C SFriedman - Coldfire 3 - Crown of Shadows
Proloque

Therewaslipstick on his cheek. He could fed it when the wind brushed by, a spot of waxy moisture on
his cold-parched skin. Red, he thought. Crimson. He recalled it vaguely, distantly, in the sameway he
remembered itswearer. Lips. Breasts. Thighs. Parts of abody, divorced from the whole. Flesh without a
soul. Hetried to remember her name and found that he couldn't. Wasthat hisfault or hers? What kind of
woman would cast her net for the heir of Merentha, when the very name of hisfamily had become an
epithet for disaster?

Ahead of him the castle loomed, cold stone arches framing the night in moonlit numarble. Once there
would have been lampsin the windows, a crackling firein the greet hearth, the smell of mulled cider
Seeping out into the courtyard. Once there would have been servants aplenty, running up to greet him as
he made his wee-hour approach to the great estate. Once Samiel himsaf might have stood in the
doorway, scowling at hisyounger brother as he dismounted, prepared to lecture him until dawn on
matters of propriety. Or Imeliamight have been waiting, equally concerned but gentler in her castigation.
Or Betrise, broad-shouldered and belligerent.

Not any more. Not ever again.

All gone.

He dismounted-or tried to-but he was drunk enough that he stumbled as he struck the ground, and he
barely kept himsdlf from getting trampled as he disentangled his booted foot from the stirrup. He leaned
agang the animd for amoment, breething heavily.

Thiswas dwaystheworst time, these first few minutes when he came home and and it hit him how
absolutely done he was. While hewasin town he could pretend that nothing was wrong-wining and
dining and womanizing with avengeance, forcing hisflesh into that accustomed mode asif somehow the
spirit could be forced to follow suit-but when he cameto the castle gate dl hisillusions dissolved like
smoke, and he was | eft with nothing. Absolutely nothing. The emptinessinsde him was so vast that no
woman's caress could begin to fill it, the memories so horrible that no amount of alcohol could ever dull
their impact.

He managed to get the horse stripped of its saddle and set it free to roam. He knew he should do more
for it, but that duty-like everything else-was too much for him now. There were hay and water in the
stables, and the horse knew how to get to both. The great wall that had been erected around the estate
during the war of 846 was now crumbling, but it would still serve as a pasture fence. That was enough. It
would have to be enough. He lacked the strength-and the will-to do any more.

Why was| |eft dive? he despaired. It wasn't the first time he had asked that question. Samid could have
carried on. Samiel would have mourned and raged... and then he would have picked up the pieces of his
lifeand carried on, somehow. Building new memories. Learning to forget. They'd had such strength in
them, dl of hisfamily... dl except Andrys. The playboy. The gambler. The black sheep of the family.
Why had he aone been spared? Why wasit that on that terrible night when hisfamily had been
daughtered, he a one had been dlowed to survive?

Y ou know why, an inner voice chided. Y ou don't want to understand it, but you do.

Heforced hismind away from that question as he fumbled with thelatch. Too painful. The only way he



could get through the empty dayswasto try to forget, to fight the memories back in whatever way he
could. Evenif that meant dcohol. Evenif that meant blackout. Even if that meant other drugs, illegd
drugs, that

might cam theterror in hissoul for amoment and grant him asimulacrum of peace. Anything that
worked.

Hewasdying.

He consdered that thought as he walked through the great hall of the castle, staring up at the portraits
that flanked him on both sides. A man could die dowly, if conditionswereright. The life could seep out
of him gradualy, alittle bit each day, until at last there was nothing left of him but ashell of flesh, cold and
colorless as a corpse. Helooked up at the portraits of the other Survivors-seven of them, whose names
and dates he had learned like a catechism in his youth- and shivered. Seven men who had survived the
death of their families, and lived to renew the family line. How had they doneit? Why had they doneit?
How could aman put such athing behind him, and take awife and sire children and start al over again,
asif nothing had happened? He laughed shortly, mirthlesdy. Whatever magica strength they'd had, he
aure as hdll lacked it. He lacked even an understanding of its nature.

Y ou picked the weakest one thistime, he thought. Asif the family's destroyer could hear him. The least
deserving. Maybe he could hear, at that. Maybe he was aware of dl their thoughts, and had chosen
Andrys to survive because somewhere, deep insde him, he saw-

What?

Dont kid yoursdf, he thought bitterly. There's nothing of vaue in you, and he knowsit. He looked up at
the portraits of the other seven, one after another, and saw dl too clearly what quality he shared with
them. If only hedidn't see! If only he didn't understand-----

With amoan he staggered to the liquor cabinet and poured himsdlf adrink, from the nearest full bottle at
hand. Sweet cordid, hislate brother's vice. He threw it back quickly, wincing asthe syrupy stuff did
down histongue, trying not to taste it. Alcohol was hiselixir now, his solace, and itsflavor wasirrd evant.
If he could figure out how to pour it straight into his bloodstream, held do that and save himsdlf the
glasses.

A shadow seemed to move suddenly in the corner of the room. Startled, he dropped hisglass. It
shattered on the numarble floor, spraying the sticky cordia on hisfeet; the sugary smell of norange liqueur
filled theroom. A smdl accident, but it was suddenly more than he could handle. He felt the tears Sart to
flow free, and with them memoriesfrom earlier in the day. Her voice. Her body. Her scorn. God in
Heaven! How much more merciful it would have been if he had been utterly emasculated, instead of this
haf-lifein which the memory of daughter might or might not unman him at acrucid moment. Inwhich he
could perform just often enough to get his hopes up, just well enough for him to convince himself that
maybe, just maybe, the hedling had finally begun... and then suddenly the room hewasin would be
splattered with blood, and the body he caressed so desperately would seem like that of a corpse, bodily
parts disassociated from one another and from their owner.... Hewrapped his arms around himsaif,
shivering. It had to end. God, it had to end. One way or another. How long could aman go on like this?

Until you end it, an inner voice whispered. There's no other way. And how much would it hurt? Y ou're
aready dead, aren't you? Like therest of your family. He killed them fast and he killed you dow, but he
killed you dl the same.



"Oh, God," he whispered. "Help me. Please”

The memories were coming now, like they alwaysdid at night. Seeping into his brain like some dank
poison, corrupting his senses. Wasthat real blood, there on the carpet? Was that the smell of death in the
ar? Hewhimpered softly and tried to fight it, but he lacked the strength.

Blood. Splattered everywhere. Drops of crimson glistening in the lamplight like a thousand cabochon
garnets, scattered across the rug and the floor and the clawed feet of the great table. Blood that dripped
from-

Dripped from-
"No!" he whispered. "Please. Not that."

Blood that pooled at the feet of the greet chair, blood that coursed down in thin rivulets over thefine
novebony carvings, blood that dripped from his brother's head where it had been thrust upon the sharp
srut of the chair, impaled asif on somewarrior's speer....

His eyes squeezed shut, his body spasmed into afoetal knot of terror. The memories hurt. God, they
hurt! Wasn' there any way to stop them?" Anything," he whispered, shivering violently. "Not again. I'll do
anything. Stop them!”

The room was astudy in carnage, digointed fragmentstoo horrible to absorb: Imelia's body, laid out
across the greet table. Gutted. Betrise'slong hair strung out like silk in apool of blood, yards from her
body. Dianna. Mark. Abechar. All the Tarrants, every single one of them except him-every brother and
sster and cousin that had ever laid claim to the name, down to the last helplessinfant in its own crimson
puddle-and watching over dl of it, asif from some gridy throne, his brother Samiel. Samie, elder and
heir. Samiel, self-proclaimed Neocount of Merentha. His eyes were rolled back in their sockets now, as
if what they had gazed upon were too terrible for human sight; the blood smeared on hisface made his
contorted expression doubly unreal, aparody of human terror.

For amoment Andryswas too stunned to react. Then sickness welled up in him, sickness and terror and
raw, unadulterated horror. Doubling over, he vomited. Again and again until there was nothing left in him
to bring up, and even then hisbody continued to spasm. Asif somehow the effort might squeeze him dry
of fear, aswell.

Only then did he become aware that there was someone e sein the chamber: atall figure, dark and silent,
who stood hafway across the room. Ma evolence was so thick about the figure that it was amost visible,
and the cold that emanated from it chilled the tears on Andrys face. Though the shadows of the room
obscured its expression, its purpose was clear. Man or

demonling, it was hisfamily's murderer. And it was watching him. Waiting.

Panicked, hefedl back asfar asthe wal behind him would permit. Knocking over achair ashedid so,
which skittered across the blood-dicked floor and at |ast fell across his sister's outstretched form. "Who
areyou?' he cried. Hisvoice was strained and broken, like his nerves. "What do you want?"

For amoment the figurewas till; in the chill sllence of the room Andrys could hear his own heart
pounding wildly. Then the dark form gtirred, and in avoice as smooth and as refined as silk pronounced,
"I am the first-and only-Neocount of Merentha"



Fear made Andrys bonesturn to jelly; hewould have falen, had not thewall held him upright. "Thefirst
Neocount isdead,”" he gasped. "Dead!" Nine hundred yearsin the grave, he wanted to say. To shout.
But the words wouldn't come out.

"Hardly," the figure responded. "But that was the story your father preferred, and so it passed for truth in
your schooling. Theillustrious Regind Tarrant! He thought that if he kept you ignorant he might somehow
make you safe." The shadowed head turned to the side briefly asit gazed upon Samid's ruined head,
then back again. "It didn't work, of course. It never does."

Thefiguretook a step toward him. Terror caused Andrys bladder to spasm suddenly, and hot urine
trickled down hisleg. He wished he could die right here and now, and not wait to bekilled like... like
that. Like Samidl, and Imelia, and Mark. Dear God, not like that, please oh please....

But the figure stopped, asif knowing that another step would be one too many for Andrys frayed nerves.
"He knew thetruth." The figure indicated Samid. "The firstborn has dways known the truth. That was
one of the conditions| set for thisfamily, when | first decided to let the line continue. And when he
placed the coronet of this county on hishead, when helaid claim to thetitle that wasn't histo take, he
knew what the price of that would be."

It took him aminute to understand. To beieve,, "Is
that it?' he choked out at last. "All this... because of that? Just for atitle?"

He could sense anger stirring within that dark, facelessform: not hot, like human rage, but as chill and as
biting asan arcticwind. "I gavethisfamily life," the figure pronounced acidly. "And | dictated the
conditions under which it would be permitted to endure. | spared your ancestor when it would have been
just aseasy to kill him, not out of human compassion but because | was curious to see what the
descendants of my blood might accomplish. And so | left you my lands, my keep, my wedth, my
library-whose true vaue is beyond your imagining-all these things and more, atreasury beyond
measurement. Only two things were forbidden to you... and one of those you insst on claming. Eight
timesnow.” A sweep of one black-cloaked arm encompassed the carnage. "Consider thisareminder.”

"Youkilled them dl for that?" he whispered feebly. "Because of Samid's mistake? All of them?”

For amoment the dark figure regarded him in silence. Andrys was acutely aware of thefilth that soiled
his shirt front, the urine that had plastered one pants leg to hisflesh. Shame flushed his cheeks, hot blood
suffusing desth-white flesh.

"His mistake was defiance,” thefigure said coldly, "which | will not endure. Asfor my methods... | find
that the harder the lesson is driven home, thelonger it islikely to last. Remember that, when you raise
your own heirs™"

Heirs? For amoment he couldn't remember what the word meant, or how it might gpply to him. His
heirs? He had no children yet. And never would, if this creature killed him-

Thenit sankin. All of it.
Images of the Survivorsrose up before him. Haunted figures whose biographies were shrouded in

mystery, who had survived to continue the family when al othersdied of sickness, or inwar, or (the
records were unclear) in some terrible accident.



Or were daughtered.
Likethis?

Oh, my God, Andrysthought desperately. Let this be some drunken dream. Let me wake up in the back
room of some tavern to discover that | passed out and had a nightmare, just anightmare, please, God,
just that....

"l seeyou understand,” the figure observed. "I trust you will not be so foolish asto repest your brother's
migake."

Heturned away from Andrys then, meaning to leave him aone with the carnage. To make his peace with
hisfate, if he could. But as heturned, a shaft of moonlight fell across hisfesatures, illuminating them.
[lluminating aface-

"No," hewhimpered. "No!"

[lluminating aface so like his own that he screamed, he screamed, he started screaming and he couldn't
stop, because suddenly he understood-he understood-he knew what kind of dark vanity might drive a
man to murder his entire family except the one child who was most like him, knew it without being ableto
put anameto it, knew it even though his soul burned from the understanding of it. And he knew that
every time helooked in the mirror from now on he would see that face, not his own, that those eyes
would gtare out at him from his own reflection, terrible empty silver eyes so like and unlike hisown, eyes
that had looked out upon the vast expanse of Hell and found its terrors wanting-

Moaning. Weeping. Baled up in atight little knot, tears streaming down his face. Crying uncontrollably,
as he had done for so many nights now. Would it never end? Would there never come a point when the
memorieswould fade, in intengity if not in detail? When he could gaze upon the face gf the first Neocount
of Merentha-the only Neocount of Merentha-and riot relive the gut-wrenching shock of that horrible
revelation?

Never, an inner voice whispered. Not until you put an end to it.
"Oh, God," hewhispered. "Please. | can't take it any more."

It was then that the voice came: awhispering thing no louder than histears, but it made his spine shiver as
though ragged fingernails were playing across hisflesh. A demonic voice, without question; no fleshborn
cresture could make such a sound.

"Andrys Tarrant,” it murmured, in tones that made hisflesh crawl. "Isthat what you redly want?
Oblivion? Or would you rather exult in life again?'

He raised himself up on one elbow, and with his other arm wiped the wetness from hisface. Opposite
him stood a figure that was somewhat human in shape, though anything but human in substance. Its
surface was atapestry of sharp edges and ragged darkness, and thin tendrils of fog curled about it like
guesting serpents. Its eyestook in the lamplight and broke it up into jagged bits, reflecting it back ina
thousand burning sparks.

For amoment he stared in awe at the thing hisfear had conjured. Never in hislife had he manifested
something so concrete, so dangeroudly fascinating. Considering how much held had to drink, he was
amazed that the creature was coherent.



Then he redlized how much danger he wasin. And from somewhere he dredged up aprayer of
protection, that he muttered under his bresth as he retrieved his glass and launched it a the demon thing,
as hard as he could. Willing the creature to respond to him, in the way that the fagborn so often
responded to members of hisfamily. Filled with asudden fury that the thing would pick this moment to
accost him.

The demon didn't move. The glass passed through its flesh and hit the far wall, where it shattered. Sweet
cordia dripped from the wainscoting.

"You didn't creste me," the creature informed him, "and you don't have the skill to banishme."” Itsvoice
was like cracked glass, jagged and brittle. "I cameto talk to you. Of course, if you fed aneed to destroy
more glasswarefird...." It nodded toward the bar. "I'll wait."

The demon's tone-cultured, sardonic-utterly disarmed him. "What do you want?' he sammered.

"| cameto help you. To saveyou."

"No!" He knew the ways of demonkind enough to grasp that it was|ooking for an opening, some way to
get to him. Even in his drunken state he knew the danger of that. "Get away from me!”

"Y ou're empty, Andrys Tarrant." The gleaming eyesfixed on him. "So very empty. You try tofill the hole
ingde you with acohoal, with drugs, you try to bury it benesth a thousand and one couplings, but it won't
go away, will it?'

"Leavemedone," hewhispered hoarsdly. "I know what you want. | won't cooperate. | won't-"

"Even though | can hed you?' the demon demanded. "Even though | can fill that emptinessinside you,
and giveyou life agan? Do you redly want meto leave?'

He shut his eyes, and his shaking hands curled into fists. Lies. They had to be. Lies and deceptions,
custom-tailored to his needs. He couldn't afford to listen to this creature, or to hope. The cost wastoo
high. The minute he agreed to | et thisthing minister to his needs he would find himself sucked dry of
blood or brains or dreams or some other vital substance... because that was how demons worked,
wasn't it? Once you gave them an opening, you were as good as dead.

But what did he haveto lose?

From adistance-asif from another man-the words cameto hislips. "Go on," he whispered. "Tdl me."

"Y ou have an enemy. I'm going to destroy him. For that | need an aly. A human dly. In short, | need
you. And I'm prepared to barter for your service, by giving you away to earn your peace.”

"My family was murdered. Y ou can't change that. Whatever you're offering-"
"How about revenge?'
The words stopped him cold. "He would kill me," he bresthed. Aware of aspark of hope that had

suddenly been kindled with that word. Afraid to feed the flame. Unwilling to smother it. "1 wouldn't stand
achance."



"Hell never kill you. Human lifeis chegp to him, but killing you would mean destroying hisfamily
line-forever-and he would never do that to one of his own creations. No, Andrys Tarrant, you're the one
man on this planet that he won't ever kill. That'swhy | need you."

"Then held torture me-"

"Worse than he has dready?"

Andryslowered his head. And trembled.

"He's powerful," the demon said. "Perhaps the most powerful fleshborn creature that this planet has ever
produced. And evil, without question. But he's dso proud, and infinitely vain-and that will be his

undoing.” The brittle voice dtered, becoming smooth. Seductive. Liquid tones, that |apped at hisbrain
likeadrug. "Y ou know what | want. Now let me show you what | have to offer in return.”

Fear wrapped a cold hand about Andrys heart. A hundred generations of Tarrants clamored for him to
flee

But-

But-

What did he haveto lose?

"Go ahead," he whispered.

-And it occurred to him that maybe with demonic help he could get the bastard who'd daughtered his
family, could make him pay... but not with aquick desth, oh no. Nor with smple pain. With something
equivaent to what he had done to Andrys-some sow, living death that would rot away his soul until there

was nothing left but a core of despair, stripped of dl its pride and its vanity and its strength and its power
and

all itshope___ He pictured the proud Neocount of

Merenthamade helpless by his actions, assgned to aliving hell by theforce of his hatred, and felt
something gtir inside him that had been dead for too long. Purpose. Direction. Hope. His blood ran hot
with it, and he trembled as unaccustomed vitality poured into hisbrain. As his body flushed with the thrill
of hisintentions.

And then it was gone. As suddenly asit had begun.
The hope, the certainty, the sense of power-al dissolved into the night, asif they had never been. All that
remained was aspark of heat in hisgroin, asif he had just withdrawn from awoman. And an emptiness

S0 vast it seemed ready to swalow him whole.

"Well?' the demon demanded. "Do you want to live again? Or shdl | leave you to crawl your drunken
way into an early grave, and exchange thishell for the one that follows? Whichisit?"

His hands shook as he tried to think. Bargaining with demonswas suicidal, he knew that. No one ever
won that game. And he was hardly in shape to make life-altering decisions.



But...

He wanted the feeling of purpose back. He wanted it back so badly he could taste it. He would have
traded his soul to haveit again... and the demon wasn't asking for that, was he? Only for hisassstancein
ridding the world of amurderer. In cleansing the Tarrant name once and for all.

"I can cdl it off," hesaid at lagt. "Whenever | want. When | say it's over, you go and leave me done.
Agreed?’

The cracked face twisted. The faceted eyes glittered. It was more than aamile, lessthan agrin-and it
madethe air vibrate with hatred, until Andrys soul wasfilled withiit.

"Asyou command,” it whispered.
Demon's Woke
One

She walksin the moonlight, her footfall on the weathered planks as soft and as silent asaghodt's. All
about her the sailors are busy cleaning up the detritus of the sorm: mending sails, untangling lines, freeing
those items which were, for safety's sake, bound to the deck. Intent upon their tasks, they do not notice
her. Thewind is crisp and clean and she imagines that she can catch the scent of land init. So close, so
very close.... For amoment she trembles, and dmost turns back. One more month, the priest said.
Maybe less. But then she remembers what that month would be like- what al other months have been
like on this ship-and she stiffens with new-found resolve. No more, shetells herself. No more,

The seaisquiet now, having spent dl its anger in the three days before; in the moonlight she can see no
white upon the water's surface, only black glasswaves and an occasiond sparkle of starlight. Quiet, so
quiet. Death must be like that: black and still and utterly silent, asmooth realm that ripples ever so softly
as each soul passesinto it. Free of turbulence. Free of pain. Free of fear and its attendant demon, whose
slver eyes must even now be searching her cabin, wondering where she has gone.

The thought of him makes her breath catch in her throat, and her whole body shiversin dread. No, she
whispers. Never again. She steps up onto therailing, her dark toes gripping the rounded wood. The sea
is beneath her-

"Med" A salor'svoice, behind her. For an ingant she imagines she knows which oneit belongsto-the

blue-eyed Faraday boy, suntanned and lean and oh so innocent-and then she leans forward ever so
dightly, into the night, and lets go. "Mes! No!" Footsteps approach her even as her toeslose hold, the
long fall into darkness beginning just as he reaches the place where she stood-and then more footsteps,
more cries, asthe others come running. A world away, they seemto her. A distant dream. Sheisdoft, a
creature of the air, afiight above the waves. Faling. Benegth her the water seemsto gather in
anticipation-not glass now but velvet, cool and welcoming-and then the moment is past and she breaches
the surface, the cold waves give way to her body and she is benegth them, struggling in the icy depths,
shocked out of her dream state by the frigid redlity of the sea.

Panicking suddenly, choking on seawater, shefightsto get back to the surface. Thereis no thought of
suicide now, only the blind, unthinking terror of a suffocating anima. Water pours down her face as she
findly lifts her mouth above the surface of the waves and gaspsfor ar, and not until she has drawn intwo
or three deep breaths does the sense of panic release her. Shaking, she coughs up some water she has



swallowed, and her frozen body treads water without thought, grateful for the respite.

Above her the sailors are moving quickly. One has shed his heavy woolen jacket while another has
grabbed up alifering. Will they come down here, after her? Rescue her, and force her to live again? That
isaconcept even more terrifying than death, and she beginsto swim away from them, her heart pounding
wildly in her chest. Which does she fear more?

And then she sees him, standing among them. So dark. So till. Heislike the seaitsdlf-like desth
itself-and despite the distance between them she can fed the chill invasion of histhoughtsin her head:
seeking, andyzing, weighing. Hungering. She watches as he puts ahand on the naked shoulder of her
would-be savior, and despite the distance between them she can hear hiswords as clearly asif she stood
on the deck beside him.

"She has chosen,” the Hunter tells them, and thereis power in hisvoice; they cannot disobey. "Let her

go.”

Thedlver eyesarefixed on her: watching, waiting. He can sense the presence of Death about her, and it
fascinates him. Frightens him. For dl his power, for al his centuries of wordly experience, thismoment is
beyond him. For al the choices which his power makes available, this one option isforever closed to
him.

She finds new strength in that, and ceases paddling. The waves are gentle, and caress her face as she
snksafew inches. She can taste sdt on her lip, and aspot of blood where she bit hersdlf in her panic.
Can he smdll that? Does it awaken enough hunger in him that he regrets the promise he made so many
months ago, that if she choseto dierather than serve him he would honor her choice and let her go? The
complex interplay of cruelty and honor in him is something beyond her understanding. What kind of
demon clingsto asmple promise when his only source of nourishment is sinking beneeth the waves?

Suddenly resolved, she dives below the surface. The sea closes over her head, dark and insulating. Deep
down she swims, asfar as she can manage, until her lungs are bursting with their need for air. And then
she bresthesin deeply, welcoming the cool darknessinto her body. Sdtwater fills her lungs, and maybe
in another time, another place, there might have been pain. Not now. The spasms of her lungsarea
glorious song of freedom, and even as the darkness closesin about her, she thrillsin the sensation of

dying.

No fear thistime. So sorry, Hunter. No fear to feed you thistime, only the bittersweet embrace of desth.
Hardly an appetizer, for one like you. So sorry....

Most Holy Father,

/ write to you from the deck of God's Mercy, which sails westward with its companion ship toward the
port

of Faraday. In our struggles to return home to you we have now been a seaten months as Prima
measures time, and not aweek of that has been easy sailing. The Eastern Gate proved impassable, its
eastbound currents too swift and its guardian vol canos too active to permit us passage. Despite his many
misgivings, Captain Rozcaled us south, into truly unknown waters, where even hislimited experience
was of little value to us. He hoped to win us passage west between the Fire Idands, which would bring
usinto thetropica currents and ease our passage home. Alas, Novatlantis was unobliging. Bardly had we
begun on that course when there was an eruption of such magnitude that it deafened usfrom miles away,



and the sailors struggled in choking fumesto save their sailsfrom the molten hail that fell on us. There
were many injuriesthat day, and there would have been more had not Gerald Tarrant braved the
unnatural darkness of the ash-blackened sky to work his cold craft in our favor. From its hiding place
within his Worked sword coldfire flared with the force and brilliance of lightning-

"Shit," Damien muttered. "Can't send that." He read the paragraph over again, then baled it upin hisfist
and threw it aside. It landed in apile of smilar dis-cardings, now littering the floor of his cabin. He
lowered his head to his hands and tried to think.

Most Holy Father,

These are the details of my voyage to the eastlands, which | undertook in God's Name and for His
eternd glory.

It took five midmonths for the Golden Glory to cross Novatlantis, ajourney which God permitted usto
make without injury to any of our people. We knew that in the past five expeditions had preceded us
aong that route, but we knew nothing of their fate. To our surprise and delight we found anation thriving
on that distant shore, which was wholly dedicated to the One God and His Prophet's teachings. Upon
learning thet

we, too, traveled in God's name, these people welcomed us and showed us aland that seemed nothing
short of paradise. Even the fae had been tamed there, in accordance with the Prophet'swritings, and |
was filled with joy and new hope as | saw with my own eyeswhat miracles aunified faith might reap.

Alas, the godly image of thisland was but afacade. Even as we began to suspect that adarker truth lay
at the heart of this seeming paradise, we were forced to flee into wilder places, long since abandoned to
the fae and its creatures. We traveled as a company of three: myself, the rakh-woman Hesseth, and the
sorcerer Gerdd Tarrant. | would belying if | said that | ever fully trusted the Hunter, or that my
relationship with the rakh-woman was entirely comfortable, but we discovered in our quest acommon
cause which overbore our natura tensions. | think it safe to say that not one of uswould have survived
the journey without the other two. And indeed, at severd points even our concerted efforts were barely
enough to save us.

Our journey brought us through many horrors, of which | will spare you description; sufficeit to say that
the poisoning of this land had begun long ago, and was orchestrated by amaster hand. Gerald Tarrant
determined that ademonic force alied to human sorcery was responsible, and | saw no reason to doubt
him. In order to learn more of its nature (and perhaps discover aweaknessin our enemy) wetraveled
farther south, to aland that was beyond the reach of the One God's faith. There humans and rakh toiled
sde by sdein rare unity, devoting themsalves to the destruction of God's nation and the very faith which
sugtained it. It was aland wdll fortified againgt invasion, and we were nearly overcome by its gruesome
defenses. In that place Hesseth died, and | will mourn forever that | could give her no proper grave, nor
better resting place than a blood-spattered chasm in avile and hostile land. In that land dso Gerdd
Tarrant was approached by the enemy, who offered such a price for the betraya of our cause that even
his cold heart must have been moved

"Hdl." He stared at the last sentence for along minute, then scraiched it out with asigh. "Can't tell him
that, can 17"

He sat back, trying not to think of those days. The fear. The suspicion. If he had known then what he
knew now-that Tarrant had sold them out in order to get them closer to the enemy, close enough to
grike- would it have made a difference? The enemy had offered Gerdd Tarrant trueimmortality. Could



Damien have ever fdt confident that the Hunter would refuseit?

Probably not, he reflected. Who could have foreseen that in the end the Hunter's vanity would prove
more powerful than hislust for immortality? That the thought of seeing his proudest creation destroyed
was as abhorrent to him as seeing hisfamily line extinguished? Both were his children, were they not? The
last remains of hislife-blood on Erna. Wasit any wonder that he loved the Church as much as he hated

it, and had crafted afalse treachery to entrap the man who stood poised to destroy it?

Immortality. Life asagod, unthreatened by any fear of divine retribution. Damien could never look at the
Hunter again without remembering that choice. He could never again pretend that he understood Gerald
Tarrant, or the balance of forces which moved him. Not after that.

With asigh hetook up his pen again, and started to write.

We determined that the Prince of this land was our enemy, alied according to sorcerous custom with a
demon who served hiswill. Alas, | wish the truth were that Smple. Such an aliance might have provided
amore finite enemy, concrete enough to destroy-or at least weaken-in asingle battle. What we
discovered ingtead was that the man who called himsdf the Undying Prince was no more than one pawn
in avast demonic enterprise, whose stakes are the very souls of mankind. And though we freed that land
and itssgter to the north of the

demon'simmediate influence, | fear it was only the opening movein avast and terrible game.

These are the things we now know about our true enemy, ademon of such strength and subtlety that he
may well proveto bethe sngle greatest threet facing man on Erna: He clshimsdf Cdestain thistime
and place, but there are men who call him by other names, and some who worship him asagod. Heisa
true demon in power and bearing, meaning that he can interact with humans as subtly and complexly as
though he were human himsdlf. Heis capable of forming illusions so convincing that not al of the Hunter's
power can see through them, and of maintaining such illusions over long periods of time. Heisfrom the
demon family called lezu, and like al lezu heisimmune to the norma vehicles of demonic control; as of
yet we know of no certain means by which to contain him. Lagtly, he feeds (asdl the lezu do) upon the
emotiond energies of mankind, preferring the sharp repast of human sadism to the gentler emotionswhich
some of hisbrethren rdlish.

It has been said that demons live for the moment, that they lack any ability to pursue-or even grasp the
concept of-long-term goals. That is certainly not truein this case. Caesta means to remake our world,
and from what | have seen in the eastlands | can only say, with a shudder, that heis clearly capable of
doing s0. We were witness to his effectivenessin the east, where his machinations plunged aland of
devout and hopeful people into a nightmare holocaust whose horrors defy description. 1 can only pray
that the steps we took to counteract his efforts remain successful. So many souls, to be sacrificed to the
hunger of one demon! Never was there better illustration of why our Church is needed on thisworld, and
why the sword and the springbolt and the gun and the shield are no more than shadows of the only true
wegpon on Erna, whichisfaith.

Thusitisthat | return to you, my heart heavy with its burden of knowledge. Be assured that in thiswar |
shdl be our most vigilant soldier, until

such day aswe find away to destroy this demon, or banish him forever from the realms of man. Y our
maost humble and obedient

"Another report-in-absence?’



It was Tarrant, standing in the doorway of his cabin. Damien glared at him, alook meant to communicate
that he needed no reminder about hislast letter to the Patriarch, or the trouble it might get himinto. He
had sent it as a subgtitute for a persona audience, and when the Holy Father findly got hold of him, there
was going to be hell to pay for thet.

"Not thistime," he said shortly. He finished the letter, signed it quickly, and put it aside. Therewasho
denying that he deserved the Patriarch's wrath. The only question was how long it would last, and what
form it would take. And whether or not the Holy Father would understand that their entire world was at
risk now, and persona venom must take second place to martia expediency if the Church wasto
triumph.

"Youreddivering it yoursdf, then?"

"No red dternative, isthere?' There was an edge to his voice that he couldn't disguise. "'l haveto go
back. Y ou know that."

Go home, the demon Karril had urged. Go home as soon asyou can. If you stay away, if you give
Cdegtatimeto work... then the world you return to may not be the same asthe one you | ft.

That was over ayear ago. What if it wastoo late aready?
"Youreafraid," the Hunter mused.

Anger welled up insde him suddenly, arage that was ten monthsin the making. “"Damn right!" he spat.
"And there you are right on scheduleto reve init." The pent-up fury of awhole voyage was pouring out
of him, and he had no way to stop it. "What makes you better than thislezu were fighting? What makes
you more worthy of lifethan heis?| can't seem to remember just now."

If his challenge angered the Hunter-or awakened any other emaotion within him-the man damn well

didn't show it. "Random invective doesn't suit you, Vryce." Histone was cool, maddeningly controlled.
"If the girl's death bothers you that much, then say so."

Hedrew in asharp breath. "You killed her."

"| offered her abargain which she chose to accept. It was her own choice, from start to finish. Y ou seem
to forget that. | never interfered with her freedom of will, or made any attempt to coerce her into service.
Y ou know that. She knew what my needs were and she agreed to meet them. If she had survived this
trip, shewould have been well rewarded for her efforts. The fact that she chose to end our contract-"

"Tokill herself! To take her own life! Those arethewords," he choked out, "-not some vapid
euphemism. You killed that girl assurely asif you cut her throat with your own hands. Y ou.”

"Sheknew what | was," he said quietly. "Asdo you. And | suggest you come to termswith that
knowledge before we reach port, Reverend Vryce. Our enemy is dangerous enough asit is; if wealow
oursalves to be divided, what chance do we have to defeat him?”

He started to respond-and then forced the anger back, forced it out of his mind. Along with the hatred.
Along with the disgust. Because Tarrant wasright, damn him. They couldn't afford to be divided. Not
now.



"All right,” he muttered. " So what chance do we have? Tell methat."

Hisonly answer was silence. The silver eyeswere mirrorsthat reflected Damien's own misgivings back at
him. So little chance, they seemed to say. Why measureit in words? At last the priest turned away, and
he cursed softly under his bresth.

"I have never lied to you," the Hunter said.

"No." Hedrew in adeep breath, and tried to relax hishands; they had curled into fists of their own
valition. "No, you never have." After asmal eternity he managed to add, "Will you bedl right?'

It took Tarrant aminuteto redize what he was asking. "Y ou mean without the girl."

He nodded tiffly.

"Ah." A pause. "I had hoped shed last longer-"

"Just answer the question,” he snapped.

"Will I liveto see port? Yes Will | bein prime condition to rg oin battle with the enemy when we get
there? Not if 1 go hungry for amonth, Reverend Vryce." He paused. "But you knew that when you
asked, didn't you?"

He shut hiseyes and exhded noisily. "Yeah. | knew."

"Shal | takethat as an offer?"

He remembered their voyage to the east, and the nightmares that Tarrant had placed in hismind so that
he might harvest Damien'sfear for nourishment. It was not an experience the priest was anxiousto
repeat, but what was the dternative? Let Tarrant become so weakened by hunger that when they arrived
in Faraday he was | but usdless? Encourage him to feed on the rest of the crew?

With aheavy sgh Damien nodded, wincing. "Y eah," he muttered. "It's an offer. Whatever you need-"
"And no more than that,” the Neocount finished smoothly. *I understand.”

God. Those dreams. A month of them and aman could go mad. Could the Hunter perhaps drink his
blood instead? There was enough of the vampire dill in the man that sometimes that was possible. Was
temporary physica weakness preferable to mentd torture?

Helooked up at the Hunter again and tried to gauge the hunger in those pae, cold eyes. It amazed him
sometimes how human the man could appear, when the hunger inside him was anything buit.

"No dreams of the Patriarch,” hetold him. "Nor of the Church. Not in any form or manner. Agreed?'

A faint amiletightened the corners of Tarrant'slips, the pale eyes sparkled. "No dreams of the Patriarch,”
he agreed. "Not of my devisng, anyway."

"Yeah." Heturned away, refusing to look at Tarrant. Or at the letter. "I can manage those nightmares on
my own, can't 17"



Faraday: jewd of the east, heart of all commerce, haven par excelencefor dl the merchant shipsthat
plied the eastern waters. Unlike the other great ports of Ernathis city had not relied upon Nature for its
security, but had crafted its own safety with walls and locks and measures and men, creating a complex
alarm system which rendered the great harbor as safe as any coastal region could ever be.

Faraday: devastated.

They saw it from adistance at first, then assessed it in greater detail asthey approached. The great sea
wal which towered thirty feet above the water's surface, protecting the harbor beyond, was now ragged
along itstop. There were broken spars that jutted out from its surface, wooden shards driven deep
between the rocks asamemoria to whatever ship the sea had caught up and heaved againgt its
unyielding surface. Magt-bits floated in amuddy sea, rail-bits, scraps of sail. Something that might have
been achunk of flesh was caught up in their wake, but the scavenger fish had so worried it that there was
too little | eft to identify.

At the top of thewall men scurried about, quickly making repairs. Damien saw them nervoudy looking
east asthey worked, asif they could somehow measure the sed's temper. But smashersdidn't aways
givewarning, and from the looks of the damage... Damien fdlt his ssomach tighten as they came around
the end of the wall, past the first smasher lock. He hated the sea. He hated its power, and its
unpredictability. Mogt of dl he hated the limitsit had placed on man's progress, by forcing him to focus
on aland-based expansion.

Rozca's expression was dark asthey came around the end of thewall, easing God's Glory and her
companion ship into the narrow harbor entrance. Damien followed his gaze out into the harbor itself,
where broken piers and battered hulls littered the tide. " Shouldn't have happened,” Rozca muttered. "Not
here

"Y ou can't Sop asmasher.”

The Captain snorted and jerked his head toward Faraday. "They could. Maybe not stop it outright, but
keep it from killing. They've got darms up on the cliff there-" he waved ahand toward the bluffs that
towered over the harbor, "-that sense a quake far away as Novatlantis, and enough good men praying
‘em to work that they're damn near perfect. With the watchers up there and sirens dl aong the coadt...
there's never been asmasher yet that they didn't know was coming. Get your ships out into deep water if
you can, tie up the rest to a specia mooring that lets ‘em go with the waves, set the locks so the harbor
can't be drained, and then get the vulk out of the way... maybe they can't stop ‘em, but they can damned
well make ready for 'em. There hasn't been aship lost in Faraday since the last lock was built, nearly a
hundred years ago." He gazed out in the harbor, eyes narrowed againgt the sunset's glare. Shadowed by
histhick brows, his expression seemed doubly dark.

"Not thistime," he muttered. "Vulkin' Hell, [ook at the place!”

They had come past the lock and around the seawall, so that now their view of the harbor was
unimpeded. Damien's hand tightened about the rail as he gazed upon what was once the proudest port of
the eastern coast, as he compared it to the harbor from which they had set sail nearly two years ago.
Where dozens of deek piers had jutted out from the shore there were now but a handful, and agood half
of those were badly damaged. The shoreline boardwalk had lost whole sections, and with it al the
buildings that stood upon it. And the sea-that was filled with debris, enough shards of mast and bits of sall
that Damien knew more than one ship had foundered in therising sea, dong with al their passengers.



Tsunami. They were always adanger on this volatile world, and more than once Damien had been on a
ship that refused to enter port when the tide was two inches higher or lower than normdl, for fear that the
dreaded flood waves would follow. But Faraday had made a

science of surviving them, and was practiced enough in that art that even the dreaded bore, atowering
wall of water whose impact flattened everything inits path, did minimal damage here.

Until now.

A soft indrawn breath behind him, dmost ahiss, made him turn back dightly. It was Tarrant. He was up
early-the sun had barely set behind the towering bluffs and itslight il filled the Sky-but perhaps he had
heard the commotion from above and wanted to investigate. Or perhaps he had caught the scent of
death, and wondered at its source. He shaded his eyes beneath a gloved hand as he studied the
devadtation surrounding them, and Damien knew without asking that the strength of the man'swill was
reaching down into the seg, trying to tap into the local fae-currentsfor information.

"Thefirs wave was abore" he said at last. "Thaose which followed were... incidentd .”

"Y ou guessing that, or you Know?"'

He shook his head dowly, eyes narrowed againgt the light. "Water's shalow enough for Working, though
bardly. | can get a somewhat hazy picture.”

"Rozca says the port had defenses.”

"It did," he agreed. "They didn't work."

"Canyoutdl why?'

The pale eyesfixed on him. The whites were reddened dightly, burned by the dying sunlight. It was
costing him alot to be up here, Damien realized. " The question may not bewhy," he mused, "but rather,
who."

It took him aminute to redlize what Tarrant meant. "Calesta?"

The Hunter nodded. "I would like to think that an act of nature could be just that, no more. But this does
seem abit of acoincidence, doesn't it? Such devastation to welcome us home. Certainly our enemy
would be pleased to make such a statement.”

"But he can't conjure atsunami, can he?' When Tarrant didn't answer, he pressed, 'Y ou said that the
lezu only had power over human sensory input. Nothing tangible.”

"So | did. But never doubt the versatility of that power, Reverend Vryce. Or the danger it can poseto
those who aren't prepared for it. lezu illuson cannot create areal wave... but it can blind the men whose
jobitisto detect one, and prevent them from responding to it.”

"Y ou think that's what happened?'

"I think it's very possible. | think our enemy would consider it avery gppropriate welcomefor us. A
reminder of his power, aswell as proof that he's monitoring our passage. Y es. Very appropriate indeed.”



His expression tightened as he tried once more to access the fag; after several minutes he shook his head
infrugtration. "Wait until we land, Reverend Vryce. | can tell you more then. Out here... thefaeistoo
week."

Land. Damien tasted the word as the great ship prepared to disgorge its passengers. After eleven months
at sea he had dmost forgotten what land was like, how it felt and smelled, what it was like to have the
ground remain steady beneath your feet. And land without volcanoes, no less. After monthsin
Novatlantisit seemed to him that his very skin stank of sulfur; he wondered if mere soap would ever
wash it clean. God, that had been ahedllishtrip....

"You'll be going back to Jaggonath,” the Hunter said.

Damien looked up a him sharply. "We have to, don't we? Kami'swarning-"

"Wasto go home, Vryce. | have no ideawhat that phrase meansto you."

It hit him then, suddenly. The one thing he had never dared to ask, in dl their months of traveling. The
thing he had tried so hard not to think about. "Y ou're going to the Forest."

Tarrant nodded. "Asyou knew | would."

Oh, yes, he had known it. On some deep, buried level where you hid knowledge you didn't want to deal
with. Only now it was out in the open. The Hunter would go to his Forest. Of course. And Damien,
would return to Jaggonath. Of course. Each of them to test out his domain, each one to ascertain what
damage their lezu enemy had wreaked in their absence. Each one done, their aliance of two years
divided.... It should have pleased him; to berid of the Hunter at last. It didn't.

"Youthink it'swise?' he asked quietly.

"I think it's unavoidable. Would you help me bring order to the Forest? Y our soul would never survive
that kind of trial. Y et the Forest ismy power base; | must seeit secure before | can concentrate
elsawhere" A faint smiletouched hislips. "And you can hardly present meto your Petriarch, can you? It
seemsin both our interests that we separate for atime.”

"For atime,” Damien agreed. It was aquestion.

The coal, clean profilewas till; the sllver eyes studied the harbor in sSllence. At last he sad, "We havea
common enemy. Given his power, and his stated intentions... we would be foolish not to pool our
resources.”

"Yeah." Damien leaned heavily againg therail. "Only the adjective | wasthinking of was suicidd.”

Tarrant looked down at him. And for an instant, just an instant, Damien thought he saw aflicker of fear
behind that measurdess gaze. A flaw in the perfect arrogance.

"Just s0," he whispered. "Just s0."
Two

Red plus. Shiny, like drops of blood.



While pills. Powder-soft, bitter on the tongue.
Black pills. Velvet glass, akissof oblivion.

Andryslad them out on the hotel dresser, tiny bottlesthat glittered in the lamplight. His hands, he
noticed, were shaking. The air seemed uncomfortably warm.

Easy, Andri. Steady now. Y ou're almost there,

Five days on the road. Not an easy journey, for one who had rarely left his home county. Not an easy
task, to go among strangers where one's name was unknown and one's heritage meant nothing and the
name of the county that had given one birth was just amark on the map, no more or less meaningful than
any other.

He had never loved Merentha, nor had he hated it. Those termsimplied strong emotion, and in truth he
had pretty much taken his home county for granted. It was there; the Tarrant estate was located within its
borders; hisfamily had once ruled the place. But now that he had |ft, he found there was an emptiness
within him that no wine could dispdl. He fdt lost in the eastern cities, and sometimes when the night was
dark and strange sounds and scents surrounded him he felt that if he just relaxed, if hejust closed hiseyes
and let go, the strangeness of it al would carry him away. Until he was no more than asigh on thisforeign
breeze, awhisper of lost hope fading out into the night.

Sometimes he would pray to Calesta, as one would pray to agod. Sometimes the demon answered.
Then dreams of vengeance would flood his soul, forcing out the londliness. Dreams of hate so powerful,
o driving,

that his body shook for hours even after they had ended, and his mind was numb for what seemed like a
smdll eternity afterward. Those dreams... they were pain and ecstacy almost beyond bearing, acatharsis
S0 terrifying and so necessary that on the nights when Caesta did not answer him he wept, helplessand

hopelessasalogt child. The dreamswereall he had now. The hate was al that was holding him together.

That and the drugs.

Alcohol to numb thefear, to ease the pain of remembering. Cerebus for the madness within him, the
beast that must have outlet now and then or it would swallow him whole. Slowtimefor visons of color
and music in aworld washed gray by sorrow. And blackout-blessed blackout-little black pillsfor ataste
of oblivion, for shadows of degth to fold about him like a cocoon, shutting out al the pain and the beauty
and the hope and the fear-shutting it al out, every last bit of that agony called life. Long enough for himto
rest. Long enough for him to deep. Blackout for the coward within him, afraid to go on living but more
afradtodie

He stared at the tiny bottles, tempted by their contents. He had come to Jaggonath in the late afternoon,
had taken aroom and eaten ameager meal and cleaned off the dirt of the road aswell ashe was able.
Now... hisfingers closed about the bottle of black pills and he shut his eyes, asthough mere physica
proximity might somehow transfer its contentsinto him. But not yet. Not now. There was till timeto
scout out the city before nightfall, to get his bearings for the morrow's work. He owed himself that much,
didn't he? Regretfully he released the smal bottle, leaving it besideits brethren. Later, he promised it.
Later.

It wasavadt city, acrowded city, filled with sights and sounds and smells dmost beyond bearing. Its
undercurrent was atide of anxiety which he could taste on hislips as he braved the crowded strests,



trying to make hisway asthe locals did, without touching. Cobblestoned streets splashed with mud
offered uncertain footing, but at least they were clean; he knew

cities where the awkward contraptions used to catch horse droppings weren't required by law, and the
smdll of those was something that defied description. Here, thanks to a strange combination of civil
tolerance and lega regulation there were no aging drunks cowering in doorways, no wide-eyed cerebums
twitching their way along the sidewalk asthey dreamed their mad dreams of chaos and depravity, not
even awild-haired prophet or two to cry out their warnings of doom and destruction while handing out
advertising circulars for the nearest pagan temple. It dl existed, here as e sawhere, but in Jaggonath it was
shut away behind closed doors. And for that Andrys Tarrant was infinitely grateful.

He soon cameto the silver digtrict, so named for the metal that best reflected the sun'swhite brilliance.
Warded windows were filled with treasures, worked in that metal and others: yellow and pink gold,
copper and bronze, and the sun-metas: silver, white gold, platinum, polished stedl, others. He didn't
know the names of dl of them and often couldn't tell them apart; when Betrise used to bring out her prize
serving utensls, worked in five different white metas, he used to shake his head in amazement that
anyone would spend asmdll fortune to purchase such athing.

Not that money had been an issuein those days, of course. The first Neocount had seen to that by
snking hiswedth into investments that tripled in val ue before anyone could manage the legd contortions
required to get a it. If Andrys had thought about it then, he might have believed that the man wastrying
to provide for his abandoned son by assuring wedlth for his progeny. Now it just seemed like a crue
joke. Money couldn't bring hisfamily back, could it? Money couldn't make this nightmare end. But if did
pay for drugs and liquor and occasionally-when he required that kind of cold, impersona convenience-it
paid for women.

He forced his attention where it belonged and studied the objectsin the windows before him, trying not
to dwell on the implications of what he was about to do. Better not to think about that. Better not to think

about anything, just accept Calesta's orders and obey them blindly and pray that somewhere, somehow,
vengeance would be achieved. Calesta said that Andrys should come to Jaggonath, so he had done so.
Cadestasaid that Andrys should seek out asilversmith, so he would. Caesta said that he should cause to
be made-

A cold shiver coursed up his spine. Don't think about what he wantswith it. When it's ready, that'stime
enough to know. He forced himself to study the objects displayed in the windows, searching for
something that would help him decide on one shop or another. Each shop seemed to haveitsown
specialty: he passed by displays of jewery, daggers, decorative goblets, engraved tableware, thousand
and one items suitable for courtship, weddings, formal ceremony. Nothing displayed was exactly like
what he needed, but was that a surprise? How long had it been since that kind of work waslast donein
Jaggonath? Or anywhere, for that matter?

At lagt, with effort, he winnowed the choices down to five likely candidates. One by one he studied them
through their mesh-bound windows, trying to get afed for the businessesinside. Hoping for some kind of
sign or omen that would narrow his choices even further, so that he wouldn't have to go through the same
painful interview more than once. He didn't think he could stand that.

He studied two shopsin that way, found no such omen, and with asigh he moved on to the third. This
one had apromising display, a unique collection of bowls and gobletswith delicate figurines intertwined
to serve as sems, handles, and spouts. Each one was individua, he noted, and meticuloudy detailed. So
far so good. Helooked past the fine steel knives with sinuous sterling handles, the elegant silver picture



frames and anniversary mementos, to see what was within the shop itself-

And his heart opped for amoment. The steel and sterling bits faded into shadows, as inconsequentid as
dreams. For amoment he could hardly move, then he walked to where the door was and grasped its
handle.

The ornate grip felt warm in his palm, and he could fed his pulse pound as he held it. Quickly heturned it
and pushed the heavy door inward; bellsjingled merrily as he stepped into the shop's cool interior. There
were display caseswithin, tables topped in velvet, along counter capped in fine white numarble....

Andagirl.

He stepped insde, letting the door fall shut behind him. God, but she waslovely! Not in the way of the
women who normally gppedled to him-those were buxom and full-hipped, flamboyantly sexud-butina
way that made it hard for him to breathe, impossible to think. Skin asfine and as pale as porcdain
glowed in the late afternoon light, with the pale flush of a sunburn crowning the cheeks and forehead. Hair
asblack and aslustrous as silk shimmered in aloose chignon at the nape of her neck. Slender hands with
impossibly ddicate fingers smoothed the black velvet of adisplay table. Fragile, she seemed. Seender and
pale and so very fragile. Like achinacup that might shatter if you held it wrong. Like a pane of fine
stained glasswith its delicate webwork of lead veins, beautiful to ook at but oh, so easy to destroy. Her
presence awakened new fedingswithin him, disturbing fedings, so different from hisusud fedings about
women that for amoment he could do nothing but stand there mutdly, unable to respond.

"Can | help you?' she asked. It was areflexive response to the presence of a customer, which she began
even as she turned toward him. Then the dark eyes met his-God, those eyes, you could drownin
them!-and with a short gasp she stepped back. To his amazement, it scemed asif shewere afraid. Of
him? He looked around, startled, expecting to see someone e'se in the room. But it wasjust the two of
them. The response was for him aone.

"I'm sorry,” he said hurriedly. Not knowing what he had done wrong, but anxiousto correct it. Wasit
possible that in hisfevered entrance he had seemed threatening? She seemed the kind of creature who
would shy

away eadly, likeawild and wary skerrd. "'l didn't mean to startle you-"

She drew in adeep breath; he could sense her struggling to compose hersdlf. "It isn't you,” she said at
last. "It'sjudt... | thought you were-someone else. Someone | didn't expect here. I'm sorry.” She shook
her head dightly; the black hair rippled about her neck. "I shouldn't have reacted like that." She smiled
then, and her expression softened. "Can | help you with something?”

Hefumbled in his pocket for the papers he had brought, and somehow he managed to tear his eyes awvay
from her long enough to make sure they were the right ones. "'l need some custom work done. Here." He
handed her the drawings, awdll-worn package. "It'sal there."

Sheled him to one of the velvet-clad tables and pulled up a chair before it; he sat opposite, and watched
her as she studied the drawings. God, but she was beautiful! 1n another time and place he would aready
have been making aplay for her, if only for the sheer pleasure of the hunt. But in thistime and place he
felt strangdly helpless, and he sat there quietly as she sudied the drawings, watching as her dender fingers
smoothed the papersflat for better perusal.

"A coronet,” she mused.



Something tightened in histhroat. "Family heirloom,” he managed. "It was... log."

Lost inapool of blood, shattered by sorcery. Shards of meta swimming in the red that dripped down
chair legs, over tiles-

"Hey. Areyou al right?' Her hand reached toward him.

He shivered asthe vision receded. "Y eah," he managed. "Just alittlefaint." He forced himsdlf to put his
hands on the table, so that he might look alittle more naturd. "I wasn't feding well thismorning.” There
was an understatement! "I thought it had passed." He managed an awkward grin. "Guess not.”

"Can| get you something?' When he hesitated, she suggested, "A glass of water?'
"No, I..." Hedrew in adow breath, tried to think clearly. "Y es. Please. That would be wonderful.”

Water. It meant amoment when she wouldn't be watching him, amoment when he could struggle to pull
himself together. Those visons... he should have taken something before he left hisroom, he knew that
now. A few grains of tranquilizer to ease the painful interview aong. How in God's name was he going to
et through this?

Y ou haveto, hetold himself. Calesta says this has to be done, therefore you will do it. Period.

"Here" she said, as she sat down asmall glass before him. Her voice was gentle, soothing; he could listen
toit for hours. "l wish we had moreto offer."

"Thisisfine." Thewater was cool and refreshing, and the glass gave him something to do with hishands.
"Thank you."

When she was satisfied that he was going to be dl right, she returned to her seet opposite him. He
noticed that her hair had one narrow streak of whitein it, falling from aspot just above her left temple. A
natural discoloration, or faddish vanity? For some reason he hoped it was the former. She seemed a
wholly natura cresture, morelike the timid nudeer that wandered free on his estate than the painted
beauties he usualy dated. Though such women had never appeded to him before, this one had him
totally captivated.

She was paging through the pile of sketches, studying each onein turn. One meticulous rendering of a
county coronet. Ten pages of detalls, in perfect scale. Other drawings, other items. She shook her head
in amazement as she went through them. "Y ou did abeautiful job on these.™

"| traced the artit's originals." When shelooked up at him in curiosity, he added, "My ancestor saved
evaything."

How bizarre this conversation was, he thought. How utterly bizarre to be discussing the archiva habits of
Gerdd Tarrant in this cool and offhand manner, asif men hadn't wept and suffered and died for that very
COronet.

"In gerling?' she asked.

"If that wasthe origind metd.”



She nodded. "' Silver was customary up until the sixth century. | tekeit thisis older than that.”

He nodded.

"It must have been beautiful," she mused aoud. Her eyestraced the lines of his drawings with obvious
relish, and he knew in that ingtant that she was the artist who would be trandating his sketchesinto redlity.
Thethought pleased him. "Revivdig, right?"

"l think s0."

"Neocounty?' She smiled as he affirmed that, too, her dark eyes sparkling. "'I've never worked for
nobility before."

The words caught in histhroat; he had to force them out. "We havent... we don't use thetitle. Not for a
longtime"

"Are these from the same period?’ She had found the sketches of armor at the bottom of the pile:
breastplate and bracers of fine stedl with embossed and inlaid moatifs. "Armor?"

"| should have removed those," he said quickly. Reaching for the sketches. "That'sadifferent job, | know
you don't-"

"But we do. At least, Gresham does. My boss," she explained. "He used to do thiskind of work. There
isn't much of acdl for it, you know. Not enough to base abusiness on. But | think he would loveto
work onthese." The dark eyeswere fixed on him again; he didn't dare meet them. "Unlessyou have
someone dseinmind, that is”

"No," hemanaged. "Not at al."

"Then I'll show these to him. He can probably get you an estimate on dl thisby... say, Thursday?'
Edtimate. He felt something knot up inside himsdif at the sound of the word. Estimate meant another
interview about these damned pieces, more questions, aways more questions... and he couldn't begin to
answer them because he didn't know why Caestawanted these things made, only that he did.

"l don't need an etimate,” he said quickly. Trying

to get the words out before he could have second thoughts. "Whatever it takes. Just make everything as
much like the origind's as you can. Whatever that cogts."

She hesitated. "It's going to be expensive.”
"That'sdl right.”

"Redlly expensve. Thisisdl gold here, [ook." She showed him one of the sketches, her finger tracing the
line of decoration on a breastplate. "The materids alone-"

"Money'snot anissue. Redly."

She sat back, and for amoment said nothing. He could see curiosity burning bright in her eyes, but knew
she wouldn't question him about hiswealth. Not directly.



"Hell want adeposit,” shesad at last.

He reached into hisjacket to where histraveling purse was secured and removed it. Untying its clasp, he
spilled its contents out on the table. They were thick coins, heavy coins, the kind of gold one bought for
investment purposes, not the kind one normally carried around town for day-to-day expenses. He had
brought them with him so that he wouldn't have to wait for thelocal banksto clear his account before he
could buy anything localy. Now hewasinfinitely glad he had them.

She whigtled softly. Despite himself he smiled, pleased with the drama of the moment. "Will that be
enough?'

"Oh, yes. | think s0." She picked up one of the coins and studied it with asmile. "Yes, | think Gresham!l
take these."

"How much do you want?'

She hegitated, then picked out half a dozen of the coins, one was a beautiful memorid piece which she
admired before putting it away. In asmooth, flowing hand she wrote him areceipt. "I'll need some
information fromyou."

"Of course.”

"Your name?"' she asked. And it seemed to him that

there was more than professond interest in her tone. Or wasthat just wishful thinking on his part?
God, he used to be so good at thisl Where was al that skill when he needed it?

"Andrys. Andrys Tarrant.” Other questions followed, more difficult to answer. Where did helive?
Permanent address? How long would he be in Jaggo-nath? Business references? Persona ? He knew the
guestions were unavoidable, given the value of thework he was ordering, but some of them were difficult
to answer. How long would he be here? Calesta had said that the process of vengeance would beginin
Jag-gonath. How long would that take?

Later, when he wasfindly out of the shop, he leaned againgt the brick wall outside and shut hiseyesand
cursed himsdlf for being afool.

You'reanidiot, Andri, you know that? The afterimage of her face was burned into his soul. Y ou could
have said something ussful. Y ou could have made some kind of beginning. Though the fragile appedl of
her was new to him, he was no stranger to games of attraction. If this had happened in the days before,
he would have had her address by now and probably a tentative date aswell. Had this project so
unmanned him that he couldn't even manage that?

Good God. He laughed bitterly, mirthlesdy; the sound devolved into coughing. | don't even know her
name.

It wasjust aswell. What did he have to offer awoman, anyway? Restless, distracted days. Bitter,
frustrating nights. No, he had better reserve his attention for the whores who asked for nothing but
money, and opportunistic wenches who could be purchased with giftsand smal talk. That was hisvenue
now, the comfort and prison of his new existence. Better stick to it.



God, those eyes....

With effort he pushed himsdlf away from thewall and began the long walk back to hishotdl. It was just
aswell, hetold himself. Women like that usudly had aman dready, and if they didn't, there was probably
a

good reason for it. He had enough problems of his own to ded with, didn't he?

He shivered, wrapping hisarms around himself, cold despite the warmth of the city Streets. The pills
would help him. Little black pills. They werewaiting on his dresser, akiss of velvet oblivion. Under their
influence he could forget it dl for an hour, an evening, an eternity. The pain. The confusion. Thefear.

Andthegirl.
Trembling, he hurried back to the hotd.

For along, long time after Andrys Tarrant left, Narilkastared at the door in silence. Her heart had been
pounding al the time he had been there; only now, with him safely gone, did it resumeits norma best.
Only now could she begin to breethe normdly, asif nothing whatsoever were wrong.

That face. So familiar. Those eyes... she could picture them cast in apaer hue (slver, cracked slver, the
color of ice and sunlight) and that was enough to transform them, because in dl other ways-in shape, in
expression-they were the same as his. Just as this man's hair was the same (golden brown, fine as slk),
only Andrys Tarrant had trimmed hisin astylish cut, indisputably modern, while the other had let hisgrow
to the shoulder. And so it was with so many other features. token differences, superficid, which only
served to highlight the uncanny, unnerving resemblance between the two men.

TheHunter.

She remembered him from the Forest, that terrible, fear-filled night. Remembered his eyes burning black
with hunger, his powef so chill and fiercethat it frozethe very air in her lungs as she drew in abresth to
scream. Not a man but ademon-acold, cruel god- whose eyes were doorways into another world, a
world of such terrible dien beauty that even as he threatened to devour her, even asthefire of her life
flickered weakly before him, about to be extinguished, she

longed to be drawn into his private night forever. Mystica, magicd, secretive night. Violet light and
unearthly music and tides of fae so subtle that the roar of a single breath would drown them ot....

And now there was Andrys Tarrant. Here. In her world. Alivein away the Hunter was not, solid and
red in away he could never be. Capable of living and loving with a human heat-

Gods. She shut her eyes and tried to focus on something else. Anything else. That's not a healthy reason
to want aman and you know it. She had enough trouble with men aready without asking for more, didn't
she? The type of man who was attracted to her was usualy looking for avictim, not alover, and she had
fended off enough of that kind to last her alifetime. Thelast thing she needed now was another bad
relationship.

But his haunted eyes (green, not gray, and so divel) stayed with her for hours, and the memory of his
presence was gtill warm in her flesh when she findly closed up the shop for the night.



Three

The Hunter flew west along the Raksha Valey, following the course of theriver Lethe. Westward over
Sattin, where they had once booked passage across the Canopy: he and the priest, Senzei Reese, and
thelady Ciani. It seemed a century ago. His gods had been so finite then, his salf-definition so smple, so
clear... when had it dl gotten so muddied?

He could fed the weight of his compact on his back as the strong feathered wings drew him closer and
closer to home. In Mercia, in one thoughtless act, he had saved a civilization from ruin. The powers
which sustained his unnaturd life would surely condemn him for that, and take action to teach their
wayward servant alesson. The only question in his mind was when, and what form the"lesson” would
take. They hadn't done anything yet. And though after ayear of being unmolested he had begun to hope
that they would continue to honor the compact which kept him aive, he had no illusion that he would go
unpunished forever. The Unnamed was not known for compassion.

Soon the Raksha Valey broadened out into the Plain of Sheva, on the very doorstep of the Forest. He
cameto the ground there and reclaimed his human form, the better to study the currentsin that place and
seeif there were any sgn of Caestasinterference. But malignant power was sucked into the Forest here
with such force that no trace remained outsideits borders. In his months outside the Forest, he had
forgotten just how strong it was. He could fed its pull on hisown soul as he stood there, asif that
whirlpool of maevolence would devour him whole. It had tried, once. He

had tamed it. And it took little effort now to resist its cal, and to rise up on broad white wings once
more, to review hisdomain.

Dare he hope that Calesta had focused his vengeance €l sewhere and | eft the Forest done? If so, it wasa
temporary respite, and the Hunter knew it. This place is my source, my nourishment. If he meansto hurt
me, then he will strike here. Even the fact that he could see no mark of Caestasinterference here didn't
guarantee that the demon had been absent. A lezu demon could easily conjure anillusion to cover his
tracks, so that even an adept's Sight would be hard-pressed to make them out. Was there alimit to that
skill? How many perfect illusions could alezu sustain at once? On that question, Gerald Tarrant
suspected, their very lives might depend. If only he had more knowledge of the lezu. Damn the code of
behavior which bound them from interfering in each others battles, which kept others of that kind from
hdpinghim!

There were trees beneath him now, and atangled canopy of vines and branches so thick that even his
specia Sight couldn't see through to the ground beneath. The earth-fae which coursed below it sparkled
through the canopy like stars, hinting at a power so vast that surely no single demon, lezu or otherwise,
could stand againgt it. He could fed the force of the Forest's fae coursing through his veinslike blood,
even from this height, invigorating him body and soul. Let Calestatest him now, with dl his power at
hand, and that 1ezu would see how quickly and how ruthlesdy the Hunter dealt with his enemies.

It was nearly dawn when he came to the observatory tower of his keep, jutting up from the tangled
canopy like adeek black spear. The Sgils engraved upon its narrow roof reflected the moonlight likefire.
Hetook careto avoid the circle they inscribed, a spot he had painstakingly scrubbed clean of dl faefor
the sake of Earth-like experimentation. That, too, seemed alifetime ago. Had it redlly been less than three
years ago that he had lived thisisolated life, surrounded by nothing but histrees and his servants and his
precious

experiments? Would that he could smply reclaim that life, and | et the darkness of the Forest hed him of
al thewoundsthe living world had inflicted! But that dream, though seductive, was not feasible & the



moment. Aslong as Calestalived and hated and plotted his lezu vengeance, not even the Forest would
be safe from his demonic predations.

Afterward, he promised himsdlf. When dl thisis over, when Caegtais neutraized and my compact
defended and Vryce has gone off to make a separate fate from mine... then | will have the time and the
leisureto find mysdlf again. To define mysalf anew, on such termsthat living men may never again
compromise my spirit.

Amoril waswaiting for him atop the tower. The taste of the abino's subservience, carried to him on the
chill Forest breeze, was reassuringly familiar. Despite his hunger to resume his accustomed rolein the
Forest hierarchy, he remained circling for long minutes overhead, searching for somesignintheterrain
below to warn him that Calesta had been active here. He was painfully aware of the futility of the act,
given the nature of hisenemy, yet he dared not sacrifice any possible advantagein this deadly war that
the lezu had declared. But he saw nothing to excite his suspicions, save afleeting shadow that tasted of
the Unnamed's specia malevolence. That his patron-demon had been here was hardly asurprise. It had
probably set out a Watcher to dert it to its servant's arrival, and was even now preparing its own special
welcomefor him. He shivered asthe cold winds bore him in yet another circle, and tried not to think
about what that welcome might be.

/ served you faithfully'for nine hundred years, he thought to it. Asif it could hear him. Asif it cared what
he thought. And but for one moment of carelessness, | have never falled you. But he knew even that
wasn't true, that in histravels with Vryce he had more than once pushed the envelope of the Unnamed's
tolerance. God willing, when thisdl was over hewould

have a chance to establish himsdlf anew and cleansethetaint of Vryce's human spirit from his soul.

Finaly he dropped to the tower and regained his human form, coldfire licking at hisflesh ashe
transformed. The Prince of Jahanna, come hometo claim hisown.

As so0n as he had human eyes with which to see, Amoril bowed deeply to him. "My lord.” He evinced
no surprise a Tarrant's return, which was asit should be. The man who had been assigned to watch over
the Forest had damned well better Divine well enough and often enough to foresee that his Master was
coming home.

"Isdl wel?' he asked shortly.

The abino nodded. "There was some trouble out by Mordreth last month-some of the prospectors
decided that if they cleared abit of the Forest their work would be easier-but we settled dl that.”

"Y ou made awarning of them, | hope."

"| left them impaled on tree limbs, in such a posture that implied the trees might have more volition than
Mordreth givesthem credit for." Hiseyes sparkled redly. "They'll think twice before fetching their axes

agan.
"Excdlent,” he approved. And it was. A taste of normalcy, after so many months of tenson.
The abino bowed again. "l had an excellent teacher.”

Together they descended into the lightless depths of the keep itsdlf, where even the moonlight was not
alowed to intrude. Though the Forest outside was thriving, the building'sinterior had not done quite so



well. Therewas dust in the numarble halls, he noticed, irritated. He thought in addition that therewas a
faint ammoniac smdl, like that of stde urine, wafting toward them from a distant corridor. Had the
abino'swolf charges been given free run of the keep? Perhaps Amoril himsalf had seen fit to mark the
building in the manner of his pets, Tarrant wouldn't put it past him. Hefdt rageriseupingde himlikea
tidal wave, but then drew in adeep breath and forced himsdlf to let it

go, unvoiced. For dl he knew the smell wasn't even redl, but a sensory illusion meant to foster discord
between him and his servants. Hewouldn't let it distract him now. Once Calestawas safely out of the
picture thered be time enough to teach Amoril the fine points of a Cleansing, and to see that he received
aufficient practiceinitsuse.

"What about the Forest?' he asked, forcing histhoughts onto other paths. "My latest Workings?!

"There was a problem with that disease you introduced into the scuttler population just before you left.” It
seemed to him that the dbino was dightly on edge; was he anticipating retribution for his housekeeping
failures, or was something more significant at theroot of it? "1t mutated spontaneoudy and was beginning
to threaten other pecies. | isolated and destroyed the infected animals, which will hold the disease at bay
for awnhile, but in the long run amore permanent solution will have to be found.”

The Hunter nodded, his eyes never leaving his apprentice. "I'll design a counterphage for the new
mutation. Y ou have samples of the infected flesh?’

There was adoor at the end of the corridor they were traversing; the albino pulled it open for him. "Of
course, my lord."

"'Such concern over minute biological detail is commendable, Amoril. I'm pleased by your development.”
"Onelearnsalot when oneisleft done, my lord."

Black halls, dark curtains, alightless and soothing domain: he drew confidence from it step by step, and
from the chill power flowing about hisfeet. This place was his strength, he thought. His soul. Aslong as
he had the Forest, no man could stand against him.

And no demon either, he thought darkly. Not even alezu.

Down through the keep they went, Amoril following hislead in slence, until they reached hislibrary.
There, on shelves stacked ten feet high, were accumulated al his notes from the last five hundred years.
Would that | had begun thiswork earlier! He withdrew avolume of demonological dataand handed it to

Amoril. Would that | had understood, in the arrogance of my youth, just how much memory can belost
after nine hundred years.

The abino opened the book he had been handed and scanned its contents. "lezu?' Histone was
scornful.

"Cdega Yourecdl him?'

"Caesta" Ashe sought the proper memory, Tarrant worked a subtle Knowing and cast it about him.
Had the lezu tried to corrupt Amoril while he was in the eest? There was no point in trying to Know that
directly; the demon'sillusions could mask any trace of contact. But aquestion likethis, so casudly
voiced, so casudly answered... one might unravel that with care and uncover ahint of artifice, afleeting



breath of warning. "He was the one who tricked you, yes? Before you went east.”

"Yes" Nothing. Therewas nothing. Despite himself he relaxed abit. "Go through that volume,” he
commanded. "L ook for hisname, or anything likeit. Or any mention of his aspect, whichissadism. As
for hisintentions..." Helooked at Amoril and relaxed a bit. What had he expected? That the one man
who needed him most would betray him?

Take nothing for granted, Hunter-not your lands, not your people, not even your own power. When your
very senses can be warped by another, everything must be suspect.

"Werea war," he warned the dbino. "So be careful. Unless| can find some means of killing alezu...
things may get very unpleasant.”

The dbino shrugged. "They're dl just demonsin the end, right? How hard can it be?’
Oh, my apprentice. How little you understand!

He st three more volumes down, which were likely to contain notes on the lezu. Considering how many
lezu there were and how long they had been active, it seemed a painfully insufficient collection. Hewould
have given anything for Ciani of Faraday's notebooks right now; she had specidized in that demonic
family, and must have uncovered countless bits of lorein her many years of sudy. But shewasin the
rakhlands now,

and al her notebooks were ash. Not for the first time, he cursed Senzel Reese for his damnable
shortsightedness. Better to shed human blood for sacrifice-even one's own-than destroy such treasures
asthat. "My lord?'

He looked up, saw that Amoril had not even opened his book. "What isit?"

"l have agift for you." He grinned, displaying sharpened teeth. "A homecoming present, which | prepared
when | Divined you coming. If | may be excused to fetch it?"

Distracted by the task at hand, he nodded. Perhaps he should contact the lady Ciani. Not with a
Working, of course; the fae-wall which the rakh had erected about their domain would prevent him from
using the currents to reach her. But perhaps he and Vryce should consider atrek to that land, or at least
to itsborder. It was agood bet that she had useful knowledge, and she should be willing to help him.
After dl, she had once been his apprentice....

She'sdso aloremaster, and that kind valuesits neutrality. How strong are her vows, | wonder? Would
she help uswin our war if she knew that the fate of humanity might hang in the balance? Or would thet be
al the more reason not to get involved?

The scent of blood reached him just before the scent of fear; Startled, helooked up.

It was Amoril, with awoman in tow. The dbino grinned. "1 thought you might be hungry after your long
flight." He had bound her hands behind her, and held the end of the binding thong like aleash. She
grained againg it like awild animal, consumed by the kind of terror no human heart could sustain for
long. She knew who he was, then. Good. It would save him the trouble of inspiring fresh fear. Not that
he didn't hunger for such sport-God knows, after eleven months on that damned ship he could use a
hunt-but for once he didn't want to spare the time.



How good it was to be home again, where women were raised to fear him! How good it wasto have
five centuries of the Hunter's reputation to draw upon, to

lend flavor to an otherwise quick snack. Her fear was sweet and hot and he drank it in with relish. When
he was done, he let the body fall and motioned for Amoril to takeit away. Let theabino feed it to his
petsif heliked; the warm blood would please them.

But even the pleasure of akill could not distract him for long. He began to go through his notes, page by
page, searching for something useful. Anything. He didn't expect to find notes on Caesta himsdf, or any
ingtructions on how to dispatch lezu. But somewhere, buried in the recorded discoveries of five centuries,
there must be asingle useful mote of knowledge. Somewhere.

Believe that, he thought darkly, as he turned the ancient pages, binding fae as he did so to support their
brittle substance. Have faith in it. Because without that one hope, we are surely doomed.

Four

Nighttine. Dreamtime. The hours when the demons of the mind could take hold, their cold grasp firm until
the morning. The hours when the human soul abandoned its struggle against the madness of thisworld,
and the dark thingsthat lurked in the corners of the human heart could teke form at last.

Though it was | ate, the Patriarch was awake. Again. Unwilling to deep, afraid to rest. Again.
Afraidto dream.

A book lay open before him, but he was no longer reading it. With asigh he rubbed histemples, as
though somehow that could soothe his pirit aswell as his pounding head. He redlly should go to deep,
he knew that. If he didn't retire soon, he would pay for it in the morning. Nevertheless... hetried to focus
on the book again, and only when it was clear that his eyes were too fatigued for the task did he closeits
cover with asigh and lean back in his heavy mahogova chair, abandoning the effort. He felt asif he had
aged ahundred yearsin the last ten longmonths. It was the dreams, of course. If only he could somehow
shut them out, if only there were some special drug or process, some prayer... but there wasn't, he knew
that now. He had searched long enough and hard enough to know.

And even if something could make the dreams stop, would that leave the rest of him unharmed? Man
couldn't live without dreams. Not sanely, anyway. That was what half adozen doctors had told him.

If you can cdl this sanity.
It hed &l started with visons of Vryce. Flesting im-

ages of the man, sandwiched between the structured narratives of hisusua dreaming. Vryce conversing
with demons. Vryce surrounded by corpses. Vryce traveling with acreature so evil that its presence was
alightless blot on the Patriarch’'s dreamscape, a blackness that reeked of hunger and death and the
foulest of human corruption. At first the Patriarch had taken these for smple nightmares, and had thought
little of them. Congdering hisfury over Vryce's behavior and hisdismay at the man's choice of traveling
companion, it was amazing that he had not suffered from such dreamslong before this.

But then there came other dreams, with more familiar subjects. And little by little, againgt hiswill, he was
forced to acknowledge the truth. That these intrusive images weren't merely dreams but true visions,
clair-voyanciesthat came to him even as the acts they represented took place. When he dreamed one



night of the mayor's corruption, it was only to awaken and find that the morning tabloids were afire with
news of blackmail and embezzlement. When he dreamed of Nans Bakrow's adultery, it was only to hear
three days later that her husband had begun divorce proceedings, for exactly that cause. And when he
hed dreamed of the Gillis child killing himsdf-

It il pained him to remember that. The midnight awakening. Therapid dressing. Therush to the Gillis
abode through streets that were dive with demonlings, in the desperate hope that something could be
doneto avoid the tragedy he had witnessed. All to no avail. By the time he had roused the boy's parents
and reached the Site of hisvision, the young veins had aready rendered up their last drop of blood; the
boy's lips were blue and cold, his dead eyes open and accusatory. If you knew, they seemed to say, why
didn't you come sooner? Words his parents never voiced, but the Patriarch knew they thought them as
well. As he himsdlf thought them, al the hours he lay awake before that dawn, struggling againgt the
bleakness of guilt and utter despair.

Prophecies, his aides and servants whispered. The

Holy Father was seeing futures. But they weren't that, not by along shot. Prophecy implied atempora
framework, a baance between the present and future that might-with care-be atered. Were there not
thousands of potential futures for each moment in thisworld, of which prophecy revealed but one? No,
prophecy would have been ablessing compared to this. Thiswas anightmare of clairvoyance, aforced
voyeurism that made him witnessto the evils of hisworld without giving him the power to change
anything. A pornography of the soul, which had made of him a helplessvictim. He had tried drugs. He
had tried prayer. He had even tried deeplessness, hoping that sheer exhaustion would culminatein a
collapse so total that even dreams could not reach him. To no avail. And though he rarely dreamed of
Vryce anymore, when he did it was with such power that he would awaken trembling, cold swest
trickling down hisface. Images of volcanoes fuming, of ablack sky raining hot ash, of aship rent into
pieces, casting its passengersinto aboiling sea... and images of awoman suffering such pain and fear that
his heart twisted in sympathetic agony, while Vryce stood by and did nothing to save her. Nay, while he
alowed the suffering to continue, in consummation of some strange demonic pact which he and the
Hunter had established.

God help you, Vryce, if those visions are true. He whispered the words into the night, asthe last of the
images faded into shadows of fire and ash. God save you from my wrath.

A knock sounded suddenly on the heavy wooden door of his chamber. Helooked up quickly, aerted by
itsvolume. What could be so urgent at thistime of night?

"Comein."
The door sivung open hard, banging against the wall behind it. Leo Toth stood in the doorway,
breathless, his skin sheened with the sweat of recent exertion. " Street of Gods," he gasped. It was clear

he had been running hard; he put out a hand to steady himself as he drew in adeep breath. "Temple of
Davati." And he

added, amost apologeticaly, "Y ou said you wanted to
know."
Heknew in an ingtant what the man wastrying to tell him and he stood quickly, al thoughts of exhaustion

forgotten. There was no time for exhaustion now, nor any other time-consuming weakness. "When?' he
demanded.



"Just garting now," the man gasped. "If you
hurry-"
"How many?'

He shook his head. "Don't know. Two dozen. Maybe more. | passed them just outside the Sangh Shrine,
maybe haf ablock down from Davarti. | stayed with them just long enough to find out where they were
headed, then | ran here." He leaned over to ease the strain on hislungs; his breathing whistled shrilly ashe
fought for air. "It'saraid, Holy Father, no question about it."

A raid.

With quick, decisive steps the Patriarch moved to where hisritual garments hung and layered athickly
embroidered stole over the beige silk robe he was dready wearing. He added to that his most formal
headdress, a peaked form layered and crusted in gilt embroidery. No hesitation in these choices, or in his
dressing; he had gone over this moment too many timesin his own mind to falter now. Other times he had
been too late, had learned of the incident after the fact; now, for the first time, he had a chance to change

things
And I will, he promised his God. / will stop it, and bring them back to Y ou. / sweer it.

He ushered the man out of the room ahead of him and hurried toward the rear stairs of the building, his
soul praying with dl its strength. Help meto serve Y our Will in this. Two flights down he cameto a
narrow halway, and he practicaly flew to the door at its end. Beyond that was asmall chamber, sparsely
decorated, that opened on the stables. Bridles hung on the far wall, their brassfittings polished and
gleaming; a

liveried man with coffeein hand relaxed over amagazine, clearly not expecting any custom at thislate
hour.

"A carriage,” the Patriarch ordered, and there was no need for him to shout the command; his bearing
sadit dl. Startled, the man dropped his reading material and hurredly set his coffee cup aside; brown
liquid doshed over the edge of it, splashing acopy of Whip and Bridle. "Of course, Y our Holiness." With
aclumsy bow he passed through the far door, into the stables themsel ves; the Patriarch could hear the
snort of horses as he followed.

God willing, the carriage had been kept ready, he thought. God willing, he wouldn't have to wait whilethe
beasts were brought out and harnessed. Lives could be lost in that much time,

But the carriage was ready, and in less than aminute he wasinddeit. " Street of Gods," he ordered, and
such was the fever of haste he exuded that the coachman responded immediately, and the carriage began
to move the minute the Patriarch's feet were safely off the ground.

Out of the stable and onto the Street. It was dark, very dark, with only one moon visble, and that
half-hidden behind arow of townhouses. A suitable night for work like this, he thought grimly. "Faster,”
he muttered, but there was no need; the coachman had sensed his need for haste and was barreling down
the deserted Streets with a speed that would have been unsafe-and drictly illega-in the crowded daylight
hours.



The Street of Gods was not one single roadway, but aroute that zigzagged through the cultura and
financial digtricts, so named for the preponderance of pagan templesflanking its course. At any speed its
turnswere difficult and at this speed they were downright sickening, but the Patriarch held on tightly to his
seat as the coachman drove his horses down the narrow streets and made no complaint. Time was of the
essence.

"Therel" He haf-rose from his seat as he saw the flames, fury and despair warring for dominion within
him. Wasit too late aready? " Stop therel" There were dozens of people in the Street outside Davarti's

Temple-perhaps hundreds-but it wastoo dark for him to make out what they were doing. Brawling?
Demongrating? Or smply gawking, as golden flameslicked at the ancient building? As he rushed up to
the temple's door-simply pushing aside those who werein hisway, there was no time for courtesy now-it
seemed to him that some were rushing toward the flames, with buckets in both hands. Good. Something
might yet be saved of the building, if they worked hard enough and fast enough. Asfor the soulswithin...
that was another thing.

He burgt into the temple, so filled with righteous indignation that the fae surrounding him seemed to take
fire, lighting the ar about his head like ahao. Within the temple al was chaos, as groups of worshipers
tried vainly to defend their pagan holy ground from the invading mob. He picked out half adozen familiar
faces among the invaders, enough to verify that the angry men who were smashing rdlics and pummeling
priests were indeed members of hisown flock. And fury won out within him &t last.

"How dareyou!" he cried, and his eyes blazed with rage. Few men heard his voice above the din of the
battle, but those few were enough. One man fell back from the icon he had been trying to smash, and the
woman who had been trying to keep him away from it followed his gaze to the Patriarch. Theinvader
beside her glanced up to see the cause of the disturbance, and he, too, was stunned into silence by the
raw force of the Patriarch's wrath. One by one heads turned as others responded to him, and ahush fell
acrossthe sanctuary likeawave. A few minutes|later the only sounds remaining were thetinkle of
shattered glassfdling to the floor, and the soft moans of the wounded.

"How dare you!" he repested, when their attention was fixed on him at last. With angry steps he strode
down the length of the centrdl aide, toward the daisand itsidol. Most of the men in his path got out the
way inahurry, pagans and faithful aike; the few who didn't found themselves thrown aside, hurled into
the stunned mob like pieces of repellent detritus.

At lagt he reached the dtar and stood before it; black paint dripped from the idolotrous scul pture as he
glared at the blood-spattered mob. In the distance flames were crackling, but the fire seemed to be
confined to asmall chamber forward of the sanctuary, and a handful of men were aready fighting to bring
it under control. Despite the ominous sound of its burning and afaint stink of smoke, he judged them safe

enough.

"Isthis how you were taught to behave?' he cried. "Isthis how you serve your God?' His eyes swept
over them, picking out details, memorizing faces. More than one man flushed hotly asthe accusatory gaze
hit home, al passion for destruction withering to shame before the force of the Patriarch'srage.

"Who'sin charge here?' he demanded. Silence reigned in the vaulted sanctuary, compromised only by
the hiss of flames and the dow drip of blood. "Who'sresponsiblefor this?' Still there was no answer. He
waited. He knew that the real issue was not who claimed responsibility-if anyone did-but the smple act
of forcing them to think again, to act like men. To throw off the yoke of thiscommund violence and
remember who and what they were, and what God it was they served.



At last aman stepped forward and faced the Patriarch. His face was streaked with sweat and blood and
one sde of hisface was swollen. "We cameto cleanse this place!" He gestured toward the dtar. "L ook!

Look at what they worship! Do you want that in Jaggonath? Do you want it out in the streets, where our
children can seeit?’

The Patriarch didn't turn to look at theidol, but instead looked out over the mob. The faces of hisfaithful
gazed back at him fearfully, and he thought he saw aflicker of guilt in more than one expression. Good.
Asfor the oneswho worshiped here... their eyeswerefilled with fear aswell, and something else. Awe.
What did they see when they looked at him, adorned in dl the glory of hisfaith? A ruler of priedts, fit
counsdlor for kings. Little short of agod himsdf, by their pagan

standards;, certainly agod's favored messenger. That such aman should comein person to quell their riot
was athing to be wondered at; that such aman should save their idol and defend their faith was athing
past comprehension.

And that is the difference between us, he thought. That isit exactly.

"Thelaw of thisland alows men to worship asthey wish." He spoke dowly, clearly, with avoice that
filled the temple; hisvery tone was a counterpoint to their rage. "The Law of our Church demands that
civil order-"

"Oneworld, onefaith!" aman cried out. "That's what the Prophet ordered.”

"And he dso commanded usto preserve the human spirit!" the Patriarch countered. "That above al dse”
He looked about the crowd; hisface was amask of condemnation. "Is this how you accomplish that?
With bedtiad violence? Mindless hatred? Look at you!" He waved a hand out over the crowd; severd
men cringed asthe gesture included them. "There are demons feadting tonight, my friends. Glutting
themselves on your hatred. There are spirits being born in the shadows dl around you, who will feed on
man'sintolerance forever because that isthe force that gave them life. Or have you forgotten that? Have
you forgotten that our greatest enemy isnot aforeignidol or even aforeign god, but the very force that
givesthis planet life? Our most sacred duty isto preserve our human identity, and if wefail inthat, dl the
prayers ever voiced won't win thisworld salvation.”

He was aware of a crowd that had gathered inside the door as he spoke, gawkers from outside the
building, drawn to hiswords like mothsto aflame. Praise God, who had given him the soul of an orator;
never was he more grateful for that skill than now. "Y es, the Prophet dreamed of unity. But you can't
enforce unity-not with terror, not with hate. Y ou haveto earnit.”

Silence, thick and heavy. A window pane, weakened during the riot, chose that moment to fall inward; it
hit

the floor with an accusatory crash and shattered into a hundred pieces.

"Go home," the Patriarch commanded. "Go home! Pray for guidance. Beg for forgiveness from your
God, and for anew and purer communion with Him. Y ou've seen the evil we fight with your own eyes
now; you'vefet it in your hearts. May you be stronger than ever in your faith for having known it.”

No one moved. A curtain in the balcony caught fire, and he heard the men upstairs crying out instructions
to one another asthey worked to smother the new flames before they could spread. Still he remained
where he was and stared at hisfaithful, his very presence areminder of what their God stood for, and
what He expected of them.



Findly, with a curse, one man stirred. Throwing down the crowbar he carried, he whipped about and
strode from the building. Then asecond man. A third. The fourth put down the vase he held on the stand
beside him, oh so carefully, and then stepped into the aide and bowed to the Patriarch before he, too,
hurried out. The Patriarch drew in adeep breath, exhded it dowly. Thank you, God. Otherswere
moving now, exiting the building in twos and threes. The anger and hatred that had welded theminto a
mob had dissipated, at least for the moment; though he harbored no illusion that it was gone forever, the
Petriarch was grateful for the brief moment of victory.

Be with them, God, now and aways. Guide them. Protect them. Nurture their human spirit.

More were leaving now, too many to count. Now that they were separating it was possible to judge their
number, and to asssess the contingent of priests and worshipers who had tried to stop them from
defacing the temple. So few, he thought, gazing down at them. Most were spattered with blood, and
more than one lay moaning on the floor. He noted at least two broken limbs, ahandful of equally serious
injuries. So very brave. It never ceased to amaze him what courage men could show when their faith was
threatened. Any faith.

The Prophet was right, when he said that faith was

the most powerful force on Erna. He looked at the pagan emblems on the wall and shook his head sadly.
I only we could harnessit in unity, as heintended.

All of his people had |eft the temple; he made sure of that before he stepped down from the dais, hislong
sk robes dragging in blood as he made hisway out of the sanctuary. One man stepped into his path, and
for amoment he thought there might be some kind of confrontation. But the priest bowed deeply, as one
might to agrest lord.

"Thank you," he whispered. His voice was shaking; hisforehead was streaked with blood. "Thank you
for soppingit.”

The Patriarch looked back at theidol onthedtar. A human figure with eight sets of arms and four pairs
of mae and female genitals crouched upon a square stone pedestal. A face was set into the lowest
crotch, tongue extruded, and atiny human form had been thrust into the mouth headfirst; the twisted legs
appeared to be struggling as he watched. There were scars on the statue where crowbar assaults had
chipped out pieces of the stone, and thick black paint dripped down its head to pool on the dtar beneath
it. Like blood, he thought. Just like blood.

He turned back to the priest, revulsion thick in histhroat. / didn't do it for you, he thought darkly.
Knowing that this man would never understand what had happened here today, or itsimportance. To
them it was asmple assaullt, terrifying but finite; to him it was but one more bettle in the war for men's
ouls

The siren of an ambulance wagon was drawing near as he exited the temple. He strode through the
throng of gawkers as though they were ghosts, and like fearful wraiths they parted, making way for him.
His carriage had pulled to the curb a good two blocks away, out of reach of the maob, but he did not
sgnal for it to come closer; after the smoky confines of the pagan temple the short walk inthe night air
felt good. Hate-wraiths fluttered overhead, spawned by the violence of the night, but for now they kept
their distance. In time they would gain more substance and learn to hunt men.

Created by my people, in the name of my God. His face flushed hot with the shame of it. Will they never



learn?

As he came up to the carriage, the driver looked at him; though he would never dare to question the
Petriarch, it was clear he was brimming with curiosity.

"Riot'sover,” the Holy Father said shortly, as he climbed up into his seet. "Davarti's safe. For now." He
lacked the energy to go into more detail, but fell back againgt his seat asthe carriage pulled about and
started back. The man would hear enough details when word got back to their own Church; no need to
rehashit al now.

How many other riots would there be, he wondered, before this madness ended? The horses pulled the
carriage about and started back toward the Cathedral; an ambulance wagon rushed past them, headed
toward the temple. How many other assaults on the innocent would his people commit, wielding the
name of his God like astandard? A year ago such raids were nearly unheard of; now they were
commonplace. Why now, after so many years of peace? What was the catalyst for such achange? He
had asked himsdlf that a thousand and onetimes, and still he had no answer. There was no one thing he
could point to, no single person or happenstance to blame. Violence was spreading like wildfire among
his people, and he didn't know how to combat it. Where had it come from, thisfever of destruction?
How could he manageto tame it?

The headache he had experienced previoudy was blinding by the time they reached the Cathedral's
stable; he lay back in his seat with his eyes shut, trying to deny the pain. His soul might be that of God's
tireless statesman, but his body was seventy-two years old, and sometimes the strain of al those years
was dmost more than he could bear. Especidly now, with hislifeswork faling to pieces around him.
That made every year count double.

"Were here, Y our Holiness." The coachman offered an arm to help him dismount; after amoment he
took it. At least thisriot had been cut short, he thought. At

least this one night he wouldn't dream of blood and shattered glass and broken idols, as he had during the
other riots. One smdll thing to be grateful for.

Therewas a servant waiting for him outside his chambers. Thelook on the man'sface made it plain that
he had bad newsto ddiver. With adry smile the Patriarch greeted him. " Some new problem, isit? Don't
worry, my son. Theré's not much you can say to me now that will make this night any worse.
"Vryceishback," theman sad quietly.

For amoment he just stared at him. Then, with a degp sigh, he rubbed histemples again.

"Yeah," he muttered. Thet did it."

Fve

To Andrys Tarrant, Hotel Pamdisio, Suite

5-A.

Dear Mer,

Regarding the work you contracted this past Friday at my establishment, specificaly the ceremonia



breastplate with yellow gold decorative matifs: If it isyour intention to wear thisitem, then | will need to
See you some time soon to verify its proportions. If it ismeant for display purposes only, such ameseting
will not be necessary, dthough you are, of course, welcome to come see our progress any time it pleases
youl.

Please let me know which isthe case as soon as possible, so that we can complete this project with al

good speed.
Yoursin service,
Gresham Alder
Theslveramith's

Standing outside the shop, Andrysfound himsdf shivering. Was sheingde? He didn't know if he hoped
for that or feared it-or both in combination-but there was no denying that she had utterly obsessed him.
He had dreamed of her practically every night, her dark eyes haunting his nightmare-laden deep. He had
drunk himsdf into insensbility more than onceto try to make her image fade from hisbrain, but it had
only grown sironger. And now hewas here, and in dl

likdlihood she wasindde and he didn't know how

to speak to her. Wasiit because of her beauty, or his weakened condition, or some strange combination
of thetwo? He had always known how to handle women before, even in the depths of his depression;
what made this one so different?

With a shaking hand he brushed back his hair, trying to tameit into some semblance of order. A hopeless
gesture. Cadestahad ordered him to let it grow, and though the reason for that was something Andrys
couldn't beginto guess &, like al of Calestas ordersit was meant to be obeyed. Did the demon redlly
have agreater plan, Andrys sometimes wondered, or was he just toying with awounded soul, seeing
how long it would take Gerald Tarrant's last descendant to break? He didn't dare think about that. He
needed theillusion of purpose even more than he needed its substance. The demon hated Gerald Tarrant
every bit as much as he did, and had sworn the sorcerer's destruction. That was enough, wasn't it? Who
cared what the details of his strategem were, if in the end the battle was won? Who cared if Andrys
understood it?

He opened hislesther satchel to made sure the painting was till there. 1t was. Hateful, hateful thing! It
made his heart knot up just to look at it, rolled up into atight little tube asif it were just some innocuous
work of art being carted home from the decorator's. Amazing, what kind of power asimple object could
have. He hoped he wouldn't have to unrall it. He hoped they wouldn't need to seeit. He prayed that
someday he would be freeto burn it, dong with al the hateful memoriesit conjured.

Someday.

With atrembling hand he reached out to open the door. Bellsjingled merrily as he turned the knob and
pushed it open, a discordant counterpoint to hismood. Hetried to relax as he stepped inside, and tried
to force himsdf to walk in such away that his movements would seem natural. Women could senseiit
when you weren't comfortable with yoursdlf, and it made them nervous.

She was with a customer, awoman wrapped in fur



and draped in oversized jewelery. Shelooked up and saw him, and it seemed to him that her smile
broadened. Just amoment, her expression promised, and he thought that her eyeslingered on himfor a
moment before she turned her attention back to her customer. He forced himself to look elsawhere,
wandering about the shop as he studied the works of art displayed there. Gentle, graceful silver forms: it
seemed to him that he could pick out which were hers and which had been crafted by another hand.
Delicate webworks, sinuous twinings, leaves and vines and wildlife ornaments so delicate that he feared
to touch them. So like their maker, he thought. What would it belike to fed that delicate skinin his
hands?

Easy, Andri. Easy. His heart was pounding so loudly he wondered if she could heer it. Takeit dow. The
bells rang as the door dammed shut, and he dared to turn around-and found her eyes fixed on him, those
beautiful dark eyeswhich he knew so well from his dreams. His breath caught in histhroat.

"Well. Welcome back.” Smiling, shefixed astray lock of hair in place; was she aware of the sexud
interest that gesture communi cated? She seemed at once an innocent, untested by theworld, and a
confident, enticing woman. It was a heady combination. "Have you decided to order some more regdia?’
Heleaned againgt the counter with what he hoped was an easy grace; he had never felt lessnaturd in his
life. "Not quite." He glanced back toward the display of her work with studied casualness, then back to
her again. "It occurred to me | forgot something the last time | was here.”

"Oh? And what wasthat?"

He met her eyesthen, and held them. ™Y ou never told me your name."

Shelooked away, but not before he had caught the flash of interest in her eyes. "Narilka," she said softly.
"NarilkaLessng."

Narilka: Lilting, exatic, dmost Earth-like in its rhythm. He was about to say something about how very
beautiful the name was, how well it suited its

owner, when the back door of the shop swung open and hit thewall, shattering the fragile spell between
them.

"Nari, could you- Oh, I'm sorry, | didn't realize we had acustomer.” The intruder was aheavyset man
with athick head of gray hair, alined face etched in patterns of affection, and astrong, dightly coarse
voice. He nodded dightly in acknowledgment of Andrys presence, agesture at once proud and
professiond. "Please forgive me, Mer. | didn't mean to interrupt.”

"ThisisAndrys Tarrant," the girl said, before he had a chance to respond himself.

The man'sfacelit up at the sound of his name. "Indeed?' He came forward toward Andrys, offering a
hand. "An honor, Mer Tarrant. Gresham Alder, at your

svice"
"The honor ismine," he responded formally. The man's hand was warm and rough-skinned, hisgrip
strong; he hoped he couldn't feel him trembling asthey shook. "I got your letter. I'm anxious to see your

work."

"Not dl that impressiveinits current sate, I'm



afraid. Now, asfor Narilkas-----" He beamed at the

girl, and in that moment Andrys knew with unerring ingtinct that they had discussed him; the man's praise
was his gesture of approva. For an ingtant he sensed the depth and complexity of their relationship, the
degreeto which shewould rely on him for advicein dl Slings. "Why don't you show him the crown,
Nari?'

Her cheeksflushed dightly at theimplied praise. "It'sonly haf-finished,” shetold Andrys.
"I'dloveto seeit.”

She led him through the door at the back of the shop, into the workroom beyond. Two heavy wood
tables supported a plethora of tools, stacks of wire, canisters and flasks and narrow burners whose
doused wicks gave off astrange acidic smell. One dender vise held ablackened silver ring, clearly inthe
process of being polished, and another gripped asmall figurine whose upper haf wasinlaid with tiny
stones. Thesethings he saw peripheraly as hefollowed the girl

through the workroom, mesmerized by the play of lamplight upon her hair. It wasn't until they
approached the second table that he saw the object laid out upon its surface clearly enough to react toit.

It was the coronet. Not rounded yet, but laid out flat atop the table, with his drawing spread out above it.
Ddicatefigures of exquisitely fine detail supported the central sun motif, which wasthe focd point of the
piece. There were still empty spaces where other figures would be added, and the whole of it was
stained black from the process of its manufacture, but there was no denying that even in thisincomplete
date it was amasterful work.

For amoment heforgot what it was, what price the original had demanded of hisfamily, and could only
whigper, "It's beautiful. Just beautiful." He reached out to touch it but then drew back, wary of the
memories such contact might conjure.

"It'sdl right," she prompted. "It's strong enough.”

Heforced himsdlf to reach out and touch the dender figures. The meta was cold, surprisngly lifeless.
What had he expected? It was only an ornament-half-finished at that-whose place in history was assured
by its power as asymbol, not someintringc malignance. Why then did he shiver as he touched it?

"Have you thought about the armor?" the silversmith asked him, when hefinaly turned away fromthe
worktable. When he didn't answer, the man pressed, "Whether you'll want to wear it?"

He hegitated. The truth was, he didn't know how to answer. Calesta hadn't responded to his appeal for
information on the matter, leaving him to guess at the demon'sintentions. "'I'd guess | should have that
option,” he dared. "Isit too much trouble?’

"Not at dl. | just need to check the waist length, to see that the peplum sits properly. Y our drawings
were geared toward ataler man... which doesn't mean there's a problem, necessarily. Figure typesvary
in proportion aswell asheight.”

It came to him suddenly, unwel come knowledge that brought panic in itswake. They wanted himto try it

on. Here. Now. In front of the girl, he despaired, asthe gray-haired man lifted up the heavy armor and



offered it to him. He couldn't. Could he?

For amoment he couldn't seem to make himself move. The strgp of hisleather pack seemed to burn into
his shoulder, reminding him of the hateful thing ingdeit. Then, stiffly, hereleased it and let it dideto the
floor. Thegirl caught it up and for one mad moment he wanted to grab it away from her, lest that thing
somehow contaminate her aswell. He forced himsalf not to move, to draw in adeep bregth, then to step
forward and let meta plates be fitted around his body. Cold, so cold. Theweight of it was heavy on his
shoulders and it crushed his velveteen jacket againgt his body; even as Gresham Alder explained the
nature of the garments he should wear benegth it hefdt himsdf struggling for breath, trying not to be
overcome by the suggestive power of thisfitting.

"Fine" the armorer murmured, as he turned Andrys with steady hands. A tug at thewaist, apull at the
am-hole. "It befine" And then he was facing the man and looking up into hiseyes, and the smith
asked, "Would you like to seeit?' And he nodded, because he knew there was no other acceptable

response.

The girl had brought amirror, and now she held it before him. Trembling, he placed himsdf so that he
could see hisreflection. At first therewas only ablur of gray, asif hiseyeswere unwilling to
acknowledge what was before him... and then it came into focus suddenly, dl of it, and it was too much.
Too much! Gold sun splayed across his chest, gold wires coiling about itsrays, pectoral and abdominal
muscles sculpted likeliving flesh. Bold initsartwork, perfect inits craftsmanship, and oh, so familiar!
Hateful, terrifying relic! Hefelt the metal burning whereit touched him, hot through his clothing,
acid-sharp; hisarmor, brought back to life by the power of gold and craftsmanship. But even that wasn't
the worst of it. It was when he looked at the whole image, from top to toe, from the shaggy long hair to
the black leather boots to die breastplate with the sun

in between, that golden sun so like and unlike Earth's, that face so like akiller's-

The scknessrose up in him with numbling force, too fast and too hard for himto fight it; helplessy, hefell
to hisknees, hot bile wdling up in histhroat as his body fought to shake off the power of that hated
image. Then the horror of it wastoo much at last, and his body convulsed, spewing out the bile and the
terror and the bitter exhaustion in one wretched flood of vomit. Seconds only, but it seemed an eternity.
He brought his hand up to his mouth quickly, hiding behind it as he wiped his mouth clean with the silk
cuff of hisshirt deeve; his cheeks burned hot with shame. He could sense the girl stlanding behind him,
and her proximity increased his humiliation athousandfold. How could he ever face these people again?
How could he ever face her?

It was Gresham Alder who knelt by his side, muttering words meant to bridge that awkward moment.
Andrys heard himsdlf gpologizing profusdly, offering to clean up, inggting... but his offerswere set aside,
politely but firmly. Of course, he thought bitterly. They don't want me around here any longer than | have
to be. Asthe smith helped him to hisfeet, he dared to meet the girl's eyes-just for an instant-and the pity
he saw in them made his shame burn even hotter. No hope of getting to know her now, not after afiasco
likethis. That knowledge hurt worse than dl the fear and shame combined.

Somehow he pulled himsalf together. Saying the necessary words as he wrested the cursed breastplate
from historso, making the requisite excuses... somehow he managed to take up hisbag again and get out
of the shop without further catastrophe. He didn't even check to see that the rolled-up painting was till in
it, but took off at arun down the narrow street. Feet pounding on cobblestones, shame pounding in his
temples. When he reached the Hotdl Paradisic, the doorman wouldn't let him in, so wild-eyed and
disarrayed did he appear; he had to search through his bag with shaking hands to produce hiskey as
proof of



residency, and even then the doorman insisted on escorting him to the door of his suite. Taking careto
steer him clear of the other guests. What did it matter? What did anything matter? He fell to hiskneesas
the door dammed shut behind him, hot tears flowing down his cheeks. God in heaven, how long could he
goonlikethis?

"What do you want?" he begged aoud. Willing Caestato hear him, to answer. "What's the point of this?
Tell me!" But there was no response. At last he struggled to his feet and staggered over to his bureau,
where aflask of Jaggonath brandy awaited him. Disdaining glasses, he upended it and drank directly
from its narrow neck, feding the powerful liquid burn itsway down histhroat. Not enough. Not enough.
Stumbling over to the table at hisbedside, he caught up asmal glass vid; black pillswinked at him from
within, promising the ultimate forgetfulness. It was dangerous to drink and then take these, too, he knew
that. But what did it matter? Did he redlly want to live another day? Did he dare to face her again?

Choking with shame, he spilled out asmal handful of pills, enough for an evening's oblivion. With aquick
motion he tossed them al into his mouth and used the brandy to wash them down. Fast. Before he could
have second thoughts. If it killed him, then it killed him. At least thistorture would be over with.
"What'sthe armor for?" he begged. The demon didn't answer him, which raised new doubts. What if
Cdedadidn't just hate Gerad Tarrant, after al, but dl the Tarrant clan? Him included? What if thiswas
just some complex game the demon had concocted to torture them all-

No, hedidn't dare think that, he didn't dare-

Too much torture, too much too much!

"Cdesta," he gasped. "Please. Help me.”

But there was only darkness, and silence.

"That boy," Gresham said, "hasred problems.”

Shewrung out therag in the Sink, not saying anything. She didn't trust hersdlf to spesk.

"Nari."

Sowly sheturned to him, laying the rag aside. The floor was clean. The armor was clean. Her hands had
finaly stopped shaking.

"Nari. He'strouble."
Shedidn't darelook at him. She knew how well he could read her.

"Y ou're stuck on him, aren't you?' His voice was gentle but the disapprova was clear. "Couldn't you
have picked asane one, thistime? There are afew around, you know.

"Please, Gresh." Sheleaned against the edge of the worktable; her blouse front brushed the coronet.
"Not now."

"Nari. Listen to me." He came up behind her and took her by the shoulders, turning her to face him.
"You're like family to me, you know that? And when family gets hurt, it hurts me, too."



She was looking away, refusing to face him; he caught up her chinin hisand and gently turned her back
to him. "He's good-looking. He's rich. He's got charm that most men would kill for. And he's got
problems, Nari. Red problems. Did you see thelook on hisface when he saw hisreflection? Did you?'

"l saw," she whispered.

"I don't know what's going on with that boy, but I'd bet this shop it isn't healthy. Haven't you had enough
of that kind? Don't you deserve something better?!

"l saw," shewhispered. Fingering the delicate silverwork. He had touched it, too, and his hand had
trembled. Why?

Yes, / saw him. | saw eyes wide with the kind of terror most men never know. Looking into those eyes
was likelooking into amirror. Like being back in the Forest again, running from the unknown. Alone, so
alone. Yes, | know that look.

"Nari-"
"I'm not achild,” she snapped. Pulling awvay from him. *Not anymore. | can take care of mysdlf.”

And he would accept that, she knew it. That was the marvel of their relationship. Even though he was
concerned for her, even though he thought she was dead wrong, even though he was sure she was
heading for disaster. That was the difference between Gresham Alder and her parents. He had seen the
change in her, when she returned from the Forest, and he had accepted it. Her parents couldn't. They il
wanted to baby her, to shield her from al the evils of the world, and no matter what she said or did, they
would never change in that orientation. How could she explain to them that she had aready faced the
greatest evil of dl, thewel of terror in her own soul? How could she explain the way in which that
confrontation had transformed her, smothering the helpless child who so needed protection, giving birth
to someone older and stronger and far more adaptable. What did the petty evils of thisworld amount to,
when compared to the Hunter's Forest? Abusive men were an annoyance, nothing more. Even rapists
were afiniteterror. And asfor men who wore the Hunter's face, whose haunted eyes hinted at wounds
S0 vast that no mere words could set them to healing-----

| can handleit, shetold hersdf. Running her fingers over the sterling figures, imagining that she could fed
Andrys Tarrant's warmth through the meta. Drawn to his pain, even as powerfully as shewas drawn to
his person. And | want to.

"I'll be careful,” shetold him. "'l promise.”
"HisHolinesswill be with you shortly."

Damien nodded a distracted acknowledgment as the acolyte left him. He had been left to wait in the
antechamber to the Patriarch's formal audience chamber, which didn't bode at al well for his upcoming
interview. It was a space designed to impress, perhapsintimidate, and it did so with marked aesthetic
efficiency. The high, vaulted celling was of dark polished stone, unwarmed by paint or plaster; the
numarble walls were deek and minimaly decorated. The furniture was stiff and formal, and after sitting in
ahigh-backed chair for several seconds he decided he would much rather pace. All indl itwasa
markedly uncomfortable place, and. Damien guessed that the room beyond, where the Patriarch meant
to receive him, was much the same. Maybe worse. Not the kind of atmosphere he'd hoped for, that was
certain.



What the hell did you expect?'Comeinto my parlor for tee, and oh, by the way, would you mind filling
me in on your recent activities? Fat chance, Vryce. Youll belucky if helistensto you at al, and doesn't
just throw you out before you get a chance to open your mouth in your own defense.

Therewasasmall mirror on thefar wal, aminimal concession to vistorswho might wish to seeif they
looked as uncomfortable asthey felt. He paused in his pacing to look init, to see what manner of man the
Petriarch would be confronting. The priest who gazed back at him was not the same man who'd left
Jaggo-nath two years earlier, that was sure. Limited rations at sea had thinned his stocky frame until he
looked al-

most trim, an unfamiliar somatype. With aweathered hand he stroked the short beard that now marked
hisjawline, and wondered if he shouldn't have shaved it off. His skin was markedly darker than it had
been two years ago, atawny brown that spoke eloquently of long months beneath an equatoria sun.
Therewas gray in his hair now, afew strands at the temples and scattered bits of it in hisbeard. Gray! It
was an affront to everything he percaived himself to be, thefirgt hint of decay in alifetoo full of
chdlengesto dow down for anything as mundane as aging. He had dmost pulled the hairs out when they
first appeared-back when there were fewer than a dozen-but the sheer vanity of such an act reminded
him of Tarrant, and so held let the damn things stay.

Y ou could use thefae to maintain youth, he told himsdlf. Others have doneit. Ciani did it. At times, now,
he could see how tempting that path might become, as age continued its inexorable assault on hisflesh.
But the Patriarch's words, voiced so long ago, came back to him at such moments. When the time comes
to die, asit comesto al men, will you bow down to the patterns of Earth-life that are the core of our very
exisence? Or submit to the temptations of thisaien magic, and sdll your soul for another few years of
life? The acceptance of such natura processes was centra to Damien'sfaith, and dying at his gppointed
timewould be his ultimate service to his God. Sure, it would be hard. Many thingsin thisworld were
hard. That's what gave them power.

"Reverend Vryce?' It wasthe Patriarch's secretary, ayoung man Damien dimly remembered from two
years back. "Please comein.”

To hissurprise the man did not lead him into the audience chamber, but opened the heavy mahogova
doorsfor him and stepped aside for him to enter done.

It was alarge room, forma like the antechamber but more impressive in size and proportion. It reminded
him somewhat of Gerdd Tarrant's own audience chamber in hiskeep in the Forest. He stiffened asthe
memory of that tense meeting (so long ago that it

might have been in another world, so red that it seemed hardly yesterday) came back to him. Back then
onefriend had been dying, another kidnapped, and the Hunter was his enemy. Now... he felt something
tighten ingde his gut as he walked toward the arbiter of hisfaith. Now hewas... what? The Hunter's dly?

The Patriarch's expression was stondlike, unreadable, but a cold rage burned in his eyes. Such wasthe
chill of it that Damien could fed hisskin tightenin physica response. In two years time he had managed
to forget the power the Holy Father wielded: not smply the force of aunique persondity, but the fagborn
aggression of aman who molded the currents to hiswill without even knowing it. Now, standing against
the force of that rage was like trying to keep hisfooting in ariptide.

If only you could learn to wield that power conscioudy, Damien thought, no man could stand against you.
But the Patriarch never would. Sorcery was anathemato him, and so he had blocked al knowledge of



his own naturd skills, and lived an illusion of flesh-bound hel plessness. God done knows what would
happen to you if you ever learned the truth.

"I'vereceived your reports,” the Patriarch said acidly. He gestured briefly to atable by hisside, and the
manuscripts that lay-upon it. Damien saw the coarse sheets of hisfirst report, shipped home from
Faraday, and the thinner package of notes and drawings he had delivered himsdlf to the Cathedra two
days ago. At thetime it had seemed like agood idea, letting the Patriarch see the nature of the war they
werefighting in the hope he would be more forgiving about how the battle had been waged. But the
ribbon which sedled the second package was till unbroken. He began to protest, then stopped himself.
The Holy Father had deliberately chosen not to read hiswork in advance of their meeting as a gesture of
his condemnation. To protest such amove would only bring that rage crashing down upon his head.

Y ou knew thiswould be bad, he told himself. Defiance will only make it worse. Swallow your pride for

oncein your goddamn life and wait thisout. It'll pass. But it was hard, so very hard. It went againgt every
ingtinct of salf-preservation that he had.

"I'msure | don't need to comment upon your breach of protocol in leaving this continent without
permission.” The Patriarch'stone waslikeice. Y our own report madeit clear that you knew exactly
what you were doing-and, | suspect, exactly what the eventual cost of such disobedience would be. To
show such aleve of disrespect for proper authority isagrave offense in a Church whose very foundation
ishierarchica gability." He shook his head stiffly. "But you're not a stupid man, Reverend Vryce, though
sometimesyou play at it. Y ou've read the Prophet's writings often enough to know your sin for what it
wes."

"| thought the Stuation merited it,” he dared. Where was the safe ground in this scene? He wished he
dared work a Knowing for guidance, but that was, of course, out of the question. "Under the
circumstances-"

"Please. Don't insult us both. Y ou knew exactly what you were doing, and what my reaction would be.
And you aso knew that your blatant defiance would give me the authority to discipline you in whatever
manner | thought best, without interference from anyone.”

Thereit was, the thresat at last. How bad will it be? he thought desperately. He remembered the
nightmare Tarrant had once crafted for him, in which the Petriarch had cast him out of the Church. Would
heredly go that far? Without even reading his report, which judtified so many of hisactions? He began to
protest, then bit back on it in anguish. The Patriarch was radiating rage in waves that warped the fag dll
around them; he wanted the priest to react to him in anger, to justify the very harshest sentence. If
Damien gaveinto that influence and logt histemper, even for amoment, he might indeed lose everything.

"l am the Church'sloya servant," he muttered.

"Yes" hesadicily. "You are dill that. For now."

He stared at Damien in sllence for severd long seconds. Studying him? Measuring hisresponse? He
forced himsdf to say nothing, knowing that any words he chose would be wrong.

"Y ou traveled with the Hunter," the Patriarch said at last. His voice was cold, his manner utterly

condemning. "A man so evil that many consider him to be atrue demon. There's enough wrongdoing in
that one act alone to condemn a dozen priestslike you... and yet the matter doesn't end there, doesit?”



The cold eyes narrowed. "Doesit!"
"We needed him," Damien said tightly. "We needed the kind of power he controlled to-"

"Listen to yoursdlf! Listen to your own words! Y ou needed his power. Y ou needed his sorcery." He
shook his head sharply. "Do you think it makes a difference whether you fashion a Working yourself, or
hire another to do it? Either way, you are responsible for the proliferation of sorcery. And in this case, for
the proliferation of evil."

Hewaved his hand suddenly, asif dismissing dl that. For an instant something flashed in hiseyesthat was
not rage. Exhaustion? Then it was gone, and only stedl resolve remained. "But you know that argument as
well as| do, Reverend Vryce. And | have no doubt that you've gone over it yoursdf time and time again,

trying to find some theologicd loophole to save yoursdf with. An intdligent man can judtify anything in his

own mind, if he's determined enough.”

He paused for amoment then, and Damien could almost fed the waves of condemnation |apping about
his feet. The man's power was vadt, if unconscious, by now al the fae in the room would be surely
echoing hiswords, undermining the foundations of Damien's confidence. How did you fight such athing
without Working openly?"My only intention-" he began.

The Patriarch cut him short. "Y ou fed him your blood." It wasn't aquestion, but a statement of utter
revulson. "More than once."

He was so stunned by the accusation that he could manage no coherent response, could only whisper
"What?" The Patriarch couldn't possibly have knowl-

edge of that incident. Could he? What was going on here?

"Let'signore for the moment the symbolic power of such an act. Let'signore the vast power you added
to hisarsend, by making avoluntary sacrifice of your own flesh. Let'signore even the channdl it
established between you, which by definition cuts through the heart of your defenses and makes you
vulnerableto al his sorcery. Thus making the Church vulnerable, through you.”

Wasthisanother nightmare that Tarrant was feeding him, in order to make him afraid? If so, it was
working. How the hell did the Patriarch know such details of histravels, when his reports had made no
hint of them? He found that he was trembling, and hoped that the Holy Father couldn't seeiit.

"Yesor no," thePatriarch sad icily.

Did heredlly know, or was he only guessing? Why would one guess athing like that? Feverishly hetried
to work out how to minimize the damage. If the Patriarch's source of information was unreliable-

"Yesor nol" he demanded.

Nightmare. It was a scene out of nightmare. How many times had Damien dreamed this scene, or its
equivalent? And yet those drearris had no emotive power at al compared to this, the real thing.

Where the hell had the Patriarch gotten hisinformation?

"Yesorno."



Helooked up into the Patriarch'sice-cold eyes, and suddenly knew the futility of denial. If the Patriarch
had such detailed information asthis, then there was no point in dissembling; the man had damned Vryce
long ago, and long ago decided his punishment. Lying to him now would only make thingsworse.

Hesad it quietly, trying not to sound ether guilty or defiant. "Y es™

A strange shiver seemed to pass through the Holy Father's frame. Had he expected some other answer?
Damien fdlt asif hewere being tested somehow, but not in any manner he could understand.

"Y ou conversed with demons." There was no hestation in the Patriarch's manner now; whatever
confirmation he had required from Damien, hewas clearly satisfied that he had it. "'Y ou countenanced the
daughter of numerousinnocents, in order that the Hunter might be fed.”

It took al his strength not to snap back a sharp response; the fae was beating at hiswill, battering his
sdlf-control. "It was necessary,” he forced out between gritted teeth. "'If you would read my report-"

"You gaveinto corruption.” The very air seemed to shiver with the power of the Patriarch's
condemnation. "Y ou fell into the Prophet's own trap, justifying your Sins by the very scriptures that
damned you." He paused, then demanded, "Must | dedl with each transgression individualy?' he
demanded. "Or will you smply accept that | know them dl? That | pass judgment on you not only for
onedn, or severd, but for nearly two years of continua defiance?’

Hedrew in adeep breath. "Y our Holiness, if you would only let me explain-"

"In good time, Reverend Vryce. I'll read your report. | may even listen to what you have to say. After
I've made my position perfectly clear.”

He paced afew steps toward the far wall and back again. "If you were one of my own | wouldn't
hesitate to demote you, maybe even cast you out of the priesthood entirely. Because dlowing you to
serve the Church is one thing, but alowing you to represent it is another matter entirely. If | had ordained
you-if any of my people had-1 might free you here and now of al your Church obligations, so that you
could spend your years warring with demons and gambling for human souls without any concern for my
interference. | suspect you would be happier that way.

"But you aren't mine. Y ou're aguest from aforeign autarchy, with different traditions. Different beliefs
regarding our faith. For al that we venerate unity, it would be unjust of me not to recognize that fact. Or
todlow for it in my judgment.”

Shaking, he struggled to voice some neutrd respose. "I thank you, Holiness."

"Don'. Not yet." The sharp gaze was venemous. "'l wrote to your Matriarch, and outlined the Situation. A
month ago | recelved her response.” He pulled aletter out from his robe, cream-colored parchment
folded in thirds;, the gold sedl of the Church hung from the bottom. "It gives me permisson towield
authority in both our names.” The cold eyes narrowed. "Do you understand me, Vryce? If | decided that
you arent fit to be apriest, therell be no running home for redress. Judgment is here and now."

Damien said it very quietly, hisheart pounding so loudly he could barely hear his own words. "Isthat
what you've decided?’

For amoment the Patriarch said nothing, only studied him. "No," he said & last. "Not yet. But the future's
inyour hands. | want you to understand that. Comport yoursdlf like a priest and you'll remain one.



Otherwise..." Thewordstrailed off into silence, athresat too terrible to be voiced. Otherwise you will
have nothing, the silent words continued. Because without the priesthood, what are you?

"l undergtand.” He tried to sound calmer than he fdlt. If only the Patriarch had read his report before
meseting with him! Surely knowledge of the Stuation would mitigate hisrage a Damien, and direct his
energies e sawherel

What good will your holy protocol do if Caesta has hisway? What good can the Church do in aworld
where sadism rules supreme? It's humanity's soul we're fighting for now, can't you see that? Can't you see
how petty your rules seem by contrast, when the future of thewholeworld is at stake?

"Our most holy war isagaingt corruption,” the Patriarch reminded him. "In thisworld, and in oursaves.
Thefirst battleis easy compared to the second. So the Prophet taught. | suggest you reflect upon that,
and seek guidance from hiswritings. It may help put thingsin perspective for you."

He nearly lost control then, nearly snapped at the

Patriarch that yes, he damned well knew about the Prophet's writings, he had travel ed with the bastard
for two years now and probably had a better handle on his philasophy than any man aive. But-

The Prophet is dead in this man's eyes, heredlized. And maybe that's right. Maybe | sense aghost of that
identity in Tarrant because | want it to be there, not becauseit redly is. Maybe | fear my own corruption
too much to look at him objectively.

He met the Patriarch's gaze head-on; in coldness and power it reminded him of the Hunter's own.

Y ou would have no power over meif | weren 't dready plagued by guilt, he thought to the man. Y ou
would have no power to make me obey if | didn't believe, in the core of my soul, that you were right.

"l am the Church's servant,” he said quietly. Trying hisbest to sound humble. "Now and dways."
The Patriarch nodded; his expression was grim.

"Then let's seeit stays that way, Reverend Vryce." Hisvoice was quiet, but the threat behind hiswords
was clear. "Shal we?'

Seven
Narilkaremembered:

Knedling on the ground, the cold ground, the Forest earth. Fingers raw and bleeding. Legs cramped from
endless running. Exhaustion like avise around her chest, and every breath gained afleeting triumph
agang its condriction.

Wait, he had said, when the Hunt was over and he had decided to spare her life. Just wait. My people
will comefor you.

Shetried not to be afraid. Thiswas the Hunter'sland, wasn't it? The people here were his. The beasts
obeyed hiswill. Even the tentacles of thorny vineswhich had torn at her ankles while shefled, the
black-barked trees which had blocked her path, the tangled branches overhead which filtered the
moonlight so that practically none of it reached the ground... they were dl his crestures, weren't they?



And he wouldn't hurt her. He had promised her that. The Hunter would never, ever hurt her.

"Please come soon,” she whispered, clutching the amulet he had given her. Blood from her roughened
hands filled in the ddlicate etched channels, smeared across the golden surface. She could fed the Forest
closing in around her like somevadt living thing with awill of its own, its cold heartbeat throbbing beneath
her knees. Every creaturein its confines was a part of that system, every branch and insect and microbe.
Oneliving anatomy, dl of it, united asthe cdls of asingle body were united. And the Hunter wasits
brain. If he choseto kill her, then his Forest would rise up, every living and unliving thing within its
borders, and crush

her assurely asthe swat of ahuman hand might kill aninsect. All with no more thought than thet, she
knew. The Forest was his reflex, no more. He had promised not to hurt her. She clung to that thought as
the cold breeze stirred branches too near her face, astheir sharp tips scratched her skin ever so lightly.
She jerked back, startled. Therewas rustling in the bushes all around her, and it took al her willpower
not to struggleto her feet and start running again. Not that she would last long. She hadn 't dept for
nearly three days now, and her only food had been hard black berries that had made her ssomach cramp
and had bloodied her stool. Fortunately she had found water on her second day, or she might not have
madeit thislong-

Fortunately? She laughed bitterly. There was no fortune in this place, nor any random hopeto cling to.
The Hunter had meant to chase her for three nights, therefore she had found enough water to keep going;
his Forest had herded her properly. What kind of mind did it take to creste such a place, what magnitude
of power did it demand to keep it going? She couldn't begin to understand it, but she had heard its music.
Black music, whirlpooled in his eyes. She shivered, remembering it. She shivered for wanting it o badly,
and for fearing that desire.

The rustling had stopped, she redlized suddenly. It seemed to her that it ended abruptly, or perhaps she
was only suddenly aware of it. Trembling, she roseto her feet. Her legs shook and her feet burned in
pain, but she managed to straighten up, her hand clenching the amulet so tightly that its edge cut hard into
her palm. What new danger was this, that drove the normal denizens of the Forest to silence? It wasa
man.

He stepped from the darkness suddenly, into a thin beam of moonlight that allowed her to seehim. A
ghost of aman, with ghastly pale skin and eyesthat blazed blood-red in the darkness. His hands were
long and thin and hisfingernails had been sharpened like claws; histeeth, when he grinned, werelong and
sharp like-

wise, as though Nature had stripped them from some predatory beast and set them in his mouth. There
was no color about him, not anywhere on his person, and his flesh had a nacreous glow that spoke of a
chill, unwholesome power.

There was sudden movement behind her, about her, and she whipped about to see its source. Wolves,
lean and hungry... but not any crestures that Nature had made. These were warped, obscene entities,
whose thin legs ended in handlike extremities, whose eyes glowed redly like the eyes of their magter,
whose fur was as pale as the fur that he wore on his vest, as the hide that made up his boots. It took
effort to turn away from them, to face the man again; but he was their master, that she sensed clearly.
Growl they might, paw the ground with their mishapen limbs, but they wouldn't attack her without his
approval.

"Wdl." Histhin lipstwisted into asmile, or at least aclosefascimile. "What have we here? A damsd in
distress, perhaps?'



His presence was like a chill wind that froze her skin as he gpproached. It took everything she had not to
quail in terror before him, not to sink to her knees and beg wildly for mercy, though she sensed there was
no mercy in him. He belongsto the Hunter, shetold herself. The Hunter won't hurt me. He promised.

He came very close, so closethat she could fed his breath upon her hair. The red eyes studied her-all of
her-and as he glanced down at her chest with asmile, she redlized that the Hunter's assault had |eft her
half-bare, one breast and a shoulder exposed to the night. Did the white man stare at her in that way
because he thought it would frighten her? Maybe in another time and place it would have. But she could
dill fed the Hunter's grip upon her arm; she could gtill taste the terror of that moment. She could till fedl
his power, desth-born, demanding, and adesireinsde hersdf so terrible, so dl-consuming, that it was al
she could do not to offer hersdf up in sacrifice to his hunger. What was the mere gaze of one ghostly
creature, compared to that? Fleshborn or fae-spawned, he was a servant of

the Hunter. And the Hunter had promised that none of his people would hurt her.
"I need to know the way out,” she whispered. Her voice was weak, and hoarse from thirst. "Please.”

The ghost-man laughed; it was acrud sound. "Do | look like atour guide to you?' Hereached out a
hand toward her face, and she forced hersalf not to back away. Fear hammered in her chest, but fear
was what he wanted; she refused to give him the pleasure of seeing her giveintoit.

"Such a pretty toy," he mused. The white hand cupped the side of her head, caressing her roughly; where
his thumb pressed against her temple there was a searing pain, so sharp that it nearly made her cry out.
"Such ashame, to discard it now."

Terror welled up inside her with numbing force, but with it came fury. Had she run for three nightsfrom
the Forest's demonic magter, feeding him with her blood and her suffering, only to yield up her
hard-earned surviva for this ghostly creature's amusement?"No," she whispered. She pushed his hand
away from her; her temple burned likefire. "No!" She thrust the amulet into hisface, held the bloodied
disk inchesin front of those crud red eyes. "He promised me safety. He gave me hisword." Therewas
no fear left in her now, nor room for any to take root. Fury had filled her to overflowing, and brought
with it itsown dark strength. "Take me out of here,” she commanded. The pain in her temple was intense,
nearly blinding, but she wouldn't give him the pleasure of seeing her react to it. "Or leave me done until
someone comes aong who can.”

The wolves behind her growled, and she heard one of them pad closer. She did not turn around. It was
impossible to read the ghost-man's expression, or to guess at hisintentions. She felt something hot trickle
down from her temple, where he had touched her skin. Wasit blood? Did he thirst for that, too, like his
magter did? If so, the bloodied amulet was doubly challenging. She held it higher, demanding that he
acknowledge it. Shewas not afraid now, not a al. The Hunter had

claimed all the depths of her fear, and no other man-or beast-might inspire such emotion again.

Then she sensed, rather than heard, the nearest wolves withdraw. She saw something in the white man's
expression change. And then he, too, stepped back, and caught up the amulet from out of her hand. He
was careful not to touch her again, she noticed. Wary of doing any more damage to the Hunter's prize?

"Come," he said shortly. He turned from her, and she dared to draw in along, deep breath. Behind her
thewolvesfdl into line; she could hear them sniffing at her bloody footprints as she began to walk.
"Move quickly. It'samost dawn.”



Only alittle while longer, she promised her bruised and battered feet. Her muscles burned, but she forced
them to move. Only afew milesmore. A few hours. Then deep.

Staggering adong as best she could, she let the ghost-man lead her out of the Forest.

Eight

Damien walked streets until long after midnight. Through the Street of Gods, where countless deities vied
for man'sworship. (How many of them were lezu? he wondered. Did any of them know or care about
Caedtas plans?) Past the Inn of the New Sun, where he and Ciani had shared their first dinner, solong
ago. Down through the mercantile district, to where the Fae Shoppe had once stood-

It was gone now. More than gone. Its rubble had been carted away, its foundation reinforced with new
concrete, and athree-story building had been erected in its place. That was high for acity plagued by
constant small earthquakes, most architects preferred to keep their ambition under tight rein on such risky
ground. But he could see the lines where resilient hask-fibers had been used to reinforcethewalls, and a
host of quake-wards marked every door, window, and potential weak point. God help Jaggonath if its
wards ever failed, he thought. God help them if they were ever as hel pless as Earth had been, in the face
of an earthquake.

Dominawas overhead when he began the long walk back to his hotdl. The Petriarch had offered him a
room in the Annex-more out of custom than genuine courtesy, he suspected-but under the circumstances
he thought it best that hislodgings be separate. Not that it would keep the Patriarch from knowing what
he did, he thought bitterly. Hard as he racked hisbrain, he could not come up with any explanation for
the Holy Father's detailed knowledge of hissins. Sure, Cadestawould like him to know, but how could
the demon

present such knowledge to aman like the Patriarch without him rgjecting it utterly just for its source?
Thusfar Damien had not dared a Knowing, or any other form of Working, to try to uncover the truth.
Becauseif hedid that and the Patriarch found out thered be no staunching hisrage. Maybe Tarrant, with
his more subtle skills, could manage it secretly enough. Maybe.

It was nearly one when he climbed the steps to his rooms. The lodging house was deserted, and only a
faint chill clinging to the banister gave any hint that an unhuman presence had passed that way. But he
knew that chill by now, and its owner, and therefore it was no surprise to him when he unlocked the door
to hissmdl gpartment and found the Hunter waiting.

"I'd have thought you'd be keeping an earlier schedule by now," Tarrant chalenged.

"Yeah. Well." He pulled the door shut behind him and locked it, then made hisway wearily to a
wdl-worn chair. Dust gusted up from the cushion ashe sat. "I had abad day.”

He could fed the force of the earth-fae sucking at him as the Hunter's Knowing reached into hisbrain for
surface details. Let him. It was easer to endure the invasion than try to capture the day's humiliation in
words.

"I'm sorry," the Hunter said at last. Regret, not gpology.

Damien managed to shrug. "I guessit could have been worse." Helooked up at Tarrant, noted that as
usual helooked neither tired, distressed, disheveled... nor human. "How's the Forest?!



It seemed to him that the Hunter hesitated. " Safe enough,” he said at last. "But our enemy's workings can
be subtle, and | wouldn't bet my life on such an assessment.”

"Y eah. Same here."

"Y ou believe that Calesta has made contact with the Petriarch?'

He gazed into Tarrant's eyes. Cold, so cold. Pits of anti-life. How could he have imagined that the
Petriarch resembled him? Or any living man, for that matter?

"Heknew," he said hitterly. "Everything. Details he couldn't possibly have learned from any other
source.” He met that inhuman gaze head-on, drawing sirength from its cold inner fire. Thisismy dly. My
support. He wished the thought felt more uncomfortable than it did. Had he changed so much in the last
two years?"He knows | fed you my blood," he said quietly. "He knows about the channel between us.
Do you redlize how that damns me, in the Church's eyes? Therés nothing | can say now to save myself.
Nothing I can do, except avoid the source of corruption from now on."

"Isthat what you want?' Tarrant demanded. "If it truly is, then I'll leave you. If you vaue your precious
peace of mind more than our misson. Maybe Cdestawill even forgive you intime, learn to leave you
alone, once you've ceased to be-"

"Don't beafool, Gerad." He reached for abottle of ale he had |eft on the table earlier in the day; it was
warm now, but what the hell. "Neither one of usis safe until Caestals dead and gone. Hell, thewhole
vulking world isn't safe anymore.” He drank deeply of the warm ale, wincing asits spices it into his
tongue. "L ook what happened in the east. Look at how many lives would have been sacrificed to one
demon's hunger, if you hadn't-"

The Hunter's expression darkened. Damien let the wordstrail off into silence.

"Sorry," hesaid a last. "I shouldn't remind you." Tarrant turned away, toward the window. "At any rate,
we don't stand achance singly and you know it. Likeit or not, we're stuck with each other.” We may not
even stand a chance together, he thought grimly as he took another swig of the warm ae. The dcohol
was dowly loosening aknot in hisbelly the size of Jaggonath. Well worth the lousy taste. " So how did
your research go?"

Tarrant shook hishead sharply in frustration. "V olumes of notes, centuries of study, and not one useful
bit of information. Oh, | can recite you the names of over ahundred lezu, complete with their aspects,
preferred forms, and habitats, but according to Karril none of hisfamily will get involved in this, not even
to the extent of pointing ustoward more useful information. Their progenitor's code is apparently
enforced with vigor. Thank God for thet, anyway."

"Thank God for it?" Heraised an eyebrow. "That

code seemsto be our greatest impediment right now."

"Their progenitor dso forbidsthe lezu from killing

humans, at least directly. Which isthe only reason you



and | aredill dive"
"Y ou said they have no power but illusion. Surely that-"

"How little work would it take to make me stay out past dawn, believing that the sun hadn't yet begun to
rise? How little work to arrange an accident for you, how small anillusion to make you migudge the edge
of apier or acliff, or mistake the flow of traffic in the streets? No man can stay on hisguard against such
tricksforever, Reverend Vryce. No, if Caestameant to kill us, then we would both have died long ago.
Asitis, I'm sure he's planned something far more... unpleasant.”

Heturned away again, and gazed out the window. Perhaps he was studying the flow of fae in the streets
below, analyzing it for data. Perhaps he was only thinking.

"He's attacking the Church,” Damien said quietly. "I thought he might," he said, without turning back. "Tell
me the details"

"Outburgts of violence dl over town. Bands of the faithful desecrating pagan shrines, beating priests,
destroying property. One group was just about to lynch a priestess for crimes against the One God when
the police arrived, just in time. And such outbursts are more and more frequent. The Patriarch himsdlf
had to step in the last time, and even so there was alot of damage done.” He put the empty bottle down
on the table again and wiped his mouth with ashirt deeve. "The Temple

of Bakshi issuing the Church for hdf amillionin
damages to person and property. If they win-----

"Then therell be moreto follow.” He snorted. " That goes without saying, doesn't it?" The Hunter nodded
dowly. "He's subtle, our enemy, and dl too clever. Multiple lawsuits could bring the Church to its knees
faster than any direct Working. And the public humiliation involved would certainly affect thefae,
weakening the Church's effect on local currents. Negating the very power which the Church was
designed to widd. And after Jaggonath, otherswill follow. Until such momentum isgained that it no
longer requires his direct interference.”

He turned back to face Damien again; his slver eyeswere blazing. "He means to destroy my grestest
work. Moraly, socidly, financidly... if that lawsuit goes through, then he's aready won thefirst bettle.
How many more campaigns has he set in mation, which will remain secret until their culmination? Nine
hundred years, Vryce! Y ou perceivethat | abandoned it years ago, but | tell you the Churchisstill my
passion. My child. Nine hundred years of carefully crafted development, and this demonic filth will send it
al spirding down into Hell in asingle generation!™

"There hasto be away to stop it. There hasto be away to nullify the effect-"

"Wemusg kill him,” Tarrant interrupted. " There isno other way."

"How?"

"l don't know." His voice wastight with frustration. "But there hasto beaway." He thought for a

moment, then added, "Their progenitor can kill them. So obvioudy the means exists. And | got the
distinct impression that whatever technique he or she uses, the lezu would be helplessto fight back."



"Y ou think he could be convinced to help us?'

"Tokill hisown creations? Not likely. But there might be otherswho are privy to his secrets.”

"Maybe demons. Some other class, whom we can gtill coerce by smple means. Or maybe even adepts.
Someone closeto the lezu, who might invite their confidence." He paused. "Maybe Ciani."

Ciani. Even &fter two years the memory was sharp and painful. Ciani of the quick wit and ready laughter,
whom he had loved. Ciani the adept, whom alezu had saved. Ciani the loremaster, who valued
knowledge more than any merelove affair and had goneto live among the rakh in order to study them
more closdy. Ciani, whom he had left behind. " Ciani'sgone,” he said quietly. "But not dead, Reverend
Vryce. And not unreach-able.”

She would bein the rakhlands now, protected by unscalable mountains on one side and an ocean on the
other. The Canopy would bethere, too, awall of living fae that no human Working could cross. If not for
that they might Send for her, using the fae to communicate across the miles that separated them. Withiit...
"I don't relish going back there," he muttered. "Nor I. If nothing el se, it would mean our extended
absence from Jaggonath, leaving Caestafree to do hisworst here unopposed. I'm not sure we can afford
thet."

Ciani. Even now, years|ater, the memory of her made Damien ache with regret. But it had been a
doomed match from the start, he accepted that now. Or at least he tried to.

"Shelsaloremadter,” he said at last. "They take avow of neutrality, don't they? Would she be willing to
hdp us?'

"I don't know. She certainly has no vested interest in the Church's survival. She'd probably be more
interested in chronicling itsfdl than in providing for its sdvation. And then there are, as you say, the vows
of her profession, which forbid her from taking Sdesin any fae-rdated conflict. Theirony is, if it were
anyonedse, | could force her to serve us. But the lady Ciani... to harm her in any way would beto give
mysalf over to the ones| serve, in soul aswell as aspect.” He laughed shortly, aforced sound. "And |
suspect that they're not in aforgiving mood these days.”

An unfamiliar emotion flickered in the back of those cold, clear eyes. Fear?" They haven't done anything
toyouyet."

"Not yet," he agreed. "But for how long?' To Damien's surprise he sghed heavily; the action was
disurbingly human.

He walked the length of the room, then stopped; Damien thought he saw his shoulderstense. "Do you
know, sometimes | pray to them? Not as aworshiper to agod, but as servant to an angry master. | try to
make them understand that in seeking Caesta's destruction I'm only ensuring my own surviva, the better
to serve them. If such an act happened to benefit the Church | founded, or humankind in generdl... that
would be an unfortunate side effect, nothing more." He shook hishead. "'l wish | believed that mysdf.”

Damien chose hiswords carefully. "Y ou think it

ian't true?'



The Hunter hesitated. "I was so sure of mysdlf, once. | lived in aworld without doubt, without any need
for introgpection. My soul was as purein its darkness as the night-fae itsalf, which is banished by the
merest hint of sunlight. Then you cameinto my life. Y ou! With your questions and your warped logic and
your bonds of mutua dependency and purpose... and | changed. Soowly, but | did change. No human
soul could fail to do so, under the circumstances-and the core of my soul ishuman, Vryce, despite what
Karril would cdl its"hellish trappings.” That was both the source of my strength and my greatest
weakness. In the end, thanksto you, it will be my destruction.” The sharp eyes narrowed. "But that was
what you hoped for, wasn't it? After al thisisover, | could do you no better service than to die and be
damned." "Gerdd, please-"

Hewaved ahand, cutting short his protest. 1 don't blameyou, Vryce. | blame mysdlf for letting it
happen. Y ou did no more or less than your nature demanded. | only wonder what the price will be, when
I'm finaly called to answer for my actions”

"Surely afew months of weaknesswon't outweigh the record of nine hundred years.”

"The Unnamed has no compassion, and nothing to lose by injudtice.. Itsjudgment is as much the result of
momentary structure as of logic. Divided into parts, it can be petty and fickle and unpredictable; unified,
it'sthe mogt ruthless evil thisworld has ever known. Thank God the latter state rarely enduresfor long.”
"What do you mean, divided! | don't understand.” The cold eyesfixed on him: black now, and empty as
the true night. "Better that you don't,” hewarned. "That force has a habit of devouring anything which
touchesit; better men than you have falento it in the past, for no greater sin than seeking to understand
itsnature. And | wasn't the first to court it for its power, you know. But | may be the only one to come
through such negatiations with my soul intact. It delightsin corrupting humanity, and will toy withits
victimslike acat tortures prey. Also its servitors," he added grimly. "Anyone who givesit an opening.”

"Maybeit despises Caestaas much asyou do," Damien suggested. "Maybe it regards your current
atemptsasakind of service"

"Doubtful." His brow furrowed as he consdered the thought. " One would think Calesta's habits would be
toitsliking."

"Rivdry, perhgps?’
"The lezu are petty demons. The Unnamedis... beyond that.”

"Petty demons who can't be Banished, or otherwise controlled. Independent spirits who mean to remake
the Unnamed One's domain.”

"Perhaps," he said dubioudy. "At least that might explain-"

He stopped then. And did not proceed. "What?' When the Hunter didn't respond, he pressed, "Tell me,
Gerdd. What isit?’

"1 Divined our conflict,” he said softly. Eyes shut, recalling the Working to hisinner vison. "It'san
imprecise art at best, as you know, and in this case dl it conjured was chaos. | watched the corruption of
the

Church proceed from athousand beginnings, and in none of them could | see any hope of change. |
witnessed both our deaths a dozen times-yes, yours and mine-in adozen different forums. | saw worlds



in which Caesta triumphed, and such change was wrought that our human ancestors wouldn't have
recognized Erna's children astheir kin. All tangled together, Reverend Vryce: askein of futures so
enmeshed that even my skill couldn't pull the threads|oose. But there were patterns even in that chaos,
things which recurred time and time again." He looked at Damien. "The interference of the Unnamed was
one. | had assumed it would strike at me directly, in vengeance for my many transgressions, but who can
know what passes for vengeance in amind that knows no permanence? And more than once | saw a
sorcerer at the head of the Church, a man whose power was equal to my own, who might lead that body
down the one safe path among millions. But what sense does that make? Even if such aman existed, the
Church would cast him out.” He shook his head tightly, frustrated. " Too many futures, Vryce, and nearly
al of them lead to failure. | can't make out anything useful.”

He managed to keep hisvoice steady, though suddenly his heart was pounding. "Thereisasorcerer in
the Church, Gerdd."

"What? Where?' Then he waved ahand, dismissing the thought. "Thiswasaman in control of things,
Vryce. They would never give asorcerer such authority.”

"They would if he were the Patriarch.” Thelook on Gerdd Tarrant's face was one he never thought he
would see: pure, unadulterated astonishment. "The Petriarch? But how-?"

"He doesn't know it. And I'm sure no one e se has guessed. But | worked aKnowing in his presence
once...."

And hetold him about his conversations with the Holy Father. About the way the fae responded to the
man, even though he couldn't Seeit. About how it

served his unconscious will even while hiswords denied its power.

"He'sanaturd,” he concluded. "I'm sure of it." Tarrant reached for the nearest chair and dropped himsalf
heavily intoiit. It was clear that he hadn't been braced for thiskind of news. And how could he be? His
own damnation had been assured by the Church's rgjection of any such power. How could he accept
that suddenly the rules might change, without questioning his own existence? " An adept?" he bresthed.
"Could he bethat s0?" "Isit possble?’

"Y ou mean, could aman be bom with Sight and deny it? Block it so utterly that he never even knew it
exiged?' He hesitated. "1t might be. So many infants die or go insane each year, that we think might have
been fledgling adepts. Isit unreasonable to think that a newborn might learn to deny itsfae-visions, when
no other family member acknowledgestheir reality? God of Earth and Erna," he whispered. Therewasa
new notein hisvoice. Awe?"If 0... that would explain more than one Divination."

"Y ou think he would help us?' Hetried to keep the doubt out of hisvoice, but it was hard. "Is that what
you saw?'

"What | saw," he said dowly, "was Caesta subverting a powerful man. | saw great vison and great
stubbornness, that might be harnessed for a thousand different purposes. | saw aman destroying himself,
unable to face his own potentid... and that would make sense, if it iswho you suggest. But | also saw
this. in any future where the Church stood the least chance of surviva, this man's actions were pivotal.”
He looked up sharply at Damien. "Pivotd, Vryce. Initslitera sense. The man | saw could savethe
Church, but he could aso destroy it."

"Can you tell where those paths diverge?' he demanded. "What's the catalyst? We can go after that.”



Tarrant's eyes were unfocused as he tried to remember what he'd Seen. At last he shook his head,
clearly frustrated. "It was dl too tangled to make out clearly.

He's not even aware of his own power yet; how can ] read afuture that depends upon such awareness?’
"What if he were?" he pressed. "What if he accepted it?"

The Hunter's gaze fixed on him: diamondine, piercing. Y ou mean, what if he became a sorcerer in truth?
Then he must face the condemnation of the Church as few men have known it... perhaps even the
condemnation of hisown soul. Would you wish that kind of torment on any man?"

Knowing the question for what it was, he met the Hunter's gaze head-on. "No," he said quietly. "I
wouldn't wish that on any man."

The Hunter turned away from him. Sensing that he needed the moment of privacy, Damien upended his
bottle of de once more. Therewas ill nothing init. "He must know the truth, then,” Tarrant said at last.
"Or dl our efforts are doomed to failure.” ™Y eah. Only who the hell isgoing to tdl him?" "Perhgps|-"

"No," he said sharply. "Y ou're right up there with the Unnamed asfar as he's concerned. If not worse.
What good can you possibly do? Stay out of thisone. I'll think of... something.” Only, dear God... what?

"Very wdl, then," Tarrant muttered. It was clear he had misgivings about Damien's judgment, but for now
he was acquiescing. Thank God. " See what you can come up with. If not... it need not be direct contact,
you understand. Or anything he would connect with me."

Redizing what he meant, Damien rose up from his seat as he warned, "Don't you Work him! You
understand me? We're talking about something that could cost this man his soul; leave him hisfree will to
faceit with!" When Tarrant didn't answer, he pressed, "Y ou understand me, Gerdd?”

The Hunter glared. "'l understand.”

"Promiseme.”

"Don't beafool! | said | understood. | respect your

opinion, athough | don't agree with it. That's more than most men have had of me. Leaveit at that."
"Youll leave him done?'

The Hunter's tone was venemous. "I won't compromise hisfree will, I'll promise you that much. Asfor
theredt... find a safe way to enlighten him, or I'll do what | must. The odds againgt usincrease
dramaticdly if he remainsignorant, and | won't risk that just to coddle your overblown sense of mordlity.”
Before Damien could protest again, he ordered, "Y ou go seeif the Church Archives have anything useful
onthelezu. I'll Locate the local adepts, seeif they have any notes of their own." He shook his head
angrily. "Damn Senzel Reese, for what he destroyed! If the man weren't dready deed, I'd kill him

mysdf.”

For amoment there was silence between them, but it was a purely voca phenomenon; the channd that
linked them was dive with such hostile energy that Damien could hear the Hunter's next words as clearly
asif they had been spoken. Don't press me for assurances | won't give. All that you'll accomplish by that
isto strain the tenuous foundation of our aliance, and that would put us both at risk.



Tarrant started toward the door. Damien stepped forward quickly and put out a hand to stop him. With
his other hand he reached into his pocket for the object he had stored there, drew it out, and offered it to
the man. The Hunter's eyes narrowed suspicioudy. "What is

it?"
"A key. Basement gpartment in thisbuilding. It's
pad for."

"For what? My lodging?' He stared a Damien asif the priest had suddenly gone mad. "Don't be
ridiculous. I'll find mysdf asafe place-"

"Thisian't therakhlands," he snapped, "with miles between us and the enemy. He's here, dl around us.
Can't youfed it?' He held out the key toward him, urging him to take it. There'sa bolt on the front door
that can't be opened from the outside. | boarded up al the windows. The landlady was paid well to leave
you aone-she thinks you're arich eccentric-and | even

checked the quake-wards on the building, to make sure they were sound.” When Tarrant made no move
to take the key, he pressed, "Remember how he dedlt with us? Divide and conquer. First Senzel, then
you. Then Hesseth and me in the Teratas realm. HEl try it again, you can bet your undead soul on that.
Let'smakeit ashard as possible for him, okay?"

Heglared at the key, but finaly took it from Damien's hand. "I'll assessthe danger mysdlf," he growled.
"If the place seems safe... I'll condider it." "Good enough.” He stood back, giving Tarrant room to exit. At
least one thing had gone right tonight; he had feared Tarrant wouldn't take the key at all. God damn him
for his stubborn, pigheaded independence. When the Hunter was gone, he went to the icebox, pulled out
afresh bottle of de, and opened it with asigh. lezu and Unnamed demons, sadism and vengeance... each
separate thing was terrifying inits own right, and he had to dedl with them al at once. Y et those threats
paled to inggnificance in the face of an even more daunting chalenge, and he grimaced as he swallowed
the cold de, dreading it with dl his heart and soul.

How the hell were they going to ded with the Patriarch?
Nine

The CoDuV of the Hotel Paradisic was a study in conspicuous consumption, and an effective one at that.
While Narilkawas critical of its aesthetic approach- too gilded for her taste, too discordant, the
artificialy aged paint of the cailing muras at odds with the gleaming fresh quake-wards that guarded the
entrance-there was no denying that its message came through loud and clear. Enter here, dl yewho can
afford it. And asfor the rest of you, back to the streets. She was glad that she had once delivered a
commissioned necklace to one of the luxury suites here, and thus could find her way about without having
to ask for assistance; the check-in staff was cold to mere tradesmen.

She traversed two hdlsand ashort flight of airs, dl carpeted in velvet. After that came what she sought:
adoor, and anumber. Suite 5-A. She stared at the letters-neatly engraved on aflamboyant golden
plague-and suddenly wondered what the hell she was doing here. What did she think was going to
happen? What did she want to happen? She nearly turned around and started home then and there, but
the anticipation of Gresham'’s certain scorn kept her from doing so. What's the matter? he would demand.
Lose your nerve? And after he had tried so hard to talk her out of coming herein thefirst place!



But Andrys Tarrant's haunted face could not be banished from memory so0 easily, nor hiseerie likenessto
the Hunter dismissed so casually. At last she forced hersdlf to raise up ahand and knock on the suite
door, her heart pounding. Y ou have alegitimate errand, she

reminded hersalf. He'll respect that, if nothing else. Again shetried, but there was no response. What if
he wasn't in? That was ared possibility, but not one she had prepared hersdf to face. Would she have to
come back later and do thisal over again?

"Y ou're gonnahaveto hit harder than that, honey." The voice came from auniformed maid severa doors
down the halway. A heavyset woman, middle-aged, she grinned broadly as shetold her, "They were up
till dl hours, that lot." When she saw Narilka hesitate, she urged, "Go ahead, hit it like you mean it.”

She drew in adeep breath and did as the woman suggested. The sharp blows resounded in the hallway,
and she half-expected some other lodger to appear to investigate. But long seconds passed and there
was gtill no response. She knocked again, even harder. Thistime there was a shuffling sound from within
the suite and murmurs of what might have been ahuman voice. She stepped back, wishing she could till
thewild besting of her heart. Why couldn't she face this man camly?

After amoment the ornate handle turned and the heavy door swung open. "I thought | ordered-" Andrys
Tarrant began. And then he saw her-saw who she was-and all speech left him. For amoment hejust
stared a her, his green eyes wide with astonishment. It was clear that she wasthe last person in the
world he had ever expected to find on his doorstep. At last he whispered hoarsdly, "MesLessing." He
was dressed in aloose white shirt and crumpled pants, and had obvioudly just rolled out of bed. His
golden-brown hair was tangled about his head, his eyesfaintly bloodshot. He blinked heavily and drew in
adeep breath; he was clearly struggling to compose himsdlf. "I didn't... I'm sorry... | thought it was
breskfast.”

She glanced toward the hall window with asmile, acknowledging the fading sunlight. "Little late for that,
intit?"

He brushed the hair back from hisface with a hand that seemed to tremble dightly; alock of hair fell
back

across hiseyes as soon ashereleased it. "1 had alate night," he managed. Then asmileflitted acrosshis
face: awkward, self-conscious, but sparked with genuine humor. "Or maybe | should say, alate morning.
| didn't expect company today, that'sfor sure.” Least of all you, his expression seemed to say. For a
moment she wondered if she shouldn't make some gpology for disturbing him and just give him theitem
he had |€ft in the shop, so that she could beat a hasty retredt. It seemed amore merciful coursefor both
of them. But then he stepped back, giving her room to enter. "Come

in. Please”

Shedid so, acutely aware of his closeness as she passed by him. "If thisisabad time-"

"Not at dl. Redlly." He closed the door gently behind her; she barely heard the latch snap shut. "We
played late, that's all. | should have been up hours ago." He dared to meet her eyesthen, and it seemed
to her he hesitated. "Forgive my poor manners. If I'd thought it was you at the door..."

The words faded into slence. He brushed awkwardly at his crumpled attire, ran his hand again through
his mussed hair; he was clearly not accustomed to receiving women in such adisordered sate, "I'm



hardly dressed for company,” he dared.

Despite herself she smiled. "It'smy fault. | should have let you know | was coming. If you'd liketo
change..." Why did his awkward vanity attract rather than repel her? So many other men with smilar
qudities had donejust the opposite. "l can wait."

He brightened visibly at the suggestion. "If you're sure you don't mind.” "I'm sure," she assured him. She
was offering him more than aminute in which to change his clothing, she knew that. Shewasgiving him
timeto adjust to her presence, afew precious moments of privacy in which to compose himsdlf. And
shed be giving herself the same thing, too. She wondered which of them needed it more.

"I'll just beaminute,”" hetold her. "1 promise." His bedroom was apparently &t the far sde of the

He had put on adeeveless jacket, black velveteen with narrow bands of dull gold trim; it fit him tightly, a
deliberate contrast to the flowing white d eeves which accentuated his shoulders. In such attire, with his
golden-brown hair gleaming, his green eyes dive with flirtatious energy... no woman could resist him,
Narilkathought. Least of dl she, who had o little practice in such things.

"How was your luck?' she managed. He grinned. "Pretty good, until about three am. After that... it'sdl
kind of hazy." He ran a hand through his hair again, asif trying to force it back into place; it fel back in
his eyes as soon as he redleased it. " So what brings you here, to thisden of iniquity? 1 can hardly believel
made such agood impression the last timewe met.”

She managed to look away from him long enough to find the object she had brought for him; drawing it
forth from her shoulder bag she explained, "Y ou left this a the shop.” Rolled canvas, nearly two feet in
length: she held it out to him, an offering. "Gresham was going to mail it, but parce serviceis pretty dow
around here; | thought you might need it sooner than

thet."

Hedidn't takeit. He didn't respond. For amoment he just stared at the rolled-up canvas with an odd
look on hisface, asthough it were the last thing in the world he wanted to see. At last he said, inavoice
that was strangely distant, "Did you look at it?* She shook her head.

With asigh he shut hiseyes. "I thought | might have lost it on the street. | made mysalf go back and
search, but therewasno sign of it. | think | was... relieved.” He put his hand on theroll of canvas but
didn't takeit from her; his hand was so close to hersthat she could fed its heat. "I guess| oweyou an
explanation” he said quietly. The wordswere clearly hard for him. "That other day, in your shop-"

Someone knocked on the door then, hard; the sharp noise made Narilkajump.
"Room sarvice," he muttered. He went to answer it.

parlor; he made hisway there hurriedly, awkwardly, clearly conscious of her gaze upon him. Not until he
was safely ingde, with the door shut behind him, did she dare to draw in adeep breath and try to relax.
Infinitely grateful that circumstances had gifted her with aminute in which to do so.

Shelooked about at the apartment he had chosen, amaster suite in one of the city's most expensive
hotels. The parlor was aslavish as the lobby had been, but infinitely more tasteful. It was decorated in the
Revivdig style: high vaulted ceiling, polished stone floor with findy patterned rugs, dender windows with
stained-glass caps. The furniture had been chosen to maich that style, all except for half adozen gilt



chairsthat were gathered around atable a one end of the room. Those were lighter and more graceful in
form than the rest of the decor, and were clearly inspired by alater period; the stylistic mismatch seemed
jarring to her, but she doubted that the hotel's guests would be sengitive enough to noticeit. There were
cards strewn across the table and two dozen bottles of various sizes on and about it. Drawing closer, she
saw piles of wooden chips set before two places, others scattered across the silken tablecloth. There
were savera bottles on the floor aswell, and one bright red thing that winked at her from underneath &
chair. Sheleaned down to see what it was, then picked it up. A woman's shoe: high-hedled, velvet
covered, smdling faintly of wine. Holding it in her hand, imagining its owner, shefdt suddenly faint. What
am | doing here? What do | know about this man? Shetried to put the shoe down, but her hand wouldn't
rdeaseit. Thisian't my world.

"I bought that for two hundred, so she could ay in the game.”

It was Andrys, dressed now. He walked toward her with an easy grace, asif his confidence had been
restored along with his attire. Gently he took the shoe from her and placed it on the table, hisfingers
brushing hers as he did so; the touch | €ft firein itswake. "'I'd have gotten the other one, too, if her luck
hadn't changed for the better.”

Shefollowed more dowly, the canvasrall till in her hand. What wasingdeit, that upset him so greetly?
It had taken all her self-control not to look at it there in the shop, when she had found it, but sheld
wanted to respect his privacy. Now a part of her regretted that choice.

Andrys opened the door, and a uniformed hotel employee wheeled asmall cart into the room. When he
was done Andrys reached into hisjacket pocket for asuitabletip, then spilled coinsinto the man's hand
without even checking their value. What was such smal change to him? His manner made it clear that he
expected the servant to withdraw immediately, and the man was quick to obey. Thetray he had brought
inwas nestly laid out with breakfast, Narilka observed, each item in its place, each accessory expensive:
toast and pancakes on asiver tray, coffeein an engraved carafe, dices of palefruit and some
nondescript cered in bowls of tranducent china. All of it balanced on afussy little cart that suited the
hotel's [obby better than it did thisdeek Revivdist chamber.

Avoiding her eyes, Andrys studied the hotel's offering. At last he shrugged. "It seemed alot more
appetizing when | ordered it yesterday.” Helifted the coffee cup and studied it intently, asthough itsrim
harbored some great secret. Refusing to look at her. Findly he put it down, and after along and
awkward silence dared, "Have you eaten?’ The question startled her. "I'm sorry?' He looked at her then,
and the intensity of his gaze made her heart skip abeat. "Have you eaten yet?' he asked again.

Despite herself she smiled. "Most people have, thistime of day.”
"Recently?' heamended. "I had lunch. That wasawhile ago." "Then cometo dinner with me. Please. |
hate to discuss serious matters on an empty ssomach. And this..." he fatered for amoment, then

continued with forced humor. "This placeishardly conduciveto confesson.”

Though she knew she should leave the question unasked, she couldn't help but voiceit. "Isthat what this
isabout? Confesson?'

Something sharp and hot flashed in the depths of his eyes. Pain? Fear? Maybe both. He turned away.
"Yeah. I'mafraid s0."

"What about this?' She held out the canvas toward him, offering him its secrets.



He reached out and closed his hand over hers. Warm, strong ringers. the touch was electric. Thiscloseto
him she could smdll his cologne, subtle but sensud. A delicate musky scent, precisely caculated to

apped.

Men that attractive are dangerous, Gresham had warned her. Especially when they know their own
power.

Swest, sweet danger. She could drowninit, gladly.
Hewhispered: "Bringit."

Heled them to arestaurant. It didn't surprise her that he knew such a place, a shadowed hideaway
where lovers might whisper sweet endearments in the privacy of high-walled booths. Doubtless he had
brought women here before, for more blatantly amorous purposes. The hostess gave them atable near
the rear of the restaurant, in a section that was al but deserted. In such a place one might comfortably
court alover, she thought. Or share terrible secrets. Or both.

They ordered drinks, ahouse wine, and braised fillets of alocd fish. They made smdl talk over sauteed
dumplings, frothy mousse, steamed coffee. He asked about her work, and seemed to be genuinely
interested in the details of her art. Wasthat rea enthusiasm, or a prelude to seduction, rehearsed so many
times with so many women that it now seemed natural to him? How could one hope to tell them agpart?In
return, she asked him about hisjourney to Jaggonath. She discovered that he had never traveled out of
his region before this, but she could not get him to tell her why he had done so now. And throughiit al
she waited, watching as he

tried to build up his courage, drawing strength from rituals of courtship so familiar to him that he probably
could have played them with his eyes closed. Sensing the darkness that was within him, not knowing how
to addressiit.

At last he pushed his coffee avay with asigh and shut his eyes. It seemed to her that he wasin pain-or
remembering pain, perhaps. Findly he dared, "The other day..." It was clearly meant as a beginning, but
the words seemed to catch in histhroat. After aminute, hoping to help him, she urged, "At the shop?'

He nodded stiffly, then looked away. "God, thisis so awvkward. | just want to explain...."

When he faltered once more she prompted softly, "Go on.” Her hand rested upon his, agentle
reassurance. "I'm ligtening.”

At lagt, with great effort, he managed, "What do you know about Merentha?*
"Not much," she admitted. "A few basicsfrom history class, and from seismics. Very little, redly.”

"My family'slived there for nearly ten centuries. They... you might say we founded the place. Thrived
there. It was awell established family, highly respected, activein civil service through most of its
generations. Itsfounder..." Hefdtered then, and shook his head asif rgjecting” that line of disclosure. "'l
was the youngest of the main line, but there were others. So many others..." She could fedl hishand
trembling now beneath her own. "Five years ago... | wasout al night...." Helowered hisheed, his
shoulders trembling, and raised up his other hand asif to shield hisface; clearly he was remembering that
time, reliving some secret pain. "Just like any other night,” he whispered. "Or so it seemed. | came
home... | had no idea anything was wrong, you see, no reason to expect it.... | came home." Helooked
up a her, but his eyes were focused upon another time, another plane. "They were dead,” he whispered,



his voice shaking as herdlived the past. "Murdered. All of them. The floor was covered with their
blood...." He lowered his head once more, overwhelmed by

the memory. Shelonged to comfort him, to seek out some gentle words which would bring him back to
the present, but the shock of his revelation had |eft her momentarily speechless. Because she knew about
thistragedy. She remembered it. And the family name which had seemed vaguely familiar to her now
sharpened into clear and horrible focus.

"That wasyou," she breathed. Remembering the headlines. Bloody details splayed acrossloca
newspaper headings for months, explaitive articles that dwelled on every horrific aspect of the crime.
And on every perceived weakness of the one survivor. "Y ou." He managed to look up at her. "l was
wondering how long it would take you," he said bitterly. "The murder of the century, they caled it. It must
have made al the papers.”

Stunned, she whispered, "They thought you did it." He nodded tightly. " They wanted to punish someone,
and | wasthe obvious candidate. The youngest son of the Tarrant line, selfish, undisciplined, the black
sheep of the cdlan... it was no gresat secret that the family and | fought alot, usualy about money. And it
was likewise no secret that the daughter of every other Tarrant had guaranteed me an inheritance that
many menwould kill for. Asyou can see" he said bitterly, indicating his person: therich clothes, thefine
jewdry, theair of easy wedlth. "Only | would never havekilled for that. Not my own family! | could
never...."

Shetightened her hand about his, and it seemed to her that his pain flowed through the contact. Maybe it
did. Maybe the fae was s0 stirred by hisemotion that it allowed her to glimpse the very core of his
despair, unmasked by socid repartee, unfettered by the bonds of language. The sheer intensity of it left
her breethless. She could only hope that the same fagborn link would alow her to give something of
hersdf in return, if only ashadow of emotional support. Even that little, she sensed, was more than hed
had in years. "Of course not," she whispered. He took a deep drink of wine; it seemed to lend him
grength. "Thetriad lasted over ayear,” hetold her. "It

seemed like forever. A year of having to relive that dreadful night over and over again, so that strangers
could pick it apart for incriminating details. | thought 1'd go crazy. | nearly did. There are whole segments
of time| don't remember now, parts of thetrial I've blocked. | was so close to the edge back then. Once
| even tried to give up al the money, to sgn away my inheritance in the hope that they would take that for
proof of my innocence. | guessit seemed the only way, at the time. My lawyers stopped me. Thank
God." Helaughed bitterly; hishand tightened into afist beneath her grasp. "What did | know about
earning aliving? What did | understand of poverty? They knew. They gave me meaninglessformsto sign,
and didn't tell methe truth until the fit had passed. Thank God for them. Thank God."

She made her voice as gentle asit could become. " So what happened?”

"The state let me go, inthe end. Not because it judged me innocent, but because it considered me
incompetent. | was awastrel, afred oader, awaste of human life... but | wasn't amurderer. Wasn't
capable of murder.” He drew in adeep breath. "They had that right, at least. Maybe dl of it. | don't
know." "Don't," shewhispered. "Don't think that." He lowered hishead again, trembling. "I didn't want to
tell you. God knows, | didn't want to tell anyone. But when | tried on the armor at your shop... it dl came
back to me, then. All of it at once, dl the blood

and the fear and the hopel essness-----"

"Why?" she asked him. Trying to understand the connection. When he didn't answer for severa long



seconds, she pressed him gently. "What does the armor have to do with al this?!

In answer he disentangled his hand from hers- reluctantly, she thought-and reached acrossthetable. The
canvasroll had been tied shut with adender cord; unknotting it, he set the string aside. He made room to
goread the canvas out on the table, then did so. Handling it gently but firmly, hands trembling ashe
unrolled it. It was an old piece which had been torn and

repaired more than once; stripes of tape had yellowed acrossits back, eating into the linen canvas. Ashe
unrolled it, she saw aged paint, awebwork of fine cracks, the edges of a piece that had been hagtily and
carelesdy hacked from alarger painting- And then it waslaid out before her, and she saw. "Oh, my
gods," she whispered. Stunned. The painting was part of aforma portrait, and it was marked with
severa parale dashes where aknife had scored the canvas. The object of the portrait was ayoung man,
and even thistattered remnant of alarger painting conveyed the power of his presence, the beauty of his
person. Tall, dender, he wore a breastplate emblazoned with agolden sun and a coronet decorated with
mythologicd figures. That breastplate. That coronet. Fine golden-brown hair flowed down about his
shoulders, touded by an unseen wind. Gray eyes, cool and dominant, met the viewer'sown asif there
were some living will behind them. Sardonic, seductive. Seeing him rendered thus, Narilkafelt herself
tremble. Because there there was no mistaking the portrait's subject. And no denying that she knew him
dl too intimately. The Hunter.

"Whoisit?' she managed. Finding her voice a lagt. "Gerdd Tarrant. Founder of my family line, first
Neocount of Merentha." He hesitated; when he spoke again she sensed him picking hisway through his
words carefully, perhaps choosing which facets of the story to reved to her. "In hisday... he daughtered
al hiskin. All but one. His son returned hometo find... what | found... it was hewho did this" He
indicated the dash marksin the canvas, their edges cracked and yellowing. "That'swhat | saw when |
looked in the mirror. Do you understand? Not my face, but his. A man who could murder hisentire
family...."

"Shh. It'sover now." Shetook hishandsin hers, wanning them gently. "The armor'sjust a piece of metd.
And the coronet. No more." It hurt her inside, to know what the next words had to be-her artist's soul
rebelled at the thought-but she knew they had to be

sad. "If they cause you pain, then destroy them. Unmake them. Commission something else, which hasa
better meaning for you."

The green eyes were fixed on her, their surface glistening; were those tears gathering in the corners? |
could never destroy your work," he whispered.

"It'sonly metd," she assured him. Trying to make the words come easily, so that he wouldn't sense how
much thiswas costing her. "We can mdt it down and make something worthwhile out of it. Something
equally beautiful, that doesn't have memories attached.”

He managed awry smile."Y our bosswould hardly approve of that."
"'Some things are more important than Gresham's gpproval,” she assured him.

And for amoment, in hiseyes, it seemed that she could see into the core of him. Sensing a frightened
young man who had thought that the world would dwaysindulge his pleasures, now forced into ahelish
maturity of fear and isolation. All that, masked to perfection by this practiced persona: gambler, seducer,
carefree aristocrat. Where was the red Andrys Tarrant, balanced between those extremes? How did one
begin to seek him out?



"I could never destroy your work," he repeated. His hand turned over beneath hers, catching her fingers
inawarm embrace. "And having these piecesrestored... it's part of my healing. Supposed to be,
anyway." He shook hishead. "I don't redlly understand it. But someonel..." He heditated, asif seeking
the proper word. "Someone | trust advised me to have these things made, and | believein him. Enough to
try it." He laughed sadly. "Evenif | can't for the life of me see how it's supposed to help.”

His hand folded tightly over hers: warm contact, hungry touch. She could sense the need in him, not just
for communion of the spirit but afar more substantive interaction. Passion and intimacy were adlied within
him; it was hard for him to seek out one without the other.

"Thank you," he said at lagt. "Thank you for listening. For giving me achance.”

"l wish | could do more," she said quietly. Knowing the words for the opening they were. Not even sure
of how she meant them. "To help.”

The bright eyes glittered, viridescent in the darkness. Y ou've done more than any woman hasfor years.
Or any man, for that matter."

"Even your lawyers?' she uded gently. Aware that her heart was pounding anew, in response to words
not even being said.

"Inaway," he said softly. He drew up her hand to hislips, and kissed it gently. Soft touch, gently eratic;
shefdt fire gpreading up her arm, fanning out from the

contact.
"Come," hewhispered. "It's getting late. I'll walk
you home."

He made no moveto cal for the check, but laid a handful of coins on the table that would have paid for
such amed threetimes over. Then he helped her out of the booth, his touch warm upon her arm, his
manner a once protective and possessive. The waiters did not question hisleaving before abill had been
rendered, which meant that he had done this many, many times before. With how many women? she
wondered. Had they al trembled like she did at histouch, or were they veterans of the same game, who
knew what words and specia gestures might be employed to maintain control of each move?

It was along walk to her gpartment, for which she was grateful. She needed the long dark streets,
half-abandoned, quiet. She needed timeto pull hersalf together. He walked by her side companionably
enough, but she could sense the tension in him. Pain. Uncertainty. Desire. She could fed hiswarmth near
her arm as their steps brought them close to each other, as his hand amost-almost-reached out and took
hers. So very close. Her skin tingled with the nearness of him, but shewas afraid to initiate any contact.
What would such an act sgnify in hisworld, in that endless round of courtship and flirtation which was his
normdl

venue? How did one gpproach aman like this, without giving him license to claim one's soul ?
And then: Her building. Her gairs. Two flights of them, wide and well-lit. A landing, with four doors. He

let her lead the way, to the third door in line. Keys. They were somewhere. She fumbled for them, fearing
to look a him. Afraid shewould get logt in hiseyesforever if shedid. Afraid she might wake up in the



morning to find him beside her and never know how he had gotten there, or if he would ever leave. Or if
she ever wanted him to leave.

Then hetook her face gently in one hand-ever so gently, a butterfly's touch could not have been
lighter-and tipped her head back until she was looking right a him. Warm eyes, living eyes, not like the
Hunter'sat all. And yet the two men were linked, not just in gppearance but in essence. The Hunter's
passion had sired this man; the Hunter's blood ran in his veins. How could shelook a Andrys Tarrant
and not fedl the power of hisforebear's presence?

"Thank you," he said softly. "For listening." Hisfingers stroked her cheek gently as he spoke, sending
shivers down her spine. "It's been along time since anyone did that.”

Shetried to respond, but the words caught in her throat. His fingers moved into her hair, twining amidst
the dark strands. Swest, possessive caress. "I..." she whispered, but the rest of the wordswere al gone.
Logt, asdl of language was|ost to her now.

He studied her for amoment and then leaned down to kiss her dowly-oh, gods, so dowly-so that she
might pull away if she wanted to, drawing her close to him, one arm about her waist now and one hand
entangled in her hair, hislipswarm and so very sweet againgt her own. With a soft moan she shut her
eyes, and her keysfdl to the floor with a clatter as she clung to him, her heart pounding wildly againgt his
chest. So close that she could fed the ridges of gold braid pressing against her breasts, the caress of fine
slk againgt her cheek. She trembled as she held him, frightened by the hunger she sensed in him, even
more frightened

by that which she sensed in hersdf. Never in her life had she felt such an utter lack of control-

And then the moment was over. He drew back from her dightly but did not release her. Studying her, she
thought. Assessing her response. And what if he decided to press on with this evening's sport? She had
no strength to resist this man, she redlized that now. Even more: she had no desireto resst him.

But he stepped back, gently, hisfingers releasing her hair with obvious reluctance, stroking her cheek as
they withdrew. Hisfingertips|eft lines of fire on her skin, that spread hest throughout her body. It took
everything she had not to moveinto hisarms again, to inviteamore lasting intimacy. Then, suddenly, his
feet brushed the keys on the floor; the unexpected noise shattered the fragile moment like glass. With a
smile he stooped down and scooped them up, then placed them in her hand. Gently he folded her fingers
over them, each motion atiny caress.

"I'd liketo seeyou again," he said quietly. "1 would like that," she whispered. Somehow managing to get
the words out.

She thought that he would kiss her again-it seemed that he dmost did-but instead he drew back from her.
Hewas going to leave, sheredized. Now. Before... Without... She didn't know if she was more relieved
or disappointed.

"I'll call onyou," he promised. And then he stepped away from her, and he bowed ever o0 dightly-an
outdated gesture, so ridiculous for others, so graceful for him-and with a parting smile he sirode casualy
down the stairs. Owning her soul, as perfectly asif he had stayed the night to clam it in passion.

Head pounding, knees weak, she leaned against the door to her apartment and tried to catch her breath.

Dear gods, she prayed. Even her inner voice was shaking. What have | gotten mysdlf into?



He could have doneit, he thought. Could have had her tonight. Could have lost himself in the heat of her
body, drowned out his sorrow in afew desperate hours of pleasure.

But he hadn't. And that wasn't like him. What had happened?

Walking down the night-shrouded streets, he struggled to comprehend his own fedings. What made this
woman so unnerving? What made him so uncertain about how to handle her? Surdly it wasn't afear of
impotence thistime; hisbody had signaed itswillingness to cooperate hours ago. So what wasthe
problem? Fate had provided him with acool, clear night and abeautiful woman, and hours of lelsureto
have hisway with both.... Only | don't want to hurt her, he thought. It was a strange sensation. Usually he
didn't care what happened to women once they Ieft his arms; the stronger ones came back for more, the
wesker oneswould learn to be more careful in the future. But thisgirl... she awakened wholly new
fedings within him, emotions he didn't even know how to name, much less respond to. The thought that
he might cause her pain for an ingtant, even by so harmless a vehicle as seduction, was unbearable to him.
And he had seen the fear in her eyes. Pleasure-also, and a hunger to match his own, but the fear was
there. And he couldn't bear to make that worse. Not for any price.

He remembered her touch on hishand, in the restaurant. So tender. So caring. When wasthelast time a
woman had really cared about him? Or anyone, for that matter? When was the last time held kissed a
woman and sensed nothing but pleasure in her-not some cold caculation of how much he wasworth,
how much he might be enticed to spend on her, how much she might manage to get from himin thelong
run if she played her cardsright? It had been bad in the days before his family's death, but a thousand
times worse afterward, when the whole Tarrant fortunewas his. It was adl part of the game, held told
himself. HEd come to expect it, and learned not to be bitter.

But thiswoman was different. Thiswoman, when she kissed him-

He had to stop in the street for amoment, as the memory of that experience overwhelmed him. How long
had it been since he had felt such acute desire for awoman? His hands shook as he remembered the
slken smoothness of her hair between hisfingers, the velvet softness of her cheek. Her scent wasdivein
his nogtrils, sweet naturd perfume more perfect than any man-made imitation. The desire he felt was
more intense than any sensation which drugs might have spawned, and for thefirst timein monthsit
occurred to him that he might make it through a night without some artificid aid to support him. Just
memories. Just swest, tantalizing memories, melding into erotic dreams before the dawn.

With quickened step he hastened toward the hotdl. The gambling rooms would be open by now,
spreading their heavy doorswide to greet the night; perhaps he should take to the card table and see
what fortune this mood could win him. Who could say what wagers he might not win tonight, with energy
like this pouring through hisveins?

But gambling no longer meant to. him what it once did, and even the prospect of such atriumph was not
enough to tempt him into the company of strangers tonight. Inheriting the Tarrant fortune had
accomplished what all the stern disgpprova of hisfamily never could, and soured the taste of such games
forever. Oh, he il played, but it was more for sport than fortune now; hisonly real delight wasin
breaking those whose skill or audacity made them seemed charmed, in pitting hisfae-luck against their
own. And finding such men required prowling the casinos like a hunter, dert for the smell of richand
arrogant prey... no, he was not in the mood for such games tonight.

Maybe awhore, he thought, as he climbed the gleaming numarble stairs at the Paradisio's entrance.
Nodding to the very doorman who had so recently challenged hisright to enter the lavish hotdl. With the



right money and some connections he could probably

find himself apale, dender girl; if not onewith jet-black hair, then one who would be willing to dyeit for
aprice. It certainly wouldn't be the first time he had used his wedlth to purchase afantasy. What would
that be like, he wondered, to douse the night'sfirein awoman o like her....

Only there was no one like her, he knew that. The complex essence of womanhood that so affected him
with NarilkaLessing could not be found in awhore. And if he thought that imagination alone could bridge
such agap, that it would be enough to have any pale, black-haired woman spread out beneath him... then
he was asking for failure yet again. And he had tasted enough of that experiencein the last few yearsto
lagt himalifetime.

No, he thought, as he headed toward his suite, the memory would be enough for tonight. A memory that
would meld into sweet dreams when he retired, for once unobscured by a haze of drugs or the bitter
distortion of acohal. Because tonight he felt no need for drugs or liquor, or even apassing desire for
them. Hewas drunk on thisgirl, (so dender, so fragile, not even histype!) and it was aheady
intoxication. Far more intense than mere drugs could supply.

Optimism stirred within him, an unfamiliar emotion. If he could make it through one night without artificia
ads, could he do it again at some future date? Could he perhaps, in time, learn to take contral of hislife
again? The concept was eating. Maybe when this nightmare was over, maybe if Gerdd Tarrant died and
he survived, he could start hislife dl over and do it right-

"Welcome home," Cadestagreeted him.

Hisfragile hopes expired in an ingtant, smothered by the power of the demon's presence; acold and
hungry hate took its place. The transition was so swift that it was physically stunning, and it wasalong
moment before Andrys could pull himsdlf together enough to close the suite's door, so that none might
hear them. And an even longer moment before he could find hisvoice.

"What do you want?"

The demon chuckled coldly. "Hardly a suitable welcome for your aly.”

He drew in adeep breath, struggling for control. Trying to recover hisimage of the girl, hisfragile hopes,
anything of thelast half hour... but hiseffort wasin vain. Such gentle emotions had no placein Cdestas
presence.

At last he sammered, "Why are you here?!

"Y ou wanted ingructions. | cameto supply them.”

He dared to look up at the demon, to meet those inhuman eyes head-on. "Why now?' he challenged him.
"I've called to you often enough. I've begged for ingtruction! Why come to me now, the one night | don't
need you?"'

The demon hissed softly; the sound reminded Andrys of asnake about to strike. ™Y ou don't need

me?'

Thethreat behind Calestals words chilled him to the core. / could leave you aone forever. Then what



would you have? Hurriedly he struggled to explain himsdf. "I didn't mean... it'sjudt... tonight...."

The demon laughed; the harsh, grating sound made Andrys quail. ™Y ou poor fool! Isit the girl who
ingpires such courage? Y ou found yoursdlf asingle night's comfort and now the battleis over?' Hisvoice
was ajagged thing, that scraped Andrys skin like shards of glass. "And what do you think the Hunter will
do when hefinds out that his mortal enemy hasfdlen for awoman? Do you think redly think hell alow
you that comfort, once our battleisfully joined? Or any other? Y ou're awaking desth sentence, Andrys
Tarrant, and anyone you touch-anyone who touches you-will befelled by it. Or did you think that you
could make war on the Hunter without him striking

back?'

The room seemed to swirl about him. He reached for achair and somehow managed to fall into i,
heavily. His hands seemed numb; his heart wasice.

"Perhaps you've forgotten what manner of creature

you've sworn to fight." The demon paused. "Perhaps| should remind you." "No-"

Memories swirled about him, horrificimagesdl too familiar. A hundred times more intense than what he
had recdled in the restaurant, a thousand times more horrible. The dismembered head of Samid Tarrant
gazed down at him from its gridy throne, asardonic smile twisting itslips. Dared to dream of love, did

you? The bloodsoaked eyes narrowed in amusement. What makes think you're worthy of loving anyone?

"Makeit stop,” he begged. Shutting his eyes, trying to shut out the visons. Samid staring a him. Betrise,
All of them. "Please. Make it stop!™

The visonsfaded. His hands, white-knuckled, gripped the chair with painful pressure.
"| think we understand each other," the demon assessed.
Shaken, he whispered hoarsdly, "What do you want me to do?"

"Y ou will go to the cathedrd in the great square of Jaggonath. Y ou will attend the services of your God.
Pray with your fellows as Gerdd Tarrant indructed, asif you intended to fulfill hismisplaced vison.”

It seemed to Andrysthat there must surely be more instructions, but the demon said no more. After a
long moment of silence Andrys dared, "And then what?'

"That'sdl. For now."

"I don't understand,” he protested weekly. "How will that hurt him?'

The demon hissed sharply. "Do you question me now? Or doubt my plans? A thousand e ements must dl
be orchestrated to perfection in order to bring the Hunter down, and you're just one of them! Go where |
tell you. Dowhat | say. Y our own hand will bring about Gerald Tarrant's downfall, | promiseyou.” He
paused. "Or isn't that enough for you?'

He lowered his head, lacking the strength-or was it the courage?-to argue. "I1t's enough,” he whispered.
"Il go."



"Every sabbath. Y ou understand? | want you to be seen there. One of the faithful "
"l undergtand.”

The gift came then, inserted into hisbrain with sure demonic skill, the ultimate reward for obedience:
visions of vengeance that flooded his soul, catching him up in awhirlwind of anticipated triumph. He
fought it for amoment, clinging to the gentleness of hisformer mood like alifdine-and then it swept him
away and hewaslostinit, lost in ahatred and ablood lust and a hunger for revenge so desperate that he
shook as it swept through him. It lasted forever and yet it could not last long enough, and when it was
over he collgpsed back into the chair, shaking from the sudden withdrawa.

"Someday those dreamswill become redlity,” the demon promised. "Think of the pleasure of that
moment! Worth more than alittle sacrifice now, | should

think."

He said nothing. He had no words. The memory of the girl was hazy now, unclear, its outlines obscured
by clouds of blood. Had he imagined that he might love? Where was there room for love in thislife of his,
lived in the Hunter's shadow?

"Thereissomething else," the demon warned him.
"What?"' he choked out. What more than this?

"Hell never kill you because yourethelast living Tarrant. That's what makes you capable of striking
back a him; under any other circumstances such amove would be suicidd." He paused meaningfully.
"But what would happen if another Tarrant were born? Maybe not one to whom you gave the name, but
onewho might, intime, lay damtoit.”

"But | never-" he began.

And then what the demon was saying hit him. It hit

him hard.

"| think that you should be careful where you spill your seed, Andrys Tarrant. Because the moment you
impregnate awoman-any woman-the Hunter will have no more reason to spare you." In achilling tone he
added, "And | doubt very much that he would be

merciful inkilling you, &fter you so flagrantly defied him."

Andrys shut hiseyestightly; fear churned coldly in hisgut. Dear God in Heaven! how many chances had
he dready taken, never thinking, never redizing.... Oh, he had aways been careful, but sex was a
gambler's game and he knew it; sooner or later even the best contraceptive might betray you. And if so...
if s0...

"| seethat my meaning isclear,” the demon gpproved.

Something landed in hislap, startling him; it was amoment before he could muster the physical control to

takeit up, and even then hisfingers seemed numb. A small object, that rattled when it moved. Cool glass,
with arubber stopper. Rills.



"I thought you might need them," Caestasaid dryly. "After dl, we have along battle ahead of us. | would
hate to see you lose your nerve."

The coldnessin the room faded; the demon was gone. Andrys gripped the bottle in his hand, feeling hot
tears squeeze from his eyes. What color were the pills, what essence was their magic? It didn't matter.
They dl brought forgetfulness, one way or another. They were al ways of escaping thisworld, with its
inescapable nightmares. The only escape there was, other than desth.

Hishand clenched tightly around the bottle, Andrys Tarrant wegpt.
Ten
The Patriarch dreamed of war.

... hundreds on the mountainsi de, maybe thousands, men and women, priests and layfolk, and the energy
that arisesfrom them ripplesin the air overhead, like hest...

... amor in bitsand pieces, mismatched...

... and banners: the circle, the Earth-in-circle, and some that are smply red. Red for blood, red for
triumph, red for cleansing....

... Theseare my people, he thinks, and he gazes out upon them in wonder. These are my people, who
only yesterday brought down a pagan temple and terrorized itsfaithful. These are my people, who were
willing to risk imprisonment and worse to vent their intolerance, and now are channding all that negative
energy into this blessed enterprise. These are my people, who may die on the morrow or live to go home
again, but who will never forget this moment, or itstransforming

power.

He walks among the troops, his children, looking for familiar faces among the scores of sirangers. There
are people here from all across the continent, come to test their faith in this special arena. He lovesthem.
Helovesthem as one loves children. He loves them as the birds must love, when they push their babies
out of the nest to force their wingsto open. It isaspecid and terrible love, and he thanks God for letting
him tagteit.

Over the mountains, beyond vision but not beyond march, liesthe Forest. Heart of evil by man'sown
decree, it isasymbol more powerful than any the Church could devise. Men are drawn to it, obsessed
by it, and

many will diefighting it in the battle yet to come. But it will not be asit was before, five hundred years
ago inthe age of thair defeat. Thistime they will use the tools that Erna has provided, and focustheir
energies on one single point within that corrupted realm. Night's keep-HellI's watch-the Hunter's lair.
Destroy it and the Forest will shake. Destroy its owner and the Forest will crumble, its power soured to
chaos, its very earth made mallegble by that action.

Five hundred years ago the Church tried to conquer auniverse, and regped its own devastation. This
time they make war againgt asymbol, and dl the power of God will back them. Hefed sthethrill of that
utter certainty as helooks out over histroops, as his eyesfix upon the one specia wegpon which will
make their invason possible-



He awoke. Hisheart was begting loudly, and he lay <till whileit dowly quieted. Hisfists were clenched
by his sides; he forced them to open. Was this the third time held had that dream, or the fourth? It clearly
wasn't aclairvoyancy, as so many other dreamswere, but the scent of prophecy clung to it nonethel ess.
Should hetakeit serioudy or dismissit, as he had done before? Surely persistence should trandate to
something.

With agroan he got out of hisbed and drew on arobethat lay waiting for him. The heavy silk
overlapped tightly about abody that waslosing weight from its battle with stress, and tonight it seemed
that even his dippers were loose. He was wasting away aong with his people, he thought. Some day he
would be gone entirely, and only a shadow would remain to guide them.

Leaving his bedroom, he walked down the narrow corridor that led to his private chapd. The servant
who was posted outside it againgt his midnight need jumped to his feet as he came by, sartled into
sudden waking by his footsteps on the hardwood floor, but he waved him back to his dumber. Hiswasa
need that could only be met in solitude.

At the end of the corridor was the door to the

chapel. He opened it and stepped inside, shutting the door behind him. There were candles burning
besde the dtar-it was the servant'sjob to keep them dight at night-but their illumination was minimal, and
most of the chamber was shrouded in shadow. He cameto the dtar and knelt beforeit, and al the fear
and the doubt which he had been cloistering within his heart came pouring out, an undertide to prayer.

Most holy God, whose Eyeis upon us dways, whose Word is our salvation. Grant me the grace of Y our
Insght, that | may serve'Y our Will more perfectly.

It wasn't the firgt night he/d come here since the dreams Started, and if he stayed until dawn to pray, it
wouldn't be the first time that happened either. And now this dream was back, and hewas no less
tormented by it than he had been thelast time, or the time before. Because it promised him an answer to
his problems, and at the same time posed an even greater question. If it was atrue prophecy-if this battle
was the course that God intended for him-what would the cost of it be? Not to him, or to the men who
fought beside him, but to the generations that would come after?

How tempting it isto livein that dream, where al my people's hatred and destructive energy can be
redirected against amore suitable enemy. How tempting, to imagine that the catharsis of battle can wipe
our souls clean of thisviolence. But that's not how the human mind works. If we indulge our darker
ingtincts, if wetell ourselvesthat yes, they are acceptableif properly channded-even admirable, under the
right circumstances-what do we do when this battle is over? How do we make these soldiersinto plain
men and women again, and cleanse them of their taste for blood so that they might retire to normal lives?
How do we teach them to savor the peace their efforts have won them, rather than seek a new forum for
violence?

He had been tormented by those questions since hisfirst dream of battle. It was atorment which only
grew worse as the riots continued, as night after night he was called from hisbed or his study chamber to
witness some new act of violence. All in the name of God,

therioters clamed. Couldn't they see that by worshiping violence they had created a new god, who was
dowly consuming them? That worried him far more than the lawsuits, which might drain his Church of
economic vigor but could never qudl its spirit. Thisviolence threatened the very heart of who and what
they were.



And then there was Vryce's report. He felt himsdf tense up at the mere thought of the man, at the name
which now automatically inspired hisrage. But whatever he might think of Vryce himsdf, the report could
not beignored. How did the lezu demon Calesta connect to dl of this? Was he the unseen ingtigator in
thiswave of violence? If so, then it would do little good to address human issuesin the matter. Any
solution which the Church pursued would succeed only up until the point when Caestawas willing to
srike again. How did you fight a creature who could read the darkness in men's hearts and stoke it to
such new strength, as naturally asaman drew breath?

Helowered his head to pray again, but afaint sound from behind him derted him to the presence of
someone or something else in the room. He turned about dowly, expecting no more than ayoung acolyte
with amessage to bear, or perhaps his chamber-servant coming to seeif there was anything he needed.
What he saw was something €lse again, and he rose to his feet quickly, wondering how a stranger had
gotten in past his private guard.

The stranger stepped forward as he watched, just far enough that the candldight could pick out highlights
along hispale, aristocratic features. He wastall and dender, and dressed in amanner that was at once
modern and reminiscent of the Reviva period. Hame-born highlights played upon shoulder length hair,
and sparked aong die gold headband that held it in place. His features were so unmarked by worldly
trouble that hisface might have seemed that of an angel, had the eyes not been so dark, so hungry, so...

empty.
"Do you know who | am?' The man's voice was clear and fine and hiswords, though no louder than a

whisper, seemed to echo in the small chamber like some strange music. The Peatriarch studied him, and
then nodded. Y es, he knew. Vryce's sketches had been good enough for that. The knowledge both
elated and terrified him, but he was statesman enough not to let those emotions show, or to let them
sound in hisvoice.

Inavoicethat wastightly controlled, he asked, "Why are you here?!

The dark eyesflickered toward the dtar, then back again. "A fate that neither you nor | would court has
made usdlies, it seems. | cameto offer my services."

"No." Hisheart wasracing; it took everything he had to sound calm and collected when he was anything
but. Was heredly standing here talking to the man who founded and then betrayed his Church? Up until
ayear ago hewould have consdered that patently impossible. Even now, knowing otherwise, it was hard
to absorb the truth. "Not alies, Neocount. Enemies.”

The man's expression darkened ever so dightly, and he stepped forward asiif to approach the Patriarch;
with aflutter of fear in his heart, the Holy Father moved back. Then he realized that hisvisitor wasn't
moving toward him, but toward the dtar. The Patriarch's soul cried out for him to protect his holy
symbols from the touch-or even the scrutiny-of this damned creature, but a distant, more reasonable part
of him knew that it would be suicide to even attempt it. And it didn't redly matter, did it? The gold on the
dtar was ample metal, no more. The symbols themsalves could be melted down to dag without injuring
hisfaith. If the Prophet had taught them nothing else, it was that God didn't reside in such things.

The Prophet. A cold thrill shivered through hisflesh as he redized just what it was that stood before him.
Not the Prophet any longer, but a damned and degenerate creature who wore the Prophet'sidentity like
aragged bit of cast-off clothing. Wasthisthe chill that Vryce had felt, when hefirst sood in his
presence? Did he grow numb to it after atime, or sSmply learn to ignoreitswarning?



When the man reached the dtar he reached out to its

centrd figure, adouble circle sculpted in gold. He traced the interlocked shapes with a death-pa e finger,
and hisnogtrilsflared asif taking in the scent of this place. Was he testing the Patriarch, seeing if he
would respond? Despite his powerful instinct to protect the dtar, the Patriarch forced himself to hold
back. God done knew what this creature would do if he moved against him.

After amoment the Hunter turned to face the Holy Father once more. His eyeswere no longer black but
apde, glisening gray. There was a coldnessin them that reminded the Holy Father of glacid ice, and of
death. They were the eyes of the damned, that had gazed upon the glories of the One God and then
turned away forever. Gazing at them, the Patriarch couldn't help but shudder.

"Believe asyou will," the vistor said. "It'staken me yearsto cometo this point; why should you accept it
in asingle night? We have the same enemy, therefore we fight the same war. L et that be enough.”

Cdeda Hefdt the name take shape within his brain, etched inice. For one brief moment he envisioned
what power the Church could wigld, with this man's knowledge and skill harnessed to its purpose- and
then that image shattered like glass, asthe redl threst of the Stuation hit home. Thisis how Vryce Sarted,
he thought, chilled. And thisis how the Prophet fell.

"It isn't enough,” he said quietly. The stirength in his own voice surprised him. "Not for that kind of
dliance”

For amoment the Hunter said nothing. It wasimpossible to read his expression, or otherwise guess at the
tenor of hisemotions. The death-pa e face was amask, that permitted no insgght.

"I've come to make you an offer," he said at last. "For the sake of our common cause. Nothing more.”
He shook his head dowly. "I want nothing of yours."

"Evenif my gift would enable your Church to survive?"

"It would be a the cost of my soul, and the souls of dl my faithful. What kind of triumph isthat?"

The pale eyes narrowed, and he sensed a cold anger rising in the man. He neither moved back nor
looked away, but met the unspoken assault with ashield of utter cam. Hisfaith would preserve him.
Evenif thisman killed him now, his God would protect his soul.

At last hisviditor said, in arazor-edged voice, "Y ou aready have what you need to safeguard your
Church. What you lack is an understanding of how to useit. | cameto bring you that, no more."

"And | rgject that offer,” he said coolly. Watching aflicker of anger spark in those pae, dead eyes. "I'm
not Damien Vryce, or any of the other souls you've corrupted over the years. Some of those must have
darted out just thisway, yes? Wanting your power enough to compromisetheir faith. Trusting you, long
enough to forget who and what they were." Strength was coming into hisvoice now, and thefull oratory
power of aPatriarch. "1 won't make Vryces mistake," he said firmly. "I won't take that first step. Well
wage our battles aone, and win them or lose them according to God's

will.



He shook hishead. "Y ou don't understand what losing meansin this case. The threet to dl you stand
for-"

"| understand that what stands before me now isaman who's lived apart from the Church for nearly ten
centuries. Should | favor hisinterpretation of the Law over my own? Should | abandon al my learning,
and the centuries of struggle that came before me, for an aliance that would make mockery of my faith?|
think

"Then youll go down," he said sharply, "and the Church will go down with you."

"If that's God's will, then so beit. At least our soulswill be clean.”

"Who knows your God'swill better than I? Asyour

Prophet-"

"The Prophet isdead!" the Patriarch sngpped. "He died the day that he murdered hiswife and children,

and no man'swill can resurrect him. Something e setook his place that night, that wears his body and
uses hisvoice, but that thing isnt aman, and it certainly isn't an dly of the Church. However well it
pretendsto be."

Anicy fire burned in the depths of those pale eyes, reflections of arage so venemousthat if Tarrant
should let it loose, even for amoment, the Patriarch knew it would consume him utterly. It was hard not
to tremblein theface of such athing, but he sensed that fear- any kind of fear-would alow this creature
to take possession of hissoul. That he must never permit.

"I could have killed your guard on theway in," Tarrant told him. "In another time and place | would surdy
have done s0, and gained strength from his death. | didn't. Let that be asign of my sincerity. A token-if
you will-of my trueintentions.”

"Theday | judge aman by such standards," heretorted, "isthe day | turnin my robes."

"Werefighting the samewar!" There was anger in hisvoice now, frigid and dangerous. "Can't you see
that? How do | get through to you?'

"Y ou know theway," he said quietly. Insde his heart was pounding wildly, but he managed to keep his
voice cam. In the face of the Hunter's rage there was power in tranquility. "Y ou've known the way for
nine centuries now."

The Hunter's eyes narrowed, and he took a step backward. He reached one hand into a pocket as
though seeking some kind of weagpon, and the Patriarch stiffened. But the object he drew forth was no
weapon, at least not of any kind the Patriarch had ever seen. It was alarge crystal, finely faceted, of a
deep blue color so resonant that it seemed to give off light of itsown. Such acolor couldn't exist naturally
inthis chamber, the Patriarch realized, not with the golden light of the candleflames compromising its hue.
Itsvery clarity sang of sorcery.

The Hunter turned the object so that the Patriarch might see dl sides of it; there was no denying the sense
of power that resonated from its polished planes.



"Do you know what award is?" he asked. Watching him, watching the stone, the Patriarch did not reply.
"It'saWorking designed to be independent of its maker, so that the two are no longer connected. It has
atrigger-in this case your own will-and the ability to tap the currentsfor power, in order to fuel itself. In
short," he said, indicating the object in hishand, "thisis no longer connected to me, or to any other living
creature. It will fulfill its one purpose and then expire. Do you understand that?*

"l want nothing of yours," he said quietly. "Then you're afool!" he sngpped. "And you'l drag your Church
down with you!" He held up the deep blue ward to catch the light; cobalt shimmersran acrossits facets
likerippleson adark lake. "All | offer you isknowledge. The chance to see your own arsend for what it
is, without delusion masking it. That knowledge could save your people!" His pale eyesfixed on the
Patriarch again, with fierce intengty. "It will aso, most probably, destroy you." He held the crystd aoft as
if inillustration, then dowly laid it down upon the dtar cloth. " Are you willing to make such asacrifice for
your Church? 1 wonder."

"Don't pretend to test me," the Patriarch warned. "Y ou of al people havelost that right.”

The Hunter tensed, and for aminute the Patriarch thought that he had findly pushed him too far, that he
would givein to hisrage and strike out at him. He braced himsdlf, praying for courage, trying to master
hisfear so that this damned creature couldn't benefit from it. But aminute passed, and then two, and then
he sensed that the crisswas over. In avoice that was as chill asdeath itsdf, the Hunter said, "Take it up
if youwant to useit. Fold it in your hand, and itll do therest.” He bowed, stiffly and formaly. "It'syour
choice”

He turned then, and left the chamber quickly. Too quickly for the Patriarch to voice a protest. Far too
quickly for him to do what he wanted, which was to take up the crystaline ward and force it upon him, to
make him take it back to whatever hellish domain

had forged it. Silk faded into shadow and without any sound to mark his passage, beit footstep or a
whisper of flesh-upon-flesh or the soft cresk of adoor hinge, Gerdd Tarrant was gone.

The deep blue crystd lay where he had Ift it, between two candles on the dltar. There it shimmered with
alifeof itsown, sparkling with reflected flames. What was this thing that the Hunter had |eft?
Knowledge? Perhaps. Sorcery? Without question. A chance for victory? Maybe. Temptation.

Sowly helowered himsdf to hisknees before the dtar. Oh, my God, he prayed, fill mewith Y our
strength. Guide me with Y our certainty. Keep my eyesfixed on Y our path, so that | may never waver.

Bluefacets, glinting in the candldight. Power, in carefully measured dose. Wasthisthing salvation?
Destruction? Or both? Theworld isn 't made up of black and white, but shades of gray. Who had said
that once? Vryce? He shivered as the words struck home. Too easy an answer, hetold himself. Too
tempting arefuge. Indecision is cowardice. Uncertainty iswesakness. And we can afford neither, in the
face of thisenemy. Trembling, he prayed.

Eleven

The Jaggonath cathedra was afar more impressive "building than Andrys had expected, and for some
time he just stood in the square opposite it, savoring the strange mix of emotionsit aroused. It wasn't
merely aquestion of how grand the building looked, but of what that grandeur implied. Herein the east,
where moderate quakes shook the city severa times each month, it was rare to see a building more than
two storiesin height, and even the smplest hovel was studded with quake-wards designed to keep it



intact. Y et here was an edifice that rose into the heavensin seeming defiance of earthquakes, its gleaming
arches bright against the sky, its polished facade brazenly naked of any protective Working. Could faith
alone manifest enough power to keep such a building standing, or were there interna secrets of
construction wedded to the polished stone that lent it a more earthy strength? Andrys knew that the walls
of hisown keep back in Merentha had been built in such amanner, with resiliant inner layers designed to
keep the building standing should its stones and mortar ever give way. Even o, it, too, was reinforced by
wardings, and he had little doubt that without them the keep would have been shaken to pieceslong ago.
Could prayers done maintain such a building asthis, when sorcery was forbidden within its bounds? It
was awondrous and intimidating concept.

And more.

Gazing up at the stained glasswindows so Smilar to those in the Tarrant keep, drinking in the familiar line
of arches and buttresses, pierced-work and finials, he

felt an upwelling of homesicknessin his soul so powerful that for amoment he had to fight back tears.
What he wouldn't give to go home now! No, he corrected himsdlf bitterly: what he wouldn't give to have
ahometo go to, rather than that skeleton of akeep filled with ghosts and memories and the scent of
Tarrant blood. There was no homefor him now: not there, not anywhere.

With ashiver heforced himsdlf to sart toward the cathedrd, though the thought of going inddeit filled
him with dread. There was something unclean about entering this building at the bidding of ademon, and
he half expected to be struck down for it before he crossed the porta. When hefinally managed to bring
himsdlf to enter, his heart was pounding so wildly that he was sure the other people there could hear it.
But they passed him by in utter ignorance of his state, leaving him doneto face hisfears.

Alwaysaone.

He drew in adeep breath for courage and made hisway hesitantly into the sanctuary. No one and
nothing stopped him. Surely thiswasjust atemporary reprieve, he thought. Surely the One God would
sense his purpose in being here, and would rage at his use of the Church for a private vendetta. Could
Caesta save him then? Could any demon even enter this place, which the God of Earth had sanctified?

The sanctuary waslarge, and not yet haf full. He chose a seet in the very last row, in the shadow of the
bal cony. From there he could watch the proceedings without being seen clearly by anyone. It wasn't
exactly what Calestawanted-the demon had ordered him to "be seen-but for thisfirgt visit it would have
to be good enough; he felt too vulnerable to do otherwise. He watched as the priest approached the dais,
as hisritual words began the afternoon service. Andrys knew therites of the Church vagudly, distantly, as
one recalled something from one's childhood. Family rituas had been repeated often enough to carve out
aplacein hismemory without his being aware of the details. Little good it had done hisfamily to dedicate
thar

livesto the One God, he thought bitterly. Perhaps a pagan deity would have done more to protect its
worshipers. Perhapsit would have given them some power to stand up againgt the horror that stalked
them, the death that was waiting-

Stop it, he ordered himsdlf. He folded his shaking handsin hislap, and tried to breathe evenly. A cold
swest had broken out on hisforehead, but it wasong minutes before he felt steady enough toraiseup a
hand and wipe it away. What wasthe point of thisvisit? he wondered. Why was Calestamaking him
endure this? Was there something the demon expected him to do here? And if so, why wouldn't he just
tell him what it was and get it over with?



It was then that his eyes, seeking something to focus on other than the priest, looked beyond the podium
at the head of the aide and fixed on amura that adorned one section of the upper wall. It caught his
attention because of its human subject matter-the Church forbade dl but afew symbolic representations
of humankind-but then it held his attention, it gripped his attention, because of who and what that human
was.

Despite himsalf heroseto hisfeet, drawn to the brilliant mura even ashewasrepelled by it. Hewasal
but deaf to the service going on as he stared at the painting in horrified fascination. It was the Prophet,
there was no doubt of that. The figure had no face as such-that was Church tradition-but it glowed with a
light that made the absence seem adeliberate artistic choice, rather than philosophical censure. At itsfeet
a creature writhed whose outline was unclear, but it hinted at aform that was at once serpentine and
spider-like: black and sinuous, with alarge fanged head like that of a snake at one end, and ahint of
severa dozen smaller heads at the other. The Prophet-figure had afoot on the neck of the greater head
and was running it through with a spear that glowed hot white, sun-purein its energy. Symbolism, Andrys
thought, his heart pounding wildly. It was only symbolism. The faith of the Prophet had bound the Evil
Oneto darkness, and rendered it unable to maintain earthly form. Thefaith

of the One God was more powerful than dl the evilswhich this planet had conjured. It was afamiliar
image, and one that he had seen rendered before in the books of hisfaith. It was familiar. It was
traditiond. It should have passed without notice, just like dl the other symbolic muralsthat adorned the
inner wals of the sanctuary. But this one was different.

Thefigure worethe breastplate. His breastplatel Embossed with the Earth-sun in that unlikely golden
color, rays spreading out in just the way that he had drawn them, copying Gerad Tarrant's own
renderings. Andrysfet sick ashe looked up at the murd, asthe power of itsimage hit home. Wasthis
what Calestawanted him to see-that hisfear and his shame were emblazoned on the cathedra wall for al
to witness? The vast sanctuary suddenly seemed very close, and itsair was hard to breathe. He had to
get out of here. He had to get away from that thing, far away, before its presence strangled him utterly.
Weak-legged, he struggled to work hisway down the row of seats to where the exit was. It seemed to
him that there were eyesin that painted face, pae gray eyesthat watched him from across the sanctuary.
Thank God he was far enough from the other congregants that few seemed to notice his departure; asfor
the priest, he probably saw him from his standpoint up at the dai's, but he wouldn't interrupt the traditional
service to comment upon the departure of one wayward parishioner. Dear God, if he only knew....

He managed to get outside-somehow-and made his way from the great double doorsto a place some
few yards away where trees provided a modicum of shade. Severd strangers noticed his shaky passage
and began to approach asif they meant to offer help, but he warned them off with alook and leaned
heavily againgt atreetrunk, trying to catch his breath.

| failed you, Calesta. Despair was aknot in his heart, aknifein hissoul. You told mewhat todo and |
couldn't. I couldn't! But if hed hoped for any kind of response from his patron, he wasn't going to get it

here. No demon could manifest on the One God's doorstep. He had to face this moment aone.

God, why couldn't he have brought his pillswith him? Even afew grains of dowtime, just to act asa
tranquilizer. He saw afew passersby staring a him, and he tried to look stronger than he felt so that they
wouldn't come over to help him. After amoment they looked away and continued walking, and he
breathed a sigh that was haf relief and haf dread.

He knew what he had to do. He knew, but he couldn't faceit. How could he go back in there, back in



where that was, and endure awhole service beneath that living image of hisenemy?I'm not that strong,
he despaired, and sicknesswelled up so strongly inside him that for amoment he could hardly bregthe. /
can't

doit.
Then you will never have your revenge, acool voice
warned.

Startled, he stiffened. Wasthat Calesta? Here? For some reason that possibility scared him more than dll
the rest combined, that his demon-patron could speak to him so closeto God's holy dtar. Wasn't the
very point of the Church worship supposed to be control of such creatures?

Did you think it would be easy, Andrys Tarrant? Did you think you could conquer the Hunter without
pan?

Thewords didn't comfort him, but rather made him fedl horribly isolated. In that church were hundreds of
worshipers sharing acommunion he could never taste, afaith he had no right to counterfeit; herewas he
with his demon guide, utterly aone even in the midst of acrowd. How long could he go on likethis,
pretending that he was coping? Pretending that he was truly aive? He needed more than ademon's voice
in his head to keep going; he needed human warmth, human contact, human touch... avison of the
black-haired girl took shape before him, and he cried out softly in pain for wanting her. Not that. Never
that. To court her now was to condemn her to desth-or worse-and he could never, ever be the cause of
that. Not even though it

made his soul bleed to have her so close, so very close, and not reach out to her.
If you prefer to continue without me, the cold voice warned, that can be arranged.

That fear was worse than dl the others combined. "No!™ he whispered. "Don't leave me!" What would he
be without Caesta? He no longer had alife of hisown, but was defined by the demon'swill, the demon's
plans. How would he survive aone, facing his memories with no hope of redress?

Then go, the voice commanded, and itstone was like acid. Obey.

Sowly, reluctantly, he turned back toward the cathedral. The outer doors were still open; the inner

doors, leading to the sanctuary, beckoned. Siowly he walked up the polished stone stairs once more, and
then hesitated. Could he Sit through the rest of the ritual without staring at the portrait of his ancestor,
without reliving his one bloody memory of the man? Why should his quest for vengeance demand such a
tria ?" Cdesta" he whispered.

Obey, the voice hissed, and its tone made his skin crawl. Or our compact ends here and now.

Terrified of the memoriesthat the mural would awaken, but far more afraid of being abandoned by the
only living cresture who could give him back his soul, Andrys Tarrant forced himself to crossthe foyer
and enter the sanctuary once again. May God forgive him for his presence here, for his use of the Church
to further ademon's plans. May God understand that in the end he would be serving His cause, ridding
thisworld of one of the grestest evilsit had ever produced. May God forgive... everything. Behind him,
out of hearing, Cdestalaughed.



Twelve

In the depths of the Forest

In the Hunter's citadel

The dbino moved slently, secretly, grateful for the Hunter's absence.

Through fae-sealed doors he went, well-warded portals protecting the Hunter's domain. He knew the
sgnsto open them. Down curving stairs, well-guarded by demonlings. He knew how to turn them aside.
Into the workshop, and through it. To the secret room beyond, and itstorture table: the heart and soul of
Gerdd Tarrant'sdominion.

Wigps of blacknesstrailed behind him, like smoke from acandle flame. There there there, voices
whispered asit passed. It must be in that place. That place

only.

If one's eyes were sengtive enough, one could see the memoriesthat clung to this place. Almea Tarrant,
dying adow and painful death by her husband's hand. Gerdd Tarrant's two youngest children, crying out
astheir father betrayed them. Three dementsin acompact established centuries ago, with power enough
to sustain aman past death. Three deaths. Nine centuries. Not abad dedl, when al was considered.

The blackness followed him into the chamber and paused there, where it coalesced into asingle dark
flame. It should be donein Merentha, avoice whispered hungrily. It should be done where the pact was

first made.

"If I goto Merenthahéll find me out,” the dbino said sharply. "This place is aperfect copy of theorigind,;
itll be good enough.”

The blackness parted into a hundred tiny flames, athousand; its voices fluttered like insects about the
room. Thendo it do it do it now now NOW!

He put ahand to the cold stone table, fedling the power that was lodged within it. The whole room was
filled with power, centuries of it building and feeding and growing here in the subterranean darkness,
seeded by memories of bloodshed and cruelty. Power such asfew men ever knew. Power such asno
man but the Hunter had ever controlled.

"State the terms of our compact,” the albino demanded. It was hisfirst command to the unnamed power
that had approached him so very long ago. For one who had never commanded demonsin hisown right,
it was aheady tonic. "Clearly and smply. | want no room for confuson.”

Wewill sustain you as we once sustained him, beyond natural death. We will give you the Forest which
was his, and show you how to control it. We will take him from the face of the planet, so that dl his
domain may beyoursto clam.

"Andinreturn?' he asked hungrily. Thelightless presence coalesced into asingle flame, alimitless
shadow; it hurt hiseyesto look at it directly. We must have him, asingle voice demanded. It was deeper
than those which had sounded before, and power echoed in its wake. Because his soul isindependent of
Us, Wemugt have achannd in order to clam hisflesh. Y ou will givethat to Us. "And Hell ?*



It seemed to him there was laughter in that blackness; the tenor of it made his skin crawl. He betrayed
Us, and must be made to answer for it. Hell may have what is left when We one done.

And then it asked: Agreed? A thousand voices once more, al echoing the same demand.

For amoment the albino hesitated. Only a moment, and not because he was afraid. Thiswas an act to be
savored: the moment in time at which his path and the Hunter's would separate forever. Centuriesfrom
now

he would look back on this night and celebrate the birth of his soul, as mortas celebrated the birth of
their flesh. And were not the two acts congnient in spirit aswell asform? A baby's flesh existed for
months beforeitsarrival in theworld; al that its"birth" sgnified was passage from one state of being to
the next. So it waswith him. So it was exactly. The Hunter was afool, if he didn't seeit coming.
"Agreed,” hesad.

He pulled aknife from hisbelt, white sted blade with ahandle of human bone; the sedl of the Hunter was
etched into the blade. "When | first cameto him, when | sworeto serve him, he fed me a portion of his
blood to bind us. He said that it would be with me aways, part of my own blood for aslong as| lived. A
channel between us far stronger than mere fae could ever conjure.” He drew the blade across his pam,
sharply; blue blood welled up in thewound. "If S0, then hereitis" He made afist and squeezed; the
viscous fluid dripped to the tabletop and pooled there. "Flesh of hisflesh: the blood of the Hunter. Take it
from mineand useit to bind him. | giveit to you

fredy.”

A thousand sparks of black flame spurted to life on the tabletop. The hunger they exuded was so sharp
that the abino stepped back quickly, lest he be drawn into the flames himself. How many men throughout
history had summoned these demons with the intention of bargaining, only to be devoured themsalvesin
the midst of their offering? Even the Hunter didn't trust the Unnamed Ones, and he had served them for
over nine hundred years.

And just see whereit got you, he thought triumphantly.

At last the flame drew back from his offering. The pool of blood seemed undiminished, but how little flesh
did that awesome Power need for itswork? A single cell would do it, or even afragment of acel, if it
came from the Hunter himself. Freely sacrificed, it gained in power tenfold.

The skin of his pdm twitched suddenly where he had gashed it; he looked down, to find the wound
aready closed.

It isdone.

"The Forestismine?' he asked hungrily.

When he has|eft the world of theliving, then the Forest will be yours. Until then-

Hunger welled up insde him with such force that it left him reding, ahunger thet filled every cdl of his
body with such frigid fire that he shook to contain it. Not hunger for cruelty, or even for power; thiswas

aneed more Smple, more primitive, more driving. The need to devour blood. Life. Hope. The hunger to
destroy those things which the living cherished most, and consume them into his own dark soul. Into that



boundless pit of cold, dark hunger which would never, ever befilled....

With acry hefdl to hisknees, hisflesh convulsing asthe black need filled him. More hunger than any
human body could contain; more raw need than any human soul could ever satisfy. It remade him from
theingde out, pulping hisbody and his soul until both were araw, bleeding mass, and then it sculpted him
anew. Making him into amore perfect container for its crimson frenzy.

No! he screamed. Pain folded about him like afist and squeezed. Dendrites tore loose in the confines of
his skull and reattached in new, unhuman patterns. A section of the forebrain, pulped to liquid, oozed
forth into his bloodstream to be processed as waste métter.

Asit should have been for the Hunter, the voices proclaimed. Asit amost was, nine centuries ago.

Shivering in hunger, the cregture that was once called Amoril twitched in pain asthefind ripples of
transformation coursed through its flesh. It il looked human, to adegree. It could il act human, if it
had to. Beyond that point al similarity ended.

What apity that you lacked your master's understanding of Us, a thousand voices mused adoud. And
Msstrength. But then, that will make thisreationship

S0 much easier. Then the voices were gone, and there was only hunger.

Thirteen

Her children were restless,

She wasn't sure yet if that were good or bad. She had no way to communicate with them, to test them to
seeif their natures wereright, if they were indeed what she had created them to be. Only afew of them
could speak to her a all and those were, by that definition, her greatest failures. Asfor therest,
sometimes she was aware of them. Most often she was not. Sometimes the few who could speak to her
brought her news of their distant siblings, but they themselves understood o little that their reports were
hardly better than a dream.

She wondered if she should try again. In theory she could. In theory she had the strength and the
knowledge, so why not make another attempt? But she lacked the emotional- stsamina she had once had,
shewas drained from an eternity of wasted efforts. She had cast out her hopes into the world countless
times before and so few of her children had come back to her, so few of them tried to communicate, so
very few understood their own nature, or why she had created them in the first place. So what wasthe
point? Her first children werelong gone now, and she could no longer remember what it was like to bond
with them. These new children, the seeds of her desperation, would never know such intimacy. Why go
on creting them asif that formulawould change? Asif somehow, magicaly, the same forceswhich killed
her first family could be made to nurture these, the offpring of her despair?

These new children were restless. She knew that.

She sensed it. They were testing the boundaries she had set for them, and soon she would have to decide
their fate. Should she endure their rebellion, or wipe the date clean and start over? With her first children-
her proper children-the question would never have arisen. But with these strange crestures, in whom the
bonds of family were so weak asto be virtudly nonexistent, how was she to judge?



She would give them time, she decided. She would see where their restlessness led them. If it proved that
their transgressions were serious, then their lives might be put to better use asfodder for anew
generation. For there must be children. There must aways be children. Living and learning, dreaming and
needing, playing their parts without knowing they did o, in the hope that one of them might some day
glimpse the greater game that controlled them all.

And then, she thought, then &t |ast-
Dreams of thefirst family. Union. Hope.
Shewaited.

TheDark Within

Fourteen

The main temple of Sariswas at the edge of town, just beyond one of Jaggonath's better neighborhoods.
Though the goddess had other temples elsawhere in the city-one on the Street of Gods, even onein the
dums of the south side-thiswas by far her most prosperous, and the best attended. Little wonder. The
worship of Beauty isaluxury for mogt, and isill attended to in areas where such basic needs asfood,
shdter, and safety are ftill at issue.

Narilkawalked to the temple. It was agood five-mile hike from where she lived, but she thought of the
walk as part of her worship. It gave her timeto relax her mind, to focusit on the issue she wished to
address. Normally that was some artistic project for which she hoped to gain specia inspiration, Saris
mogt precious gift. Sometimesit was an offering, thejoy of a project completed or amoment of aesthetic
ingpiration realized. But today ...

| shouldn't be going here. Thisisn't right.

Today shewasfar from calm, and far from certain that she was doing the right thing. She had discovered
Sarisin her youth, when she was still working on her parents farm; it was the goddess who had made her
acknowledge the spark of an artist in her soul, and who had helped her to see that her restlessness was
theresult of stifling that inner fire. It was Saris who had granted her the courage to confront her parents,
and to demand a Stuation that would give outlet to her innate talent. Thus, after much teary-eyed debate,
her apprenticeship with Gresham had been arranged. And she had

learned the joy of molding liquid Silver into forms so beautiful thet they might have graced thisvery
temple.

But today it was not art that drove her here, but need; need for the kind of reassurance that only agod
could offer. Would Saris respond? She was aminor goddess, as such beings were measured, and her
domain was alimited one. Wasit right to bring these problemsto her, when there were at least adozen
other gods dedicated to that kind of turmoil?

Y ou are the patron of my soul, she thought, gazing upon the gleaming temple. Even now, tormented by
doubts, she felt asense of serenity at the sight of the familiar building. It was smple, clean-lined,
conspicuoudy undecorated; only Saris faithful would understand how its plain columns and carefully
sculpted empty spaces were like ablank canvasto the mind, supporting a greater beauty than any human
architect could achieve.



Slowly she walked up the broad stairs and entered the temple proper. Like the facade the sanctuary was
plain, but infinitely beautiful. Sunlight fdl in shafts from the pierced-work roof, that wove amongst
themselves to sculpt shifting patterns on the floor. Open spacesin the walls allowed the breeze to play
through, carrying with it al the scents of spring. Water flowed within, anatura fountain over which the
temple had been built, and she paused to scoop up amouthful in her pam and taste it. Would that it
could calm her. Would that it could convince her that she'd been right to come here, to place her inner
torments before a goddess of beauty and peace.

Shelooked up for apriest or priestess, and found one waiting in the shadows. As soon as Narilka began
to move toward him (her?), the figure glided forward, silken robesin ddicate mottled huesfluttering in the
sunlight. The mask the figure wore was of slver, finely polished, and gave no hint of gender or identity.
Anonymity and grace, in perfect combination.

"I've come for communion,” she said quickly; could the priest hear how hard her heart was pounding?"If
that's possible.”

Wordlesdy the wraithlike figure turned to lead her to a communion chamber; shefell into step behind

him. They left the main sanctuary and entered the part of the temple reserved for private offerings. She
tried not to think of Andrys Tarrant or the Hunter as she walked, but struggled instead to focus on images
that the goddess would find pleasing. It was no use. Images of her finest work faded into images of the
coronet, and Andrys hand testing its substance; abstract images reformed themsalves, becoming images
of the young nobleman. By the time they reached an empty communion chamber she was trembling,
wondering if she could manage the saf-control that prayer required. How would Saris respond to such

images?
Goddess, help me. | don't know where elseto turn.

The priest left her done in the communion chamber. Grateful for privacy, she shut the door behind him
and locked it. There was arobe laid out in the antechamber, of soft white linen, and abasin of water
besdeit. Shetook off her clothes and laid them aside, her hands shaking as she undressed. The white
robe was soft againgt her skin, the water cool and bracing as she rinsed her face and hands. Dressed
thus, cleansed thus, sheléft dl the cares of the red world behind her, and entered into the goddess
presence ablank date, an open soul. At least that was the theory. But her memories and her need were
too powerful today, and theritua failed to cam her.

Sam, I'm sorry. | tried.

Sowly, hestantly, she moved into the communion chamber. There alow brazier filled with charcoa
awaited her, with acircle of cushions about it. She chose one of the cushions and settled hersdlf ontoit,
heart pounding. Beside the brazier were small bowls of dried herbs, and she chose afew handfuls of the
onesthat pleased her. Rosewort. Briarwood. Nuviola. Opening her hand dowly, shelet the leaves and
bark bitsfal onto the glowing charcod. Scented smoke began to rise, twining in tendrils asit worked its
way up to the calling vent. Stare at the smoke, she thought. Let the visons come.

She prayed. Not in words but in images, because words could never capture dl that she felt. The Hunter
indl hisdark and terrible glory, with the music of the night surging up about him and a secret world so
richin beauty it was painful to behold. And Andrys Tarrant in his need. So wounded, soirresitible, so
like the Hunter in outer aspect and utterly unlike him in spirit. She saw them take form in the smoke, and
suddenly was unsure of herself. Why had she come here? What did she expect the goddess to do? She
shivered and wrapped her arms about hersdlf; the faces in the smoke faded and were gone.



If I let myself love him, I'll lose mysdlf forever. It was athrilling, terrifying thought. Guide me, she begged.
Not knowing who ese or what elseto turn to, not even sure that her goddess would listen. Help me!

Sowly an image began to form within the smoke, that was not of her own making. The heady scent of
nuviolafilled her lungs as she watched it, trembling. Wisps of silver danced in the smoke, twining about
each other like serpents. Slowly, sensuoudy they knotted, melded, re-formed, redefined themsalves...
with agtart sheredlized that the vision had begun to take on human form, neither male nor femae but a
wispy, dender figure that might be either. Or both. Theimage looked so solid that shefdlt asif she could
reach out and touch it, and yet it seemed utterly weightless asit floated there before her. Silver eyes.
Silver face. Silver hair like fine-soun sk, that wafted weightlessin an unseen breeze. The smoke became
adlken vell that rippled across the figure's surface, adorning rather than conceding itsform. It was 0
detailed, so lustrous, soredl.... With astart she redlized that she couldn't see the far wal throughit, as she
should have been ableto do with anorma vison. Nor did thewalls at her Sdesframe the vison with
clean white plaster, as they should have done. The entire room seemed to have faded-walls and pillows,
brazier and herbs and yes, even the smoke-leaving her done in a sweet-scented darkness with afigure
thet gleamed like moonlight.

"Saris?' Shewhispered. She bardly got the name out past the tightnessin her throat. "Isit... ?

Tl meyour need.

She opened her mouth to speak-and emation poured out, raw and primitive, unfettered by the bonds of
language. All the hope and fear and lust and need and love (was that love?) in aflood tide of memory that
she could neither control nor comprehend. Pouring out of her blindly, into the surrounding darkness.

When it was over, shefell back shaking, and her eyes squeezed forth hot tears. " Saris?"

For amoment the figure just stared at her. Digesting her response? At last it said, in an even voice,
Andrys Tarrant is doomed.

It took the words a moment to Sink in, and then it was afew seconds more before she found her voice.
"WI’H’?I

He'sfighting awar he does not understand, for stakes he cannot begin to comprehend. He has given
himself to one who will use him and then discard him, taking pleasure from the destruction of so tender a
soul. Heisapawn, Narilka Lessing, nothing more. A blind, unwitting soldier in awar of godsand
demons. Thefigure paused. A sacrifice.

"No," she whispered.

[ speak the truth, it assured her. Itstone was cool, emotionless. / have no vested interest in this matter to
causemetolie.

"No!"

If you bind yoursdlf to him, you will make yoursdlf part of hiswar.
"What war?' she demanded. "Who's hefighting? Tell methat."

The figure seemed to hesitate. A cloud of silk twisted about itsthighs.

He meansto kill the Hunter, it said at last.



Thewordswere acold thrill in her flesh. "He can't," she whispered. "No man can.”
A single man, no. But aman with ademonic aly and an army behind him... perhaps.
"Anamy?What army?"

Thefigure hestated again, then shook itshead. 7 can't tell you that. "What demon?’ | can't tell you that.
"Why? Because | know the Hunter?' The figure didn't answer.

Wrapping her arms even tighter about hersalf, Narilka shivered. Andrys or the Hunter. If the two of them
pitted dl their strength againgt each other, one would surely die. Maybe both. The thought of that loss
was an ache within her. The thought that the loser would probably be Andrys-desolate, wounded
Andrys-was dmaost more than she could bear. "What can | do?" she whispered. "Anything?" In terms of
affecting the outcome of the conflict? Thefigure hesitated. / can't counsel you on that issue. Such
interference with another... it'sforbidden. Asfor Andrys Tarrant, | will tell you this. he would be fortunate
tolose hislifein thisendeavor, for hisdly intendsto destroy him in soul as surely as he meansto destroy
the Hunter in body. Even more softly: "What can | do?' Y ou know the options. Now you know therisk.
Make your choices accordingly. "What would you do?

Thefigure drew back; if it had been more human in countenance, Narilka might have thought it was
gartled. / lack the emotions that would make such a question meaningful. The Hunter has created grest
beauty in histime, though of a cold and inhuman sort; part of mewould regret his passing. Asfor his
enemy... we do not share priorities, heand I. And | think that in aworld where he ruled, | would have no
comfortable place. But the concept of taking sidesis meaningless, when | am forbidden to interfere. Only
to protect my own may | act.

Her heart was pounding so loudly she could barely hear the whispering voice above its beet; her hands
twisted nervoudy, one about the other. Y ou can protect me?”

From hisdly. From theillusonsthat are his power. No more than that.
"How?'

It seemed to her the figure smiled. The samerulesbind usdl, it said. Silken veils swirled about itsthighs.
For aslong as you are mine, he cannot touch you.

She shut her eyes; thefigure was il bright in her vision. "I've dways been yours. | dwayswill be”
For now. Until thiswar isover.

"Always"

Y ou may choose differently when thisisfinished.

"l won't."

We shdll see, thefigure said quietly. Until then, however you choose, know that | am watching you.
Always.

The figure began to fade dowly, becoming tranducent first so that the walls (therewerewalls again!)



showed through it. Then the veils misted into smoke, and were scattered by the air; the gleaming flesh
dissolved into random glitter, then dissipated before her eyes. Nothing was | eft of the image of the
goddess, save the memory which even now made her tremble.

"Thank you, Saris." She could barely find enough voice to shape the words. " Thank you."

She managed to get to her feet somehow. Managed to get to where her clothing lay and put it back on,
piece by piece. How few mortals ever saw agod incarnate, much lesswere counseled by one? Her
hands were shaking as she put the communion robe aside. Saris was watching, shetold hersdlf. She
would aways be watching. For whatever reason, the goddess seemed to care about the outcome of
this... what had she called it? A war.

Fully dressed now, she shivered. Oh, Narilka. What are you getting yourself into?

Had shelooked behind her as she left the temple, she would have seen nothing unusud, for Sarisno
longer maintained theillusion of asolid form. Had shelistened closdly, she would have heard nothing
unusud, for Sarisno longer couched her words in cadences the fleshborn might hear. But therewasa

presence behind her, and there were words, and both were echoed by the fae asit flowed about her feet.
Careful, my brother, the lezu/goddess whispered. We are dl watching now.
Fifteen

The Snake isblack, and its eyes are drops of blood. At one end its many necks twine like tentacles,
promising to enmesh the unwary in aliving web of cold flesh and sharp teeth. At the other end isaface
out of Hell, whose hot bresth stinks of sulfur and carrion asit lungesfor him, jaws sngpping shut mere
inches from histhroat as he throws himself backward-

Damien awoke suddenly, heart pounding. He was lying on the couch of hisrented gpartment, and his
body was drenched with sweat. What anightmare! Hetried to Sit up, but his muscles were like knots and
he had to work them loose before they would obey him. What the hell had brought that on?

Hewould have suspected Tarrant, but the dream wasn't his yle at dl; the Hunter generally preferred a
more complex scenario, a sophisticated blend of fear and despair that was light-years beyond the
primitive biochemica terror of this experience. What was that thing anyway? It reminded him of
representations of the Evil One that the Church favored, only far more real and terrifying than those
formalized portraits. And why would he suddenly start dreaming about the Evil One now, after dl heldd
been through in the last two years? Certainly there were more concrete fears to occupy his mind.

He froze suddenly as a particularly nasty thought hit him. For amoment he couldn't move, but sat rigid on
the worn couch as his swest chilled to ice on his skin. No, he whispered silently. Willing it not to be.
What words had Tarrant used when he referred to his patron?

Divided into parts, it can be petty and unpredictable. Unified, itisaruthlessevil.

Divided and unified, both at once. He thought of the creature in his dream, and cold certainty filled him.
What other image would his mind choose to represent such a Power?

Where the hell was Tarrant now? He'd been supposed to come up as soon as the sun set, so that they
could compare notes and discuss future strategy. But it was well past sunset now and the Hunter hadn't



shown hisface. Damien could think of only two reasonswhy he wouldn't show up on time, and the
sampler one- forgetfulnessjust wasn't like him.

Someone-or something-must have interfered.

With asinking feding in the pit of his scomach Damien caught up his keys and exited the smal gpartment.
By the time the door dammed shut behind him he was dready running down the narrow stairsto the first
floor, his hand skimming aong the demon-wards that had been inscribed into the banister. Hisfeet
hammered on theworn garsin arhythm only dightly louder than his heartbegt. A voiceinsde him
warned, Evenif itiswhat you think, what can you possbly do? but he forced himself to ignoreit ashe
darted to the next staircase, the one that led down beneath ground level.

Tarrant's door was shut, and looked just asit would if nothing were wrong. He banged on it with aheavy
fist, cdling out the Hunter's name. Again. His blows were hard enough to make the door vibrate, but il
there was no response.

"Who's down there?" The voice came from behind him, awoman's. He heard her steps descending the
narrow stairs as he banged on the door again, with force enough that even the frame shivered. No
response. Damn Tarrant to Hell, what was going on?

"Is something wrong?' It was the landlady, an older woman whom Damien had met but once. Her tone
was more suspicious than concerned, and her tone made it clear that he looked more like araving
madman than areliable tenant. He spared her aquick glance, trying for

one moment to ook calm enough to reassure her. He doubted it worked.

"| think my friend'sin trouble." He banged on the door again, hard enough to shake the frame. "Gerad!
Areyou in there?' There was cold sweat beading on his brow now, and his hands had started shaking.
He tried to remember what the windows of the apartment were like, which he had boarded up only two
days ago. Too narrow for him to dide through, he decided at last, even if he could kick the boards free.
Worse and worse. He was about to start banging again when the landlady pushed him aside. Her
expression was harsh and frankly suspicious, but she had alargering of keysin her hand and was
reaching toward the lock with it. He let her. The brass key entered the lock and turned, and he heard the
metalic snap of abalt being withdrawn. With onelast glance at him she turned the door handle and
pulled. Nothing. He pushed her aside and pulled himsdlf, but the door wouldn't budge. Clearly it was
bolted from theinsde.

Damn!

"What did you expect?' she demanded.

Hetried to work aKnowing aimed at the gpartment within, despite the fact that fear and frustration
combined made it hard to concentrate. The Working he conjured was awesk thing, that barely made it
past the wood of the door. Images took shape before his eyes. dark shapes, bloodstained and evil,
whose chill power congtricted hislungs until it was hard to breathe. Great. That could be Tarrant himsdlf,
for dl he knew. How did you distinguish the Hunter from true demons, when the two were so very
amilar?

"Look," hetold her, "I'm going to haveto break in-"

"Oh, no, you don't!" Sheforced herself between Damien and the door. ™Y our friend wanted a secure



gpartment, and that's what he got. Already I've put up with gods know how many nails and such being
hammered in the windows, and now-"

"I'll pay for it," hesaid quickly. "I'll pay for any damagesin cash, right now.” He dug hurriedly into his

pocket, praying that he had enough money on him. There were coinsin the bottom, large ones by the fed
of them; he pulled them out quickly and offered them to her. "Here." They'd pay for the door threetimes
over, he estimated; even so she was reluctant to accept them. "Take them!™

"I never had such trouble like this before," she muttered. But she got out of the way. He stepped forward
and ran his hands over the door, trying to Know its substance. After afew seconds he cursed in
frustration, stepped back, and tried to think clearly.

The bolt was asolid one, affixed in asted chamber that was firmly attached to the wood. It wasn't going
to comeloose easily, not by virtue of any Working he knew how to do. Damn the Church, which had
limited histraining to the sorceriesit approved of, making him helplessin the face of suchasmple
mechanism! He drew in adeep breath and tried to think camly, tried to reason hisway through the
problem the way Tarrant would have done. The lock was stedl through and through. Steel was hard to
Work. The dot that received it was dso steel, and well fortified against aforced assault. But where the
sted parts were affixed to the wood, and within the wood itsdlf...

He Knew the door and thewall besideit, and chose the wall as the more vulnerable of thetwo. Then he
reached ingde it with carefully focused fag, in the same way that he had doneto atreein the Black Lands
30 long ago. Insnuating himsdlf into its cdlls, smelling out the microbes that crouched between the woody
fibers, andlyzing their hunger. At last he found what he wanted, and he Hedled. The microbes grew and
multiplied, their life cycles acceerated by his Working. Asthey grew, they digested the wood that
surrounded them, breaking down the hard cell walls, rotting the powerful fibers. Two generations of
microbes, then three. He guided them through their newly paced life cycles, making suretheir hunger was
focused on the one part of the wall he meant to weaken; there was no point in causing more damage than
he had to.

At last he sensed that the process had done as much

good asit waslikdy to. Despite hisrush, hetook care to stabilize the hungry microbes a anormd level
before he withdrew his senses from the wall; otherwise the rest of the house could be underminedin a
fortnight. Then he stepped back, drew in adeep breath, and pulled on the door as though hislife
depended onit. At first it didn't move. He perssted. At last, dowly, the wood of the door frame began to
giveway. Softly at firgt, then with a splintering crack that made the landlady step back with agasp. He
gave the door agood jerk, as hard as he could muster, and the wood gave way utterly: the steel housing
of the deadboalt tore through the wall and the door was open at last, the mechanism of its closure dangling
fromitsedge like abroken limb.

"Gods Earth," the woman muttered, but Damien had no time to coddle her. As soon as the door was
open, he moved into the dark apartment-

-and malevolence swirled up about his legs with such force that he nearly crashed to hisknees, cold fae
invading hisflesh with a power that made bileriseup in hisgut, his somach spasming asif it could vomit
up thisrepulsive evil. Loathsome, unspeskably loathsome; it took al his salf-control not to abandon his
search and desperately try to find aWorking that would scrub hisflesh clean of the sickening power. Go
ahead, the power seemed to urge, in avoice that stabbed like knivesinto hisflesh. Try it. He could fed it
sucking him down that path, toward that insane, doomed effort, and he knew in that moment that more



than one living man had scrubbed his body raw in responseto its presence, until skin and muscles both
were abraded like cheap rope and even the hot blood which flowed freely was not enough to guarantee a
cleanang.

With a sinking heart he staggered toward the bedroom, and somehow gathered enough strength to call
the Hunter's name. He no longer questioned what had happened here; the faeitself made it clear what
type of creature had visited, and there was only one thing a creature like that would want. "Gerad?' He
searched the bedroom quickly, desperately, but he knew even as

he did so that the Hunter wasn't here. Cold fae stabbed into his flesh like knives as he searched the living
room and the smdl kitchen; hefdt asif hislimbswere rotting away benesth him, infected by every
wound. It'sillusion, he thought desperately. It hasto be. Ignoreit. As he verified that the last room was
empty, and gazed upon the basement window he had boarded up himsdlf, he felt ablack despair rise up
ingde him. It was dtill sedled from theingde, just as he had left it. Just like the other two had been. That
and the bolted door guaranteed that the Hunter had been caught inside, and had been taken... where?
What kind of creature had the power to kidnap him out of this place against hiswill, despite such solid
barriers?

With effort he managed to stagger out of the apartment, past where the malignant force now lapped
hungrily at the doorsill, to thetiled floor beyond where cool, clean air flowed. Hefdl to hiskneesthere,
and the vomit surged up in him, his somach spasming asif somehow such activity might exorcisethe
terrible unclean presence from hisflesh. For afew gut-wrenching minutes he was not aware of the
landlady standing beside him, or of any other normal feature of the building. Then her voice brought him
back to redlity.

"It'll take more than afew coinsto clean up thismess" she said acidly.

Shuddering, helooked up at her; his eyes would hardly focus. " Shut the door,” he gasped. When she
didn't move, he squeezed his eyes shut in the hopes that forcing tears would clear them. " Shut the door!™
She took one step toward the small apartment, and then he heard her gasp. Even without a Knowing she
could sense what wasin there, and despite the urgency in his voice she clearly wasn't willing to risk
contact with it. At last, half-blinded by the tears he had forced, he lunged forward toward the door.
Malevolence stabbed into him as he braced himself with one hand on the floor, grabbing at the door with
the other. He narrowly missing smashing hisfingersin the door frame as he dammed it shut. For a
moment he feared that the presence inside the room would flow under and

around that smple barrier, but whatever wards Tarrant had put on the apartment were clearly enough to
keep it enclosed now that the door was shut. Thank God for that.

Shuddering, he struggled to hisfeet. Therewasfluid on his shirt, and ahot bitternessin histhroat.
Numbly he wiped a shirtdeeve across his mouth, drying it. Hiswhole body was shaking, and for a
moment he could bardly catch his breath, much less spesk.

At last helooked up at the landlady. If shewas afraid of the presence she had sensed in the room, that
emotion was swamped by afar greater one: rage.

"I want you out of here," she growled. "Y ou and your friend both, right away. I'll keep your deposit to
pay for damages, and for cleaning. Y ou get out of here tonight, and don't come back! | don't ever want
to see you here again, not you or that-"

"You'll haveto bresk open thewindows," he interrupted. "From the outside. Let the sunlight in. That'll do



most of the work, and then you can bring in mirrors-"

"I know how to do an exposing,” she snagpped. "Damn you to hellsfor making it necessary!" Shelooked
down at the pool of vomit, then at him, in disgust. "Now get your things and get out of here. And gods
help you if you ever crossthisthreshold again.”

Legs shaking, he forced himsalf up the sairs. Got to find Tarrant, he thought. Got to. But evenif he did,
then what? Could he help him? Did he have the kind of power it took to stand up to ademon who left
such malignance asits calling card?

Havetotry, he thought grimly. Not questioning his own matives, for once. Not asking himsalf whether it
wouldn't be better to let the Hunter stew in Hell at last while the world went on in innocence, a better
place for his absence. Because Damien needed him. The Church needed him. And therefore-though most
didn't know it, and would probably deny it if asked- the very world that he had haunted so ruthlesdy
needed him.

Weérefighting for man'ssurviva, he thought.
Remembering Calesta'swork in the eadt, and itsloathsome harvest. We're fighting for humankind's soul.

Pulling on aclean shirt as hurriedly as he could, siveeping up what little cash he had left and forcing it into
his pockets, he hurried out into the night in search of hisdark companion.

It was awarm night, asticky night, and half thewallsin the Temple of Pleasure had beenrolled up in
hopes of admitting a cooling breeze. On the broad steps which surrounded the temple some singlesand
couples sprawled languidly, and it wasimpossibleto tdll if the sweet which glistened on their skin resulted
from their "worship"-which ranged from haf-naked petting to the delights contained in wine bottles and
water pipes-or from the night itself.

Therewas acircle delineated by the temple light, and Damien stood just beyond it. He could fed its
presence before him amost asaphysica barrier, and for amoment he lacked the courage to crossit. If
the Patriarch knew of his search, if somehow he knew that a priest had come here... well, hisreaction
wouldn't be apretty one, that was sure. And it damned well might prove the last straw between them,
one transgression too many for the Holy Father to tolerate.

Hewastrying not to think about that. He was trying not to think about what he would do with himsdlf if
the Patriarch redlly did cast him out of the Church. Such considerations belonged to the future, and right
now the future itself wasin jeopardy. Would he want to remain apriest if he knew that the cost wasthe
sacrifice of everything he believed in? Could he value the robes he wore and the ritual sword he carried if
he knew that the price of maintaining them was the submission of thisworld to Caestas hunger? And
yet... stepping into that circle of light was acommitment such as he had never made before, to amode of
operation he had hitherto rg ected. Only sorcerers bargained with demons. Only the damned. Never the
Chureh, whose

very existence was dedicated to making such bargainsimpossible. Never, never one of the Church's
priests.

Trembling, he shut hiseyes. So the Patriarch doesfind out, he told himsdlf. So what? Which do you vaue
more, this avocation you've grown so accustomed to, or the chance to do something to help save your
world? s one man's comfort such agreat sacrifice for God to require, in order that His people might be
defended?



But despite dl hisinternd arguments he felt sick as he stepped into the light, and as he approached the
temple he could fed hisheart pounding in his chest with such power that it seemed to make hiswhole

body sheke.

He hadn't been insde a pagan temple since his childhood, since the day when his mother had taken him
to Y oshti's house of worship in the hope that it would apped to him. Even then he had found it
uncomfortable, though it would be many years before he could articulate the reasons. Now al that
discomfort was back again, and more. He looked at the intertwined couples, at the sweaty groups who
sprawled on rugs and couches and wherever the inclination struck them, and thought, Thisis not worship.
He watched an old man blissfully accepting awad of gummy substance from a priest and stuffing it into
hiswater pipe, and he thought, Thereisno god in this place. He walked stiffly through what seemed like
chaos, dozens of men and women who had nothing in common but a hunger for immediate gratification,
and hereminded himsdlf, Thisisalezu they worship. They feed him with their lusts, and he givesthem
illusonsof ecstasy. A smple contract, easily comprehended, readily fulfilled. It'sredly awonder that men
follow the One God &t dl, with such relaionships avalable.

There were priestsin the temple, mae and fema e both, but they wore no specid costumeto identify
themsalves, merely asilver neckpiece with Kami's blatantly phallic symbol engraved upon it. He began to
approach one, but suddenly hesitated. What was he supposed to say? Excuse me, | redlly need to talk to

your god in private, could you arrange an interview? How did you make contact with agodling, other
than through prayer? He flushed as he considered what manner of worship Karril might require, and for
thefirst time since coming gave serious consideration to turning back. He even glanced back the way he
had come, asif to assure himsdlf that hisway out was unimpeded-

-and the worshipers were gone. All of them. The walls had been replaced by tapestried hangings, and a
cool breeze flowed between them. Even the priests were gone, and the buffet table that had been set up
by the back wall banished asif by sorcery. Only the central fountain remained, and the wine that poured
from its ornate spigots was no longer red but crystal gold, and smelled like champagne.

"Well, well." The voice came from behind him. "L ook who's come to be aguest a our festivities."

He turned around to face the source of the voice, awoman of thirty or so clad in afew meager bits of
slk. A lot of woman, and al in the right places. Shaggy blonde hair half-obscured the priest's necklace
shewaore, but-like her clothing-obscured little else. He found his eyes wandering of their own accord to
vidasthat were better left unstudied, and at |ast managed to focus on an ornate piece of jewelry hanging
precarioudy from her shoulder. "1 need to find Karril," he muttered. Bright jewelry glittered on abed of
tanned flesh at her waist, on her breast, down her arm. "I need to talk to him." Did he sound as avkward
ashefdt? Her perfume came to him on the breeze and he flt an involuntary stiffening in hisgroin; given
the gravity of hismission here, the response was doubly embarrassing. What kind of power did this
woman have, that so easily overbore his sdf-control, hisfearsfor Tarrant, hisrevulsion for the very
temple that surrounded them?

Andthenit dl cametogether. Thejewery. Theilluson. His response to this woman... and the woman
hersalf. He forced himsalf to look upward, to meet her eyes. It was no easy task, given the alternatives.

"Karil?'

With a soft chuckle the woman bowed; it was a precarious angle for certain parts of her clothing. "At
your service, Reverend. Whatever that service might be.”



"I didn't... that is... | thought you were mae."

"Neither mae nor female, as humans know gender. And either one, asthe need of the moment dictates.”

Her eyes sparkled flirtatioudy. " Given the Hunter's attitude toward women, | usudly avoid thefemininein
his presence. Too distracting. Asfor you..." She glanced down at Damien's crotch, imperfectly curtained
by the hem of his shirt, and smiled. "Perhaps as agood host | should make things more comfortable...."

He never saw the change happen, though he watched it from start to finish. There was no surging of the
earth-fag, aswith Tarrant, and no melding of flesh from one form to another. One instant the woman was
standing before him, and the next ingtant aman stood in her place. That smple. He was shorter than
Damien, stouter, and dightly older. The tastel ess brooches fastening hisfull velvet robe at the waist were
the same ones the woman had worn, and jeweled rings flashed on hisfingers as he gestured broadly to a
couch somefew yards away. "Will you be seated, Reverend? | can offer you refreshment, at least.”

He breathed in deeply and exhaed, trying to clear his head of the cloying perfume the woman had worn.
"What about the others?"

"Who?' He saw Damien look around the temple- now empty-and he chuckled. "What, my faithful ?
They're dill there. Surrounded by curtains of illusion so fine that each oneimagines himsdlf truly done, in
an environment that catersto..." He grinned. " Shall we say, to individud taste? | try to be an obliging

god”
"l saw themal."

"Y ou wanted to see them all, my dear Reverend. Y ou needed to despise them-and me-in order to set
yoursdlf at ease here." He shrugged. "As| say, | try to be agood host.”

He walked to the fountain and dipped a hand benesth its surface; when he withdrew, there was achdice
of findy engraved slver in hishand. "I would loveto think you came herefor asmple diversion, but, alas,
I'm not so naive. Though theillusionistempting.” He sipped from the chdice asif ng its contents,
and nodded his approva. " So what brings aKnight of the Church to this den of unholy indulgence?
Surely not an attempt at proselytizing.” Again he chuckled. "My worshipersaretoo loyd for that game.”

He forced the words out somehow, past the knot in histhroat. "Gerad Tarrant's gone.”
The demon's expression darkened. Damien thought he saw him stiffen.

"S0?" Hisvoice was low now, and quiet, and al humor was gone from histone. "What does that have to
do with me?"

"I need help finding him."

Karril snorted, then drained the chalice of its contents and cast it into the fountain; it disappeared before it
hit the surface. "'I'm not aLocater, you know that. There are somein the town. Go to them.”

"I know what you are," he said sharply. "And | know how close you wereto him. Close enough that I'd
think you'd want to help if-" He couldn't finish the sentence. Dared not give the threet aname, for fear of
making it red. "I'vetried every Working | know, consulted everyone| dared. Y ou would think with the
channd between us, a L ocating would be easy, but..." He shook his head. "Nothing, Karril. Nothing!
What do | do? How do | find him?'Y ou're my only hope."



"ThenI'm sorry." Heturned away. "l can't help you."
"Hecdled you afriend.”

It seemed to him the demon winced. "Did he?" he whispered. " Shame on him. He was usually more
careful with hischoice of words." His robeswere black now, and the bright jewels were muted asif by
smoke. "I'm not afriend to him, or to anyone else. Not as humans know the word. Friendship impliesa

full range

of emoations, awide assortment of bonding criteria. Humans can do that. lezu can't.”" Helooked at
Damien; hisexpression was strained. "All | am, my dear Reverend, isthe hunger for pleasure that resides
inyour own soul, given aface and avoice and enough knowledge of etiquette to mimic human
interaction. That'sdl. No love, no loyalty, only aghost of sdf-interest in human guise. So you see,” he
sad, turning away again, "you cameto the wrong place.”

"Hedidn't bddievethat," Damien chalenged. "And I'm not sure| do.”
"Oh?" The demon's voice was strained. "1s the Church claiming amonopoly on demon lore, now?"

"Y ou cameto warn us about Calesta,”" he reminded him. "Was that self-interest? Y ou said that you liked
humankind, that itsfoibles..." he struggled for the proper word, "... amused you. Wasthat just hunger
gpeaking? | don't think so." He walked to where the demon stood and grabbed him by the shoulders, as
he might any man; Kami's "flesh” was comfortably solid, utterly human in temperature. ™Y ou saved Ciani's
life" Heforced the demon to turn toward him, forced him to meet hiseyes. "I don't remember al the
details of that incident, but I seem to remember you saying it wasn't easy. Y ou could barely stand the
pain of it, | recall. Was that hunger that drove you then? Or was it something else? Maybe amore human
emotion.”

For along moment Karril was silent. At last he pulled himsalf loose from Damien's grasp, and turned
away; the priest let him go.

"He knew therisk al those years ago.” Wasthat pain in hisvoice, or some demonic emotion?"Knew it
and accepted it. Let him go, Reverend Vryce. He made his own fate. Y ou make yours.”

"Whereishe?!

For along time Karril was slent. Damien waited him out, though his hands were shaking from
impatience. At last the demon said, in avoice that was little more than awhisper, "Where Gerald Tarrant
has gone, no living man can follow."

Damien breathed in sharply. "Where?"

"To bejudged." Asthe demon turned back to him, Damien saw that now even his jewery was black.
"By those whom he feared the most.”

"The Unnamed?'

He hesitated only amoment, then nodded. " There's nothing you can do, Reverend Vryce. Y ou have to
believe that. His own word gives them the power to judge him, his own blood makes him vulnerable



"How do | get there?' he demanded. His heart waslike ice as he heard his own words, as hefelt the
power of hisown commitment. "Tell me!™

The demon shut hiseyesasif in pain. "Through the nightmare of hisown fears. That'sthe only path l€ft,
now that he'sin their hands. But no fleshborn being can travel that road safely. Even my kind-"

He stopped, but not soon enough.

"Y ou can go there."

He hesitated.

"Karril. Please”

"l can go there," he admitted. "1 can dso die there. I'm not willing to risk that."
"Gerdd told methat no lezu has ever died."

"Because we don't take chances! Because we're safish spirits, who tradeillusionsfor food in our nest
little houses and mind our own bus ness when meaner demons come calling!”

"Isthat what Calestals doing?" he demanded. "Minding his own business?'
The demon winced. "I don't... leave him out of this"

"He can't be out of it! He's part and parcel of thiswhole mess, and you know it!" He took a step closer
to the demon, into what would have been his persond territory had he been truly human. "Or don't you
careif he hashisway? Don't you care if the whole human speciesis remade to suit histaste, bred and
winnowed like animasuntil al they can do iseat and deep and suffer. Isthat what you want, Karril? s
that what any of the lezu want? Wherewill you find your worshipers then?"

"I'll survive," he muttered. "But some of the

others..." He shook his head and whispered hoarsdly, "'l can't get involved. It's smply not allowed. The
penalty-"

"Isworse than what | just described?' he demanded. "All right, so | was wrong. Maybe you and Cdesta
aren't o different after al.”" He made histone as venomous as he could, hoping scorn might stir the
demon where loyalty and compassion had failed. " Sorry to have bothered you."

A shudder seemed to pass through the demon's body. "That way is pain, and worse," he whispered. His
voice was strained, bardly audible. "Don't you understand? | couldn't endureit. Evenif | wanted to, even
if I werewilling to risk her displeasure... I'm not human. | can't absorb emotions which run counter to my
aspect. No lezu could survive such an assault.”

"So I'll masturbate for you," he said harshly. "Isthat good enough? In the midst of Tarrant's nightmares I'll
dream acts of pleasure, S0 you can stay on your feet. Hell, it worked for him, it should damn well work
foryou."

The demon turned away. "1'm not human,” he whispered. The hanging tapestries had dl turned black;
even thewinein the fountain was dark. "Therulesfor usare... different.”



"Yeah. | guess s0." Rage and despair churned in hisgut at the thought of this, too, being a dead end.
Where dsewasthere to turn? He forced himsdlf to turn away, while adding bitterly, " Sony to bother
you."

He began to walk away from the demon, assuming theilluson surrounding him would fade when hetried
to leave. It didn't.

"Evenif you survived thejourney,” Karril pressed, "what would you do once you got there? Do battle
with the Unnamed? Try to reason with it? It'stoo powerful for the former, and far too unstable for the
latter. And it might make things even worse for Gerad Tarrant, that aman of your stature cared enough
to try to save him. Have you thought about that?"

"I've thought about everything,” he said sharply. "Most of dl about what thisworld will belikeif

Calesta goes unopposed, and how little chance | have of stopping him without Tarrant's help. Asfor the
rest..." He shrugged siffly; despair was acold knot within him. "1 guessit doesn't matter much, doesit?”
And he snapped, "Hope the new order works out for you."

He turned to leave then, and the tapestries did fade. The amorous couples were visible once more, but
thinly, like ghosts. The haf-clad priests and priestesses fluttered like wraiths about the borders of his
vison.

"Reverend Vryce."

Hedidn't turn back, but he did stop walking. The entire room seemed frozen intime, asif the very wals
werewaiting.

"True night fallsfor an hour tomorrow.” The demon's voice was low and even; there was only the faintest
tremor of fear init. "Eat well and drink well before that, and rest with a pitcher of water by your sde. Ina
secure room," he added quickly, "so that no one disturbs your flesh." He whispered, "It can't make the

journey.”

And then the tapestries were gone and the demon aso, and the warm sméll of the templefilled his nogtrils
and hishead. "Can | help you?" a priestess asked, approaching him. He shook his head and waved her
away. Hislegsfdt iveak beneath him. What had just happened? Did Karril mean to help him, or merely
point him on hisway and say good-bye? Either way-

Either way | haveto go, he thought grimly. Because there is no other option. May God have mercy on
my soul.

Then he thought of the risk that Karril had dready taken, of the rulesthe lezu had broken just to talk to
him-of the pain that he might yet endure, in order to betray his own brother-and he added, May God
have mercy on us both.

Sixteen

The Patriarch dreamed:

Armieson aplain, arrayed in Church regalia. Beyond them lies the Forbidden Forest, whose trees even
now cast blackened shadows before the setting sun. He lifts his hand to bless them and the armies start



forward, into that haunted darkness....

... and the Forest is dlive, it tears them gpart, it Srewstheir blood upon the ground to nurture itsfoul
growth....

Armieson aplain. Helifts his hand to bless them and a chosen few start forward, armored with sigils of
fire-----

... and the Forest swallows them whole, so that not even the light of their Worked weapons shinesforth,
S0 that not even their fellow soldiers can find them....

Armieson aplan. Helifts his hand to bless their purpose and afew men move forward with firebrands,
setting them against the nearest trees....

... and rain lashes down from the heavensin fury, sun-bright lightning striking in the midst of their
encampment with thunderous fury while the downpour dousesther flames....

Armieson aplain. Helifts his hand to bless them and one man rides forward, accoutred in the Prophet's
glory....

... and the Forest parts before him. Tall he ridesin the saddle, and proud, and hisarmor glintsin the

dying light like molten gold. Heis an image out of mura splendor, this brave soldier, with the coronet of
Merentha holding back his golden hair, and the armor of that doomed neocounty glittering upon his chest
and limbs. Heistheliving image of the Prophet himsdlf, and as he gpproaches the twisted trees of the
Forest, they give way before him, thinking him their master. Safely he ridesinto its depths, making apath
where none have been able to before.

The Petriarch lifts his hand in blessing and the troops begin to follow. Riding in the wake of thefdse
Neocount, they encounter no opposition, but make their way toward the heart of the Forest with a
prayer upon their lips and the song of the One God loud within their hearts. The Forest thinks that they
belong to him, its master, and it makes no move againgt them. Wave after wave movesinto the
preternatural darkness, asthe spear of the Church isleveled againgt the Hunter's throne....

He awokein acold swedt, his heart pounding. The last moments of his dream were asfreshiin hisbrain
asif hehad redly lived them, and the implications of it were so sunning that as he roseto asitting
position, he noticed that his hands were shaking.

Wasthiswhat all "hiswar-dreams had been leading up to? He reached over to hislamp and cracked
open the hood dightly, letting afaint light into the room. God in Heaven. Wasthererealy aman likethat,
whose mere presence could disarm the Forest's defenses? If so... He breathed in deeply, trying to accept
theimplications. The Church had logt its Great War when its armies turned againgt the Forest; that cursed
land was more powerful than mere human troops could ever hopeto be. But if there were akey to that
realm, away of entering and traveling through it without setting off its defensive sorceries... then they
might indeed make it to the heart of the Hunter's domain, and make war with him outright. They might
then destroy the tyrant who had dominated that land

for centuries, and thus free the human lands of his pre-dations forever.

As spokesman for the One God's Church, the Patriarch knew the power of symbolsal too well, and this
onereverberated in his soul with stunning force. A symbolic victory over the Forest's prince would affect



thefaein away that generations of sorcerers could never manage, winning afar greater bettle in thelong
run. It wouldn't be necessary for men to make war against the Forest itself, or even try to contain it; that
was the mistake the Peatriarch's predecessors had made, which had resulted in the Church's greatest
defeat. No, if they made war againgt the symbal of the Forest, by attacking its demonic monarch, and if
they won, the planet itself would betheir dly.

It could be done, he thought. Numbed by the concept. It could really be done.

For amoment he shut his eyes and prayed, opening himsdf up to the wisdom of hisGod. If thisis
foolishness, he begged, then tell me now. Could there possibly be aman like the one he saw in his dream,
who so resembled the Hunter in outer aspect that he might pretend to be him, and lead Church troopsto
victory? It would take more than mere physica resemblance, the Patriarch suspected. What kind of man
would be able to take on the Hunter's persona-become him, in essence-and still serve the Church's
purpose in attacking his stronghold?

Hed haveto be crazy, he thought. And if he wasn't crazy to start with, he sure as hell would be by the
timeit wasover.

With asigh, heforced himsdlf to lay back down. What were the odds that someone like that could be
found, even if he existed? A millionto one, if that. It was adream, nothing more. Not avison thistime,
Just adream, like other men had. Just that.

But theimage wouldn't leave him. And even when he forced himsdlf to shut his eyes-even asdeep
shuttered hisrestless brain once more-he couldn't help but imagine what it might mean to his Church if
this dream, like so many others, proved true.

Seventeen

He ateabig med at the end of the day, just as Karril had advised. It was hard for him. His appetite had
faded long ago, and it went againgt al hisbest ingtinctsto load himself up just at the moment when danger
was beckoning most strongly. But if he couldn't trust Karril then he figured the whole game was lost
anyway, so what the hell.

Herented asmal room in one of the poorer neighborhoods, using Church credit for the deposit. Having
given the better part of hisremaining cash to his previous landlady, he had no other option. He winced at
the thought of the Patriarch hearing about it, but then, if the Holy Father heard about thisincident at all,
Damien would be in such degp shit anyway that alittle bit of cash more or lesswould hardly matter. If the
Petriarch found out that he was traveling with demons now, and knew what he planned to do... he didn't
liketo think about that possibility.

Inthe small, dingy room, by the light of asingle lamp, helay back on the worn coverlet of the bed and
tried to relax. Besde him lay his sword, itsleather-wrapped grip reassuringly familiar in the gloom.
Outside the window Cascawas setting, and the Core had yet to rise. True night would come soon,
whether he was ready or not. He, dreaded what kind of power Karril might be conjuring, that required
such aforum. Or wasit Tarrant's own nature that gave the true night special power over his affairs?

Helay ill for afew minutes, and then it occurred to him that the lamplight, dim though it was, might
hinder whatever process Karril meant to initiate. He

turned the wick down nearly dl the way and closed the hood tightly, leaving the room in nearly perfect
darkness. Good time for demonlingsto sirike, he thought grimly, resting one hand upon the grip of his



sword. God, what he Wouldn't give to be back in the days when the worst of hisworrieswas that some
hungry brainless thing would try to snatch abite of hisflesh while he dept! That seemed like heaven,
compared to the dangers he was courting now. He could heear little things scrabbling under the bed and
for amoment he tensed, but then he redlized they were probably no worse than bugs and rodents,
arguing over some choice bit of refuse a previous occupant had left behind.

Damnit al, | hate waiting. Hetrained hisvision on where the ceiling must be, darkness within darkness
within darkness. There was no longer moonlight coming into the room, or any other light that could help
him. His hand closed reflexively about the hilt of his sword asthethick, surred blackness of the true night
closed in around him. Now what? Was he supposed to change, or theroom, or... what? He listened to
the scrabbling for another few minutes, until he thought he would go insane from doing nothing. Maybe
Karril had chickened out, he thought; given the demon's state of mind, that was area possibility. If so,
what was his next step? He tried to work out somekind of plan in hismind, but the close-lying darkness
made organized thought difficult and, besides, he had aready exhausted every plan he could think of . If
Karril failed him now, then Tarrant was gone for good. In which case Cadestamight aswell chow down
on the whole western continent, because there was nothing Damien could do to stop him.

He sensed severd hungry thingsflitting outside the window, no doubt spawned by the brief bout of true
darkness. Fortunately for them, none mistook him for prey and tried to enter. He dmost regretted it. It
would fed good to cut something to pieces-anything-for the sheer physica relief of such action.

Then, dowly, it dawned on him that he could see again. A rectangle of dull light where the window had

been. A shadow in place of the back of achair. With amuttered curse he rose up to asitting position,
and

Stopped moving. Stopped bresthing. Stared.

The wallswere gone now, and in their place was something far less substantia, through which he could
seethelights of the town beyond. The floor of hisroom was il dark, but benegth it-through it-he could
see currents of fae-light coursing like water over the ground, sparkling here and there with silver and
dlver-blue highlights. Therest of hisroom was gone, smply gone-dl the furniture, the rug, even the sad
little picture that hung crookedly on the far wall-and only shadows of those things remained, some clear
to hiseye, othersbarely discernible.

"Ready to go?"

He gtarted to hear Karril's voice from right beside him, and grabbed reflexively for his sword as he turned
to acknowledge him. The demon had exchanged his velvet robes for atight-fitting jacket and breeches
not unlike Damien's own; ashort cloak was clasped to his shoulders by jeweled broochesthe size of a
man'sfist. He seemed unarmed, but who was Damien to judge the nature of ademon'sarsend? Hedso
seemed tense, which was so uncharacterigtic that it heightened Damien's own sense of impending danger.

"Where?'

"Following the path Gerdd Tarrant |eft for us. Or for you, more specifically. It's the channel between you
two that gives us any hope of finding him." A dark smile crossed hisface, ableak attempt at humor. "Not
exactly aroad your Church would approve of, but it's the one you ordered.”

Damien stood. The action was surprisingly difficult, as though something were being wrenched from his
flesh ashe moved. He swayed a bit afterward, made vertiginous by the sight of the earth-fae lessthan a



yard benegth his feet. Was that dim shadow the floor? He tried to focus on it, to gain a sense of solidity.
"Don't look down," the demon instructed. "Follow me, and trust your footing. It's solid enough.”
"Where are we?"'

"Exactly where we were. But you're seeing it like | do now... and like your enemy does. Don't stare at
thefloor," he said sharply, as Damien stumbled over some shadowy obstacle "L ook a me. Only me."

He did asHe wastold and fixed his eyes on the demon. Even by thislight he could see how nervous
Karril was, how agitated. If he took timeto think about the implications of that, it would probably scare
the hell out of him. Drawing in adeep breath, he forced himsdf to place one foot ahead of the other
without looking down. It seemed to him that some kind of power was prying at the edges of hisbrain,
trying to get in. In answer to his unspoken question the demon nodded dightly, and Damien tried to relax
and let it happen. He had committed himsdlf to thisdliance back in the temple; there wasno point in
holding back now. God aone knew what kind of power the demon had to apply to bring aliving man
into thissurred place.

God help meif the Patriarch ever finds out about this.

Walking asif in adream, he followed Karril out onto the street. Only thiswasn't the redl street, the one
he had seen on hisway to the lodging house. Thiswas a place of dreamlikeimages, wheresilver
earth-fae lapped up againgt wals of misty shadow in forms that implied houses, wagons, storefronts.
Bright power swirled up about hislegs and he could fed the current pulling him forward as he walked,
stunned, past buildings with walls of smoke and crysta, through which ghostly interiors might be
glimpsed. Therewaslight in some places, lamps and hearthfires glowing with a brightnessthat shone
through the nearer walls. The view made for an eerie sense of dizziness, and he had to shut hiseyesfor a
moment to regain his sense of balance.

"What isthis?' hewhispered. A wave of earth-fae crested near his knee, sending a cascade of
shimmering sparks up histhigh. He looked down at his body, expecting to find it dso changed, but to his
aurprise hisflesh waswholly normal; except for the droplets of

power that clung to hislegs, helooked asif he had just comein from amundane walk in the park.
"What'sgoing on?'

"Thisisthe world the lezu inhabit." The demon'svoice was surprisngly red, alifdineof soundina
domain of dreams. "Defined not by boundaries of matter but by human perception.” He brushed his hand
againg anearby wall as he walked; the ghostly substance gave way like water to hisflesh, and ripples
coursed outward to the edges of the structure. "Thisis how the lezu see.”

Despite histension, Damien was fascinated. "Isthat why you take on human form? So you can seethe
world aswe do?'

"We never see asyou do. At best we glimpse reflections of the materia universe, filtered through your
minds. Some of uslearn to interpret these forms and can then interact with your kind. Some never gain
that skill, and your world remains amystery to them."

Helooked from the misty wallsto the demon's rather solid form. ™Y our body seemsred enough,” he
challenged.



"Merdy illusion, produced for your benefit. Like your own body. Figments| plucked from your
imagination, to clothe you in comfort while you brave the nether regions. Humans," he said dryly, "require
suchthings”

His mind raced as he consdered theimplications of that. "Then if thisbody is hurt-"

"The woundswon' trandate, no. Y our rea fleshistill in that bed,” he nodded back the way they had
come, toward the boarding house, "with just enough spirit remaining to keep it alive. But that doesn't
make the danger any lessred,” hewarned.

"Why?If | can't be ,hurt in any permanent sense, what's the risk? No more than in adream, 1'd think."

"Don' kid yoursdf." The glowing fae whirlpooled around the demon'sfeet, then settled back into its
natura current. "Firgt of dl, any pain you experiencein thisform will berea enough asfar asyour brainis
concerned. And if your spirit expiresin this place, your

body will never reanimate. Degth is death, Reverend Vryce. Here and everywhere e They passed
what must have been atree, ashadowy shape which glowed with asoft light where lover'sinitias had
been carved into it: human perception, leaving its trace upon the lezu's redlity. All about them theworld
was afairy landscape, with objects and buildings and even living creatures more or less visible as humans
accorded them focus. And through it al flowed the fae, more clearly visble than Damien had ever seeniit
before. Far more powerful. Wasthiswhat Tarrant saw, when he viewed the world through an adept's
eyes? It was wonderful, but dso terrifying.

"And," the demon added, "thereis one other very red danger.”

He made the mistake of looking down, and stumbled. The ground is solid only when 1 perceiveit to be.
Heforced himself to look ahead, to take hisfooting for granted. It took enough effort that for long
minutes he could not respond to the demon's warning, could only concentrate on hisimmediate physica
need. When at last he felt sure of his balance once more, he asked him, "What?"

"Timeisyour enemy," the demon warned him. "In the shadow of thereal world its passageis easy
enough to define; we gtill have the sun and the fae-tides to go by, aswell asthe actions of living creatures
surrounding us. But what happens when we leave those things behind?' Even as he spoke, thewalls
about them seemed to grow mistier, less substantia, asif responding to hiswords. "Y our perception will
be our only timepiece, my friend. And human perception is notorioudy subjective.”

"So what? Say my time-sense gets stretched out for awhile, or whatever. What difference does that-"

And then he knew. He redlized what the demon meant. The knowledge was a cold knot inside him, that
clenched even tighter as he contemplated how easy it would beto fail in this arena, and what the cost
would be.

His body till lay on the bed, helpless now that he

had abandoned it. It would require certain things to maintain its viability, so that he might returntoit. Air
and energy, food and water... how long could abody survive without somekind of liquid? It seemed to
him that three days was the maximum, but perhaps that was only when it exerted itself. Wastherea

wider margin when flesh was thus suspended, requiring little maintenance to keep its minimal processes

working?



Three days. Not measured by aclock, but by hisown internal sense. Three daysin the real world might
seem to be minutes here, or an eternity. And once that time had passed, his body would wither and die,
and the soul that it anchored would follow.

"l see you undergtand,” Karril said quietly.

"Yeah." Hegrimaced. "I'm afraid 0." They were moving through adifferent kind of neighborhood now;
the shadow houses were farther apart, the sinewy tree shapes more common. "So what should | do?"

"Only be careful. That'sdl | know how to tell you. No other human haswillingly gone where I'm about to
take you. And those who went unwillingly..." he shrugged stiffly. "They had other problems.”

Helooked at Karril. "Tarrant never came here?'

For amoment the demon said nothing. "Not willingly," he answered at last. Refusing to meet Damien's
eyes.

The demon turned toward an arching form, and motioned for Damien to follow. Sparks glittered
overhead as they passed beneath what must have been adoor frame, and over asmoky threshold. If
being in the street had been disorienting, being ingde this building was athousand times more so. Damien
had to stop for amoment to get his bearings, sorting out the path ahead from the lights and objects that
bled in from adjoining rooms. There were people here, and their images seemed amost as solid as
Damien's own. " Sdlf-perceptions,” Karril muttered, in answer to his unspoken question. They passed
beneath a glowing disk incised with glittering lines-a quake-ward, it looked like-and then another, with a
sgninthelower left quarter that he knew to be Ciani'sown sigil. Sud-

denly the two seemed familiar, and their height above hishead.... Heturned to Karril and asked, ina
whisper, "His gpartment?’

"Of course," the demon confirmed. "Wheat did you expect?'

From out of the shadows a human figure emerged, headed straight toward them. Damien moved to step
aside, but Karril grabbed his arm and shook his head. In amazement he watched asthefigure
approached, its heded shoes striking the floor silently, silver power [apping about itsankles. It wasa
woman, heavily made up and just alittle past her prime. Her body was aparody of sexud attractiveness,
from her aggressively protruding breaststo her incredibly padded buttocks, to the tight cinch belt which
threatened to separate those two parts from each other. It was a surrea image, too grotesquein
proportion to be human, too solid to be otherwise. When she had passed by, Damien looked at Karril in
amazement. The demon was amiling faintly.

"Y our former landlady, | believe.”

"What?'

"Asgshe seeshersdf." The brief smilefaded. "Comeon.”

They went down the gairsinto the basement, atrid al its own; Damien tried not to think about where the
sairswere, or what they were made of , just trusted his feet to the surging waterfall of earth-fae where he
knew that stairs should be. He ssumbled once, but otherwise it worked. At the base of the tairswasa

place filled with memories so Sckening that Damien fdt the bilerisein histhroat again just to approachiit.
(Could he vomit here, he wondered? Would it do any good if he did?) Through the smoky film that was a



door he could see aglistening blackness, like an il dick, that covered most of the floor. Asthe earth-fae
flowedintoit, it, too, turned black, and its passage sent ripples flowing thickly through the black stuff's
substance. Hungry, it seemed. Terribly hungry. Despite the door's seeming barrier, a cold wind flowed
from that place toward Damien, thefirst he had felt sincetrue night fell. It tasted of blood and bile, and
worse.

"Y our perception,” the demon said quietly. "I only makeit easier to see”

He could fed the dark power sucking him forward like arip tide, and it took al his strength to fight its
drag. Though he would have guessed it to be inanimate, it seemed to be aware of his presence, and
bulged at the end that was nearest to him. Sowly the oily blackness seeped forward over unseen
floorboards, making itsway toward them. Toward him.

"They didn't exposeit to the sun,” he whispered.
"I'm afraid they did."
He gtared in horror at the thing. His skin crawled at the thought of touching it again.

"They banished the Presence that had come for Gerdd Tarrant,” Karril explained, "But they couldn't
eraseitsfootsteps. That'sdl thisis, Reverend-afaint echo of what came here before.” Helooked at the
priest. "You're still sure you want to follow it?!

He whispered: "Isthat what we haveto do?'

The demon nodded. "Gerald Tarrant probably took amore direct route, but his struggle left a path
marked in his soul'sblood. That, and the residue you see here, arethe only ways| know of to find him."
He paused. "Areyou still sure you want to go? Becauseif you're not, | would be dl too happy to
abandon thislittle pleasuretrip, | assureyou." -

For amoment Damien fatered. For amoment it seemed so impossible that he could survive this crazy
mission that he almost stepped back, amost said the words, almost ended their doomed venture then and
there. Had he redlly thought that he could stand up to a Power that even Tarrant feared, and emerge
unscathed? The mere thought of touching this thing before him, no more than its resdue, made him sick;
how would it fed to plung9 into it body and soul, without knowing if he ever would rise up again?

But then he thought of Calesta, and of the holocaust that demon had deliberately provoked in the east.
He thought of Caestas plansfor hisworld, and of what would happen to his speciesif the demon should
ever triumph. And he knew in that moment that it wasn't

death which frightened him most, or even the thought of facing the Unnamed. It was the prospect of
falure

God, when | first took my vows, | said that | would be willing to give my lifeto serve Y ou. | meant it. He
breathed in deeply, shaking. But don't let that sacrifice beinvain. | beg of Y ou. Use me however Y ou
will, take my lifeif it pleases Y ou to do so, but help me free this planet from Calestals grasp. | beg Y ou,
God.

"I havetotry," hewhispered.

For along moment the demon just looked at him. Could he read into his heart, see dl the doubts that



were there? Tarrant had said the lezu had that kind of power. "The path we have to take," he warned
Damien, "liesthrough the substance of the Hunter's own fear. Are you ready for that?"

It seemed to him that the blackness was closer now. A foul odor rose up from its surface, astink of
blood and carrion... and worse. "He feared sunlight. Heat. Hedling. All the thingsthat life is made of."

"Don't be naive, Reverend Vryce."

The blackness was extending an oily finger now, that oozed dowly toward him. If he stayed where he
was it would soon make contact. "Degth," he said sharply. "He feared that more than anything.” How
could he face death without dying himsaf? Karril must know some specid trick, or he wouldn't have
brought him here.

"Not desth," the demon said.

Startled, helooked at Karril. The lezu's eyes were dark, unreadable.

"Deathisn't athing or aplace" Karril told him. "It'satrangtion. A doorway, not adestination. Think," he
urged. "Y ou know the answer."

And he did, suddenly. He knew it, and grew weak at the thought. Was that what lay ahead of them? No
wonder Karril didn't want to get involved.

"Hdl," hewhispered. "He feared Hell."

"His own perception of it." Could thislezu experience gut-wrenching fear, or wasthat not part of his
aspect? Some people mix passion and terror, he thought.

So the emation should bein hisrepertoire. "Y ou gill mean to follow him?”
"There's no other choicefor me." Damien drew in adeep breath, exhded it dowly. "Y ou know that."
"Yeah." Hesghed. "I know."

He shut hiseyesfor amoment, and tried to il therising tide of terror in his soul. Damn you, Tarrant!
Damn you for making me go through this, just to save your murderous hide. But in the face of such a
journey his accustomed curse was rendered powerless, even ludicrous. Tarrant wasin Hell dready, or
someplace beyond it. And he was going there to save him.

Hedrew in adeep breath, and didn't look down at hisfeet. He could fedl how close the evil stuff wasto
him without needing to look, could fed its hunger sucking at hislegswith growing force. Instead he
looked to the demon, and tried to steady his voice long enough to manage two words without sounding
asafraid ashefdt.

"You coming?'

The demon hesitated. And sighed. And then, to his grest relief, nodded. "Can't let you go in there done,
canl?'

He offered his hand. After amoment, Damien grasped it. And then, with only the briefest grimace, the
priest stepped forward. Onto the path that Tarrant's soul-blood had marked. Into the blackness that



waited there.
Damnyou, Cdesta
Eighteen

MORDRETH: Police have confirmed reports that forty-three men werekilled last night by a pack of
animalsthat came out of the region known as the Forbidden Forest. The men, who had established
temporary residence just outside Johanna's borders, were taken by surprise shortly after midnight when
the Forest beasts stormed their camp without warning. Although afew men managed to arm themselves
before being struck down, the sheer ferocity of the assault quickly overwhelmed their defenses. Lessthan
an hour after the pack's arrival, every man inside the camp was dead.

Lestar Vannik, who was returning to the areawhen the attack took place, managed to flee the camp
before the animals caught his scent. According to a press rel ease from Darvish Sanitarium, he described
them as "white monsters, with hands instead of real paws, and eyesthat glowed bright blood red." The
beasts were agpparently accompanied by a swarm of demonlings, who descended upon the camp's
would-be protectors and blinded them so that they could not fight back effectively. Sanitarium officids
will not confirm rumorsthat Vannik adso saw ahuman figure running with the pack, whaose coloration and
ferocity matched those of the animals.

It isnot yet known what prompted the attack, but communities throughout the region are concerned that
the border truce between the Forest and its neighbors may no longer be protection enough. Severa have
begun collecting arms and training men, in order to defend themselves againgt Smilar assaults. The mayor
of

Sheva, a progperous city which borders on Johannato the east, is negotiating for special troopsto guard
its periphery, and it is expected that neighboring citieswill do likewise. A specid meeting of mayorsis
expected to be convened within the month, to discuss the financing of such operations.

Theinformd truce which has been observed in the region for nearly five hundred years has permitted the
commercial development of areas surrounding the Forest, notably in the fertile Raksha Valey toits east.
Tradition hasit that the arrangement was originally established by the Hunter, ademon or sorcerer who
cameto the region a gpproximatedly that time. Under the terms of the truce, communities who offered no
threat to the Forest would themselves not be threatened, although individuals of either sde werefair
game. The truce was broken only twice: in 1047, when an expedition of twenty men breached the Forest
borderswith intent to find and destroy its sorcerous ruler, and in 1182, when aradica faction from
Mordreth set fire to the Forest in the dry season, in hopes of burning it to the ground. In both cases
vengeance was swift. Inthefall of 1047, twenty heads minus eyes and tongues were impaled on stakes
outside the gates of their city. In 1183 the Mordreth Massacre, now infamous, turned athriving port
town into aghost city overnight. Historians are quick to note that both these incidents were in response to
real provocation, and that neither was succeeded by any further acts of violence.

It isnot yet clear in what way, if any, the men of this camp provoked their sorcerous neighbor to new
atrocity. But amidst rumors of the Hunter's disappearance, the border cities are doing what they canto
protect themselves. Authorities hope that as Vannick recovers he can shed further light on the detail s of
this conflict, but for now al concerned must assume that the ancient truce is no longer being honored by
its Forest patron, and defend themsalves accordingly.

"Heshere"



The priest who spoke was a short man, round in the belly, red-faced, congenid. The words he spoke so
sharply seemed ill-suited to him, asif some other mouth had formed them. Or wasthat only the
Patriarch's perception, knowing as he did what those words implied?

"Areyou sure?' the Holy Father asked.

The double chin bobbed as he nodded. "Elerin spotted him in the foyer. | can have him comeiniif you
want."

"Pleasedo.”

Asthe priest went to the door to summon his acolyte, the Patriarch reached into his desk to pull out the
sketch he kept there. 1t was a pencil drawing on low-qudity paper, well worn from handling. He studied
it once more asthe priest fetched his acolyte, filled with wonder and more than alittle misgiving. If he
redlly had seen thisman... He shook his head, banishing the thought. One thing at atime. Confirm the
sghting fird.

The acolyte Elerin was afreckled teenager with bright red hair and aline of pimplesdong hischin. The
Patriarch couldn't remember having seen him before, but that was hardly a surprise; lesser priests handled
thetraining of such boys until they took their vowsin his presence.

The youth bowed clumsily, clearly anxious about thisinterview, and mumbled something that might have
been, "Y our Holiness."

The Petriarch handed him the drawing. "Have you seen thisman?"

The boy glanced at the picture and then back toward the priest, who nodded his encouragement. "I think
30, Your Holiness. Thedrawing | saw was alittle different, though.”

"That wasacopy. Thisistheorigind.”

Helooked at it again and then nodded, somewhat tiffly. Clearly he wasn't comfortable in such august
company. "He was a the afternoon service, | think. On Tuesday. Y esterday,” he added helpfully. "1 was
watching in thefoyer, like Father Renddstold meto. This

guy came out of the sanctuary right after the service, dmost the first one out. Hewasin ared hurry.” He
looked down at the picture again, then nodded. "'I'm pretty sure it was him. His hair was alittle shorter,
and hewasn't quite thisthin, but the face looked about the same.”

"Did you find out who he was?'

He shook his head, scattering the red hair out of its embankments. "I tried to talk to him, but he wouldn't
stop. | asked afew people who were thereif they knew who he was, but no one did.”

"Did you follow him?'

The boy looked stricken. "No, Holy Father, I... I'm sorry." Hisface had flushed so bright ared that it
amogt rivded hishair. "l didn't think of it. | didn't redize.... Please, forgive me."

"It'sdl right." Hetook the drawing back from the boy. "There's no reason you should have thought to do
that. Were not training you asaspy." Hetried to keep histone as beneficent as possible; the boy was so



nervous helooked asif alight breeze would knock him over. "Thank you, Elerin. Y ou may go now."

He did so anxioudly, bowing repeatedly as he backed his way toward the door. Not until he was gone
did the Patriarch let his smile fade, and amore businesdike expression take its place.

"l want to know who thismanis," hetold the priet, tapping the drawing. "If that meansfollowing him,
then doiit. If our people lack the kill to pull that off gracefully, then hire someone who can.” He glanced
at the picture again. "Get one of our priestesses to keep watch outside the sanctuary during services.
Someone young and pretty, whom he might be willing to talk to. Unmarried,” he added sharply.

Would that be bait enough? The face in the picture, though roughly sketched, was clearly ahandsome
one. Such aman might stop to talk to a pretty woman, while ignoring the man right beside her.

"Areyou sure hélll come back, Y our Holiness?'
He shut his eyes for amoment; visons rose unbidden before hisinner eye. A vison showed, methat he
would come here, and he did. It dso showed me that he would return.”

"Of course, Your Holiness." The priest's voice trembled with awe as he bowed deeply before his
religious magter; clearly he was of the faction that considered the Patriarch's visonsto come directly from
God. "WEell find out who heis, | promiseyou.”

| am aprophet in their eyes, the Patriarch mused, as the priest made hisway out of the chamber. Would
that | could be so sure of it mysdlf.

As he gazed down at the drawing in his hands, he could not help but shiver. And a chill wind of awe
coursed up hisback asit seemed to him, for onefleeting instant, that Reverend Vryce's sketch of Gerald
Tarrant was|ooking back a him.

JAGGONATH: Violence shook the Street of Gods once more as vandals skirmished with police,
following thefifth in a series of assaults upon houses of worship here.

Police estimate that the vanda's gained entrance to the Maidens of Pelea Temple sometime between three
and four am. through the servants entrance in therear of the building. Asin the previousincidents, the
only motivation appeared to be desecration of the temple and itsrelics. Banners, Signs, books, and other
flammable items were assembled in the worship chamber, doused with kerosene, and burned. Asin the
previousincidents, the nature of the articles destroyed, combined with lack of theft in the incident,
suggests either ahostile secular organization, or rivary between religious factions based within the city.

Neighborhood watches aong the Street have been doubled, and a Street of Gods defense fund has been
established to defray the cost of private guards and additional investigators. Severa loca leaders have
demanded an inquiry into the Unity Church's possible interest in this matter. The Church, which has been
the source of severa anti-polytheism riotsin recent

months, has made no officid statement regarding the matter, but sources within its hierarchy indicate that
the leadership is deeply concerned over recent developments, and has retained several lawyers
specidizing inrigious liability to advise them.

ANDRYSTARRANT.



The Patriarch looked at the |etters written before him as though they were foreign shapes, sounding them
out one by one, tasting their meaning. So few symbols. So potent amessage.

ANDRYSTARRANT.

A shiver ran up his spine as he considered the implications of that name. The Prophet had killed his
children, or so the Church taught. Was it possible that one had survived? Was this Andrys Tarrant not
only aman who looked like the Hunter, but who bore the Hunter's blood within hisveinsaswell? A man
50 like him in the substance of his being that the very patterns of his DNA were echoes of the Prophet's
own?

If so-Dear God!
Help me, Lord, he begged. Guide me, so that | may serve Y ou more perfectly.

Tarrant. There was awealth of power in that name, a power that might save or destroy. He remembered
the man who had led his dream-army into the Forest-so bright a symbal, the focus of al their hopes-and
for thefirg time since hiswar dreams began, he felt the stirring of hope. Thiswasthe key they needed,
this stranger with history running in hisveins. That he had suddenly appeared in Jaggonath's cathedra
now, when their need was greatest, only served to confirm his purpose in the Patriarch's mind. With him,
they could fight thiswar and win it: They could bresk the Forest's hold upon this region and send itsruler
up in smoke. The centuries would resound with their triumph. But did they dare?

Help me, Lord. Give me thewisdom to ded with this.
By night, he dreamed of holy war.
By day, he dreamed of Gerad Tarrant's offering.

MORDRETH: The murder of two brothersthat took placein the city last night has al inhabitants of this
northern city bolting their doors and cleaning their weapons. Benjin and Sorrie Heldt were found by their
housekeeper a eight am. thismorning, having been murdered in their beds less than three hours before.
The bodies had been savaged by one or more large animals who apparently gained entrance through a
window, but no flesh was eaten.

While police will not confirm alink between thisincident and last week's daughter in Johanna, many
locals are convinced that the Forest's inhabitants are moving to expand their territory. Sdes of smal arms
are already up 400% in the region, and a continued increase is expected.

The blue stone lay within its box, deep cobdt light reflecting from the polished ateroak.
Help me, Lord. Guide me.

The Patriarch bowed his head before the dtar, and hisbody trembled like abranch in ahigh wind. Wasit
snto take up thisgift, if dl it offered him was knowledge? Wasit wrong to use the Hunter's power, if in
the end that power was to be turned against him?

For along time he remained as he was, bowed before the hateful object. Since the moment when it had
been placed here he had been continualy aware of it, asif it had aready established some kind of link to
hismind. Hefelt its presence while egting, while reading, even while conducting servicesin the sanctified
hall of the cathedrd. But most acutely of dl, hefdt it when reports of escaating violence were brought to



him. Violence within his church, that must be cleansed. Violence surrounding the Forest, that must be
answered.

The dreams were S0 tempting, with their dramétic solution: awar againgt the Forest, in which the growing
violencein his people could be channeled toward a positive end. A second Great War, in which the
Church would at last be triumphant. The spirit of his people was reedy for it. The means existed. The
funds could be assigned.

The consequences were terrifying. He had prayed for nights on end for some new insight, but none had
cometo him. It was so tempting, those dreams of triumph. But if he obeyed hisvisons and started awar,
how would he end it? Violence begets violence, he despaired. How could he encourage it among his
people, and then expect it to disperse at the campaign's end? What kind of act or symbol would be
powerful enough to disrupt such acycle?

Throughit dl, slent witnessto historment, was the Hunter's gift. The ultimate temptation. Not power, but
something far more subtle. Not sorcery, but something even richer. Knowledge.

Hetook the blue crystal up in hishand, and held it out toward the candlelight. It was so cool in hispam,
and so very Hill. He had half-expected that it would show its power by radiating heat, or vibrating, or in
some other way indicating that the fae contained within it waited only for the proper sign beforeit could
break out. But there was nothing. Except for its eerie light, the crystal could have been no more than
glass, afingly faceted paperweight.

There was no other way, he told himself. No other way. God would understand that, wouldn't He? And
if Hedidn't (hetold himself), then He would damn only the Peatriarch, and spare those innocents who
followed him. Wouldn't He?

Sowly, hesitantly, hisfingers closed around the stone. His hand was shaking so badly that the cobalt light
shimmered acrossthe dtar like waves. Then, with a sudden spasm of determination, he clenched hisfist
shut about the crystd, trgpping itslight.

In'Y our Name, God of Earth. For the sake of Y our people.

A roaring filled the chapd, and light flooded the smal room. The sudden brilliance was stunning, blinding;
he fell back with a cry and threw an arm up across his eyes, asif that could protect them. But the vision
stayed with him even when his eyeswere closed, asif it were burned into his eyelids. Light on the floor,
likeliquid fire; light on the dtar, Szzling asit soread out from the blessed candle flames; light that seeped
infrom under the door frame, light from the distant windows, light from hisvery flesh. The blue crystd fell
from his hand and waslost in the swirling tide as bright asthe sun itsdlf, that lapped at hislegs and | eft
shimmering rivuletsto run down hisrobe,

Power. It was power. The raw power of the planet itself, made visible by the Hunter'sward. Fae. Hefell
back from it in horror and saw the currents stir asiif in response to hisfear, saw the patterns of light draw
back from him as though in obedience to some unspoken command. No! The light was taking shape,
ganing color and substance and solidity, and

mother lies on the floor, and the earth-fae gathers up about her, forming itsdf into dark little creatures that
reach with sharpened claws toward her skull

Nol



cathedral and he stands there praying, and the fae takes hiswords and gives them life and makes the
people breathe them in, so that hisfaith becomes part of their flesh

No!
anger like afist about Vryce, earth-fae squeezing hard to provoke the desired reaction

He screamed. Not to be heard, not to be saved, but to empty himsalf of the terror which was choking
him. Still the visons pounded at his brain; memories, hopes, and fears rushing through hishead in one
vast chaotic ondaught, and beyond that the knowledge that the power had aways been there, that he had
always controlled it, that the price of denia had been to lose apart of hissoul. Until now...

Something dammed behind him. A door, struck open? It seemed auniverse away to him. So did the
footstepsthat ran toward him from behind, and the hot hands that lifted him up from thefloor, struggling
to make him stand. Another world, another time. He couldn't go back to it now.

He saw the future. The futures. He saw hiswar won, and the Church triumphant. He saw it lost, and
watched the Church wither away in the shadow of that faillure. He watched the Church triumph again and
again, and he watched it fail aso, and each timeit was different: future after future unvelled beforehimin
one blinding flood of raw potentid. The war was won, but the violence continued; the war was won, but
his people's faith was poisoned; the war waslost and dl, al waslost withit....

Hewas aware of a hand pressed againgt histhroat to catch his pulse, and the fevered concern of the men
at hissdefluttered about his head like ballings. They were saying something to him, but their words
couldn't makeit through the roar of the fae in his ears. Where was the future with hopeinit? he
despaired. Where was the path to salvation? Symbols and human figures and fears that had wings swirled
wildly about him as he struggled to find some focus. Father? they chittered. Holy Father, areyou all right?
He saw ademon with the eyes of an insect cut open his head and place dreamsinside. Holy Father?
Faster and faster now, visions of the past and future tumbling over one other, pouring into his soul faster
than he could sort them out. What's wrong? He needed the right future. Someone call adoctor, fast! The
war was over and the Patriarch caled his soldiers together, and the fae gathered at his feet in response to
him just asit always had, obeying this man who had bden a sorcerer since the day of his birth-

Therewasterror in that image, but aso exultation, for it was anew pattern, anew path. Thiswasthe one
way he could save his people; thiswastheir only hope. He saw it acted out, he watched it replayed a
thousand

times within each second as his heart pounded, shaking his body, sending ripples out through the fae
Hold him ill!

and there was a stabbing in hisarm, not fire now but cold, icy cold. He could fed hisheart struggling
againg it, and the visions began to shatter like glass about him. Pain spread through hisveins and the fae
turned to ice and cracked from his skin, and a darkness descended from the celling and aweight came
crashing up from the floor-

Fine. He'sfine.

What happened?

| don't know.



What did you give him?

Hard to hear. Hard to see. Impossible to move.
Isthe ambulance-

Coming.

Pulseissrong.

What the hell happened?

Cling to the vison. Don't forget!
Hold on.

Help's coming.

Darkness.

Nineteen

The color of painwasred. A raw, ugly red, that stank like rotting meat and oozed inward through his
pores until hewasfilled with it. A red that flayed his nerves dive and then scraped adong their surfaces,
arousing pain beyond that which any living body could endure. A pain so totd that it stripped him of his
humanity, it bled him of dl intelligence, it left him no more than acore of terror and agony in auniverse
gone mad, in which waves of pain were the only marker of time,

And then, in that madness: a human hand, grasping his. The touch waslikefire, but Damien gripped it
desperately, alowing the contact to define him. Fingers. PAm. Soul. It became the focus of hisuniverse,
the single point about which worlds revolved, the core of his private galaxy. Fire blazed dong hisarm as
his muscles split from the strain, bloody strips curling back upon themselves, laying the moist bones
beneath bare and vulnerable. Skin, he needed skin, nature's own armor: he fixed his mind upon that one
need until it seemed to him that his muscles were no longer bare, clothing them with the power of his
imagination. It was ingtinct that drove him rather than knowledge, but the ingtinct seemed true and he
clungto it desperately, unwilling to sink back into formless agony again.

Arm: defineit, fed it, believein it. Shoulder. Chest. Fire lanced across historso like whip strokes, and in
those seconds when his concentration wavered he could fedl his newly imagined skin pedling from his
body in heat-blackened strips, edges charred to aglowing ash... the hand that held his gripped him tighter

as hefought to regain consciousness of salf, and another clasped his shoulder. Good. That made for two
points of contact in auniverse of burning blood. Two points defined aline. Three points defined aplane.
Four points defined asolid....

And then the redness was gone and he was on his knees, choking on air that reeked of sulfur and burning
mest. The handsthat held him helped him to hisfeet, and he accepted their aid with gratitude. The ground
was s0 hot that already his breeches had begun to smoke, and the stink of burning wool added new
srength to the noxious melange surrounding him.



"What was that?" he whispered. He didn't expect an answer, so much as he needed to test hisvoice. To
his surprise the words indeed sounded, though he distinctly remembered hisvoca cords having burned to
bloody ribbons at |east twice.

"Did you think the trangtion would be easy?" avoice from behind him asked. The hands that were
gripping him released him, and awave of panic nearly overcame him at the sudden loss of contact. There
was no doubt in hismind that without Karril's touch he would have been lost in that pain forever. A
numbing fear grew in him, that perhaps he had indeed taken on more than he could handlethistime. If
that wasjust the gateway to Hell, what lay beyond?

And then he grew aware of the voice that had spoken. Not Kami's, nor anything likeit. A more musical
voice, higher-pitched, that was painfully but indefinably familiar. He turned around suddenly, so focused
on the source of that voice that he hardly saw the surreal landscape surrounding it.

It was Rasya. No, not Rasya exactly. It was awoman of Rasyas height and coloring and generd form:
sunbaked bronze skin, short-cropped platinum hair, long, lean limbs with capable muscles playing visbly
benesth. But the face was different, and the clothing a so, and thiswoman's eyes were s0 like Kami's that
he shivered to see them set in abody so like that of hislost lover.

"Why?" he gasped. The stink of sulfur was stronger

now, and it was getting difficult to breathe. It was hard to say whether anger or mourning played louder in
his voice as he demanded, "Why, Karril?"

"My lifeison theline here, too," he said. Shesaid. "And | can't change form in this place, any more than
you can. | needed abody that would be strong, enduring, and versatile. Given your orientation, it had to
be female. Given your memories...." The woman shrugged stiffly. "I'm sorry. | didn't catch the mourning
until it wastoo late. | meant no disrespect.”

He shut hiseyesfor amoment, painfully aware of the heat that was baking through hisboot soles. "Do
you expect some kind of response from me?' he whispered hoarsdly. "Isthat what thisis about?”

"If I required that to survive, would you be so quick to deny me?" She reached forward and took
Damien's hand again, in agrip more reassuring than affectionate. "Like you, | try to keep dl options
open." She pulled hishand, gently but firmly, forcing him to move. "Come on. Time matters.”

Heforced himself to look away from her, toward the bizarre |andscape that surrounded them. The land
all about was black and glassy, and it smoked with a heat that made the very air shimmer. Overhead a
sun blazed, not the wholesome white star of Ernabut abloated yellow shape that "sent streamers of
flame down almost to the landscape, sparking explosionswhich in turn sent gouts of lava spouting into the
air. The sky surrounding it was as dark as night, as were the shadows its harsh light etched upon the
landscape. Beneath hisfeet the ground seemed to tremble, and as he watched, it cracked not ten feet to
theright of him, reveding a.glowing red subsurface.

"Damn," he breathed.
"What?'

"Too vulking redigtic for my taste.” He glanced toward the demon, then quickly away. "Which way's
out?'



"Out'stheway we came. Which route | will gladly point out to you, whenever you've had enough. Asfor
what we came hereto do..." She looked out over the

landscape, and at last indicated adirection. Thank God, it was away from the crack. "That way, | think."
"Youthink?'

"Thisisnt my realm," Karril said testily. "1 wonder if it would even exist without your Church doing
congtant publicity for it. Comeon.”

He needed no urging to move, and he moved quickly. He had been in aplace like this once and had
amost gotten killed, and that was just on its border. How much of the black rock beneath them was
solid, and how much was a paper-thin shell hiding rivers of molten lava benesth? Any one footstep might
provethe difference. And if the smilarity between this place and the real world was unnerving, the
discrepancy was downright terrifying. In thered world, if the shell lava cracked beneath your feet, you
fell and you cooked and you died. But here, in this unearthly place, where desth was a threshold more
distant with every step... could one burn forever? Choking on molten rock, drowning init, asthe flesh
was seared from one's bones over and over again? It wasn't atheory he was anxious to test.

"What about Tarrant?'
"Y ou mean, ishedtill here?' The Rasya-thing glanced at him. "If he were, thered beno trail "

Helooked out over the landscape ahead of them, squinting against the sickening yellow light. "I don't see
adamned thing.”

"Thenit'slucky | cameaong, isn't it?" She nodded ahead and toward theright, to an area pockmarked
by pools of glowing lava. "That way."

Hefollowed her more by touch than by sight, across alandscape where any step might be hislast. The
ground split asthey passed, but though his heart lurched with every new fissure it was only to vent clouds
of burning ash and noxious gas, to fill the air with poison. It clogged hislungs as he breathed it in and set
off agpasm of coughing so violent that he feared the vibrations of hisbody might do more damageto the
ground beneath them than the weight of hisfootsteps. He tried not to remember thetimein the

westlands when he had dmost gotten killed, traversing alavafied al too much like thisone.

... ground giving way benesth his feet with a sudden crack and he throws himsalf sdeways asthe rock
beneath hisfeet shatters, fragments raining down into a heat so terrible that the hairs on hishead sizzle
and curl as he grasps a anearby protrusion... rock so hot that he can fedl the palms of his skin burning,
but if he lets go more than that will burn, and he pulls himsdlf across rock no more solid than that which
just failled him, praying that the vagaries of Luck will protect him one moment longer....

"Dont," Karril whispered hoarsdly. " Stop.”

Her hand had released his. Her face was white.

He stared at her in amazement, asit hit home just what he had done. Her life is dependent on my state of
mind, he thought. Awed-and a so frightened-by the concept. Must he not only endure the rigors of

Tarrant's Hell, but do so without undue suffering? He didn't know if he could manage that. Suddenly it hit
home just what Karril had risked by coming here. And what depth of friendship there must be between



Tarrant and the lezu-however wdll-disguised-to inspire such ajourney.

A geyser of flame spurted suddenly behind them. They sprinted forward across the black rock, but not
fast enough to escape its downpour. Molten drops rained across the landscape, and where they struck
Damien, ablinding pain stabbed into him; it took al his strength to keep running even as hisflesh burned,
the stink of woolen ash mixed with smoking meat as he choked on the fumes of his own destruction.
Then onefoot came down too hard, or el se the ground was especidly week; he felt the rock giving way
beneath him and threw himself forward in utter desperation, praying for solid rock ahead of him. In that
ingtant of utter panic he thought he had lost Karril forever, but the demon had chosen hisform well; the
light, lithe body that so mimicked Rasyaswas till by hissde astherock gave way behind him, freeing a
blast of heat so violent that it amost knocked him down.

"Thisway," shesad. Urging him onward.

Gasping, he struggled to follow her. The soles of hisfeet fdt asif they were on fire; the leather which
hardly protected them had begun to smoke, promising even greater pain in the future. / was afool to
come here! he despaired. What had he hoped to accomplish? Tarrant, you'd better be worth thisl Then a
fit of coughing overcame him and he staggered forward blindly, guided only by her hand.

"A little late now," she said dryly. Asif he had spoken aoud.

The ground was giving way al around them now, and more and more often they were forced to bresk
into arun despite therisk, to keep themsaves from fdling with it. Thisis Tarrant'strue Hell. Damien
thought, unbridled fear. What more fitting torment could there be for such aman, who had made fear into
an dixir of immortdity, and turned the whole world into his hunting ground? Then another sulfurous cloud
enveloped him and he fell to the ground, choking; his hands and back were seared by the hot rock like
mesat onagrill.

"Comeon." Strong armswere gripping him, fighting to raise him up. "Therés acool spot ahead, | think."

Y eah, hethought dully, an casisin Hell. | believe that. But even that weak fantasy was enough to give him
focus, and he struggled to hisfeet again. The clouds of ash were so thick about them that he could hardly
see, but the sound of rock splitting just behind them was warning enough to keep him moving. He
followed Karril blindly, clasping her hand in agrip that was sticky with blood, and prayed thet the
demon's sight was better than his own.

And then, incredibly, the heat did abate somewhat. The ground felt more solid beneath hisfeet. (That
could have been because the nervesin his feet had been seared to numbness, he told himself, but then
again, it could bereal.) He took the opportunity to stop and bend over, gasping for breath in the
sulfurous air. Since Karril didn't urge him to keep moving, he assumed that they were safe. For the
moment.

When at last burning tears had cleared his eyes of dust, and his shaking muscles had loosened enough to
let him stand upright, he looked back at the way they had just come and shuddered. Bright streamers of
lava had broken through the ground in so many places that he could hardly trace their path; red fountains
of molten rock spewed up like geysers where they had only recently been running. He had been near
volcanoesin hislife-too near, on occasion-but he had never gone through any realm likethis. No living
man could, heredlized. Only in a place where life and desth were meaningless could man traverse such a
hell.

"Please," he gasped. "Tell me we don't have to go back that way."



"No need to worry," the demon assured him. "Persondly, | think the odds are very dim of us going back
at al-He glared at the demon and opened his mouth to voice anasty response to his wisecrack, but when
he saw what the Rasya-body looked like the words died in histhroat. Karril was paler than the redl
Rasyahad ever been, and his (her?) skin was an ashen gray. There was fear in the demon's eyes now,
and exhaustion so human that for amoment Damien thought that it, too, was just part of the masguerade.

My painisdraining him, heredized. Sickened by thethought. Can | kill him, just by suffering?

There was a sudden crack beside them; ingtinctively he grabbed Karril by the arm and jerked her avay
from it, breaking into arun as soon as he was sure that the demon wouldn't lose her balance. The
seemingly solid rock they had been standing on collapsed into a swirling orange river benesth; agust of
heat dammed into them with hurricane force, flameslicking at their backs.

Another idand of cool rock beckoned, and they stopped there just long enough for Damien to catch his
breath. His muscles ached as though he had been running for days, and his parched throat struggled to
draw in enough air to support him. Heraised ahand to his forehead to wipe away the sweat that was
dreaming

into his eyes, and to his surprise found that it was whole, unbloodied. Uncooked. Was he healing even as
he ran? For amoment it seemed impossible... and then, with a chill, he recognize the pattern. Yes, his
flesh would hedl itsdlf, just fast enough to allow it to suffer more. Like the Hunter's own flesh had done
when the enemy trapped him infire, forcing him to regenerate just fast enough to burn anew. To burn
eterndly.

Had those eight days in the rakhlands been so traumatic that they had etched their way into Tarrant's
soul, carving out anichein his private Hell in which the firewould aways burn him? Or did the nightmare
dready exig within him, and Caestamerdly tapped into it when he bound Tarrant within the flames?
Either way, it was aterrifying concept. How could aman experience such athing, and not lose his sanity
atogether?

Whoever said he was sane?
"Look." Karril pointed into the distance. "' Something's changing.”

Despite the harsh light-or perhaps because of it-he found it hard to make out anything in that direction.
Nevertheless, it seemed to him that there was a difference. After amoment he realized what it was. No
lava spurted from the region ahead of them. No clouds of choking ash arose from the landscape. Try as
he might, he could see no bright red rivers coursing across the terrain where Karril pointed.

For some reason, that scared him more than everything which had come before. He started to speak, to
try to voice hismisgiving, but then agust of noxious gasfilled histhroat and his nose, setting off anew
round of coughing; his ssomach heaved asif somehow that could cleanse the delicate membranes. Behind
them the rock was giving way again in long, thin sections, bright lava eating away at the shelf they stood
upon, inch by inch, whittling down their haven. Soon nothing would be | eft to stand upon. There wasno
aternative but to run, and nowhere to run but to that still region up ahead... and it scared him.

"Vryc:e?l

"Isthat the right way?' he gasped. To hisrdief Karril nodded. What would he have doneif it weren't?
Dived into the lava stream, and swum through the boiling currentsto their destination? It didn't bear



thinking abot.

They sprinted forward, just in time. With aroar like thunder, the very ground they were standing on
shattered like glass and collapsed into the current beneeth; fire lapped at their heds asthey ran for the
refuge which seemed to beckon, just ahead. The wholeland wasin flux now, and Damien could fed the
ground trembling beneath hisfeet asit buckled in waves, sending red fountains spouting into the air on al
sdes of them. Molten droplets gouged his flesh as he struggled to keep on hisfeet. It seemed impossible
that he could keep moving, but he did. Somehow.

Fater now, priest, and you 'll be stuck here forever.

Findly they cameto a place where the ground was still steady, and Damien paused for abrief instant to
catch his breath. Ahead of them the black rock had crumbled and falen, providing adoping path down
to the region beyond. Despite his misgivings, Damien began to scramble down the precarious dope,
scoring his flesh on the razor-sharp rocksthat lined it. Was there pain ahead? More fear? Anything was
better than the glowing rivers and burning rain that were closing in behind them. Wasn't it?

At the bottom of the dope he paused, and lay back upon the harsh grave, trying to catch his breath. But
his lungs, congtricted by cloud-borne poisons, would not relax enough to draw in air. For amoment he
debated the rdlative risk of trying to Heal himself, and at last decided he had nothing to lose by trying. He
took hold of the current with his mind and began to weave it, drawing together the wild power into a
Workable whole-

Or hetried to. But there was no fae here, or perhaps just no way to Work it. Earth, he thought, looking
up at the swollen yellow star that shone down on them, recognizing it at last. Earth was his passion, and
adso

his nightmare. He remembered the Hunter sharing his dreams of Earth with Damien to make him afraid,
and there was no denying their power. Had the Prophet feared the very world heidolized, and mourned
the concept of aworld without sorcery even as he worked to bring it into being?

"Look," Karril whispered.

He got to hisfeet quickly, prepared for some new assault. But the rock beneath hiswounded feet was
steady, and the air down on this plain was dmost bresthable. He looked in the distance, following Kami's
own gaze, and saw what |ooked like the ground moving up ahead. No, not the ground, but something on
top of it that shifted and writhed like aliving blanket. It was lighter than the ground itsdlf, asickly
ydlowish color that might, in agentler light, have looked like flesh. Human flesh, discolored by the
unrelenting sun.

Filled witii misgivings, he nonetheless started forward toward it. If the path leads that way, we have no
dternative. He disciplined his mind by recounting al the various ways he would make Tarrant pay for
forcing him to come here, and thus managed to keep hisfear under tight rein. But as he drew closer, as
he saw the strange realm for what it was, that strategy failed him utterly.

It was bodies. Human bodies, stretching ahead to the horizon and beyond. Women's bodies, strewn
across the landscape like discarded refuse, gathered together in such numbersthat in placesthey were
stacked in mounds, like hegps of living garbage. As he watched, they twitched and shivered, and their
combined motion gave theillusion of waves passing across the surface. He saw thin limbs, pae skin,
fingersthat clutched at air and then withdrew again, burrowing deep down into the flesh-blanket that
seemed to cover the whole planet like crabs seeking shelter.



"What isit?' he whispered.
Karril breathed in sharply, for once without apat rgjoinder. "Damned if | know."
With awrenching sensation in hisgut he redlized

that the living blanket was parting, ever so dowly. Limbs contracted to draw the nearer bodies out of
their path; their motion was crablike and horrible, not a al human. What isthis place? he thought
desperatdy. A narrow path was forming, flanked by twitching limbs. It wasjust wide enough for them to
walk singlefile, if they watched where they were going. Just narrow enough to make him fed sick at the
thought of such a passage.

But...

That was the path, without question; he didn't need Karril to tell him that. Tarrant's own fear had marked
it for them. How many milesdid this horror stretch onward, glazed eyes staring out of undead faces as
spider-fingers struggled to clear the way? His ssomach churned at the thought that one wrong step might
put him in contact with those gruesomely contorted bodies, but a hissing behind him, like steam off
gpproaching lava, warned him that to stay where he was might prove an even worse dternative.

There's no other choice, hetold himself grimly. Not unless we want to go back the way we came. And
that was out of the question.

"All right," he muttered. "Let'sdo it.”

He went first, moving toward the narrow path the bodies had made for them. On both sides the mounds
of flesh gtill twitched and writhed, and periodically aleg or ahand would be flung acrosstheir path, a
gruesome reminder that their new-made road might disappear as quickly asit had begun. The thought
made hot bilerisein histhroat, but still he forced himsdf forward. There's no other way, hetold himself,
repeating the words over and over again, a mantra of endurance. Behind him he could hear the hiss of
lavaasit flowed down the rocky dope and'enveloped the nearest bodies, and the stink of burnt flesh
filled the air like achoking perfume. He could see details of the bodies now, faces and breasts and
buttocks made waxen and distorted by death, undead eyes gazing out of hollowed sockets asif facing
some unseen horror. The movements of their limbs were not random, he could see

now, but each body twitched asif running, or striving to run, while the weight of all its neighbors trapped
it in place and turned the motion into amockery of flight.

Hisfoot landed close to the head of one, then by the clutching hand of another. It took amost baletic
skill to avoid coming in contact with them, atria his burned and aching body was no longer up to. It
seemed to him that every step must surely be hislast, and only the sheer horror of the bodies surrounding
him gave him the strength to keep going. Karril followed silently behind him, wrapped in her own lezu
thoughts. Were these unalive cregtures human enough to disturb her? Did they give off waves of pain of
their own, or some other, more virulent suffering? He glanced back now and then to check on the
demon, but though Kami's expression was grim her short nod told Damien that al waswell with her. For
the moment.

And then he stopped and stared, as one human fragment among many caught hiseye. A dark arm atop
the paer ones. Thick hair, as black as night. Eyesthat he knew, staring into the sky like eyes of the dead
even asthe dark limbs twitched in amockery of life.



"Sisa" hewhispered.

He heard the lezu curse softly as she, too, redlized who this body belonged to. Tarrant's latest victim,
strewn atop this lake of human remainslike so much garbage. How many others here were hisvictims, or
at least vivid smulacra of the same? He looked out upon the acres and acres of twitching flesh and
shuddered. They were dl women, and from what he could see they were al within anarrow age range.
Mostly pale, as befit the Hunter'staste in victims. Doubtless attractive during their lives, dthough now that
quality made them seem doubly gruesome,

Then: "Move!" the demon hissed from behind him, and he did so without thought, trusting Kami's
warning. Fingers scratched his ankle as he moved just beyond the reach of something, and for amoment
awave of fear surged through his blood with such force that hislimbs bound up like afrozen motor.
Frightened, he struggled to keep moving. From behind him the demon

hissed sharply asif in pain, but when he stopped to turn around, a hand shoved him from behind asif to
say, I'mfinel Keep going! Glancing down at the ground before his feet, trying to locate the safest ground,
he saw with horror that human limbs were closing in on the path from both sides. Arms grasped at him as
he lurched past, some closing on air behind him, some coming close enough to scrape his boots. For
some reason that sight made him more afraid than al of Tarrant'slavahell combined, and he brokeinto a
run. Forcing hisway past the grasping arms, whose fingers sent waves of terror coursing through his soul
whenever they made contact. Where was the end of this path? he thought desperately. How many bodies
were there? Hefound it impossible to believe that so many women could have fallen victim to one man's
hunger, but what did he really know about the Hunter? How many numberless atrocities had the man
indulged in, in the years before his semi-retirement in the Forest?

And then one of the arms grabbed his ankle and held it. His own weight sent him plunging forward and
down, into the hands and the arms and the legs that were waiting for him, and-

-running. Tree branches spreading across the path like spider silk, dark webs catching her as sheruns,
she struggles, she convulses madly, desperately, asthe black thing that has chased her for three days and
nightsclosesin-

-running while the ground comes dive, crawly things oozing out of the very pores of the earth to trip at
her ankles, sending her facedown into abed of hungry worms-

-running from the thing that has chased her for days, manlike but demon-strong, whose hunger licks a
her flesh as she stumbles, as she feds sharp talons piercing her skin, setting hot blood to flow free-

Strong hands took hold of his hair and his collar and yanked upward; it was the pain more than anything
which made the visions scatter, alowing him one preciousingtant in which he could gasp for breath. The

hands about his ankles shifted grip, and the visions began to close in once more-but the demon dragged
him forward, hard enough and fast enough for them to be thrown lose. Left behind.

Shuddering, he gasped, "Tarrant'svictims-" "I know,” Karril said grimly. "Keep moving!" He knew in that
moment, as he struggled to hisfeet once more, that the demon had experienced those awful visons
through him. And he knew with dread certainty thet if he should fal again, if those bodies should
overwhem him, the demon would be trapped alongside him in an endless hell of suffering, reliving the last
moments of each of the Hunter's victims over and over and over again....



Heran. Fast enough that the hands couldn't take hold of him, or so he prayed. Hard enough that any
which did would be shaken loose by his momentum, before the memoriesthey stored within their flesh
could take hold. One arm lashed out across the path and he landed on it, crushing its dead flesh into the
rock ground beneeth; a spear of memory burned up through hisleg and hefdt cold teeth biteinto his
throat, the hot wound of despair as hislifeblood gushed out. It took everything he had not to stumble, but
terror lent him astrength that cold logic could never have inspired, and he managed to stay on hisfeset.
There were moans all about him now, and while some were echoes of pain and fear, others seemed to be
sounds of hunger. Were the bodies aware of him? Did they think he was Tarrant? Ahead of him the path
was closing up now, and he redlized in horror that to get beyond this region he was going to have to
wade through a sea of bodies, each of which had the power to send him spirding down into unending
nightmare. Panic assailed him, and he glanced back over his shoulder-stumbling as he did so-to assess
the odds of retreat. There were none. The path in the distance was already gone, and asthey ran
forward, awave of flesh came a them from behind, threatening to submerge them utterly. And then he
reached thewall of limbs and he surged

into it, knowing even as he did so that no human velocity could possibly overwhelm such an obstacle, that
aream which had been designed to overwhelm the great Gerald Tarrant could easily overcome amere
humen like himsdlf-

-running/faling/fearing into darkness darkness, running DESPAIR! and the greet bird closesin, talons

red, feathers white-and the man with eyes of blue flame- and the wolves/spiders/snakes/
shadows/HUNTER!-

A hand grasped hold of his shoulder; hefdlt it distantly, like athing from another world, asthe terror of
the Hunter's victims reverberated through hisflesh, drawing strength and solidity in each new second.

-face like aghost and hunger a papable force that licks a her with an icy tongue-

He struggled to surface and failed. Struggled to define himsdlf, to divide himsdf from the tsunami of pain
and fear that surged through his brain, but the memories were too strong, too compelling... too many. He
was drowning in terror.

-face of amonster-

Ancther hand gragped him, held him tightly.

-face of agod, too dark and terrible to behold. She liestransfixed as he bends down over her, her heart
pounding like afrightened anima's... and then, suddenly, there is something besidesfear in her. A rising
heat, sharp and shameful, that makes her stretch back her throat as his shadow embraces her, baring it
for thekill-

-s=cret, shameful thrill-

-power dl around her, throbbing like aliving thing, HI'S power-

-raw and terrible and magnificent-

-ecdasy asfleshisto,rn from her bone, one last glorious moment in which she shareshispleasureand is
willing to diefor thisterrible embrace-

With agasp he surfaced long enough to see Rasya's face just above his own, expression drawn and



srained asif by some private agony. "Can you move?' it whispered. A dead hand grasped at histhigh as
he nodded,

and it sent him plummeting down into nightmare once more. But they were no longer cold dreams of
horror and despair; thiswas a hot seahe sank into, fear transmuted into desire, horror made into beauty,
resistance giving way to a blissful acquiescence. He could sensethe red terror behind it, masked by
Kami's hedonigtic illusions, but its edge had been blunted. Just enough, he thought, to give him afighting
chance.

Panting, he struggled to hisfeet. His groin was painfully swollen, and when an undead hand brushed
againg it from beneath he cried out, waves of pain and pleasure radiating out from that point in stunning,
shameful confusion. He held onto Kami's arm and let the demon guide him, accepting the transformed
memories asthey washed over him like awave. Once, for abrief ingant, hissight of the real world grew
clear enough that he could study the land ahead of them, searching for some end to thistrid. But the
ground was covered in flesh asfar as he could see, bodies piling upon bodiesin al the directions he might
choose to turn. There was no end to this, he realized. Already it seemed like he had been here forever.
Each memory that took hold of him seemed to last forever, and the journey yet to come-

With astrangled cry he acknowledged an even greater danger facing him, and as the next memory
dragged him down into the past he fought the time-numbing power of itsimagery, and struggled to regain
somekind of tempora framework. At last he was reduced to counting secondsin hisbrain even ashe
ran, on remembered legs, through the Hunter's Forest. Time and time again, in the dreams of the Hunter's
victims, he ran and suffered and desired and died-and all the while the counting ticked in his skull like
some vast spring-wound clock, marking the parameters of hisbody's survival. One minute. Two. Ten.
Anhour...

It1l never end, he thought grimly, unless| makeit end. He struggled to win free of the nightmares that
assaulted him long enough to get agood, hard look at his situation. If he had managed to gain any
forward ground thusfar, it wasn't visble. Therewas till no

end in sight. And Karril, whose bizarre minigtrations had alowed him to cling to sanity, was clearly
weskening from the strain of such sustained effort.

With the kind of courage that only sheer desperation could muster, he drew himsdf upright and raised up
hisfist againg the black sky. "Damn you!" he screamed, in avoice o hoarse it hardly sounded human.

"Y ou know we're here! Y ou know why were here! Why play these games?' A cold hand closed around
his ankle and he began to snk into memories once more; he struggled to cling to consciousnesslong
enough to voice the chalenge that his heart was screaming. "Areyou afraid?' he demanded. "Afraid of
one man and alezu? Afraid that if we get through this nightmare, well lay wasteto al your plans?’

"Dont," Karril whispered fiercely. "Y ou don't know what they'll do-"

But | know what'll happen if they don't do anything, he thought grimly, asthe horrific images began to
flood hisbrain anew. Already the black sky was fading, and hisimage of the swollen sun, and the bodies
on the ground were giving way to night-black, Forest-spawned underbrush-

And then there was arumbling benegath his feet, o like that of avolcano's flank that he nearly turned
back to seeif some new eruption had followed them here. But Karril was clutching him too tightly for him
to turn. Another quake shook the ground, and it seemed to him that the bodies before him were
beginning to withdraw, clearing the way ahead. The one that grasped hisleg let loose, and hefelt an
amog unbearable relief when, for thefirgt timein hours, hismind waswholly hisown.



"Karril-" he began.

"You'resuicidal, you know that?' Amazed and exasperated, the demon shook her head. "How on Erna
did you manageto survivethislong?'

The ground split before them with aroar, and avast, black chasm opened just before their feet. The
bodies on its edges spilled down into the guts of the earth, il twitching their death-dance asthey fell. It
seemed to

Damien that the bodies moaned asthey fell, or perhaps some hellish wind that scoured the chasm's
depths merely mimicked the sound. Ingtinctively he stepped back, but the demon would not permit himto
retreat.

"You summoned it," shegrowled. "Y ou ded withit."

Something in the chasm's blackness made his somach clench in terror, but he knew in his heart that
Karril wasright. Tarrant's captors were clearly aware of their journey here-as he had guessed-and they
had answered his chalenge. It wastoo late to undo that. All he could accomplish now, by refusing their
invitation, wasto anger them enough that they closed the way out of here forever.

Hewaked dowly to the edge of the chasm and gazed down into it. Though his human eyes could make
out no detailsin the blackness, other senses picked out motion within the lightless depths, of things that
dithered and flew and... waited. A sickening reek rose up to hisnogtrils, al too like the one that had been
in Tarrant's gpartment. He had barely been able to tolerate that assault; how well would he handlethis, its
hellish source? As he stared down into the abyss, he suddenly wasn't sure.

Wéll, you should have thought of that before you came here, priest. It'stoo late now.

Thelip of the chasm near hisfeet wasn't a sheer drop, as elsewhere, but an angled and rocky dope.
Clearly it wasthe only way down, short of jumping. With alast glance & Karril and apounding in his
heart, Damien dipped free of the demon's grasp and began the precarious descent. Into the black, rent
earth. Into adarkness so totd that despite the light from above, sharp yelow shafts making the lips of the
chasm glow asif they were burning, he couldn't make out the shape of his own hand in front of hisface,
much lessany detail of hissurroundings.

Then the darkness closed in overhead, and all sight of the world above was gone. He breathed in deeply,
trying not to give way to the claustrophobiathat suddenly gripped his heart. At last, when he felt capable

of moving again, he began to work hisway down the dope by fed aone. When the path seemed to
dissolve beneath his hands, he fought hard not to panic, and waited it out. The blackness surrounding him
was close and thick and evil-smdling, but his sense of impending danger had become so greet that those
things took aback seet in his consciousness. Asdid the pain of his many wounds, now burning anew as
the darkness rubbed against them.

"Karril?' hewhispered. "Y ou with me?!

"Unfortunately.” He felt the demon brush against him and reached out to take her hand; from the strength
of her returning grip he judged that she wasn't any happier about this place than he was. He was suddenly
glad that she had come herein afemae form. It didn't matter worth adamn in reality-ademon wasa
demon-but he would have fdt like an idiot squeezing hands with aman in this darkness, even knowing the



truth. Thank God for Kami'sinsight.

Something brushed againgt hisleg-and awave of loathing rose up in hisgut, clogged histhroat, made his
brain fill with images of hatred and destruction. An ingtant later it was gone. What-? Then another thing
dithered againgt his back, and for an instant he was consumed by such jedlous rage that al conscious
thought gave way beforeit. That, too, passed quickly, fading into the darkness that surrounded as soon
asits messenger lost contact with them.

"Hate-wraiths," Karril whispered. "Rage-wraiths. And more. Every species of evil that man has ever
produced is here, given independent life by the force of the planet. Congregating in this one place, like
drawn to like, until their sheer mass gave them akind of consciousness no lone demon could ever enjoy.”
Damien could sense her eyesfixed on him; could her lezu senses function in this darkness? " That's your
Unnamed, priest. Ernasgreat devil. Like everything else, acreation of your own species.” Damien could
fed her twisting, asif to look about them. "And adamn lousy host, besides”

He was about to respond when a voice whispered,

See. Others echoed it, fragments of gpeech that entered his skull not through his ears, as human speech
might, but through hisvery skin. Whispersthat etched their way into hisbrain matter without ever making
aredl sound.

See

Intruders!

No place

Go

Go

See

Invasion!

Strike out

Destroy

And then a deeper voice, more resonant, that seemed to contain athousand others: Seewhat itisyou
cameto see, priest. Know your own helplessness.

A figure some ten yards distant from Damien was made visible, but not by any naturd light. Eerie
phosphorescence illuminated the form of aman hanging asif bound to some frame, but gave no view of
his supporting device. It gleamed off the polished surfaces of belt buckles, buttons, and embroidery, but
was swallowed by the darkness surrounding those things before it could illuminate any details of the
chamber surrounding. It etched in harsh relief the visage of aman so wracked by pain that hisfeatures
were dmost unrecognizable, and the shreds of his clothing where they hung from hislean frame werellittle
more than wigps of dying color, bleached by the unnaturd light.

"Gerdd," he whispered.



Hewas bound as he had been in the fire of the earth so long ago: cruciform, hisarms stretched out tautly
to hissdes, hislegs separated just far enough to make room for the bonds at his ankles. But where the
Magter of Lemahad used plain iron to bind the Hunter, the Unnamed had more gruesome tools. The
ropes that were wrapped about him glowed with an unwholesome light al their own, and they shifted and
twitched as Damien watched, like living creatures. Horrified, he saw oneraiseits head asif noting his
approach; when

it decided at last that Damien was no threst to it, it returned to the work at hand, burrowing down
between the tendons of the Hunter's forearm like some hungry animd, leaving aband of sizzling flesh
wherever it passed. Now that he knew what to ook for, Damien could see that the other "ropes’ were
much the same, serpentine creatures that twined insde and out of the Hunter's body, their flesh burning
into the man's own like acid every time they moved.

He wasn't surprised that Karril let go of his hand and refused to approach with him. Gazing at Tarrant's
tortured visage, sensing aman so lost in pain that he wasn't even aware of their presence, he wondered
that the lezu had managed to come even this close.

Y ou see? adithering voice pressed, and another whispered, Y our Church would approve.

Hetried to focus on why he had come here, on the arguments he had been running through his mind since
his discovery of Tarrant's disappearance. It was hard, with that horrific display hanging just overhead. He
flinched inside each time he heard one of the serpent-things move, guessing at the pain they caused. "Is
thissomekind of punishment?' he demanded. Thisis hisjudgment, many-voices-in-one answvered him.

"For what crime?"

He could sense agiitation in the darkness around him; one or two of the damned creatures flitted near him,
but none made contact. For the act of forgetting who heis, and what power sustains him. For the crime
of pretending to be human.

"It must have been aterrible thing he did, that over-weighs nine centuries of service. Tell mewhat it was.”
Y ou werethere, priest.

Wasthat anger initsvoice? Hetried to keep the fear out of hisown ashe urged it, "Tell me how you see
it

He saved acivilization from ruin, one voice whispered into hisbrain.

He circumvented a holocaust that would have fed usall, another proclaimed.

He gave your Patriarch awegpon no man of the Church should ever have,

"What-?' He looked up at Tarrant, eyes narrowing in anger as he redlized what the voices must be
referring to. You son of abitch. You didit! It was hard to say if he was more amazed or angry, now that
he knew. What kind of desperation must the man have fdit, to have risked such athing?

Heforced himsdlf to turn away from the Hunter's body, to face the unseen crestures once more. He had
an answer for that argument, and for any other they might come up with. "Each thing you name, he did for

his own purposes. Each thing he did, he did to stay dive so that he could serve you." Doesn't matter
Doesn't matter Doesn't matter Traitor!



Hismind racing, Damien struggled to regain control of ther interview. "And so what? Y ou'll kegp him
hereforever? Isthat your intention?' Until judgment is rendered Until the compact is broken Traitor!

"A death sentence," he mused. "Isthat what nine centuries of service are worth to you?"

He could fed something swelling in the darkness, like awave gathering overhead, preparing to crash
down on him. The next voice was deeper and infinitely more resonant, and played against a background
of utter sllence; the whispering voices had been sucked into agreater whole.

We reclam agift he no longer deserves, it told Damien. What he does after that is his own concern.
"Y ou're sentencing him to deeth.” Again there was the dizzying sensation of something gathering just
beyond his sight, drawing back like an incipient bore wave. Panic shot through his flesh like hot spears,
but he sensed that it was some kind of assault from that presence, and he struggled to stand his ground.

Whether helivesor diesisnot Our concern. "Y our sentence means his death," he persisted. Sensing that
there was an intelligence behind the voice now, and amaevolence, far greater than anything it had
contained before. "Y ou know that. He knowsit." And he dared, "Taste the knowledge ingde him, if you
doubt me."

Something dark and unwholesome moved close by his cheek, dmost touching him asit passed; it took
everything he had not to collapsein aheap of gibbering panic at the near-contact. God in Heaven! What
would happen if it had actually touched him, like the others had? Then he heard a sharp cry behind him,
and the straining of flesh againgt living bonds. Whatever method of Knowing the owner of that voice was
using, it was clearly painful.

I'm sorry, he thought to Tarrant. Wishing the man could hear him. There was no other way.

At last the struggling behind him subsided, and he was aware of the dark thing withdrawing to its place.
What you say istrue, it rumbled. It's still no concern of Ours.

"He served you for nine centuries," Damien chalenged. "He tortured and killed and maimed and
corrupted whole generations, al in your name. He warped an entire region o that it would serve his
hunger- your hunger-and made himsdlf into alegend that'll feed you with fear long after he's dead.” He
paused dramaticaly; his heart was pounding. "For al that service he should deserve somekind of chance
for surviva, don't you think?"

Perhaps, alighter voice whispered, and others echoed the thought. The sense of overwheming
malevolence had faded ever so dightly, for which Damien was grateful. Would thet greater being have
accepted his argument? For the first time he sensed what Tarrant must have gone through, putting his soul
in the hands of a creature who changed its very definition with each passing second. Or perhapsinstead
We should judge him by the company he keeps. Y ou defend him asif he were one of your own, priest. If
heweretruly asevil as

you clam, no living man would stand up for him like thét.
"I need him!" he snarled. Making his voice as calous asit could become, smothering every last bit of
sentiment his human heart might nurture. "1 need him asatool, and when that'sdone | couldn't givea

damn what happensto him. Let Hell have himif it wants. God knows, he's earned it."

Silence. Damien glanced over desperately to where Karril must be, but saw no sign of her inthe



darkness. Would his argument work? Clearly the Unnamed's response to such things had as much to do
with theform it wasin at the moment, as any inherent merit hisargument might have. Wasit in Damien's
favor that the voices had stayed joined together through most of their interview, or would the fragmented
whispersthat flitted about like insects have been easier to convince?

At last, after long minutes of silence, the voices whispered, Judgment is rendered.
Helooked back at Tarrant, then into the heart of the darkness once more. "What isit?' he demanded.

Death may take him, another voice whispered. But not by Our hands. There was a pause; Damien could
fed the blood pounding hot in his head, and it felt near to bursting. One longmonth from today, the
compact that sustains him will be dissolved. If he can find an dternate means of surviva before that, so
beit. If not, then Hell may have him.

Y ou will seethat he understands Our terms.
"Yes," hewhispered. Numbed by the seeming victory. "Of course.”

A gtench of foulness spilled into the space surrounding Tarrant, asmell so unclean that it made Damien's
stomach heavein protest. A hat, bitter fluid filled his mouth; he forced himself to swalow it down asthe
living ropes unwound themsdlves from about the Hunter's limbs, withdrawing themsdalves from hisflesh.
One by onethey dithered off into the stink and the darkness, and became invisible. One and one only
remained, coiling about Tarrant's neck like arestless serpent.

We leave him with this, the voices whispered, asareminder of Our power.

The snakelike creature lashed out at Tarrant's face suddenly, and such was its speed and itsforce that it
cracked like awhip asit struck his flesh. The Hunter cried out sharply, and his body bent back in agony.
Then that creature dso dithered away, leaving Tarrant's body to fal from its unseen frameto alifeess
heap on the floor. A shapeless sack of bones, no more, so tortured and starved and exhausted by fear
that it lacked even the strength to cry out asit struck.

The light was beginning to fade, but it seemed to Damien that the source of the whispers was aso gone.
"Karril?' he dared. "Can you do something?'

He heard something move toward him, and then the demon was by hisside. "Here." She handed hima
candle-or theilluson of acandle, more likely- whose feeble light was just enough to illuminate Tarrant's
face. Damien rolled the Hunter gently onto his back. Where the serpentine cresture had struck him there
was now a scar that glistened wetly asit coursed from his jawline to the corner of hiseye. The flesh was
puckered about it asif it were awound badly healed, enhancing its disfiguring power tenfold. Hell love
that, he thought grimly. Tarrant's eyes were open but glazed, unseeing, their pupils so distended by pain
that no hint of theiriswasvigble. Just aswell, Damien thought. Not much worth looking a around here.

He readied himsdlf to lift the man's limp form up onto his shoulders-and then shuddered, at the thought of
where he had to carry it. "Tell metheway back iseasier,” he begged Karril.

"It'seaser," the demon assured him.
Helooked up at her.

"It redly is. | swear it." Shereached out to the Hunter'sface asif to touch it gently, but then drew back



before contact was made. Afraid to share hispain?"Y ou have him now. | can lead you home directly.”
"Thank God for that," he muttered. For amoment longer he crouched by Tarrant's side, his body aching

from its many wounds. Then, with a practiced grip, he heaved the unprotesting body up onto his left
shoulder, and rose with it. Theweight hurt like hell-so to spesk-but that pain was ameliorated by the
knowledge of hisvictory.

Well-he cautioned himsdf-partid victory, any-
W3V

Asheturned to follow Karril, theweight of Tarrant'slimp form heavy on his shoulder, he thought, Pray
God it will be enough.

Twenty

"Wdl, wdl. Look who's here."

Narilkalooked up from the window display she was working on and blanched as she saw who was
approaching the shop. Gresham must have seen her iffen, for he asked, "What isit, Nari? Something

wrong?'
"No." She whigpered the word, wishing she could make it sound convincing. "l wasjust... surprised.”

She hadn't seen Andrys since that day outside her gpartment. She hadn't heard from him at dl, other than
to process his payments for the work in progress. She was frightened by the lack of contact, frustrated,
mydtified. Hadn't he felt something for her that night, that should surely draw him back to her? Could a
man expose hissoul like that and then just closeit up again, asif nothing had ever happened? Or wasthe
wholething just an act, part of the game hiskind played so well-and if so, why had he never cometo
take advantage of hisgains?

It frightened her how upset she was, and how out of control she felt. If any other man had acted like this
she would have written him off, or taken mattersinto her own hands and initiated some new contact.
With this man she couldn't do ether. At night she lay awake, hopelesdy deepless, aching with aneed that
was as much pure sexual hunger as any more civilized drive. She had sensed alike need in him when he
had kissed her. So why hadn't he returned? And if it was just afleeting moment's pleasure for him, abrief
sdetrack in his sport, why couldn't she call it that and forget it?

He was coming across the street now, and there was no denying where he was headed. Her heart
pounding wildly, she pushed the last few cake knivesinto place and stood up straight again. Her hands
smoothed her clothing with a desperate need to have everything in place, even as she chided hersdlf for
such foolishness. Did sheredlly think afew wrinkles would make a difference?

Then the door siwvung open, itsslver bdlsjingling, and he stepped insde. He met her eyesfor an ingtant,
then quickly looked away. Wasthat shamein hisexpression, or fear, or smply disinterest? Suddenly
panicked, sheredized she had logt al ability to read him.

"Mer Tarrant. A pleasure.” Gresham came around the end of the counter and offered his hand. He
glanced a Narilkawith some concern as he did so, and she could read his expression clearly enough. Is
something wrong? Did he hurt you? She shook her head ever so dightly, her heart aching. No, he hadn't



hurt her. Shed hurt hersdlf.

"| got your note." He nodded atoken greeting to Narilka (and how distant he was! Like a stranger again,
asif their last meeting had never taken place) and then he clasped Gresham's hand, accepting his
welcome. "Isit redly finished?'

"I think you'll be very pleased." Again Gresham glanced at Narilka, but she turned away. Andrys
Tarrant's presence in the room made her fed strangely naked, painfully vulnerable. Blessed Sarisl How
had he done so much to her by doing o little? "Come into the back. I've got it al laid out for you.”

They went through the door at the rear of the shop, letting it swing shut behind them. After amoment of
hesitation, Narilkafollowed. She snapped the inner lock shut on the front door out of habit, so that no
one might enter the shop while it was unattended. Did it really matter? she wondered. Did anything
matter, when he treated her like astranger?

She caught up with them just asthey reached the polishing bench; Gresham was explaining to Andrysall
the fine points of thework they had done, asif

expecting that his appreciation of the coronet and armor would somehow fal short if he were uninformed.
Even from behind him, she could see him gtiffen as he saw the finished product. She ached to reach out
to him, to tell him with atouch on his shoulder, his hand, that no, he wasn't done, she knew hispain and
shewould help him bear it. But that gesture bel onged to another world, a place of dreamswhere their
fragile connection had flourished. Not here.

"Itis..." He breathed in deeply, asif struggling for courage. "Magnificent.”

It wasindeed. Gresham had put the breastplate on abody form, with its matching bracers and greaves
arranged in their proper positions. A golden sun blazed on the breastplate with a brilliance that rivaled the
Coreitsdf, and the delicate inlaid forms that spiraled around it were without doubt the finest work
Gresham Alder had ever produced. The curve of the breastplate did not mimic the shape of a human
torso, but improved upon it. Ficturing Andrys strong shoulders encased in that sted, hisfull flowing
deeves caught up in polished bracers at the wrist, Narilkafelt tears cometo her eyes.

Gresham had fixed awire to the form to support the coronet in its proper position, and as Andrys
attention turned to it, shefelt hersdlf flush with pride. It was, without question, the best work she had ever
done. Its ddlicate form embodied not only atalent that had been finely devel oped through the years, but a
sensudity that paid homage to the fedlings he had stirred within her. Now, watching as he studied her
work, imagining him as cold as a stranger to her, she hurt more than ever to have her fedings so exposed.

"Just magnificent," he breathed. "Far beyond the origina.” She saw Gresham draw himself up with pride,
and wished she had the heart to do the same. Why couldn't she hear only hiswords, and not sense the
pain behind them? Why couldn't she stop caring?

"Would you liketo try it on?" Gresham asked. She saw Andrys gtiffen, and could guess a the turmoil
within him, but there was no way he could deny such

an offer. He nodded, and moved asiif to help Gresham remove the pieces from the body form. But no,
the master indicated, he was the guest, the beloved patron, and such a man was meant to be served. He
stood till while the pieces were removed from their places one by one, and Narilka came around to
where she could see his profile. Hurting for him. Hating him. Wishing she could be anywhere other than
where she was, or that the time could be made to move faster so that there was some hope of escape.



She saw him shiver asthe breastplate was fitted to him, but only because she knew to look for such a
response; Gresham would never notice. She watched as the bracers werefitted on hisarms, their straps
buckled tightly over his shirt deeves. She knew that to him they felt like manacles, binding him to a past
he would far rather forget. She bled for him asthe greaves were fitted about hislower legs, and hated
hersdf for doing so. This man had done everything but reject her to her face; why couldn't she force him
out of her heart?

And then the coronet was lifted and offered, and Andrystook it up in hisown hands and set it upon his
head. She could see him quake as the band of finely worked sterling settled down about his forehead,
and hiseyesfdl shut in amanner that made her fear he would faint-but Gresham was busy getting a
mirror into place for him, and didn't notice. The glass was turned toward him, reflecting afigure so findy
adorned that it might have stepped out of the pages of afairy tale. Or aromance nove. Or ahorror tae,
she thought, sensing what he saw when helooked into that mirror. Knowing the courage he must have
nurtured over these past few weeks, to be able to endure this moment in front of strangers.

"I have no words," he murmured, and Gresham glowed at the perceived compliment. Andrys hand
touched the golden sun at the center of his chest, fingers splayed dong itsrays. "Thisisbeyond anything |
could have expected.” And then he turned to Narilka, and for an instant she saw, in his eyes, the torment
that wasin his soul. She could hear hisslent screaming, as

he forced hisvoice and body to obey the forms of gratitude without any hint of the pain that wasinside.
"More beautiful than the original," he whispered, and then he quickly looked away. Asif hefeared,
looking longer, what he might seein her eyes.

Sheturned away hersdf asthe two men divested him of hisshell, unableto look a him any longer. She
fdt faint hersdlf, and frightened by her own reactions. Why did shefed like every word was aknifein her
flesh? When had he gained the power to hurt her like this? After amoment she redized that Gresham
wanted her to do something, and she went and got his leather-bound notebook for him. Y es, hewould
be happy to have the pieces delivered. Of course, that date would be fine. And if there was anything else
that Mer wanted, anything at dl, Gresham would be happy to get it for him or make it for him, whichever
he preferred.

Shetook his check without making eye contact and wrote areceipt with atrembling hand. Thisisit, she
thought. I'll never see him again. It was better that way, wasn't it? Did she redlly want to get involved with
aman likethis? Let him play his games with the women who enjoyed them. There were enough of those
intheworld, weren't there?

But she ached ingde to see him go, crumpling Gresham's copy of the receipt into a shapelesswad in her
hand. And as he walked down the narrow street, out of her life forever, athin voice began to scream
ingde her. How can you let him go like this? Without aword of explanation, ahint of gpology? Don't you
deserve better than that? Isn 't thisjust another kind of abuse, albeit more subtle than the rest? Why do
you just stand there and take it?

Shelooked up at her boss, shaken. "Gresham-"

"Go ahead," hetold her. His expression was dark, his disapprovd clear, but he nodded his permission.
No more words were needed. She started toward the door, then remembered the receipt in her hand.
Fingerstrembling, she struggled to straighten it out. But he came to where she was and took it from her
crumpled,



and kissed her gently on the forehead. "Go," he whispered.
She went.

He had gone ablock by the time she caught up to him; rather than touch him, sheran up beside him and
willed him to notice her. He did, and his face grew suddenly pale. He stopped walking, but she had the
impression it was more because his legs had failed him than because he redly wanted to talk to her.

"Why?" she demanded. "Just tel methat, al right? No pretty lies, no petty excuses. Just tell me.”

He opened his mouth, then shut it again. She could seethetensonin hisjaw, in the tightening of his brow.
At last he turned away and whispered, almost inaudibly, "I don't want to hurt you."

"And what the hell do you think you've been doing?' There were tears coming to her eyes now; she
wished she knew how to stop them. "Did you think you weren't hurting me with your silence, back there?
Did you think I wouldn't hurt al those days that you avoided me? Wasthat dl for my sake?"

He flinched, but didn't turn back to her. ™Y ou don't know my life," he whispered hoarsely. ™Y ou don't
understand therisk involved-"

"Then explainit to me!" She reached out and grabbed him by the nearer deeve, pulling him back to face
her; her strength in doing so seemed to surprise both of them. "L et me make my own decisons, damniit!
I'm agrown woman, not some empty-headed doll that can't think for itsdf! Give mealittle credit for
intdligence, will you?'

A fruit vendor from down the street was watching them. She didn't care. The only thing in the world that
mattered to her now was the man before her, and the tear she thought she saw forming in his eye. Good,
she thought fiercely, so you can hurt, too. Maybe when you 've hurt as much as | have, then we can do
something abot it.

"Look." His voice was tender as hetook her by the shoulders, his fingers warm about her arms. "I've
been... cursed. Do you understand? Everything that | touch

falsto ruin. Everyonethat | lovedies. | don't want that to happen to you." "Andrys-"
"| can't ask you to sharein that kind of risk. | can't let you be involved-"

"I loveyou." The words came unbidden to her lips, but as soon as she spoke them she knew they were
true. "Don't push me away. Please.”

"Oh, God." Heturned from her, and lowered hishead into his hand. Where his deeve pulled back from
hiswrist she could see anarrow scar, freshly heded, right above the vein. "Don't do this. Y ou don't want
me. Y ou don't want my burdens.”

She put ahand on hisarm, ever so gently. " ou don't have to face them alone,” shetold him. A passing
woman with adog stared at them for amoment, then walked quickly past. "Not if you don't want to." He
drew in adeep breath, shaking, and wiped his hand across his eyes, smearing their wetness across his
cheek. "Y ou don't know where I'm going,” he whispered hoarsdaly. "Y ou don't know what 1'm doing,
how dangerousitis-"

She hesitated for only amoment. "I know you want to kill the Hunter. | know he's your own flesh and



blood, the man in the painting you showed me. | know...." she thought of his pain in the shop, and his
panic thefirg time hetried on the armor. "I know it'stearing you apart to even think about it."

His eyeswidened in surprise, and she could sense the unvoiced question behind them; How did you find
that out? But instead of voicing it, he said, "Then you know therisk. Y ou can understand that when he
finds out what I'm planning, he's sure to strike out at me, and anyone who getsin the way-"

"He can't hurt me," shetold him. Fedling her heart pounding anew, as she sensed the power of those
words.

"What? What do you mean?' "He promised that he would never hurt me. And he keeps hisword,
Andrys. | know that for afact." There weretearsin her eyes now, too; with the back of a

hand she quickly wiped them away. " So you see? I'm safe.” Safer than you, my love. "But how-?"

Shetold him dl of it. The chance encounter on alondy road so long ago. Her abduction from the city by
men whose faces she never saw. The three nightsin which she was hunted, only to find that the Hunter,
once recognizing her, stood by his promise.

"Hewon't hurt me," she said quietly. " So don't push me away from you for my own protection. If you
don't want me, that's something else... but don't do it because of that.”

He brought up ahand to the side of her face; the touch brought back memories so powerful that she had
to take a step back to the wall of abuilding behind her, for support. "I want you," he whispered, and he
moved closer to her. Pressing her back against the coarse brick as he kissed her, his entire soul focused
upon the act. It wasn't agentlekiss, like last time, but something hard and desperate and hungry. It was
fear and loneliness and desire dl wrapped up together, and when he finaly drew back from her she could
fed hersdf shaking from theforce of it, and from the heat of responsein her own body.

"Y ou're making abig mistake," he warned her. Running afinger down theline of her throat. She trembled
as hetouched her, and wondered just what she was getting hersdlf into.

"Maybe," she whigpered. Shewas dimly aware of a couple walking by them, muttering in low tones of
their disgpprova of such apublic display. Thefruit vendor was till watching. "I'll try to learn fromiit, dl
right? So | can do better the next time.”

Then he kissed her again, and thistime there were no passersby. No street vendors. No Hunter. No
anything.

Only him.
Twenty-one

Tarrant lay on avelvet couch in the basement of Kami'stemple, not breathing. Historn silk clothing had
been replaced by a heavy robe, rich and plush and festooned with embroidery. Somehow it made him
seem that much paler, that much more fragile, to be in such an overdecorated garment. His eyeswere
shut and hisbrow dightly drawn, asif in tension, but that wasthe only sign of life about him. That, and the
fact that his hands grasped the sides of the couch asif fearing separation fromiit.

The scar il cut across hisface, an ugly wound made uglier till by the aesthetic perfection which
surrounded it. No other wound had remained on his body but that one. He had healed even as Damien



had hedled, the marks of imprisonment and torture fading from their flesh as they wended their way back
to theworld of theliving. All except that one.

"I had blood brought for him," Karril told Damien. "and | think he drank enough to keep him going. If he
needs more, | can get it. Don't offer him yours.”

"Why? Isthere some specid danger in that?"

The demon looked sharply at him. "War's been declared, you know. Maybe not in words as such, but
it'sno lessred for dl that. Keep your strength up, and your guard. Y ou'll need them both." He reached
down to Tarrant'sface and laid ahand against hisforehead. "Hell wake up soon, | think. I'll leave you
two aoneto talk about... whatever."

"Theres no need for that."
"Maybe not for you, Reverend. But for me?' He sighed. "I've broken so many rulesit'sawonder I'm

dtill hereto talk about them. Let'sleaveit at that, al right? From here on you're on your own. I've taken
on enough risksthese last few daysto last me alifetime.”

With anod of |eavetaking he turned away, and started toward the sairs.

"Karril." Hedrew in adeep breath. "Thank you."

The demon stopped. He didn't turn back. It seemed from his posture that the words had shaken him.
"Hewsasafriend," hesaidat last. "l wish | could do more.”

Hisvelvet robe brushing the stairs as he ascended, he exited the cellar and shut the heavy door behind
him. The sllence heleft behind was thick and heavy, and Damien bresthed in deeply, trying to ignoreits
ominousweight. On dl sdes of him, racks of bottles rose from floor to ceiling, punctuated by ironbound
casks and small wooden crates. He hadn't asked wheat the | atter were for. He didn't want to know. It
was bad enough taking shelter in the cdllar of a pagan temple, without dso implying gpprova of its
contents.

There was nowhere else to go, he explained silently. To Tarrant, to the Petriarch, to himsalf. Nowhere
elsewe could be safe, for the hoursit would take him to recover.

Hell. There was atime when even that argument couldn't have gotten him to stay down here, when he
would have safeguarded the sanctity of his person as vehemently as he now protected the Hunter's flesh.
When had the last vestiges of that righteous dedication faded? When had he come to regard such things
s0 lightly, that it no longer bothered him where he was or who hisdlieswere, aslong asthey served his
purpose?

With aheavy sgh hereached for the pitcher Karril had left beside him, and poured himsdlf yet another
drink. Since the moment when he had first awakened in hishotel room histhirst had been insatiable, yet
drink after drink failed to moisten the drynessin histhroat. Was that thirst born of fear, perhaps, instead
of bodily need?Had aclear view of Hell and the crestures who thrived there given him anew

perspective

on their conflict with Calesta, and made him redlize just how unlikely it wasthat awar like this could be



won?

Gerad Tarrant groaned, and shifted upon the plush couch as though in the grip of anightmare. Seeing
him, Damien couldn't help but remember the thousands of women who inhabited his private Hell, and his
stomach tightened in loathing at the thought. What kind of man wasthis, that he had made hisaly? What
kind of man was he, to have accepted him?

With a sharp moan the Hunter stiffened, and his eyes shot open. For amoment it seemed that he wasn't
focused on the room, but upon some interna vision; then, with a shudder, he looked a Damien, and the
truth seemed to sink in.

"Wheream 7' he whispered. Hisvoice was barely audible.

"Kami'stemple. Storage cdlar." "Karril?' His brow furrowed tightly as he struggled to make sense of
that. "Kami'slezu. Why would he... 7'

"Y ou don't remember?"

"l don'... not him... | remember you. Y ou came for me." Histone was one of amazement as he
whispered, "Through...”

"Yeah," he said quickly. Not anxiousto rehash it. "Through al that.”

The Hunter shut his eyes and leaned back weakly. One hand moved up to hisface, to where the
newly-made scar cut across his skin; his dender fingers explored the damage, and Damien thought he
saw him shiver. "Were back," he whispered. A question.

"Y ou were given amonth's reprieve. Don't you remember?”

"Not clearly. | wasn'... wholly cognizant." Again his hand raised up to hisface, seemingly of itsown
accord, and traced the disfiguring scar. Then hiseyes unlidded, and fixed on Damien. "Why, Vryce?' The
words were awhisper, hardly loud enough for the priest to hear. "Not that I'm not grateful for the brief

reprieve, mind you. But it isonly that. Wasthat worth risking your statusfor?”

He gtiffened a the reminder of his professond vulnerability; it wasn't awelcome thought. "I need you," he
sad curtly. "Werefighting alezu, remember?| can't do that done.”

Wearily he shut his eyes once more; histired flesh seemed to sink back into the cushions, as though soon
it would fade away entirely. "And I'm to give you dl the answers? In one month?Y ou should have just
left methere™

"Maybe | should have," he snapped, suddenly angry. "Maybe the man | went through Hell to rescue
didn't makeit back. Oh, hisflesh isdive enough-as much asit ever was-but where's the spark that drove
it?1 must have lost track of it, somewhere on the way back."

"He'salezu,” Tarrant whispered hoarsaly. "We don't even know what they are, much less how to fight
them. If we had unlimited time to come up with new theories and test them, time to do research, then
maybe, maybe, weld have a chance. But one month? Y ou're going to figure out how to destroy the
indestructible in one month? Not to mention," he added hoarsely, "that if | don't find another means of
sugtaining my life by the end of that time..." He winced, and the shadow of remembered pain passed



across hisface. "Can't be done," he whispered. "Not like that.”

With asnort Damien rose from his side and walked away, moving toward the door that Karril had used
for hisexit. Heavy planks banded with cast iron, now securely shut. He listened to see if any sound could
make it through that barrier, and at last decided they were safe enough. Karril could hear themif he
wanted to, he suspected, but he didn't think that demon was the eavesdropping kind.

"What would you think," he said quietly, "if | told you that | knew how to kill alezu?

He heard the couch cresk behind him, and guessed that Tarrant was struggling to astting position. Given

the man's condition, it was little wonder that long seconds passed before he finadly managed, "What?"
"You heard me"

"How could you have gained knowledge like that? After al my research failed, and yours aswell?

He glanced once more at the solid door, satisfying himself that it was fully shut, and then turned back to
Tarrant. The Hunter looked ghastly even by comparison with his normd state.

Hesad it amply, knowing the power that wasin such astatement. "Karril told me." "When?' he
demanded.

"Before we came after you. | went to histempleto ask for his help, and we argued. He told me then.”

"Why?" he asked in amazement. "Oh, he might have rendered Calesta vulnerable, but dso himsdf as
wdll. He'stoo practiced asurvivor for that."

"Oh, | don't think he was aware of doing it. Not in so many words."

The Hunter's eyes were fixed on him now, and there was abrightnessin their depths that Damien had
feared held lost forever. A hunger, but not for triumph. Not even for surviva. For knowledge. "Tell me,”
he whispered.

And hedid. Hetold him what the lezu had said to him, back when he'd first come to the temple. How he
had expressed his own fear of what the journey might mean to him.

Theway ispain, and worse. | can't endureit. Evenif | wanted to, evenif | werewilling to risk her
displeasure... I'm not human. | can't absorb emotions which run counter to my aspect. No lezu could
survive such an assaullt.

"Wel?' hesaid at |ast. "Doesthat mean what | think it does, or not?"'

The Hunter's eyes were focused e sewhere, beyond Damien, as he digested the thought. "Yes" he said at
last. "You'reright. I've heard lezu express smilar fears before, but voiced as a question of discomfort,
rather than surviva. Thiswould seem to imply therésmoretoiit.”

"So there's hope, then.”

"A long shot at best. What runs counter to Calesta's aspect? Perfectly counter, so that he can't adapt?
Karril can ded with painif he mugt, so the matter's not asmple one.”



It cameto him, then, from the fields of memory, so quickly and so clearly that he wondered if the fae
weren't responsible. "Apathy."

"Wha?'

"Kami's negative factor is apathy. The absence of dl pleasure. The absence of ability to experience
pleasure.”

"Wherethe hdl did you come up with that?"

"Hetold us. Back at Senzei's place, when Ciani wasfirst attacked." Good God! The memory seemed so
distant now, hdf alifetime away. He struggled to remember what the demon had said, at last had to

resort to a Remembering. The fae took shape in responseto hiswill, forming amisty smulacrum of Karril
before them. There arefew kinds of pain | can tolerate, it said, fewer till that | can feed on. But apathy is
my true nemesis. It isanathemato my being: my negation, my opposite, my destruction. Then, its duty
accomplished, the image faded. The room'’s cool air was heavy with silence.

"Apathy," the Hunter mused.

"There's got to be something like that for Calesta, right? Something similar, that we can useasa
wegpon.”

The Hunter shook his head. "Karril was talking about trying to endure something, not having it forced
upon him. How would you inundate a spirit with gpathy? If it were deadly to him, hewould surely flee
fromit, like any living creature. And gpathy isn't something you can nock to abow, or insert into the
wood of aquarrel. It can't be madeinto ablade, to cut and pierce on itsown.”

"Not yet," Damien agreed. "But that doesn't mean thereisn't someway to useit. You and | just haveto
figure out how." Exhaustion seemed to cloud the Hunter's expression,;

he turned away and whispered, in a voice without emotion, "In amonth?”
"If that'sdl we have."

Though the Remembering had faded from sight, some vestige of its power must till have remainedin the
room; Damien could see bits and pieces of the Hunter's recollections taking form about his head. Images
of pain and horror and terror beyond bearing, till asaivein hismemory asthey werein that dark place
ingde his soul. Hell waswaiting for him. So was the Unnamed. Thirty-one days.

"Not enough,” he whispered. "Not enough.”

Anger welled up insde Damien with unexpected force. He walked to where the Hunter sat and dropped
down beside him, grabbing his shoulders, pulling him around to face him. "1 went to Hell and beyond to
bring you back, and so help me God you'll earniit. Y ou understand? | don't care how littletime it seems
to you, or how vulking depressed you get, or even whether or not you're going to make it past that last
day. What we're talking about is the future of al of humankind, and that'sahell of alot moreimportant
than my fate, or even yours. Even yours." He paused. Y ou understand me?"

The Hunter glared at him. "Easy enough words, from your perspective.”

"Damn you, Gerald! Why are you doing this?' He rose up from the couch and stepped away, afraid he



would hit the man if he remained too close. "Do | haveto tell you what the answer is? Y ou're afree agent
for thefirst timein nine hundred years. Take advantage of that!"

"I am what they made meto be," he said bitterly. "None of that has been undone. Going against their will
means going againg my own nature-"

"Damn it, man, no one said redemption would be easy! But isn't it worth atry? Isn't that better than
handing yoursalf over to them in alongmonth, without so much asawhimper of protest?'

"Y ou don't know," he whispered. Therewas painin hisvoice. "Y ou can't possibly understand.” ,

llTry m"

The pale eyes narrowed; his expression was strained. "Those sinsyou saw," he breathed. "Would you
forgive them so quickly, if the matter werein your hands? Would you wipe clean adate of nine hundred
years, for one single month of good intentions? For avow madein the shadow of such fear that itstrue
motivation could never be judged?

"l wouldn't," he said shortly. "God might. That's the difference between us.”

"Might isahdll of athing to bet one's eternity on."

"Yeah," he agreed. "About as shaky astrying to stay dive forever. Only in the latter case, you know it
has to end someday." He paused. "Y ou did know that, didn't you? That it had to end sometime. Today
it's Caestaand tomorrow it might be something else, but you can't run forever.”

The Hunter turned away from him. Though Damien waited, he said nothing.

"All right," the priest said at last. "Y ou think about it. I'll be back in my room if you decide you want my
help. Karril hasthe address.”

He turned toward the stairs and was abouit to leave, but asingle sound, voiced quiet as a breeze,
stopped him.

"Damien.”

He didn't turn back, but he did stop. Waiting.

"Thank you," the Hunter whispered.

For amoment longer he stood where he was. Then, without voicing aresponse, he climbed the short
flight of stairs and pushed open the heavy door. The sounds and smdlls of Kami'stemple greeted him,
unwelcome reminders of theworld that surrounded. Millions upon millions of men and women and
helpless children, whose futureswere dl &t risk.

/ saved you, he thought bitterly to Tarrant. Now you do your job, and help me save them.

Twenty-two

Pleasure was to gpathy as sadismwasto...



What?

The andogy ran through Damien's head obsessively, forever uncompleted. And though he tried to satisfy
the pattern with over adozen words, none of them were quite right. The answer continued to elude him,
and only the knowledge that it must surely exist gave him the strength to rise above hisfrustration and
keep searching.

Thekey toit al wastheinsght that Karril had given them, regarding his own counter-aspect. Pleasure
was the opposite of pain, and yet aman's soul could be filled with both things at once. Apathy was
Kami'strue nemesis, the absence of any strong feding, astate in which pleasure could not even be
experienced. Y et it wasn't an opposite exactly, or acompliment, or any other type of thing which
Damien'slanguage had aname for. That made dictionaries dl but usdless, and even more sophigticated
linguigtic tools confusing at best.

It didn't help to know that Tarrant had indeed confronted the Patriarch. Even after the Hunter had findly
admitted that fact, even after the emotiona storm that was inevitable had played itself out and subsided to
asullen resentment, Damien couldn't stop thinking about the incident long enough to focus clearly on
anything else. What had the Hunter said to the Peatriarch, and how had the Patriarch reacted? Tarrant
would say only that he had offered the Holy Father knowledge, and that whether or not the man chose to
use it was his own concern. Damien could only guess a the torment

such an offer would cause. Worgt of all wasthe guilt in the priest's own heart, the certain knowledge that
if he had only come up with some better plan, if only he had initiated some milder contact on hisown...
then what? What could he have said or done that the Patriarch would accept? The man's heart was so
set againgt Damien that maybe the Hunter, with his ages of experience, stood a better chance with him.
Maybethiswas, inits own painful way, amore merciful form of disclosure.

He struggled to believe that, as he gpplied himsdf to the chalenge a hand. He had to believeit, if hewas
to think about anything ese.

Thirty dayseft now. He had no doubt that the hours were counting down inside Tarrant's skull, in much
the same way that he had counted seconds when traversing Tarrant's Hell. And for much the same
reason, he thought. It was all too easy to let such small units of time dip by one after the other, until
suddenly they weredl gone.

Thirty days

Help him, God, he begged. If heisto die, help him to make the best of that. Now that the last barrier is
being removed, help him rediscover his humanity. But though he wished for the bet for his dark
companion, he knew Geradd Tarrant's stubbornness well enough to guess that such aprayer wasfuitile.
The habit of nine hundred years was not athing to be discarded lightly. And the Unnamed had indeed
remade him to suit its own specia hunger; the Hunter still required blood and crudlty to live, every bit as
much as Damien required food and water. How did you fight athing like that? How did you win
redemption against such odds?

I'll get you through this, he promised silently. Somehow.
He prayed there would be away.

"HeEll see you now, Reverend Vryce" A servant in Church livery opened the door of the



Patriarch’'s study as he approached; another stood at attention by the outer door, prepared to serve the
Holy Father's every whim. In the distance Damien could hear the cathedra bellssgnding thecall to
evening service. It al seemed normal, so utterly normd... but it wasn't. He knew that. The ruleshad
changed, and while the men and women who served the Patriarch might not yet be aware of it, it made
his own game doubly dangerous.

What did Tarrant do? he thought desperately. As he walked across the polished threshold, he felt his
stomach tighten in dread, and as the door shut softly behind him, he was aware that his body had gone
rigid asif expecting some physica punishment. That wasn't good at dl. Even the old Patriarch would
have noticed such athing, and asfor the new one.... Hetried to relax, or at least mimic relaxation, and
then dared to look up at the man. His superior. God's servant.

A sorcerer?

The Patriarch was dressed in his accustomed robes, but they hung about hislean form in deeper folds
than before, accentuating his thinness. His face was ashen and drawn, and the circles under hiseyes
spoke eloquently of deepless nights. Whatever change Tarrant had wrought, it had clearly not been an
easy onefor the Holy Father. But he had survived. In their bed of wrinkled flesh the man's clear blue
eyes stood out like jewels, and they fixed on Damien with astrange, calm sort of power. It wasn't at dl
what the priest had expected, and therefore it was doubly unnerving.

"Reverend Vryce." The Patriarch bowed his head ever so dightly, aforma greeting. It wasafar more
mild reception than Damien had expected, and he tried not to look flustered as he returned the gesture.
What was going on here?"Have aseat." The Patriarch indicated atufted chair set opposite his desk.
Damien hesitated, then moved forward and sat as directed. Was this some other creature that had taken
over the Holy Father's body? In that moment it seemed that anything was possible.

Then the blue eyes fixed on him, and the fae stirred

between them, and he saw what was truly behind that measured gaze: not calm, nor any other kind of
human peace, but a pain so intense theat it hovered near the brink of madness. And he knew in that
moment that he had seen it because the Patriarch had wanted him to seeit, that the man's natural power
would have masked such aweakness from Damien's Sight unless he willed it otherwise.

He began to shiver, deep inside, without quite knowing why. He had prepared himself for the Patriarch's
rage, or worse; how was he supposed to deal with this stranger?

The Holy Father sat down opposite him, behind the broad mahogova desk, and for amoment said
nothing. Damien wasintensdy aware of that stern gaze fixed on him, studying him, assessing him. At last
the Patriarch said quietly, "I believe we have some thingsto discuss.”

Damien nodded siffly, but said nothing.

"Y our recent activities." He paused, perhaps waiting for aresponse, but Damien didn't dare commit
himself without first knowing how much the Patriarch had discovered. ™Y our journey of anight ago,” he
prompted. Damien felt histhroat tighten in dread but he said nothing. At last the Patriarch leaned forward
and accused, "A trip through Hell, Reverend Vryce, to rescueits darkest prince.”

"How do you know that?" The words were out of him before he could stop them. That would never have
happened with the old Patriarch, but this man unnerved him in ways hisformer sdf never had. "Where do
you get such information?”



The Patriarch leaned back in his chair. There was an infinite weariness about the movement that made
him seem suddenly fragile, as though asirong word might cause him to shatter into athousand fragments.
"I have dreams,” he said quietly. "Visions of the truth, that take placein real time. | thought once that they
were clairvoyancies. | thought that God had blessed me with a gift-or perhaps cursed me-so that | might
serve my people better. Now..." He paused; amuscle

tensed adong theline of hisjaw. "Now | know them for what they are. Visions crafted by ademon, to
herd me aong his chosen path. He thought me blinded by my faith, and thus never tried to hide his marks.
Only now... | seethem. Now | know." "And you trust these dreams?’ He had expected anger in
response-at least ahint of it-but the hollowed face was maddeningly cam, perfectly controlled. Whatever
terror raged insde the Patriarch as aresult of the changes Tarrant had wrought, he kept it well hidden.
"Thusfar dl hisvisonshave beentrue, at least asfar as| can test them. But that could change a any
moment. Perhapsit has now.” He leaned forward and placed his arms upon the desk. "I saw you cdl a
demon for aguide and then walk through Hell, al to save the soul of aman that God himsdf reviles. Was
that atrue vison, Reverend Vryce, or ademon'slie? You tel me."

For abrief ingtant he consdered lying. Then, aningtant later, hisface flushed hot with shame. A year ago
he would never have considered lying to the Patriarch, not for any reason. That he had done so now, for
no better cause than to evade just punishment, was ajarring reminder of how much the last year had
changed him. He had been ready to cast aside his vows of obedience for no more than amoment's
comfort; how much else might he be willing to sacrifice, if the moment's temptation were right? For the
firgt time he saw himsdlf through the Patriarch's eyes, and redized just how far he had falen. He couldn't
meet his gaze, but looked away. "It'strue," he whispered. "All true.”

For amoment the Patriarch just stared a him; Damien could fed the scrutiny asif it wereaphysica
assault. "Such an incredible dream,” he mused aloud. "1 didn't want to believeit. | told mysdf, thistime
the demon has gonetoo far.' Thisisbeyond the scope of Vrycestransgressions.” A pause. "l prayed,
Reverend Vryce. | asked to be shown that the vison was alie. For your sake."

Shamed, he lowered his heed.
"But it isn't." Hislong fingers steepled on the desk

before him; Damien focused on his heavy ring asaway of avoiding hiseyes. "What | should do now is
ask you to tell me what kind of judgment is suitable for such acrime. What should be doneto apriest
whose every action defies the vows he made to God? But we both know where that kind of question
leads, don't we? We both know what the end result would be. And thefact is..." Wasthat atremor in his
voice? "Thefact is, these dreams were given to me for areason. It was Caestas intention that | should
react in anger and cast you out from the Church, thus breaking your spirit and rendering you vulnerable to
his assaults. And for that reason-that reason aone-1 won't do it."

Damien looked up at last, and met the Holy Father's gaze. There was pain in the man's eyes, and amora
exhaustion so immense that it seemed impossible any human soul could containit. How long had he
tormented himsdlf over this decison? How many hours had he gone deepless, while Cdestatried to push
him to the breaking point? "'l won't give him that victory, Vryce. | won't serve ademon'swill in any way.
Even when hesright.”

Shame flushed hisface. "I'vetried to serve the Church.”

"Y es. As have thousands of unordained worshipers, each in hisown way. Loyalty isn't anissue here. Or



even judgment. | thought once that it was, but now..." He hesitated. "1 have a somewhat broader
perspective." He shut hiseyesfor a second, and Damien thought he saw him shiver. "Theissueisnt
loydlty, or the qudity of your service. Theissueisn't even whether or not aman must do terrible thingsto
serve his God. Obvioudy, there are times he must. The only issueiswhether or not aman who has defied
Church tradition should represent that Church, and so cast doubt upon its teachingsin the public mind.
That'sanissuel can't judge, Vryce. Not when condemning you meansthat | strengthen our enemy’'s

He said nothing. It seemed amazing to him that the thing he had feared mogt, hisexpulson from the

Church, now was overwhelmed by ahorror more subtle, but infinitely more terrifying. The Holy Father of
the Eastern Autarchy, the living representative of the One God, must now hesitate in performing his duty
for fear of pleasing ademon! Isthat what the Church had cometo? Isthat what Calesta had doneto
them? He despaired to seethissign of it, and to fed it echo in hisown soul.

"l see you understand,” the Patriarch said, after sometime of silence had passed. He did open adrawer
by hisside and drew out an envelope fromit. "As of today, you have no more dutiesin this autarchy.
You'l ill be granted full accessto dl Church facilities; the campaign which you're fighting deserves no
less. Other than that, | think it best for al concerned that you act as an independent.”

He could fed the weight of that icy gaze upon him, and he nodded. "Y es, Y our Holiness." Thewords
barely madeit past the knot in histhroat. "1 understand.”

The Patriarch studied him for amoment longer- was he using the faein someway, Knowing him as
well?-and then handed him the envelope. "Thiswill provide you with some revenue for room and board,
and other basic necessities. Whatever remains may be addressed to your cause as you seefit. You
needn't bring me an accounting of it, unlessyou intend to ask for more."

Surprised, Damien looked up from the envelope, searching for some hint of purposein the Petriarch's
expression. He can't officialy approve of me, he redlized, but he doesn't dare drive me away. Not only
because it would please Calesta, but because I'm one of the few people who redly understand what's at
stake here. Had the Petriarch looked into the future and decided that Damien'srole was vitd to the
Church'ssurvival, or wasthe ingpiration less focused than that? Damien folded the envelope in his hand;
the pulsein his pam made the paper tremble. "Thank you, Y our Holiness."

"It leaves open the question of what your role

should bein larger issues, of course. But you can addressthat in your own conscience far better than |
can. You weretrained asapriest, Damien Vryce, and ordained in a centuries-old tradition of sanctity
and obedience. | pray that you will reflect upon that tradition during the trials yet to come, and consider
how your actionsreflect upon usal.” He paused, asif to ascertain that his point had hit home, and then
sad quietly, "That'sdl. You are dismissed.”

Stunned, Damien managed to get to hisfeet. He wanted to say something, to protest, anything-but the
Patriarch's attention had aready turned el sewhere, cutting that option short. And what was he going to
say to him anyway? How would his petty trias of conscience measure up to this man's, whose shoulders
had taken on aburden o terrible that God's own Church might topple if he sumbled? What were one
priest's paltry misgivings, compared to that?

Shaken, he pushed the folded envelopeinto his pants pocket without looking at it. The Patriarch'swords
had given him freedom to act as he saw fit, yet he felt more bound than ever. The man had



acknowledged that conscience must sometimes give way to expediency, and yet Damien's conscience
burned even hotter as aresult. Had he done right, he wondered suddenly, to cling to the priesthood with
such desperation? Was that true service to God, in the face of al he had done, or service to himsdaf?

Swallowing hard, he forced himself to bow. Deeply: amotion not only of ritual obeisance, but of heartfelt
respect. Y ou had the right to judge me, he thought somberly. Only you, of al men. | would have
respected it. 1 would have obeyed. Now, instead, the Patriarch had lft that judgment in Damien's hands.
It wasn't aburden as heavy as hisown, but it was heavy enough. The priest flinched as he accepted it.

"May God be with you," he whispered, bowing again. Meeting the Patriarch's eyesfor onefleeting
second as he rose, sensing the torment behind them.

And may the fae be merciful.
Twenty-three

YAMAS: The violence surrounding the Forest took adark turn last night as residents of Y amas
sacrificed two of their own people, in what appearsto be an effort to placate that hungry power.

Nile Ashforth and Maklesia Sert were hanged shortly before dawn at the western gate of Y amas, barely
ten miles from the Forest's edge. Both men had apparently been rousted from their beds by an angry
mob of some two dozen townspeople and dragged to the site, where they were stripped, hanged, and
muitilated. Police say that the symbols carved into their chests correspond to those used by the Hunter's
servantsfor identification, and that the bodies may have been meant asakind of offering, intended to
propitiate the Hunter and protect the town. If so, it marksthe first time that living men'have turned against
their own kind in thisregion, and officidsin Y amas condder it adangerous precedent.

A joint funerd for the two men will be held at the Leonia Funerd Home at six p.m. on Sunday. Offerings
in memory of Mers Ashforth and Sert can be made to the gods Kerunaand Tlaos & that time, in
accordance with their respective traditions.

Twenty-four

Tthe waiting room outside the Patriarch's Sudy was exactly ten paces by six. Long paces, hurriedly

messured, with a pounding heart for accompaniment. As he completed histenth circuit-or wasit his
twefth?-Andrys wondered if he might not be better off fleeing right now, rather than waiting for the

Father of the Church to frighten him into doing so.

What did he want with him anyway? In another time and place he might have imagined it had something
to do with the perceived importance of hisfamily (he had told that priestess his name, after al) or some
other matter connected with the fact that the Tarrants had been avid Church supporters for longer than
mogt families had even been in existence. Buit to take refuge in such astory now, no matter how tempting,
was to be hopelesdy naive. Calesta had brought him to Jaggo-nath, and had ordered him to attend
services here. Now, less than two weeks after he had begun to establish a pattern of regular attendance,
the sngle most important man in the Eastern Autarchy had asked him to come herefor aprivate
interview. Obvioudly it had something to do with Calestas plan. What he couldn't figure out was why the
demon hadn't given him some kind of guidance-what he should say, how he should act-or even some
warning thet this might happen.

The door at the far end of the chamber opened suddenly; startled, he quickly brushed his hair back in
place and turned to faceit. The servant who had brought him here smiled pleasantly and told him, "Hell



see you now." She held the door wide for him as he passed through it, and then shut it quietly behind

him. She was a pretty thing, and ordinarily he might have regretted that he had no chance to make her
acquaintance. Now, however, hisfocus was el sewhere.

The Patriarch had been sick, it was said, struck down for aday and anight with amaady so seriousthat
they had thought he might die. The harsh notes of illness till echoed in hisflesh, clearly enough that even
Andrys, astranger, could seeit. Y et benegth that the man was undeniably powerful, with aphysica
presence that belied hisyears and an aura of dignity that no sickness could compromise. Helooked like
what aPatriarch should look like, Andrysthought: aleader of men, a spokesman of God. Never before
had he been in a presence that so totally defined itsdlf.

With afaint smile of greeting the Holy Father moved toward him, and suddenly Andrysredized that he
had no idea how one was supposed to greet such a personage. Did you bow, or maybe knedl, or just
nod and mutter something suitably acquiescent? Samiel would have known what to do, or Betrise, but he
had no idea. He was acutely aware of hisown lack of religious background as the Patriarch studied him,
nodded, and then ddliberately offered a hand. Thank God. He shook it, and the man's firm grip lent him
newfound strength. Maybe this wasn't going to be so bad after al.

"Mer Tarrant. I'm glad you could come.”

"The honor ismine, Your Holiness" Now that the first awful moment was over with, some bit of his
accustomed ease was coming back to him. "Although it was a bit unexpected, | must admit.”

The Patriarch’'s eyes-a startling blue, as bright and clear as sapphires-fixed on him with unnerving
intengty. For abrief moment he had the impression that not only his physica person was being judged,
but hisvery soul. At last, after what seemed like an eternity, the man turned away and gestured toward a
pair of chairsarranged beside awindow. "Please," he said. "Will you join me?*

He nodded, and hoped the motion looked natural. He felt like abug pinned to a dissection board when
the

Patriarch looked at him, and he hoped those piercing eyeswould find other things to focus on while they
spoke. The chairs, heavily upholstered, flanked asmall table outfitted with a plate of confections, crysta
glasses, and a-chilled pitcher. What on Ernadid this man want with him, that he had taken such obvious
trouble to set up an environment conducive to casud conversation?

The pitcher gpparently contained alight wine, and he accepted aglass of it gratefully, glad to have an
object to hold in his hands, another focus for his atention. The wine was cold and sweet and delicatein
flavor; not avintage that he recognized, but clearly an expensive one. As Andrys|ooked around the
chamber, taking in its paintings and its rugs and its gold-embossed books, he redlized thet for the first
time he was seeing the Church as his ancestors had known it- rich, proud, and timeless.

"It'srare we have guests from so far away," the Patriarch said. An obviouslie, Andrys thought; the center
of the Eastern Autarchy must surely draw tourists from al the human cities, some that would make
Merentha seem like aclose neighbor. "And rarer ill, from soillustrious afamily. Our cathedrd is
honored.”

It was obvioudy thetime for him to say something complimentary, and he did. The words of socid
concourse flowed like honey across histongue, while al the while he wondered, with increasing darm,
Why did he bring me here? What's this al about? He didn't believe for aminute that the mere presence of



aMerenthan noble had prompted thisinterview. He hoped the Patriarch didn't expect him to believeiit.
But the forms must be observed, and so Andrys gave over control of his speech to the part of hisbrain
sowdl versed in socid repartee that he could hold aconversation like thisin hisdeep. Whiledl thewhile
another part fluttered in panic like acaged bird, waiting for the blow to fall.

Was the Church thriving in Merentha? Was that city sill populous? Had it made successful conversion
from aport city to something less ambitious, when the

Stekkis River shifted its course five centuries ago and left it high and dry? These were dl questions that
any history book could answer, and Andrys had no doubt that the Patriarch had read them dl. Was his
family gtill apatron of the Church, asit had been in the early days? He hesitated over that one; the words
my family isdead dmost cameto hislips, but instead he said smply, the Tarrants have aways been
devout. He didn't add, as honestly prompted, except for me, but the Patriarch's piercing gaze and dow,
knowing nod suggested that he knew that aswell.

Two glasses of cool wine lubricated histongue, and by the end of the second, against hiswill, he could
fed himsdf arting fo relax. The Patriarch seemed to senseit, for he leaned back into his chair with
seeming casu-aness and said, in avoice that was artfully calm, "There are someissues | would liketo
discusswith you, Mer Tarrant, that | think are of mutua interest.”

Heart pounding anew, he poured himself another glass. If he could have exchanged it for a hypodermic
full of tranquilizer right now, he would have done so. "Oh?* He tried to make his voice sound equdly
casud, but instead it had the forced ingenuousness of bad melodrama.

The Patriarch said nothing for amoment; Andrys had the distinct impression that he waswaiting for him
to compose himsdlf, so he drew in a deep breath and tried to do so. When his heartbeat had dowed
enough that he could make out itsindividua strokes again, the Holy Father said, ™Y ou've heard, no
doubt, of our troublesin the north."

Fedling that he was expected to say something, he offered, "I've read the papers.”

"The Forest has aways been athorn in our side. I'm sure you know that the Church once tried an al-out
effort to cleanse the place, once and for dl. It failed, of course. Y ou can't do battle with the planet itsdlf,
and that'swhat the Forest is: awhirlpool of fae that no act of man can unmake. They didn't understand
that then, or perhaps they smply chose not to believeit. It cost them dearly.”

He nodded, and muttered something meant to indicate that yes, he knew Church history, he remembered
the sdlient details of the Great War and its devastating finale.

"For years now the Forest has been a reasonable neighbor: evil, but civilized. Its neighbors enjoyed a
tense and wary peace, and it in return has been permitted to flourish unopposed for more than five
centuries.” Helaid his own glass down on the table and seemed to be studying its rim thoughtfully as he
sad, "Obvioudy, that truce no longer exigts."

"Areyou sure about that?' he dared. He wished he had read the newspapers more closdly, so that he
had a better understanding of the matter to draw upon. "After al, there have only been afew incidents.”

The blue eyeswere acold firethat sucked in hissoul. "I'm sure,”" he said quietly. "What welve seenis
only the beginning. The Forest will devour its neighbors-body by body, acre by acre-until intimeit has
the strength to do battle with us upon our own holy ground. That is," he added, "if it goes unopposed.”



Fear was asharp thrill insde him. "Y ou're going to make war againgt the Forest?

"I'm going to make war against the Hunter," he answered coolly. " Once the prince of that domain has
been humbled, his unholy construction will topple from the center outward. His most fearsome creations
will become no more than nature meant them to be: Ssmple demons, subject to the sword or to prayer or
to any of athousand other smple tools. With our triumphant song resonating from mountaintop to river
shore, with our victory echoing in amillion human souls, we will do the Forest more damage than dl the
armies of our grestest age could managein their time." He paused then, perhaps waiting to see what
Andrys reaction would be. Could he sense the hunger in him, Andrys wondered, the fear, the sense of
standing balanced on the edge of apit, so precarioudy that alight breeze might cause him to topple
forward into the

darkness?"| wastold,” hesaid a lagt, "that you might have an interest in serving this cause.”
Heart pounding, he struggled to keep hisface and voice cam as he answered, "I might.”

"Y ou have aspecid connectionto al of this, Mer Tarrant.” He stressed the last name ever so dightly, as
if testing its veracity. "Onethat you and | must explore abit, before | can offer you your placein our
enterprise.” With your permission, his eyes seemed to say. Asthough they were discussing some
mundane bit of business over afternoon tea

"Of course," he murmured, and he nodded.

He picked up his glass and sipped from it again, studying Andrys over itsrim. When at last he was done,
he placed it carefully before him, sculpting the moment of silence so that it lent double weight to the
wordswhich followed. "How much do you know about your ancestor, the first Neocount of Merentha?'

The only Neocount of Merentha. The words echoed in his memory with stunning power, voiced in the
inhuman tones of hisfamily's murderer. For amoment it was hard not to lose touch with the present
moment and return to that time; the scent of fresh blood wasthick in his nogtrils as he tried to force out
somekind of coherent response. "I don't... what isit you want to know?"

"Do you know that he livestoday?'

He hegtated, knowing that the crux of hisfuture lay in this one moment. If he meant to feign ignorancein
order to back out of this enterprise, thiswas hislast chanceto do so.

Hethought of hisfamily lying dead upon the ancient stone floor. Thefire dying in the hearth while he
wept, unmanned and unfutured, in aheap in the corner. He thought of al the months that he had suffered
after thet, the accusations leading to anightmarish trid, hallucinations driving him to the brink of
madness... and the girl. She knew what was going on. What would she say, if he had his chance and
backed away? How could he face her again?

"I know," he whispered.

Something in the Patriarch's posture seemed to relax ever so dightly, asif he, too, knew what that
acknowledgment signified. "The man once caled Gerald Tarrant became transformed at the end of his
mortd life, into the cresture we now know as the Hunter. He moved into the Forest soon after our last
assault againg that rellm failed, and remade it to suit his own needs. To reflect back upon him hisown
damned nature.”



He nodded dowly, trying to see where this al was|eading. What was it they wanted him to do?

"The Forest in Jahannais now so perfectly ordered that it functionslike aliving body, with dl its partsin
harmony. Like acongtruct of naturd flesh it depends upon its center, its brain, for purpose and for
balance. And like abody of flesh it defendsits brain with utmost vigor. Anything of foreign origin which
breaches its borders would be subject to immediate attack, much as a microbe which invades human
flesh would be set upon by antibodies. Only in this case, the antibodies are the stuff of our own
nightmares, turned against us by a man who can sculpt our very fears."

He nodded ever so dightly-afraid of what was coming next, but unwilling to cut the narrative short.
Cdedta, he begged slently, give me strength. Give me courage.

"The Hunter can come and go as he pleases. So can his minions, who are but an extenson of hisown
will, and hisbeasts, and dl hisinfernd creetions. But any creature which hasitsorigin in the world
outside-or any army composed of such-would no sooner step into his realm than the earth itself would
move againgt them, and every living thing from microbe to man would become their enemy." He paused,
then added quietly, "Unless the Forest believed that such creatures were dso a part of him. Then and
only then could they proceed.”

The Patriarch's plan hit him so suddenly that it drove the breath from his body; his numbed hand dropped
the glass as he pushed himsdlf up and away from the man, overturning the chair in hispanic. "No!"

The Patriarch did not respond. If he had-if he had said anything at al-Andryswould surely have bolted
from the room at adead run and never looked back. His nerves were trigger-taut, and any word-even
one of intended comfort-would set them off. But the Holy Father said nothing. Time passed. After asmal
eternity had come and gone, Andrysfound that he could breathe again. Severad millennialater, the urgeto
flee subsided somewhat. Terror maintained its painful edge, but it no longer mastered hisflesh.

"I see you undergtand the Situation,” the Patriarch said quietly.

"I.... I think s0," he managed. His voice was hoarse and strained, and seemed to him like the voice of a
granger. "Y ou want meto... lead... somekind of group? Isthat it?"

"Morethan that, I'm afraid." His eyeswere coolly sympathetic, and their message was clear: We
understand the pain we cause but cannot turn aside. Thismission is greater than both of us. "1 need you
to stand in for the Hunter. | need you to be him. Not in truth- not in your heart or in your soul-but in
those aspects which his creatures will recognize." He paused, asif waiting to seeif hisguest would flee at
this new revelation. Though hewas afraid to hear more, Andrys nodded. " The resemblance between you
isuncanny. With the proper accoutrements-"

"I have hisarmor,” Andryssaid quickly. "And | have his crown. Like the things he woreinto war. In the
murd," he sammered, and he nodded stiffly in the direction of the sanctuary, toward where that hateful
painting hung. He had thought that the Patriarch would be startled by such areveation, but the man only
nodded, asif he had expected to hear it. Theloca Church wasrife with rumors of hisvisonary power,
and some murmured that God's own prophecies came to him in the night and showed him what wasto
be. Had he foreseen Andrys coming, and the role he wasto play? Was he weighing every moment now
againg ahos of futuresrevealed to him, trying to choose the one that would not send his guest running
away in afit of

panic, never to return? He remembered the Patriarch'slong silence, so perfectly measured againgt his
own fear, and began to tremble deep insde. What kind of power did this man wield, that gave him such



terrible control ?
"Then youre with us?' the Holy Father asked.

He shut hiseyes, and felt hisvery soul quake. "Yes," he whispered. The sound was barely loud enough
for amanto hear, so he said it louder. "Y es. I'm with you."

Was this the fate you meant for me, Caesta? Wasthiswhy you wouldn't tell me what the crown and the
armor were for? For fear that sheer terror would drive me back to Merentha before your arrangements
could be completed? He lowered his head and thought dully, How well you anticipated everything. How
well you controlled it dl.

"I'm very grateful for that, Mer Tarrant. With your assistance we may yet triumph over Erna's most
vicious demon. Praised be God, who in Hiswisdom brought us both to this point.”

"Praised be God," he muttered weskly. Suddenly needing to escape this place, and dl the planswithiniit.
Suddenly needing clear air and room to move... and the healing arms of awoman. Narilkawaswaiting
for him back at the hotel, he knew that. More loya awoman than he deserved by far, but now as
necessary to him asthe very air he breathed. Could he make it through al thiswithout her quiet strength
supporting him? He hoped he never had to find that out.

He muttered aleavetaking, hoping it was polite. Evidently the Patriarch sensed his need-or had he
foreseen it?-for he made no attempt to convince him to stay longer. And why should he anyway? The
deed was done. The contract was all but signed. Andrys Tarrant belonged to the Church now, proud
soldier inits maddest enterprise.

But at the door he stopped, unable to leave the room, There was still something unspoken here,
something the Patriarch should know. Something he needed to know, if Andryswasto play hisrole
effectively.

He turned partway back, not far enough that he had to meet the Patriarch's eyes but enough that his
wordswould be clearly audible. "Gerad Tarrant killed my family," he whispered hoarsely. Choking on
the words, and on the painful memoriesthey conjured. "1 want him to pay for that. 1... | would do
anything to hurt him."

It seemed to him that the Petriarch sighed. Then, with a soft whisper of silk on slk, the Holy Father rose
from his seat and came over to where Andrys stood. He put a hand upon the young man's shoulder, and
it seemed to Andrysin that instant that the man's own strength and certainty flowed through the contact,
bolstering his own fragile hopes.

"Hell pay for that snin Hell," the Holy Father assured him. "And so many others. Well seetoit.”
Twenty-five

"Tel me about Senzel Reese™

Startled, Damien looked up from the volume he was studying. "What? Why?"

"Tel meabout him."

He stared a the Hunter for amoment asif that action might net him some information, but as usua



Tarrant's expression was unreadable. At last, with asigh, he closed the book. "What do you want to
know?'

The man. His habits, hisbdiefs. Tdl me™"

“May | ask why?"
"Later. Just tell me”

So hedid. It wasn't the easiest task in theworld, but after haf anight's frustrating dedication to dusty
tomes and wan hopes, it was as good an assignment as any. He tried to remember Ciani's assstant, and
to describe him for Tarrant. Thin. Pale. Studious. Utterly devoted to Ciani, and to their work. What was
it that Tarrant wanted? he wondered. Why did a man who'd been dead for nearly two years suddenly
matter so much? Not knowing what hisfocus of interest was, Damien floundered through a description.
Meticulous. Focused. Frustrated. He went through the easy adjectivesfirgt, and then he cameto the
painful part. He was obsessed by the desire to become an adept. He was convinced that somehow it
could be managed. He believed... He struggled to remember, to find the right words. He thought that the
potentia wasthereingde him, waiting to be let out. That somehow, if he could only "set it free," held be
theequd of Ciani.

He remembered what that obsession had cost Senze,

and pain welled up insde him as fresh asthe day it had happened. He saw Senzei's body, twisted and
tortured, lying on the mountain grass where it had been struck down. And beside him the flask of holy
Fire, which he had tried to take into his body to burn through hisinner barriers. Though they hadn't
recognized it a thetime, that was Caestasfirst victory over their smal party. Thefirst desth in awar that
had now claimed thousandsin the east, and threatened to do the same here.

"Earthquakes," Tarrant prompted. "Did hetalk about them?”
Puzzled by the request, he tried to remember. They had discussed so much on that journey, desperate to
pass the time in something other than silence. "He was so fascinated by the fae-surge,” he said at last.

Struggling to remember. "I think he wanted to harnessit, but didn't daretry.”

Tarrant hissed softly. There was an dertness about him that reminded Damien of ahunting animal. "He
thought it might make him an adept?"

"Hethought alot of things," Damien said warily. "Thelast one got him killed. What's on your mind?"

The Hunter looked at him. His eyeswere black and hungry. "Did he take notes?'

"I think so. Why?'

"Might they il exigt?"

He considered. "Helived with awoman before we left. | sent back word to her of what happened, when
we got out of the rakhlands. Y our guessis as good as mine what she did with histhings, after that. Why?"*

he asked suddenly. "What are you thinking?'

"A possible plan," he said softly. "But | need more data before | can assessits practicdlity. | think Mer
Reese would have collected that data. | mink that some of it may bein hisnotes."



"Youwont tdl mewhat itis?'

He shook his head. "Not now. It'stoo great along shot. Let me confirm what | suspect, and then..." He
drew in adeep breath. "I'll tell you as soon as | know for certain. | promise.”

"Yeah. Thanks. | live for secondhand research.”

If the sarcasm in histone bothered Tarrant, the Hunter gave no sign of it. "Come," he said, rising. "Let's
seeif hisnotesare fill around.”

Out of habit, Damien glanced at the clock. "Ian't it alittle late to go visiting?!

The Hunter's gaze was venomous. "I have twenty-nine days eft," he saidicily. "In the face of that, do you
think | careif | inconvenience someone?’

"No," he muttered, embarrassed. "No reason you should. I'm sorry."
"Do you remember where thiswoman lives?"

"Not exactly. But that'swhat the fagsfor, isn't it?' Then he heditated. " Are you sure shelll be willing to
help usthis|ate?"

"No." The Hunter smiled coldly. "Not at dl. But that'swhat the fag'sfor, isn't it?"

The house was just as he remembered it: smal and warm and utterly domestic. There were more
quake-wards on the front porch now, aswell as severad new sgils etched into the window; he felt apang
of mourning at theirony of that. When Senzei Reese had lived here, hisfiancee had been wary of such
devices. Now that he was gone, and the house was free of his obsession, Worked items became
acceptable again. It surprised him how bitter he felt about that.

"All right." He sighed, and started toward the stairs. "Let'sdo it.”

"One moment.” Tarrant's eyes were focused on the ground before the house; Damien sensed him grow
tense as he took hold of the currents with hiswill and began to mold them. Asaways, hefound it eerie
that ahuman being could Work without any sign or incantation to focus concentration.

When it seemed to him that Tarrant was done, he asked, "What are you doing?’

"Merely compensating for the late hour. | understand that anything more would be offensive to you.

Y ou see?' The pae eyesfixed on him, aspark of sardonic humor in their depths. "1 do learn, Reverend
Vryce"

"About time," he muttered, as they climbed up the porch stairs together.

It was Tarrant who rapped on the door, and Damien could sense his power woven into the sound,
making it reverberate ingde any human brain within hearing range. He waited amoment and then
knocked again, and suddenly alight came on near the back of the house. She had been deeping, no
doubt. Damien wondered how effective Tarrant's Working would be if she were barely awake.



After aminute they could see afigure padding through the house, alamp in its hand. It came to the door
and fumbled with the latch, then opened it. A short chain stretched taut as the door was pulled open a
few inches.

"Yes?' It wasaman. "What do you want?'

Damien couldn't find hisvoice; it was Tarrant who filled in. "Werelooking for AlleshaHuyding.”
"What'sit about?' he demanded. "And why can't it wait until morning?"

Damien was about to risk an answer when afema e voice sounded from the back of the house. "What is
it, Rick?"'

"Two men," heanswered curtly. "I don't know ether of them.”

There was movement in the room behind him now, as someone € se approached. "Let me see,” she said
softly. She peered over hisarm and studied Tarrant, then turned to look a Damien. And gasped.

"Sorry to bother you-" the priest began.

"No bother," she answered quickly. She nodded to the man. "L et themin."
"But, Lesh"

"It'sokay. Let them comein.”

He clearly thought otherwise, but he pushed the door closed for amoment, undid the chain, and then
opened it wide. Whatever Tarrant had done to keep her cddm and cooperative, it had clearly not worked
onhim.

"Hell of an hour," he muttered, asthey stepped into the smal, neat living room. He radiated hodtility.

Memories. They rose up about Damien asthe lamplight flickered, picking out details of aroom that was
painfully familiar. Here, on that chair, he had waited to see Ciani. There, in the room beyond, she had lain
in agtate near death. There, in that place, the demon Karril had started them on ajourney more terrible
than any could predict....

Heforced his awareness back to the present time, and to the matter a hand. Alleshas new boyfriend
was regarding them with the kind of hogtility awolf would exhibit upon finding that another wolf had
pissed in its den. He was a thick-set man, heavy with muscle, and Damien suspected that he harbored a
violent temper. A dark man, bearded, who was the opposite of Senzel Reesein every way. Again the
priest felt asense of acute mourning for the loss of hisfriend, and the manner in which this house had
been so thoroughly cleansed of his presence.

"My nameis Gerdd Tarrant,” the Hunter said, focusing his attention on Allesha. "l was acompanion of
Senzei Reese during hisrecent travels, aswas Reverend Vryce."

She nodded dightly to Damien. "Yes. | remember you."

"I'm sorry to bring up what must be painful memories, Mes Huyding, but we have great need of some
notes that werein your fiance's possession. | waswondering if you could tell uswhat became of his



"What the hdll isthis?" her new boyfriend sputtered. "Can't it wait until morning? Who the hdll areyou, to
show up on our doorstep at this hour and-"

"It'sdl right," shetold him. To Damien's surprise, the words seemed to quiet him. "1 don't mind. Y ou go
back to deep if you want. I'll be there as soon as we're finished.”

"I'll be damned if I'm going to bed while you-"

Tarrant caught his eyesthen. And held them. Something passed between them that Damien could sense,
an invisible power that soothed, smothered, silenced.

"Yes" hesad quietly. Hiseyeswere hdf-lidded, asif deep were dready reclaming him. "I'll do that.”

They were slent as he turned and left, walking as dowly asif he had never awakened. At last, when he
was safely behind the bedroom door and well out of hearing, Allesha said softly, "I'm sorry. He's
protective, that'sal."

"We understand,” Damien assured her.

"Thetruthis, | didn't redly know what to do with Zen'sthings when he died. He didn't have any family
that | knew of, and asfor friends... he was close to Ciani. Y ou know that. But there weren't many other
peoplein hislife" She picked up alamp from anearby table and lit it with her own; the flickering light
picked out warm shadows amidst the furniture. "I kept the things that looked important, notes and such,
and afew vauables. They're upstairs.” She handed the second lamp to Damien and gestured toward the
daircase. "Thisway."

The two men followed her up into the attic, into aroom that brought back painful memoriesto Damien.
There was the rug Senzei had knelt on while they planned their trip to the rakhlands; there was abox of
Ciani's papers he had rescued from the Fae Shoppe fire. The rest was stacked in boxes in a corner of the
room, books and notebooks and papers and charms that filled their wooden crates to overflowing.
"Therésno order to it, redly.” She sounded apologetic. "I didn't know what to do with it al-"

"You didfine" Damien assured her.

"I wouldn't know whereto look for anything. I-"

"It'sfine" Tarrant said. The power behind hiswordswas musica, compelling. "Everything'sfine. Leave
us here, and go back to deep. Well lock the house behind us when we go.”

For amoment it seemed asif she might make some protest, but then the fae that Tarrant had conjured
took hold at last and she nodded. Wraithlike, silent, she made her way downstairs again.

When shewas out of hearing Damien said softly, "That would have bothered me once.”
"And you would have been apain in the ass about it. Fortunately for us both, you changed.” He knelt
down by the nearest pile of crates, running ahand aong the rough surfaces. "Can you L ocate what we

need, or do | haveto do this alone?"

"If you tel mewhat I'mlooking for."



"Any notes he might have made regarding the use of earthquake surges. Or volcanic hotspots, for that
matter. Any fae-current too intense for human skill to Work."

"And you want notes on Working it."
"Exactly."

Apparently he didn't see the contradiction in that statement, and Damien wasn't in the mood to argue with
him. Drawing in a deep breath, he focussed his own attention on the fag, and envisioned the menta
patterns that would alow him to contral it. When he had impressed it with his need, he went over to the
nearest pile of crates and began to search through them, using the fae to stroke each page, each book,
searching for aconnection.

It took nearly an hour. They had to rearrange the room twice, to gain access to the crates that were
buried in therear. But a last Tarrant stiffened and breathed, "Thisisit." And together they managed to
unearth the crate in question and freeits contents.

"Why don't wejust tekeit al?' Damien whispered. He fdt like an intruder, acutely conscious of the
innocent people deegping just downdairs from them. "We can carry it."

"l want to make sure we have what we're looking for." He was rummaging through a stack of clothbound
books-ledgers, from the look of them-and at last he pulled out one that seemed to please him. It wasa
large volume, legtherbound, that had seen much handling initslife. Aninkstain marked its spine and
spread across one cover, from some accident long in the past. Tarrant put it down on the floor and set
thelamp besideit. As Damien crouched nearby, he began to turn the pages.

God in heaven....

It was the scrapbook of aman obsessed, maintained for more than two decades. Newspaper articles
were glued to the pages with meticulous care, chronicling every attempt that humankind had madeto
harness the wild power of the earth. Every sorcerer who had tried to Work the earthquake surgewasin
there, dong with a description of each gruesome demise. Damien would have guessed that few men were
stupid enough to attempt such athing, but apparently there were hundreds. As Tarrant turned page after
page, asthe volume of human tragedy gained in weight and horror before them, Damien could only
wonder at the lunacy of such men, who would give their livesto test themselves againgt aforce that no
human will had ever harnessed.

Senzei would have doneit, he thought grimly. Given enough time, enough frustration, he would havetried
the same thing. And he would have died the same way.

Thisisit," Tarrant said at last. "The rest can go back.”

Damien lifted up the nearest crate and hauled it back to where it belonged. "Isit timeto tell mewhat all
thisisabout?'

He could hear Tarrant hesitate. "Not yet. Let me go through thisin detail. | need one piece of
information, and I'm morelikely to find it in here than in any other source. If it'shere, if it sayswhat |
think it does... therell be time enough then to discussthings. If not, why waste the effort?"

"I don't know what you havein mind," Damien said sharply, "but remember: none of those people



survived. None of them, Gerald."
"None of them survived," he agreed. "But that doesn't mean that al of them failed, doesit?"
"What does that mean?'

But the Hunter didn't answer. And at lagt, redizing that nothing he could say was going to change that,
Damien resigned himsdlf to putting the room back in order.

It was nearly dawn. Dominas light shone down through the window of the rented room, illuminating
well-worn pages. There was weariness in Damien's body, and in hissoul.

Then the Hunter- closed the book and said, "It's here."

Seep, which had been closing in about Damien, was banished in an ingtant. He sat up in the chair and
demanded, "What is?'

"Thedatal waslooking for. Hefound it." He put his hand on the leather cover and shut his eyes; Damien
thought he saw him tremble dightly. " All through human history men have tried to harness the fae-surge
that precedes earthquakes. It's common knowledge that it can't be done, yet they keep trying. The
thought of that much power outweighsal naturd caution, it seems, and not until the fae friestheir brains
to ash doesit become clear that there are some things men were never meant to do.” His hand spread
out across the mottled leather of the scrapbook, asif drinking in its contents through that contact.
"Likewise there are those who try to Work at the Site of an active volcano, for the same reason. The
resultsthere are identical. Man can't channd that kind of power and liveto talk about it."

"Y ou needed Zen's notesto tell you that? Hell, | could have saved you the trouble.”

Instead of being irritated, the Hunter smiled faintly. "But you see, there were other questions eft to be
asked. Questions no one thought of, except our obsessed friend Mer Reese.”

Heindicated the volume before him. "These men and women al died Working. What happened to their
Workings when they perished? Were they obliterated alongside their makers, digpersed in that one fatal
ingtant? Or did they take hold of the wild current, impressing the fae with their purpose even astheir
owners burned?"

"Doesit matter?'

"It might." Though hisvoice was cam, his posture wasrigid, asif dl histenson had been channeled into
that one outlet. "1t might matter very much.”

Why?

In answer the Hunter pushed the heavy book away from him, and forced himsdlf to lean back in his chair.
For amoment hewas dtill, hiseyesfixed on adistant, imaginary horizon. At lagt, in atense voice, he said,
"Thenegdive of sadismisdtruiam.”

Damien inhaed sharply. "Are you sure about that?"



"Isit posshleto be sure?| think it likely."

Altruism. Unselfish concern for the welfare of others. Damien tried to fit it into the lezu pattern, to seeif it
would work. Could one want to spare others from pain, and at the same time take delight in hurting
them?"It fedsright," he said at |ast. "Better than anything else we've come up with, that'sfor sure.”

The Hunter nodded.

"But how doesthat help us? | mean, we can hardly force Caestato do charity work.”

"With enough power," the Hunter said evenly, "we can force him to do anything.”

It took a second for Tarrant's meaning to Sink in; when it did so, hefelt hisgut tighten in dread. "Gerdd,
you can't. No man has ever survived that kind of Working-"

"And what isdtruism, if not the sacrifice of one's self for the common good?!
"So you'll burn out like the others? For what? How doesthat help us?'

"Read this" he said, pushing the heavy book toward Damien. "Read the articles that Senzel Reese put in
here, and the notes he made. These men who risked their livesto Work-"

"They dl died, Gerald!" '

"But they didn't al fail Read it! In three separate cases he was able to demondtrate that their Workings
survived them. Think of that, Vryce! Think of the power!™

"Three out of how many?" he demanded. "Y ou're
talking about odds so low | can't even do the math. Bered, Gerald.”

The Hunter looked out the window; the morning sky was brilliant with starlight, and afaint band of gray
marked the eastern horizon.

"Beyond my homein the Forest," he told Damien, "isasource of power soimmensethat if there weren't
mountains bounding it, no human being could live on this continent. Y ou've seen its power activein the
Forest itsdlf, and yet that's but its edge. 1ts shadow. Itsfocusis Mount Shaitan, an active volcano, and its
faeisso wild that few men dare to even approach it.”

Shaitan? It sounded strangely familiar to him, but he couldn't placeit. "I've heard the name.”

"I'm not surprised; it'slegendary. Every now and then some sorcerer makes apilgrimageto its dopes, a
few liveto talk about it. I've been to its valey mysdlf, and seen that awesome power. Nothing on Erna
canrivd it, Vryce. No earthquake surge, no sorcerer'swill... no demon.”

"But the lezu aren't norma demons.” He was suddenly afraid of where this was heading. "Remember?*
"Kami'sfirst memory isof Shaitan. | know of at least two other lezu for whom that's also true. Thereésa

link between them that goes deeper than a simple question of power. What better way to destroy alezu
than at the place of hishirth?"



"And what about the creature that gave birth to him?”
A muscletensed dong the line of hisjaw. "Thereé's no record of any such creature activein that realm.”
"No one ever tried to kill its children before.”

The Hunter turned toward him; a shadow sculpted the scar on hisfacein vivid relief. " So theresrisk,
Reverend Vryce. Did you think there wouldn't be? Did you think wed find an easy answer? Some smple
incantation that would alow usto unmake our lezu enemy without effort, without loss?' He shook his
head sadly. "I'd have thought you wiser than that."

"Y ou're talking about dmost certain death, and

damned little chance of success. It seemslike one hell of along shot to me.”

"Yes," heagreed. "But what if that'sdl we have?'

Damien started to protest, then swallowed the words. Because Tarrant was right, damn it. Asusual.

The Hunter rose to hisfeet. Damien knew him well enough to see the underlying tension in his body, and
to guess at the inner turmoil that inspired it. But the polished facade was perfectly emotionless, and
Tarrant's voice likewise betrayed no human weakness as he recounted the details of hisfate. "As of this
dawn | have only twenty-nine days left. At the end of that time the Unnamed will dissolve our compact,
and | will, inal probability, die. So you see, Reverend Vryce, | have nothing to lose by taking such a
chance. Perhaps the earth-fae will clam me, asit haswith so many others, but if | can impressit with one
last Working... | would like to take that bastard with me," he said, hisvoice suddenly fierce. "1 would like
my desth to mean that much. Can you understand that?"

"Yes'" hesaid. "Yes, | understand.”

"It'll be along and dangerous journey, and not one | would ordinarily relish. Few living men have survived
it. And if Caestashould guess a my purpose, and turn hisfull illusory skill against me..." Hedrew ina
deep breath, and exhaled it dowly. Damien thought he saw him tremble. Y ou don't haveto go. I'll
understand.”

"Of course-"

"You havealife here, and duties, and afuture-"

"Gerald." Hewaited until the Hunter was silent, then said sharply, "Don't be afool. Of course I'm going.”
Backlit by thelight of early dawn, the Hunter stared at him. What was that em6tipn in hiseyes, so hard to
see againg the light? Fear? Determination’? Dread? Perhaps amixture of al three, but something else
besides. Something that was eadier to identify. Something very human.

Grditude.

With a glance toward the window, asif gauging the sun's progress, Tarrant nodded. "All right, then.” His
voice was little more than awhisper, asif the growing light had leached it of volume. " Purchase whatever
provisonsyou need. Therewon't be food availablein Shaitan'svalley, so pack enough for severd

weeks. Well have to change horses to make good time; don't invest too much in that area. Do you have



money?'

In answer, he took out the draft that the Patriarch had given him, and handed it to him. Tarrant's eyes
grew wide with astonishment as heread it. In dl the time Damien had known him, he had never seen him
S0 taken aback.

"Ten thousand? From the Church?'

"And moreif | canjudtify it."

"So they... gpprove of you?'

He snorted. "Hardly."

"But this draft-"

"The Patriarch's a practical man. He knows there are things | can do as a free agent which he, because of
hisrank, can't even try. And he knows that if we don't stop Calesta now, the Church he loves may have
no future. That'sal.” He laughed shortly, harshly. "Bdieve me, | wish therewere moretoit.”

Hesadit quietly, with rare compassion: "They didn't turn you out?'

"Not yet," he muttered. Color rising in his cheeks. They're leaving that to me.

Leaving the draft on the table beside him, the Hunter came to where he stood, and put ahand on his
shoulder. Just for amoment, and then it was gone. A faint chill remained in Damien's flesh where he had
touched him, and he nodded ever so dightly in gppreciation of the supportive gesture. Then, without a
word, Tarrant walked to the door and et himsalf out. The sky outside the window was apaler gray than
before; he had little time to take shelter.

Cutting it close, Damien thought, but it didn't surprise him. With Tarrant's remaining lifespan

measurablein hours, it waslittle wonder that he squeezed out every minute he could.

Alonein the rented room, his hand clenched tightly about the Patriarch's draft, Damien tried hard not to
think about the future.

Twenty-sx

It was nearly dawn. The city's central square was al but deserted, its myriad muggers banished by the
growing light, its hidden loverslong since goneto bed. At itsfar end the great cathedral glowed with soft
brilliance, its smooth white surface asfluid and ethered asadream.

Damien stood for sometime, just Saring at it, not thinking or planning or even fearing... just being.
Drinking in the human hopes that had polished the ancient stone, the soft music of faith that answered
every whisper of breeze. Then, as Ernas white sun rose from the horizon, he climbed up the stairs and
rapped softly upon the door, aerting those within to his presence. After amoment he heard footsteps
approach and a bolt was withdrawn aong one of the smaller doors; he stood before it as it was opened,
presenting himself for inspection.

"Reverend Vryce." It was one of the Church's acolytes, working off hisrequired service hours as night



guard. A thin and gangly teenager, he seemed strangely familiar to Damien. "Do you have business here?’
Ah, yes. A face out of memory. One of the dozen lads whom the Patriarch had assigned to him asa
student, severd eternities ago when he had first come to Jaggonath. Hisfledgling sorcerers.

He nodded in what he hoped was areassuring manner. "1 cameto pray.” The boy |ooked considerably
relieved, and stood aside to let him enter. What did you think, that | would ask you to rouse your
Patriarch near dawn so | could discuss sorcery with him? Then

he looked at the boy's young face and thought soberly, Y ou did think exactly that, didn't you?
"l won't belong," he promised.

The sanctuary was empty, as he had hoped. The night crew had finished its cleaning and retired long ago.
Hisfootsteps echoed eerily in the empty space as he approached the dtar. A familiar path. A familiar
focus.

The dtar. There was nothing on it to worship, really, asthere would be on apagan dtar. The Prophet
had dreamed of a Church without such symboals, in which the center of worship would be something
greater than a silk-clad table, something less solid and more inspiring than ablock of earthly matter. But
Gerdd Tarrant had lost thet battle, like so many others. The children of Earth expected an dtar, and their
descendants did likewise. The baggage of humanity's Terran inheritance was not to be discarded so

lighdy.

Hekndlt before the ancient symbol of faith, fegling the vast emptiness gathering around him ashe shut his
eyes, preparing his soul. He wished that any words could ease the tightnessin his chest, or dull the sharp
point of hisdespair. He wished mere prayer had that kind of power.

God, he prayed, / have loved Y ou and served Y ou dl my life. Y our Law gave meaning to my existence.
Y our Dream gave me purpose. In Y our service | grew to manhood, measuring mysdlf againgt Y our
eternd idedls, striving to set standards for myself that would please Y ou. | live and breathe and struggle
and Work- and accept the inevitability of my own death-al in' Y our Name, Lord God of Earth and Erna.
Only and awaysin Y our Name.

He sighed deeply. The weight of centuries was on his shoulders, past and present combined into a
numbing burden. If he died here and now, with this prayer upon hislips, therewould be akind of justice
inthat, he thought. And an easement, that he had been spared onefinal test.

Unto my dying day | will serve Y our Will, obey Y our Law. No matter how much it hurts, my God. No
metter

how hard it is. That was the vow | made so many years ago, when | first came into the Church; that's the
oath | servetoday.

He knelt amoment longer, head bowed, soul aching. The pain of despair was sharp within him now, and
when herose up to leave, it stabbed into hisflesh with bruta force asif trying to bring him to hisknees
again. Trying to put off that most terrible moment, which beckoned to him like a spectre. He bore the
protest silently, without complaint, knowing that it was akind of communion with his conscience, and
therefore the most perfect prayer of al.

Sowly hewaked back down the length of the aide. At the end of the sanctuary he paused, and he
fingered the opening to the offering receptacle, the protective flap which would alow departing



worshipers to commit acoin or two to the Church's coffers, without giving them accessto the offerings of
others. Human nature being what it is, he thought grimly. For amoment he fingered the flap without
thought, moving it back and forth along its hinges. Then he reached into hisjacket and pulled out an
envelope.

For HisHoliness, it said. Only that. He hdd it in hishand for aminute, trembling dightly, and then did it
beneath the flap. He could hear it fal to the smooth meta bottom of the offering case, and then there was
dlence. It would wait until the next well-attended service, when an attendant would take it up and ddliver
it. By then, he hoped, he and Gerald Tarrant would be long gone.

In'Y our Name, my God. Only and alwaysin Y our Name.

Hisformd resgnation in its place, Damien Vryce began thelong and londy walk back to his gpartment.
Twenty-seven

Her children were coming.

She sensed their presence as she brooded within her sanctuary, and wondered at the sudden stirring of
activity. Most of her children never bothered to look in upon her once they were set freein the world.
They preferred to make their own fates, and she had no argument with that. 1t was what she had intended
S0 very long ago, when she had brought the first of them into existence.

But now they were coming here. All of them. The oneswho could spesk to her, and the ones who could
not. The few who could share her memories directly, and the hundreds who were al but unaware of her
existence. They were coming because severd of their number had defied her, coming to seeif shewould
accept ther transgressions-or punish them... or what?

What indeed, she thought.

She had made rules for them so that they might live and learn and grow, and ultimately serve her purpose.
For athousand solar cyclesthose rules had gone unquestioned. That was asit should be: amother giving
life had every right to define what paths her children would take, and to eradicate those few who failed to
accept her guidance. But what about achild who did understand, but who conscioudly choseto defy her?
The concept was so dien to her that she could scarcely comprehend it. It would never have happened in
her homeland, that was certain.

Y ou don't know what's driving them. Y ou cannot judge.
She had given them orders. They had disobeyed. She

had st forth the laws of their existence, which was her right astheir creator. They had chosen to ignore
her.

They should die.

It was her right, without question. Some might have argued that it was even her duty. Certainly her first
family, who had accompanied her to this place, would have been quick to condemn any of their own
number who defied her will so openly. But these new children of hers... these wild, defiant infants... might
they not have something to teach her, before they died? Had she not sent them out into the world for
precisaly that purpose?



They are only half mine, she reminded hersdf. Remembering that act which was neither passon nor pain,
but smple desperation. So many matings. So many failures. She had thought once that by choosing the
right mate she could ensure a successful brood, but that plan had gone awry o often she despaired of
ever making it succeed. In fact she had lost nearly dl of her hope, nearly dl of whét little strength
remained to her... until now.

Her children were coming! So many, al at once. They had never gathered together like this before, not
for any one purpose. Would it make a difference? she wondered. Would there be apower in the sheer
meass of their gathering, aforce born of ther limitless variety, that might shed aray of hopeinto thevoid
of her despair? If she killed the disobedient ones now, she would never know. They would disperse
again, the strong ones and the weak ones and the ones so distant that it seemed none could speak to
them at al. What would it take to bring them together again after that? What kind of tragedy would she
haveto invoke? It wasfar easier to withhold her punishment now, she thought. Far easier to let them dl
come herefirgt, and then cleanse the family astradition required.

Hope. It was dmost an aien concept to her now. She savored it, reflecting.
And waited.

Where Power Abides

Twenty-eight

They came by ones and twos, and then-as the day progressed and they gathered courage and friends-in
small, fiercely bonded groups. The Patriarch met with them dl. His advisers protested that by doing so he
was only encouraging people who would feign great faith in order to stoke the fires of their own
sdf-importance, and-to be fair-they were not entirely wrong. For every genuinely faithful man there were
half a dozen whose only purpose in coming wasto brag at alater time that they had been in the presence
of the Holy Father. For every truly devout woman there were half a dozen whose friends fluttered around
the doorway to his chamber like anxious birds, their only purpose being to serve aswitnesses that this
unique honor had really taken place. But though he heard the truth in his peoples warnings, he chose to
disregard them. There was no other servant of the Church who could see into these people's heartsas he
did, and therefore no other one who could choose. It wasthat smple.

At timeshisvistors were exactly the type he would have predicted: coarse and Smple men, whose faith
was as rough-hewn as their manner, whose innate preference for aworld divided into clear domains of
black and white was uniquely well suited to this enterprise. He didn't doubt that among those faces were
many that had been seen in the pagan quarter at night, and indeed several of them seemed familiar to him
from hisbrief appearance at Davarti's Temple. Those were the men he had expected his proclamations to
draw, and he welcomed them in amanner that was sure to secure their

loydty. Others were more surprising. There were more women than he would have expected, for one
thing; given that gender'slesser propensty for organized violence, he had expected that few would sign
on for such aventure. But he had underestimated the symbolic power of the Forest in the minds of his
fema e congregants, and the depths of their hatred for the Hunter. Some claimed that they would give
their livesin order to bring that demon to hisknees, and he did not doubt for a minute that it wastrue.

Thereisthe kernd of awarrior inal of us, hethought grimly, as he watched the futures that swirled
madly about each gpplicant. God give me the strength to contral it, once | have encouraged it to
dominance.



Hejudged them each individudly, one after another, with hiseyes and his new Vision both. With someit
wasingtantly clear what manner of support-or danger- they might provide. With others he was forced to
unravel atapestry of potentid so tangled, so volatile, that it took al his sdf-control to maintain ahuman
conversation while trying to make sense of it al. It wasn't under his control, this new power, but swept
him aong in aflood tide of prescience that threstened, at each moment, to drown him utterly. Did his
advisers suspect the weaknessin him? Did they sense how fragile his grip on sanity was now, how easily
he could lose his purchase and be lost to them forever?

Cam. That wasthe answer. Perfect, unshakable calm. It was afront that he cultivated as heinterviewed
dozens-or wasit hundreds?-of would-be warriors. Calm, that most preciousillusion, that kept hisinner
torment from being expressed and so kept it from being reflected back at him one, ten, athousand times,
inthemirror of others souls. A stillness so absolute that Nature had no equivaent... save a the heart of a
storm.

The hurricane bore down on him. Housewives. Craftsmen. Stevedores. Journdists. They camefrom dl
walks of life, some for reasons of faith, some for reasons of pride, afew out of sheer boredom. He could
See the strength of their courage, or their lack of it. He

could See which of these fledgling crusaders would accept the yoke of hisleadership and dedicate their
energiesto the common good, and which would threaten the ranks by continual disruption. And he
assigned them each arole in the coming war by virtue of that assessment. There were roles enough that
all could serve the cause, and he was diplomat enough to make each offering sound like a unique honor.
Fund-rai sers would be needed, purchasing agents, advance men sent ahead to Kale and Mordreth to
prepare for the army's passage; there would be crew chiefs to organize labor at the fringe of the Forest,
where avast swath of landscape must be cleared in order to contain the cleansing fire which would be
their find effort; there were medics needed, and veterinarians, and seamsters, and messengers, and even
envelope daffers... so many duties that there was dways aniche to be offered, hopefully one suitable
enough that it was received with anod of gratitude, not aglare of resentment.

What amazed him was how fast it was dl coming together. How tempting it wasto thank God for that,
and ignore the role VVryce's demon had played in making it happen! But theré's no shamein that, hetold
himsdlf, as he waited for yet another warrior-gpplicant to present himself before the throne of God. Using
evil to destroy evil isablessed enterprise. Didn't the Prophet teach that? Clearly the world was ready for
such action. The Forest had been athreat for too long. And there was no other organization on the face
of thisplanet, religious or otherwise, with the courage to attempt such an assault, and the skill to makeit
succeed.

Only the Church.

His Church.

God save us, he prayed between interviews. And he bowed his head in guilt at the power he now
wielded, the visions he could not turn away. They were there even when he shut his eyes, burning his
eyes, aconstant reminder of hisdamnation. God save usdl, he prayed. Wondering if his God could ever
forgive him for what he had done... or if he could forgive himsdlf.

Dusk, the day'sinterviews over, the clamor of angry soulsgiving way, at long last, to sillence.

Timeto decide.



Wordlesdy, the Patriarch |eft his chamber and descended to the secret room that waited far below. By
now his attendants were used to his strange silence, and in their eagerness to anticipate his needsthey ran
down the corridor ahead of him, calling for assistance. By the time he reached the double-locked door
there was a priest waiting for him, key in hand. Awe flickered about his head in awild halo, belying the
cool texture of hisgreeting. Two keysturned in unison, unlocking the ancient door. The Patriarch
descended the stairs done, leaving the priest behind him. To his surprise the ceasdess clamor of the
earth-fae grew muffled as he descended, granting him an unexpected respite. He leaned against the wall
and breathed the silence in deeply, desperately, as adrowning man might gasp for air. If he descended
deep enough, would the earth-fae abandon him atogether? Was there a depth at which he might find
peace-true peace-at which the tumult of futureswould cease their racket and alow him afew secondsin
which to think? To pray? To be? What arare and precious gift that would be!

But it was not yet timeto ret, not for along while yet. The earth-fae still coursed about hisfeet ashe
continued down the long staircase, weaker than above-ground but undeniably potent. No peace yet. At
the base of the staircase was a heavy door, banded with iron, and he fitted his key into the ancient lock
with asteady hand. It seemed to him there was another light besides that of the earth-fae, one that
seeped out from under the door as he cracked it open. For amoment he hesitated, afraid of what his
new vision would disclose in the room beyond. Then, with aprayer upon hislips, he quickly pulled the

heavy door open.
Beyond it wasasea of light so blinding that he cried out involuntarily asit struck his eyes, burning them,

and threw up arobed arm across his face to protect himsalf. Above him footsteps clattered on the stairs
as his people responded to his cry, but he called out harshly for them to stay where they were. Thiswas
histrid, not theirs. By fed then, without sight, he worked hisway dowly into the room. All he could see
was afidd of black spots againgt ablazing sun, undulating in timeto his heartbeat. Wasthiswhat Vryce
had seen when he had conjured his specia vison? Or wasit one more facet of his own specid Hell, the
price of accepting ademon's gift, that he could not ook upon the Workings of his own Church?

But dowly, painfully, hisvison adjusted. By that time his face was drenched in swest, and much of his
body aso. His eyesfelt raw and tender, so that the mere act of blinking was painful. But he could see
now, and with wonder and not alittle fear he gazed upon the relics of the Great War, which had been
Worked by priests of hisfaith solong ago.

Shards of stedl, long since goneto rust. Fragments of cloth. Scraps of gilded lesther. They weredl
imbued with the solar fae, that nearly untamable power, so that even in their decay they made the very air
resonate with sunfire. Blazing like athousand captive suns, they bore witnessto a power so far beyond
anything the Patriarch might command that for amoment he reached out to the nearest case for support,
overcome by the memoriesthey conjured. It waslost now. All of it. Those warriors, their strength, their
dreams... dl gone now. Only these few relics remained, that might with care be forged into awespon
agan. To servethe Church anew, thistimein triumph.

But as he gazed upon those few precious fragments, imagining what they might become, he redlized
suddenly that there was more than sunpower visible in their auras. There was ataint dso, akind of
dithering darkness, that was visble just a the edge of his new vison. After amoment he redized what it
represented, and the knowledge made him tremble insde, and brought tears of frusiration to hiseyes. To
him these relics might be symbols of man's ultimate faith, but to

his people they were reminders of the Church's greatest failure. To bear them into battle against the
Forest again would be to shackle hisarmy to that great defeet, to awaken echoes of aloss so devastating
that the fae would be forced to respond, damning their efforts. They might aswell just feed their blood to



the enemy, he thought, astry to use this power. The end result would be much the same.

Oh, my God, he despaired. Will Y ou send us naked against the enemy? Will Y ou make us batter at the
walls of Hell with no more than cold sted in our hands?

Let faith be your shield, acold voice whispered, and itstone was such that his skin crawled to heer it.
Was that someinner voice of his own speaking, or the whisper of his God? Or wasit a suggestion from
some more demonic source, Gerad Tarrant's ward, perhaps, or the demon Calesta, using the Patriarch's
human weakness as a path of invasion into thisholy place?

Takethistria from me, Lord. I'm not strong enough to handleit. Give it to someone who won't fail you.

But the visonsrefused to fade. The rdics continued to burn. And about him, above him-within hisvery
soul-an endless stream of futures clamored for fulfillment.

She was dender and delicate, and beautiful in the way that aporcelain doll might be beautiful, apriceless
antique. For amoment he just stared at her, unable to grasp why such awoman would choose to be part
of hismission... and then the tumult of images that cascaded about her flesh cameinto focus, and with it
an identity.’

"NarilkaLessng."

She seemed gartled by the fact that he knew her name, but quickly regained her composure. He sensed
atension within her so great that it might have broken alesser soul; the fact that she could contain such a
thing and not even show it bore witnessto a strength

far beyond anything her physica sdlf even hinted at. Wasthisthe woman that Andrys Tarrant had fallenin
lovewith?If so, it wasn't hard to see why.

"Your Excdlency,” she said. Hestantly, not knowing if the honorific would please or offend. A curious
pagan, this one, uncomfortable with hisidentity asthe voice of the One God, yet anxiousto do him
appropriate honor. He accepted the honorific with agracious nod, his eyes fixed upon the storm of
images that surrounded her. Bright, sharp, volatileimages; in dl hisinterviews he had rarely seen sucha
tumult of potentid.

"| take it you told my people that you belong to the Church.”

Her face flushed hatly, but her gaze didn't flinch. "There was no other way to get in to seeyou. | tried.”
He nodded, and watched as an image of blood and flesh spattered into fragments by the side of her
head. What was that white face beside hers, grinning? "I regret that we forced you to such subterfuge. It
wasn't our intention." He struggled to focus on her face through the whirlwind of images. "Now that
you're here, what isit | can do for you?"'

She drew in adeep breath, and then said bluntly, "I want to go with you to the Forest.”

So that wasit. He should have guessed. "Mer Tarrant aready asked meif that was possible. | told him
no."

"I can't accept that."



In another time, another life, he might have gotten angry a her. Now, in thistransformed self, hefet
srangdly distant, as though he were watching two strangers converse. "This campaign is a Church matter.
All the peopleinvolved serve the One God. Y ou, MesLessing, don't.” He nodded dightly. "At leat,
that's my understanding of it. Correct meif I'm wrong."

"Areyou afraid I'd try to convert your people?’ She challenged him proudly. "Isthat what you think? s
their faith in your God so weak? Do you redly think I'd be athreat to them?”

"That isn't the point,” he said quietly. Heturned

away from her dightly, asif to gaze out the window while he spoke; anything to look away from the
faeborn chaos that surrounded her. "Faith has power, Mes Lessing, real power. Unified faith canre
Work the very currents, changing redlity so that it favors our cause. One discordant soul might not seem
like much of aproblem to you, but its effect upon our mission would be like that of asour notein an
otherwise perfect symphony." He paused, giving her amoment to muse upon that. "If you came with us, it
would increasetherisk to al of us-and to Andrys Tarrant-a thousandfold. Isthat what you want? To
place himin even grester danger?'

"Y ou don't know what you're doing to him," she said fiercely. "It's eating him up ingde, taking on this
role. It'smaking him crazy. Y ou want him to face that done?"

"Hehasus" hesad coally. "And he hashis God."

"That isn't enough!” sheretorted. "Y our God doesn't hold aman's hand when he'saonein the night.

Y our God won't show up to comfort him when he's scared. Y our God doesn't careif he hurts, aslong
as" Thewords caught in her throat then, and she coughed heavily. He glanced back at her, just intimeto
see awhite mask with frightened eyes scream asiits throat was dashed, then fade into amist of blood
about her hair.

"l won't get in your way," she promised. Pleading now, al anger leached from her tonein a desperate bid
to placate, to persuade. "I won't say anything to offend

anyone. | can even hold my own when we fight-----"

She drew in adeep breath, and dark images fluttered about her head like bats. "And the Forest can't hurt
me. It'sa... akind of gift. Nothing that belongsto the Hunter will hurt me. I'd be safe.” Shetook astep
closer to him; futuresflickered in and out of existence with blinding speed as she moved. "Please" she
begged. "L et me go with him. He needs somebody.”

If you care so much, he wanted to say, then embrace his God. Join himin faith, and you can truly sharein

his enterprise. The words were forming, balanced on hislips-and then anew set of images took shape
around her, a chaos of futures so vivid, so powerful, that the breasth meant for words was expelledin a
gasp, and it was dl he could do to stand there and stare at them.

He saw thiswoman accompanying Andrys Tarrant into battle, and he saw her left behind. Thosetwo
futures divided once, twice, a hundred times each, until the whole room seemed filled with images,
blood-filled and fearsome. It was far more intense than the kind of Divinings he had experienced
before-save perhapswith Andrys Tarrant himsdlf-and he struggled in vain to absorb it al without losing
himself. A storm of images, ariot of raw potentid, bits and pieces that flickered in and out of existence so
quickly he could barely focus on them. Was this one decision really so important? Could it be that whole



futures depended on whether or not this woman joined their effort? A chaos of answers assaulted his
brain, and he struggled to sort them out. If she came with them, they might succeed, but the chances of
that were dim. If, on the other hand, she stayed behind... then there were athousand new futuresto
choose from, and so many more of those led to success. He saw images of awhite face grinning, of her
dender throat being dashed, of ribbons of blood flowing down awall of black glass... he shivered to
watch her dietime and time again, to watch her not die, to watch the Forest triumph and wither and grow

and burn-----Enough! He took a step back from her

and shut his eyes, shidding them with atrembling hand. Enough. It was too much for him to interpret, he
knew thet; if hetried to understand it al, he might lay waste to that fragile shell which wasdl that
remained of his sanity. The pattern was clear enough, though painful to acknowledge. All his planning, al
his hopes, al hisfaith... without thiswoman it might al come to naught. Without her in her proper place,
his chosen futures might fal to pieces, like the fabrics of the Great War which rotted far below him.

His head spinning, his mouth dry, he struggled to find his voice. Not to guide her now, or to comfort her,
but to drive her away. Even asthe words left hislips, he ached inside to be causing her pain, but he knew
it was necessary. He had Seen.

"If that's God'swill, so beit." Hetried to put scorn into hisvoice-just alittle bit-so that his words would
seem doubly callous. He could see futures dissolving as he did so, and otherstaking their place. "We're
al risking our lives here, and much more. Did you think it would be easy? Did you imagine that war could
be waged without pain, without sacrifice?' Be careful, he warned himsdlf, as some frightening new
potentials began to take shape about her. In one of them he was callous enough that she devoted al her
energy to convincing Andrys not to go to the Forest at dl. "I'm sorry," he said, and he kept hisvoice
carefully neutrd. " Genuinely sorry. But the answer hasto be no.”

She seemed about to speak, but apparently wordsfailed her. Y oull kill him," she whispered at last.
Hoarsely pushing the words out one by one, wincing asthey left her. "Maybe not in body, but in spirit.
Don't you care about thet at al?’

He looked away, so that he need not see the thousand fagborn images that reflected her suffering. "I'm
sorry," hesaid. Quietly but firmly, findity in hisvoice. "l can't dlow it."

For amoment there was silence. He dared not look back at her, for fear of what the fae would revesl.
Findly he heard motion: footsteps on the rug, the click of alatch opening, the hard, cold sound of a door
damming shut. Gone. She was gone.

"Dear God," he whispered. Fedling her pain asthough it had somehow charged the air in the room, so
that hedrew it into hislungs with every breath. Hislegsfelt weak benesth him and he permitted them to
fold, hishand againgt thewall for support ashefdl dowly to hisknees.

Forgive me, Lord, for being the cause of painin oth-

ers. Forgive me for manipulating so many livesin waysthat go againgt Y our teachings. Forgive me....
And then the weight of his sorrow was too great even for prayer, and he wegpt.

Twenty-nine

They |eft the city right after sunset, as soon as Tarrant could tolerate the light. The Hunter had wrapped
his cloak about his head and shouldersin amanner that made him seem more like a spectre than a man...



which waswholly appropriate, Damien thought, given the nature of their business. Not until the Core had
followed the sun into itswesterly grave did he push back hisimprovised hood and breathe in deeply,
testing the scents of the night.

"Nothing," he said quietly, which might mean any number of things. Seemingly satisfied, he urged his
mount forward. Marginaly confident, Damien followed.

There were two routes avail able to them, and they had argued for over an hour about which oneto take.
Onefollowed the west bank of the Stekkis River to Kale, along aroad that catered to the needs of
travelers. It offered supplies, shdter, and various other amenities that Damien found gppedling. But it was
also the road that the Church would take in its newly declared war againgt the Forest, and those troops
would be leaving any day now. True, the odds of meeting up with them were small-hopefully they would
be severad days ahead of them at least-but Tarrant was|oath to risk even those odds. And since, truth be
told, there was nothing Damien would enjoy less than running into the Patriarch with the Hunter by his
sde, he had finaly agreed to the eastern route, on the far side of theriver.

Hetried not to think about Calesta as they rode, but it was damned hard not to. Did the demon know
about

their mission, and was he even now making plans of his own to counter theirs? Tarrant had said that the
lezu could read the secretsin the hearts of men. How did you work up adefense against someone like
that? Maybe the demon would be so busy with the Church and its campaign that Tarrant and he were
safe for the moment. The Hunter had said that Calestawas involved in that enterprise, dthough he didn't
know exactly how. Maybe it would use up dl the demon's energies-

Yesh. Right.

Two hours ride brought them to the western bank of the Stekkis, a atiny settlement called Lasta. The
town'sfew businesseswere al closed for the night, its houses locked and shuttered securely againgt the
darkness. Tarrant used a L ocating to find the ferryman’s house. L eft to his own devices the Hunter might
have coerced the man into his service, but Damien took over, and eventualy they agreed upon aprice
which was haf coinage and half sorcery. Glaring, Tarrant worked a Warding on a piece of crystal the
man supplied, and not until he was content that it worked would the ferryman step forth out of hishouse
to lead them to theriver.

Demonlings fluttered overhead as they led their horses dong a narrow paved path behind the house, to
where asmple wooden ferry waited. It seemed to Damien that there were alot of them here, given the
gze of thetown. Either the inhabitants were unusudly cregtive or something e se was responsible. Maybe
the city-born entities that foraged in this direction found the water to be abarrier, and piled up herelike
trash in a cul-de-sac, too stupid to know that if they just turned around and went home their odds of
finding food would increase ahundredfold. Their presence was asolemn reminder of just how many
nasty things were out there, that usualy kept their distance when Tarrant was around. No wonder the
ferryman had ingsted upon the Warding as part of hisprice.

The river here was broad but shalow, nothing like it was where it roared over Naigra Falls a hundred
miles

to the north of them, nothing like the vast deltathat was host to half adozen ports beyond that. The ferry
was small but adequate, and if the horses had any complaints, they were quickly banished by Tarrant's
faeborn skills. Leaning againg therail, watching theinky black water rush by, Damien remembered his
protests thefirst time held seen Tarrant use that trick. Now it was just one more choice bit of sorcery,



more practica than some, less offensve than most.
Faceit, man. Y ou've gotten used to him.

Onthefar 9de of theriver there was no town, no road, only arough dirt path that led away from the
river. There would be settlements arrayed between there and the coast, but they would be few and far
between and their inhabitants would be wary of strangers. Since the road west of the river offered both
comfort and safety, anyone choosing the eastern bank would be highly suspect.

Asthe ferryman poled hisway back home, Damien came to where Tarrant stood, one hand resting
againgt the black flank of hishorse. It was clear from his expression that he was Working, and not until
Damien saw him move and judged him finished did he speak to him.

"Anything ussful?"

Tarrant's eyes narrowed ever so dightly. "The Patriarch intendsto lead his people into the Forest itself,
draight to my keep. They mean to confront mein my lair, confident that God will favor themin their
mission and lead themto victory."

No more. After amoment of silence, Damien pressed, "And?’

He shook his head; clearly he was perplexed. "There are futuresin which they succeed. Only afew... but
how could they make it through my domain? Do they think | have no defenses? The very ground will rise
up againgt them, the species| nurtured will-"

"Gerdd." He put ahand on the other man's shoulder, for once not noticing the chill of hisundead flesh. "It
doesn't matter any more. Not the Forest, not any of it." He didn't say the words, but let them hang
between

them in the chill autumn air, unspoken: Y ou have twenty-nine daysleft. That'sall. Y ou can't afford to lose
your focus now. "Aslong as Cdesta's dive and kicking, everything'sat risk."

The Hunter hesitated; Damien could see something dark flash in those cold, cold eyes. Anger?
Frugtration? Tarrant glanced northward toward the Forest, as though he wanted to Know what was
going on there, but the strong northerly flow of the current wouldn't allow it. With amuttered curse he
forced his eyes away and took up thereins of hishorse once more. "Y ou're right, Reverend Vryce.
Much as| hateto admit it."

He mounted his horse and siwung it around so that it faced east. But Damien didn't mount up, and after a
moment Tarrant looked back at him, to see what was wrong.

"I'mnot," Damien said hoarsdly. "Reverend, | mean." He swalowed hard, forcing the words out. "Not a
priest anymore.”

For amoment there was silence.
"They cast you out?'
"No." He shook his head stiffly. "I quit. | was..." God, he wished there were an easy way to end this

conversation. But Tarrant had aright to know. "It was my choice. Redly. I..." Whom was hetrying to
convince, Tarrant or himself?"1t wasright,” he whispered hoarsdy. "Theright thing to do.”



For along time the Hunter said nothing. Then: "I'm sorry.”

"Yeah." He shut hiseyes, trying not to fed the pain of it al over again. How long would it be before the
hedling started, before he could think about his choice and not fed sick insgde?"Let'sjust go on, okay?'
He vaulted up onto his horse's back and grabbed up the reins. "Weve got thingsto do." He kneed his
horseinto motion, hoping Tarrant would just follow. He didn't want to look at him again, for fear that he
would see something al too human in those desth-pale eyes. Something he couldn't deal with right now.

Pity.
They rode hard, pausing only to rest the horses when

they had to in order to keep going. There were no stables midway aong this route at which one could
trade for fresher mounts, hence the animas would have to keep their strength up until they reached the
coast. That meant three days at the very least, maybe more. Damien and Tarrant pushed them ashard as
they dared on that first night, but both of them knew that speed would cost them dearly if one of their
mounts becameinjured as aresult.

Y ou could make the trip faster without me, Damien wanted to say. Y ou could put on wings and make the
coast in aday or two, and Shaitan in little more than that. But he didn't voice that thought. The Hunter
was aware of hisown capacity, and he knew damned well that having Damien with him dowed him
down. Y es, he could reach Shaitan in lessthan aweek if hetraveled alone, but clearly he preferred not
to. He doesn't want to face death alone, Damien mused. And, darkly: | don't blame him.

It was Tarrant who determined their route, leading them away from the packed dirt of the narrow road
into the grassy lands beside it. There weren't many cavesin thisarea, he explained. They would haveto
swing farther east to where the mountains started to rise, to increase their odds of finding shelter when
dawn came. What went unsaid was an e oquent reminder of what their relationship had become. Tarrant
himsdlf could find shelter done adong any stretch of earth, using hisfae-sight to locate an underground
passage and his sorcery to facilitate entrance. What would complicate this search was that he meant to
keep Damien with him. And that wasthefirst timein dl their travelstogether that the Hunter had
voluntarily chosen to share a shelter, with anyone.

He's afraid, Damien mused, as athird moon rose to shed light on their journey. Hell, 1'd be, too, in his
shoes. Any sane man would be.

Asfor being in Damien Vryce's shoes... hetried not to think about that.
Near dawn they reined up at last, and Damien dis-

mounted with asigh that was hdf relief and haf pain. Ten months at sea had weakened hisleg muscles
enough that he could fed every mile of thistrip. If the Hunter felt any smilar discomfort, asusud he didntt
show it. In slence they led the horses to the place where Tarrant had Located shelter, and after a brief
bout with ashove and awrestling match with severa heavy rocks, Damien managed to bresk into the
underground space. It was dry &t least, which was more than he could say for some of the other places
Tarrant had led him to.

"I'll stay up herewith the horses," he said, nodding toward the camping suppliesin his saddiebag. ‘They
should be ableto graze, which'11 help stretch our supplies. I'll keep them closeto home."



And then came the question he didn't want to ask. The answer he didn't want to know. Hedrew ina
deep breath and forced the words out one by one, trying to make them sound casud. "I guessyou'll need
to... tonight or inthe morning...."

"Feed mysdf?'
He muttered something unintelligable.

In answer Tarrant unbuckled one of his saddlebags and drew out alarge canteen. "Asyou see, | came
prepared.” He uncapped the container and took along drink from it; something about the weight or the
way he handled it made Damien certain it wasn't water. "No more nightmares, Vryce. Not thistime. Y ou
need your strength as much as| need mine, and in the face of Calesta's power... there should be enough
nightmares to go around soon enough, for both of us." He took another short swallow, then capped the
canteen once again. "'l can make it on this until we reach the coast. After that..." He shrugged.

Don't think about it, Damien warned himself, as the Hunter shouldered his supplies and dipped down into
the darkness of his subterranean shelter. The misery that thisworld will suffer if Calesta succeedsin his
plansis athousand times worse than anything the Hunter could devise.

He wished he could be sure of that. He wished he were sure of anything. Twenty-eight days | eft.

What will happen to the Church'stroopsif they do makeit through? Damien had asked Tarrant. If your
creations let them pass and they reach the keep. What then?

Then their fate will bein Amoril 's hands, he responded. And asfor what Amoril is cagpable of... He
shook his head grimly. The Forest istill mine, and will be until my death. He may tap into its power, but
he can never fully control it.

So they could win out, then.

For along time the Hunter didn't answer. It was along enough delay that Damien began to wonder if he
had heard him at al, and was about to repeat the question when the Hunter said, very quietly, The price
for that kind of successwould be high. I wonder if your Patriarch iswilling to pay it.

It took them three days to reach the northern coast. Each night as Tarrant arose, Damien could see him
stop and gaze northward toward their distant goal, and he could almost hear him counting down the days
that were left to him. Twenty-seven. Twenty-six. Twenty-five. It was enough time to do what they had
to, Damien told himsdif. It had to be. Shaitan wasn't dll that far away, o if thejourney didn't kill them
outright, they should makeit with at least aweek to spare. Right?

Cdegtahad till made no move againgt them. Rather than reassuring Damien, that fact made him doubly
nervous. Despite Tarrant'sing stence that the lezu would make no direct attempt to kill them, Damien
wasn't so sure. Tarrant had said that the laws of the 1ezu forbid them from interfering in human develop-

ment, and Caestawas doing that dready, wasn't he? God only knew what the demon was planning for
them, but it was damned likely not to be pleasant. Maybe he would wait until they got to Shaitan, Damien
thought. Maybe thisfirst part of the journey would be reatively easy, asthey al prepared for a
confrontation on the lezu's home turf. Maybe-

He sghed, and shifted his pogition in the saddle so that hislegs ached alittleless.



Y eah. Right. Dream on, Vryce.

They camewithin Sght of Seth shortly after midnight on the fourth night of travel. It wasasmdl town by
Jaggonath's standards but adequate for their purposes, with the kind of harbor that should host at least
onevessd willing to carry them. Damien saw Tarrant fingering the neck of histunic asthey approached
the southern gate, and wondered if he had replaced the Forest medallion Ciani had torn from his neck so
very, very long ago. It had made negotiations easier once before, but he wondered if wielding it now
would be such agood idea.

Asif in answer to histhoughts, Tarrant dismounted and motioned for him to do the same. "Try not to
Work here" he warned, as he wrapped the horses reins about a nearby tree limb for security. "The
currentsthis close to the Forest may well overwhelm you." Damien nodded that yes, he understood.
Senzel Reese had dmost been swallowed up by the fierce currentsin Kae, and that city was just across
the river from them. He wasn't anxiousto test himsdlf against asimilar power.

For amoment Tarrant stood till, gathering himsalf for aWorking. It must be of considerable complexity,
Damien noted; the Hunter rarely required such menta preparation. Then Tarrant reached out toward him;
Damien could dmost fed agust of power whip about him like awhirlwind. For amoment he couldn't
see, and then vision returned to him, and thewind died down. Hisfleshtingled asif it had just been

scraped with arasp.

"What the hdll-"

"An Obscuring,” the Hunter said evenly. "Not for the flesh, but for identity."
"Y ou think that's necessary?'

"I think it'swise. Caesta's known our path for severa days now. Why make oursalves more vulnerable
than we have to be?' He took up his horse's reins again and remounted. " The fact that our enemy can be
subtle makes him doubly dangerous,” he warned, and he urged his horse into motion once more.

"l know-I agree-it'sjust-damn!" He mounted his own horse and urged it to atrot, to catch up with
Tarrant'sown. ™Y ou could have warned me."

He couldn't see Tarrant's face, but he suspected he was smiling.

Another half mile brought them to the edge of town. There was a guard stationed on the road there,
which was something of a surprise; Damien wouldn't have thought that this small town, off the besten
track from anywhere, would require such security. Two men in armor hailed them as they approached,
and gestured for them to dismount. Who were they? the guards asked. Why were they here, and why
were they entering the town so late? Damien let Tarrant speak for them both, improvising false names
and enough details of their supposed travelsthat the guards would be satisfied. He wasright, the
ex-priest thought, as he listened to the exchange. Calesta could well have arranged for awelcoming
committee, and we would never have seen it coming. If so, that would certainly explain why the demon
hadn't made a move againgt them before. It explained it so well, in fact, that as Damien remounted to
follow Tarrant into the town itself hefet aknot of dread form in the pit of his sscomach.

Cdestawouldn't kill them himsdlf, Tarrant had said. Those were the rulesthat hiskind lived by.

Y eah, but he can manipulate othersinto doing it for him.



Tarrant led the way to the harbor, following directions that the guards had supplied. The narrow streets
weredl but slent and the hoofbesats of their horses echoed back at them emptily, asif they were- riding
in

acavern. It had rained recently, and athin film of water over the cobblestones made them glimmer like
glassin the moonlight. Black glass. Polished obsidian. Brickslike those of the Hunter's keep, toward
which even now the Patriarch and his chosen few were riding. He tried not to think about where the
Church'sarmy was now, or whether or not he hoped they would succeed. Right now they had enough
troubles of their own.

They turned down a Side Street, narrower than before, which curved to the north. They were close
enough to the water now that they could smell the rank perfume of the Serpent, salt and seaweed and
decay al blended together into adank miasma. The harbor must be close by.

They came to another intersection and were about to ride through it, when suddenly the Hunter reined up
to astop.

"Whet isit?"

Tarrant looked down the three roads avail able, then back the way they had come. Damien followed his
gaze. There was an open-air market to the left of them, its wooden tables now empty until the morning.
Some kind of factory stood to the right, its windows dark, its doors securely locked againgt the night. Up
and down the street and to both sides of them it was the same: no signs of human habitation, or of any
businessthat might be active after dark.

He watched as Tarrant worked a L ocating, and breathed in sharply as the image took focus. The road to
the harbor was wide and paved with flagstone, and even at this hour it was not wholly deserted. Not like
this road that they had been sent to, which might have been in the midst of adesert for dl the human lifeit
contained. They had been sent in the wrong direction... and that could only mean one thing.

With asharp curse Tarrant wheeled his horse about, and the L ocating shattered like glass as he passed
throughit. Listening carefully, Damien could hear afaint noise gpproaching from the way they had come.
Voices? There was asmilar sound to the west of them,

and the clear echo of hurried footsteps. No safety there, either. Damien waswilling to bet that the other
two roads were similarly guarded, or had been closed off.

"Y ou said they wouldn't know who we were," he whispered fiercely.

"l worked an Obscuring,” Tarrant snapped. "Either they're hunting mere strangers...” Hedidn't finish the
thought, but Damien could finishit for him. Or Cdestagave them avision of who weredly were. An
illuson of hisown, to take the place of the one you conjured. Shit. If that's what had happened, then they
werein red trouble-and not only here, but anywhere that men could be gathered together for action.

"That way will beadead end,” Tarrant declared, indicating the direction they had beenriding. "And that
way, too, mogt likely." He gestured toward the silent street to the right of them. "With an ambush waiting,
no doubt." He studied the road down which they had come; Damien saw his nogtrilsflare, asif sfting the
scent of the road for more information. " Caestawill have known that our destination is the harbor.
Therefore they will have turned us away fromit."

"So we go back?'



"That, or drive the horses forward and go elsewhere oursaves. Maybe the sound of their flight would
detract attention for just long enough... we could take to the rooftops.” He nodded toward the wooden
awning that had been erected over the market area, and the buildings that abutted it. "They wouldn't think
to look up there, at least not until they learned that the horses wereriderless.”

The sounds were getting closer now, and were loud enough that Damien could guess a the Size of the
approaching mob. If it was alarge enough crowd, then the horses would never be able to break through
it. On the other hand, trying to makeit to the harbor and beyond without swift mountsto carry them was
not an gppedling dternative. "What's your preference?' he demanded.

Tarrant stared back down the way they had come,

studying the currents that flowed aong the street. " Calesta can point people to the roof aseasly ashe
can control their vision. And then what would we have? In this digtrict, where there are no homesto put
injeopardy..." Hedidn't finish the sentence. He didn't have to. Damien could picture the district burning
up dl by himsdlf, dong with the refugees who clung to its rooftops.

"All right, then." Tarrant steadied his horse with one hand and drew his sword with the other. The coldfire
blade blazed in the darkened street with an dmost hungry brilliance. "Let'sdoiit.”

"Gerdd."

The Hunter looked back at him. The silver eyes were black asjet, and it seemed to Damien that
something red and hungry had sparked to life in their depths.

"Y ou can shapeshift,” the ex-priest reminded him. "Hy out of here and reach Shaitan that way."
"Yes" hesad shortly. "But you can't.”
And hekicked his horse into sudden motion, forcing Damien to follow suit.

It was an eerieride, back down those deserted streets. Tarrant had wrapped some fae about the horses
hoovesthat kept their footfal from being heard, but there was no way to tell if Cdestawas circumventing
that Working aswell. // so, Damien thought grimly, they'll be ready for us. He had his own sword ot,
flame-embossed grip settled firmly in his palm. The sword of his Order, the Golden Flame, of which
Gerad Tarrant had once been Knight Premier. And he till claimed that title, Damien knew. Assuming
Tarrant dead, the Church had never bothered to throw him out. For some reason, in this dark moment,
the thought pleased him immensdly.

They could hear distinct voices up ahead, and see the glittering of lanterns. Not far now. With asinking
heart Damien redlized just how many men had cometo sed the trap, and he knew that there would be no
way through them save on aroad paved with blood.

"Jump," Tarrant muttered fiercely. Damien glanced over a him and saw astrange double image flickering

about the head of hishorse, as though there were two animals sharing the same space. A quick glance a
hisown revedled asmilar situation. Teeth gritted, sword raised high in preparation for combet, he forced
himsdlf to ignore Tarrant's Working-whatever the hell it was-as he sgnaed his mount to legp. Hisold
horse would have doneit-his old horse would have followed him to Hell and back and not
complained-but who could tell what this new mount would do? Ten feet closer to the crowd, now



twenty. He could make out individua faces, torches and lamps, swords and spears. Therewasaragein
those faces burning so hot that severd were flushed red with the force of it, and ashe and Tarrant came
into range, curses were wielded aong with sharp stedl. What the hell had Caestatold these people-or
showed them-to merit such hostility? There were spears being leveled in their direction, and Damien
knew that if hishorsefailed to jump, they would be skewered within seconds.

Please, he prayed. Do it.
It did.

He could see the faseimage ped off as his horse rose up, powerful flanks driving them up over the heads
of the nearest townspeople. Behind him the fal se horse-image plowed into the crowd, and the men there,
believing what their eyestold them, fell down beforeit. Tarrant's own phantom worked smilar damage,
with such bruta efficiency that row upon row of their attackers seemed to be trampled by the ghostly
hooves. The men behind them pressed forward, thrusting spears and swordsinto theillusory flesh,
believing in it enough that it seemed to them the bodies resisted, then punctured, then bled.

-And then the red horse was coming down with Damien gill in the saddle, only it hadn't cleared the mob
yet, not by along shot. The men beneath him never saw it coming. One minute they were focused on the
ghogt-horse before them, and the next minute half aton of sted and flesh was bearing down on them.
Damien heard bones crack asthey landed on a seaof moving flesh, and he clung desperately to his
saddleas

his horse struggled for solid footing, wincing at every cry from the bodies crushed beneath him. For afew
precious secondsit was al he could do to keep his seat, and hope that no weapon reached him. Then he
saw a blade swinging down toward the horse's neck, and with strength born of utter desperation he
leaned out asfar ashe could to strike it aside, then cut back toward its owner's chest. His blade bit deep
into leather and flesh, and the man fell back with acry.

They don't know what they're doing here, he thought, as he whipped around to see what threat might be
coming from another direction. They probably don't even know who it isthey're fighting. He could hear
screams of fury and pain now on al sides. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Tarrant's coldfire blade
sweeping like a scythe through the mob. Some of the attackers were starting to back off now, horrified,
and the look in their eyeswas like that of men awakening from adream. Damn Caesta, for whatever he
had done to them! Wasn't it enough that armies had to die, without making the innocent join them!

Findly hewasfree, thelast broken body falen behind him. He glanced about to see Tarrant break out of
the crowd, and gestured for him to take the lead. The black horse broke into afevered gallop down the
dark street, and Damien followed. He could see blood streaming along his horse's neck and could only
pray that the wounds weren't too deep. The black flesh of Tarrant's mount, glistening with swest, made it
impossible to assess its condition, but it seemed to be moving dl right. God forbid either horse should
loseitsfooting now.

Two blocks beyond the mob Tarrant dowed, and focused the fae before them into a picture. Now they
could see clearly, asif on amap, where the harbor lay. And they could see just as clearly that they had
been sent in the wrong direction, into atrap that had almogt killed them.

"Come," Tarrant said, and he kicked his horse into agallop. Down through the dark streets they rode
with desperate speed, across a broad avenue, onto a smoothly

cobblestoned road. The few townspeople who were abroad that |ate fell back from them as though they



were demons. At least there were no angry mobs here, Damien thought. God willing Cdestawas
arrogant enough that he never considered they would escape him. Or desperate enough that he had
focused all his manpower at that one four-pronged trap, leaving no backup to cover their escape.

And then they turned right instead of |eft. "Gerdd-" Damien called, but the Hunter waved off his protest
and continued in that direction. Then he led them through another turn, equally mistaken. Damien
struggled to remember the map Tarrant had conjured, and saw it al too clearly in hismind'seye. Y ou're
going thewrong way!" he yelled. Heads gppeared in the nearest windows as townies grew curious about
the racket outside, then quickly withdrew. ™Y our map-" he began.

"Follow me!" the Hunter commanded. With a muttered curse Damien followed hislead. If Tarrant
wouldn't stop, then there was no other choice; he wasn't about to let them be separated. Damn the man,
he swore, as he urged his horse to even greater speed. The mob would never catch up to them now, not
unless he and Tarrant did something stupid that would dow them down. Like getting lost. Like forgetting
the goddamn map. Like turning left when they should go right, and maybe it was dl Caestasfault, maybe
Tarrant wasn't seeing the right turn, but knowing who and what their enemy was, he damned well should
have been prepared for something like that.

And then the houses gave way to an open road paved with flagstones, beyond which the moonlight
glinted on surf. Damien could hear waves, and human voices, and the soft growl of adistant turbine. The
Hunter rode to the end of the street and paused there.

"How-" Damien began.

"Later.” The road dropped away sharply at its end, down to the harbor some hundred feet below. A long
flight of stairsand a switchback trail offered equaly uncomfortable ways of getting down to the water.
The

Hunter studied the boats splayed out bel ow them, assessing each one's potentia for speed aswell asits
position inthe small harbor. "That one," he said at last, pointing to asmall boat at the end of the
easternmost pier. Itstwo masts flanked the exhaust pipe of asteam turbine. "1 can raise awind that will
move it quickly, hopefully before anyone thinksto follow."

"What if its owner-?"

"Itsowner isirrdlevant,” Tarrant said sharply. "If you have a problem with that, stay here and argue with
him." And he turned his horse toward the switchback path that led down to the water's edge.

It was anightmare descent, even for one as experienced in riding as Damien was. The path was covered
with loose rocks and gravel, and the racing horses did into severa turns. At one time Damien's horse
actually missed the edge, and his heart nearly stopped asit haf-staggered, haf-did, down to theturn
below.

And then they were on flat ground, mud and gravel mixed, clumps of earth tearing up out of the ground
asthey galloped toward the pier. No secrecy now, nor any attempt at it. Calesta knew where they were
headed and that meant the townspeople did aswell. The only hope they had of making it out onto the
water was to get there before the locals had a chance to stop them.

Out onto the wooden planks, their horses hooves beating emptily over the rocky shore below. Two men
jumped back out of their way, and another few ran asthey saw them coming. Good enough. Fear of a
maddened horse could be just as effective as adirect assault, and in this case it proved even better. No



onetried to sop them asthey turned their mounts down the pier Tarrant had chosen, athough Damien
could see afew men running for help. Within minutes, no doubt, the whole harbor would be swarming
with armed men.

Tarrant didn't stop to lead his horse across the water, but urged it into alegp that carried it from theend
of the pier onto the boat's narrow deck. Damien saw it dide asit landed, and by the time Tarrant
managed to bring it to astop, they were nearly in the water. He

dowed his own mount down as he gpproached, less than certain that he could manage the same fest.
Sliding off the saddle, he moved quickly toward the boat with reinsin hand. His horse wasless than
happy about stepping onto the swaying deck, but a hard jerk on the reins convinced it not to argue, and it
managed a haf-legp that got it across the water safely.

Damien cut through the mooring lines, not taking time to unbind them. Behind him Tarrant's sword blazed
with conjured coldfire, and in response awind began to rise amost a once, blowing from the shore
toward the Serpent. At the other end of the harbor Damien could see spots of light moving-lamps?and
he could hear the cries of would-be pursuers as they made their way down the dope. Faster! he urged
thewind, as he drew up the sails singlehandedly to harnessits power. The small boat shuddered and then
drew away from the pier, itssails billowing out white and strong in the moonlight. One of the horses
whinnied its discomfort, but Damien doubted that either of the animaswould actualy be stupid enough to
go over thesdein protest. Maybe stupid enough to trample their owners, but not that.

"The turbine's below.” Tarrant pointed toward the stairs at the rear of the small boat. "Get it started.”
"l don't know how--"
"Then make an educated guess.”

With abrief glare for his companion he hurried down the stairs, into the cabin and its attendant cargo
gpace. In the galey he located a candle and apack of matches by moonlight. That lit, it wasabit eesier
to search. Theturbine was similar to one he had seen before, the last time he had made this crossing, and
he tried to remember how its owner had worked it. He looked abouit for fuel, located the furnace door,
and gtarted things going. It would be a short while before there was enough pressure to drive the bodt,
but until then the wind would haveto do. He dlowed himsalf the brief luxury of sitting down beside the
gmall engine and of taking severd deep breathsin succession. Tarrant would keep the wind going until
thetur-

bine kicked in, and then he would turn it around to dow their pursuers. If he could. Damien reflected on
how hard it was to command the weather like that- even within such limited parameters-and the fact that
Tarrant couldn't use the currents for power, but must rely upon the limited amount of fae that was stored
in hissword, surely wouldn't help. Then he decided not to think about any of it. He closed hiseyesfor a
moment and tried not to reflect upon what they had just done. But he couldn't help it. The blood was il
red on his sword, and agory spattering covered hisright leg and boot. The fed of hisweapon cutting into
human flesh was il hot in his pam, and he rubbed his hand againgt the thigh of his breeches asif
somehow that could cleanseit. In his ears he could hear the sounds of innocent men screaming asthe
horses bore down on them, unseen but al too keenly felt-

"Wd|?'

It was Tarrant, caling down to him. He opened the valve on the turbine the way he had seen acaptain do
it once before and was somewhat surprised to hear the smal engine rumbleto life. Its owner must have



had it Worked for it to start that fast; had Tarrant Seen that when he chose thisvessel?"It'son,” he cadled
back, and he made one last check of its dials and settings before he climbed back up to the deck.

Tarrant had sheathed his sword, which meant that whatever Working he had crafted to control thewind
was over and done with. God willing, it would work. The horses were grazing on imagined grass, and
one of them had left itslast medl asagift on the deck. Damien dmost stepped iniit.

"Do you think they'll try to follow?" he asked Tarrant.

"Unlikely." Heturned the whed dowly as he spoke, forcing the boat to head into the waves. "Hunting
down asmal craft on the Serpent at night would be anearly impossible feat, even for one of Caedtas
power. However," he added grimly, "we can certainly bet that al the northern ports will be watched, and
thet

we can expect asmilar welcomethereif wetry to land.”
"Indl the ports?’

"If he anticipated our journey, then he's had a good week to prepare. If not... then he till hasawhole
day left to warp the minds of those who might otherwise assist us.” He said nothing further on that point,
but no words were necessary. The Hunter couldn't leave the shelter of the boat while the sun was shining.
Either they reached the northern shore and found safe harbor within hours-an unlikely task-or they would
have to remain on theriver until tomorrow's sunfdl. "I'll take the whed until dawn. Y ou go below and see
that there's secure shelter for me somewhere, then try to rest. Oh, and see to the horses.” He glanced at
the animds. " Secure them insde the cabin if you can. They won't likeit, but if the seagrows rough, they'll
be sofer there.”

"Geradd-" He heditated. "I can't handle aboat. Y ou know that, don't you? | don't know the least thing
about saling-"

"Then | suggest you seeif there are any books on the art lying about.” The pae eyesglittered. "And pray
that we make landing before dawn. Weather-Working isachancy art at best, and to rushit asl did...
that might well draw agtorm.”

Damien looked out at the choppy waves-was there more froth riding on them than before, or was that
just hisimagination?-and he shivered. How large a storm might the adept have conjured, in his need for
an obliging wind? It wasn't awel come thought in any context, but with him and Tarrant aone on this boat
and half the northern coast setting traps for them, and then when the sun came up heldd be handling the
boat aone-

Hell, he thought. Taking a deep breath, fighting to cdm his nerves. Y ou knew it wasn't going to be easy.
He went below to search for amanual.

Gresham Came to Narilka's workbench and sat himsalf down, straddling a nearby chair. For amoment
shejust went on buffing asif he weren't there, but the pressure of his gaze dowed her rhythm, and at last
forced her to stop. Sowly, reluctantly, shelooked up at him.

"Y ou want to talk about it?" he asked.

It took her aminute to find her voice. "1 don't know what you mean.” The words sounded weak even to



her, and Gresham shook his head gently.

"Dont, Nari."

"What?"

"Keepitdl pent upinside. It just eats a you worse that way."

She turned back to her work and started buffing again. But hislarge hand reached out and took hers, and
kept her from moving.

"It was polished long ago,” he said quietly. "See?' He turned the piece over; its surface was gleaming.
Gently hetook it from her and set it on the worktable. Then he took up her hand again, folding it carefully
inhisown. Tak tome, Nari. Let me help.”

With a sound that was haf-sgh, haf-sob, she turned away from him. ™Y ou can't help. Nobody can help.”
"Let metry."

She shook her head giffly. Tearswere forming in her eyes.

"Youmisshim?'

"I'm afraid for him. Oh, Gresham..." And then the walls broke down and the tears came, hot tears that
had been daysin the making. "What they're doing to him

Thirty

... hobody understands. They don't even redlly care, aslong as he does what they want. So what if there
isn't awhole man | eft when they're finished? What does it matter to them if he goes crazy?* Shelowered
her head, and wiped her eyeswith the back of her free hand. "I've been having nightmares," she
whispered. "I think they're his. Isthat possble?’

"If you carethat much for him?Yes, of courseitis. That's how the fae works."
"He'sso afraid, Gresh.”
He snorted. "Any sane man would be, going where he's going.”

She shook her head. "It isn't that. Nothing that Smple. It's because-" She stopped then, because the truth
was too private athing. She couldn't even share it with Gresham.

Hefearsthat this masquerade will redly transform him. He's afraid of losing his soul. He had held her all
that last night, barricaded in his apartment asif the enemy were at his door, and she had tasted the
substance of hisfear asif it were her own. She had felt the terror inherent in his masquerade, his gut fear
that once the essence of Gerald Tarrant was invoked into his flesh hewould never befree of it. Toinvite
the substance of your enemy to take you over, to dim the flame of your own soul so that his might burn
even brighter... was there any grester terror than that? She had managed not to cry that night, but only
because it would have made him more afraid. Now the tears flowed fredly.

"He needs me," she whispered.



He squeezed her hand, said nothing.
"l could hdphim.”

"Y ou said they had their reasons for not letting you go with them,” he reminded her. "Y ou said you'd try
to accept that.”

Reasons. She shut her eyes and trembled as anger seeped into her veins, arage that was daysin the
making. "Damn hisfaith!" shewhispered fiercely. "They think they'll have more control over thefaeif I'm
not there. Who'sto say if they'reright? Or eveniif they

are, if it'sworth the price hell haveto pay? What kind of agod isthat, who rewards his people for
uffering?”

He snorted. "No one | know has ever claimed to understand the One God."

Oh, Andrys. Shereached out with al the power of her soul, wanting so badly to fed his presence, to
know that hewas till safe. But she lacked the kind of power it would take to establish such alink. Was
he reaching out for her, too, with the same sense of desperation? Or was he beyond al that by now,
subsumed by the essence of his masguerade? Shivering, she opened her eyes, blinking tears away.

"Look," Gresham said gently. "Y ou can't go through al thisand pretend it isn't happening. I've seen what
it'sdoing to you these past few days, trying to work asif everything's normal while your soul'sall tied up
in knots. Why don't you take afew days off? Go somewhere maybe, take abreak. Try to relax. You
need it, Nari. Trust me."

She turned and looked into his eyes. For along, long time she was silent, as hiswords echoed softly in
her brain. "Yes," shesaid at last. Her voice was amere whisper. "You'reright.”

"Y ou're not aone, you know. In every war there are women left behind... and men, of course, and
children, friends and lovers and relaives who care... sometimes you can lose yourself in work, and
sometimes you can't. It's never easy, honey.” He touched the Sde of her facelightly, lovingly; hisfinger
smeared atear across her cheek. "I think maybe for you a change would be best. Go somewhere
peaceful, cut out the stress. That way you won't have to put on ashow al the time, pretend that nothing's

wrong."

She stared at him for along time, then whispered- most soundlessly-"Y es." She nodded dowly, very
dowly. "A change. Somewhere fresh.”

She leaned forward and kissed him gently on the cheek, trembling as shedid so, loving him asmuch in
that moment as she ever had her father. What would he say if shetold him what hisfew words had
ingpired?

How would hereact if shetold him right now what she

wasthinking?

Shedidn't dare. HeEd talk her out of it, surely. "Thank you," she whispered softly. "I'll do that." Asshe
gathered up her things, she wondered if she



would ever see him or his shop again.

The gpartment was just as Andrys had |eft it, and she stood in the doorway for aminute just drinking it in,
remembering their short time together. In hisweeksin Jaggonath he had trained housekeeping to come
when he called, and at no other time. Now, with the apartment permanently silenced, the scattered
glasses and rumpled bedding stood as a monument to the man who had lived here, and the few days she
hed shared with him.

Her lover.

How strange that word seemed. How odd to apply it in this case, where their time together seemed likea
brief bout of passion between one tragedy and the next. They had not even made love in the traditional
sense, athough held known enough close variations to make the time pass pleasurably enough. Now,
though, she ached for that shortcoming, and wished she had held him inside her once, just once, in that
embrace which was so intimate that echoes of it lasted forever in one's flesh. But he'd been terrified of
making her pregnant, and though the intengity of that fear wasincomprehensible to her-like so much ese
about him-she had indulged him, gtifling al the arguments that she might otherwise have raised about the
efficacy of birth control, the predictability of her fertility cycle, the availability of abortion should dl other
thingsfail... those were things you said to other men, not him. His soul was too tender, too bruised, too
vulnerable. If intercourse would increase his anxiety, then it would have to be avoided. Theréd betime
enough for it later, when his soul had achanceto hed.

If that time ever came.

She walked to the bed and sat down upon it, breathing in deeply; their scents were mixed together on the
sheets, dong with the sweet of love and the sharp tang of fear. Here he had trembled as she held him,
shaking like achild lost in astorm as bloody memories enveloped him, images so horrible that he couldn't
even talk to her about them, could only whimper asthey flooded his brain, overwhelming hisfledgling
defenses. He'd tried to pull away from her when it happened, to run away from her so that she wouldn't
see him fdl apart; she hadn't let him go. That was abond even more intimate than their passion, now, that
she had seen hisfit of weakness and accepted him. She sensed that night, with poignant clarity, that no
other woman had done that.

Closing her eyes now, breathing in the scent of his presence, she could dmost see him as herode
northward, every beat of hishorse's hooves carrying him closer and closer to what he feared the most.
How powerfully he must hate the Hunter, to commit himsdlf to such aventure! They had never discussed
his ancestor at length, partly because of her own mixed feglings about him. Now he was done, headed
toward a confrontation that only one of them would survive. If even one.

Timeto choose, Nari.

The Hunter wouldn't hurt her, she knew that. His Forest was no thresat to her. She didn't know enough
about Andrys demonic aly to predict what he would do, but the goddess Saris had promised to protect
her in that arena. So she wouldn't need an army to protect her if she went north. Hells, she wouldn't even
need weapons-athough of course she would bring them, just in case-and she could make better time
riding aone than the Church troops would be able to, with their wagons of supplies and their overladen
horses dowing them down. If she played it right and made good enough time, she could follow themin
secret, to be there when he needed her.... Or maybe even enter their camp openly and demand her
proper placeinit. Andif their god didnt likeit, to hellswith him. Let him protest the movein personif he
cared so damned much, and explain to all concerned why the suffering of one man was so important to
him that his precious war could not be waged without it.



Oh, Andri. She shut her eyes and trembled, but not from fear thistime. It was exhilaration coursing
through her veins now, the sure high of certainty. Thiswasright. Thiswaswhat she was meant to do.
And soon-within days, if al went well-she would be where she belonged, joining the man sheloved in
battle. Waging war not only for his Church, but for hisvery soul.

"Hang inthere, my love," shewhispered. "I'm on my way."
Thirty-one,

They couldn't make it to shore before daybreak. Tarrant said that was just aswell. At best they would
have been rushed through a dangerous landing, with barely enough time | eft to find suitable shelter before
the sun rendered him helpless. At worst their enemy would find away to mobilize neighboring towns
againgt them before they had achanceto lose themselvesin the lands to the north. No, despite the risk of
remaining at sea, thiswas surely the safest course.

Whichwasdl well and good, Damien thought, but Tarrant wasn't the one who had to sail the vulking
boat dlonefor twelve hours, with enemiesto the north and south and adamned ugly westher system
taking shape on the horizon. By dawn's cold light, and then by the mixed light of sun and Core, he
watched as ominoudly dark clouds gathered to the west of him, and wrapped his jacket tightly about his
chest aswinds gusted heavily across the bow. Tarrant had raised astorm, dl right; the only question was
how long it would take to reach them, and whether Damien could ride out the fringes of the squal long
enough to drown them both in the heart of it.

He dared to leave the whedl 1ong enough to feed the horses from their store of specia grain, not because
he thought they couldn't make it aday without food but because he was afraid that hunger might disrupt
the Working that kept them cam. There was water in the galley, too, and he gave them some of that,
athough the motion of the ship on the wavesturned that normally smple exerciseinto atest of both agility
and nerves. He checked their wounds to see that they were

clean and that the bleeding had stopped, but he could do no more to hel p them; the fae he would have
used for Healing was hundreds of feet beneath the surface of the water, inaccessible. He stoked up the
furnace anew and fed it as much fuel asit would hold, not wanting to think about what would happen if it
went out while he was trapped at the hdm. By the time he regained his post therewas land clearly visble
to the north of him, and he steered away from it as best he could. He tried to bear in mind what Tarrant
had said about steering into the waves so that they wouldn't capsize the boat, but exactly how that
worked when the seawas going one way and you wanted to go the other was something the Hunter had
faled to explain. It seemed to take forever to accomplish that minima maneuver, and when the northern
shorefindly faded into a curtain of mist in the distance, his every muscle ached from doing battlein a
world whose rules he didn't redlly understand, and whose aspect was growing less friendly by the minute.

By noon a pattering of rain had begun to fall, and the waves that beat against the hull more than once sent
agpray of saltwater up over the prow. It occurred to Damien that he probably should have tied down the
loose items on deck, or at least brought them down into the cabin for protection, and that there was
probably some specia way the sails were supposed to be tied up in astorm-but when you were one man
alone and the seahad turned againgt you, such distractions were luxuries you couldn't afford. He did dare
to leave the whedl once more, long enough to make sure that there was enough fuel burning to keep him
in steam for awhile, and by the time he came back, the sheer force of wind and current had brought the
boat about into the trough of awave. It took everything he had to keep it from going over, and when he
had at last forced it back into position, his hands were shaking and a cold swesat had broken out across
his brow. He felt a sudden sympathy for the captains of legend who tied themsalvesto their wheelswhen



astorm closed in on them. No doubt (he mused) they had the intelligence to supply them-
selveswith rope before the storm really got going; God knows you couldn't go back for it later.

Hetried not to remember that those men had crews, as he struggled to maintain the bearing Tarrant had
chosen. Hetried not to think about the fact that if those men wound up in the water, al they had to worry
about was drowning. If this boat went under with the Hunter ingde it, unable to save himsdlf while any
hint of daylight remained-

Not much danger in that, he thought grimly, as the sky overhead went from pearl gray toashgray toa
seamy charcod. A film of rain enveloped the horizon, and Damien could only pray that he was il
where he belonged, in the middle of the Serpent, and not north or south where the rocky shoreslay
hidden in the mist. Soon it would be dark enough that even the Hunter could come out... and Damien
wouldn't have complained if hedid.

"Tdl me again how thisisless dangerousthan being on land,” he muttered, as he fought thewhed into a
new and hopefully more promising position. Damn the man for going below without doing something to
control thisstorm! It wasllittle consolation that without it their enemiesin Seth would surdly have
overtaken them by now. Damien would trade this cold, rainy Hell for ahand-to-hand conflict any day.

At ladt, after what seemed like an eternity, the wind began to abate. Numbly, Damien noted that they
were dill afloat. It seemed nothing short of amiracle, for which he gave thanks as he tried to unclench his
hands from the whed, to force life back into his strained and frozen flesh. Therewasapainin his
shoulder bladesthat fdlt like a spear had gouged into hisflesh there, and hisfeet were soaked and aching
from the cold... but he was ah've. That was worth afew deep breaths, surely. He watched foam-topped
waves break against the prow with considerably less fury than before, and muttered a quick prayer under
his breath. Please, God, let that be the worst of it.

It wes.
At sunset Tarrant rose up from hishiding place

within the cargo hold, and came to where Damien stood, shivering and exhausted. Without aword he
took hold of the whedl and nodded for the ex-priest to withdraw. It took Damien aminute to get hisflesh
to respond, so frozen was hein that attitude. At lagt, stiffly, he started back to where the turbine still
churned, meaning to feed it more fud. "I've dready taken care of it,” Tarrant informed him, as he swung
the boat about on anew heading. For amoment Damien could neither move nor respond, then he
walked afew stepsto where anarrow bench wasfixed to the deck and fell down onto it, heavily.

"It would have been niceif you'd done something to cam down that storm,” he muttered.
"I did. As much as any man can, who conjureswind in such ahurry."

"I meant during the day." Hell, what was the point of this? But he couldn't stop the words from coming,
not after all those hours. "It was dark enough-"

"l did," the Hunter snapped. "Forgive me for not coming up on deck to make a show of it. Or did you
think that the storm died down just in time out of liking for us?' He glanced toward the shore asif judging
their distance from it, then back at the water directly ahead of them. "Weather-Working isarisky art,
Vryce, | told you that before. Under the circumstances, | did the best | could." He glanced back at
Damien; thelook of concern on hisface was dmost human. "Get some deep,” he urged. And then, dryly:



"I'll wake you before the fun arts.”

He started to respond, then didn't. His mouth framed a question, then lost it. With agroan he forced
himsdlf to his feet-no easy task, that, not once he had dlowed himself the luxury of stting, down-and
started back toward the cabin. There should be acomfortable place in there somewhere, if the horses
didn't trample him while helooked for it. Definitely worth the search.

That decided, he sank down to the deck beside the bench, lowered his head to the rain-washed wood,
and drifted off into a sound and untroubled deep.

Waves against wood. Wind dapping canvas. For amoment he couldn't place where he was, and then it
al came back to him. Along with the pain.

"God," he whispered. His neck, the only part of him that hadn't hurt earlier, was cramped from his
awkward deeping posture. He tried to massage out the knot that had formed in it while pushing himself
up to agitting postion. "Where are we?"

Tarrant was il at the whed. "Check the furnace," he said, without turning around. Damien muttered
something incoherent and moved to obey.

Therewas il fuel, but not much. He stayed around for aminute to watch it burn, reveling in the fed of
its heat upon his face, and then climbed back up to the captain's perch.

"Everythingdl right?'

"Yeah," heaffirmed. "If you don't count that the horses nearly killed me.

The Hunter glanced a him. "My Working didn't hold?"

"They're scared and they're hungry; you've got alot to Work againgt.” Heavily he sat down on the bench
once more, gazing out at the water ahead. It seemed to him that there was something dark aong the
horizon, that might or might not be land. "'Y ou bringing usin?'

"Unlessyou'd care to spend another day on the water."

"Please." He shivered melodramatically. "Don't even joke about it.”

It seemed to him that Tarrant smiled ever so dightly. Damien studied his dender hands resting on the
whed, s0 degant, o confident-so different from his own anxious grip-and asked, " So when the hell did

you learnto sal ?*

"When | accompanied Gannon and histroops to Westmark." The Hunter shifted the whed dightly to the
right, toward the land ahead. "Unlike you, | take every opportunity to expand my store of knowledge.”

"Y ou dso had acrew to back you up.”

"Y ou did fine, Reverend-" Damien heard his quick intake of breath as he caught himsdlf. "Y ou did fine,"
he said softly. "We're dtill afloat, aren't we? That's what matters.”

Damien stood again and studied the view; the thing that might be land was growing steadily larger ahead
of them. "So where are we?"



"Hafway between Hade and Asmody, if | judgeit correctly.”
Farther east than they'd planned on. "How can you tell?"

"l have Vision, remember? To my eyesthiswhole region is dive with power, and the Forest-" he nodded
toward the darkness ahead and to the | ft of them, "-is as bright as a beacon to my eyes."

Something occurred to him then, that never had before. ™Y ou're never redly in darkness, are you?”'

It seemed to him that the Hunter smiled dightly. "Not as you know the word. Although when we were
out in the ocean there were nights that came close. And the Unnamed-"

He stopped then, unwilling or unable to say more, but Damien could see the muscles dong hisface and
neck tense as he remembered. What had the Unnamed done to him, there in his custom-designed Hell?
Damien didn't want to ask.

"Sowhat now?" hesad quietly.

Tarrant exhaled softly, accepting the reprieve. " Caestawill no doubt expect usto put into Hade or
Asmody, and continue northward from there."

"Which means he's probably prepared a reception for usin both places.”

"Undoubtedly."

"Damn." It was hard enough avoiding pursuit on open land, where you could go in nearly any direction.
How did you do it pulling into a harbor, where one man with afarseer could spot you intimetoraisea
regiment?"Any ideahow he's controlling these people?’

The Hunter shrugged giffly. "Dreams, perhaps. Visions. Or perhagps even direct control, using those few

men who have bonded with him. Does it matter? The result is deadly for us, no matter what the
technique.”

"So what do we do?" he demanded. "Sail east past Hade, and hope we can make the next port by
morning? Hope that he hasn't fortified that one aswdll?*

For amoment Tarrant didn't answer. Then, without aword, he pointed toward the dark mass before
them.

Damien drew in asharp bregth. "Y ou're crazy."

"Primasfull overhead, and Dominas haf should rise soon. That should give us good enough light."
"For what? To see ourselves get killed?"

"l hope something less dramatic than that." He glanced to the left dightly, asif measuring their direction

againg the Forest's chill glow. All Damien could see was water. "We can't just sail into port. Surely you
redize that. Which leaves only oneway to land-"



"They built aport on every hospitable mile of thiscoadt,” Damien reminded him. "Which means, by
definition, that any place without aport is going to be nasty."

"Soitis," he agreed. "How fortunate that we both know how to swim.” The pale eyes fixed on Damien.
"Y ou do know how to swim, don't you?"'

"l canswim," he growled.

"It'l take us about an hour to get into position. The horses should be brought out by then, in casel
miscdculate. Asfor supplies"

"What chanceisthere of that?'
"What?'
"That youll miscaculate’

It seemed to him that afleeting smileflitted across the man's face. God damn him if he findsthisamusing.
"l can get some sense of the ground benesth us by the light of the earth-fag, but that won't come into
clear focus until werevery close. And thereis, asyou say, no truly hospitable shore. Nevertheless..." He
adjusted the whed again, ever so dightly; it ssemed to Damien that the shadow ahead was noticegbly
larger. "Even such risk is preferable to marching right into Calestals hands, don't you think?*

"Yeah," hegrowled. "Only... oh, hell." Hedrew in

adeep breath and counted to ten. Exhaed it dowly. "It doesn't matter, doesit? Just tell me when to
jump.”

Now the Hunter's amusement was clear. Damn him to hdll for it.
"I will," he promised.

Damien had been on afreighter once that had gotten caught up in atsunami. It had been asmple flood
wave that brought them in, not abore, but that made it no less frightening. The wave had borne them into
the harbor amidst a sea of wreckage and then withdrawn benesth them, dashing them down upon the
very pier it had deluged mere moments ago. He still remembered the sound of the hull smashing as
mooring piles stabbed into it from beneath, the screams of men and women as the deck canted wildly,
spilling the lessfortunate into the madly churning harbor. It was a scene that il haunted his dreams, that
had driven him to choose land over seawhenever possible, that had developed in him an dmost
pathological hatred of the seaand dll itsarts.

Compared to such alanding, he had to admit, this one wasn't the worst he had experienced.
But it came damned close.

Tarrant brought them in as close as he dared, then paralleled the coast for some miles searching for a
promising ste. Lacking his adept's Vision, unable to Work his own equivaent with afathom of water
between him and the earth-fag, Damien could only watch and pray as mile after dark mile passed to the
starboard. At last he saw Tarrant begin to bring about the whedl, alook of grim determination on his
face. "Good spot?' he dared. "Best well get,” the Hunter responded.



Gredt.

They drove the boat aground on arocky sope, their speed carrying them forward for yards more even
asthe ground ripped wood from the hull beneath them. The sound awakened memoriesin Damien that
were better

off forgotten, and he tried to focus on the mechanisms of immediate survival asaway of escaping them.
Get the horses into the water as safely as possible, and see that they were moving toward shore. Clear
the boat himsdlf and get far away, lest it dip from its precarious grounding and drag him out into the seain
itswake. Try to keep sight of the shore as the breaking waves frothed over his head, pointedly not
reminding himsalf how much he hated to swim even a acivilized beach....

But Tarrant had doneit well, give him credit for that. Not yards beyond the place where they ran
aground Damien felt solid earth beneath hisfeet. Within yards more he was walking, as securely asone
could with surf pounding at one's chest, and he saw to his satisfaction-and relief-that the horses had
likewise found solid footing. He didn't bother to look for Tarrant-if, God forbid, the current dragged the
adept under, he could use the earth-fae benesath the water to save himsdlf-but struggled toward land,
sputtering and curaing the fate that seemed determined to drown him.

And then at last he was on shore. A prayer of thankfulnessroseto hislips as he struggled aong the rocky
beach, to a boulder-strewn dope that even the horses didn't seem anxious to climb. There he collapsed,
cursed briefly at theimpact of sharp rocks against hisflesh, and took afew deep bresthsto celebrate his
safety. From where he sat he could see Tarrant coming up on the beach, and rather than come up
directly to where Damien was heloosed the dip knot at his belt and began to pull in the rope that led
back to the boat. For amoment Damien held his breath, wondering if their |ast-minute plan would bear
fruit, and then he saw alow shadow coming toward them, riding the waves. He forced himsalf back up to
his feet and down to the water's edge, where he helped the Hunter pull. Their makeshift raft trembled as
the waves broke over it, but madeit to shore without real incident. Quickly they unloaded the supplies
they had lashed uponiit, and

carried them up to where the horses, milling nervoudy, waited for them.

"Whoever ownsthat boat isn't going to be happy about this" Damien noted, asthe last of the smdl ship's
stores was brought out of reach of the water.

"Let's hope he hasinsurance." The Hunter was running his hands over the horses legs, making sure they
had sustained no injury in thelanding. "Thisone'sbleeding,” he warned Damien, and the priest limped
over to Hedl the wound. Was there a category of insurance for having your boat stolen by an undead
sorcerer while the owner was away attending a demon-inspired posse? If so, the rate schedule must be
interesting.

The Hunter walked back to the edge of the water. Damien almost moved to follow him, men decided
that if the man wanted help he would have asked for it. He watched while Tarrant fixed hiseyeson the
wounded boat. Working, no doubt, but toward what end? Then the boat, half-submerged in the water,
toreloose from its rocky mooring with a crack of wood and screech of metal so loud that Damien
diffened despite himsdlf. Slowly, inch by inch, it began to back itsway out into the Serpent. He could see
it shaking asif struggling to rise up, sometrapped air pocket not yet willing to acquiesce to the watery
embrace, but Tarrant's power and the underwater currents held it fast. Therail dipped benegth the
water's surface, then the cabin roof, then the polished wooden whed, spinning madly asthough in

protest. Soon only the masts remained, rising up like sea serpents out of the black water. Damien could
see Tarrant tense, as an athlete might before lifting a great weight. And then the masts began to bend to



one sde, and the waves seemed to tremble, and it seemed to him that the earth itself grew warm asthe
wooden beamsfindly cracked at their base 'and plummeted down into the waves. There the power of
the Hunter weighted them down, until they sank into a grave that no mere seamight unearth.

"Can't Cdedtajust create anillusion that it's still there?' he asked as the Hunter came back up the dope.
"Wedon't yet know the limits of his power."

Damien could hear the exhaudtion in his voice, from an exercise which, however impressive, shouldn't
have drained that much. "Why make it easy on him?' How long had it been since Tarrant had fed
properly? Four days at least. Hed planned to find fresh blood in Seth, or acrossthe Serpent if that failed.
What would he do now that the cities were off limits?

When the anima s were Hedled and camed-the latter by Tarrant's skill, and against considerable

resi stance-they negotiated the rocky dope at the point where it seemed most navigable. Though their
mounts dipped once or twice and Damien had to stop to pry a stone out from between the toes of his,
they made it to the top without mgjor mishap, and finaly looked out upon the land where fate had
deposited them.

It was ableak and barren landscape, and the cold, lifeless moonlight did little to soften its edge. The
rocky ground was softened only by lichens and an occasiona idand of coarse grass, and jagged black
monuments broke upward through its surface like knife blades, eexily digned dl at the same angle. There
would be little grazing here, nothing on which to fud afire, and no certain cover come daybreak. Thank
God they had brought the ship's store of supplies aong with them, now strapped to their saddlebagsin
makeshift oilcloth packs.

"North," the Hunter directed, and they proceeded with dl due haste. Once or twice he called for ahalt,
dismounting momentarily so that he might make direct contact with the earth-currents. Damien saw him
Working, and guessed that he was doing something to hide their trail. An Obscuring? No, that would be
too easily countered by their enemy. More likely some Working that actualy stirred the dirt and stones
until their marksweretruly invisible, so that it would take more than amereillusion to uncover them.
Nevertheless he could see ahard truth in the Hunter's eyes, backlit by agrowing fear: if the demon
Caestaknew where they were going, how great an effort would it take for him to lead men to them? "L et
him at leest

work for it," the Hunter muttered as he remounted. And they started off again.

Some two hours north of the shore the land grew marginaly gentler, and plants could be seen to sprout
where time and wind had broken the stone down to a hospitable soil. Tarrant Knew somefive or six
species of grass before at last he pulled up where one clustered, announcing, "Thiswill do." Assoon as
he released the horses from the Working that bound them, they lowered their heads to the fresh plants
and began to eet asif there were no tomorrow. Which, Damien mused darkly, there might not be.

"Where now?" he asked, as Tarrant rescued his maps from an ailcloth bundle. The well-wrapped papers
had suffered little from their immersion, thank Tarrant's power for that. The Hunter was nothing if not
thorough. As Damien rescued a med's worth of food from his saddlebag-the horses were so intent on
their own meal that they didn't notice him at dl-Tarrant studied the currentsto al sides of them asa
mariner might study the stars. "We're here)" he said at last. He spread out the map on amound of rock
and weighted its corners down with stones. Sitting down on the opposite side of it, Damien studied the
familiar handwriting with its assortment of notes. They had indeed come to land midway between Hade
and Asmody, as Tarrant had guessed; even now the men of those two cities might be searching the rocky



shore for traces of their passage. The Hunter's dender finger marked a place some miles north of the
water, then moved upward: over thefirst line of hills, through the Raksha Vdley, up to amountain range
labeled Black Ridge. "We haveto crossthis," hetold Damien. "And there are only three waysto do that,
short of riding up over thetop. This pass-" and he moved hisfinger west, to a place near the Forest's
own border, "-isby far the eesier crossing, and the one | would have preferred. But there'slittle doubt in
my mind, given our experiencein Seth, that Calestawill marshd local forcesto make that pass
inaccessible”

"No argument there," he muttered, thinking of dl

the violence that had been taking place at the Forest's edge. The men of Y amas and Shevawould be dl
too happy to ambush apair of sorcerers, if they believed that by doing so they might render their families
safer. "So: here" The Hunter moved hisfinger eastward aong the Ridge, until it cameto rest at aplace
labeled Gastine Pass, some forty miles north and twenty miles east of them. "It's bound to be safer than
the other right now."

"And pretty far out of our way." "Do you see an dternative?' "Y ou're the one who cares about time." Did
it seem that the Hunter flinched? Certainly he hesitated before answering, "1 would rather lose aday
resching my god than losemy life getting there" "Y ou're that sure helll bewaiting for us?' The silver eyes
met his. "Aren't you?' "Yeah," he muttered. "That's the rotten part about traveling with you, you know?
Even your enemies are competent.” He took a short swig from his canteen, and watched as Tarrant did
the same, trying to assess the weight of the Hunter's canteen by the way he handled it. Half-empty at
least, hejudged. Did he have otherslikeit, or was he reaching the end of his supply?"What about the
Gastine? Won't he try to whip up some kind of ambush there, once he guesses where we're headed?’

"Without doubt. But the towns near there are farther from the Forest, and its people will be lessready to
rally to hiscause." He paused. 'Thetrick isto beat them there.”

He drew in asharp breath and glanced back at the grazing horses. "Our mounts-"

"Will need attention,” he agreed. "And as Hedling is your department, not mine, | leaveyou toit." Herose
to hisfeet in afluid motion, not unlike a snake uncoiling. "The currents here are strong, but you should be
able to Work them. One benefit of having been driven so far from our chosen course,” he said dryly. And
then he began to wak away from the camp. "Where do you think you're going?"

"Far enough from the three of you that | can Know what's happening in the Forest. Or, at leadt, try to."
"| thought it was al but impossibleto do that from here.”

"Yes. Wdl." The Hunter's eyes glittered in the moonlight, half-lidded and thoughtful. "Doing the
impossible seemsto be our order of business, doesn't it?' He gazed out at the endless dark vistato the
west of them, and Damien thought he saw him stiffenin anticipation. "Y ou just see to the horses.™

Seeto the horses. Easier said than done, when the problem was not one wound or asmpleillness but
generd systemic exhaustion. The animal's needed sound deep and afew good med's, not another
Working. But with fifty or more miles ahead of them before they reached the Ridge, Damien and Tarrant
had little choice. Caestawould certainly make sure that no town let them come close enough to
purchase-or sted, he added grimly-fresher mounts.

"Don't gofar,” hewarned Tarrant. The man wastoo far away to hear him now, but what the hell. He felt
better for sayingit.



With asgh, he braced himsdf for aHedling.

They pushed hard for the rest of the night, hard enough that Damien wondered if the horseswouldn't
collapse before dawn. If s0, he didn't know that he could do much to save them. It was one thing to
spruce up an animd’s biochemistry when it was dlill rdatively hedlthy, another thing entirdly to saveit
once systemic breakdown had begun. But to his surprise they kept up a hard pace through the remainder
of the night, enough to get their riders across the doping line of hillswhich bordered the Raksha Vdley to
the south, and partway acrossthevaley itsef.

By morning's light Damien could seetheir eventua destination, asolid black wall that stretched asfar as
the eye could see to the east and the west of them, cutting short not only routes of travel but the very
winds

themselves. Weather systemsrarely crossed the Black Ridge, he knew that from Geography 101, and
the currents likewise tended to flow around it instead of acrossit. Which wasin thelong run what made
the valley habitable, since the fae beyond that barrier was hot enough and wild enough that even
sorcerersfeared it.

And that's where we're headed, he thought, gazing at the snow-clad peaks. Not a happy thought.

From where they made their camp, Damien could see the passitself, a place where the grest ridge had
folded in its making, creating a deep cleft through which men might travel without braving its heights. His
stomach tightened at the thought of what might be waiting for them there, but he knew in his heart that
there was no dternate route. Unlike the varied ranges of the east, the Black Ridge was an dl-or-nothing
climb for most of itslength. And while they could push their horses hard along open ground and hope to
make good time, Damien knew that if they tried to ride up there, where heat and oxygen were both in
short supply, they would soon find themsaves walking.

Nevertheless... "No other way?"' he asked Tarrant as the man dismounted. Hoping that there was some
route he didn't know about, which they could turn to.

"I'm afraid not,” the Hunter told him. And that was that. Because if there was any man Damien trusted to
know the layout of thisland, and to assessits hidden potentid, it was the Hunter.

Hewatched as Tarrant drained the last of his canteen's contents, and waited for him to say something
about his need for further nourishment. But the Hunter offered no information, and he didn't want to ask
him about it. If he needed something more than he carried with him, surdly hewould tell Damien. The
Hunter had never been shy about his needs.

I'll feed him if | haveto, he thought. Wondering even as he did so how he could do battle with Calestals
troops with less blood in his own veins than he needed, or weakened by an endless assault of nightmares.
Then he thought about the pass and what would be waiting

for them there. Can you make me more afraid than 1 aready am?

"Get somedeep,” Tarrant urged him. "Tomorrow will be ahard day."

Seep. Could you deep in the shadow of such athreat, pretending that it was just another day? When the

wind grew quiet, heimagined he could hear men's voicesin the distance, as Cdesta used the daylight
hoursto prepare for combat. How many local warriors had he gathered there, how had he prepared



them for the battle to come? Did they think they were fighting demons, or some other fagborn threat?
What manner of illusion served them in the place of courage, that would keep them fighting long after
every human inginct cried, Enough!

Shivering, helaid his head down on his pack and tried to deep. Wondering if somewhere in between the
nightmaresthat awaited him he might not find five or ten minutes of genuinerest, so that he could befresh
and ready at sunset.

Twenty-three days | eft.
Tftirty-two

It took the Church'sfaithful five daysto reach Kae. They followed the path that regional planners had
laid out centuries ago, when they first came to understand that in order to travel freely acrossthe
continent man would need protection from the night and its demons at regular intervals. The daes - smdll
fortress-inns, solidly walled and carefully warded - punctuated the road at planned intervals, and their
facilities, designed to accommodate massive trade caravans when necessary, were not hard pressed to
provide room and board for the small band of warriors and their horses.

Eighty-seven men and women. Not al of those would be going into the Forest, of course; therewerea
handful who would be assigned liaison dutiesin Mordreth, and & |east a dozen more who would man a
supporting camp just outside the Forest's borders, to guarantee their supply line should the conflict
become an extended one. Severd hundred more were aready in place at the edge of that damned realm,
gripping theland of all that could burn against the day when the Church's final weapon would be
wielded, and the Forbidden Forest would passinto history. It wasasmall forceeveninitstotal, a
ddiberate contrast to the vast armies which had assaulted that realm in ages past. Those armies had
failed, the Patriarch was quick to remind them. Numbers alone could not guarantee safety in awar where
the very battlefield was dive and hogtile. So thistime they would field not an army proper, but afindy
honed strike force, who would pierce the Forest quickly, strike its blow, and then - hopefully -

get out

The Hunter'srealm, going up in flames. Andrys dreamed of it daily, savoring the vision as his mount
carried him closer and closer to itsfulfillment. The image sustained him when dl € se seemed about to fdll
gpart, when the strength he feigned and the courage he pretended to possess seemed more of alie than
ever. The heet of that fire fed him with life, and with hope, and gave him the strength to go on.

His companions were strangers to him. He walked among them, he ate dinner in their company, but they
might have been from another planet for al he understood them. It wasthe religious thing, of course. Like
al the Tarrants, Andrys had been raised to serve the One God, in word and deed if not in spirit, and he
had been to services often enough for weddings and the like to be able to mouth the common prayers
aong with hisfdlows. But it meant little to him. These people were different. They were marching north
to fight, perhapsto die, dl in the name of a God so divorced from human affairs that they never even
dreamed He would hel p them. Why? Between their motives and his comprehension was a chasm so vad,
so darkly infinite, that al the well-intended prayersin the world could not begin to bridgeit.

Faith. It meant nothing to him. Faith was afantasy, adelusion. Faith waslike'wine: you poured it insde
you and for abrief timeit blossomed, it eased the pain of living, it banished the guilt that tended to clog
up aman's head. And then it was gone, like wine: digested, expelled, forgotten. What was the point?

Did anyone redly believe the One God was out there? Did anyone believe that He cared the least bit



whether this venture of theirs succeeded? Did they honestly believe that a caring God would let a
cregture like the Hunter exist in thefirgt place, much lessreward hislifestyle with virtud immortaity?

Maybe the pagans haveit right, he thought bitterly. Envying his polytheistic brethren for the comforting
amplicity of their faith. Do good or evil, and the world responds in kind. Maybe not the way you would
have liked, maybe not in away you even understand, but at

least the relationship isthere. That, he could relate to. This... thiswas atotal mystery to him.

Perhapsif he could just be alone for ashort while he could cometo termswith it dl. But there waslittle
privacy in thisnew world of his. His days were spent riding with the troops, the Patriarch of the Eastern
Autarchy on hisright and the Company Commander, awoman named Tabra Zefila, on his|eft.
Sandwiched in by authority like that, he felt self-conscious even sneezing; God done knew what would
happen if amuttered curse should escape hislipswhen his horse ssumbled. At night he ate with the
common troops, while the two leaders withdrew to conversein private. An dienintheir midgt, herarely
joined in their conversation. When it cametimeto retire, he joined hisfellow men in aroom prepared for
merchant guards, six bunksto aroom with acommon bath. Never alone. Sometimes he felt so desperate
for privacy that he wanted to scream. It wasn't just because he needed adrink so badly, so often; after
dinner there was enough ae and enough wine making the rounds that he could sate his thirst without
being conspicuous. In the past held had to hide his drunkennessin front of Samiel and Betrise so often
that the skill was now second nature to him; he could drink himsdlf to the borders of oblivion and till
walk steadily to hisroom, even climb up to hisbunk asif nothing were wrong. No, that wasn't the
problem. And it had nothing to do with the drugs he had brought with him, alast desperate gambit in case
the journey proved too much for him. He hadn't needed them yet, and if he did, he could always swallow
apill quickly in the bathroom and get back to bed before it took effect. No, that wasn't it either.

It was the memories.

Not just memories of the past now, though chilling images of hisfamily's daughter-and his own cowardly
inadequacy-<till churned in hisbrain. Now there were memories of the girl, aswell. Sveet memories,
warm and seductive... and more painful than al the others combined. Because he wasn't going back to
her. He knew that. He was going to pit himsdlf against

the Forest in the hope of avenging hisfamily, but the odds of his coming back from that quest were
minima. And evenif hedid, how could he take that gentle girl into hisarms again once hisflesh had
housed the Hunter's spirit? Even if he did survivethis, even if he somehow-imposs bly-managed to
savage his sanity, how could he pretend to just pick up where he had left off asif nothing had changed?
Could aman become the Hunter in spirit and not be poisoned by the experience?

When he could, helogt himsdf in drink. When he couldn't, he vacillated between fighting the memories-all
of them-and giving way to the sweetest ones, alast fleeting indulgence before the darkness of the
Hunter's realm swallowed him whole.

They were received warmly in Kae, even passionatdly, as befit the first vigit of this Patriarch to the
thriving port city. To Andrys, who had never paid much attention to Church hierarchy-or any other
power structure, for that matter-it was an eloquent reminder of the importance of the man who rode by
his side, and the significance of his position to the men and women who worshiped the One God.

There were thousands of them lining the south road when they arrived, the faithful and the curious both,
come to see this man who embodied God's Will. Many reached out to touch him, and once or twice the
Patriarch reined up and indulged them, offering his hand to be shaken or kissed or whatever. Watching



him, Andryswas awed by the aura of the righteous authority which he exuded, and by its power over the
people here. Some of them even fell to their knees as he approached, a gesture which he accepted as
naturally and asregdly ashedid adl the others. It was hard to remember who and what this man was
when you saw him only in smal rooms and on dusty horseback, running smdl affairs, deding with trivid
day-to-day matters, surrounded by people who were accustomed to his

presence. It was something €se again, Andrysthought, to see this. He found that he was trembling
despite himsdlf, and when the Patriarch turned once to look back at him he felt genuingly shaken, asif
those blue eyes had been a channel to something greater, something any mere human should be
frightened of.

The mayor met them at the city gate-an impromptu structure which had been hatily erected in order for
there to be somewhere to hold such a ceremony-and showered them with verba honor. Saviors of the
north, he called them. Saints of the One God. But despite his surface enthusiasm, Andrys had the distinct
impression that the man kept looking back over his shoulder, asif expecting something to creep up
behind him & any moment.

It'sthe ghost of Mordreth, Zefilawhispered to him. It took him aminute to place the name, but when he
did so he nodded solemnly that yes, he understood. Mordreth was atown just across the Serpent, on the
very border of the Forest, which had once hosted asimilarly organized effort to destroy the Hunter's
redm. In retribution, the town had been destroyed in asingle night: man, woman and child; their petsand
their flocks; and even the buildings that housed them, reduced to dead mest and rubble in one night of
vengeance. It waslittle wonder that the mayor seemed so nervous, with such areminder of the Hunter's
power only miles away. Given the circumstances, it was dmost surprising that the troops had been
welcomed at dl.

They were given rooms, and food, and offered supplies; the Patriarch accepted it al. He was pressed
into holding an impromptu servicein theloca church, which had to be moved to the city squareto
accommodate al the people who came. Andrys knew enough about Church theosophy to recognize that
asthe man stood there, the center of attention for thousands of worshipers, hewasin fact shaping thefae
through their faith, weaving additiona power for usein this venture. Why can't they just do it openly? he
wondered. Call astone astone. But by the end of the service even he

could fed the force of what had been conjured, and for once that night he retired without doubt, without
fear, drifting softly into arealm where even the nightmares were gentle,

Would that it had lasted!

In the morning they set sail for Mordreth. Across the choppy waters of the Serpent (was the Hunter
sending astorm to harass them?), past the dark bulk of Morgot (what enemies might emerge from that
secret port?) into the muddy waters of Mordreth's harbor. Thistime there were no warm welcomes
awaiting them, no crowds to shower them with honor, not even alow-leve officia or two to make sure
that they followed loca port custom. Their own agent met them at the pier, dong with the four
Church-folk he had brought with him. Other than that, the harbor was practically deserted.

"They'reafrad,” hetold the Patriarch, and Andrysthought, Who can blame them?

Through anearly deserted town they rode, and the sky added its own silent comment by drizzling rain
down on them. Many of Mordreth's inhabitants had | eft the town in fear for their lives, and those that
remained dared not even look upon the passing troops, for fear that the Hunter would read his own
meaning into such behavior and "exact aterrible vengeance. Neverthe ess, there were sgnsthat life-and



hope- had not been totally extinguished. A shutter creaking open asthey passed, so that frightened eyes
might gaze through the opening. A curtain pulled asde to reved shadowed faces. It seemed to Andrys
that once or twice he could hear muttered words-fragments of a prayer, it seemed-but hewas at alossto
identify its source, or even explain how the sound had reached him.

"Thisisthe face of our enemy," the Patriarch pronounced, when they had al gathered at the far edge of
town to hear hiswords. His arm swept toward the south, encompassing the town they had just passed
through. "Thisiswhat welve come to fight. Can any man see what we have seen and doubt the
inevitability

of such abattle? Can any of you bear to stand back and do nothing and watch this influence spread,
household by household, city by city, until the entire eastern realm scurrieslike frightened animasat the
mere mention of the Hunter's name? Until your husbands and your wives and your children cower in
shadows at the dightest hint of his presence? We will cleansethisland forever,” he pronounced. "Not
only to destroy an unclean thing which God Himsdlf abhors, but to restore the spirits of our fellow men. It
isthe souls of humankind that we do battle for," he told them, and the winds of the fae etched that
message into their brains so powerfully that it seemed the fate of the entire world was at issuein thisone
campaign.

They rode northward for several hours, until a last, atop alow rise, Zefilacaled ahdt. In the distance it
wasjust possible to see the grasdands give way to atightly wooded expanse, and Andrysfet hissoul
clench up at the 9ght of it. For along time they stood there, gazing down at the enemy’'s domain, and no
one spoke aword. The air seemed to be thicker coming from that direction, and colder, and it carried a
scent that was markedly unpleasant, of blood and illness and flesh gone to rot. One man was sickened
enough by it that he went off to the rear of the company to vomit; Andrys could hear his heaving off to
the left somewhere as he struggled to gather his own courage, and he wished desperately that he could
sneak away and steal adrink. But thereéd be no more ae now and no more wine until this matter was
finished, he knew that. In arealm where one's every fear would be given wings and teeth and the hunger
to kill, drunkenness was too volatile aweakness.

They made camp there, within sight of their enemy's domain. Amidst the wreckage of former
encampments, now abandoned by the hunters and foragers who had erected them, they unpacked tents
and bedrolls so new that price tags till dangled from the ends of many, and advertising leaflets fluttered
to the grass as packs of foodstuffs were wrenched open. They would spend the night here and then move
with the sun, letting that

ultimate enemy of night light their way into Hell'sdomain. Not that the light would actudly help them much
beneath that canopy, Zefila observed, studying it with afarseer, but the symbolism wasimportant.

Symbolism.

It was in the name of symbolism that he unpacked hisarmor late that day. It wasin the name of
symbolism that he would be expected to wesar it now, so that the troops might become accustomed to
himin hisnew role. It wasin the name of symbolism that he would be introduced to them anew, not asa
vigtor from aforeign realm, but as one who held the key to the Hunter's domain: flesh of the Hunter's
flesh, blood of hisblood.

One of the men had been sent into help him, and at last it was he who took up the heavy breastplate and
fitted it around Andrys torso, over his shirt. The youngest Tarrant shut his eyes and trembled, not only
for what the moment represented in amilitary sense, but for the memories that were suddenly awakened.
Her hands, soft upon the stedl, gentle against his flesh. Her eyes, so deep and dark that aman could



drown inthem. Lost forever now. He felt awetness come to one eye and wiped it away quickly, hoping
that the man who was adorning him didn't see it. He had to be strong now, that was part of his new
image. Part of hisnew persona. Andrys Tarrant, aleader of men... he dmost laughed aoud. Wasthere
ever agrester contradiction than that one? How Samiel would have roared with outraged laughter to hear
it!

And then hands were guiding him and the man wastdling him that al wasfinished, and he found himsdlf
stepping out of the tent, being led by a stranger's touch toward the place where hisfellow warriors
awaited, where the Patriarch awaited....

Where hisfate awaited.

The Patriarch stood at the crown of the mount, with the men and women who served himrangedina
half-circle beneath. Andrys came to the Patriarch's side and bowed formally, acutely aware of how much
each gesture mattered now. They had schooled him well on the

journey here, and he went through each move like a seasoned dancer, sensing the power of his
performance. Eighty-seven men and women-for they had left nonein Mordreth-gazed upon theimage
that he projected, and their response shimmered in the unseen currents, creating areality more powerful
than any one man could manifest on his own. The fae here was so volatile, it was said, that aman's
dreamstook on redity before they were even completed; what power did that give to the joint dreams of
ahundred, when their mindswere dl fixed on asingle focus? Him.

He looked like the Prophet now, as much as any living man could. His hair had been cut straight across
the bottom, in the Prophet's chosen style, and though it wasn't quite long enough for theillusion to be
perfect, it was damned close. His armor was the same asthat in the mura which overhung the sanctuary
in Jaggonath, down to the finest detail, and the clothing he wore benesth it was likewise identical. Hewas
animage out of history, acreature of living legend, and as the waves of reaction rose up from the smdll
crowd, he could fed it like adull heat on hisface. God, it was hard to bresthe. He pulled a his collar to
loosen it, but that didn't help much. The congtriction wasinternal.

He stood there as the Patriarch explained to them all just what the link was between Andrys Tarrant and
the Hunter. He tried not to flush with shame as several of his companion warriors nodded knowingly, asif
to say yes, we knew he wasn't one of us, this at least explainswhy he's here. Had he proven himself so
unworthy in the past few days that such an explanation was required? Asthe Patriarch detailed therole
that he would play, asthe sun set in golden splendor behind him, Andrys heard few of the words. He was
aone again, done among adiens, and the one person who might have brought him comfort was a hundred
miles behind him now, in another world.

The Forest will recognize this man asitsown, the Holy Father explained. It will let him passthrough
unhindered, and every man that belongsto him will

likewise be protected. Therefore every one of you must swear fedlty to him, here and now, so that the
relationship isclearly established.

They cameto him one by one, then, to kned before him and clasp their hands between hisown. The
words of oathtaking left hislips automatically, and he hardly heard them. Because as each man and
woman knelt before him, as they repeated the ritua oath that the Patriarch had designed, the fae that
coursed about them began to take on anew texture. He could fedl it as he spoke, and the hair along the
nape of his neck began to rise asif something loathsome were stroking him. It took everything he had not
to draw back from them, to stand his ground and force theritual wordsto hislipsasif nothing



whatsoever were wrong. After five of the oaths had been taken, it seemed to him that the loathsome
something had somehow gained entrance to hisbrain, so that its presence seemed more intense when he
struggled to think clearly. Panic welled up inside him, al the more intense because no one surrounding
him seemed to be aware that anything was wrong.

Then, asthe tenth oath was completed, it suddenly became clear to him what was happening.

The vows which these people were reciting had been carefully crafted for the, occasion in much the same
way that other prayers-and the Law of the Church itself-had been crafted in the past. Emotive phrases
had been designed to evoke specific images, so that the fae might be imprinted with the Church'swill.
And it wasworking, al too well. The volatile fae at the edge of the Forest was quick to acknowledge the
Church's chosen imagery, and to set it upon the flesh which served asitsfocus. As soldier after soldier
kndlt before Andrys, acknowledging him as the Hunter'skin, he could fed that fae poundirfg a him,
driving theimage home. He could fed bitsof hisidentity tearing loose, and like adrowning man whose
grengthisfailing him, he sensed the vast emptiness beneath him, which wanted only amoment's
acquiescence to swalow himwhole.

He panicked then, and if the Patriarch hadn't been

by hissde, he might have turned and run. But either the Holy Father sensed the turmoil in him, or his
visions had given him warning; he came up behind Andrys and put a hand firmly upon his shoulder. Just
that. The smple touch reminded him of everything that had driven him here, of the horror that hislife had
become, of his commitment to the Church and to these people who served it. Trembling, he stood his
ground. Another man knelt before him, and then awoman, and then two men. Each oath spawned anew
tidal wave of power that dammed into him, leaving him so breathlessit was dl he could do to mouth the
words of acceptance which had been assigned to him, not hearing them, just struggling to survive. He
was seeing visions now, vile hallucinations that would no doubt have pleased the Hunter, images of blood
and death and violence so extreme that it seemed impossible anyone could have witnessed them. Were
these Gerdd Tarrant's memories, or some nameless, less precise horror? He shivered as they poured into
him, struggling to hold onto his sanity. Twenty oaths. Thirty. Theline seemed endless, and as each new
soldier knelt before him, he wanted to scream at them, he wanted to turn and run, he wanted to be
anywhere but here, doing anything but this....

And then there was afamiliar touch in his mind, and the visons shifted. Only for amoment, but the
moment was enough. Caestas touch, sure and effective, rekindled the hatred that was hisonly remaining
grength. Visons of blood gave way to visons of hisfamily's daughter; dreams of violence gave way to
the hunger for vengeance. He clung to the moment's offering as alifdine, and somehow forced the
required words past hislipstime and time again: / accept the dedication of your lifeto mine, |
acknowledge you as an extension of my will, | swear unto you protection againgt al harm.... He gasped
asthe cold malignance of the Hunter's presence surged through hisflesh, and felt the Patriarch's grip
tighten on his shoulder. Oh, God, he prayed, if you 'reredly out there, if you give adamn, help me! But
the God of Earth wasn't known for

interference in such affairs, and His holy representative, for al his good intentions, had no ideawhat
manner of power he had conjured with thisritual.

And then it was over. The last man retreated arespectful distance from the mound, giving Andrys room
to breathe at last. Shivering violently, the young man prayed that he would be alowed to withdraw soon.
Surely it wasin dl their best intereststhat histerror not be made manifest before the troops! But then
therewas adtirring by hisside, and the Patriarch himself stood before him. The clear blue eyes met his
for aminute and he fdt himself pierced through by their intensity. Then, with anod, the Holy Father



dowly lowered himself to one knee and offered up his own handsfor oathtaking.

No! Andryswanted to scream. I'm unclean now! Can't you see that? But the Patriarch's gaze was
steady, and his hands didn't waver from their position. At last, trembling, Andrystook up the required
pose. "For thisone occasion,” the Patriarch's oath began. "In thissingle set of circumstances.” He had
chosen hiswords carefully, but Andrys could barely hear them. The cold grip of the Forest was
squeezing his heart, and terror surged within hisveins. What if the creature who received this oath was no
longer entirely Andrys Tarrant, but some half-made being that was even now being reWorked by the
Forest's currents? He understood why the Peatriarch felt that even he must be fully apart of their deceit,
but wasn't the risk just too high?

Don't doit! he wanted to yell. Save yoursdlf, your people need you!

And then it wastruly over, dl of it. Findly. Dazed, he listened to the closing rites, watching as the golden
Cordight took precedence over the clean white light of the sun. The latter was whdlly gone now, and the
first stage of night was descending. Soon the demons of the night would come out in force, and if they
didn't acknowledge Andrysin his chosen role-

Don't think about that, he thought desperately. Knowing, in the core of his soul, that the unclean essence
of the Hunter wasinside him now, and that any

hungry demonling with eyes could seeit. Oh, God. He had thought that it might drive him mad to pretend
to be the Hunter; what would it do to him if the Forest'sfae transformed him utterly, making himinto a
copy of that damned soul in truth? What would his Church alies do then-struggle to save him, to salvage
his soul, or condemn him to the same fate as his forebear?

He suddenly felt trapped, and was desperately glad that the tents had a ready been erected; as soon as
this nightmare scene was over, he could take refuge in the limited privacy of hisassigned canvas quarters.
The thought of that privacy was dl that sustained him asthe last prayers were said, the last evocations
recited....

He walked. He wanted to run, but that would only aert the others, and then they would follow him. He
walked to the tent that had been assigned to him-a private tent, in deference to his new position of
authority-and carefully ducked in beneath the flap. His heart was pounding so loudly he was amazed they
couldn't hear it, but maybe their minds were on other things. Maybe in the face of what was coming
tomorrow they had little timeto spare for worrying about the mental health of their chosen figurehead.

His pack was lying beside his bedroll; he dropped to his knees beside it and struggled to open it, his
hands shaking as he attacked itsties and clagps. Soon, he promised himsdlf. Soon. Thinking of what was
insde and the peace that it would bring, he could barely manage the patience required to get the damn
thing opened. Then the top flap was open at last and he spilled his possessions out onto the ground, al of
themin apile. With feverish hands he sorted through the pile, having no concern for any item other than
the one he sought. Buried, it eluded his searching fingersfor long, painful minutes. He drew in adeep
breath and started again, thistime moving each item to anew pile as he searched benegath it. Clothing,
first ad, toiletries... It wasn't there. No, he thought. Not daring to believe it. He searched through the pile
agan, thistimeless neetly, and when he was done the interior of the tent

was littered with his possessions. Still the small bottle el uded him. He began a desperate search through
the pack itself, forcing shaking fingers down into its degpest pockets, squeezing the lining to seeiif
anything hed fallen down into it, madly searching even the straps-



"L ooking for something?"

The voice stopped him cold. The straps of the pack fell from his numbed fingers as he looked up from
the ground to hisvisitor's face, scanning robesthat were al too familiar. God, please, he prayed, spare
me this humiliation. But no Smple prayer was going to make the Patriarch go away, no matter how
heartfdt it was.

"I removed the drugs from your pack en route to Mordreth," the Holy Father said quietly, "and | gave
them to the Serpent. | assume that's what you're looking for?' When Andrys didn't answer, he nodded
dightly asif reading confirmation into his pained expresson. "What you did with your life before this point
isyour own business, Mer Tarrant, but now you no longer live for yoursef. You livefor al of us. And |
will not have my Church's dreams compromised by ahandful of pills, or by your willingnessto parade
your addictionsin front of my people.”

Shameroseto hisfacein ahot flush; hetried to sammer some kind of protest, but couldn't get the words
out. Had the Peatriarch known al along what Andrys carried with him? Wasit avison that had betrayed
him, or some more human source? "1 wouldn't-" he began. Then shame caught in histhroat, and even
those words failed him. "Y ou don't understand,” he whispered.

"| understand enough to see what would happen to my peopleif they perceived such weaknessin you.
Before tonight it might have meant little, but now, after al their vows... you have aresponsbility, Mer
Tarrant, and it'smy job to seethat you live up to it. Painful though that might be."

He hung his head, and thus didn't see what the Patriarch was doing as the wool robes shifted. He didn't
see what the Patriarch removed from his pocket, not until the man cast it down in front of him.

A bottle.

"It'sfrom Jaggonath,” With numb fingers Andrys picked it up; the velvet black pills of ablackout fix
tumbled one over another as he turned it in his hand, incredulous. " The founding fathers of thet city, in
their wisdom, declared that no man should ever have the right to burden others with hisintoxication. They
ordered that al mind-atering drugs be combined with a paralytic, so that the user must suffer its effectsin
the privacy of hisown soul." He gestured down toward the bottle. "If you perceive such adesperate
need for comfort that you would be willing to risk aperiod of pardyds, then hereitis. Y ou may do
whatever you likein private, S0 long asyou remember that your public lifeisno longer your own.”

Lowering his head in shame, he whispered, Y ou don't understand.”

"Asonewho haslived in the public eye for dmogt fifty years, | do understand,” Histone was bitter,
unforgiving. "I understand more than you know." He paused for amoment; his condemnation waslikea
gust of hot wind, that made Andrys face flush even redder. "I won't have this misson compromised by a
moment of weakness, Mer Tarrant-not yours, not mine. Remember that.”

Hel€ft the tent as sllently as he had come, but something of his condemnation seemed to remain behind
him: Andrys could fed it as he turned the bottle over and over in his hand, hungering desperately to open
it and swallow its precious contents, but knowing in the tortured depths of his heart that there would be
no place and no time safe enough to do so until this campaign was over. Then even that vestige of the
Holy Father's presence faded, and he was done at last. Just him and the bottle. Just him and the night.

Jugt him, and the Hunter in hissoul.



Thirty-three
"Were WHAT?

"Going west," the Hunter repested, in avoice that was so maddeningly calm Damien wanted to choke the
life out of him. "Toward the passthat lies near the Forest. Y ou remember, we discussed it last night.”

"I know, | just..." He shook his head, torn between anger and amazement. "Just like that? Y ou woke up
and decided that we'd wasted the last ten hours, time to pick anew direction?”

"Not at dl,” Tarrant said coolly. "The decison was made long before that."
"Y oumean you lied to me."
"| regret that it was necessary."

Heamog hit him. Redlly. Even though it wouldn't do any good. Even though the Hunter could Work the
earth-fae and stop him faster than he could carry through the blow. 1t would fed that good just totry it.
Only thelook in those pale, cold eyes kept him from moving. The utter calm in them, and the unshakable
certainty. Before those things he quailed.

"Think about it," Tarrant urged. "Our enemy hasthe power to read what'sin our hearts. Which means
that we can have no secrets from him. Unless he doesn't bother to look for secrets. Unless he thinks he
knowsdl thereisto know."

"So, in other words, you set me up. Y ou told me we were going east when you never intended to, so that
Cadestawould bdieveit." His hands had curled into fists of their own accord; he forced himsalf to open
them. "And what made you so sure he would look into

my heart, and not yours? Wasn't that ahell of arisk to take?"

The pale eyes, golden in the Cordight, glittered with disarming intengity. "We adready know he's not
watching us every minute. What else explainsthe Locatings | worked in Seth? The one | conjured while
wewerein flight was masked by an illuson meant to midead us, but the one before that wasn't. Such
trivial gameswere of no concern to him when he thought he had us cornered. He has awar to fight,
remember." He nodded west, toward the distant Forest. "No doubt he's anxiousto focuson it.”

With ahot flush Damien remembered their flight through Seth, and his own angry cries. Dammit, man,
you're going the wrong way! Remember the map? He hadn't noticed that the two images Tarrant had
conjured didn't match up. He had trusted in the Hunter's power....

"Intheface of lezuilluson,” Tarrant said, answering histhoughts, "even my own Workings must be

suspect.”
"How do you know he'sreading my mind?' he demanded. "What if you're his source?"

"Unlikely. Of thetwo of us, | would be more likely to recognize signs of hisinterference. With you..." He
hestated. "No offense, Vryce, but you're hardly well versed in demon recognition.”

"He could foal you if hetried.”



"But hed haveto work much harder at it. And I'm willing to bet that the lezu, like men, prefer the path of
least resstance.”

"Y eah, but can we be sure of that?"

"No," he admitted. "It'sagamble. A last-ditch effort in a game where Calesta controls most of the pieces.
I'm sorry | had to plan it done, but sharing my fears with you would have meant sacrificing the
effectiveness of thefeint. And seeing how little we have going for uswithout it..." He shrugged. "'l
apologize, Vryce. Y ou deserved better.”

"No." He sghed heavily and raised up ahand to rub histemples. "Don't. Y ou wereright, asusud. Let's

just hope it worked." He glanced toward the east, where the mountain cleft beckoned. " So what happens
now?'

"If Caestds paying attention to us right now, then helll assgn hislocal pawnsto direct pursuit. But | don't
think heis. | think that he's arrogant enough- and distracted enough-to believe that his current
arangements are sufficient.”

"But we can't redlly know that, any more than we can know what his next move will be."

"There are four dozen men waiting for usright now at Gastine Pass" he said calmly. "That much is
without question. Assuming my understanding of the Situation is correct, | estimate two hours before
Caedtarealizes something iswrong, asthat's how long it would have taken usto reach hislittle trap. At
that point it will betoo late for anyone from there to catch up with us. Hell have to make new plans,
focusing on the western route.”

"And then what? If he can motivate that many to come after us..." Four dozen! God in Heaven! "Y ou
said yoursdlf that the towns bordering on the Forest would be ready and willing to protect their turf.
What makes that region any safer for us?'

"Time, Vryce. Time." With ajerk hetightened the strap securing his horse's saddle. "He can give them dll
the dreams he wants, but few men will rise up out of bed at that instant to fight his battles. I'm willing to
bet he can't muster alynch mob until morning, and by then we should be far beyond their reach.”

"Gerad." He put ahand to the saddle of his own horse. "It's more than a hundred milesto the passfrom
here. That'sahell of aridein one night, even for horsesthat are endurance trained. Do you redly think
these two are going to make it?"

"All they haveto doisget usthere" Hisblack cloak fluttered in the evening breeze as he mounted, like a
vast pair of wings. "Asfor their endurance... | did what had to be done to assure that.” He brought his
animal about o that it faced their distant god. "And no complaints from you thistime. Two horsesarea

amal enough sacrifice, if their expiration puts us ahead of the enemy.”

Hand trembling dightly, Damien touched his horsg's flank. He could fed no changeintheanimd's
substance, but that didn't mean that nothing had been dtered. How little effort would it take to refigureits
equine biochemistry so that the beast devoured itsdlf for energy, ignoring al sgns of exhaustion? How
many vital systems had the Hunter re Worked, so that the processes which would normaly kill the beast
were circumvented, redirected, thwarted? He felt sick as he swung himsdlf up to his accustomed seet. He
felt asif death itsdlf were poised there between hislegs, wanting only the proper hour to makeitstrue



aspect known. But what other option was there?

"No complaints,”" he muttered. Swinging his own horse around, so that they faced thelooming Ridge. "I
promise.”

Full-out galop: the rhythm of desth.
Hewondered if Calesta could hear it.

Hour melding into hour, knees aching as he gripped the anima beneath him. A short stop to dig food out
of hispack, then hurried mouthfuls swallowed whileriding. Trying not to feel sck over the decay that was
taking place beneath him, only telling himsdf over and over that there was no choice. If they didn't make
the western pass by morning, then Caestawould have the whole day to mobilize the valey folk against
them.

Innocent blood on his sword, now wiped clean from al but hissoul....
Two horsesareasmall enough sacrifice....
God help him, what had he become?

Closer and closer to the great ridge they rode, until its shadow blocked out the moon setting behind
them, leaving only Casca's crescent to light their way. It was avast mountain range, barren and
forbidding, and its stark silhouette was as unlike the gentle rolling hills of the south asthe cracked frozen
surface of aglacier was

unlike acool mountain stream. A steep oceanic ridge birthed when this continent was at the floor of the
ocean, it cut acrossthe land like an immense wall, protecting the fertile human settlements from the winds
and the poisons of the regions beyond. It was said there were similar mountains to the north, scoring the
land in parale weltslike claw marks, but most were submerged in afrozen sea, and none but the
Earth-ship had ever seen them. One was enough, as far as Damien was concerned.

They rode through itsfoothills-if that word could be applied to such a place-where the earth began its
steep dope upward. The towns which had been built in this region were far to the south of them,
clustered aong the river that coursed down the valley's center. And for good reason, Damien noted.
There was atemblor asthey approached the ridge, and the cascade of sharp-edged rocks that came
plummeting down the steep dope were an doquent warning to any would-be traveler. Y et it was worth
therisk for them, he thought, if it kept other people away. In this land where any human soul might be
controlled by their enemy, isolation was a prerequisite for survival.

Mile after mile beat numbly into Damien'sflesh, his horsg's skin like fire between hislegs, beneath his
hands. God a one knew what was happening insde it, as the miles pounded underfoot one by one. Once
he started to rein up to feed them, but Tarrant waved angrily for him to continue. Not necessary, his
expression seemed to say. Or perhapsinstead, No point. His heart cold, Damien obeyed. Thisride
would echo in hisdreamsfor yearsto come, he knew, but not half so loudly asthe ones he would have if
they failed to get through the western pass before dawn.

Two horsesisasmdl price....

What'sthe third route to Shaitan's valley? he had asked Tarrant, when the two pulled up briefly so that
Damien might rdieve himsdif.



A tunne from beneath my keep, that exitsthere.
From the Forest? Damien had asked, surprised.

The Hunter nodded. / built it years ago, againgt the possibility that someday ahuman army might attack
the keep itsdlf. If | wereto need an escape route, it stood to reason that it should be to a place where
men would fear to follow. An unlikely event at best, but | pride myself on being prepared.

Therewas an army in the Forest now. What would happen if Jahannafdl?Would it affect Tarrant's
power, or only his mood?

None of that matters now, Damien told himself. Nothing matters but Caestals death.
He hoped, asthey rode, that the Hunter shared his sentiment.
"Thereitis"

They pulled up beside one another on aflat stretch of ground. Beneath them the horses had gone past
swest, past blood-flecked foam, to a state so painful and degraded that Damien flinched to note its
symptoms. They were truly members of the living dead now, who wanted only Tarrant's approval to fall
to the ground and expire. Damien hoped for their sake that the moment came soon.

Black Ridge Passwasn't like its eastern Sister in scope or configuration, but it promised atolerable climb.
A past earthquake had rent the ridge almost to its base, and time and weather had worked at the flaw,
carving a u-shaped saddle into its dope. The approach was asteep climb, but not so impossible that
horses couldn't manage it. He glanced down at his mount and shuddered. Or whatever horses have
become.

Then Tarrant kicked his own mount into mation, and Damien had no choice but to follow. Thefact that
the Hunter made no attempt to Divine their odds of success, or to otherwise See what lay ahead, wasa
chilling reminder of their enemy’s | ezu capacity. If there were some kind of ambush here, Tarrant knew

they
would never seeit; no Working of his, no matter how well refined, could change that fact.

Trugt to his planning, Damien told himself. Trust to his understanding of the enemy. But even ashis
mount's trembling feet bit into the harsh mountain dope, he couldn't hel p but remember what Tarrant had
said before. It was agamble. No more than that. And if Calesta had foreseen their latest move... Damien
flinched asthey climbed, half-expecting an arrow in the back at any moment. But none came. They were
up ahundred feet above the valley floor, then two hundred, and still no one and nothing came at them.
Four hundred. Eight. Still they climbed in safety, so far that Damien findly loosened his death grip on his
weapon long enough to button the collar of hisjacket closed. The wind this high up wasfierce, sweeping
asit did acrossthe face of the ridge for hundreds of mileswithout obstacle, and every hundred feet the
travelersgained in dtitude cost them afew degrees of subjective heat. By the time they were high enough
to see thewhole valley spread out benegth them, Damien's teeth were chattering, and not wholly from
fear. The sky above glittered with starlight, but despite that warning the horizon was till dark. They had
some time | ft, then... but not much.

And then, with alurch, Damien's dying steed managed to gain the coveted ground at the end of the climb.
The passitsdf was anarrow passage that cut through the ridge at an angle, with crumbled rock and athin



film of ice underfoot; the horses ssumbled asthey negotiated it, while Damien fought not to look up &t the
two peaksthat flanked them, snow-clad sentinelsthat reared up ghost-pale in the moonlight at either
gde

Suddenly, without warning, Tarrant's horse went down. The Hunter barely got clear of it beforeit began
to convulse, horrific spasms coursing through its body in waves. Damien froze for amoment, horrified by
the sight, and then quickly dismounted. It was not amoment too soon. Blood streaming from its nose and
mouth, the anima that had faced desth to bring him

here went down on its knees, then screamed in terror and joined itsfellow in dying. The sight of its
suffering was too much for Damien. "Kill them!" heyeled a Tarrant. Y ou sarted this, damn you, you
finishit!"

For once the Hunter didn't argue. Damien saw the unearthly chill of the coldfire blade blazeto life, and
the ice on the mountains to both sidesflickered with eerie silver-blue light asitswork was done. Not until
Tarrant wasfinished did helook at the horses again, and even in death their suffering was so apparent
that it made him sick to hisgut to seeit.

There was atime when even that small act of mercy would have put Tarrant's soul in jeopardy, he
redized. Have we come so far beyond that, that such fine distinctions no longer disturb his unholy
patron? He watched for amoment as the Hunter worked at getting his saddlebags |oose from his horse's
body, then stooped beside his own mount's corpse to follow suit. The Unnamed expects him to die, he
thought grimly. In the face of that, what transgression has any meaning?

The stars were bright overhead by the time they had their suppliesfreed, sorted, and repacked, but the
horizon was gill comfortably dark. That gave them at least an hour, Damien estimated, maybe more.
Enough time get through the pass and find shelter, God willing. For thefirgt timein days, hefelt dmost
optimidtic.

"Let'sgo," Tarrant urged, and he led the way north.

It was no easy path, that narrow divide. Mountain waters had dripped down the flanking dopes and
frozen, making flat sections treacherous. Rockfals had strewn the ground with thousands of knife-edged
obstacles, some large enough to require climbing over, some small enough to lodge in the legther of a
boot sole. It was ahard transition from twelve hours of hard riding to such a strenuous hike, and more
than once Damien sstumbled. But they had cheated time and Calesta both, and that knowledge gave him
new strength with every step he took. The inhabitants of the valey would be less than happy about
following them here, where the spirits of the dead were said to rule.

Oncethey madeit to the far sde of the pass, Tarrant said, they would surely be safe.

And then they came around aturn and Shaitan's valey spread out before them, as suddenly asif they had
lifted aveil to reved it. Below them the earth swirled with agray mist that seemed dmost aive. No, not
gray: thin sreamers of silver, that glowed with an eerie phosphorescence. He could seefigureswithin it
that appeared dmost human, but they were too far away for him to make out any details. " Shadows of
the dead,” Tarrant said quietly, following his gaze. Clouds hung low about the valey floor, their surfaces
reflecting the sarsas no redl clouds should. And in the center of it dl, rising up from the clouds and the
mist like amountain from the sea-

Shaitan. Its summit glowed with hot orangefire, and streams of that color cascaded down itsflank, into
the unnatural mist that obscured its base. Its steep cone reared up high into the sky, and the clouds of ash



that surrounded it seemed to glow with their own inner fire, so fiercely did they reflect itslight. Above it
the sky had been blanketed with ash, whose undersurface rippled with orange and red highlights as asea
might ripple with froth. 1t made Damien fed sirangely lightheaded to stare up at it, and he forced hiseyes
downward again, to amore comfortable terrain.

"Do the dead redlly live down there?" he asked Tarrant.
" Shadows of the dead," he confirmed, "which are not quite the same thing."
"What'sthe difference?'

"Thered dead, if they survived separation from their flesh, would feed as other fagborn creatures do:
upon the species that gave birth to them. While the shadows of the dead... do. not feed. Do not hunger.
Do not expire. They're like reflectionsin amirror: perfect, but without real consciousness. The only world
they know isthe moment in which they died, and they only exist here, where the currents are so powerful
that thought is practically the same asbeing.”

"They don't sound very dangerous.”
Tarrant looked a him sharply. "Don't kid yourself."
"But if they don't need to feed-"

"They're perfect reflections, formed at the instant of degth. Violent desths mostly; those are the kind with
the grestest power.” He gazed out at the vista before him. "Y ou think of what that would mean, to havea
creature whose only memory of lifeisthe one moment when it betrayed him... and then dly that imageto
that power, down there." A sweeping gesture encompassed it al: the midts, the volcano, the unseen
currentsthat sept like tsunami acrossthe earth. "1'd call that very dangerousindeed.”

He glanced at the sky again, toward a place where it was clear, and saw the constellation of Arago rising
over thetop of theridge. Why did that seem wrong to him? He shook his head asif to clear it, but the
thought wouldn't cometo him. It was il dark, at least. Starlight might serve asawarning of the coming
dawn, but in and of itsdlf it wouldn't hurt Tarrant-

And then there was someone el se there beside them, someone who gestured sharply down the dope and
bade them, "Come quickly!"

He half drew his sword, then shegathed it again when he saw who it was. "Karril?* he asked. NoK quite
believing. ~\

"Come," the demon urged. Waving toward the dope™ behind him, taking astep in that direction asif to
inspirethem to follow. "Therés not much time."

Damien looked back at Tarrant; the Hunter's expression mirrored his own hesitation. " The lezu can't
imitate one another," he said at last.

"And they cant kill humans either," the demon reminded him, "But don't bet your lifeon that." Again he
gestured down the hillside, and whispered fiercdly, "Trust me, old friend! If nothing else, you know |
respect lezu law. Comewith me!”

Something in hiswords or his manner must have decided Tarrant, for the Hunter nodded and began to



follow him. Damien trotted dongside, praying that neither would lose hisfooting on the treacherous
ground.

-And then they were diding down the vast dope, so quickly and so recklessy that Damien couldn't even
pretend to control his descent. In what must have been no more than a handful of seconds, they dropped
so far that Damien could no longer make out the pass above them, yet Tarrant continued to follow. Even
when that meant descent through a grove of thorned bramblesthat tore at their clothing and skin asthey
forced their way through. Even when that meant dropping down from aledge into utter darkness, trusting
to the demon'sjudgment. A demon which could be no more than Calestals newest illusion, and never
mind that lezu law forbadeit...

It was aten-foot drop into darkness, and then there was earth to support their feet again. "Thisway," the
demon urged. He showed them adark space that led into the mountainside. "Quickly!" With only a
second's pause to study his face-for motive, perhaps?- Tarrant passed within the cavern's mouth and was
gone. Damien hesitated, then moved to follow. But Kami's hand fell on hisarm, stopping him.

"It'sover," the demon announced. Not to Damien. To the air aove him... or something init. Y ou failed,
brother! Giveit up!"

-And theilluson was suddenly gone from Damien's eyes, the fa se backdrop of night that had blinded him
to adeadly truth. To the east of him dawn blazed brightly-dawn!-and even as he watched the white sun
breached the horizon, filling the valey benegth it with fatal, unforgiving light. Had Tarrant been shelterless
right now... Hefelt sick just thinking about it.

"Thisway," Karril said gently, and he led Damien into the cavern's darkness.

Immersion in the blackness of the underearth was blinding after such avison; he fumbled for hislantern
and lit it with trembling hands, praying that Karril wouldn't leave him behind while he did so. But the
demon waited patiently, and not until he had the wick adjusted and the perforated door latched shut did
he urge him onward, into the mountain's heart.

Two chambers|ater, safely beyond the reach of the sun'skilling light, they found Tarrant. The adept was
gtting with his back to stone, hiseyes shut asif in pain.

"It'sdawn,” Damien said quietly.

"So | gather." The pae eyesdid dowly open, fixing first on Damien and then, at last, on Karril. "You
saved my life," hewhigpered. "In defiance of lezu law.”

"He broke our law." The demon's tone was defiant. "Should | Sit back and let him be rewarded for that?"
The Hunter shut his eyes again. Now that the illusion had been lifted, Damien could see that hisface was
reddened where dawn's light had falen upon it. What kind of power did these lezu widld, that could blind

aman to hisown pain?

Perceptud digtortion, hemused. That'sal itis. A power more deadly than any other, if used without
reservation.

"Thank you," Tarrant whispered. Not to Karril aone, it seemed, but to both of them.

The demon hesitated. "1 can give you dreams-"



"No. Leave methe pain." Helifted ahand to hisface, wincing asthe fingers made contact. "Let it bea
reminder to me of what we'refighting.”

The stars, Damien thought suddenly. The stars had been wrong. Arago shouldn't have risen that high until
the sun was nearly up. He should have known the truth from that. He should have guessed.

"Don't," the demon said gently. They can read what'sin your heart. "Y ou couldn't have known. Not even
we knew, until the dawn waswell underway.”

Helooked sharply at the demon. "We?'

Karril nodded. "There are others here. Some ashuman as| am, others so dienin form even | can't speak
to them. And the mother of usdl isgtirring, after so many centuries of inactivity that some of usthought
shemight be dead.”

"Toward what end?' Damien asked sharply. "Will she get involved inthis?'

The demon shrugged wearily. "Who knows? Those few of uswho can speak to her use alanguage |
don't

understand. Most think that shelll respect her own law and stay out of it. But then, we a so thought that
Caestawould be punished long before this." He looked at Tarrant; his expresson wasgrim. "I can't
keep my brother from using his power to stop you, but | won't alow him to kill you directly. That much |
can promise.”

"Karril-"

"It's not much of an assurance, | know." Histone was frankly gpologetic. "But it'sthe most | can offer
right now. I'm sorry."

"Karil, please-"

But the demon had adready begun to fade. A few secondslater only his voice remained, and afew
preciouswords that lingered in the dark cavern air before they, too, dispersed into nothingness.

Whispered:
Good luck.
Thirty-four

The Cregture called Amoril ran through the halls of the Hunter's keep, howling out hisfrugtrationin a
wild, inarticulate cry. Over the shapeless mounds of what had once been human flesh-the Hunter's
servants, now half-eaten and left to rot-past curtains soaked in blood and urine, past golden sconces
which had once held torches but which now, in deference to Amoril's new Master, held only darkness,
he made hisway to the Hunter's chapdl, where an even greater Darkness awaited.

"Not fair!" he screamed. The human wordsfelt strange to him, tattered remnants of another life. But his
anger couldn't be vented without the proper words and so he remembered them, formed them, forced
them out. "It'snot fair!™ he howled to the black space surrounding him. The smell of blood wasthick in



dieair, and he could see crusted stains on the dtar, left over from his nightly human sacrifice. "We made
aded!"

For amoment it seemed that he was truly aonein the room. If so, it would hardly bethefirst time. The
dark forces which he had courted back in his human past didn't take an activerolein hislife; rather,
having remade him so that he served their purpose, they preferred to sit back and feed in silence on the
fruits of hislabors. Now, however, something stirred. Its presence was pain and fear and insufferable
hunger, and the thing called Amoril whimpered asit manifested itsdlf.

Have patience, came the black whisper.

"Y ou promised me the Forest,” he choked out. ™Y ou said it would be ming!™

It will, athousand voices assured him. As soon as the Hunter is dead.

"Y ou sad you weregoing to kill him!"

We said that he would die, the voices corrected. And so he will, once the compact is broken. Soon.

"There are men in the Forest," he growled. " Church men with wegpons, coming here to the keep. The
Forest should be stopping them, but it isn't. He still controlsit!" Phlegm clotted suddenly in histhroat and
he spat it out onto the floor, athick black mass. "Why would he let them come here? Why won't his
Workings stop them?"

There was slence for amoment, such utter silence that for amoment he feared his Masters had deserted
him. Then the voices returned, a shilant whisper that filled the cold room.

The cause of that isirrd evant. Gerald Tarrant will be dead before the next sunrise, and the Forest will be
freed from his contral. Y ou will have enough time to stop them.

"You said hewould die before and he didn't,”" he accused. "Why should | believe you now?"

The answer was pain. Black pain, cold pain, that wrenched at hislimbs and sent needles of ice stabbing
down into hisflesh. With acry of anguish hefél to thefloor, hisbody contorting into shapes no human
form should ever adopt, racked by the Unnamed's punishment.

At last, whimpering, he lay on the floor like a beaten dog, echoes of the terrible pain scraping across his
nerveslike arasp.

Y our roleis not to question, but to serve. The whispers had become one voice now, that filled the whole
chamber with its venom. He trembled, knowing how merciless the owner of, that voice could be. Tarrant
will not fight this desth. He embracesit willingly, for the power it will give him.

"Power?" he whispered weakly. Suddenly he was struck by anew and terrible fear: what if the Hunter, in
his dying moment, struck out against the servant who had betrayed him? The man whose sacrifice had
sent

him to Hell”? What then? He began to gasp out a question, but the sounds of it caught in histhroat. What
if the Unnamed perceived in that question further defiance’? He whimpered softly and drew up his body
into atight ball, asif that Smple posture could somehow save him. No. Better by far to say nothing.
Better to bear thisfear in sllence.



But the voice must have heard histhoughts, for it answered him. The power heinvokeswill be directed at
another, not you.

It took aminute for the wordsto sink in. "Thank you," he whispered. "Thank you."

But the voices were gone. He waited for awhile longer in his huddled position, shivering with dread, but
no new power assaulted him. At last, very dowly, he unfolded hislimbs. No response. Very carefully,
very dowly, heraised himsdlf up. Still nothing. With awhimper that was haf fear and hdf reief, hefinadly
got to hisfeet again. Still nothing. The Unnamed had truly gone.

One more day, he thought. He could taste the Forest's power on hislips, a heady tonic. Just one more
day, and thenit'll dl be mine. Won't you be sorry then, my brave little Churchmen!

Then dl the human words deserted him. Hungry, restless, the creature called Amoril set off at afrantic
lopeto find his pack.

Thirty-five
The Forest had changed.

Narilka had gone bardly ten stepsinto it, and aready she knew something waswrong. It wasn't a
difference she saw as much as one that shefdt, but she fdt it so strongly that for amoment she just
stopped, too shaken to move forward. She remembered the Forest from before. Not clearly, not
willingly, but she remembered. The Hunter had set her loose in these woods and she had stumbled
through its preternatura darknesslike aterrified animal, not yet aware that the creature out of legend who
followed her trail wasaman, and would never hurt her. Now, as she bresthed in the rotting stink that
came and went like a breeze, she knew that something waswrong. As she gazed upon the necrotic mold
that clung to the trunks of the Hunter's trees, she knew that no growth like that had been here before.
And as she dared to reach out with her hopes and her fearsinto the heart of the Forest itsalf, struggling
for some fae-borne sense of Andry's passage, the presence that she sensed within that realm of shadows
was enough to make her draw back, sickened. Not a human presence, that. Not the clean demonic
sgnature of the Hunter either, which she knew so well from their two brief encounters. Thiswas
something less than human, something so unclean that the Forest itsdf would surely vomit it upif it had
the power to do so. What was going on here?

She reached out for anearby tree-one of the few healthy ones-and shivered, trying to absorb it al. Had
he changed a so, the Forest's monarch? Wasthis

transformation just afacet of his own soul's evolution, reflected in the trees and the earth of hishomeand
asasmpler man might be reflected in amirror? If so... She shuddered. The monarch of the old Forest
had declared her safe. Would his promise hold in this transformed place? And what about Andrys
supposed invulnerability? Suddenly she felt very cold, and very done. Until this moment her quest had
been like adream, her way so brightly lit by the flame of her love that she never got acloselook at the
shadows which were gathering behind her. Now, suddenly, she felt smothered by them.

With trembling hands shelit her lantern, so that its earthy light might reassure her. As she adjusted the
wick, she heard a sudden sound behind her and she amost dropped it as she whipped about, her free
hand going to the hilt of the long knife which was sheathed at her hip. But it was only aforager rooting in
the dirt. Thank the gods. For amoment she had thought it might be a soldier, and had braced hersdlf for
afar more unpleasant confrontation.



The guard at the Church camp would be changing soon and they would discover that she was gone. Or
maybe it would take them longer than that. Maybe they had enough duties to occupy their time, so that
each soldier would think another had attended to her. Maybe hours would pass and the sun would set
and darkness would fal again before they realized that she had dipped away at dawn... and by then it
would betoo late for them to stop her. Gods, let it be so! She had wanted to circumvent the Church
camp entirely, had even turned her horse toward the east with the intention of cirling wide about it and
entering the Forest from another direction. Then it had struck her just how foolish that plan would be.
There were no roads inside the Forest, and certainly no markers to measure distance or indicate
direction. How could she hopeto find Andrys unless she followed directly in hisfootsteps? So she had
come back reluctantly to Mordreth, her starting point, and taken the north road directly to the

Forest's edge. Where the Church had made its encampment. Where the soldiers of the One God stood
guard againg al enemies, red and imagined.

It had been easy enough for her to explain her presence to them. A lifetime of having men make
presumptions about her nature had given her afed for that game, even though the presumptions were
usualy wrong. Perhaps she was lucky that men were on guard when she rode into the camp. Surely
women would have seen through her subterfuge, and watched more closdly for hints of what lay beneath.
Men rarely bothered.

She was afraid for her lover, she said as the guards confronted her. She had spent too many deepless
nights and tortured, distracted days thinking about the dangers he was facing, and at last she had decided
to follow him. That waswhat she told them, and certainly the words were true enough. What wasfase
was the manner in which she spoke them, and the conclusions she inspired the guards to draw. She
appeared to be aweak woman, a confused child, afragile creature who clearly had never considered the
hard redlity of battle when she set off to be with her loved one. Now, at the edge of the Forest, with
these men explaining the true nature of war to her, she would of course understand that she couldn't ride
into the Forest done, that she didn't want to ride into the Forest alone, that the best thing for her to do
waswait here, in thiscamp, until her lover finished his manly work and returned to her. They would be
glad to protect her until then, they said. And their eyes added: such awoman needs protection.

Bullshit.

They let her use histent for the night. That brought genuine tearsto her eyes, to see the manner in which
he had |eft hisfew possessions, to read his state of mind in their disarray. Belongings were strewn al
about the interior, soap and razors, bits of clothing... and atassal. She gasped when she saw that. It was
atiny thing, black silk with brasstinsdl wound around the base, and she wouldn't have noticed it at dl if it

hadn't been so familiar. Sheld owned ascarf with tassels on the ends, just like that. She rememberediit.
Shedd worn it as abelt one night and then logt it. Later sheld thought that maybe she had left it at his
place, but when sheld looked for it the next day, it wasn't there. Or so it had seemed.

Oh, Andrys. She shut her eyestightly, and her hand clenched shut about the tiny thing. He must have
hidden it among his possessions daysin advance so that she wouldn't find it and reclaim it, more
comfortable with the concept of theft than he was with the thought of asking her openly for a keepsake,
There were tears coming to her eyes now and for ashort while, in the privacy of histent, shelet them
flow. Why had she let him come here done? Why had she ceded to anyone- even his God-the authority
to separate them?

Never again, she promised herself.



Sheld spent that night in the Church camp, huddled among his possessions. In the morning it had rained,
which was an event so fortuitous that she whispered a quick thanksgiving to Saris, just in case the
goddess had been responsible for it. In the distance she could see the morning guard huddled in their rain
capes, keeping watch on the paths that led to and from the Forest. Did they redly think something from
that darkbound realm would brave the sunlight to strike at them? Or were they more concerned that she
might continue her journey, and compromise the purity of their faith-driven campaign with her presence?
She had no doubt that they would stop her if they could, and so she planned her next move carefully,
knowing that she would have only one chance to get past them.

There was a cape among Andry's belongings similar to theirs, and she put it on. Its bulk covered her
clothing and her pack and its hood, drawn forward against the rainfal, cast her featuresinto deep
shadow. Clad thus, her booted legsimitating the stride of the soldiers as best she could, she made her
way to the outskirts of the camp. There was another guard there-aman, she guessed by the height-and
for amoment she thought he would recognize her despite her disguise. Heart

pounding, she raised up ahand asif to acknowledge his presence, then set off with afirm stride toward
the edge of the Forest. He didn't follow her. Nor did he raise an darm. She knew that he would have
done one or the other if held redlized who she was, he could hardly alow the sanctity of his Patriarch's
mission to be compromised by the presence of a single pagan woman!

Remembering the Patriarch's rgjection of her pleas, she shook her head sadly. Isthere solittleto fear in
thisworld that you have to make enemies out of your neighbors? Does your God have nothing better to
do than pass judgment on the innocent? But deep within her heart, where it hurt to ook, she did indeed
understand him. And she knew that in away he was right. She had seen the Forest and she knew its
power, and nothing short of the One God Himsdlf was going to bring it down.

Quietly she dipped out of therain cape and let it fal to the ground behind her. There was no need for it
now that the rain had stopped, and its bulk might dow her down. A faint mist clung to the ground, but
despite its clammy touch she was grateful for it, for it made the earth damp enough to hold the mark of
footprints. If she could find the place where Andrys and hisfellows had entered the Forest, she could
surely follow therr trail. It was too bad that her improvised plan hadn't allowed her to bring her horse
aong; it would have made the journey easier. But if she had tried to bring it dong with her the guards
would surely have noticed, and therefore she must do without it.

Asshetraveled, searching the ground by lamplight for apromising sign, the Forest changed about her.
Not in aneat progression, as one might expect, but in fitsand starts. In one place the smell of rotting
meat was S0 strong that it nearly choked her, and she held a damp cloth over her mouth in the desperate
hope that it would keep out the worgt of the gtink. Ten steps later, that smell was gone. Unwholesome
growths clung to the tree trunks in one place, but |eft neighboring acres undisturbed. Wormlike crestures
writhed at

thefoot of the great trees astribes of smaller parasites dowly chewed their way through their skins, but
twenty steps away no sign of worm or parasite was visible. She didn't remember the Hunter'srealm being
like that before. She couldn't imagine that the man who had shown her the glories of the night-fearsome
and violent, yes, but ordered asthefinest music is ordered, and pristine as the moonlight itself-would
have condoned such agate of affairs.

And then she found it. She thought it was ariverbed at first, atrough scoured into the mud by someflash
flood that had swept down from the mountains. But holding her lantern close, she saw the footprints that
marked its bottom. They were horses prints, the triune markings of an eastern breed. She had found the



Church'stral at last.

A senseof relief sointensethat it was dmost painful welled up ingde her. Not until this moment had she
been willing to admit to her greatest fear, which wasthat the Hunter's realm might swallow al signs of
Andrys passage, so that no one could follow him. But these tracks were so clearly marked, so utterly
mundane in form, that she felt a sudden rush of confidence, and even the sour stink of the Forest seemed
to fade for amoment, asif to acknowledge, Thisisit. Thisisright. Follow him.

Turning up her lantern wick, shefollowed the soldiers trail deep into the Forest. The lumps of horse
droppings scattered here and there were still damp and pungent, which seemed to imply that they weren't
far ahead of her. Thank the gods! Shetried not to think about what her reception would be when she
findly caught up with them. The Church soldierswould be furious, but Andrys... she could fed hisneed
now, as though there were a cord connecting them. Andryswas all that mattered. And if hisgod truly
meant to bring down the Hunter, surely hewouldn' |et the love of asingle woman stand in hisway?

Theregion'sthick darkness folded about her like ashroud as she walked, until the light of her lantern was
al but smothered. Trembling, she kept her eyeson the

ground before her, refusing to search for threats in the looming darkness a either side. If the Forest
meant to attack her now, then it surely would do so, and no single lantern could stop it; she had gambled
everything on the Hunter's promise, and now, with hiswordsringing in her earslike aprayer, she gave
her whole attention over to following thetrail before her. It wasn't easy. The earth was dryer thisfar into
the Forest, which meant that the marks she was following were more shdlow, less certain, easily
confused with the scrabblings of local animals. It was so hard to see in the gloom that once she went
down on one knee so that she might run ahand along thetrail for afoot or two to confirm its presence by
touch, but the sudden sense of something burrowing beneath the soil, something filthy and hungry and
drawn to her heat, made her stand up quickly again. It won't hurt me, shetold hersdlf. Her heart was
pounding; her hand felt dlammy againg the lantern's handle. Nothing here will hurt me. But despite that
self-reassurance she moved quickly forward, whispering a prayer to her goddessthat her feet might stay
on the right path, even as she fled unseen horrors beneath the earth.

Hours passed, cold and immeasurable. She found ahump of rock and sat dgwn on it, resting just long
enough to catch her breath and wash down abit of dried biscuit with aswallow of water. Had shetruly
run in this place once for three days and nights? She trembled to recdl those hours of terror. Could
Andrys sense the Hunter's constant presence here, or was that sensation reserved for the woman he
hunted? For his sake, she prayed he wasimmune.

At lagt, her strength renewed by the meager meal, her courage somewhat bolstered, she lowered herself
down from the rock and 'prepared to take up the Church'strail once more.

Then she heard the noise.

It wasn't like the other noises that surrounded her, athough it would have been hard for her to describe
theway inwhich it differed. A thousand creatures had skirted the edge of her lamplight since she had
come

here, and their scrabblings and ditherings had become an accustomed counterpoint to her own footsteps.
This noise was different. This noise echoed with purpose. Thisnoise, asit mirrored her own footsteps,
warned of something intelligent, something focused... something dangerous. Something unbound by the
Hunter's promise, that was free to sate its own hunger in these nightbound woods.



Her heart began to pound, but she forced her stride to stay even. Surely anything that belonged in this
darkness could outpace her easily; the trick was not to run, not to provoke it. The Church soldiers
couldn't be far ahead-right?-and if she could just get within hearing range of them, maybe the thing that
was following her would be frightened off. Or maybe she could cry out and get someone to cometo her,
fast enough to keep it from moving in on her-

And then there was a sound ahead of her, and another to her side. She heard footstepsfirgt, like those
which followed her, and then akind of snorting. Shefdt achill crawl dong her skin, and only the
knowledge that displaying her fear would make things a thousand times worse kept her legsfrom locking
up interror benegth her. Everything in the Forest ishis, she chanted silently. Nothing of hiswill hurt me.
But what if her fears had manifested some new creature, some demonling not yet broken to the Hunter's
ways? Would she still be protected then? There was rustling on both sides of her now, so loud that she
knew it was deliberate; the things that echoed her steps were taunting her. Goddess, help me. Please....
Her legs were numb, her feet so heavy she could hardly move them. Could her pursuers smell her fear?
Did it whet their appetite? Oh, Andrys, what have | done!

A figure moved into the path before her. At first it seemed to be some kind of animal and she took a step
backward involuntarily, trying to put hersalf out of range of itsteeth. But then it straightened up, and
stretched somehow, and when she held the lantern up so that she might seeiit better, she saw that it was
human in shape, human in countenance... but not

human in substance. That much she saw with her heart, if not her eyes.

It was the white man, the Hunter's servant. But not as she remembered him from their meeting years ago,
adender, lithe cresture with ghostly white skin that gleamed in the moonlight, feral hunger that gleamedin
hiseyes. Thiswas acreature of plague and rot, aliving manifestation of the malignance that had led
the entire Forest. Hishair-if hair it could be caled-was amatted mass of dirt and dime that seemed to
move of its own accord as he watched her. His body seemed somehow distorted, in postureif not in
form, his clothing was torn and filthy and reeked of urine, and his eyes... those were the most horrible
thing about him, she thought. Not human eyesat al, but pits that seemed gouged into hisflesh, emptiness
where eyes should have been, framed by aring of flesh pulled back so hard againgt his bone that she
could see black veins pulse benegthit.

"Ah," he whispered, and the sound was more agrowl than any human utterance. "It ssemswe have
company.” Hisvoice gurgled thickly in histhroat, asif some growth within that passage made human
gpeech atrid. "So rare, these days."

Stay calm. Y ou know how to deal with him. Just stay cadm and do it. Shetried to reach ahand into her
jacket pocket, but she was shaking so badly that she couldn't find the opening. Wolflike creatures were
moving into the circle of light now, and like their master they were horribly deformed, filthy satires of a
once-proud pack. If the Hunter's own servants could be so twisted, what did that imply about their
master? She trembled to think about it. Stay cadm! Then her hand did into the pocket-findly-and she
clutched the thing within it, grasping it like alifeline. Even as he took a step toward her she jerked it out
and held it up before him, widlding it asawarning, awegpon. The Hunter's token dangled in the
lamplight, glints of gold dong its edge warning back those demonswho would defy hiswill. It had
worked once before, when this

cresture meant to toy with her. Surely it would do so now.

The white man stared at her amulet for along, slent moment.



Then helaughed.

Goddess! Shefdt her soul flinch as the sickening figure came toward her. Help me! Shetried to back up,
but something large and cold had come up behind her legs; it took al her remaining strength not to fall
backward over it, into itswaiting jaws.

"The Hunter isn't around right now," the white cresture informed her. He grinned, displaying amouth full
of rotting and bloodstained teeth. "But don't worry. I'm sure we can manage to entertain you in his
absence.”

He reached for the amulet then and shetried to back away from him, but the beast behind her knees
moved suddenly and she fell over it, her lantern hurtling to the ground far out of reach. Shetried to regain
her feet, but it wasimpossible; the beasts closed in on her even as she struggled to get to her knees, their
jaws cloging tight about her arms and legs, their rank weight forcing her down again.

She screamed. Hopeless effort! What did she think it would gain her, in thisland where even the laws of
sound would surely be warped by sorcery? But the cry welled up from a core of terror so stark, so
primitive, that merelogic could not slenceit. And the white man laughed. He laughed! The whole Forest
was hisnow, not only its plants and creatures but the very air itself. Who could hear her, if hewilled it
otherwise?

And then hisface bent down close to hers and his hands closed tightly about her wrists-icy flesh, dead
and damned, that sucked out her living heat through the contact-and she could fed her frail grip on sanity
giving way, the darkness of terror closing in about her brain even asthe flesh of the albino's pack closed
in around her body. Sucking her down into depths where was neither terror nor pain, only mindless
oblivion.

Andrys she screamed, as the darkness gathered in thick folds about her. The sound built up in her throat
and left her mouth, but made no tremor inthe air. Andrys!

He couldn't hear her. No one could. No one except the Hunter's servant, whose beasts even now were
meauling her frozen flesh.

Oh, Andrys....
Thirty-9x

Sunset was sandwiched between earth and ash, itslight like awound in the darkening sky. Though the
sun itsalf had disappeared behind distant mountains, itsrays, stained blood red by aveil of ash, lit the
bellies of the clouds like the fire of Shaitan itself. Now and then awind would part the ash-cloud
overhead and the light of the Core would lance through, but it was afleeting distraction. The day was

dying.

Pointedly not looking down at the landscape that spread out benegath his perch, Damien squeezed his
way back into the shelter that Karril had found for them. The lantern he had | eft at the first turn was il
burning, and he caught it up as he made his way back to the place where Tarrant waited. Unlike the
Hunter, he needed light to see.

Tarrant was exactly as he had left him, resting weekly againgt the coarse wall of the cavern. By thelamp's
dim light Damien could seethat his burns hadn't healed, and that was abad sign; afull day'srest should



have restored him. His scar d one remained unreddened, and its ghostly white surface, framed by
damaged flesh, reminded Damien uncomfortably of the scavenger worms of the Forest.

"Sun'sgone,” he said quietly. No response. He put down the lantern and lowered himsdlf to the ground
beside Tarrant, striving to maintain an outer aspect of cam when ingde he was anything but. Come on,
man, we've got along way to go and not alot of timeto get there! But something about Tarrant's attitude
scared him. Something that hinted that the worst damage

wrought last night might not be that which was visible, but some wound inside the man that was il
bleeding.

At last, unable to take the silence any longer, he ventured, " Geradd?

The pae eyesflickered toward him, then away. Staring a something Damien couldn't see, someinterna
vida

"We can't win," the Hunter said weakly. The paelids did shut; the lean body shivered. "I thought we
could. | thought there must be limitsto his power. | thought that human senses were complex enough to
defy absolute control-"

"And you wereright-" he began.

"No. They aren't complex at al. Don't you see? What we would call aview of the sunisno morethan a
sample pattern of responsein the eye, which istrandated into smple eectrica pulses, which inturn
pushes a handful of chemicasinto place within the brain... there are so many placesin which that flow of
information can be interrupted, and with so little effort! Our enemy hasthat power, Vryce. One spark in
the wrong place, one misaligned molecule..." He gestured up toward his ravaged face with what seemed
like anger, but for once Damien didn't think the emotion was directed at him. "The only thing sopping him
was lezu custom. Now that he'swilling to disregard the law of his own kind, what chance do we have?'

"Firg of dl," Damien said, with dl the authority hisvoice could mugter, "It isn't that Smple aprocess. You
of dl people should know that. Do you think al those moleculesin your head are labeled clearly, so that
it's easy to tell which one does what? Oh, you could probably figureit out-I wouldn't put too much past
you-but | doubt if Calesta's got the patience or the know-how for that kind of work. Which means that
he may have the power to screw with our heads, but he's not necessarily going to do it right every time.”

"Hedidit wdl enough to-"

"Shut up and lislen for once! Just once! Al right?* He waited amoment, almost daring Tarrant to defy
him. But the Hunter was too weak to spar with him

likethat... or perhaps he was smply too astonished. When it was clear that his outburst had had the
desired effect, Damien told him, "He didn't do it perfectly. If you or | had known what to look for, we
would have seen the signs, we would have known that trouble was coming, we could have taken
precautions-"

"Wheat the hell are you talking about?"
"The tars, Gerdd. He could black out the sun from our sight, but he couldn't change every one of the

dars so that its position wasright!" He told him about the constellation he had noticed, that shouldn't have
been so0 high in the sky until dawn was well underway. "Or maybe he just didn't bother with details," he



concluded. "Maybe his arrogance was such that he imagined smple darkness would work the trick.
Widl, now it won't. Now we know how his lezu mind works. And if he couldn't pull off that illuson
perfectly, maybe al hiswork hasflaws. Maybe, like an Obscuring, alezu illusion succeeds because men
don't think to look at it too clody. Well, now we know to look."

"And do you imagine that we can remain so perfectly dert at every moment, that not asingle detail out of
place will escape our notice? Because that's what it would require, you know. Evenif hisillusonsareless
than perfect-and we don't know that for afact-hé's no fool. Hell wait until our guard is down, until were
being lessthan perfectly careful, and then what?' He raised up ahand to hisface, wincing asthe pae
fingerstraced the scar there. "'l didn't fed my own pain,” hewhispered. "I could have died out there, and
not until thefinal moment would | have understood what was happening.”

"Karril said hed protect us," Damien reminded him. "He can't stop Caestafrom mideading us, or from
making otherstry to kill us, but he won't let you walk into the sun. He promised.”

TheHunter's voice, like his manner, seemed infinitely weary. "And what about lezu law? What about the
rulether creator set forth, that there was to be no conflict between brothers?"

"Maybe," he said quietly, "there are things that matter more to Karril than that.”
"Likewhat?'
"Likefriendship, for one."

He dismissed the possibility with awave of hishand. "The lezu aren't cgpable of friendship. Their venue
islimited to one narrow range of emation, and their only motivation isahunger for-"

"Oh, cut the crap, Gerdd! Y ou know, you're a brilliant demonologist in theory, but when it comes down
to facing facts you can be downright stupid." He leaned toward the man, asif somehow proximity could
give hiswords moreforce. "Wasit lezu nature that made Karril take me down to Hell to rescue you?
Where does pleasure fit into that? And was it 1ezu nature to do what he did last night: defy the law of his
crestor to step into the midst of his brother's war, at the risk of angering the one cresture on this planet
who can kill him? He did that to save you, Gerad Tarrant. For no other reason. Just to saveyou.” He
leaned back on hishedls. "That's friendship by any standard | know. To hdl with who or what heis. I'd
be damned proud to have afriend that loyd mysdf.”

"Y ou wouldn't have said that once. Y ou'd have damned yoursdlf for even entertaining such athought.”

"Y eah. Well. We're worlds away from that time now. | may not like that fact, but | accept it." He studied
the Hunter-his wounds, his weakness-and then asked, "Y ou need blood, don't you? Blood to heal.”

The Hunter shut his eyes, leaning back against the stone. "I drank,” he whispered.
"Warm blood? Living blood?"

Tarrant said nothing.

"I'm offering, Gerdd.”

Tarrant shook his head; the motion wasweak. "Don't be afool,” he whispered hoarsdaly. "Y ou need your
drength asmuch as| need mine.”



"Yeah," he agreed. "The difference is that my strength can be renewed easily enough. Or don't you think
that a Healer would know how to accelerate the production of his own blood?’

"You can't Work here," Tarrant told him. "Not even to hedl yoursdf. Shaitan's currents would swallow
youwhole.

Damn. Damien drew in adow bresath, trying to think. Were there dternatives? "What about fear?| don't
mean anightmare thistime. Thered thing. Straight up.” He managed to force alaugh. " God knows
theré's enough of it ingde me right now for both of us.”

But the Hunter shook his head, dismissing the thought. "Without an artificia structure? The channdl
between usisn't strong enough for that. That'swhy | used dreams.”

The words were out before he could stop them. "Then make it stronger.”

Slowly the Hunter looked up a him. Those chill eyeswere black now, bottomless, as dark and cold as
thefires of Shaitan were bright and hot. "And could you live with that?" he demanded. "Knowing what |
am, understanding what such a channel would do to the two of us? Could you live with yoursdlf, knowing
that apart of mewasin your soul, and would be until one of usdied?’

"Gerdd." Hesaid it quietly, very quietly, knowing there was more power in such atonethaninrage. "'l
knew when we came here that we probably weren't getting out of thismessdive. So what are we redly
talking about? A day or two?1'll dedl."

Tarrant turned away from him. Maybe the channel between them was already stronger than he thought,
or perhgps Damien smply knew him well enough to guess a what he was fedling; he could fed the sharp
bite of hunger asif it were his own, the desperate need not only to feed, but to heal. Damien reached out
and grasped the man'sarm, as if somehow that would lend hiswords more power. "Listento me," he
begged. "Deep indgde there'sapart of me so afraid | don't even liketo think about it. It'sin that place
where you store hateful fedings and then bury them with lies and distractions, because you can't bear to
face them head on. Because you know they'll egt you diveif youtry." He

whispered it, pleading; "Why waste that, Gerdd? It'sfood to you, and the strength to hedl yoursdlf. Take
it," he begged. "For both our sakes."

For along, long time the Hunter was silent. Then, ever so dightly, he nodded. Just that.
Damien let go of hisarm. His heart was pounding. "What do | have to do?!

Silence again, then a handful of words whispered so softly he could barely hear them. "Completethe
bond."

"How?'

Sowly, the Hunter then reached into the pocket of histunic for the knife he carried there. Not the same
one he had used s0 long ago to open Damien's vein, establishing the channel between them in the first
place-that had been lost in the eastern lands-but one very much like it, that he had purchased afterward.
He opened the blade partway and then quickly, precisely, pressed its point into the flesh of hisfingertip.

"Here," hewhispered. Raising up hishand, so that the tiny drop of blood might be visible. Black, it



seemed, and so cold that its surface glittered like ice. Or was that only Damien's expectation, playing
gameswith hisvison?"Only oncein my long life have | offered thisbond to another man... and that one
betrayed me."

Asvulnerable asthiswill make you, it will make me equaly so. The words rose up out of memory
unbidden, and for amoment Damien understood just how desperate the Hunter must be to offer such a
bond. Y ou fear thismore than | do, he thought. Reaching out to touch the glistening drop, gathering its
dark substance onto his own fingertip. Damn Calesta, for making us do what we fear the most.

Asthe Hunter had doneto hisfirst offering years ago, so now Damien did to this. Touching histongueto
the cold, dark drop. Forcing himself to swallow it, as one might abitter pill. Forcing hisflesh to take the
Hunter's substance into itself, so that a deeper link might be forged-

-And the monster within him rose up with aroar

from those hidden placeswhereit had lain shackled, its bonds shattered, its howling triumphant. Fear:
pure and terrible, agonizing, undeniable. Fear of dying in this place. Fear of surviving, but aslessthan a
man. Fear of returning to aworld in which he no longer had a purpose. Fear that Cdestawould claim his
soul, or elseleave him unclaimed-the ultimate sadism!-to witness hisfinal holocaust. Fear that the Church
would fail and mankind would be devoured by the demonsit had created... and fear that it would
succeed, and the world would become something unrecognizable, that had no place for him. Those fears
and a hundred more-a thousand more, ten times a thousand-roared through Damien's soul with such
horrific force that he could do no more than lie gasping on the floor of the cavern, shaking asthey
exploded one after another in hisbrain.

Then, a last, after what seemed like an eternity, the beast's roar quieted. He could still hear it growling in
the corners of hisbrain-it would never be wholly quiet again, not while Tarrant lived-but if he tried hard
enough, if he focused on other things, surely he could learn not to hear it. Surely.

"Youdl right?'

He managed to open his eyes, amazed that hisflesh till obeyed him. For awhileit hadn't. "Just greet,” he
whispered. It seemed there was an echo in the chamber, that it took him aminute to place. Tarrant's
perception. The thought sent achill down hisspine. I'm fedling him hear me. Fear uncoiled anew in his
gut, risng up to-

He choked back on it, hard. Hiswhole body trembling, for amoment he could do no more man lie
where hewas, struggling to get hold of himself. Then dowly, very dowly, he rose up to one ebow.
Tarrant offered him ahand for support, and he grasped it in his own. Not cold, that undead flesh, but
comfortable in itstemperature, comforting in its strength. That, too, made him shiver.

"It won't last long," the Hunter assured him.

"Yeah." He brushed himsdlf off with shaking hands. "Only until one of usdies.”

"Asl said." The Hunter reached down to pick up his backpack, handed it to him. There was a strange
kind of echo to the gesture, such that when Damien closed his hand about the lesther strap it was asif he

had just done so seconds before. Unnerving. "Not long at all.”

He drew in adeep breath, then dipped hisarmsinto the straps. It seemed to him that the air between
them was warmer than before; was that some new fagborn sense, or just overheated imagination?



"The strangeness of it will fade," the Hunter promised. It seemed to Damien that he smiled dightly. And
yet his mouth didn't change, nor any other part of his expresson. Weird.

"How about you?"' he asked. The Hunter's face, he saw, was back to its accustomed ghastly color. "Fedl
sronger?'

"Strong enough to send alezu to Hell." And he added: "Thanksto you."

For amoment there was an awkward silence. Not quite an expression of gratitude. Something stronger,
and subtler.

"All right, then." Damien shifted the pack on hisback until its strapsfell into their accustomed position,
alowing him free access to his sword. Without further glance at Tarrant he started toward the exit,
knowing that the Hunter followed. "Let'sdoiit.”

Thevdley was...
Different.

Where before adark valley floor had served as backdrop for mist and moonlight, now an ocean of fiery
power seethed and frothed, driving itself onto the rocks beneath them with such force that a spray of
earth-fae, fine as diamonds, drizzled down the dope of the ridge. Where once vague tendrils of mist had
curled about the crags and monuments of Shaitan's domain, now it was possible to see things stirring,
snakes of migt that re-

solved into semihuman form and then, with aghastly cry that Damien could fedl in hisbones more than he
could hear, melted into mist once more. The whole of the valey floor wasin motion, spewing forth
maformed creatures and then swalowing them up again while Damien watched; the sght of it made him
dizzy, and he leaned back againgt the ridge for support, afraid that he might lose his balance and fall into
it.

And then that vision faded. Not utterly, though he would have liked that. Out of the corner of hiseye he
could still sense unearthly motion, and he knew that he wouldn't be able to walk aong that ground
without fedling the earth-fae twine about hisflesh, without knowing that here every human thought
became a thing with aface and a hunger and a chance to scream, before Shaitan's power swallowed it up

agan.
"A taste of my Vison," the Hunter said quietly. "Now that you can shareit.”
"Isthat really what you see down there?"

The Hunter chuckled. "A faint shadow of it, no more. The most your human brain can handle. Here." He
held out something to Damien. "Put thison.”

It was afist-sized bundle, soft and gleaming. Damien shook it out toitsfull length, nearly ten feet long. "A
saf?'

"Just 0." The Hunter had taken out one of his own and was wrapping it about his head like aturban. The
fine black slk was so thin that it seemed more like smoke than fabric, and when he drew afold of it
across hisface and fixed it there, it gave hiswhite skin aweird, ghostly quality. " Shaitan's bregth is hard



onthe skin. You'll want to put on your gloves aso."
"Not to climb down amountain, | dont.”

-and his hands are burning, corrosve mist eating into the flesh until the skin pedls off in reddened bits,
blood welling in the wounds-

"Okay, okay! Glovesitid" Hefumbled in his pack and retrieved them. "God." He put the wrong hand in
the wrong glove and had to start over. "Y ou'realot of fun to travel with, you know that?"

"Thefun,” Tarrant assured him, "has not even started yet."

Helooked down into the valley again. The ground was dark. The mist was just mist. It was comforting.
Damien wrapped the black silk around his head as he had seen Tarrant do-it took three tries-and noted
that it had afaint chemica odor, asif it had been treated with something. It did surprisingly little to affect
hisvision; perhapsit had aso been Worked in that regard. Tarrant's been here before, he reminded
himsdf. He knowswhat he's doing.

“Reecly?

The Hunter had brought a special rope for the descent, athin line meant to steady them on the
rubble-strewn dope, long enough to guide them down almost to the valley floor. Hetied oneendto a
spire of rock and sent the other end, weighted, hurtling down into the darkness.

Damien sighed. "Asready as'll ever be”

Tarrant led the way. Slowly, oh so carefully, they dropped down toward the valey floor and the dangers
that made their home there. At times the Hunter would stop and signd for Damien to do the same, and
they would grasp the thin rope to keep from diding while he waited for whatever danger he had sensed
to passthem by, or turn its atention elsewhere, or... whatever. Damien didn't want to know the details.

The rope gave out at last and they had to make their way without it. Gazing down at the ground by his
fedt, eerily lit by the orangefire of Shaitan in the distance, Damien couldn't help but notice die tendrils of
mist that played about hisfeet, couldn't help but remember the vision that Tarrant had shared with him.
When he made the mistake of looking too closely at the misty tendrils, they reared up like snakes and
began to take on amore distinct form-but Tarrant ignored them, and just nudged him forward at afaster
pace. Soon they were moving too fast to look at things closely, thank God. If you didn't ook, did they
leave you done?

At last they reached a place where the ground

seemed leve enough, and Damien dlowed himsdf asmdl sgh of rdief. Thin orange highlights played
along the earth, not enough to see by; with aglance at Tarrant to make sureit was al right, he took out
hislantern and lit it. Golden light flickered upon the bellies of mist-clouds, outlining ghostly faces that
formed and faded as he watched. "Those are no danger,” Tarrant told him, when he seemed hesitant to
move forward. "Come."

It was an eerie place, and the orange light from Shaitan, flickering and fading asitslavafields pulsed, did
little to make it more comforting. Craggy monuments lined the valey floor, and the mist flowed between
them likerivers. A handful of plants had tried to take hold on the rocky ground, but they were stunted
things, palereflections of ahardier species, and their leaves and bark had been eaten away in seemingly



random patterns, fibers pedling back to reved a core laced with channels and pockmarks. The very smell
of the place was strange, asif the plants were struggling to create some kind of natura perfume but were
too wounded to do it right; wisps of unnatural odor came and went with the breeze, mixed with the stink
of ash and the omnipresent bite of sulfur inthe air. The ground seemed solid enough, but what if that were
just another of Cdestasillusons? Karril said hewould protect us, Damien told himself asthey walked.
Hewont let Caestakill uswithillusons. Y et therewas avast gap between killing and being safe,
Damien knew thet, and if Calesta bdieved that Tarrant had figured out away to kill him... what would he
do? Damien gazed up at the mists surrounding them, at the craggy monuments that reared high over their
heads, and shivered. That Calestawould strike at them was not to be questioned. The only question was
when, and how.

The bastard's afraid of us, hetold himslf. Trying to derive some satisfaction from the thought.

And then something drifted out at them from the migts, dl too human in shagpe for hiscomfort. Tarrant
sad nothing, but urged him forward with atouch, and Damien obeyed slently, his somach atight knot of

dread. They walked like you did with amad dog, dowly, pretending not to notice its presence, while dl
thewhile your heart was pounding, and sweet was running down your face. The figure had come closer
now, close enough to investigate, and it took everything Damien had not to turn and look at it. Were
there other figures by itsside, or wasthat only his fear making him see things? Or Cdesta's power,
turned againg them at last? Damn it, if this place didn't give him aheart attack dl by itsdf, waiting for the
enemy to strike a them might just doit.

He was moving forward, watching the strange figure out of the corner of his eye, when suddenly Tarrant
grabbed hisarm and jerked him back. Hefelt cold air rush up against hisface, and as helooked down he
could see that there was no ground in front of him, not by agood fifty or sixty feet. He had amost

waked right intoit.

"God," he whispered.

Tarrant had turned to face their pursuer. His body wasrigid with tension, which Damien found lessthan
reassuring. With alast glance down &t the chasm by hisfeet, Damien turned aswell, and dared to look at
the thing that had been following them. At firgt it seemed no more than a shadow, and then, as he gazed
uponit, it took on form and substance. A man's head, gashed from nose to jaw. A man'sthroat, rubbed
raw by rope. A man's body-

"My God," he choked out, turning away.

A man'sbody gutted open, intestines streaming down itslegs like worms, heart twisting between the
jagged shards of ashattered rib cage. Hefdlt scknesswelling up insde him and didn't know if he could
hold it in. Wasit better to vomit away from aghost, or right on top of it?

"Go." Tarrant's voice was no more than awhisper, but the power it bound made the figure's surface
ripple like water. The Hunter put a hand to his sword and drew it out ever so dightly. The coldfire didn't
blaze with its normd brilliance, but curled about his hand and wrigt like tendrils of glowing smoke. "Y ou
have no

busnesswith us. Leave usaone, or..." He pulled the sword free another inch, to illustrate hisintention.

The creature stared at them, and for amoment Damien was certain that it was going to move toward
them. But then, with asnarl, it moved back astep. And another. Fading into the mist before their eyes,



until its outline could no longer be seen.

Damien dlowed himsdf thefirst degp breath in severa long minutes. "A shadow?!

The Hunter nodded.

"Isit gone?'

"Asmuch as such thingsever are, in thisplace.”

"Y ou could have destroyed it, right?”

The sword snapped shut. The velled gaze of the Hunter was cold and uncomforting. "Let's hope | don't
havetotry." Hetook astep closer to the precipice, and Damien dared the same. A river had cut into the

plain before them, etching out a canyon that twisted back in hairpin turns on either sde. Water glistened
blackly at its bottom, and thick clouds of mist clung to itswallsthat all but obscured its details.

"Theland isfilled with these" Tarrant told him. "They make the plain into averitable maze, and one
wrong turn can leave aman trapped.”

Until sunrise, Damien thought. That would be long enough, where Tarrant was concerned. "Y ou said
you've been to Shaitan before.”

"Not by thisroute. From the tunnd that exits under my keep, which leads to much smpler ground. Not
through this." He shook his head tightly, hisfrustration obvious. "I had hoped the canyonswould be
vishble from above, so that | could sketch out apath for us before we descended. But the view-asyou
saw-was hardly that useful "

"So what now?"

He gazed out into the distance, narrowing his eyes as one might gazing into abright light. "I can make out
some of its pattern from here. Enough to guide us, perhaps.”

Perhaps. How long was the day thistime of year, ten hours, eeven? Not long enough to pick their way

through a maze of this complexity. Damien looked up toward Shaitan'slight in the distance-not so very
far from them, but aworld away for dl that they could get to it-and then down into the depths again.
"What about crossing it?" he asked. "I know it'saclimb, but we've got the suppliesfor it, and even that
seems preferable to trying to walk around it.”

In answer the Hunter pointed down into the darkness. It took Damien aminute to figure out what he was
pointing at, and then several minuteslonger to make out what it was. When he did, he cursed softly.

Boneslay scattered acrossthe floor of the narrow canyon, the skeletons of three men clearly visible,
Shreds of fabric and flesh ill clung to their upper portions, but their legs had been stripped and polished
until nothing remained but lengths of bone aswhite as snow. Serpents of mist writhed in and out of the
joints as Damien watched, like maggots on fresh meat.

Hetried to think, at last ventured, "Acid?’

Tarrant nodded. " Shaitan's bregth is venomous, and so is her blood. Or so the legend says. They should



haveligened toiit.”
"Isdl thewater herelike that?"

He nodded. "It's leached out of the ash-clouds by rain, so that the very earth is soaked with it. That's
why so few thingslive here... so few natura things, that is”

"Shit”

A faint smileflickered acrossthe Hunter'sface. "Aptly put, Vryce. Asusud." Helooked both ways dong
the length of the canyon, then nodded toward the left. " Shall we?!

"If you tel me weve got something better to go on than guesswork," Damien challenged. "Otherwise
we'd be better off looking for that tunnel of yours, and heading to Shaitan from there.”

"My Vison will afford us some guidance, at lesst for the nearer obstacles” In illustration of which he
reached out a gloved hand towards Damien, and the channel that bound them flared to life; Damien could
see with his own eyes how the currents of the earth-fae

followed the lips of the canyon, their patterns reflected in the mist-clouds overhead. "Asyou see” Inthe
distance it was just possible to see a place where the canyon turned, perhaps giving accessto the plain
beyond. "And the path is no easier to my tunnd from here, | regret. Either way, thered risk..."

He didn't finish the thought. He didn't have to. Either way, Cdestals what we have to worry about. He
can make us see canyons that aren 't there, or run from shadows that don't exist, or even make uswalk
over the edge of achasm, thinking it solid ground.... But no, Karril had said he would protect them from
amovelikethat. If only their ally would expand his beneficence to encompass lesser strategied!

They set as good a pace they could dong the rocky earth, moving sometimes by the light of the lantern
and sometimes, when the mist cleared from overhead and the clouds were obliging, by the blood-colored
fire of Shaitan. Ghostlike shapes wisped in and out of life on al sdes of them, and occasiondly Tarrant
would lead Damien out of the range of one that was becoming too solid for comfort. Shadows, he called
them. Reflections of the dead. Damien saw one whose head had been severed, and another whose
ghostly blood flowed where its arms and legs should have been. Most of them seemed confused rather
than dangerous, as befit spirits whose minds contained but one single moment of consciousness, but some
were clearly hogtile to living men, and while they had no interest in Tarrant, it was clear they consdered
Damien fair game. More than once the Hunter had to bluff them back, and one time, when awretched
creature with its skull split open proved itsdf determined to vent its undead wrath on Damien, Tarrant
pulled his sword whally free and let the coldfire blaze. The result waslike ablock of ice damming into
Damien'sgut, that left him dazed and gasping and very nearly toppled him over into the canyon beside
him.

"Whét the vulk wasthat?' he demanded, asthe Hunter findly sheathed his sword. At least the hostile
shadow was gone; one lessthresat to dedl with. "'l don't remember it doing anything like that before.”

"The currents here are like awarped mirror, that reflects and distorts any Working. That'swhy | try not
to usethis," he explained, as he settled the sword back into place. "Or any other kind of power."

That's just great, Damien thought, as he struggled to get his breath back. Another thing to worry about.



Periodicaly Tarrant would gaze at the earth and sky with an amost desperate intensity, and Damien
knew that the adept was searching their environment for any detail out of place-no matter how small or
seemingly irrelevant-that would warn them of Caesta's power being used against them. Buit after each
such stop Tarrant ssimply shook his head silently, frustrated, and then took up the march again. Were the
canyonsred, or illusons meant to midead them? How easy it would be for Caestato turn them asde
from their proper path, or draw them toward afdse one! If the demon'swork lacked perfection in any
detail, it could well be s0 subtle that no merdly human eye was going to catch it. Or even Tarrant's.

If 0, we 're doomed. He didn't dare meet Tarrant's eyes, but through the newly intensified channel
between them, he could taste the panic that was dowly taking root insgde him. It matched hisown. If we
can't find away to tell what'srea from what isn't, we don't stand a chance. Standing by Tarrant'sside, he
gared out at the same daunting vistas, hoping againgt hope that his limited vison might reveal some secret
detail the adept missed. But each and every canyon looked hopeesdy red, and the bones that were
scattered here and there aong their bottom-and even at the top, where the two walked-were €l oquent
reminder of how deadly this land was, and how few travelers made it through.

At lagt, weary, they paused for arest. Damien pulled a hunk of bread from his stores and chewed it
dryly, careful to disturb the thin vell no more than he had to. Tarrant neither ate nor drank, but stared off
into the darkness surrounding them as though somehow he

might find an answer there. Through the link between them Damien could sense his state of mind, and it
wasn't comforting.

At last the adept said, "I'm going to have to Work. There's no other way." He glanced up toward the
sky, areflexive action only; the ash cloud overhead would keep him from seeing the dawn until it was al
but upon him.

"A Locating?

The Hunter shook his head. "Too easy for our enemy to fake. Remember what he did in Seth? And
besides, any precise Working is doomed in this place. Much in the same way that complex music loses
its coherency in ahal with too many echoes. No, this Working must bein its purest unstructured form: a
pleafor the fae to accommodate our mission, however it seesfit. A single chord, pure and smple.”

"Sounds damn vagueto me."

"Anything more than that is doomed to failure, | assure you.”

"And how do we know that Caestawon't vulk the results of this Working, too?"

The Hunter hesitated. And for amoment, just amoment, the channel between pulsed with fresh energy
and Damien could taste the emotion inside the man. Thick fear, black and choking; it was hard to believe
that aman could contain that kind of emotion insde himsdlf and not let it show. "Hell no doubt try to,” he
admitted. "And we know al too well how adept heisat that game. But if my Working succeeds, then by
definition it must offer usatool over which he hasno power."

"And what are the odds of that?"

The pale eyes met his. The voice betrayed not atremor of fear. "Better than the odds if we don't try
anything."



Working. Normaly Tarrant could manage it with no more effort than asingle moment of tenson, perhaps
anarrowed gaze if the matter was difficult, but now... Damien watched the adept brace himsdlf, eyes shut
tightly in concentration, and felt himsalf grow sick &

what that implied. Then he drew out his sword from its warded shegth, and the fae bound to the
sharpened sted seemed to glitter hungrily in Shaitan's bloody light. Damien felt the Working take shape
and braced himsdf for thefrigid bite of the Hunter's coldfire, but the power that surged through him when
the moment came waslike nothing at dl familiar. It was aforce that froze and burned dl at once, that left
his flesh shaking asif an entire storm system had squeezed through hisveins. He didn't need Tarrant to
tell him that wasn't dl from the Working; the feding of heat was a dead giveaway that some other power
wasinvolved. Tarrant had stated his Cal, and the fae was reflecting it back at him with the accuracy of a
funhouse mirror. God willing, the distortion would be minor. God willing they wouldn't conjure something
worse than what they were aready dedling with.

When he was done Tarrant resheathed his sword, and the coldfire faded. "Do you think-" Damien began,
but the Hunter waved him to silence. The tension in the man was pa pable now, and Damien had to turn
away and not look at him, to keep from being sucked into it. He had enough fear of his own, thank you
very much, and didn't need to absorb any one ese's.

And then, in the mist before them, something stirred. He saw Tarrant take ahaf step forward, then stop.
A shadow? Anilluson? Or something ese? Wisps of slver fog twined and gathered, and dowly took on
aform that seemed human. Wasthisthe fag's answer to their need, or smply another of thewalking
dead, drawn by their cry of desperation? Asit dowly became distinct from the mist that surrounded it,
Damien saw that itsform wasfemae, and that in life it must surely have been a beautiful woman, for even
in death itsfeatures were graceful and pleasing-

Then Tarrant gasped, and stepped back asif struck. Therewas more fear in that one sound than Damien
had ever heard him utter, and for amoment Damien was rooted to the spot. Then he took a step forward
asif to-what, protect the man?-close enough to see the figure clearly, and make out its details.

She was adender woman, delicately formed, with athick coronaof hair that il hinted at itsliving color,
asoft red-gold. Her eyes were large and were fixed on Tarrant with such intendity that it was clear her
living sdlf had known him. A victim, perhaps? Her lipswere full and likewise tinted with atrace of rouge,
so divein their aspect that Damien could dmost imagine ahuman breath passing through them, and a
heartbeat behind it. She wore along gown of what must have been afinewool, palein color, and onit...
he squinted, trying to bring it into focus. The folds of the gown shifted dowly asif in abreeze, and
sometimes they seemed pure white, while others... he caught aflicker of color and tried to focusonit...
thin tendrils of red running down between the folds, and a scarlet tain just where the heart would be.
And then Tarrant whispered, "Almea”

And he understood. Dear God. He understood.

"Y our wife?"

"No." The Hunter shook hishead. "Not my wife. A shadow, formed by the currents here. Not her.”
Helooked at the ghostly image, then back at Tarrant. It was hard to say which of the two was paer.

"Maybe it wasformed in answer to-"



"No!" Thefigure was moving toward Tarrant; the Hunter backed away quickly. "It's Cdestasilluson. It
must be. Or else ared shadow, drawn by our presence here. My God," he whispered. His voice was
shaking. "If it'sthelatter..."

"It'syour wife, Gerdd."

"Asshedied!" Thered lineson her body cameinto focus for amoment, and Damien could see the whole
of her clearly: bloodstained, ravaged, tortured by amadman's blade... and then the white cloth folded in
again, softly, gently, and the only pain visblewasin her eyes. "Almea Tarrant as shewasin her last living
moments, with none of what came before! None of the love, none of the memories, none of the things
that might mitigate her terror as she-asshe-"

The shadow had stopped moving. Was watching him.

Damien dared, "I don't think she's here to hurt you."

"How can she be here for anything else? Remember what | did to her, Vryce!™

She waswaiting, Damien thought. She expected something. What?

"You cdled for help," he offered.

Hewhispered: "I tortured her."

She was watching. Waiting. Not Tarrant'swife, but an isolated fraction of the woman. One instant of her
living existence, frozen in time by the power of this place.

Hedrew in adeep breath, trying to sound calmer than he felt. " She'sthe first shadow here that hasn't
gone after us. Maybe that means something."

Tarrant said nothing.

Thefigureturned. Not wholly away from them, but dowly moving in that direction. There wasno hatein
her eyes, Damien noted, nor anger, but avast tide of pain. And maybe something el se... something more.

"Sheloved you very much,” he observed.

Tarrant shuddered. "Thisthing wouldn't remember love."

She had stopped. She was waiting. For them.

"Gerdd," Hesaid it gently, testing thewords. "I think she wants usto follow her."

"For what? To help us? Morelikely to lead me deeper into thistrap-"

He looked into the shadow's eyes, & the reflection of life that shimmered in their depths.
"l don't think s0," he said quietly.

Tarrant looked a him in astonishment. "Why?" he demanded hoarsely. "Why would she hep me, after
what | did to her?'



"Maybe she wants to see you punished for what you did. You did say you expected to die on Shaitan,
didn't you? Maybe she wantsto lead you to your death." He drew in a deep breath. How could he word
the next idea so that the Hunter would accept it?"Or maybe in that last moment what she wanted wasto
save you. Maybe she saw the man she had married being swalowed up by an evil so powerful thet all
her words, all

her love, couldn't save him... and now he has one chance to redeem himsdlf. Thefirst rea chance he's
had in centuries.” He waited amoment, then said softly, Y ou knew her, Gerdd. Youtel me.”

The shadow was waiting.

"If shesanilluson-" Tarrant began.

"Sheidnt.”

"How can you be sure of that?"

"Becausefor dl of Calestas subtlety, | don't think he could have created this." He gestured toward the
shadow; did it smile sadly in response? A reflection of pain, yes, and maybe hatred, and certainly a
hunger for vengeance. Those are things he understands. But the rest?' Reading what wasin her eyes, he
shivered. God, what awoman she must have been. "' Calesta knows nothing about human love; how
could he mimicitsform so perfectly?*

The Hunter turned to him. His pae eyes were so haunted, so tormented, that Damien had to fight not to
look away. "Isthat what you seein her?' he demanded.

"Among other things," he said quietly. "Enough that | think she might want to lead us where were going.
And we haven't got awholelot of other options, have we? Unless you have something up your deeve
you haven't told me about.”

"No."

ll%?l

For along time he just stood there. Damien waited. So did she.

"All right," he said a last. A whisper, bardly audible. "All right."

They turned to where the ghostly figure stood, and saw that it had moved afew steps away. Damien
waited until Tarrant had begun to walk toward her, then did so himsdf. His heart was pounding, with
hope and fear both. Almea Tarrant's shadow would beimmuneto Cdestasillusory persuasions, the lezu
had no power over fagborn creatures. Which meant that she could probably lead them around the true
obstacles,

and save them thetrouble of avoiding thingsthat weren't redly there.

If shewanted to. That was the catch. Watching her from behind, her ghostly substance trailing out into

wisps of white smoke that were swallowed up by the omnipresent mist, he prayed that he had read her
right. If not, they had so littlehope



She led them away from the canyon they had been following, onto a stretch of plain with little to
digtinguish one mile from another. Damien glanced nervoudy a Tarrant, but there was no way of telling
from the adept's expression if he could see anything useful, or if he was equaly without areference point.
Soon the noxious mist closed in around them, sedling them in ashell of fog so thick that they could see no
farther than the few steps ahead of them. Strange things moved within that mist, half-made creatures that
pressed againgt its border like curiousfish, but nothing came too close. Wasthat in response to Tarrant's
power, or hers? Did the shadows of the dead respect each other'sterritory, so that no other creature
would bother them while she was there? He stiffened as something with red eyes seemed to be coming
sraight at him, but it scattered like smoke before it could reach him. For now, for whatever reason, they
seemed safe enough. God willing it would stay thet way.

Step after step, mile after mile, they followed the shadow of Almea Tarrant across the poisoned earth.
Skirting monuments of blackened rock, crushing malformed grasses beneath their feet, working their way
around the shore of atiny lake whose surface smoked like water about to boil. The smdll that surrounded
them was sometimes rotting, sometimes sickeningly swest, but dways backed by the sharp tang of
sulfu-rous poisons. Thank God for the scarves Tarrant had Worked, which seemed to keep the worst of
it out of their lungs. Damien reached up to his every now and then to make sure it was secure. He had
traveled enough in vol canic regionsto know how quickly your lungs could sei ze up once that stuff
saturated them, and

was doubly grateful to Tarrant for having prepared for it.

We're going to makeit, he thought, even as hislegs began to ache from the hike. His mouth was growing
dry from thirsgt, aswell, and he knew that should be dedlt with. He struggled to get out his canteen
without dowing his pace and fumbled the cap open, but when helifted hisveil to accessits contentsa
sudden gust of sulfurous fumes hit him full in the mouth. Before he could stop himsdlf, he had breethed
some of it in, and though he dropped the vell right away, it set off acoughing fit so powerful that for a
moment he couldn't walk at dl. Over and over adeep hacking cough shook him, and he could only pray
that the otherswould stop long enough for him to pull himself together. Did the Almea-shadow careif he
reached Shaitan, or was she only concerned with her husband's fate? The thought of being abandoned in
this place wastruly terrifying, and he was overcome with relief when his eyes cleared at last and he saw
that both Tarrant and the ghost were still with him. ™Y ou can drink through the veil," the Hunter told him.
Gresat. Just great. He did so as they began to walk again, wincing asthe bitter taste of some unknown
chemica flowed into his mouth along with the water. Thanksfor warning mein advance.

And then they came to a place where a canyon cut across their path, blocking their way. Deeply etched,
seep-walled, it cut off theland to the right of them, forcing them to swing around to the left if they meant
to continue their journey. But the shadow of Almeadidn't go that way. It didn't moveat all. It sood a
the edge of the canyon asif judging the depth aman might fal, then looked back at them. Just for a
second. And then, without a sound, it stepped forward, into the chasm itsdlf.

Dear God...

She hung suspended above empty space, her feet pressed againgt the air asif she stood on solid ground.
Thefar wall of the canyon was perhaps twenty feet away, but she didn't ssemin any hurry to reachit. As
casudly asif it wererea earth beneath her feet, she

walked out to the middle of the empty space, then stopped and turned back to them. After amoment,
when they didn't follow, she reached out adender arm toward them. Bidding them forward.

"If sheisanilluson-" Tarrant began.



"Then she can't kill uslikethis. Remember? Karril promised.”
"Karril promised Cadestawouldn't kill us. | don't remember him saying anything about my wife."
Silent, she waited. Without her help there was no way to go on.

"Look," Damien said at last. "She hasn't got any reason to hate me, right? So I'll gofirst. If it'satrap for
you, maybe..." He couldn't finish the sentence. Maybe shell take pity on an innocent man and warn me
back. "Maybeitll be okay," hefinished lamdly.

He walked to the edge of the canyon and started to look down into it... and then forced his eyes up,
fixing them on her. There was no way to read in her face what she intended, or how far she might go to
entice Tarrant over that edge. Findlly he drew in a deep breath and forced his right foot forward. He kept
his eyes fixed on her as he moved, resolvelike an iron fist around his heart. He moved hisfoot forward a
few feet and down, to where open air seemed to be, and then he was stepping forward but there was
nothing solid under him, nothing! and his surviva ingtinct cried out in panic for him to throw himself back
hard and fast, before hisfull weight was committed... but he knew that agood illuson would fed like that,
too, and so he didn't. Eyes shut, cold swest breaking out across his brow, he committed hisfull body's
weight to hisforward leg. And it held. Praise beto God, it held! He took another step forward, and then
another. Sowly exhaling, he opened his eyes and looked down. It was adizzying Sight.

He turned back to where Tarrant sood and tried to force asmileto hisface. "Well? Y ou coming?' The
Hunter hesitated, then approached the edge himsdlf. Damien watched as the man made the same wary
foray that he had, and saw how his face went white with

shock as hefdt the ground fal out from beneath him. But he, like Damien, persisted, and soon they both
stood free on the ground that had been so effectively hidden from them, Calestasillusion spread out
benesth their feet.

"Apparently he hasn't forgotten us," the Hunter whispered.

The Almea-shadow led them onward, deeper and deeper into the maze of mist and acid. They skirted
one canyon, turned away from another, and came to yet another which the shadow led them across. This
timethey followed her without hesitation. How many hours were passing while they fixed their attention
on the next stretch of poisoned earth, sour odorsrising from the mutated plants at their feet asif to
welcome them? It seemed to Damien that the ground had begun to incline; how far from Shaitan's pegk
did the volcano's d ope begin? Hislegs ached and histhroat felt raw from breathing the sulfurousaair, even
through Tarrant's silken filter. Even as he prayed that it wasn't much farther to Shaitan's peak, he
remembered the sight of that looming cone, and knew that hislegswould hurt much worse before this
wasover.

And then there was awall of rock before them, and Almea stepped into it and was gone. Thetwo
travelerslooked at one another, and then Damien, holding his breath, followed her. For amoment it
seemed asif he had indeed waked into a stone wall-and then that feding was gone, and theillusion aso,
and the open plain stretched out before them, with Almeawaiting just ahead.

"| do believe we found the right guide,” he whispered. And he could have sworn that Tarrant smiled,
abeit weekly.

The ground became rougher after that and walking dowed accordingly; the shadow set asfast apace as



she could, but she wouldn't leave them behind. It seemed to Damien that he could sense agrowing
tenson intheair; Caestas, perhaps? If the lezu were truly worried about Tarrant reaching Shaitan, then
he must be near panic now. What had the Hunter told him,

that they had no power other than illuson? And he had clearly lost that hand. Good God, they might
makeit after dl.

The gradud dope became asteep incline, and walking turned to climbing. Through thethin silk vell he
could taste the biting sulfur of Shaitan's winds, the reek of foul gases vented up through the volcano's
crust. Gouts of fire blocked their path, some whistling, some roaring, some burning in eerie slence. They
skirted most, but some they smply waked through. All felt equally hot. Once Damien saw his pants
catch fire, and the heat about hislegs amost drove himto run for cool earth to roll it out. But she wasn't
running and so he didn't either, and within minutes-as soon as Caesta redlized that his newest gambit had
faled- that vison faded as al the others had, into the stuff of memory.

Damien found that he was gasping for bresth, and his heart had begun to pound so loudly in his chest that
it drowned out the other sounds around him. The ground itself wastrembling asif from an earthquake,
but unlike an earthquake the motion was continud. 1t made for an oddly vertiginous sensation, in which
nothing about or beneath him felt solid. Ashe climbed, he could smell the dry hegt of lavanearby,
hopefully not too close to where they were. How high up did Tarrant need to go, to do whatever it was
he had come here to do?

And then they came around a chest-high boulder, and saw that right ahead of them athin stream of lava
blocked theway. It had vented through the mountainside not thirty feet away, and though it was narrow
enough to jump over, Damien wasn't sure that wasthe kind of exercise he wanted. "1s there another
way?"' he asked the ghost. She turned back to him dightly, just long enough to meet his eyes, then faced
the stream and Started toward it. But he didn't move.

"Vryw?l

Her eyes. It was only for amoment that he had looked at them, but that moment made him tremble. "Not
the same," he whispered. He looked at the lava

stream, so dangeroudly close, and began to back off. "Wevelos her...."

The shadow turned back to them. She was the same as before in al superficia aspects, but something
indeed had changed within her. That hint of softness Damien had sensed, behind dl the pain. That one
emotion in her that didn't reek of hate. That thing which Damien had interpreted aslove....

"Damn!" he whispered. When had they lost the real one? He whipped about asif hoping that shewas
waiting there behind them, but al that was behind them was a pitted dope strewn with boulders. When
and where had Cdesta made the substitution? All that it would have taken was amoment of inattention,
easy enough in thisland where every shadow seemed threatening.

"If he meansto hide her, then wewon't be ableto find her." Damien could hear the exhaugtionin
Tarrant'svoice, of asoul wrung dry by fear. "WEell haveto go on done.”

"No. We can't." He was remembering al the obstacles they had walked through, or walked over, or
samply ignored. "We don't sand a chance without her guidance.” Think, man, think! "What arethe limits
of hispower?' he demanded. Think!



The dead thing that wasn't Almeawatched as Tarrant considered. "He can create images that appear
redl. He can cause us not to seethingsthat truly exist. He has some ability to affect the internd senses-
hence our sensations of heet and of faling aswe defied hisillusons-but that ability must be limited, or else
he could smply incapacitate uswith pain.”

Internal. That was the key. Wasthere somekind of internd link between Tarrant and his wife's shadow,
that might help them find her? Evidently the Hunter had thought of the same thing, for he shook his head.
"If it were really my wife, perhgps. But thisisn't thewoman | lived with, remember that. It's a construct of
the fae, which contains no more of Almea Tarrant's true substance than would her reflectionin amirror.

Bdieveme" hesad, "under the circumstances | wish it were otherwise.”

No help there, then. Damien looked desperately about the landscape asif seeking inspiration for some
new line of attack... and hefound it. It was streaming aong the ground not ten yards from hisfeet.

"We might aswell move forward, then." His heart was pounding with terror as he made hisway toward
the lavastream, but he knew that he didn't dare hesitate. "Because without your wife's shadow | think
we're as good as dead here, don't you?' He had ten feet |eft to go, and he could smell the gases that
were Sizzling on the lavas surface. "Cdestas as good askilled usthistime by hiding her, so why not take
achance?' Walk into it, he ordered his muscles. Don't worry about whether it'sred. Just doit.

He was less than a step from the lava stream when something reached out and stopped him. Thank God.
Helet it push him back from the molten rock, then reached up to wipe the sweat from hisface. All he
accomplished was to make the silk vell stick to hisskin.

"Y ou play adangerousgame,” Karril growled.

He managed adry smile. "Just holding you to your promise.”

The lezu took him by the shoulder and forced him back down to where Tarrant siood waiting. "There,"
he said. He didn't sound at al happy. "As| promised.”

Therea Almea-shadow was behind them, asclear asif noilluson had ever hidden her. Thefase one
was gone, or maybe just invisible, which was dmost as good.

"Would you haveredly waked into it?" Karril asked him. Damien said nothing. At last the demon sighed.
"All right. If that'stheway you want it." He glanced at Tarrant, and,with athin smile said, "Just remind me
not to play poker with him."

"Y ou and me both," the Hunter whispered, and it seemed to Damien that for afleeting instant therewasa
smile on hisface, too.

Up the dope they went, Almeagliding easly, the two men struggling behind. Much to Damien's surprise

Karril stayed with them, and when he caught his breath long enough to question him about that choice the
demon would only say gruffly, "Someone has to keep the two of you out of trouble.”

We 'vewon, he thought. But it was only the journey that was finished. Ahead of them lay Shaitan, and a
Working so deadly that no man might attempt it and survive.

They climbed. In placesthe trembling of the ground was so subtle that they didn't hear it, only felt it



beneeth their feet and hands; in othersit was like agenuine earthquake, and Damien'steeth chattered as
he pulled himself higher and higher up the broken dope. Sometimesit felt like the very planet benegath
them was about to crumble, and he had to shut his eyes and draw in adeep bresth and summon al his
sdf-control in order to ignore it. The shadow waited. And Karril climbed behind them. And inch by inch,
foot by foot, they made their way toward their destination.

At last they cameto aplace where Karril signaled for them to stop. The Almea-shadow seemed content
to obey, so Damien and Tarrant did likewise. The ground was so steep they could barely stand upright,
but supported themselves by leaning againgt cracked boulders of congealed lava.

"It'sover!" Karril cried out to the mist surrounding them. ™Y ou couldn't stop them from getting here, and
now you can't top them from doing what they cameto do. Let them seeit for themselved!™

For amoment it seemed to Damien that the whole world hesitated. The rumbling of the earth, the
crackling and hissing of nearby lava, the pounding of hisown heart... al quieted for amoment, asif
waiting. Then, dowly, the mist surrounding them began to thin. White smoke gave way to thinner tendrils,
and that in turn gave way to air clear enough that the side of the mountain could be seen.

With agasp Damien leaned back hard against Shai-tan's flank, and he saw Tarrant do the same. A
hundred feet beneath them he could see clouds-rea clouds- gathering about the mountain's peek like a
flock of

broad-winged birds. Between them the air seemed to stretch downward forever, until the flank of the
mountain crumbled and flattened and merged into the valley floor so very, very far below. Had they redlly
climbed that far up? he wondered. His eyesfound it hard to believe, but his muscles were wholly
convinced.

Heturned his gaze upward, toward the peak of the great volcano. A short climb farther would bring them
toitslip, ajagged rock line slhouetted by the orange glow of Shaitan's magma furnace. The black clouds
overhead seemed almost close enough that he could touch them, and their undersides flickered with al
the colors of fire, reflected from the crater and its attendant vents. The entire sky seemed filled with fire, a
universe of burning ash, and thank God that Almea had brought them up on the windward flank, because
the stuff spewing forth from that crater looked hot enough and thick enough to choke even a sorcerer.

He looked back down at Tarrant and was startled to find yet another figure beside him. Black and
sharp-edged and oh so very familiar. Ingtinct made him reach for his sword, even though he knew in his
heart that steel would do no good against that kind. It was a gut response.

"Giveit up," Caestacommanded.

Tarrant turned away from him and began to climb. From the crater above them aspray of fire seemed to
spew forth, and ahail of molten pebbles clattered down around them. He kept going.

"You can't kill me!" the black demon cried defiantly. "All you can do iswaste your own life, and throw
away eternity. | can give you what you want!" Tarrant climbed on. A lump of rock directly ahead of him
gplit open and lava began to pour forth-and then Karril cursed and muttered something and it was gone.
"| think he haswhat he wants," the god of pleasure told his brother. " Despite your help.”

There were other figures gppearing on the dope now, some human, most not. Shapes wrought of gold
and smoke and writhing colors, that gathered on the smoking ground to watch Tarrant's ascent. Some



wereas

fineasglass, and amost invisble to Damien's eyes. Others seemed to be made of flesh, asKarril was,
and only asorcerous feature or two hinted at nonhuman origins. One was made entirely of slver, neither
male nor fema e but more beautiful than both combined.

"Family," Karril told him. And in answer to Damien's unspoken question, he added, "They won't
interfere”

Up out of the crater itself something was rising now, that was neither lavanor smoke nor any
volcano-bom thing. A swirling of color, that lit the ash from beneath. A cloud of images, that blended one
into another so quickly Damien had no time to make out details. Faces-planets-the softness of
flowers-the faceted light of jewels... those images and athousand more swirled in the center of acloud of
light, no more solid than alezu'silluson, no more lasting than adream. Damien fdt asif he were staring
into agreat mirror, that reflected back at him dl the fragments of hislifein no specia order, with no
gpeciad meaning: a chaos of consciousness. With asudden burst of fear he redlized what it was, what it
must be... and he prayed that Tarrant wouldn't look up and seeit, lest it drain him of thelast of hisfailing
courage.

"Isit-?7" he breathed.
"Asl sad,” Kami'svoice sounded strained. "Family."

Tarrant had climbed as high as he could now, without trusting hisweight to the last crumbling bit thet
might betray him. With effort he rose up to hisfeet, and the light of the lezu's creator combined with the
hot orange glow of Shaitan's furnace backlit him with acoronahardly less bright than the sun's.

"Hear me, Cdestal" His voice was strong despite his obvious physica exhaugtion; reaching his goa had
clearly renewed him. "'l Bind you with sacrifice. With the Pattern that has served man since hisfirst days
onthisplanet. | bind you to me asapart of my flesh, apart of my soul, indivisble-"

"Goto hdl!" the demon cried.
The Hunter drew his sword then, and its cold power

blazed with furiouslight. Along the channel that bound them, Damien could fed the Hunter'swill reaching
out, the coldfire his source of fud, hisburning hatred a source of strength. Come join with me, the power
urged. Damien tasted the Hunter's hunger, and his crudlty. He ran through the Forest in the Hunter's
place, and tasted the sweet fear of women on hislips. The hot bouquet of blood filled his head like a
heady wine, so that he had to put out a hand to steady himself. The joy of killing, the pleasure of the hunt,
the ecstacy of torture... they surged through him like aflood tide and they surged through the demon aso,
atemptation too terrible to resst. Drawn by the power of the unexpected feast, Calestamoved forward.
A thousand figures circled about, human and otherwise, watching. It seemed to Damien that the mother
of the lezu was watching aso, and he prayed desperately that she wouldn't interfere with this.

"With this sacrifice," the Hunter pronounced, "1 bind you to me." And with that he heaved the sword up
high, over the jagged rock edge of the crater, into the hidden depths beyond. An explosion shook the
ground benesth Damien's feet, so powerfully that he thought the earth might open benesth him. But it
quieted, and over the beating of hisheart he could hear the Sizzle of lavain the distance, the muffled roar
of fire. Shaitan had accepted Tarrant's offering.



Then the adept met his eyes-his alone-and the fear that shone in those pale glittering depths was only
matched by their determination. "Y ou must understand, Vryce. | honestly believed that somewhere,
somehow, | could find an answer. | believed that in the month remaining to me | could discover away to
break my compact and survive, and ultimately cheat death anew... and | chose thisinstead. This sacrifice
of life, which isthe ultimate dtruism. The sacrifice of eternity, madein the very face of Hell." Hehed out
an armto Calesta, and it seemed to Damien that he smiled. "Come share it with me, demon!™

And he opened himsdlf up to the full force of Shaitan, the raw, bloody power of Ernaswildest currents.

For an instant Damien could see the world through his eyes, could fed hisagony asthefaeroared
through him, too much force for any one man's soul to contain... and he saw the hillsde blaze with a hest
so terrible that the sight of it could burn out aman's brain, and he felt the Hunter's soul catch fire asthe
man screamed-as he screamed-and through it al he knew that it had worked, that Calesta had absorbed
the full force of Tarrant's atruistic sacrifice, that the terrible gamble had paid off-

Oh, Gerdd.

The Hunter's body lay crumpled and till, and when drops of burning dust fell uponit, it didn't stir. The
swirling colorsthat had hovered above the crater had gathered over him now, but that didn't matter.
None of it mattered anymore. The Hunter was dead.

May God be merciful to you, he prayed. May he weigh this day againgt the others of your life, so that in
the balance He finds cause for forgiveness. May He acknowledge in His Heart that every generation born
to His people from now on will have a chance to prosper because of your sacrifice-

And then it was suddenly more than he could handle, dl of it. Helet himself down to the trembling earth,
and he put his head between his hands, and he let down the barriers that had protected him for so long,

from fear and sorrow both. Never mind if the lezu saw him cry. Never mind. They would mourn, too, if
they understood. Any sane creature would.

In the east, anew dawn was just beginning.
Thirty-seven
Andrys despaired, I'm not going to makeiit.

They had stopped their march to eat and to feed the horses. The men and women who shared hismission
were trying to rest, to renew themselvesfor the next hour's march. He couldn't even pretend. How could
you relax when al the demons of Hell were battering at your skull?

For along time he remained on his horse, and though Zefilaand afew others narrowed their eyes asthey
noticed him there, no one bothered him. But then the Patriarch came over and as usud didn't say
anything-as usud, didn't have to say anything-and with ahot flush of shame he dismounted &t last. The
dternative wastrying to explain that his gut churned at the mere thought of making contact with the

Forest soil, and he couldn't do that. Flinching as his soles touched the damned earth, hetried not to let his
terror show as he walked to the place where rations were being doled out. How could they know what
the Forest was, or what it was doing to him? How could he explain to them that it wasn't just a collection
of trees, or even acomplex ecosystem, but asingle creature, living and bresthing in perpetual darkness,
that seemed intent on swalowing him whole?

What good would it do to tell them? he despaired, as he received hisalotment of food. The thought was



not without bitterness. They'd be happy if it devoured me.

It was getting worse and worse as they went on. He had hoped that the hours of riding would dull his
senses until al fedling ceased, but it had done just the opposite. Every hoofbest that brought him closer to
the

heart of the Hunter's domain waslike anail driveninto hisflesh, and it wasal he could do not to scream,
not to beg them to turn back, turn back! and take him out of this place that was dowly remaking him,
turning him into something he was never meant to be.

How could he explain to the Patriarch what was happening? He didn't understand it himsdlf. Shutting his
eyes, he remembered the moment when they had first come to the Forest's border, when he had stood
so closetoit that he could fed its power like a chill breath upon his neck. He had been afraid to go
forward then, as any sane man would be, and for amoment it seemed to him that hewould truly be
unable to ride on. Then the Patriarch came up beside him, and he put his hand across the vast space
separating them and clasped him upon the arm. Strength flowed through the contact, enough that Andrys
could gasp out afew words.

"l can't," hewhispered. "I don't have the strength.”

The hand on hisarm tightened for amoment, and he quailed a the thought of the anger that might now be
directed a him. But the Patriarch's voice was quiet and level, with no condemnationinit. "Then trustin
God, my son. He does.”

Andryslooked at him, and for amoment their eyes locked. For a brief moment he sensed the deep well
of strength in the other man, areservoir o vast that dl thetrids of alifetime could never empty it. Give
me one drop of that in my own soul, he begged silently. Let metasteit, just for aday. Then the moment
passed and he was on his own once more. Heart numb, he urged his horse forward, into the point
position. Past the Patriarch. Past Zefila. Forward, step by step, into...

Temptation.

Oh, yes, there were horrors enough in the Forest to send any sane man running. Oh, yes, he was
sickened by the foul odors of the place, nauseated by the aura of rot that clung to every tree, every sone
inthe place. Yes, he could fed the chill power of Gerald Tarrant battering at the gateway of his soul as
thefaetried to pry hisidentity loose, to let histakeits place. All those

things and more were there, enough to freeze any man's blood. But there was something €l s, too.
Something so unexpected that he could hardly absorb it. Something so horrifying in itsimplications-and
S0 seductivein itsform-that he dared not give voiceto it, for fear the others would declare him mad.

He could fed thetrees, asthe Forest breeze caressed them. He could fedl their coarse bark asif it were
his own skin, and he winced at the sharp bite of parasites burrowing benegth it asif it were hisown flesh
they ate. High above him he could fed the thick night degpening, thefaint sing of moonlight on his
branches, the cold bresth of amountain wind stirring hisleaves. Too much sensation for any one man to
absorb... and yet only the gateway, he sensed, to an even greater vision.

Was he going crazy? Or was this smply amanifestation of Gerald Tarrant's own link with the Foret, a
sign that it indeed recognized Andrys as part of itself? Hewas afraid to ask. He was afraid that
somehow, by putting the experience into words, he would give it more power. He was afraid that his soul
would drown, not in aseaof terror, but in atida wave of sensation so rich and so fascinating that no man



could reddt it.

There were birdsin the trees, and he could taste their hunger lapping at his branches as they searched for
the insects that were their chosen fare. And he was aware of those insects aswell, a patter of frenzied
movement punctuated by such stillnessthat it ssemed the whole of the Forest was holding its breath. The
bark of thetreeswasdivewith tiny organisms, and if he shut his eyes he could sense the Forest asthey
did, overlapping images of food and hunger and fear and satiation and so many other sensations, dien yet
familiar... he could lose himsdlf init, he knew. All too easily. He could lie down on the chill earth and let it
take him, open up hissoul until dl thelife of the Forest poured into him. Sweet, dark ecstacy!
Unspeakably tempting to the hedonistic spirit in him, that craved sensation at any cost. Maddeningly
tempting to the wounded shell of aman that he had become, desperately in need of escape. What
narcotic could riva such

an experience, or offer such total escape from the bleak redlity that hislife had become?

Shaken, he went back to his horse and fiddled with its saddle, asif seeking some wesk point in the
harness that needed his attention. His hands were trembling so badly he was afraid someone would
notice, but the others were too intent on their own duties to bother. God, he needed adrink. How else
did you drive out such avison, which lgpped at your brain like awoman's tongue, hinting at sensations
beyond human bearing? Was thiswhat the Hunter experienced every day? he wondered. Did he escape
his own undead flesh to revel in the heat and the hunger of his creations? Or was that an experience
reserved for aliving Tarrant, which even the great Hunter might not share? The thought of it made his
head swim. And the very redl fear that he would be swallowed up by those new sensations made him
clench hishandsinto fists so tightly that his fingers throbbed with pain, asif by doing so he could
somehow control the source of the alien sensations, and drive the Forest out of his soul.

They ate quickly, remounted, rode on. Into anight so endless, aland so twisted and degraded, that its
oppressive power strangled even whispered conversations among them. They had no means of
measuring their path or of even chosing their direction. Their compasses had ceased to work long ago,
cursed by their own fearsinto a state of inaccuracy so pronounced that finally, with asigh, Zefilaordered
them put away for good. The path they followed was serpentine, and it seemed to Andrysthat severd
times they crossed their own tracks as they rode aong it. No one else seemed to noticeiit, or at least, no
one mentioned it. Wasit just ahdlucination, conjured by hisfear? Or wasit atruevision, visbleonly to
those who saw with the Hunter's eyes?

The Forest was herding them, that much was clear, but to where? If their subterfuge worked, it should
lead them to the black keep at the heart of the Forest. If not... then they might wander these dark woods
forever until hope and supplies both ran out. Wasn't that how

the Forest worked? Entrapping the men in amaze of wood and stone until they died, perhaps mere yards
from a place where the sun was shining?

Don't think about that, he thought, pulling & his collar with afeverish finger. Youll go crazy.

After what seemed like an eternity on horseback, Zefilaindicated that it was time to make camp for the
day. When they cameto an areathat was clearer than mogt, they halted their horses and dismounted one
after the other, as exhausted by the aura of futility that hung about their company asthey were by the
exertion of along ride. Timeto deep, Andrys thought. Not a happy thought. God, he needed adrink. His
throat was burning and his hands were shaking and he redlly didn't know how he was going to make it
through the next hour, much less continue on like thisfor another day without fortification. He amost
turned to the Patriarch and begged for a swallow from the metal flask the Holy Father had confiscated



back at the beginning of their march. Almogt. But in the end he lacked the courage to confront the man,
or perhaps he was ashamed to admit to such weaknessin front of him. Grimacing as he dismounted, he
braced himsdlf by remembering that there were timesin the past when Samiel had locked up-or
smashed-all the bottles of liquor in the keep, and he had made it through. Somehow.

Food was doled out: cold, uncomforting rations. He tried not to think about the predators circling the
campsite just beyond the reach of their meager light, but his senses were more attuned to the Forest than
before, and he could hear them treading warily about the camp, wanting only the right sgnal to attack.
God willing, they'd keep their distance.

He stiffened suddenly. His nervesfdt like someone had just screeched fingernails across adate, right
behind him.

Something waswrong.

He shook hishead, wincing as a sharp bolt of pain shot through his temples. The animals had stopped
ther circling. The very night air seemed uncommonly still. Hefdt asif he were sanding before atidal
wave,

avast bore of black water that was about to bear down on him.
"Mer Tarrant?' someone asked.

-And it struck him in hisgut like aphysica blow, so powerfully that he staggered backward, falling over a
man who had been unpacking supplies behind him- faling over him and then till faling, down past the
earth, down into the earth, faling into a chasm of darkness so absolute that there was no earth in dl the
universe, nothing to cling to, no oneto scream to... it was a hot darkness, so hot that he could taste his
skin charring, he could hear hishair Szzling, he could smell hisblood boiling to vapor-

He screamed. Or tried to. God only knew if the sound had redlity; in hisworld it echoed and echoed until
it filled the dark, hot space with sound, until it deafened him to hear his own cries, hisown terrified
keening-

"Tarant! What isit?"

He could fed avast tremor run through the Forest then, avibration that ripped oose ghost-white roots
and sent the scavenger worms digging madly for cover. What was happening? Not an earthquake, but
something infinitely more fearsome. He fought hisway up from the darkness, struggling to focus on redl
things. the people around him, the horses samping nervoudy on the ground, the sharp painin histhigh
where he had struck it againgt arock in hisfal. Focus. Think. Try to figure out what the hell is happening.

"Mer Tarrant?' awoman asked.

"I'm okay," he whispered hoarsely. Hearing his own words asif they werethat of astranger. Therewas
something wrong in the Forest, so terribly wrong that he sensed hisvery life depended on being ableto
defineit, yet its definition dithered from his mental grasp. The soldierswere in danger now, heredlized,
far more danger than they had ever been in before, far more danger than any of them could anticipate-

"Oh, my God," he whispered. Suddenly understanding. "No. Not that."

"What?' It was Jenging, an older man with awife and children to go back to. "What isit?"



Andryslooked for the Patriarch, found him. Their eyes met.
"We're not safe any more," he gasped. "Y ou have to do something-"

"Why?' the Holy Father demanded. Histone was utterly cool, incredibly controlled. Couldn't he sense
the danger here?

"It broke," he gasped. "Hislink with it. Gone." He stared into those blue eyes, so maddeningly cam, and
heard the terror risein hisown voice. "It isn't hisanymore. Don't you understand what that means? |
won't be ableto-"

White-furred shapes erupted from the forest's edge. Sleek killers, lithe and powerful, with teeth that
gleamed like pearls dong their dathering jaws. They gave no warning, but burst from the stillness of the
surrounding woods with a suddenness and a silence that seemed more demonic than bestia and they
were upon the company so quickly that few could muster a defense. One man went down with acry of
anguish, sharp teeth ripping at histhroat before he could manage to reach his sword. A woman screamed
as two beasts bore down -on her, their claws making short work of her face. Something pale and hungry
legped toward the group that was surrounding Andrys, and before anyone could react it had borne one
woman down upon him, spattering him with blood asit tore through her throat mere inches from hisface.
There was screaming now-some battle cries, some howls of fear-and the mixed sound churned in
Andryssbrain as he struggled to kick the dead weight of the woman off his chest, praying that the
creature would go with it. Then someone managed to take up aweapon and spear the beast, forcing a
blade through its gut while Andrys struggled to get his own weapon loose. Even that didn't stop the thing.
Hefdt the teeth clamp shut around hisleg as his sword did free of his sheath and he kicked out wildly
with his other foot, hoping to didodge it before those powerful jaws did around to the

back of hissted greaves, or ese crushed them utterly. Another sword hacked at the animal, blinding him
with aspray of black, foul-smelling blood. He struggled to get away from the beast, and when at last he
did hefought hisway to his knees, and then to hisfeet. He was as ready to fight as he had ever beenin
hislife, but he knew deep inside that even that wasn't enough. Ten years of civilized fencing boutsin an
upper-class salon had hardly prepared him for this.

There were dozens of them in the camp now, and they were carving their way through the Church's
troops with tooth and claw and sheer bestid savagery. Some of them were attacking the soldiers, but
most of them were going for their mounts, asif they knew the saddled beasts to be unarmed. Amidst the
rearing, squealing horses it was impossible to see how many anima s there were, but the smell of blood
wasthick inthe air and the few men who dared come near that battlefield were spattered in crimson.

Asfor the beasts who had chosen human prey... with their strength, claws, and endurance they werefive
times as deadly as any equivalent human host would have been, and ten times more terrifying. Their
powerful jaws cracked the shafts of the spearsthat were thrust through their flesh, and even the
sharpened sted hooks of barbed spearheads that were |eft dangling from their flesh didn't dow them
down. Their misshapen paws grasped at weapons with amaost human dexterity, and jerked them out of
the soldiers hands with savage strength. They might have been devilsfor all that they acknowledged pain,
and theworst of it all wasthat Andrys had no doubt that devils-true devils-would follow them. In one
terrible instant the Forest had ceased to recognize him asits master, and now it was freeto unleash all
those horrors which it had been saving up since the moment they first violated its borders.

"Get together!" Zefilayelled, and somehow the order carried above the cacophony. Those men and
women who were still standing began to fight their way toward each other, gathering together as herd



beasts will do when surrounded by predators. Andrys struggled toward them, his own sword dripping a
line of black blood aong the ground, and rdlief washed over him as he got to the point where there was
human flesh to put his back to, and sharp steel swordsto protect his sides. Severa of the soldiers had
managed to take up their springboks and now, with the protective efforts of their comrades buying them
aprecious second in which to aim, they launched their projectiles. Again and again, pausing only to
reload from boxes at their feet, trusting to their brothers and sistersin battle to protect them asthey did
0. Bright quarrelsbit into white fur, freeing blood asblack asthe night itself. A smell filled the clearing
which was ten times more horrible than the rotting stink of the Forest, and Andrysfelt bileriseup in the
back of histhroat with such revulsive power that for amoment he feared he would be overcome by it.
Severd of the soldierswere, and their comrades struggled to protect them while they doubled over,
giving vent to their fear and their revulsion in ahat, fierce flow.

I'm going to die here, Andrys thought as he gouged one of the crestures with his sword; the creature
leaped back with such force that it took everything he had to yank the weapon loose before it was pulled
from hisgrasp. Was that Narilkas voice he heard, crying out hisnamein the midst of this madness? The
delusion lent him strength, and he dared move forward far enough to stab at the creaturés face. He didn't
hit it himself, but inits effort to avoid him it impaed itself on another's spear. Good enough. Weredl
going to die here,

But the tide of battle was turning. The beasts who had feasted on horse flesh had |eft, carrying chunks of
their booty away in blood-soaked jaws;, their fellows were dowly losing ground. Astheir numbers
diminished the humans spread out, extending their protective circle to include their fallen comrades. So
many were dead, o many wounded... you couldn't look at them, Andrys discovered, or you'd stop
fighting. Y ou didn't dare think about what the battle had cost, or the sheer horror of it would pardyze
youl.

And then it was over. The last beast was dead, or dying, or fled into the night. Soldiers moved silently to
dice each and every white-furred throat that remained, not wanting to be taken by surprise asthey
recovered the camp. Others moved quietly to wherethefallen lay, and in afew corners of the battlefield
soft weeping could be heard. That sound shook Andrysto his core. These were city folk, he redlized,
like himsdlf, and for dl their brave talk and macho posturing they had probably never seen more violence
than atavern brawl, or a best atempleriot. Nothing had prepared them for what they saw now. Nothing
could.

Gerdd Tarrant-you bastard!-you caused thisl And so help me God, if | catch you, you'l pay for it. With
atrembling hand he wiped blood from his eyes, hoping it wasn't hisown. First by my hand, and thenin
Hdll.

"Youdl right?'

It was Zefila. The blood smeared on her face was black, and it reeked of the beasts. He managed to nod
and sheturned away, evidently satisfied that he could take care of himself. Where had the Patriarch
found awoman of such fortitude, he wondered? How had he known, when he interviewed hundreds for
this quest, which ones would stand up to such horror?

The Patriarch. He started suddenly, aware that he hadn't seen the man since the battle started. Whipping
about in sudden fright, he searched the battle-scarred campsite for him-and found him, to hisrélief,
standing at the edge of the camp. His robes were spattered with blood and he seemed to be favoring his
left leg, but hewas dive. Thank God, Andrysthought. How could they have gone on without him?



"Bind up the wounded,”" Zefilaordered. "Get them on horseback, if the animaswill havethem. Moveit!
Those things may come back."

"What about the dead?' awoman demanded.

There was apause. Several men stopped what they were doing, and al turned to look at the Patriarch.
The cool blue eyes did not meet their gaze, but turned outward asif staring at some distant vista.

"Wetakethemwith us" he said at last. Histone was

strangely bitter. "For aslong as we have the horses to carry them.” He looked over the battlefield, and his
proud brow furrowed asif in pain. "Men who serve the One God with their lives deserve better than to
rotin aplacelikethis"

With anod of approval, the man nearest him began to gather up the nearest body; others followed suiit,
handling the abandoned flesh of their fellow soldiers with areverence that was born not only of love, but
of fear. It could have been them. In another fight- perhapsin their next one-it might be.

The Patriarch walked dowly to where Andrys stood. His steps were heavy, as though he bore some
great weight upon his shoulders. When he came within hearing, he said, very softly, "1 shouldn't resent the
timeit will take, | suppose. Or remind mysdlf that the flesh isbut ashell, which has no real value oncethe
Spirit has abandoned it. Every minute we delay here puts us at

greater risk, but the dternative-----" He shook his head

infrugtration. "It clouds too many futures. Fosters too many resentments. L et them do what comforts
them.”

He winced then, and reached out to a nearby tree for support. Andrys hesitated, then dared, "Are you al
right?’

The Patriarch exhnded dowly. "I'm over seventy,” he said at last. "Such exercise asthisis hardly
recommended at that age.”

Then his sharp gaze fixed on Andrys, ice-blue, unwavering.

"Youmust hepus" hesad quietly.

Andrysfet hisheart skip abeat. "I... | don't know what you mean.”

"If the Forest is our enemy now, then it's only amatter of time before something else teakesan interest in
us. Judging from thfs experience..." Helooked about the camp, his eyes narrow with foreboding. "We
might survive another open assaullt, like this one, and persevere despiteit... but not al the dangers of the
Forest will be so obvious™

He remembered the sense he'd had of hungry things burrowing beneath the earth, and he nodded tightly.

"Y ou haveto find usaway through, Mer Tarrant. Either that-"

Hedrew in asharp breath. "I can't-"



"-Either that, or we're doomed.”

He opened his mouth to protest, but no sound came forth. Because the Petriarch was right, God damniit,
and Andrys knew it. Shaking, the Prophet's descendant struggled to find courage within himsdlf. There
was S0 precious little of it to draw on! But they would all dieif he failed them now, he knew that. And he
would die aswell. Not merely losing hislife, asthe otherswould do, but surrendering it to the very power
he had come to destroy.

"How?" hewhispered at |ast.
"I don't know," the Petriarch said quietly. "Y ou tell me, Andrys Tarrant.”

He was about to say something in response, but at that moment one of the supply officers came toward
them, with alist of precious armamentslost in the struggle. As Andrys listened to the two of them discuss
the amount of black powder lost with the horses, he felt acold certainty crawl down his spine, to settle
uncomfortably in his ssomach. If the Forest were their enemy now, then there was only one thing to do.
And only one man, he knew, who could attempt it.

He stared out into the Forest and shivered, sensing its power. Its hunger.
Only me.

Hewent to afar corner of the camp. It was asfar as he dared go for privacy, while gill being within the
border of the light. Two soldiersflanked him sllently, aman and awoman, and took up positionsjust out
of hisline of sght, but close enough to protect him if any new danger threatened. Respectful but
determined: the man to whom they had sworn their fedty would not be dlowed to die.

For along time he just stood there, trying to work up enough courage to do what had to be done. His

whole body was trembling. Was that the first manifestation of acholic withdrawal, or asmple fear
response? It frightened him that he could no longer tell the difference.

Cdesta, hedpme,

It wasn't the first time he had prayed to his patron within the Forest, but thiswas the first time the demon
didn't answer. That in itself was fresh cause for panic. While Caestahadn't dways answered his prayers
in Jaggonath, it had been pretty clear that once this campaign was underway he would support Andrys.
Thethought that the demon might leave him on his own here was something so frightening he couldn't
even consder it.

Caesta, heimplored. / need you!
No answer.

Shaking insde, he drew in adeep breath and tried to steady himsdlf. If the demon wasn't going to help
him, then hewould have to do this himself. There was no other option, right? People would dieif he
faled. Hewould dieif hefaled. Right?

Shivering, he shut hiseyes and tried to clear hismind. It took no effort for him to establish contact with
the Forest. The ingtant he stopped fighting to resist it, sensations did into hisbrain, trees and birds and
insects and microbes and even the earth itsdlf-



Only it had changed. All of it.

Hefdt the trees throughout the Forest twitching, tension eating into their bark like acid. Hungry things
that burrowed benesth the ground writhed blindly in their tunnels, unable to find their way to the surface.
Sharp-toothed predators growled at their mates, and awhite-furred scavenger ate her children while her
packmatesfell on one another in mindlessrage. All throughout the Forest it waslike that, fear and fury
reigning where order had once held sway, and Andrys could feel the cause of it echo in hisflesh: theloss
and the shock and the pain of awound that would never heal, a separation so unspesakabl e that the entire
ecosystem redled in despair.

He could fed hisbody staggering ashetried to

absorb that knowledge and still maintain his own sense of identity. If hefailed in that-even for amoment-
he would never be able to return, he knew that. He struggled to establish some kind of focus, to narrow

his sensesin on the area surrounding the camp and the paths|eading fromiit, in the hope of discovering...
what? What did they want him to do?

Youtdl me, Andrys Tarrant.

He could fed the currents now, not just coursing about hisfeet but flowing through his very flesh. Chill
currents, swift and powerful, they tugged a hisbody like ariptide and nearly pulled him off hisfeet. He
could fed the earth-fae surging through the Forest, uniting al creatures within its confines even asit drew
them inexorably toward the Center. Toward that place where the power was strongest, the earth-fae was
deepest, the very heart of the region-

Hefdt hisheart skip abeat, and for amoment nearly lost himsalf. How easy it would beto givein to that
current, and let it sweep him toward the heart of the whirlpool! That waswhere dl the energies of the
Forest were focused, that was the heart and brain of Jahanna, and every living thing that drew strength
from sorcery was drawn there, to commune with the Forest or to be devoured.

That was where the black keep would be.

Shaking, he forced the visons out of hisbrain. It took every ounce of his strength to do so, and even so
he wasn't entirely successful. A faint echo of the Forest remained within him, as though somehow a seed
of it had invaded hisflesh. Dark and cold, he could fed it growing inside him, and he knew that if he
nurtured it too much it would take root in him and flourish, until his own soul was strangled by it.

The Patriarch had come up beside him. He said nothing, waiting. For along moment Andryswas silent,
drawing strength from his presence.

Then, without looking a him, he said quietly. "I know the way."
For amoment there was no response. Then afirm, strong hand clasped his shoulder in silent support. It
seemed to him that sirength flowed through the contact, bolstering his own failing courage.

"Itisn't easy to fight for one's soul,” the Holy Father said. The hand remained amoment longer, then fell
away. "l know that."

Something hard and cold touched hisarm. He looked down, and to his astonishment saw the head of a



slver flask. The sight of it shook him to hisroots, and it took a moment before he could take the
container from the Holy Father, amoment longer to uncap it.

Brandy. He savored its sweet smell like perfume, then tipped up the flask to drink from it. Alcohol
burned in histhroat asit went down, then spread out in warm waves from his ssomach. One swallow.
Two. Then heforced himsdlf to put it down, even though his soul was screaming for more. He capped it,
and handed it back to the Patriarch. His hands were no longer shaking as badly asthey had been.
"You'll haveto lead us," the Patriarch told him. 'There€'s no other way."

He nodded. The older man clasped his shoulder once more, then turned away and left him. The two
guardslooked at him with half-veiled curiosity.

Youll havetolead us.

Warmed by the acohol, Andrys Tarrant shivered.

Thirty-eight

Images Cascading one into another, too fast and furious to separate. Visions and sensations tangled
together so tightly there is no way to pick one out from dl the others, no means of absorbing the storm of
images except as one chaotic whole.

Stars.

Space.

Fire

Blackness.

"What the vulk... 7" Damien's throat was raw and hislungs congtricted from sulfur fumes. The words
madeit past hislipsjust long enough for him to hear them, then they, too, were drowned in adeluge of
dien sensations.

Loss.

Despair.

Fear.

Desperation.

Oh, my children, my children....

"Karil?'

No answer.

The ship hurtles through the blackness of space like a spark of life, its substance hot in the emptiness. Its
wallsare not flesh but aliving equivaent, energies bound in the place of matter, the skin of asentient



creature that knows nothing of blood or of bone or even of material tools... but a creature nonethel ess.
Bornfor thismisson, raised for it, trained for it, the creature-that-is-a-ship hurtles through the wasteland
between the stars, her precious children gathered insde her....

"Karril!"

Each child bred for asingle purpose, focused and pure in its substance. Oneto read the stars and choose
acourse. Oneto gather up the thin energies of the void and make food from them. One to steer and one
to record and one to dream and one-more precious than any other-to carry the patterns of inheritance of
their race, so that when the timeisright, awhole new world can be peopled with her children.

He had a spasm of coughing and for amoment the images scattered. Hislungs were refusing to admit
enough air. Theimagesthat reformed in his head when the spasm was done were swimming with black

spots.

How fragilethey are, her children, her crew! How they struggle to adapt to this new place, how they fight
to serve her... dl invain. They were not made for this strange planet, where forces that have no name
wreak havoc with every living process. First the seeker dies, and then the dreamer, and the gatherer, and
50 on through dl their number. Child after child submitting in histurn, either to anatural death or to such
mutation that she hersdf must kill them to keep the family pure.

Thevall. It had fallen from hisface, leaving him exposed to Shaitan's poisons. With a shaking hand he
pushed it back into place, praying thet it would ease the congtriction of hislungsaswell as protecting him
from fresh assault. And it seemed to. Thank God, it seemed to.

The death of the breeder isthe most devastating loss of dl. Without his storehouse of reproductive
patterns she will live out eternity on this hostile planet without hope, without purpose, her only comfort
the memoriesthat dowly fade as year fadesinto year, century into century. Periodically she wondersif it
might not be more peaceful to follow them al into death, to end her suffering forever. But though the
fantasy of suicideistempting, it isn't redlly achoicefor her. Likeal her people she has been born for a
purpose, and hersisto give lifeto others, not to take her own.

And then, when hope has been lost for so long that

she'sdl but forgotten the flavor of it, she becomes aware of something new on the planet. Not a cresture
born to its hateful currents, but astranger, like hersdf. A traveler. Injoy shereachesout to it, to the
thousands of individuas that make up itsracid consciousness... and comes up with silence. Painful,
hateful silence! The newcomers can't hear her. They lack the senses. The structure of their lifeisso
different from her own that interface between themisal but impossible. Surrounded by a host of
creatures who would welcome her as afellow explorer on thishostile planet, sheis more aone than ever.

Theimageswere dl over him. Not only before hiseyes, but in hisbrain aswell. Images so dien that at
first he could hardly interpret them, but one by one they sorted themselves out so that he could
understand. And he trembled inside, asthat understanding came.

Shewill try onelast time. In the period before she came to this planet she had given birth to children who
would serve her needs: she will do the same here, in order to reach these people. She hasto wait long
yearsfor oneto come closg, for the place that best supports her own lifeishostileto theirs. But at last
one comes, and she liftsthe pattern of his soul from hisflesh with amother's sure skill, and usesit to
make anew kind of child. Half-breed, maverick, enough like her to understand her need, enough like this
new speciesto communicate with it directly. Alas, though the theory is sound, the result is disappointing.



Her first child is so like her that its father-species can't even seeit. The second isthe same. Thethird is
gpparent to them, but can find no common language with which to communicate. Again and again she
tries, using those creatures that approach her resting place as templates for her experiments. She gives
birth to children so like hersdlf that they share her own limitations, and to children so like their fathers that
they lack the ability to see her at dl, and to dozens who have qudities of both, but never in the correct
proportion. She gives them the ability to ater perception, so that they can bridge the vast conceptud gap
between their parent races, but the

oneswho are strongest in that areahave no real understanding of what sheis, or why they have been
born. Still shetries, over and over, each time new material makesitsway to her domain, hoping against
hope that someday the right combination will be found....

And it has been found, but not as she had imagined. Not in the soul of one child but in the presence of
many, each one interpreting for the brothers most like him, taking her memories and her hopesand her
fearsand clothing them in aframework of aien understanding-of human understanding-until at last, inthe
brain of adying sorcerer, they are trandated so that men might comprehend them-

He pushed himsalf up onto his ebows and stared toward Shaitan's peak. The mother of the lezu had
completely enveloped Gerald Tarrant's body. Images played adong her surface and throughout her
substance, human and dien both. Stars, faces, mists and darkness, color and light and a thousand shapes
without form or name. An attempt at some kind of visua language? Or perhaps smply the reflections of
al the humans she had courted, as she plucked from each asingle strand of consciousnessto guide her
procredtive efforts.

Helooked at Karril, knedling by hisside, and saw in the lezu's expression such unadulterated shock that
only one interpretation was possible. He didn't know. None of them knew.

"Y ou're human,” Damien whispered. The words made histhroat burn.

Thelezu nodded dowly. "Half," he agreed, in avoice that trembled with awe. "And half..." Helooked up
at the mother. "Something dse.”

And then suddenly, with frightening clarity, Damien saw the last image again. Thistime the detail that had
amost escgped him didnt:

... inthe brain of adying sorcerer...

He struggled to his knees; the motion et off afit of coughing so violent that it amost knocked him down
again. But that wasn't going to stop him. Theliving circuit the |ezu mother had described was clearly using

aman'sbrain for its receiver, and since that wasn't him and there was only one other man present-

"He'saive?' He struggled to hisfeet as he gasped the question, and started to stagger toward Tarrant. "l
fdt him die!"

A hand grabbed hisarm and pulled him back, roughly enough that he nearly fell. "And so he did. Does
your kind never tart up aman's heart once again, after it falters? Isthe brink of death such an absolute
place that no human soul isever rescued from it?* Damien tried to pull loose from him, but the demon
(no, not ademon, something strange and aien and terrible and wonderful, but not ademon) wouldn't let
go. "Dont," Karril warned. " She saved him for her purposes, not yours. If you get in her way now,
thereésno tdling what shell do.”



"So she can use him as atrandating device? Is that her purpose?

The lezu shook his head. " She doesn't need him for that. Now that she understands the pattern, and her
children know how to help her, any human will do."

"What, then?' He stared up at the mother's fluid form, trying to catch some glimpse of the man insdeit.
"What does she want him for?"

The lezu turned his attention to the creature as well, and for along moment said nothing. Damien saw that
many of the other lezu had gathered near the mother, asif to intengfy their bond.

"She saysthat hekilled her child." Karril found the words with effort; clearly the lezu bond was lessthan
aperfect trandator. " She saysthat theright to do so is hers and hers done, and not even an aien may
takeit from her."

"So shes punishing him?Isthat it?
But the lezu shook his head. "Not punishing, exactly. Morelike... usng him."
"For what?'

Karril hesitated. Damien could see his brow furrow in concentration as he struggled to find the proper
words. "To replace what was destroyed,” he said at last. "To make her family whole again.”

To replace-?
Oh, my God.

Hundreds of men and women had come into thisvalley in past centuries, courting the wild power of
Shaitan. From each she had taken one seed, one spark of consciousness, never redizing that aman was
made up of athousand such eementsand her Iezu children inherited only one. What happened to those
men? he wondered suddenly. Did Kami's human father leave this place in the same condition he had
cometoit, or did heleave behind him that capacity for pleasure which made human existence bearable?
What would be |eft of Gerad Tarrant when the process of replacement was over?

Asif in answer, the mother of the lezu rose from Tarrant's body and withdrew to the lip of the crater.
Damien had no eyefor her, but made hisway as quickly as he could to where the Hunter lay. "Dying"
was the image the mother had chosen. Not "dive," but "dying." That meant the man wasn't out of danger
yet. Damien put ahand to Tarrant'sface, and even through the silk vell he could fed its uncommon hest.
Its human hest. If he did die, even for an ingtant, then his compact is broken. He'sfree. He put his hand
above the man's mouth and fdlt, even though the silk, athin stirring of breath. ™Y ou son” of abitch,” he
whispered hoarsdly, "you're divel™

The Hunter's eyes fluttered weakly open, and for amoment it looked asif he was going to say something
typicaly dry in response. But then the strength left him and he shuddered and closed his eyes, never
having made a sound.

"Karril!" He hauled Tarrant up by the shoulders until he was sitting upright, then wrapped one arm about
him. Cindersthat had fallen in his hair began to smoke as he cried out, "Help me get him out of here!™



For amoment Karril hesitated, and Damien wondered if he hadn't perhaps asked for more hel p than the
lezu could give. How solid was the body he wore, constructed of fae for convenience's sskeand clad in
anilluson of humanity? But then the lezu began to climb,

and when he reached Tarrant he went around to his other side, wrapping his arm about the man'storso
S0 that together they could lift him. Clearly whatever served him for flesh was solid enough to function.
Cinders smoked in their clothes and their hair asthey struggled to carry the Hunter down from the deadly
peak. Once Damien had to stop to beat out a burning spark that had taken hold of afold of his shirt
deeve, and another time Karril caled ahdt in order to brush red-hot cinders from the Hunter's hair.
Tarrant tried to help them by supporting his own weight, but the smple fact was that he was too wesk to
walk unaided.

At lagt, after anightmare descent, they found shelter beside a cooled lava dome, ablister of rock whose
position on the dope would protect them from the worst of the wind-borne ash. With agroan Damien
lowered Tarrant to the ground so that his back was supported by the rocky protrusion, and then let go.
The earth was trembling here, but it wasn't too warm, which was as good an omen asthey werelikely to
get. Therewas, of course, no telling where Shaitan's fury would erupt next, and it could well be right
beneeth their feet... but that was such amundane terror after al they had experienced that it had been
strangely leached of power. With asigh Damien lowered himsdlf beside the Hunter, hislegsthrobbing
with exhaustion as he stretched them out. How long had they been going without areal break now, ten
hours, twelve? He rubbed a knot that was forming in histhigh, wincing as the tender flesh recoiled from
the pressure. He wasn't going to make it much longer, that was certain. He squinted over toward the sun
to get asense of its position, then out at the Ridge. It seemed much closer to them than it had been
before; Almeamust have led them partway around the volcano's peak. Now they faced south, and the
knife-edged mountain chain was close enough for him to make out details on itsflank.

"There," he said, and he pointed in adirection where the ground seemed smooth and solid, where aclear
path between the meandering acid streams could be determined. "WEell go that way."

"| don't think he'sin shapeto move."

Damien looked down at Tarrant, and for amoment was so lost in wonder that he could hardly
concentrate on theissue a hand. There was sunlight falling across his face-sunlight!-seeping through the
dlk in bands of whiteto illuminate aface that had been in darknessfor nearly amillennium. Sunlight
glistened on the fine beads of sweet that were gathering on his forehead, and the skin beneath them was
flushed with ahint of red, just like aliving man's should be,

It hit him then, perhapsfor the first time, just what had happened. He had known the words before, but
he hadn't felt their impact. Now he did.

God has given you a second chance, he thought in wonder, as he touched trembling fingersto the silk vell
that protected Tarrant'sface. After so many centuries of evil that your soul must surely be black asjet.
He remembered the Binding that Tarrant had worked on Caesta, the horrific images of bloodlust and
sadism that had risen up from the Hunter's core to overwhelm them both. That wasal ill insde the man,
and it would take more than asingle dose of sunlight to exorciseit. But now, for thefirst time, he was
freeto fight it. Now hewasfreeto struggle againgt the accumulated corruption of hislast nine hundred
years, and reclaim his human soul. God has given you a chance to redeem yourself. A second beginning.
"Don't you wasteit," he whispered. The Hunter's eyesflickered open briefly, but he saw no
comprehension in them. Finally he forced his gaze away, back to the path before them. "We can't stay
here"



Karril nodded and moved to take up Tarrant'sarm again, to support him. But Damien gestured for him to
| wait aminute. He pulled out his canteen from his pack, took a short drink-too snort for comfort, but his
supplieswere running low-and then offered it to Tarrant. For along minute the Hunter smply stared at it,
and Damien wondered if he wastoo dazed to even redlize what it was. But then hetook it, his hand
shaking dightly, and lifted it to his lips and drank. He seemed to wince as the water went down, but
continued to

drink nonetheless. Thin stuff compared to what you 're used to, Damien thought dryly. Helet him drink as
much as he wanted, despite the dwindling supply, trusting to the man to know his own needs. At last
Tarrant handed the canteen back to him, and it seemed to Damien that his grip was stronger than before.
His pae eyes were open now, and glittered with something of their accustomed light. Even his bresthing
seemed less [abored.

We're going to makeit, Damien thought. Awed by the concept. Both of us. We're going to get out of
here dive, and make it back to the living world-

Suddenly the ground heaved benegth them, as though something were stirring to life undernesth it. "Time
to move," Karril suggested, and Damien agreed. Hurriedly they caught up Tarrant again, helping himto
his feet and then guiding him down the dope asfast as he could move. After ashort distance Damien led
them off to one side, so that if, God forbid, anything did come up out of the ground where they'd been
gtting, they might stand a chance of not being hit by it. Down the dope they struggled, haf waking, haf
diding, and when they came to asmooth enough place they even forced Tarrant to ahaf-run, trying to
cover as much ground asthey could. Thank God, the Hunter seemed to be recovering his strength. And
justintime. Thusfar the wind had been in their favor, pushing the ash cloud east and north so thet it didn't
affect them, but Damien didn't want to bet hislife on how long that would last. Down the dope they
struggled, step by step, sumbling and diding as the rocky ground became an avalanche of gravel, or as
sections gave way entirely to reved twisted gaps beneath the surface. At one point the ground split open
behind them with aroar, venting atorrent of gasesthat Damien could smell even through hisveil, and an
avaanche of smoking rocks buried the path they been following mere moments before. Great. Just gredt.
Here they had faced Hell and worse, vanquished the son of an dien life-form and rescued Tarrant from
the ranks of the undead

... l to be buried dive while they were on the way home? Not likely, he swore. Not if he could helpit.

At lagt-findly!-the dope leveled off. The cracked surface of Shaitan gave way to the jagged monuments
of her valey bed, and then-just when it seemed to Damien that he couldn't climb down another foot-to
level ground. They stopped ever so briefly to take another Sp of water, and Damien pressed a bit of
food into Tarrant's hand, but he didn't want to stop even long enough to make sure that the adept ateit.
There were shadows of the dead here, hungry for the pain of theliving, and without Tarrant'shelp he
knew he didn't stand a chance against them. He chewed his own portion as they started forward again,
and prayed that Tarrant's body till remembered how to digest such solid nourishment.

Moving as quickly asthey could, they made their way acrossthe valley floor. The mistswere thinner in
this place and few shadows even noticed them. The very closeness of the ridge-so near that they could
make out afew malformed trees on its flank-lent them alast burst of strength, past the point when their
bodies might normaly have failed them. Just this onelast hike, Damien promised himsdlf, and thenit'sall
over. Y ou can make camp on the ridge somewhere and get some real deep, and tomorrow you can head
back and gtart your life over. The thought of untroubled deep was so enticing that for amoment he could
think of nothing ese, that sweet physical surrender as darkness and peace closed in around him, the sure
caress of dreams.... He looked up sharply at Kami, who refused to meet his eyes. Shit. | guesswedl
haveto edt, right?



By thetimethey findly reached the far Sde of the vdley, the sun was well overhead, and the Core dso.
Their light had been so wholly eclipsed by Shaitan's ash-cloud that an eerie pseudo-night had falen
acrossthe valley, blood red shadows sculpting rocky promontoriesin sharp relief. Tarrant was il
walking, although his pace and his posture warned that his newfound strength was near to giving out. But

they
were going to makeit, Damien thought feverishly. They wereredly going to makeit.

Seep. It beckoned to him from the dope up ahead, from that place where the mists of the valey gave
way to the cold winds of the Ridge. That place where no lava could reach them, no demonswould follow
them, nothing and no one would disturb their peace. It seemed amost heaven compared to their recent
travels, and he struggled toward it with al the energy he could muster. How long now since they had last
rested, or eaten areal medl, or even paused to get their bearings? Incredibly, Tarrant kept going, and
Damien didn't want to know whether the man's strength was genuinely improving or whether it was
samply desperation that drove him. Some things were better left unquestioned.

And then they were there at last, high enough on the rocky dope to be safe. Damien remained standing
just long enough to wrestle his pack off his back and remove his sword harness, then fell to the earth in
exhaugtion, Tarrant doing the same by his side. Never mind that the ground was sharp and uneven, and
their flesh was bruised from the day's events. Hewas dive. Tarrant was dive! And asfor the few threats
remaning...

"I'll keep watch," the lezu promised, and he nodded. Good. Yes. That would do it.
We made it, he thought. Numbed by the concept. Weredly madeit. We're going to live.

And then sheer exhaugtion closed in around him and all of it-the hope, the fear, the jubilation-gave way to
darkness.

"Damien.”

Hewas s0 sore it seemed he could hardly move. Someone was shaking him and it hurt. For amoment he
cursed and tried to push the troublesome hands away, but they disappeared when he grabbed at them
and reappeared elsewhere.

"Damien. 1'm sorry. Y ou need to get up.”

Damn. Damn. What was it now? He forced his eyesto open, and discovered that even his eyelids hurt.
There wasn't apart of hisbody that didn't pain him, and that included his bladder. Clearly he had dept
longer than certain bodily processeswould have liked. "Karril? What the hdll isit?!

When the lezu saw he was awake, he leaned back on his hedls, letting him get up at hisown pace. "It's
Tarrant," hewarned. " Something'swrong."

Shit. Heforced himsdlf up to asitting position, despite the complaints from al musclesinvolved. Not
now, not after al weve gonethrough! "What isit?"

"I don't know. I'm afraid-" He stopped himsdlf then, asif hewas afraid that by saying the wrong thing he
might make the matter worse. "Y ourethe Heder."



He crawled over to where Tarrant lay. Like himself the Hunter had wound up sprawled across the rocky
ground with his head upd ope, the only position in which one could deep without tumbling down the
steeply canted dope. Even as he approached, Damien could see that the man's breathing was labored,
and his color looked bad, very bad. A day ago it wouldn't have mattered, that ghastly palor. Now it was
aggn that Desth was tightening its grip on the one man arrogant enough to defy it.

"What isit?' Karril demanded.

Damien raised up hisveil abit, braced himsdlf, and drew in adeep breath. Nothing happened. Reassured
that they were now above the level of Shaitan's poisons, he freed Tarrant from his silken cocoon and
watched as the man drew in short breaths, too quick and too shallow. He didn't have to hear the faint
wheezing sound at the end of each one to know what waswrong, or seethefear in Tarrant'seyesto
know just how wrong it was. The Prophet's color-and his medica history-made that al too clear.

"Damn," he whispered. "Not now, God. Couldn't you let us get homefirgt?' "What isit?

"Heart attack.” He could see Tarrant flinch as he spoke the words. " Or heart failure, more likely. He had
thefirgt incident right before he died, we know that." And it drove him over the brink of sanity, so that he
murdered his family and ransomed his own soul to the Unnamed. Must this end the same way, God?
Have you no better purpose for him than that? "Where's the cause?' he demanded of Tarrant. "Do you
know? Did you try tofix it?"

The Hunter shook his head weakly. "Doesn't matter," he whispered. "Y ou can't Heal here"

"Jud tel me, damn you!"

He shut his eyes and trembled: it was clear that every word took effort. "Congenital damageto the
arterid wall," hewhispered. "Mitrd vave..." He was struggling for each breath now, and Damien could
hear the rasping wheeze behind each one. "Acquired. | tried...."

When it was clear that he had logt the strength for further speech, Karril dared, "Can you do something?”
What was he supposed to say? That there was nothing harder than Healing a beeting heart, because if
your every effort wasn't perfectly attuned to that muscle's natura rhythm, you could bring it to ahat
atogether? That was dl irrdlevant anyway, wasnt it? Damien couldn't Hedl here. The currentswould fry
him dive before he even got sarted.

Think man, think. There had to be away. He hadn't come this far to give up now. What tools were
available to him? Tarrant was too weak to Work. He couldn't do it with this much fae around. The lezu-
Hedrew in asharp breath asit al cametogether. "Karril. Y our kind can work with the fag, can't it?’
The lezu hesitated. "Not as you do. We can't Work-"

"I know that! Sorcery's not what | meant." He struggled to find the proper words. "Y ou can mold it, can't
you? Likeyou did to make abody.” He looked pointedly at the flesh Karril now wore, which he had
used to support Gerald Tarrant. "1 mean as a purely physical force. Can't you do that?"

The lezu nodded.

"Canyou block it off? Divert itsflow, maybe?' The



lezu looked dubious. "Anything, Karril! The currents here are too strong for me to Hed with. Isthere any
way you can hep?If not-" and he nodded toward Tarrant, "-hell die.”

Thelezu drew in adeep breath, deliberately melodramatic. 'l cantry,” hesaid at last. "Although | can't
promise-"

"Jugt do it!" Damien snapped. The Hunter'slipswere faintly blue: abad, bad sgn. "And hurry!"

The lezu disgppeared. Not fading dowly, ashe normdly did, but snuffed out likeacandleflameina
wind. Apparently to manipulate the fae he had to be in his natural form... whatever the hdll that was.
Doesn 't matter, Damien thought grimly. Whatever works. He sat down by Tarrant's side and gripped the
man's shoulder in reassurance. "Y ou're not going to die," he whispered. "Not after all | went through to
bring you here. Y ou're going home, dammit.” And then he saw the Hunter's eyes widen in surprise, and
he knew by that sign that the currents had changed. For the better, he prayed, as he prepared himsdf for
Working. If not, they would both be dead soon enough.

With adeep breath for courage he reached down into the currents, grasping hold of Shaitan's power-

Or rather, tried to. But there was nothing there. Had Karril failed him? Again he reached out with his
mind, in the manner he had been taught, and again he utterly failed to make contact. But thistime there
was something there. A faint dithering of power, just enough to confirm that the currents were ective.
There was enough fae coursing around Tarrant's body to Heal him, but Damien couldn't seem to access
it.

What the hdl waswrong?

Again and again hetried, until ahot swesat broke out across his skin from the strain of his efforts. But the
faewaslike awriggling ed, that dithered out of hismentd grasp eachtime hetriedto closeinoniit.
Beside him Tarrant was gasping for breath, and his lips and eyes were shadowed with adeathly bluetint;
he clearly didn't have much timeleft. Again Damien tried to tackle the e usive earth-power, pouring

everything

he had into the effort. And for an instant he seemed to make real contact with it. For an instant he could
taste what was wrong, and though he didn't know its cause, the result was dl too clear. Thefae could be
Worked, al right, but at aterrible price to the Worker. Was Damien Vryce willing to risk desth to do
thisHedling, or was his own surviva too preciousfor him to make such acommitment? Helooked down
a Tarrant, so very closeto the gateway of death himsdlf that his skin had taken on the color of acorpse,
and felt an up-welling of cold determination in that place where the heat of fear might have taken root.

Y ou were willing to give up your life on Shaitan to save mankind from Caesta. Y ou were willing to face
Héll for that. | can't let you die now, at the very threshold of salvation. | can't rob you of the chanceto
make your peace with God & lat... not even to save my own skin.

-And the fae roared into him, currents ten times more hot than any he had Worked before. For amoment
it wasdl he could do not to drown iniit, not to lose himself in theraging flow. Then, at last, he managed
to take hold of it with hiswill and giveit form. A Seeing. A Knowing. Thetools he needed to seeinto
Tarrant'sflesh, to anayzeit, to dter.

The Hunter's heart took shape before him-no, about him-red muscle pounding out afeverish rhythm, a
living seathat throbbedabout his head as the spasmsthat drove it pulsed more and more desperately. He
struggled to concentrate on the task at hand, and not let the hot sea sweep him away. Mitra valve,



Tarrant had said. Damien searched for it, found it, and Knew it. The thin flap of tissue had thickened
across most of its surface, and as he watched it struggle to close time and time again, he could see how
the damage crippled it, how itsfailure to seel completely alowed blood to flow back the way it had
come. Tha was hisimmediate target, clearly. Hefocused in his Knowing until he could see the individua
cdlsof thevalveitsdf, trying to judge the extent of the damage. It wasindeed acquired, as Tarrant had
sad, which was a promising sgn; beneath the thick layer of scar tissue

was avavethat might do itswork properly, if given half achance.

Awarethat every second counted, that even as he Worked in this scarlet redlm its owner was dying,
Damien nonethelesstook afew precious moments to acquaint himsalf with the rhythm of the laboring
heart muscle. Sowly, with a surgeon's fine precision, " began to pry away the damaged cells. Not too
quickly, lest abit of coherent flesh tear |oose and provide deadly blockage in some lesser vein... but not
too dowly either, lest the Hunter expire even as he Worked. Carefully but quickly he struggled to
establish amiddle ground, knowing that his every move had to be perfectly attuned to the heart's own
rhythm or deadly fibrillationswould set in. One clump of cells dissolved into the bloodstream, then
another, then another. He struggled to break up the scar tissue into manageable bits, while al the while
riding the motion of the valve asif hewere part of it. Thank God the tissue underneath was sound, he
thought. He could see it swaying in the red seaas hefreed it up, graceful and fluid in its natural motion.
And it was amost free now. He reached out with his Hedling to dissolve the last piece of scar tissue, saw
its cells swept away by the hot scarlet tide... and it was done. The valve was closing properly once more,
and the heart was dowly caming. He allowed himsdf amoment of purerelief, knowing theworst was
over. But there was till the congenital damage to be dealt with, which had caused the buildup in thefirst
place. What had Tarrant said, something about an arteria wall? He searched for the damage and found
it, asegment of muscle maformed in its making, whose thickened bulk cut short the flow of blood to vital
aress. Unlike the scar tissue on the mitral vave, thiswasintringc to the muscleitsdf, and itsremova
would leave agaping holein avery dangerous place. Briefly he wished for acompanion Heder with
whom he could coordinate his efforts. And then, that futile prayer voiced, he plunged himsdlf into the
damaged flesh. Not just cutting loose thistime but healing aswell, forcing the surrounding cellsto
regenerate-

and to do so properly-even as he cut the mutated part away. Shaving down the damaged tissue into small
enough bits that the body could dispose of it safely, even as he forced its replacement. It seemed to take
him forever, but at |ast that, too, was done.

For ashort while he rested, his VVison maintained, watching as the whole system beat more perfectly than
it had anceitsorigind creation. Then, when he felt his strength was up to it, he fashioned adiuretic out of
the materias at hand and set that loose in the bloodstream, making sure that any waste products he
created in the process would be safely expelled. And then, at lagt, it wastime to withdraw. It wasn't
without fear that he let his Knowing fade, and his Seeing, and dl those other tools which he had conjured.
He had been willing to dieto Hed Tarrari; must that vow now be fulfilled? But there was no dark power
waliting to devour him as he withdrew his sensesfrom Tarrant's flesh, and nothing felt any different about
his own body its attendant consciousness. Unlessit was the sudden need to urinate. That was pretty
urgent. With amuttere curse he got to his feet and walked afew feet away, to where a sharp overhang
looked out over the valley. Good enough. He added his bodily excretions to the realm of the dead, and
then turned back to look at Tarrant.

The man was sitting up, albeit weaklyv and aready his color looked better. His breathing sounded
labored but not nearly so bad as before, and Damien had faith that the diuretic he had created would dry
hislungs out in short order. There had been no lasting damage to the heart muscle itsdlf, which meant that
as soon as his condition stabilized, he should be as good as new. Whatever the hell that meant.



"It seems," the Hunter whispered hoarsdly, "that | owe you once again.”

"Yeah." He shrugged off what promised to be an awkward expression of gratitude. "And you took me
traveling to new and exciting places. Let'sjust call it even, okay?"

But there was adark edge to Tarrant's expression that warned him something was serioudy wrong. For a

moment-just amoment-he wished hewouldn t tell him what it was. "I tried to watch you Hedl," the
Hunter said quietly. "I couldn't.”

He shrugged. "Y ou were in pretty bad shape. What did you expect?'

"That shouldn't have stopped me," the adept ingsted. "'I've Worked during worse." His voice waslow,
and tinged with fear. " Something'swrong, Vryce."

Hisfirg ingtinct was to dismissthat thought and any smilar fears as a symptom of Tarrant's condition. It
was aknown fact that heart failure tended to bring on asense of dread in itsvictims, and while that
emotion normaly focused on the event itself, there was no reason why it couldn't spill over into other
aress. Therewas dso apossbility that the adept had smply met hislimit, and was so drained by his
condition that not even Working was possible. That last was the most appeding explanation, and he tried
hard to believe it. But honesty forced him to remember how much trouble held had accessing the fae for
his own Working, and the feding hed had at the time that using the fae might cost him hislife. "Maybeit's
just the currentsin this place," he offered. But he knew even as he spoke that it had to be something
more.

The Hunter shook his head sharply. "The currents may be stronger here, but earth-fae is earth-fae. And |
tried other Workings while you were busy." He nodded toward the overhang. "None had any effect at
all. I've Worked the fae for nearly athousand years, Vryce, and it never failed to respond like that. Y et
you Worked it,” he said; the words were amost an accusation.

"Yeah. Barely." He turned away, not wanting to meet Tarrant's eyes. That was one experience he didn't
fed like sharing. "I'm not sure | could do it again.” Not unless| redly wanted to, he thought. Not unless|
waswilling to pay ahdl of apricefor it. "Y ou may beright,” he admitted. "But if so, then what-"

Tarrant began to shift position as he spoke, but a sudden spasm turned hiswords into agroan. It took no
magician to know what that meant; Damien had been

expecting it. "1 Worked adiuretic to drain your lungs," Damien told him, "so you'll be voiding excessfluid
pretty steadily for awhile. May | recommend the view over that way?' He indicated the overhang, then
couldn't resist adding, ™Y ou do remember how to piss, | assume?

With awordless glare the Hunter got to hisfeet and headed toward the scenic spot. Damien watched him
for amoment, then-when he was satisfied that he was steady enough on hisfeet not to go tumbling down
the mountainside-he looked at Karril. "Well?"

"Wl what?'

"Y our kind can seethefag, can't it? So | assume you saw what happened. Any guesses?

"l was quite involved with my own assignment, thank you very much. Y ou were the one who didn't want



to be drowned in thelocal power, remember?- But yes, | saw what happened. And it was... He
hestated. " Strange.”

"Inwhat way?'

"Thefae responds naturaly to humans, you know that. Every human thought, every dream, even aman's
passing fancy will leave its mark on that power. Oh, sometimes there's no more than aquiver in the
current-hardly enough to affect the material world- but the response is dways there. Always. Except
when you tried to Work before," he tola Damien. "When you firdt tried to Heal Tarrant, there was no
response a all. And he'strying to Work right now-" he looked pointedly a Tarrant, "-and it'sthe same
asit waswith you. No response at al."

Tarrant's concentration was focused on the ground at hisfeet, and he was clearly trying to mold the local
currentsto hiswill. His brow had tightened into ahard line. His eyes were narrowed to dits. He even
cursed, perhaps the firgt time that Damien had ever heard him do so. Clearly, his chosen tests had failed.

With one last glance at the ruddy sunset to the west of them (and Damien didn't have to be psychic to
know how much Tarrant wanted to study it longer, his

first Sght of the sun in over nine centuries) the adept rgjoined them. " Something's changed, no doubt
about it." Histone and his expression were both grim. "1 can't tell for certain what happened without
some more specific tests, but | don't think either you or | should count on being able to Work until we get
out of here. Once we get back, | can figure out what happened, and hopefully discover away to work
around it.”

Hopefully. There was a stress on that word, ever so subtle, which underscored afear neither man would
voice. If something had changed in the currents, what if that change were permanent? What if it turned
out to be a problem not with the fae, but with them?

And then the other words hit him. So casually voiced, but they resounded in hisbrain al the more
powerfully for their lack of emphasis. Once we get back. Such asimple, disarming phrase! Asif getting
back were something they had aways expected to do. Asif they hadn't thought they would die on this
journey, and thus had made no plansfor ever going home. Damien felt hisheart lurch ashe
acknowledged that the possibility was suddenly very red. Tarrant was dive. The enemy they thought they
could never vanquish was dead and gone. They were going home-----

Focus on that, he thought. Not the other thing. That wastoo terrifying to face, and they weren't likely to
come up with answers until Tarrant had the strength and the leisure to investigate the matter. He forced
himsdf to turn to Karril and he asked, "Will you comewith us?' Not only because the lezu would be a
vauable guide in thisland-doubly vauableif they redlly couldn't Work-but because, a that moment,
Karril was part and parcel of their triumph, and he wanted him there.

The lezu looked at Tarrant, and something unspoken seemed to pass between them. At last he shook his
head. "I can't. I'm sorry. My family..." He gazed out into the valley, toward Shaitan, where the other lezu
gathered. "There are so many questions to be answered now. My place iswith them for aslong as| can

Sey

here." He looked back at Tarrarit, asif expecting him to say something, but the Hunted remained silent.
"I'm sony," he said again. "But you redlly don't need me now.”

"| understand,” Damien assured him. He turned to Tarrant, but the Hunter's eyes whre fixed on Shaitan



"We can stay here awhileif you think you need more ret, but we're low on supplies, so it can't be too
long. Youtdl me" When Tarrant said nothing, he pressed, "Ready to go home yet?

"Do what you think isbest,” the Hunter said quietly.

He knew that tone of voice. God damn it, he knew it al too well. He knew what it meant when the
Hunter shifted from the plura pronoun to the singular, too, and damn it to Hell! Thiswasn't the place for
that ktoid of game, or thetimefor it, or... or anything!

"We're going home, right?' Histone was haf plea, haf growl. "Cadestas dead. The Forest's so far gone
by now that you can't change what happens there one way or the other. Right? The whole goddamn
world's at peace and | didn't figure we'd both still be part of it, so | don't have the kind of food and water
it would take for two people to go off and do something stupid. Whatever that stupid thing happened to
be. -Areyou ligening to me, Gerdd?"

The adept's eyes remained fixed on Shaitan, asif something there were so fascinating he dared not turn
away even for amoment. "She'sastarfarer” he breathed. "Not just the descendant of an aien species
stranded on thisworld-like we are-but an individua born and bred on another planet, with memories of
foreign stars and the technology needed to get to them.” At last he turned away from that view and faced
Damien again. "What wasthe point of al my work, if not to give usthe stars? Why have menralied to
the Church's banner for the past thousand years, if not for that dream?' He turned back to Shaitan and
inhaled deeply, asif tasting its potentiad in the air. "This place isagateway. This creature, this mother of
diens... ismankind's future. Her technology may betoo dien for

usto usedirectly, but perhaps between us we can forge something that will serve both species.”

"And her children will, no doubt, be happy to act as go-betweensto-" He saw the quick look that passed
between Tarrant and Karril and felt something tighten in his gut. "What isit? What's wrong with that?"

Karril said quietly, "We can't stay here.”

Tarrant nodded. "The lezu were bred to interact with humans, and must do so for their own survival.
There's no food here to sustain them, nor anything else that they require. And even if they could stay,
what would become of the temples they're nurtured, the cults that have declared them gods, the human
symbionts they must support? Oh, some of them will remain herefor atime, but will thosefew be
enough? When will the critical mass of this gathering be weakened enough that the mother's voice loses
its coherency, and humanity losesits most vauable dly?'

Speechless, Damien turned to Karril for support. But the lezu only nodded sadly, asif to say, Yes, he's
right. It'sonly amatter of time. "So what?' he demanded. "Y ou're going to stay here? There's no food
here for you either, Gerdd, do | have to remind you of that? And what the hell are you going to do for

them, anyway?’
"I'm not going to stay,” he said quietly.
Heforced himsdf to bresthein deeply. "Well. That's something, anyway."

"Humanity will need ameans of trandation. So will the lezu for that matter, at |east the ones most human
in agpect.”

"So what do you propose to do? Work some kind of trandating pattern? Y ou know that's impossible



right now. Y ou said yoursdlf that until you had a chance to test the currents you wouldn't know why they
had failed to respond to us, much less be able to Work them again. So what then?"

"A Working isn't what's needed now. Not as much as a sound understanding of who and what the lezu
are, and how their mother's need was expressed

through each of them They are her true language, Vryce, her cries of desperation rendered in fae and
flesh. What form did each onefirst appear in? What pattern did their learning take?' He looked at Karril.
"At what point did they first express emotions outside of their aspect, and what prompted that change?!

"Y ou're talking about a complete family history,” Damien chalenged. "Going back-what-nearly a
thousand years?'

"Nearly that," Karril agreed.

"No one's going to have that kind of information just Sitting around. If you want those kinds of facts, you'l
have to do research, and for that you need to go back to where there are people and libraries and
loremastersto help you." Ciani had kept notes on everything, he remembered suddenly. Perhaps other
adepts did the same. "We can look for some sorcerer who speciadizesin demon lore-"

And thenit hit him. Jugt like that. One moment blissful ignorance, and the next, stunning truth. " Shit," he
whispered. "No."

Tarrant said quietly. "I'm afraid s0."

"Therésawar onin the Forest. Have you forgotten that? M ore enemies than you can count, al focused
on your destruction-"

"And they mean to burn the Forest to the ground when they're done, and al my possessons along withiit.
Which meansthat in afew days time my notebookswill be ash, and the lezu's history lost forever.”

"We can work a Remembering-" he began.

And then he remembered what the fae was like now. How hard it wasto Work. And he knew that they
dared not count on being ableto useit in the future, not for a matter this complex.

"Shit," he muttered. " Shit."

"l told you | have atunnd, Vryce. It comesin under my keep, to achamber so well warded that even if
my enemies gain accessto the building itsdf, they will never find its entrance. Well comein and take
what we want and be gone again before the Church ever redlizeswere there, | promise you.”

"And do you know for afact that your wards still work?" he demanded. "Have you thought of that?"

"| tested onewhich | carry, and its effect is unchanged. Apparently past Workings still maintain their
power." His pae eyes glittered redly in the dying sunlight; even without the fae his gaze had tremendous
power. "So what do you say, Vryce? Must | go there alone? Because with or without you, | cannot
alow those notes to burn. Too much of mankind's future depends on them.”

Shit.



Heturned away from them both, struggling to think it out clearly. Thelast thing he needed now wasa
trek to the Forest, least of dl while the Patriarch and his soldiers were tearing the place gpart. The last
thing Tarrant needed now was afresh exertion, when his newly hedled flesh was il struggling with the
trangtion from undegath to life. Thelast thing anyone here needed wasto risk dl that they had won for a
handful of books-books, God damn it! Even if those books were the key to humanity's future, and that of
the lezu. Even if those books might alow both speciesto return to the stars.

Shit.

Heraised ahand to his head and rubbed histemples wearily. He didn't have a headache yet, but one was
surely on the way. The body had to do something to protest such utter lunacy.

It's safe, right? Doors locked and warded. Books safely hidden. One quick vidit and thenit'sal over.
And Tarrant would go with or without him, that much was clear. Did Damien want that newborn soul
running head-on into the Patriarch's troops without someone there to support him? Such a confrontation
could well send him spiraling down into darkness again. And after dl thetime and effort he had put into
saving the man, he could hardly alow that. Could he?

"All right," he muttered. Sighing heavily. "Whet the hdll. Let'sdoiit.”

Tarrant nodded. "1 thought you might fed that way."

He sounded relieved, Damien thought. Aswell he should.

It could be worse. At least we don't have to get on aboat again.

Shaitan rumbled in the distance.

Thirty-nine

Catesta was gone.

At firs Andrysfried to deny it. He told himself ahundred reasons why the demon might be unwilling to
respond to him, or unable to respond to him, and he managed to haf-believe one or two. But then, as
hours passed and his desperate entresaties brought no response, fear began to take hold. He fought the
emotion off aslong as he could, but now, hours later-days later, perhaps, who could judgetimein this
place?- certainty set in, and with it adread so cold that he shivered inside his blood-spattered armor, not
knowing how he could go on.

Cdestawas gone, without question.

Andryswas on hisown.

They were forging through a hostile Forest now, and every turn held new threats. More than once they
were attacked by creaturesthat caled the Forest their home, and if thus far those assallants were too few
or too weak to pose any real danger, that wasjust the luck of the draw. The next time they were
attacked it might be the white pack again... or worse.

More than haf the horses had been lost in that battle, either killed or maimed or run off in terror. The

tethers of those that fled had been burned through in some cases, cut through cleanly in others, asif
somehow their fear had managed an equine Working and freed them. More likely it wasthe fears of their



riderswhich had done exactly that. Before they |€eft the battle Ste the Patriarch had led them in prayer for
afew minutes, trying to focusthelr energiesin a positive manner, but how much good wasthat going to
do?Inthe

back of al their minds was a new awareness of the power of the Forest'sfae, and agrowing fear that it
would betray them. What happened to tethers could just as easily happen to explosives.

A good portion of the remaining horses were now carrying the wounded, with the result that al had to
take their turn at walking. Andrys preferred it. Hisrole as pathfinder required continued sensitivity to the
Forest'sfae, aterrifying immersion in its power; he used the act of walking asafocusfor his sanity, the
pain of hisblistered feet as an anchor to the world of solid things. Though the Hunter was no longer
actively mated to the Forest, yet his essence gill permeated it, and if the younger Tarrant relaxed his
guard even for an ingtant, the chill power of that corrupt soul would come pouring into him, drowning out
the warmth of hisliving spirit and replacing it with something in its own dark image. Step by step he
fought itsinfluence, but despair was growing inside him. How long could he keep this up, without some
kind of assstance? What hope did he have of coming out of this sane, if Caesta had truly abandoned
him?

Hisonly comfort lay in ablack silk scarf, now wound about hiswaist beneath the armor. Her scarf. He
gtill felt shame about stedling it from her and, in fact, had tried to bring himsdlf to ask for it on at least
three separate occasions, but each time his courage had failed him. Was he afraid she would withhold
such agift? That she would laugh at him for wanting it? Or wasit that putting such arequest into words
would be as good as admitting that he lacked the strength within himself to succeed in this mission without
such atoken? Now that scarf was his only comfort, and the swest-soaked silk tugged at hiswaist with
every movement, reminding him of the brief time they had spent together.

Hour after hour, mile by mile, they fought their way through the Hunter's domain. Even the plant life
seemed determined to resist them now, and more than once they had to hack their way through atangle
of thorn bushes and tree limbsin order to move forward.

It hadn't been like that before, Andrys noted. When they stopped for ameal and the ground began to stir
benesath their feet, forcing them to move on, that was new, too. Clearly whatever power he had provided
as the company's talisman was at an end, now that the Hunter was no longer in control here. And that
was aterrifying thought indeed.

They broke march three more times to water the horses and see to their own bodily needs-dwaysin
rocky areas, where the underground scavengers couldn't reach them-and once to rest in short shifts,
restless and fearful. Try ashe might, Andrys couldn't deep; he wondered how many could. These weren't
soldiers, trained to pursue combat in the face of enervating exhaugtion, but smple men and women
whose concept of exertion before today was ashort stint in agym, followed by a hot bath and dinner.
Not this.

His own strength was wearing thin from exhaustion, and his nerves, continually stretched to the bresking
point, were beginning to give way &t last. How much longer could he last?

Cdesta, hdpme! | can't makeit alone. I'm not strong enough.
No answe.

Rats. There were rats. She could hear them scrabbling in the darkness, searching for food adong the
muddy floor. Periodically one would come up to her to seeif shewasfood. Sharp teeth would nip her



skin and she would kick out wildly, hystericaly, and maybe she hurt it or maybe it just went away. For a
while. They al came back.

She didn't know how long she had been in this place. It waslong enough for her to have crawled aong
the length and breadth of her prison and explored with her fingers every inch of its surface. Thewalls
were of roughly carved stone, wet with dime, and the muddy water that pooled on the floor was
ankle-deep in places, barely afilmin others. Therewasno sign of a

door that she could make out, and asfor the soft lumps she landed on as she moved, severd of which
squirmed underfoot... sheld rather not know.

She was hungry now, so hungry that even her terror had weakened, and though her mouth was parched,
she dared not drink from the water that was available, or even lick the moisture that clung to thewall by

her side. She had wept until she had no more strength Ieft with which to weep, and now she curled up in
the dank puddle, shivering, and tried to accept her fate.

Oh, Andrys-----

She'd only wanted to help him. She would have done anything to accomplish that, would willingly have
accepted any fate in order to make his burden easier. But now she was here and he was gods knew
where and every time she dozed off from exhaustion, something sharp or dimy would crawl across her
and shewould start dapping it away hysterically before deep had even fully released her-

It wasjust anightmare, shetold herself. Some nightmares happened while you dreamed and some
happened while you were awake, but they al ended sometime, right? Shelicked a her lipswith adry
tongue, wondering how long she would last. Wasthis al the white man had wanted her for, to waste
away inthisfoul pit without even knowing where she was? Was he feeding on her despair, or on some
other part of her emotiona substance? She wouldn't give him that pleasure, she decided. For aslong as
she had the strength to dream, she would relive memories of life, and of love. She would fantasize about
Andrys Tarrant until hisimage was so set in her brain that even in her last moments, even whiletherats
and lizards gnawed at her dying flesh, her soul would till be joyful. Let that albino bastard feed on her
loveif hewanted to; it would probably give him heartburn.

Something stirred overhead, where there had been no motion during dl her imprisonment. She sat up
weskly, bracing hersdlf againgt the dimy wall. There was a scraping noise and then it seemed to her that
something moved. There was aline of darknessforming that was

less black than that which surrounded, dim and insubstantial, but yes, it might even be called light. She
blinked hard as she gared &t it, not quite believing.

"Timeto comeout.” It was the white man's voice, no longer wholly human but a strange gurgling sound,;
she had trouble making out the words. Something came down from the darkness and splashed to the
floor by her side. She reached out atentative hand to see what it was, and felt a smooth wooden shaft
pointing upward. A ladder. He had lowered aladder.

"Up," hegrowled. "Now!"
Narilka hesitated. Whatever waswaiting for her up that ladder could be even worse than her current

misery, which she had dmost come to termswith. She remembered the foul breath of his pack, the pain
of their teeth in her flesh. No. Better the darkness than that.



When he saw that she wasn't moving, he howled in fury, asound more anima than human. She heard
scrabbling as his beasts ran toward him, and with asick feding in her heart sheredlized that the things she
feared most might simply come down into the darkness and drag her out; her obstinacy would gain her
nothing. Sowly, her hands shaking, she forced herself to climb. The creatures up ahead of her were
growling, and the white man aso. When her head cleared the opening, he reached out and grabbed her
long hair, hauling her up by it. Stars of pain danced behind her eyes.

"I need you," he hissed. His hand tangled in her muddy hair, savagely pulling her head back. "Don't fight
me. I'll let them eet you if you do, you understand me? I'll hurt you!™

She didn't have the strength to nod. She couldn't summon the voice to answer.
Snarling, he dragged her away.

Theflat Forest earth gave way to rocky ground, to the gentle dope of hills, to the steep incline of a
mountainsde. That was agood sign, the Patriarch told them.

Vryce's notes madeit clear that the Hunter's keep was in the mountains, therefore they were headed in
the right direction.

Then there came a point at which the horses could no longer manage the steep climb, and had to be |eft
behind. Given the choice between staying with them or making the climb with their company, the
wounded chose to struggle onward. Andrys didn't blame them. In a place this hogtile, where the darkness
might erupt with new dangers at any moment, a handful of wounded men and women wouldn't sand a
chance by themsalves.

The dead were unloaded and buried in a makeshift cairn. It seemed awaste of timeto Andrys. Didn't the
Church teach that dead flesh was only an empty shell? Wouldn't their companions want them to hurry on
their way, rather than risk adelay to attend to such a meaninglessritua ? But once more, the Patriarch
inssted. To leave the dead unhonored now would " poison too many futures,” he said. Whatever the hell
that meant.

They climbed. Bearing their supplies upon their backs, foodstuffs and explosives lashed sde by side.
Upward they climbed, higher and higher, tramping out aswitchback path dong the rocky dope. At times
the way was so steep that they had to cling to the very vines which meant to hinder them, and men who
failed to get ahandhold did back two steps for every one they gained. Andry'swounds burned likefire,
but he was willing to bet that was nothing compared to the Petriarch's own pain, or that of the other
wounded soldiers. The currents had become so powerful that he could hear them now without even
trying; their roar drowned out al other sounds, making speech impossible. So strong was the pull on his
flesh that he had to fight step by step not to be dragged down to the earth, whereits power-and Gerald
Tarrant's-could drown him. How much longer could he hold on?

At last the ground leveled out abit. Andrysleaned againgt atree to catch his breath, then jerked back
violently as a serpent hissed mereinchesfrom hisface.

Did this damned place never let up? One by one his companions joined him, and though none dared to
say it, clearly al hoped that the worst of the climb was over. They were carrying not only their supplies
and their weapons, but a share of the equipment which had been on the horses, and that load on their
backs made every step hurt tenfold.

Now, he sensed, the enemy was near. Whatever dark power had been trying to stop them, whatever



creature now sat at the heart of the Forest and wove black webs of hate to entrap the living, it was here,
right before them. He could taste its presence in his mouth, bitter and repulsive. He could smdll it on the
wind, astink so foul that several men and women had wrapped scarves about their noses and mouthsin
the desperate hope of keeping it out. He could hear it echoing in his brain, a presence so unclean that the
Hunter's own power seemed pristine by comparison.

There was aridge ahead of them that blocked their view. Zefilasent out scouts to explore. From where
he waited, Andrys could see them tense up asthey rounded the natura barrier. At last, after what
seemed like an endless wait, the men returned and signded for the othersto join them. Andrys and Zefila
went firgt, with the Patriarch limping behind them. They cameto the end of theridge and crept around it-
And stopped. And stared.

Ahead of them, looming up into the night itsalf, was a castle. The trees which cloaked so much of the
Forest gave way in this place, and Andrys could seeit clearly by the light of Prima's crescent. It wasa
black structure, gleaming black, with a surface that might have been made of rippling water, so did it
seem to move when the light shimmered over it. He heard the others gasp as they came around the turn,
but their surprise couldn't possibly equa his own. Nor could they fed the horror that he did, gazing upon
the citadel that his undead ancestor had built.

It was Merentha Cagtle. His own home keep, down to the last finely worked detail. Cast in black
volcanic

glass, amockery of the home which had sheltered him. There, in that window, Samiel had watched for
him; there, in that doorway, Betrise had scowled. There, in that courtyard... he started toward it, drawn
by his own horror. Would that be the same aswell, down to the last black flagstone?

"Tarrant!" Zefilagrabbed him from behind, nearly jerking him off hisfeet as she pulled him roughly
backward. "Stay with us, damnit!"

Silently, wary, they entered the courtyard. There were bodies al over the place. Human bodies,
half-devoured and now rotting. Mounds of horseflesh in smilar condition. Soldiers prodded afew just to
make sure they were redlly dead, then fanned out, springboks at the ready. Where was the danger?
Andrys could fed it, but he couldn't defineit. Something was waiting for them. Where?

"There's no one here," awoman dared.
"Make sure of it," Zefilaordered. She nodded toward apair of men, who started toward the building-

And white shapes appeared dong thewall of the courtyard, where moments ago there had been nothing.
Of course, Andrys thought darkly. A ssmple Obscuring, the most basic of al Workings. In awar defined
by sorcery, they should have expected it.

The white animas-identical to those which had attacked them earlier-were spaced out at regular intervas
adong thewadl. Therewereahdl of alot of them, Andrys noted grimly. But they would have to come
down from thewall and crossagood part of the courtyard to get to them. With enough springboltsand a
good dose of luck the soldiers might just survivethis.

Asif hi responseto that very thought another figure appeared. This one was human, and asit moved to
the edge of aparapet it pulled another figurewith it. A shaft of moonlight fell acrossthem, illuminating a
ghastly abino visage above, apa e and a hollowed face beneath-



Andrys heart nearly stopped beating as he redlized who it was the albino held as hostage. The whole
world seemed to stop for amoment, frozen in that sngle instant of horror.

"Church-man!" The abino cried out thetitle in defiance, but it ssemed to Andrysthat there was atremor
of fear in hisvoice. "'l haveyour girl! Do you see?' He shoved her forward, into the moonlight, his other
hand holding aknifeto her throat. "Back off now with al your men, or I'll cut her throat right in front of
you!"

He could see her clearly now, her terrified eyes pleading with him. The abino held her by the hair with
one hand, and he jerked at it ashe snarled, "I'm waiting." Andrys saw her wince from pain, but she made
no sound. No doubt the abino, like his master, would take pleasurein her cries.

It had to be an illusion, he thought desperately, some kind of evil Working. Narilka couldn't be here.
Could she?

Asif sending histhoughts, the white man pressed his blade into the throat of his prisoner; ajewd of red
weled up at itspoint. "Tdl him," he hissed.

"Andrys." Her voice was weak, but not nearly asfearful as he would have expected. "Please.”

"Y ou see?' the abino demanded. "Do you need to hear more?"

Helooked back at the. Petriarch in panic. The Holy Father's expression was grim, but he shook his
head. Some vision had clearly shown him that this was not the time for him to wield his power. Which
meant that Andryswas on his own. He looked about desperately for Zefila, but she wasn't about to
interfere without some signd from the Petriarch.

"Leavethisplace now," the abino growled. "Or her blood will be on your hands.”

Why wasn't the man attacking them? His pack was in position. There were enough of the beaststo paint
the courtyard red with blood. Did he fear that here, in the heart of the Hunter's reelm, Andrys could tap
into his ancestor's power? Did he imagine that open battle might tip the scale and turn Andrysinto an
enemy he couldn't defeat? With sudden inspiration, the younger

Tarrant redlized just how intense the man'sfear of the Hunter still was. And the redity of hisown
hel plessnesswas dl the more painful for being contrasted againgt the abino's expectations.

His soul knotted in anguish, he looked up at Narilka. How helpless she seemed, that fragile body bent
back to meet the knife! Fragile unlessyou knew her inner strength, fragile unless you had seen her defend
hersdlf, fragile unless you'd heard stories of the men who had taken her for avictim, only to be taught
otherwise....

Helooked into her eyes then, and he knew. He saw the message that was in them, and he understood.

"Your choice," the albino snarled, in avoice o bestid it was barely comprehensible,

Give me achance, her dark eyes begged. Not trembling with fear, but with another kind of tension. Just
one chance.

He saw the dbino's knife arm tense; the moment of choice was at hand. There was only onething he



could think of that would give her achance, only one distraction that would work. Though his soul
quailed a the mere thought of it, he dared not hesitate. He had failed her in so many waysin the past... he
would not do so again.

He opened himsdlf to the Forest. Not dowly, not carefully, but al at once, casting asde the defenses he
had nurtured during their march, ready to dieif that waswhat it took to save her. And power came
welling up ingde him with stunning force. Not any force of his own conjuring but adark power, acold
power, that bore a hated signature. Undead, unclean, Gerad Tarrant's essence coursed through his
blood in aflood tide, tearing loose the last fragile moorings of his human identity. Spreading through his
flesh like a poison, remaking every organ, every cell, wrapping icy fingers about his soul and squeezing,
queezing-

With agasp he opened his eyes. The ground was dive with slver light. The moonlight shivered with
music. Thewalls of the castle glowed with a power that was centuriesin the making, histo use at will.
But

he didn't need it. It was enough that the essence of Gerald Tarrant looked out through his eyes; it was
enough that the man's power and ruthless confidence echoed in hisvoice.

"Rdease her," he commanded.

The abino's eyes went wide with shock. Or wasit terror? Andrys saw him flinch as he redlized just what
manner of power his adversary had summoned, and in that moment his hand wavered ever so dightly as
it hed the knife-

Narilkamoved. Reaching up to grab hisknife arm with both of her hands, kicking out behind her asshe
pulled hersalf forward and down, struggling to keep the blade from her throat as she forced him over her
body. The move was s0 unexpected that he was thrown utterly off balance. Levered forward over her
back, he dammed into the edge of the parapet. The knife clattered down to the courtyard as he grabbed
for the edge of the low stonewall with hisfree hand; his other remained tangled in her hair, and for a
moment it seemed asif he might usethat asalifdineto pull himsdf to safety. But she rammed the hed of
her hand into hisface hard, so hard that Andrys could hear bone crack; helost his grip on the edge of the
wall and began to dide. For one chilling moment it seemed that he might drag her down with him; but she
braced hersdf againg the wall with dl the strength she had left and was rewarded a second later when
the handful of hair still wrapped about his hand findly tore loose. Down he plummeted, twisting ashefdll,
and when he struck the hard flagstones benegth, the soldiers were ready for him.

Shivering, Andrysfell to his knees. He could see Narilka up on the parapet, he could see the abino being
hacked to pieces on the ground before him, but he couldn't connect to any of it: His human emotions had
been devoured, and now only aravenous darkness remained. Andrys Tarrant himsdlf was lost, amere
whisper of human memory fading in the endless blackness; the Forest's fae was taking its place, claiming
the body and soul that had fought it for so long. Currents of

power roared through hisflesh, until the sounds of the real world were drowned out by the thunder of it.
Moonlight scoured his skin like acid as the power of the forest began to remake hisflesh, molding it
according to the patterns which Gerald Tarrant had established.

Shewas dive, he thought as the darkness claimed him. That was dl that mattered. The Forest had given
her what she needed and now it wastimeto pay the pricefor it.

Andri-



Theroots of the trees sucked at hisvitdity. The earth lapped at hisliving heat. He was spiraling down
into death, but in the Forest desth wasn't an end. Eternity beckoned, frigid and lightless.

Andri, talk to me. Please.

A thousand voices chittered about him. Sounds of the living, they meant nothing to the creature he now
was. But one voice echoed down into the darkness, and it made his soul shiver to heer it.

Andri!

A human memory gtirred in the darkness. Sometiny spark deep insde him began to struggle. The voice
drew him like amagnet, pulling him up through the darkness, up against the currents, up to the surface
that was so very far away.

Please, wake up. Please, Andri.

Thelast wounded vestige of Andrys Tarrant reached for the sound of her voice with dl the strength he
hed. Feding the warmth of flesh on hisbody, of hands-of her hands-touching him, drawing him back.

"Narilka?" he gasped.

Shefell upon his chest, holding him, weeping. Where her tears touched him, the coldness faded from his
flesh. Her voice was abam that brought him back to the world of theliving. The hegt of her life burned
him, but it was awelcome pain.

"I'mdl right," he whispered. It took everything he had to move hisarm, to lift it up, to placeit around her
shoulders. For amoment hejust lay there, exhausted

by the effort. The Forest was il divein hissoul, but its grip was weskening. Soon he would move
again. Soon he would get to hisfeet. Every human act, even one as smple aswalking, would reinforce
his dominion over hisown flesh.

"I loveyou." Hewhispered it into her hair, obliviousto the filth which caked it. In his eyes she was pure
and beautiful. "Don't ever leaveme.”

The wolves were gone. Had they been mereillusonsdl dong, which vanished when their maker died?
Or had the animas smply turned and run, fearful of doing battle without asorcerer by their sde? From
where helay, he could see soldiers moving into the castle, searching the grounds, unpacking explosives.
Soon the redl work would begin. By dawn the Hunter's citadel would be rubble, and al the power that it
conjured asasymbol of evil would be scattered to the winds. Too bad the Hunter himself hadn't been
there-----

He stiffened. A cold chill wafted up his spine. Hisarm about Narilkatightened.
"Andri?'
He struggled up to a sitting position. She helped him. Though the Forest's power no longer flowed fredy

through his soul, afragile vestige yet remained. A hint of awarenessthat made his skin crawl, awhisper
of... what?



"What isit?' sheasked him. "Tdl me"

Sowly, her arm supporting him, he got to hisfeet. The act of breething felt dien to him; hislungsached as
though they had gone unused for centuries. What was this new thing that he sensed, thisthrest that he
couldn't put anameto? It was close, very close. He could tasteit.

And then he knew. He.stared at the castle, he sensed what wasinside it, and he knew.

"Oh, my God," he whispered.

"Andri?' Her voice was soft, but he could sense the fear behind it. "What's wrong?'

Cdestawasn't here now, but Calesta wasn't needed. Memories returned of their own accord. Samiel.
Betrise. Abechar. His own home castle, drenched in blood.

A dark strength filled him. The love that had warmed his soul gave way to hate.

"The Hunter's here," he whispered.

Forty

The tunnel seemed to go on forever. Maybe it did, Damien thought. Maybe this was the true Hell, and
they would spend the rest of eternity trudging through this stifling darkness, heading toward a destination
that didn't even exigt. If S0, it would serve Tarrant right.

But it was hard to be angry a aman who was so clearly having ahard time of it. His battered mortal
flesh needed mortd thingsto hedl itself-food and water in quantity, safety from stress, adequate
deep-and on thistrip it wasn't likely to get any of them. He knew what the Hunter had been capable of,
but what were the limits of thisliving man who walked by his sde? He couldn't begin to guess. Y et
despite the flush which bore witness to painful exertion, and the increasing stiffness of hisstride, Tarrant
refused to dow down for any reason. That was the old Hunter, Damien knew. He only hoped the new
one was up to past standards.

When they dowed down for amoment to dig out a portion of their dwindling supplies, or stopped
completely-miracle of miracles-to relieve themsdves of mealslong since processed, Damien took a
moment to study his companion. Tarrant was limping now, and the manner in which he waked hinted at
blisters near the breaking ppint, but despite that obvious pain his spirit was unflagging. Whatever the lezu
mother had taken from him, it wasn't affecting either courage or endurance. What kind of child had the
Hunter's soul given birth to, that would now walk the land with amind of its own and the ability to
orchedtrate detailed illusons? He kept looking for asign of

something missing in Tarrant, some facet of his personality that had been drained of substance, but thus
far intheir journey he had been unable to identify it. Perhaps he had been wrong about the process, and
the conception of anew lezu would cost its father nothing. God willing.

They had walked for hours now, too many to count, and when Damien raised up hislanternto look at
Tarrant's face, he could see abrief flicker of pain tense across his brow with each step. It did no good to
suggest that such pain would only intengfy if he refused to pace himsalf properly. The one or two times
that Damien even dared to hint a such atruth, Tarrant glared at him with avenom that would have done
hisold saf proud, asif the suggestion that they take afew minutes to recoup were not only foolish, but



deeply offensive,

"Look," the ex-priest said at |ast, when they paused once more to eat a portion of his dwindling supplies.
"They can't find this secret place of yours, right? And they're not going to burn the Forest until they're
safely out of it, which'll take days at best." He leaned back against the cold stonewall, his muscles
throbbing painfully as he shifted hisweight. "So weve got alittle time to pace oursalves. We can spare a
few minutesto rest. Just long enough to get a second wind." And he added dryly, "Living people do that
kind of thing, you know."

Tarrant stared at him for along moment, then silently upended the canteen and swallowed one more
precious bit of its contents. It wastheir last such container, Damien noted; somewhere they were going to
have to find more water, and soon. Tarrant capped the canteen with meticulous care and hung its strap
about his shoulder, for once not assuming that Damien would carry it.

"They intend to blow up the keep,” he said. And he began to walk down the tunnel again with aquick,
lopsided stride.

"Blow up?' For aminute he was too shocked to move. Then he had to run afew stepsto catch up to
Tarrant, and for amoment that |eft him no breath for words. ™Y ou mean, asin explosives?!
"That isthe usud procedure.”

He grabbed Tarrant by the arm, jerking him to astop. "Areyou telling me that while were in there sorting
through your notebooks the entire keep is going to come crashing down on our heads?!

A faint ghost of asmileflitted across hisface. "I do hope our timing will be better than that."

"These are books we're going after." Hisvoice was low but histone wasfierce. "Books, Gerad! |
appreciate how important they are, but that doesn't make them worth dying for. | don't mind risking my
lifeto save alife-or even to preserve an ided-but to risk something like that for apile of books-"

"Those books are a gateway to the future,” he said sharply. "A dictionary of trandation between our own
species and that of the lezu's maker, which will alow ustake a step our Terran ancestors never even
dreamed of. And if you're correct about the changesin thefae... if, in fact, humanswill not be ableto
Work to gain knowledge... then that gateway might never be ble again. Ever. If welet those
books be destroyed now, our descendants will be doomed to centuries of trial-and-error guesswork.
And who can tell how much that will net them? The knowledge we sacrifice today may belost forever-"

"And you'd be willing to risk degth for that?' he demanded. "For knowledge?"

"I did once before," he pointed out. "Perhaps the second timeiseasier.”

He smoothed the fabric of his deeve where Damien had crushed it, but bound no fae with the gesture; the
wrinklesremained. "Stay here, if you like. The way out will be safe soon enough.” He dropped the
canteen strgp off his shoulder and | et the metd container fall to the floor; in the smooth-walled tunnel the
impact echoed like agunshot. "I'll go done.”

"Like hel youwill." Damien reached down to catch up the canteen. Tarrant was moving quickly; he had
to



jog to catch up with him. "Who'll get you out of trouble next timeif I'm not there?" The Hunter made no
answer.

The tunnel began to dope upward at lagt, hinting a an end. Damien's legs hurt so badly as he forced
himsdlf up the angled floor that he feared they would lock up from exhaugtion and refuse to carry him; he
didn't even want to think about what Tarrant was fegling. How long had they been walking now-one
day? Two? If they did get blown up they'd have achanceto rest, at leadt. It didn't sound al that bad right
now.

At lagt, just when it seemed that neither of them could manage another step, they came to the base of a
dtaircase carved into the mountain's stone. Without even pausing for breath, the Hunter began to ascend.
Damien saw him stagger once and he braced himsdlf to catch him from behind, but the Hunter put out a
hand againgt thewall of the tunnel for balance, paused long enough to draw in one long, shaky breath,
and began to climb once more. The man's determination was inhuman, Damien observed as he climbed
unsteadily behind him. And why should that surprise him? This was a man who had once bested Degth
by sheer force of will; why should alittle detail like physica pain dow him down?

They climbed two flights worth of stairs, maybe more. At the top there was asmdl landing where they
paused to catch their breath, and a heavy alteroak door barring the way beyond. Thick iron braceswere
clearly meant to hold awooden bar that would lock it from this side, but-thank God-that wasn't in place.
Damien wasn't sure he could have lifted it. Without asking for help, Tarrant grabbed hold of the nearer
brace and began to pull; when it was clear that his effort wasn't enough, Damien grabbed hold of the
other one and added his strength to the effort. Together, inch by inch, they pulled the massive door open.
Its hinges made a creaking sound loud enough that Damien

flinched, and afoul smdl gusted through the opening, right into -hisface. It was an odor of rotting meeat
and bodily waste and &t least a dozen other things that he didn't care to identify, and for aminute or two
itwasall he could do not to vomit. What the hell was going on here?

If Tarrant noted the smell, he made no mention of it. When the door was open far enough to admit a
man, he dipped through, and Damien followed. As he did so, he turned up thewick of hislantern abit so
that they could see the space they were entering. It was asmall chamber, crudely carved, with littlein the
way of comfort or decoration. Therewas alarge dab tablein its center, carved whole from the same
gray stone, and hislantern'sdim light picked out severd objects that lay upon its surface. Damien took a
few steps closer, trying to make out what they were. Chains. Manacles. Fe-ces of some sort, possibly
human, that had been smeared across the table's surface. The latter smelled pungently recent.

"Do | want to know what this placeis?' "No," Tarrant stared at the mess on the table for afew seconds,
his eyes narrowed to dits. God aone knew what he was thinking. "Sufficeit to say that | kept it
somewhet cleaner.”

He moved to thefar cdrner of the room, where alighter door swung open easily at histouch. Asthey
passed through this one, Damien could hear faint sounds from above, murmurs and impacts transmitted
down through the layers of rock. The soldiers of the Church must be very close.

"My wardswill hold,” the Hunter said quietly, asif sensing histhoughts. Asthey walked on blistered feet
through the fetid darkness, Damien wondered which of them he was trying to convince. Then suddenly
the Hunter drew himsdlf up, asif aerted to a hotile presence. Damien stiffened and drew his sword,
ready for action. But Tarrant's eyes were fixed upon the ground, where the earth-fae would be bright and
rich with meaning; it was knowledge that had derted him, not some foreign presence.



At last Tarrant said, in avoice that was till and cold, "He's dead.”
"Who?'

"Amoril. My agpprentice.” The pale eyes narrowed. "My betrayer.”
"Areyou sure?!

He seemed to hesitate. Were the messages of the fae less clear to him now that he had no Working to
interpret them?"Yes" hesaid a last. "Helived-and ruled here-long enough to leave his mark upon the
currents. That stink ishisaswell, no doubt... or that of hisanimal familiars. He never wasfagtidious.” The
thin mouth curled in distaste. "That he's gone now isequally clear, and theres only one way to explain
that." Helooked at Damien; hisexpresson wasgrim. "If they'vetruly killed him, then we have very little
timeleft.”

They moved on, through a space that was more cavern than tunnel, in whose distant recesses water
dripped with agonizing downess. Now and then anoise would drift down to them, echoing through some
flaw in the stone overhead. Soldiers voices, issuing orders. Animas howls, the cries of the dying. It was
good that they could hear such things, Damien told himsdlf. It was when the noises stopped that they
would beinred trouble.

They came to another door, this one so finely worked that it seemed out of place in the rough stone
corridor. Tarrant touched award at its center, which may have been meant to unlock it; the polished
wood pushed easly inward, and the two men moved into the room beyond. Damien'slantern light
reved ed amodest chamber, shelf-lined, which might have been alibrary in another age. Tarrant's
workshop, no doulbt.

Utterly devadtated.

He could fed the sght of the destruction strike Tarrant like aphysical blow, and he flinched himsdlf ashe
gazed about the room. Books had been hurled down from the shelves and mangled. Manuscripts had
been shredded and wadded up like garbage. L eather covers, ripped from their volumes and scored with
claw marks,

reeked of urine and decay. He could hear the Hunter's indrawn bregth as he gazed upon the wreckage of
his storehouse of knowledge, and he sensed that in some bizarre way this pained him more than Amoril's
other betrayas, or even the loss of the Forest itsdlf.

Y ou bdlieved that knowledge like thiswould be sacred, he thought. Y ou thought that even the Evil One,
being man-made, would respect its value. He shook his head sadly. Welcometo the redl world, Gerald.

Therewas alarge trestle table in the center of the room, now overturned. Silently Tarrant moved to one
end and reached down for ahandhold; Damien put down hislantern and hurried to the other end to do
the same.

"At least your people hatefire," he offered, asthey righted it. "If they'd burned the place thered be
nothing left at al."

Tarrant made no comment. Reaching down into the mess that was under hisfeet, he brought up asingle
page, torn and crumpled and crusted with something brown. For along time he stared at it, and Damien
sensed that he was watching how the fae clung to the paper, how the current responded to the words



that were on its surface. Then hishand clenched tightly, crushing it.

"WEell never find theright pagesin time," he muttered. Damien could hear the exhaustion in hisvoice.
"Not without a L ocating.”

"Of course we will. We haveto, right?' He spotted several whole notebooks on one of the shelves and
pulled them out. "Hell, my desk in Ganji looked worse than this."

For amoment Tarrant's eyes met his. For amoment he could sense the utter despair welling up insdethe
man, not a product of this one moment or even of severa moments past, but of everything he had
experienced since they'd started on this God-forsaken mission. Even the Hunter's indomitable spirit had
itslimits, heredized. And there was no sorcery |eft to sustain him now.

In the distance there was alouder sound; voices
arguing, it seemed to Damien, and the impact of meta on stone. It seemed uncomfortably close.

"Comeon," he urged. He put the notebooks down on the table and began to search for more. "Weve
got alot to go through here.”

Hedidn't look at Tarrant again, but focused on the shelves surrounding him. Whoever had ravaged the
hidden library might have worked with enthusiasm, but he lacked efficiency; there were severd dozen
volumes till intact, and he pulled them free and shook them off and brought them to the table. There
Tarrant searched through them page by page, sorting through the diaries of his undead centuriesto find
the notes he needed. God willing, Damien thought, they'd be somewhere in these intact volumes.
Otherwise... he looked at the mess on the floor and shook his head, trying not to think about what that
search would be like. Or how damned long it would take.

There were voices even closer now. Too close. Helooked at Tarrant.

"My wardswill admit no one but mysdf or Amoril to thischamber," he said, responding to Damien's
unspoken question. "And Amoril being dead-"

"What if they carry hisbody with them?"

"Evenif they think to do that-and | doubt they have so much insight-it won't work. The wards respond to
aman'svita essence, not to dead flesh." But despite his assurance it seemed to Damien that he turned the
pages faster than before, and his eyes darted up occasionally to ascertain that the door to the library was

indeed Hill shut.

Then footsteps resounded, heavy and purposeful and clearly headed in their direction. "Shit," Damien
muttered, putting down the book he held in order to draw his sword. The Hunter rose, swaying dightly as
he did so; clearly his exhausted muscles were less than enthusiastic about the concept of afresh workout.
Damien's own muscles ached like hell, but that didn't matter now. Whatever had gotten past the Hunter's
wards was damned likely not to be friendly.

And then the door opened and the light of an unshut-

tered lantern blinded him for an ingtant. He took a step backward and squinted against the light, fighting
to make out details of afigure that seemed to glow with dl the power of the sun-



"Oh, my God," he whispered. Almost dropping his sword. "Who the hell... 7

Thefigurein the doorway was wearing armor cast in silver and gold, that captured hislamplight and
reflected it athousand times over, making the golden sun upon his breastplate blaze like the star of Earth
itself. After hours spent in the semi-darkness, the light was blinding. But that wasn't what stunned Damien
s0. He was a seasoned enough warrior not to be unmanned by smple pyrotechnics, and even the sight of
the Prophet'sfamous armor cometo life, just asit had been painted on the Cathedrd's high wall, was
something he could come to terms with. It was the sight of the man who wore the armor that utterly
unnerved him, so that his grip upon his sword grew wesk and the familiar stedl blade nearly fdll from his
hand.

The man was Gerald Tarrant.

No, Damien thought. Fighting the power of theimage. This man's skin was tan, where Gerald'swas pae.
Thisman's eyes were darker, and deeper set. He was dightly shorter than the Hunter, and maybe alittle
bit stockier, and his hair wasn't quite the same length. But except for those minor details the resemblance
was amazing. Unnerving. Even-given the circumstances-terrifying.

Thiswas how Gerdd Tarrant must have looked in hisfirgt lifetime, when the heet of life still surged in his
veins, when the passions of mortal existence gill blazed in his eyes. Even the man's wounds bore witness
to hisliving gate: alivid red scratch mark swelling across hisbrow, ahot purple bruise dong the line of
hisjaw. And thelook in his eyes... there was a hate o hot in them that Damien could fed it likeaflame
upon hisface; even the hate-wraiths that wisped in and out of existence about the man were red and gold
and orange, fire-huesthat szzled in the keep's chill air.

The burning eyes fixed on him, then on Tarrant. There was madnessin them, and an echo of pain so
intense that Damien flinched to seeit. With bruised hands the newcomer put down hislantern and then
swung a hefty springbok into firing position, aiming at the Hunter's chest. But Damien stood between the
two of them, close enough to foul aclean shot.

"Get back," the man rasped. There was ahysterical edge to hisvoice, the sound of a soul pushed dmost
to the breaking point. Damien had seen enough men in that state to know how very dangerousit was.
"Get out of theway!"

He couldn't move. Hedidn't dare. A knifein the heart isasfatal to an adept asit isto any other human.
Who had said that? He couldn't remember. "Who are you?" he managed. Not because he thought the
man would answer him, just to buy a precious moment's delay.

To hissurprise it was the Hunter who responded. "Andrys Tarrant.” Wasthat atremor of fear in his
voice?"Lagt living descendant of my family line

"You killed them!" the newcomer cried hoarsaly. His hand on the springbolt was shaking; the dried blood
on hisface was streaked with swest. "God damn you to Hell for it." He reached up with hisleft hand to
wipe away what might have been atear, or maybe just adrop of sweat, then quickly returned it to the
barrel of hiswegpon. "I don't know who you are," he snapped at Damien, "and | don't care. But I've got
two bolts loaded and so help me God, if you don't move out of my way, one of them'sfor you."

There was nowhere to run to. No way to Work a defense. One dender wooden shaft was dl it would
take, to pierce aheart that had only just started to beat again. In this strange new world they werein,
there was no way to stop it.



God, don't let it end like this. Please. Give him a chance to come back to Y ou.
The Hunter's manner gave no sign of his desperation, but Damien knew him well enough to hear itin
hisvoice"It'sover," Tarrant said quietly. "Y ou'vewon."

"Shut up!™ the man shouted. He rai sed the weapon higher, and cursed as he confirmed the fouled sightline
aong the barrdl. In avoice that edged on hysteria, he shouted at Damien, "Move!"

"The Forest isdead,” Gerald persisted. Hisvoice was|low and even; Damien could sensethe
monumental self-control required to keep it that way. "That's what you cameto do, isn't it? The Forest
and its current master are dead, and its past master....." He let the sentencetrail off into eoquent silence,
asif daring his enemy to completeit. "lsn't that what you wanted, Andrys? To destroy al my work, so
that | would have nothing left?' How much did he know about the man from past Knowings, Damien
wondered, how much could he read in the currents now, how much was he guessing? Hisvery life
depended on those skills. ™Y ou won. It's over. Go back to your life.”

"I haveno life, you son of abitch." The man'svoice was shaking. "Not whileyou're dive."

The finger on the trigger tensed. Damien’'s muscles were ready to move, wound taut asthe sted springs
indde that killing wesgpon.

"Cdedtaisdead,” Gerdd Tarrant said quietly.

The newcomer's face Went white. He reded dightly asif struck, and his finger moved a preciousinch or
two back from the trigger.

"Y ou bound yoursdlf to him," Gerald pressed. "Didn't you? What did he promise you? Forgetfulness?
Purging? An orgy of vengeance?' He paused. "Did hetell you what the cost of that would be? Did hetell
you that you would lose your soul if you served him?”

"That doesn't matter,” he whispered.

"He was my enemy long before you were involved." Damien could see the newcomer flinch as each word
hit home, forcing him to reconsder arelationship he had clearly taken for granted until this moment. "Did
you know that? Held use any tool that was available to accomplish his ends. Even my own flesh and
blood. Or did you think when he offered his power to you that it

was only for your benefit?' He shook his head sharply, tensdly. Hiswhole body was poised like that of
an animal about to bolt for cover, or launch itsdlf at its prey. "Helived for pain and pain alone. Not only
mine, but yours. Killing me wouldn't be enough for him, not unless1 knew in my last dying moment that
he had a so destroyed those things | valued most. The Forest. The Church. And now you."

"Y ou vdue me?' He spat the words out in dishdlief, dmost unable to voice them. "What kind of bullshitis
that? How stupid do you think | am?"

"Y ou're my own flesh and blood,” the Hunter said icily. "Not the proudest member of my line, certainly
not the strongest, but right now you're al that's left. When he claims your soul, he will debase ahistory
that stretches back nearly athousand years." The pale eyeswere anicy flamethat chilled whatever they
gazed upon. "That will be histrue triumph, Andrys Tarrant. Not my death. Y our corruption.”



"If Caestas dead, then he has no power now-"

"Doesn't he?' the adept demanded. "Do you know what will happen if you kill me now? That spark of
Cdedashate which lieslike adormant seed within you will take root and grow, until it strangles dl within
you that is gill human. That's his vengeance, Andrys Tarrant. Not your paltry campaign, not even the
rigors of Hell itsdlf, but the knowledge that as you pull that trigger, you commit yoursdlf to hisworld, in
which the only joy issuffering.”

The man reded vigbly, asif the words had been aphysica blow. "No," he whispered hoarsdly. "Y ou're
just trying to talk yoursdf out of &"

"Look within yoursdlf, then! Imagine the hatred taking hold, Cdesta's hatred taking hold, the embrace of
vengeance consummeated at last... and then ask yoursdlf how you'll return to the real world after that. Or

did you think it would al end when you pulled that trigger? Did you think your soul would be magicaly
cleansed a the moment of my death?' He shook his head sharply. "Thisisjust the beginning. The easy

part.

"Y ou killed them," he whispered. Raising up the wegpon again, digning it with his eye once more. "My
brothers, my sster, dl of them! God damn you to Hell! Y ou deserveto die!™

"Then pull thetrigger,” the Hunter dared him. "And destroy us both.”
Andrys Tarrant blinked hard; sweat ran redly down
the side of hisface. "I don't... | can't-----" His hands

were shaking. Suddenly he gestured toward Damien with the springbok. "Go," he whispered hoarsdly.
"Get out of here”

"l think-" he began.
"Thisisn't your fight! 1t's between him and me. Whoever the hell you are, just get out of here! Now!"

Damien heditated, then looked at Gerdd. The Hunter nodded ever so dightly. "He'sright, Damien.” His
voice was quiet but strained. "There's nothing more you can do here."

"Gerdd-"

The Hunter shook his head. Damien's protest died in histhroat.

"Go," Gerdd Tarrant whispered.

He swallowed hard, trying to think of something to do, something to say, anything that could change this
moment. Heimagined himsdlf in Andrys Tarrant's place, and sensed how, very easy it would betofire.
How many times had he dreamed of putting an end to the Hunter so quickly, so easily? But now theissue
was no longer that smple. Now the Hunter had become... something else.

Hadn't he?

Y ou killed my family, the younger Tarrant had accused.



Heforced himself to move asindicated. Andrystook afew stepsinto the room to give him awide berth
in case he intended to attempt alast minute rescue... and indeed he might have, if there had been an
opening. But there wasn't. And then he passed through the door and it dammed shut behind him, and he
knew that one way or another aman was going to die.

Youkilled my family.

It was justice, surely. Long overdue. Generations would celebrate the degth of a man who was every bit
asevil as Caesta, whose heart was so like the lezu's in its core that when he had beckoned to his enemy
with the full force of the Hunter's sadism, Cadestahad cometo him likealover.

He needed time, God. A man can't contain that kind of evil and then berid of it overnight. But he would
have come back to Y ou.

His heart heavy, hisfeet like lead, he ascended the winding staircase that led to the upper levels. Up he
climbed, toward the black halls he remembered so well. Up to where the soldiers of the Church were
laying down explosives and fixing fusesin place. Up to the living world, where the Forest was dying so
that new things might be born, where the legend of the Hunter would give way to other things fearsome
and terrible, but none so full of despoiled brilliance, or of courage.... , There were tearsin his eyes,
blinding him. Hot tears.

He kept walking.

They had built abonfirein the courtyard. He watched asthey carried the pieces of Amoril's body over to
it and threw them one by one onto the flames. He watched the pieces char and sizzle and lose their
human coherency, and he sensed the relief among the soldiers asit was guaranteed, by that burning, that
no undeead resurrection would bring their enemy back.

Digantly he watched, asif from another world. No one disturbed him. Not the soldiers whom he knew,
not the Patriarch... no one. Surrounded by a cocoon of darkness he watched as the flames danced,
feding their heat upon hisface, an dien thing in the Forest night.

And then therewas agtirring in the main portal of the keep, and afigure emerged from the shadows
withinit. One man, clad in armor of slver and gold, bloodstained sword gripped tightly in one hand.
Therewas adark-haired girl in the crowd who ran toward

him, but something in his manner made her stop before she had reached him. The Petriarch rose up from
where he sat and took one step toward him, but then Andrys Tarrant's gaze-haunted, bloodshot-froze
himin place.

Sowly heraised his other hand, along with the trophy it held. His bloodied fingers gripping it by the hair,
he raised up the severed head of Gerdd Tarrant so that al could seeit. Damien shut his eyes, but the
image was aready burned into hisbrain and he couldn't shut it out. That white skin, truly bloodless now.
Those slver eyes, emptied of dl intelligence. That life which was ever so much more than amere human
life, smothered out like acandleflame....

He mourned. God would condemn him for it, perhaps, but he mourned. The man who had once been
called Prophet deserved that much, surely.

Five steps brought Andrys Tarrant to the edge of the fire. For asecond he paused, asif giving those
about him achance to fix the moment in their minds. Then he cast the head onto the pyre-that tortured



face, so like and unlike his own-and cried out asthefirst flameslicked a it, asif feding their biteon his
own flesh. He fdl then, and the dark-haired girl ran to him, and she dropped to her kneesand held him
and wept. The Patriarch came up beside them and offered his own words of comfort. God has led usto
triumph, perhaps. Or something like that. Someritua prayer that couldn't possibly do justiceto this
moment, or to the man whose death had made it possible.

No one noticed Damien Vryce as he | eft the courtyard. No one saw him dip into the shadows of the
Forest, away from the light of the flames. Away from the keep, and its storehouse of knowledge. Away
from... everything.

In the sillence of the Forbidden Forest, in the darkness that the Hunter had called home, Damien prayed
for God's forgiveness, and for the peace of hisfriend's soul.

Forty-one

They blew up the black keep at solar noon, when the hot whitelight of day set thefinials ablaze and the
glass stones shimmered like quicksiver. It had taken them al morning to prepare for the act, exposing al
the rooms of the keep before asingle fuse waslit, so that there was no chamber, no closet, no corner in
which ashadow of the Hunter's power might remain to sabotage their efforts. Amidst the towering,
thickly thatched trees of the Forest that had meant waiting until day waswell under way, for dawn, like
sunset, lacked the angular power to breach the lower windows. In the meantime they mixed the materids
they had brought to the Forest with meticulous care and constant prayer, and laid their fusesto the sound
of Church-chants. Every grain of powder was tamped down in the One God's name; every precious fiber
was dedicated to His purpose. In aworld where one man's doubts might skew a host of enterprises, one
couldn't betoo careful.

They werefollowing aplan set down by thefirst settlers, in the days when the ravaged colony had
struggled to record al of Earth's knowledge. Inner wallsfirst, and supporting columns, then the outer
structure of the keep. On Earth such a pattern would have guaranteed a controlled infall of debris,
minimizing therisk to those who watched. On Erna, where there was no guarantee that any of the fuses
would fire properly, much less any fantasy thet al the explosions could betimed... cadl it adream. Cal it
an act of faith.

It went off perfectly.

They heard the firgt blast from down the mountainside, and felt the ground tremble beneath them. The
second followed seconds after, and then the third, and a barrage that was more deafening than dl three
combined. With asound like thunder the black walls shaitered, some blowing outward, most faling
inward. Floors collapsed beneath the weight of cellings, fell to the floors below, collapsed again. The
mountain shook. The sun was obscured by smoke. Fragments of obsidian, sharp asarrow points, fell to
the ground likerain.

After the smoke cleared, the Hunter's keep was gone.

Some monuments gill remained, spared by the conquerors lack of adequate explosives, or ese by the
limits of their book-learned skill. A single buttress arched up againgt the sky, seemingly defiant. A
segment of the courtyard wall jutted up from the ground, its base buried in rubble. There were parts of
walls gtill standing within the keep, against which debris had drifted like sand, or snow; vast dunes of
wreckage that promised frustration to any man or beast that might dare to brave the site in search of
buried knowledge, or some key to power.



They said prayers over the rubble, as soon as the dust had settled. Prayers and sunlight would expose
and destroy any remnant of power clinging to the ancient stone. No one doubted the power of that
combination. No one doubted that the Hunter was now gone forever. No one doubted that agreat and
terrible age had findly been brought to aclose, with this single act that would reverberate through history.
Such was the power of symbolsin men's minds, they told each other. Such was the power of their
Petriarch.

And Damien done, Stting apart from dl the others, removed from their celebration, saw what waswithin
the Patriarch's soul that day. Not joy, but adark and terrible anxiety. Not relief, but afresh
determination. Damien done, knowing his Church, knowing the Petriarch-but most of al, knowing his
fellow men- understood the cause of that anxiety.

And knowing, he mourned.
Forty-two

The Holy Father walked out carefully upon the rocks, booted feet wary on the dippery surfaces. Thick
brush tangled about his ankles, not the twisted, perverted vines of theinner Forest, but therich greenlife
of aregion that was daily bathed in sunlight. After daysin that gifling domain, their smell was aheady
tonic.

He stood where the rocks went out into the river listening to the waters of the L ethe rush about hisfeset.
Fish darted quicksilver beneath the gleaming surface, and ared crab scuttled out of the way ashis
shadow fell upon its hunting ground.

Helooked at the place-its sun and itswater and itsrich, teeming life-and he looked at the currents of
earth-fae which were bright beneath hisfeet, and he gazed into a plethora of possible futures, so tangled
together now that his best efforts could barely pull loose asingle thread. He shut hiseyes and let them
seep into him, and when he was sure that he liked the fed of them, he nodded and said quietly, "Thisis
the place.”

The soldier who had accompanied him on his search beat hisway back through the bushesthat lined the
river, hurrying back to tell the others. For a short, precioustime the Petriarch was done.

Give me courage, God. Lend meY our strength.

Hisleft leg hurt so badly that he could barely stand on it. There was agood chance that it had broken
back when the white beasts attacked them, but he hadn't told anyone. There could even be an infection
by now, if ashard of bone had broken through the skin. No matter. He had managed the tortuous climb
despiteit,

wincing at every step, amost crying out when amisplaced footfall caused hiswounded leg to jar against
the earth. But he knew that if he'd told them what was wrong, they would have stopped then and there to
tend to him, increasing therisk to dl at least tenfold. And maybe deep inside, in that hidden place where
aman least wanted to look, he was afraid that if he sat down and gaveinto the pain, if he offered
exhaugtion that opening, he would never rise up again.

His body ached from afatigue so terrible that it was only raw faith that kept him standing. Raw faith and
the knowledge that if he gavein now, if his soldiers had to carry him back, the Church would lose more
than any campaign could ever restore. Now was the crux, the focal point of athousand futures; now was
the moment when loss must be turned to gain, when the hundreds of futuresin which his Church



succumbed to the temptation of easy violence must be cut short, so that brighter fates could flourish.

There was arustling behind him, and then a man appeared in the waist-high brush. He bowed deeply to
the Patriarch, as one might bow to agod. That hurt him more than the painin hisleg and dl his exhaustion
combined. Didn't they see what they were doing? Didn't they comprehend the risk?

They never do, his conscience assured him. Which iswhy the Church must lead them.
As he must lead the Church.

With careful steps he waded across the shallow river. The water was ice-cold, mountain drainage, and
within afew steps hisfeet were so numb he could hardly fed them. Good, he thought. At least they
wouldn't hurt. With al of the burdens he bore today, he deserved afew square inches of flesh that didn't
panhim.

Therewas a crowd gathered on the bank of the river by the time he reached the other side, and more
were coming. The wounded were helped into place by their fellows, foliage trampled flat as dozens of
men and women sought a place to stand or Sit. That a place as beautiful asthis should exist amere
gonesthrow from

the Hunter's mountain was a gift of God, he mused; he prayed that it would recover once they had | ft.

Hetook up aposition on arock on the far side of the river, staggering dightly as he fought for balance on
itsdippery surface. Two of the men started toward him to help, but he waved them back. For thishe
needed them in one place, so that his speech would have full effect.

Past where he stood, the water flowed into the Forest proper, nourishing al life formswithin that
darkened realm. Past where he stood, the currents of earth-fae on which al power depended, even the
cregtive power of prayer, flowed directly toward his people. Overhead the sun was bright, washing the
light gap clean of any lingering malignance, burning away the fears and sorrows which might otherwise
creste new demonsin these volatile currents. Good. That was asit should be. A handful of dark futures
dissipated as he watched, and it seemed that several promising onestook their place. Many of the futures
now emerging were smilar, he noted with satisfaction, their potentias converging upon this moment like
animals at awater hole. Soon, soon, he would nourish his chosen few, banishing the others forever.

He drew in a deep breath and gazed upon his people. Blood-stained, muddied, they waited on the
opposite shore for the words that would sedl their victory. He counted them silently, making sure that all
were there. Zefilahad taken up aposition behind and above the others, he saw. Andrys Tarrant was off
to one side, asif doubtful that the rest of the company would accept him. He had his pagan girlfriend with
him, the Petriarch noted. There were so many futures tangled about that pair that he couldn't pick any
one out, but it seemed to him that the balance, on the whole, was positive. Let her share in this moment,
then. Let her seewhat kind of courage the One God inspired in Hisfaithful.

Only Damien Vryce was missing, and for amoment-one terrible moment-the Petriarch feared that he
wouldn't show up at al. He didn't know why it was so important that the ex-priest be present-indeed, he

would much rather never look at him again-but his fagborn visions had convinced him that Vryce's
presence would increase the odds of success here ahundredfold. How ironic-and unfair!-that God
would reward such aman with that kind of importance.

And then the flurry of futuresthat swirled around him resolved to amere hundred or so, as Damien



Vryce beat hisway through the underbrush and took up a place on the riverbank. He looked toward the
Patriarch, but didn't dare meet his eyes. Nor did he look at the other soldiers, or Andrys Tarrant. That
was probably best, the Patriarch mused. He had kept far enough apart from the others that none had
asked him why he was there, or what part he had played in the battle between faith and sorcery, but
every man knew that he had come out of the black keep, and that was condemnation enough. If the Holy
Father hadn't made a show of tolerating his presence, they probably would have run him out of camp. Or
worse.

Watch now, he bade Vryce silently. Gaze upon truefaith, in dl itsfearsome glory.

Heraised up ahand to still the group, and dozens of whispered conversations ceased. In the silence that
resulted, it seemed to him he could hear their hearts pounding... and maybe, with the fae underscoring his
every thought with power, he could. An adept's damnation.

"Praised be God," he pronounced, "who has brought usto this day of triumph." He could see waves of
power spreading out from where he stood, echoing the rhythm of his speech. "Praised be the courage of
thefalen, who gave dl that they had to defend their fellows.” Had it dways been thus, and he had Ssmply
lacked the power to Seg, it? He watched as the shimmering futures shifted in response to those
fae-waves, and he shivered inwardly. How could aman live with such vision, and gtill remain aman?

Heled them in the Prayer for the Dead, arecitation crafted ages ago by some anonymous hand. It was
beautiful, it was comforting, it was asomber reminder

that their victory had cost them dearly. He wondered if the Prophet had written it.

When they were done, he gave them amoment to revel intheir pride, taking thetimeto draw in adeep
bresth, trying to till the trembling of hisflesh so that they would see only the image he wanted them to
see, aleader serene and confident. Not aman overcome by hesitancy, remorse... and yes, he had to
admit it, fear. Not the truth.

"There comesatime,” he began at lagt, "when aman istested. Sometimesthetest is of hiscourage, or his
drength, or hisendurance. Sometimesit isof hisinner conviction, hisfaith." He drew in adeep bresth.
"Sometimesit isof hisjudgment. That isthe most difficult test of al, my children... and it can be the most
panful.

"Likethefather who steels aloaf of bread to feed his starving child, daring the vengeance of the law
because he feelsthat the law of lifeis more pressing, we each make our choices when we must. Who can
judge aman in such an ingtance, or say with certainty that the course of his heart iswrong? What isthe
will of government, when contrasted againgt aman'sinnate moraity?

"Such are the ways of the laws of man, which are by definition imperfect. But human governments come
and go, and statutes change daily in response to circumstance. The Law of the One God isadifferent
thing. Written by God's own Prophet, affirmed by generations of priests, it was meant to be an absolute
Law, which would endure for al time. A reflection of God's own Spirit, whose wisdom would be
unguestionable. A pathway to salvation.

"Decry violence, the Law ingtructs. Rgect sorcery. Resist, above dl else, corruption of the human spirit.”
Histhroat was dry. He drew in a deep breath, and wished he could reach down into the water and draw

up ahandful to cool his mouth. But hiswounded leg throbbed and his muscles felt weak, and he thought
that if hetried he might not rise up again.



"It cameto passthat an Evil wasborn into our

world, so great that faith alone could not do battle with it. Wetried, my children, wetried. Five centuries
ago we marched against the Forest with an army vast enough to tame a continent, with standards and
with sorcery and with ahost of wegpons... and we lost. We lost. We suffered a defeat so devastating
that in the five centuries Since we haven't managed yet to recover, in numbersor in faith.

"What would have happened after that war, if the soldiers of the One God had succeeded? Would those
men and women have gone back to their homes and their families and enjoyed the rewards of their
success? Or would they have sought out other enemies, other Evils, so that now, five hundred years|ater,
you and | would livein aworld in which faith and violence were dl but synonymous? A world in which
constant war drained man of al hisvita energies, so that nothing was | eft to devote to higher aspirations?

"Such were the questions | asked mysdlf as| saw this Evil growing. Such was my torment of faith that
nightly | prayed for guidance. While al about me templesfdl, blood was shed, the souls of my people
were made black by intolerance.” He looked pointedly at the handful of soldiers who had been involved
in the templeriots, and he saw -them flinch as the accusation struck home. "The man in me longed to
respond in kind to this Evil. The leader in me knew the cost of such action.

"Will Youlet Your people perish?1 asked God. Isit truly Y our will that mankind surrender to this
darkness, rather than risk one transgression of Y our Law?Would Y ou rather we die now, blindly
obedient, than surviveto serve Y ou?

"Then onenight, | saw/avision. Say perhapsthat God sent it to me, responding not to one man's prayers
but to the pain and the fear of al His people. Or say instead that it welled up from the depths of my soul,
from that secret place where conscience resides. What | saw was a creature of light, so bright and so
beautiful that it hurt my eyesto look upon it. Its voice was not

onevoice but achoir, and asit spoke, itswords echoed in my soul with a power that made me tremble.

"The Lord God of Earth and Ernaiis perfect, it said to me, but theworld of menisnot, nor arethe
crestures who inhabit it. Therefore are human choices uncertain, and full of drife. If given achoice
between one man's sin and the destruction of a nation, what leader would choose the latter? But
remember thisif you choose to transgress, it warned me. Like the father who steals bread for his child,
knowing it to be againgt the law, you must be prepared to pay the price for your actions. Thus alone can
you save the child and till uphold the Law."

Helifted up to his hands toward the heavensin an age-old attitude of prayer; futuresflitted about his head
like restless birds, bright and agitated. "Hear me, oh, my God," he prayed. "Hear me, Lord of Earth and
Erna, creator of humankind, now made King of this Forest. In order to serve my people, | have
trangessed againgt Y our greatest Law. | have committed bloodshed, and sanctified violence, and
encouraged in my people afever of destruction which runs counter to Y our every teaching. Let thesin be
mine adone, not theirs. If any soul isto suffer corruption, let that soul be mine. Forgive these people,

repair their spirits, replenish their souls inner strength, make them asinnocent in their faith asthey were
before my cal urged them to violence. On my head and mine doneisthe fault for any wrong we have
committed. On my soul sitsthe weight of your judgment, my God."

All eyeswere upon him, unwavering. He could seein their depths aghost of doubt now, aquiver of fear.
Good. Let them question what they had done here and they might yet be saved.



"In acceptance of Y our Will," he drew out adender knife from his deeve, turning its blade so thet it
glittered in the sunlight, "and in recognition of the righteousness of Y our most holy Law, do | offer You
thissacrifice” Quickly he placed the knife againgt his pam and cut downward with it, hard. Therewas
little pain, for the blade was sharp, but something stabbed his

heart as the blood began to flow free. Fear? Regret? Those emotions had no place here, he thought
fiercdly. Heraised up his hand in agesture of benediction, so that dl might see what he had done; athin
crimson waterfall splashed down into the river, and it seemed to him that the fae itsalf was stained red as
it coursed outward from him.

"May Y ou cleanse thisland forever of the darknesswhich onceruled here," he prayed. Thin streamers of
red were unfurling in the water, reaching toward the stunned men and women who stood upon the
opposite bank. "May Y ou cleanse my people of the darkness which has gripped their souls, so that in this
new world which they have made they may be worthy of salvation. In'Y our Name, Lord God of Earth
and Erma”

Earth-fae. It would give hiswords tenfold power, and adhere his message to the souls of his people.
With his new sight he could see the power of his sacrifice spreading out in waves from the falling blood,
and as each wave touched the future-images surrounding him they shimmered and shifted, taking on new
patterns of potential. Some were more positive than before, but not enough. Not enough! God in
Heaven, was he offering up hislifefor nothing?

And then Damien Vryce moved forward. Hesitantly at firgt, his eyes never leaving the Patriarch, then with
firm conviction as he stepped into the river. He walked forward until he was near the river's center,
knee-deep in the mountain water, then reached down with his hand and touched it. A thin stream of red
curled about hisfingers, dmost invisble now asthe Patriarch's blood thinned in the river's swift current.
With amuttered prayer he brought up his hand to hisforehead and touched it, leaving adrop of water on
his brow. As he bowed to the Holy Father, another man staggered forward, following hislead. And
another. And another. In the waters of sacrifice they baptized one another, and he could see the futures
that gathered about them shifting tenor asthey accepted, by that ritual, the gesture he had made. Scenes
of violence dissi pated even as he watched, and he felt tears cometo his eyes as he saw

them replaced by visions of hope, and peace, and reverence.

[twasn'tdl invain, then.

No one saw him raise up the knife again, to a point some six inches down from where he had cut before.
No one saw him pressits dender point into hisflesh, or twist it deep between the bones, or cup his hands
50 that the sudden spurt of arteria blood might be disguised as something lessvital.

| accept Y our judgment, God of Earth and Erna, and give myself into Y our Hands.

He saw Andrys Tarrant step into the water, then turn back to seeif hislover wasfollowing. Did she
know that for athousand years the Tarrant men had refused to marry except within the Church? After a
moment-along moment, fraught with obvious indecis on-she nodded, and stepped into the water beside
him, accepting the hand that he offered her.

One more soul for God, he thought. That was how you won aworld. Step by step. Infinite patience....

The world began to waver in hisvision. The futures-so many favorable now!-began to fade. How long
would it be before they redlized what he had done? He tried to step down from his perch, but the water



surrounding it was deegper than he remembered and he went down heavily, his damaged leg damming into
theriver bed hard enough to send spear points of pain shafting up into his groin and beyond. He groaned,
and for amoment amost fell. One or two of his people started toward him, but he waved them back. His
wounded arm hung down now, where none could seeit, and it seemed strangely distant now, not like
part of hisown flesh at dl. From somewhere came the sound of splashing, asif of abody approaching,
but that, too, seemed distant, a sound from another world. He drew in a deep breath and swayed, his
strength ebbing out into the cold river current that swirled about histhighs. The efficacy of sacrificeisin
direct proportion to the value of that which is destroyed. Or so the Prophet had written. What could
possibly be of more vaueto this Patriarch, whose

greatest dream had been to live long enough to see hisworld change? "'l have nothing more preciousto
give" hewhispered to his God. Darknesswas closing in about hisvison like atunnd. The river's murmur
had become aroar that filled his ears and drowned out adl other sound. He could fed himself drifting off,
could fed his soul'slinkage to the flesh that housed it separating like afrayed cord, and he struggled to
remain upright aslong as possible. Best to die with dignity, he thought, to give this symbol power. Best to
hold out long enough that no onetried to save him, until he wasfindly past dl saving.

And then hefet atouch at his side, human warmth, apowerful grip. He managed to focus clearly enough
to make out aface, bearded and scarred and furrowed with concern. Vryce. At first he thought the man
was going to try to help him, but then he saw the truth, that V ryce understood-not only what he was
doing, but the necessity for doing it-and he let the man support him asthe last of hisworldly strength left
him. Upright unto the end, hislifeblood staining hisrobes and Vryce'sjacket asit streamed off into the
river, to cleanse the Forest with its power.

Unto your judgment, my God. For Love of You.

In the darkness that was gathering now he saw avision dowly take shape. A hazy point of light
shimmered, shivered, then expanded into the shape of a planet, complete and perfect before hiseyes.
Erna. He could sense the rhythms of itstides, the heat of itslife, theimmeasurable beauty of its potentid.
He sensed the peace of aplanet in utter harmony, where dl life and al of nature were bound together by
apower that flowed around and through everything....

... and he fdlt the presence of Man on Erna, an dien intrusion, abhorrent. He saw the tides of fae respond
to the invader's presence, struggling to absorb him, to adapt. He heard the voice of one man rising above
that of three thousand, offering Ernaakey, achannel, a Pattern for contact.

Sacrifice.

Lossasalink; destruction as a crestive force.

Casca's madness reshaped the currents, carving out aniche of violence and mourning for his speciesto
inhabit. And mankind thrived. The children of the colonists spread out across the planet, until their

numbers were so gregt that no one man might command that kind of power again. Only something
greater than aman, that served as the focus of athousand souls. Something like a Church. A crusade.

A legend.

He saw amountain crowned with smoke, whose dopes spewed forth gouts of fire, whose base was
ringed by ghosts. He saw aman climb up that dope- but no, not aman, not merely aman. Thiswasa
legend incarnate, figurehead for anation of fear. The Hunter trailed nightmaresin hiswake, that linked
him to amillion souls across the face of the planet. And when he raised up his sword and bound the fae



to serve him, when he offered up the most valuable thing that any man possessed, the very currents
shook with the force of his conjuring. From the ground at his feet shock waves swept across the planet,
and the Patriarch saw that when they passed, the currents of the fae shifted, asif accepting some new
message into their substance. A new Impression, more powerful than Cascas. A new Pattern for
contact, that would change the face of sorcery forever.

He saw hisown body asif from agreat height, Vryce now wholly supporting itsweight. He saw men
wading across the river in panic asthey realized what he had done, but it was too late now for them to
save him. The deed was done, the Pattern consummated. A new set of futures was taking shape, brighter
and clearer than any he had seen before, and in them he could see the force of his own sacrifice encircling
the globe, reflected and magnified in the souls of hisfathful like sunlight in fine crysta. Such power, he
saw, could change Ernaforever. The Hunter had dready paved the way, establishing anew channd for
the currentsto follow. He, with his death, would confirm that Pattern, and set it upon the face of the
planet forever.

SAf-sacrifice.

How many sorcerers would practice their Art when death was the price of aWorking? How many men
would bewilling to part with their lives as casudly as they had once parted with books, or artifacts, or
even the lives of others? Those few who might dare to Work wouldn't be men of greed or cowardice
now; the new ruleswould scare those away. Perhaps one man in amillion would dare to pay the price
the fae demanded, to serve ahigher god. Perhaps. Asfor the rest, they would observe that the fae was
now adistant force, unworkable... and dowly the fae would respond to that belief, and become soin
truth. Asit had changed after Casca's sacrifice, so it would change again.

Bright futures exploded before his eyes, blinding in their brilliance. He saw a sky peppered with colorful
explosions, winged carriages that flew like birds, athousand and one precious legends of Earth come
aive before him. There were things he didn't know the name for and things whaose purpose he couldn't
begin to guess at, but oh, the overdl pattern was clear. Tears cameto his eyes asfuture after future
unfolded before him, not dl of them perfect, but so full of hope! He saw what must have been a
gpaceship-how smooth it was, how plain in design, how unlike anything he would have imagined a
gpaceship to be!-and then the visions began to fade, pictures bleeding into afield of light, sensationsinto
anumbing warmth-

"Thank You, Lord," hewhispered. Voicing the words within his soul, not knowing or caring if they ever
reached hislips. "Thank Y ou for giving methis”

Sowly, peacefully, the Patriarch let loose hishold on life, and did down into the embrace of his God.
Dawvn

Forty-three

The wedding was held in Merentha, beneath suitably sunny skies. There were storm clouds to the west,
but no one saw them. There was afaint whiff of ozonein the air, harbinger of trouble to come, but no one
smelled it. There were even afew drops of rain that fell upon the crowd during the ceremony itself, but

no one noticed them, and the spots of wetnessthat lingered for some time afterward went likewise

unregarded. All in dl, despite the true westher, it seemed a beautiful day.

From his vantage point a the edge of the milling crowd, Karril grinned at thefigure by hisside. "Nice
going, Sis"



Sarisamiled.

There were flowers strewn about the ancient estate in such profusion that the air was a heady perfume,
the scents of roses, carnations, lilacs, and adozen other varieties al mingling in the afternoon breeze.
True Earth-flowers, dl of them, rushed to Merentha from gardens and hothouses al over the continent.
They were gathered in pots by the front of the house, they twined up the trellis supports of the bridal
canopy, they festooned the silk canopy itsdlf in carefully orchestrated profusion. On the greet wall they
had been arranged so as to cover the sections of new mortar and stone which had recently been added,
making it seem that the antique barrier was as perfect on thisday asit had been when erected, nearly five
hundred years ago. And if the scent of the flowers|acked perfect balance in any one place, if the cloying
sweetness of one bloom interfered with the delicate fragrance of another

... well, that was one problem easily corrected. It paid to have lezu among the wedding guests.
"How many of usare here, do you think?" Sariswhispered.

Karril looked over the multitude and ventured aquick count. "Ten that | can see. Maybe more. Hard to
pick them out in this crowd.”

"All in human form," she mused. Her tone that made it clear that she found the thought incredible.

"Of course." He chuckled. "Wouldn't want to detract from the proceedings, would we?' He patted her
gently on the shoulder-flesh-toned, not silver, and asflawlessin texture as one would expect from alezu
of her aspect-and whispered, "It's more fun thisway, isn't it?"

"Funisyour department, not mine." But she smiled as she said it, and he sensed her relaxing &t last into
the unfamiliar masquerade.

A bridal canopy had been raised in the middle of the courtyard, in accordance with some ancient
Earth-custom whose purpose had been forgotten even as its aesthetic details were faithfully preserved.
Sunlight shone through the fine white Silk, rendering it aglow againgt the azure brilliance of the afternoon
sky. White was the color of weddings, according to Earth tradition, and despite the fact that most of Erna
preferred more festive colors, the Tarrant clan had aways been Earth-reverent in its practices. Today
was no exception.

And Andrys Tarrant looked fine in white, there was no doubt about that. White velvet ribbed in white
satin cording for ajacket, full white deaves of aslk so light that it fluttered in the breeze like fine gauze,
white leather gloves and boots so supple that they clung to his body like asecond skin, fringed and
embroidered with silken threads of the same hue. Against such abackground his skin, normally so paein
aspect, took on the bronze sheen of a hedlthy tan, and the sun picked out Core-gold highlightsin his
newly trimmed hair. He looked good and he knew it, and his self-confidence, asadways, wasirresstible
to those who

surrounded him. Karril chuckled as waves of lust rose from the crowd that gathered around him, mostly
(but not al) from women. Asfor the ladies he had courted and seduced in the past, there were dozens of
them here today, and not dl had come to wish him well. For the most part they crowded around the
wedding lawn with an impatient mixture of curiosty and resentment, waiting to see the waiflike foreigner
who had stolen the prize they had so coveted.

She was beauttiful, there was no doubt of that. There was no lezu illusion active here, nor any need for it.



The soft silk gown of graduated layers, Revival-inspired, made her dender form seem amost wraith-like,
angdlic, and her jet-black hair, hanging loose about her shoulders, cascaded down her back likea
second veil. When the wedding crowns were placed upon their heads (of her own design, it was
whispered, sculpted and polished by those same dender hands that now offered and received apair of
rings) thefinedlver filigree glittered againgt the jet-black strands like stars on aclear night.

"Hat asaboard," one woman whispered, drawing up her own consderable endowment into aposition of
prominence. "Pale asaghogt,” another observed, lightly stroking her own cocoaskin. "Wont last a
week," athird muttered, and they al nodded their agreement that yes, they knew Andrys Tarrant's taste
inwomen, and no, this stick of a ghost-child wasn't going to keep him amused for long.

It was a priest of the One God who bound the two together, and Saris nodded her approval asthe
second rings were exchanged, the bonds of Earth joining those of secular marriage in atradition as
ancient asthe Tarrant name. She had known, as Narilka had not, the tradition of that family, and as much
as shewould missthe girl asaworshiper she knew there were timesthat even a"goddess' had to give
way to fate. Would she have signed on to hisfaith so willingly if | hadn 't released her back then, when all
this started? she wondered. Either way, she had no regrets. The difference between atrue godling and a
lezu wasthat the latter

wasn't dependent upon worship. And love, besides, was avery specia kind of beauty.
"Comeon,” Karril urged, nudging her forward. "Well missthefun.”

A reception line was forming now, and it stretched across the courtyard and back again; officidsfirst,
then neighbors, friends, and whoever else cared to greet the host and hostess of the afternoon's festivities.
Inthat Andrys Tarrant was claming the ancient title of Neocount with al its prerogetives and
responsibilities, there were more than afew men and women of loca importance who had seized this
opportunity to introduce themselves. Most of them clearly had their doubts about the Situation-afew even
had the bad manners to mutter that it would have been better for them al if Samiel had survived, rather
than thisirresponsible playboy-but one by one, asthey shook Andrys hand, they saw in hiseyesan
indefinable something which said that yes, this man had changed, and if they would give him achance, he
might surprise them. That, too, was alezu gift, but one so subtle that neither side noticed its oddness.

"I don't understand-" Saris began, and Karril whispered, " Shhh!*

There were past lovers coming to the head of the line now, buxom women with temptation in their gait
and aknowing sparkle in their eyes. Coolly the first one took Narilkas hand and offered her
congratulaions, her eyes never leaving those of Andrys. Acknowledge me, they urged him, if you dare.
To her delight he caught up her hand and kissed it, his manner asflirtatious as ever, and introduced her to
hisbridein away that madeit clear he till found her utterly desirable. Smugly she glanced at the new
bride, her face warm with triumph. Y ou can,marry him if you like, my dear, but you 'll never change him.
And when hetires of your meager pleasures, well have him back again, and teach him just how poor his
judgment was when he bound himsdlf to you. But if she expected the black-haired girl to respond with
embarrassment, or (even better) with jealousy, she was to be disappointed. The

bride greeted her gracioudy, even gladly. Amazing! Was she that blind to her husband's proclivities, or
was she smply living in afantasy in which marriage, like amagica spell, would suddenly and completely
alter his behavior? But then she looked at Andrys again, and she saw the way he regarded his bride, and
aflush roseto her own cheeks as the truth hit home. The habits of alifetime could not be shedinasingle
afternoon, and thus it was with this playboy's surface mannerisms. But deep within his eyes an adoration
glowed that put dl hisformer loversto shame. And hisbride, however young, however inexperienced,



understood that. She endured hisflirtation because she knew it for what it was: a habit, no more, now
empty of meaning, no moreto be criticized in him than the way he walked, or the casua € egance with
which he dressed. It was al show without substance now, and she was too savvy to fed threatened by it.
Andrys former lover dunk away with chastened mien, and another, eyes glowing with anticipated
triumph, took her place.

"Youreavoyeur," Saris accused.
Karril chuckled. "No argument there.”

Tableswere set out laden with rich foods, alavish spread such as only therich could conjure. Karril
walked behind the tables while servants doled out portions to the guests, checking the quaity of each
offering, prepared to intervene should any oneitem come up short. But it was dl perfect, from hors
d'oeuvresto wine to the inevitable wedding cake, and at last heretired in the shade of atreeto feast
himsdlf on the enjoyment of those who were edting.

"They'regone,” Saris noted.

"What?' Hefollowed her gaze toward the main gate of the keep, then chuckled anew as he redized what
she meant. "Their guests are satisfied. The requisite ceremony's been performed. Why not snesk off for a
few minutesto celebrate in private, while atention is fixed e sewhere?' He shot her an gppraisng glance
and noted, "Y ou don't hang out with humansalot, do you?'

"Thisisthefirs time've put on aredly human form."
"It looks good."
"Thank you," she said, dartled.

He leaned back againgt the tree trunk and crossed hisarms, to al appearances awell-sated guest who
was waiting for hisfood to digest. "Therell be more of that now, you know. Curiosity will win out over
fear indl but afew of our kind. New emotionsto learn, new experiencesto court... we might even try

that oneintime," he said with asmile, nodding toward the keep where the two lovers had disappeared.

"What?Y ou can't mean-" Shelooked at him in astonishment. "It'sjust an illusion, Karril, you know that.
Thefact that thistime you choseamaeformand | chose afemae-"

"I didn't meant that," he said quickly. " Obvioudy were not human in fact, that goes without saying. But
think about it, Saris: surely our mother did more than spawn afew random demons when she conceived
us. She meant to create a species, according to the rules of life as she knew them. Clearly she wanted us
to be sdf-sustaining. Doesn't that imply some kind of reproductive capacity? And doesn't that in turn
imply somekind of... interactive potentia ?"

She stared a himin disbelief, unable to muster words. At last she laughed, asiiver sound. "You're
incredible, you know that?"

Hegrinned. "It'sbeen said.”
"Y ou've pent too many hoursin human form. It's addled your mind.”

"And you're too mired in your aspect for your own good. Bresk loose! Experiment! | promise you'll



enjoy it."
"l have areligion to run. Worshipersto entertain-"

"Y ou think they'll complain if we give them anew godling? Ah, Saris, think of it! What kind of achild
would the gods of beauty and ecstasy produce? | shiver just to imagine the possibilities.”

Shelooked at him in amazement. "Isthat a proposition?’
He chuckled. "I guessitis”
"Y ou don't even know what reproduction entails, for us."

"No," headmitted. "But | think that figuring it out could be alot of fun." Hewinked at her. "Reproduction
usudly is”

"That's your aspect, not mine."

"Ah, Sarid" He caught up her hand in his; through the vell of fineflesh he could fed thethrob of living
energy, the true substance of the lezu. " 'Aspect’ isjust preference, not aprison. Don't you see that?
Werethe children of living creatures, with the capacity to be just as versatile as our parents. Why not

giveitatry?'
"I don't see you reaching outsde your aspect in this experience.”

With asoft laugh he let loose her hand, and struck at his chest as though marking the entrance point of an
arrow. "Touche

A sudden commotion among the guests drew their attention. Someone was proposing atoas, it ssemed,
raising aglass of perfect wineto catch the sunlight, in dedication to the newlyweds. Othersjoined in, and
the fine wine was spped and savored. A hundred souls resonating in perfect unison, rdishing the moment:
asymphony of pleasure. Karril leaned againgt the tree in contentment, drinking it in asatoast of hisown,
and shut his eyes as the waves of human enjoyment washed over him.

She watched him for amoment, observing his reaction, and then afaint smile softened her expression.
Sherelaxed abit and leaned against the tree beside him, watching the guests as they feasted.

"I'll think about it," she promised.
Forty-four

The shop wasin aquiet part of town, and despite the fame ithad quickly earned since opening-or one
could say, the notoriety-its facade was modest and unassuming. HUNT SHOPPE, thesign said, its
typeface and proportion suggesting amodest business. There was adisplay of fishing rodsin one corner
of the window, bows and crossbowsin the other. In the center afinely tanned skin served as backdrop
for al the accoutrements of the hunter's art: compasses and maps, backpacks and canteens, and a
selection of heavy-bladed knives guaranteed (so the sign read) to gut with asimple twist of thewrigt, and
skin with the ease of dicing butter.

The man looked in the window along, long while, and wondered about why he had come here. Hed
never cared for the sport much in generd, and the thought of gutting aliving animd-or at least one very



recently dead-made his stomach turn. For amoment he dmost turned back and went home. Then he
remembered how lonely it was there, how empty the spacious house was without the sound of other
voices. And he drew himsalf up and pushed open the heavy wooden door, bracing for what wasinside.

The shop'sinterior was larger than he would have guessed, and every inch of it wasfilled with hunting
apparati. There were other customersthere, half a dozen of them, and he watched for amoment whilea
man hefted a brass-butted springbok to his shoulder, testing its balance. Another bent the length of a
fishing rod in awide U-shape and harrumphed that yes, it would probably do.

Once more, he dmost turned and left. Almost.
"Can | hdpyou?'

The clerk was ayoung man, about his own height and build. Nondescript, just as he was. For amoment
he hesitated. "Riven Forrest?' It couldn't be him, could it? Surely aman capable of helping him would be
more... more... well, more something.

To hisrelief the clerk nodded toward a door at one side of the shop. "Probably in the office. Just go on
through, youll find him."

The door led to another room, smaller than thefirgt, less crowded. There were paintingsin thisroom and
other forms of art aswell, al depicting objects of the hunt. Skerrels, nudeer, lynkesets... some were
wandering through their native habitat in awholly naturad mode, the kind of nature-loving art that would
be hung over the couch in afamily room, or by thefireplace. Otherswere less naturd, and oddly
disturbing. A mar-mosafrozen atop afalen log, its large ears cocked forward with desperate intensity, its
eyeswide and anxious. Nudeer crouching in the high grass, preparing to bolt for their lives. And a
waterfowl of somekind, floating on the rippled surface of alake. He couldn't put hisfinger on what it was
about that last one that bothered him so, until at last he redlized that the shadow of an armed human
loomed over the water, itsreflection bardy visble among the reeds. Animals caught in their last living
moments, the passion of the hunt as seen through the eyes of those who must die to consummeateit. He
felt uncomfortable viewing those paintings, but it was hard to look away. Involuntary voyeurism: the
fascination of Degth. For the first time coming here, he believed that he might be in the right place after

al.

There were rooms beyond that one, small corridors that twisted back on themselves, even awak-in
closet that had been made to house a Hunt Shoppe display. There were tools he didn't recognize, and
restraining devices that seemed better proportioned to human limbs than to any animal he had ever seen.
There weretrgps of dl shapesand al sizes, deadly and humane,

and wax images demonstrating how some of them were meant to be used. There was alot more art, and
not only of animals. Onelithograph, findy rendered, depicted the final showdown between the Sdlenzy
Sasher and the police who ran him down; the bright red ink was particularly effective. Another showed
the last moments of Karth Steele as he plunged through the southern svamps, the head of hislatest victim
gill in hishands. Convicts and torturers, criminasturned prey... he felt somehow unclean as he viewed
their last moments on Erna, asif something voyeuristic had awvakened in his soul that he would far, far
rather pretend wasn't therein thefirst place.

At lagt, with effort, he forced himself away from those pictures and through the next doorway. Beyond it
wasasmall room, unmistakably outfitted as an office. He felt awave of relief wash over him, asif he,

too, had been fleaeing from some unseen pursuer, and had findly, here, found sanctuary. Even the furniture
was norma, and the only painting-a portrait of an attractive man hung over the smdl fireplace-was



blessedly unthrestening.

The man behind the desk said nothing as he entered, but looked up at him and waited. He was pale of
skin, dark-haired, and his sharp, angular features reminded the man of a predatory bird. His eyes might
have been a human color-brown or gray or maybe even adark blue-but in the hooded lamplight which
was the room's only illumination they gppeared black, alimitless black that sucked in the lampglow and
swdlowed it whole.

"Forrest?" he sammered, finding hisvoice at lagt. "Riven Forres?!

The man behind the desk nodded, and indicated achair by hisvisitor'ssde. It was awe come offering,
and hefdl into it heavily.

"I'm Riven Forrest. And you are?"

He started to spesak his name, then hesitated. Gods, thisis crazy. He can't help you if he doesn't know
who you are, now can he? "My nameis Helder. Allen Helder." He had to force the words out; beads of
Swest

were beginning to form on hisbrow. "I have a... an unusual problem. | wastold you might be ableto help
me"

Crazy, crazy, crazy. If thisman turnsmein, then what do | do? The law doesn't take kindly to thiskind
of thing.

But Forrest was utterly cam; his voice, when he spoke, was more suggestive of casud visitation than of
secretive negotiations. "I'm familiar with your problem, Mer Helder. | believe we may be ableto do
business.” He leaned forward on the desk, steepling hisfingers. "Why don't you give methe details?"

He knew, the man thought wildly. He knew! That meant that the person who had given him Forrest's
name must have adso told him... how much? Oddly, the thought didn't inspire panic, only a strange sort of
calm. He was committed now. Forrest knew his business. What could he do under such circumstances,
other than proceed?

"My wifeand | divorced two years ago.” He said the words quickly, forcing them out before he could
think about them. Before the pain could take hold again. "We had three children. | got custody. A girl,
Sofie, and two boys, Ron and Tonio. | have dl the particulars

here " Hereached into his jacket and brought out a
small packet of papers; he cradled it in his hands as he spoke asiif it wereitself some preciousliving
thing. "My wifewas... abusve. Not toward me, but when she was angry, or when she was frustrated, she
used to takeit out on the kids." He paused, biting hislip. Gods, how the memories hurt! "I had to prove
that to get custody of all three. | had to... there were bruises... |

had to discuss some things-----" He shook his head,

feding the tears come again. Hating himsalf for being that wesk in front of astiranger. " Shewasfurious
about the judgment. She spent ayear trying to fight it in court, then finally gave up and left Jaggoneth. |
don't know where she went. Things were so bad between us then... we couldn't talk. Not about anything.
She was 0 hitter. So angry.” He looked up and found the black



eyesfixed on him; hungry, hungry eyes. "I don't know what happened,” he whispered. "1 was s0
caeful....”

"Y ou think she kidnapped your children.”

His eyes squeezed shut as he remembered. The empty house. The closets and drawersin disarray, O
obvioudy ransacked for supplies. The open door, swinging inthewind. "1 know it," he choked out. "I'd
left them in Toni's care-he was so proud of being old enough to take care of the others, alittle man of the
family!-and then, when | came home... nothing! What e se could have happened? He would never have
opened the door to a stranger. There wasn't any sign of astruggle. Who could have doneit, other than
her?"

The pale man regarded him as he reached for a cup by hisside. His eyes never leaving the man's, he
spped fromit, then set it asde. ™Y ou've gone through legd channds.™

"Oh, yes. First the police. They were no help at dl. I've been through three private investigators, and they
keep coming up with promising leads, but each time they get to aplace they find out that shejust left it.
Once, it turned out shewas never there at dl."

Forrest nodded thoughtfully. " She's running. And she hasthe senseto set afdsetrall, or at least make an
efortat it

"They can't help me," he sammered. "'l wastold... maybe you can. I'll do anything," he added quickly.
"Just get them back for me, and you can nameyour price. If | haveit, it'syours.”

For along time Forrest looked at him. In the silence the man could hear his own heart pounding; did he
look as desperate as he felt? If you fail me now, he thought, what other hope isthere? But he didn't dare
move. He didn't dare speak. The black gaze had him frozen, like anudeer in apredator's jaws.

"| cantrack her," Forrest said at last. "1 can get your children and bring them back to you. | can seethat
she never interferesin your life again. The priceis one hundred fifty aday, plus expenses. Do you careif
your ex-wifeisinjured?’

"|-" For amoment the words wouldn't come;

he had to force them out. "1'd rather not. If that's possible.

"One hundred and sixty, then. Payment duein full when the children are returned to you."

He offered his hand. The man Stared at it for amoment, then took it. And shook it, hard.

"Thank you," hewhispered. "Thank you."

"Thank me when the work isdone, Mer Helder."

Heindicated the packet of papersin hishand. "I have al the information written down here, including the
reports of themen | hired. Charcoa portraits of the children-"

"Leaveit," Forrest said quietly. "I'll go through it tonight. For now, go home. Forget you ever came here.
The next time you see mewill bewhen | bring you your children. If you seek me out before thet, I'll



consider our contract null and void. Do you understand that?"

"l understand,” he whispered. Trying not to think about what specid techniques this man must employ,
that he took such care to keep his workings secret.

"It's been a pleasure doing business with you, Mer Helder." Forrest nodded what was obvioudy a
dismisd.

But the man didn't move. "Do you think-" he dared. "I mean, can you-"

"Prey isprey,” hesaid. "Thefact that it's human in this case makes the game more interesting, but not
necessarily more difficult. Intelligence, like ingtinct, can be anticipated. Manipulated.” He took another sip
from the cup, his gaze never leaving the man. "If your children are il dive, then | guarantee results. If
not... then you haven't spent anything, have you?' The black eyes glittered; in the lamplight they seemed
grangdly inhuman. "Good night, Mer Helder."

He managed to get to hisfeet and head toward the door, even though he longed to beg for better
reassurance. Wasthereredly achance for him to be reunited with his children? Could this strange man
succeed where so many had failed? But it was clear from Forrest's manner that he was no longer
welcomein the

office, and so he hurried out. The last thing he wanted to do was anger the only man who could help him.
Hell get them for me, he thought desperately. He will. | know it.

Repesting that thought like amantra, he made hisway out of the strange shop, and started the long walk
home.

For along time after hisvistor left, the man called Riven Forrest was till. Waiting for the air to clear, it
seemed. Waiting for the psychic dust to settle. At last, when he judged that the atmosphere wasright, he
reached out and put his hand on the packet the man had |eft behind. Just that. He could breathe in its
contentsin images, which was faster and far more satisfying than reading. What were words, anyway? At
best they only hinted at the exhilaration of the hunt; a worst, they muddied and obscured it.

Leaning back, he shut his eyes and envisioned the task at hand. She would be afraid even now, after all
these months. He would dissect that fear. Fear was what made animals run, and the shape of that fear
waswhat you used to divine their path. Do it right, and the fae itsalf would vibrate in harmony with your
pursuit. There was no escape after that. Not when the planet itsalf was your collaborator, and every living
thing on it an extension of your will.

At last, when he was satisfied that he had absorbed the emotiona essence of this new case, he smiled.
Panswere dready forming in his brain. Patterns were dready being sketched out, tested, and adjusted
within him, in aprocessfar more natural than bresthing. He wasin hiseement now, and heloved every
minute of it. Wasthere any sweeter chdlengeto court than the hunt of intelligent prey?

He picked up the cup before him. Theliquid insde wasthick and red, and carefully heated to body
temperature. He liked it best that way. Traditional.

The painting which loomed over thefireplace was a

portrait of the Hunter. With asmile, the cresture called Riven Forrest raised the cup up toward it; the red



liquid doshed thickly inside.

"Here'sto you, Dad," he whispered.

And he drank.

Forty-five

Damien thought, | can't believe he's dead.

People were shouldering their way past Damien in anxious haste, asif afraid that the world might change
again before they could profit from it. Newsmongers and merchants and sorcerers and tourists and even
one or two who labeled themsalves"Earth scientists," going from south to north in search of new
knowledge, or north to south seeking profit for what they had aready gleaned, or else staying here, at the
midpoint of the journey, to sell their fellow travelers whatever they'd be willing to buy. Human enterprise
at itsbest.

Letitgo, Vryce Just letit go.

Thefirst week he had been here held told himsdlf it was because he didn't know what elseto do with
himsdf. In away, that wastrue. The priesthood was closed to him, not because he couldn't get himself
reingated if he wanted to-the Holy Mother in the West would surely respond positively to a heartfelt
apped -but because the Patriarch had been right, damn him. The clarity of faith which had once been
Damien Vryce's halmark was gone now, and what had taken its place might be made to serve the
Church in athousand ways, but it wasn't ppropriate for a priest. There were other things he could do, of
course, such as bodyguarding couriers and explorers or taking on such commissions himsdlf. For dl that
the fae was "tame’ now, there were enough demons left over from the time before that it would be quite a
few generations before anyone felt safe traveling aone. In token of which... he half rose out of his seet as
something dark and winged swept down from the smoke-filled sky, swinging his springbok

up as he thumbed off the safety-but it pulled up sharply into the thin winds and was lost behind acloud
before he could track it and fire. Lucky beastie. Between his own sure am and the handful of
trigger-happy tourists who fished for demonsin the smoke-filled valeys, damn few things madeiit
through. He had shot down over adozen himself thisweek, and collected afair bounty on each from the
tavern'sowner. A good dedl, dl around. That and the free e made it possible for him to put off certain
decisonsthat he would rather not make... like what he was going to do with himsdf when thiswas dl
over. Like when the hell he was going to acknowledge that it was dl over, and get his shit together and
dartliving agan.

With asigh he emptied the mug of ae, and waved away the server who offered to bring him another.
Black Ridge Tavern. Helooked about it in amazement, a walls and chairs and beer-taps that would have
been unthinkable mere weeks before. The place was crowded as dways, and the rough space wasfilled
with the smdll of fire, sweat, and sawdust as tourists and tabloid artists and self-gppointed ambassadors
to the lezu made their best attempt at conversation. Overhead roof beams were being nailed in place
even now, and the sounds of saw and hammer added to the overdl din. With asigh hefindly rose up
from his seat, and made hisway out of the crowded common room. Onto the deck which wound over
and about the mountain's crest, offering men afirm path where once even horses feared to tread.

Black Ridge Pass. Once it had been awindswept corridor from one world into the next, known only to
those who cared about such desolate places. Now it was a veritable hothouse of human activity. On the
northern flank of the ridge there were already three innsfinished and two more under construction, and



never mind that the walls weren't painted yet and the indoor toilets weren't working. How many people
got to hike past alive volcano on their way to the outhouse? On the south side there was little permanent
congiruction, for the most interesting part of the view

wouldn't last more than afew months at best, but a narrow wooden deck had been constructed that led
half amile aong the doping mountainsde, so that tourists could drink their fill of the spectacle at hand
beforeit died down forever.

The Forest was burning. Its enemies had waited until the dry season prepared it properly, then set fireto
it in adozen places dong its border, so that the purifying conflagration would work itsway inward from
al sdesat once. That way only, they explained, could man be certain that al the degenerate life-forms
within the Forest died forever, rather than fleeing to adjacent regions. It was agood plan, and it would
amost certainly succeed, and if Damien Vryce took amoment to mourn theloss of the Hunter's prize
horses, or the fact that no man would ever again wield the kind of power that would make it possibleto
evolve new ones... well, that was his own human weakness speaking. Progress had its price. In the long
run mankind would benefit from this act of destruction, and that was what mattered.

Wasn't it?

He walked to where the narrow deck began and leaned againgt itsrailing, watching asthe greet fire miles
away lit up theland with roaring brilliance, clouds of ash whipping about its head with whirlwind fury. For
two weeks now it had burned that brightly, and the windsin the Raksha VValley had roared west instead
of east, sucked in by itsinsatiable hunger for oxygen. A massive thunderhead cloud had reared up from
thefire, impossibly high, avast mushroom of water and ash that towered over the Black Ridge's
walkways like God's own vengeance made manifest. The great cloud blotted out the sun at times, at
other timesfiltered itslight so that dense, bloody shadows played across the wakways. The tourists
loved it. The scientists were in seventh heaven, explaining to anyone who would listen-and many who
wouldn't-that this wasfire weather, anatural phenomenon, wholly predictable by their Earth-born art. He
watched them drink themsalvesinto joyful oblivion over thefact that

they now lived in aworld where such things could be measured, understood, predicted-while later that
night a sorcerer cast himself from off the very place where Damien now stood, unable to adapt to a
world that now declared his kind powerless.

He understood how aman could do that. He didn't share the man's despair, exactly-no matter what the
Patriarch might have thought, he had never been that addicted to power-but in the secret recesses of his
heart he nursed his own, gentler regret. He wanted to See the fae again. Just once more. He wanted to
See the corrupt Forest currents surge benegth that cleansing fire, and taste their essence as they came out
the other side. He wanted to See what the currents of the shadowlands looked like now that the Mother
of the lezu was active there, now that her children were meeting with journdists on the very trails he and
Gerdd Tarrant had forged. Theloss of hisVision was like awound that refused to heal, doubly painful
because he had doneit to himself... and yes, he knew that what they had done was good, and necessary,
evenif they hadn't understood dl theimplications at thetime... but that didn't quell thelonging insgde him.
Hewas, after dl, only human.

How would you be dedling with dl this, Gerald? They say that adepts can till see the fag, dthough they
can no longer Work it; would you come to terms with that as the price of man's sdvation, or rage against
the bonds that your own sacrifice forged for us? Or would you find some new way around the rules,
carving out anichefor yoursef in this new world as surdly asyou did in the old?

He wanted the man to be here now, to see dl this, to witness the bad and the good and pass judgment



onit al with cool sardonic indifference. He had seen him die, but he still couldn't accept it. Maybe that
was what was keegping him here. Maybe until he came to terms with the Hunter's death-no, with Gerad
Tarrant's degth, which was a different thing entirely-he wouldn't be free to start his own life moving again.

Something dark moved againgt the clouds, that

didn't follow the pattern of ash and wind; without thinking he drew up his springbok to the ready and
prepared to fire-

And therewas a crack right by hisear, asloud asif the very mountainside had split open beside him.
Startled, he missed the shot. Someone ese didn't. An unseen projectile dammed into the winged thing,
hard enough that its scaled wings nearly snapped off as it was thrown back from them. A moment later it
exploded into amist of blood and fire, to the delight of those tourists who had been present to seethe
shot. Some of them applauded.

His|eft ear ringing, he turned around to see who the marksman was. A young man nodded back at him,
not warmly but apologeticaly, as one damned well should after firing off apistol that close without
warning. For amoment he dmost said something sharp, but he managed to swallow the words before
they came out. Never mind that the guy looked like some spoiled brat from arich house, out to play with
explosives now that he could do so without risking his own pretty skin; there was nothing inherently
wrong about using apigtal, or killing demonlings, and Ernawasn't experienced enough in firearms
etiquette to make deafening one's neighbors amorta offense. He managed to nod stiffly himself and
hoped it looked forgiving, then turned back to the view. On both sides of him tourists were gathering at
therail now, straining to see down into the depths below. He wondered how many of them understood
the sgnificance of the killing they had just witnessed. Like legions of demonlingskilled in the past this
creature was now dead and gone, but unlike its predecessors, it would never be replaced. The minds of
men no longer had the ppwer to givelife to such crestures. Which meant that someday, when enough
demons and wraiths and hate-constructs had been dispatched, there would come atime when men and
women could wak about safely in the night, asthey did on other planets.

It was an awesome thought, and an oddly unnerving

one. Hewondered if he would recognize that world as his own.

Tarrant would.

He shut hiseyes, trying not to fed that loss. Thetourists at the rail had kept their distance from him, thank
God, perhaps sensing the darkness of his mood. He could hear them chattering on al sides of him, but
the sound had no meaning to him. In this one spat, in this one single moment in time, he was done with
his memories. Just him and the Forest.

"Hard to believe that hesgone, isn't it?"

Startled, he turned back to see the young man watching him. "What?'

"The Hunter." The youth resheathed his pistol in aworked legther holster that hung from his belt. Both
pieces |ooked expensive. "'l assume that's who you're thinking about.”

He shook his head, unable to believe the man's audacity. "Y ou assume ahell of alot.”

"You don't act like one of the tourists. Y ou've been here too long to be an ambassador to the lezu,



self-declared or otherwise, and you don't talk to the news service people.” He nodded toward thefire
beneath them. "Why € se would a man be here, if not to contemplate the Hunter's demise?

Arrogant, he thought, aswell as spoiled. He judged the man to be twenty-two, if that, and from the look
of him he had never done anything more strenuous than clean and oil Daddy's firearms collection. Smooth
olive skin, without pockmark or blemish, was molded into features that were delicate, unseasoned.
Untested. Thick black hair, nearly waist-length, was caught up in abraid at the back of hisneck so
perfect that there must surely be some expensive pomade keeping it dl in place. A body shorter than
Damien's own-but not by much-served as alean and elegant frame for an outfit of expensivefinery. Pants
of glove-soft black leather. Knee high riding boots. A doeskin vest embroidered in layers of
gold-probably the redl thing- and a shirt of fine crimson silk that more than one exctic caterpillar had
givenitslifefor. All of that was

topped off by dark eyes, thick-lashed, that languidly gazed upon the world asif they owned it-

Not twenty-two, he reassessed suddenly. Something in the youth's gaze made him shiver insde, but he
was careful not to let it show. Not that young by along shot.

"They say you werethere" the youth said quietly.

"So what?Y ou want my autograph?' He turned back to face the fire, wishing the man would go away. "'l
have better thingsto do with my time." And | don't need new mysteries.

"They say you saw him burn."

That did it. He needed this scene like he needed another trip to Hell. "They say alot-" he began angrily.
And then he stopped. Because it was wrong, the whole conversation was wrong. Who the hell wasthis
guy? No one up here knew what Damien had done; he had kept it a secret precisaly because he didn't
want to go through thiskind of interrogation. He hadn't even given out his proper name, lest someone
figure out where that name had been recently and what it had done. The result was that no one here
knew who he was, or what he had done. No one.

"Who the vulk are you?'

A faint glimmer of asmile ghosted acrossthe youth's face. "One who has an interest in legends.” He
nodded toward the fire. "Come to see the heart of al legends burn.”

"Yeah, wel, theview'sfree." He turned back toward it himsdf, and wondered just what it would take to
makethisintruder go away. Maybeif heignored him.

"They say you saw himdie."

He sighed, and shut hiseyes. What the hell. "' saw.”
"They burned hishead."

Thememory was surprisingly vivid. "'l saw that."

"And youre certainit washis?'



Andrys Tarrant holds the gridy trophy aoft, fingers clasped about its golden hair, and holdsit till for all
to see. For dl to identify. "Whose dse would it be?’

"Any man's, if theilluson wereright.”
He snorted derisvely. "Thereisno moreillusion.”
"Therearethelezu.”

He shook hishead. "I asked them. Or rather, | asked one of them who | think would have given mean
honest answer. They wouldn't interfere, he said. Their Mother forbadeiit.”

"Thereisaways sorcery,” the youth said quietly.

"No." His hand fisted tightly about therail. Damn it, did he have to go through dl thisagain, asif he had
never done so the first time? The Hunter was dead. He had seen him die. He had felt him die, asthe
channel between Vryce and the Hunter was severed by Andrys Tarrant's bloody sword. Wasn't that
enough? " There's no more sorcery-"

"No more easy sorcery,” the youth agreed. "But for aman willing to give up enough, theres still a Pattern
tofollow."

"Held haveto give up hislifethen, in order to fake his death. What the hell kind of sense doesthat
maeke?'

"Perhgps not hislife" the youth suggested. " Perhaps only part of it."

A shaft of Corelight breached the great mushroom cloud and reached the platform where they stood.
Damien heard tourists murmur in delight asthe brilliant light, ained crimson by the cloud, edged the
rough wooden wakway infire.

"What are you suggesting?' he demanded.

"What if the Hunter wanted to stage his own death? What if hiswould-be killer agreed that that wasthe
best course? Wheat if it was enough for both of them that the Hunter died-the legend-but something of the
man at its core survived? That would be death of akind, wouldn't it? Surely the sacrifice of one'sidentity
could be seen asakind of suicide. Perhaps enough to wield some power even in this atered forum.
Think about it," the youth urged. "1t would have to be a sacrifice that came from the soul itsdlf, not just a
surface gesture. A true death, from which there could be no resurrection. The body that walked away
from that night might never lay clam to itstrue name again, or connect itsdf to its previouslifein word or
deed.” He paused. "It couldn't even discussits own fatein any

manner except the most impersona. To do otherwise would beto join itself to the part that had died, and
thus consummete the destruction of thewhole.”

It took Damien aminuteto find hisvoice. The
thought was so incredible-----But no, he thought, not

incredible at al. Not if you knew Gerald Tarrant, and what he was capable of.



He asked it quietly: "Do you believe that's what happened?!

Theyouth shrugged. "1 merely suggest a course the Hunter might have followed. Who can say whét the
truth is? Think of it as an exercise for theimagination, if you like. | thought that as afellow sorcerer-" he
amiled faintly, "-or rather, asafellow ex-sorcerer, you might find it... anusing.”

A gust of wind blew toward them from the Foret, carrying on it adusting of ash. Asit blew acrossthem
it dusted featherweight fragments across the youth's shoulder and hair. Slim gloved fingers rose up and
brushed at the soft bits as soon as they landed, in agesture asreflexive as that of acat licking its soiled
fur. A minima gesture, chillingly familiar, that should havetrailed fae initswake. It would have, once.

Helooked into those eyes-dark, so dark, and not ayoung man's at al, not by along shot-and managed,
"Y our name." Finding his voice somewhere, managing to shapeit into words. "Y ou never did tel mewhat
itwaes"

For along, silent time the youth looked at him. Just looked at him. Asif thelook wasakind of dare,
Damien thought. Asif he wanted to give him timeto try to see another man in his eyes, to superimpose
another man'slife over hisown.

"No," he said at last. Glancing once more toward the burning Forest, asif the answer werethere. "'l
didn't, did 17" Once more afaint smile touched the corner of hislips; the fleeting minimaism of the
expression was so familiar that Damien didn't know how to respond. Did one celebrate such a
resemblance, or mourn what it implied?"Doesit matter?"

"No," hewhispered. "Not redly.”

An expression that Damien couldn't begin to read flickered across the youth's face. Something strange,
intensaly human, an emotion that would have been ill-suited to the Hunter's former mien. Affection?
Regret? " Good-bye, Damien Vryce." The youth bowed ever so dightly, hiseyes never leaving Vryce's
own. "Good luck.”

And then he turned with easy grace and began to walk back toward the pass, silken deevesflutteringin
the wind. Damien dmost ran after him. There were things he needed to say, farewells and gratitudes and
hopes for the future that he'd never had a chance to expressin the Hunter's lifetime. But he didn't go after
him. Nor did he call out the name that was on hislips, though it took &l his self control not to. Because if
what the youth said was true, then such words could prove fatal. Instead he watched the young man walk
away inslenceasif heweretruly astranger, feding something ingde himsdf twist into aknot asthe
distance between them grew. Not until alittle girl brushed against the stranger, leaving asmear of dirt on
that crimson deeve-not until agloved hand rose up to brush off the offending stain, and once more came
short of succeeding-did anew thought, a tartling thought, take shape within Damien's brain.

If the Hunter had made a bid for life (he reasoned), and if he had talked Andrys Tarrant into going dong
withit... if he had sacrificed himsdf in the way this youth suggested, and done so successfully, so that he
now walked the earth as another man, no longer a sorcerer because the Patriarch's sacrifice had stripped
them al of power... then that man, if he happened to get dirty now, would have to take a bath to get
himsdlf clean. Just like everybody dse.

In the dawn of anew world, Damien Vryce smiled.

TheEnd
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