyrra. He will understand what he must do.—Gast.

“Gagt?’” Wynneth whispered. “ Alemar's teacher?"
1] Yall
“What doesit mean?"'

“Alemar will haveto answer that.” Elenya caled over to the camp women. “This man hasridden hard.
Feed him, give him wash water and shade to rest under. Someone should groom his oeikani.” She spoke
to the man. He nodded and went to enjoy the hospitality.

“Coming?’ Elenya asked as she sarted for the cave.

Wynneth nearly sumbled over her sster-in-law'shedlsin her haste.

XXI1

ELENYA FELT HEALTHY . The wounds from the ambush and the attack on Puriel'sfortress no longer
troubled her. It seemed odd to ask her brother to heal her.

“I can't,” hesaid. “What brought you up hereto ask that?"

“Word from an old friend. He said to mention the name Ilyrra."

Alemar stood up suddenly. “Y ou've word from Gast? How?"

“I don't know how the messenger crossed the sea, but he found us.” She handed him the scrall.

Alemar poured over it. “It'sdefinitdy hiscaligraphy. A Zee-no-ken could have helped him charm the
parchment, so that it was drawn to me. Yes. Look. Theré'sastrand of hair woven into the fringe—mine,
no doubt. We kept samples of each other's hair and blood for use in certain hedling spells.”

Elenyawas encouraged to see Alemar so dert and involved. “What did he mean? Why do | need to be
heded?'

“Youdont, exactly,” Alemar said. “But we dl suffer the affliction of being who we are. Most of us
muddle through as best we can, even though we could benefit from care. Gast is suggesting that |
perform avery specid type of hedling, likethat | did for Ilyrra, aSholi davegirl.”



Elenyafrowned. “How are you going to do it? Y our power isdrained.”
“So | believe. But if Gast saysthat Retreat will not help me, | believe him. Shall we try hisway?"
Elenya shrugged. “ It seemslittle enough to endure.”

Alemar smoothed hislong hair back. “ That's where you're wrong.”

* * * %

They erected atent at the far end of the valey, under the shade of two old oaks, in view of the rest of the
encampment, but secluded by the distance. They stocked it with athree-day supply of water and food,
and Alemar |eft gtrict ordersthat no one was to agpproach the site unless an emergency arose, such asthe
arriva of Omril and hisarmy. By dusk, only Wynneth remained with them, until, giving her ahearty
embrace, he asked her to leave aswdll.

“No matter what sounds you hear through the cloth, no oneisto disturb us. If | need help, I'll step
outsdetocal for it."

She nodded, kissed him, and | eft, though Elenya could tell she wanted to stay.

Alemar closed theflap, shutting out the sunset. In the light of the Single lamp, his eyes seemed fathoms
deep. Elenyainvoluntarily stepped back.

“What's next?’ she asked alittle faster than she meant to.
“Clothes off,” he said, doffing his shoes.

Elenya undressed more dowly than usud, feding inhibited, which was strange, because she and her
brother had never been shy about being naked together. They had bathed together only an hour before,
and she had given the nudity no notice whatsoever. Perhapsit was his gaze, which seemed to penetrate
more deeply than ever before, even into regions not shared during their mindspeech.

“Liedown on the blanket,” he said, hisvoice soft and soothing. “On your ssomach.”

She lowered hersdf, wrapping her hair, still damp from the bath, into atail and placing it so that it would
not bein her face. The blanket, and the mat beneath it, gave her just the right combination of firm support
and cushioning.

Alemar began massaging her. He cupped her toesto warm them, wiggled and did afinger between each
digit. He pressed the Sde of histhumb firmly into the caluses on her soles, working out the kinks. He
aternated with alight, finger-tip stroke. As he reached her ankles, she sighed with pleasure.

He continued up each leg, over tissue sore from the kicking exercises. She hovered at the delicate point
between pain and rdlief. He kneaded her leg muscles until they turned to jelly. She had not realized until
now how giff she had been. He was finding layers of aches, drumming out the stress of the long flight
northward, and the battle before that.

By the time he reached her torso, she was amost crying. He gathered small areas of her skin and
released, he pressed gently on her lower vertebrae until they shifted, he pounded lightly until the broad
muscles of her back let go of their tension. He used fingertips, pams, ebows, forearms, forehead—even
his hair, with which he brushed her backside with broad, feathery strokes.

“Wheredid you learn this?’ she murmured.



“Notak. Relax."

She eagerly obeyed. Presently she redlized that his movementsfollowed the rhythm of her breathing, first
in obviousways, then with increasing subtlety. Something el se was happening, too. Something in the
touch itself, the human to human contact. She had never been so aware of the healing nature of hands
upon her. It ceased to matter if he were her brother, or alover, or a stranger—the rightness flowing from
his body to hers was palpable, deegp-seated, and intense.

Alemar, she bespoke.

No questions. It is happening. Fedl it. Where hishands pressed, she could fed an dectrica tug; she
could dmost hear the cracklein the air. Her ears began to ring, a steady note from deep inside her skull.

Shelethimin.

They had bespoken many times, but those conversations, though intimate, had aways been between
digtinct entities. Thistime they shared the same place. She could sense him delving deep, rooting out a
source of wrongness that, until that moment, she had not realized existed. She felt him hesitate, evauate,
and decide. Then he took her there, to show her what he had discovered.

* * * %

The lawns of Garthmorron Hold were stiff and itchy, and hot now that the sun had angled past the trees.
Her bare feet danced back and forth acrossthe sward, finding purchase, digging in, jumping, until the
soles were completely green. The aromaof crushed grassfilled her nose. Side-step. Thrust. Twist. The
areasang with the rasp of stedl on stedl.

Her opponent was Alemar. She circled, kegping outside his range. She had the length advantage, thanks
to the growth spurt of adolescence that had not yet occurred for him. Though till lean in the hipsand
completely flat-chested, she towered half a head above him. She strove to maintain control over her
breathing, but it was difficult. The practice blade weighed heavily in her hand.

Alemar plunged forward, thrusting. She turned away, but not in time. Thetip of his sword jabbed her
sharply in theribs, dmost on top of the bruise from his previous thrust. He had taken her twice with the
sametechnique.

They returned to thelr starting points. Alemar seemed sympathetic, but it was hard to see much of his
expression behind the grid of hisface mask. He dipped the blunt at the end of hiswegpon into the paint
pot to restore the red coating. She frowned at the marks on her tunic. The garment looked like it had
meades. Alemar's displayed only one stain, and that had been made by a different opponent.

She glanced a Troy, but she dared not meet hisflinty gaze. She would not whimper or ask for arest, no
meatter how tired she was.

“Begin,” Troy ordered, though they had not paused any longer than normal.

Alemar moved in, confidently, aggressively. Elenya parried and retreated. She clenched her teeth in
frustration. She was better than he. She won well over haf their matches. But she was exhausted, and he
was fresh.

He“wounded” her in the heart, ending the match.
She sighed and returned to the starting point. At Troy's command, they bowed to each other.

“Alemar may retire.”



As her brother returned to the small knot of other young noblemen waiting at the side, Elenya suppressed
her tears. Again. Troy was making her spar again. She had fenced dl six of the boys twice without
resting. She longed to be excused.

Troy stared at her impassively. “ Enns, take your place,” he commanded.

Enns strutted forward like a peacock, resplendent in hisfine beige tunic, aready tall and imposing despite
being only ayear older than Elenya. Her heart sank. Ennswasthe best of al of Troy'sjunior pupils, in
part because of hisage and size, but aso because, since early childhood, hisrich father had hired none
but the best fencing ingtructorsto train him. The best ingtructors, thet is, until Lord Dran had enticed Troy
from Calinin South to become the tutor at Garthmorron Hold.

Enns grinned. He had bested her twice that day. The first time she had scored two marksto histhree.
The second time, none at al. Shelicked her lips, chapped from panting. Her armsfelt asif she wore lead
bracelets.

“Begin,” Troy sad.

Ennsrushed in, creating openings for histhrusts by the sheer intimidation of his charge, taking full
advantage of her winded condition. She lasted for the space of ten quick heartbegts, until he landed his
point in the center of her belly.

She gasped from the violence of the impact. Her tunic was well padded, and the blunts discouraged
seriousinjury, but the precautions assumed a certain amount of consideration on the part of the attacker.
Asthey walked back to their places, the pain next to her navel proved that Enns had been too harsh.

They faced each other once more. He smirked behind the mask. He, the nephew of a duke, had shown
her, amere gamekeeper's granddaughter, anoble only by adoption, her place.

“Stand up straight, girl.” Troy's shout made her jump. How many times had she heard that tonein the
months since he had arrived, aways with the same bite placed on words that referred to her gender? Out
went her smal hope that Troy might reprimand Enns, as he had yesterday when Enns had been
unnecessarily rough against another boy.

Shefét cold, deliberate fury exude from her pores, drenching her body, banishing her weariness.

At the command, Enns drove in as before. Thistime she held her ground. He was caught completely off
guard, had to attempt histhrust early. She easily twisted aside and let him run into her jab. A thick glob of
pigment stained the |eft breast of his handsometunic.

She amiled impishly a him. The mask could not disguise hisanger.
Troy made no reaction other than to utter the next starting command.

Enns charged again, thistimein aless headlong fashion, aming agood, strong thrust to her upper chest.
She dropped to her knees, extending her sword. Histip split empty air over her head. Hers landed
squardly in hisgroin.

Enns stopped abruptly, emitting a deep, sudden grunt. Elenyatwirled to the side, out of counterstrike
range, not because she feared aresponse—Enns did not ook likely to mount one soon—but smply
because it was proper fencing strategy, which Troy would notice.

For thefirg timethat day, she stared directly into her instructor's eyes. He met her gaze with an equaly
firm one of hisown. That only fueled her state of mind, keeping the flow of energy open to her tortured



limbs

She faced Enns, smiling. It was histurn to have difficulty standing up straight. As he had not done with
her, Troy gave the boy amoment to recover. She thought Enns looked ridiculous with ared crotch, and
recalled the rude, typically boyish joke he had made one day when she had been “wounded” there. The
memory kept her at peak in spite of the delay.

Troy gave the command. Enns assumed an en garde position, preparing to movein, thistime with full
caution, but she did not wait. Shelegped in, amed low, then high, then middle. He parried franticaly.
Knowing how good he was at defense, she did not let up, did not givein to her protesting arms, until she
scored with ahigh cut.

At first, Enns did not acknowledge that the contest was over. “ Stop!” Troy caled harshly, and the youth
froze.

Ennswalked siffly back to his place. Elenyatook hers, her limbs shaking uncontrollably. Her body felt
light, dmost ethered, like arythni in flight. At last she had driven aresponse out of Troy. She was
responsible for hisraised voice, for Ennssloss of favor, and, best of dl, for the undisguised respect in the
eyes of the other boys.

She bent low at thewaist, mocking Ennsfor hisvirtually nonexistent bow.

“Ennsmay retire,” Troy said curtly. He paused, just long enough to dissolve Elenya's sense of victory.
“Sitdown and rest,” hetold her.

She sat, kneesforward, buttocks resting on her hedls, and felt her ssomach grow heavy and the parched
sensation in her throat become fierce. Once again she had incorrectly assumed that she had fought her
last match.

She glanced at Alemar. He scowled in protest. But what could either of them do? They were twelve
years old. Lord Dran did not tolerate children defying their tutors. “ Noble blood should have a proper
dose of humility,” said he, adding that the only timeto learn to be modest was before coming of age.

When her breathing had dowed to ardatively norma rate, Troy fitted his mask over his head and picked
up his practice blade.

“Once more, girl. Try your best.”

He did not advance. Furthermore he left her awide, obvious opening. She hesitated, suspicious.
Avoiding the bait, she aimed e sewhere. He shifted so little that her sword blunt missed by only a
finger-width, but it was enough.

He planted amark on her chest with aplain, amost casua gesture.
“Y ou should have taken the opening,” he said. “1 won't give you another.”

Hewastrue to hisword. The second time he tagged her in the belly amost before she redized he was
charging. His head and shoulders did not shift when he moved, his spine stayed straight, his body upright.
Only hislegs, and at the end, his sword arm, gave away hisintent. She could not anticipate histactics.

Thethird time, asif mocking her, he performed exactly the same technique. The only difference wasthat
her sword nicked his asit was withdrawn, areflex rather than a conscious reaction.

Tearswelled in her eyes. She stared at the crushed, pungent grass, avoiding Alemar's sympathetic frown



and Ennsssmug sneer.

“You'vegot away to go, girl,” Troy said. He pulled out his polishing cloth and rubbed the paint off his
blade. “Y ou're excused. Get adrink of water. Y ou look like you need one.”

She stalked off, jaws clenched. Someday, she vowed, | will be the best.

* * * %

Without opening her eyes, she became aware of her surroundings: Alemar's scent, the wind batting the
tent cloth, the woven texture of the blanket underneath her. She shuddered violently, tears squeezing out
between tightly-shut lids. Her throat ached.

Shedid not understand how the memory of asingle incident could evoke such agony. Look, Alemar
ingsted, and in her mind's eye she saw a network of bright lines, each one afilament of pain, each one
ultimately semming from asingle junction—the embarrassment and humiliation she had felt on that day at
the age of twelve. Thefilaments ran through the years, bits of suffering piled onto the old, until the
aggregate formed awound too raw to be faced. Therefore she had buried it.

Alemar guided her vision toward other, lesser junctions. She withdrew, trying to cover them up again, but
with firm, compass onate maneuvering, Alemar made her look.

* k% k %

The barn smdled of fresh hay. Streamers of light blazed in through knot holes and around the edges of
the wide double doors, illuminating the dust and hay particlesin the atmosphere. Around the opening of
theloft Alemar and four of the kegp boys hung like vultures. The dim, striated interior of the barn madeit
achdlengeto follow the movements of the two combatants on the ground.

Elenyavaulted abae of hay and dashed. Troy side-stepped, putting another bae between them. She
hopped back to outdistance his counterthrust. The spectators bit back their exclamations; the only
soundsin the barn congisted of the loud breathing of the participants, the impact of their feet, and from
timeto time, the rasp of sword contact.

Troy darted down a corridor between two high stacks, out of sight of Elenyaand the boysin theloft. She
circled to the left, stepping carefully through a patch of loose straw. Troy chose that moment to reappesr,
charging, forcing an instant response. She kept her footing, parrying three times, countering once. He
retreated. She backed out of the straw, waited for him to follow. He declined, vanishing around the
stacks once again.

She glided to the center of the open area, ligtening carefully for signs of Troy's movements behind the
hay. She counted silently to five. Asthey were supposed to do any time either combatant paused under
the loft opening, the boys shoved armloads of straw at her. She danced away from the downpour, and
was ready when Troy sprang out of conceal ment.

They fought their way around the low bales. Elenya paid close atention to her breathing. Troy
understood far better than she how to conserve energy. Though she was fifteen and he nearly forty,
saminawas his advantage. After half an hour of sparring, she was at the edge of losing her wind.

Y et, asthey continued, the edge receded. Though using obstacles to smulate true battle conditions was
one of the most difficult types of fencing, she had matched Troy blow for blow, Strategy for strategy. She
had two red marks on her tunic, and so did he. For thefirst timein four years of ingtruction, she stood
within one point of winning againgt him.

Sweat dripped from Troy's eyebrows. He blew out a sharp breath between pursed lips. Elenya



concentrated on his expression, as he had taught her to do whenever they fenced without masks. He
glanced down. Shethrugt.

A sudden pain flared in her wrist. Her rapier careened through the air, landed with ahush against aloose
bale, and did to the ground. She gawked, not comprehending how he could have disarmed her. The
boys above murmured in awe.

Troy calmly touched thetip of hisweapon to her tunic. The paint was so dry from their long beattle that it
bardly marked her. As she gathered her thoughts, she redlized Troy suddenly seemed only dightly
winded. He smoothly sheethed his blade, the corner of hislips curling upward in afamiliar, self-satisfied
qmile

He had tricked her. He had been far from hislimit. He could have stepped up the pace and defeated her
at dmost any point. All the long monthsin which her confidence had grown, her plansbeen laid, her
hopes constructed, had been rendered meaningless with one quick gesture.

“Ancther time,” he said. “Maybe your luck will change.” He chuckled as he opened the barn doors. The
brightness of the day stabbed her eyes.

* * % %

Her throat was dry from her weeping. Alemar poured water into her mouth. She choked, swallowed
some, inhaled a bit, and lost the largest part down her neck. She wastired. She wanted to stop. The
pain, however, had lessened. The tendrils had unravelled from the first junction, and were doing the same
with the second, leaving the areas cool, green, and untainted.

Shewasin astting position, with Alemar wrapped closaly around her. Wherever their skin touched,
energy passed back and forth. She trusted him utterly, knew that he would guide her tenderly and well
through the rest of it, but she doubted her own ability to continue. She felt like acripple. But the more he
touched her, the more her breathing camed, the more her muscles relaxed. She drifted back into deep as
he drew her to the next junction.

* k k %

The clop of her oetkani's hooves was crigp and sharp, like her mood. Ahead the great, green canopy of
the forest yielded to blue sky, asign that she was nearing Garthmorron Hold. Alemar rode at her side,
engrossed in his own thoughts of homecoming.

“Look. Theresthe tree where we talked with father,” he said, pointing to atrunk heavy with creeping
vines. Keron had visited them only oncein their memory, staying only two days. One afternoon he had
walked dong thisroad with histwinsto have a private moment with them.

She nodded absently, il playing out in her mind what she would do after their arrivad, oncethe
homecoming celebration began and she could arrange an encounter with Troy. Sheimagined the scene:

“Learn anything in your year in the Old Kingdoms, my lady?” hewould ask, politely but patronizingly,
lifting agoblet of wineto hislips.

“The men of Numaron like their women fat,” she would respond, sipping from her own goblet, “and the
folk of Srithreaare astonishingly rude.”

“True, true
“And,” shewould add casudly, “the wizards of Acalon makefinerapiers.”

Troy would pause, meet her eyes, remember he had winein his mouth, and swallow. “That they do. Of



the finest Antoth ores. But they don't et go of them easily.”
“I know.” Her eyes would sparkle. “Nevertheless, | happened to obtain one. Would you like to seeit?"

Troy would try to seem nonchaant, mildly interested. Perhaps he would even decline her initid invitation,
but eventudly she would open the polished hardwood case, reveding her prize. He would hold it
reverently up to thelight, check its balance, examine the swordmaker's signature on the pommel. “ Seth of
Tdiris. They say no one has ever broken one of hisblades.” He would betray a hint of envy, for though he
had two Acalon swords, neither had been made by such afamous craftsman. “How did you get it?’

“Hemade it especidly for me, for a price no higher than acommon smith would charge. He was
impressed by my fencing.” And shewould smile.

Perhaps she would mention the training she had received from other swordmasters, hinting at the new
tricks she had learned, or perhaps she would surprise him. Sooner or later he would want to discover for
himsdlf why his pupil, till amere eighteen years old, had merited such atrophy. Perhaps she would even
use her Acadon rapier, for they were both at such aleve that they could dispense with the precaution of
practice blades.

Then they would see who was the best.

She and Alemar rode through the flowered archway that led to the main hold, and saw an animated
gathering of people on the broad stone steps. Their mother, Lering, and the rest of the party with whom
they had toured the capitals of the Calinin Empire had preceded them by half an hour, and by now most
of the residents had turned out to welcome the travellers. The twins eased through a crowd of servants
and friends, touching hands, smiling, offering greetings. Elenyawas surprised to see her mother leave
Lord Dran's company and thread her way through the celebrants. Elenya had to lean over in the saddle
to hear her somber words.

“Swordmaster Troy caught the ague and died two months ago,” Lerinasaid.

All at once, the grounds and the people around her became shadowy and unreal. So deep was her shock
that she did not hear her mother's next words.

“It's so sad. He was so proud of you."

* k k %

Thistime, as Alemar focussed the memory, she heard the comment, and finally understood that over the
years, Troy had come to respect her. She had been so anxious for overt acceptance that she had missed
the small, subtle sgnsthat he had given, indications that a perceptive observer like Lerinahad recogni zed.
Elenyahad pushed for tota acknowledgment, not seeing that Troy's pride would never let himself stand
revealed so openly. His death had meant to her that she could never prove herself, never resolve the
meatter between them, not knowing that it had aready been resolved.

She no longer resisted the journey aong the filaments. The suffering wastolerable now. She staled at
only two places. Thefirgt was when she looked back at her lifein Zyraii, and redized how much her
unhappiness there had been exacerbated by her own character. Another woman would not have had as
great aproblem with the sexua inequality of the desert society. The second was when she remembered
Milec, and redlized that part of the reason she had failed to fal in love with him wasthat he, in turn, could
not measure up to the other men she had known, from Alemar to Troy to Lond.

The strands unravelled, releasing the pain. Alemar had been right; she had never suspected theills hidden
within. Though she had never concedled the memories from hersdlf, she had forgotten and denied the



depth of the emotions associated with them.

She opened her eyes. She could see dmost nothing, only the dark backdrop of the ceiling, the dim shape
of Alemar adeep beside her, and the murky glow of Motherworld legking in at the edge of the tent flap.
Her throat smarted, dry as dust. Caked perspiration clung to her like ashroud, moist only at her wai,
where Alemar's arm was draped. She lifted hislimb away and set it gently on the blanket. He did not dtir.
Infact, hewas s0 lifelessit frightened her, until she made out the steady rise and fdl of hischest.

She swayed as she sat up, and decided not to stand. She crawled to the water bags and, ignoring the
cups, put the spout to her lipsand did not remove it until her somach fdt likeit would burst. The
dizzinessfaded. Shetore off atiny hunk of bread, put it in her mouth, and held it, her tongue and cheeks
pressed againg it, finding more comfort in the possession of the food than in the actual consumption.
When she trusted hersdlf not to fall, she crawled outside, closed the flap, and stood up.

The cold bresth of night greeted her, stiffening her nipples and raising the hair on her legs. The valey was
gtill with the promise of dawn; she saw no sign of activity across the meadow, in the camp. She
considered fetching ashawl, but decided againgt it. The cold felt good. Her nudity felt good. The world
would not harm her thisnight.

The dew brushed her ankles as she walked. She scooped her hand across the grass and wiped her
forehead, delighting in the wet caress. Warm in spite of the air, she was strong, contented, free.

It felt good to be hersdlf.

She stretched, vigor increasing by the second. She was ready to stalk the grasslike agrest cat. Shefet a
victory more profound than that at Old Stump, or in the Eastern Deserts.

The horizon paled to violet before she thought of Alemar. She had been hedled, but what of him? She
could not guide him through the corridors of hisinner being as he had her. She had neither the training nor
theinnate talent. What had Gast meant?

Alemar would know.

She smiled. Concerned though she was, nothing could spoil her mood. The answerswould come. Inthe
meantime, she would need to deep, aswould he. She started back toward the tent.

XX

THE OEIKANI'SWITHERS stood nearly as high as Toren's chin. He and Geim watched the buck
canter acrossthe corrd. Despite hislack of experience with the animals, Toren knew what afine
gpecimen he viewed. Itslegswere deek and sturdy from itsthighsto its cloven feet. It wielded the knot
of hair at thetip of itstail asif it were amace, dapping the flies off its hindquarters. Toren had never seen
such massive antlers; he was relieved that their shape was blunt and knobby, rather than pointed as was
the case in the south.

In spite of the buck'sintimidating Size and grace, Toren felt completely unthrestened. When the trainer
brought the animal over to them, it nuzzled Toren's cheek, accepted asweet, and stood contentedly while
the Vanihr stroked its mane.

“The perfect temperament for anew rider,” the trainer stated. The oelkani seemed to inclineits head at
the compliment. “Héell never throw you.”

“Héesbhig,” Toren sad.



“You'll want asturdy beast like this on thetrip to Cilendrodd,” Geim declared.

“If I go,” Toren said absently, putting off thoughts of the actud journey until he had made hisdecision. “In
any event, thisisafineanimad.” He could not beieve he had mistrusted the breed as recently ashisarriva
at thetemple of Struth only two months earlier.

“| thought you'd agree with the choice,” Geim said. “Would you like to ride him back to the temple?"
“I cantry."

Geim paid the owner and the two Vanihr mounted, Toren on his new prize and Geim on an equally
handsome, though strong-willed, individud. Asthey rode off, Toren marvelled a the ease with which his
anima responded to his commands, anticipating turns and changesin speed. Toren knew only the bare
rudiments of riding, yet the oeikani tolerated his hesitant guidance with no sign of nervousness. The
modhiv commented on this asthey rode past the stables and pensthat filled this section of Headwater.

“He'sasmart buck, that'strue, but give yoursdlf credit. Y ou must have picked up something during those
riding lessons Deenas been giving you.” Geim grinned suddenly. “ Or do you mean to say that you and
she did something esewith dl that time?'

Toren restrained hissmile. “Nothing you and Y ari wouldn't do.”
“That coversawiderange."
Toren chuckled. “I'm sureit does.”

They let the mounts go at their own pace, and took advantage of the chance to view the city's hubbub of
activity from aheight. “Y ou didn't seem tempted by Deenasinterest during the journey from the Wood,”
Geim added asthey approached a public fountain. Girlswalked to and from it with incredibly large urns
balanced on their heads.

“Was sheinterested then?’ Toren asked.

“I think s0. I'm not the best judge, and she's not the type to say much. Did she ever tell you why she
aone, of dl her family, survived the Dragon's pillage of eastern Mirien?”

“ NO_"

“Thought not. She killed two of the Dragon's mercenaries. Unassisted. Theresagreat ded hiding under
that quiet demeanor of hers.

“Yes, thereis,” Toren sad firmly. “I suppose during the trip | was too preoccupied with other concerns
to notice.

“Obvioudy you'refeding better about yoursdf now."

Toren shrugged. |1 can do things that my shaman could not have imagined. | can't deny I'm proud of that,
and the training has been invigorating, in spite of the demands. Certainly | wasn't as happy in the Wood,
not even asachild. | wasafourth son.” He scarcely noticed that he had dipped out of the High Speech
into the Vanihr tongue.

Gemamiledironicaly. “Sowas|."

They reached the broad avenue that would take them to the temple district. Toren ddliberately stepped
up hismount's pace, just to seeif he could do it correctly. The oeikani snorted happily asit obeyed.



Geim'sanimd trotted along with matching strides.

* k% k %

Asthetwo Vanihr threaded their way through the temple grounds, waking their mounts to the frog god's
gtable, Toren noticed apair of men in the shadow of atrellised walkway next to the main building. One
was Obo. Thewizard conversed with ashort, lithe man in riding garments. The latter's dark hair showed
srands of grey, though he seemed no more than forty years old. Heavy dust and flecks of dried mud
covered the surface of hisvery plain cloak, but beneath, visible between the unbuttoned lapdls, atunic of
freshly laundered fine brocade peeked out. An auraof sorcery hovered about him, nearly as strong as
that emitted by Obo. Something about the man's features haunted Toren.

“Who isthat with Obo?’" he asked Geim.
Geim studied the stranger's features. 1 saw him oncelast year. That isKeron, the king of Elandris.”

A jolt of nostalgia darted out of the recesses of Toren's mind. Obo had served Keron many years,
though most of the memories of the wizard'slife had long since drained out of Toren's consciousrecal,
fedingslingered. Toren experienced asense of déja vu each time he visited a place that Obo frequented,
or read a piece of literature the old man favored.

Obo turned and saw the Vanihr. He motioned for them to wait, and with Keron, walked into the sunlight
to meet them.

“May | present HisRoyal Highness, Keron the First of Elandris,” Obo said.

“Sothisisthe candidate,” Keron said, acknowledging their bows. “1've waited three long years for Struth
to find you, while the Dragon swallowed my kingdom and chased me across three nations.”

“Sorry to inconvenienceyou, Your Mgesty."

Keron chuckled wryly. “1t was mutua, so | understand. Obo was right. Y ou have the impudence of the
Dragondayer. A good sign.”

Toren smiled. “1 seem to remember bantering with you in decades past,” he said, glancing meaningfully at
Obo. “Perhaps your wizard &fflicted me with impolite habits."

“I did nothing of the sort,” Obo quipped. “I smply taught you the language of the Cdinin."

Probably true, Toren thought. He certainly could not remember details of any such conversations; only a
faint impression had led to his comment. Sdlf-reflection told him he had been testing Keron, to see what
kind of person led the res stance against Gloroc. The latter's sense of humor met with the modhiv's
approval.

“I was not told you would be coming,” Toren said.

“The fewer who know I'm here, the better,” the king replied. “1 have just come from Xais, where |
petitioned the emperor of the Cdinin Empireto lend me hisarmy. If your misson is successful, the
Dragon will be dead, but his human minions may seize power in the wake of his death. As soon as
Gloroc dies, | must march in great force. Or did you think you were going to save Elandris
sngle-handedly?’

“At timesI've had that impresson.”

“I would be happy to leaveit adl to you if it were possible,” Keron said blithdly. “But it isnot that essy.



Rether the opposite, infact.” Hisfaint smile vanished. “If you take up the gauntlets and succeed in killing
Gloroc, your part will be done. Y ou can rest, reap whatever rewards we can provide, return to your
home. My work will just be starting.” He turned back toward the walkway. “I am due for an audience
with Struth. | leave in the morning for Tazh Tah, in Smorilia, where my son and my army are camped,
but perhaps we can tak thisevening.”

The larger picture of the war againgt Gloroc, though it had been explained to Toren severd times, had, at
least until that moment, remained remote. Lost in contemplation, the Vanihr answered belatedly, “ Of
course, Your Mgesty. | would be honored."

“Good,” Keron sad. “In the meantime, thereis something | would like you to do.” He unbuckled his belt,
adgtrap of dragon hide embroidered with gold, set with rubiesin the shape of adragonin flight. He
handed it to Toren. The smell of magic exuded from it.

“That isthe bdt of Alemar Dragondayer,” theking said. “ It multiplies the strength of the wearer. My son
and | arethe only living men who can activateit. If you are dl that Struth hopes, it will work for you. You
may giveit back to metonight.”

King and wizard walked away, resuming their conversation. The belt, lying in Toren's palm, aready
tickled. He strapped it on. It rode on hiswaist like air—no weight at all—but otherwise he felt nothing
out of the ordinary. He waited for the energiesto stir within him.

“Wdl,” Gem sad, “ Try something.”
“Likewha?'
Geim scratched his head. “ Perhaps you could lift your oeikani.”

“Dont befoolish,” Toren said. Obvioudy the belt did not work. And even if it did, the oelkani weighed
far too much. But for the sake of the experiment, he braced himsalf under his mount and lifted.

Theanima, much to its surprise, rose completely off the ground. Toren set it down quickly, huffing. Geim
stroked the buck's neck to sootheit. Trueto its nature, it regained its composure immediately.

Vigor, hot and pounding, coursed through Toren's body. His muscles shuddered uncontrollably. After a
bit of trial and error, he managed to adjust the talisman's output. The power faded. The belt waited
quiescently on his hipsfor the next demand.

The modhiv grinned from ear to ear. He dapped Geim on the back—not too hard—and they headed for
the sable.

* * * %

Keron tried to cam al the thoughts bubbling in his head as he and Obo strolled together toward the
dome of the high priestess, but concerns only sprang forth with renewed vitdity. “Toren shows aspirit |
found lacking in the other candidates,” the king said. “What do you think of him?"

“Heisagood person. He loves to succeed, becomes morose when hefails. All the pride of the
Dragondayer, tempered by an occasiond lapse of confidence that servesto keep him humble. | like him,

my liege”
“But will he be ableto use the gauntlets?’

Thewizard glanced at histoes. The furrows of hisforehead deepened. “In my judgment, heiswell
beyond thelevel of the earlier candidates. Struth and Janna concur. But no matter how closdly his



powers seem to echo those of Alemar the Great, heisadifferent person. | doubt that anyone alive now
or yet to be born will ever be able to activate the talismans as completely asthe sorcerer himsdf. And if
Toren isthat gifted, that poses awhole new set of questions.”

“What do you mean?"'

“Think of what might happen to theworld if an adept as powerful as Alemar Dragondayer were set loose
init. Your ancestor changed the face of the civilized world."

Keron nodded. “ That's true. But Alemar had the help of hissister, who by al accountswas nearly as
powerful ashe. And the two of them lived an incredible number of years. They had dready lived more
than anorma lifetime before they killed Faroc and Triss. To build Elandris required centuries more. No
sorcerer since that time haslearned how to stretch his years over such along span.”

“Don't remind me,” Obo said.

Keron frowned. The skin on the back of Obo's hands and on his temple had thinned amost to
tranducence. Dark purple veins showed through. His gait wobbled. The last three years had not been
kind to the wizard. It pained the king, after losing so many comradesto the war, to have nature snatching
another away.

“Thereisamaster in Acalon known to be amost two hundred years old,” Obo mused. “But he has
dedicated his career to longevity spdlsand dixirs. Y ou have apoint. Toren haslimits, if for no other
reason than that histalent was stunted in childhood. And this speculation may be moot. He may die
fighting Gloroc."

“And will hebewilling to fight for us?'

They cameto the porta of the dome. Obo paused. “Yes. | think hewill. Not that he will be eager, but at
this point he haslittle to gain by refusing. | pray we are not leading him to suicide.”

They crossed the threshold. Jannawaited in one of her divans. She stood.

“Welcome, son of Alemar,” the high priestess called. “ The goddess awaits you.” She gestured at the
opening in thefloor. The stairs beckoned him.

Keron sghed. Even after three years of dliance and ahaf dozen vists, an audience with Struth
intimidated him. Obo hung back. “ Aren't you coming?’ the king asked.

“No. | need to rest.” Thewizard turned and waddled away, spine bent. A dagger of melancholy nicked
Keronin the chest. He stroked hiswaist, but the belt was not there to comfort him.

Jannawaited calmly, as dluring as he had dways found her to be. The sea vista outside the domeswalls
reminded him of his home. He wished he could linger, but he sighed again and descended into the blue
werelight of the passageway.

* * * %

"What word from the emperor?" Struth boomed.

Keron waited near the base of the stairs, where the speaker's great bulk did not seem to loom quite so
high. “He has agreed to send hisarmy. He has recognized that Gloroc poses athresat to the
commonwedlth. The muster has dready begun. The battalionswill be led by the emperor's second son,
Fanhar."



"An excellent choice."

“Yes. A leve-headed young man. He seemswilling to put himsdaf completely at my disposd, and stay out
of theway when necessary. | couldn't have asked for a better field commander. Heisvery unlike his
fether."

"The princeisabastard,” Struth said. "The emperor is sterile. All his children are the result of his
wife'sinfidelity."

Keron did not ask how Struth knew, but he had no doubt it wasthe truth. “Then | admire the lady's
taste. She chose theright stud,” he commented dryly.

"The queen is a remarkable woman. | went to some lengths to maneuver her into the emperor's
bed, some thirty years ago. It is no accident that the weight of the Calinin Empire hastipped in
our favor."

“| did not assumethat it was. The emperor acted like aman under certain ... pressures. Though it did not
gtrike me as coming from the queen.”

"It came from all quarters. My temples have been busy. How soon will you be ready to march?"

“I'll begin the offengve as soon as Fanhar and hisarmy arrivein Tazh Tah. We have the strength to push
Gloroc's forces back to the coast. If Toren succeeds, I'll seize ships and take the fight back to Elandris.”

"Good. Once the usurper is dead, the dynasty of Alemar must show its fitnessto rule. Gloroc's
generals and sorcerers are an ambitiouslot.”

“I'll gladly fight his men. Without adragon to bolster their confidence, they can be daunted.” Keron
wiped swest from his eyebrows, though the cold and clammy chamber provided little reason to perspire.

"Indeed. | will be happy to let you. Gloroc isall | care about. Once he is dead my duty will be
fulfilled. | promised the Dragonslayer only that | would help destroy the children of Faroc and
Triss"

“But you will continueto aid us?’ Keron asked quickly.

"Of course. | may decide to erect a templein Elandris. But my support will not be on the level of
finding candidates for the gauntlets, and hiding them from skilled searchers. | amweary. It istime
for the game to end. | have searched the surface of Tanagaran and there are no more people alive
with the qualities we need. Toren must succeed.”

“And do you think he will?"
For thefirg timein hislife, Keron thought he detected ashrug out of Struth. "He must.”

Keron'sjoints ached. His muscles protested each time he did aslittle as trade his weight from one foot to
the other. An end to the game? That seemed an incredible luxury. Keron could not see an end, only the
part he must play, and that burdened him like a cloak laced with gold and lead.

“How soon will Toren be ready, assuming he agreesto the misson?’ the king asked.

"Janna will give him hisfinal test in three days. By the time you have rgjoined Prince Val and
your subjects, my messenger will have caught up with you with the news."

Keron sighed. Not the end of the game, but perhaps the conclusion of endless preparations. In afew



weeks, successful candidate or not, the campaign would begin. Keron's shoulders drooped.
"Do you have more questions of me?" Struth asked after asilence.

“Not now,” Keron said. “Perhaps| will think of more later today. A request, however. | would liketo
see my ancestors.”

"Certainly." Struth's giant eyes blinked, and suddenly anarrow doorway appeared in thewall behind
Keron. The king turned and without aword strode across the threshol d.

The doorway opened out into a sepulcher. The cerulean tones of the werdight shifted to emerad. The
greenish glow reflected off two sarcophagi in the center of the chamber. Pale fungus stresked the stone
surface of the coffins. A body lay in each, visble through transparent vartham covers.

Embaming and the sorceries within the sarcophagi preserved the corpsesin an dmogt lifdike gate. Only
awaxy stiffnessin the skin betrayed that they were dead, not merely adeep. On the |eft rested awoman.
Shewas dender, short, girlishly figured, attired in an exquisite satin gown. A thick sprawl of jet black hair
pillowed her head. Thefirdt crinkle of age showed in the corners of her closed eyes and the creases of
her lips. The wilting of a flower , Keron thought. By rights the body should have resembled that of a
crone, since she had died of old age.

In the other coffin lay ashort, spare man. His hair matched his companion's, except for adusting of white
at both temples. Again, only dight sgns of age marred otherwise youthful features. Plush silk upholstery
lined both sarcophagi, cradling the occupantsin finery asrich astheir garments, bedsfit for the highest

royalty.
Both resembled Keron asif they were his parents.

Theking tried to swallow, but his parched throat refused. He had had the same reaction the first time that
he had viewed these remains of Alemar Dragondayer and hissister Miranda. The latter particularly
affected him, since he could not help but recall the phantom of her he had seen a her oraclein Firsthold,
when she had told him of the existence of the talismans of Setan, and he had sent histwin children to the
Eastern Desertsin search of them. She had seemed so dive then.

How much easier his burden would be now, had the sorcerers been able to cheat time another
millennium. How long had they lived? Seven centuries at least, before the years bore them down at last
and they hid here, with Struth, where Gloroc could not find their bodies and violate their repose as he
had that of the line of Elandri kings housed in the royd cryptsin Firsthold. Alemar the Great could have
taken up the gauntlets and defeated Gloroc upon hisfirst appearance, before the Dragon could conquer
asmuch as onecity.

Keron sghed bitterly. “You left it dl to me, you bilge drinkers.”” Me and my children and cousins, all
exiles now, clinging to a desperate hope. We didn't even know wher e this sepulcher lay until three
years ago.

The king reached out and set hishand on thelid of the Dragondayer's coffin. “ Better for usall if you had
never teaken awife,” he murmured.

But the wizard had. And from the son of that union had ultimately come dozens of branches of
descendants, though the attrition of the war had devastated the current generation. At least, Keron
thought, your greatest ally survives in thistemple.

The king of Elandristurned and stalked back out. He felt the need to spend afew quiet hours with Obo,



before hisold friend likewise passed out of human ken.

XXIV

THREE DAY SAFTER Keron'svist, Jannasummoned Toren to her chamber. “Timeto decide,” she
declared. “ Struth and | have done what we could to train you. Well teach you no more unlessyou agree
to help uskill Gloroc. Will you do o, or will you leave for home?"

Toren paced back and forth, staring out at the crustaceans and kelp “outside’ the dome. He took a deep
breath. “Yes. | will wear the gauntlets, if | can.”

The high priestess nodded, losing none of her solemnity. “Thenit istimefor onemoretest.” She strolled
back to the table between her divans, where akettle of water heated above asmdl brazier. “ Only one
candidate before you reached this point. | must warn you that thistest killed her."

“l know. Deenatold me."

Jannafolded her hands. “It was unintentiond, of course. The spell isboth powerful and delicate. When |
sensed that shewasfailing, | tried to hdt it, but | wastoo late. The same may happen with you. If Struth
and | were convinced that you would fail, we would not have you attempt it. But we have reason to think
you will overcome.”

Toren continued pacing. “Then let's be donewithit.” His mind filled with thoughts of Rhi, and then with
thoughts of Deena.

Janna blew out the brazier flame and sprinkled tealeavesinto the steaming water. The liquid darkened.
Shelet it steep for the count of five, then she hurriedly poured two cups, asif the timing were critica. She
handed one to Toren. “Drink thiswhen | tell you. It will be as hot asyou can stand it, but you must get it
down quickly."

A pungent fragrance smote hisnodtrils. “What isthis caled?

“The Teaof Dreams. A hit like the potion you took when Obo taught you the High Speech, or when
your shaman created your totem, but its effects are more short-lived. It will last just long enough for the
test.”

“You havetodrink it asswdl?"

“Yes. That's one of the reasons | couldn't save the former candidate. To push you to your limit, | must
tread afineline of equilibrium mysdlf. Thereisdanger for measwell asyou.”

The porcedlain warmed in hishands. Findly she gestured. He followed her example and drank the tea by
sucking it in very quickly, letting theindrawn air cool it. Histongue and cheekstingled from the heat, and
from the spicy flavor.

Janna moved the table from between the divans and they sat across from each other in their customary
arrangement: knees touching knees, left hands clasped. Their gazes locked. Gradudly the background
noises grew unusualy loud. Toren's pulse murmured in histemples. A faint echo of ocean currents beet at
thewalls. A whae sang somewherein the distance. Janna's pupils became black pools, drawing him
within.

He heard a sudden buzz, followed by the by-now-familiar sensation of being e sewhere. The high
priestesss dome vanished. He waited to be taken to whatever place she intended, but no visions came.



Blackness surrounded him, neither warm nor cold. The only sound was arhythmic best, like that of his
heart.

The place was old.

He couldn't say how he knew thiswhen he didn't even know where he was, or how adark, featureless
location could have an age to begin with, but he felt the centuries weigh down upon him. Weariness took
him. There was nothing interesting here. He wanted only to deep, only to shut off hisavareness.

No.

Alarm overwhelmed him. Hetried to bresk through the dark walls, and they squeezed moretightly. He
garted to inhale, but avell coated hisface, smothering him. He tried to retreet, but there was nowhere to
go. He had no limbs, he had no eyes. He was caught like agnat in honey.

Seep, said avoice. Be mine. | am your one and only true guide.

Aninner conviction told him he had to break free now, or not at al. But his limbs refused to move, and
the direction out of the blackness luded him. He desperately stanched waves of panic and screamed,
"Geim! Sop her!"

He had last seen Gelm helping repair the mortar around one of the poolsin the garden. Toren despaired.
Therewas no timefor hisfellow Vanihr to run here from the Site. Toren saw pinpoints of light flicker
chaoticaly infront of hiseyes. Theveil of suffocation clenched moretightly. Oblivion reached up for him.
Not enough time...

But time flowed strangely here. Suddenly his head rang. Janna's audience chamber splashed into view.
All his senses returned.

Jannalay sprawled across her divan. Geim stood over her, his open hand upraised. He shook his head,
dightly glassy-eyed. A red welt wasrising on the priestess's cheek.

Toren stared, dumbfounded. Geim recovered hiswits and grunted in astonishment. The woman on the
divan, though nearly identical in height, complexion, and hair color with Janna, was not the same person.
Her body was narrower, her breasts smdler, her chin more angular, her fingers dightly longer. Asshe
groaned and lifted her head into full view, Toren noticed faint lines at the corners of her mouth and eyes,
thefirgt traces of lost youth.

She blinked. “I'm sorry, my lady,” Geim blurted, helping her to Sit up. “1 didn't mean to hurt you. | don't
even know why | burgt in here"

“You were compelled,” she said evenly, gently pressing her cheek. Shewinced. “ That was an excellent
maneuver, Toren. Struth and | thought of a number of ways you might break out of the trgp. Bringing
help from outside didn't occur to us. But it was |egitimate—and most important of all, it worked. You

passed the test.”

Toren heard her words, but their full impact did not sink in. He continued to stare at her in puzzlement.
“But your gppearance?’

Janna smoothed the delicate linesin her neck. “A gift from Struth—anillusion, like the ocean you see
through these walls. | was so wrapped up in the spellcasting that | couldn't do my part to maintain it.”

“But why hide your festures?'



“Many things are hidden in the temple of Struth. Call this one awoman's vanity.” She waved ahand over
her face. Asit passed, her familiar countenance returned. “Y ou see? |an't this more attractive?”

“Y ou werelovely the other way, too,” Toren said.

Jannasmiled. “ Y ou are aflatterer. Think of my junior priestesses. They are dl stunning. How would it
seem if their teacher were lessthan exquisite?!

“Theillusonisperfect,” hesad, fill confused. “ After dl thistraining, why | can't detect the magic that
maintainsit? All thistime, I've never suspected you were masked.”

“That's because of Struth,” Janna said, and rose. “ Speaking of whom, if Gemwill excuse us, itistimeto
vigt her."

Geim, rubbing his pate, nodded and walked somewhat drunkenly toward the door. When he was gone,
Janna opened the entrance to the frog god's sanctum. She and Toren descended into the strange blue

depths.

Struth's chamber dready blazed with the werdight, boldly displaying her gigantic amphibian contours.
"Welcome," the goddess rumbled, broadcagting directly to hismind. "How does it feel to be alive?"

“It ismuch better than being dead,” Toren said. He frowned. It did not seem natura to exchange jokes
with agoddess. He blinked severa times. Something was odd. Theimage of the giant frog was blurry,
amogt smoky. Struth winked. Ingtantly her outlines sharpened. Their clarity then matched the walls and
columns surrounding her.

Toren's jaw dropped.

“Can you sense her spellcasting?’ Janna asked.

“No.” He described what he had noticed.

“Shedlowed you to seethat,” the high priestess explained.

"Magic has many levels," Struth declared. " Though you are an adept considerably beyond the
talents of most wizards, thereis a great deal you cannot do. Enough. I'll tease you no more.
You've passed the test. You have earned theright to see me as| am, and learn my story. First, let
me show you how | weave my illusions.”

Struth winked again. Immediately an itch flared in Toren's head. No, that was not correct. Theitch had
been there previoudy, but he had ignored it. Thin tendrils of sorcery, amost undetectable even now, held
apart of his perceptive gpparatus bound. He growled and pushed a them. They clung like spiderweb. At
firgt, for each onethat he diminated, three took its place, but he counselled himself to patience and
methodically dedlt with them. At last he checked the invasion, and after more effort, forced the last of
them out. He shuddered, relieved. He looked a Struth.

Therewas no giant frog in the room. What replaced the illusion was just as big, but the new shape had a
serpentlike torso, massive talons, and deep indigo eyes.

Struth was a dragon.

And avery old, crippled one. Theflesh of one of her wings hung in scarred shreds, incapable of
sustaining flight. Great bags ringed her eyes. Thetips of her fingers, a the base of the talons, were dry
and deeply fissured. Unlike the brilliant tones of the dragons of legend, her skin was uniformly grey,



showing no scales. But even decrepit, Struth was an intimidating sight. Age had not dimmed the
incredible depth of her eyes. And Obo had once told Toren that the older adragon was, the greater its

power.
“How?’ Toren whispered. “Why?'

"You are ready for my story?" Struth asked.
“yYes"

"At onetime | was like other dragons. | lived apart from humans and others of my kind. | ruled an
island in the strait between the Dragon Sea and the Sea of Luck. More than three thousand years
ago | fought a battle with another dragon, named Triss. Asyou can see, | lost. | wasin estrus, a
thing that happens to a female dragon only two, or perhaps three, timesin her entirelife. | needed
a male, and unfortunately the closest available was Faroc, the mate of Triss. Dragons do not
usually mate for life. When | seduced Faroc, | did not expect his jeal ous spouse to attack me. My
condition made me weak, and Triss, though young, was powerful. She left me for dead.”

“But you lived."

"Yes. Triss did not stay to kill me herself. She had ruined my wings, which eliminated the threat to
her sexual territory—dragons mate only in the air—so she decided to nurse her wounds while |
bled to death from mine." Struth lifted a great, taloned leg, and Toren could see massive scars across
her underbelly. " She rather enjoyed the thought of me taking many days to expire.

“But luck waswith me. As| lay, unable to move, growing weaker, aman gppeared. Thiswas unusud,
since Faroc, Triss, and | did not tolerate humansin our region, and few ever came there. But come he
did, and even in my desperate condition, | had the ability to capture hismind. | made him tend my
injuries. He found me food and water. It took weeks, but | was eventualy ableto move, andintimell
returned to hedlth, save for my wings.

“Naturdly, | could not live as| had. Originaly, | tried to reestablish my domain. But thiswasimpractical
without flight. Furthermore, Triss discovered my survival. Now that | was recovered, | was ableto
protect mysdlf from her by retreating within award, but eventualy she succeeded in driving me awvay
from my lands. It was only then | thought back to the circumstances of my rescue. | had eaten the man
when | no longer needed his services, but | redized there were others like him, and through them, | had
the meansto create anew domain.

"l made one mistake. At first, | did not conceal the fact that | was a dragon. | soon found that
humans avoided me. They would run away unless | kept them constantly under my mental control,
which grew quite tedious. Thus, over the centuries | created the frog god. Now my temples attract
men of influence from far and wide, willingly yielding useful information to my priestesses. In
variousindirect ways | am able to pull the stringsin all the countries of the Calinin Empire, and
several beyond. It is not a path | would have ever dreamed of in my youth, but all in all, it has
been a comfortable and amusing existence these past millennia."

“And you've managed to hide even from Gloroc?'

"Yes, though as | told you when you first arrived at the temple, he knows there is a being of great
power somewhere in or near Headwater, because of the spell | cast to find candidates such as you.
Perhaps he suspects another dragon. And perhaps not. Dragons are creatures of the sea. We
absorb most of the energy for our sorcery fromwater. Unlessthereis a large body of it nearby,
our magical strength is greatly reduced. That is precisely why | chose to locate my main temple so



far inland—no one would suspect a dragon to be here."
“But how do you maintain your power?"

"Thereisa vast underground reservoir beneath this city, fed by the Sip River. Thereisnorule
that a dragon needs salt water. In fact, thick storm clouds will do, as Gloroc's enemiesin Tamisan
learned thiswinter. With luck, my ruses have defeated Gloroc and his spies. Only those who live
at the temple know that Sruth is more than a great statue with an oracular voice, and until this
moment only Janna, Obo, and the royal family knew that a dragon hid beneath the guise of the
goddess."

Struth stretched her body, and Toren took a step back. “I see now why you're alied with the dynasty of
Alemar,” hesad.

Struth seemed to chuckle, if the light trumpeting could be called that. "Let us say that | was pleased
when the wizard destroyed Faroc and Triss. In time Alemar sensed my existence, and | made
myself known to him. We under stood each other, kept our spheres of influence from encroaching
on one another. And when the wizard's time grew short and he came to my temple to die, | gladly
promised him that when the offspring of Faroc and Triss at last appeared, | would aid his
descendants in their fight should they askit."

“Y our gratitude has lasted athousand years?” Toren asked.

"It ismore than that. Gloroc is an impulsive, feral child. He has never been educated in the
proper limits of behavior. He wants to rule everything—the entire world. If there were a portal
back to Serpent Moon, he would go through it and try to rule there, too. He threatens my realm.
Evenif | didn't hate himfor his mother's actions, | don't need an upstart disrupting my handiwork.
Kill him, Toren. The gauntlets will give you the power to negate his powers of illusion—all his
powers if you can get near him. Touch himwith them and even his physical strength will fail him."

“That powerful ? It sounds as though they could stop you aswell."

"Why do you think I've insisted they be kept in Cilendrodel? | would not take kindly to their
presence within the borders of Serthe. Had it been otherwise, Alemar would not have had to hide
themin the Eastern Deserts."

For amoment, Toren pictured himsdlf asagiant, with his hands around the neck of a pitifully small
dragon. Suddenly thetiny creature spat flame. The bolt struck Toren in the eye and killed him. Somehow
Struth made the progpect of Gloroc's assassination seem overly smple. “You're sure | am properly
attuned to use the talismans?”

"As certain as| can be. Only the actual use of themwill prove it. The Dragonslayer wasn't
absolutely sure they would work even for him."

Toren glanced at Janna, seeking the reassurance of afamiliar face, but without the sorcery affecting his
perceptions, he saw only her older aspect. He sighed. If one dragon could trick him so thoroughly, what
might Gloroc do?*“ L et's not waste time, then,” hetold Struth. “How am | supposed to do this thing?!

"First, of course, you must journey to Cilendrodel, to obtain the gauntlets from Alemar and
Elenya, the children of King Keron. Fromthere you'll travel to Gloroc's capital, Dragonsdeep. It
will be a hazardous mission, but | have high hopes. Thanks to a trap the Dragonslayer laid long
ago, Gloroc has unwittingly left himself vulnerable."

* * * %



Deenatightened her belt and checked her reflection in the burnished urn on her vanity table. “1'm ready,”
shetold Toren.

The modhiv scanned her riding garments, asentimenta gleam in hiseye. “Now you look like the woman |
walked beside through the long leagues of the Wood.” He gently brushed the underside of her chin, his
habitua gesture of affection. “Though | was getting used to the accommodating temple girl."

She stroked hiswrigt. “I may befriendlier on thisroad than on thelast.” They grinned knowingly at each
other.

“Come, then,” he said, smilefading. “The rest of the party should be there by now."

Pinpricks of nervousness danced along the soles of Deenasfeet as they walked toward Jannas dome.
No safe haven at the end of thisjourney. But she could not have stayed, as Toren had suggested, not
when she had a chance for revenge. The ghosts of her family clung to the hem of her cloak.

Three guards nodded gruffly at the entrance to the dome. An empty chamber greeted Toren and Deena
asthey stepped in. The opening to the stairs yawned. They descended without pause.

Deena heard the shuffle of feet and hooves and the murmur of voices even before they reached the
bottom. The greet frog, as motionless as the statue in the amphithester above, waited at the far side of the
audience chamber. To the left stood Janna. To the right Geim and agroup of five temple guards clustered
near thewall, holding a dozen oelkani—eight handsome saddle animas and four sturdy pack beasts with
heavy loads.

Deenawondered how the oelkani had been brought underground, but was not surprised to see them.
One became accustomed to the incredible at the temple of Struth.

The men seemed glad to see Toren and Deena. Their glances darted nervoudly in the direction of the frog
god. Deena, who had only seen the goddess twice face to face, empathized with them.

"The party is assembled,” Struth boomed. "Tarry no longer. | have waited more than a thousand
years to see Gloroc fall. Remember what | have shown you, Toren."

Toren nodded. Of all those present, he done faced Struth squarely.

The modhiv patted Deena on the shoulder and strode adone to the wal near the assembled travellers.
“Cover your eyes,” hesaid loudly.

Deenadid as shewastold. Daylight blazed into the chamber, banishing the werdight, shining red
between the gaps of her fingers. The oetkani cried in confusion, dancing on their cloven hooves. Blinking,
Deenafaced the other way. She saw Struth towering toward the celling, ugly and horrificin thefull
illumination. She gulped and turned back to the wall.

Where dank stone had been, now the view showed amountain valey, deep in shadow, thick with trees.
A meadow spread out before them, lush green, dotted with wildflowers, waterlogged from the
midsummer run-off from the glaciers much higher up.

Toren lowered his hand. Deena noticed that he lacked alens or other talisman. It seemed to be no strain
to him to keep the portal open without one. Perhaps it was as Obo had once hinted to her: A portal was
ataisman, for those who could use it that way.

It was at times such as these that Toren was a stranger to her. The scope of his sorcery chilled her.



Torensmiled ironicaly at Geim. “Y our turn to go first, my friend.” To thewhole party he said,
“Remember to keep your mouths open as you pass through. There will be adight changein the pressure
of theair."

Geim gathered the reins of hisanimal and one of the pack beasts and stepped through. The other men
followed in disciplined order. Toren gave Deena both of their mounts. “Y ou showed me how to do this
once,” he said, and chuckled.

She amiled, knotted the reinstightly around her hand, and pulled her chargesthrough. The usua dight
tingle flitted across her skin as she crossed the line. Abruptly her earsfelt asif they had been skewered
with needles. She worked her jaw. Her eardrums popped fivetimesin arow.

The oelkani did not appreciate the change in dtitude, either. She pulled them forward across the spongy
grass, momentarily awed by the magnificence of the snowcapped peaks. The rangesjust north of Serthe
were foothills by comparison.

“The Syril,” Geim said. “I wandered through these mountains once, ayear before | came to Headwater."

Deenabegan to fret. Toren had not come through, and she could see only a black rectangle behind her.
Findly he appeared. He winced at the pressure shift and waved his hand, closing the portal.

“Problems?’ she asked.

“A farewell kissfrom Janna,” he said, straight-faced. Her eyesflashed. He grinned. She dapped him
good-naturedly. Perhaps she had migudged his composure in the face of Struth; he seemed
tremendoudy relieved to be out of her sight.

“Thefrog god seemsto have aportd for every occasion,” she commented. The annoying ring in her ears
wasfading.

“Far fromit,” Toren replied. “Portds are rare. Struth chose to build her temple there partly because of
the presence of that one. For escape.”

“ Struth needing escape? That's afrightening thought.”

“I don't think she's ever had causeto useit,” hereplied. “In any event, it's mostly luck that we had a short
cut north. Asitis, we gtill have along journey out of these mountains and across the western half of
Cilendrodd."

The sun blossomed into incandescent glory aong the ridgeline to the east. Toren stepped forward,
reconnoitering. To either Sde rose towering cordilleras. The terrain would force them to ride due north
for many leagues, even though their destination lay eastward. The meadow loam sucked noisily at his
hedls. Thickets of aspen and birch shivered in abrisk adpinewind. A falcon skimmed above a barren,
scree-ridden dope. A partridge suddenly bolted from concealment.

“No sHtlers, plenty of game,” he said. “For once may wetravel with no incident.” Deenacould tell he
was pleased to be moving, gratified to be in command.

“Let'sride,” Toren said, and helped Deenainto her saddle.

XXV
THE SOUND OF RUSTLING cloth pulled Elenya gently out of sumber. She opened her eyes. A beam



of light shone down through a pinholein the fabric, announcing the presence of full day. Alemar was
sitting cross-legged with one of the water bagsin hislap. From time to time hewould sip.

She raised up on one elbow. The euphoric feding of the night before had dimmed, but she till felt
wonderful—alive, rested, tranquil. She smiled. He nodded calmly.

“Thank you,” shesaid.

“Yourewecome.”

“How areyou feding?"

He sipped again, held the water in his mouth, and swallowed. “What's important now ishow you fed."
“What about your powers?’ sheindsted. “ Does this mean that they've come back?’

Alemar smiled wistfully, and played with the pattern of the blanket like aboy lost in adream. Hiseydids
hung half-closed. “I'm not ready to talk about that just yet. | have some.... thingsto do, thingsto think
about."

After the events of the preceding night, Elenyafelt closer to her brother than she would have thought
possible. It was ashock to be suddenly outsde of him, cut off from histhoughts. Sheroseinto aknedling
position, wearing asmall frown.

“I would like you to fetch my wife,” Alemar said.

She didn't want to be put off, but she wouldn't argue, not when she was fedling so peaceful. She crawled
over to Alemar and kissed his cheek. He hugged her, and hisfirm fingers pressing into her back told her

that she was not being banished—she was till loved. She, who had fretted that he had seen too muchin
the journey into her past, sighed and held him close.

“I'll join you soon,” he whispered.
She nodded, climbed into her clothes, and left the tent.

A breeze stroked her, taking the edge off the hot sunshine. It was aclear, warm day, the perfect
complement to her mood. She walked with long, easy strides, and even the sight of the ever-vigilant
sentries and the fugitive demeanor of the camp could not bring her down. The rebel s greeted her
gppearance with interest, though they were too palite to intrude.

She found Wynneth hel ping the camp women to sort chaff from their dwindling supply of grain. “ Alemar
wantsto seeyou,” she said, and chuckled out loud at her Sster-in-law's bright smile. Wynneth
immediately dropped her task, straightened her hair clip, and hurried toward the far Sde of the valley.

Elenyaturned to one of the other women. “Isthat porridge | smell?*

It was, still hot from the midday medl. She took abowl to a shady spot and began to assuage the fierce
hunger |eft by the hedling. Again, the rebel company left her one, letting her decide when to mingle. She
waved at Tregay, Solint, and one or two others, but for the moment enjoyed the solitude.

Asshelicked thelast dollop from her spoon, she noticed that the stranger from the south was putting his
mount through afew paces. He was asuperior rider. He ran the anima only briefly, just enough to bring
afant glisten of swest to its deerlike coat; then he made a thorough check of itsjoints and hooves and
wiped it down. The oeikani had clearly done some hard riding. In lesser hands such atrek might have



lamed it. She waited until he had tethered the beast to let it graze, then she approached him.
“That'saZyrai steed,” she stated in Surudainese.

He patted the animd's flank and smiled. His face was smooth and open, with glittering, large-pupilled
eyes. “Yes. We can speak Zyraii, if it pleasesyou.” His accent was distinct, but he obvioudy understood
the nomad language far better than she knew histongue. She accepted his offer.

“Y ou've lived among the sons of Cadra,” she said.
“For the past three years and more,” he replied. “ Since shortly after you left.”
She raised an eyebrow. “And what else do you know about me?”

“I gpologize,” he said quickly. “We didn't have the opportunity to beintroduced earlier. My nameis
Ddih. | am from asmal oasis near the grest city of Surudain. | know you because | have lived among the
T'lil and studied swordplay under the opsha.”

“Lond?’ shesaid, her heart quickening to utter the name aloud after such along time.

“The same. | sought him out because | had heard of his reputation with the blade. To my greet joy he
decided to tutor me himsdlf. In the past few seasons we have fought side by sidein the battles against the
Dragon'sarmies.”

“Heiswd|?'

“Y es. He has more lives than a oeikani hasfleas. Heis an avesome war-leader,” Ddih said with
undisguised respect. “Heis the reason the Dragon has not conquered the Eastern Deserts.”

“So | haveheard,” shesaid, lost in memories.

“He speaks wdl of you. He has named ason in your honor. Hisfirst wife gave birth a summer padt,
though the midwivesinssted she would never bear ancther child after the difficulty with the last one."

“I remember,” Elenyasaid. “Thisishisfirst son by her, true?'

“Hisheir. He saysthat he will teach him the High Speech, so that you may spesk it with him should you
ever vist the desert.”

Animage cameto Elenya's mind's eye of dunes, eroded buttes, and goatskin tents. “May | liveto see
that day,” she said with emotion. “ Tel me, he didn't name his son Elenya, did he?'

Dalih seemed startled. “No. Heused Y etem.”

“That'swise. Some things do not change.”

“No. Nor should they."

Elenyaamiled a Dalih's seriousness. “How isit that you came to be here?!

“Y our brother's former teacher, the Hab-no-ken Gast, came to the T'lil camp more than fifty days ago.
He requested awarrior to carry the message you saw. Lona chose me."

“Why?Y ou seem asif you were vauableto him.”

“He wanted someone he could depend on to reach this destination.”



“How did you get to Cilendrodd ?"

“| followed the Ahloorm to its source and over the mountains north of Zyraii. Gloroc's men control that
land, but it is sparsaly inhabited. There are still smugglers who cross the strait, knowing that the Dragon's
attention is directed toward the southwest. | hired oneto bring me over.”

Though his summary was perfunctory, Elenyahad the impression the mission had not been so smplean
accomplishment. “ Y ou did well,” she said. “Y ou should be proud.”

Heinclined hishead. “1 had my own reason for coming.”
“«Oh?"

“Yes. Lond thought | would benefit fromit.”

“How 07"

“Hetold methat he had taught me asmuch as | could learn from him. It wastime to send me to someone
who could teach me more. He said you were the only person he knew who could do that. | hope that

you will accept me."

Elenyas evduation of Ddih, which had dready been high, moved up another notch. “How well did you
do in your matcheswith Lond?"

“In the past few months, | have beaten him as many astwo times out of five."

Elenyawatched carefully, but saw no sign of guile or boastfulness. Two out of five. No one had ever
beaten Lond that often. “ Suppose | agree to teach you, does that mean you would not go back to the
Eastern Deserts?!

“I will tay aslong as necessary,” he said firmly. “ Thisis a strange land—more trees than | knew could
grow on oneworld—but | will adjust. My sword ismy life."

Shetapped her toeinto the dirt, testing the spring of her feet. The porridge lay lightly in her sscomach, just
enough there to give her energy without weighing her down. Her body was ready for some vigorous
exercise.

“Wadl,” shesad. “Firg thingsfirst. Let's see how good you are.”

* * % %

The entire rebel camp turned out for the match, with the exception of Alemar, Wynneth, and the
individuas on sentry duty. Elenyaenlisted Tregay asjudge. They had no practice blades, so they
improvised. Both playerstied athin sack of corn around their midsections, outside of light mail shirts. The
match would not be the best test of skill, Since it was one thing to defend asmall areafrom attack, and
quite another to protect the entire body, but it would give Elenyaan approximation of Ddih's ability. To
makeit more redigtic, they agreed to allow pinking on the forearms, though such strikes would earn no
points. Sheleft off her gauntlet; defeating him while wearing it would prove nothing. They would spar until
fivetota points had been scored.

They faced one another. Tregay gave the sgna. Elenya plunged forward, thrusting, and sneaked thetip
of her blade into the burlap just before Ddih could twist away.

“Firg point, Elenya,” Tregay announced.



Ddlih blinked. She nearly ways used the tactic with an opponent who had never seen her fence before.
Her lightness, speed, and the committedness of the movement nearly aways caught them by surprise. It
hed failed only with Troy and Lonal.

Dalih bowed, and they assumed their starting positions. Elenya readied hersdlf to repest the maneuver,
though she knew amasterful player would not give her a second chance.

Dalih did not. He changed his stance immediatdly, eiminating the opening, and danced in with a series of
short jabs designed to draw her counter. She did not take the bait. Instead she backed away, leading him
into atrap of her own. He abandoned his drive, and they stared at each other from a distance.

He had tried an attack known to Elenyaas the Northern Opening. She doubted Dalih had studied
classicd fencing, but he had the moves. He used them naturdly, ingtinctively, not aswould aman who
had been taught them by rote.

She tested him with the Southern Feint. He was not fooled, as the technique was intended to create an
opening to the lower gut, which was off-limitsin this contest. His counterthrust made her scamper
backwards.

While she pondered what to try next, he charged. She side-stepped, leaned in, and scored. Damn, held
been fast. Almost too fast. They backed away.

“Second point, Dalih,” Tregay said, ahint of surprisein histone.
Elenyahesitated, then looked down. A kernel of corn wasjutting through atiny rent in her sack.

He had been too fast. Her counter had come too late. He had used the same strategy that had given her
thefirg point. Perhaps the lack of her gauntlet had caused her to migudge, but she thought not. Dalih
was Ssmply quicker than she had given him credit for.

She acknowledged him with anod. 1t would be interesting to see what happened now that they each had
ameasure of the other's speed.

Their next exchange was furious. They travelled al across the sward, forcing observersto back-pedal
out of theway. They clashed until swesat broke out on their brows and they began to draw deep bregaths.
In asport where points are typically determined with asingle exchange, they continued along time
indeed. Part of it wasthe smdl target area, but mostly, Elenyaknew, it wasthat they were closely
matched.

Finaly she pinked him near an elbow. Though he covered himsdlf and prevented afollow-through, her
success seemed to break his concentration. During her next charge she scored.

They rested for afew moments, while one of the camp women tied a strip of cloth around Ddih's cuit.

The fourth round began asintensdy asthethird, but Elenya sensed a subtle difference. Dalih was pushing
harder than before, and not being as careful. She stayed on the defensive, pacing hersdlf, letting him tire.

He began to pant. His drives, though they made her retreat, did not score, though once Tregay stopped
theround in order to see if there was a second hole in Elenyas sack. A crease appeared in the
Surudainese's forehead.

Finaly he dowed his pace, to gather his slamina. She chose that moment to press, and narrowly
managed to score. Dalih stared down at the burlap asif he could not believe the new dice existed. His
lipsdrew into athin line as he bowed to Elenya.



The sight of hisfrustration nearly made Elenya smile. She had nurtured that reaction, in order to take
advantage of the effect. She caught hersalf. She was doing as she had done in every match for the past
ten years—making sure she won.

But that was not the point of this contest. How well did she know Daih? What sort of good could come
from humiliating him? As Tregay gave the word to begin thefifth and final round, she decided to change
tactics.

Ddlih camein aggressively, but cautioudy, intent on avoiding his earlier mistake. Hewas aquick learner,
she noted, able more than ever to evaluate him since she was no longer asintent on her own
performance. Her concern over hisfedling humiliated had been unfounded. They engaged fivetimesto
sdemate. Both came close.

The next time she pressed, Elenya ddiberately left asmall, momentary opening.

Ddlih took it so fast that she could not have countered even if she had tried. His sword punctured the
exact center of the sack, deep, dmogt to her malil shirt. Her eyes went wide.

“Point five, Ddlih,” Tregay sad ingantly, excited by the clarity of the technique.
The contestants sheathed their blades and reached out to clasp hands.
“Excdlent swordplay,” Elenyasaid.

“Thelast round was alittle easier than the others,” Ddih said meaningfully, though he did not seem
displeased.

“Totdl you thetruth, | wasn't sure you would see that opening, much less take advantage of it. Lonal
taught you wdl."

“Y ou will accept me as astudent, then?” he asked humbly.
“If you will accept me asateacher.”
“I would be honored.”

She untied the burlap sack and dropped it on the sod. The audience waited with interested gazes,
reminding her that she and Ddih had been speaking in alanguage that none of them could understand.
She placed ahand on the southerner's shoulder and said, “Dalih isgoing to stay in Cilendrodedl, and be a
member of our company.”

They cheered. Sheintroduced the rebelsto Dalih one by one. He, of course, had no words with which to
respond to hiswelcome, but he rose to the occasion with awarm smile and afirm grip on the hands that
were offered to him.

Elenya guessed he was perhaps twenty—more than five years her junior. Still coming into the prime of his
physica abilities, while she was perched at the pinnacle. As good as he was now, he would get stronger
and fagter. She might not. Greater experience and a keen sense of strategy might keep her on top for
many years, but sooner or later, the student might surpass the teacher.

The thought, much to her satisfaction, did not darm her. Infact, it waslike a saddle being lifted off her
back. She was drawn back into the warm, soothing frame of mind she had felt at dawn, just after the
healing. What better way to step down, than to shape one's own successor? She finally understood some
of Troy's motives, saw why he had used her stubbornness and anger to make her a better fencer.



Fortunately, Ddih, with his quiet confidence and genuine modesty, seemed the type who wouldn't need
to betricked into excellence.

Thefind person inthelineto beintroduced proved to be Wynneth. Elenyawas startled. Her
ggter-in-law smiled and tilted her head toward anearby tree. Alemar was leaning against the trunk.

“Hé's ready to see you now,” Wynneth said. Elenya could not help but notice the satisfied glow on her
face.

The princess excused hersdlf, letting Dalih get to know his new friends as best as he could manage. Even
before she stepped into the shade, she knew that Alemar had seen the end of the match.

"You walk with a lighter step, sister,” he bespoke, grinning.

"1 have you to thank."

“Thank Gadt. Tell me, doesthis mean you will let mewin if we spar?"
“If it will help your technique. But you don't practice much these days."
“I will now."

Her shock threw her back into mindspeech. "What? Why?"

“It hasto do with my power,” hereplied calmly. “It was never gone, though it was temporarily drained
hedling the wounds Enns gave you. It's as Gast once told me—I have more of it than any man since
Umar, thelegendary Zyraii hedler. 1t'slong since been reaccumulated, but now it's blocked, except for
certain specific channds such asthe one | used with you yesterday. Y ou could say that | am hoarding it.”

“I don't understand. Why didn't you know?"

“I could ask why you didn't know the things you learned about yourself yesterday. | am not consciousy
blocking it. It isbeing held back by an inner reflex, something | suppose must be caled self-preservation.
That reservoir of energy can be used for other purposes. My inner guide knowsthat, and it isforcing me
to saveit. It knows | may need it."

Suddenly Elenyaunderstood. “For the fight against Gloroc.”

“Yes. Until that isresolved, | will not be ableto hed others, except in mundane ways. Gast wasright. No
amount of Retreat would have restored me, because the fundamental conflict would have till been there.
| will get my power back when the threat of the Dragon no longer hangs over me and my family.”

She pinched abit of bark off thetree. “I'm sorry. | wish | could help you."

He shrugged. “It's not so bad. I'm disappointed, yes, but now, for the first time in many months, or
maybe years, | have no doubt of which direction my lifewill go. | waswrong to havetaken usdl into
hiding for so many weeks. We need to consolidate our gains before the Dragon sends serious
reinforcements. As soon as| meet our new aly, I'll give the order to break camp. We're heading south.”

* * * %

The announcement was met with grateful sighs, animated murmurs, and the particular glint in the eyes of
warriorswho have been held in check for too long. That night they held a celebration—acarefully
inconspicuous one—and at sunrise the next morning every man and woman stood ready to ride and
march.



They hugged asmadll tributary of the Thank River, using itstrees, thick stands of marsh grass, and
brambles as cover. Astwilight neared, with apair of moons promising abright night, they reached the
edge of the gresat forest. They had not gone far when they heard a subtle, pleasant song. It seemed to
glance off every ledf.

The column hated. “Do you recognizeit?” Alemar asked Elenya
“Therythni canticle of well-being."

Alemar nodded, asmall tear hovering at thetip of an eydash. “Wait here,” he told the company. He rode
just out of spesking range.

Hiephorastood on alimb at his eye-level. When he drew near she stopped singing, but other, unseen
voices carried on, spreading tidings of welcome through the foliage.

“Gresetings, Prince Alemar,” the queen said.
“Wel met, Your Highness” he murmured. “1 am very glad to find you here.”

“And how could | stay away? Y ou have the aura.of aman who believesin himsdlf.” Shelaughed merrily.
“I brought someoneto see you.”

“Who?'

Another rythni crawled out from behind alesf. It was Cyfee.
“Greetings, my lord."

Alemar stroked the young rythni's body. She wasred.

“Itistruly me” shesaid chearfully, and spun adow pirouette. Her flesh was white and vibrant. The only
trace of damage was where her wings had been anchored, where there were two long scars. “My queen
returned in time to save the four of uswho wereinjured.”

“My prophecy wastrue after dl,” Hiephorastated. “Not asingle rythni waslost in the battle.”
“But your wings,” Alemar said solemnly, leaning over Cyfee. “They won't grow back, will they?'

“No, they wont,” Cyfeereplied. “But that is not so great athing compared to my life and health. Our
menfolk have no wings. I had none when | was achild, and | would have lost them when my childbearing
yearswere over. It isnot so bad. Now | look old and wise amillennium early.”

“Alasthat she could not be wise as quickly,” Hiephoraadded impishly.
Alemar chuckled.

“We cametowarn you,” Cyfee said, turning serious. “ Omril'stroops are only three leaguesto the west.
He haslogt your physicd trail, but he seems ableto track you without it, given time.”

Alemar made a sour face. “It'sthe gauntlets. It's hard to dampen their energies, and the wizard knows
their pattern. Well ride eadt, then, and camp only briefly tonight.”

“That isbest, my prince."
“And will you watch over us?’ he asked.



“Yes. Segp safely and well.”

* k% k %

The rebels dept in athicket without benefit of acampfire, their bedrolls scattered over awide areawhere
they could not easily be surrounded, sheltered by loosely hung tarps and shawls that could be taken
down and packed within moments, should the darm be sounded. Four of the company hid within the
brush, keeping sentry duty. And, of course, from their vantage pointson limbs or in their cleverly
congtructed bowers, the rythni held vigil.

Themoons' light filtered only weekly through the canopy of leaves, leaving deep shadows, turning the
clumps of trunk fungus into ghost-white specters. Crickets and nocturna rodents made their discordant
music. A maerythni, dozing in the grass near the camp, awoke suddenly, feing avibration in the ground
on which helay, asfrom the tread of aman or large animal. But he could see nothing on the path, nor did
he hear any suspicious sounds. He closed his eyes and nodded off.

Had he been lying three paces to one side, he might have seen a bootprint form in the soft forest loam,
then another and another, leading into the rebel camp. Perhaps he would have noticed afern bend out of
theway or astrand of spider web snap. But he still would not have seen the owner of the boots, nor
heard any sound as twigs broke under foot.

Theintruder stopped near one of the sentries, who glanced up at a moonbeam, obliviousto the
surveillance. The stalker continued into the center of the area, weaving through unsuspecting deepers. He
did not harm them, because even if they died silently, their auras would change and the rythni would be
disturbed.

Sowly but with few detours, the bootprints created a path to the fallen broadleaf tree where the twins
had fashioned their shelters. The stalker approached Elenyafirg, but as he did, the amulet on her throat
gave off abright green flicker. She stirred. Theintruder backed away, so quickly that for thefirst time, his
tread was audible.

Theflicker was not repeated. None of the sentries or rythni seemed to have noticed it. The stalker stood
gl for many moments, then inched toward the den where Alemar and Wynneth huddled.

On the princesthroat, another amulet glowed in warning. Thistime the trespasser backed up
immediatdly, cancelling the effect before anyone had a reasonable chance to seeit. Alemar dept on.

Theintruder stayed where he wasfor along time, dl the way through the changing of the guard. Thelast
watch of the night began. A daylark roused briefly and serenaded the grove.

Findly Wynneth opened her eyes, crossed and recrossed her legs, and sat up, grumbling softly about the
curses of pregnancy. She crawled out of the shelter without waking her husband, and found a convenient
spot severd paces down the length of the fallen tree, where sheraised her skirt and, using aspur of the
trunk to brace her awkward body, relieved herself.

She emitted asmal sigh of refreshment, stood, and took one step toward her bedroll. Abruptly her eyes
glazed, and she dumped. Something caught her under the arms, and then she vanished.

A few moments later one of the guards, who had noticed her rise, turned and, finding her gone, assumed
she had dready crawled back into the shelter. The rythni, who had glanced away to give her privacy,
whigpered among themselves, but seeing no sgn of violence, reached the same conclusion. However,
more than one increasad the vigilance with which they watched the areaaround thefalenlog.

Meanwhile, the bootprints, concedled by the dimness of the night, formed one by one dong the trail



where they had first appeared, except that now they pointed the other direction and sank deeper into the
soil. They continued out of the camp, beyond the many watchful eyes. A hundred pacesfrom the
perimeter, the sound of strained breathing and the scuffing of soled feet arrived out of nowhere,
frightening the shrewsin the underbrush and launching an owl into sudden flight. A pair of rythni scouts
heard, and worked their way through the plant life toward the source, but, finding nothing there, were
mydtified.

Crossing asmall creek, the stalker and his prize came upon asturdy battle oeikani well-concealed within
athicket. The beagt, with the aplomb of afine breed meticuloudly trained, was unperturbed at the sudden
gppearance of its master besideit, remaining just assilent asit had been dl night.

Omril groaned and lowered Wynneth to the ground. He straightened up, grimaced, and rubbed his back.
He swayed, asif fighting off an attack of dizziness, and held onto the saddle while he regained his bregth.
As soon as he had, he gathered his strength one more time, picked up his prisoner, and draped her over

the oeikani's withers. He climbed up behind her, settled her into a position from which she would not fdll,
and rode off toward the west.

XXVI

OMRIL COLLARED WY NNETH and chained her to apost in the middle of aclearing. He permitted a
canopy to be erected in order to screen her from the sun, but he forbade walls, so that she would remain
under open survelllance a dl times. One of his cohorts surrounded her, filling the clearing and much of
the adjacent forest, aring of nearly five hundred armed men through which even thewind could not have
infiltrated unannounced.

He sent the other cohort to attack the rebel camp. He did not expect they would find anyone there, but
thetrail would be fresh. At the very leadt, it would keep the rebel s occupied, and give his men the blood
scent.

He gulped down arestorative potion and dept, his pavilion tightly guarded by his persond retinue, while
therest of the smal army watched for some sign of the enemy. He did not awaken until late in the
afternoon. His concoction banished the dehilitation caused by hislong maintenance of the invisibility spell.
The bags under his eyes shrank away, the shakinessleft hislimbs; he fdt strong. The muscles of his back
gtill ached from the challenge of carrying agrown woman many hundreds of paces, but that was the only
lagting evidence of the strain of hisfest.

He ate ahearty medl, groomed himself, and listened to the captain of his company render a status report.
When perfectly ready he strolled over to vist his captive.

“Y our companions have fled. It must be convenient, having thousands of small alliesto keep watch for
you. | used to have pigeonsto help me with such tasks,” he said pointedly.

Wynneth avoided eye contact. Her glance wandered toward the sacks of food and the deer carcasses
strung up on nearby limbs. She paused asif calculating how far abit of venison and adwindling pile of
flour would go among so many men. Omril wasimpressed. No common trull, this one. Another woman
would befretting at her bonds; she wasjudging how much the pursuit had cost him.

She stared at her feet. “Mugt | have dl these men watching me al the time?’ she asked.

“Indeed, yes. And tonight there will be lanterns on every side of you. One never knowswhen aninvisible
man may dink indgdethe camp and steal you away."



“What are you going to do with me?"

“If you proveto beinsufficient bait, | will take you south with me. Thereisagreat ded | can learn from
your mind. If | takemy timeI'm sure | can pull it out of you, no matter how well your husband may have
schooled you to resis. If | cannot, perhaps I'll send you to Gloroc.”

She glared and tugged her hem further down over her knees. Omril chuckled.

* * % %
“My lord,” exclamed his page an hour later. “ The rebd princeisat the perimeter.”
Omril put away the crysta into which he had been gazing. “ And what is he doing there?’ he demanded.
“Heis... walking forward."

The wizard nodded, strode past the messenger, and emerged from his pavilion. A great knot of his
soldiers had gathered on the eastern edge of the clearing. Omril summoned his captain.

“Thismay be adiverson. Seeto it that the other directions are carefully watched.”

“Yes my lord."

Omril watched the jJumble of men gradually separate. Alemar walked down the corridor between them,
pace dow and deliberate, gaze unfocussed. Three of hisgauntlet's jewels scintillated, each with itsown
deep, pure color.

“Kill him!” Omril shouted.

The soldiers paused, asif to say they had just tried that, then set about their task. They thrust and swung
their swords, axes, pikes, and knives at the rebel prince. Every point was turned. None came closer than
an arm-length away. A deflected ax gashed one of the soldiersin histhigh. Alemar continued on, though

he dowed to aturtldike shuffle. The group paused.

Omril smiled. “Keep attacking until | tell you to stop,” he ordered. His cohort hastily obeyed. Meanwhile,
the wizard turned to his page. “Go to my tent. Find the smal chest with the ruby clasp. Bring methe coil
of twineyou find within."

The page, eager to please, took a step, but Omril seized him sternly by the shoulder. The boy winced.

“Do not touch the clasp with your fingers. Hip it open with your boot, or thetip of your knife, but do
not st living tissue againgt it.”

The boy paed, swdlowed alump, and ran to the pavilion. Omril turned back toward the commotion. A
grin tugged at the corners of hislips. Hismen flailed, asineffectud as ever, but on the other hand, Alemar
now hesitated between each step, checking his balance before putting the next foot forward.

He was good, Omril had to admit, or he was able to use the gauntlet more fully than anticipated. The
wizard himsdlf would have been challenged to maintain award in the face of such an ondaught, though he
was certain he would have been able to continue walking normaly. But as arescue attempt, it left much
to be desired. More than ever, Omril took thisto be the diversion. The princess would be making an
appearance at some point.

Pace by pace, Alemar progressed through the ranks of men and stedl. Omril's page returned with the
twine, which the sorcerer tucked out of Sight in his deeve. When the prince had only twenty stridesto go,



Omril ordered ahalt to the attack.
“Back away,” hetold hismen. “Leave usroom.”

The soldiersvirtudly ssumbled over themsalves doing as he asked, though Omril's tone had been mild.
Within moments, only he stood between Alemar and hiswife.

“I am disappointed,” the sorcerer said. “A good strategist knows when a person is expendable.”

Alemar did not respond. Omril doubted that he could without losing the ward. If he dropped it for an
ingtant, he would die. Omril glanced at Wynneth, who had risen to her feet and now waited, biting her lip,
for the tableau to be played out. The wizard considered daying her, now that Alemar was so close, but
shewas Hill valuable asa hindrance.

Alemar did not hesitate. He kept walking straight toward Wynneth.
Omril stepped aside.

As soon as the prince passed, the wizard anchored one end of histwineto aroot and began runningina
circle, unravelling the cord behind him. Alemar reached Wynneth. She embraced him—Iightly so as not
to disturb his concentration. Omril completed acircle around them and tied the ends together. He
laughed as he dropped the knot.

“I have you now, son of Alemar. Forget any plans you have to walk out of here.”
Alemar turned and faced him. “I'min no hurry."

Omril was taken aback. The prince was surely enough of amage to recognize that, ward or no ward, he
was locked insde the circle. Perhaps he thought he could remain where he was, protecting himself and
the woman, until his sster launched the second haf of the rescue. But Omril would not allow that.

He spoke to the twine, muttering in asibilant, repetitious language, one that had not sprouted from a
human culture. The twine suddenly convulsed. Thering shrank afew inchesin diameter. He kept talking.

Alemar regarded the shrinking without gpparent darm, though the flickers from the gauntlet increased in
frequency and brilliance. Omril sauntered along the outer perimeter, confident and smiling.

The sixth contraction, however, was not as complete as thefirst five. Omril raised hisvoice. Once again,
the twine twisted and danced over the ground.

Thistimethe circle was the same size as before.
“Your tdisman isusdess,” Alemar said. “| have made an Ultimate Ward."

Omril scoffed. “ Thereis no such thing asan Ultimate Ward. It'samyth. Evenif it weretrue, you couldn't
move it from thissite. And sooner or later, no matter how good you are, you'll haveto deep.”

Omril decided the prince was saling for time, and redoubled his efforts. His men watched intently.
Severd of them whispered among themsalves. The twine danced to eye-level and down again, snapping
likereinsin aoeikani race.

Throughiit al Alemar stood unshaken. Sweat beaded on Omrril's brow, but the prince's stayed dry. For
thefirgt time, the wizard noticed a strange, high-pitched hum, almost like a song. It seemed to come from
the trees on every side of the clearing.



“You'reminenow,” Alemar said.

Omril gasped. Suddenly histwine sprang outward, over his head, enclosing him within the boundary. He
fought atremendous compulsion to walk forward. Alemar held out his hands.

“Nol” thewizard cried.
“Cometome” Alemar demanded.

Omril took a step. He locked his muscles, refusing to take another. He stroked one of theringson his
fingers, trying to focus, trying to set up award of hisown. The blood in histemples pounded, making him
dizzy. How? He was awizard of the Ril. He was more than amatch for this hedler prince. He screamed,
but the sound from his throat seemed drowned by the chanting from the trees.

The rythni! Somehow the prince had collected the energies of thelittle people, and had channeled them
through himsdlf. He had the strength of the entire forest to draw from—enough for an Ultimate Ward,
enough to spin atrap. Omril choked, and took another step forward. He heard his servitors beat
uselesdy againg theward. Their frantic yellstortured him. Worthless soldiers.

He should have killed the woman while he had the chance.

Alemar's hands|oomed. The sorcerer tried to raise his own to brush them away, but he could only get
them as high as hiswaist. With tender, uncompromising findity, the palms closed around hisjaws.

* * % %

Wynneth struggled not to be frightened, as Alemar stood next to her, frozen eye to eye with the wizard,
hands holding the |atter's face. The sun dropped under the horizon, leaving the clearing brightly lit by
Motherworld. Still the two combatants did not move. The Dragon's soldiers pounded against the ward,
the cacophonous din driving her to tears. Would they never stop?

They had dowed down, shetold hersdlf, trying to be objective. They thrust their swords and pikes
steadily but half-heartedly. The cohort that had been chasing the rebel band returned empty-handed, and
they joined the ranks of awed observers. She hated those eyes, never giving her amoment to hersdlf.
That was amost worse than the fear that Alemar, in spite of his performance thusfar, would fail.

Suddenly the wizard groaned. His eydidsfluttered like aman in asaizure. His knees sagged, and he sank
out of Alemar's grip, hands clawing ineffectudly at the prince's clothing. He curled up in afetd postion
on the ground and whimpered.

Alemar sucked in air. His pupils contracted, and he gazed out at the armed throng surrounding them.
They put up their weapons and gaped in shock. Finally he met Wynneth'sworried stare.

“What did you do to him?’ she asked, scooting away from Onril.

“I ... showed him himself. It was more than he cared to know.” Suddenly the prince sighed, and two
great teardrops welled at the corners of hiseyes. “He was not an evil man. Hewasjus ... unfeding.”

Then Alemar seemed to draw avell over his expression, and when he turned to face Omril'sarmy, he
bore himself likeamonarch. “Y ou've seen asample of my power. | give you achoice: fight me, fight my
gster who waitsin theforest, or leave. If you return straight to Y ent, we will leave you unmolested.
Refuse now and not asingle one of you will liveto see the coadt.”

They did not even murmur among themselves. They turned their eyestoward their cgptain, who stood
just outsde the circle of twine, scowling down at what had become of the Dragon's sorcerer.



“What of him?’ the captain asked.
“Heismine"

The captain gnawed hislower lip. To return to the garrison without such an important figure would mean
heavy discipline. He was a grizzled, barrel-chested man of advancing years, a veteran with the scarsto
proveit. Hetapped hisfoot in the dust.

“The woods are thick between here and the settled provinces,” Alemar commented mildly.
“We keep our arms?’ he asked.
“If youwish."

He turned to his men. “Break camp. We're leaving tonight.”

* * * %

Alemar accepted the surrender with outward nonchalance, standing within the battle circle asif it were
the site of histhrone. Wynneth, on the other hand, knew that this was afacade intended to intimidate his
audience, and she leaned againgt him and cried. The soldiers acted on their decision with dispatch.
Except for occasiona wide-eyed stares, they pretended the rebel prince, hiswife, and the defeated
wizard no longer existed, asif nothing mattered, in fact, but beginning the march homeward.

A tiny figure buzzed over the clearing and settled on Alemar's shoulder. The latter echoed its song of
gresting.

“Haf my people fell unconscious from the effort,” Higphora announced.

“Hewas stronger than | redized,” Alemar said, his composure not quite masking hisrelief. “1'm not sure
any sngle man could have defeated him."

“But you were not done, beloved,” said the rythni queen. “Nor will you be aslong as you stay within the
forests of Cilendrodd. Rgjoice. Y ou have won.”

He laughed. Wynneth smiled to see him so triumphant.

“Vey wel,” hesad. “Thewizard ismine. Let's be off to the south, where the red bettlelies.”

XXVII

TOREN WOKE SUDDENLY, but like awarrior, gave no outward sign. He opened hiseyesto dits.
The forest whispered with the echoes of falling dew. He saw asingle leaf, high above, caught by the
morning sun. Two young wrenswere practicing flight, darting from branch to branch. Deenas back
pressed warmly againgt his. Geim and the rest of the party still dumbered, curled on ether sde of the
ashes of lagt night's campfire. All was serene.

But he was being watched.

He scanned across alog that lay beyond his companions. A beetle clambered through the crevicesin the
bark toward aknot. It paused, waved its antennag, and abruptly changed direction.

A tiny man squatted behind the knot, peering out at the three humans.
Toren had never seen arythni before, but Obo had, and the sight of one sparked awarm rush of



nostagia He was mesmerized by the clean, dim lines of the little man's body—hairless, likeaVanihr,
except for the thick blue mop on his head. Without rising Toren caled out softly.

“Gredtings.”

The rythni jumped, stared at Toren for an ingtant, then ducked around the log faster than a hummingbird
couldfly.

Toren had expected nothing less, considering the timidity of the race. Even if he had known their
language, he knew he could not have convinced the rythni to stay.

Geim, Deena, and the otherslifted their heads and peered about with deep-encrusted eyes.

“We had avistor,” Toren said, and told them what had just happened. “1t's good news. Obo told me
that rythni are seldom reported in western Cilendrodd . We must be getting close to our destination.”

“Good,” Geim grumbled. His mood had soured as soon as they had descended out of the Syril
Mountains, out of the cool mountain air into the muggy climate of Cilendrode in summer. “Maybewe can
find a place that serves a decent meal soon.”

* k% k %

Geim's hopes materidized by midday. They found aninn, atiny establishment in an equdly tiny
community nestled at the edge of agrove of silk trees.

Toren and his group were dressed in the manner of the traders of the foothills of the Syril, who often
arrived during the season to barter for silk. The innkeeper regarded thetall, blond, beardless visages of
the two Vanihr with aquizzical frown, but he seemed satisfied with the others. His expression softened
even more when Deena acted as the spokesperson. She gave him the standard story, that they were on
their way to trade with quarn merchants near Garthmorron.

Theinnkeeper cdled to hiswife, who hefted her massive body out of achair and began clattering about
in the kitchen. Her husband wiped down one of the common room's two tables and gestured for his
gueststo sit.

“That's bad country to be making for right now,” he said.
“Oh?Why?'

“There was arebe uprising a the governor'sfortress near Old Stump three months back. They killed
Lord Purid, and tore down his castle. The Dragon sent troops to burn down the village, and now the
whole provinceisin open revolt. And now some incredible news has come from the north.”

“Whichis?'

“Alemar, the Elandri prince, defeated Gloroc's sorcerer in single combat, and kept two cohorts of men at
bay while he did it. The cohorts, when they returned south and saw that the countryside had risen up,
joined therevolt.”

“Areyou sure?’ Deenaasked. She and the others masked their reactions, not knowing where the
loydties of theinnkeeper lay.

“Am | sure?” hesaid animatedly. “I wish | weren't. | can just see the Dragon's armies storming through
our forests, once they can be pulled from the New Kingdoms or the Eastern Deserts. The prince will
need dl the power he can get.” He spat in aporcelain spittoon. “Isn't it be something, though?” he said in



amore subdued tone. “Imagine, awizard of the Ril, whipped like ababy. That Alemar, he was born and
raised in Cilendrodd. It'stime one of our own kicked the Dragon in hishind end.”

“Indeaditis,” Deenareplied in afirm but noncomittal tone. “Tell me, what would be the best way to
reach Garthmorron?"

He stepped on awood ant and swept the insect out with the side of hisboot. “ Stay here, iswhat 1'd say.
We'retoo far from anywhere for rebels or Dragon's men to worry about. But if you must go, keep off the
roads once you get to Yent.”

“Many thanks."

Theinnkeeper shook his head and ambled toward the kitchen, frowning in the manner of aman who has
no patience or lovefor political events. The group waited until he vanished behind the curtain before they
exchanged worried glances.

“Wereariving just intime,” Toren murmured. “Our host isright. If the Dragon haslost awizard of the
Ril, hell send serious reinforcements, and soon. Wed better step up our pace.”

* k x %

The fare was smple but sustaining. After weeks of camp food, it went down with a satisfying evenness,
Toren epecidly liked it. It was different from the cuisine of hishome, but it was forest food, and for all
its newness there was something familiar about it.

“Aren't you going to throw up?’ Deenateased. Toren rapped her knuckles lightly with his spoon.

They resumed their trek before noon. The innkegper muttered to himsalf and cautioned them not to make
light of the conditions ahead. Deenathanked him.

“WEell keep to the open road,” Toren announced as the inn vanished behind them. “It'sfaster. But well
have to start camping out of sght.”

An herb growing &t the base of agiant tree caught the modhiv's eye—as did therich, black soil inwhich
it grew, and the unusua dtriations of color on the bark aboveit.

“Something wrong?’ Deena queried.

“No,” hereplied. “The countryside just seemsfamiliar.” And wdl it should, he thought. Obo had lived in
thisland for amost nineteen years. Theimpressions reminded Toren of those he used to receive from his
ancestors. In agesture of sentimentality, he awakened hisfather's spirit. His sire murmured that it was
good to have found forest again, but then berated him about the colorful native garb he wore. He
restored the totem fragment to its niche and closed the lid.

On the second day, they encountered a squad of three armed men who glared at them but passed by
without comment. From then on they kept off the main highway. On the third night after their medl a the
inn, Toren's hands began to tickle, asif coated with strands of cobweb. The sensation intensified when he
faced east.

“What doesit mean?’ Deena asked.
“Alemar and Elenya are closer than Garthmorron,” Toren said.

The next day thetickle became an itch. It fdt asif he were wearing something on his hands. It guided him
dightly south of east, nearer to the coast. Asthe afternoon wore on he grew annoyed by the effect, so he



dismissed it. From then on he summoned it at will, normally only when they cameto forksin their path
and had to choose adirection. At each such timeit pulsed more strongly.

They passed a gutted edtate. In the shade of the trees at the edge of a corn field they found freshly turned
graves, one of them marked with a shattered sword. Unharvested corn lay knocked to the ground, stalks
broken, the grain denied its chance to mature. A league farther east, asthey searched for away to cross
amgor stream, they found a destroyed bridge.

A middle-aged woman sat on a boulder just upstream from the broken structure, fishing. Startled, she
pulled in her line and watched the travellers intently as they approached. Toren, senses keen to any
premonition of ambush, felt no danger.

“How closeisYent?' he asked the woman.

“Y e stand within the province,” she responded. “The town be five leagues east by northeast.” Her reply
fell oddly on his ears. She spokein the local vernacular, the Low Speech of the Cilendri.

Toren thanked her and they rode on, obvioudy much to her relief. They soon found aford and crossed
the stream.

They detoured toward the south, avoiding the provincia capita. The deep patches of uninhabited forest
vanished, replaced by groves of silk trees, corraled thickets, and even cleared fields. They saw prevaent
sgnsof recent conflict—burned buildings, despoiled crops, and adistinct absence of normd traffic on the
highways

They concedled themsalvesin abrush-filled gully while apatrol of twenty armored men galloped past, the
Dragon'sinsigniaemblazoned on their jupons. Many of their hdlms were dented, and links had been
shattered in their chain mail hauberks. Two of the soldiers wore bandages.

Toren called ahalt when they found an abandoned barn. “A good placeto hidefor the night,” he
declared. The scent of goat and pig and dog till hung strongly inthe air, asif the animals resided there
gtill, but the party shared their dumber with only mice and bats.

As dawn beamed in through open knotholesin the walls, Toren let his hands fed the pull once more. He
sat up in surprise. The sensation was definitely stronger than it had been when they bedded down. He
roused the others.

“They're close, and they're moving. Let's go. We can egt breskfast asweride."

The barn was not far from athin road scarred with wagon ruts and choked with weeds. They had
avoided it the evening before, but now Toren announced they would follow it.

His handsitched so furioudly it was hard to hold thereins,

* * % %
“Stop there!” cried avoice from the trees.

Toren and the others halted. The canopy of |eaves above their heads glowed beneath anoonday sun.
Ten archers stepped out of the thick growth on either side of the road, arrows nocked and drawn. The
speaker was atall man dressed in doeskin.

“What isyour business here?’ the man demanded.

The temple guards stiffened. Geim'sfingersinched toward histhrowing net. “Be a peace,” Toren told



them. He considered what he would tell the stranger. Given theintensity of the itch, the choice came
eadly. “We seek Alemar, Prince of Elandris, and hissigter, Elenya,” he said loudly.

Theleader regarded them camly. “Why?’ he said findly, and Toren knew he had chosen well.
“I will sharethat with the prince or princess. Tell them that | come from the temple of Struth.”

Thetall man smoothed his hair back. “The prince hastold us that aman may come from the South. Heis
to be asked three questions.”

“Go ahead,” Toren replied.

“What isthe capitd of Serthe?"

“Headwater."

“Where do statues speak?"

“At the Oracle of the Frog God."

“Where were you born?'

“Inthevillage of Ten Trees, inthe Land of the Fhali, in the Wood."

Thetdl man smiled. “'In the Wood' was sufficient. Well met,” he said, and at his gesture the archers
eased ther bowstrings. “My nameis Tregay. And you?"

Toren gave hisname.

“You truly are from the Wood,” Tregay mused. “I thought that was just part of the code. Y ou've come a
long way to meet my lord and lady. | am happy to announce that your journey isat an end. They'reless
than aquarter of aleague away. I'll take you to them.”

XXVIII

ALEMAR KNELT OVER OMRIL. The Dragon's sorcerer lay limp on his palet, drooling and uttering
weak, piping noises. His sk robes reeked from amonth without laundering. Alemar's men had
repestedly tried to remove the soiled garments during the month since the fight in the north, but Onril
clung to them with hysterical vigor. Attempting to take them wasthe only thing that could provokethe
magician to action; otherwise he did nothing more than whisper to himself or stare at beetles and grubs on
the ground. He had to be reminded to eat and take care of bodily functions.

Alemar closed the flap of the one-person tent and placed hisleft palm on the wizard's forehead. On his
right hand, the gauntlet warbled. Omril ceased fidgeting.

“Good,” the prince murmured. “Now remember where we were yesterday. Y ou were showing me your
quartersin Dragonsdeep.”

Alemar probed. And cringed. The damage worsened every day. Thewizard, in his confusion, was
exaggerating what Alemar had begun, consuming his own sense of identity, warping hisinner beingin
frightening and irreparable ways. But Omril responded to Alemar's entry. He calmed, and gradudly the
twisting corridors of his mind straightened. The times when the prince looked within were the wizard's
only moments of respite from himself.



The memorieswelled up. Alemar trod down aby-now-familiar path from Omril's well-gppointed room
deep in the Dragon's palace, through the wing where most of the sorcerers of the Ril lived, and into the
audience chamber of Gloroc himsdlf. In this particular recollection, the wizard stood in front of the
Dragon and received his ordersto cometo Cilendrodel and ferret out information concerning the
gauntlets, which Gloroc had determined were indeed the talismans that had been taken from Setan.
Alemar switched the memory to others he had explored less often, such as the locations of guard
stations, secret exits from the palace, or even the nature of some of the tomes of necromancy lying in
Omril's private library. The wizard was awellspring of lore. He had been second in rank of all the Ril
wizards.

Fatigue called the hedler back. Satisfied that he had gleaned afew more bits of information useful to the
rebe cause, Alemar Sghed and lifted away hishand. A forlorn squesk escaped Omril'slips, then he
fanted.

Alemar shuddered. Even enemies did not deserve such torment. But aslong as Omril could provide
srategic knowledge, the prince could not afford to put him to rest. Thanksto Gloroc's mind-reading
powers, no spies had ever penetrated the central reaches of his paace; Omril's memories were therefore
epecidly vauable.

The prince |ft the tent. The fresh forest air blessed hislungs. He wiped Omril's sweat from hispalm and
checked the camp. Recently wounded men lay in hammocks or il in the travois on which they had been
dragged to the site. A brief ook at their auras showed that they werein stable condition, except for the
one who couldn't be saved. Sentries kept an dert watch, asdid rythni hidden in the tregtops. Wynneth
approached, having seen that he had finished his sesson with Omril.

“Theroast boar isready,” she said. “Eat before you think of something elseto do.”

He nodded wearily. Good advice. Since the band had come south, it seemed there was always too much
to do. He dipped hisarm around hiswifeéswaist and joined the knot of twenty or thirty individuas
gathered near the base of agigantic broadlesf tree. Solint the Minstrel handed him a steaming strip of
meset. The aroma gtirred the ache in his somach. How long had it been since he had eaten ared mea?
Hewolfed down severd hites.

Suddenly his gauntlet whistled. All five of itsmgor gemsblazed. A few feet avay, Elenyasdid the same.
The twins stared at each other. The pulse coming from the talismans resembled nothing they had ever
experienced.

Rythni chirped, announcing the arrival of strangers. The rebel s tensed and reached for their weapons, but
Alemar gestured for calm. The rythni indicated no cause for alarm. In another few moments, the sentries
confirmed the little peopl€e's report. Boughs and shrubbery parted. Tregay's patrol strode into the glade,
leading seven men and awoman.

Alemar knew ingtantly who it was. At the head of the newcomerswalked two tall, yellow-haired,
golden-skinned individuas. The lead man's aura gleamed like abonfire on Dark Night. The gauntlet
tugged Alemar'swrigt, asif trying to dip off hishand. A cold tingle spread goose pimplesal acrosshis
chest and back.

“Atlagt,” Elenyamurmured.

The stranger stared at the talismans, and at the twins, with wide-eyed, amost childlike fascination. He
swallowed deeply.

Tregay led him forward. “ Struth's candidate is here, my lord,” the rebel announced excitedly.



“Sol see” Alemar said, remembering how to speak. He introduced himself and hissister. “You are
Toren?!

“Yes,” the stranger said. Finally he glanced up, avay from the gauntlet. He seemed to notice the glade,
the camp, and the crowd around him for the first time. He gestured belatedly at his companions. “Thisis
Geim. And that isDeena.” He named the five temple guards. “ All servants of Struth.”

“Thefirg two names are known to me,” Alemar said. “Y ou were on the mission to the Far South.” He
amiled a Geim and Deena.

The gauntlets hummed. Even those without magical talents sensed the pull between the talismans and the
newcomer. “Well,” Alemar said, holding up hisright hand, partidly closing hiseyes againg the glare from
the gems. “| intended to offer you the hospitality of the camp, meager asthat may be. Asyou can see,
we've just been through abattle” He waved at the wounded men. “ A successful one, I'm happy to say.
Weve driven the Dragon's garrison back into its tronghold in Y ent. After today's defest, | think they'll
day there, waiting for reinforcements from Elandris. Weve earned arespite, if only alull beforethe
sorm.” Heredlized he was rambling, chuckled, and did the gauntlet off hishand. “But food and rest can
walit. Y ou've come herefor areason. Let's be sure you haven't wasted your time.” He thrust out the
taisman.

* * % %

Toren regarded the proffered object with adry mouth and aflush of heat around the neck, acutely aware
of the eyes upon him, particularly Deends. The itch was gone, but bands of energy flowed from hispams
to the gauntlets, creating an unbearable tug deep in the bones of his arms and shoulders. He reached
forward, hand trembling, and hesitantly wrapped hisfingers around Alemar's gift.

Toren inserted hisright hand and pulled the finely meshed mail snug over hisfingers. Suddenly the
talisman grew heavy. He grunted and tensed hisarm in order to keep it from plunging to the ground. The
twins seemed impressed that he succeeded. Within moments the gauntlet grew light...

And theworld changed.

Firgt, and most fundamentaly, he felt strong. Each breath pumped vigor into him. The weariness of the
long journey dissipated. Secondly, the auras of the people around him sharpened, achieving aclarity that
he had previoudy enjoyed only at night, away from the interference of background light. That belonging
to one of the wounded men was sputtering. Toren guessed the rebel would die before nightfall. Complex
and eye-pleasing filaments of energy shone around the twins, brightest of al except for the hearty glow
streaming from the abdomen of the pregnant woman near Alemar.

Likethe auras, sources of magic stood out like the solitary treesin the pasture lands of Irigion. In addition
to theriot of tendrils blazing around the gauntlets, Toren saw the bursts coming from the amulets on the
twins chests, though the talismans were hidden beneath their collars. The throwing net draped over
Gem's saddle horn flickered prominently. But far moreintriguing wasthe forest itself. Before donning the
gauntlet, he had been completely blind to a degp-seated, prima force contained in the foliage. A tiny bit
radiated from each living leaf and twig, avirtudly inexhaustible supply of energy should one know how to
tap it. Someone could, for he sensed infinitesmd fractions of that power being drawn upon and guided in
conscious ways. Of course, hethought. It's the rythni.

Helaughed. He smiled at Deena. The anxious frown left her face. He turned and reached out his hand
toward Elenya. “May | have the other gauntlet?’

The princess gazed at the talisman asif she had never seen it quite as she saw it then, dipped it off witha
precision that betrayed areluctance to part with it. She held it out to Toren.



“Besureof yoursdlf,” Elenyasaid. “My brother and | each tried to put on the whole pair soon after we
|eft the desert. We were both knocked unconscious. They might have killed us had we been dightly less
attuned.” Toren heard ahint of challengein her tone, dong with anote of concern.

Toren felt the compelling force in hisright hand and said with confidence, * Struth knew what she was
doing when she sent me.”

The Vanihr took the second talisman and cradled it, examining the inset gones and the ddlicate, yet
virtudly indestructible gold filigree. Helicked hislips, nodded, and inserted hisleft hand.

A ward automaticaly swelled around him, but other than that he felt little change. The most digtinct
difference wasthat he could sense what the rythni were doing with the forest energies he had detected
earlier. They were weaving spdls of concealment. Toren had only to adjust hisinner vison adight degree
and the little people stood revealed, asvisble to him now asif they had stepped from shadows into full
sunlight. He was reminded of the moment when Struth had dropped theillusion on her countenance,
except that in this case, the rythni were till actively trying to cloak themsdaves. The talismans utterly
nullified their attempts. He hoped they were equdly effective againg Gloroc'sillusons.

The relatively minor improvement in his sensesworried Toren. Surely thiswasnot al. Then he
remembered how Keron's belt had acted when he had first put it on. The way to test the gauntlets wasto
do something with them.

One of the spdlls that Janna had taught him came to mind. He had been unable to master it at the temple.
He recdled the technique and concentrated.

Jaws dropped and eyes widened on every side of him. Deena cried out.
“Where did he go?’ Tregay blurted.

Toren had not moved. Smiling, he dipped to the Sde just as Elenya, less disoriented than the others,
reached into the spot where he had been standing. She waved her hands over the area.

A voice carried over the hubbub of the rebdls. “He'sinvisible” 1t was the pregnant woman who spoke.
Toren noted acertain wrynessin her tone.

The modhiv continued to wend hisway through the assemblage, testing his spellweaving. No one heard
hisfootfals, no one felt the wind of his passage. As he ducked under afrond of bracken, careful not to
brush againgt it, he noticed a queer pattern of magic, quite powerful but chaotic, emanating from asmall
tent just ahead. Leaving his confused audience behind, he ventured forward and lifted the flap.

A manindirty slk robes cameinto view. He drooled and spun away from the light asif stung. Toren
identified the strange energy pattern, and grunted in surprise. He dropped hisinvighility just asarebd
noticed the open flap. The man called out, and moments later Alemar and Elenyaled the observersto the
tent.

“A wizard of the Ril,” Toren said. “ The one you defeated in the north?"

“| seeyou've heard about that,” Alemar said. “Yes, thisis Omril, ashort time ago one of Gloroc's most
favored pupils.”

“What iswrong with him?'
“He has been dragon-touched,” Alemar said.



Toren frowned. “ Something you picked up from Struth?!

“No. I've only seen Struth once. It was actudly avariation of ahealing technique. Dragon-touching, a
battle of minds—it'sal the same sort of magic in the end.” He dismissed the topic with a peremptory
wave of hishand. “I takeit that the talismans work for you?'

The query sank in. For amoment, Toren recalled the simple scout he had been less than ayear before.
Onimpulse, hefreed the voices of hisancestors, and they smply waited, silent, absorbing the difference
intheir descendant, finding comfort that they were once again in aforest. It was histurn to shape the day.
He clenched hisfigts, joyful a the power in them. Struth had stolen him from hishome, but she had
repaid the debt. He had come full circle—he was awarrior again, with a battle ahead as big as any
modhiv of the Fhali had ever dreamed of. He could dream of better circumstances, perhaps, but with
these talismans he had what he needed: afighting chance.

“Yes, | am ableto usethem,” he said. “It remainsto be seen whether they are strong enough for Gloroc,
but Struth has made agood plan. I'll accept that hospitality now, and I'll tell you about it.”

XXIX

ALEMAR LEANED BACK against the broadleaf tree, Wynneth nestled in the crook of hisarm. His
right hand, bereft of the gauntlet, did back and forth over hiswife'srotund belly. The baby kicked.
Alemar and Wynneth exchanged agmile.

The couple were part of aring of people that surrounded Toren and received an account of histravels.
Alemar listened with mute detachment, saving his questions. He felt warm and relaxed, ablefor onceto
be himself and enjoy hiswife's company and his comrades’ excitement. One of the burdens of hislife had
shifted to other shoulders.

Toren spoke clearly and well. The rebelsingisted on lengthy descriptions of the Wood, which amazed
them both by its resemblance to and difference from Cilendrode's grest forest. They listened raptly to the
account of life at the temple of Struth, eager to know more of their strange dly. Fond memorieswelled

up ingde Alemar when the modhiv mentioned that Obo was the source of his skill with the High Speech.
The prince approved of the candidate's open, guileless demeanor and the patience with which he
answered questions. He had not known what to expect from aman sent by adragon. He aso liked the
tender glancesthe Vanihr shared with his woman companion. Could it be true thet, after al these years,
their desgnsto reconquer Elandris were coming to fruition?

All too soon, the preliminaries ended. Toren related the plan that Struth had given him.

“Aslong asthe Dragon lives, Elandriswill not be taken by force of arms. The emperor of the Calinin has
committed hisforces, and King Keron will soon be leading an offensive through Tamisan and Thiagra,
but the effort will be doomed unless we succeed in assassinating Gloroc. | will lead agroup of five or Six
men in secret to Dragonsdeep. Gloroc residesin the palace there. If we can surprise him in his chambers,
wecankill him."

The audience listened in total silence. Alemar's pulse quickened. There. It was said. And even though
Toren had faltered before pushing out the last four words, the hope had been made solid and immediate.

“Catching him thereis crucia,” Toren continued. “ But there is good reason to think we can do it. Alemar
the Greet prepared the trap when he built Dragonsdeep—called Wizardsdeep then—over amillennium
ago. Asthelast of hisundersea cities, he made it more grandiose than any of the others, madeit the
capital of the empire. Itsreception hdl isone of the few indoor locationsin the nation vast enough for a



dragon’'s comfort. For those reasons done it was natura that Gloroc choose the room as hislair, but that
isonly part of the story.

“Thereception hall containsaporta. Alemar knew that dragons have a penchant for portals. They and
the Shagas came to thisworld through a portal from Serpent Moon. They can sense these passageways
from great distances and make use of them whenever they can. Just after Alemar dew Faroc, Triss
arrived on the scene by means of one."

Alemar raised his eyebrows. He had heard the account of the daying many times, and had dways
wondered how the femal e dragon could have responded so quickly to her dying mate's summons.

“Most portals that men know of are useless,” Toren continued, “because they lead into solid rock, or
ocean bottom, or the mouths of volcanoes, or to places ... e sawhere. But dragons, asflying creatures,
can make use of the rdatively large number that exist between pointsin midair. They prefer to live near
one. The reception chamber at Dragonsdeep contains a porta that leads to a corresponding hall in the
palace of the nearby city of Seecliff. Alemar deliberately built around both those sites, partly for hisown
convenience, and partly because the lure would proveirresistible to Gloroc.”

“But that'snot atrap,” Elenyainterjected. “ That's an escape.”

“True. That is one of the reasons Struth hopes Gloroc does not suspect his vulnerability. The portal isan
escape route. When we surprise him, we must do it so suddenly and completely that he cannot dip out
through it. Or if he does, we must be prepared to follow.”

“And how are you going to managethat?’ Elenyaasked skepticaly. “How can you even get into the city
without being discovered, much less get insde the palace?"

“Thereisatunnel under Dragonsdeep, again built by the Dragondayer. His own escape route, you might
say, though he never had causeto useit. It runsfrom the art gallery adjoining the reception hall to a spot
two leagues outside the great dome. Well come up indde hisguards, insde his gates. Welve only afew
dozen yards of gdlery and along foyer to traverseto get to him."

“It seemstoo easy,” Elenya countered.

“With luck, getting there will be easy. The assassination itsalf will be the hard part.” Toren splayed his
fingers, holding the gauntlets up to the sunshinefiltering through the forest canopy. “ That's when these
play their part. If | am indeed able to use them to full potential—and if the Dragondayer designed them
correctly in thefirst place—then Gloroc will be powerless. Thereisadepost of thrijish coral under
Dragonsdeep, though not as much as under other Elandri cities. Asyou know, thrijish disrupts
dragonmagic. Gloroc thinks he hasinsulated himself fromiit, but with the gauntlets, | can heighten the
effect of the cord many timesover. | can immobilize him while my companions stab him with knives
coated with dragonsbane. The uncertainty isthat we realy don't know just how powerful Glorocis, or
whether | have the needed resources. If he bregksfree, if | lose my concentration, if human guards
appear a the wrong moment ... | think you see the chalenge. In particular, if he dipsthrough the portd,
my capture spell will be shattered. | can follow, but | would have to cast it anew on the other side.
Without the eement of surprise, Gloroc would surely roast meto a cinder before | could succeed.”

Elenya pursed her lips and said nothing.

“Those who accompany me may die,” Toren said solemnly. “Even if we succeed, Gloroc's guards or
sorcerers could find us before we make it back to the tunnel. | have no choice but to go, but | will
demand it of no one else. Geim has volunteered, but | will need others who know the ocean.”



“I will go,” Tregay announced. “1 was born in Elandris.” Severd others echoed hiscry.

“I'll make no choicestoday,” Toren said. “1 want al of you to think about it. Tomorrow is soon enough,
or the day after. Come to me one by one, when the presence of your comrades is not there to goad you
toimpulsve decisons.”

Alemar fdt Wynneth's gaze boring into him. He turned and met it. Her expression intensified.

“Oh, no,” shemurmured. “1 know that look."

* k k %

“I haveto go,” he said asthey lay in their tent that night, naked bodies pressed against each other for
warmth.

“Why?" she hissed. “ Alemar. The baby."
“I'll be back before the birth."
“Let Elenyago. Shewantsto see Gloroc dead. Shewon't believe it unless she'sthere when it happens.”

“Elenya hasn't looked into Omril'smind as | have. | know the layout of the palace, of the city. If
something goeswrong, we may need that information.”

“But you're needed here,” Wynneth indsted. “The Dragon's ships could arrive any day with the
reinforcements. The people need their prince.”

“They'll accept Elenya. In pitched battle, she's a better leader than 1."

Shetugged at an errant lock of hair. “I'm sorry. | know you have your duty. | know we have to use every
resource. But | just can't be stoic about this.”

He stroked her cheek. “Y ou've survived before, when | was gone to the Eastern Deserts.”

She sat up abruptly. “Don't try to console me with that! Y ou were supposed to be gone afew months. It
turned out to be two and a haf years. Besides, we had scarcely become lovers when you left. We had
no obligationsto each other.”

“Thisobligation can't be transferred.”

He hated having to argue his sde. Wynneth's every word stung, because he could not deny her right to
fed asshedid. It irked him to have to put Elandrisfirst. Though he could name every idand in the Dragon
Seq, and every city beneath it, he had never been to hisfather's kingdom. Cilendrodel was hishome, a
frontier province free of the whimsies and affectations of the ancient kingdoms, a place where he could
disappear into the groves and sing with the rythni. Except for afew brief months during his apprenticeship
with Gast in the Eastern Deserts, he had never been happy anywhere else.

“I don't want to go,” he said hoarsely.

She opened her mouth to say something more, but her shoulders drooped in defeat. “Of course not, you
wood maggot,” she cursed, but the spite was gone from her tone. Suddenly she leaned down and
pressed her lips againg his. They lingered that way, and when she at last pulled away, a different kind of
fire smoldered in her eyes. She cupped her hand around his groin, and squeezed gently until she obtained
the response she wanted.

“You're here now,” she sighed. She shifted her round belly out of the way with an experienced air and



pulled him toward her.

* k% k %

Toren and Deena snuggled together, savoring the afterglow. Shewiped alight beading of swesat from her
cleavage and wiped it impishly over hisnose. He jumped in surprise.

“Thoughts elsewhere already?’ she asked.

He ran hisfingertips along the side of her body and down her leg from the knob of her pelvisto her knee.
“I'm afraid s0,” he admitted.

Her light-hearted gleam dimmed. She turned his head away from the gauntlets, which lay quiescent
beside them. * Are you sure you won't let me come with you?”'

He shook hishead. “It'sas| said before. | would worry about your safety. | need asfew distractions as
possble”

“And the revolt here could use an archer of my caliber,” she said, finishing his speech for him.
“Yall

Sherolled over and shook atwig from her short brown locks. “To be truthful, in somewaysit iseasy to
part ways now. | will lose deep over your safety, of course, but if fortune favors us, well be reunited.
Much better for me than to see you depart for the Wood, never to return.” Even in the dim illumination,
Toren could read her posture. She was not reconciled to either course.

“I haven't decided what | will do oncethistask isover,” he said. He stroked her spine. “If | went back to
theland of the Fhali, would you come with me?'

“I've been there,” shesaidin Vanihr.
“Your accent isterrible,” he said, realizing as he spoke that she had deliberately exaggerated it.
“That'smy point. | don't belong there. But if you asked meto go, | would.”

She lifted her head to peer a him. He stared back, lips poised to respond, but he thought of nothing to
say. She nestled up againgt him and they began along and largely unsuccessful attempt to deep.

* * * %

The surface of the sealoomed just above Elenya's head, thick with foam. The breakers boomed, loud
despite being muffled by the water. She adjusted her airmaker and glanced back at her team. They rose
in perfect formation. The dive had wasted away most of the morning, but it wastime well spent. Her
students had shown how well they had absorbed their lessons.

Behind her svam Toren, Geim, and the three men chosen to fill out the raiding party. The latter included
Tregay and apair of Elandri refugees named Match and Ebben. All were longtime rebels of unquestioned
loydty. They scarcely needed to hone their underwater skills. Thetrio knew the sea better than Elenya,
and had proved it during the week of training with their suggestions and demondtrations. But they
participated in every dive, to adjust to working as ateam.

Dalih accompanied them, though he was not going to Elandris. Elenyahad smply felt it efficient to teach
him to use airmakers and vests as well.

Her head broke the surface. Hot, invigorating sunshine pummeled her back as she waded into the



shallows, doffing her airmaker. She sghed gratefully a the warm rays; Achird had finaly burned back the
persstent layer of fog rolling in from the Dragon Sea.

Alemar stood on the bluff, high above the crashing surf, shading his eyes againg the glare. Shewaved a
sgnd of dl'swdll.

The othersjoined her on the beach, clambering onto a pitted outcropping of rock to rescue their feet
from the scorching white sand. Dalih helped her remove her vest and weights.

“We|?Do you likeit better yet?’ she asked the Surudainese.

“Thesands| know aredry,” he declared, “and water is meant for drinking."
She chuckled. “Perhaps | should show you how to fence underwater.”
“Thenit might beworthit,” he sated.

She stepped over to anearby tidepool to stow her gear in the net that waited there, so that the dry air
would not hurt the devices. Toren and Geim passed theirs to her aswell. She nodded approvingly to
them.

“You're quick learners. One can never know too much, of course, but you've grasped the basics. You've
ahundred leagues during which to become proficient. There's no need to delay the mission any longer.”

Toren glanced down at the gauntlets. Wet and cleansed by the swim, the mail cast scintillations of gold
toward the sky. “Good,” he said Smply.

Thetwo Vanihr rgjoined the othersin order to hear Ebben and Match's critique. Elenya, body dried by
the ocean winds, did into the tunic she had left on the beach and started up the switchbacks and ledges
to Alemar's vantage point. As sheleft she heard Dalih ask Ebben aquestion in High Speech. She smiled
at hisbutchery of Cdlinin syntax.

Her face was solemn by the time she reached her brother. “ That'sit,” shesaid. “You can leaveinthe
morning."

Alemar gared into the fog bank hovering offshore. She knew it was not the fog he saw, but Elandrisfar
beyond. How ironic that she, who relished new sights and seatravel, should be the oneto stay. At the
sametime, she was not complaining.

“I imagined | saw the Dragon'sfleet out there,” he said. “But it was only the mists.™

She bowed her head, thinking of the work ahead of her while he was gone. “1t won't belong until they
really do appear,” she said. And when they did, she would struggle to keep the resstance dive. For the
moment the populace dreamed they could shake off the Dragon's yoke, but an invasion in force could
dampen their enthusiasm very quickly. “Gods, | wish you weren't leaving.”

“Nor I,” Alemar muttered. He raised hisright hand and stretched hisfingers. The hand was still not astan
astheleft, but its color had deepened in the week since Toren had arrived. He glanced down at the
beach.

“What do you think of him?’" he asked, indicating Toren.

“ Sometimes he spesks of hisabilities asif they were facts. Other times he doubts himsdlf. Let's hope you
reach Dragonsdeep on one of hisgood days.”



“Therythni likehim."

She tapped him meaningfully on thetop of hishead. “Y ou're wasting energy. It'snot asif we have a
choice about who to send.”

Alemar sighed. “1 wish | had Treynaf's globe here now. Toren could probably useit, you know, if he's
that closely matched with the Dragondayer.”

“The globe workswhen it wantsto. Ask what will happen on this quest and it will show you your
great-grandson climbing atree.”

“At least that would be something,” he said. “1 would know that either | will survive, or my unborn child
will, and that my descendant will livewherethere are trees.”

A cold gust curled up off the ocean. Alemar took her hand and led her away from the bluff, into the edge
of the great forest. “If | don't come back, try to get Wynneth and my son out of Cilendrodd,” he said
pensvely. “Send them to Lord Dranin Aleoth.”

“You'll comeback,” she said firmly. They both knew she had no reason to sound so confident.

They embraced, arms wrapped tight, chins draped over each other's shoulders. He shook in her grip.
Their mindlink opened, but all Elenyareceived was agush of fear, no words.

She held him until the sdt of histearsdried on her collar. Finaly she drifted out of hisgrip. She
readjusted her tunic. A sore, bruised spot ached inside her chest, just behind the heart.

“I'll et you dedl with thefina preparations,” he said. “I'll be with Wynneth tonight.”

XXX

PRE-DAWN. Alemar, Toren, Geim, and the rest of theraiding party shuffled through a dense bank of
fog to atiny private dock. Their transport, asmal fishing vessd, did not loom out of the mist until they
were amost beside it. The craft's owner, hisbeard prematurely grey at the edges from years of exposure
to the weether, waited at the tiller while histwo grown sons readied the oars. The tide beckoned them to
be outward bound.

Tregay, Match, Ebben, and Geim boarded. Alemar and Toren paused on the creaking planks. Elenya,
Wynneth, and Deenastood solemnly at the juncture of dock and shore, wan figuresin the lantern glow.
All others had given their farewd |sthe night before.

Toren kissed Deena. She smiled, tearswelling. “Y our totem isnot yet passed,” she said, barely managing
not to choke. “Don't you dare die yet."

“I don't planto,” Toren said, and parted with alingering brush of fingers on fingers. He stepped
awkwardly into the boat and sat down on a pile of netting.

Alemar sighed, glad that the mists concedled the forest. He imagined he heard amournful rythni song
coming from the trees. A minuscule crab scuttled over hisfoot and into a crack between the planks.

“Hold your head up,” Elenyasaid, chiding him. “Gloroc would laugh if he could see you now."

He met her gaze. To his surprise, tearstrickled down her cheeks, too. She had changed agreat dedl in
the past month. Their amulets flashed, and suddenly they were speaking mind to mind.



"I want one of the Dragon's teeth to put above my hearth,” she bespoke. “ Think you can get one
without skewering yourself on it?"

"I'll' bring you two," he answered with abuoyancy he did not fed. "Just find a hearth to hold them,
and keep it safe until | return.”

“A bargain,” shesaid doud, and turned away, fading quickly into the murk, leaving Wynneth done with
him.

Hiswife said nothing, nor did she come forward. Finaly he stepped over to her. He held her, and dowly,
she returned the embrace, asif she wanted to withhold it but could not bring hersdlf to retreast completely.

“I'll return,” he promised her. “And when | do, I'll never leaveyou again.”

She frowned, skepticism blatant. Then she kissed him fiercely and virtudly ran after her sster-in-law. Her
lantern's glow lingered on the edge of vishility for the count of three heartbests.

Alemar bowed his head again and hopped into the boat. The fisherman grunted and ordered his sonsto
cast off. They cleared the dock and as soon as the fisherman's brawny offspring gave three heaves on the
oars, the dock and the coast vanished behind them.

* * * %

Morning came. The mist brightened from shades of charcoal dust to light ash. A breeze awakened, died,
and awakened again. The crew set aside the oars and hoisted their sail. Heavily loaded, the craft rode
low. Occasiond gusts drenched the occupants. The swells lured bile up their throats.

Alemar hunkered near the prow, ignoring the salty spray, thinking of Wynneth.

Toren looked ill. Geim seemed better off, but of al the party, only Match and Ebben, veterans of the sea,
seemed comfortable, if anyone could bein such wesather.

They cleared the fog bank two hours after sunrise, emerging into bright, late summer heat and light as
suddenly asif acurtain had been drawn back. Behind them the grey mass brooded, daring the sunto
burnit off the coast.

The fisherman cast an gpprehensive eye a the horizon, as did Alemar. The Dragon's ships patrolled this
coast with diligence. They saw no mastsor salls.

“Timeto go,” thefisherman said.

Alemar nodded, dipped apearl ring off hisfinger and whistled through it. He repested it at intervals.
Achird rose toward zenith and drew the dampness from their clothing. Alemar did not redize until then
how chill the splashes and the fog had made him. He indulged in the change. 1t would be many days
before he would bethisdry again.

The dorsdl fins of dolphins broke the surface in the distance, and Ebben cried out. Alemar lifted thering
again and whistled the tune that Obo had taught him years before. The princes of the seaheard and six of
them surrounded the fishing boet.

Thefisherman's sons rel eased the sheets and their father pointed the boat directly into thewind. Sails
fluttering uselesdly, they coasted to a stop, then began dowly drifting backward—*“inirons’ assailors
termed it.

“My thanks,” Alemar told the old seaman.



Thefisherman doffed hiswool cap. “ Gut that dragon like asamon. That's gratitude enough.”

“Well try,” Alemar replied. He and the other five stripped off their fisherman's garb, reveding diving
skinsand vests. They took airmakers, wegpons, and flasks of drinking water from a niche hidden
benesth one of the benches. Alemar checked both Vanihr to be sure they were appropriately prepared,
then did rump firgt into the waves.

One by one the others followed. The bubbles cleared. They swam out of the path of the vessd's kedl.
The dolphins dutifully offered their fins. Each man grasped one and they were off, propelled by the
crestures powerful flukes. A thrill ran down Alemar's spine, recaling thefirst time he had travelled this
way at the age of eight. The hull of the fishing boat disappeared behind them dmost before the prince
secured hisgrip. Elandris beckoned them southward.

* * % %

Thefirg night, Alemar remained awake for hours, though bone weary from the swim. Bright moonlight
filtered through the waters of the Dragon Sea, dl the way to the bottom. Even here, in the deeper
northern region, the seafloor seldom dipped lower than afew dozen fathoms. A ridge poked up to one
Side, supporting acora reef that stretched dmost to the surface. Dim shapes of fish and squid darted
past. Spectral limbs of kelp rose al around them, shifting in the current; the men had tied themselvesto
them to avoid drifting apart.

It had been too long since Alemar had dept at sea. It was the gentlest bed he could imagine, but he
preferred firm support benesth him and blankets above, not steady, even pressure on every side. He
ressted the urgeto tie himsdlf in ahorizontal position. Though hisvest grew more or less buoyant as
needed, keeping him at a cong stent depth without the need to move hislimbs, he fill fdt theurgeto
tread water. Nearby Toren and Geim shifted restlesdy, even less accustomed to the arrangement than he.

The onething that Alemar did not suffer from was the common fear of Elandri diversthat somehow he
was breathing water and would suffocate. On the contrary, he relished the air filtering through the
membrane of the airmaker. It was sweeter than the sdlty, fish-perfumed atmosphere above the waves.

He reminisced about the Eastern Deserts, thinking of the nights when he would lay, bedroll pressed firmly
againg the sands, and ache for the touch of water around his body. At last he drifted into deep, dreaming
of cacti and scorched st plains.

* * * %

At noon on the third day, they found atiny idet. Alemar caled ahalt to take advantage of the chanceto
eat amed on solid ground. The dolphins—the fifth set to haul them—splashed off in search of their own
dinner, cavorting in their characteristic way. Ebben and Match found avariety of shdlfish clinging to the
cord in the tidewaters and showed Geim and Toren how to harvest them. Meanwhile, Alemar assembled
his watermaker and began transmuting salt water into fresh, in order to refill their flasks.

Asthey ate, Toren came over and examined Alemar's apparatus. He stroked its rubbery membrane,
fascinated.

“Another legacy of the Dragondayer,” Alemar said. “Like the airmakers and the vedts."

“But not atalisman,” the modhiv said in admiration. He waved his hands over it. “ It needs no conscious
guidancefor itsmagic to work."

“No. But try making one without high sorcery and you'l face quite achdlenge.”

“1 think | shal make one,” Toren murmured.



Alemar raised an eyebrow. Why not? Far better that Toren use his power for such things than to kill
dragonsdl thetime. There were perhaps two living magicians who could successfully manufacture the
devices. The prince wondered what sort of life the Vanihr would have once the mission ended, assuming
its success. He buried the thought. It was not the time to look so far ahead.

Toren stared down at the raw flesh of the small clam he had just broken open.
“Dont likeit raw?’ Alemar asked. “We usudly marinate them.”

Toren shrugged and did the meat down in one gulp. “1 can eat anything,” he bragged. Nearby, Geim
guffawed.

* * % %

Gigantic dolphin sharks wandered near on the fifth day, delighted to find six of their favorite prey dowed
down by passengers. Match and Ebben released capsules of effluvium. As soon asthe grest fish smelled
the oily substance they vanished into the murk.

Asthe sea bottom rose, marking the borders of Elandris, Alemar worried less about such natura perils
and more about human enemies. He consulted the map often, steering their course away from undersea
cities. They replaced their steeds four times a day instead of two, to be sure those with them were always
fresh. Ther luck lasted until they passed between the last two cities fill between them and their
destination, through a narrow gap of only afew leagues.

Ebben brought his dolphin close to Alemar and signalled to the prince. Sea dogs.

Alemar saw aforest of kelp to the right and pointed. The men abandoned their transport, dipping into the
concealing growth as fast as possible. The dolphins streaked away.

Four sea dogs—sinuous cregtures with bodies like giant eds and whiskers like catfish—glided dowly
their way, in aformation that no wild denizens of the seawould adopt. Their whiskerstwitched, ferreting
out scentsthat did not belong—especialy those of men. Their gift of smell was as acute astheir eyes
were poor. Small chance existed that they would fail to detect the traces |eft by Alemar and his party. If
they did, they would hurry to the nearest city and guide one of the Dragon's patrols back with them.

Alemar sgned to Toren. They focussed their sorcery on their trail, gathering the residue left behind and
increasing the weight of each infinitesmd particle until they sank into the slt. Alemar's head rang with the
gtrain of such subtle manipulation, but it was worth the pain. The sea dogs cruised past without the
dightest deviation from their course. The other four men smiled at the magicworkers with relief.

After coming thisfar, nothing so ordinary as ocean bloodhounds were going to keep him from reaching
his grest enemy. They waited an hour, then Alemar summoned afresh set of dolphins.

* * * %

Dragonsdegp cameinto view quite suddenly, dome sprouting dramaticaly above the crest of the ridge
ahead of them. It wasleaguesin the distance, but it was dready difficult to takein in one glance. Alemar
gtared, momentarily awestruck. He had never seen any of the citiesof Alemar Dragondayer, much less
this, his masterwork. He had thought Omril's memorieswould prepare him for the sight, but experiences
shared secondhand did not convey the full impact.

Thousands of people lived under the glasdike ceiling, cultivating and harvesting the surrounding sea,
creating crafts and handiworks prized throughout the civilized lands. The paace sprawled in the center, a
lavish, architectura wonder—asmall city initsdf. It oread from acentra nexusinto eight twining wings,
like thelimbs of an octopus. The dynasty of Alemar had ruled from the site for many hundreds of years.



The city had not changed its configuration much in dl that time. The secret of manufacturing vartham—the
hard, transparent substance that made up the domes—had been lost with the great wizard and his sigter.
Rumors claimed that Gloroc was trying to rediscover the process. If so, he had failed, as Alemar spied

no additions to the main enclosure.

The dome peaked less than two fathoms bel ow the surface. Huge ventilation towers sprouted upward,
reaching far above the waves. Next to the west, north, and south gates were massive watermakers
capable of processing enough drinking water to supply the entire city. Despite the briny seain every
direction, the inhabitants of communities built by Alemar and Miranda never needed to worry about
importing water. The younger Alemar shivered to think of the power his ancestor must have had to create
such wonders.

Between their location and the perimeter of the city were broad tracts of cultivated seabed, and small
underwater outposts. The traffic between the city and the surrounding ocean was constant. There was no
way to approach the walls without being seen. For amoment, Alemar worried that they might have to get
closer, but Toren led them in awide semi-circle that carried them farther away. They forsook the
dolphins, hugged the bottom, and kept in the shadows of reefs and stands of kelp, keenly aware of the
proximity of the city. They encountered no patrols, though once a spearfisherman passed by in the near
distance. They successfully hid from him.

They arrived at acrevicein areef. Barnacles and coral made the opening too small to accommodeate the
men. Toren began tearing loose the growth. The otherstried to help, but the task required the strength of
the gauntlets. Silt clouded the water. As currents carried it upward, Alemar grew worried that, like
smoke on ahorizon, it would reved their position. But shortly theresfter, Toren pulled away the last
piece.

The Vanihr removed hisvest and supplies, except for the airmaker, and squeezed through the opening.
Alemar followed, dipping down acramped tunnel and into amanmade chamber lit by adim, cerulean
glow. Match, Ebben, and Tregay came next. Geim relayed down the cast-off gear and joined them.
Once everyone wasinsde, Toren closed a hatch across the entryway and spun the lock whed!.

Three of the walls were featurdl ess—fused, bare stone or cora. The fourth contained another hatch and
gpindle smilar to that in the ceiling, but larger. Not far from it was alever. Toren swam to the latter and
yanked it downward.

Four small ports opened in the floor and began sucking the water out of the chamber. Another pair of
ports appeared in the celling, out of which came air. Within aquarter of an hour the group stood with
their heads and shoulders out of the water.

They peded off their armakers. The atmosphere was stae, but breathable.

“Obvioudy no one's been herefor avery long time. That'sagood sign,” Toren told Alemar. “By the
way, | had to neutrdize aguard spell on the way in. Otherwise we would have been squeezed to death in
thetunnd.”

“That sounds like my ancestor'stouch,” Alemar said.
“Doesit? Wdl, it'srepairing itsdlf. Keep that in mind on the way out.”

The water receded to knee level, below the bottom of the hatch in thewall. They found anicheina
corner of the floor into which they placed their airmakers, suits, weights, and vests. Toren opened the
sde hatch, reveding atile-walled tunnel. Geim reached in, rubbed his fingers across the smooth floor,
and blew on them, producing a cloud of dust.



“Not exactly awdll-travelled route,” he commented. Helifted hisfoot asif to cross the threshold.

“Don't,” Toren said firmly. He ducked, reached an arm'slength into the tunnel, and pressed atile that
Gelm might have stepped on had he entered.

A pair of crossbow bolts suddenly shot out of the wallsto either side, whisking over Toren'shead and
impacting so hard they chipped the masonry.

Gam whistled. Ebben cursed.

“The Dragondayer redly didn't want strangersto usethisroute,” Toren explained. “ There's abooby trap
likethisat the other end. I'll havetolead, so | cantripit.”

“Bemy guest,” Gem sad.

The drains sucked up the last of the water with loud, inddlicate sounds. The men sorted through their
gear, selecting the bare essentids. In particular, they each broke into carefully wrapped, identical
packages and withdrew long, tapered daggers. Each ceramic sheath was seded with wax. They made
sure the sealswere intact. The blades were coated with fellit—dragonsbane—a substance which could
kill aman with the dightest contact.

They ate a somber, quiet med and set out down the tunnel.

XXXI

THE TENDONS N THE back of Toren's heels ached, unaccustomed, after so much swimming, to a
normal, dry tread. He welcomed the discomfort; it proved he was aman, not afish. But he did not like
the low celling. Hislower back rebelled from the constant stooping. Of dl the party, only Alemar was
abletowak upright.

Geim cursed as he bumped hishead again. “L et me guess. The Dragondayer was ashort man, and thisis
his revenge on the rest of us."

“Isthistunnel ever going to end?’ Tregay asked.

Toren fdt sorry for hiscompanions. To them, the dim illumination and featureess walls must have made
them fed asif the tube were congtantly squeezing in on them. It was not that way for him. Asthey had
approached the city, and eventually passed under its foundations, he sensed more and finer details about
the place they were breaching. He detected severa routine magica spellsin progress. He estimated that
severa dozen sorcererslived in the city, including fourteen adepts worthy of aking's court. Three were
as powerful as Omril. He felt one particularly potent miasmaof power.

“The Dragonisinresdence,” hetold Alemar. “I smell him."
“Good,” the prince said flatly. Toren caught acertain ambivaencein histone.

The pams of Toren's hands broke out in a sweeat insde the gauntlets. Another league and hisjourney
would be over. Hetried to focus on the center of the energies, learn what he could about the exact
strength of Gloroc's magic. His probing yielded unexpected results.

“Strange,” he muttered.
“Wha?" Alemar inquired.



“The Dragon's emanations are diffused. | can't pinpoint them. What could be causing that? | can locate
every other source of magic with complete clarity.”

“I don't know. Y ou'd think such a powerful nexus would stand out like a beacon."
“Yes.” Digracted, Toren bumped his head again.

When hisforehead stopped throbbing, he probed once more. The source refused to resolveitself sharper
than awide, vagudly defined sphere. He estimated the zone to be about a hundred feet in diameter. He
would need greater precision than that once they reached the great hall and hetried to snare hisprey.

The tunnel angled upward. Belly cramps plagued Toren asthey climbed. He murmured prayersto his
ancestors. What had he gotten himsdlf into? Surdly, if hewas right for the gauntlets, he would be able to
pinpoint hisenemy. A bitter, adrendine tang filled the back of histhroat.

“Gam? Torencdled.
“Yes?’ the other Vanihr called from the back of the group.

“I just want you to know that whatever happensto you up ahead, it's your own fault for capturing me
back inthe Wood."

“I've been thinking what a stupid thing that wasto do,” Geim replied dryly.

Toren tried to laugh, but he coughed instead. An image of hisand Deends farewell |lovemaking took
form, but the memory of her musk drowned in the stale seareek of the passageway. Maybe he did not
need to know if the gauntletsworked. If he hid well enough in the Wood, Gloroc might never find him
until long after he had died of old age.

And Rhi and his descendants would bear the totem of acoward.

He sighed, trudging on, arms trembling from the anticipation. The Dragon'sradiations grew inintengity, al
without resolving to a proper locus.

The tunndl ended dmost before he expected it. “ Stop,” hetold the others, and triggered the second
crossbow trap. Three pacesfarther he found ahatch like that at the other end. The gauntlets dedlt with
thelock.

He stepped out into asmdl, empty room lit with the same bluish phosphorescence asthe tunnd. The
werdight bothered him. It was powered by a subtle, pervasive spell. Who was this Dragondayer, to cast
spelIsthat lingered centuries after his deeth? Struth illuminated her subterranean chamber the same way.
Hewould have to ask her how he might reproduce the light.

The auraof dragonmagic was overriding, no longer muffled by layers of seabottom. Toren rubbed the
pamsof his gauntletstogether. They crackled with static. Near, so near. He wished his kneeswould quit
shaking.

* * % %
Alemar smelled the Dragon's presence as well, even without a gauntlet to augment his senses. Theinner
lining of his cheeks turned to cotton. He hesitated a the mouth of the tunnel until, redlizing that he was

blocking the progress of the others, he shuffled forward. Match, Ebben, and Geim dl sighed gratefully as
they emerged, able at last to straighten their spines.

Toren waited in the center of the room, eyes closed, gauntlets still pressed together. Beyond him stood



an gpparently open archway. Alemar approached it, dert for sgns of sorcery. Beyond the threshold lay a
gdlery filled with statues and scul ptures, paintings and tapestries. By stark contrast, the room they were
inwas empty. Dust puffed with each footstep. Thelight in the gallery was bright, artfully balanced to best
display the collection of masterpieces, but none of it came within the dusty alcove. Alemar could see his
companions gtrictly because of the werdight.

He reached into the archway. His hand flattened against asolid wall. Tregay, equdly intrigued, tapped his
knuckles lightly against an adjacent spot. “Hard asrock,” he muttered.

“An astounding bit of thaumaturgy.”

Toren's voice made Alemar jump. “Don't worry about making noise,” the modhiv added, noticing the
prince's reaction. Hejoined them at the threshold. “No onein the palace can see or hear us. To them this
archway isjust another section of thewall. Even Gloroc would never suspect our presence, eveniif he
coiled up ten pacesaway.” Toren leaned nearer theinvisblewall, admiration sparkling in hiseyes. “It
must have taken weeksto cast the spell that made thisilluson.”

Alemar, equaly amazed, lifted hisamulet out of his collar and placed the gem against the surface. Not so
much as aflicker came from the talisman. The mirage was so well-wrought that it swallowed its own
telltale emanations.

“How do we get through it?"
“It's keyed to the gauntlets. Aslong as| hold my hand in the opening, a person can passthrough.”

Alemar recognized the gdlery from Omril's memories. “ The Dragon's chambers are scarcdly two
hundred yards away.” He licked his excruciatingly dry lips. His hand settled uneasily on the hilt of his
poisoned dagger.

“Once we gstep through, Gloroc will sensethetalismans,” Toren stated. “I'll have to weave a cloaking
spell firgt. That will take me at least two hours. It should hold long enough for usto runto the hdl. Let's
rest now. It'sonly early evening.”

Alemar wondered how Toren could tell the precise time of day when they had been in the tunnel so long,
but it matched his own gut feeling. He sghed. The delay would wreak havoc on their nerves, but the
drategy was wise. They would attack in the dead of night when the palace activity was at its nadir.

The prince settled tiffly againgt one of thewalls. Tregay offered him astrip of dried fish, but he declined.
Who could eat now?

An hour dragged by. Ebben chewed short seven of hisfingernails and started on the eighth. A drudge
entered the gdlery, swept up afew motes of dust and wiped down severa sculptures, including the one
immediately in front of the dcove, aremarkably lifelike rendering of akelp shark. Alemar indtinctively
shrank up againgt the wall, but the woman departed again without once glancing in their direction.

Geim continued to scowl at one of the Statues across the room long after the servant had cleaned it. He
nudged Toren. “Take alook at that,” he said.

Alemar dso glanced where Geim indicated. He saw afull-szefigurine of adim, petitewomanina
flowing gown, addlicate scepter in her grip. The prince recognized it immediately; smal versonsexisted
throughout Elandris and Cilendrodd. Hisfather had given oneto his mother.

AsToren stared at it, hisjaw dowly fell open. He uttered something in Vanihr that could only have been
anexpletive.



“Issomething wrong?’ Alemar asked.
“Do you know whom that statue is modelled after?!
“Of course. That's Miranda, sster of Alemar Dragondayer.”

Toren exhaed suddenly. He and Geim exchanged a meaningful glance. The modhiv rubbed his head so
firmly he creased hisscalp.

“Does that mean something to you?’ Alemar asked.
“Yes. But I'm afraid thisisn't the time or place to discuss the matter.”

Alemar frowned. Toren'stone closed the subject. The prince let it rest. Too many other thoughts and
memories crowded his mind. Once Toren began weaving the spell of concealment, it wasdl Alemar
could do to St in one place.

* * % %

The gtrands of the spell fell into place one by one and became a seamless fabric. Toren would have
grinned if he had not been so frightened. With the gauntlets, his magic flowed like the waterfall of
Headwater, straight and unstoppable. He stoked hisinterna fires. Once he and his companions passed
out of the room, no time would remain for dow, careful spellweaving.

| am coming, Gloroc.

Just short of two hours after he had begun, hetied the fina ethereal knot, and the cloaking spell shrouded
them. “I'm ready,” he announced.

The others ood and, fingers shaking with nervousness, untied the bindings around their knife hilts. One
good yank and each blade would rush free of its sheath.

Toren thrust his hand into the gap of the archway. “Y our lead, my prince.”

Alemar stepped through. The others quickly followed. Toren thrust aside al distractions and moved
forward. A dlky feding enveloped him, like cobwebs being drawn across his entire body, then melted
away. Behind him stood a bare marble wall. His companions stared at him oddly. It must have seemed to
them asif he had sprouted directly out of the stone.

“Let'sgo,” he whispered, and walked briskly toward the exit, asfast as he could go without disturbing his
concentration. The gauntlets moaned. Alemar and the others cleaved to him, so that he would not have to
extend his sorcery too far. They |eft the gallery and entered a short, vaulted corridor leading to the foyer
of thegresat hall.

A wave of forcetore at his cloaking screen. He bolstered it, ftifling awave of panic. He was certain he
had woven it correctly. Nevertheless, it began breaking up. “Run!” he shouted asthey crossed into the
foyer. “The Dragon knowswe are herel"

He abandoned the deteriorating spell, casting al hisenergiesinto thered chalenge. He gathered the
feeble emanations coming from the thrijish cord benegth the city and condensed them, intensified them,
and focussed them on the greet hallway. The snare closed. Only moments had passed since Gloroc had
sensed them. If the gauntlets worked, the Dragon was immobilized.

The talismans throbbed. He shuddered and trebled his effort. An inarticulate cry of pain escaped hislips.



“Hold on!” Alemar cried.

Toren clenched histeeth. The gauntlets blazed, their golden beams overwheming the great candlesin
their wall sconces.

A wave of retdiatory magic struck like ahammer againgt his skull. Lightning sprang from every corner of
the room. It hissed and snapped inches from his skin. He landed on hisside. Alemar and the others were
dammed back down the hdlway.

Toren staggered to his knees, ignoring the lacerations on his cheek. The stench of sulphur and singed
clothing smote him. He clenched the gauntlets together, hanging desperately to his spell. His snare held,
barely. He crawled forward. He had to get nearer. The spell was weaker than it should have been. But
the closer he got to the Dragon, the tighter he could focus his strength.

Another counterattack rocked him to the floor. Suddenly everything vanished. Fog surrounded him, a
grey mist so thick he could not see his own hands. He wormed hisway forward, refusing to be stopped.

“Whichway?’ Alemar demanded, voice weak and distant. Toren snarled, findly redizing the nature of
the counterattack. He was crawling the wrong way. Alemar cast energy toward him. He seized it,
supplemented it, and blocked the counterattack. The mist evaporated. He and hisfellow assassinslay
sprawled in the center of the foyer.

Match stared sightlesdy upward, hands around histhroat, face purple from suffocation. The auraof life
fizzled out before Toren could attempt to break the spell.

The modhiv shuddered. The snare snapped. Crying in fear, he wove anew one, felt it settle once more
onitsvictim.

You won't get away, he vowed. Spittle dotted hislips. He gasped and climbed to hisfeet, skin crawling
with minuscule, flea-bite pinpricks of terror. How could Gloroc be so powerful ?

Within three steps, the marble floor disappeared. Hefdl. Slick, cavelike wallswhisked by beside him.
Below loomed afloor strewn with spearlike stalagmites. He twisted, but the points were too closely
placed. One of them was aimed straight for his heart.

Toren cast ascreen of interference. Theillusion shattered. He was once again on the floor of the
corridor. Hewas not faling, but he was holding the tip of hisdrawn dagger in front of hisown chest. The
blade gleamed with a coating of whitish unguent. The potent odor of the dragonsbane nearly emptied his
somach.

Alemar and the others cried out. They were safe, but bardly; Tregay's knife point lay only afinger width
fromhisskin.

Swesat streamed down Toren's neck. With Alemar hot on his hedls, he bolted to hisfeet and charged
toward the great doors.

Just ahead the floor opened, and a chasm much like the previous one appeared. Thistime Toren could
tell it wasred. It wastoo late for him or Alemar to stop. “Jump!” Toren ordered, and legped into the air.
Asthelr feet came down, circular disks of energy flew out from the gauntlets, providing padsto land on.
Four stepstook them across. Geim and Tregay loped just behind. Ebben hovered at the edge, trembling,
not willing to bridge the gap.

Toren abandoned the rebdl. The Dragon's maneuvers had weskened. No time to hesitate. He jammed
the gauntlets againgt the entrance. The doors flew open.



“Look out!” Toren shouted. He dived to the Side, as did the three men just behind him. A purple bolt of
dragonflame shot past them. It caught Ebben standing in the foyer. He exploded.

Momentarily blinded by the brilliance, Toren ingtinctively brought the gauntlets up and bolstered the snare
for dl hewasworth. A keening scream deafened them. Toren opened his eyes.

The hdll stretched before him, incredibly high and long. In the center of the room adragon writhed,
caught in the center of Toren's phantom net. It beat itswings furioudy againgt the stone floor, screeching
in agony and outrage.

And on theright side, close to one of the walls, loomed a second dragon, jaws outstretched in fera
hatred, eyes glittering. The edges of the snare barely contained its massive body.

“By my grandfather!” Toren cried, just as the second dragon spat. A bolt raced straight toward Toren,
who threw power desperately into hisward, spreading it out to shield his surviving companions. The
flame thundered off, corona dancing to the vaulted celling. Char rained down.

Toren's snare, despite his best efforts, collapsed to half its size. The second dragon spun. A portal
suddenly popped into existence. The great serpent dived through it. An ingtant later the window snapped
out of existence.

At long lagt, the power flowing through the gauntlets focussed into asingle, irrepressible beam. Toren,
blinking, strands of hislong hair curled into wisps from the heat of the dragonflame, nearly fainted from
the force of the energies. He tightened his snare. The remaining dragon screamed and sagged to the floor,
pinned, thrashing weekly.

Toren ssumbled forward. “Knives!” he shouted.

Alemar, Geim, and Tregay brushed past, brandishing their daggers. They hovered just out of the dragon's
range. Feeble asthe creature's movements were, one sweep of itstail or wings could crush them.

Toren, bardy ableto lift hisfeet off the floor, continued on until he felt the wind of the dragon's panting. It
raised itsforward claw afew inches and dropped it. Toren reached out and buried hisfingersin the flesh
of itsneck. It stiffened and with afind whimper ceased al movement, save for the fluttering of itseyedids.

“Now!” Toren shouted.

Alemar plunged forward and sank his dagger to the hilt in the dragon's belly. Tregay and Geim followed
through on the other side. They abandoned the weapons and darted back out of the way.

Thelr haste was unnecessary. The dragon did not shift. Findly it sank into alimp pile. Its head glanced off
Toren'sward and cameto rest at hisfeet.

Toren opened hishands. The web of energy coa esced and disappeared into the gauntlets. He swayed.
Alemar and Geim caught him as hefdl and dragged him away from his dead opponent.

Tearsrolled down the modhiv's face. He had doneit. He had been the correct candidate. Had there
been only one dragon, Match and Ebben need not have died. He brushed the gauntlets against his
bruised face. His cheekswere numb. All of him was numb.

“Two dragons,” Alemar whispered.

The pounding of many boots rang in the foyer. Geim and Tregay sprinted to the great doors and dammed
them shut. Toren cast alock spdll.



“That will hold them,” he said, and coughed up adug of vile phlegm. “At least until awizard arrives.”
“Weve got to get out of herel” Geim said.
“Not yet,” Toren said grimly. He turned to the side wall and concentrated. The portal opened.

Through the opening they saw aroom much like the one in which they stood. Over ahundred
men-at-arms crowded up to the opening. Four finely robed figures waited behind them, auras bright with
the power of high wizards, one of them no doubt of the Ril. The escaped dragon towered at the rear of
the room. One arrow-quick shake of its snout told Toren that it had completely recovered from the
attack.

As soon as the window opened, the guards rushed forward. The lead row smply disappeared, out of
view. The one-way nature of the portal prevented their entry. The second row halted, shaking their pikes
and swords, shouting in anger.

Toren locked eyeswith hisgiant enemy. “Gloroc,” he said.

"Foul little creatures!” the Dragon hissed. "My parents were not enough for the likes of you! You
have killed my sister aswell! Escape if you can, but | shall find you!"

Tregay and Geim staggered backwards, caught unprepared by the waves of hate accompanying the
words, which penetrated where physical substance could not. Toren let it wash over him without effect.

“I'vebeen afool,” the modhiv murmured under hisbregth. Alemar stared a him quizzically.

Toren smiled wryly, redizing how artfully he had been duped. Of course Struth would want a candidate
to use the gauntlets. Since Faroc and Triss had had more than one offspring, Toren's enlistment was
smply ameans of evening the odds.

Gloroc snapped hisjaws. Hisindigo eyesflashed. "Tell the Dragonsayer he won't be so lucky next
time! | know now that helives, and | shall find him, also!"

Alemar let out an astonished squeak. He stared up at Gloroc. The Dragon leaned forward.
"A spawn of the wizard in the flesh! Come to me, little one. Wouldn't you like to throttle me?"
Alemar lunged forward, hands outstretched.

“No,” Toren yelled. He waved hishand. The porta shut just before the prince reached it. Alemar
tumbled forward, checked his momentum, and sagged againgt the wall. He shook, redlizing that had been
hypnotized, sobered to see how willingly he had been rushing toward his doom.

Men battered loudly at the doors. Toren pictured an entire city of enemy soldiers, sorcerers, and magica
creatures chasing them and tried not to be sick.

“Now can weleave?’ Geim demanded.

“Well head for thetunnd,” Toren said authoritatively. “ Gather insde my ward. We might makeit if we
don't run into asorcerer of the Ril."

“What did Gloroc mean?’ Alemar asked asthey collected in atight diamond-formation. “The
Dragondayer lives? How can that be?!

“That'swhat | couldn't tell you earlier,” Toren said as he digpelled the lock on the doors. “ Struth isan



illuson.”

Epilogue
KERON SAT STIFFLY on his cushioned divan, high in the ambassador's minaret in the city of Tazh
Tah, overlooking the oncefertile plains of Smorilia. He saw a battlefield. The Dragon's army camped
where crops should be growing, held at bay by local forces desperate to keep their capital out of enemy
hands. Y et, morde was high in the city. Boisterous, drunken sounds of revelry wafted up the masonry of
the minaret from the streets. The shah had broken the siege, partly asaresult of Keron's strategies, and
the army of the Calinin Empire was on itsway. According to the latest reports, the first contingent of
troops was hdfway through Numaron, and would reach them in afortnight.

Keron stood abruptly and paced, obliviousto the celebration. In hisacove, Treynaf stared into his globe,
equally aoof. Theking glanced once more & the battlefield. Thefirst campfires of evening sparkled inthe
dusk, and their number confirmed the report that Va had just given him. The king turned and faced his
son, who stood dutifully at attention, boots still dusty from his reconnaissance.

“I don't likeit,” Keron said. “It doesn't fed right.”
“Doyouthink it'satrick?’ Val asked.

“I don't know.” He picked up his mug of hot wine and sipped. He scowled; the liquid had gone tepid.
“It's not the time for the Dragon to withdraw athird of histroops. Y ou say they're on aforced march
back to the coast?'

“It seemsthat way. Perhaps he's worried about the emperor's army.”

Keron set down hismug. “All the more reason to increase his strength. | expected him to try to take Tazh
Tah beforeour dliesarive.

Va dhrugged. Keron consdered dismissng him, letting the boy sharein thefegtivity. Whatever ese, the
Dragon'sretreat meant alull in the fighting, and Va had earned some relaxation.

“Perhgps this has something to do with the situation in Cilendrodel,” the king mused. Word had recently
come of Alemar'svictory over the Dragon's sorcerer, and of the subsequent revolt. Keron pictured the
withdrawn troops heading north.

Cilendrodel was a backwoods province. It did not have the meansfor asustained fight against the
Dragon'sempire.

Toren would have arrived there by now. Keron's grandson would be born soon.
Disquieting energies thrummed down the haft of his scepter.
"Dragons!”

Treynaf stood up, knocking over his small table. The globe struck the flagstones and glanced off awall so
hard that, had it been ordinary crystal as opposed to atdisman, it would have shattered. Keron and Va

jumped.
“Two dragong!” Treynaf cried. “ To arms, cousin! March to Elandris! Do not wait for the dawn!”

Keron fdt acold, hard, satisfying knot in his gut. The scepter warbled. Two dragons? Timeto sort the



meaning later. For once, he knew unequivocdly that his rdative had seen with true Sight. Enough waiting.
Thetimefor action had come.

“Passthe order,” hetold V. “We attack tonight.”

GLOSSARY
Achird

The sun. The star around which Motherworld revolves.

Alemar Dragondayer

Founder of Elandris, dayer of the dragons Faroc and Triss. Also Alemar the Grest, Alemar |.
Alahihr

A union of tribes of the samerace asthe Vanihr, living in the Hat. The Alahihr practice of clearing land
directly opposes the religious tenets of the Vanihr. The two peoples are bitter enemies.

Amane

A Vanihr tribe of cannibals.

amethery

An herb of the Cilendri forests, often used to prompt abortion.
burrost

Dried tree serpent, aVanihr staple.

Cadra

Progenitor of the Zyraii.

Calinin

1. Anancient nation in the far west of the southern continent. 2. The empire that originated in Calinin,
composed, at varioustimes, of the countries of Calinin South, Aleoth, Cotan, Acalon, Tanjand, Agon,
Neith, Tiandria, Serthe, Riannehn, Sirithrea, Numaron, Irigion, Rhida, Rhada, and Moin, aswell asthe
motherland. 3. Those lands culturdly and linguigticaly tied to the empire, including the countries above as
well as Ranagara, Elandris, and Cilendrodd.

cheli

Among the southern Vanihr tribes, aperson who is not capable of housing the memories of hisancestors,
normally because of brain damage or menta retardation. Such persons are considered to be less than
human and are not permitted to breed.

collberry
A low-lying tree of the Wood whaose fruit is often esten or fermented.
Dark Night



A term gpplied to those rare occasions when Achird, the Sister, Motherworld, and al of the major
moons are below Tanagaran's horizon. Although traditionally celebrated only once ayear, “ dark nights’
may happen as often asamonth apart. Likewise, many Dark Nights are barely dark at dl; total lack of
suns, moons, and mother planet sometimes lasts aslittle as an hour. One of the mgjor preoccupations of
early Tanagaranese astronomers was the cdculation of when Dark Night would occur.

drelb
A dwarfish people inhabiting the countries of Tranglia, Intraia, Cidlia, Drelbhaven, and the Drelbmarch.
Dragonsdeep

Capita city of Elandrisunder Gloroc'srule. Origindly caled Wizardsdeep, it wasthe last city built by
Alemar Dragondayer, and served as capitd of hisempire for many centuries. eret-Zyraii The western
fringe of Zyraii territory, uninhabitable because of its extremely arid climate.

erron

Smdll copper coin, smalest monetary unit of some of the Old Kingdoms.
Faroc

The male of the pair of dragonsthat once ruled the Dragon Sea, dain by Alemar the Great.
Fhali

A Vanihr tribe of the southern Wood, to which Toren belongs.

Firsthold

Origind capitd of Elandris.

the Flat

An unforested region in the center of the WWood, home of the Alahihr.
forest stalker

A very large, highly venomous spider indigenous to the Wood, known for stalking and killing large
mammeals.

Garthmorron

A large barony in central Cilendrodd, birthplace of Alemar and Elenya.
Hab-no-ken

Hedling sect of the Zyraii priesthood, distinguished by their green clothing.
hai-Zyraii

A date conferred upon an individua through blood ritua, in recognition of deedsthat greatly benefit the
Zyrai ntion.

hayeri



A smdll, deerlike animal of the Wood.

High Speech

Crigindly the forma court language of the Calinin Empire, now the lingua franca of the civilized lands.
ljitia

1. A nation dong the east bank of the River Sha. 2. The ancient empire originating aong the Sha,
gpreading over the Mountains of the Godsinto Agon, Tanjand, and Aleoth. Also included Tunaets and
Fornaets.

Lerina

Mother of Alemar and Elenya.

Miranda

Sigter of Alemar Dragondayer; inventor of the armaker; co-founder of Elandris.
modhiv

Thewarrior caste within the southern and centra Vanihr tribes of the Wood. Plura: modhiv.
mong

A huge, man-eating fish indigenousto the River Sha.

Motherworld

The gas giant planet around which Tanagaran revolves.

New Kingdoms

The countrieswhich were part of the Cdinin frontier at the time of its grestest expansion, including
Irigion, Numaron, Rhada, Rhida, and Moin.

oeikani (wah-kah-nee)

A large, herbivorous mammal found throughout Tanagaran, used as a saddle and pack beast, and
occasiondly asasource of food. Plurd: oeikani.

Ogshiel
A Vanihr tribe of the northern Wood, bordering the River Sha. Legendary enemies of the Shages.
Old Kingdoms

The northern continent monarchies conquered early by the Calinin, consigting of Riannehn, Neith,
Srrithreg, Tiandria, and Serthe.

opsha

Themilitary leader of the Zyraii nation. Until Lond's ascendancy, it was considered amythical title,
because of internecine rivalry among the varioustribes.



Po-no-pha (Po-no-fa)

Thewarrior classamong the Zyraii, distinguished by their white clothing.

Retreat

A ritua hermitage observed by Hab-no-ken in order to recuperate from overuse of their powers.
the Ril

Gloroc's lite cadre of sorcerers.

Serpent Moon

A moon of Motherworld, origind home of dragons and shages.

Shaga

A race of lesser dragons, roughly man-size, that came from the Serpent Moon. They built agreat
civilization dong the River Sha, which thrived until overrun by ljitians from the north and Vanihr from the
south. Therefugeesrelocated in the Valley of Serpents.

Shahera

A prophet who lived at the height of the Calinin Empire, a century before the founding of Elandris.
Conddered the greatest master of the Sight ever to have lived, her auguries often dedlt with the fate of
nations and entire peoples. Her declaration that the Calinin Empire had dready reached its maximum
extent earned her the wrath of the emperor, who had her executed.

the Sster

Achird's orange companion gtar, visble from Tanagaran even in daylight.

Tanagaran

Theworld. Fifth moon of Motherworld.

thrijish

A type of coral whose proximity negates a dragon's ability to absorb sorcerous power from water.
Tlil

The second largest tribe of modern Zyraii, descended from Cadra's seventh son, Lil. Lond'stribe.
Triss

Femade of the pair of dragonsthat once ruled the Dragon Sea.

Urthey

Smallest mgor moon of Motherworld.

Vanihr

A golden-skinned, blond-haired race inhabiting the Wood, the archipelagoes, and much of the Far



Western Lands. Disdaining large-scale agriculture and deeply devoted to traditiona ways of life, the
Vanihr have remained a Stone Age culture, separated into many smal tribes. Plurd: Vanihr.

vartham

A transparent, incredibly strong substance created by Miranda and Alemar the Great, used to form the
domesthat enclose the underwater cities. Like the airmakers, the secret of its creation waslogt with the
two great sorcerers.

Xais

1. Capitd of the Calinin Empire. 2. Ancient capita of Aleoth. 3. Former northern capita of the ljitian
Empire; its conquest by the Cdinin dragticdly atered the balance of power in the regions surrounding the
inner sea.

Yent

A provincein centrd Cilendrodd.

Yetem

A false name used by Elenyaduring her yearsin the Eastern Deserts.
Zee-no-ken

Monastic sect of the Zyraii priesthood, uninvolved in political and socid life, often hermits. Many are
killed sorcerers.
Zyraii

1. A nomad nation of the Eastern Deserts. 2. The people or language of the Zyraii nation.
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An Excerpt from The Sorcery Within
Book Oneof The War of the Dragons

under the sword lifted high
Thereishdl making you tremble;
But go ahead

And you have the land of bliss.

Musashi Miyamoto (1582-1645)

THEWATER HOLE WASA TINY POOL virtudly hidden in the rocks, an unexpected blessing in the
middle of tracts of scoured hardpan and powder-dry arroyos. The lichen growing on the stone at the
water's edge was the only green growth they had seen for two days. In the far west, barely visble as
early morning sun illuminated their dopes, the Ahrahikte Mountains lay acrosstheir rearward trail.

Alemar dipped hisfingersinto the water and brushed them tentatively againgt hislips. Thefed of liquid
was dmogt dien, acool, soft sensation that vanished dmost immediately, absorbed into the cracks and
dust on hisskin. Hetook asmall sip. It was gone within moments, without ever reaching histhroat.

“It'sgood,” he said hoarsdly.

Elenya stooped beside her brother, away from her sentry position. Leaning to the water's surface, she
relieved her swollen lips. Alemar sprinkled drops on hisface and stayed back, as there was no room for
two. Anywhere el se, the water would have been brackish and unworthy of consuming. He didn't
complain. Elenyafilled her mouth, held it, and sat back. She pulled the cowl and veil around her face
again, blocking out the glare.

They drank by turns, relearning how to swallow. After asmall amount, Alemar felt dizzy, and lay back
againgt therock that shadowed the pool. As his head settled onto the rough surface, hefelt vibrations.

Hoofbests.

Herolled to the Side. Two daggerslanded heavily on the spot he had just vacated. Elenyaflipped over
the water hole, aready reaching for her rapier. Another knife narrowly missed her.

The attackers were three desart riders, clad in loose white robes and veils much the same asthe twins
own, mounted on oelkani. They bore down at agallop, drawing long, dightly curved blades.



Alemar flung himsdlf flat. A blade snipped aseam in his cowl, just touching hishair. A second rider was
on him before he could draw aweagpon. He sprang to the balls of hisfeet, and asthe scimitar came
down, he sidestepped it, grabbed the man'swrist, and pulled down. The oeikani galloped past, whileits
surprised rider plunged headlong into the rock, uttering asharp expletive in an unfamiliar tongue. Alemar
kept hisgrip on the arm through the tumble, hearing and feding it snap. He took the wegpon.

He glanced to the Sde. Elenyawas ducking the third rider. The man diced vicioudy, contemptuous of her
thin blade. The cut would have killed adower opponent, but it missed her entirely, and Alemar saw the
glint of metal from her return blow. Therider continued on for severd paces, and dboruptly fell from the
oelkani. A dark stain spread across his midsection. He didn't move again.

Thefirg rider, having circled, plunged toward Alemar in adightly less headlong fashion. He pulled up,
parried Alemar's thrust, and harassed him from his superior position. As Elenyaturned toward them, the
rider pressed, hoping for aquick victory. Alemar avoided the oeikani's hooves, dipped his dagger out of
his belt with hisleft hand, and flung it. The rider blocked the dagger with asmdl shield bound to his
empty hand, but wasn't fast enough to catch the thrust that followed. He fell from his mount, partialy
disembowelled.

The moaning of the man with the broken arm turned their attention toward the east. There, twenty riders
waited a a standdtill only fifty paces awvay, where moments before there had been none. Their robes and
the markings on their oelkani were the same asthe three attackers. Asagroup, they raised their scimitars
and lifted reinsto whip their animas forward. One man in the center held back.

"Na tet,” he shouted. Abruptly, the other men lowered their weapons. He gave afew moreterse
commands, and the group rode quickly forward to surround the twins.

When the circle was complete, its center well within range of the throwing daggersthet al thewarriors
bore, the leader spoke again. "Ai natt dor kem?"

“We use the High Speech,” Alemar answered.

The man regarded them. He was taler than most of the group, a bronzed, handsome forehead showing
abovethe vell. He bore himsdf like aman accustomed to authority.

“Thetongue of the Cdininis seldom spoken here,” he said. Hisinflection was wrong, but his construction
was excdlent. “Who are you, and what are you doing here?"

“l am Tebec."
“And your brother?"

Before Elenya could answer, Alemar said, “Heis'Y etem. We come from Cilendrodd on our father's

“Y ou have come along way.” The leader pointed to the water hole. “ Here, among Zyraii lands, the
pendty for steding water is death.”

“We are not dead."

To Alemar's surprise, the leader smiled, the expression visblein the creasesaround hiseyes. “That is
true. And you say you came from the west?'

“Ya”



“God has indeed been merciful to bring you through the eret-Zyraii.” He waved at the wasteland. “ Even
we do not go there."

Thelast two days had not seemed merciful to Alemar.
“Foreigners are rare in the steppes. Where are you bound?’
“Setan.”

An animated murmur spread immediately through the riders. Theleader laughed momentarily without
amusement. “Y ou and every bastard child of ten nations. At least you're honest about it."

Alemar hestated.

Theleader said, “1 am Lond, and these are my brothers. We are of the T'lil tribe. Y ou have taken our
water without permission.” Hetoyed with hisknife hilt, but his express on seemed to soften, the
aggressiveness replaced by curiosity. “Nevertheess, | offer you an dternative to death.”

He gestured toward the dead and wounded. “I have never seen anyone ded with mounted attackers
quite so efficiently.”

Alemar inclined his head at the compliment, for he could see that this was the appropriate response.
Lond did not seem overtly angry that his men had suffered. He pointed to the two riderless oeikani that
had been rounded up during the conversation. The man from whom Alemar had stolen the scimitar was
being shoved onto his saddle, arm tucked in front of him. “The laws of the So-dees dlow meto use my
discretion in certain cases. Y ou have taken our water,”—he shrugged—* but the rains have been good
thisyear. The T'lil need dl our fighting men, and you have deprived us. If you will take their places, and
become our brothers, holy law may yet be observed, without requiring your deaths.”

Alemar searched the leader's face three times over, wishing the veil didn't hide half of it. He had dready
begun to detach himself, preparing to die, and it was difficult to shake the mood. He hadn't expected this.
There were hidden motives at work, but if it were atrap, Alemar couldn't fathom it—their liveswere
aready in the hands of the desert men.

“How many of them understand the High Speech?’ Alemar asked of Lond's companions. “ Do they
know what you propose?’

“l'amLond,” theleader said smply. “They will doas| say."
“What of Setan?'

Lond scowled. “Does greed dull your wits? Y ou were rational enough to wear Zyraii robes asyou tried
to pass our borders.” He fingered his own garment. “ Foreigners are not dlowed in Setan.”

“It's not treasure we're after.”

“Now you mock me. Areyou going to accept my offer or not? The sun climbs....” Already sncethe
fight, the temperature had increased.

Abruptly Elenyadipped her rapier into its scabbard and climbed into the saddle of one of the oeikani.
Alemar paused amoment longer. He was not angry at her impulsiveness; it merely meant that she had
dready thought of what hewasjust redizing—in their circumstances, they shouldn't question luck.

Lond traded words with his companions after Alemar had mounted. Two of them asked short questions,



which the leader answered even more briefly. He told the twins, “ Forget whatever life you had in the
world that isoutsde Zyraii. Thisland will never let you live unlessyou are committed toit, and to its
people. The sooner you accept this, the sooner you profit.” It was hard to tell if thiswere advice, or a
command. He ordered them to the middle of a double column, and the group set out.

As soon asthey were away, carrion birds began circling the bodies of the two dead men. Alemar |ooked
back at one point. Lonal noticed the hesitation.

“Those who diein battle need no ceremony,” he said. “God will care for them.”

THE FOREST OF CILENDRODEL stretched entirely across the northern edge of the Dragon Sea. The
village of Eruth hid within the slent giants that made up the wood, buildings interspersed between the
boles of the largest trees, the underbrush and smaller trunks removed to make way for the community.
Even then the forest attempted to reclaim its own; many of the house yards were swamped in berry
bushes and decorated with vines that sometimes concealed dl but the windows and doors. The late hour
had doused the lights of most of the houses, but lantern glow paraded out of the larger of the town'stwo
taverns, full of belly laughs and the scent of rich woodland de.

The main room contained heavy beams of wood set high and many rough-hewn tables and chairs.
Approximately half were occupied by villagers wearing brightly colored clothing made of the durable
quarn silk for which this part of Cilendrodel was famous. They took little notice of Keron as he entered,
dressed as he wasin an identical manner. Eruth was on the trade road and accustomed to newcomers.
He strode to the bar, and the barkeeper recognized him.

“Hello, Ampet,” Keron said.

If the man was surprised, he hid it. He gestured toward a door just to the side of the bar. “Wait in there.
Haveyou eaten?"

“Not recently.”
“I'll seethat something is sent in. Helll be with you when we close—it shouldn't be very long."

Keron did as he was told. The room behind the bar was small, containing atable, four chairs, and a
narrow bed. A rear door led to the compost pile, outhouse, and forest. A stairway from theinn on the
second story ended just to the left. Even next to the building, the overhead foliage was thick, and stole
thegtarlight.

Keron stood in the rear portal and whistled—asingle, quick note. Soon the same note, sounded twice,
came from somewhere in the nearby underbrush. Satisfied, Keron reentered and secured the door with a

heavy bar.

The decor was wooden—extremely so. Except for asmall carpet near the bed and the straw tick
mattress, everything was hard and uninviting. A large cask of ae sood in one corner, and every wall
contained shelves or racks of steins, bowls, and other utensils. Keron lifted the carpet and ingpected the
planks of the floor to be certain they wereimmobile.

A boy brought adab of cold meat, vegetables, and aloaf of bread. The bread was stale, and the
vegetables had smmered to the point of formlessness, but it hardly mattered. As soon as he was sure that
the boy would not return, Keron digposed of the entire meal on the compost pile, leaving only enough



scrapsto make it seem asif he had eaten it. Then he drew astein of ae and sipped tiny amounts to pass
thetime.

Presently the noise of the drinking room stilled. Not long after, an obese man wearing an evening suit
embroidered with silver walked in, done, and closed the door behind him. Their gazes met, the
graightforward glances of men who havelearned tolie.

“Good evening, Master Luo,” Keron said.
“I've been expecting you, Captain.”
“I'll wager you have."

“It was afinetrick, capturing the Dragon'sfrigate like that.” He drew himsealf an e and sat down across
from hisguest.

“One gets inspired when one's own ship is sinking out from benesath one's feet.”
“Indeed."

Keron leaned forward. “1 don't likelosng my ship, Luo."

“Isthat an accusation?'

“Let'sjust say I'm suspiciousthat it happened so soon after we had last done business.”

Luo cleared histhroat. “I am the biggest silk producer in this province, and you Elandri royaists are my
best customers. What motive would | have to betray you to the Dragon?”

“I haven't solved that one yet. Y et there was a betrayal .”
“If you think I'm the one responsible, why are you here?'

“My people need silk. Thelast shipment is blanketing crabs and octopi off thereef.” Keron stroked his
close-cropped beard. “ That'sa problem. | can't let the smuggling be hamstrung, but | can't proceed
blindly, either. We both know it was unlikely that the Worm's ship was there by coincidence. Either you
Or your men gave me away, or one of my own men has turned traitor."

Luo folded his handsfirmly around hisstein. “Agreed,” he said presently. “But may | point out that |
didn't know the drop point until that very night?'

“I've taken that into account.”
“And what have you decided?’
Keron shrugged. “I've decided to buy somesilk."

Luo sipped hisae, feigning disinterest. He cleared histhroat. “1'm not sure | dare, Captain. If your
security has been breached, my own is endangered.”

Keron frowned. “How much to soothe your fears?"
Luo shrugged. “ Sixty-six droels per bolt.”

“That's expengveinsurance.



“The Dragon's blockade is becoming tighter dl thetime. | would have had to ask for an increase soon
anywey."

“Sixty-four drods™"
“Ceptan..."

Keron drew out asmall pouch and poured severa large pearls out on the table. Luo picked one up and
examined it, ahungry look in hisstare.

“Currency isaproblem. Thesewill haveto do. I'm sure you'll be satisfied with the quality.”
“These are amath, aren't they?’ Luo said reverently.
1] Y$II

“Sixty-four, then.” With the blockade in force, amath pearls were hard to come by in Cilendrodel. The
exchange rate improved aimost weekly against oyster pearls and gold. Odds were Luo could redizea
subgtantia gain smply by holding them for ashort time. “But two morefor the violet.”

1] E.l?l

“Y ou know we make violet dyes from wendruil root. We import that from the Syril Mountains. Either we
pay the Dragon his new tariff or pay morefor overland shipment.”

“Very well. Can you haveit ready by the fourth of Three Moons?*

Luo cdculated absently with hisfingertips. “ Y es. The green and blue are dtill being dyed, but the timing
should be no problem. I'll have the wagons ready.”

“ DOrB."

Luorose, asif well aware of the intimidation vaue of the movement of so much weight, and set hisstein
back on its perch. He clutched the pouch of jewelstightly in hispam. “1 am sad that it cameto this,
Captain. Perhaps, if the Dragon alowsit, wewon't have such ... strained times.... in the future.” He
glanced toward the rear of theroom. “Y oull be leaving immediately, | trust.”

“Yes. It'sbest.”

“True. Good night, sir. Pleasant journey.” Luo reached for the door back into the tavern.
“A moment,” Keron caled.

“HMTT?

“The password is faernak.”

Luo grunted. “ Ah. Of course. May the rythni keep you well.”

“Good night,” Keron said.

AsKeron listened to Luo's footsteps recede, the uneasiness that had possessed him ever since arriving at
the tavern intensified. Luo was not aforgetful person. But the conversation had revealed nothing
untoward. Keron stepped over to the outer door and whistled as he had before.

Two long heartbests |ater, a double whistle came from just on the other sde of thewall.



The signal was correct. Keron lifted the bar off its cradles and began to open the door. Only then did he
remember that his men were supposed to remain in the forest, not next to the building.

Too late.

The door dammed inward, knocking him to the floor before he could let go of the bar. Three men surged
ingde. A heavy blue glint reflected off the steel in their hands.

Keron kicked, catching the first man in the groin, sending him crashing into the celling. A rafter cracked
open the man's skull. The body, however, landed on Keron, thwarting his attempt to rise. The other two
assassinsclosad in.

Keron fdt the knives pierce him. One pedled |oose a section of his scalp. Another did aong hisribs. He
took a stab in the thigh. Only the interference of the corpse prevented afata blow.

By then, Keron had agrip on the ankle of one of his attackers. He yanked, pulling the man's knee out of
its socket. The man screamed and fell to the Side. The effort had left Keron exposed. It cost him aknife
in the back, closeto the heart. He nearly fainted from the pain. He struck blindly. His elbow connected
with something that caved in likeamelon.

After that, neither of the assassnslasted very long.

Keron collapsed against awall. He could sense the blood spurting from the wound in his back. Hetried
to contral his breathing, staving off the shock that would doom him. A few seconds. If he could just last
long enough...

Hefdt the sorcery kiss him, soothing and strong. It worked quickly. Theriver in his back was stemmed.
Histissues begin to knit.

Assuddenly asit had come, it left. The magic, as he had feared, had itslimit. His distant doctor had done
what he could. He had areprieve, but only the most severe damage had been dealt with. He might il
die. The pain was il intense. For atime, he could only shake. He would have made a passive victim for
afourth assassin.

Helooked at the lithe, dark-cloaked figures of the men he had killed. He recognized the indggnia on their
vests. The Claw. Worm's men.

They were good. The Dragon's best. They had almaost been good enough.
Stumbling outside, he searched through the underbrush. Soon he saw the crumpled bodies.

Both had been stabbed from behind. Faces of men that he had shared the decks with on long sea
voyages stared up empty, dlack-jawed and puffy in death. But he had expected no better from the
moment he had been attacked.

“Good wind and clear sky,” he murmured, and closed their eyes.

The brawling of oelkani disrupted his mourning. The noise came from the stables next to the tavern.
Spurred with afina reserve of energy, he limped around the perimeter of the building, arriving & the
stable doors just as they swung open.

L uo whipped his anima when he saw Keron, but the Elandri stepped aside, grasped an antler in hisgood
hand, and yanked downward. The oelkani squedled and plunged into the dirt, flipping itsrider to a
landing so heavy asto dent the roadway. L uo emitted the sick wheeze of someone who haslost dl the air



his lungs have ever possessed.

“Going somewhere?” Keron asked.

“How?’ the silk trader squeaked, when he could breathe.

“I'mstrong,” Keron replied.

“It wasn't my doing! They forced me!” Luo whined.

“Who forced you? Give me names”

“I don't know.” Luo managed to roll on hisside, lifting one hand in supplication.

Keron walked unsteadily forward and picked up the sword that had broken free of Luo's belt on impact.
Clothing soaked with blood, skin an unhealthy pdlor, he advanced toward the merchant.

“Ligten, Elandri! We can bargain!™

Keron chopped through Luo's neck like an executioner. He wiped the stedl off on the fine quarn suit of
the deceased.

“The best bargain we've ever struck,” Keron muttered. He paused only long enough to search the body.
He found the pearls he had given Luo earlier, dong with another small sack. It contained only five
objects. Four were gems of the highest qudity. The fifth was another amath pearl. Had the latter not
contained aflaw, it would have beenfit for aking. Asit was, it was till extremely vauable. Keron had
rardy seen aspecimen thislarge.

Shouts came from the inn above. Keron glanced up and saw Ampet silhouetted in awindow frame. He
heard running feet. Hisravaged body threatened to buckle, but he had to find safety, aplaceto hedl. The
neck of the beast he had downed was broken, so he seized another from the stables, not stopping to
look for asaddle. He knocked an oil lamp into straw fodder on hisway out and |eft Eruth blazing with
two kinds of fire.

TheWizard's Nemesis—Book 3 of War of the Dragons

Driven out of their kingdom, Alemar and Elenya, twin heirs of the legendary wizard Alemar the Gredt,
have struggled to survive and somehow find the meansto fight back against the dragon, Gloroc, and his
human armies. After great hardship, the exiles have regained potent magical taismans|eft by their
ancestor. They have united those talismans with the one man capable of activating their magic and, with
him, have made adaring thrust against their enemy. But instead of the decisive victory they hoped for,
they havetriggered thefind eruption of a conflict that has been raging behind the scenesfor morethan a
thousand years.

The Wizard's Nemesis brings to a conclusion the three-part epic, The War of the Dragons.
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