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This one is for those special friends who have given their unstinting help and
support to Eric and nyself over the |l ast twelve hair-raising nonths:

Sheil a Mawer and Ceoff Green, for putting us up and putting up with us during
the honel ess nonths of the House nove.

Di ane Duane and Peter Mrwood, for taking us by the hand and | eading us safely
t hrough the nminefield of the nove to Irel and.

Phi | omena and M chael O Connor-whose warm and wonderful conpany is a joy and
an inspiration.

And Donal Cunni ngham Conputer-Mage w t hout peer, who, anmong rmany ot her

ki ndnesses, was instrumental in getting this nmanuscript delivered on tinme. (He
makes a nean chocol ate truffle, too!)

Thanks, guys—for everything.

THE STORY SO FAR .

Long ago, four magi cal weapons had been fashi oned by Mages whose history was

| ost, together with the Artifacts thenselves, in the Catacl ysm-horrific wars
of magi ¢ whi ch wrought changes on | and and water. Lost al so was the history of
t he non-human Mages: the Wnged Ones, the Dragonfol k, and the great
Levi at han—er so sai d anci ent |egends.

Aurian, growing up in her nother's lonely Valley, knows nothing of these
tales. Yet when she neets Forral, a wandering swordsman, the encounter changes
not only their lives, but the future course of history.

Aurian's father, Geraint, perished through m suse of his Fire-nmagic, and her
grieving nother, the Earth-Mage Eilin, is obsessed with restoring the
Val | ey—the barren crater left by the explosion. Forral stays to care for the
negl ected child and teaches her swordplay. A close bond devel ops between them
until Aurian is sent to the city of Nexis and the Acadeny, hone of the few
remai ni ng Magef ol k, where she can be fully trained as a Mge.

Homesi ck and missing Forral, Aurian turns to the Arch-nage M athan, unaware of
his sinister plans for her. She incurs the enmity of the Wather-Mage Eliseth
and her cohorts Bragar and Davorshan, and is befriended by Finbarr the
Archivist and D arvan, Davorshan's twin, who is unable to access his powers.
As she grows to adul thood, her studies are diverted by the return of Forral as
Conmmander of the Nexis Garrison. Aurian resunes sword training and makes new
friends at the Garrison—tieutenant Maya and Parric, the Caval rymaster. The
bond between Forral and Aurian ripens into mature |ove, but matings between
Mortal s and Magefol k are forbidden. In the neantine, M athan begins to force
his attentions on her.

El sewhere in Nexis, Anvar, son of a baker, is sold as a bondservant to the
Archmage. He is truly Mathan's son—a hal f-breed Mage whose not her has kept
his identity secret. Mathan steals his powers, binding himwith a spell of
silence. After months of toil and brutality, he escapes, seeking his |over
Sara, who was pregnant when they parted. But she has lost the child and

marri ed Vannor, Head of the Merchants' CGuild. Wen Anvar is recaptured, Aurian
defies the Arch-mage to claimhimas her servant.

In the cataconbs beneath the Acadeny, M athan di scovers a grail fashioned from
the Caldron of Rebirth, one of the lost Artifacts of Power. Wen Aurian and
Forral becone |overs, the jeal ous Archmage turns the grail to evil, cursing
any child that may come of their union to take the formof the first beast
Aurian sees after its birth.

El i seth persuades Meiriel to negate Aurian's spells agai nst pregnancy, know ng
that Mathan will never countenance Forral's hal f-breed child. Davorshan tries
to nurder his brother, and D arvan flees to Aurian's nother, who can help him
find his powers. Maya goes with himto the Valley. M athan discovers that
Aurian is pregnant and tries to destroy the child, but Anvar warns Ferral and



Vannor. When Forral attacks, M athan unl eashes Deat h-Waiths—spirits who feed
on life force—fromthe grail, and Forral is slain.

Aurian and Anvar escape Nexis by ship, taking Sara with them at Vannor's
request. Aurian's one hope of defeating Mathan is to find the three | ost
Artifacts—but tine is Iimted, for as her pregnancy progresses, she will [|ose
her powers until the child is born. Then to her horror, she feels Mathan's

m nd, searching the seas for her with nagic.

When Maya and D arvan reach the Valley, Eilin tells D arvan that his true
father is HeHorin, Lord of the Phaerie—a powerful race of El emental beings
exiled fromthe world by anci ent Magefol k. Maya and D arvan become | overs and
stay in the Vale.

At sea, Aurian discovers the wise and powerful whal es—the ancient Mage race
of Levi athan. When she uses her powers to help them the Archmage finds her
and Eliseth conjures a stormto sink the ship. In the ensuing battle with

M at han, Aurian blinds him

Aurian, Anvar, and Sara are rescued by the Leviathan, but the storm has bl own
themto the unknown Sout hern Ki ngdons. Sara seduces Anvar, and Aurian | eaves
with the Leviathan Ithalasa, who reveals the |ost history of the Magefol k.
Aurian learns of the mssing Artifacts: the Staff of Earth, the Harp of W nds,
and the Sword of Flane, created by the Dragon-fol k for one hand alone to

wi el d. Ithal asa does not know where they can be found.

Anvar and Sara are captured by the Khazalim a fierce desert race, and taken
to the city of Taibeth, where Anvar is sold as a slave and Sara goes to the
harem of Xi ang, the ruler. Gven the chance to becone queen, she call ously
consigns Anvar to his fate. Aurian reaches Taibeth and is sentenced to fight
in the Arena. Here she befriends Eliizar, disillusioned Swordmaster, and his
wi fe Nereni. She hopes to find Anvar, but first she must fight the fearsone

Bl ack Denon, agai nst whom no one has survived.

M at han sends Davorshan to kill Aurian's nmother. D arvan slays him but not
before Eilin is nortally wounded. To save her, D arvan and Maya, along with
Eilin, pass into the realmof the Forest Lord, where Eilin nust remain in
order to survive. Hellorin explains that the Dragons gave the Sword of Flane
into the care of the Phaerie, who nmust now return it to the world. Once the
Artifact is claimed, the Phaerie will be freed. Hellorin conceals the Sword in
the Valley, and Maya is transformed into a Guardi an—an invi si bl e unicorn.

D arvan brings the Wl dwod to the Valley, naking it a haven for Mathan's

f oes.

Aurian fights in the Arena before Xiang, his son, and his new queen, Sara. She
survives the first bouts but is wounded, and now nust face the Denon: Shia, a
fierce great cat froman intelligent race. Wen the Mage comuni cates nental ly
with her, Shia clains her as a friend. Harihn, Xi ang's son, takes Aurian and
Shia under his protection. Wile her wounds heal, she is cared for by a
eunuch, Bohan, and wins his heart with her kindness. Anvar is found dying in
t he Khisu's slave pens. Aurian battles Death for his spirit and prevails.

Bef ore Anvar can be warned of Sara's treachery, Xiang's soldiers attack. Anvar
and Hari hn are sentenced to death. Aurian escapes fromthe dungeons, freeing
Shia and Harihn's men. Wth Yazour, their captain, she stornms the throne room
taki ng Xi ang prisoner. Harihn will not accept the throne froma Mage and a
worman. He frees Xiang on condition that he and his people may | eave the

ki ngdom and cross the desert. Anvar begs Sara to join him but she repudi ates
himcruelly. Eliizar and Nereni join the fugitives.

In Nexis, Eliseth holds the land in an extended wi nter. Vannor, Parric, and
their rebels, hide in the sewers beneath Nexis. M athan believes that Aurian
is alive and in the South. Elewin, the Acadeny's Chief Steward, warns Panic,
who decides to go in search of her. The rebels escape the city with Meiriel
who has been driven mad by the | oss of her soul-mate, Finbarr. They find
sanctuary with Vannor's friends the N ghtrunners, an el usive smuggling
conmunity who are already sheltering the merchant's daughter Zanna. Vannor's
rebels head for the Valley, seeking Aurian's nother, while Parric, with
Meiriel, Elenin, and the warrior Sangra, journey to the Southern Lands in



search of Aurian herself.

In the desert, Anvar quarrels with Harihn. H's rage is strong enough to break
M at han's spell, and his powers draw his spirit back to Nexis, where he

snat ches back his magic fromthe Archmage. Aurian offers to teach himto use
his powers, and his training begins.

Meanwhi | e, across the desert in the mountain city of Aerillia, the Wnged Fol k
are dying in Eliseth's unnatural w nter, which is spreading across the world.
Bl acktal on, the corrupt Hi gh Priest, clainms he can turn aside the deadly cold
and demands to be wedded to the Princess Raven, heir to the throne. Raven

fl ees, headi ng south across the desert.

Hari hn's band reach Dhiammara—-a solitary nmountain in the desert where a
mysterious portal opens in the rock, snatching Aurian away. Wen she cannot be
found, Hari hn abandons her conpanions. Aurian's |oss brings hone to Anvar how
much he | oves her. Wth Shia's help he finds the portal, and he is reunited
with Aurian. They energe in the abandoned city of the Dragonfol k, and di scover
Raven. Forral's ghost |eads Aurian to the |last Dragon, who tells her that she
is the One for whomthe Sword of Flame was forged, but first she nmust win the
Staff of Earth. Aurian succeeds and now hol ds one of the Artifacts.

The Mage is reunited with her conrades and Yazour, who has left the Prince and
returned with horses. Eliseth creates a lethal sandstormto slay them
Aurian's powers have vani shed due to her pregnancy, but with the help of the
Staff, she and Anvar defeat Eliseth and cross the desert safely. But M athan
is not done with them for he has learned to free his spirit fromthe fetters
of his body and send it abroad to work mschief....

Aurian and her companions find sanctuary in the forest beyond the desert,
where Hari hn and his troops are al so encanped. The Prince has net with the
roving spirit of Mathan and nade an unholy bargain, allow ng the Archmage to
occupy his body at need. Mathan also enlists the aid of Black-talon, who has
poi soned Raven's nother. Hari hn seduces Raven, persuading her to betray the
Mages. She offers to guide them across the nountains to the Tower of | ncondor
where the Archmage and Bl acktal on have | aid an anbush

Across the nountains, in the lands of the Xandi m Horse-folk, a Seer receives a
vi sion on the wi nds. Chiamh, the despised, reclusive Wndeye of the Xandi m

di scovers powers of evil reaching out fromthe north toward two Bright Ones
beyond the mountains. At the risk of destroying his tribe, he knows he nust
aid themin their fight against darkness.

The Xandi m are shape-shifters, existing in either human or equine form They
capture Parric and his conpani ons and sentence themto death. Chianh rescues
themw th the help of Basileus, a Ml dan—the living nmind and soul of the
wnd-veil nountain.

Vannor, now settled with his rebels in the Vale, under D arvan's unseen

gui dance, hears that his daughter Zanna has |eft the N ghtrunner hideout and
returned to Nexis. He sets off to search for her with the veteran warrior
Hargorn, but is captured by M at han

Aurian's band reach the Tower of Incondor and are attacked by Bl acktalon's
Skyfol k and Harihn's troops. Shia, at the Mage's urging, flees with the Staff
of Earth. Yazour, though wounded, escapes. Aurian is inprisoned in the tower
to await the birth of her son, whom M athan plans to kill. Anvar is taken to
the Skyfolk city of Aerillia as a hostage. Yazour is found by Schiannath, a
Xandi moutl aw exiled fromhis honmel and with his sister |scalda, condemed by
the Herdl ord Phalihas to exist solely in her equine shape: a white mare. Using
the Staff to communi cate, Shia convinces Schiannath to hel p the wounded
warrior.

Raven is taken back to Aerillia. Blacktalon plans to wed her to consolidate
his power, but first he destroys her wi ngs. She attenpts to kill herself, but
her life is saved by the physician El ster and her apprentice Cygnus, fornerly
a secret supporter of the H gh Priest.

In Nexis, Hargorn is wounded by the troops of Pendral, a cruel, corrupt
merchant, and is rescued by Jarvas, who runs a refuge for destitute Nexians.
Hargomis cared for by the physician Benziorn and his assistant Enm e, who



finds two strays—a starving white dog and a boy, Gince. She takes them back
to the refuge, along with the dog's litter of puppies.

To reach Aerillia, Shia nmust cross the I ands of her own people. Hel ped by the
old cat Hreeza and the young mal e Khanu, she wi ns her way through. The two
others join her.

Remana, nother of Yanis, the N ghtrunner |eader, goes with her son and Zanna's
friend Tarnal to Nexis, to find Vannor and his daughter. Seeking the hel p of
Jarvas, they row up-river by night and nmake their way into Nexis via the
sewers, energing to find Jarvas's refuge under attack by Pendral's sol diers.
Remana hel ps the refugees escape through the sewers, taking them back to the
snmuggl er hi deout at Wvernesse, but Gince is |eft behind. Benziorn remains to
search for him while Yanis and Tarnal stay in Nexis to find Zanna.

Vannor is captured by M athan and inprisoned within the Mages' Tower. He

di scovers that Zanna is already there, in the guise of Eliseth's maid.

At the request of the wounded Yazour, Schiannath clinbs the Tower of | ncondor
and finds Aurian. She refuses to be rescued while Anvar is a hostage, but
agrees to signal the Xandimfor his assistance when her child is born

Chi anh has rescued Parric and his conpanions, but Miriel, now dangerously

i nsane, has vani shed into the mountains. To gain the help of the Xandi m
Parric chall enges Phalihas for |eadership or the tribe and becomes Herdl ord.
The W ndeye traps Phalihas in his equine form and acting on Chianmh's Vision
Parric takes a troop of warriors to Aurian's rescue.

Anvar has been inprisoned by the Skyfolk in a cave high on a cliff. Shia nmakes
a near-inmpossible clinb to bring himthe Staff, and he uses it to pass through
the mountain to the city of Aerillia. The Mage sl ays Bl acktal on, but the

Mol dan of Aerillia, who wants the Staff, causes an earthquake and traps

hi m underground. Unable to attack in her earthly form the Ml dan transports
Anvar to another dinensi on—+the El sewhere of such el enental beings as the

Mol dan and the Phaerie. Here she takes the formof a nonster, and attacks.

M at han, in Harihn's body, attacks Aurian, who goes into |abor. Wlves cone to
her rescue and Harihn is slain by the pack | eader—and as M athan's curse takes
effect, Aurian's child assunes the shape of a wolf cub. Wen Parric and Chi anmh
reach the tower, the Wndeye frees Iscalda from her equi ne shape, and Parri c,
as Herdl ord, pardons Schiannath the outlaw. Aurian journeys with Chianmh to
Aerillia, in search of Anvar

Hel lorin, Lord of the Phaerie, discovers the presence of the Staff of Earth in
his realm and with Aurian's nother goes to Anvar's rescue. The Ml dan is
destroyed, and Hellorin sends Anvar Between the Wrlds to the Tinmel ess Lake,
to seek the Harp of Wnds. Anvar evades the traps set by the Cailleach
guardi an of the Harp, and clainms the Artifact for his own. He returns to
Aerillia and finds Aurian, and at last they affirmtheir love. Using the
Artifacts to break the deadly power of Eliseth's winter, they bring spring
back to the world.

Aurian's conpanions journey to Aerillia, where Raven is crowned Queen. The
Mages rejoice in their new |l ove and the claimng of another Artifact, unaware
that jeal ous eyes watch them Cygnus is convinced that the Harp shoul d be
returned to the SkyfolKk.

To Nereni's dismay, Eliizar's fear of nmagic convinces himto return south with
some of the Wnged Fol k and the remainder of Harihn's soldiers and servants,
to set up an independent colony in the forest close to the desert.

Rel uctantly, they say farewell to the Mages.

In the North, the Nexian refugees shelter with the N ght-runners. Back in
Nexi s, young Gince and the surviving pup fromthe white dog's litter are
hiding in the deserted Grand Arcade. For the sake of his bel oved dog, he
enbarks on a life of thievery.

In Aerillia, Raven is facing difficulties in her new role of Queen. Her only
allies are Elster and Aguila, Captain of the Guard. Skua, the new High Priest,
is plotting against her, together with Sunfeather, one of Aerillia' s warrior
elite—and Cygnus, who still wants the Harp of Wnds for hinself and plots to
prevent the Skyfolk from assisting Aurian in her quest.



El ster advises Raven to marry Aguila, for she needs his strength and support.
Aurian and her conpanions travel to the Xandi m Fastness, ai ded by w nged
couriers sent by Raven, On arrival, they are anmbushed by the mad Heal er- Mage
Meiriel, aided by Gistheena, the brutal |eader of the great cats. Mirie

ki dnaps Wl f, but the Mages and Chi amh track her down and Aurian slays her
Shia defeats Gistheena, but |eaves Hreeza to rule the cats so that she
herself can remain with Aurian.

Parric's termas Herdlord is coming to an end. The Xandi mrevolt against him
and whil e the compani ons are escaping their attackers, Bohan falls fromthe
cliffs behind the Fastness and di es. Backed by Chiamh, Parric noni nates

Schi -annath to Challenge in his place. The former outlaw battles Phalihas and,
on killing him beconmes Herdl ord.

In Nexis, Vannor is still the captive of the Mgefol k. Though M athan wll not
permit her to kill him Eliseth has discovered that she can use Mdrrtal pain to
i ncrease her powers, and mangl es Vannor's hand. Zanna has mani pul at ed hersel f
into the role of Eliseth's maid, hoping to spy on the Mages. \Wen she

di scovers her father, she rescues himand they escape via the archives and the
sewers. They find sanctuary wi th Hebba, Vannor's cook, who is also sheltering
Tarnal, Yanis, and the physician Benziorn, who is forced to anputate Vannor's
i njured hand. They all escape from Nexis and fl ee back to the N ghtrunners.

In a vision, Chianmh discovers that the Sword of Flane is hidden in the Lady
Eilin's Valley. The Mages and their conpani ons nmake plans to return to the
North, unaware of the fact that Eliseth has sent Bern to infiltrate the rebe
canp in the Vale.

In the city of Taibeth, Sara is alone, for Xiang has headed north across the
desert in search of his son Harihn, unaware that the Prince is already dead.
Sara has evolved a plan to dupe Xiang with a feigned pregnancy during his
absence. On reaching the far side of the desert, Xiang finds the forest
occupi ed by Eliizar and his fol k=who are ready for invaders. Xiang's forces
are vanqui shed and he is slain by Eliizar hinself. As long as Sara can carry
out her deception to its conclusion and produce a child from sonewhere at the
proper time, she will be in an unassail able position of power as the nother of
Xi ang' s successor.

On reaching the coast of the Southern Lands, Aurian sumons the Levi at han
I'thal asa. Ri sking the disapproval of his people, he agrees to take Chiamh,
Parric, and Sangra on his back so that they can contact Yanis and arrange for
Ni ght -runner ships to take the Mages and t he Xandi m forces provi ded by

Schi annath back to the North. Before they can board the ships, Cygnus joins
them Though he has deceived Raven into sending himto assist the Mages, he
has truly come to steal the Harp by any possibl e neans.

In Nexis, Eliseth sees in her scrying crystal that Aurian has returned. She
makes a treacherous attack on M athan, takes himout of tine and steals the
Grail of Rebirth. Wth a force of nercenaries, she advances on the Valley to
battle the Mages and their allies on the outskirts. D arvan, the WIdwood's
guardi an, lets Aurian's folk pass within. \Wen Eliseth finds herself barred
fromentering, she calls down lightning to set the woods abl aze.

When Aurian reaches the | ake, she is attacked by Maya, but breaks the spel

and returns her old friend to her human form When the Mage tries to claimthe
Sword, it demands a sacrifice—the blood of a |oved one. Rather than make such
a bargain, Aurian forfeits the Artifact. The Phaerie, freed by the Sword but
unable to swear allegiance to its wielder, are | oosed upon the world and turn
t he Xandi m back to their equine form Cygnhus, seeing his chance, attacks
Anvar, and as Aurian rushes to his aid, Eliseth steals the Swrd. Wen she
tries to wield it together with the Gail, however, she rends open the fabric
of time, vanishing with Anvar through the gap. Aurian follows, along with

D arvan, Maya, Chianh, Schiannath, and the great cats Shia and Khanu. All of
themare lost in time and hurtling toward an unknown fate.

SOUTHERN KI NGDOVS
Chapter 1



The Last of the Magefol k

Wien the wizard failed to master the Sword of Flame, the Phaerie were free at
last. To Hellorin, it was a stroke of good fortune beyond belief that the

fl ame- hai red Mageworman had not only, through her weakness, granted his people
the liberty they had craved, but had al so been the means of restoring the
Phaerie steeds that had lived for so long in human gui se, far across the sea.
"Ride, ny children," he roared exultantly. "Let the world trenble, for the
Phaerie ride once nore!"

"No," Eilin shouted. "Lord, you must not do this. Let the Xandi m go. These are
intelligent beings!"

For an instant, the Forest Lord hesitated. Wile the Mage had been trapped in
his real mthey had beconme close friends, and she had neant a good deal to

hi mbut now that he could exercise his will again nothing nust interfere with
his freedom The days of the Magefol k were over, and once again the Phaerie
could take the world and shake it to its foundations. Hellorin shrugged,
dismissing Eilin fromhis nind along with his softhearted son, who woul d have
left the Phaerie steeds in their useless human form D arvan woul d be taught
to know better in tines to cone.

Wth a spine-wenching | eap, the white mare sprung skyward. The heart of the
Forest Lord, fettered and earthbound for so long, soared with his Phaerie
steed as her hooves spurned the ground and she sped al oft, with stretching
strides, along a path of invisible air. So intent was he on his triunph that
he failed to notice the gate in tine that the Sword of Flane had opened behi nd
him He did not see D arvan, his son, |leap through the gateway after Aurian

to be whirled away into oblivion

Scores of voices took up Hellorin's cry as his people foll owed; shadowy
figures no longer, but conely and clad in radiant flesh: soaring behind himon
their own mounts, who but nmonents before had worn the guise, and held the
consci ousness and intelligence, of nortal men. Hi gher and hi gher the Phaerie
clinmbed, swarm ng upward like a drift of dark snoke as they followed their
Lord into the heavens. Those who renai ned earthbound, through | ack of
sufficient horses, scattered into the forest as though they planned to foll ow
the Hunt on foot.

The Forest Lord glanced proudly back at his followers, his triunph marred only
by the fact that this gathering was but a pallid reflection of the great
ridings of old, for little nmore than fivescore of the Phaerie steeds had cone
with the strangers to the Vale. Therefore many of his folk could not take to
the skies. Firmy, he shrugged the thought aside, deternmined not to |let such
conparisons mar this great and triunphal nmonment. If the m ssing horses were on
this side of the ocean they would be found—and if they were still |ost across
t he seas, beyond the powerful reach of the Phaerie, then others could easily
be bred fromthe stock that had been recovered today. Casting such nundane
matters firmy fromhis nind, Hellorin reveled in his new freedom breathing
in great drafts of the icy wind that stung his face and burned thinly in his
lungs. d ancing earthward, he gloried in the power of his Phaerie nount as the
white mare leapt fromcloud to cloud, striking thunderbolts with her silver
hooves.

Far below, Hellorin's keen eyes spied human shapes: a throng of fleeing
Mortals who were swarming like ants through the snoldering trees near the rim
of the Vale. Though such creatures had their uses, they must first be taught a
| esson—that the Phaerie were their masters now. Wth a triunphant how, the
Forest Lord called up his pack of great hounds and spurred the white mare,
sendi ng her hurtling downward, toward the invaders. Hi s people foll owed,
curving down out of the sky like shooting stars, their eyes ablaze with the

thirsting lost for Mrtal blood; their voices upraised in a shrill, discordant
song of battle that sliced the air |like blades. One by one, the mercenaries
who had followed Eliseth on her ill-fated raid were hunted down |ike deer amd

the trees, and |i ke deer were slaughtered while the earth amd the roots of
the tortured forest drank deeply of their blood. Only when all the Mrtals had
been slain did the Phaerie | ook around them for other prey.



In the center of the Vale's great bow, on the shores of the |ake, the
Earth-Mage Eilin shuddered to hear the death-screans of the slaughtered
Mortal s. The Phaerie Lord's treachery was a minor matter when conpared wth
the | oss of her daughter, but the betrayal hurt nonetheless. Elin, alnost
crushed beneath the weight of her grief, stood nunmb and irresolute. Only her
stubborn pride kept her on her feet. For the second tine in her life, she
behel d die destruction of all that she held dear—her daughter, her hone, her
hopes. The first time, when CGeraint had died and her life had fallen apart in
ruin, she had risen above grief and disaster to build a productive and
purposeful life fromthe rubble of her dreams—but she was ol der now crushed
bewi | dered, and al one. How coul d she ever find the strength and courage to
pi ck up the pieces a second tine?

Besi de her, Vannor and Parric, the erstwhile conpani ons of her daughter, stood
at the forefront of the band of rebels had been sheltered in her Valley during
her absence in the otherworldly Phaerie Real m Through her constant vigil at
Hel lorin's nmagi ¢ wi ndow that had | ooked out on her own world, she had cone to
know all these folk over the |ast nonths—with the exception of one, a
stranger; by his color and facial structure a foreigner fromacross the seas,
where the

magi ¢ of the Forest Lord's wi ndow did not reach

None of these Mortals neant anything to Eilin-save that she couldn't wait for
themto | eave. The Mage wanted her Valley to herself agai n—she wanted tinme to
repair the devastation that had been visited upon her by the Wat her- Mage
Eliseth, and solitude in which to assinilate the horror of |osing a daughter
and the pain of her betrayal by the Phaerie Lord. There was no help for it,
however. These peopl e had been Aurian's friends and conpani ons. They were as
stunned as Eilin by the horrors of the day, and she knew they woul d need to
rest and collect thensel ves before she could be rid of themat |ast. They
woul d find no surcease from her, though-she had nothing left to give. Let the
Mrtals shift for thensel ves!

O all the fol k who had survived the dreadful events of that day, Dul sina, who
had scarcely known the Lady Aurian, seemed best equipped to cope. As she

| ooked around at her devastated conpani ons, the wonan realized that if they
were to spend the night in a conparative degree of confort, everything would
be up to her. Parric had wandered away fromthe others and was standing wth
his back to them his head bowed, his shoul ders slunped in grief and defeat.
Even at this distance Dul sina could hear the bloodcurdling sound of his
ceasel ess cursing. Sangra was struggling valiantly, with little success, to
stifle her tears. She was grasping the hilt of her sword so tightly that her
hands were a knot of bones, as if by force of arns she could defeat the sense
of dread and desol ation that had overtaken her

Fi onal , though utterly distraught at the loss of his friend D arvan, was with
the stranger—the exotic man with a tanned face, long dark hair, and the lithe,
nmuscl ed body of a dancer. The archer was trying his best to cal mthe stranger
as he cried out loudly in rage and angui sh, in some foreign tongue, while
Vannor —dear, good-hearted Vannor, who, up to a nonent ago seemed so cal m and
col | ected—had sat down on the ground so abruptly that it |ooked as though his
knees had turned to water, his hand across his eyes. Wrst of all, the Lady
Eilin stood unnoving, a little apart fromthe others, her eyes blazing with a
bl eak and terrible light in a face that had been turned to stone.

Soneone woul d have to take care of them all—+that rmuch was pl ain. Perhaps,
Dul si na thought, it might be better if they could | eave this unhappy pl ace
with its tragic associations and return to what remnai ned of the rebel camp—f,
as she hoped, their sanctuary had been spared fromthe bl aze. Her conpanions,
however, seemed unable to rouse thenselves fromtheir shocked and grieving

| assi tude—and when she tried to persuade the Lady Eilin, she was repul sed by
an inpenetrable wall of ice, and behind it, a blaze of suppressed rage that
Seared |ike flanes.

There was little in life that daunted Dul sina, but the way the Mage's eyes

| ooked straight through her chilled her to the heart. For her very life, she



dared not push Eilin any further—for she was certain that the next time the
Lady's dreadful gaze turned upon her, it would not be chill with indifference
but burning with wath. Dul sina, no fool, changed her plans with alacrity. W
can nove what's left of the encanmpnent here, she decided briskly. The CGods
only know, we'll need some conforts about us, after the terrible things we've
seen and suffered today. The sun will be setting before rmuch | onger, and we
must have food and shelter organized before it gets dark
Al ready the sun was sinking into the wack of snoke that hung over the Vale
like a grim grey pall. Dulsina sighed. Surely there nust be someone here who
could hel p her? Soneone sensible, and capable, who was still in possession of
his wits? It was with a sense of profound thankful ness that she noticed
Hargorn, standing a short distance away on the shore of the | ake. The veteran
was | ooki ng out across the water at the island, |eaning heavily on his sword,
whi ch he had planted, point down, in the nuddy bank of the |ake. As she
approached him Dulsina's relief vanished abruptly. For the first tine since
she had met him Hargorn | ooked |ike an <unknown> man. But as he heard her
footsteps he straightened, and there were telltale glints of noisture on his
seaned face as he turned toward her, he was dry-eyed and seened in ful
possession of his wits—save for the dread, bitter enptiness that |urked behind
his gaze.

"Maya's gone," he said softly, before Dul sina could speak.

“The poor lass was here in the Vale all the tinme and | never knew it—-and now
she's gone again." Hi s voice sank to a whisper-"I was always so proud of

her -what she nade of herself, didn't knowit, but she was |ike the daughter |
never had" Then he shook hinself, and his eyes becane al ert once again. "But
there's no sense in nourning her as if she's dead we don't know for sure," he
added decisively. "Maya |I’'d have a thing or two to say about that-she's got
nore balls than nost nen put together—sorry, |ovey," he apol ogi zed to Dul sina,
renenbering, belatedly, that he was not talking to one of his men. "Wat can |
do for you, anyway?"

Dul sina had to swal |l ow back her own sadness before she could reply. H's words
had rem nded her of the Sol stice Eve when she had | ost Vannor's daughter in
the crowded G and Arcade. Maya and the Lady Aurian had rescued Zanna fromthe
t hrong and brought her back safely to the carriage. The two young wonen,
warrior and Mage but the fastest of friends, so full of the courage and

prom se of youth, had been through so much hardship and suffering since
t hen—and now bot h of them were gone.

"Come on, now," Hargorn gently interrupted her thoughts. "It doesn't do to
dwell on it—+ shouldn't have set you off. The Gods hel p anyone who dares to
tangle with Maya and Aurian—and standing around here |ike a bunch of wet hens
won't get us anywhere, either. Thank goodness the two of us are

her e—sonebody' s got to have their wits about them"

Dul sina smled, conforted by the warm sense of conradeship that existed

bet ween them She and the ageing warrior had shared a soft spot for each other
ever since he had srmuggled her to the Valley with the rest of the rebels after
Vannor had forbidden her to cone.
Taking a grip on herself, the woman expl ai ned her predicanent to Hargorn: "The
Lady Eilin won't shift fromthis spot, poor thing, and the rest of themare
nore |ike headl ess chickens than wet hens. W need to get a canp together
before nightfall...”
"Don't worry," the veteran reassured her. "I'Il round up our folk and get them
busy. 1'Il set some of themto building shelters, if you can come back to the
canp with the rest of us y and choose what you want us to bring. W can be
back here wth food and bl ankets in no tine."
As he hurried off, Dulsina noticed that his sword was still where he had left
it—planted in the nud of the | akeside. Hargorn wasn't usually so absent m nded.
Was age catching up with the veteran at |ast? She call ed himback. "Hargorn—
you' ve forgotten your sword."

He | ooked at her bl eakly, and shook his head. "It was a sword that was
responsi ble for this disaster in the first place. I"'mfinished with fighting,



Dul sina. | haven't the heart for it anynore-not after today. |I'll never touch
a sword again."

After a time, Parric pulled hinself out of his dazed reverie, and realized
with dismay that dusk had fallen. He was aghast to di scover how | ong he had
been sinply standing there, lost in anguish and horror—and thoroughly ashaned
to find that Dul sina and Hargorn had been forced to cope al one. They had
managed very well without him the Caval rymaster admitted—but it shoul dn't
have been necessary.

"Don't worry about it," Dulsina told him "Once we got our bel ongi ngs noved
fromthe old canp, the rest was easy. There's dry wood enough for burning now,
on the edge of the fires where the trees are still just snoldering—and there
was no need to hunt. Lots of animals were killed by the snoke—f you look in
the woods there are bodies all over the place.” A slight catch in her voice
and her pale, strained face were the only things about her that hinted to
Parric of the carnage she had witnessed in the forest.

Now t hat Dul sina had nentioned it, the Caval rymaster becanme aware, for the
first time, of the nouthwatering aromas of roasting neat. A short distance
away fromhim a rough canp was taking shape, with prinmtive shelters
constructed from wooden frameworks draped with bl ankets, cloaks, and hides. A
huge fire bl azed |like a beacon on the shores of the |lake, with a cluster of
smal | er cooking fires close by.

"I's there anything | can do to hel p?" Parric asked guiltily.

"Yes," Dulsina told him "You can go and confort your friend Sangra and t hat
poor young man you brought with you fromforeign parts."

The Caval rymaster |ooked through the gathering darkness, across the yard to
where Sangra and Yazour were sitting close to the fire, deep in talk and
holding tightly to one another's hands.

"It looks like the two of them are managi ng well enough w thout me," he
grunbl ed. "Were's Vannor?"

The deep line of a frown appeared between Dul sina's dark brows. "Never you

m nd about him" she retorted firmy. "You go and hel p your young friends over
there. 1've dealt with Vannor nyself—nstead of letting himsit there and
brood, I've sent himto talk to the Lady Eilin. The Gods only know, someone
ought to do it."

Eilin cursed and cl enched her fists at her sides in annoyance as she saw the
Mortal approaching. Once her unwel come guests had begun to set up their
canp—near the very beech grove where Forral had first made his shelter, she
thought, with a flash of old pain that she'd believed to be | ong behind

her +he Mage, seeking solitude, had retreated across the charred and
splintered wooden bridge to the sanctuary of her island. No one, she'd been
certain, would dare to follow her there. How wrong she had been—but when
Eilin's unwel come visitor came cl ose enough to be recogni zed, she found that
she was not in the |least surprised.

Over the years the Mage had heard a great deal about Vannor from Aurian
during her daughter's sumrer visits. Mre recently she had observed him

t hrough Hellorin's magical wi ndow until his rash return to Nexis in search of
hi s daughter, and had been inpressed by the conpassi onate, |evel headed way in
which he'd ruled his band of rebels who had taken sanctuary in her Valley. He
had been the first to recognize that his fol k were being hel ped, albeit by
some nysterious, invisible entity—+n this case, D arvan—and he had made his
foll owers obey the strictures and linmtations that the Forest Lord' s son had
set about the rebel canp.

Nevert hel ess, despite her respect for the former rebel |eader, Eilin was stil
irritated by his unwel cone intrusion upon her peace. No doubt he woul d be
wanting to discuss the details and possible repercussions of Eliseth's attack
and di sappear ance—and what of M athan? Wat part had the Arch-mage played in
the drama that had occurred? Wiat woul d he do next? The Mage sighed. May the
CGods forgive me—+ just can't face this, she thought. She knew that these



matters were inmportant, and would eventually have to be addressed—but not j ust
yet. She was too heartsick and weary right now to worry about the future.

In the blood-red Iight of the setting sun, Elin stepped back fromthe bridge
and deliberately turned away fromthe approaching Mortal to regard the ruins
of her old home. Follow ng the vani shment of the Sword of Flame, the tower had
returned to the Lady's island—after a fashion. The danage by wi nd and weat her
the scarred black stone and tw sted ironwork, the fallen ceilings and gapi ng
wi ndows with their drifts of shattered crystal, the sense of desolation and
abandonnent —these sights were painful beyond all bearing. How will | ever
build it up again? she thought desperately. Where should | even start?
"We—your Mrtal friends—would be nore than happy to assist you, ny Lady, if
hel p you need. It's a daunting task to be faced al one.™

The Mage swung round with a gasp. Had the wetched man been readi ng her mni nd?
"I need no help fromMortals," she snarl ed. How dared he suggest that she was
not capable of rebuilding her own home? Vannor bowed | ow, but said nothing.
Eilin let the silence stretch out between themuntil it became a gapi ng chasm
The Mortal waited until the suspense stretched put to breaking point, but she
proudly refused to acknowl edge him furt her

Eventual | y Vannor spoke, his voice very gentle, just as though her previous
angry words had never been uttered. "Lady, there's food and fire and

conpani onship on the other shore. WIIl you not cross your bridge and join us?"
Eilin could not neet his eyes. It had been bad enough to hear the kindness in
his voice; if she saw the synpathy and concern that she knew would be witten
on his face, the brittle citadel of pride she had constructed around herself
woul d shatter into shards. She could not countenance the idea of breaking down
into tears in front of this wetched nan.

"I need no charity fromyour kind," she snapped at Vannor, biting off each
word with savage enphasis. "A plague on your food and fires and conpany! You
have no business here, and | want you all gone by noon tonorrow or you mnust
face the consequences." She turned, at last, to glare at him "This Vale is ny
pl ace, Mortal. Mne."

Vannor, clearly uninpressed by her threat, |ooked at her |ong and
appraisingly. "As you wish," he said at last. "No one would dispute your right
to this place, Lady. But if we can ever assist you . " He stopped hinself,
and shook his head. "No," he muttered softly, as if to himself. "You wouldn't,
woul d you? In your stupid, stiff-necked pride you could never bring yourself
to ask for, or accept, Mrtal hel p—ot supposing you were to perish here, of
hunger and col d and | oneliness."

At his words, her anger boiled over at last. Eilin flewat himlike a harpy,
shrieking curses at the top of her voice. It was a relief to have a target for
the rage that had been building within her. Vannor faced her, unintim dated,
with steady cal mess and—yes, there it was, the pity that she had so dreaded
to see, clearly witten in his face. It stopped her dead. Suddenly the Mage
realized what a spectacle she must be maki ng of hersel f—a distraught,

di shevel ed harridan, pathetic and ridiculous in the tattered remants of her
pride.

Her curses spluttered into silence, and she closed her mouth abruptly.

Vannor inclined his head respectfully. "Lady," he told her, "Aurian taught me
everything | need to know about both the stubborn Magefol k pride and the
stornmy Magefol k temper—but it didn't make me | ove, or respect her, any less.”
Unexpectedly, Eilin found her mouth twisting in a wy smle. "Your friendship
wi th ny daughter has given you a rare insight into our character," she

admi tted.

Vannor grinned back at her. "lndeed," he agreed, "but Aurian taught ne far
nore about the good side of the Magefol k character than the bad. Courage,
loyalty, a rare honesty ..."

Hs words were interrupted as the air above himwas split asunder by the
bel i ng of hounds, the clanor of horns, and the wild, triunphant hunting cries
of the Phaerie, who canme hurtling out of the sky like thunderbolts, bearing
with themthe ghastly trophies of their hunt. The Forest Lord had returned to



the Vall ey.

Though Parric and Sangra had been arguing with himfor sone tinme now, Yazour
refused to be browbeaten, intimdated, or persuaded into changing his mnd. He
was determ ned to head back to the Southern Lands, in search of his friend and
nmentor Eliizar, and admt to the older man then he had made a nistake. He
shoul d never have cone north with the Magefol k—+his was not his |land, and now
there was nothing left for himhere.

Fol | owi ng t he di sappearance of Aurian, Anvar, and his friends anmong the
Hor sef ol k, Yazour was finding hinself very nuch adrift and alone in a | and of
strangers. O the conpani ons who had set out with the Mages fromthe Khazalim
city of Taibeth, only he remained. Harihn, the young warrior's forner prince,
had betrayed the Mages twi ce and formed an unholy alliance with the Archnage
M at han. As a consequence, he had been slain in the Tower of |ncondor. Shia
had foll owed Aurian and Anvar through the rift in Time, to nmeet sone unknown
fate. The winged girl Raven was now Queen of the Skyfol k, and when Yazour had
| ast seen her, she had been well on her way to finding a new maturity, and
begi nning to atone for her fornmer m stakes.

Poor Bohan, the gigantic eunuch who had been so devoted to Aurian, had

peri shed at the Xandi m stronghol d, and even Schi annath, Chianmh, and | scal da,
Yazour's newfound friends anong the Horsefolk, had met with an uncertain fate
when the Phaerie, freed by Aurian's failure to master the Sword, had reclai ned
their horses back fromhuman form In one |ethal stroke the Xandi mhad | ost
their | eaders. Schiannath the Herdl ord and the W ndeye Chi amh had been saved
fromthe Phaerie but had followed Aurian in their equine form Along with the
remai nder of the Xandim |scal da—Schi annath's sister, who had befriended
Yazour —had been transformed irrevocably into her equine shape of a white mare
and claimed by Hellorin, the Phaerie Lord.

Yazour had been forced to | ook on, helpless, as the humanity of his friends
had been ripped away. Aurian and Anvar had vani shed, and the young warrior had
been forced to remai n behind, al one, because he had not been quick enough to
follow themthrough the rift in Time. And now he nust live with the guilt of
his failure. Though his fellowwarriors Parric and Sangra were doing their
best to be kind to himand make himwel cone in their mdst, the Khazalim
sol di er knew hinmself for an alien and an outsider. Wthout Aurian—w thout sone
point to his existence here—he could feel neither at home nor at ease.

"Yazour, don't |eave us. You're our friend—we need you here." Sangra returned
to the attack. "There's so much to do—so nuch to put right."

Yazour sighed wearily and shook his head. "I want to go back to the South, to
my own people,"” he insisted. "I can be of far nore use to Eliizar and Neren
now that Aurian is gone and her quest has failed. "

"Failed! Don't you dare say that, you bastard!" Parric snarled. Yazour ducked
reflexively as a fist whistled past his face. The Caval rymaster, beside
hinself with rage, pulled his armback for another try, but Sangra, just as
swi ft, caught his wist before the second blow had time to descend. "Parric,
no!" she cried. “That's not going to help matters."

The Caval rymaster subsided, but glowered at Yazour with an unwonted | ook that
m ngl ed cokl ness and nisery. "Don't you ever say she's failed," he nuttered.
"It isn't over yet." He junped to his feet and wal ked stiffly away.

Yazour realized, too late, that his carel ess words had wounded Parric deeply.
He wass orry—he |iked and respected the little man. Not knowi ng how to take
back his words wi thout making matters worse, he nunbl ed an awkward apol ogy to
Sangra and scanned the encanpment, desperately seeking a diversion that woul d
take their talk in a less painful direction. H s attention was drawn by the
sound of shouted inprecations, to the island across the |ake. "W is the
worman yel ling at Vannor over there?" he asked.

"Why, that's Aurian's nother, the Lady Eilin," Sangra told him "She lives

al one here in the Vale. The poor soul + don't blame her for sounding so angry.
How can she bear it? Her daughter is gone, her Valley burned, and her tower in
ruins. She'll be lonely now for sure—n fact, depending on what's happened to
M at han, she could be the last of her kind." The warrior shook her head. "The



death of the Magef ol k—-who woul d have t hought that woul d happen in our
lifetinme?"

Poor woman! thought Yazour. The only one here of all her kind—ust like me. He
| ooked again at the slender figure, his heart aching in synpathy. She seened
so isolated; so vulnerable. And she was Aurian's nother. . . . An idea began
to take shape in Yazour's mind, but before it could resolve itself, the voice
of the Forest Lord thundered down fromfar above:

"See your prey, my warriors. Take them now "

"Take cover," Vannor yelled. "The Phaerie are attacking!"

How dared they. Eilin's anger, so recently directed at the hapless Mrtals,
now found its true and fitting target. "No!" she cried. She ran back across
the bridge toward the fires, Vannor a stride behind her, even as the Phaerie
cane arcing down out of the sky. Eilin reached the great canpfire ahead of the
Forest Lord. Al around her people were drawi ng swords, shouting, running,
crazed with panic.

"Stay by the fires." The Mage augnmented her voice by magic until it rang out
clearly above the noise. "Stay close to me—+t's your only chance!" As the
terrified Mortals began to collect around the great bonfire, Eilin | ooked
wi I dly around her. A staff-she needed her staff! But she had relinquished it
to D arvan, long ago, and now it had gone with himto some unknown fate. Al
she really needed was sonething through which to focus her power.... Through a
gap in the gathering crowd, she saw Hargorn's abandoned sword, still planted
upright in the nud by the edge of the | ake. The Earth-Mage ran and snat ched up
t he uncl ai med bl ade. She poured her power into the sword and felt a shock run
t hrough her as her magic took on a sharp, raw, aggressive edge far different
fromthe nurturing forces concentrated by her staff.

Cl oser and cl oser the Phaerie came, sounding their silver horns and singing
their eerie songs of death as they rode. Already they had descended to the

| evel of the treetops. They were an awe-inspiring sight, terrifying in their
beauty. Now freed fromthat anorphous otherworld in which they had been

i mpri soned, they had cast off their grey and shadowy forns, and now were
clothed in robes of shinmering, many-Hued | um nescence that trailed behind
themin sparkling drifts like comet tails. The Phaerie rode bareback, but the
horses, with their streanmi ng nanes and tails, were controlled with bridles and
reins of pure white light, and sparks flew fromtheir hooves as they raced
through the air. As the riders reached the tops of the trees, everything that
their trailing vestnments touched took on the sane mysterious radi ance, to be
limed in frosty rai nbow sparkles that spread from branch to branch, outlining
t he boughs and | eaves in delicate traceries of |ight.

Eilin forced herself to ignore the beauty, renenbering the cold, cruel hearts
and m nds that conceal ed thensel ves behind such gl orious magic. She cried out
once, to focus her powers, and struck the ground hard with the point of her
sword. A done of glinmmering green force sprang into being over the entire
encanprent to shield the helpless Mortals just as Hellorin came chargi ng down
heedl essly, on the heels of his hounds and in advance of his followers,
headi ng straight into the mdst of the canp. As the shield sprang up in front
of himhe tore at the white mare's nouth, trying to divert her from her

headl ong course, but it was too |ate. As one by one his hounds canme wthin
range of the nmgical barrier, they were stung by sizzling bolts of green
lightning. Yelping, they recoiled and retreated. Terrified by the roaring wall
of light that had appeared al nost beneath her hooves, |scalda reared and shied
to one side. The Forest Lord, caught off bal ance, |urched forward across one
snowy shoul der and fell. Striking Eilin's barrier in an explosion of enerald
light, he slid dowmn the shield' s curving henisphere in a spray of spitting
green sparks, crying out in agony as he slithered inexorably and ignomni niously
to the ground. The mare gave a shrill screamof triunph and bolted, vanishing
into the trees.

Hel lorin clanmbered painfully to his feet. The rebels broke into cheers and
hoots of derision, but there was a deathly silence fromthe Phaerie who | anded
close to their ruler. The Lord of the Phaerie, backed by a menaci ng phal anx of



his followers, faced the Earth-Muge through her translucent shield of energy.
The Forest Lord was the first to break the silence. His tones, at first, were
conciliatory, belying the glint of anger in his eyes. "Lady, you are an
Imortal, like nyself. You dwelt in my realmfor sone time, and | al nost began
to think of you as one of the Phaerie. Surely you cannot be siding with the
Mortal s agai nst ne?" He shrugged. "No, it is inpossible. Are you angered
because | rode off and forgot you? Now that the Phaerie are free, do you w sh
to strike a bargain or obtain some favor fromne, that you use these pathetic
creatures as bait?"

"I want nothing fromyou but your absence." Eilin spoke through gritted teeth.
Hel l orin seemed taken aback. "Is this how you repay nme, Lady, for the healing
and sanctuary you received in nmy realm and for the kindness that was shown
you by mny peopl e?" Now he no |l onger troubled to hide his anger

"I have not forgotten that | was succoured and sheltered by the Phaeri e—but
the contrast between your conpassionate behavi or then and your brutal

activities nowis nore than | will tolerate.” Eilin clenched her hands round
the hilt of Hargom's sword, to still their trenbling. "This is ny Valley." Her
words rang out in challenge Ilike the clash of steel on steel. "W are in ny

real m now, and these Mdrtals are here under ny protection. How dare you attack
t hen®?"

The Forest Lord's face turned dark with anger. "Do not cross me Mage, | warn
you," he snarled. In his wath his form expanded, grow ng |arger and | arger
until it towered over the Mage, higher than the treetops, blotting out the
stars.

Eilin forced herself to face himw thout flinching. "WIIl you really try to
mat ch your powers with mne?" she demanded. "I think not. On your own ground,

you coul d probably defeat me—but here? You are new in the nmundane worl d—you
have not had tinme to beconme accustonmed to the workings of the magic here. Over
many years, nmy power has created this place. The very bones of the earth wll
reach out to protect ne. Perhaps you could prevail —but at what cost, to one so
newly free? Is it worth the risk, for a handful of Mrtal s?"

"Curse you, Lady. Your kind were ever false and faithless," Hellorin hissed.
"As yours are pitiless and perfidious," Elin shot back with equal venom
Hel l ori n shrugged. "And your people, of course, have practiced only kindness
and consideration toward your Mrtal brethren down all the ages? Cone,
Eilin—surely this is a jest at nmy expense. \Wat interest can you have in such
lowy creatures as these? Since when did the Magefol k care about Mrtals, save
where they might be used as servitors or to further sone scheme of conquest?"
The Earth-Mage tilted her head and | ooked himin the eyes. "Since one of those
lowly creatures becane the father of ny daughter's child. And since you have
earned ny undyi ng contenpt by using and betraying Aurian—ot to nention the
Xandi m—n pursuit of your own ends."

The Phaerie Lord gave a boom ng | augh. "The Xandi m are our property. And as
for Aurian . . . surely you did not expect us to swear fealty to a failure and
a weakling—+o bend our knees to one of the hated race that put us out of the
wor | d—when we had an opportunity to slip the Magefol k | eash for good? You
must think a great deal of your daughter, Lady, if you consider that she is
worth the freedom of an entire race.”

Eilin, inwardly raging, struck her sword against the ground in a thunderclap
detonation of power. "I think a great deal nore of my daughter, evidently,
than you think of your son," she cried in a clear, cold voice.

Hel lorin's nocking | aughter ceased abruptly. "Wigh your words carefully,

Mage. | have destroyed beings of greater power than you, and for |esser
insults."”

"And did you destroy themfor telling the truth? That would be |ike the
Phaeri e i ndeed! You fool —-you have no idea, do you?" The edge of Eilin's voice
was whetted with scorn. "In your insatiable lust for revenge on those who
occupi ed the world while you were excluded fromit, you seized the poor Xandi m
and went charging off before the matter of the Sword of Flame could be

resol ved. Haven't you even noticed D arvan's absence? Wiile Aurian and Anvar



were distracted by your perfidy, Eliseth tried to steal the Sword and created
arift in Tinme. The Mages vani shed into it—as did Maya and your son!"

Hel l orin blanched. "This cannot be true," he whispered.

"It can and it is," Elin replied renorselessly, "and had you been here when
it happened, you mi ght have been able to prevent it."

The Phaerie Lord's gigantic formthinned to vapor and vani shed, as he dw ndl ed
back to human size. "But how did it happen?" Al trace of his former anger had
fled fromhis voice. "Were have they gone?"

"Beyond our help, | fear,” Eilin told himgrinmy. "You are free to seek your
son wherever you will—but you nust search el sewhere. You Phaerie are nmasters
of bargains and debts, are you not? Though you did not swear fealty to her

you are still in debt to nmy daughter, because she has given you and your
despi cabl e ki nd your freedom As Aurian cannot be here to state her terns, |
will give you nine, in her place. This Vale belongs to me. Get you gone from

her e—and never return.”

"I's that really what you want?" Hellorin demanded in amazenent. "To end our
friendship thus?"

Eilin regarded himstonily. "Friendship i ndeed. Never again do | w sh to hear
that word debased by your lips? 1 saw little evidence of friendship when the
Sword was found. The Phaerie idea of friendship seenms to begin and end with

their own conveni ence—and their Lord is the worst of fender. | cannot end what
no | onger exists, ny Lord."
Hel lorin sighed. "Very well. It shall be as you wish." The gathered forms, of

t he Phaerie thinned Iike wi ndbl own vapor, and vani shed |ike a dream

Suddenly, Eilin's knees began to shake. The Mrtals all began to crowd around
her, offering their thanks and congratul ati ons. Roughly she pushed her way

t hrough them "That goes for you Mrtals, too. Get away fromme! | want you
out of here by tonmorrow "

Wth a curt, angry gesture she brought down her shields and, turning her back
on themall, went back across the bridge to the solitude of her island. Wen
no one dared to follow her, it proved to be a hollow victory.

Chapter 2

A Peculiar Quartet

Blind with terror, Iscalda fled headl ong through the forest, bursting through
t he bushes and twi sting between the trees, oblivious of the |eg-breaking
tangl es of roots beneath her feet, the thorny twigs that pulled painfully at
her mane and tail and scored her white hide, or the springy branches that
rebounded to | ash at her with bruising force and snatch dangerously at her
eyes. Her nmind was bl ank, save that it screaned one thought over and over:
escape. Her attention was all behind her, straining to detect any sounds of
pursuit. The Phaerie Lord nust not recapture her—she woul d sooner die than be
his slave again, or go once nore through the horrors of the |last few hours.

| scal da was a warrior, no stranger to bl oodshed, and Hellorin's quarry had
been no friends of hers, yet she had been unprepared for the carnage when the
Phaeri e had descended fromthe skies upon their hel pless prey. Not a single
one of the human nercenaries had survived. One by one, the Phaerie had hunted
them down with relentl ess thoroughness and hacked themto pieces in sone
savage gane where the points were scored by the taking of trinkets such as a
neck chain, a weapon, an earring, or a belt buckle fromthe corpse of the
unfortunate victim Sonetines a severed head woul d be seized by the hair and
borne al oft when the Phaerie took to the skies again, and thrown or snatched
fromone rider to another in the fashion of some macabre child s gane.

The cal | ous, cold-hearted cruelty of her new masters filled Iscalda with fear
It was abundantly clear that they held no respect for any living being save

t hensel ves—and that night well include their steeds. The Phaerie had snuffed
out the human conponent of the Xandimrace w thout a single thought—hat else
m ght they do to her? On she ran, unseeing, unthinking, pursued by terror, her
m nd cl ouded by the ghastly inages of her own people turned into mndl ess



beasts of burden, and the renorsel ess savagery of the Phaerie hunt. This one
opportunity had been sent by the Gods, and woul d never conme again. |scal da
only knew that she nust flee far and fast. She nust |ose herself so conpletely
and hide herself so well in the forest's depths that Hellorin would never find
her .
The magi cal trappings fashioned of light, through which the Phaerie Lord had
controlled her, had fallen away from her head when |scal da had shed himfrom
her back, so she was free to run unencunbered. And run she did—until the
forest itself stopped her flight. Al at once a narrow stream screened unti
the last split second by the | ow branches of the trees, appeared in front of
her. Unprepared, |scalda gathered herself in a clunsy half-Ieap

Sonething hit her across the forehead with stunning force. There was a sharp
wr enchi ng pain and her vision exploded into Iight as hot bl ood poured down her
face. Blinded by the salty fluid streaming into her eyes, she hit the ground
hard on the other side and her foot plunged down into a hi dden space between
two roots, and tw sted beneath her with an agoni zing jerk. Her nonentumthrew
her forward and she went crashing to her knees, to flail to a floundering halt
with her forelegs scrabbling for purchase in the soft nud of the stream bank
and her hindquarters in the water.
The white mare lay there spent, until her thoughts began to seep gradually
back t hrough the panic that had cl ouded her mind. The shock of her fall had
brought her back to herself. Though she knew, follow ng her previous
confinenent in animal form that human thought and nmemory did not eventually
vani sh, as was comonly believed, it was difficult to battle the strong equi ne
i nstincts—especi ally when danger threatened.

| scal da retai ned enough clarity of thought to recogni ze her own peril: at
present, she herself, not Hellorin, was her chiefest foe. What had she done to
her face? What if she had broken a leg? Iscalda tried to blink the bl ood out
of her eyes until she had achieved blurred and bleary vision. Wth
considerable difficulty she managed to struggle to her feet on the fourth
attenpt, and stood there panting and trenbling with her head hangi ng | ow
There was a stabbing pain around the fetlock of her near foreleg where she had
| anded awry. Was it broken? |scal da had no idea, but she could not put her
foot to the ground.

Feeling sick with pain, the mare turned awkwardly on three | egs and hobbl ed
into the stream She stood there inpatiently while the icy water nunbed sone
of the throbbing agony fromher |ane foreleg, and wondered what to do next.

Hel lorin would still be |ooking for her, she was sure. In her human form she
had known such nen as he. H s wounded vanity would never allow himto let her
go free—no nore than her own pride would ever permnmit her recapture. \Watever
happened, Iscalda would not give in. If she could no | onger run, at |east she
could still hide. If she could only get under cover before the Phaerie found
her

Not wi thout regret, |scalda hauled herself stiffly out of tile soothing water
and headed into the shadow world beneath the trees, seeking a safe place to
rest. It seemed to take forever as she blundered, three-Iegged, through the
bushes, attenpting to hold her injured linb up out of the way. She nade

pai nfully sl ow progress; racing the threat of discovery, racing her exhaustion
and the increasing agony in her leg; racing the growing terror that threatened
to expunge her reason; racing the sinking nmoon that was plunging all too

qui ckly toward the horizon. She must reach a place of safety before the

absol ute darkness that would foll ow noonset, or she stood Itttle chance of
finding a haven at all

When she finally reached a suitable |ocation, she was so spent that she
scarcely recognized it for what it was. There was no water here, but save
where she had entered, the narrow clearing was protected on three sides by a

t hi cket of thorny branbl es and overshadowed by the sweepi ng boughs of trees.
For the first tine that night, |scalda knew she could stop running away, and
could rest at last, if only for alittle while. Gatefully, the mare fol ded
her aching | egs beneath her. At first, however, sleep evaded her. She had



escaped—but what of her fellow Xandim dooned to live out the rest of their
lives in servitude and bondage? |scal da bl ew softly through her nose—t he
nearest, in this shape, that she could come to a sigh. It would have been

ki nder by far if this inmprisonment in equine shape did entail all |oss of
human menory, she thought. As it was, they were doonmed to live out their lives
as beasts, forever at war with their animl selves, and tormented by the
menories of what they once had been. Iscalda was glad that in this form it
was inpossible to weep. It was a relief to gave way at |ast to her weariness,
and | et the deep, deep waters of exhausted slunber close over her

| scal da woke in the darkness, snmelling wolf. Wth all her instincts screaning
an alarm she scranbled to her feet—and fell heavily to one side as her
injured leg, forgotten in sleep, collapsed beneath her. Frantically she
struggl ed upright once nore, pitting the agony in her forel eg against the nore
urgent inperative of survival. There was a nmovenent in the bushes, and she was
drowning in the smell of wolf, wolf, wolf...

| scal da reared, smashing down her good foreleg to maimand kill—-and threw
herself to one side with a bone-wenching jerk, alnost falling again but

pul l'ing herself upright at the last second with a trenendous effort of will.
Her heart was racing |like the hooves of a runaway horse. Lowering her head,
she peered down at her adversary and exhal ed on a snort of disgust at her own
stupidity. WIf indeed! Had she been in her human form she woul d have | aughed
at hersel f.

The deadly predator that had scared her out of her wits was a cub so tiny that
she had al nost bl own himaway with one snort. The pathetic little creature was
shivering violently with cold, and as it noticed her, it began to whinper wth
hunger. Iscalda's ears flicked forward curiously. She wondered where its
parents were—a question that al so concerned her own survival. Nowhere near
that was for certai n—not when the poor cub was crying like that. Had they been
killed in the fire? O had they survived, and were they searching even now for
their lost offspring? Her first inpulse, to kill the creature, had been the
nost sensi bl e—=so what had nade her pull aside at the |ast nonment? Despite her
natural equi ne aversion to the carnivore, Iscalda couldn't help feeling sorry
for the lost baby. It remnded her of Aurian's son, little WIf

I scal da stiffened, and | ooked closer. But no—t couldn't be!l Wl f had been
left safely behind at Wvernesse, with his [ upine foster-parents and the

Ni ghtrunners to protect him What had happened to Aurian's adult wol ves? Wy
woul d they have brought himhere, into danger? Wiy had they left himal one and
hel pl ess? No—+t nust be sone other cub. But even as the denial went through
her head, she knew it was Wl f indeed—she renmenbered the flash of white
beneath his chin, and the way that one pointed little ear turned up, and the
ot her down. Al so |Iscal da recognized himdeep down, in a way that woul d have
been al nost inpossible for a non-shape-shifter to explain. Sonewhere behind

t he appearance of the aninmal, a human personality was conceal ed, and |scal da
could recognize it as a calling of like to Iike.

Ext endi ng her nose, the mare nudged the cub closer to the warnmh of her body.
She was forced to admre his courage. Wak though he was, Wl f snarled at her
and snapped at her face with his mnuscul e puppy teeth with no regard for the
difference in their respective sizes. He was cold and hungry and al one,
however, and at length he seened to decide to trust her. If only she could
feed himthat was his greatest need—but at |east she could keep himwarm

I scal da was too tired to think of anything beyond that. When it grew light and
she had rested, she woul d decide what to do next. She stretched out beside the
cub, shielding himwith the warnth of her body, and within mnutes they were
bot h asl eep.

After the departure of the Phaerie, the rebels—still discussing what had
happened in tones of relief and amazenent—went off to busy thenselves with the
details of supper and shelter, and the packing of their few possessions for
tomorrow s departure. One nmenber of their group, however, had eyes for nothing
but the tragic sight of Eilin's retreating figure. Because Mages no | onger

exi sted in the Southern Lands, Yazour's people stood even nore in awe of magic



and its wielders than did the northern Mdrtals. The young warrior was lost in
admration at the way in which the Lady Eilin had faced down the terrifying
Phaerie Lord, and had driven himaway. He recogni zed and under st ood her

| onel i ness and isol ati on—was he not in a simlar position, with his |oved ones
dead or gone or far away?

The shadowy figure in the gl oom bowed her head, her shoul ders sl unping
wearily. Though it was hard to tell at such a distance, it seened to Yazour
that she was w ping her face on her sleeve, as though she were weepi ng. How he

wi shed he could do sonething to confort her. ... Suddenly, he felt a shiver
run through him Wo could anticipate the nysterious workings of the Gods? It
was obvi ous, now, that he had been brought here for a reason after all. Yazour

smled to hinself. Though he was too late to follow her, there was a way in
whi ch he could help Aurian, after all. Wat better way to assist the Mage, in
her absence, than by hel ping and caring for her nother?

Full of his plan, he al nost set off across the bridge to informthe Lady—then
he renenbered her harsh words and the | ook of cold, hard anger in her eyes
when she had |l eft them Yazour swall owed hard. Perhaps he would wait awhile,
until she had had a chance to cal mherself after her confrontation with the
Phaeri e. She needed him that nmuch was certai n—dunfortunately, he m ght have a
good deal of trouble convincing her of that.

H s conpani ons, when he spoke to them over a bel ated supper that night, were
far from encouragi ng. To Yazour's indignation, Vannor rmade no effort

what soever to master his laughter. "You want to protect the Lady Eilin?" he
chuckl ed. "Yazour, you're an incorrigible romantic. What are you going to
defend her fromthat she can't nanage very well on her own? Wy don't you ask
the Lord of the Phaerie whether she's in need of protection?”

"Nonsense." Dul sina defended Yazour. "You're a dear man, Vannor, but sometines
you can be such an idiot. The poor Lady-she has just |ost her daughter and her
home is in ruins. O course she needs soneone to be with her. W're al
grieving over the fate of the Mages, but it nust be so nuch worse for Eilin.
She' Il need solitude in which to mourn, it's true—but not all the tine, for
goodness' sake!"

"I't's not a question of power, or strength,"” Yazour agreed. "Oten our
greatest foes are those that can creep upon us unseen: |oneliness, anxiety,
sorrow, and hopel essness. No one can battle those enemni es al one. She needs
soneone to be with her, to distract her nmind and cheer her...."

Clearly, these subtleties were lost on Parric. "Suit yourself." He shrugged.
"I'f it'll put you off racing back to the South all on your own, then |I'm al
for it. Just remenber, though, that these Magewonen are different from your
protected, secluded southern girls. Never forget whose nother the Lady Eilin
is. If you start even hinting that she's sonme kind of helpless female, she'l
have your balls for breakfast. They're very touchy, are Magefol k—you shoul d
know t hat by now. You're a braver nman than | am Yazour, to even attenpt to
defy her when she's so determined to be left alone.™

Yazour sighed. It |ooks as though this will be even nmore difficult than I

i magi ned, he thought, but | don't care. Aurian's nother needs me, and | will
persuade her to accept nme sonmehow. For Parric, he put on his bravest face. "I
don't care how stubborn she is. Wien | talk to her tonorrow, she'll find that
| can be stubborn too."

In the cold, dark dead of night, the rmundane world was an inhospitable place.
Hel lorin | ooked out across the bl eak stretches of wi nd-scoured noorland and
cursed softly to hinself. He had been so long away fromthe world, he had
forgotten how unpl easant its climte could be. Though the Phaerie, with their
magi c, were unaffected by the cold, they had been accustomed, for many a | ong
age, to nore congenial surroundings. Yet to Hellorin, having newly won his
liberty, it seemed out of the question to go slinking tanely back to the
confort of his palace in the El sewhere of his long exile.

"My Lord, this is ridiculous."

Hellorin | ooked around to see Lethas, his chanberlain. The Lord of the Phaerie
sighed. Lethas did not usually tend to conplain—he had run Hellorin's pal ace



with effortless ease for centuries, and little was beyond the scope of his
adm nistrative or, failing that, his magical abilities. Tonight, however, the
chanber| ain was frowni ng. He pushed his dark, w nd-tousled hair out of his
eyes with the exasperated air of one who has repeated the sel fsame gesture far
too many tines. "Lord, our people should be feasting now to celebrate the
success of our hunt. Wat confort can be gained out here in this forsaken

pl ace?"

Hel lorin could not help but agree. The Valley had groves of trees that could
be formed by nagic into tenporary walls and roofs, and woul d have been the
perfect place to re-create the great woodl and feasts of old within the natural
shelter of the crater's towering walls. Those insolent, invading Mrtals
shoul d have been expunged from Phaerie | ands—except, of course, that those

| ands did not belong to the Phaerie.

The Forest Lord frowned. The Vale was Eilin's realm The Mage had paid for it
with the death of her bel oved soul mate. She had taken that barren crater and
wi th her own Earth-nagic and endl ess years of toil, had created a verdant
haven of peace and beauty in these harsh northern noors—and she had nade it
abundantly clear to himthat she would, if necessary, fight for her home to
her very last breath ... or his.

Al around himin the gloom Hellorin could hear the restless rise and fall of
nmuttered conmplaints. He ground his teeth. He had |l ost his precious white mare
sonewhere in the Vale, and worse than that, in the wake of his confrontation
with Eilin, his authority anong his people had suffered a telling bl ow.
Sonet hi ng woul d have to be done, he knew. He was aware that the Mrtals were

| eavi ng on the norrow—perhaps that wetched, stubborn Magewonan woul d be nore
anenable to reason if she had no one to protect. Relieved at the thought of
taki ng sone action at last, he turned to his chanberlain. "Tell ny people to

be patient," he ordered. "The tenpers of the Magefol k can cool as quickly as
they ignite. Tomorrow, we will return to the Vale and talk to the Lady Eilin
again."

"Your will, ny Lord." Lethas turned away—and turned back again. "Lord, have
you forgotten that the Lady Eilin owes you a debt for the saving of her life?"
he blurted. "If this is not the perfect tine to nake a claimon her, then I'm
a Mrtal! If you ask nme, it's not talk that fermal e needs. Anyone el se who

dared show such bl atant di srespect to the Lord of the Phaerie would be
puni shed. You ought to—

"Be silent!" Hellorin roared. "Or | will punish you!" Taking a deep breath, he
went on coldly. "Wen | need your advice, be sure that | will ask you. In the
meantime, | advise you to follow your orders—ere | find nyself a chanberlain

fonder of his duty and I ess fond of his own opinions." The Forest Lord strode
away, fumi ng, |leaving the unfortunate Lethas to babble his apologies to the
enpty air. In his heart, however, Hellorin was forced to concede that his
chanberl ain was probably right. That wetched, nul e-headed Magewoman! This
ridicul ous, inpossible situation was all her fault! She was making a

| aughi ngstock of himin front of his people. Hellorin imagined her, in the
shelter of her Vale, gloating at the menory of his ignoni nious defeat. Wen
tonmorrow cane, he promised hinmself grimy, they would see who gl oated then.
Whil e the sun was just waking, the world breathed stillness through every
pore. The only sound, the trilling of the birds, only served to accentuate the
expect ant hush, as though the Valley had put on a cl oak of silence stitched
with the silvery tapestries of their songs. The |low, angled rays of the early
sun stretched long fingers into the Vale, making blue, attenuated shadows that
lifted the textures of the trees and plants into vivid relief against a
backdrop of silken amber l|ight. Each gnarl of bark, each individual blade of
grass, stood out distinctly, silhouetted against its own snall shadow.

The scintillant hues of the fragrant, dewdrenched earth were echoed by the
light that sparked fromthe glittering crystal in Eilin's cupped hands.

"I just can't see himanywhere." Frowning, the Mage strai ghtened her back and
| ooked up at Vannor and Parric from her kneeling position on a fol ded bl anket.
"I always had a fair talent for scrying," she went on in a puzzled voice, "and



| learned a thing or two about it fromthe Phaerie while | lived with them

But this tine |'mbeaten. |I've tried the bowl, the mrror, and the crysta

this norning, and every method tells nme the sane thing. Mathan is not in

Nexi s—he's not even on this side of the ocean. | just don't understand it,
Vannor. All the crystal shows ne is darkness—yet, had he died, | would have
felt his passing."

She threw down her crystal in irritation, and it bounced into the grass to
rest beside the tiny silver-backed nmirror borrowed from Dul sina, and the
pewter bow filled to the brimwith clear water, both of which had shown
simlarly unsatisfactory results. "By the Goddess Iriana—he nust be
somewhere*. And until we discover his whereabouts, there will be no certainty
i n anyt hing we do."

Vannor tried not to betray his own concern, lest the Lady m sconstrue it as a
slight on her abilities. Though she was still adamant that they nmust |eave the
Val l ey, her attitude to the intruding Mxrtals seened to have softened a good
deal during the night, and he did not want to jeopardize this fragile new
accord. The forner Head of the Merchants' Cuild | ooked toward the canpsite,
and saw several figures awake now, sone of them crouching sleepily over the
fires or tending pots, while other folk were busy rolling up their beddi ng and
di smantling the makeshift shelters. There was a | ot of yawning, but little
talk at this time of the day—enly the occasional drowsy murnmur broke the peace
of the norning. Vannor rubbed thoughtfully at his short, bristly beard. These
were his people now He was responsible for their survival, and they were
counting on himto make the right decision

"Well, | reckon we'll have to risk it anyway," he said at |ast. "Werever that
ol d bastard M at han—beggi ng your pardon, ma' am—+s hiding hinmself, he doesn't
appear to be in Nexis, or even in the North—so we'd better make the nost of
hi s absence.”

He | ooked across at Parric and grinned. "Just think, nmy friend—there's an
entire city out there with no one in charge of it. W can't have that now, can
we?"

"I should say not," agreed the Cavalrymaster with a conpletely straight face.
"Why, we have a responsibility to go back and take care of those poor, | ost
folk."

"You're absolutely right—but first, | think we should go back to Wvernesse
and talk to the N ghtrunners. For one thing, | want to see Zanna— For a
nonment, Vannor's front of determi ned cheerful ness faltered. He couldn't bear
to think of bringing his daughter the news that Aurian was gone. Breathing
deeply, he took a firmgrip on his enotions. "And al so," he went on, "this
time | definitely want to take up Yanis's offer of men and shi ps—ust in case
anyone in Nexis has been harboring sinmlar ideas to our own. Once we contro
the river, the rest should be easy."

Parric nodded. "Cood idea, that—after all, we do want the Nexians to have the
best possible | eadership, don't we?"

Perfect! The Caval rymaster had fallen right into his hands. Vannor chuckled to
hi nsel f, and sprung his trap. "I'mglad you feel that way, Parric old

fri end—because when we get back to Nexis, |'mputting you in charge of the
Garrison."
"What, ne?" Panic's face fell. "Oh bugger it, Vannor—you can't be serious.

hate that kind of responsibility—you know I'm not cut out for it."

"Ch aren't you?" Vannor retorted mercilessly. "After you arrived back at
Wvernesse on that whale, Chianh told ne you had been nasqueradi ng as rul er of
the Xandim"

Parric groaned. "Masquerading is about right," he grunbled. "Wy coul dn't that
W ndeye have kept his blasted nouth shut? It was only for a nonth—and the
Xandi m woul d never have accepted ne if Chianh, the poor bastard, hadn't forced
themto."

"Nonsense." Vannor was determ ned to brook no argunent. "Chianh said you did a
fine job as Herdl ord of the Xandim and you'll be just as successful as
Commander of the Garrison."”



"You' d better bloody hope not," Panic rmuttered gloomly. "Wen | was Herdl ord,
they were so desperate to get rid of me that | had a revolt on my hands before
the nmonth was out...."

The two men were so engrossed in their plans that they had forgotten her, so
Eilin took the opportunity to pocket her crystal and slip silently away. The
Mage had i ntended to pass by the canp without drawing attention to herself,

but the ever thoughtful Dul sina, who seened to notice everything, had spotted
her and intercepted her with a mug of fragrant tea. "Here you are, Lady—t's

the Iast of the rosehips frombefore the winter. I'msorry we have no honey,
but though it's a bitter brew, at least it'll warmyou. It's a fine enough
nmorni ng, but there's a bit of a chill off that dew "

Eilin accepted the nug gratefully. "That's kind of you, Dulsina—+t's been a
long time since | tasted rosehip tea."

"There's another thing I wanted to mention," Dul sina added, bl ushing
awkwardly. "Back in our old canmp, Lady, we have a flock of chickens and a
smal |l herd of goats. We found themin the forest when we came—+ expect they
must have been yours in the first place. | thought 1'd better tell you—you'l
be wanting themagain now | did my best to | ook after them™

"Wy, thank you, Dul sina—and thank you for telling nme." The Mage found hersel f
smling in pure relief. She had forgotten about the well-tended livestock in

t he rebel encanprment, and had been wondering how she woul d manage to feed
hersel f once the Mortals had gone.

Rel uctant to enter the nmuted bustle of the canp, she took her |eave of the
worman and wandered away, mug in hand, toward the lake. "If only they were al
like Dulsina," she muttered to herself, "I wouldn't mnd them staying here."
She knew it wasn't true, though. She had slept little the previous night, and
had done a I ot of hard thinking. Her feelings toward the rebels had nell owed
to the point where she no |l onger wi shed to strike out at themin her grief—but
she still had no wish to share her home with them and would view their
departure with considerable relief.

When her unwel come guests were ready to take their | eave, however, Eilin

di scovered that Vannor and Parric were still so deep in their discussion that
they scarcely even took the tine to say goodbye to her. So full of
anticipation and a certain anpunt of apprehension were they, at the thought of
returni ng home, that everyone seenmed to have forgotten her already. The Mage,
who was standi ng near the end of the bridge ready to say her farewells, found
it difficult to dismss a pang of hurt at such a slight. Typical Mrtals, she
t hought as she watched the knot of ragged figures dininish into the distance.
Sel fish, thoughtless, and ungrateful! She had given them sanctuary and saved
them fromthe Phaerie—and they | acked even the consideration to thank her or
even say a proper farewell. Well, good riddance to themall. Thanks be to the
Cods that they were gone at |ast, and she had her Valley to herself again.

She had no idea that she was wong. Enjoying the tranquility, Eilin made her
way al ong the shores of the |ake, completely unaware of the eyes that observed
her fromthe nearby forest fringe.

How coul d he break the news to Eilin that he would be staying? Up to this

poi nt, Yazour's plan had been sinple enough—just nmake hinmself scarce and find
a confortable hiding place until the others had gone. Vannor had agreed,

al beit reluctantly, to nake a hasty departure, in the hope that the Lady

woul dn't notice that one person was missing fromthe group. Once they were
safely gone, Yazour had only to wait for a while (Dulsina's plan, this), to
give the solitude tinme to take its toll on the Mage...

Whi ch was all very well, of course, but Yazour was still extrenely doubtful of
his wel come, and now that the tinme had conme, he was finding it very easy to
put off that initial nonent of confrontation. It was inmportant to both of them
that Eilin accept him-he felt very strongly that he owed it to Aurian to take
care of her nother in her absence. Perhaps he should wait a little |onger

just to be on the safe side...

As the sun reached its zenith he ate the food Dul sina had left for hi meold
veni son and hard biscuits of flour and water that she had baked on hot stones



at the edge of the fire. Afterward, Yazour decided to explore his surroundings
alittle. He could come back | ater—+there was no hurry, after all. He already
knew that the Lady Eilin was very perceptive—it wouldn't do to linger too

cl ose and have her discover himbefore he was ready. Keeping low to the
ground, he slipped

stealthily away fromhis hiding place in the bushes and headed for the depths
of the woods, taking great care not to betray his presence by any telltale
noverrent of branches or snapping of twi gs.

Ti me passed quickly for the warrior. He enjoyed exploring this northern
forest—+t was unlike any place he had ever known. Wodl ands were conpletely
unknown in the dry, desiccated climate of his own | and, and both the great
forest on the desert's edge and the high, sweeping pinewoods of the Xandi m
nmount ai ns had | acked the lush verdancy of the broad-leaf trees that graced
these rainy, tenmperate |ands. Everything was so very different here: he
savored the aromatic scents of the grass and the tiny plants that he crushed
underfoot with each step; he reveled in the endl ess, restless sway of tw g and
bough and the swirling dance of |ight and dappl ed shade as the sun fl ashed
agai nst the pale surfaces of the | eaves. Best of all, though, Yazour |oved the
sounds: the incessant susurration of the wind in the trees nmngled with a
torrent of bird-song that drenched himin a downpour of glorious bright notes.
After the terror of yesterday's fire, the birds and animals who had fled for
protection to the | akesi de were beginning to creep back to their former
territories. Yazour the hunter could observe themw th ease—he knew how to
nmove soundl essly and nelt his silhouette into the background, and the wld
creatures, protected as they had always been in Eilin's Vale, were still in
too nuch of a state of turnoil and confusion to take much note of one
unaggressi ve human. An uneasy truce seened to exist between predators and
prey—for the present. There was food in abundance for the carnivores closer to
the area of the fire's destruction, for here lay carcasses aplenty, killed by
snoke and untouched by flame. The survivors of yesterday's inferno were
currently preoccupied with seeking |lost mates and offspring, or attenpting to
establish new territories or defend their forner ranges agai nst honel ess
interlopers fromthe Valley's i mol ated, uninhabitable outer reaches. There
were tracks everywhere, crossing and re-crossing one another, and the young
warrior followed themw th interest, finding an endl ess fascination in the
various struggles for supremacy.

Suddenly Yazour stopped, a startled exclamation on his lips, and bent lowto
touch the ground. There, cut into the noss, was a |line of tracks—the sharp

i ndentations left by a horse's unshod hooves, galloping at breakneck speed.

| scal da! He had forgotten all about her in the fear of the Forest Lord's
attack, and his relief at Hellorin's dismssal. Had she managed to escape the
Phaerie conpletely? Could she still be free?

There was one way to find out. Yazour was an acconplished tracker, and in her
heedl ess flight, the nmare had | eft anple evidence of her passing in the form
of scattered | eaf nold, churned soil, and broken tw gs and branches. The
tracks circled in a wide arc through the broad band of woodl and, gradually
headi ng back toward the center of the Vale. Wth his heart in his nouth,
Yazour pieced together what had happened on the churned-up stream bank, and
frowned with concern as the pattern of hoofprints changed to an awkward,

t hree-1 egged gait.

Eventual ly, drawn by the frenetic buzzing of flies, he found Iscalda in a
shadowy clearing that was overhung by the branches of the surrounding trees.
She was a heartbreaking sight. Afraid to startle her, he remai ned hi dden
downwi nd of her while he tried to work out the best way to approach a creature
that was clearly at the, very limt of her endurance.

The mare was in a sorry state. Her head drooped and her body sagged with

weari ness. One foreleg was swollen and held up at an awkward angle so that the
hoof barely touched the ground. Iscalda's long, silken mane and tail hung in
tangled strings all snarled with twigs and | eaves. Her once-white coat, caked
wi th sweat and clinging patches of brown nud, was stained with smears of green



where she had crashed into trees during what nmust have been a headl ong flight.
Her | egs were cut and scraped and her hide was striped with streaks of bl ood
where thorns had gouged their deep and stinging tracks. A ragged wound,
presunably fromthe sharp end of a branch, was torn across her face, narrowy
nm ssing one eye.

Then Iscalda lifted her head and saw him and |let out a |oud, joyous whinny.
Yazour smiled with pure relief. She had retai ned enough of her human wits to
recogni ze him Only when he stepped forward did he notice the wolf cub that
lay on the ground within the nmare's protective shadow. What in the nane of the
Reaper was |scalda doing with a wolf, of all things? Yazour bent down to
examine the little creature, that by now was too enfeebled by hunger to even
l[ift its head. It took longer than it had taken Iscalda for himto realize the
cub's identity, since he refused to believe the evidence of his own eyes, but
its markings were too distinct for there to be any nistake. Yazour was
horrified. Wlf nust already be dreadfully weak—and here he was, tarrying like
a nmoonstruck idiot when he should be getting Aurian's son to safety. If she
ever found out, she would have his hide!

Yazour scooped up the cub and buttoned it inside his tunic for warnth. Not

wi thout a pang of guilt at increasing her pain, he grabbed a handful of
Iscalda's mane to hurry her along as best he could. "I'msorry,"” he told the
mare, "but we nmust get WIf back to Eilin as soon as possible."

The Mage wandered down to the side of the | ake and sat down on a | arge rock

t hat overl ooked the water. The | ake was deep blue and tranquil, spangled with
qui cksil ver flashes where ripples caught the sunlight. Wat few sounds could
be heard were all very nuch a part of the scene: a whispering breeze in the
reed beds, the piping of birds in the nearby grove, and the gentle, rhythmc
sigh of wavel ets | appi ng agai nst the rounded stones that edged the shoreline.
Eilin sat there for a long time, soaking up the blessed solitude and letting

t he peace and beauty of the scene soothe her abraded feelings—her irritation
at the unmannerly Mrtals, her snoldering anger against the Phaerie and
especially their Lord, and her deep, abiding anguish over the uncertain fate
of her only daughter. Eventually, however, she realized that it wasn't
wor ki ng. Wth no other human company to distract her, she found her nind
returning again and again to the very subjects that she wi shed to escape.

Si ghi ng, she | ooked out across the |ake toward the ruins of her tower. She
ought not to be sitting here brooding in any case. She should be out there
wor ki ng on her island, building tenmporary shelters for herself and for her
livestock, which nmust be rounded up and brought fromthe rebel canmp. She ought
to be naking a start at clearing the debris fromthe tower site, thinking
about the begi nnings of a new garden and generally making a start at putting
together a newlife fromthe weckage of the old. After all these years, she
had it all to do again. The Mage put her face into her hands and rubbed her
tired eyes. She had not even started yet, but already, the sheer i mensity of
the task ahead seened too much for her

As he approached the island, Yazour |ooked on at the oblivious Mage in pity.
Surely now the Lady would forgive him and accept his assistance? She | ooked
so desol ate, how could
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she hel p but want his conmpany? It was only common sense. But the Khazalim
warrior had already had a taste of Magefol k stubbornness from Aurian, and knew
how little sense of any kind entered into the picture. Lonely or not, Elin
was just as likely to throw himout of the Vale sinply in order to naintain

t he spl endor of her solitude. That way, she could weep unseen as nuch as she
want ed, and her pride would renmain inviolate.

That accursed stiff-necked pride! Yazour thought. It won't get her anywhere.
For her own good, | mnust persuade her. In any case, |scalda needs her hel p—and
when | explain the situation to her, she won't turn away soneone in such dire
need of healing. Besides—he | ooked down at the wolf cub that he carried. She
must owe nme a favor for finding her grandson. He turned to the white mare, who
was waiting patiently at his side. It had taken a long tine for themto get



her this far with her slow, halting, and three-legged gait, but she had
refused to stay behind and wait for her friend to return with the Lady. In any
case, he certainly couldn't stand here any longer, Little WIf was desperately
in need of care and attention. Yazour took a deep breath. "I'm counting on you
to help me with this," he told the horse—though the Reaper knows how you
could, he added in the privacy of his thoughts. Taking a firmer grip on the
wol f cub, he stepped out into the sunlight.

Eilin started violently at the sound of his approach. "You! Wat are you doi ng
here? Wiy in the name of all the Gods didn't you |l eave with the others?"

Al'l of Yazour's carefully prepared speeches flew out of his head. "I . . ." He
cleared his throat and held up the wolf cub. "Lady, | have found your
grandson. "

"\What ? That wol f —ay grandson? How dare you rmake sport with nme, Mrtal!" Elin
| eapt to her feet, her face crinmson with rage.

Yazour felt his own anger blaze up inside himat such an unfair accusation. "I
do not nmke sport with you. For Aurian's sake | would never do such a thing,"
he shouted at her. "Look!" Again, he held the cub out toward her. "Just | ook
at him you stubborn wonman. He was cursed into this shape by Aurian's eneny.
She had no chance to tell you herself, but despite his outward appearance,

Wl f is your own flesh and bl ood, and he needs your help. For his sake and the
sake of your daughter, learn to look at himw th your heart, and see him as he
truly is."”

Eilin opened her mouth, then closed it again. Slowy, she reached out and took
the cub into her arms. As Yazour watched, her eyes filled, and tears went

streaki ng down her cheeks. "It is my grandson,” she whispered. "It is ..."
Suddenl y, she becane all briskness. "By the Gods, this won't do! Yazour, find
some dead wood and make a fire. And we'll need a shelter—ae can't expect the

poor little thing to sleep out in the open tonight. And you, you poor creature
" She turned to |scal da, addressing her just as though she were stil

human. "Poor child, be welcome. Only be patient a little while |onger, and

will see what | can do to ease you.. "

Her words tailed away into silence as Yazour rushed off to do her bidding. He

was gl ad of a chance to get away quickly, before she could notice the snle on

hi s face.

Chapter 3

The King Beneath the Kil

It was wonderful, Eilin reflected, how a person's life and prospects could
change so dramatically within the brief span of an hour. Her new
responsibilities left her no time to brood. Yazour had cleared the old
fireplace in what remai ned of the kitchen of her ruined tower on the island.
Now he was building a rough, lean-to shelter against the only portion of the
wal | that was left standing. Though she had sent out her strongest thoughts,
she had been unable to find the wol ves that had conme so far with Aurian from
the southern nountains. Sadly, it seemed that they had perished in the fire.

I nstead, the Mage had | ocated and sumoned a pair of the Valley's wolves who
were nursing a famly of their own. These were the descendants of Aurian's
chi | dhood conpani ons—and wol ves have | ong nenories anong their own kind. They
wer e happy and honored to foster the Mage's son, and the grandson of the Lady.
| scal da was | ooki ng much better now. Though she | acked the specialized healing
abilities of her daughter, Eilin had cleaned the mare's | esser wounds made by
bough and thorn, and used her powers to ease Iscalda's aches and pains, and
accelerate the knitting of her flesh. Thanks be to the Gods, the injured
forel eg had not been broken, though the nuscle had been cruelly wenched and
strained. Eilin had done all she could, but despite her best efforts, Iscalda
woul d probably be lame for some time to conme. In the end, on Yazour's advice,
the Mage had resorted to Mortal remedies, and the injured |Iinb was now swat hed
in a hot conpress of noss and herbs.



Eilin was glad she had listened to Yazour after all. Wen he had first
suggested to her that he stay, she had given hima short—and negative—+eply.
But on reflection, she had changed her mind-and it was proving to be one of

t he best decisions she had ever made. This capabl e young nan had been Aurian's
friend, and he certainly had his wits about him Gatefully, Elin sniffed the
savory aroma of the venison that Yazour had spitted over the fire. Not only
can he hunt and track, and build a shelter just as well as he can use a sword,
but he can cook, too, she thought with a smle. Wen | see ny daughter

agai n—and | nust keep on believing that | will see her agai n—I mnust
conpliment her on her choice of conpanions. The Mage no | onger wanted to drive
t he young man away. The discovery of Wl f had altered everything. Eilin stil
had her hone to rebuild and her Valley to restore to life, but the additiona
responsi bility of her grandson had nmade her rethink her ideas rapidly. One
thi ng poor Forral had taught her was that there was no disgrace in accepting
an honest offer of help—ror in admtting that she couldn't do everything al

al one. She knew frombitter experience that if she tried to overstretch
herself. WIf would be the one to suffer, and the poor child had sufficient
burdens already. She had no intention of making the same m stakes with him
that she had done with Aurian.

Despite the huniliations she had dealt him Hellorin could no |onger find it
in himto be angry with the Mage. When he thought of her all alone in her
Val e, her honme gone, her daughter gone as was his son, he pitied her
Nonet hel ess, she had brought much of her solitude upon herself—-and he had a
horde of angry and inpatient Phaerie to answer to. Eilin nmust not be pernitted
to thwart the will of the Forest Lord. He had planned to appear before her and
say: "See? Already you are missing the luxuries that only I can provide." It
was just as well he had decided to assess the situation first; otherw se he'd
have nade a conpl ete fool of hinself.

Hel lorin ground his teeth as he gl owered across at the island, and its scenes
of bustling donmesticity. What had the wetched womman been up to in his
absence? Who was that accursed Mrtal ? He had expected to find Eilin al one,
grieving, desol ate—and vul nerable. He had intended to bargain with her—o
offer his help with the rebuilding of her tower if she would wel cone the
Phaeri e back into the Vale. Now, when he saw the Mage so busy, so purposeful
and no | onger alone, his heart m sgave him

The Phaerie Lord continued to watch until the |long blue shadows that pursued
the sunset had stretched out their arnms to enbrace the Vale. For the first
time, he asked hinself why he kept on hounding this woman—and to his utter

ast oni shment, he discovered that he m ssed her demandi ng conpany and acerbic
tongue nmore than he woul d ever have thought possible. How she rem nded hi m of
Adrina, D arvan's nother, also a Mage and until this time, his only |ove.

Al so, for the first tinme in an incredibly |long existence, Hellorin had

di scovered that he could not always have his own way—that here was an

i ndom table personality who, if it suited her, would continue to defy and
thwart himuntil her last, dying breath. And while he was aware that he could
force his will upon her by clainmng the debt she owed him he didn't want to

i ncur her outright ennmity. He had enjoyed their sparring, their regular
battles of will, far too rmuch for that. Besides, though consci ence and
contrition had previously been unknown to him he realized that yesterday, his
behavi or had appal | ed and di sgusted the Mage, and he had no wi sh to put
hinsel f further into the wong with her

For the first tine, Hellorin admtted a hard and painful truth—that despite
all the power of his rule, he could not escape the consequences of his own
actions. If he had not ignored Eilin's desperate pleas the previous day, she
woul d not be shunning hi m now—and he might still have his son. The recovery of
the Xandi mwas too high a price to pay for what he had | ost—yet now, the
horses were all he had to show for his return to the nundane world, and he
woul d continue to cling fiercely to his possession of them

Well, so be it. Hellorin straightened his spine. It would be a bitter dose to
swal  ow, but it seenmed that he nust face up to his own nistakes—and then see



what he coul d do about recovering |ost ground. Forcing hinself on the Mage
woul d bring himnothing but trouble. Sooner or later, Elin would need his

hel p—and until then he nust be patient. In the meanti ne—aho needed her

preci ous Val e? Instead he would build a city—a marvel ous and nagni ficent hone
for the Phaerie.

It was an idea that had been born the previous night on the bl eak

i nhospi tabl e noors, and had been growi ng at the back of his mind ever since.
Hellorin felt his heart stir within himin excitenent as he began to formul ate
his plans. Wy, he had not enjoyed such a challenge in aeons! He renenbered a
pl ace, far to the north of the Vale in the high, w ndbl own nountai ns where
humans rarely ventured. There was a deep, broad cleft between the arns of one
such rmountain, with steep, pine-clad slopes on either side that cradled a grey
and m sty | ake—Flying Horse Tarn, it had been called in the old days, for it
was virtually inaccessible to any but the Phaerie and their magi cal steeds. At
the mouth of the valley a high green hill arose fromthe feet of the
tarn—lying Horse Tor. That would be the perfect place for his city.
Hellorin's lips stretched wide in a smle. Even with magical help, it would
take a great deal of labor to construct such a place fromnothing. He would
need many Mrtal slaves to build on so grand a scale. Wat entertainment his
Phaeri e woul d have, raiding Nexis and the | esser human habitations for slaves
so that they could build a city of their owm. It would be just like the old
days!

The uneasy thought crossed his mnd that Eilin wasn't going to like this in
the | east; then he shrugged. Hellorin rem nded hinself that he was Lord of the
Phaerie. He had no intention of letting a Magewoman's whins rule his |ife—-and
besi des, it would teach her a valuable |esson. If she had not crossed himin
the first place, he would sinply have settled his people in the Vale, and
never even thought of building a city. Hellorin turned away and prepared to
take his leave of the Valley. So be it. Let Eilin think she had won for now
Hard though it was, he would even sacrifice the white mare to keep up the
pretense that he was vanqui shed. Soon enough, she would find out what she had
done.

Hel lorin smled, envisaging the havoc he would weak in the city of the hated
Magef ol k. Ah, but now there were no Mages left, save Eilin. Wuld it be better
sinmply to occupy Nexis, and save nuch tinme and trouble? No, the Forest Lord
resol ved. It was useful as a breeding ground for human sl aves, but the

| eavings of their forner foes were not good enough for his folk—not initially,
at least. Yet when his son returned to the world, as Hellorin was certain he
woul d, Nexis would nake a princely gift for him

The Lord of the Phaerie sniled at the notion. Two great cities, one in the
north and one in the south—and all the | ands between rul ed by the Phaerie,

rel eased fromtheir inprisonment at last. He would build his own city first,
he deci ded—and one of the first things he'd create woul d be anot her magic

wi ndow, one tuned, this time, specifically to D arvan so that as soon as he
returned to the world, Hellorin could send warriors to bring himhonme. Though
they had not parted on good terns, the whelp could be brought to reason, the
Forest Lord was certain. There were ways and means. Once D arvan had joi ned
his father's ranks, Nexis could be taken at their |eisure.

Had Hellorin, in that nonent, been able to | ook as far as Nexis, he night have
felt less sanguine. Wth the departure of Eliseth, the last nagic w el der had
gone fromthe city, and unclean powers, no longer fettered by the presence of
the power that fueled the ancient spells, were stirring in the depths beneath
the earth.

Once, he had wal ked the earth in giant form Once he had been nore than this
broken, raving creature left inprisoned in a tonb of stone down all the Iong
ages; wits scattered, lost... lost. Bound and fettered under the iron contro
of minds hard and brilliant as di anonds, sharp and mercil ess as steel. Aeons
he had waited, helpless, hopeless, a prisoner of the A d Magic, enneshed in
the coils of long-forgotten spells. Then, long after all hope had gone, there
cane a feeling, a stirring—al nost inperceptible—a lifting of pressure, a faint



prom se of hope. A glimrer of light in his eternal darkness—a slender crack in
the walls of his tomb. The Ml dan's hatred stirred, and began to expand as
slowy, slowy, thought returned, and strength. The spells of control were
decayi ng—the endl ess night of his inprisonnment was drawing to its close. And,
after all this time, there was still such a thing as vengeance.

Little by little, Ghabal began to stretch forth his will, pushing with all his
m ght against the strait constriction of lifeless rock that surrounded him

H s searching tendrils of thought encountered a fissure, a hairline fault in
the rock that wi dened to a narrow chink. Concentrating all his powers into

t hat one spot, the Ml dan pushed with all his mght. The rock creaked in
protest, then the chink expanded with a |oud, reverberating crack as the

wi deni ng fissure snaked |like a jagged |ightning bolt through what once had
been a solid nass of stone.

The Mol dan rested, spent. A trickle of ancient dust slithered down through the
new crevi ce, whispering secrets in a soft, sibilant little voice as it fell.
When he had regai ned his strength, Ghabal pushed again, w dening and extendi ng
the fissure a little further. Once nore, he paused to recover. Wth freedomin
sight—and after so long—+t was difficult to be patient, yet he knew he nust

t ake whatever time he needed. It could prove a fatal mistake to overextend

hi nsel f at this point-he mght be trapped down here forever

After a while, the Moldan's efforts settled into a rhythmc pattern of
exertion and rest. Hi s thoughts sank into a drowsy bl ankness, taking himno
further than his next gargantuan effort to widen his fissure by another
fraction. Hopes and plans he nust put aside for the present—they would only
distract himfromhis essential task. Wen he finally freed hinself fromthis
stony prison—ah, then there would be tinme for plans and nore! Then at |ast he
could find some pawn, some vessel, who could bear his spirit hone across the
seas to his bel oved nountain, where he could becone hinmself again, healed and
whol e.

CGhabal had lost all track of tine. He might have been testing and stretching
hi s bonds for hours—er aeons. He had crushed down his inpatience and was
measuring his strength carefully, trying to conserve as nuch of his energy as
possi ble. He could go on like this indefinitely if he wi shed—had it been
necessary. Instead, with a sudden shock like falling fromsome massive hei ght,
he encountered space. The Mdldan's will, concentrated to thrust against the
stony barrier, abruptly found itself unfettered. The force of his power, with
not hi ng upon which to inpact, snapped back to himwith a fearful, explosive
recoil that sent his senses reeling down into a spiral of darkness.

Free—he was free!l The thought pierced Ghabal's dark unconsciousness |like a
single, blazing sunbeam guiding his fragile spirit safely back up into the
light. He pulled the tatters of his torn and tender consci ousness around

hi nsel f and rested a nonent, taking stock. Though he had hurt hinself when his
wi || had expl oded outward, there was no damage that would not nend in tine.
The powerful energies of the elemental earth would renew him feed him hea
him And while that was happening, it would not hurt himto explore a little,
just a little....

By the Mdther-Earth that spawned him but there had been sone changes nade
since he had first been | ocked away beneath this hill! Tentatively, Ghaba

ext ended his consciousness into the tangle of tunnels, passages, and chanbers
t hat honeyconbed the pronontory beneath the Magefol k dwel lings. |ncredible!
Why t hose accursed Mages nust have been as busy as a band of noles for
centuries, to have acconplished all of this. Then the Ml dan found the place
where the web of underground passages joined the Nexi an sewer system and was
astounded all over again. Wy, he thought gleefully, those arrogant fools have
created a vul nerabl e network of hidden paths that run beneath their entire
city. How |l should like to bring it down around them send it crashing into
ruin...

Al as, Ghabal was no | onger what he had been before the Magefol k had def eat ed
and broken him He no |longer had the power, and would not possess it for sone
considerable tine to cone, when the deep energies of the earth should nourish



and renew him Besides, what would be the point in annihilating the city?
Accompl i shing destruction on such a scale would only waste his renaining
powers for nothing—for the Magefol k thensel ves were gone. Hi s very return to
consci ousness and freedom was cl ear proof of that. Wat had happened to thenf?
he wondered. He hoped that their fall had involved the greatest possible
torment and suffering.

Curious, the Moldan withdrew fromthe w despread area of the sewers and probed
alittle nore carefully through the cataconbs beneath the Acadeny itself.

Per haps there were clues hidden here to explain the dem se of so powerful a
race. But to his disappointnment, there were no nmenories encoded in the
structure of the stone, such as the Mdldai left to record their deeds. The
vast collection of volunmes and scrolls nmeant nothing to him+t was sinmply
heaps of nol dering, desiccated plant and ani mal remains, and he wondered why
the Mages had |l eft such a clutter of rubbish beneath their hone.

Ghabal 's tendrils of thought reached the chanber of the Death-Waiths and
recoiled in horror, withdrawing back into the core of his awareness like a sea
beast's tentacles. The tinme spell he recognized all too well, to his disnmay.

It had been one of the favored weapons of the Dragonfolk in the past. But what
el se was here? Sonething that reeked of evil magi c—some horror beyond the

dar kest imaginings of a Mdoldan. If the Magefol k had dared to nmeddl e with such
mal evol ent atrocities, then their fall was well deserved and nust conme as no
surprise?

Tentatively, the Mol dan began to explore again, taking the greatest care to
shun the chanber of the dreaded Waiths, and staying alert for any further

unpl easant surprises. Mre and nore chanbers, nore debris and trash—and
suddenly, once again, he encountered the cold, netallic tingle of a tine
spel | . Gnhabal stopped abruptly. A Mage was here! One of the accursed, detested
Magef ol kI Had t he Ml dan possessed an enbodi ed voi ce he woul d have how ed in
fury. As it was, the whole of the city shook with the force of his wath.
Finally, Gnhabal calned hinmself. So one of their unholy brood had survived the
destruction of the Mages. At |east one of themwas left then, to suffer the
vengeance of the Moldan! Putting forth a single, slender filament of his

awar eness, Chabal approached the periphery of the spell with caution, seeking
a weak spot fromwhich he could turn the spell into something far nore deadly.
He was extremely circunmspect: it was not advisable to interrupt the field of a
time spell when the original creator was no | onger present to renew the magi c—
occasionally the victimcould break | oose.

Too late. A bolt of magic cane sizzling out of nowhere, scorched its way al ong
t he Mol dan's thought-thread, and drove straight into the core of his

awar eness. Suddenly Ghabal found hinself utterly paralyzed, all his externa
senses shut down dead.

"Got you!" The cracked ol d voice reverberated, grimand cruel, within the
dark, sequestered core of Ghabal's consci ousness.

"You have nothing, Mage!" the Ml dan snarled, though his words were nothing
but an enpty boast. As he spoke he tried to withe quickly away fromthe
fetters of the iron will that bound him but his foe's hold sinply tightened,
preventing his escape. Then he could do nothing but shriek in soundl ess agony
as the other rent his mind asunder with power that stripped bare his innernopst
t houghts like talons of steel. Ghabal could only cower, screamng as his
entire exi stence, his dearest hopes and deepest fears, were all laid open to
the searing gaze of the dreadful Mage

After an endl ess, excruciating age, it was over. The Ml dan, cowed and

whi npering, cringed away fromhis tormentor and tried to pull together the
pathetic remants of his thoughts |ike the shreds of sonme torn and tattered
gar ment .

"Good," grated the terrible grimvoice. "Very good i ndeed. A Ml dan—ene of the
| egendary Earth-elementals from across the ocean, eh?" The voice dropped in
intensity, becanme gentle and alnmost mld, |like some grisly caress. "Well,

Mol dan—+ feel certain that you and | can reach sonme ki nd of understanding."

M athan smled to hinmself as he twisted the chains of his will nore tightly



around the Ml dan's consci ousness. He had conquered the el emental by neans of
surprise, using the remants of the ancient Magefol k spells that had bound
it—and he counted hinsel f fortunate indeed to have done so. Now his very
survival depended on keeping it cowed, off-balance—and under his control, for
it could prove to be a nuch-needed weapon in his hand. He knew now what the
creature wanted above life itself: someone to take it home—and, by the | aws of
its kind, it would owe an incal cul able debt to anyone who could assist it.

So Eliseth had dared to betray hinfP Well, sonehow, somewhere, she had met her
mat ch, according to the Mol dan's thoughts. The weakening of the spells which
had i npri soned Ghabal was proof that no Mage exi sted anywhere near Nexi s—save
hi nsel f of course. But though it would be easy enough for himto return to the
Acadeny and take the reins of his city once nore, sinply picking up where he
had left off, caution made himhesitate. He could not be the only remaining
Mage—even if Aurian and Eliseth had cone to a confrontation, surely one of

t hem nmust have survived. And how nmany Artifacts of Power did the victor hold?
No, whi chever of the Magewonen had conquered, if the Archmage stayed in Nexis
he woul d be a sitting target. He needed to be sonewhere el se, sonewhere

hi dden—somewhere conpl etely unexpected—at |east until he could find out what
had happened and forrmul ate his plans accordingly. A powerful ally wouldn't
cone amiss at this point, either—and M athan suspected with a little ingenuity
and the assistance of a tine spell and the Ml dan's particul ar powers, he
could lay a trap for any wielder of the Artifacts who might dare return to
Nexi s.

The Mol dan's capacity for destruction was trenmendous—and the Archmage had
divined that its powers could be unleashed in its absence, sinply by neans of
imprinting its will upon the rocks in a spell that could be released at a tine
of its choosing. Mathan's time spell could delay this until the appropriate
instant, and the actual use of one of the Artifacts within the precincts of

t he Acadeny woul d provide the trigger. Once the H gh Magi c had been actively
sumoned, part of it could be diverted away fromits intended target into the
Mol dan' s destructive spell

M at han paused, considering, with his victimstill trapped and hel pl ess within
the iron grip of his will. The spell he had in mnd would nmost |ikely have a
devastating effect upon the city of Nexis itself—but who cared about a pack of
wort hl ess Mortal s? The Acaderny, where so nmuch nagi ¢ had been practiced for so
many centuries, would possess its own resistance to the ill effects of the
spell, but there was a chance—a chance worth taki ng—that the w el der of the
Artifact, whether Aurian or Eliseth, mght be weakened or at |east
sufficiently shocked and shaken into making nmistakes that woul d betray them
into his hands.

The Archmage's thoughtful frown vani shed, to be replaced by a cold and
calculating smle. "Mdldan," he said in a wheedling voice that dripped with
fal se solicitude. "How would you like to go honme?"

The | andscape around the | ake was cl enched tightly in a fist of ice—and
Yazour had never known that such horrors could exist. He was experiencing his
first northern winter. There had been snow, of course, and raw, icy cold,
during his crossing of the southern nountains with Aurian—but that, he had

i nnocently assunmed, had been due to the altitude. Certainly, it had never
occurred to himthat people could actually live through such nmisery for a
consi derabl e part of every single year.

Eilin was very understanding of his difficulties—n fact, she had antici pated
many of them As the days grew shorter and the weat her becane increasingly
cold and grey, Yazour wondered why she'd suddenly taken such an intense
interest in weaving. Once the |last of the harvest fruits had been coll ected,
the Mage seened to be at her | oomevery hour of the day. As the early frosts
crisped the air and the young warrior began to conplain of the cold, Eilin
woul d send himout to the part of the forest that had been bl asted by
Eliseth's fire, where he woul d chop wood until his back and arns ached and
sweat poured down his face. At first, Yazour had suspected that this was the
Lady's own subtle way of punishing his conplaints about her mniserable northern



weat her, and bore the disconfort in silence when the cold ghawed at his
fingers and feet. It nmade not the slightest difference, however. Day after day
she kept himchopping and with Iscalda's help he haul ed back | oad after | oad
of logs until the pile reached high up the side of the tower.

"Surely we have sufficient wood now' Stanping nunb feet, Yazour entered the
cozy living chanber or the tower. Shutting out the chill of the deepening
twilight, he hurried to warmhis chilled and blistered hands at the gl ow ng
stove. WIf followed him yapping excitedly, and ran to Eilin. He |oved
spending his days with Yazour in the forest. Wth his thick grey coat to
protect him he never felt the cold at all

Eilin | ooked up fromher I oomand fondled the young wolf's ears. "Trust ne,
Yazour—e' Il need all you' ve cut and nore before winter's out."

The Khazalimstared at her in disbelief. "But there is enough wood out there
to last us for years."

The Lady got up from her stool, stretching her arns above her head. Yazour had
often heard her conplain that long hours at the loomleft a stiffness between
her shoulders. Crossing to the stove, she poured himrosehip tea fromthe pot
that simrered there, and added a generous spoonful of honey. Yazour held the
cup in both hands, grateful for the warnth that was beginning to seep into his
tingling fingers.

Eilin poked the glowing enbers in the stove's iron belly, and added anot her
log fromthe basket. As she straightened up, her cheeks glowing fromthe
fire's heat, Yazour caught a glinpse of a fond and fleeting snile—which

qui ckly vani shed when she noticed he was | ooking at her. "Poor innocent |ad,"
she said, with a little shake of her head. "I'mafraid our winters are goi ng
to come as an unpl easant surprise to you. Still, | have some new garnents for
you that may help, a little."

Fol | owi ng her gesture, Yazour noticed a pile of clothing stacked neatly on the
chair by the fire.

"Go on," Eilin urged. "Try themon."

Though he knew she had been working hard, Yazour was amazed by the extent of
the Mage's |l abors. There was a warm heavy cloak of oiled and tightly woven
wool , new wool I en jerkins, stout stockings to wear beneath his boots, and
thick gloves to protect his chilled fingers. The warrior's heart went out to
the Lady in gratitude, but she dism ssed his stamered thanks with a smle
"Yazour, it was the least | could do. You stayed here to help me instead of
returning to your honel and and your people—and don't think I haven't watched
you shiver your way through these last two or three nmoons. Wy, you' ve been

| ooking as m serable as a wet cat ever since the | eaves began to fall." Again,
there was that special smile for him

"The farmers who graze their sheep on the noors around this Vale have been
giving ne fleeces for years,"” the Lady went on. "I'mglad of an opportunity to
put themto good use at last." Her eyes went to the w ndow. 'And by the | ook
of things, | wasn't a minute too soon." There on the sill outside, a thin

| ayer of new snow was gl i nmeri ng.

That night's flurry was only the beginning. Day after day the snow fell harder
and thicker, snothering the Vale in a chill white blanket. WIf |oved it—he
could scarcely wait for each new day to begin so that he could bolt his
breakfast and go charging outside to play. Iscalda was all right—-when they had
repaired the ground floor of the tower, Eilin and Yazour had built her an

adj acent chanber with a connecting door to their own living quarters. They had
pl enty of fodder stored for her, and though the inactivity nmade her restless,
she could at |least wait out the winter in confort.

Only Yazour was truly suffering. Though he wapped up well in his new warm

cl othes, he could never seemto get warm Soon he had a cold to conpound his
m sery, and spent his days huddl ed mserably in front of the stove, coughing
and sneezing and feeling utterly wetched. For the first time, he began to
wonder if he had made a m stake. By the Reaper, but he was honesick for

Tai beth. . ..

Back in Yazour's | ost Taibeth, the air was sweltering and hum d. Down anong



t he mud- and-w cker shanties along the river's edge, the thin, high wail of a
newborn child shivered the air. A wasted young beggar girl, her dark eyes avid
wi th need, reached out to an unexpected benefactor. Zalid, chief eunuch to the
Queen, placed a bag of gold into her pal m—and fingered the knife in his other
hand, conceal ed beneath his cloak. Even as the girl's hand cl osed round the
heavy bag, the knife flashed out, burying itself to the hilt between her ribs.
Wth a stifled, choking cry she sank to her knees, then toppled to one side,
her gl azing eyes wide wth inconprehension and shock. The body twi tched for a
nmonent, then was still. A few gold coins gleaned with a warm pure light in

t he bl oody norass of the earthen fl oor where the bag had spilled fromthe
beggar's linp grasp. Zalid picked themup with red-stained fingers and scooped
t hem back into the bag.

Leaving the knife in the body—+t was a plain, cheap, anonynous weapon
purchased in the market for this very purpose—Zalid pocketed his gold and
turned to pick up the squalling child. "Be still,” he muttered. "Ungrateful
brat—+thanks to nme, you will be a king one day." Froma snmall flask he trickled
a few drops of dark liquid into the newborn's open nouth. The little eyes

bl i nked once, as if in astonishment, then closed as the sleeping draught took
effect. Wth a small nod of satisfaction, the eunuch bundled the child beneath
his cloak and set out for the pal ace.

It was as well that Zalid had his own private entrance via the extensive
network of cellars that extended beneath the royal residence, for there would
be no getting near the main gates tonight. In the usual nysterious fashion
word had spread through the city that the time had come at |last for the
Khi si hn to bear her child. The entire popul ace of Taibeth, in nourning since
the death of Xi ang, seenmed to be collected outside the pal ace, anxiously

awai ting news of their next ruler.

Suddenly the pal ace, that for the last five nonths had been shuttered, dark
and dead, was astir and buzzing with frenetic activity. The shadows of the
deserted seraglio fled before the torches and | anps of the bustling slaves and
various court officials, all of whomwere eager to bear witness to this
particular royal birth, a slender thread of life on which the future of
Xiang's line was suspended. The avid crowd, however, were halted outside the
door of the Khisihn's suite by a pair of burly guards. By command of Aman, the
Vi zier, no one was allowed to pass.

When Zalid entered the Queen's chambers by means of his own private corridor

t hat bypassed the guards outside, he found Sara pacing up and down. "Were is
he?" she was nuttering to Aman. Apart fromher nute slave girl, the Vizier was
the only other person in the room Follow ng the confirmation of Xiang's
deat h, Aman had been bought quickly into the plot, and the greedy courtier had
been swift to grasp the advantages of throwi ng his support behind Zalid and

t he royal w dow-especially when Sara had suggested that, as co-regent with
hersel f, the Vizier should take possession of the remai nder of Xiang's harem
In the pal ace the bal ance of power had been shifting ever since the half-dozen
sol diers—the pitiful, ragged remants of Xi ang's army—had returned to Tai beth
bearing the body of their king. After tonight, however, wi th the production of
the ostensible Royal Heir, the unlikely trio—eunuch, courtier, and queen—aoul d
take an unassailable grip on the kingdom

"What can be keeping that accursed eunuch?" Sara repeated.

"Here | am Hi ghness."

Sara spun with a curse, and Zalid concealed a smle. Catching the Khisihn

of f - bal ance seened a petty victory, but it was one he al ways enjoyed,
nonet hel ess. The bl ond worman had a lust for power that was nost inproper in a
femal e, and needed keeping in check by any means that canme to hand.

"You have the child?" Aman said in a | ow and urgent voice. "No one saw you?"
Zalid kept his face expressionless to hide his scorn. The Vizier, after all

was necessary-at |least for the tinme being. "I have the child i ndeed—and | cane
and went unseen as the desert wind."
"Excellent." Aman's face broke into a smle of pure relief. "I will go at

once, and announce the good news."



Zalid turned to Sara with a nocking bow. Ignoring her scow, he renpved the
sl eeping infant fromthe conceal ment of his cloak, and held it out to her
"Here, Your Hi ghness. Behold your |ong-awaited son and heir."

The Queen stepped back, winkling her nose at the stench of the noisone rags
in which the child was wapped. "Ugh! Don't bring that filthy creature near
me! Gve it to Guilat." She gestured at the young slave, who was hovering
near by, her eyes wide with curiosity.

Sara favored the girl with a shallow snmile. "Here you are, Quilat. Did | not

tell you that if you served ne with loyalty and discretion, | would reward
you? Fromthis day forward you will be nursemaid to the Royal Heir hinself,
and enjoy all the benefits of your altered status. |'msure that you will care

for himas faithfully and well as you have cared for me, and justify the great
trust in which I hold you."

The girl took the stinking bundle from Zalid, handling the child as carefully
as though it was sone treasure of incal cul able value. |Indeed, the eunuch

t hought —as far as our future rule of this kingdomis concerned, that's exactly
what it is. He bestowed a snile, nmore genuine than Sara's effort, upon the
slave. "There," he said kindly. "Lose no time, Quilat. Take the child and
bathe it, and swaddle it as becones a Prince of the Royal blood. Then you may
take it to the wet nurse. After all its adventures this night, the Heir of the
Khazalimw || be hungry when he wakes."

Chapter 4 The Sil ence of

The Sword of Fl ame spun away clattering over snooth white stone. The bl ackened
Chalice of Rebirth fell ringing to the floor, rolled in a circle onits rim
and came to a trenbling halt. Eliseth stunbled forward and fell to her knees,
downed by her own unexpected nonentum and by a sickening swirl of
disorientation as reality wenched itself back onto its normal course. She
touched the paving beneath her and bit back a shriek as pain expl oded through
bl ackened, blistered hands that had been burned by the Sword, follow ng her
theft of the Artifact from Aurian. Instinctively, the Magewonan concentr at ed
her powers to block the pain. Further healing could wait—at the nonment it was
the | east of her concerns.

When had it cone to be night? As her vision gradually cleared and the whirling
in her head steadied, Eliseth | ooked about her, expecting to see the sane

Vall ey that she had left—enly noments ago, it seened. Instead she saw a | ow,
white wall sculpted in the famliar, nacreous nmarble that still, despite the
surroundi ng darkness, held its own faint glinmrer. The Wat her-Mage, anmazed and
di sbelieving, pulled herself unsteadily to her feet and | ooked over the | ow
parapet. Nexis lay sprawed in the valley bel ow, and she coul d discern the
dark, swelling hunps of the hills beyond, black against the cloudy sky.

Even to a Mage's night vision, Nexis |ooked different somehow+the contours of
its streets and buil dings seened subtly altered fromthe shapes she
renenbered—but Eliseth gave the matter little thought as her heart leapt with
joy at the sight of the city. She uttered a soft, triunphant cry of relief. By
some miracle, the grail had returned her to the Academny and pl aced her on the
flat roof that topped the Mages' Tower. Though she did not | ook to any gods,

it seemed that this time her unvoiced prayers had been answered. Not only had
she survived her horrifying fall through the rent in reality—but she was

saf el y hore.

The Weat her-Mage, shivering a little in the cool breeze and still very shaky
fromthe shock of her recent experience, |eaned against the parapet in the
si |l ken darkness and took deep breaths of blessed, snoke-tinged Nexian air. Her
narrow escape fromthe tumul tuous events in the Valley had left her feeling

I i ght-headed and inordinately pleased with hersel f—as though she had been
responsi ble for her own good fortune. Once her plan to defeat Aurian had
recoiled with such dramati c and deadly consequences, snatching Eliseth out of
the worl d, survival had been her only concern. She could recall an

i ncandescent bl aze of multicolored |ight—a sensation of being sucked,

swirling, into a darkly gleani ng vortex. She renmenbered wi shing with a



desperate wild yearning to be back at the Acadeny—but who woul d have suspected
that the Artifacts would take her wish so literally? Clearly, the strength of
her own will had saved her
Her gl oating was interrupted by the faintest whisper of sound and a flicker of
noverent at the very edge of her vision. Eliseth spun round with a startled
curse. Behind her, a long, dark formwas inching weakly across the roof. A
pal e hand stretched out, reaching for the precious Swrd. Anvar! Eliseth's
breath exhaled in a hiss. In the panic of her fall through tine and the
subsequent relief at finding herself back in Nexis, the Wather-Mge had
forgotten, briefly, that Aurian's |over had al so been drawn into the vortex.
The Magewoman saw Anvar freeze as he realized that he had been di scovered. In
t he shadowed gl oom of the rooftop his eyes net hers and for an instant Eliseth
saw fear, determ nation—and the icy steel of inplacable |loathing. Then wth
unexpect ed speed he lurched forward, his outstretched hand snatching
desperately at the Sword. Eliseth reacted instantaneously, gathering her
powers and | ashing them out toward the recunbent formin a coil of snoky
bl ackness | aced with threads of searing blue-white Iight. Anvar jerked once,
convul sively, as the spell hit him pouring over himin a withing mass of
dark vapor webbed with crawling strands of blue. Then he was utterly still,
unbreat hing, |ocked away in an instant and stranded outside the stream of
time—dntil Eliseth should choose to bring himback again.
The Weat her - Mage | aughed al oud in triunph as she wal ked over to her prey. For
a nonent she stood there, |ooking down at himwith a sneer. How easy it had
been to defeat him Wthout Aurian to protect him the forner Acadeny drudge
had soon betrayed his lowy half-Mrtal origins. Follow ng the capture of
M at han, taking another Mage out of tinme had been a sinple matter—and one that
put Anvar into her power while she decided his future at her |eisure. The
possibilities of the situation were now beginning to dawn on Eliseth. Wth her
eneny's paranour ennmeshed and isolated within the crawing blue shimer of the
spel |, she knew she had some tine to ponder the considerabl e advantage his
capture woul d give her over Aurian-who, judging fromher absence, so plainly
| acked the courage to follow her so-called love to his fate. But she would
turn up eventuall y—ef that, Eliseth was absolutely certain. And when she did
The Weat her-Mage smiled coldly. Aurian was a pathetic fool for her
softhearted devotion to this half-Mrtal scumwth his tainted blood! Eliseth
knew t hat she could use Anvar as bait to rid herself of her foe for good.
W thout a backward gl ance, she left her victimwhere he lay on the cold stone
of the roof—+solated as he was in her time spell, he should be safe enough up
there—and strode across to the door that led down into the tower. Eliseth's
eyebrows rose in surprise, then drew down in a frown as she tugged at the
[ atch and not hi ng happened. But this door was never |ocked! A closer
exam nation showed that the latch was stiff with rust.
"But I was only up here five or six days ago," the Mage-wonan nmuttered to
herself. "How could the wetched thing get into this condition in so short a
time?" Reluctant to actually damage the door that kept the weather out of the
tower, she stepped back and unl eashed several brief, successive bursts of pure
force at the recalcitrant latch, until the netal was shaken |oose fromits
coating of corrosion and the bar rattled loosely in its socket. Even with the
latch free, however, the door, its swollen panels cracked and weathered to a
faded silver, stubbornly resisted Eliseth's attenpts to push it open
Eventual | y, as her patience was reaching the breaking point, the door groaned
open reluctantly on stiff, rust-caked hinges, allow ng her sufficient space to
shoul der her way inside. Eliseth | eapt backward with an involuntary gasp, as
dank, clinging trailers of cobwebs swept across her face. Colliding with the
wal I, she found it slick and sliny to the touch. "What the bl oody bl azes?"
Wth a grimace, she scrubbed her hands agai nst her skirts, then illum nated
the stairwell with a bolt of searing |ightning.
It was unbelievable. Long after the incandescence had faded back to darkness
and the dazzle had left her eyes, Eliseth stood transfixed with shock, unable
to accept what she had seen. The clean white stone of the staircase had



vani shed beneath a thick |ayer of dust and grine, and it was clear fromthe

| ack of footprints that no living soul had passed that way for many a | ong
age. The ceiling was festooned with webs, and the curving walls glistened
black with slimy nold. The air within the passage was stale and fetid with
negl ect and decay.

The Weat her - Mage sat down dunbfounded on the top step of the staircase,
oblivious of the dirt and the chilly danpness that inmredi ately began to seep

t hrough her skirts. How could this have happened? The upper reaches of the
Mages' Tower had clearly not been used in years. But that was inmpossible —or
it ought to be. Eliseth's m nd went back to her terrifying fall through the
gap in Creation. Cearly she had passed through space, fromthe Vale to Nexis.
Had she al so traveled through tine? And if so, how nany years was she adrift?
Had she journeyed to the future or the past?

"Use your brain!" the Magewonan nmuttered to herself. "It nust be the future.
Had | traveled into the past, the Acadeny woul dn't be deserted like this." But
how far into the future had she cone? Eliseth renenbered her uneasy feeling
that Nexis had sonehow altered fromthe city she remenbered and, scranbling
hurriedly to her feet, she left the stairwell and rushed back across the fl at
rooftop to the low wall that | ooked out across the undul ating | andscape of
rooftops. In the darkness, however, and fromthis great height, she could make
out no details to hel p her gauge the passage of tine. Though a scattering of

| anps glittered on the darkened streets of the city, there were no lights or
other signs of life anobng the Academny buil di ngs, and no sol di ers manned t he
guardroom at the gate. Eliseth m ght have been the only person alive in al

the world. For the first time since she had vanqui shed M at han, she felt the
cold touch of true fear. Wthout warning, she had been wenched away from
everything that was famliar and secure. She shivered as an unaccustoned sense
of loneliness swept through her

This was no use! Wth an effort, the Wather-Muge thrust aside the insidious
feelings of fear and desolation that were threatening to swanp her good sense.
Strai ght eni ng her shoul ders, she turned and strode resolutely back toward the
tower stairs. As she went, her foot caught on sonething that rolled away with
a netallic rattle and a flash that sent rippling waves of power right across
the rooftop. Wth a start, Eliseth recognized the grail that had been partly
responsi ble for bringing her here. Stooping to pick it up, she stowed it
safely in a deep pocket in her robe. The Sword, however, would have to remain
where it was for the tinme being. She knew better now, than to try to handle
it. It had already injured her—ndeed, she had been lucky to survive her first
encounter with the Artifact. Until she could discover a way to naster, or at

| east endure, its wild and I ethal powers, it would be no use to her

what soever.

El i seth descended the staircase with difficulty. Since she had little skil
with Fire-magic, her wispy attenpts at Magelight were dimand of short
duration. They had an annoyi ng—and danger ous—tendency to flicker into oblivion
at the slightest wavering of her concentration, plunging the treacherously
slippery steps beneath her feet into utter darkness. She passed by Mathan's
chanmbers on the upper |anding and Aurian's door on the next floor without a
second gl ance, heading directly for her own roonms—for by this tinme the Mage
felt a desperate need for the reassurance of famliar surroundings. There was
little confort to be found, however, in the decay and ruin that net her eyes
as she let herself into her chanbers. Her suite was unrecogni zable fromits
former, pristine self.

El i seth wandered fromroomto room recoiling in disgust as her feet sank
alnost to the ankles into the oozing remains of a rotting carpet: once snowy
white, but now grey and stained with black m | dew and greeni sh nold. The

di scovery of her jewels, still safely locked in their dusty box, cheered her
however. She pocketed themclunsily, wi ncing and cursing at the stiffness of
her burned hands, but her hopes of finding anything el se that was sal vageabl e
soon withered, for her precious possessions, amassed over many years for their
beauty and pricel ess val ue, had | ong ago been | ost under a thick blanket of



rot and dust. Her nunerous clothes, made fromrich, luxurious furs and fabrics
and carefully stored in closets and chests, had al so succunbed to the ravages
of time. Athin, cold wind blew in through the broken wi ndows, stirring the
shredded rags of curtain that still hung there and adding to the atnosphere of
abandonnent and di ssol ution

Thi s devastation of her quarters was too horrible to contenplate, and Eliseth
could not bear to remain and investigate further. Though she had too nuch
pride to break into a run, she turned abruptly on her heel and descended the
remai nder of the staircase recklessly in darkness, not bothering to waste tine
on an attenpt at Magelight and not pausing until she had reached the door at
the bottom which she blewinto splinters with a single lightning bolt.
Stepping carefully over the snmoldering debris, she hurried out into the
courtyard. Only when she had regained the open air at last did she feel that
she coul d breat he agai n.

Eliseth's sense of relief, however, was short-lived. The silence of years

wei ghed down on the Acadeny |ike a dense, muffling blanket, adding to the
eerie sense of desolation. Menories of treachery and viol ence thronged about
her like the Death-Waiths that M athan had once manifested fromthe grail

The shivers that ran up her spine were not entirely due to the cold wind that
swirled around the Magewonan's shoul ders. "That's enough of this nonsense!™
she nmuttered to herself. "Just because you're tired and hungry, there's no
need to carry on in such a spineless fashion." After all, she thought, with a
grimsmle, she had not eaten in years. Suddenly she renenbered the food that
the Archmage had taken out of time and stockpiled in the storeroons behind the
ki t chen.

Could it still be there? Hunger lent fresh inpetus to her steps as she hurried
across the courtyard to find out.

At least there were candles in the kitchen. No longer did Eliseth have to
concern herself with the vagaries of Magelight once she had ignited the first
wi ck. As her flane took hold and the anber gl ow of candlelight swelled to
enconpass the room she was startled by the pattering and scuffling of a

mul titude of small feet. Shadows noved and scattered into corners and under
benches as cockroaches and rats, so |long the undisputed kings of this donain,
scranbl ed for cover.

The Mageworman wrinkl ed her nose in disgust, but pressed on undeterred, headi ng
for the storerooms. Any food that had been taken out of time would have
escaped the attentions of the scavengers—f the spells still remained in
force. In the absence of their creators time spells were a chancy busi ness at
best. They often tended to decay—and there seenmed no way of predicting how
soon or at what rate. It depended on a whole range of factors such as the
positions of the sun and noon when the spell was cast, the physical health and
the nental state of the summoner, and many other seemingly trivial concerns.
That was why M athan had used the magic of the Caldron to reinforce the tine
spell that imobilized the Waiths—and a good thing too, the Mageworman t hought
with a shudder. The thought of those abom nations getting | oose while she was
in the Acadeny made her bl ood run col d—but thankfully, there was no way those
particul ar spells woul d decay.

Sadly, she was |l ess fortunate where the food was concerned. M athan had spent
too long out of the world, a victimof her magic. In his absence, the tine
spel I s had gradual |y decayed, and the provisions that had not been accessible
to the vermin had rotted down into a stinking black sludge that set Eliseth
retching. She beat a hasty retreat, nopping at stream ng eyes as she stunbl ed
out of the kitchen

Enough of this! Irritation was fast overcomni ng the Wat her-Mage's hunger and
dismay. Plainly, there was nothing for her here at the Acadeny. As she
searched for alternatives, her mnd turned to the Mortals of the city. Down in
Nexi s there was one person, at |least—+f he was still alive—who still owed her
She drew her cloak across her face and set off down the hill fromthe Acadeny.
Bern felt the blood drain fromhis face as he opened the door and saw the Lady
Eliseth. H s knees sagged, forcing himto cling to the edge of the door for



support, and his nouth opened and cl osed wordl essly as he gasped for breath.

' mdream ng, he thought. | must be. This is all a dreadful night--1"1l wake
up in a mnute and she'll be gone...

The Mage showed no signs of going anywhere. A nmalicious smle appeared on her
flawl ess face. "What's wong, Bern?" she asked himin poi sonously sweet tones.
"Why, you |l ook as though you' ve seen a ghost."

"But | ..." The baker managed to find his voice at last. "Lady, | thought you
were dead. Wen you vanished in that flash ... | was sure you' d been killed.
We—everyone—t hought all the Magefol k were dead. "

El i seth shrugged. "You were wong, then." Wthout waiting to be invited, she
pushed roughly past the baker and swept into the room Bern followed her on
shaky legs. By this tine, he had sufficiently gathered his wits to notice the
lines of strain and weariness on Eliseth's face, and the charring and
blistering that disfigured her hands. Apart fromthat, she | ooked just as she
had when | ast he had seen her. Her silvery hair, normally so snmooth and

i mmacul ate, was snarled |ike a crone's and reeked of woodsnoke as though she
had only just come fromthe burning of the Valley's trees. Were in the nane
of the Gods had she been all these years? he wondered. And what had she been
doi ng there?

"Clearly you have profited fromthe absence of the Mage-fol k." The
Weat her - Mage was raking the newly refurbi shed bakery with her eyes. "As | cane
up the lane, | noticed that you' ve purchased the building next door to expand
your prem ses." She turned her cold and penetrating gaze full upon him "I
find nmyself wondering, can all this newfound prosperity be due to the grain
that was supplied by me sone tine ago?"

"I ndeed, Lady—+'m a nan of some substance now. " Bern saw no point in denying
it. He was well aware that she would be taking careful note of all the repairs
and additions to his property. Everywhere she | ooked, there would be signs of
his increased affluence, fromhis rich, expensive clothing to the gl eam ng new
ovens and counters. Against all hope, he prayed that she would not discern the
many subtle, decorative touches that could only denote the presence of a
woman—but it The Mage rai sed an eyebrow. "Well, well. And have you been wed,
Bern, in nmy absence? Are congratul ations in order?"

"Why, Lady-what mekes you say that?" he asked—a shade too quickly.

Just then a voice rang out fromthe back room "Wo is it, Bern?"

The baker cursed under his breath as a short wonman with sl eek brown hair
scraped tightly back into a knot appeared fromthe back room She was well
advanced in pregnancy, and two young children, a boy and a girl, peeped shyly
at the visitor frombehind her skirts. Before the baker could send her back

El i seth stepped forward and held out a hand to her. "Wy, you nust be Bern's
wife," she said brightly. "I'"mdelighted that he has found such a charm ng and
| ovel y hel pmat e—and such sweet little children!™

As Eliseth had deigned to speak to her, Bern had no choice but to introduce
his woman. "This is nmy wife, Alissana," he nmunbled. The woman, plainly
flustered, had recogni zed one of the Magefol k. Bern saw her shudder as she
took Eliseth's hand with its bl ackened flesh, and noted the terror in her eyes
as the Magewoman noticed the children. Alissana tried to curtsy but was

unbal anced by the ungai nliness of her pregnant body. She woul d have fallen
draggi ng the Mage with her, had Eliseth not held them both upright.

"Clunsy bitch!" snapped Bern, and raised his hand threateningly. The wonman

bl anched, her hands novi ng qui ckly across her body as if to shield her unborn
child. Flinching away from her husband, she scurried into the other room

foll owed by the younger child, a boy. The other, a girl of about five or six,
hovered in the doorway, watching the Magewoman with huge, round eyes.

El i seth shrugged, and turned back to Bern. "I presune you keep a chanber for
guests sonewhere on these expanded prem ses of yours. Show it to ne at once,
and then | will require a bath and a good, hot neal —and in the norning, your

wi fe can arrange to have sone new cl ot hes nmade for ne.
Bern's eyes bulged. On dear Gods, she couldn't be wanting to stay! "Wy,
Lady," he gasped, "you do us great honor, but.. ."



Striking out Iike a serpent, the Magewonan gripped his wist in a bl ackened
claw. "Listen, you despicable little turd—you owe nme, and never forget it,"
she snarled, gesturing around the refurbished bakery, to the confortably
appointed living quarters in the roombeyond. "Wthout ny gift of that grain,
you' d have none of this."

Despite his fear of her, Bern's grasping, mercenary nature revolted at such a
claim "Lady, with all respect, you seemto have forgotten that the grain was
not a gift but paynent, for infiltrating the rebel canp and—=

"And luring themout of their lurking place so that |I could deal with them-a
task which you singularly failed to acconplish.” There was steel in Eliseth's
voi ce. "You thieving Mrtal scum Having failed to keep your side of our

bar gai n, how dared you appropriate that grain? You had no right to it

what soever!"

Bern wenched hinself fromher grasp and fell groveling to the floor. "Forgive
me, Lady—+ didn't nean to steal your grain,"” he wailed. "But what was | to do?
When | got back there was no longer a spell on it, so | thought you nust have
nmeant nme to have it...."

Bel atedly, Eliseth remenbered that, in the interests of ridding herself of an
irritating distraction, she had di ssol ved the wardspell that protected the
grain once Bern had left for the forest. Frankly, she hadn't cared at the tine
whet her he profited fromthe stuff or not—but now it gave her a convenient

| ever to use on him

"I't would have been a crinme to waste that grain
whi ni ng. "Besides, | thought all the Mages were gone!
"Evidently," the Mage said flatly. "But you were wong—and now you nust atone
for your mstake. Unless, that is, you would prefer your wife and children to
pay for it in your stead." Her voice was as cold and deadly as a steel -jawed
trap.

Bern shuddered to think what she mght do to his unborn child. Having no other
choice, he throttled his anger and subsided in defeat. "Very well, my Lady,"
he whi spered.

Alissana barely had tine to | eap back fromthe door at which she'd been
listening as her husband burst into the room

"The Lady will be staying with us." Bern spat out the words as though each one
tasted vile. "She's denanding a hot bath and food," he added with a scow, "so
"Il stoke up the fire and start the water heating, while you start

cooki ng—and for both our sakes, you' d better make it the best meal you've ever
produced in your life. Well go on—don't just stand there gaping, you brainless
baggage. Get to the stove, and get busy!"

Hs wife scurried to obey him suppressing a chill of trepidation at the

t hunderous expression on his face. During the years of their marriage, she had
becorme all too well accustonmed to her husband's tenper, for he had a tendency
to take it out on his fam |y whenever anything went wong. As she assenbl ed
the neal, Alissana fretted. She was a sensible, even-tenpered woman who had
been wel |l aware of the baker's failings when she wed him She had chosen him
in any case, however, for in the aftermath of the Magefol k vani shment, he was
the only man of any substance anpbng the inpoverished |aboring folk of Nexis.
She had | earned perforce to shield herself and the children fromthe worst of
his rages, and this time she understood his anger, for she shared his anxiety.
It had stunned Alissana to discover that their prosperity had stenmed from
some unholy bargain nade with the Magefolk in the past. Difficult and
sometines brutal as Bern could be, he represented security and even | uxury for
hersel f and her children. Alissana shuddered at the menory of the tw sted

bl ack claw that the Mage had held out to her, and Eliseth's ice-cold eyes. The
Lady terrified her. Alissana feared for the safety of her children—and now t he
Mage had accused Bern of stealing.... Her hands trenbled as she rolled the
pastry for her pie. What if Eliseth should slay himin a fit of pique, or turn
himinto somethi ng unnatural ? What woul d becone of his famly then?

Gunmbling and swearing all the while, Bern was testing the tenperature of the
water in the big copper that was built into the side of the fireplace. Hs

The baker was still



back was turned toward his wife. Al npbst of their own accord, Alissana' s eyes
went to the metal box with the tight-fitting lid that was placed safely up on
a high shelf, out of the children's way. Rats and nice were a frequent problem
in the bakery and recently Bern had gone to the [ ocal herbw fe and purchased a
new batch of poison. Swiftly, Alissana reached up for the box. Bern's back was
still safely turned as she sprinkled the white crystals between the | ayers of
apple in her pie. Before her husband had tinme to turn around, the deed was
done, the box replaced on its shelf, and the crust clapped into place, hiding
the results of her deadly handiwrk. Only when Alissana canme to put the pie
into the oven did she notice that her hands had stopped shaki ng.

Sone tine later, Eliseth, clean and refreshed now, sat before a blazing fire
in what was evidently the best bedchanber in the house. The fact that Bern and
his pregnant wi fe had been forced to give up their roomto her caused her not
the slightest qualm It had been nost unconfortable and i nconvenient to have
no servants around to tend to her needs, but now, for the first tine since her
precipitate return to Nexis, she was filled with a soothing sense of life
returning to its proper course. She savored the thought of the baker
staggering up and down the stairs with his buckets to fill—-and later enmpty—
her bath. At |east Mrtals were useful for sonething!

The Mageworman had been i measurably relieved to see that, though he had aged,

t he baker did not seemto be so very many years ol der than she renenbered, and
t he expression on his face as he'd answered the door had afforded her a good
deal of malicious amusenent—enough, perhaps, for her to overlook the fact that
he had | ooked anythi ng but pleased to see her

Now she had found that she was not too far astray in time, Eliseth's chief
concern was the condition of her hands that had been so badly seared by the
Sword of Flame. Ch, how she wi shed that she had bothered to | earn nore than
just the nost basic of healing arts from Meiriel. Though she had tried
everything at her disposal, all her best efforts could only buy freedomfrom
pain and a certain amount of sensation and flexibility in her clawike
fingers—sufficient to allow her to use her hands again, but not enough for
very delicate or conplex tasks. The skin renai ned seared and bl ackened, and
not hi ng seemed to change that. She had an om nous feeling that nothing ever
woul d. The Weat her-Mage bit her lip and swal |l owed against a tightness in her
throat. Denons take the accursed Sword of Flanme! Wat had it done to her?

The arrival of Bern with a tray of food interrupted Eliseth's broodi ng. She
was surprised to see him for she had expected that he would find hinself
above such nenial service when there was a woman around to do the work. He had
certainly been surly enough about filling her bath. But Alissana m ght be too
frightened to approach a Mage—er, in all probability, Bern was trying to keep
his pregnant wife away from her

As he put the tray down in front of her, Eliseth laid her other worries aside
for the moment. "Sit down here, Bern, and keep ne conpany while | eat," she
said. "I want to know exactly what has been happening in the city."

Little by little, Eliseth extracted a picture of what had taken place in Nexis
during her absence. She had, she discovered, been nissing for over seven
years—easily enough tine for the foolish, gullible Mxrtals to convince

t hensel ves that the Magefolk were all safely dead and gone. Nonethel ess, it
was fear of Mathan's restless ghost that had kept the Nexians from sacki ng
the Acadeny—a fact that Eliseth noted with interest. It was difficult to
contai n her shock and anger, however, when she di scovered that the Council of
Three had been abolished and that upstart Vannor, of all people, now ruled the
city. Since the night she had tried to fuel her magic through the pain of his
mangl ed hand—and he had first defied her, then gone on to escape her grasp
entirely—Eliseth's hatred of the merchant had been virul ent, her grudge

agai nst hi m deeply personal. No mere Mortal could nake an idiot out of her and
go unpuni shed!

The sane went for Vannor's daughter. The Mage's supper lost all its savor as
she renenbered how the little bitch had infiltrated the Academnmy in the guise
of a mmi dservant and succeeded in worning her way into the position of



Eliseth's personal nmaid. No one had ever been able to work out just how Zanna
had managed to rescue her father and then vanish with himso effectively, but
since the girl had been Eliseth's servant, M athan had al ways bl aned the
Weat her - Mage for the escape—onpl etely overl ooking the fact that he had been
the one who'd entrusted the girl with the prisoner's care.

Her stomach churning with anger at the thought of Zanna, Eliseth pushed her

pl ate of roast fow aside. "Do you know what becanme of Vannor's daughter?" she
asked Bern, trying to keep the sharpness from her voice.

Bern shook his head. "She married. Lady, | think." He shrugged. "I don't know
where she's living now—+t's not in Nexis, though. | think she stayed away for
safety's sake when the Phaerie started raiding. She comes to visit her father
fromtime to tinme and brings her children.”

The Magewoman si ghed. Ah wel |l —+there'd be time enough to discover the

wher eabouts of Zanna. First of all she would concentrate on the girl's father
the self-styled Lord of Nexis, and she had no idea, yet, how she woul d take
her revenge on him Then sonething that Bern had said broke through her

t houghts of revenge to cone into the forefront of her mnd. "Wat did you say
about the Phaerie?" she demanded.

Eliseth listened with dismay as he told her the sorry tale. In the turnoil of
events that were taking place around her when she'd been snatched fromthe
wor |l d, she had forgotten about the Forest Lord and his subjects. But it seened
that, in the absence of the Magefol k, the accursed Phaerie had been getting
out of hand. In the first three or four years of his reign, Vannor had had
endl ess troubl e fromthe skyborne raiders. On the nights when the noon was
bright and the north wind rode the skies, the citizens of Nexis and the
surroundi ng countryside had soon | earned to lock up their livestock and bar
and bolt their doors when the Phaerie, on their powerful great horses that
trod the air, came hurtling down fromthe skies. At first, only strong nen
were taken, but |ater specific craftsmen began to vani sh —nasons, tilers,

buil ders, carpenters, and snmiths. Al were borne northward, too fast to be
foll owed, never to return.

Later, farmers and shepherds al so began to vani sh —al ways those fromthe

bl eakest hol di ngs, who knew how to get the best fromthe tough vegetati on and
thin soil of the upland farns. A different pattern was emergi ng here, however.
The farms were di scovered abandoned, with entire famlies gone, and the bans
and fields stripped bare of |ivestock, inplenents and crops alike. Vannor
Eliseth was maliciously pleased to hear, had al nost driven hinmsel f denmented
trying to get to the bottom of the nysterious abductions, but he had failed to
di scover the reason behind them as abjectly as he had failed to put a stop to
them Soon farns were being deserted for another reason, as many of the
outlying famlies fled their land to seek sanctuary with relatives who |ived
inthe city.

Not that Nexis was really any safer. The Phaerie struck when they pl eased, and
snat ched whosoever they wanted. Young girls were often abducted now, and
someti nes even children. Wrnen were being snatched away from hone and famly
to suffer who knew what fate. Spinners and weavers were being targeted, as
were seanstresses and | acenakers —not to nention bakers, brewers, and the
menbers of the ol dest profession of all. The Garrison seemed to be hel pl ess —
after so many failures to keep matters under control the comuander had given
up, and was occupied instead in drinking hinmself into an early grave. Though
Nexi s had prospered, by and | arge, under Vannor's rule, there could be no true
peace or prosperity until the problem of the Phaerie had been dealt with once
and for all.

Bern was a frightened nan, that nmuch was plain, thought Eliseth. He had
escaped the Phaerie once, that day long ago in the Vale, by plunging into the
| ake and hi di ng beneath the overhangi ng bushes at the water's edge until they
were safely gone before creeping away and finding one of the | oose nercenary
horses to nake his way honme. He had never forgotten, however, the horror of
their attack when they had slain Eliseth's force of hired soldiers to the | ast
man. He had fortified the bakery as well as he could, but still lived in fear



t hat one night he, too, mght be seized—and what if the Phaerie took his
fam|y?

It was all the same to Eliseth if they did—save that Bern hinself m ght prove
useful to her in the days to come. The Mage was nore preoccupied with the
threat that the Phaerie posed to her plans. She intended to take up the reins
of power in Nexis, and it nmight prove difficult if the blasted Phaerie were
still rampaging through the city. On the other hand, if she could get rid of
them she would win the adniration and respect of the popul ace. She woul dn't
have to lift a finger to oust Vannor—the stupid Nexians woul d be beggi ng her
to rule them Scarcely listening to Bern's ceasel ess tirade of whining

conpl aints, she continued to make her plans as she pulled the apple pie toward
her and began to eat.

Eliseth's eyes flew open wide with shock as the first pain | anced through her
i nnards. As she toppled fromher chair, clutching at her stomach, she could

al ready feel the poison seeping into her blood Iike an insidious black tide.
She cl awed at her throat as she thrashed hel pl essly on the carpet, choking on
a corrosive mxture of bile and gore.

There were only seconds remmining in which to save herself. Thrusting back her
pani ¢ and striving her utnost to ignore the pain, Eliseth turned her wll

i nward, to slow her laboring heart. She reached, as though with invisible
fingers, into her veins, to break down the deadly poison into its harmnl ess
constituents that could be flushed out of her system

Gradual ly, the agony and distress dimnished. To her utter relief, the Mge
felt the rhythns and functions of her body returning to normal. The recedi ng
waves of pain washed her back to the shores of consciousness. Feeling weak,
nauseat ed, and dizzy, aching dully as though she had been beaten both inside
and out, Eliseth opened her eyes.

Where was Bern? \Were was that two-faced, sneaking, back-slabbing | unp of
Mortal offal? Behind her, the Magewoman heard the soft snick and creak of the
door being opened. Having di scovered that she was about to survive his craven
attack after all, the treacherous bastard was meki ng a hasty escape.

"No!" Eliseth snarled, as she rolled over. She had had enough of Mrtals
slipping fromher clutches. There was tinme for a fleeting glinpse of the
terror in Bern's eyes—then a bolt of sizzling lightning left her hand in a
swift, fluent notion. The baker's body crunpled, snmoking, to the floor

Cursing horribly, the Mage grabbed the edge of the table and pulled herself
upright. A swift gulp of wine fromthe flask on the table helped to restore
her. Wen she had steadied herself a little, she staggered across the roomto
t he baker and | ooked down at his smoldering corpse with a frown, winkling her
nose in disgust at the stench of charred flesh. "Damm the sniveling little rat
to perdition—+ would never have thought he'd have the nerve," she nuttered to
herself. Al the same, now that the first fierce blast of her anger had

di ssi pated, she began to regret killing himso quickly. She'd had plans for
Bern and his fanmi|ly—and now he was useless to her. And she'd have to kill the
wife and children, too, or the news of her return would be all over Nexis in
no tine, putting Vannor imediately on his guard. Eliseth cursed again. Bl oody
Mortals! It was all very inconvenient.

Wl , at |east the baker had given her the information she needed before he

di ed. She could |l eave now and return to the safety of the Acadeny—dealing with
the remai nder of Bern's famly on the way. The Wat her-Mage reached for her

cl oak, which was carel essly draped over the back of a chair. As she lifted it,
she felt an unaccustoned wei ght, and touched a hard, |unmpy shape hidden in the
deep pocket that was sewn into the |ining.

El i seth stopped breathing and stood utterly still for a noment, the cloak
forgotten in her hands. An incredible idea had suddenly occurred to her. The
chalice she carried was said to be a fragnment of the Caldron of Rebirth! Wuld
it still have the power to performthe Caldron's original function? And if it
di d—hy, the possibilities were staggering!

Wth hands that shook a little fromexcitenment, Eliseth took the grail from
her pocket and filled it with water fromthe jug on the table. As the liquid



filled the cup, it seened to take on the properties of the tarnished interior
turni ng deep, viscous black w thout sparkle or reflection. A dark steamrose,
curling, fromthe Iight-devouring surface. Holding the chalice very carefully,
so as not to spill any of its contents over her hands, the Mage returned to
the corpse of Bern and sprinkled a few drops over the still-snoking body.

At first, nothing seemed to be happening. There was no sign of life nor
nmoverrent fromthe scorched, recunbent form But then, just as Eliseth was
about to turn away in disgust, she blinked, and | ooked again. The surface of
Bern's body was covered in a dark, noving cloud, that |ooked, froma distance,
like a swarmof tiny, glittering black bees. The Mageworman noticed that the
charred shell of his peeling skin seenmed to be softening a little, and
gradually turning to the paler hue of healthy flesh. Wthin mnutes, he was
recogni zabl e as human again but, to her disgust, the baker renmained as dead as
ever, neither breathing nor moving.

Acting on inpulse, Eliseth |ifted his head and trickled a few drops of dark
water fromthe grail into his slack mouth. A tense noment passed, and then
anot her, while the Mage held her breath in anticipation. Wthout warning, Bern
i nhal ed sharply with a strangl ed gasp—and |l eapt clunsily to his feet. "Lady—+
didn't! It wasn't me," he screaned. Then he blinked, and recognition returned
to his eyes. "What happened?" he demanded, forgetting, in his confusion, to
address the Mage with any nmark of respect. "What was | doi ng?"

Eliseth, already fram ng an angry response, bit off her half-formed reply. Her
eyes wi dened with shock as she realized that Bern, after his first, shrieked
protest of innocence, had not spoken a word al oud. She could see into his

m nd!

She coul d see rmuch nore clearly once she realized what was happeni ng, and
began to focus all her powers of concentration. There, through the nurky roi
that constituted Mortal thoughts, was the baker's intense bafflenment as he
puzzled in vain to retrieve what had happened during the weird bl ank spel

whi ch had | eft hi munconscious on the floor. She saw his horror and fear as he
cast his mnd back to realize that soneone had tried to nurder the Mage—and
that only one person could have been responsible.

Alissana! Eliseth took the imge straight out of the Mrtal's nind. So it was
Bern's accursed worman who'd had the tenerity to nmake an attenpt on her lifel
The Mage's wath boiled over beyond all controlling—and suddenly, with a

wr enchi ng change of perspective, she found herself |ooking at herself. Eliseth
gasped, and flung her hands up to her face—but they were not her hands, nor
was it her own features that she could feel beneath her fingers. She was
seeing the roomthrough Bern's eyes!

Acting instinctively, Eliseth clanped her will down upon Bern's weak and
cowardly Mrtal thoughts, and felt them streani ng through her nmental grasp

i ke grains of sand through an hourgl ass. She di scovered that the sensation
differed fromthat of occupying another's body, where the victinms

i ndividuality was thrust aside and the personality of the intruder took over.

In this case, the baker's thoughts were still his own—the Mage sinply
controlled them as though his mnd was a restless horse that she could
restrain and guide with the reins of her will. Wth a thrill of delight, she

realized that he was actually unaware of her presence within him The
sensation of control was exhilarating, and Eliseth wondered just how far her
hol d extended. Tentatively at first, she began to probe the linmts of her

newf ound power.

There was no risk of damage or danger to Eliseth's own body-she seated it
carefully in a chair out of harmis way. Soon, she discovered that all she
needed to control were the so-called higher functions of the baker's m nd, and
the automatic processes of his body took care of thenselves. For a time she
anused hersel f by maki ng hi m nove around the room and perform sinpl e tasks.
Then, when she felt ready, she decided to put her hold over her puppet to the
test. Riding the web of Bern's thoughts like a |urking spider, she turned him
toward the stairs—and the roonms where his famly slept.



Chapter 5 The Undead

Little Alissa, nanmed after her nother, awoke in the darkness. She had sl ept
uneasily that night, her dreans disturbed by the presence of the col d-eyed
worman with the silver hair who had conme to stay. Though she was not usually a
timd child (she was a big girl nowsix years ol d—and had to | ook after her
little brother, Tolan), there was sonething about the stranger that made
Alissa want to run away and hide. She was grateful for the reassuring presence
of her nother, who, as the visitor had taken over the best bedchanber, was

sl eeping on a pallet on the floor of the children's room

The noi se that had awakened Alissa canme agai n—the stealthy shuffle of a
furtive footfall on the stairs. Trenbling, the girl huddl ed deeper beneath her
bl ankets, and hugged her rag doll tightly. She heard the harsh, repetitive

hi ss of ragged breathing outside the door. Feeling slightly foolish, Alissa
rel axed her stranglehold on the doll. It was only Dad, com ng to bed. How
could she have forgotten hinf? But as she listened to his funbling efforts with
t he door |atch, she shuddered, and tensed again with fear. He nmust have been
drinki ng too much wi ne agai n—and she knew all too well, with a sad w sdom
that belied her brief span of years, what the result woul d be.

Most of the tinme, Alissa's father was just a strict, stern master of the
little household. He worked hard and expected his famly, children included,
to do their share—er woe betide them OCccasionally, however, he would spend
the evening in a tavern, or sit up late on his own drinking wi ne—and t hen
there woul d be trouble. On too many nights Alissa had crept out of bed,

di sturbed by the sound of blows and nauffled cries, to watch or listen unseen
her heart hammering with fear, as he beat her nother. Too nmany tinmes in her
short |ife had she been thrashed during his drunken rages, or clouted as a
result of his savage tenper in the nornings that followed. Usually, the
children's roomwas a sanctuary when he was drunk. |If they were out of his
sight, he often didn't bother them Tonight, however, there would be no
escapi ng him unless ..

The door swung open, spilling a wedge of light into the room but Alissa,
shivering in her thin nightdress, was already under the bed, rag doll and all.
It was very dusty under there. Alissa put her hand over her face and breathed
shal l owl y, hoping to subdue the tickling in her nose. Peeping out from her
hi di ng pl ace, she saw a pair of feet in sturdy boots shuffling unsteadily
toward the pallet on the wall, where her nother, tired out froma hard day's
wor k, slept on, oblivious. Hoping agai nst hope that her father would be in one
of his better nmoods and just go right to sleep, the child inched her way
nearer the edge of the bed and craned her neck to see better

Dad put the lantern down on the floor, beside the pallet. He stooped, and as

t he gol den wash of lanplight illum nated his features, Alissa thought he

| ooked strange, sonehow. Hi s expression was preoccupi ed and distant, as though
he listened to sone faint sound, far away. Her nother stirred, disturbed by
the light, and rolled over onto her back. Sonething glittered in Dad' s hand.
Alissa muffled a shriek as the knife flashed down, burying itself to the hilt
in her nother's chest. Wth an odd, gurgling noise, the woman convul sed, then
went linmp. Alissa, nunb with horrified disbelief, desperately wanted to | ook
away, but could not. It was as though she had been turned to stone. This just
couldn't be happeni ng—+t couldn't be her own father who was doing this
dreadful thing! The bl ood—the bl ood was everywhere, reeking, darkly gleam ng
in the lanplight.

Wth a jerk, Dad wrenched the knife out from between Mther's ribs and turned
toward her little brother, who was awake now and howing in his cot. Only then
was the spell of horror broken. Alissa realized, with a shock that sent a bolt
of ice shearing down her spine, that she would be next. Dad turned his back on
her, the knife raised high to strike. Alissa rolled out from underneath the
bed. Little Tolan's high, thin scream drowned her footsteps as she raced
toward the door—and then the sound cut off abruptly. Dad, whirling, |unged
toward her with an incoherent shout—but Alissa was out and hurtling down the



stairs before he could reach her. She reached the outer door a scant few
strides ahead of himand pulled frantically at the handl e—but the door was

| ocked, and the big key turned too stiffly for a child to manage.

Alissa shrieked as the wild-eyed figure she had once known as her father

| oomed over her, eyes wild and vacant in his spattered face, his knife,

dri pping gore, held high in one clenched and bl oody fist. As he swooped down
on her she ducked beneath his clutching hands and dodged away, taking the only
route that was |left open to her—the short passageway that led into the

baker y—+though she knew t hat outside door would be | ocked too. Bern, hot in
pursuit, tried to turn too quickly and his bl ood-soaked boots slipped on the
polished tiles of the hallway. Alissa heard him curse, and recognized the thud
as he fell. It would give her a monent—a single nmonent—n which to hide
hersel f.

Gasping for breath, the child ran into the bakery and | ooked wildly around for
a place of conceal ment. The only place that seened to offer a refuge was the
big oven, cold now that the fire had gone out. Wthout another thought, Alissa
ran across the roomand clinbed into the bread-scented interior. She slanmmed

t he door behind her just in tinme and huddl ed in the darkness, still clutching
her rag doll and scarcely daring to breathe.

El i seth, her awareness ensconced like a parasite within Bern's mnd, used the
baker's eyes to scan the room and scowl ed in vexation. Curse the child! Were
in perdition had it gone?

She tried the door. Still locked. Well, in that case the msbegotten little
brat couldn't be far away. At first she thought of the closets until she

gl eaned from Bern's nenory that they were too well stocked to provide enough
space for a hiding place—then her eye fell on the ovens. One of themwasn't

| arge enough to hold a child, but surely the other

The baker moved as though he were sl eepwal ki ng: conscious, but with no
volition of his owmn. He nade no effort to fight the Mage as she gui ded him
across the roomto the oven and had hi m wedge the heavy door shut with the
shank of a broom The ashes of the fire were still warm and it took no tine
at all to rekindle a blaze. As Bern piled on nore wood, Eliseth heard Alissa
shri eking. Testing her control of the baker, she forced himto stand there and
listen to the death of his little daughter. It took a long tine for the
screans to stop.

Leaving instructions in Bern's mnd that rendered himimuobile for a tine,

El i seth rumuaged t hrough the house, picking out itens she thought m ght be of
use to her. Bern's small hoard of gold she took, and bl ankets, quilts,

provi sions, candles, and anything el se that could be found in the bakery to
make her life nmore confortable in the decayi ng Acadeny. Sadly, the baker's

wi fe had been nmuch shorter than the Mage, so her clothes were usel ess, but

El i seth hel ped herself to several pairs of stockings, some gloves, and a thick
wool | en cl oak. Although it was too short, it would keep out the worst of the
cold until she could get another

El i seth heaped her selections on the floor by the back door and returned to

t he Acadeny, unencunbered and unseen, by the swiftest route. Once there, she
ext ended her consciousness toward Bern, for she could not control her own body
and soneone else's at the sane time, and had been forced to | eave himdown in
the city. It was far easier to find the baker than she had expected. In the
dank squal or of the Acadeny kitchens, she Iit a fire, then filled the chalice
with water and squatted down by the hearth to ook into the cup by the Iight

of the flickering flames. Their link, through the Mage's control of the grail,
was such that she seened alnbst to be drawn to him As soon as she thought of
t he baker, she saw himin the water, lifting the body of his only son out of a
tangl e of bl ood-soaked bl ankets.

Bern bowed his head over the little corpse, and wept.

"Gods, how could this have happened?" he cried in anguish. "How could you | et

t hi s happen?"

El i seth shrugged, and insinuated herself into the baker's mnd once nore. She
forced himto | eave the bodies of his famly and sent himdownstairs to



harness up the horse and | oad her |ooted inplenments and provisions on to the
cart. Then she sent him back indoors with a bottle of lanmp oil and a | ong
stick fromthe woodpile that would serve as a torch. For many reasons, it
woul d be best to get rid of the evidence.

Wth his will under the Mage's iron control, Bern drove his horse and cart up
the hill to the Acadeny, |aden with goods that had once been his own

har d- ear ned possessi ons and were now Eliseth's spoils. Behind him the flanes
of the burning bakery roared up into the night, sending a swirl of sparks
drifting up toward the sky like lost, searching souls.

El i seth made herself confortable as best she could in the hard wooden chair,
and watched the flanmes |icking the sooty stones of the fireplace as the
twilight deepened outside the window in the Archmage's suite. It seened that
M at han nust have set sone kind of self-renewing spell on his chanbers. The
rooms, |ocated high above the danp | ower stories of the tower, were in by far
the nost habitable condition—and it was just as well, because the Mage was
exhaust ed. Throughout the daylight hours, she had been concentrating hard to
control the m nd of her puppet as he swept and scrubbed the chanbers, throw ng
out anything that was soiled or decayed beyond saving. Eliseth sighed and
stretched. By the Gods—t had been al nost as wearying as doi ng the work

her sel f!

The Mage poured herself another glass of wine, and picked fastidiously at a

pl atter of bread and cheese. It had been worth all her effort to create this
haven. None of the Mortals woul d dare cone near the Acadeny—they were afraid
of the place, and she woul d nake sure they stayed that way. For the first tine
since she had come into this strange future, Eliseth relaxed. She was safe
her e, and now she coul d be reasonably confortable while she worked out the best
way to restore the Magefolk rule to Nexis.

Her possession of Bern was an excell ent beginning, and boded well for the
future. Eliseth could get into his mnd at any tine w thout his being aware of
her presence. She could see through his eyes and mani pul ate his actions froma
saf e distance, and afterward, she had discovered, the baker had no
recollection that his mnd had been under the control of another. A slow snile
of triunph spread itself over Eliseth's face. What a weapon this chalice had
turned out to be! Mathan had been an utter fool not to discover the potential
that lay within it—but thank the Gods he had not. It was the solution to al
her problens. Not only would she gain her revenge on Vannor and his wetched
daughter, but she would rule Nexis, and those stupid Mdrtals wouldn't even
know it!

This led to a further thought, and the Mage felt pleasurable excitenment stir
within her. Aurian would arrive eventual |l y—that nuch was certain. Wat if
Eliseth were to possess Anvar in the sanme fashion? Then she could spy on her
eneny's nmovenents, and influence her plans fromafar. What if she could kil
Aurian without a confrontation, either physical or nagical —wi thout, indeed,
endangering herself in the slightest way? And wouldn't it be marvelous to
bring about the ultimate betrayal—a fitting fate for the Mrtal-loving bitch
and the one thing that would hurt Aurian nmore than anything else in the

wor | d—before she put an end to Eilin's daughter once and for all?

Eliseth | aughed aloud. I'mgoing to enjoy this, she thought. But she knew her
pl easure nmust be postponed for a while. After all, Aurian was not here yet—but
Vannor was, and it was through himthat she intended to carry out her conquest
of Nexis. And what better tinme to start than tonight?

Sonehow, however, the Mage sinmply could not settle down in the Archmage's
chanmbers. Perhaps it was because she woul d be spending the night in what had
once been his bed that she was consuned w th uneasy thoughts of M athan, and
renenbered the | ast expression of fury and | oathing that had been stanped
indelibly on his face in the instant she had betrayed him and taken hi m out
of time. Disquiet began to stir within her. The Archnage's spells to preserve
the food had faded, as she had seen. Supposing her own tine-spell had weakened
in her absence? What then?

What utter nonsense! Eliseth tried to |l augh at herself for entertaining such



foolish fancies, but somehow, the laughter had a hollowring. It would be a
sinmple matter to put her mind at rest, she told herself firmy-she need only
go down into the cataconbs where she had stowed Mathan's imuobile formin one
of the archive chanbers, out of harm s way. She would see that he was stil
there, safely in her power, and that would be that. Yet Eliseth paced the
chanmber uneasily, putting off the nonent when she nust venture down into that
dark | abyrinth of abandoned tunnels. There were nore unpl easant things than

M at han down there. She renenbered the Death-Waiths, and wi shed that she had
not .

By this time, Eliseth was beconing increasingly annoyed with hersel f—so much
so that her anger finally outwei ghed her trepidation. Snatching up a lanp from
the table, she clattered swiftly down the spiral stone staircase and, slanm ng
t he

door of the Mages' Tower |oudly behind her, nmarched across the courtyard and
into the library without a backward | ook. As soon as she entered the cold,
danp archives, Eliseth renenbered why she had hated spending so nmuch tine in
this place while researching the powers of the grail. Her footsteps, sounding
far less swift and certain now, echoed hollowy in the narrow tunnels, on

sl oping stone floors with a snmooth depressi on down the center of the passages,
wher e

the stone had been worn away by the feet of generations of archivists who had
passed and re-passed through the cataconbs. Trails of mpoisture gleaned on the
wal |, reflecting the light of her |anmp, and the Wather-Mage shivered in the
danp, Uphill air. She wi shed she had thought to bring her cloak with her from
the tower. Still, she thought, | won't be down here for long. | just need to
check on Mathan and go. If | remenber rightly, the roomwhere | left himis
just along this passage.. .

He was gone. She couldn't believe it. Mathan had escaped her. At first she

t hought she nust have | ost her way and cone into the wong chanmber—but there
was no mistaking it. To be absolutely sure, she had marked the door, and when
she & stepped back, she could see the runes shimrering in the |anplight.
Eliseth | ooked into the enpty room and dread went through her like a bolt of
ice-cold lightning. Where was he?

Suddenl y, the Mage renenbered what Bern had told her—that the Mrtals were
afraid to cone near the Acadeny because of M athan's ghost. Could he still be
here? Could he, even now, be lurking in these dark tunnel s? Creeping up on
her? Wth a gasp of horror, Eliseth turned and fl ed.

The wi ne that she had taken from Bern's home was of poorer quality than she
was accustoned to, but for once, Eliseth didn't care. Once she had regai ned

t he sanctuary of her chambers—M at han's chanbers, she thought with a shudder—
she barred and bolted the door, and reinforced the lock with every warding
spell that she could dredge from her panic-fuddl ed m nd. The Wat her- Mage was
badl y shaken. She took another |ong draught fromthe cup that she held in
trenbling hands and tried to assenble her scattered wits. Her plan to stay
here and rule the city fromthe Acadeny was in ruins now. One thing was for
sure, she thought grimy—until she had di scovered M athan's whereabouts, it
woul d not be safe to remain in Nexis at all. Should the Archmage cone up on
her unawares, she could neasure her life in mnutes—f she was | ucky.

Once the initial shock faded, Eliseth began to think nore calmy. It seened
doubtful, she decided, that M athan could be here at present. Surely he would
have di scovered her by now? Her energence through the rift in tine had caused
a backwash of power that he nust certainly have sensed, had he been lurking in
or beneath the Acadeny. Perhaps there would be time after all to deal with
Vannor and Anvar—then once her pawns were in place, it wouldn't matter if she
had to |l eave the city and hide in safety el sewhere. Everything hinged on
Vannor. |f she could only act quickly enough ..

Sadly, swift action was inpossible. In reality, three or four anxi ous days—she
was so busy that she al nost | ost count—were to pass before the Mage was
ready.

At last! Eliseth thought with relief. After tonight | can find sonewhere safe.



The night was old, with but an hour or so still remaining before the sky would
begin to grow light. Unseen in the darkness, Eliseth glided along the nossy
path that led up fromthe river and through the gardens of Vannor's mansion
She approached within an arms length of the sentry, and still he did not

noti ce her. Dear Gods, however had these pathetic creatures ever ended up
ruling her city? Eliseth reached out a hand in passing-and touched the man's
face.

"Shit!"

The guard started and spun around, his sword | eaping out of his scabbard in a
single fluid notion as he turned. He saw nothing. By that tine, the Mage was
gone. From several yards away, she heard his conpanion's voice

"Thara's titties! Wat in perdition do you think you're doing, waving that
sword around?"

"But | felt something touch ne,
face. "

"Ch for pity's sake, don't be so bl oody feeble—t was probably just a noth.
It's bad enough being stuck out here on duty in all this wet, w thout you
seeing sodding fairies...."

Their voices faded in the distance as Eliseth | eft them and nade her way up

t hrough the shrubbery, heading for the great house itself. She was glad of the
drizzling overcast that deepened the gl oomof the night. She was using an Air
spell to diffuse the light around her silhouette, and as |ong as the nmoon did
not show itself from behind the | ow clouds, she was fairly confident that she
woul d not be seen.

El i seth had given careful thought to this plan. Vannor was too well guarded to
be approached directl y—she woul d never be able to get him al one, as Bern had
been, so that she could slay himby magi cal neans. Besides, she did not want
the Mortals to know that she had returned to their world, and if she used her
powers against the upstart ruler of Nexis, her secret would be out. She had
nore sense than to try a physical attack agai nst Vannor. Even one-handed, he
was stronger and nore experienced with weaponry than she. There was just too
much that could go w ong.

There was nore than one way, however, to kill a Mdirtal—and in fact it was
Bern's late and unlamented wi fe who had given her the idea. In the Mge's
pocket was a small vial containing poison made according to instructions from
one of the scrolls in the library, and concocted fromingredients found in
Meiriel's infirmary. The | ast days had been spent in experinentation on the
rats and other vermn that infested the Acadeny, until she was sure she had it
right. According to the records there was no antidote. O course, in order to
make sure that her poison reached its intended victim she would probably have
to kill everyone in the merchant's househol d—but so what? They were only
Mortals, after all. The lethal liquid was colorless and tastel ess, and much to
Eliseth's satisfaction it was slow acting, so that Vannor woul d take a | ong
and painful time to die. At last he would suffer the death his perfidious
daught er had prevented so | ong ago—but Zanna woul d not be able to save him
this tine.

The Mage had reached the rear of the house, and found the back door that |ed
into the kitchen. Carefully, so as not to nake a sound, she tested the l|atch
Locked—but she could soon take care of that. She put forth her powers—and
after a monent, she heard a satisfying click as the mechani smof the |ock
sprang open. A faint glow of lanplight outlined the kitchen wi ndow. Edging

al ongside the wall, Eliseth flattened herself against the brickwork and peered
around the side of the frane. The kitchen fires, banked for the night, had
been revived, and a solitary nan was working at the | ong wooden table. As she
had expected, Vannor's head cook was up well before the dawn, setting the
dough for the day's bread before the rest of the kitchen hel pers were awake.
The man seened surprisingly young to be a head cook, and, npbst unusual for one
in his profession, he was very thin and gangling. Eliseth dism ssed these
details with barely a glance. To her, one Mortal was very nuch the sane as
anot her. There was no sense in waiting. Taking a deep breath, she gathered her

the other protested. "Sonething brushed ny



will to manipulate the air within the kitchen. A glow ng patch of greenish

m st appeared close to the feet of the unsuspecting cook. Slowy it el ongated
and solidified in form until it had taken on the appearance of a small green
serpent. Then the Mage paused. This was her favorite illusion and it would

di stract the cook sure enough—but what if he was afraid of snakes, as were so
many of these ridiculous Mrtals? He would yell and wake the rest of the
househol d, and that was the last thing she wanted. Eliseth cursed under her
breath and di ssolved her illusion of the reptile. \Wat could she use instead?
A more compl ex creature would both tax her powers and stretch her ingenuity to
t he utnost—but she could do it. For the chance of revengi ng herself on Vannor
at last, she could certainly do it.

The Mage narrowed her eyes and concentrated with all her mght. The patch of

m st turned pale and opaque. It shimrered and twisted in upon itself, until,
after several mnutes, an outline began to energe. "Come on, cone'on," Eliseth
muttered inpatiently to herself as slowy, one by one, the details of the
creature began to energe fromthe anorphous background. Wen the cook gl anced
down, a small white cat was sitting at his feet.

"Goodness! Wherever did you conme fronP" Smiling, the man stooped down and
reached out to stroke the little creature. Eliseth, concentrating so hard that

drops of sweat broke out on her forehead, shifted her illusion away fromhis
out stretched hand.
"Frightened, are you, little one? Has someone been mi streating you?" Vannor's

cook asked the cat.
Eliseth grinaced and cast her eyes up to the heavens. She had never been able
to work out why sonme Mortals actually spoke to animals as if they could

understand. Still, if it served her purpose . . . Though she was unable to
reproduce sound in her illusion, she opened the kitten's mouth in a silent
new.

"Poor little thing—are you hungry? Just you wait here a nmonent, and we'll see

what we can find for you."

As the cook vanished into the pantry, Eliseth noved Iike |ightning. She
slipped through the back door, sprinkled her deadly liquid over the bread
dough on the table, and was out again before the cook energed. As she slipped
soundl essly down through the gardens, she glanced back to see himsil houetted
in the open doorway, a plate in his hand, calling out to the cat that was no
| onger there—and never had been

Bet ween the Worlds was a lonely place. Forral had no notion of the tine that
had passed in the Mxrtal world while he had been trapped here, for tine held
no sway in the realnms of Death, and the silvery, misty |andscape of rolling
hills and starry sky remai ned unchangi ng, never altering their aspect to mark
t he passing hours or changi ng seasons. Now that the Reaper of Soul s had

f orbi dden himaccess to the sacred hilltop grove and the portal it contained,
the swordsman's only contacts with the world he had departed were the spirits
who woul d pass through this linbo, singly or severally, on their way fromthe
Door Between the Wrlds to the Well of Souls, where they would be reborn. Al
of these, however, were guarded and gui ded by the Specter of Death, in his
guise of the old hermit with the |lanp, and the Reaper would not permit Forra
to approach the shades too closely, or delay themw th his questions.
Increasingly, it seemed to the swordsman that he was becomi ng the ghost in
this | andscape of the dead, for the |onger he lingered here, the nore

i nsubstantial he seemed to beconme to the shades of the once-living who passed
through swiftly on their way to a new exi stence. Wen he had first come to
this place, the others had noticed himat |east, or heard his voice, though
when this happened they were al ways sped quickly on their way by their grisly
guardi an. Now, however, his fellowspirits seemed not to see the formof the
| onel y swordsman who hovered anxiously nearby, desperate for news of Aurian
It was nost painful when a famliar form appeared whether the shade was that
of an old friend or even an eneny. To see soneone he had once known in the
Mortal world pass himby without the slightest trace of recognition—t was



al nost |like dying all over again.

Forral had becone increasingly frustrated and wetched as the rel entl ess

i sol ati on gnawed away at his confidence and his nerve. There was no way to
help this timeless inprisonment pass nore easily—he could not eat, or drink

or sleep, and there was nothing to do or to nake, and nothing new to see. He
could touch not hing, feel nothing—not even his own body. Cccasionally Forral
woul d begin to walk, or even run frenziedly, endlessly, in an attenpt to
escape this dimand dreary | andscape, but he never tired, and his hurrying
steps only |l ed himanong the rounded hills, back to the place where he had
started—the vall ey bel ow the sacred grove. The way to the Well of Souls was
barred to himnow by a barrier of some invisible force, as was the Door

Bet ween the Worlds. Even Death hinself would no | onger converse with Forral
for the Specter sinply vanished every tinme the iurious and enbittered
swordsman attenpted to confront him Forral knew that the Reaper was waiting
hi m out, hoping that sooner or later he would tire of this niserable

hal f - exi stence, and vol unteer to be reborn

Had he not been so afraid for Aurian and her child-his own child—orral would
have capitul ated gl adly. How could he | eave, knowing that he m ght be losing a
chance—a singl e chance—+to hel p then? Even so, he was alarmed to find that his
menory of the Mage was fading, eroded by the endl ess changel essness and
solitude of his surroundings. How | ong, he wondered, would it be before she
vani shed conpletely in the msts of forgetful ness? How | ong did he have left,
before he | ost even his own sense of identity—and what woul d beconme of him
then? As Forral waited—for what, he could not say—+t took every shred of
courage in the warrior's heart not to give way to despair.

The swordsman sat on the silvery hillside, brooding upon his unhappy thoughts.
Recently, a whole stream of people had passed through the door, singly or in
groups of two or three—about a dozen altogether. What was goi ng on? Sone

cat astrophe had struck, he was sure, to bring so many through at once—and what
was worse, he felt certain that he ought to recogni ze some of the faces, but
the nmenories lurked tauntingly just out of his reach. AmI| losing ny m nd? he
t hought despairingly—and if | do, what will remain of ne? WIIl my spirit cease
to exist conpletely? Forral shook his head. Perhaps Death had been right al

al ong. He should have listened to the Specter. Maybe he should find him admt
def eat, and consent to be reborn before it was too late..

Forral sensed that the Door Between the Wrlds was opening once nore. He could
feel it, like a stirring of the tides of energy within his incorporeal form
like the subtle, alnpst inperceptible change of atnosphere between a worldly
ni ght and norning. Even as he cursed hinmself for a fool, the swordsman | eapt
to his feet and ran, as he had run so nmany tinmes before, racing down the
valley in a fruitless attenpt to beat the Specter of Death to the

al ready-w deni ng port al

As always, he was too late. Before he had reached the nouth of the valley,
Forral could feel the change within himas the Door closed again upon the
mundane worl d. Still he kept going, fighting his disappointnment, anxious to
catch a glinpse of the new arrival in the Reaper's realm and hoping that for
once—ust this once—he night be perceived. The ground m st swept aside from
the valley's dark nmouth, to reveal the fam liar sight of two figures, the
bewi | dered newconer |led by the spectral figure of the old hermit with the

| anmp.

Mermory struck Forral l|ike a physical blow Gief and a ragi ng sense of

i njustice swept through the swordsman |like an inferno as he beheld the

fam liar, stocky figure that followed in Death's wake. He started forward
eagerly. "Vannor! Vannor, old fox!"

"What ? Who is that?" the nerchant peered through the yswirling mst. For the
first time that Forral could renenber, his old friend | ooked confused and

uncertain. Well, it was feardly surprising, was it? he chided hinself.
Suddenly he realized that Vannor probably woul d not understand, as yet, what
happened to him | had better tread very carefully, the swordsman thought—but

it was already too |ate.



"Forral ?" Vannor's voice, usually so gruff, rose in an unsteady squeak. H s
eyes wide with horror, he began to back away through the mst. "lIt—t can't be
you," he stamrered. "Forral is dead"

The swordsman sighed. Cearly, there would be no gentle way to do this. He
strode after the retreating figure. "So are you, Vannor old friend," he said
bluntly. "Why el se would | be here?"

"You are here because you are recalcitrant and foolish." Forral and Vannor
swung round with a gasp. They had for-jotten the presence of Death. The
Specter was wearing the hooded guise of the old hermt who conducted those who
had passed through the Door to their final rest. He beckoned to Vannor. "Cone,
Mortal . Pay no attention to this renegade—he will do your own cause no good
what soever. You nust acconpany me to the Well of Souls, and be reborn.”

Vannor scow ed. "Now just a minute," he protested. "This renegade, as you cal
him happens to be a friend of mine. I'mnot going anywhere until | find out
what is going on here." H's frown grew deeper. "What in the bl oody bl azes
happened to nme, anyway? | don't renenber how | got to be here. Howis it that
' m dead?"

Death sighed. "If it matters at all, you were poi soned, as were nost of your
househol d. "

"What ?" Vannor yelled. "Wio did this? Wwo el se was poi soned? Al of thenP \Was
Dul si na killed? What about Antor, my son?"

Your son has already passed this way." Death shrugged. "The one you cal

Dul sina—no. It may be that her time is yet to conme. As for the nmurderer's
identity—well, this is not the first occasion that your eneny has nmade a good
deal of work for ne." He smiled grimy. "I look forward to the day | wel cone
that one into ny realm"

"Who?" Both nen spoke sinultaneously.

"The Mageworman Eliseth." Death shrugged.

"She's back?" Vannor gasped. "But—

Forral wondered at his friend' s shocked response, but Death held up his hand,
forestalling any further questions. "The nmanner of your com ng here is of
little inport. You must cone with ne now, Vannor—and try, if you can, to
persuade your friend to join you, for he refuses to listen to reason. Too | ong
has he lingered Between the Wrlds."

Vannor gave the Specter a hard look. "I'lIl acconpany you if Forral will, but
if he wants to stay here, | won't leave him He's ny friend."

Forral felt relief wash over himin a flood of warnth. He had never realized
just how desperately he had missed a friend in this dismal place. "Vannor

what about Aurian? | know she nust be alive, because she hasn't passed this
way, but is she well? Is she safe? Is Anvar taking care of her? \What about our
chil d?" So anxi ous was he that the questions poured out of him tunbling over
one anot her wi thout waiting for an answer.

A chill went through Forral when he saw the grave expression on the merchant's
face. "I'msorry, Forral—+ can't answer you." Vannor sighed. "About seven
years ago, she and Anvar were attacked by Eliseth in the Vale. Aurian had
found the Sword of Flane, but Eliseth stole it fromher. Then the three of

t hem di sappeared—they literally vani shed i nto not hi ngness."” He shook his head.
"I wish | " Suddenly an odd expression swept across his face. To the
swordsman, it |ooked like stark fear. Forral blinked, and rubbed his eyes.

Li ght was deceptive in this place, but it |ooked to himas though Vannor was

fading. ...
"Forral —help me," the merchant cried. "I feel strange—there's sonething
pulling at me. . . . Ch Gods, | can't see you. " H's voice dimnished to

a despairing wail that was drowned out by a roar fromDeath. "Stop! This soul
is mne."

Forral was brushed aside as the Specter |lurched forward—but it was too |ate.
Vannor was gone.

Chapter 6 Metanorphosis
According to the messenger, Vannor's life hung in the bal ance. There was no



time to lose. Yanis had put the fastest of the N ghtrunner ships at Tarnal's
di sposal and the winds were fair for Nexis, but to Zanna the vessel seened
frozen in time, as though it were trapped in the same ice that gripped her
heart. She stood in the prow, grasping the rail until her fingers ached,
trying to will the ship forward with every ounce of her formdable strength
and her desperate need. Every second night nmake a difference. Her younger

brot her Antor was al ready dead—she had been given no chance to say her
farewells to him Zanna felt her heart constrict inside her with pain. It was
so unfair! Antor had been little nore than a chil d—-he had scarcely begun to
live, and now he never woul d.

Zanna swal | owned back her tears, determined to stay in command of her enotions
inthis crisis. If only Tarnal were by her side to reassure her—but, as
usual , he had assuned conmand. She could hear his voice in the background,
giving orders to the men as he strove to plot the fastest course and adj ust
the sails so that every last scrap of speed could be coaxed fromthe

boi sterous wind. H's zeal was unnecessary—this crew had been together for a
long tinme and knew what was needed—but Zanna understood Tarnal's need for
occupation to prevent his thoughts fromdwelling upon what might await themin
Nexis. She, alas, was w thout such means of surcease, and she missed her
husband desperately, wanting the confort and support of his |oving presence.
On the vessel flew, a grey shadow in the night-black sea, with the w nd
singing in die sheets and a high curl of creany foamwhere the bows carved a
path t hrough the tossing waves. Unable to contain her inpatience, Zanna |eft

t he bows and began to pace the slanting deck, oblivious to the risk. Hurry!
Her thoughts urged the vessel on. Oh, hurry! W nmust get there in tinel

How coul d thi s happen now, when everything had been going so well? The seven
years since the Battle of the Vale had been good ones. Is this our fault?
Zanna wondered as she paced. Did we | et ourselves becone conpl acent? Wen
Vannor returned to the Nightrunners with the news that both Aurian and Anvar
had vani shed fromthe world, it had seemed a catastrophe beyond al
under st andi ng. Zanna and the Mages' other friends and conpani ons had grieved
I ong and hard for them both, and Parric had been inconsolable. It had taken
several days for Vannor to persuade themthat not only their friends had been
| ost, but their enemes, too. Eliseth had gone the sane way as Aurian and
Anvar —+then news arrived from Yanis's contacts in Nexis that the Archmage had
al so di sappear ed.

Zanna remenbered with shane how she had berated her father for his pursuit of
power when Aurian had so lately been |ost. He had been right, though. Wth
Nexi s | eaderl ess, the people had been desperate for soneone to fill the |ack
Wth Sangra's assistance, Vannor had sobered up the grieving Parric with
brutal efficiency and enlisted the Cavalrymaster's help, and that of the rebe
and exiled communities. Yanis had provided ships and the armed support of the
Ni ght runners—and within a nonth, the former Head of the Merchants' @uild had
become Hi gh Lord of Nexis.

Then the changes had begun. Wth the Magefol k gone, the shadows of awe and
fear had been lifted fromthe Nexians, and a new age had bl ossonmed under
Vannor's beneficent rule. The accessible itens from M at han's hoarded supplies
had been rel eased fromthe Acadeny, and new recruits for the Garrison had been
trained hastily by Parric and Sangra. Robbers and footpads had been dealt

wi th, making the night safer for folk to wal k abroad. The merchants who
expl oi ted the Nexi ans had been persuaded to nend their ways by the disciplined
troops backi ng Vannor's authority. Homes were rebuilt for the poor and

di spossessed, and the wetched beggars vani shed fromthe streets. Jarvas's
sanctuary was rebuilt as a shelter for the old and needy, and a school for
heal ers had been established there, under the auspices of an unusually sober
Benzi orn.

Vannor had given the citizens of Nexis years of peace and pl enty—yet Zanna was
aware that not everyone favored the new Hi gh Lord of Nexis, and what he had
wrought. The one great disaster of Vannor's reign had been his failure to dea
with the sporadic attacks by the Phaerie, and people who had |lost famly and



friends blamed himfor the di sappearance of their | oved ones. The nerchants,
al so, were incensed by the decimation of their profits and what they saw as
unwarranted interference in their affairs. The fact that Vannor had once been
Head of the Merchants' Quild added insult to injury. In the fulfillnent of a
| ong-cheri shed dream he had overridden their objections and outl awed the
practice of bondi ng—and that, Zanna knew, m ght well have been the fina
outrage that had precipitated this attack

As the darkness began to give way in the east, the ship turned into the
estuary. Soon the docks of Easthaven, grey and indistinct in the ghostly
morning light, looned into sight and passed like slowy noving shadows as the
ship continued upriver. Zanna closed her eyes in pain. It seened that
everything was conspiring to rem nd her of her father today, for the river
passage was anot her of Vannor's innovations. In consultation with Yanis and

t he ot her merchant captains, he had had the river dredged, the weir renoved,
and a series of locks installed to allow the passage of ships all the way to
Nexis itsel f. Today, Zanna bl essed her father's foresight. It would allow her
to reach his side all the quicker

Zanna and Tarnal wasted no time waiting for the ship to dock at Nexis.

I nstead, they had thensel ves put ashore where the gardens of Vannor's nansion
stretched right down to th river. Zanna was shocked by the nunmber of arned
sol diers guarding the flinsy jetty and patrolling the grounds, but to her
relief, Sangra was conmandi ng them and all owed hersel f and Tanal to pass

i medi ately, without delaying themw th unnecessary talk. After running hand
in hand up the steep graveled paths, they arrived breathless at the house.
Dul si na hersel f opened the door to them her face white and her eyes red from
weepi ng and brui sed beneath from sl eepl essness and strain. Wthout a word, the
two wonen fell into one another's arns.

"I's he ... ?" Zanna was the first to pull away. Watever the nature of the
news, she coul d bear the suspense no | onger
"No—ot yet. He's still fighting, but . . ." Dulsina shook her head as she

gui ded Zanna and Tarnal across the hall and into Vannor's study. Parric was

al ready there, pacing restlessly back and forth in front of the fire.

"Zanna . . ." The Cavalrymaster's voice was choked as he held out his arnms to
her. "I'msorry, love," he said hoarsely. "I blane nyself. If the Garrison had
guarded him better
"Nonsense," Dulsina interrupted crisply. "Don't be so daft, Parric. Things are
bad enough here without that kind of stupid self-recrimnation. Mke yourself
useful instead, and get Zanna and Tarnal a glass of wine." She turned to
Zanna. "The Gods only know how soneone coul d have got into the house to do
this terrible thing. It seens to have been the bread that was poi soned, but
we've | ost the cook along with the rest of the servants, so | don't suppose
we'll ever find out. | only escaped because | was staying overnight in the
city with Hebba—she hasn't been too well of late."” Dulsina bit her lip. "W
have to face it, Zanna—this is a cruel poison. Your poor father is suffering
so greatly that death would be a nerciful release." Fresh tears shone in her
eyes. "lI'msorry, ny dear. Even Benziorn says that nothing can be done. He can
only give soporifics to Vannor, to ease his passing fromthis world."

Dul sina's face shimered into a blur as Zanna's own eyes filled with tears.

Her breath caught in her throat to beconme a convul sive sob. Tarnal, visibly
mastering his own grief to support his wife, put his arnms around her, and
Zanna drew strength fromthe enbrace. "Can | see hi mnow?" she asked in a
smal | voice that she scarcely recognized as her own.

Zanna had no idea how many hours she had sat at her father's bedside, but

dar kness had fallen outside the wi ndow | ong ago, and her eyes felt like
burning coals in her head. Dul sina sat opposite, shivering with weariness, and
Benziorn would conme in fromtine to tine to check on his patient, shake his

head, and | eave again with a sigh. Vannor lay cold and still as though he were
a corpse already, his eyes half-open but glazed and unseeing, and his
breathing so shallow as to be barely perceptible. His linp hand felt chill and

clamy in Zanna's grasp. The waiting was unbearabl e—+this knowi ng that it could



only be a matter of time. Alnbst, Zanna wi shed that it could be over, to spare
both her father and herself—-yet while he lived, how could she hel p but hope
for a mracle? She renmenbered the time she had rescued himfromthe clutches
of the Magefolk, and led himto safety through the pitch-black maze of the
library archives, and the dreadful, stinking sewers. Now Vannor was enbar ki ng
on a darker road still—-and this tine, there seened to be no way that she could
bring hi m home.

She nust have dozed a little—Zanna junped guiltily awake as her sleep was

di sturbed. Faint grey daylight glinmered at the wi ndow, and there was a | ow
hubbub of voices comng fromthe hall downstairs. Now what? She scow ed. Wy
were Tarnal and Parric allowi ng this to happen? There was a sick nman up

her e—he shouldn't be disturbed. After a few nonments the door opened, and
Tarnal put his head into the room beckoning Zanna and Dul sina away from
Vannor's bedside and out into the upstairs hall. "I thought you should know,"
he whi spered. "There's soneone at the door—an old crone by the | ook—she's al
muf fled up in shaw s and stuff. She says she's an herbw fe, and swears she has
an anci ent remedy handed down from her grandnother that can save Vannor's
life. It's probably a lot of nonsense, but . . ." He held out his hands and
shrugged. "What is there to lose? The only thing is, Benziorn is furious—he
says she's a fraud and there is no cure, but she's after a reward for trying.
He's insisting that we send her away."

Zanna and Dul sina | ooked at each other. "Send her up,"” they replied in unison
The crone insisted on being alone in the roomwhile she worked. This gave
Zanna a shiver of unease, then she thought: Let her. Wat harm can she do at
this stage? Then the old woman went inside, the door closed firmly behind her
and there was nothing to do but wait—-and pray. Dulsina, Zanna, and Tarna

gat hered in an uneasy knot outside the door, and after a short tine, Parric,

| ooki ng pal e and strained, cane up to join them carrying a tray with cups and
a bottle of spirits that he put down on a little table by the wall. They
waited, saying little, sipping sparingly at the warm ng brandy while Benziorn
paced below in the hall, muttering and cursing under his breath, and
occasionally casting black | ooks up at Vannor's cl osed door

El i seth emerged from Vannor's chanber, clutching the basket that contained the
grail hidden beneath a cloth, and laughing inwardly to see the circle of

anxi ous faces that waited to greet her. Thanks to her illusion of an ancient
hag, these fools had no idea of her true identity. Al had gone according to
pl an. She had di spatched the nerchant w th another dose of poison, and brought
himback to life again using the grail. He had no nenory of what she had done.
Though he did not know it yet, Vannor now bel onged to her.

The Mage risked a sidel ong, venonous gl ance at Zanna as the wonman stepped
forward anxi ously. "Wat happened, goodwi fe? How is ny father?"

Col l ecting herself quickly, Eliseth conposed her features into the illusion of
a toothless smle. "Be at ease, nmy lady, all is well. Your father was far gone
i ndeed—but my skills have drawn hi m back. Even now, he is recoveri— She was

talking to enpty air. Wth a joyous cry, Zanna had flown into her father's
room wth Dulsina followi ng cl ose at her heels.
Tarnal stepped forward with a snmle. "You must forgive them old nother—they
aren't really ungrateful. This family owes you a debt beyond all paying, but
we will do our best, for you've brought us a miracle tonight. |I'msure they
wi Il be back directly, once they see for thenmselves that Vannor is all right.
In the nmeantinme, would you like to come downstairs and refresh yoursel f?"
El i seth shook her head. "Thank you, but | will wait here," she replied firmy.
She did not have long to wait, however. After a short time Zanna energed, her
glowi ng face transfigured with delight. "He was awake! He knew ne! He's going
to get well again!" Collecting herself, she turned to Eliseth. "Good not her
how can | thank you? \Whatever is in ny power to give you is yours—you only
have to say the word." She waited expectantly. The Mage shook her head. "M
Lady, | ask for nothing. To see our dear Lord Vannor restored to health is
reward enough

for ne.



"But there nust be sone way to repay you," Zanna protested.

"Truly, I want nothing. By your leave, | will go now," Eliseth replied

Leaving the Mortal s opennout hed behind her, she went downstairs and scurried
out of the house, renenbering that she was neant to be an ol d woman, and
therefore must not stride. No one attenpted to stop her—which was just as
wel | for them

You'll repay me, Zanna, never fear, Eliseth thought as she took the river road
back toward the Acadeny. 1'Il receive nmy reward when your precious father
kills your husband and chil dren before your eyes—eaving you to be dealt with
by me. The Mage snmiled grimy. Vannor's escape fromthe Acadeny seven years
ago had cost her a good deal of enmbarrassment and inconveni ence, and Zanna was
to blane. But she had nade a grave mistake in crossing Eliseth. Revenge woul d
be sweet —but sadly, it nust be postponed for a tinme. If she wanted to rule the
city through Vannor, it was vital that he act as he usually did—er suspicions
woul d be aroused. Besides, when Aurian canme back into the world Vannor woul d
be anmong the first people she contacted. Eliseth would have the earliest
possi bl e news of her eneny's novenents and plans, and that woul d give her an

i nesti mabl e advant age.

Eli seth nade the nost of the fact that it was early nmorning, and few people
were up and about, to slip back unnoticed into the Acadeny. On entering her
chanmbers, she freed Bern fromthe tine spell that had held himimmobile in her
absence. Over the last few days, she had convinced the baker that it had been
he who had murdered his wife and children, and that the guards were comnbing
the city for him In return for her sheltering himin the safety of the
Acadeny, he had sworn to serve her—but she did not trust himenough to go out
and | eave hi munattended. Bern had been sunk deep in guilt and m sery since
the deaths of his famly and she would not put it past himto go down into the
city and turn hinmself in—betraying her presence in the process. That woul d be
a catastrophe, but even if he were sinmply to take his own life out of guilt,

it would be an inconvenience. It was beneath her, as one of the Magefolk, to
take care of herself.

Havi ng sent Bern to make sone breakfast, Eliseth took the grail from her
basket and filled it with water fromthe jug on the table. Before she ate, she
woul d check on Vannor, and see how his so-called recovery was progressing. She
wanted to make quite sure she could control him for she could think of many
tasks for himto perform to secure the city for her return and bring the
recalcitrant Mortals under her control. And one of the first of his tasks, she
t hought grimy, would be to nobunt an attack on those accursed Phaerie! Though
she knew that Vannor stood little chance of defeating the Forest Lord and his
subj ects, he might at |east weaken themsufficiently for Eliseth to succeed
where he had failed. And if a few hundreds of Mortals were lost in the
process—so what? They bred |ike rabbits anyway—there woul d soon be nore.

The Mage | ooked into the depths of the chalice and concentrated on summoni ng
the i mage of Vannor. She found the merchant sitting up in bed and eating soup
surrounded by his fanmly, who were watching the progress of every spoonful
fromhis plate to his nouth.

Tentatively, Eliseth wormed her way into Vannor's mind, reading his thoughts
i ke an open book as she sifted through hopes, dreanms, fears, and plans. As an
i nteresting bonus, she found out what had happened to Aurian during her
eneny's travels across the sea, for the Mage and Anvar had told the entire
tale to Vannor on their return. Eliseth committed the details to her
menory—they mght very well come in useful one day. Then she turned her
attention back to her victim She wanted a test of her control that woul d not
alert or alarm Vannor's |oved ones. After a noment's thought, she exerted her

will, and made himdrop the spoon into his bow, splashing hot soup on the
coverl et.

Dul sina started up with an anxious cry. "Wat happened? Are you all right? Do
you feel ill again?"

Vannor shook his head, mopping ineffectually at the soup stains on the quilt.
"I"'mall right love, don't fuss. | can't think what came over me—y attention



just wandered for a minute. | nust still be tired, |I expect."

Smiling snmugly, Eliseth withdrew fromhis nind and returned to her own body.
Her triunph lent extra savor to her food. She had dealt successfully with
Vannor—and now it was time to deal with Anvar. To a Mage, know edge was power,
and her appetite had been whetted by the information she had picked up from
Vannor's mind about Aurian's adventures. She wanted to know nore about the
Sout hern Lands—and Anvar had actually been there. Still sniling, she went
downstairs and sel ected a | ong, keen dagger fromthe guardroom arnory. Then
she returned to her room filled the grail to the brimw th water, and,
carrying it carefully in both hands, she made her way up to the rooftop where
Aurian's |l over |ay.

The air outside was thick and oppressive, alnbst humm ng with tension. Thick
heavy towers of black cloud had nmassed across the city, and Eliseth could hear
the [ ow, nenacing grow of distant thunder. She felt a shudder of ecstasy run
t hrough her. As the raw, wild power of the stormdrew closer, so the strength
of her magic would increase. Through the viscous, copper-tinged gl oom she
could make out the faint blue glimer of her tine spell across the roof and
hurried toward it, walking carefully so as not to spill the water fromthe
grail. Anvar |lay facedown on the roof where she had left him a | ong dark form
whose identity was indistinguishable beneath the crawing, flickering blue web
of the spell. Eliseth set down the chalice with a decisive click on the roof's
snoot h paving, and |laid down the dagger close to her hand. "At last," she
breathed. "It will take nore than Aurian to save you now." Then gathering her
powers, she arrowed themtoward him and di ssol ved her spell

The victimof a time spell experienced a few nmonents of disorientation as the
bi ndi ng magi ¢ was renoved—t was an easy matter for Eliseth to renmpve the
spell and to replace it with one of sinple sleep, before Anvar had tinme to
struggl e or even realize what was happening to him Once she had hi m hel pl ess
she began to tear into his mind, raping it of information, wenching his

t houghts apart without a care for the suffering she caused himand reveling in
t he soundl ess screans of his trapped and tortured spirit as his body convul sed
in agony. Eliseth was enjoying herself. In hurting Anvar she was striking out
at Aurian—and though she coul d have obtai ned the know edge she needed far nore
easily had she killed her victimand taken control as she had done with Bern
she wanted to inpose her will upon him and nake hi m suffer

The entire story of her eneny's long journey spun into Eliseth's mnd too fast
for her to follow, but that did not concern her. As lIong as she had the

i nformation in her nmenory, she could peruse the details later, at her |eisure.
Wien at |ast she was certain that she had taken all she wanted from Anvar's

m nd she w thdrew, picked up her dagger, and | ooked down upon the |ast spasns
of his agonized withing with icy scorn. She put a knee into his back, dragged
his head up by the hair, and renmoved her spell. She felt his body tense as he
regai ned consci ousness. Down came her hand, and her sharp bl ade hi ssed across
his throat, laying it open in a burst of crimson gore. As Anvar's |ifebl ood
punped across her hands, Eliseth threw back her head and | aughed triunphantly.
This time, Anvar went hurtling through Death's grey doorway so fast that he
barely had tine to notice the intricate carvings. Before he truly had tine to
take in what had happened to himhe found hinsel f, stunned, outraged, and
aghast, in the silvery half-light of the world beyond the portal, with the
path to eternity at his feet.

"No!" Even as he how ed his protest, the door slamed shut behind himwth a

| ow, concussive boomthat carried dreadful overtones of finality. Spitting out
curses, Anvar hurled hinself again and again at the unyiel ding door—but to no
avail . Suddenly, the nmenory returned to himof agony and hel pl essness, with
Eliseth's thoughts raking through his mnd |like searing talons—and Eliseth's
knife at his throat. Anvar stopped hamrering at the door. Hi s hands fel

linply to his sides as cold dread congeal ed deep within him Wth grow ng
horror he realized that while last tine he had entered this place voluntarily
and had been permitted to | eave again, he was here for good this tinme. He

t hought of Aurian, saw a vivid image of her strong-boned, serious face and



flam ng hair in his mnd s eye. A pang went through himlike a dagger piercing
his heart at the thought of losing her. This can't be happening! H s thoughts
churned aimessly in panic. | can't be dead! Suddenly Anvar felt the touch of
a hand on his shoulder. "Get away fromne," he snarled, his voice cracking in
fear. Even as he spun, a voice cried out: "Anvar? Lad—t is you!"

To his utter astonishnment, Anvar found hinself |ooking into the face of

Forral .

"\What happened?" the swordsman demanded. "How did you die? Wiere's Aurian?" In
his anxi ety for answers he reached out and grabbed Anvar by the shoul ders,
shaking himinpatiently while the Mage tried in vain to settle the junbled
upheaval of his thoughts. "Forral +eave himbe."

Anvar renenbered that om nous, chilling voice all too well. He | ooked up and
shuddered. Death seened to think his hermt guise unnecessary for soneone who
had passed through his real mbefore, and his dark, shrouded figure | oonmed over
the two men at the gate. But the Specter's attention seermed all to be fixed on

Forral . "This has gone far enough," he snapped. "Mortal, will you never |earn?
| had a certain respect for your courage and strength of will. Wile you
interfered with no one but yourself, | was willing to permt you your folly,

but twi ce now you have accosted the souls within my care. Last tinme, your

i nterference robbed a man of his natural passing and allowed himto be
shatched into an unnatural slavery."

Deat h's voice was stern and inplacable. "Forral, | cannot—dare not—pernit you
to linger here any longer. | had never thought to see these tines again, but
there is a power in the mundane world that is m susing the Caldron of Rebirth,
and it is no longer safe for you to remain in the vicinity of the Gates. You
nmust come with me now-both of you—and enter the Well of Souls to be reborn
before it is too late."

Forral's hands were still clanmped around Anvar's shoul ders |ike bands of iron
but the Mage paid themlittle heed. At the Specter's words, he finally
under st ood what Eliseth was doi ng—and why. Even as he opened his mouth to warn
the others, he felt a wongness begi nning—the first stirrings of an arcane,
invisible force that reached through the cl osed door of Death Iike the turning
of an unclean tide. The misty scene around himflickered and began to grow di m
as he felt himself caught, as though in the grip of a giant hand, and pulled
back toward the portal that separated the living fromthe dead.

"No!" Death roared. "I will not permt this!"

For an instant all was confusion. Anvar felt one of Forral's hands slip from
hi s shoul der, though the swordsman's grip with the other hand tightened. The
force frombeyond the door continued to tug at the Mage, harder and harder

its pull becomi ng painful as the intensity increased. Then Anvar felt, for the
first time, the numbing non-touch of Death as the Specter's hands cl anped
tightly around his arns. There cane a cry from Forral —ef horror and triunph

m xed—and then only two figures stood where three had stood before.

On the roof of the Acadeny, the Wat her-Mage finished applying water fromthe
grail to the gaping wound in Anvar's throat, and watched with satisfaction as
t he bl ood stopped punping fromthe severed arteries and the sundered flesh
began to knit itself back together. Eliseth waited tensely. It seened to be
taking a long time to bring her victimback to Iife—far |onger than it had
taken for the restoration of Bern. She glowered down at the |ifel ess body,
clenching her fists so tightly that her fingernails dug into the skin of her
palms. If this didn't work...

Anvar convul sed once, arching his spine like a stranded fish as his chest
heaved with a wheezing, gasping breath. Eliseth acted instantly, striking out
at himw th another time spell. She sat back, feeling inmensely relieved. For
a nonent she thought of renoving the spell again to test her control as she
had done with Bern and Vannor—but then again, why take the risk? The grail had
wor ked perfectly well with the first two victinms, and it was far nore powerful
than any magic this thin-blooded hal f-breed night possess to resist it.
Besides, Eliseth was in a hurry. She had done what she'd set out to do—and the
i nformati on she'd gl eaned from Anvar's m nd was even nore useful than she had



hoped. Until now, she had never thought beyond Nexi s—but why limt her
anbitions to the North? Wth Vannor in her power she had control here, and
Anvar was in place, ready for Aurian's return. |If she travel ed south now and
sought other races to control, she could increase her power a thousandfold

bef ore her eneni es—either Aurian or M athan, wherever he should be, could find
her. Besides, she would be safely out of the way when she instructed Vannor to
make an attack on the Phaerie. If they should strike back at the city—-as well

t hey m ght—she wanted to be nowhere in the vicinity. Furthernore, the
Magewoman had di scovered in Anvar's mnd the details of an invincible
stronghol d from whi ch she could eventually hold the reins of the world in
safety and security. It was as well that there were no nore dragons in the
city of Dhiammara, for Eliseth intended to use the place herself.

In that instant, the Mage's smug thoughts were cut off by a searing crack of

t hunder. Beneath her feet, the foundations of the tower began to shake.

El i seth sensed that sone alien, unrecognizable variety of magic had triggered
t he earthquake, but had no idea that, in using the grail's powers in the
Acadeny, she had sprung a trap that had been laid for her |long ago. As the
tower rocked and vibrated, her nmind went blank w th panic. The tower,
protected from destruction by the residual magic fromthe many spells that had
soaked into its structure over the centuries, was probably as safe a place as
any. Eliseth could do nothing but stay where she was—and watch in horror as
the city crunbl ed around her

A piece of the balustrade that bounded the edges of the tower roof cracked and
br oke | oose, vanishing into the depths below Eliseth crouched down |ow for
stability, clinging tightly to the precious grail, and | ooked out through the
gap at the collapse of the city.

From somewhere in the center of Nexis the Mage heard the tearing crack of
stone as the Garrison plateau with its large walled conpl ex of buildings
fractured right across the mddle. The high, protective walls that M athan had
built around the townl ands broke apart and toppled in a hail of stones, and a
surgi ng wave of earth was shrugged | oose fromthe southern sl opes upstream
fromthe city to fill the valley bottomw th debris. A long fissure appeared
in the riverbed bel ow the Acadeny and the gathered waters went swirling and
boiling down into the bowels of the earth in a burgeoning cloud of dust and

st eam

At last it was over. The tortured | andscape ceased to quake, and the dust
began to settle. The only sounds were the groans and screans of the injured
and bereaved. Throughout the city dozens of fires had sprung up, spreading the
destruction further. Eliseth shuddered, paying no heed to the suffering of the
Mortal s bel ow. Her thoughts were all for herself. She had no idea what,
exactly, had happened—but she had a very bad feeling that it had been ained at
her, and that the m ssing Archmage was behind it, somehow. It was high tine
she got out of here.

Sone three days later, Yanis was surprised to receive a nessage from Vannor
asking for a swift ship to ferry some unknown person and a manservant to the
Sout hern Ki ngdons. He was very surprised that Zanna's father had tinme to
concern hinself with such trifles right now, for after the mysterious

eart hquake, the Lord of Nexis, only just recovering fromhis illness, had his
work cut out to keep order and deal with the crisis. It made little difference
to Yanis, however. Considering the anbunt of gold that Vannor was offering,
the Night-runner was only too happy to oblige in person, though for sone
reason the mysterious travel er, who spent the whole journey heavily hooded and
cl oaked, made hi mvery uneasy. But by the tinme he had dropped off his
passenger in a secluded cove on the southern coast, and nade the return
journey through seas that were still unstable and stormtossed after the
quake, all traces of his earlier curiosity had vani shed fromhis m nd—-al ong
with all menory of the unknown voyager.

Chapter 7



Wnd on the Plains

Eliseth arrived in the Southlands with little nore than Bern, the useless
Sword of Flane that the Mortal carried slung on his back in an old cl oak, and
Anvar's stolen nmenories to guide her through these strange new lands. It was
scarcely a triunmphant arrival —onsidering that she planned to rule these

Sout hern Ki ngdons before much | onger

The Magewoman stood on the |onely, w ndswept beach, watching the ghostly
outline of the grey N ghtrunner ship disappear into the rainy darkness. She
was mightily relieved to see the back of it. This had been her first sea
voyage, and she hoped it woul d be her |ast—the seas had still been violently
rough follow ng the Nexian earthquake, and she had not known it was possible
to be so wetchedly ill.

El i seth shivered with sonething nore than just the raw, danp cold. She had
never known what it was to feel so vul nerable. She was unaccustoned to being
wi t hout the privileges conferred upon her by tradition: the luxury and
security of the Acadeny, and the protection and authority of her rank as
Magewoman, one of the city's powerful elite. Now she rmust set out to scul pt
her future fromthe raw materials to hand, and her feelings were an unsettling
m x of trepidation and anticipation as she set foot on the shores of an
unknown future.

"Lady—pl ease, what do we do now? I'mcold and |I'm hungry, and this burden

you' ve given me wei ghs so heavy...."

El i seth rounded on the petulant Bern. "Stop whining, Mrtal—ere | give you a
reason for your spineless sniveling! Don't just stand there—go and find us
somewhere to shelter until this accursed rain stops.”

"Have pity, Lady. Were will | go? | can't see in the dark like you,'
wai | ed.

The Mageworman gritted her teeth in exasperation. "In the name of all the
Gods—why did | ever drag you al ong?" she snapped. In search of a target for
her tenper she gathered her powers and | ashed out with her will against the

| oom ng cl ouds above. Abruptly, the rain cut off in a sudden silence as though
the world itself was startled by what she had done.

She turned back to the gaping Bern. "Cone on, follow nme. And take this, since
you're only useful as a beast of burden.” Eliseth threw himthe bag containi ng
t he few bel ongi ngs she'd sal vaged from Nexis, with a flash of spiteful

sati sfaction to see himstagger beneath the additional burden. Then, w thout a
backward gl ance, she strode off al ong the beach confidently expecting her
Mortal slave to follow She had no tine to waste on himthere was too nuch to
be done. The next nonths would be challenging tines indeed, but Eliseth had no
doubt that she would soon nake this place her domain. After all, Aurian had
done so—and wherever that red-haired bitch could succeed, the Wather-Mage
expected to do a damm sight better

It was as well that Eliseth had her determination to sustain her. She spent

t he nost unconfortable night of her life shivering in the lee of a pile of
fallen rock that had clearly, at one time, been attached to the overhangi ng
cliff that provided scanty shelter from above. Though she had fornmed a nagica
shield around herself as a protection fromthe cold wi nd—ot to nention any
further rockfalls from above—she was unable to warmthe raw night air, or
soften the stony ground on which she lay. Between the strain of maintaining
the shield and the fear of what m ght happen if she did not, she didn't close
her eyes all night.

A grey dawn crept reluctantly forth, heral ded by the sound of Bern's coughing.
Eliseth scow ed at the shivering, sunken-eyed Mortal. Since the deaths of his
fam |y, Bern had been neglecting hinmself, and the rough sea voyage and the

ni ght spent on the exposed, inhospitable beach had been too nmuch for his
feeble Mortal constitution. Typical! Had she not known better, she could have
sworn he did it deliberately, to plague her. Really, these accursed Mrtals
were no earthly use whatsoever—they were so frail that the slightest hardship
finished them She was reluctant to | eave him however. It was too conveni ent
to have a servant—especially one whose nind she could control. Besides, she

Ber n



needed Bern to carry the Sword of Flane. The Artifact still reacted to her
powers with dangerous violence, but in the hands of the nagicless Mrtal it
remai ned dark and dead.

The Magewoman hesit at ed—+hen si ghed, and shoul dered her heavy bag herself,

| eaving Bern to bring the Sword. "Come on," she snapped. "The sooner we find

something to eat, the sooner you'll get your strength back and be sone use
again."

Eliseth felt horribly exposed on the endl ess flat expanse of the coasta
plains, like a fly crawming along the top of a vast table. Once she had | eft

the coast there was nothing, as far as the eye could see, but |eague upon

| eague of waving grass:, a pale, tawny gold beneath the steel-grey autumm sky.
Wth nothing to obstruct it, the perpetual wi nd had an edge |ike a whetted
knife. It came noaning across the plains like a soul in tornment, hissing and
whi stling between the dry grass stens until the Magewonan wanted to scream

On foot, it was a long and wearisone journey. Eliseth travel ed nostly at
night, scrying frequently in the grail to foresee and avoid any approaching
Xandi m patrols. The trek al so proved to be a hungry one—for the town-bred
Bern, inevitably, proved worse than useless as a hunter, and the Mageworman was
forced to obtain nost of their food herself, using her magic to kill rabbits
and the small deer that grazed the plain.

Eventual | y, after about eight days—the neasurel ess nonotony of the vast
prairie made it all too easy to | ose count—

El i seth had found what she had been seeking: two young Xandi m herders, a nan
and a worman, out on the plains alone, guarding a small cluster of shaggy white
cattle. In order to get close to her prey, the Mage used her air-tw sting
spell to blur and disguise the outlines of herself and Bern, so that froma

di stance they woul d appear as a passing cloud shadow, a swirl of dust, or a
flicker of sunlight on the w ndbl own grass.

For a night and a day she followed the Xandimas they tracked the sl ow nmoving
bovi nes, noting the pattern of their activities. Every few hours they woul d
take turnabout as rider and nount, one resum ng human shape, and the ot her
changi ng to equine form When night fell once nore they herded the cattle back
to the deep grassy dell where they had pitched their camp—a sturdy hide tent
and a fire in a shallow pit cut out of the turf to protect it fromthe worst
of the ommipresent wind. The | ocation was well chosen—there were few sheltered
spots anywhere on the grasslands, but here the soil lay thin across the bones
of the earth, exposing, along one side of the hollow, a slanting wall of
fractured stone that dropped sharply to the grassy bottomof the dell. A
spring oozed out between two cracked rock faces, its waters trickling down to
collect in a nmossy, reedy pool at die foot of the steep and stony gradient.
During the day, as the cattle grazed, their herders, a dark-haired nan and a
girl with tanned skin and | ong brown braids, had hunted hare and wild birds

wi th bow and sling whenever an opportunity arose. Now, as the red sun di pped
behi nd the edge of the dell, the pair noved into what appeared to be a

wel | -rehearsed routine, with one skinning, drawing, and spitting the gane
while the other lit the fire and fetched water fromthe spring. Wen all was
organi zed and the supper was roasting over die fire, the man stood up and
sm |l ed, holding out his hand to the woman. They vani shed into the tent

toget her, and were gone sone tine before the wonan energed once nore, pulling
on her shirt as she came. She turned the meat and went down to the pond to
wash as her partner, stretching and whistling, crawl ed out of the tent and set
a pot of water at the edge of the fire to boil.

When the Horsefol k had eaten and settled for the night they took turns at

wat ch, one guarding the camp while the other slept. At |last the Magewonan was
ready to make her nove. She waited an hour or two, shivering in the frosty
nmoonl i ght until she was sure that the Xandimwere well settled. At last, when
the tine was right, she slipped into Bern's nind, controlling himas he crept
up on the drowsy woman and cut her throat. The herder died w thout a sound,
and her partner, still fast asleep within the tent, drew his last breath

wi t hout even waki ng.



Snelling the blood, the cattle began to bawl wuneasily and nill around the far
side of the hollow Eliseth, abandoning Bern's body, darted out from her

hi di ng pl ace behind the tent and the shaggy white beasts exploded into
terrified flight, stanpeding away over the rimof the dell into the grassl ands
beyond. As the Magewonan canme round to the front of the tent she al nost fel
over Bern, who knelt, retching, by the fireplace. Ignoring him she filled the
grail fromthe herders' own waterbag and restored the first victimto life.

El i seth took control of the Xandim s mnd al nost before the girl had a chance
to regai n consci ousness. There she planted the instruction that the herders
nmust obey the silver-haired Qutland woman wi t hout question, and serve her in
any way they could. Once the girl's m nd had been enslaved, the Mageworan | eft
her and repeated the process on the mal e herder

Mich to Eliseth's anmusenment, the Xandim Saldras and Tei xeira, were nost
ast oni shed to discover that a strange woman had suddenly appeared in their
canp. They remenbered not hi ng of what had happened to them-but now they were
so gripped by the strange conpul sion to devote thensel ves to the newconer that
they didn't even spare as much as a thought for their vani shed cattle.

For the first tine Eliseth discovered, as Aurian and Anvar had so | ong ago,

t hat the Magefol k possessed an innate facility to understand new | anguages.
Once she had questioned the herders about the habits, nunmbers, and whereabouts
of the local Xandim the herders were of no use to the Magewonman in their
human form Taking control of their mnds, Eliseth forced themto change to
equi ne shape and stay that way, hobbling themtightly so that they could not
escape while she slept.

The Weat her-Mage returned to the Xandimtent, now her own, in a gl ow of
satisfaction. At last! No nore trudging for nile after weary mile across these
endl ess bl oody plains! Now she could continue her journey quickly, for she had
deci ded that the Horsefolk as a race would be of little use in her plans

of conquest-—she could come back and deal with themlater, at her |eisure. No,
the secret of power in the Southern Kingdonms was control of the skies—and,
anong the scraps of knowl edge she had gl eaned from Anvar’s mind, she had found
t he nanes of Wnged Fol k who would be only too glad to hel p her oust the
rightful Queen. Now that she had the Xandimto transport her, Eliseth intended
to head for Aerillia with all speed.

In the neantine, however, there was one snall detail to take care of. The
Magewoman had not forgotten her plan to force Vannor to nmount an attack on the
Phaerie. Eliseth shared the remains of the herders' supper with a ravenous and
grateful Bern, then disnmissed him with a blanket, to sleep outside the tent.
Even as he drowsed in the alnmost-forgotten warnth of blanket and fire, she
slid into his mnd and obliterated his nenories of the nurder and resurrection
of the Xandim Not before tine, too. Already, the baker had been starting to
wonder if she had not dealt with himin sone simlar fashion

Once the Mortal had settled, Eliseth took a candle and filled the grail wth
water. Looking into the dark and shifting depths of the chalice, she bent her
wi || upon Nexis, and sought the unsuspecting mnd of Vannor, Hi gh Lord of the
Gty.

Vannor was trying hard to keep his tenper, but that fat fool Pendral just got
right under his skin and stuck there. If the idiot's brain was as big as his
nmout h, the exasperated High Lord thought, then | wouldn't be having all this
trouble. He set down his goblet so hard that the wi ne splashed out in a streak
of crimson over the polished surface of the library table.

"For the last time, man, what the thundering blazes do you expect ne to do
about the bl oody Phaerie? Poor old Parric's near demented—how can you expect
the troopers to beat off an airborne attack? The eneny can shield agai nst our
arrows with their magic, and wherever we station our soldiers in the city, the
bastards just cone down sonewhere el sel™

Pendral's piggy little eyes narrowed into slits. "But | do expect you to do
somet hi ng about the problem Vannor. You are Hi gh Lord of Nexis—a position, |
m ght remind you, that you took upon yourself. The citizens have every reason
to look to you for help—and they' re getting damed tired of waiting for an



answer fromyou and that drunken tosspot of a Garrison Commander."

Vannor | eapt to his feet, upsetting his goblet. He | eaned across the table,
glowering at Pendral. "G ven your own collection of vices, you ve got a bl oody
nerve to conpl ain about Parric," he grow ed.

Pendral's face turned the color of the spilled wine. "Vicious |lies?" he
spluttered. "I challenge you to prove your basel ess accusation, or .. .
"Ch, shove it, you debauched little pervert,"” Vannor retorted, "and shove your
sham concerned-citizen charade right after it. You couldn't care | ess about
the poor folk of Nexis. What's eating you is the fact that these Phaerie raids
are robbi ng your goods, shaving your profits, and ruining your custom"

Pendral also leapt to his feet. "Well so what?" he blazed. "It's true! And
it's affecting everyone, not just ne." He drew hinmself upright, sticking his
massi ve paunch out in front of himlike an indignant pigeon. "I'm not just
here for nyself, you know," he went on pompously. "I represent the entire
Merchants' Quil d—and we' ve had enough of your spineless refusal to deal with
this situation. If you won't, maybe we should find ourselves a H gh Lord who
will... ."

"Al'l right! Al right!" Vannor roared. "Enough! Very well—I1"'Il declare war on
the Phaerie. W'Ill start conscripting extra troopers first thing tonorrow. Now
get out of ny house!™

Pendral gaped at him By the gods, Vannor thought—t was alnbpst worth it just
to take the wind out of that bastard's sails.

"I"ll go and report to the Guild at once!" Pendral cried. "W nust issue a
procl amation. "

Real |y, that was Vannor's responsibility, but if it got this wetch out of his
hair, he was willing to et the matter slide. It was only when Pendral had
gone that he suddenly realized, with a chill of horror, what a terrible thing
he had done. But before the regrets had tine to take root, they were whi sked
fromhis mnd, vanishing without a trace.

"Make war on Hellorin? You nmust have taken | eave of your senses!" Parric's

voi ce was so soft it was al nost inaudi ble. Having heard the announcenent of
the crier fromthe Merchants' Guild, he'd cone storming up to Vannor's house
in a blazing

rage, but the tidings, finally confirned by the H gh Lord hinself, were far
too serious a matter for nere tenper.

Vannor's eyes narrowed. "I've made ny decision, Parric," he said stonily.
"There's no altering it. As H gh Lord, It's ny responsibility to put a stop to
t he Phaeri e depredati ons—

"Yes, but you won't be getting carved to pieces by those bastards. My troopers
may be sworn to defend Nexis, but there nust be sonme other way? By Chathak's
bones, Vannor—+ can see why you didn't dare break this news to nme yourself.
You never did have a head for strategy. An outright attack on Hellorinis a
hopel ess cause, doonmed to failure fromthe outset. You'll be wasting all those
lives for nothing."

Vannor's face was expressionless. Al the bluff warmh and zest that had
formed the core of his nature had fled. What can have changed hi m so? The
Caval rymaster thought. That poison didn't take his life, but it robbed us of
the true Vannor, just as though it had killed himoutright.

"Are you going to carry out ny orders?" Vannor demanded coldly. "Or aren't you
man enough for the job? In that case, | suggest you crawl back down the neck
of a bottle, and I'll find someone el se to conmand the Garrison."

"1l kill him was Parric's first thought—-but fortunately for Vannor, his
anger was so intense that it turned to ice, instead of fire. "If that's the
way you want it," he said stiffly, "you can have mny resignation right now-but

| warn you, you're naking a big mstake." Walking up to the former nerchant,
he | ooked himstraight in the eye. "For once, |I'mactually glad that Aurian is
gone. To see you acting like this would break her heart."

El i seth watched from behi nd Vannor's eyes as the Caval ry-nmaster wal ked out of
the roomwi thout |ooking back. If it breaks Aurian's heart that's an
addi ti onal bonus, she thought.



Parric was busy clearing his bel ongi ngs out of the Commander's quarters that
had once bel onged to Forral, when Sangra wal ked in, |ooking pale and strained.
"I't's no good," she burst out. "There's no easy way to tell you this. |'ve
just been talking to Vannor. He asked me to take over conmand of the
Garrison—and | told himI| would."

The Caval rymaster's stomach clenched with a sick feeling of dread and a
prickling chill crawl ed between his shoul der bl ades. Soneone wal ked over ny
grave, his nother used to say-enly this tine, Parric knew, with a sinking
certainty, that the grave would be Sangra's, not his own.

"Parric?" Sangra was | ooking at himw th a puzzled frown. "In the nane of al

t he Gods, say sonething."

Taking a deep breath, Parric tried to haul hinself back to sonme sense of
normality. "Sangra, you can't do this," he said urgently. "Watever possessed
you? You know as well as | do that the whole idea is insane. Wy, you may as
well tell the troopers to fall on their swords right here in Nexis, and save
t hemsel ves the trek."

Sangra went, w thout asking, to Parric's table, and poured two cups of rough
wi ne fromthe pitcher that stood there. She took a sip and he saw her raise a
di sapprovi ng eyebrow. "It's been a long tine since you touched this filthy
stuff.”

Parric glared at her. "lI'mretired,"” he snapped. "I can take up getting drunk
again if | want to. Now you're the one who should be staying sober."

Sangra flushed. "If you start that business again you' re a bigger bloody foo
than | thought."

"You're calling me a fool ?* The cup of wi ne smashed agai nst the wall as
Parric's tenper finally snapped. "At least |'ve got nmore sense than to wal k
open-eyed into a fight against a foe who has not only magi c but the power of
flight!" He grabbed Sangra by the shoul ders, disregarding her startled curse
as her own cup fell to the floor. "Don't do it, |love. Think again. We'll both
resi gn—what can Vannor do? We can always go south, like Aurian did. W could
hire out our swords again...."

From the bl eak | ook that cane into Sangra's eyes, Parric knew he had al ready
| ost. Shaking her head, she covered Parric's hands with her own. "And can the
entire Garrison resign?" she asked himsoftly. "You know they can't—they're
sworn to serve. And Vannor has already ordered additional conscription. Think
of those troops: raw, green, inexperienced—sonebody's got to take care of
them Now that Hargorn has retired, you and | have the npst experience in the
Garrison by a long chalk—and if you won't go, then | certainly nust. You've

got to understand, Parric—f | left those lads and lasses to their fate
could never face nyself in the mrror again." She sighed bitterly. "I've got
to go—even if it is a fool's errand. Al | can do is try to save as nany of

them as possible."
Parric sighed. Maybe it was my grave, after all, he thought.

"Al'l right," he said resignedly. "If | can't persuade you to cone to your
senses, then | suppose I'll just have to join you in your insanity. At |east |
can nake sure you don't do anything too daft." Shaking his head, he reached

for his sword belt and began to buckle it on. "I don't know which of us is
nore insane."”

Chapter 8

The WId Hunt

Aurian stood shivering in the deserted courtyard, al one—save for the ghosts.
In the pallid noonlight, the buildings of the Acadeny took on the ivory gl eam
of old bone. The void black apertures of its doors and wi ndows held a travesty
of renmenbered life, like the vacant features of a skull that contained a

hal f-fam liar echo of |oved features now decayed to dust; the abandoned
receptacle for a consciousness that had | ong since fled.

A thin, cold wi nd sniveled and whi ned anong the abandoned buil di ngs, stirring
shadowy nmovenents in dark corners and tainting the air wi th whi spered ghostly



voi ces. M athan and Eliseth, the arch-plotters; Davorshan and the Fire-Mge
Bragar, whose anbitions had exceeded their abilities; the Healer Meiriel, |ost
in her insanity, who had fallen to Aurian's sword in a faraway land ... Al
were here tonight, thronging the shadows, awaiting their revenge upon the one
Mage who had dared oppose them...

"Balls!" Aurian snorted. "Ghosts, indeed,”

Taking a firmhold on her runaway i magi nati on, she put her shoulder to the
door of the Mages' Tower and thrust her way inside.

Once around the first curve, the pitch-black stairwell presented a challenge
even to her Mage's sight. Raising her hand, Aurian called a ball of sizzling
bl ue Magelight to hover above her head. The shall ow marbl e steps spiral ed
upward before her, slick with a filmof icy condensati on. Shadows fromthe
sphere of cold fire I eapt and | urched across the weat her-stained walls and
web- hung ceiling, causing flickers of novement at the edges of her vision that
froze her in her tracks and sent her whirling, hand on the Staff of Earth, to
face a nonexistent threat.

"Don't be a bloody fool," Aurian told herself disgustedly. "There's no point
in going on, if you're seeing ghosts in every shadow." The only trouble was,
she knew perfectly well that ghosts coul d—and di d—exi st.

Gitting her teeth, the Mage continued up the staircase. The tw ns' chanbers,
Bragar's rooms, Eliseth's suite—+oomafter room she found abandoned and enpty,
all trace of its forner occupant erased. Unease pricked her, an icy finger
drawn up her backbone. Surely this could not be right? Even if the Acadeny had
been abandoned, and all the Magefol k were dead, the noldering remants of
their furnishings and bel ongi ngs should still be here!

When she reached the famliar door to her own quarters, Aurian hesitated,
reluctant to discover what |lay within. These roons had been her hone for so
many happy years—they hel d precious nmenories of Forral, and Anvar, and dear

Fi nbarr, her friend the Archivist who had perished to save her life on the

Ni ght of the Waiths. Ridiculously, she felt that to see her chanbers vacant
and abandoned woul d wi pe away so rmuch of her former existence...

"Ridiculous is right," Aurian told herself firmy. Possessions, after all,
were not so inportant, and not hi ng—ot hi ng—coul d erase the nmenories of people
she had | oved so well. Nonetheless, it hurt to enter those bl eak, dank

echoi ng roonms. \What had happened, she wondered, to the nbss-green carpets and
drapes; to her cozy bed with the heavy, brocaded hangi ngs that could be pulled
cl ose against the night to create a secluded haven for the joy that she and
Forral snared? What had become of the bright clothes the swordsman had
persuaded her to buy as they wandered the booths of the Grand Arcade? Wat had
happened to her sunmoni ng and scrying crystals, to her irreplaceable

coll ection of books and scrolls, and to Anvar's precious guitar that had been
her gift on that happy Sol stice he had spent with Forral and hersel f? A wave
of unbearabl e | oneliness and | ongi ng swept over her, so intense that it al npst
sent her to her knees. Were were they now, the two that she had | oved above
life itself? Forral dead, and Anvar—where? Where? Aurian shivered, and fled

t he sad, abandoned chanbers, her Magelight hovering above her, always one step
ahead of her hurrying feet.

Up, then—and up once nore, round another curve of the staircase. Only one set
of rooms left to search. Despite her determination, Aurian's feet began to

sl ow of their own accord. If she had hesitated to enter her own chanbers, how
much nore now did she fear to trespass within M athan's domai n? The last tine
she had set foot in the Archmage's lair, she had felt the menace of the
dreaded Death-Waiths, and seen her beloved Forral slain by the deadly
creatures called up through the profane, perverted use of the Gail of

Rebirth. As she approached the door, menories cane swarm ng unbi dden into her
m nd, just as those hideous, nal evol ent abom nations of M athan's summoni ng
had t hronged the chanmber where her love lay slain. Dread froze her, shaking in
every linmb, on the topnost |anding of the staircase.

It took nore courage than Aurian had known she possessed to open that door

but in her heart she was certain that she nust. Knowing that if she hesitated



anot her instant she would never find the strength to do it, she lifted her
hand to the latch, every sense alert for the betraying signs of a nagica

trap, or a wardspell. There was nothing—and that in itself was enough to put

t he Mage upon her guard. Were he alive or dead, it would be nost unlike

M athan to | eave his private chanbers open to the prying of any stray

wander er—+et al one another Mage. And if he hod done so, there was sure to be a
reason.

Cautiously, Aurian took the serpent-carved Staff of Earth from her belt and,
reversing it, used the heel to push the door ajar. Qut of the darkness beyond
rushed a fetid reek of carrion. The Mage took a hasty step backward, choking
and retching, slipping off the topnobst step and only just saving herself from
afall with a frantic clutch at the handrail

"Seven bl oody denons!" Thi ck darkness surrounded her—her |ight had gone out
when she fell. Beyond the sound of her own, involuntary exclamation, nothing
stirred. The silence |lay heavy, dead, and thick as the noxious, cloying stench
that clogged the air. Yet in Aurian's mnd, a famliar sound began to grow-the
snarling, rasping hum of raw magi cal power. In her hand, the Staff or Earth
began to vibrate in response, and glowwith enerald light as it answered its
counterpart. The Mage's heart beat fast. The Sword! The Sword of Fl ane was
within! dinging tightly to the smooth wooden rail, Aurian pulled herself
upright, ignoring the throb of bruised ankle and shin and a naggi ng ache in
her left arm which had briefly supported all her weight. Blotting her

wat eri ng eyes on her sleeve, she cast another ball of Magelight—as bright as
she coul d manage—and transferred the Staff fromher right hand to her left.
Drawi ng her sword, the Mage crept cautiously into Mathan's |air—and halted,
transfixed with horror and despair.

The Magel i ght bl azed up, highlighting every stark, inescapable detail of the
ghastly sight that nmet her eyes. Aurian took in the entire scene in one
single, frozen nmonent of horror. The floor, the walls—even the ceiling of the
chanmber —were spattered with bl ood. A headl ess corpse was spread-eagl ed, |inbs
askew, before the fire, pierced through the heart and pinned to the floor by
the Sword of Flame, which was glowing all along its length with a blinding
crimson blaze. And set upright upon the hilt of the Sword, the severed neck

i mpal ed upon the grip to rest on the crossguard, was the head of Anvar.

A cry of grief wenched itself free from Aurian's soul —-yet no sound escaped
her |ips. She could not bear to | ook, yet she could not |ook away. Her |over's
face was twisted in a rictus of agony, yet her gaze traced every bel oved
feature. Then—her heartbeat stunbled, faltered, and began to race as the eyes
of the corpse slowy opened, weeping blood, and turned to fix her with a

gl azed and sightless stare. The Mage's grasp grew white-knuckle tight around
the Staff of Earth, as the grey lips parted. Anvar's corpse began to speak—but
it was not his voice that issued forth, but the strident, nocking tones of
Eliseth.

"You shoul d thank me, Aurian—'ve done you a favor. | have perfornmed the very
sacrifice that you were too feeblem nded and faint of heart to make yourself.
And here is the Sword of Flame, ready and waiting, nmarked and bonded to you
with the bl ood of your beloved. It only waits for you to stretch out your hand
and claimit; then victory will be yours, and the power to rule the entire
world. Go on—take it. Take it if you dare. Pick up the Sword, and take the
world into your hand—f you can pass nmy Guardi ans!"

Beyond Anvar, beyond the reach of the fading Magelight, there was a stir of
nmoverrent. Fromthe mouth of Anvar's corpse, fromthe dead and staring eyes,
strands of dark vapor began to pour, coal escing and growing and formng into a
| egi on of vast and shifting shapes with mal evol ent gargoyl e faces that pul sed
and flickered, ever-changing, in a swirling vortex of cold evil. Eliseth had
sunmoned the Nihilim The Death-Waiths had returned to claimAurian's life,
as they had clainmed the Iife of Forral

Soneone was scream ng. After a noment, Aurian realized that it was herself.
Wenching herself free at |last fromthe nmacabre spell of Anvar's nutil ated
corpse, she turned and fl ed headl ong down the tower stairs, pursued by the



sound of Eliseth's |aughter—and the Deat h-Waiths at her heels.

Sobbi ng, gasping for breath, the Mage burst out of the tower door and into the
courtyard—and swung round, at the sound of another voice.

"Aurian? Aurian!" Faint and ghostly, it seenmed to be calling fromthe library,
which lay across the courtyard to her left—and that was only natural, after
all, for it was Finbarr who was calling her. Finbarr, who had saved her once
before. Wthout a thought, Aurian turned and ran toward the sound—through the
great portal, through the echoing, enpty library, and through the scrolled
iron door at the far end, that led into the archives. The branchi ng cataconbs
rang to the sound of her running footsteps as the Mage fled downward, stil

following the thread of Finbarr's faint, elusive call, constantly aware of the
pursuing Waiths that thronged ever closer behind her
"Aurian .. ."The voice was comng fromher left now, froma dark, narrow,

nmusty passage that Aurian had no recollection of ever seeing before. Though
she didn't like the look of it, there was no tine for hesitation—the N hilim
were right on her heels. Sending her faltering Magelight before her, Aurian
pl unged desperately into the dark maw of the tunnel —and ran right into the
arnms of M at han.

"I knew you would return to ne at last!" The dead gens of the Archnage's eyes
were alight with a gl eamof triunph. Though her mind screamed out in protest,
Aurian's body was linmp in his grasp, her will rendered powerless by the
hypnot i c

glitter of those dreadful eyes. M athan plucked the Staff of Earth from her
feebl e grasp. H s gaunt and haggard face was scant inches away from her own,
his noi some breath Iike the air froman opened tonb. Gathering every scrap of
her will, Aurian spat into his face. It was all that she could do. Cold and
cruel, the Archmage smled. Slowy, he turned the Mage around, until she could
see the swarmof N hilimthat hung in the shadows, waiting.

"I give you a choice, ny dear," Mathan's voice was an obscene croon. "Submnit

your body, your will, and your powers to nme—er submit yourself to the
Deat h-Waiths, as their prey. Choose, Aurian. Choose now"
"Never! | will never submit to you!"

And then suddenly Shia was there, between the Mage and the hovering Waiths.
“Aurian. Wake up—you're dream ng! Wake up!"

As the voice penetrated the sound of her screanms, Aurian felt a stinging blow
on her face. She tried to fight, but sonething heavy pressed down on her
preventing her from noving. She opened her eyes to see Maya, sitting over her
wi th one hand raised, ready to strike again. D arvan knelt nearby, |ooking
grave, and beyond hi m Aurian coul d make out a pair of horses watching her
quietly, their outlines blurred by the early-norning mst that drifted anong

t he shadowy trees. The scent of noist earth and the rustling whisper of |eaves
told of a forest. The warm breeze and the thick, heavy fragrance of full-grown
greenery hinted at | ate sumer.

"Where the bl oody blazes am | ?" the Mage mnuttered.

"Don't worry," Maya soothed her. "You're safe." She hel ped the Mage sit up
"But that was some nightmare, mny friend!"

"Ni ght mare?" Aurian echoed blankly. "I don't renenber
"Well, | do!" A huge black shape energed fromthe bushes.
"Shial" Aurian cried.

Anot her great cat, with heavier bones and its ebony coat patterned with
dappl es of gold, followed Shia fromthe bushes, but though Aurian was glad to
see that he had come in safety through the gate in time, her attention at
first was all for her dear friend.

Shia was purring fit to rattle Aurian's bones. "I cane to awaken you." Her
ment al voice echoed oddly in Aurian's head. "I was in contact with your nind

t hr oughout your dream—and it was not a pl easant experience." She rubbed her
head agai nst Aurian's face as the Mage enbraced her. "Never fear, ny friend.

It was only a dream W'IlIl get Anvar back."

"Anvar ..." As the nmenory of the dream canme flooding back to her in all its
vivid and ghastly detail, Aurian began to shake uncontrollably. Never, as |ong



as she lived, would she forget that dreadful vision of Anvar, inpaled upon the
Sword of Flane...

Maya put a conforting hand on the Mage's arm "It's all right, Aurian. No
matter how terrible it was, it was just a dream" She gl anced up at D arvan.
"CGet her some water, |ove, would you?" When D arvan had di sappeared anong the
trees, she turned back to the Mage. "I already know about the dream Your

t houghts were so intense—probably because you were distressed—that D arvan was
pi cking up the details fromyour mnd, and passing themon to nme." She
frowned. "I'msorry, Aurian—we should probably have wakened you sooner, but
consi deri ng where we've ended up, we thought the dream m ght mean sonet hi ng.
When we came out of that—whatever it was—ae were in such a sorry state that we
all slept for a while. Wen you didn't wake, D arvan said you were suffering
fromthe effects of your struggle with the Sword, and we should let you rest,
so the cats went off to keep watch, while we stayed here—*

But Aurian was listening no |onger. Maya's words had been enough to drive the
horrors of her dreamto the back of her mind. She was renenbering, instead,
the final battle in the Vale, and her discovery of the Sword of Flane.
Scal di ng shane fl ooded over her, as she recalled her failure to master the
Artifact, and the catastrophi c consequences. Those horses, grazing quietly
anong the trees, she had al so known as nen—Schi annath the Xandi m Herdl ord,
and the Wndeye Chianh, Seer of the Xandimand a close friend. Her failure to
claimthe Sword had unl eashed the dangerous, unpredictable Phaerie upon the
worl d once nore, and they had used their powers to reclaimtheir |egendary
horses, turning the shape-shifting Xandiminto sinple beasts.

That was not the worst of it, however. Aurian renmenbered pursuing Eliseth and
t he wounded, captive Anvar into the gap that had opened up in reality, and
trying to follow themthrough an endl ess, viscous grey nothi ngness
interspersed with flashes of lurid color. She renenbered nausea and

di sorientation, and hel pl ess pani c when her prey had di sappeared at |ast. She
recall ed the | ast desperate, wenching effort that had brought her—aith these
dear and loyal friends who had foll owed her—back to the real world. And with a
sick, sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach, the Mage realized that,
thanks to her own failure, Eliseth had not only Anvar, but two of the
Artifacts—the Gail of Rebirth, and the all-powerful Sword of Flane.

Suddenly Aurian gasped, and frantically groped around her in the thick bed of

| eaves. She found the Staff of Earth first, safe and sound, and then, as her
hand fell on the Harp of Wnds, it responded with a pl angent cascade of
shivering notes, as though the Artifact itself was nourning for Anvar, who had
made it his own.

D arvan returned at that nmonent, and sat down beside her, placing a dripping

cone of folded birch bark in her hands. "Here, you'll feel better for this,"
he told her. "I'msorry we have nothing stronger—you | ook as though you coul d
do withit."

"You can say that again," Aurian nuttered. But, though her nerves were stil
unstrung and her worries ever-pressing, the sight of the makeshift cup soot hed
her with its happy nenories. She caught Maya's eye. "I see you've been
teaching himsome of Forral's wilderness survival techniques. " Her words
trailed off. The warrior had nmentioned sonething earlier, about..

"Maya?" The Mage gripped the fragile birch cup so tightly that it crunpled in
her fist. "Considering where we've ended up, you said. Just where have we
ended up?"

The small, dark-haired warrior sighed. "W're in the wods, above the southern
side of Nexis."

Aurian dropped the ruined cup, barely noticing that she had done so. "What
does Nexis | ook Iike?" she asked softly.

Maya bit her lip, plainly reluctant to answer, and finally it was D arvan who
replied.

"I't has changed, Aurian. Nexis has altered beyond any accounting for the one
year of our absence."

The Mage frowned, trying to put her thoughts in order, despite the throbbing



in her head. "So we traveled ... Cearly, we noved between places—but have we
al so noved between tines!"

D arvan nodded. "It's a difficult notion to accept—but what else could explain
such a difference in the city?"

A col dness settled in the pit of Aurian's stomach. "Show ne," she demanded.

"I ndeed, Mage. Look upon your city. See that the Phaerie have not been idle in
your absence.” Hellorin sniled bleakly and drew back from his W ndow of

Seei ng. Though his face remained i npassive, as befitted the Lord of the
Phaerie, he could scarcely contain his excitement. Ch, he had waited |ong for
this day! He had al ways known that his son would return one day—and as a
bonus, D arvan had brought the m ssing Xandi m horses with him

From his high tower in the delicately constructed pal ace, Hellorin sent out a
ment al summons that reverberated to the furthest reaches of his new city. This
time, there was no need to wait for noonlight. The Phaerie hunt rnust ride at
once. Not a noment nust be lost, lest the Forest Lord's quarry should escape
hi m once agai n.

As the cats, the Mages, and Maya stol e through the woodl and, noving with as
little noise as possible over the soft blanket of l|iving noss, Aurian could
feel the dew of dawn striking right through her cloak and the Xandi m| eat her
tuni c and breeches that she still wore. She felt |ost and anchorl ess,

i ght headed and drifting. This change in tinme and place had happened far too
fast. For the Mage, it was as though the dreadful battle in the Vale and her

di sastrous confrontation with the Smrd of Flanme had taken place but an hour
ago. She could still smell the smoke on her hair fromEliseth's burning of the
wi | dwood, and the | eather of her garments was stained and stiffened in places
wi th Cygnus's bl ood. When she reached the edge of the forest and | ooked out
between the last trees, Aurian felt her stomach lurch. Nexis it was—so nuch
was still famliar—but so much of the city had changed

The conpani ons had conme out of the woods above a steep fall of |and where an
earthslide had stripped the slope of its trees as far as the river. Below the
em nence where Aurian stood, the verdant forest ended abruptly and below it
lay a wilderness of boul ders, mud and naked earth, strewn with the snapped and
splintered trunks of trees. The river, damred by the rubble that had swept
down the hillside, had swollen above the obstruction to fill the upper valley
with a long, narrow | ake. Bel ow the choking mass of earth and trees, the river
had dwindled to little nore than a stagnant thread that trickl ed haphazardly

t hrough the bottom of the nmuddy trench that had once been the riverbed.

Now that the river, the lifeblood of the city, had vanished, Nexis had begun
to die. The wharves on the northern bank rose high and dry on stilt-I|egged
pilings above the abandoned watercourse. It |ooked as though many of the

war ehouses had been destroyed by fire. Mathan's great new walls, which had
been described to the Mage by Zanna during her brief stay in the N ghtrunner
stronghol d, were cracked throughout their Iength and in places had col | apsed

conpl etely. The Acadeny, however, still stood high on its pronontory in the
| oop of the dried-up riverbed. As far as Aurian could see at this distance,
the Iibrary and the Mages' Tower were still intact, though the weather-done

had been broken open like the shell of a shattered egg. Was Anvar sonmewhere
down there, as she had dreamed? Aurian could scarcely bear to think of it.

The Mage wrenched her attention fromthe Acadeny and forced herself to exam ne
t he remai nder of Nexis. What had happened to the houses on the northern sl opes
of the valley? The outlines of the streets, once so neat and regul ar, seened
to have altered and lost their definition, and as far as Aurian could tell
many of those homes had been destroyed. Lower down there was simlar ruin.
Though the great doned edifice of the circular Quildhall seened unscat hed,

part of the roof of the grand Arcade had fallen in, exposing the |abyrinth of
stalls, aisles, and wal kways to the elenments. A broad fissure ran right across
the Garrison parade ground, nmaking Aurian wonder uneasily if the edge or the
pl at eau woul d eventual ly break away and crash down in ruin on the | ower part
of the city.



As the light continued to grow, the Mage lifted her eyes to what had once been
a deep, wide river, and | ooked upon the ravaged | andscape and altered city.
She shook her head in dismay. "Wat in the name of the Gods can have happened
here?" Taken with the landslip that had damed the river, the destruction
seened to point to sonme kind of earth trenor. But why? The | and around Nexis
had al ways been stable before. She renenbered—-how coul d she forget?—hat

El i seth had possessed the Grail of Rebirth when she had attacked in the Vale.
That inplied that she had found some way of defeating Mathan. Had the two
Mages fought? Was that the cause of this extensive damage to the city? Yet if
the Arch-nmage had been killed, surely she and Anvar woul d have felt his death.
So where was M at han now? Aurian shuddered, remenbering her nightmare.

"How much tinme do you think we've m ssed?" Maya asked softly.

Aurian shrugged. "Who knows? That kind of destruction could have taken pl ace
over years—er in a single day."

"I don't think so," D arvan dermurred. "Not in one day-at least, it's nore than
a day since the earthslip happened. Look there." The Earth-Mage gestured at
the sprawing hillock of earth that dammed the river. "It's hard to tell for
sure, but there's at |least one year's growth on that exposed soil —probably
nore, | should say."

"You could be right." Aurian squinted across the intervening di stance, w shing
that the light were better—and wi shing still nore for Chiamh, with his
cheerful good hunmor and his ability to take her riding the winds so that she
could l ook nore closely at the ruined city.

"OF course I'mright," Darvan replied firmy. "Your nother was a good

t eacher."

Maya was | ooking troubled. "But if you're right, |Iove—and |I'm not saying that
you aren't—then why in the name of all creation haven't they done sonethi ng
about it? If the folk in the city had organi zed thensel ves properly, it would
have taken far |less than a year to shift that nudslide and let the river flow
again." She frowned. "Which begs the question
"Who is | eading the Nexians now?" Aurian finished for her, "Who could possibly
benefit fromleaving the city in this ruinous condition?" She swung around to
face her conpanions, her face drawn in lines of bitterness. "W may have no
noti on of what's going on down there, but we do know that neither Vannor, nor
Parric, nor any of our other friends are in charge. None of them woul d ever
abandon the city to such desolation. And if our friends don't rule Nexis ..
"We nust assume that the city is in the hands of our enem es,"” Mya finished
grimy.

When the Mage and her conpanions returned to the horses they discovered that
Khanu and Shia had been hunting, and had saved two fat rabbits for their human
friends. The conpani ons decided to rest and eat before going down into Nexis
to search the Acadeny for clues to the whereabouts of M athan and Eliseth.
Even the Mage, who was consumed with inpatience, had sense enough to realize
that it would be plain stupidity to face unknown danger with her strength and
j udgrment inpaired by hunger and fatigue. Besides, nightfall would be a safer
time to slip unseen into the city. As soon as Maya and D arvan were busy
preparing the rabbits, Aurian slipped away by herself anong the trees. She was
sure that, after their | ong separation, her conpani ons would appreciate a
little time together—and as for herself, she wanted to be alone to think

As the sharp odor of scorching flesh stung her nostrils, Maya extricated
herself reluctantly fromD arvan's enbrace. Wth a curse she funbled for the
rabbits that had been spitted over the fire, and turned the sizzling
carcasses, noving thema little farther fromthe fl ane.

"Careful." D arvan nmet her eyes with a half-guilty grin. "Aurian won't thank
us for ruining her breakfast."
Maya, busy straightening her clothing, returned his smle. "I'msure she'd

forgive us, under the circumstances, but it wouldn't be fair to starve her for
our sake." Try as she mght, however, the warrior couldn't make herself sound
repentant. Though it had seemed rash and sel f-indul gent to be thinking of such
things right now, she and D arvan had been so |ong apart that the urge to make



| ove had been irresistible. Besides, she knew that Aurian had tactfully
slipped away to allow thema few nonments' privacy—though if she and D arvan
had been enbracing | ong enough to let the rabbits burn, then the Mage shoul d
have been back | ong before now.

Stifling a stab of guilt, Maya berated herself for being so inconsiderate.
It's all very well for us, she thought—-but poor Aurian has |ost her |over. For
the second tinme. It still hurt to renenber Forral; he had been Maya's
comander and close friend, but Aurian had been her friend too, and she did
not begrudge the Mage anot her chance of happiness with Anvar—f only Anvar
could be found. And we should be hel ping her find him Mya thought. She
turned to D arvan with a frown. "Don't you think one of us ought to go after
Auri an? She shoul dn't be brooding al one right now. "

"I don't suppose that Aurian is really broodi ng—but Shia went, in any case."
D arvan gestured to the now vacant spot on the opposite side of the fire.

The warrior raised an eyebrow, then shook her head ruefully. "I just can't get
used to it. Not only the fact that those creatures are so fearsone, but the

i dea that you and Aurian can go around talking with themjust as though they
were ordinary folk." Mich to Maya's surprise, it had been Shia who had filled
in a great deal of the background of Aurian's quest for them while the Mage
had been asl eep

D arvan grinned. "Fromtheir point of view, they are ordinary folk, |ove. Shia
is as close in friendship to Aurian as we are—probably closer, in fact."

Maya grimaced. "Maybe I'monly jealous. | wish | could talk to her as you
can."

"I wish you could, too." D arvan sniled. "I think the two of you would get

al ong very well. You have a good deal in commobn—and when you cone to consider

it's no stranger than the fact that those two horses over there used to be
men. "

The warrior's eyes flew open wide. "Don't tell nme you can talk to them too!"
D arvan's expression sobered. "I wish | could. But not even Aurian can reach
into their mnds to find the humans they once were. The Phaerie use the Ad
Magi c, remenber, with which we Magefolk are no longer famliar. Sonmething in
Hellorin's spell that seal ed the Xandi m pernmanently into beast-form has

bl ocked even nental communications such as we have with the cats. Unless ny
father is persuaded to change them back, Chiamh and Schi annat h—al ong with the
rest of their folk-are as good as dead."

Maya shuddered at the bl eakness in his voice. "And you resent Hellorin for
what he did," she added with instinctive certainty.

"OfF course | do!" D arvan slamed his fist inpotently against the ground. "How
could he act in such a callous fashion | loved him Mya, despite the
difficult things he asked of us, and the |oneliness and danger he put us

t hrough. In betraying the Xandim | feel as if he betrayed nme, too."

"Al'l the |l egends warn us that the Phaerie are tricky folk," the warrior

nmur mur ed.

D arvan's jaw tightened. "Then |'m going to have to stand up to ny

i nheritance—and be just as tricky as ny father. Because | prom se you,
Maya—ene way or another, |1'mgoing to nake ny father the Forest Lord restore
the Xandimto what they were."

Maya snmiled at him burying the shiver of dread that ran through her in the
gl ow of her pride. "I rather thought you mght," she told himsoftly. "But
first we'd better tell Aurian. | think it mght ease her mind a little if the
Xandi m can be saved." Her eyes tw nkled. "Wich do you want to do? Tend the
rabbits or go and find her?"

"Ugh!" D arvan shuddered. "You know what the Magefolk are |ike at cooking. If
you want any breakfast at all, | had better go and | ook for Aurian.”

As Aurian wandered through the m sty woodl and, there was a chill around her
heart that had nothing to do with the bright sumer day. How nuch tinme had
passed? Mont hs? Years? Centuries? What had happened to Yazour and Pani c,
Vannor and Zanna? Were all the people she had known and | oved dead now, and
gone to dust? And what of Wl f? She had |l eft himsafe with the smuggl ers, but



what had happened to the N ghtrunners since she'd departed the worl d? Wat had
becorme of her son? Had she failed him too? Should she have kept himsafe in
the South until he was old enough to take care of hinself, before going after
t he Sword?

The Mage wal ked on blindly. As the questions circled in her m nd w thout
respite or answer, the desperate |oneliness and isolation she had known in her
dreamreturned to swanp her

Then suddenly Shia was beside her, pressing against her reassuringly. "You are
not al one," she said. "Khanu and | are here, and your friends the warrior and
t he Mage. Chianh and Schiannath ..." She bit off her words quickly, but it was
too late.

"Schi annath and Chianmh are no nore than dunb beasts,” Aurian retorted
bitterly. "Thanks to ny stupidity—

"Your stupidity is in carrying on in this fashion!" the cat retorted sharply.
She | ooked into the Mage's face, her golden eyes blazing. "So events have gone
awy? When has that ever stopped you, before? WIIl you give in now, and
flounder in guilt and self-pity? Can you afford such a |uxury? Can your
friends the Xandi n? Can Anvar?"

Aurian's head cane up sharply. "How dare you say such things? | thought you
were ny friend!"

"I amyour friend," the cat retorted. "You have no tine to indulge in such
destructive thinking. W nust discover what has befall en us and make our

pl ans. Besides," she added softly. "I understand what truly lies behind your
despair. It is Anvar, is it not?"

Aurian knelt and put her arns around the great cat's neck, hiding her face in
the cat's silken fur. "Partly, it's Wlf—but partly, yes, it's Anvar. Shia, |
mss him" she confessed. "And I"'mterribly afraid for him If Eliseth has
harmed him..."

"She will not," another voice put in firmy. D arvan had stolen up on her
unnoticed. Aurian | ooked round at himin surprise—and not a little

i ndi gnation. She had forgotten that there was another Mage present who coul d
understand her nental dialogue with the great cat, and was enbarrassed that he
nmust have heard Shia rebuking her. "Has everybody in the bl oody canp been

foll owi ng me around t he woods?" she demanded in acid tones.

D arvan col ored, but did not flinch fromher angry gaze. "Mya thought you
shoul dn't be alone,” he replied calmy, "and fromwhat | overheard—+'m sorry,
but | did overhear you and Shia-she was right." The young Mage snil ed

synpat hetically and held out a hand to her. "Remenber how | cane to you when |
was in trouble at the Acadeny? You were the one who saved nme fromEliseth and

fromnmy brother. You hel ped ne then—and now, at last, | can return the favor.
El i seth was never one to discard what night be useful,” D arvan went on. "My
guess is she'll use Anvar as a pawn, or as bait, or a hostage—er nore likely,
given her vindictive nature, she will try to turn himagainst you, Aurian

Thi nk how she woul d revel in such a victory.

Aurian clenched her fists tightly. "Then she'll be disappointed,” she snarl ed.
"D arvan—you're absolutely right. As soon as it's dark, we'll creep down to

t he Acadeny and find out what—=

Suddenly the forest's silence was split asunder by the harsh shrilling of nmany

horns. Through the trees, Aurian heard Chianh and Schi annath screaming in
terror. Shadows swept across the clearing, obscuring the pale sunlight, and a
capricious wind swirled | eaves and dust into the Mages' eyes as the Xaridi m
steeds churned the air with flashing hooves.

As the Phaerie came hurtling down like nmeteors toward the treetops Aurian

t hought, for one horrific instant, that she had sonehow slipped back into the
past to the battle in the Vale. The truth was worse. Even as she drew her
sword and groped for the Staff of Earth at her belt, two Phaerie had swooped
down upon D arvan and borne him screamng, aloft. The Mage, aghast, ran back
toward the place where she had | eft Maya and the horses—but she stood no
chance agai nst the airborne Phaerie steeds. Before she could cone anywhere
near, she saw Maya in midair, scream ng curses as she struggled in the iron



grasp of a Phaerie warrior who had thrown her across the withers of his horse.
Chi anh and Schi annath foll owed, each of themcruelly bridled in burning Iight
and ridden by one of Hellorin's bright-eyed folKk.

Then the | eaves and dust settled as the wild wind sank away, and the sky was
enpty once nore.

Aurian stood for a nonment, hurling curses at the unfeeling sky. Then, as

t hough the last of her strength had | eft her, she slunmped to the ground and
put her face in her hands. She felt the tentative touch of Shia's worried

t hought s upon her mind, but could respond with nothing but a nunb bl ankness.
After a time Aurian |ooked up, her eyes gleanming like frosted iron, her jaw

cl enched. "They won't beat me," she nuttered fiercely. "Supposing they take
everything |I've ever loved away fromme, | still won't let thembeat nme." She
put her arns around Shia. "We'll get our lost friends back, every one of
them+ swear it. Sonmehow, 1'Il get themall back—f it's the last thing | do."
"You still have Khanu and ne," Shia told her, "and anyone who tries to part us
fromyou will discover that they' ve nade a grave m stake! But where to next,
nmy friend? What do we do now?"

"Well, we can't go chasing after the Phaerie yet—+ wouldn't know where to
start,"” Aurian sighed. "W'I|Il take things one step at a time, as Forral always
used to say. First 1'mgoing to eat, and then I'mgoing to force nmyself to
keep it down. | think we should rest until nightfall—+then we'll go across the
valley to the Acadeny. Maybe we'll find some answers there.”

"I'f you wish to sleep," Shia said, "Khanu and | will guard you."

"Right now," the Mage said bleakly, "I feel as if I'll never sleep again."

Chapter 9

Thief in the N ght

The Phaerie attack had, by some miracle, nmissed the city entirely, Lord
Pendral had seen no reason to postpone his entertai nment—which cane as a
considerable relief to Gince. Now he could go ahead as planned with the
greatest theft of his career. Silent as a shadow, the thief sneaked along a
deserted corridor in the upper story of Lord Pendral's nmansion. He had el uded
the guards that patrolled both staircases by entering through one of the great
chi meys—a route that was normally only used by the skinny brats who were sent
up to negotiate the baffling naze of flues and sweep the soot away. The thief
grinned to himself. Throughout his life, he had found consi derabl e advant age
in being small and under nouri shed.

It was early in the evening yet—far fromthe usual hour that Gince began this
ki nd of work. Dusk was just closing in, but the gardens surrounding the great
house were ablaze with torch and lantern light. The sound of |aughter and

m ngl ed voices floated up to the thief through a wi ndow on the second story,
along with a rich aroma of roasting neats that set his stomach growing. A
slowy moving line of carriages stretched down the |ong gravel ed drive, paused
one by one on the circular sweep in front of the mansion to drop their richly
cl ad passengers, and continued round to the stableyard at the rear of the
house, for tonight Lord Pendral was hol ding a great banquet for his
fell ow menbers of the Merchants' Guild

For Grince, the feast was a CGods-sent opportunity. At any other time, the
grounds of the High Lord of Nexis would be guarded tighter than a naiden's
honor. After the attenpt on his life the previous year, Pendral was taking no
nore chances. Even today, the place was bristling with soldiers, but it was

al so swarmng with Pendral's servants and a great many ot her peopl e—the Hi gh
Lord's well-born guests along with their own servitors, coachnen, and
guards—and the resulting chaos suited Gince's plans exactly. Hs

escape—al ways the nost inportant part of his plans—should be fairly easy, for
this evening, with so many strangers in the gardens, the huge killer dogs that
Pendral had purchased woul d be safely | ocked away, instead of being | oosed to
run free in the grounds all night. The guards woul d be | ooking for soneone who
was breaking in, not out, and so he ought to be able to sneak away anpbng the



departing guests w thout rmuch trouble.

Grince's unauthorized entry into Lord Pendral's premni ses had gone perfectly.
The previous day, the thief had stolen a suit of livery fromthe washing |ine
behi nd Lord Pendral's residence. Thus di sgui sed, he had gai ned access to the
H gh Lord's grounds. Knowing full well that the stairs |leading to the upper
floors and Pendral's private chanbers woul d be guarded, he had found an enpty
fireplace that was big enough to admit himin the drawi ng room and had
scranbled into the interconnecting maze of flues, emerging in a cloud of soot
in one of the bedroons. There he had rubbed his stinging eyes, renpved the
kerchief he'd tied over his face to save breathing too much soot, stripped off
t he bl ackened uniform of Pendral's servant, and rubbed his hands, his face,
and the soles of his soft, flexible shoes on the curtains before slipping out
into the corridor in search of Pendral's strong room

Checki ng the doors on either side, Gince slipped along the hallway as fast as
he could, all the while keeping his ears open for the sound of approaching

f oot steps. Though Lord Pendral and his guests would be downstairs stuffing
their fat faces for ages yet, it would still pay to hurry, lest a servant
shoul d chance to cone this way with a | anp, and discover the telltale trail of
soot that led fromthe guest chanber to the Lord' s apartnents.

Gince had done his preparation well in advance, by bribing one of Pendral's
guards with enough drink to | oosen his tongue. Now the thief knew exactly
where to find Pendral's chanbers. Finding the door he wanted, he entered

qui ckly, closing it behind him Thick drapes were cl osed at the w ndows,
shroudi ng the chanber in gloom but Gince could nake out the angul ar shapes
of storage chests, a night table, and a | arge curtained bed.

The thief took a candle stub fromthe handful he always kept in his pocket,
and lit it quickly. He stood w thout noving, |ooking around the chanber.
Across the roomfrom where he stood was what he assumed to be an al cove,
curtained with dark hangi ngs that matched the w ndow drapes. The guard was
unsure, but had assumed that Lord Pendral hid his riches there. Gince paused,
scanning the floor with great concentration; noving the candle slowy back and
forth until eventually, a fine glimrer of silver, close to floor |evel, caught
his eye. Ah, there it was! The slender filament of the tripwire was al nost
invisible in the gloom stretching across the chanber about a hand's span
above the richly patterned carpet.

A broad grin spread itself across the thief's face. This was going to be
child's play. If that fat fool Pendral hadn't even the sense to put a tripwire
by the door, he deserved to be robbed. Gince stepped carefully over the wre,
reflecting that the precious coins he'd expended getting the young guard drunk
in one of the town's nore expensive taverns had not been squandered. He woul d
al nost certainly have mssed the trap otherwi se, and triggered the al arm
Gince tiptoed to the far side of the vast chanber and bl ew out the candl e,
putting the stub back in his pocket to |l eave his hands free. Carefully he
pul | ed the drapes aside, holding his breath in case the brass rings should
rattle and give himaway. Inch by inch, the heavy velvet curtains slid aside,
to reveal, not the al cove he had hoped for, but a small, arched door, its dark
wood strengthened with bars of iron.

Gince felt his heart quicken with excitement. Surely there nust be treasures
conceal ed within..

The door presented little challenge to a thief of his caliber. Wthin mnutes,
the I ock had yielded. Wth a shiver of excitenent, he set his hand agai nst the
panel s and pushed the door open to reveal a narrow, w ndow ess room scarcely
nore than a closet. Wthin lay a massive wooden chest, securely banded with

wi de strips of iron that gleamed darkly in the feeble lantern |ight.

Gince let his breath out in a long sigh. He knelt on the cold, polished
boards before the heavy chest and slid another small, fine tool out of his
belt. The stiff padl ock cost hima tense, sweating struggle to open, but
finally sprang free with a loud click. Miuscles straining, Gince lifted the
heavy lid. And there they were! The little thief could not suppress a gasp at
the sight. The piles of jewels lay shimering within their sturdy casket,



striking a nyriad i ncandescent sparks even fromthe dimlight of his lantern
Unset gens of all sizes and hues |ay heaped in glorious provision anong | ong,
twi ni ng ropes of pearls and neckl aces of fine stones set in delicate filigrees
of silver and gold. The back of the chest was divided into small wooden
drawers and conpartnents that held rings, earrings, brooches, and bracel ets.
The thief let a glittering stream of dianonds slip through his fingers |ike
cold, sparkling spring water, trying to keep a hold on his elation. Wth a
grimsmle he began to stuff great handfuls of the glistening treasure into
the sack that he had hooked to his belt to |l eave his hands free for clinbing

t he chi meys. This was | ong-overdue revenge. The value of the treasure

woul dn't begin to conpensate for the |l osses Gince had suffered at Pendral's
hands—but now the thief had deprived the cruel lord of what he loved nost in
the worl d.

Grince wasted no tinme in making his escape. Once nore he tied the bl ackened
kerchief round his face and headed for the fireplace in Pendral's chanber,
repeating his careful negotiation of the tripwires. As he scranbled up the

chi mey he could feel the heavy sack, filled nowwith the Lord' s precious
jewels, dragging at his belt.

When he had regai ned the safety of the rooftop, the thief |eaned back against
t he chi mey, closed his eyes, and wi ped a sooty hand across his brow. He was
overtaken by a surge of raw elation mxed with inexpressible relief to be
safely out once nore into the cool, fragrant air of a sumer's evening. Taking
deep, gasping breaths, he tried to calmhinself sufficiently to conplete his
escape. H s luck could hardly hold out nuch longer. On his return, he had | ost
his way in the labyrinth of chimeys, and at one point had begun to despair of
ever finding his way out. But everything would be all right now, Gince
reassured hinmsel f. Soon he would be well away fromthis place.

Wping his smarting eyes, the thief inched his way carefully down the sl oping
roof and turned to clinb down the rough and crunbling brickwrk of the
mansion's wall. He could see the first handholds clearly, but the lower walls
were already well in shadow. Gince sighed, and doggedly began to search in

t he dusky half-light for the best footholds to descend the wall.

He was hal fway down when the guard spotted him "Hey! You there!" As the shout
rang out the horrified Gince froze in position, clinging to the rough
stonework until his arns and fingers ached. Maybe if he didn't nove the
fragging sentry woul d take himfor a shadow. ...

No such luck. Gince cursed as the blare of a horn sounded the alarm Now t hat
a thief had been discovered, it would take Lord Pendral no tine at all to

di scover that his precious jewels were m ssing. Shouts came fromthe garden
bel ow, and he heard a clatter of running feet that was rapidly grow ng | ouder
An arrow whi zzed past his ear, making himflinch. It bounced harm essly from
the stonework to his left, and another hit the wall above his head. So far
their ai mwas being confused by the shadowy grey stonework and deepeni ng dusk,
but if he stayed where he was, it wouldn't be too | ong before the bastards
found the range. Rapidly, Gince reviewed his options. Down? No good.

Si deways? Not rmuch better—he would still be wi thin bowshot, and even if he
found an open wi ndow, they would see which one he entered and trap himin the
house. The thief wasted a breath on another curse, then began rapidly to
scranble up the way he had conme. At least it was farther away fromthe soddi ng
arr ows.

Gince took a firmgrip on the guttering and swung hi nsel f up, |eaving dark
snears behind himfromhis bleeding fingers. The slanting peaks of the roof
were slick with dew now, and the going was far nmore difficult—and
dangerous—than it had been earlier. Breathing hard and bal ancing carefully, he
i nched his way up the gradi ent on hands and knees, praying (though he was not
normal ly a praying man) every inch of the way. If he should fall. . . Wll, it
woul d be better to break his neck than allow hinself to be captured by that
brute Lord Pendral. At |east the arrows had stopped now. Gince reached a
cluster of chimeys and slipped between themto rest for a nmonent and catch
his breath, though he knew he hadn't | ong before sone clever bastard thought



to bring | adders. The idea of being hunted—er shot at—en these slippery slates
so hi gh above the ground didn't appeal to himat all. The cool night breeze
ruffled his hair and chilled the sweat on his back and brow He craned outward
and | ooked down over the edge of the roof as a clanor of voices rose fromthe
garden. Down in the darkness, a cluster of golden Iights sprang forth one by
one and the drifting breeze carried an acrid snell of snoke. Soneone had
brought torches—he just knew the | adder woul d be next.

As before; the thief had only one alternative—and he knew he'd best get on
with it. The iron door where he'd exited fromthe flues was on the other side
of the roof, and he had no wish to risk another journey across the dewslick
rooftop. Sighing bitterly, he tied the cloth back around his face, and | owered
hinself feet-first into the wi dest chi mey pot.

It wasn't Gince's lucky night- Somehow, he I ost his sense of direction in the
conpl ex system of flues, and cane out in the worst possible place.

. Thankfully, the chief part of the feast had been cooked al ready, and the
great fires had been allowed to sink to enbers for simrering and keepi ng sone
of the dishes warm The thief burst out of the broad fireplace in a cloud of
soot and ashes, beating frantically at his snoldering clothing. Pots and
kettles went crashing fromtheir trivets, spilling their contents in a

gl utinous, scalding cascade as they fell. Coughing and choking, his eyes
stream ng, Gince scranbled across the spreading | ake, slipping and sliding on
sauces and vegetabl es that squel ched under his feet at every step

Luckily, the kitchen staff had been lured away fromthe fire by the conmotion
in the garden. Unluckily for the thief, they were all clustered in and around
t he doorway. A screech went up fromthe cook as she saw her entire day's

handi wor k destroyed by the snoking, blackened apparition that had erupted from
her fireplace. Then they were after him

It was as well for Gince that Pendral's kitchen staff had not been sel ected
for their wits. If one of themhad run for the guards while the rest stayed
where they were and bl ocked the doorway, he wouldn't have stood a chance.
Instead, they all gave chase, pursuing himround the spacious kitchen. He

vaul ted across the top of the table, scattering crockery in every direction
with a resoundi ng snash. He dodged and di ved, the precious sack of jewels
still swinging fromhis belt, catching on chairs and tables and hampering his
every step—but having gone through all this trouble for his ill-gotten | oot,
Grince was buggered if he was going to let it go now He threw a stool behind
himto trip his pursuers and rolled underneath the table, coming out on the

ot her side—and suddenly, there was a clear aisle between hinself and the door.
He gritted his teeth and ran for it.

He hadn't gone a dozen yards before he was spotted, though the cook and her

hel pers were raising such a ruckus behind himthat it was bound to draw
attention to himin any case. &ince sped around the corner of the house,

wi nci ng each tinme the scorched soles of his feet hit the ground, and thanking
the Gods that his thin shoes had been enough to protect himfromworse injury.
He took the back way into the stable yard—and ran straight into a group of
four guards carrying a |long | adder. They went down |ike ninepins, but they had
conpani ons nearby who were drawn by the commotion. |ncreasingly desperate, the
t hi ef di sentangl ed hinsel f, bl eeding now froma shallow sword cut in the |eg.
Guards—nore and nore of themburst through the arched gateway to the stable

bl ock and fanned out in his direction. Gince turned tail, doubled back toward
t he house—and the kitchen workers who were charging at himfromthat

direction. Shit! he thought, diving to his right, into the narrow space

bet ween the two pursuing groups and heading for a row of |ong, |ow buil dings.
Wth nowhere else left to go, he chose a door at random went through it like
an arrow, and slamred and barred it behind him

The air in the stable was warm and thick with the robust scents of hay and
horsefl esh. The only illumnation was a slip of pale yellow lanmplight fromthe
hal f - open door at the far end of the building. Gince ran along the centra
aisle, ignoring the sleek inhabitants of the stalls on either side. Though he
had originally run in this direction with the idea of stealing a horse, it was



no good trying now, when the yard was full of arned guards. Conceal nent seened
his only hope, but the stable seemed singularly free of places to hide. The
thi ef noved faster—he was running out of time. Already he could hear the
barred door creaking alarm ngly under repeated bl ows. The wood was al ready
begi nning to splinter and crack beneath the onslaught.

When the thief reached the far end of the aisle, it seenmed that hope had
deserted him Beyond the farther door was a |large, square roomfilled with

bi ns of grain, and rows of saddl es and bridles hung on pegs, and lit by a
lantern hanging froma rafter. There was no way out. He had cone to a dead
end. Fear kicked like a jolt of fire up his spine—but there was nothing he
could do. He woul d be caught red-handed.

Gince rai sed his eyes heavenward and nmuttered, "Thanks for nothing, Gods, you
bast— and that was when he noticed the trapdoor in the ceiling.

"I take it back, | take it back." There was no | adder to be seen, but it was
the work of an instant to scranble up the pegs, kicking and knocking the
saddles to the ground as he went. The tricky part was reaching over to undo

t he catch, without unbal ancing. Hol ding on to the topnost peg with one hand,
Gince stretched until he felt his arms were conming out of their sockets—and
at last, the finicky bolt yielded and the trap swng open, fetching hima
solid clout that alnost knocked himfromhis perch. Making a wild grab for the
edge of the opening, he hung by his fingertips for a desperate nonent before
panic lent himthe strength to scrabble his way to safety. Heaving his body up
over the edge of the trapdoor, he rolled over onto his back and found he was

| ying, gasping for breath, on a bed of prickly hay, |ooking up at the
web-festooned rafters of the stable roof. He felt as though he woul d never
nove again, but there was no time to rest now. He leapt to his feet at the
sound of splintering wood and angry voices. His pursuers were in the building!
There was no way to close the trapdoor fromthe inside. Desperately he | ooked
around, seeking another way out. Bales of hay were piled up against the |ong
wal | at the back of the loft, while on the other side the floor was clear, and
Grince could see a row of small openings in the floor, where hay was | owered
directly dowmmn fromthe loft into the mangers of the horses who waited bel ow
Briefly, he considered them but they were no use to him save as a | ast

resort. They would put himright back into the hands of Pendral's guards—f
the horse didn't tranple himto death in the confined space of the stall.

The door to the tack room sl ammed open. They had al nmost found him Come on
Gince. Think! Then he had it. There had to be a way to get the hay up here.
They had seen the trapdoor now-he heard them shouting. Thinking fast, he
dropped to his knees and reached down through the opening to knock the | antern
fromits hook. The guards scattered as it plumeted to the floor and smashed
inafireball, hurling flam ng drops of oil in all directions. A blast of heat
cane up through the trapdoor—+the room bel ow had turned into an inferno. He
heard screanms of agony bel ow him and voices cursing and yelling. "Quick!"
soneone shouted. "Cet the horses out!"”

He was just congratul ating himself on his cleverness when it occurred to him
that if there wasn't another way out, or he couldn't find it, he had killed

hi nmsel f.

"You bl oody fool!" Gince knew he woul d have to be quick. The loft was filling
wi th snoke, and he could feel the wooden floor grow ng hotter through the thin
sol es of his shoes and stinging his feet, already scorched by the kitchen
fire. Choking and hal f-blinded, he began to grope his way al ong the nearest
wal | the narrow side wall of the building. Nothing. Bugger it. The floor
around the trapdoor opening was beginning to blacken and char, so he fled to
the other end of the loft. At least it was safer there, and if nothing else,
he coul d get through one of the little trapdoors into the stalls bel ow

The | oadi ng door was at the far end of the loft, partly conceal ed behind a
pil e of bales. Coughing fit to turn himself inside out, the thief flung open

t he doubl e doors, taking blessed gul ps of clear night air. As he | eaned out,
still rubbing his stream ng eyes, he hit his head hard on sonething that swung
back again an instant |ater and gave hi m another clout for good neasure.



Bl i nki ng away the last of the tears, Gince discovered a |arge iron hook
connected to a bl ock and tackle near the ceiling. He foll owed the rope down
into the gloomat the side of the door and | oosened it, letting it slide

t hrough his fingers until the hook had reached the ground. Making it fast
again, he slid down too quickly, cursing as the rough rope burned his hands
raw. H's feet were running before they hit the bottom

Gince had come out behind the stable block into an unfamliar part of the
grounds, but that didn't bother him so long as they stayed enpty. He pounded

downhi Il on painful feet, know ng he must eventually reach the dry bed of the
river. At |least there mght be a chance to lose his pursuers there. Behind
him he heard the stable roof fall in with a crash, and his shadow sprang out

darkly before himas flanmes |eapt high into the night sky. A vivid i nage of

t he past—the soldiers raiding Jarvas's sanctuary, the roof of the warehouse
collapsing in flanmes, his nother gutted by a sword . . . Gince stunbled,
rolled, and picked hinself up with a curse. He used the horrific chil dhood
menory to help him letting the terror lend inpetus to his flying feet. Wth
luck they would think he'd perished in the stable.

A shout went up. Sone bastard had found the blasted rope. Just to plague him
further, the path began to nmeander, turning away fromthe river. Swearing
bitterly, Gince pushed his way into a shrubbery at the side of the path. He
expected to hear the sounds of pursuit behind him and was surprised when
not hi ng happened. Then, after a nonent the air was ripped by the sound of a
deep, discordant baying. They had | oosed the dogs!

Up to that monent, Gince had thought he could go no faster. H's nuscles
burned, his heart was pounding fit to burst, and his wheezing | ungs were
starved of air. Hearing the deadly ululation behind him however, he

di scovered a new and unexpected turn of speed. The baying grew shrill behind
him Pendral's killer hounds had di scovered his trail

Hs mind blank with panic, Gince ploughed through the shrubbery, hanpered at
every step by treacherous roots and tough, springy branches with thorns that
tore at his clothing and unprotected face. Cblivious of bruises and scratches
he struggl ed onward, forcing his way through the thicket, the baying of the
dogs grow ng ever |ouder. Soon they were closing on him he could hear the
crack of splintering branches as they crashed through the undergrowth, and the
hoar se exhal ati ons of their panting breath.

Before he knew it, Gince had erupted fromthe shrubbery and was back in the
open once nore. Thanks be to the Gods! He could nove faster now. Somewhere
behind him he could hear the cries of guards and the shrill whistles of the
dog handl ers, spurring on their charges, but he paid them no heed. About a
hundred yards bel ow him down a sloping stretch of |awn, he could see the
torches on the edge of Pendral's jetty, guarding the drop from carel ess feet
in the darkness—but if the thief could run fast in the open, the dogs could
run much faster. One by one they burst out of the bushes behind him In
seconds they were snapping at his heels.

He felt a tug on the back of his tunic, and heard material tear. Sonehow,
Gince forced hinself to one | ast, desperate burst of speed. If this failed,
he woul d have nothing left, and death would follow swiftly. Tine seemed to
spin out to an eternity. He was consci ous of each | abored breath, each aching
stretch of nuscles that propelled himforward. The river was nearer, now-but
even as he heard the holl ow drunm ng of his feet on the wooden jetty an

i mense weight hit his back and he felt tearing agony in his upper arm and
shoul der, where the hound's great teeth ripped through nuscle and skin. The
nmonent um of thief and dog carried themforward, rolling over and over.
Abruptly, Gince felt hinself falling.

He woul d have hit nuch harder, had the hound not broken his fall. Nonethel ess,
it was a sheer drop of about fifteen feet fromjetty to ground, and enough to
deter the renainder of the pack, who clustered on the bank above, barking and
whi ni ng. The inpact knocked the breath fromhim but he knew the soldiers
woul d be there at any second. \Weezing and gasping, he started to craw away
on his hands and knees, to hide beneath the shadow of the overhangi ng bank



before the soldiers arrived above him There was no tine to | ose—the mnute
they found a way to bring the dogs down, they would be after him again.

Al ready, Gince could hear voices on the bank above him He started to creep
away, keeping well beneath the jutting side of the gully, out of their line of

vision. A blood-chilling noise stopped himdead in his tracks. Fearfully, he
gl anced behi nd hi mand di scovered that the worst had happened. The hound,
stunned by the fall, was begi nning to awaken. He could see it |ooking at him

its yellow eyes blazing in the lanplight reflected fromabove. Its |ips were
ski nned back from fearsome white fangs in a nenacing snarl. Gince swall owed,
hi s mouth gone suddenly very dry. Myving with extrene slowness, and praying to
every god he could think of, he began to inch cautiously away fromthe killer
Slowy, stiffly, the dog rose to its feet, its baleful eyes fixed unblinkingly
on the thief.

"Look—the dog has seen sonething," came a shout from above. "Go on, boy—get
him Killl"

Gince's plan to sneak away down the shadowy watercourse evaporated into thin
air. As the dog cane at himand |l eapt for his throat, he unhooked the heavy
sack fromhis belt and swung it, with all his mght, at the beast's broad
skull. It inpacted with a resounding crack, and the hound dropped back

yel ping and shaking its head. He funbled for his knife to cut its throat—-and
found nothing. At sone stage in his flight, he nust have dropped the weapon.
Bugger!

Once again, fear forced Gince's aching body to run—ot down the gully but
along the side, until he could see the great cliffs of the Magefol k Acadeny
rearing their shadowy bul k above him He cane to the first bend, and here, as
he had hoped, the stony bank sl oped nore gently, and could be clinbed. Even as
he scranbl ed upward, he heard the dog snarling in the river bottomas it
resurmed its chase, and the shouts of approaching soldiers on the bank

Despair swept over the thief. They had himcornered now. He could have wept—t
was so unfair. He had outwitted his pursuers so nany bl oody ti mes—yet he just
couldn't shake them compl etely.

"There he is!"

"Cet the little bastard!"

"Grab hi mwhen he comes up!"

The soldiers were clustering round at the top of the slope, unwilling to risk
a descent of the slippery gradient. Their voices drowned out the scrabbling of
the dog's claws on the bank behind him Gince was trapped, with nowhere |eft
to turn. Dazzled as he was by the |lanterns of the many guards above, he didn't
see the hole until he fell into it—and found hinmself in a peculiar tunne
whose walls and fl oor were smooth, curved, and sloping slightly upward.
Gince's forward nomentum took his feet right out from underneath himon the
slippery floor, and he fell full length, covering hinself fromhead to foot
with sliny nuck. Rubbing the stuff fromhis eyes, he turned his head to see

t he hound's massive sil houette, blocking the entrance behind him He was
finished. Grince tensed hinself and cl osed his eyes, whinpering with terror
waiting to feel the hound's sharp teeth tear his flesh...

Not hi ng happened. Wth a weird, dreamike sense of utter disbelief, he
realized that the men were calling off the dog

Grince opened one eye in tinme to see the great brute back out of the tunnel
and slink reluctantly away. Wat in the name of all the Gods is going on, the
t hi ef wondered. The bastards al nost had me—why stop now? Then he heard a shred
of conversation as two nen wal ked to the edge of the bank above him

" and send sonme nmen down into the gully to watch the hole in case he cones
out again."

"Lord Pendral won't be too pleased that we've |ost him—not to nention the
jewels. "

"I"'mnot here to do his fetching and carrying—+'ma soldier, not a bl oody
servant. If Lord Pendral wants his dammed jewels he can send a nenial in for
them-er go in there and fetch them hinself. Maybe the ghosts woul dn't bot her
him The thief is finished, so |I've done nmy job."



"How can you be sure?"

Gince heard the first nman sigh. "Look, you idiot. He can either starve in
there, or cone out and face the consequences—I'I| |eave some nmen stationed
around the outlet. O he can follow that drain as far as it goes, which is
straight to the Acadeny and its ghosts. They're welcome to the little sod,
after all the trouble he's caused us...."

The voices drifted away, out of earshot. The thief couldn't believe his |uck
He didn't care about the ghosts—he didn't believe in them and was far nore
afraid of Pendral's wath than he was of the so-called shades of the Magefol k.
If the Lord of Nexis sent someone to collect his stolen property, he would
find Gince and the jewels |ong gone. He had escaped after all! Relief nade
him1ight-headed. Had it not been for the slippery floor, he would have
danced. As it was, he couldn't keep a huge grin from spreadi ng across his
face. | can go hone via the sewers, and they'll never get me, he thought. This
may turn out to be the best night's work |I've ever done.

Chuckl ing, Gince shouldered his sack, and set off into the tunnel. Above him
on the hilltop, the Acadeny waited.

Shia, Khanu, and the Mage struggl ed up the switchback road that led to the
Acadeny' s upper gates. Though Aurian chafed at their slow and careful pace,
she knew she could go no faster. The clinb, which in former tinmes had been
made so easy by the gentle gradient of the zigzag roadway, was awkward goi ng
now—-especially in the dark. The road's surface was badly worn and pitted. The
cracked, | oose paving stones left projecting shards and unexpected hol es, and
tilted sharply at the pressure of an unwary tread, with an ever-increasing
risk, for the Mage at |east, of breaking an ankle or trapping a foot.

Aurian didn't know what she really expected to find in the Acadeny, which was
clearly a desolate ruin now Surely, though, Eliseth and M athan nust have
left some clue as to their whereabouts? | only hope so, the Mage thought.
Right nowl'mtruly |l ost—+ don't know what to do next or where to turn.
Desperate for reassurance she touched the Staff of Earth at her belt, feeling
conforted, a little, by the warm gl ow of power that pul sed beneath her hand.
The Harp of Wnds was slung on her back as Anvar had always carried it, and it
t hrunmmed unhappily, protesting its new ownership. Aurian could feel its magic
reaching out longingly in search of Anvar, its true w elder. The Artifact,

| acki ng a conscious intelligence, had no way of know ng that the Mage was
gone.

At last they reached the top of the hill and stepped beneath the crunbling
arch of the gate into the ruined courtyard. Aurian paused and | ooked around
her with a shudder of unease. Save that there was no noonlight yet, the place
| ooked

eerily simlar to the way it had appeared in her dreamright down to the

sil houette of the shattered weat her-done, and the sane spine-chilling feeling
that the place was thronging with the ghosts of the past. The wi nd seened to
sigh and whisper to itself in corners, and every black and vacant w ndow about
t he shadowy courtyard seened to be filled with watching eyes.

Keepi ng together, Aurian and the cats searched the |esser buildings in turn

t he guardhouse and stables, the chanbers devoted to Fire- and Earth-nagic,
Meiriel's infirmary, and the kitchens with their adjoining hall. Al of the
bui I di ngs were

deserted, and appeared to have been for sone considerable tine. Wbs stretched
undi sturbed across doors and wi ndows, and the dusty floors were void of
footprints. A sickly, waning nmoon was just rising as they stood at last in the
col d shadow of the Mages' Tower and | ooked across the courtyard at the
library, with its endl ess naze of archives beneath. To Aurian, either option
was equal |y di sagreeable, but she decided on the Tower as the better of the
two. Wth a shudder, the Mage | ooked into the open doorway of the tower that
once, in happier tinmes, had been her hone. It gaped |like the dark, ravenous
maw of a nonster that waited to devour her. "Well | suppose we'd better get it
over with," she nmuttered. Leaving Khanu at the bottomto guard her back, she
stepped into the darkness with Shia at her side.



The wan noonlight had not yet reached the doorway of the tower, and it was

pi tch-bl ack inside. Even her night vision needed sone amount of |ight, however
small, to work upon, and Aurian strained her eyes to peer into the thick

dar kness at the bottom of the stairwell. She wanted to avoid using Mage-Iight
if she could, so as not to give herself away to anyone who ni ght be watchi ng.
The tower reached high above the walls of the Acadeny conmpound, and any
lighted wi ndows would be visible fromthe city bel ow

"We'| | start at the bottom" the Mage told Shia, glad that their nmental speech
renoved the need to speak aloud. "If there's anything in one of these roons,
we don't want it getting between us and the way out."

The first roomwas the tiny cell that had been Aurian's first honme at the
Acadeny. It was as bare as ever it had been while she was in residence, and
she cl osed the door quickly, with a shudder. It brought back too nany nenories
of the unhappy little girl who had been a victimof Eliseth's cruelty. The
next roons were one floor higher on the spiral of stairs—the chanbers that had
bel onged to D arvan and Davorshan. These al so proved to be enpty, their dust
undi sturbed for |ong ages, though Aurian was di snayed by the extent of the
danp and decay that she found within. Bragar's chanbers proved to be the sane.
So far, the Mage had only given the roons a perfunctory gl ance, not even
bothering to nake a light, as she suspected that there would be little there
to interest her. She hoped that Eliseth's suite would yield nore clues to the
wher eabouts of the Wat her-Mage. It was only when she reached the next floor
and Eliseth's chanbers, that Aurian noticed the footprints. At her startled
excl amati on, Shia, who had been downstairs guarding the tower entrance, cane

| eapi ng up the stairs. The Mage was kneeling on the landing in the doorway of
Eliseth's roons, tracing outlines in the dust on the floor. "Look. Someone's
been here."

This high in the tower, fingers of moonlight could reach through narrow

wi ndows placed at intervals in the outer walls. \Were the beans touched the
floor, the thick dust glinmered with a soft silvery Iight—-save for a series of
dar ker patches. The srmudged and dusty prints of feet |eading up and down the
stairs, and into the Mageworman's chanbers and out agai n.

Muttering an oath, Aurian |oosened her sword in its sheath. These |l ook like a
woman' s booted foot—t's far too delicate to be a nan. Eliseth nust have been

here! But what about the other? The boots are of simlar make...." A prickle
of fear coursed through her. "Gods! Can M athan and Eliseth still be in the
Acadeny?"

"I doubt it. Woever it is, they haven't been here for a long tinme." Shia was

peering hard at the tracks and foll ow ng them back down the stairway with her
nose. "See? In the darkness, you nmust have nissed the prints in the | ower
chanmbers. But see how blurred the prints are—and | can pick up no scent. There
was no one in the courtyard, and we've | ooked everywhere else. | would say
that no one has been in this place for many nont hs—probably | onger."

"It should be safe enough for me to go on alone, then," Aurian said. This

pl ace was so full of nenories for her that sonehow she wanted no one—not even

a friend as close as Shia—to be with her when she revisited her old roonms. "If
you go back to watch the entrance with Khanu," she told the cat, "I'll take a
qui ck |1 ook upstairs—and then we can get out of here." She shuddered. "The
Acadeny has changed so much—+ hate to see it like this. | can't believe now,

that it was ever ny hone."

Eliseth's roons had been ransacked—by the intruder, or by Eliseth herself,
Aurian did not know. Nothing of value was left, nor was there any clue to the
wher eabout s of the Wat her-Mage, so Aurian went up to the next floor—and her
own chanbers. Fighting a deep feeling of reluctance, she opened the door. As
she | ooked around the room grimacing at the dust and disorder, her eye fel
upon the fireplace with its high, carved mantel —and the hearth, where | ong
ago, Anvar had dropped his bucket and covered her in a choking cloud of ash.
The door into the bedchanmber was ajar, and through it she could see the bed
that she had shared, in happier tinmes, with Forral

She shoul d never have conme in here. Aurian felt the tightness of unshed tears



in her throat as she was swanped by nmenories of the two nen she had | oved. She
bl i nked, and swal |l owed hard. "Damm it, this won't help," she nuttered to
hersel f. Quickly, she checked both rooms. The intruder had been here—she coul d
see the telltale footprints plainly in the dust—and cupboards and drawers had
been pull ed open and their contents strewn about the room "Woever did this,
they'd better not let ne catch them" Aurian growed. It was easier to be
angry. It was the best way to take her mind off the sorrowful menories. There
was no point in |ooking through the chaos for old possessions. Everything
woul d be ruined by now, and besides, the Mage wanted no rem nders of the past.
As she clinmbed the last flight of stairs and approached the Archmage's door
Aurian drew her sword, and took the Staff of Earth in her other hand. As she
grasped it, the thrill of power that coursed up her arm helped to stiffen her
courage. Just as in her dream there seenmed to be no wards on M athan's door
In her dream the Mage renmenbered, she had taken the heel of the Staff and
pushed it open. This time, to deliberately break the sequence, she gave it a
good hard push with her booted foot and sprang back quickly as it creaked
open.

She was met by darkness—a solid bl ackness so profound that it defied even her
Mage's sight. It was as though the noonlight reached the threshold of the
room—and then stopped. Aurian stepped forward, her heart hammering wldly, and
sumoned a sphere of actinic Magelight. M athan's chanber |eapt into glaring
light—and proved to be as enpty as the others. Feeling slightly foolish,
Aurian pressed on into the bedchanber—-and stopped dead. There, upon the bed,
lay a long, shrouded outline, all details obscured at this distance by the
craw i ng blue web of a time spell. Biting her lip, the Mage crept forward,
both sword and Staff at the ready. Then, as she approached the figure, the
features resolved and becane clear to her

"Anvar!" Aurian cried, and ran forward, al nost weeping with relief. She wasted
no tine in wondering why Eliseth had chosen to | eave hi m here—she was just so
glad to see himagain, and anxious to rmake sure he was all right. It was but
the work of a noment to renove the spell. She hovered over him anxiously as
his blue eyes opened. In a single instant, his face becane alight with joy at
the sight of her—and then creased with puzzlenent as he lifted up one hand and
| ooked at it as though he could not believe his eyes.

Aurian halted in the act of reaching out to him for there was sonething in
hi s expression that stopped her—sonet hi ng unpl aceabl e, but dreadfully wong.
The Mage realized, belatedly, that this could be a trap, and stepped back, her
knuckl es whitening as she tightened her grasp on the Staff of Earth. "Anvar?"
she asked tentatively.

The figure on the bed sat up, and ran a hand distractedly through his hair in
a gesture that Aurian recognized. "No, love," he said softly. "It's
me—orral . "

Chapter 10 The

It never occurred to Aurian to doubt. The face and body of the man on the bed
bel onged to Anvar, but his gestures, the way he held his body, the animation
of his features—everything brought menories of Forral flooding back to the
Mage. Though the figure had spoken with Anvar's voice, the inflexions of
speech, the intonation, the choice of words—they could only have cone fromthe
| ong- dead swor dsman.

Aurian's breath stuck in her throat. She couldn't speak—the words refused to
cone. Forral. Inpossible. And where was Anvar? \Wat had happened to the mi nd
the spirit, the soul who once had occupied his fornf?

Only when she felt the firmpressure of the door agai nst her shoul der bl ades
did the Mage realize that she had been backi ng away. The touch of solid
wood—sonet hing ordi nary and real —pull ed her back to herself, out of the nunb
m asma of shock.

"Aurian, don't you know nme? |
bed.

Forral sat up; made as if to rise fromthe



It was nore than Aurian could face; too nmuch for her to assinmilate all at

once. WAs she joyous? Aghast? She hardly knew. Suddenly her hand, groping
behi nd her, found the latch of the door. A whirl, a slam—and she was gone,
bolting recklessly down the tower steps as though a horde of denons pursued
her, her hands clenched into knots of bone around the Staff of Earth and her
eyes blinded by tears.

Forral swore, and leapt up to follow Aurian, but the bal ance of his body was
all wong, the legs |longer than he was accustonmed to and the wei ght and mnuscl e
differently distributed. His feet tangl ed under himand he fell heavily,
brui si ng knees and el bows, and only just prevented his face from smashing into
the floor. Half-dazed, the swordsman pulled hinself up to his knees, a vivid

i mge of Aurian's horrified face was seared on his nmnd' s eye. Had she not

call ed hi msome nanme, not his own? But that nenory was already lost in
confusi on. What has happened to me? he thought. How have | managed to return
to the realnms of the living? Overriding the joy that had expl oded w thin him
at the sight of his lost love, with a sinking sensation in his heart that
somet hing had gone terribly, horribly wong.

Though Forral wanted badly to go after the Mage, he stayed where he was for
the nonent, trying to put everything that had happened into perspective. Wen
Aurian had gone she had taken her Magelight with her, plunging the roominto
dar kness that was barely alleviated by the gl eam of sickly noonlight through

t he casenment. There was just enough light to let himsee the candle in a

tarni shed hol der on the night table beside the bed, but it took himsonme tine
to find flint and striker as he rummaged through unfamliar |eather clothing
that seemed oddly put together. He lit the candle. Once nore, he held his hand
out in front of himin the flickering anber light, really looking at it this
tine.

Forral frowned. What was this? Lightly tanned skin and | ong, tapering fingers.
A dusting of pale golden hair on the back. Callused fingertips, but none of

t he heavy scarring fromswrd nicks that had striped his own hands and
forearns. Forral's skin crawl ed. The hand was not his own. Frantically he
groped at his face. No beard. He clenched his jaw and shook his head as if to
clear away a veil of cobwebs. "Well what the bl oody blazes did you expect?" he
asked himself gruffly. Anger was better than fear. "You' ve been dead and
buried for years, you poor fool—your body was worm fodder |ong ago!" A sick
shudder went through himat the thought. H's mnd was working sluggishly, as
though it had not quite acconmodated itself, as yet, to its new vessel

Then it struck himlike a thunderbolt. So whose body have | stol en?

Aurian had fallen twi ce during her headl ong descent of the tower, but the
curve of the spiral staircase had sl owed her nmonentum and she had not fallen
far. The second time she went spraw ing, Shia came charging up the stairs just
as the Mage was picking herself up. Pushing the cat aside, she rushed down the
remai nder of the staircase, aware that Shia was follow ng but unable, as yet,
to respond to the frantic queries of her friend. Not now Not yet. First, she
must get out. Bruised and shaken, Aurian staggered out of the tower and
doubl ed over, vomiting, in the courtyard. She stood there gasping, taking deep
breaths of cold night air and trying to steady herself with the nundane. Now
she had put sone di stance between herself and that creature upstairs, who had
worn Anvar's body and spoken with Forral's voice, she could start to think
sensi bly agai n.

"What happened?" Suddenly Shia was there, beside her. "Is Anvar up there?

saw fromin your mnd that he was—then he was not. |Is he there? Can we help

hi nP"

Taki ng deep, gasping breaths, the Mage | eaned against the cold, white stone of
the curving tower wall, and took a firmgrip on the whirling confusion in her
mnd. "No," she said flatly, not know ng what else to say. She wouldn't cry.
She nust not—er the Gods only knew when she woul d ever stop.

Now t hat Aurian was cal mer, she could feel her friend beginning to pick out
the nmenories of the ordeal fromher nind. "Are you certain it was Forral ?"
Shia asked her. "Renenber the desert,"” the cat continued. "Eliseth has used



such deceits as these before. Wat you thought you sawsurely this nmust be

i mpossi bl e? How can a living spirit be ousted by one of the dead?"

For an instant Aurian's heart |eapt at the possibility—but her mnd knew
better. She was no | onger the inexperienced young girl, confused and grieving,
who had been duped so easily in the desert. She knew exactly what she had
heard and

seen. Al so, she could feel the intense distress behind Shia's thoughts, and
realized that the cat was closing off her own mind to the possibility of
Anvar's | oss.

"No, |I'mnot deceived," she told her friend. "Anvar is really gone, and it
seens that Forral has taken his place within his body."

Aurian smashed her fist into the wall, unable to give vent to her inner
turmoil in any other way. | can't believe this, she thought. It's just too
cruel. Al that time spent nmourning Forral 4+ wanted himso rmuch. | still wish
he coul d come back, even though it would tear my heart in two—but as hinmself,
not like this. I had just found peace and happi ness with Anvar—ust | now

start nourning hin? Go through it all again?
And what of Forral, who had cone back to her in a deadly exchange that had

taken one love for the other? He had been her first |ove—she still |oved him
He was the father of her child, but ... | fled fromhim Aurian thought, as
t hough he were a nonster. And if there should be some way to get Anvar back
then 1'll lose Forral all over again. Even as she put the dreadful truth into

words, she felt a savage anger stirring deep inside. How could this have
happened? How had the swordsman managed to steal Anvar's body? And why not

di spl ace sonmeone—anyone—el se? The nore Aurian thought about it, the nore she
becane convinced that it could be no accident. It nust be the swordsman's
revenge, because she had turned to another man after his death. How coul d he?
she thought. | | oved Forral. Throughout all ny chil dhood, he was the one nan |
could trust. How could he do this to ne?

"Can this be possible?" Shia asked her softly, breaking in on the Mge's

t houghts. "And if it is, what do you intend to do about it?"

Aurian scow ed. "About Forral? | know what | have to do. | nust confront him
and find out the truth. It's just a matter of finding the courage to do it."
Forral's heart gave a wrenching kick within his chest as he recoll ected Aurian

calling Anvar's nane. He turned cold all over. It wasn't possible ... it
couldn't be. But he renmenbered Anvar's arrival Between the Wrlds, and
recal l ed Death's warning. Then the portal had opened again... . "No," he
muttered desperately. "It was an accident—+ didn't nean to ..."

Did you not, jeered a small voice at the back of his mnd. Are you sure?

"No, no! It isn't true—+t can't be."

A stray gleamof light kept catching at the edge of his vision, like a child
tugging at his sleeve for attention. Forral half-turned, and saw the slip of
candle flame reflected in a | ooking glass that hung on the wall at the foot of
the bed. He hadn't noticed it before—nor, until that nmonent, had he realized
that he was once again in the Archmage's chanbers: ironically, the very place
where he had di ed.

Where is that bastard M at han anyway? Forral thought. Has he somehow contrived
to bring ne here? Has he placed the nmirror there, to hurt and confound ne?
"Don't be a damed fool, Forral," he snarled at hinself. "The bl oody thing was
there all the time. You wouldn't have noticed it until you'd lit the candle.”
The mirror waited, hanging there, dark and enigmatic. The swordsman knew he
couldn't put it off forever. He had no choice but to | ook, and discover the
truth. And Aurian—Aurian had fled fromhimwth horror in her face. He

shoul dn't be wasting tinme here-he ought to go after her, to find her, and
reassure her that everything was all right.

Is it really? WII it ever be all right again? Forral ignored the insidious

t hought. Taking a deep breath, he scranbled to his feet and stunbled to the
mrror.

The candle, held high to illumnate his features, began to trenble in Porral's
hand. He recognized the man in the mrror, though the tawny hair was | onger



now, and bl eached by the sun. The face, too, was tanned; its features ol der
nmore firmy defined, nore mature and confident than those of the terrified boy
that Aurian had rescued and Forral had befriended. Aurian's |over had becone a
man now-but Forral had displaced him

"Ch Gods," the swordsman groaned. His | egs fol ded beneath him He dropped
slowy to his knees, noving like an old, old man, and put the candl e down on
the floor. He buried his face in his hands, as if to hide Anvar's stolen
features—as if to deny the truth. "What have | done?" he whi spered. "Wat have
| done?"

"\What have you done?" The voice was unwontedly sharp. Aurian stood in the
doorway, square-shoul dered and resolute. Her jaw was clenched wth

determ nation, though her eyes glittered darkly with pain. He leapt to his
feet, wanting desperately to run to her, to enfold her in his arnms and confort
her as he had done when she was a chil d—but sonmething in her face forbade him
Anvar was not the only one who had matured, the swordsnman thought. This was
not the naive, trusting young girl he renmenbered. Even when they had becone

| overs, Aurian had still retained a quality of uncorrupted innocence at odds
with the arrogant, invidious nature of the Mageborn. Wiy, up to the very Iast,
she had still been trying her hardest to think well of that black-soul ed

monster M athan. |In those days, Aurian had never nmade an issue of her magic,
preferring i ndeed to play down the | egacy of her Mage blood in the conpany of
Mortal s. Now, he could see the power blazing fromher. Her gaunt, grimface
was that of a warrior, with the pain-chiseled features and guarded eyes t hat
had | ooked too often on suffering, betrayal, and death. A shiver passed

t hrough him as he renenbered the little girl he had warded and gui ded | ong
ago. What in the nane of all the Gods had been happening to her, while he had
not been there to protect her?

Forral couldn't hide his bitter disappointnment. "lIs that all you have to say
to ne after all this time? Aurian, don't you recognize ne?"

Grince's last stub of candle guttered and went out, and the bl ackness pounced
on himlike a lurking wild beast. Supposing the ghosts of the Magefolk realty
did exist? Gince wished, right now, that he had |l eft the Acadeny and its

hi dden secrets alone. Using the candl e stubs that he always carried in his
pocket, he had made his way through the sewers and managed to find a crevice
that led into the tunnels beneath that Hargorn had told himabout. It had
seened a good idea at the tinme—elearly Pendral's guards didn't dare foll ow him
into the haunted lair of the Magefol k—but he had never inagined that the
tangl e of passages beneath the promontory woul d be so conpl ex. Even before the
light had railed, he'd been wandering around these tunnels for what seened

i ke hours, and he was well and truly |ost.

The thief was exhausted, and desperately thirsty. He hurt fromhis aching
head, hit by the swinging iron hook, to the scorched soles of his feet. He was
scratched in a hundred places fromhis headlong flight through Pendral's
shrubbery (wouldn't you know that the crafty bastard woul d have filled his
garden full of thorns?) and bruised and aching fromhis fall. The shall ow
sword cut in his leg was stinging, and his shoul der and side were stiff with
dried bl ood where the dog's great teeth had torn him That was the worst of
his injuries by far. Every step jarred it into an explosion of blinding pain.
The darkness of the underground tunnels pressed close around himand the air
was dusty and stale, making it difficult to breathe. Gince crept slowy al ong
t he passage, feeling his way al ong the rough-hewn wall w th both hands and
shuffling like an old man so as not to trip or stumble on the uneven stone
floor. So much for the ghosts of the bl oody Magefol k, he thought bitterly. M
chief eneny in this place is my own accursed stupidity. Wiy didn't | just stay
in the sewers until the coast was clear?

It was greed that had brought himinto the Acadeny archives. Geed and
curiosity. Once he had shaken off his pursuers he should have given up the

i nsane scheme and gone hone, but he knew he woul d never have the nerve to cone
here agai n and had been unable to resist the challenge to explore. Surely



t here nust be somet hing of val ue down here! "Sonething of value, ny arse," the
thief nuttered sourly. Way had he been so stupid? R ght now he could be
sitting by the fire, warmand well fed, with his injuries treated and a nmug of
ale in his hand. A snmall, cold knot of panic began to formin Gince's chest.
H s heart began to race and clamy sweat sprang out on his skin. 1've got to
get out of here! He never did remenber starting to run. The next thing he
knew, he was falling.

The i nmpact knocked the breath from himbefore his scream had becone nore than
a squeak. Gince lay there, gasping, until his heart stopped trying to hamer
its way out through his ribs. For one appalling second, he had not known how
far he would fall—t could have been one foot, or one thousand. Not since he
had been a child and the sol diers had attacked Jarvas's refuge had he known
such abject terror. He supposed he nust have started running when he had

pani cked, and had sinply run into thin air as the | evel of the passage
dropped. A shudder ran through himas he realized how | ucky he had been. Ri ght
now, he nmight only just be hitting the bottomof a chasm

"Gince, you dammed idiot! That's where panic gets you," he told hinself,
nmerely for the confort of hearing a voice in the black and silent void.
Cautiously, he eased hinself up into a sitting position and began to feel his
linbs for damage. Apart from sone bruising, however, and the feeling that
every

bone in his body had been jolted | oose, he seenmed to have taken little

har mthough when he got out of here, he assured hinmself grinmy, he would
probably find that his hair had turned white. Feeling around hinmself in the
dar kness, he discovered that he had fallen down three steps into a shall ow

al cove in the passage wall. Gince stiffened, as his groping fingers
encountered a different texture: snoother, warmer than the rugged stone of the
tunnel. O course—there was a door in the alcove, and the steps led down to
it. Even as the thought crossed his mnd, the smooth wood slipped slowy away
fromthe pressure of his fingers, and |l eft himreaching out into enpty space.
The creak of the hinges sounded loud in the shattered silence, and Gince felt
a sudden cold draft on his face as the unl atched door swung open

What shoul d he do now? Frankly, Gince wanted little to do with mysterious
doors that opened, seemingly, of their own accord, and even less to do with

t he chambers beyond them He should be trying to find a way out through the
corridors, he told hinsel f—not poking around in bl oody Mage-fol k roons. He had
| earned his lesson. If there were any secrets—er even val uabl es—down here,
they could stay here as far as he cared. Then it occurred to himthat he would
never find his way out groping blindly around in the darkness. He had found no
| anps or torches in the passageways, but surely they nust keep sone kind of
illumination in the chambers thenselves? If he worked his way round by the

wal l's, he was bound to find a sconce, or a shelf with a candl estick, or

somet hing. Grince hauled hinmself to his feet. Ch, please let there be a |lanp
or a torch, he prayed. Just let me out of here, and I swear |I'Il|l never neddle
with the Magefolk again. . . . Keeping one careful hand on the doorfrane to
gui de hinmself, he stepped carefully over the threshold and into the room
beyond.

Forral's last sight as a living man had been Aurian's bel oved face—within the
wal s of this very chanber. As he | ooked at her now, the nenories cane

fl ooding back to him the thick, clinging darkness that reeked of rot and
decay, the mani acal caclde of Mathan's |aughter, the high-pitched buzzing
snarl of the Waith as it swept down upon him and Aurian's desperate, dooned
attenpt to save his life. He renenbered the bl ackness sweepi ng over hi mthen
the grey door had sl ammed shut behind him and he could hear Aurian's voice,
frantic and tearful, calling, calling, fromthe other side. Then, the
swordsman thought bitterly, she would have stolen the very sun fromthe
heavens to save him Now she sat facing himas though she couldn't bear to be
too close, her eyes cold, her face a picture of msery as she tried to explain
what had changed. And every word she said was breaking his heart.



"But you aren't Forral —don't you see? Forral is dead—+ was there when he died.
If you'd cone back in your own body, as the Forral |I knew and | oved, | would
have been overjoyed to see you." Aurian sighed and | ooked away. "lI'msorry if
this hurts you. | know you m ght have expected—and deserved—a different

wel cone, havi ng been away so | ong and having returned so niracul ously. But
you' ve got to understand. | never thought you were com ng back—there was no
way that you could. | went through a |ot of anguish before | would even admt
to nyself that | loved Anvar, but finally | did. And remenber, you said
yourself | should find soneone... ."

"I know, damm it!" Forral roared. "Don't tell me what | said! If |I had known

how eager you'd be to take nme up on it, | would have kept my stupid nouth
shut!™"

"'That's not fair!" Aurian was on her feet now, her eyes blazing with the
cold, inhuman |ight of Magefol k anger. "I nourned you. | grieved for you.

certainly didn't expect that you' d come back in a stolen body and throw it al
back in ny face!"

"I did not steal Anvar's body!" Now Forral was on his feet, too.

"What would you call it, then, if not stealing? Wiere is he now? Why did you
do this to hinP"

Forral felt as though she had struck hi m#ndeed he woul d have preferred it if
she had taken her sword and thrust it through his heart. It would have hurt
less. During the long, aching wait of his exile Between the Wrlds, the
swordsman had held fast to the conviction that if only he could find a way
back to the world of the living, he could put everything right. Now, with his
treasured goal achieved at |ast, he was aghast to di scover how wrong he had
been. He had taken the stolen glinpses of Aurian that he'd snatched fromthe
Well of Souls and woven theminto a flinsy fantasy hel d together by hopes and
wi shes. But since his nurder, the world had noved on without him and he,
Forral, no longer had any place init. One |look at Aurian's face was enough to
tell himthat. Death had been right all al ong—there was no goi ng back

Sudden tears spilled from Aurian's eyes, and she dashed them away w th angry

haste. "I never stopped |oving you, do you know that? Anvar understood. He
made his own place in nmy affections—he didn't try to take yours. Wat hurts ne
nost is that you would be capable of this dreadful act. | would rather have

gone on grieving for you to the end of ny days than discover that you were
never the man | thought you were—that | had been living a lie for all those
years...."

"No! Stop right there!" Forral's own bell ow could have carried right across a
battl efield. He was astonished to find that Anvar's voice could al so produce
such vol une. Aurian shut her mouth with a snap, but continued to glare at him
A mxture of relief and dismay fl ooded over the swordsman. So that was why she
was so angry at his return. She thought that he was responsible for Anvar's

| oss! He held out his hand to her, and conceal ed his di sappoi nt ment when she

woul d not take it. 'Aurian, listen, please. Just sit down and hear ne out
while | explain what happened. If you want to go on hating ne after that—well,
it's up to you. But at least you'll know the truth." Seeing her hesitate, he
added, "Please. After all our years together, you owe me the chance to defend
nmysel f."

Aurian hesitated for only a monent. "All right," she replied quietly. "That's
fair." Folding her |legs gracefully beneath her, she sank down to the dusty
floor, at the side of the enpty hearth. Hol ding the serpent-carved staff with
its eerily glowi ng green gem across her | ap, she stroked the smooth, tw sting
wood with restless fingers, and Forral knew that she was attenpting to contro
her anger and anxiety so that she could give hima fair hearing. He conceal ed
a sigh of relief and sat down opposite the Mage. Never taking his eyes from
hers, he began to speak

Lord Pendral's florid face turned purple with rage. "What do you nean, he just
vani shed? You inbecile! He didn't vani sh—you et himget away, you sorry
excuse for a human being!"



In contrast to his naster's puce conpl exi on, the Guard-Conmander's face was
deathly white. Coadjutant Rasvald, watching fromhis safer position to one
side of the High Lord' s chair, watched his Commander shift fromfoot to foot,
transfixed by Lord Pendral's ire |like a rabbit inpaled upon a spear-point.
"But—but ny Lord," the unfortunate man stanmered. "The thief fled into the
sewers beneath the Acadeny. | never thought he'd have the nerve to stay there.
| thought the ghosts would drive himout, and | had nen stationed ready."
Pendral 's expression grew darker. "Ch, what a splendid plan. So you decided to
waste nmy troops, waiting for a man who never cane out!" Hi s words started in a
nmenaci ng snarl and ended in a bell ow

"My Lord, please ... | was only trying to avoid wasting your troops, by not
sending theminto that evil, haunted place...."

The cringing performance of his superior officer was enbarrassing to wtness.
Coadj utant Rasval d directed his gaze discreetly el sewhere—he had di scovered
long ago that for a man in Lord Pendral's enploy, there were many things it
was safer not to see. Rasvald | ooked at the walls of the mansion's library,
where a coating of paint obscured the scars where the ol d bookcases had al
been torn out. Pendral had changed the purpose of the chanber to an audi ence
room where he received petitioners and, nore often, dispensed justice to

t hose who had defied or crossed himor broken one of an increasing nunber of

| aws—Aot to nention those who had failed in his service, such as the |uckless
Commander .

"Cease whi ning, you brainless, spineless worm" Pendral shouted. "Spare ny
men, woul d you? Wy, pray? | have hundreds nore! No . " He pointed a pudgy
finger, like a be-jewel ed sausage, at the cowering man. "Admt it—thoughts of
your nmen were farthest fromyour mnd. It was your own skin you were
considering. You were afraid to go near the Mage-fol k haunts, so you stood by
and |l et that accursed whoreson of a thief take ny jewels and | ose themin the
bowel s of the earth!" By now Pendral was positively screaming with rage. Veins
stood out on his neck and forehead. Hi s eyes bulged and a shower of spittle
sprayed fromhis lips into the face of the quaki ng Comrander

Abruptly, the High Lord fell omnously silent. Rasvald felt his guts | oosen as
Pendral turned his bl oodshot gaze on him "You," he said with deadly softness.
"You were with this pile of ordure, were you not, when he |lost the thief?"

The Coadjutant's tongue fused to the roof of his nouth. He prayed the floor
woul d open up and swal | ow hi many fate was belter than encountering Lord
Pendral in his wath.

"Well?" the Hi gh Lord barked. "Have you | ost your wits, or just your tongue?

If you don't wish to use it, | will have it cut out for you."
Rasval d gul ped. "Lord, |I—yes, | was with the Commander when he called off the
dogs. But it wasn't ny idea, my Lord. | spoke out against it. | told himit

was stupid ..
The Guard- Commander drew in his breath in a sharp gasp at such barefaced
treachery. "Wy, you backstabbing, |lying bastard!" he shouted. "It's not true,
he never "

"I't nmakes no difference." Pendral spoke Ioudly enough to drown the man's
protests. "You," he pointed at Rasvald. "As of now, you're pronmpted to

Guar d- Commander. Be silent,"” he cut off the forner Coadjutant's babbl ed
attenpt at thanks. "I'Il tell you when you can speak. These are your orders.”
He began to tick off points on his fingers. "First, you will nom nate a new
second-i n-command to take charge of a house-to-house search of the entire
city. Second, take this piece of trash outside and kill him Yourself."

The Guar d- Conmander threw hinself to the polished floor. "Mercy, Lord—sercy!"”
he wai | ed.

"Quards!" The High Lord snapped his fingers and two burly figures left their
post by the door. One of them seized the former Commander from behind, while
the other hit himseveral tines in the face and the belly. Wthout a word,

t hey dragged hi m away, choking and dripping blood fromhis nose and nout h.
Pendral sighed. "I keep telling themand telling themnot to get blood on ny
floor," he nmuttered peevishly, "but do they ever |isten? Now, where was |?"



H s eyes, like two saw edged daggers, inpaled Rasvald once nore. "Ch yes. Once
you' ve finished with the prisoner, take as nmany nen as you think you'll need,
and get down into those sewers."

"What, now, Lord? At night?" Rasval d quavered.

"OfF course now" Pendral's mal evol ent gaze narrowed. "And don't cone back

wi thout ny jewels and that m sbegotten turd who stole them or you'll be
buried in the sane grave as your conmandi ng officer."

It was as well that Gince had | earned caution. Just within the entrance of

t he chanmber was another step |eading down into the roomitself, but this tine,
his groping feet felt the edge and he negotiated it safely. Taking a noment to
steady hinself in the darkness, he set off to his right, feeling his way al ong
the wall like a blind man.

To the thief's dismay, the room seenmed to be covered fromfloor to ceiling
wi t h not hi ng but books, stacked on shelves that stretched as far and high as
he could reach. But surely there nust be a candl e or naybe a | anp sonmewhere
near by—or what was the point of all this? No one could read in the dark
Gimy, he continued his search. He had no choice if he wanted to get out of
this dreadful place. Once, his funbling hands dislodged a pile of volunes that
cascaded down on his head, adding to his bruises. Gince cursed aloud, and the
sound of his voice unnervingly I oud and harsh, shattered the silence of the
chanber.

A sliver of ice ran down Gince's spine. There couldn't possibly be anyone—er
thing—+n the roomto hear him yet suddenly he was sure that he was not al one.
Though he told hinself not to be ridicul ous, the feeling would not subside. He
remai ned huddl ed on the floor in the mdst of the pile of fallen vol unes, not
daring to get up and nove, even toward the door, for fear of what he might run
into in the darkness. Long m nutes passed while he waited, trying to breathe
silently and straining his ears for the slightest sound of nmovenent in the
chanmber. Eventually, it occurred to himthat he was being foolish. There was
not hi ng there—ef course there wasn't. And even if someone was in the roomwth
him he didn't need a candle to see them-he had been sitting in the mdst of
the solution all the tinme. Gince runmaged in his pocket for flint and
striker; then, picking up the nearest book, he began to tear out the pages one
by one.

A spark caught on the fourth or fifth attenpt, and a thread of acrid snoke
drifted up, nmaking the thief's eyes water. He blew on the snol dering spot of
red until at last a tiny flame snaked its way up into the pile of crunpled
pages, where it blossonmed |ike an opening flower. Gince's heavy sigh of
relief made the flames nmove out then in, as though the fire itself were

breat hing. He began to feel warmth on his hands and face. As the hungry fire
took hol d, anmber |ight began to consunme the darkness, spreading out toward the
edges of the room Quickly, Gince crunpled fresh pages to throw on the
flames. Until he could work out a way to nake it portable, he needed to keep
his |ight source going. Paper alone would burn too fast for his needs, but if
he could find some wood in the chanber—a chair, perhaps, that he m ght break
up, or even a shelf-he mght be able to fashion sone rough torches that would
suffice to light his way hone.

This rmust be one of the larger chanmbers. The light of his little fire was not
enough to illumnate the comers or the shadowy al coves set here and there

al ong the nearest wall. The smoke didn't help the visibility, either. It was
rolling upward now i n choki ng clouds that stung his eyes and cl osed his throat
agai nst the suffocating funes. Flinging another handful of pages on to the
flames, Grince got up hastily and noved away fromthe fire, heading away from
the door toward the far right-hand corner of the chanber. Wen he reached the
first alcove, he stepped into its shadows, narrowing his eyes in an attenpt to
make out details in the gloom As another page of his makeshift bonfire caught
and flared, the shadows fell back to reveal a towering figure with coldly
glittering eyes. There was soneone in the al cove!

Gince screaned. He wanted to run, but all power of novement had left him He
crunpled to his knees. Behind him the shadows encroached once nore as his



fire began to die, but even in the gloom Gince kept his face tilted to | ook
upward. He was utterly transfixed by the hypnotic gaze of those glittering

bl ue eyes.
As they waited at the foot of the tower, Shia saw Khanu's eyes gl ow bri ght
with reflected noonlight as he turned to her. "I w sh Aurian would hurry," he

said. "She's taking so long, I'mgetting worried. And what's the nystery? \Wat
can have happened to poor Anvar?"

"I wish | knew+ don't understand half of what Aurian told nme," Shia admitted,
"I don't trust this place—and | don't trust this human she's found, who can

t ake over another's body," she added darkly.

"You don't trust any humans apart from our own," Khanu pointed out, "and
neither dol. | don't like this city place, either—t's unnatural. Dangerous.
| wish we were back in the nountains."”

Shia gave hima forbidding | ook. "Were Aurian goes, 1 go,
"I don't wish to be anywhere else."

she said severely.

"Well, you might try asking her to go where you want to go, for a change,"
Khanu retorted, unabashed. Delicately, he ran his tongue over his nose and
whi skers. "Already | can scent the changes that will soon be happening wthin
you, Shia. It will not be long before—= H's words were cut off in a strangled

yow as a heavy paw cuffed himacross the nose.

"BE SILENT!" Shia told himfuriously. "Stay out of matters that are not your
concern.”

"Not my concern?" Khanu's noonlit eyes glinted w ckedly.

"As the only male within hundreds of nmiles, it can't help but be ny
concern—and I'mfar fromsorry."

Shia's tail |ashed back and forth. "If you say any nore, |I'll make you worse
than sorry," she warned himw th a runbling grow .

"You're foolish to ignore what will soon happen. Sooner or later, Aurian or no
Aurian, you'll have to face it," Khanu nmuttered sulkily. Wen Shia snarled

again, he took hinself quickly out of reach of her swift pawwith its flashing
claws. "lI'mgoing to explore this big place across the courtyard,"” he said,
with a pathetic attenpt at nonchal ance.

"Don't hurry back," Shia snapped at him and went on trying to eavesdrop on

t he conversation Aurian was having upstairs. Just as she was thinking about
giving it up as a bad job and actually going to find the Mage, she heard
Khanu's nmental call: "Shia, listen ..." In the distance, fromthe other side
of the courtyard, Shia's acute feline hearing could just pick up a distant
sound, very nuffled and faint.

"Did you hear that?" Khanu demanded. "I think it's com ng from underground.
You had better talk to Aurian. That sounded to ne |ike a human, screaning.”

As she listened with horrified fascination to the swordsman's tale, Aurian
found her anger beginning to ebb away. Despite everything that had happened
this was still Forral, her first love, and as he told her of his ordeal in the
endl ess grey nonotony Between the Worlds her heart ached for him She heard
how he had used the Well of Souls, until Death stopped him to watch over

her —no wonder she had often felt that he was cl ose—and how he had | earned that
by di pping a hand into the waters, he could send his shade into the world to
hel p her as he had done in Dhi amrar a.

Then Forral related the nysterious arrival and departure of Vannor. Aurian's
heart gave a lurch as he nmentioned Death's adm ssion that the nerchant had
been poi soned by none other than Eliseth. A dreadful suspicion had entered her
m nd. Her fingers tightened on the Staff as her thoughts began to race. "Damm
that bitch to endless tornent," she snarled, but collected herself quickly.
"Go on, Forral," she urged the startled swordsman. "I'm begi nning to guess
what must have happened—but tell ne the rest.”

But when Forral's tale came to Anvar and his plight, Aurian could scarcely
bear to listen to his account of Anvar's arrival in the realmof Death. "I
tried to talk to him" the swordsman told her. "I was desperate for news. If
Anvar was dead, what had happened to you? Death tried to persuade hi mboth of
us in fact—+o cone away. He said we couldn't stay there—+t wasn't safe.



Soneone was m susing the Caldron of Rebirth ..
Dear Gods, Aurian thought wildly. | knew it then she noticed that Forral had
st opped speaking. He bit his |lip and | ooked away from her. "You were probably
right to blame nme," he muttered. "It nust have been ny fault. Maybe Anvar
woul d have cone back to his body if | hadn't delayed hi m—but you see, Death
had tried so many times to get nme to enter the Wll of Souls and be reborn—
t hought he was trying to trick me again." He frowned. "I don't exactly know
what happened t hen—everythi ng was confused—but | think that whatever the

Cal dron does to bring people back, it caught hold of me instead of Anvar." He

hel d out his hands beseechingly. "Aurian, you' ve got to believe ne. | didn't
do it deliberately—I was just taken. Even if | had worked out what was
happeni ng—el |, | sinmply wouldn't have known how to put nyself into Anvar's
pl ace."

Forral | ooked unflinchingly into the Mage's eyes. "W've been apart too |ong
if you could even suspect that I'd do such a thing—but do you want to know t he
truth, love? | thank the Gods | was never called on to nake that

choi ce—because | m ssed you so nuch, there's no telling what nmy heart m ght
have m sled me into doing."

When she heard the plea for understanding that [ay behind Forral's words, and
saw his distress so plainly witten on Anvar's face, the anger seened to go
out of Aurian. There was no doubt that he had told her the truth. If nothing
el se, his final admission proved it. Besides, if Forral had been able to
return unai ded, surely he would have done so |ong before now. At |east now the
Mage knew who was truly responsible for this disaster. Only Eliseth was
sufficiently inventive to inflict such an agonizing dil emma on her eneny—and
she was now i n possession of the Chalice of Rebirth.

What a bl oody awful ness! And there seemed to be no way out of it. Even if she
could get hold of the grail, would she be able to bring Anvar back? And if she
did, it would nmean sacrificing Forral all over again. The Mage's shoul ders

sl unped, and for a nonment she was |eft vul nerable and uncertain. Then she
became conscious of Forral's eyes on her

The swordsman was still hol ding out his hands, waiting for some kind of
answer .
"I believe you," Aurian said softly. "You aren't to blane for this. |I should

have known better—and |I'm sorry | doubted you." Then, steeling herself to put
t he heart-w enching thoughts of Anvar and his plight out of her mind for the
present, she reached out and took Forral's hands. "We'll get through this
somehow—-and at least it gives us a chance to be together again.”

"For a while, anyway," Forral said-and then, to the Mage's relief, he changed
t he subject abruptly, as though aware that they were straying once nore on to
dangerous ground. "Aurian, it's a long time since Death allowed nme to | ook
into this world. Wat about our son? Were is he now? Is he all right?"

Oh Gods—Forral didn't know. Aurian's heart sank. How can | answer hinf she

t hought. How can | tell himthat M athan cursed his son to take the formof a
wol f—and then | abandoned the poor child so that | could fight M athan and
Eliseth? Wiy, | don't even know where Wl f is now-er if he's alive at all. How
can | confess that to Forral ?

The Mage was spared from having to break the dreadful news by a nmessage from
Shia. "Aurian, come quickly. Soneone is here. Khanu went into the big place
across the courtyard. He says he heard screanms coming from sonewhere

under ground. "

Chapter 11

The Messenger

The feeble noonlight stood little chance of penetrating the thick stained
glass of the library's windows, and it was pitch-black within. Aurian created
a slip of ghostly Magelight and sent it floating ahead to |ight the way. This
was the first tine she had set foot in the library since Finbarr had net his
fate, and she | ooked around in dismay at the noldering, rat-gnawed vol unes,



many of which had been dislodged fromtheir shelves and | ay open on the fl oor
like birds with broken wi ngs, barely recogni zabl e beneath | ayer upon | ayer of
m | dew and dust. The Mage was glad to reach the filigreed netal gates at the
opposite end of the vast chanber. Though she had been dreadi ng the thought of
entering the maze of freezing black cataconbs beneath the library, it came as
a welcone relief to escape the heartbreaking sight of such needl ess ruin and
destructi on.

Aurian had not heard the screanming. By the time she had reached the door of
the library it had stopped, and now t he passages beneath were silent, cold and
dark. Aurian was glad that Anvar—o, Forral —stayed close to her, always
keeping to her right, so that his sword hand stayed free. He was keeping a
wary di stance fromthe great cats, even though Aurian had explained that to
friends they were not as fierce as they |ooked. Cearly the swordsman was far
frominclined to take her at her word, and Shia wasn't hel ping the situation
Havi ng | ooked into his mnd and found soneone other than her bel oved friend
Anvar, she had flattened her ears and was | ooking sidelong at himwith a

bal eful gl are.

Wth the cats pacing beside themthey | ooked in one roomafter another on the
upper |level but found nothing to furnish themwith a clue as to the identity
of the screamer, or the whereabouts of M athan and Eliseth.

"This is ridiculous,” Forral said at last. "W're just wasting our
time—freezing to death for nothing. It can't be rmuch further down, or these
bi g beasties wouldn't have heard it. | don't know what you expected to find
down here, but. "

"\Whoever screamed, of course," Aurian retorted sharply. "And what nade them do
it."

"Are you absolutely sure the cats heard sonething?" Forral insisted. "lI'msure
t hey rmust have been ni staken—t woul d have taken a pretty | oud screamto
penetrate through all this stone. W nay as well go back, if you ask ne," he
urged. It was plain that the swordsman didn't like the place. Aurian saw him
fingering the hilt of Anvar's sword, which he had found in M athan's chanbers.
The Mage, however, had grown used to trusting her instincts, and sonething
still pronpted her to persist with the search. "Let's go on just a little
further," she insisted. "If Shia says she heard scream ng she did—and it
didn't cone out of nowhere. There's something close by that we need to find—
don't ask ne why, but I'msure of it."

Forral | ooked thoroughly uninpressed by this reasoning—or |ack of it.

"Aurian—w |l you come on bock ..." He grabbed her hand, tugging her with him
but dropped it when Shia gave a warning grow .
"It's nearby, |'msure. Sonehow | have the feeling . . ." Wth Forral trailing

reluctantly behind her, the Mage opened the next door.

It was the last thing she had expected to see. Aurian cried out in shock and
her Magelight went out, plunging the chanber into nmerciful darkness. Wth a
stifled oath, Forral yanked her back into the corridor and slamed the door
behind him "Get away fromthere, you idiot! Mve!" Goping in the darkness,
he grabbed her tunic and began to pull.

Aurian resisted his tugging and | eant back against the cold stone wall,
gasping for breath. Unable to stop herself, she began to | augh weakly.

"Curse you, Aurian, there's no tinme for this!" Forral yelled at her. "That
roomis full of bloody Nihilim”

"Forral +t's all right." At last Aurian managed to get hold of herself. "The
Waiths can't hurt us. When ny Magelight went out | saw the glinmer of a tine
spell. They nmust be the Nihilimthat Finbarr took out of tinme to save ne." She
laid a hand on his arm "lI'msorry, Forral. It must have been a horrible shock
for you, seeing themlike that."

In the dark there was a small silence fromForral, then: "Bugger it," he
muttered. "I feel stupid now "

"You're not the only one," Aurian admtted. "They had me fooled at first." She
pul | ed hersel f together and kindled a new |light to hover above them "For a

m nute there, when | first opened the door and saw them | thought ny heart



was going to stop." She was about to put her arnms around him but when she

| ooked up into Anvar's face, sonething seened to shrivel inside her and she
turned away hastily. "Come on," she said softly. "Let's get away from here.
The Waiths may be immobilized and if they've been here all this time they
must be harm ess, but you can never know for certain howlong a time spell is
going to last. Besides, they nmake ny flesh creep."

Forral nodded. "That's the first sensible thing you' ve said since we canme down
here.”

Shia had nosed the door ajar once nore, and was peering curiously at the
Waiths through the narrow gap. "So those are the creatures that haunt your

ni ght mares, " she said to Aurian. Her tones held a slight edge of puzzl enent.
"Take my word for it, they're considerably nore terrifying, not to mention
gruesomne, when they can nmove—and feed," the Mage assured her

They were just turning away to retrace their steps when the voice cane.

Aurian stopped dead. "Can you hear that?" she denmanded. "Wat is it... ?"

The swordsman | ooked puzzl ed. "Hear what?"

They turned to one another in consternation. "Something that only conmuni cates
wi th Magefol k, apparently,” Aurian whi spered.

Forral's hand went to the hilt of his sword. The Mage gave him a chance to
draw it and then, as the echoes of the steely slither had died away, she held
up her hand for silence. But when she |listened, no sound di sturbed the silence
save that of their own breath.

"Can you hear that, Shia, Khanu?" Aurian asked hopefully.

"I"'msorry," Shia told her. "I can't hear anything but us."

"Nor |," Khanu added.

The voi ce, however, had not ceased. The Mage could still hear it in her head—a
thin, cold, high-pitched call. It had no discernible words, but nonetheless it
was clearly a beseeching, a beckoning, a sunmoning. Aurian felt a shiver go

t hrough her. "It wants us," she murnmured. "It wants us to follow "

"\What ? You have got to be joking!"

"No, truly," Aurian insisted. "The Gods only know what it is, but it can't be
a Waith, or it would certainly have found a way to free its conrades by now.
Besides, if it was sonmething that meant to harmus, why didn't it attack when
we were hel pless in the dark? That would have been the obvious tine."

"You'd better be right," Forral retorted, "because you'll be staking our lives
on that quaint notion."

Aurian scarcely heard him Already, she was setting off down the passage, in
pursuit of the phantomcall. She was barely aware that the others foll owed
reluctantly, Forral muttering darkly under his breath.

The Mage crept on down the passage following the irresistible murnur of the
sumons, which did not waver or vary in tone unless she attenpted to stop or
turn aside into one of the chanbers that lined the corridor. If she went the
wrong way, the inconprehensible whisper turned into a screechi ng whine that
made Aurian's head throb as though it were about to burst. The same thing
happened when she tried to turn back. Soon, she had no other choice but to
conti nue.

Aurian could tell that Forral was worried. H s—Anvar's—face, starkly

illum nated by the pal e Magelight, |ooked sickly and wan, his dark eyes shaded

to fathom ess voids. 'Aurian, will you stop this?" he hissed.
The Mage shook her head. "lI'msorry, Forral—+ can't. It's too |late now+f |
don't follow, the voice will drive nme mad."

It was easy enough to find the right chanber—-Aurian only had to follow the
luring call that whispered, with increasing urgency now, in the recesses of
her mnd. Forgetting all caution, she hurried along, drawn by the sumoner's

spell, ignoring Forral's increasingly frantic attenpts to sl ow her down. Her
Magel i ght streamed behind her, trailing a comet tail of sparks. The voice was
still whispering, |ouder and nore urgently than ever. Though Aurian coul d not
have said how she could tell, the sumons seened to emanate from a doorway

farther along on the right. Dragging Forral along behind her, she rushed
toward the open door—and as soon as she laid a hand on it, the voice abruptly



ceased.

"I can't hear it anynore," she said softly. "But it's here—+ knowit is.
What ever was calling me, is in this room"

As the door swung open it broke Gince's terrified trance. He whirled
around—and felt his guts shrivel. There in the doorway stood a pair of what

could only be Mages—tall, intimdating, and with silver eyes that seened to
pierce the thief's very soul
After the first noment of startled confrontation with the tall, red-haired

Magewoman, her grim conpanion, and the fearsonme, clawed, fanged bl ack

nmonst ers—pl ai nly magi cal denmons or sonething of the |like—&ince had no ot her
recourse save to throw hinself to the floor and plead for his life. The
Acadeny was not deserted after all—-and he had been caught trespassing in it!
As he lay there, not daring to raise his head and waiting for sone terrible
fate to strike himdown, a whole lifetinme seemed to pass.

"Ch, don't be ridiculous!" snapped a fenale voice. "Get on your feet, man, and
stop this pitiful groveling. Come on—we don't have time to stand here al

bl oody ni ght."

Her conpani on chuckled dryly. "That's a good way to persuade himnot to be
scared. "

The female ignored him continuing to concentrate all her attention on Gince.
"Come on, you—answer ne! \What are you doi ng down here? Was it you who called
me?" Her words were punctuated by bl oodcurdling snarls fromthe denons.
"Lady—spare ne!" Gince's voice was little nore than a terrified squeak. "I

couldn't help it! I didn't take nothing, honest | didn't! | didn't touch a
thing! I didn't call you—+ would never presune to bother Your Ladyship. The
guards chased me here and | got lost, that's all. If you'll only show nme the
way out, I'll never, ever, ever come back!"

The Mage nade a snall sound of inpatience, halfway between a curse and a sigh
"Gods help us," she nuttered. "Look, you stupid Mortal. No one's going to hurt
you, all right? Now just pull yourself together and get up off the floor. As
soon as you've answered ny questions, I'lIl show you the way out of here."

The thief risked a sneaky gl ance at her through his fingers—and began to rel ax
alittle. It was difficult to be afraid of even a dreaded Mage when she was
standi ng over the fire rubbing her cold hands in such an ordinary, honely way,
with the two black denons sitting at her feet and gazing blissfully into the
bl aze like a pair of fireside cats.

Wat ching his unnerving visitors closely to be sure that they had no
objections, Gince rose slowy fromthe floor. As he did so, the leg with the
sword cut gave way beneath himand he fell heavily, jarring his torn shoul der
and crying out in pain.

The Mage was at his side in an instant. "You're hurt?" She brought her I|ight
down to hover just above the thief. "Mlisanda save us—what have you been
doing with yoursel f?" She | ooked down at himsternly. "I suppose you did al

t hi s damage when you were being chased by those guards you nentioned? Maybe
you had better tell me just why they were chasing you in the first place."
Transfixed by her frank stare, Gince suddenly found that he couldn't lie to
her, as he had intended. "Lady, |—+—=

"By Chathak's iron britches! Were did he get these?”

Gince junped guiltily at the other Mage's voice. He had found the thief's
sack, and was upending it near the fire. The Mageworman gave a |l ow whistle as a
cascade of genms cane rattling out to heap thenselves in a sparkling pile on
the dark floor. Once nore, she turned her stern gaze on the thief. "You stole
t hese. Who do they bel ong to?"

Gince's nouth went very dry. "P-Pendral,"” he choked. "The Hi gh Lord Pendral."
The Mage burst into peals of laughter. "Pendral? Is that filthy little pervert
still alive?"

Dumbly, Gince nodded, utterly astounded by her reaction

"And you stole his beloved jewel s? Wll done, you! It serves himright, the
tightfisted bastard." She chuckled to herself and al nost sl apped himon the
back. She stopped herself just in time, and ran a |light but expert hand over



his injuries instead.

Gince, aghast to see a liquid shinmer of violet-blue radiance comng fromthe
Mage's fingers, shrank instinctively away from her touch before he realized,
to his surprise, that she wasn't hurting himin the least. In fact the
opposite seened to be happening. Wiere the tingling violet light fell on his
wounds, the pain and stiffness suddenly vani shed, to |l eave a wonderful feeling
of ease and well-being. Before his disbelieving eyes, the gaping sides of the
sword cut on his |leg began to close up and knit together

The Mage chuckl ed again. "You'll have to sew up the rip in your breeches
yoursel f," she told himkindly. "I'"museless at that kind of thing."

Gince | ooked at her wonderingly. He had lost his nother at the age of ten

and she had never bothered rmuch about himin any case. Since then he had

al ways shifted for hinmself, even though Jarvas kept a place for himat the
sanctuary. No one had ever taken care of himlike this. "Thank you, Lady," he
whi spered. She smiled back at him and in that nonent he knew his life would
never be the sanme again.

The ot her Mage had perched on the edge of a table and was smling
encour agi ngly, though the thief noticed that his hand was never far fromhis
sword hilt. "Now listen," he said firmy. "W canme down here because we heard
somebody screami ng. Was it you who screaned?"

The fenmal e Mage turned from Gince with a startled exclamation. "The
scream ng! What with that other call, | had forgotten about that." She paused
a nonent, her head cocked to the side as though listening for some distant
cal | +hen shook her head and cursed. "And now the other blasted voice has gone
too."

"Fromthe effect it had on you, I'minclined to think that may not be a bad
thing." Then the other Mage turned his gaze back to Gince. "Now he said
gently. "Why did you scream |ad? You look in a bit of a mess—who hurt you?
Did that sane person frighten you? Is soneone el se down here with you?"
Numbly, Gince shook his head. "It—t was horrible. It's in there. . . |
Unable to say nore, he pointed into the unseen depths of the gl oony al cove.
Aurian gl anced sharply at Forral, then stepped away fromthe fire. "W'd
better find out what he's tal king about." Concentrating on the slip of
Magel i ght that hovered above her, she
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made it flare into brilliant |life once nore. As the light leapt into the
corners of the room her eyes were drawn across the roomto the al cove, whose
depths were | ost in shadow.

"There," the little Mrrtal repeated, pointing. "That's where it's com ng
from™

"Be careful,” Shia warned. "It may be a trap.”
"There's only one way to find out,” Aurian replied. "Keep an eye on this
Mortal for nme, will you? | think we can trust him but | don't want to risk

hi m stabbing in the back while |I'm preoccupi ed. "

Forral slid off the table to join her and together, they stole cautiously
across the roomtoward the dark void, with Aurian's Mgelight high above them
As the light reached into the recesses of the alcove, the swordsman cried out
and the Mage recoiled in astoni shment. "Gods preserve us," she gasped. "It's
Fi nbarr!"

How many mnore shocks did the Acadeny have in store for her? Aurian was aghast
at the sight of her dear old friend, changel ess and stark within the blue
network of a tinme spell, frozen intine like a lifeless statue. She took a
deep breath and bit her lip hard. "I don't believe this," she said angrily.
"Finbarr was killed in the attack of the Waiths—+ felt himdie. Wiy would the
Archmage want to take himout of tine like this? It's insane!"

"When was M at han ever sane?" Forral replied grimy. "But Aurian, are you
absolutely sure you felt Finbarr die?"

The Mage was frowning, trying to think herself back into the past. "It was the
first time | had ever experienced the death of another Mage. It's not a thing
you'd mistake, believe nme. So why is Finbarr's body preserved this way? | just



don't understand."

"M athan had the grail, renmenber."

Aurian gl anced back at the figure of Forral, wearing Anvar's body. "W've

al ready had an exanpl e today of the Caldron's powers," she told him

t houghtfully. "After what happened to you and Anvar, do you think this could
be sonething of the sane ki nd?"

"Who can say?" Forral shrugged

"Well, | think we should release him" the Mage said decisively.

"No!" Forral said urgently.

"No!" Shia's voice resounded sharply in Aurian's mnd. "Wat good can this do?
You said yourself that the human was dead—and there is bad magic here. Leave
himbe, ny friend, and let us get out of this dreadful place. Only harm can
cone of neddling."

"That's the best advice |'ve had all night." Aurian snmiled wyly at the
swordsman, then down at the cat. "Sadly, | can't take it. Finbarr was ny
friend=+ can't | eave himhere like this w thout knowi ng. | woul d wonder ever
afterward if | had been wong about his death."

"Aurian, you're making a big mstake," Forral warned her. "Watever is
happeni ng here, you shouldn't be meddling with it."

"You're saying this to a Mage?" Aurian replied. "You might as well tell that
fire not to burn as tell one of nmy blood not to meddle." She turned toward the
tall, immbile figure of the archivist. "All of you had better stand well
clear," she told her friends.

No one took any notice of her—which was about what she had expected. Stepping
back, Aurian breathed deeply and cal med her mind, concentrating and gathering
her powers. Carefully, she began to unravel the tine spell. The crawing bl ue
haze surrounding Finbarr withed sluggishly and grew still. Then, with a | oud
cracking sound, it disintegrated into a cloud of tiny blue sparks that fel
away as though a sheath of ice had shattered and fallen fromthe archivist's
body. Finbarr’s eyes cleared. He blinked and staggered but pulled hinself

upri ght before they could help him backing away fromtheir outstretched
hands.

"Do not touch me. | amnot what | seem" The voice was |ight and dry, and
conpl etely devoid of inflexion or emption. It was not the voice of a human.
Deep in Shia's throat a snarl began. Under her hand, Aurian felt the hair on
the great cat's back beginning to rise. She felt nuch the sane way herself.
"Then what are you?" she demanded. "What have you done with Finbarr?"

The voi ce gave a deep, eerie chuckle that echoed holl owly throughout the
chanmber. The sound stirred uneasy nenories that |urked just out of the Mge's
reach. "Surely you renenmber what | am O Mage. The Ni hilimrenenber you."
Aurian gasped in horror and took an involuntary step backward. It felt as

t hough i ce were sheeting across her skin. Behind her, Forral gave a cry of
horror, and she heard the rasp of steel as his sword | eft his sheath.

"Don't let it see you're afraid!™ The sharp warning from Shia halted the
Mage's retreat.

"You're right," Aurian replied grimy. "These foul nonsters killed Forral."
She raised the Staff of Earth and the air was torn by a deafening thunderclap
Suddenly the chanmber was |imed in an expl osion of sizzling emerald light. "I
recogni ze you, creature,"” she snarled. "And | can send you back to the
oblivion you deserve."

"Wait. Please. Do not." Though the words contained no trace of enotion, they
wer e spoken rapidly enough to convey great urgency. "The Ni hilimcan hel p you,
Mage—+f you will allowit."

"What ?" Aurian felt as though a thunderbolt had struck her. O all the uncanny
events that had befallen her on her return to the Acadeny, surely this nust be
the nost bizarre. "You want to hel p ne?" She didn't know whether to | augh or
cry.

"Aurian, no. Don't trust this—+this thing." Forral was at her side, his voice
| ow and urgent. She saw that his hands—Anvar's hands—were shaki ng, and
despite the dank chill of the chanber, his skin was slick with the sweat of



profound fear. Her heart went out to him Poor Forral. The Nihilimwere the
only things the swordsman truly feared—and the hi deous creatures had killed
him Aurian understood—she had been there when he died, and the Death-Waiths
filled her with a simlar terror and revul sion. Nonetheless, if these
nonstrosities could give her some kind of advantage over Eliseth, then she
could not afford to give in to her fear and dism ss them out of hand.

Wth an apol ogetic glance at Forral, the Mage turned back to the hideous

creature that wore the guise of her old friend. “Very well. I'Il hear you
out —but be aware that this time, you are alone. If you nake a nove agai nst ne
or nmy companions, it will be the last nove you make."

"l understand."”

"Good." Aurian took a deep breath. "Well, Waith? What is it you want of me? |
know better than to believe that you' re offering me your assistance for
not hi ng. "

The i nhuman blue eyes glittered with a fiery light. "You are right—t was ny
need that called out to you, even through the confinenent or the tinme spell
Even such magi ¢ cannot sil ence an angui shed soul. You nust hel p ny people,
Mage. Only you can set themfree.”

Aurian felt her jaw drop. At her side, she heard Forral gasp. "Wuat?" he
shouted. "You nust be nad! Let the N hilimloose upon the world? Wat sort of
bl oody idiot do you think she is?"

"Shut up, Forral,"” Aurian nuttered. She turned back to the Waith. "What sort
of bl oody idiot do you think I anP"

"Patience, Mage. Pernmit me to explain. | do not wish you to release us into
this worl d—e do not belong here. I want you to help us return to our own
hore. "

"Your home?" Aurian's eyes w dened. She forgot to fear the creature as, once
again, the Magefol k curiosity stirred and awakened within her. "And where is
your home?" she asked softly.

Finbarr's glittering blue eyes took on an avid gleam and for the first tine,
the Mage heard a swell of enotion in the Death-Waith's voice. "W were not

al ways as you see us now," it told her. "Once, we lived Between the Wrlds in
beauty and in grace. W were Death's radiant angel s—his servants who flew
forth into the world to end the pain and suffering of living creatures. W
woul d cone to the old, the sick, the wetched and the weary, and bear them
gently honme so that they could enter the Wll of Souls once again and begin a
bright newlife."

The Waith sighed, and its voi ce darkened once nore. "All this we were and
nor e—Keepers of the Bal ance, CGuardi ans of the Door—until the accursed Magefol k
i ntervened, creating the Artifacts of Power and neddling where they had no
right. In the Wars of the Cataclysm Chiannala enslaved us to the Caldron, to
turn us fromgivers of nmercy into a deadly weapon. And so we have renai ned
down the | ong, weary ages: hideous and tw sted, our powers mnainmed and

unbal anced. Wthout us, death has become a fearful thing for Mrtal
creatures." Once again the inhunman eyes fixed on Aurian. "Help us, Mage—+ beg
you. This chance may never come again. Undo the evil committed by your
ancestors and rel ease us. Break the slavery of the Caldron, and set us free."

"And you will help nme recover the grail that was once the Cal dron?" Aurian
asked softly.
"W will. For our own sakes, we nust."

"And what about Finbarr? If | help you, can you return himto nme?"

The Waith sighed. "That | do not know. W had no neans of communicating with
you humans wi t hout using a human form ourselves. | entered this body at the
monent of the owner's death—but your eneny took ne out of time before | could
act. Finbarr's spirit did not have time to pass Beyond, but | fear that when
quit this shell, it will be forced to do so. If you wish to prevent his death
from beconmi ng conplete, your only hope is to capture the Caldron and put it to
the use for which it was intended."

"And what about my death?" Forral broke in angrily. "You had no conpunction
about finishing ne."



The creature's cold gaze fell upon the swordsman. "I told you—the N hilimwere
not responsible. It was not your tinme to die, but we are enslaved by the
Caldron. W are conpelled to do as its w el der comands. "

Forral scow ed, brushing aside Aurian's attenpts to hush him "Well, that
makes you very unsafe allies, doesn't it? Eliseth has only to conmand you to
turn on Aurian, and we're finished. Do you really expect the lass to take that
kind of risk?"

Aurian glared at him "Do you minid? He's right, though," she told the
creature. "For a nmonent, | thought you' d be our secret weapon to defeat
Eliseth, for what can withstand the N hilin? But while she holds the grail,
you're a weapon that can turn in our hands."” She held out enpty hands to
convey her hel pl essness. "What can | do? | daren't take the risk. If | gain

control of what remains of the Caldron, | give you my word I'Il use it to
rel ease you, but sadly, it seems | nust nanage w thout your help."

"Wait," the creature said. "Think. The risk is small, for the w el der of the
Caldron must return here to undo the tine spell. Until then, he—=

"She," Aurian interrupted. "Omership of the grail has changed since you were
first rel eased—and the current wielder is even nore to be feared than the
last."

"She, then," the Waith replied. "Wat does it matter? The identity of our

sl avemaster makes little difference to the Nihilim She cannot make use of us
until she returns to renove the tine spell—-and until she returns, how can she
know we are at |arge once nore?"

"I'f you help me attack her, she'll know all right—and | daren't take a chance
on her finding out." The Mage thought hard for a moment. "Look—you said that
Finbarr's spirit hasn't departed yet—+s there any way | can talk to hinP"
"You are aware that ny power is all that binds himto this world? You

understand that if | pernmit himto speak to you, | cannot cede control of this
formto him or we are both |ost?"

"I understand," the Mage replied. "Still, | think we may need his wi sdom It
seens to ne that you nust depend on one another—for the time being at least."
"Very well. | believe that we can share this form at |east."

Even as Aurian watched, the nmonster's features altered—that arcane, unearthly
glitter disappeared fromFinbarr's eyes. H s face took on animation and life,
and he | ooked like hinmself again. He jerked into notion as though suddenly
awaki ng from a dream and | ooked around wildly, his hands crackling with the

bl ue energy of the tine spell and the shadow of horror still in his eyes.
"Finbarr,"” Aurian cried urgently. "It's all right. They've gone!"

Wthout warning, the tall, gawky figure tottered fromthe alcove. He flung his
arnms around the Mage. "Aurian! My dear! You' re safe. And Anvar! Thanks be to
the Gods." Finbarr peered around him rubbing his eyes, his brows draw ng down
in a puzzled frown. "But where are we? These aren't M athan's chanbers. These
are ny archives, surely. How did we conme to be here? And where are the
Nihilin? Did we get themall? Were is poor Forral " Hi s voi ce hardened.
"And that thrice-cursed renegade M at han?"

Aurian realized, to her horror, that the archivist could have no idea that
Meiriel was dead. And how could she tell himof his soulmate's insanity, and
her murderous attenpt on the Mage's life, and that of WIf? At this remn nder
of her son, the thread of her deliberations was broken by a pang of | ongi ng.

If only I could see him she thought—ust to know he's safe. What does he | ook
i ke now? Does he renmenber me? Regretfully, she wenched her thought back to

t he business in hand. She had enough to worry about right now Finbarr would
have to know the truth.

The Mage sighed. "Finbarr, you were taken out of time by your own spell. A
very great deal has happened since that battle with the Waiths—and a good
deal of it is bad news, I'mafraid. If I help you, will you be able to take
the information directly fromny mnd? It'll take hours, otherw se."

Even using such a direct nethod, it took sone tine to bring the archivist up
to the present. By the tine Aurian had finished, she was winging with sweat
and thoroughly exhausted. It had been hard for her to relive the past—both the



good and the bad. For Finbarr, it had been even harder. The Archivist was
weepi ng openly. "Wiy?" he demanded. "Wy didn't you | eave nme in peace? Wy
bring me back to break ny heart |ike this?"

Aurian took his hand. "Because we need you, Finbarr. You know nore about the
Ni hilimthan any of us—at the nonent, you have a chance to know one of them
intimately. Can we trust then? Dare we renove your old time spell and rel ease
them or is the risk too great?"

The Archivist closed his eyes, his concentration so intense that Aurian could
alnost feel it. "You can trust them" he said at last. "Wat one know, al
know—and they are all desperate to be free of the Caldron's chains. You are
the only one who can aid themand in return they will do anything in their
power to help you. But unfortunately, until they are free of Eliseth's
control, they will always remain a risk and a threat to you."

Fi nbarr opened his eyes. "This doesn't please the one who shares ny body—but |
woul d advi se against releasing themfromthe spell. The risk is far too great.
You nust fight your own battles, Aurian—but you're used to that." He smiled
wyly. "One thing | would advise, however, is that you | eave the Waith that
occupi es ny body free to act. Let it cone with you—+f the worst cane to the
worst, you could deal with a single Waith." His eyes tw nkled. "You mnust
decide for yourself whether I'm advising you through selfish nmotives here, for
if the Waith goes with you, then so do I."

"If it nmeans having you with us, I'Il do whatever it takes," Aurian assured
him She | ooked round at her conpanions. "Finbarr's advice sounds good to ne."
"As long as | amhere to protect you," Shia said. "I |ike your human friend,
but I don't trust that other thing."

Then Forral intervened. "No. This is lunacy, Aurian. | won't have it—you're

taking too great a risk."

He woul dn't have it? And who did he think he was, to be giving orders? Aurian
glared at himstonily. Just because he was afraid . . . "No," she replied
shortly, "I can't agree. | understand your doubts, but-—=-

"Doubt s? Those things are col d-bl ooded killers," Forral roared. "They're

evil —and no one should know that better than me." Wth a visible effort, he
cal med hinself. "Listen, |ove—+ appreciate the advantage that this m ght give
us, but in ny opinion ..."

"I'n ny opinion, the risk is justified." Aurian took a firmhold on her tenper.
Be patient, she told herself. Renenber that Forral was killed by these
creatures. He has nore reason than any of us to fear the N hilim

"I see," Forral said coldly. "In nmy absence you've learned all there is to
know about the art of war, is that it? Well, come back in another thirty
years, Aurian, and tell ne that—and even then it won't be true. Let ne tel
you, you're making a big mstake. | know your stubbornness of old, ny girl—but
this time, you're putting all our lives in danger."

At Aurian's side, Shia snarled softly. "WIIl you let this human speak to you
i ke that?"

The Mage rested her hand lightly on the great cat's head. "Forral is stil
living in the past. Things have changed a good deal since he was alive, and he
nmust | earn about me as | amnow. |I'mafraid it won't be easy for him"

"Nor for you," Shia added softly.

Mage confronted swordsman, until the tension in the air had reached breaking
poi nt .

"I val ue your experience, Forral," Aurian said firmy, "but this is a matter
of magic, not Mortal war. | know nore about our enemy—and about the
Artifacts—than anyone else. |I'll take advice, but ultimately the decisions are
mne to nake, and that's the end of it."

"It is not the end of it!" Forral raged. "By all the Gods, Aurian, | brought
you up! | don't have to stand here and take this fromyou!"

Aurian lifted her chin and | ooked at himlevelly. "That's true," she said
quietly, "you don't. You're free to leave at any tine."

Forral gaped at her. "Wat? And where the bl oody bl azes am | supposed to go?
Do you really think 1'"'mgoing to just go off and I et you get yourself into al



ki nds of trouble?"

"That's up to you," Aurian told himinplacably. "But if you stay, | don't want
to hear any nore argunments about this. You taught me yourself, |ong ago, that
only one person at a tine can be in command."

Forral was |ooking at her as though he had never seen her before. "So I did,"
he said softly. "So | did. So what do we do now, Conmmander? Lurk here
underground until we starve and freeze?"

Aurian gritted her teeth. She was dammed if she'd let himneedl e her. "W need
i nformation," she said. "W don't know how | ong we've been away from Nexi s,

| et alone who rules the city now that the Magefol k have gone."

Grince, forgotten in his corner, had watched in awe as the Mage had freed the
creature in the corner. So this was the | egendary Lady Aurian, who had been
lost for so long? Ad Hargorn had spoken of her often, with great fondness and
regret. She had been kind to him had heal ed hi mand the thief admred the
cal mway in which she'd stood up to the other Mage when he had tried to bully
her. Though commobn sense told himthat it would be a grave nistake to get

m xed up in the affairs of the Magefol k, he wanted to repay her for hel ping

hi mand besides, a little nmagic had come into his hard and brutal life along
with her. He didn't want to lose it so soon

"Lady, | can help you," he said, before he could stop hinmself. "I can tell you
what ever you want to know. "

Chapter 12
City of the Flying Horse
Fromthe air, it | ooked to be no nore than a hill. D arvan, hangi ng facedown

across the horse's withers, his hands bound tightly behind himw th what felt
like thin strands of flexible metal, tried to turn his head and blot his

wat eri ng eyes against his shoulder in order to see better. It wasn't easy. The
Phaeri e steeds were noving so fast through the thin, cold air that the Mage's
I ong, flaxen hair kept blowing in his eyes, and he'd been plagued by stream ng
eyes and a running nose for the entire journey, which had |asted through the
ni ght and into norning. D arvan blinked again and squi nted down toward the
craggy, tree-covered em nence. Surely this pinnacle of rock in the mddle of
nowhere couldn't be their destination?

Apparently, it could. One by one, the steeds of the Phaerie peeled off from

t heir phal anx and began to spiral down toward the steep, forested sl opes of
the sunmit. As D arvan's captor began to descend, the Mage's eyes and m nd
seened to blur for a nauseating instant- Wth a dizzying lurch, the scene

bel ow hi m snapped into its true perspective in the clear, cold northern |ight.
The hill was far, far bigger than he had t hought—-and every one of those trees,
t hough gi ven the outward appearance of a woodl and gi ant by Phaerie magic, was
a soaring tower.

The Forest Lord and his subjects had clearly done their best to make this city
a true reproduction of their magical citadel Between the Wrlds. Using their
powers to transformnature, they had created a beautiful, functional —and

i ving—hone which extended high into the air via the groves of tower-trees.

D arvan guessed it nust al so continue deep into the ground beneath the hil
itself, for he could see many bal coni es and wi ndows enbel lishing the | edges
and sheer rock faces. The wooded gl ades were bl oomi ng gardens with bowers,
streans, and fountains, and waterfalls cascaded down the hillside like drifts
of pure white | ace.

Behind the hill a range of towering mountains marched al ong the skyline. Wen
t he Mage saw streaks of snow on their peaks and the bl ue-shadowed walls of icy
canyons he was horrified to di scover how far north he had been brought. J oser
to his destination, the scattered peaks dwindled into a | ess rugged range wth
| ower crests. The nearest stretched long arnms out toward the Phaerie city,
enfolding its eminence within a broad green gl en whose sides were cl oaked in
the darker green of forest. As the Phaerie steed continued its curving descent
around the side of the hill, D arvan could look into the valley, where a |ong
and shinmering stretch of water lay, with cultivated farm and round its



shores, and plentiful herds of cattle and sheep to graze the sheltered fields.
It was inpossible not to be awed by the sight of this nmagnificent new ki ngdom
that Hellorin had carved out of the lonely northern wilderness. Wile the
Phaerie were exiled fromthe world, it had been easy to forget just how

power ful , capricious, and dangerous the Forest Lord had really been. Now, as
he saw the scope of his father's vast acconplishnents spread out bel ow him

D arvan's heart beat a little faster with apprehensi on. They had not exactly
parted friends, yet to have found himso quickly after his return through
time, Hellorin must have nmaintained a constant vigil throughout all the years
of D arvan's absence. And now that he had captured him what fate had the
Forest Lord in store for his wayward son?

The Phaerie steeds |anded on a plateau far up on the eastern side of the hill
D arvan was haul ed down fromthe horse's back and surrounded by a group of
Hellorin's warriors. He just had tine to hear Maya cursing at the top of her
voi ce before he was dragged away. He caught confused glinpses of trees, snooth
| awns dotted with fl owers, and paved and gravel ed paths that wound uphill anid
the gl ades. Curious Phaerie faces, with their |arge, deep eyes and sharp-boned
features, watched curiously as he was hurried along in the relentless grip of
his guards, until at |ast he was pushed through a pair of |arge double doors
that pierced the hillside, and into the gl oony corridor beyond.

"Take your bl oody hands of f ne, you outl andi sh bastards!" Maya snarl ed.
Nei t her her protests nor her struggles were any use-her abductors sinply
manhandl ed her nore cruelly. Realizing that this was the tine for
circunmspection, not fighting, Maya let herself go |inp as she was borne away.
"But when | finally get nmy hands free to hold a sword again, Hellorin will be
finding hinmself a few subjects short,"” she vowed to herself grinly

Her captors took her in a different direction fromD arvan, away round the
side of the hill, always headi ng downward. Maya, though she was being jarred
and jounced along, noticed that the trees grew thinner as they cane to the
northern face. The sl opes became rougher and nore desol ate here, with stiff
bracken and spi ky gorse obscuring the winding trails. G eat boul ders patched

with yellow |lichen and shaggy green noss thrust through the thin soil Iike
bones through the skin of a crow pi cked corpse.
At the bottomof the hill on the northern side, the rock face was honeyconbed

with tunnels, each one closed off at its entrance by a barred iron gate and
guarded by Phaerie bearing tall spears tipped with long blades that glittered
with the sane sharp, cold, nerciless light that sparked fromtheir eyes. Brief
words in the inconprehensi bl e Phaerie | anguage passed between Maya's abductors
and the guards; then she was passed |ike sone inani mate package from one group
to the other. Her new captors plunged into one of the dark openings, and Maya
| ost sight of the daylight as she was carried inside.

The tunnel was danp, its earthen sides and roof shored up with rough planks.
Straggling roots protruded |ike reaching fingers through the cracks between
them The danp wooden boards were crawming with a skin of slim nold whose
greeni sh phosphorescence was the only light. The air was heavily tainted with
the odors of wet soil and decaying leaf-matter, and cold with the bone-deep
chill of the grave. The voices of the Phaerie, who had been talking softly
anong thenselves in their own, strange, sibilant tongue, sounded flat and
dead, hushed by the all-absorbing clay that surrounded themlike a suffocating
shroud. Maya, her body still numb with cold fromthe interm nabl e journey
through the thin, cold heights, her linbs held fast in the viselike grip of
her Phaerie guards, felt as though the walls and roof were closing in on her
It was as though her captors were trying to bury her alive. She fought hard
agai nst the panic that was threatening to rise within her. It seened that the
best way to overcone her overwhel mi ng sense of dismay and dread was to cl ose
her eyes and bl ot out her surroundings by trying to think of some way out of
this inpossible situation

After a time the al nbst soundl ess whi sper of soft-shod Phaerie feet on the
nmoi st earthen floor of the tunnel changed to the scuff of |eather against
stone, and the alien voices were sharpened by a ringing echo. At the same tine



the grip of her abductors shifted, her head was suddenly | ower than her feet,
and the jouncing becanme far nore pronounced than before.

Maya' s eyes snapped open. The walls of the tunnel had turned fromearth to
rough- hewn rock, and she was being carried headfirst down an uneven stone
staircase that was lit at intervals by crystal globes that glowed with a warm
dancing, green-gold light Iike sunlight seen through trees. At the bottom of
the staircase was a pair of tall gates with bars of twisted iron that bl ocked
t he passage fromfloor to roof. These were watched by another pair of guards,
one of them a Phaerie woman. Agai n, unconprehended words passed between the
new captors and the old, and Maya was | owered to the ground and hel d upri ght
as the femal e Phaerie ran expert hands over her body and |inbs—ust as though
she were a horse at market.

The warrior, humliated and i ncensed, drew back her head to spit in the
woman' s face—and was brought up short by the cold, pitiless iron of the alien
creature's stare, which turned her blood to pure ice in her veins. The Phaerie
lifted a warning hand, and Maya swal | owed t he nmout hful of saliva hastily.

The wonman hit her anyway—teft, right, once on either side of her face—and
Maya' s head exploded in pain as the touch of the Phaerie left behind a trai

of freezing fire that seemed to eat like acid into the tortured bone of her
skull. She was still scream ng when they tore the clothes from her body and
fastened a sl ender chain of sone ice-cold nmetal around her neck. Then they
opened the tall iron gates and thrust her through them to fall down a short
flight of half a dozen steps and roll to a standstill, naked, breathless and
brui sed, on the dusty cavern floor bel ow

"My dear—are you all right?"

Maya, her vision blurred with tears of pain, couldn't see who was speaki ng,
but at |east the voice sounded femal e, briskly kind—and human. "OF course |'m
bl oody not," she muttered thickly, for she had bitten right through her I|ip.
Nonet hel ess, she groped for the hand that reached out to help her, and used it
to lever herself to her knees, where she spat out a nouthful of dust and

bl ood. Knuckling the salty mpisture from her eyes, she |looked up to see a

tall, bony worman of niddl e years stooping over her, wearing nothing but a thin
gol d chain around her neck and a frown of concern

Rubbi ng gingerly at the side of her face, that still throbbed with the ebbing
remmants of that deadly, aching chill, Mya blinked up at the woman. "Wo in

Chat hak' s name are you?"

The frown went through an infinitesimal shift fromconcern to disapproval.
"I"'mLicia," the worman replied. She withdrew her proffered hand and with a
brusque, enbarrassed gesture smoothed her silver-shot brown hair, which was
scraped back fromher face into the severest of knots. "The | acemaker from
Nexi s, " she added, as though that explai ned everything.

Maya rubbed harder at her aching head, sure she was m ssing the significance
of all this. She | ooked beyond the woman to see that she was in a gigantic
cavern, lit by further clusters of the golden globes that starred the roof and
wal I s. The ground sl oped downhill fromthe |evel area at the bottom of the
stairs where she knelt, and bel ow her the warrior could see a cluster of small
stone shelters built around the edges of a shimering dark nmere. What in the
nane of all the Gods was this place?

Still confused, she turned back to Licia. "Well, if you' re fromNexis, what in
perdition are you doi ng here?" she demanded.

"Good gracious, where have you been for the past five years?" The wonman
sounded shocked. "How can you possibly not know what has been happeni ng?"

The air of the cavern was dry and confortably warm yet Maya shivered, w shing
desperately that she had sonmething to cover her nakedness. She felt oddly and
unpl easantly vul nerable like this, and sonmehow that made it hard to give her
whol e attention to what the woman was sayi ng. The Phaerie's bl ow seened to
have scattered her wits far nore than an equivalent clout froma human bei ng
woul d have done. And deep in her heart, a snmall, cold core of fear was

begi nning to expand like a gernminating seed.

She glared at the woman. "Wat sort of a stupid thing is that to say? Qite



obviously I don't have a bloody clue what's going on...." Al at once, she
realized that she would gain absolutely nothing from antagonizing this woman,
who, from her stony expression, didn't |ook as though she suffered fools
gladly, either. Maya bit off her angry words. "I apol ogi ze," she sighed. "I

m ght be sore, confused, and downright scared, but there's no need to take it
out on you." She held out her hand. "My nane is Maya, and |'ma warrior. And
you're right—+'ve been away from Nexis for several years."

Licia's stern expression softened. "You poor thing—ef course you' re afraid,
and you' re bound to be confused. These abductions didn't conme easy to any of
us—+t's always a dreadful shock at first. You cone back with ne to ny shelter
and I'lIl get you something warmto drink." She reached out with a surprisingly
strong grip and hel ped the warrior to her feet.

"And pl ease—oul d you spare ne sonething to wear?" Maya asked her hopefully.
"Any old rag ..."

"I"'mafraid not." Licia shook her head regretfully. "Wen the work gangs go
out side the Phaerie allow themclothing, but it's taken away fromthem again
when they return. In the caverns they keep us naked. Like animals." She spat
out the words as though the taste of themdisgusted her. "It all helps to wear
down our hope and spirit—+to tame us, as the Phaerie put it."

Shock coursed through Maya, as she stopped dead in her tracks. Suddenly she
under st ood. "You nean the Phaerie are using humans as sl aves?" She renenbered
Hellorin, D arvan's father, and his wy, half-anmsed kindness toward her. D d
he know she was here? Had he ordered it? Surely he wouldn't do this to his own
son's |lover? Then she renmenbered the | ong nonths he had condemmed her to spend
as that doubl e-dammed uni corn, unable even to conmunicate with the one she

| oved—and suddenly, she wasn't so certain. Wen it cane down to it, she was
only a nere, despised human, and Hellorin was capabl e of anythi ng—anythi ng at
all. And if he would do this to her, what would he do to D arvan, his
del i nquent son? A shiver of dread coursed through her

Licia tugged at her el bow, urging her forward between the rows of rough
shelters. There was not another soul in sight. "Of course they use us as

sl aves—those bastards.” The epithet, spoken with such venom was startling,
coming as it did froma wonan who | ooked so ol d-mai di sh and prim "Wat did
you expect—they brought us here because they like our conpany?" An ugly scow
settled across the | acemaker's heavy brows. "Although they like the conpany of
some well enough," she added bitterly. "There's many a young | ass has bought
hersel f out of here by joining the enemy and not hering Phaerie offspring—for
some reason the inmortal bl ood always seens to run true." She sighed. "There
are some days down here in the dark, when | would sell ny soul for fresh air
and a glinpse of sunlight, | can hardly blame them Oher tines, | would stick
a knife through their treacherous hearts as soon as blink—but there, | was too
damm ol d and barren to be asked, so maybe I'monly jeal ous.™

"What do the others do—the fol k down here?" Maya asked, in sone trepidation

Li cia shrugged. "Sone wait on the Phaerie as servants, cooking and cl eaning,
fetching and carrying and the like. Sone folk |abor at building and carving
new living quarters under the hill, and sone work in the fields and barns,
tending the crops and herds. After all," she added nastily, "it would be far
too much to expect the great and powerful Phaerie to plough or hoe or shovel
cow shit. They wouldn't sully their skinny white hands. We others—the skilled
artisans," she added proudly, "we nmake whatever our nmasters need, and our only
reward is the food in our bellies and the continuing absence of pain."

The wonman, her head lifted high and proud, strode along with great dignity
despite her nakedness, and Maya had to stretch her legs to keep up with her

As she wal ked, some soldier's instinct told her she was bei ng watched, and
gradual | y she becane aware of stealthy novenment within the gl oomof sonme of
the stone shelters—the pal e shadow of a face or hand round the edge of a
doorway, the flash of an eye in a wi ndow enbrasure as a head ducked quickly
beneath the sill. Al too soon, this furtive spying on her began to turn from
irritating to unnerving. "Licia . . . ?" she asked uneasily, not wanting to
betray her disquiet.



"Don't worry," the |acenaker shrugged. "They're nervous of strangers, that's
all. W have a rule that only one of us cones out to greet a newconer—dsually,
i ncomers are either terrified or dangerous. W' ve found from experience that
it's wisest to give new captives a little while to settle in. You'll neet the
others later, when the work gangs return fromthe fields, and we can introduce
you to everyone, all together."

Soon they reached a | ow, doorless, w ndow ess stone dwelling,

i ndi stinguishable fromthe rest, near the shore of the | ake. Licia ushered the
warrior inside, into a single roomw th nothing but a thick |ayer of sone
thick, soft, fibrous stuff on the floor. Neverthel ess, the hovel was
spotlessly clean and brightly lit with nore of the gl owi ng gol den gl obes,

whi ch burned, this time, with a clear and steady |ight instead of the usua
irritating flicker.

Maya reached up a curious hand to the Phaerie | amps, which hung fromthe
ceiling like clusters of sonme alien fruit. Her fingers were bathed in a deep
and steady warmth, like sunmer sunlight. "Wy are these different?" she asked
Li ci a.

The | acemaker snorted. "Those wi cked buggers keep the big cavern |ights
flickering like that all the tinme, so none of us can think straight—you'd be
surprised howit gets to you after a while. But they can't do that in here

because of the lace. | need a clear, bright, steady light for that kind of
fine work, or I'd go blind—and what worries the Phaerie nore, the |lace turns
into a nmess of tangles." Her face twisted in a hunorless smle. "I'mthe best

| acemaker in Nexis—er | was."

Wth a wave of her hand she indicated a plain woden table at one end of the
room on which there lay a thick pad of cloth, a cluster of delicate,

spi ndl e- shaped | ace bobbi ns, each topped with a col ored bead, and spool s of
shi mreri ng, rainbow hued thread that |ooked finer than spider silk. "My work
is in tremendous demand anong the Phaerie,” she told Maya with no nodesty at
all. "Even the males, including Lord Hellorin, are very conscious of their
finery. So that gets nme the occasional favor. And at least | get a table and a
stool for working. Mst folk have to make do with squatting on the floor |ike
dunb beasts in a byre."

She reached out and hooked a | ong-1egged stool from beneath the table. "Here,
girl—sit down. You look a bit shaky, which is no surprise. Put it in the
corner, so you can rest your back against the wall." She reached deep into a
shadowy niche hollowed into the thick stone of the wall, and produced a
roughly made pottery cup. "Here— She handed Maya an apple and a hard heel of
some kind of bread, "W won't be fed again until evening, when the workers
cone back fromoutside, but |I usually keep a little something back for
energencies. You'll feel better for some food inside you, and I'Il go and
fetch you sone water. You take your ease awhile—+ won't insult you by saying
don't fret, but you can put it off till later. Wrry's |ike yeast—f you go on
feeding it, it'll keep indefinitely. 1'Il be back before you knowit."

Left al one, Maya sat down gratefully as instructed, feeling too weary, beaten
and betrayed even to wonder or care where the | acemaker had gone—al t hough t he
warrior had a strong suspicion that Licia had used the fetching of water as an
excuse to go and report to her fellow slaves. Though her stomach was aching
wi th hunger, Maya left the food untasted on the table. She knew she shoul d be
t hi nking of ways to find D arvan, she ought to be planning sonme sort of
escape, but she was tired, so very tired...

"There—+ told you | wouldn't be long."

"\What ?" Maya's eyes flew open. She jerked upright, just saving herself from
falling off the stool.

Licia held out the crude cup and Maya, who woul d have sol d her soul just then
for a nug of taillin laced with strong spirits, sipped, and made a face. It
was water, plain and sinple, but harsh with mnerals and war m—about the
tenmperature of a confortable bath. The | acemaker, watching her, raised a
sardonic brow. "You'll have to excuse us, but the w ne consignment doesn't
seemto have arrived yet."



"I's this all they give you to drink?" Maya asked in dismay.

"Not at all—you can have it cold, if you' d prefer.”

"Seven bl oody denons! Licia—do the Phaerie treat you cruelly?" Judging from

t he col d- bl ooded severity of the bl ow she had received fromthe Phaerie woman,
Maya suspected she al ready knew the answer.

"What do you think?" Licia s pale blue eyes were snoldering with bitter rage.
"We're less than insects to them W artisans are lucky at |east—they
appreciate our skills and take better care of us—but the lives of the comon

| aborers have absolutely no value to themat all. If they injure or kill a few
Mortals, so what? There'll always be plenty nore.”

Maya was appal | ed. Sonehow, she had never suspected her lover's people to be
like this! Suddenly the Magefol k i nsistence on bani shing the Phaerie nade a
great deal of sense. "Has no one tried to escape?" she asked.

The | acemaker shrugged. "You think they haven't dealt with that little

probl en? What do you think these are for? Decoration?" She fingered the

sl ender chain around her neck. "They do say this netal is a m xture of true
gold and Phaerie blood, and it contains part of their magic. It may not | ook
i ke nmuch, but believe me, it's absolutely unbreakable. There's no way to get
it offand fol k have died trying. And these chains don't just mark us as

sl aves, as property. They al so keep us here. The Phaerie have set fields of
magi ¢ all around the boundaries of their realm and if anyone should try to
pass through them wearing one of these, the chain will turn white-hot and
literally burn their head off their shoul ders.”

Maya was too aghast to speak. Involuntarily, her hand went to her throat, as
if to persuade herself that her captors had not placed the hideous device
around her neck. The chill of the netal seemed to eat into her fingers, and
her heart brinmed over with dread. "These—they don't come of f?" she whi spered.
"Not ever?"

Li cia shook her head. "lI'msorry, nmy dear. In all the years the Phaerie have
been keeping Mrtal slaves, not one of those chains has ever been renoved. W
don't think they can." She scow ed. "Even the accursed Magefol k were better
than this lot," she burst out angrily. "At |least under their rule we were free
to go our ways—dntil they all got thenselves killed, that is, and let the
Phaerie run anok."

For a nonent, a faint, flickering spark of hope flared up in Maya's heart. Ah,
she thought, but the Magefol k were not all killed. She could only pray that

D arvan possessed enough strength and power to force his arrogant father to
see that Mrtals should not be enslaved. "W're nore than brute aninmals," she
whi spered to herself. "W're not put here just to serve them" She was enough
of a realist, however, to know perfectly well that right and wong had little
i nfl uence on the world. Again, she touched the chain around her neck. Sl ave,
it said. Base and lowy animal. In the end, it all cane down to a question of
m ght. The Phaerie have the power to enslave the Mrtals, Mya thought, and
there's nothing we can do to stop them The fate of our race is entirely
dependent on their nmercy, and our only hope is that sonmehow they can be
persuaded to spare us.

The tall tower was the crowning point of Hellorin's palace, and as such it was
also the only place in the Phaerie city fromwhich both sides of the Forest
Lord's domain could be seen. D arvan | ooked down from the southern w ndow
across the city, the synbol of Phaerie wealth and | uxury, the tangible

evi dence of their suprenmacy and power. The northern wi ndow, |ooking up the
deep green glen toward the mountains, showed a very different scene:

Hel lorin's quarries and m nes hal f-conceal ed anong the heavily wooded sl opes,
and his farm ands, all tilled and planted, burgeoning along the valley bottom
The synbols, all of them of human sl avery.

Peering through the northern wi ndow with the |longsight that was his father's

| egacy, D arvan watched the captive Mrtals, laboring |Iike so many swarm ng
ants while the Phaerie took their ease, or hunted in the surroundi ng woodl and,
or sailed inlittle boats upon the tarn. A faint sense of guilt withed within
himlike a tiny serpent as he realized that before the Cataclysm the



Magef ol k, his own people, had enslaved the Mrtals in exactly the sanme way—and
that even in his own tinme, nost of the Mages had felt that this should stil

be the natural order of things.

Nei ther his nother's race nor that of his father were bl aneless, and D arvan's
heart was scalded with rage and shame that such iniquity could exist. Damm the
Phaerie! Hellorin had already snuffed out the humanity of the Xandimlike a
candl e, without a single qualm Now he had subjugated yet another race in an
equal ly call ous fashion. And what had he done with Maya?

D arvan shook and rattled the | ocked door, hamering on it with his fists for
what seened like the hundredth time. "Answer ne, damm you—s anybody there?
How dare you lock nme up like this—don't you know who | anf Let me out of here,
you slug-witted bastards! You fetch my father here—right now"

A plague on all the bl oody Phaerie! For all his protests, it was patently
clear to D arvan that he had been | ocked up here on Hellorin's orders, and
left in this luxurious chanber at the top of the highest tower in his father's
pal ace, to cool his heels until the Forest Lord was good and ready to dea

with him It was a power ploy on Hellorin's part, to establish his dom nance

fromthe start. Wll, if the idea was to humiliate D arvan and nake himfee
hel pl ess, it was begi nning to work.
"I won't let it," D arvan nuttered savagely. "I won't let himget to nme |like

this!" He knew what Maya woul d have done, as clearly as if her voice had

whi spered it in his ear. The best way to keep up his courage was to fight back
wi th anger. Scoring the nossy carpet with his boot heels, he paced the

many-w ndowed room stoking his rage |like a great red blaze, kicking at chairs
and tables in passing for want of a better target for his rage, and heaping
nmuttered mal edi ctions on his father's head.

"Have a care for the furnishings—sonme day, they may be yours."

D arvan swing round to see Hellorin standing in the doorway, an obnoxi ous
smirk on his face. "You!" he snarled, snatching up the first thing that cane
t o hand.

The Forest Lord stepped easily to one side and the flung chair smashed to
splinters on the edge of the door frane.

The Forest Lord's smile of welconme froze as he saw the expression of scow ing
fury on the face of his |long-Iost son.

"You vile, unspeakabl e nonster! Have you no consci ence?" D arvan spat. "Those
are peopl e out there—your |aborers, your beasts of burden. People who had
lives and families, dreans and plans. And what about the Xandi n? Poor

bast ards—you' ve even gone so far as to strip themof their humanity forever!
How can you live with that?"

There was a cold, bleak, inplacable ook in D arvan's eye that sonehow

rem nded the Phaerie Lord of that dratted Mage-woman, the last tinme he had
crossed swords with her. Don't you dare get in ny way, it said.

Hel lorin swall owed the cordial greeting that had leapt to his lips, and

t hought rapidly. H's estrangenment fromEilin had taught himto deal nore
carefully and considerately with the Magefol k than had been his wont—-and

D arvan was hal f-Mage, after all. He had no wish to | ose D arvan as he had

| ost Eilin—but Mage blood or no, he was the heir to the Forest Lord' s realm
and nust be nade to recognize and understand his responsibilities to the
Phaerie. Nonetheless, Hellorin was determined to begin in a conciliatory
manner. Only if D arvan should prove difficult would there be any need to dea
with himharshly. "WII you at |east have the courtesy to listen to what |
have to say before you start throwing the furniture?" he asked in a mld and
pl easant voi ce.

The young Mage's expression darkened further. "G ve ne Maya back—then | mi ght
consider listening to you," he retorted.

The Forest Lord shook his head. "Not yet, my son. First we will talk, and

then, if the outcome is favorable, | wll release your little Mrtal to you."
"And if it isn't favorabl e?" D arvan asked softly. His lips thinned into an
obdurate line. "No, that's not good enough. | want her here, with ne. | want

to be sure she's safe, away from your dammed tricks. Until you bring ne Mya,



I will not exchange another word with you." He deliberately turned his back on
his father and stared out of the northern wi ndow at the Mrtal slaves who

| abored in the valley far bel ow

A plague on this inmpudent whel p and his pi gheaded Mage-fol k pride! Hellorin's
anger was nearing boiling point. He clenched his fists at his sides and

breat hed deeply, fighting back the rage. "So you will not tal k—but you have no
other choice than to listen. D arvan, there is no need for this aninosity

bet ween us. You are ny son, and for the love | bore your nother, you are al so
my heir. Your true hone is here, with us, your people. You could have great
power here, and wi eld considerable authority anmpong the Phaerie. Al would
defer to you. Wuld you let a handful of mere Mirtals conme between you and
your own father? Your own true and splendid destiny? Mrtals! Dull-wtted,
short-lived creatures with no magic—they are little nore than animals. They
were put here to serve us. It is their fate, their reason for existence."

Al the while that Hellorin had been speaking, D arvan had not moved a mnuscl e.
Now he turned, very slowy, and there was iron and granite in his face, and a
ook in his eyes that nmade the Forest Lord's blood run cold. “And supposing
say that you are a foul, depraved despot, and that I amno son of yours," he
hissed in a thin, tight voice that was wound up with rage to its breaking
point. "Wat if | tell you that | abhor and despise you, and | woul d hang
nmysel f, or drink poison, or put a dagger through ny heart, rather than take
any part in your revolting schenes?" D arvan net himw th an unblinking stare,
and their gazes | ocked and cl ashed like two deadly swords. "I wish it could
have been otherwi se. But | can not and will not condone this slavery."

The Forest Lord was struck to the heart by D arvan's words. His bitter

di sappoi ntnment crystallized into a twi sted, m sshapen core within him cold as
ice and hard as iron. So this craven-hearted, whining puppy had the tenerity
to repudiate his own father? Hellorin scow ed. You've just made a grave

m st ake, my son, he thought grimy. | gave you sonme latitude, | tried to
appeal to you, to persuade you—but nowit's time you were brought to heel
Shruggi ng of f his human guise |like an unwanted cl oak, he stood reveal ed before
his son in the full might and majesty of the forenpst Phaerie Lord,

respl endent and terrifying, with the raw, wild el emental power of the Ad
Magic pulsing fromhimlike the fierce energy of an exploding star. He had the
hol | ow sati sfaction of seeing D arvan blanch, and take a furtive backward

st ep.

Hel lorin flung back his head and roared with laughter. "Spineless, witless
young fool! How could I ever have fathered you? So you'd hang yourself, or
drink poison, or put a dagger through your heart, would you?" Hi s voice lifted
in cruel nockery of D arvan's enpty threats. "I wonder, ny fine son, do you
thi nk that Maya woul d feel the sanme?"

"\What ?" the young Mage shouted. "Damm you, you can't..."

"Can | not?" Hellorin's voice was |ike a knife bl ade dragged al ong bone. Al
his original good intentions had vanished. If D arvan wanted to join him that
was well and good—but if not, he must be broken, and taught his place. "Mya
is my possession now, my plaything,"” he told his son in a soft, insinuating
voi ce. "I can dispose of her as | please-not to nention those two strayed
Xandi mthat you so kindly brought ne."

He shrugged, feigning indifference. "As for you, you are free to | eave at any
time. OF course, since you abhor the use of the Xandimyou will have to walk,
but | daresay your lofty ideals will sustain you over the endl ess mles of
enpty w | derness. "

"No," D arvan shouted. "I amnot |eaving here w thout Mayal"

Hellorin fixed himwith a flinty stare. "Be assured, you will not be |eaving
with her. You gave up all your rights to her when you repudi ated your father
and your heritage." He licked his lips. "Perhaps, since | have no heirs now, |

will take your little swordmaid for myself. What sons she will breed nme, eh?"
Before he had tine to regi ster what was happening, a fireball was hurtling
toward his face. Gasping with shock, he threw up his will to forma

shield—enly just in tine. C ose enough to singe his skin, the balefire



spattered against the barrier and dissipated in an i ncandescent starburst.
Droplets of liquid flanme burned a pattern of small, dark holes in the
NDSS- gr een car pet.

Hel lorin, recovering quickly, threw back his head and | aughed. "Well done, ny

boy! I amglad to see that nmy cub has teeth after all."

D arvan | eaned back weakly against the wall, gasping for breath, his face

chal k-white

Hellorin's lips curled in a feral smle. "I would wager, however," he added in

conversational tones, "that you couldn't do it agai n—Aot for sone tine, at any
rate. You are an Earth-Mage, D arvan—to hurl fire in such a profligate fashion
de-mancl s too much of you."

He approached the reeling D arvan, and | ooked deep into the eyes of his son
"Enough of this nonsense. | have given you every chance to cooperate as a
dutiful son should, yet you have net me w th nought but insol ence and
defiance. Now, let nme tell you what will happen. The days of the Magefol k are

over—the Phaerie will rule their lands in their stead. Now that my city has
been built, | fully intend to subjugate Nexis once and for all, and bring the
Nexi ans under ny sovereignty. | was merely awaiting your return, for it seened

fitting that | should present your native city to you as a gift."

"What ?" D arvan choked. "But that's preposterous!”

"Why so?" Hellorin shrugged. "Someone nust rule those hapless Mrtals, and
even | cannot be in two places at once. So, ny son, it conmes down to a plain
choice for you. You can accept ny offer and take up the rule of Nexis for

me—for in that way, and that way only, will you see the Mdrtals treated as you
woul d have themtreated. Also, you will have your she-wolf Mya for your
gueen—and breed me sone grand-children, eh?"

"And what if | refuse?" D arvan said slowy. "Wiat will you do to ne then?"
"To you? Absolutely nothing. As | said before, you will be free to leave this
pl ace, to go your own ways. But you will no longer be my son, and soneone el se
will rule over Nexis and oversee nmy Mortal slaves. Also, | will keep Maya for
nmysel f."

He paused. "Decide, my son. Already you overstrain ny patience. | wll not ask
you tw ce."

D arvan dropped his face into his hands, and let his shoulders slump in
defeat. "Very well, ny father," he whispered. "I'lIl do what you ask of ne."
Then he straightened his back and | ooked unflinchingly into his father's eyes.
"There will, however, be certain conditions."

Chapter 13

A Price to Pay

“Now it begins." As Death stepped away fromthe Well of Souls, the vision
cupped within it vani shed, and the figures of Aurian and Forral were replaced
by boundl ess depths and the whirl of infinite stars. Wthin the shadows of his
deep cowl, the Specter smled a wy, secretive little smle. That

i ncorrigible, unstoppable Mage had returned to the world and di scovered the
substitution of one love for another. This should make matters interesting!
Deat h made his way back through the sacred grove, wondering whi ch Mageworman he
woul d soon be welcoming to his realm Eliseth—or Aurian

As he left the trees, the Specter stopped, cursing softly. There, waiting for
him was that pigheaded fool of a Mage.

Anvar confronted the inplacable figure. "Wat did you see in there?" he
demanded. "She's back, isn't she? After all this time, Aurian has returned to
the worl d—=+ can feel it. W' re Magefol k, soul-mates and custodi ans of the
Artifacts—+t would take nore than nmere death to sever our bond. You' ve got to
send me back now | can't stay here—why, I'mnot really dead, in any rea
sense of the word. You' ve got to let ne go!"

"By all means." Death's voice was light with nockery, but his cold gaze never
faltered. "I grow weary of your incessant whining and conpl ai nts. That
swordsman was bad enough, but you . " Red sparks of anger kindled in the



bl ack depths of the Specter's eyes. Anvar said no nore, but stood his ground.
After a nonment, the twin sparks flared brighter

"Go, then," Death snarled. "I will not hinder you. Leave—if you think you can
find a way out. You have been here | ong enough to explore every corner of ny
real myou shoul d know by now that the only way out of this place is the Wl

of Souls."

"There nust be a way out," Anvar insisted stubbornly. "Aurian and | were here

once before, and we got away. I'mwlling to wager that you'll tell ne
eventual Iy, when you've grown tired of playing games with ne. Let ne warn you—
Death or no Death, you'll tire of me long before I run out of ways to plague
you!"

"You tire nme already—believe nme." The Specter sighed. "Very well -+ cannot help
you escape fromthis place, but I will tell you the one way in which you can

| eave. Do you renenber our encounter when you and that wetched Mage were in
the desert? Her spirit passed beyond the Door, and you cane in search of her?"
"It's not athing I'mlikely to forget," Anvar replied: "I followed her to
this place and you sent us back together. So why can't you send nme back now?"
"Because at that time, one of you was still anchored in Life. This served to
draw you both back to the nundane world."

"But | amstill anchored in Life," Anvar protested. "My body is still there.
It was stolen by that treacherous son of a bitch, and ..."

"And therefore it no | onger belongs to you," Death said flatly. "Dispute the
matter as you will, you are dead. In order for you to return to the nundane
worl d, one of the living must cone in search of you—so you had better hope
that Aurian does not decide that her swordsman is a fair exchange for her
former soulmte. Even if she should seek you and gui de you back, until the
Caldron is found you will exist as nothing but a bodiless spirit—a ghost, if
you will. And, should that Mage of yours regain the Caldron, you nust stil
persuade Forral to give up your body. He nmay be well determi ned to stay where
he is—and if that is the case, you nmust return to ne, or be doomed to roamthe
earth as a ghost forever, until you are entirely forgotten. Then your spirit
will be snuffed out, and will cease to exist. Heed nme, Anvar, for that is the
risk you run, if you persist in wishing to return. If the swordsnan refuses to
quit your body, your only hope is to fight himfor possession.™

Forral tried to fold Anvar's long | egs beneath his threadbare cloak as he
huddl ed, shivering, in a drafty corner of the underground chanber. He didn't
m nd the cold and darkness—-he was savoring Aurian's sweet presence as she sat
beside him talking softly with the shabby little thief. Though he had found
it difficult to accept her new air of conmmand and the core of steel that
seened to have grown within her in his absence, they seemed to have reached a
fragil e understandi ng at | east—+hough so far, he admitted ruefully, it seened
to be entirely on the Mage's ternms. It was sonmething to build upon, however,
and Forral was privately glad that he'd been able to return in tinme to help
her with the cul mination of her quest. He had al ways protected her, and he
wasn't stopping now—no matter how forcefully she objected.

The swordsman knew he shoul d be concentrating on what Gince was sayi ng, but
his attention kept wandering. Although he felt weary, he was too caught up in
the wonder of rebirth to lose a minute of this first, mracul ous day in sleep
After the endl ess deprivation and numbi ng nonot ony of Death's ki ngdom the
dank, dusty air of the underground room seened as fresh and fragrant as a
draft of sparkling wine. The sullen fire and even the gl oony shadows it cast
seened ablaze with color and light. The interplay of the two murmnuring voices
sounded | oud and harnmonious in his ears, and he thrilled to feel the textures
of clothing against his skin, and the warnth of Aurian's body beside his own.
Experinmental ly, Forral flexed his right arm Though it |acked the heavy

muscul ature of his old body, the joints were |inmber and the grip was strong.
Wth some regul ar training, he thought drowsily, | could soon get this body
into shape. . . . Abruptly the swordsnman snapped wi de awake, horrified by the
direction of his thoughts. This was not his body—t belonged to Anvar. He nust
learn to think of it as nerely a garnment—a borrowed cl oak that nust be



returned soneday to its rightful owner

Why? There was no quelling the insidious little thought that lurked at the
back or his mind. Wiy give up all this wonder and joy when you've only just
won it back again?

Forral |ooked for a long tine at Aurian as she sat beside him her head cocked
attentively toward the thief. If he were to keep this body, she could be his
forever. "But it's not mne," he told hinmself weakly.

Maybe not—but it's half the age your body was when you di ed, and we al ready
know, don't we, that Aurian seens to |ike your new shape well enough?

A thin tendril of jealousy for Anvar curled itself |ike bindweed through
Forral's thoughts. Wy should he have her? the swordsman t hought. She | oved ne
first. Anvar is no longer here, and | have taken his place. In tine, | could
wi n her back...

O course you can, the sly voice began once nore. And why shouldn't you? It
wasn't your fault that you were killed. You weren't ready. You weren't
finished. Aurian will come to accept it—she |oved you for nmost of her life.
You have a son toget her.

Stop this! Forral told hinself angrily. You know it isn't right. You should be
ashaned of yourself. But then he thought of everything that could be his once
nore: the dewdrenched stillness of sumer dawns on campaign, the snell of

| eat her and woodsnoke, hot baths, cold beer, riotous nights of warm

conpani onship in a crowed tavern, the unknown joys of fatherhood ... He

| ooked at Aurian again.

Al of this can be yours once nore—and so can she, whispered the voice. Forra
forced it back into the depths of his mind as though he were strangling a
snake. After a struggle it subsided—but he knew it woul d be back

As his attention returned to his surroundi ngs, the swordsman suddenly had the
uneasy feeling he was bei ng watched. He | ooked around to see one of the great
cats staring at himintently with blazing eyes. Forral shivered. The creature
| ooked so fierce and know ng—al nost as though it had been |l ooking into his

i nnernost thoughts. Firmy, he pulled hinself together. "Don't be a bl oody
fool," he muttered to hinmself. For all of Aurian's fond inmaginings that she
understood every word the cat was saying, it was only an animal, when all was
said and done.

Shia stifled a growl and flexed her claws, digging theminto the crunbling
stone of the chamber floor. Stupid human! He was | odged in the body of a Mage,
but he had no idea of the powers that were avail able to hi mmaor was she about
to disabuse him for it was plain that he could not be trusted.

Anvar's ol d channel s of nental communication were still open to the cat, and
she had overheard every word of Forral's inner battle. Shia | oved Anvar with
the sane fierce protectiveness that she loved Aurian, and to hear this

i nterloper planning to steal the Mage's body left her snoldering with rage.
Shia knew she nmust be patient, however. This human al so neant a great deal to
Aurian, and in any case, until the grail was regained, nothing could be done
to change the situation. They nust all work together to defeat their conmon
foe; therefore it would do nmore harmthan good to precipitate a conflict now.
Rel uctantly, Shia decided not to tell Aurian what she had overheard. This was
not the right tinme—but nonethel ess, the cat resolved that in future she would
wat ch this human very closely indeed.

Rasval d thanked the gods for Lord Pendral's hounds. Wthout them he would
never have found the thief in ten thousand years, and besides, it seened from
all the twists, turns, and backtrackings he and his nen were maki ng that the
wretch had nanaged to get hinmself utterly lost in this tangle of passages. The
two dogs, however, followed the fugitive's scent unerringly- Rasvald, who had
| ess confidence in the animals' ability to find their way back, was careful

at each intersection, to mark the return route with chal k.

There were so many tunnels beneath the pronmontory that it was a wonder the
entire hill didn't collapse, and the Acadeny with it, Rasvald thought sourly.
He only wished it could have happened before ill luck had conspired to drag

hi m down here. Though he had brought a dozen nen with him-a ridiculously |arge



nunber to track down a solitary thief-he still didn't feel at ease. It wasn't
just the cold and darkness, he was sure, that caused his crawing skin and the
itch between his shoul der bl ades—there was a feeling down here, as though sone
hostil e presence left over fromthe Mages' reign still wal ked these
passageways.

"There's no such thing as ghosts," Rasval d whispered to hinself, over and
over. There's no such thing as ghosts!" Sonewhere, at the back of his mind, he
heard an echo of holl ow, nocking | aughter

Whet her the phantons of the Magefol k were present or not, it was inmpossible to

tell. The leaping torchlight made a confusion of shadows, and though he had
| ong ago silenced their grumbling and whispering, the heavy footfalls of the
men still obscured all other sound. The whi nes and harsh panting of the

| eashed hounds sent a rippling cloak of echoes across the other noises.
Nonet hel ess, Rasval d knew that they must be closing in on their quarry, for

t he dogs were becom ng increasingly excited now The big aninmals strained
ahead, pulling so hard on their |eashes that their two handlers were forced to
qui cken their pace, sinply to stay on their feet.

"Keep those bl oody animals quiet!" Rasvald hissed. "They'll warn him™"

One of Pendral's kennel nen gave hima w thering | ook. "Sithee, m ster—how
woul d you like to try? Maybe you'd put your hand in his nouth to silence the
hound? Or better still, your head?"

"M nd your tongue," Rasval d snapped—but he had nore sense than to push the

i ssue. Instead, he sent a man to run ahead to the next junction of the passage
and listen there. Then, when the dogs caught up and pointed the new way, he
sent the runner on again. Once nore the man went out, and then cane racing
back up the tunnel. "Sir, | can hear voices up ahead."

Gince scomed. "New | aws here, new rules there, and bl oody Garrison troopers
everywhere. Truly, Lady-when Lord Vannor was ruling Nexis it got so an honest
thief couldn't make a living anynore." He sighed. "I have to adnit though

that nost folk were a lot better off—until the stupid sod decided to go and
make war on the bl oody Phaerie."

"He decided to do what?" Aurian gasped. "But that's insane!"

"Vannor woul d never do that—-he's got too much sense,” Forral protested.

"Ch, but he did-believe me." Gince waited until the ensuing uproar had died
down; then, in a grimvoice, he described how, some ten nonths ago, a |arge
force made up partly fromthe Garrison and partly from Nexi an conscripts had
gone north to attack the new city the Phaerie had built. Parric

had denounced the whole affair as pure insanity and refused, at first, to
waste the lives of his troops. Eventually, however, in the face of Vannor's
det erm nation, he had been persuaded to | ead the Nexian forces—not a single
one of whom had returned. It was assumed that he, too, had died there. The
Phaeri e, however, came back to Nexis with a vengeance, indulging in a frenzy
of destruction and causing al nrost as much devastation as the earthquake that
had happened some nont hs before.

"It was a bad time," Gince told the horrified Mage. "A lot of folk were
killed, a great many nore were stol en away. The Phaerie took Lord Vannor

t oo—snatched himright out of his house. | would have said good riddance, but
then that evil bastard Lord Pendral took over in his stead!" H's voice turned
| ow and hard, and his face contorted with hatred. "Pendral keeps a tight grip
on the city now He has to—folk would see himnot only deposed but dead

besi des, given half a chance."

The Mage was utterly devastated by his words. This is ny fault, she thought.

It was ny failure to master the Sword that unl eashed the bl oody Phaerie in the
first place.

"Nonsense!" Shia snorted. "Did you conpel that stupid human to nake war on the
Phaerie? Did you force themto attack the city?"

"You have a point," Aurian told her. "Nonetheless, I'mnot entirely

bl amel ess. " She cl enched her fists. Maybe Parric was captured, she thought.
He's a tough old bugger—+ refuse to believe he could be dead. Not w thout sone
proof. "Listen, Gince," she added al oud, directing her query toward the



thief. "Wiere exactly is this Phaerie city?"

The thief shrugged. "How in perdition should I know? |'ve never been out of
Nexis inny life."

Forral, who had been very quiet until Gince had nentioned Vannor's attack on
t he Phaerie, nudged the Mage. "lIsn't there anyone left in this benighted city
that we know and trust? Preferably someone with a small anount of intelligence
at least."

Aurian cl osed her eyes and thought hard, trying to renmenber the faces of
former friends and conpanions. So many were dead now, or vani shed. Some mnust
even be growing quite old. "I've got it!" she all but shouted. "Gince, have
you ever heard of an old soldier called Hargorn? I'd guess he nust have
retired fromactive service now. "

Gince's face split in a grin. "Has he ever!" he said. "You'll never guess
wha—

"Danger!" Shia and Khanu roared the warning al nost simnultaneously. "Enem es
attack!"

Then the air was filled with a fierce, deep-throated baying, and two massive
hounds burst into the chanber, followed by a horde of men with swords.

At the first hint of a threat, Forral's old instincts took over. As his sword
left its scabbard, he was faintly surprised to hear the sound of Aurian
clearing steel, so quickly that the ring of the two bl ades being drawn m ght
have cone froma single sword. Beyond them there was a flare of |ight as
Finbarr ignited a searing fireball and held it at the ready. Gince scranbled
away behind the Mages and was cowering in the farthest corner of the alcove, a
pat hetically inadequate knife in one clenched fist, his face contorted with
terror. "Don't let themget ne," he whinpered. "Lady, | beg you—Pendral will
cut off ny hands."

Forral felt faintly stung that the thief had turned to Aurian for succor
rather than hinmself. Who was supposed to be the warrior here, anyway?

"They won't get you, Gince," Aurian reassured him "W won't let them"

The guards, expecting to find only one small, fairly defensel ess thief, took
one | ook at what appeared to be three armed and angry Mages, and stopped
dead—unl i ke the hounds, who, with their quarry in sight, kept right on
char gi ng!

Shia | aunched herself at the forenost hound, knocking it off its feet with the
force of her spring. The two massive creatures rolled right across the
chanber, toppling bookcases and scattering volunes in a snarl of claws and
fangs and flying fur; then Shia had the dog cornered, darting fromside to
side to contain the clambring creature as it tried repeatedly to charge its
way past her and make its escape. The other hound, finding itself face-to-face
with the snarling Khanu, turned tail and fled, bowing two guards over in the
process, and dragging its handler behind it for several yards before the man
could manage to get his hand unw apped fromthe | eash

The | eader of the guards stepped forward, pale and apprehensive. Incredibly,
Forral actually recognized himas Rasvald, who had cone to the Garrison as a
raw green recruit—and had | ater been thrown out again because, as Parric had
so succinctly put it, "that one will never make a soldier as long as he's got
a hole in his arse." Cearly, Rasvald had finally found a way to prove the
Caval rymast er wrong.

"S-Sirs and Lady," stammered the quaki ng comrander, "I apol ogi ze for
trespassi ng, but our orders cone from Pendral hinself, Hi gh Lord of the Cty
of Nexis."

Forral was inpressed by the way in which the fell ow had managed to apol ogi ze
while putting the blame on sonmeone el se at the sane tine—and then he
remenbered that Parric had also referred to Rasvald as "that two-faced
weaselly little bastard."”

The two-faced weaselly little bastard was still speaking. "Your Honors
probably weren't aware that you'd caught a crirninal nosing around in
your —er —horre, but you don't need to trouble yourselves, we'll take care of

him Believe ne, once Lord Pendral has finished with the little verm n, he



won't be in any condition to steal again. Cat chi ng Aurian’s expression
whi ch had turned at his last words fromfrosty to positively glacial, Rasvald

faltered for a nmonent, then rallied again. "I beg you, Lady, don't be angry
with us. We're only follow ng orders—doing our job, as you mght say. W'l

| eave here and never cone back, | swear it. Al we want is the thief "
"Well, you're not having him" said Aurian, very clearly and distinctly, "so
suggest you take your nen out of here, before sonmebody gets hurt.”

"Lady, please—+ don't think you understand,"” the commander protested. "If | go
back wi thout the thief, Lord Pendral will kill me."

Aurian didn't even blink. "Hmor nme," she said evenly. Take your pick."
Rasval d, not the tallest of men, |ooked up into the face of the Magewonan. Her
stony expression was bl eak and forbidding, and there was death in the
unyielding flint of her cold grey stare. Al at once, the prospect of Lord
Pendral’s wath seened far less terrifying than it had been a short tine ago.
Besi des, soneone must survive to bring back the news that the Mage-fol k had
returned to Nexis. He only hoped the H gh Lord would be sufficiently grateful
for the warning to spare his Conmander's life.

"Lady, please forgive nme," he found hinsel f saying, al nost before he was aware
of his own decision. "I nmust have nmade a mi stake. | see now that your friend
couldn't possibly be the man we're | ooking for. By your leave, I'Il take ny
troops back up above now, so we can get on with searching the city." From
behi nd him he was positive he heard a collective sigh of relief fromhis nen.
"Wy, of course, Commander—by all neans. W won't detain you."

Rasval d shivered. Sonmehow, the Mageworman's haughty graci ousness was even nore
unnerving than her outright hostility. Afraid to say nore, lest he dig hinself
deeper into trouble, he sketched a bow and ushered his nen fromthe

chanmber —not, however, without one | ast, venonous gl ance for the thief, who
paused in the act of putting his knife away to make an obscene gesture at
Pendral 's sol diers behind the Mages' back.

"1l get you, you cocky little bastard—ene way or another, Rasvald thought.
You can't hide behind your Magefol k friends forever. It's not over yet.

Shi a stepped back to pernmit the kennel man to | eash his savage hound, and the

i nvaders crowded their way out of the chanber w th indecorous haste. The Mage
was glad to see them go without any further trouble—but her relief was
short-1ived.

"Aurian!" Forral hissed at her. "What the blazes are you playing at? You can't
let themget away to tell Pendral there are Mages | oose in Nexis."

He was right, the Mage realized. She bit back a curse, possible solutions
cascading with lightning speed through her mind as she struggled with her
consci ence.

A dozen sol diers, tw great hounds, and their handlers would be too large a
nunber to guarantee the success of a full-out attack. Wth Forral beside her
and the great cats in support, Aurian had little doubt about the outcone, but
she knew it could not be acconplished without risk. The possibility of serious
injury or even death for herself or some of her conpani ons was high—and in the
end, there was no guarantee that some of the enemy might not escape into the
cataconbs after all.

The Mage knew she coul d unl eash the Death-Waith that occupied Finbarr on the
sol di ers—but she shrank fromthat dreadful option. It would al so be inpossible
to take the nmen out of time—she could not ensorcell all of themat once, and
before she had frozen nore than a handful of their nunber, the rest woul d be

turning on her. Also, there was still the possibility of |osing one or nore of
t hem-and not a single one nmust escape.
Only one option remai ned—evil, dark, and dreadful. She knew there would be a

price to pay—but what else could she do? | have no choice, Aurian thought
desperately. And she would have to act fast—there was no time for discussion
or pondering the repercussions of her deed. Taking the Staff of Earth from her
belt, she grasped it tightly in both hands, invoking its powers as she had
done so many tines before. Her mind went forth into the |abyrinth, seeking the
retreating soldiers anong the twi sting, intersecting tunnels. Wen she found



them the Mage set her will against the rock of the ceiling above them and
found a fault line where the planes of the rock had sheared and slipped a
little. Sliding the tendrils of her power into the tiny crevice, she struck at
t he weakspot with all the power of the Staff.

Forral heard the distant runble, and then felt the slight vibration as the
earth trenbl ed beneath his feet. "Wat the . . . ?" Then Aurian crunpled to

t he ground beside him and as he caught a glinpse of her stricken expression
he knew at once what she had done.

Horror cl ai ned hi m-horror and utter disbelief. He had been advising pursuit of
the enemy—with the cats, surely he and the Mage coul d have finished them of f.
Truth to tell, he had been spoiling for a fight, and gl ad of the excuse

but he had never inmagined that Aurian would deal with the problemin this
appal I i ng manner. Wy, she would never do that—not his Aurian. She would no
nore be capabl e of using magic to nurder a dozen nmen in cold bl ood, than

But she had done it. Al those men, plain soldiers |like hinmself who had only
been foll owi ng orders, |ay dead and buried under tons of rock. Killed, not in
a fair fight, but fromafar, by foul nagic.

Aurian was huddl ed on the floor, her hands over her face as though to hide
from her own ghastly handiwork, her breath coming in harsh, racking sobs that
were nore like retching than weeping. Forral |ooked down on her, his feelings
aroiling mx of revulsion and icy rage, unable to believe or accept the
change in the young girl he had known and | oved.

"Dam you," he said softly. "Damm you." Then he turned on his heel and wal ked
away from her.

Chapter 14

Master of the Unicorn

After a sleepless night, Jarvas, now seriously worried, left Benziorn in
charge of his sanctuary on the quayside and went out into the city to search
for Gince. The thief had not returned | ast night, and Jarvas feared the
worst. He al one had known what Grince had been pl anni ng—and he bl amed hi nsel f
for having failed to dissuade the lad fromsuch insanity. He should have
knocked himout or | ocked himup—even if Gince had never forgiven himfor the
| ost opportunity, it would have been better than letting the idiot suffer the
consequences of trying to steal from Lord Pendral

Jarvas had felt responsible for Gince ever since he had caught hima wld,
scruffy fourteen-year-old ruffian in those days—+trying to rob the sanctuary
one night. Lord Vannor, before he had vani shed on that insane expedition to
attack the Phaerie, had brought prosperity back to the city, resulting in the
reopeni ng of the Grand Arcade, and because the newy staffed Garri son had been
so successful in controlling the city's petty crine in those days, the boy had
lost his honme and his livelihood, and fallen on hard times. He had been

rai ding Jarvas's refuge not for hinself, but in a desperate attenpt to get
food for his dog.

Until he saw Warrior, and recognized the aninmal as one of the distinctive

of fspring of Emmie's dog, Storm Jarvas had not realized that his burglar was
Tilda's son. He and Benziorn had been certain that the boy had perished in the
initial destruction of the refuge, and he was aghast to di scover that Gince
had been living as a crinmnal in the city ever since. For the |ast half-dozen
years or so, Jarvas had tried to take a father's place for the young orphan
but since the |Iad had never had anyone to depend upon, even when Tilda was
alive, he remained as wary and untrusting as a wild animal, refusing to
respond either to authority or kindness. Enmie mght have been able to win him
over, but she had remained with the snugglers and nmarried Yanis, the

Ni ghtrunner |eader, taking over nost of the donestic running of the secret
underground conmplex froman increasingly frail Remana. She was happy, he
heard, but had not been back to Nexis in years. Jarvas had never told her that
the Iad had turned up agai n—she had enough on her plate these days, and had
probably forgotten all about himin any case.



As the years passed, Gince had refused to nend his ways and settle down to
learn a trade, as Jarvas had suggested. Nothing had cured himof his habit of
st eal i ng—nei t her cajol ery nor punishnent. Wen Jarvas, out of pure
desperation, had eventually tried taking a stick to him Gince had sinmly
started disappearing for weeks at a tine, only com ng back when he had sone
pressing need—dsually for Warrior's sake rather than his own—that only Jarvas
and his refuge could supply. At heart, he was not a bad | ad—had he been sunk
invillainy or vice, it would have been easy for Jarvas to wash his hands of
the entire problem But surprisingly, given his background, there wasn't a

vi cious bone in Gince's body. Thievery was sinply a way of life to hi mand
sadly, he was proud of his skill and the independence it gave him

Though Jarvas had been deternined to shoul der the additional burden of
responsibility for the difficult boy, it was Gince's intense hatred of
authority that caused himthe deepest concern. The makeshift hone in the G and
Arcade had represented the only security the lad had ever known, and he bl aned
the High Lord for its loss. Wen Lord Pendral had taken power follow ng
Vannor's di sappearance, he had instituted severe penalties for stealing which
put Grince into constant peril. Jarvas sighed. The thief was taking risks that
increased with time—and in a city the size of Nexis, it had been inevitable
that he would eventually be caught.

That was not the worst of it, however. Sonething had happened | ast year to fan
Gince's hatred into a deadly blaze. Pendral's troops had killed the white
dog, Warrior. A patrol had recognized the thief and given chase, and VWarri or
ten years old now, had not been able to run fast enough to escape. Before
Grince could rush back to help, a soldier, enraged at the escape of his true
prey, had put an arrow through the fleeing dog...

For a tine Jarvas had despaired of Gince's |life. He had been stunned by
grief, unwilling to talk, refusing to eat, unable to sleep. Warrior had been
everything to him+fanmly, conpanion, protector, and friend. For days he had
remained in his little cubicle in the refuge dornmitory, sitting on the bed and
staring at the thin partition with unseeing eyes. Jarvas, watching himwth

i ncreasi ng concern, never saw hi mweep. About eight days after Warrior's
deat h, the boy vanished into the night. A worried Jarvas was organi zi ng
searchers when Gince returned with the dawn, a boy no | onger. There was bl ood
on his hands and a bl eak, cold, adult look in his eyes that had not been there
bef ore. Nonethel ess, he had thrown hinself into Jarvas's arnms and sobbed |ike
a brokenhearted child. He woul d never tal k about where he had been, but no one
was surprised when the reports canme in of a soldier who'd been found in a
lonely alley with his throat cut.

From that day onward, Jarvas saw a change in Gince's personality. Though he
was still the sane amiable, rather shy to to his cronies at the refuge, he
snmled rarely, and never |aughed at all. He becane nore furtive and secretive
in his doings. Hi s stealing, which he had once treated in the |light-hearted
spirit of a gane, suddenly turned into a deadly serious business. Gince was
pl ayi ng for higher stakes nowwhereas previously he had contented hinself with
food and clothing, and small anounts of noney to buy his needs, he was now
stealing gold and jewels, and raiding the cashboxes of the fat, wealthy
merchants to spirit away a nonth's profit at a time. At first, Jarvas had

deci ded that he must be amassing a hoard, to buy hinsel f—-what? Conpani onshi p?
Security? Escape fromthe rootless life of poverty that was his | ot? Now,

t hough, it had becone clear that Gince had extended the scope of his
operations for another purpose. He had been rehearsing | ast night's job.
Pendral had deprived the thief of what he loved best in the world, and ever
since that day, Gince had been planning his revenge on the High Lord of

Nexi s.

A shiver ran through Jarvas's bony franme. Poor Gince! He might have his
faults, it was true, and he had certainly been in the wong to steal those
jewels, but the danger into which he'd put hinself nmade the big nan's heart
quail. Petty crimnals mght be flogged, or set to work for a nunmber of days
or nmonths with the gangs of |aborers who were gradually rebuil ding the damaged



areas of the city. For such a serious crinme as stealing fromLord Pendral
however, there could be only one penalty. Tonorrow, if he had been arrested,
they would cut off Gince' s hands.

By the time he finally reached the top of the Long Stairs, the nuscles in
Jarvas's cal ves were beginning to knot in cranp, and his face was running wth
sweat. He was badly out of breath, but there was no tine to stop and recover.
Wth every passing mnute he had grown increasingly certain that Gince had
been caught. Each norning, the names of the miscreants who had been arrested

t he previous day were posted on the gates of the Garrison, and though he
dreaded the tidings he was about to receive, it was better to know at
once—though his knowi ng would make little difference to the thief, who would
be doomed in any case. Jarvas sighed and braced hinmsel f. Turning right, he
left the steps and made his way toward the Garrison as fast as his aching | egs
woul d carry him

The postings went up at dawn, with those who'd been arrested the previous day
listed in order of the severity of their crimes—and with the consequent
penalties they would suffer. A small knot of people were already clustered in
front of the great, arched Garrison gates. Sonme wept silently, while others
cursed and shouted abuse, froma safe distance, at the two stone-faced
sentries who stood there on guard duty. Now that he was finally here, Jarvas
felt an uneasy reluctance to go any further. Cursing hinself for a coward, he
gritted his teeth and began to shoul der his way through the crowd, toward the
om nous square of white that was pinned to the heavy tinbers.

There were not many nanes that day—a nunber of floggi ngs and one execution

for tonorrow s dawn. Jarvas sagged with relief and felt his weary knees begin
to buckle. Goping like a blind man, he pushed his way back out of the crowd.
Suddenly feeling as though a huge wei ght had been lifted from his shoul ders,
he stunbl ed down the street toward the Invisible Unicorn. Had his | egs been
wor ki ng properly, he felt as though he m ght have danced.

When Jarvas arrived at the tavern, once so rough, rundown, and grinmy, he was

i mpressed, as always, by its current | ook of cleanliness and prosperity, wth
its sparkling wi ndows, gleam ng pai ntwork, and new shutters. The taproom once
so rough and dingy, was a haven of cleanliness and confort, and a gl eam ng new
wooden counter that stretched across the far side of the room Behind the
counter, in the host's position and radiating contentnent and prosperity,

st ood Har gorn.

The taproom was al ready beginning to fill with the regular, early-norning
customers who came for breakfast—nostly traders and | aborers fromthe city,
and the occasional Garrison soldier just off the night watch. Nowadays, the
Uni corn had becone one of the nmpbst popular inns in the city. Despite his
advanci ng years, Hargorn maintained a reputation as a man who coul d take care
of both hinself and his prem ses. After the vani shnent of the Magefol k, the
veteran had decided to retire frommlitary life, and had taken on the tavern
in partnership with—ef all unlikely peopl e—Yannor's ol d cook Hebba.

When Lord Vannor had returned to the city follow ng the di sappearance of the
Mages, his cook had cone with him—but not to stay. She had hatched a plan

wi th Hargorn when the veteran had forsworn the sword, and with generous

assi stance from Vannor they had purchased the Unicorn. In its finer days it
had been the favorite haunt of the troopers—Hargorn in particul ar—but

foll owi ng the depredati ons and shortages of Mathan's rule the tavern near the
Garrison had becone badly run-down. In the hands of its-new owners, however,

t he busi ness had soon begun to flourish once nore.

Hargorn and Hebba made an odd conbi nati on—particularly to those who knew t he
couple well. How would the practical, laconic, inperturbable soldier ever
manage to put up with the vapors, panics, and incessant chatter of the rotund
little cook? How could such a fussy, house-proud woman ever stand for his
rough soldier's ways, learned during a lifetine spent in barracks and canps?
But though it was only a business partnership it had gone fromstrength to
strengt h.

Wrd soon got around the citizens of Nexis that they would find the warnest of



wel cones at the Unicorn. Hargorn had been a well-respected and popul ar sol di er
at the Garrison. He was easy to get al ong w th—and one way and anot her he had
been specializing in ale for nost of his life. He was qualified in every
respect to be the host of an al ehouse—right down to his ability to deal with
any trouble that mght arise.

Hebba had turned the tavern's interior into a haven of honely confort, with
sparkling brass |anps replacing the dimrushlights of forner days, and the
scarred ol d tabl es polished each day to a blinding sheen. Not only that, but
she believed in nothering her customers—which included feeding them The neals
t hat she served had becone a | egend throughout the city.

Hargorn had been a good friend to Jarvas over these last difficult years, and,
in addition, his tavern was also a tradi ng post of gossip and runor,

i nformati on and i nnuendo. If there had been any word of Gince at all, Jarvas
knew he would find it here. Just as he was approaching the counter, however,
Hebba cane bolting out of the back room in even nore of a flutter than

usual —and pale as if she'd seen a ghost. Gabbing Hargorn's armin a viselike
grip, she reached up on tiptoe and whi spered sonething in his ear

Jarvas saw his friend' s expression alter fromthe usual |ook of |ong-suffering
pati ence with which he greeted Hebba's fussing. Hargorn bl anched, and went
absolutely rigid, swaying alarmngly on his feet as though he had received a
bl ow. For a dreadful nonent, Jarvas thought the ol der man was about to have
some kind of seizure; then Hargorn seened to collect hinself all of a sudden
Hs face split into the biggest grin that Jarvas had ever seen and he grabbed
hol d of Hebba, lifting her right off her feet and dancing her round in the
confined space behind the bar, oblivious of her shrill protests and squeaks of
alarm The roomrang with cheers, jeers, and catcalls as customers began to
whi stl e and appl aud. Hargorn, beam ng all over his face, |ooked up and noticed
his audi ence at last. "What are you lot all staring at?" he demanded
belligerently, and there was a sudden clatter of knife on plate as the

regul ars turned back to their food with great industry and interest. The

Uni corn was such a pl easant, honmely place that no one wanted to get on the bad
side of the landlord.

As Hargorn called a young woman who was wi ping tables in a corner to come and
take his place, Jarvas renenbered why he had cone here, and realized that he
was about to | ose his chance of speaking to the landlord. "Ho, Hargorn. Wait!"
he shouted, rushing up to the counter. Hargorn, already vanishing into the

back room still with his arm around Hebba, half-turned with an inpatient
sigh. "Not now, Jarvas. Can't you see |'m busy?"

"But..."

"Not now, | said. Whatever it is, it'll have to wait. Look, get Sallana to
give you a drink, and Hebba will fetch you sone breakfast. 1'Il be back in a
little while, | promse."

"Plague take it, will you just listen for a mnute. Gince has stolen Lord

Pendral's jewel collection and the guards are conmbing the city for himright
now "

Though the veteran's grin faded a little, he | ooked conpletely unsurprised.
"Well, Jarvas, the way the daft beggar was acting, it was inevitable that

somet hing like this would happen sooner or later."

"Curse you—+s that all you can say? It was bound to happen sooner or |ater?"
Jarvas denanded angrily.

The grin returned to Hargorn's face. "What | can say and what | can do are two
different things. Stop scowing like that, man—your face is ugly enough

wi t hout nmaking it worse. Keep your nouth shut and conme with ne."

Har gorn ushered Jarvas down a short corridor and into a cozy sitting roomwth
confortabl e, padded chairs and a bright fire crackling in the hearth. As
Jarvas entered the rooma tall figure pushed himaside, alnost knocking him
off his feet, and hurtled past himthrough the doorway to envel op the |andlord
in an enornous hug. He was even nore surprised when Hargorn, who never stood
for any trouble in his tavern, did not throw his assailant off the prem ses.
Then he noticed that the tall figure was a worman in warrior's garb. And



Har gorn—not usually known to his customers as an enotional, man—was huggi ng
her and | aughing and crying all at once.

"CGods, lass, but you're a sight for sore eyes—+ never thought I'd live to see
this day! And Anvar too! You know, | had a wager of fifty silver pieces with
Parric that you'd come back to us!" As he nentioned the Caval rymaster, the joy
in Hargorn's face dimed for a nonment, and Aurian had not m ssed the way he
had raked the roomwith his eyes on entering—n the hope, she suspected, of
seei ng Maya. But now Hargorn was pulling her toward the fire, wi thout, as yet,
giving her a chance to speak. "You look terrible, Aurian—terrible weary, |
nmean. Here—eone and sit down, |ovey. Rest before | start on you with all ny
guestions. Let ne get you sone beer."

Aurian didn't protest as Hargorn |l ed her to one of the deep chairs by the
hearth. She stretched out her |egs before the blaze, and cl osed her eyes. Wen
her old friend thrust a deep, brimm ng tankard of ale into her hands, she felt
as though she had just sailed through a hurricane and battled her way to a
peaceful shore at |ast.

It was thanks to Grince that they had nanaged to get here at all. Wth Finbarr
still confused and disoriented, and both the Mage and Forral suffering in
their different ways fromAurian's attack on the soldiers, the thief had taken
charge. He had brought them out of the Acadeny and into the city, using the
sewers as far as they were passable, and then using one of his own secret
routes via little-used tunnels and byways, taking occasional shortcuts through
backyards and derelict houses. Shia and Khanu had acconpani ed their hunman
friends by a tortuous but |ess conspicuous route over rooftops and al ong the
tops of walls. After the precipitous slopes of Steelclaw, they found human
structures little challenge to their clinbing prowess. Wthout draw ng
attention to thensel ves, the conpani ons had approached the Unicorn through the
all eyway at the rear, and entered at the back door, practically terrifying
Hebba out of her wits.

Aurian took a deep swig of Hargorn's excellent ale. On the other side of the
room she could hear Grince greeting the ugly nman who had come in search of

him and Forral trying to convince his old friend that despite appearances, he
was truly not Anvar. The Mage was content to leave themto it and snatch a few
bl essed nonents of peace, for she was weary indeed, and racked by guilt over
her use of magic to slay Pendral's soldiers. The act of viol ence had
contravened everything she had been brought up to believe—and worse, it was
the action of a Mathan or an Eliseth, but not herself. Yet this was not the
first time she had used her nmagic to kill a hel pless Mrtal —ell she
renenbered her voyage to the South, and her slaying of the men who had tried
to slaughter the Leviathan. Yet it could not be hel ped, either this time or
the | ast.

Aurian knew, however, that there would be a penalty to pay. A prickle of
unease ran through her. Last time, on the ship, she had given her position
away to M athan and he had sent his stormw th devastating effect. Wat woul d
happen this time, she didn't dare imagine. She could only wait and worry—-and
pray that those she loved would not be the ones to suffer for her deed.

Qut of the whole sorry business, it was Forral's attitude that caused Aurian
nost distress. You'd think that as a soldier he, of all people, would have
under st ood the necessity, the Mage thought bitterly. \Wat gives himthe right
to judge?

"He has never seen you wield such power." The voice that entered Aurian's

t hought s bel onged to Shia. "You tended to keep your magic apart fromyour life
wi t h hi mexcept once. " The cat sounded puzzled. "He's renenbering
somet hi ng about you and rai n—and for some reason he was angry with you then
too. But he is angry with hinself nmore than with you, because while he knows
in his heart that you did what you nust, your power makes himafraid." The cat
| ai d back her ears in disgust. "Humans! If | live to be older than Hreeza I'l|
never understand them"

"Just a minute," Aurian |ooked at the great cat. "Shia, how do you know al
this?"



Shia woul d not neet her eyes. "How do you think?" she said at last. "That nan
has stol en Anvar's body—the physical formof a Mage. It still possesses
Anvar's powers—ncl uding the neans to conmuni cate with me. The fool has no

i dea of his new abilities, though—he doesn't know how to shield his thoughts.
" msurprised you haven't heard themyourself...."

"What ?" Aurian interrupted. "You' ve been eavesdroppi ng?"

"Yes | have, and | don't intend to stop, either," said Shia unrepentantly. "
don't trust him Aurian—you mght, but I do not."

The Mage | ooked deep into the gol den eyes of her friend, and knew it would be
pointl ess to argue. Besides, who could say that Shia was not right?

"Aurian, where is Maya?" Hargorn's voice interrupted her train of thought.
She | ooked across the roomat the old warrior's anxi ous face. "She cane
through the transition safe and well, but then the Phaerie took her and

D arvan—shortly after we returned to the world." Aurian knew there was no
point in hiding, or even trying to soften the truth.

Hargorn swal l owed hard. "lI'mgoing after her," he said flatly. "First Parric
and Vannor, and now Maya—+'mgoing to find the lair of those Phaerie vermn if
it's the last thing | do. Even if | fail, at least I'll still be with ny
friends."

The Mage laid a hand on his arm "There'll be time for that," she said softly.
"The Lord of the Phaerie won't harm D arvan, and he'll nake sure that Maya is
safe. If they don't cone back soon, 1'll be heading up there nyself." She
scow ed. "I have a thing or two to say to the Forest Lord."

Even as Aurian spoke to Hargorn, she saw Hebba beckoning to her fromthe
doorway. Though the woman's sitting roomwas stuffed to capacity, Hebba
hersel f had taken one horrified | ook at Shia and Khanu, and fled with a shriek
into the sanctuary of her kitchen. Aurian, who had been close friends wth
Shia for so long that she intended to forget that first inpressions of the cat
could be terrifying, had been hoping that the woman woul d nake hersel f usef ul
whil e she was there by cooking sonme food and heating water for baths. Now she
di scovered that the kindly woman had been busy naking her wi shes come true.
Forral was di scovering that his hopes for understandi ng fromHargorn were in
vain. Wile Aurian was away bat hing, he had taken his old friend aside and
told himwhat the Mage had done in the tunnels beneath the Acadeny. Hargorn's
reaction came as a surprise

"Well, you can say what you like, Forral, but | think you re a bloody fool,"
the veteran said bluntly. "Honest, | don't know what you're getting so upset
about —you tol d her yourself there was no way any of those soldiers could be
allowed to escape. Dead is dead-what's the difference between Aurian dropping
the roof on their heads and you running a sword through their guts?"

"Magic is the difference," the swordsman insisted. "Don't you see—those nen
had no chance to fight back? They never even knew what had happened to them
Aurian is |leading herself along a dangerous road with this business. Her
actions were the very abuse of nmgical power that she herself is fighting

agai nst!"

"And don't you think the poor |ass knows that?" Hargorn retorted. "I could see
it in her face—and knowi ng Aurian, it'll take her far longer to forgive
herself than it'll take you to forgive her." He sighed. "Forral, you' ve been
away too long. | think you've built up sonme notion of a perfect Aurian that
never existed. You know as well as | do that in war we all do things we're not
proud of, and you've forgotten that Aurian has been at war for a very long
time nowa weird, inhuman war where there are no great battles, and nost of

t he skirm shes go unseen by our Mrtal eyes. |I'm not excusing what she
did—+t's a worrying devel opnent, | agree. But so |long as she doesn't start
maki ng a habit of it, | don't think you should fret about it too much. | think

she's |l earned a | esson today."

Forral opened his mouth to protest, but before he could say a word, Hargorn
forestalled him "No—ow you listen to ne, Forral. You tell ne you're

di sappoi nted i n Aurian—how rmuch nore must she be di sappointed in you? Wen she
felt bad she knew she coul d al ways count on you, no natter what. You can't



just suddenly reappear and start judging her like this. She's managed well
enough wi thout you for a long time nower is that what's really eating at
you?"

The swordsnman scow ed. "Now, | ook here ..
"No, you look. Instead of getting angry at me now, just think about it for a
while. And for the Gods' sake, and your own, make up your quarrel —+f quarre
you can call it—with Aurian. She needs you, Forral, as she's never needed you
bef ore, and you can keep her out of trouble far easier if the two of you are
friends."

Forral sighed. "I suppose you're right, Hargorn. You ol d bugger—when did you
becone so wi se and sensi bl e?"

The veteran grinned. "Living with Dul sina, Vannor's wonan, if you must know. |
got to know her when we were both with the rebels."” He shook his head sadly.
"It just about broke her when Vannor was taken by the Phaerie. Afterward, she
cane here to stay with Hebba and me for a while, but now she's gone to the

Ni ghtrunners—that's where she is now Zanna is taking good care of her."

To the Mage's delight, the redoubtabl e Hebba had provi ded baths for those who
wanted them in a scullery behind the main kitchen where a blazing fire heated
the water in the copper set into the side of the wide fireplace. d ean clothes
that | ooked approximately the right size were folded in a pile on a chair

near by, and several towels were warm ng on the drying rack above the
fireplace. Aurian, soaking in a hot tub with the cold tankard bal anced on the
rim felt her heart beginning to warmto Hebba. The kindly woman had thought
of everything, and the Mage was reninded, with a wistful pang, of Nereni. She
wondered what Eliizar's wife was doi ng now—and how she was enjoying the
surprise gift that Aurian had left for her at their parting.

When the Mage canme out of the scullery, still drying her hair, she found that
Hargorn had managed to master his shock at seeing Forral in a different body.
He and the swordsman were deep in talk, and Aurian smled to herself, touched
by the quiet, undenonstrative pleasure they clearly found in each other's

conpany.
Forral |ooked up and saw her. Hargorn gave hima vicious dig with his el bow,
and he held out his arms. "lI'msorry, lass, for blam ng you so harshly," he
said sinmply. "I wasn't thinking straight."

Aurian went to him but instead of enmbracing him she stood back and took his
hands in her own. Sonmehow she could scarcely bear to have Anvar's arns around
her when anot her soul | ooked out from behind his blue eyes. "Do you recal

that first day we met, and you told ne off for playing with fireballs in the
wood? Do you remenber what | said?"

The swordsman grinned. "Aye, you wetch—-you said it was an energency."

"Well, it was an energency today, too. | know it was wong—+ just couldn't
t hi nk of another way out of the situation.”
Forral sighed. "I know, |ass. But don't be tenpted to do it again. Renmenber

what happened to you the next tinme |I caught you playing with fireballs."
"I ndeed!" Aurian snorted. "You' d have your work cut out to do that again!"

And, feeling lighter of heart, she suddenly enbraced himafter all. It had
taken a while, but now she was getting used to the idea, she could adnmit to
herself that she too was glad to have Forral back, though she still missed

Anvar desperately. H s absence was a constant, unalleviated ache inside, and
she knew that the pain would never |eave her until she could hold himin her
arms once nore. If only Forral could stay without sacrificing Anvar, Aurian

t hought with a sigh. There nust be a way out of this dilenma—but |I'm damed if
I know what it could be.

"Listen, Gince." Jarvas's ugly face creased in a frown. "I want to talk about
you in private, while everyone is distracted."

Gince's heart sank. Wile Jarvas was, at heart, a gentle soul, he had an
uncertain tenper and an unconproni sing way of | ooking at the world. The thief
wondered if his escapade the previous night had upset the big nman, and if he
woul d be going home tonight with nore bruises to add to his collection

Jarvas took the thief by the el bow and drew himinto a quiet corner



"Gince—+'ve known you since you were a lad, and frankly, it's about tine
someone made you pull yourself together." Jarvas was frowning, his ugly face
furrowed in concern. "Frankly," he went on, "I don't blame you. Everybody
round here knows what a bastard Lord Pendral is. | know what he did to you,
and | understand why you'd want revenge. But don't you understand what you've
done? Pendral has his troop of armed bullies conbing the city for the jewel
thief, and even if you give the jewels back now, it won't make any difference.
He' Il never rest until he tracks you down—and he's bound to catch up with you
sooner or later. You' ve put yourself in deadly danger, lad. I'mafraid you'l
have to di sappear for a while—-and fast."

Grince stared at Jarvas in dismay. Bent on revenge as he was, he had never
truly considered the repercussions of his action. What a fool he had been! He
had dug his own grave last night, if word got back to Pendral

Jarvas put a big, rough hand on the thief's shoulder. "Don't fret," he said
kindly. "We'll get you out of this yet. Pendral's nen won't come in here, so
you' re safe enough for now. . "

"I can nake arrangenents to smuggl e himout of Nexis," Hargorn put in. He

turned to the others. "And sorry though I'Il be to lose you so soon, | think
you' d better go with Grince. Neither Eliseth nor Mathan are here, Aurian—you
must seek them el sewhere. And with Pendral running the city, you'll be better

of f away from here before you draw the wong kind of attention. Jarvas is
right: Pendral's nmen won't be in a hurry to search this place—+n fact | doubt
that they'll search here at all. They value the Unicorn far too highly—t's
their haven away fromthe barracks. They won't want to risk offending ne."
Gince felt the cold hand of fear close around himat the idea of |eaving the
city for the first time in his life. "But where can | go?" he protested. "How
will I live?"

Hargorn grinned. "Don't worry," he said. "The Night-runners will take good
care of you. They can probably use soneone with your talents.”

Aurian was grinning. "You sly old fox! That's where you get your spirits,
isn't it?"

Hargorn | ooked injured. "OF course it is! Wiat do you take ne for? Did you
think I'd be daft enough to pay that bastard Pendral's |evies? Wat's nore,
have a consignment coming in this very night."

Aurian's heart had | eapt at the nention of the N ghtrunners. "Hargorn—ahat
about Wl f? Have you seen hinP? Is he all right?"

The i nnkeeper's expression clouded. "Parric told ne about WIf," he said
softly. "I"msorry, Aurian, Forral. WIf is not with the Nightrunners, |I'm
afraid. On the day you left for the Vale, the wolves that were guarding him
vani shed with the cub. No one has seen them since."

For an instant, Aurian's heart stopped beating. It felt as though the earth
had opened up beneath her feet. "No," she whi spered.

Unseei ng, she felt Forral take her hand. "It's all right, love." The Mage
heard a catch in his voice. "W'll find him never fear. He's a tough little
lad by all accounts, and you got himsafely through all the dangers that beset
you when you were carrying him You didn't go through all that to | ose him
now. "

"You don't understand," Aurian cried. "H s foster-parents were southern

wol ves, lost in a strange country and far fromtheir pack. They had no
territory of their own and no other wolves to help rear a cub. It's likely
that the native wolves would kill them-and WIf along with them"

Forral squeezed her hand so tightly that it seemed the bones woul d break. "Now
listen,” he said firmy. "Likely isn't certain, and | refuse to believe ny son
is dead until events prove otherw se. Renenber, |ove—+ told you, many years
ago, to do the first thing first and the rest would foll ow?"

W thout |ooking at him Aurian nodded.

"Well, that's what we're going to do. First we'll get to the bottom of what's
been happening in Nexis, then we'll rescue Parric. Then we'll find Wl f—-and
after that, we'll deal with Eliseth and the grail. How does that sound?"
Aurian took courage fromhis words. She took a deep breath, and gave him a



grateful snmile. "When you put it like that, it sounds like a superb plan."

Forral did not let go of her hand. "It will be all right, love," he said in a
| ow voi ce. "You' ve got to keep believing that. Al the time | was haunting
Deat h's domain, | never saw anyone |ike Wl f pass through. It's ny guess he's
still alive—and so long as he's alive we'll find him if we have to | ook

behi nd every bl ade of grass fromhere to the northern ice."

The Mage could not help but be cheered by the magnificent neal that Hebba had
prepared, with soup, a roast goose, root vegetables, and greens, all washed
down with peerless ale fromHargorn's barrel. Everyone sat around the |arge
kitchen table, save for the cats, who were in the nearby scullery maki ng short
work of a pig that had been slaughtered especially for them by the generous
Har gor n.

After the first few nmouthfuls, Hebba, who had begun the nmeal in a strained and
wat chful silence, with many dubi ous gl ances toward Hargorn's unnervi ng
collection of visitors, soon found herself beam ng and bl ushing beneath a
barrage of conplinments. Aurian gave her whol ehearted attention to the food on
her plate. It seenmed an endl ess age since she'd eaten a decent neal —and she
hadn't eaten one as good as this since Queen Raven's coronation feast.
Finally, as Hebba was clearing the enpty plates away, Hargorn filled their
tankards with nore or his excellent brew "Now, " he said. "Let's see if we can
find you all some gear—cl ot hes, blankets and the like, to tide you over. W
can always tal k during the journey."

"What ?" Aurian exclainmed in delight. "You' re coming with us?"

"Only as far as the N ghtrunners,” he told her. "I have sone folk there | want
to see in any case, and |'Il probably escort Dul sina back here." He | ooked
significantly at Hebba, who was busy bustling back and forth, and laid a
finger to his lips. Aurian realized, with a sinking heart, that the old
warrior was thinking about picking up his sword once nore. Hargorn had no
intentions of returning to the Unicorn

Chapter 15

Ketr and Host age

Maya was awakened by the sound of voices and many footsteps passing by Licia's
shelter. "Wat's happeni ng?" she asked drowsily.

"It's the laborers,"” the |lacemaker told her. "They're home for the night."
"What ?" Slowy, the warrior's sleep-fuddled wits returned to her. Scranbling
to her feet, she peered out of the shelter to see a ragged trickle of weary
wor kers trailing past her door. As Maya scanned the passing faces, a snall,
fam liar figure caught her eye. For a nmonment she could not believe it.
"Parric?" Filling her lungs, she sumoned the battleground bellow that Forra
had taught her. "PARRIC!”

Down the street, there was a stir anong the crowd. "Get out of the bl oody way,
will you?" Maya grinned as she heard that famliar testy voice. "Gods bl ast
you to perdition, let nme through!"™ Then two burly |aborers went staggering,
one to either side, and the short, wiry formof the Caval rymaster cane
bursting through between t hem

Parric stopped dead when he saw her, his face blank with shock. Then without a
word he ran to Maya, and caught her up in an enbrace that al nost broke her
ribs. They stood there for a long time, w thout speaking, too deep in the
enotions of their reunion for speech

The Caval rymaster shared a dormtory cavern with two dozen other |aborers, so
for privacy they retired to Licia's shelter. The | acemaker was very good about
it. "If we can't help one another now and then it's a poor |ookout. Wy, we'd
be no better than those steel-eyed col d- bl ooded bastards who call thensel ves
our masters."

Maya shook her head reprovingly. "Licia, to |l ook at you a person woul d never

i magi ne that you knew such | anguage. "

The | acemaker bl ushed, and gave a sheepi sh shrug. "Well as a matter of fact |
didn't. Back in Nexis | was just an old maid—prim proper, and plai n—before



wound up here and started mxing with these reprobate warriors."

"Anyway, being stuck here with these whoreson Phaerie woul d make anybody
swear," Parric added in support.

Since it was the hour of the evening when the food would be handed out, Licia
offered, with kindly tact, to |leave themalone for a tine while she went to
fetch the rations for all three of them Parric told the warrior of Vannor's
i nsane behavior, and the disastrous campaign with the Phaerie that had

foll owed, then Maya quickly sketched the details of all that had happened
since she had left Nexis so very long ago, to take D arvan to the Vale. She
then brought himup to the present with the tale of her reemergence wth
Aurian through the gate in Time, and the abduction of herself and D arvan by
the Forest Lord.

When she had finished, Parric gave a long, |ow whistle. "You spent all that
time as a unicorn? It beggars belief!™

"Well, that's what happened,"” Maya assured him 'And now, |I'mjust wondering

what Hellorin will have in store for D arvan and nyself this tinme." As she
spoke, she fingered the chain around her neck. "Anyway," she added in a
bri sker tone, "that's my story. Wat | still don't understand is, what

happened to you and Vannor? What in Chathak's nane possessed the fool to make
war on the bl oody Phaerie?"

Parric shook his head. "I could never fathomit. Truly Maya, you could hardly
even call it an attack. They just waited until we'd worn ourselves out
tranping all the way up here, then threw sonme kind of magical field around us
and nopped

us up fromthe air. That was when Sangra di ed. She-she was trying to rally the
younger troops—to stop themrunning and get theminto sone kind of defensive
posi tion. " H's face creased with the nenory of old pain. "She woul dn't
stop fighting. In the end, they hacked her to pieces."

Maya' s stomach heaved and her heart clenched with pain at the thought of
Sangra's cruel end.

Parric swal |l owed hard, dashing his hand across his eyes. "You know, old Vannor
al ways had sense. He used to be a good man—a man | |iked and respected. | knew
himas well as anyone when we were with the rebels, and for the life of ne, |
can't inmagine why he'd be so stupid as to attack the Phaerie. He nust have
known what the cost would be in human lives and even if he didn't, there were
plenty of folk to tell himse included, not to mention Dul sina, and you know
how much influence she always had with him Not this time, though. The whol e
busi ness eventually drove them apart, in fact. It was as though . . ." He
shrugged. "You'll probably think I'mdaft, Maya, but at that tinme it seened as
t hough he wasn't hinself anynore—the old Vannor had di sappeared conmpletely. It
was just like talking to a stranger—and a nasty piece of work at that."

Parric sighed, and shook his head. "Well, he won his way in the end. To tel
you the truth, everyone was a bit afraid of himby then. You got the feeling
he'd be capabl e of anything—anything at all. It was as though that poison had

sonehow addl ed his wits....'
"\What poi son?" Maya asked sharply. "Someone tried to poi son Vannor?"

"Ch, | forgot you didn't know about that. Soneone did—we still don't know who
it was, but they bl oody nearly succeeded...."

Maya |istened, appalled, as Parric told her of the attenpt on Vannor's life,
and the earthquake that had foll owed soon afterward. "So that's what caused

all the damage," she murmured. "I thought it nust have been the Phaerie."

"Ch, the Phaerie caused enough, by all accounts,” the Caval rymaster retorted
bitterly. "Qur attack on them—+f you can even call it that-seenmed to stir them
up good and proper."

"It certainly did." Licia's voice cane fromthe open doorway. She wal ked
across to the table and put down the food she was carrying, then turned to
face the others, her expression bleak as the nmenories crowded round her. "They
swept

down on Nexis that night like the wath of all the Gods," she said quietly.

"No one was expecting it, and what chance did we have, with all our best



warriors already away? They took men and wonen both—the only linmt to their
depredati ons seenmed to be the number of folk they could carry off."

Her fingers clenched tightly around the edge of the table behind her. "The
ones who were taken were | ucky—for every one they seized, three nore were
killed, in the streets or in their beds. Ah, it was easier for nme than for
some folk. | had no famly at least, to nmourn. ... | saw themtranple little
children beneath the hooves of their great horses, with no nore thought or
renorse than you or | would have in swatting a fly. People were scream ng
bui |l di ngs were burning . .." She shook her head. "It was too dreadful to
descri be. They broke into Lord Vannor's mansion, by all accounts, and took him
t oo—+hough we never see him he's inprisoned sonewhere else, up in the
citadel ."

Licia's voice grew hard. "Just as well for him+4+ think if he was sent down
here, the folk would tear himlinb fromlinb. | only hope he had a chance to
see what | saw, as they bore himoff. If there's any justice in this world, it
shoul d haunt himfor the rest of his days— Her words broke off as a shadow
dar kened t he doorway of the shelter. Sone hal f-dozen Phaerie guards stood
there, tall, grim and forbidding. To Maya's astoni shment, one of them was

hol ding a bundl e of clothing. "You two." One of themindicated Parric and
Maya. "You are sunmoned. Come with us."

"Dear CGods have nercy!" D arvan exclai med. "Wat have you done to hinP"

"I'? Nothing." Drawing his sword, Hellorin gently prodded the figure that knelt
noti onl ess on the floor. Vannor swayed at the jab of the blade, but otherw se
did not nmove, nor did his expression change in the slightest—a pity, D arvan

t hought, for beneath the wild tangle of long grey hair and | ong white beard

t here was sonet hi ng deeply unnerving about the way the prisoner's face was
contorted in a soundl ess scream of agony.

"How | ong has he been like this?" the Mage denanded.

Hel l orin shrugged. "Ever since we brought him here—slightly nore than a year
now, | would say. The night we captured himhe shrieked abuse at us and cursed
us with the direst of dooms—we | ocked hi mup when we returned, and in the
nmor ni ng, when the guard cane to fetch him he was exactly as you see hi mnow.
It takes two slaves to feed him wash him and see to his other needs, and
there he stays: unconmunicative, unchanging, lost in sone private torment."
"Why did you bother keeping himalive?" D arvan asked.

Hel l orin shrugged. "I was curious. Somrething about that attack on us did not
sit right with me. Unless Mirtals have changed in sone fundanental way in our
absence, which |I doubt, there seemed no sense to this man's actions. Only
someone with powers close to our own woul d even consi der nmaking war upon the
Phaeri e—enly sonmeone with the sheer arrogance and anbition of a Mage, in
fact." Suddenly the Forest Lord swung round, piercing D arvan with a sharp
shrewd gaze. "Are you sure this Mrtal is all that he seens?"

D arvan struggled to conceal his shock. "Aurian told me that M athan could
control another's mind froma great distance,"” he admtted, "but that was with
the victims full consent, apparently. Fromwhat | know of Vannor, he would
never subnmit to such an intrusion.”

"Who knows what these Mortals will or will not do?" Hellorin replied with
di staste. "Maya, in all justice, seens sharp-witted enough—from m xi ng so nuch
with the Magefolk, |'ve no doubt—but | fear that owing to your attachment to

her, you give the rest of the flock too nuch credit for intelligence. Do you
really believe that a strong-m nded Mage might not control a nere Mrtal at
will?"

"Well, | couldn't,"” D arvan said firmy. "But then | never wanted to. Besides,
i f Vannor had been under the control of a Mage, why wouldn't they try to force
himto escape fromhere, or even use himto spy on you?"

"That's what | was hoping you would find out."

"Me?" gasped the Mage. "What can | do?"

"Ch come,” Hellorin said inpatiently. "Mrtals are a conpletely alien species
to us Phaerie. You, with your Magefol k ancestry, are that much cl oser. You
could probe his mind, D arvan, and discover what | could not. As a condition



of your cooperation, you asked ne to rel ease Vannor. Well, before |I do, | want
to be certain his mind is unaffected by any trace of Magefol k neddl i ng—f

i ndeed he has any mnd left at all. But I will not set himfree to plot
against me further...."

The Forest Lord was interrupted by a respectful tapping on the door. "Ah—
expect your other Mrtals have arrived. Enter," he added, in a |ouder voice.
"CGet your bl oody hands off nme!" D arvan heard Maya's voice before he saw her.
Then the door burst open and she came hurtling into the room wearing nothing
but an ill-fitting man's shirt that hung down bel ow her knees. Parric foll owed
her, simlarly attired and gl owering bl ackly.

Maya rounded on Hellorin like a tigress. "You treacherous snake," she spat.
"You slimy son of a pox-ridden harlot! To think I once called you father."
Hellorin smiled at her. "Maya, you are a pure delight. You never change."

"And neither do you," Maya grow ed. "You were a heartless, murdering butcher
then and you're still one now " Seeing her hands clench into fists, D arvan
stepped up quickly and put an arm around her shoul ders before she could do
somet hing stupid in her rage.

"It's always nice to be appreciated.” Hellorin nmade her a nocki ng bow, and
headed for the door. "D arvan—+ leave it to you to explain the bargain you
made. My presence seens to be upsetting your Mrtals.” Wth that he was gone.
"Your Mortal s?" Maya turned to D arvan, a dangerous glint in her eye; then
just as abruptly, she hugged him "Thank the Gods you're all right," she
muttered into his shoul der. "Wen they brought us up here | didn't know what
to expect."

"We still don't know what to expect." Parric, ashen-faced, was | ooking down at
Vannor. "\Wat in the nanme of perdition have they done to hin®"

D arvan sighed. This wasn't going to be easy. "According to Hellorin, the
Phaeri e haven't done anything to him They found himlike that the norning
after they captured him"

"Rubbi sh!” Parric snapped. "No one gets a face |like that for no reason.”

Maya wal ked to Vannor's side, and laid a tentative hand on his shoul der
beneat h the bird's-nest nane of shaggy grey hair. "Vannor?" Frowning, she
touched his face, but he showed not the slightest flicker of reaction

"Listen to me—both of you." D arvan took command. "Never mind Vannor for a
mnute, we'll talk about himpresently. Sit down and have some wi ne. W have
to talk, the three of us." He took a deep breath, wondering how he coul d break
the news to his beloved. "There's no gentle way to tell you this," he said at
last. "Hellorin demands that | stay here, and take up my duties as his son."
"\What ?" Maya shouted. "But you can't! What about Aurian?"

"I have no choice, ny love," the Mage told her flatly. "Already, the other

sl aves must have told you the significance of that chain you wear. My father
is using you as a hostage for my cooperation. If | don't obey him he'lIl kil
you. "

For a long nonent, a variety of emptions chased across Maya's face: shock

i ndi gnation, and rage being paranount. Then, as the horrified silence
stretched out between the three of them D arvan saw her brows knot together
in thought. She | ooked up at him "If Hellorin kills ne," she said slowy,
"then he'll no | onger have any hold on you. You can go back and help Aurian.”
The Mage coul d read the other thought in her mnd, the one she had not spoken
aloud, as clearly as if it were witten on her face. And if | kill myself,

D arvan will be free. Striving not to panic, knowi ng that his next words would
decide the matter and desperate to convince her, he reached out and took her
hands in his owmn. "Maya," he said gently, "try not to be hasty. Just listen
with an open mind to what | have to say. . . . |'ve spent a |long and wearisone
day wangling with nmy father over this matter. He's nore stubborn than the
nost nul e- headed Mage, but | finally nanaged to wring sone concessions from

hi mso long as the two of us consent to stay."

"This had better be good," Maya grow ed.

"I't's better than nothi ng—which was what he originally offered ne." D arvan
squeezed her hands tightly. "I wanted himto |iberate the Nexians, but he



refused outright. He will, however, release Parric and Vannor to go back and
help Aurian ... if | can manage to free Vannor fromhis evil trance, that is."
"I's that all?" Maya bristled. "I can't say |'mvery inpressed so far, with
your father's nmagnanimty."

D arvan, however, |ooked across at Parric and saw his eyes burning with a
fierce, joyous, desperate light. Too proud to plead, too | evel headed to

i nfl uence the discussion with an enotional appeal, the Caval rymaster was rigid
with the effort to keep silent—but his heart was in his eyes.

"There's nore," D arvan told Maya hastily. "Again, | wanted Hellorin to |et
the Xandimreturn to human form-but there was no chance of that. Frankly, he'd
rather | ose the Nexians.

He said, however, that he would agree to di senchant Chiamh and Schi annath, and
let themreturn with Parric."”

"My, how generous," Maya said bitterly. "And dare | ask what your father wants
inreturn for these great favors? AmI| to remain a slave for the rest of ny
life? There's sonething you're not telling nme—+ knowit."

"Well, he says he'll renove your chain eventual | y"—B arvan prudently stepped
back out of striking range—~as soon as we produce a son together."

"He what ?" Unexpectedly, Mya burst out |aughing, but D arvan could sense that
her control was very close to the edge. "Wy?" she denanded. "Wat in the nane
of perdition does an imortal, all-powerful nagical being want with a bl oody
hei r ?"

"He wants to extend his realm™

Maya' s | aughter ceased abruptly.

"Hellorin wants the Phaerie to rule the entire northern continent," D arvan
went on into the ensuing silence. "He wants scions of his own blood to wield
power in his name in various regions—that way he feels he'll have better
control over the fractious Mrtals."

Narrow eyed, Parric |ooked at the Mage with suspicion and undi sgui sed
hostility. "And just where do you fit into this grand scheme?" he asked

col dly.

D arvan si ghed. He had been dreading this noment. "He wants me to rule Nexis,"
he answered quietly.

Parric kicked the wall of the shelter as hard as he dared with his bare toes.
"That traitor! That thrice-damed backstabbi ng chi ckenhearted turncoat!

m ght have known we couldn't trust a bl oody Mage!™"

"For the last time, Parric—wll you shut up?" Maya snarled. "If you hadn't
created such an uproar and brought the guards down on us, you fool, we'd have
had a chance to discuss it with him"

"What's to discuss? At heart he's nothing but another power-hungry tyrant—ust
like the rest of his ilk."

"Li ke Aurian, you nean?" For a noment Maya actually thought he would strike
her. She had never seen such rage on Parric's face. But though she had felt
equal ly betrayed by D arvan when he had broken the news to her, she now felt a
perverse need to defend her lover in the face of Parric's virulent attack
Controlling himself with difficulty, the Caval rymaster turned away in disgust.
"How can you stand there and say that?" he asked in tones of biting contenpt.

"Unli ke your precious Phaerie stud, | never saw Aurian try to enslave an
entire
race.”

"It wasn't his idea!" Maya shouted. "You heard what he said—Hellorin wll
ensl ave us anyway! D arvan was trying to give us a chance...." Her voice
trailed away into silence as she was struck by the inadvertent truth of her
own wor ds.

Licia, an unwilling spectator to the quarrel, seized the nonent. "Parric, |
want you to | eave, please. Now. You can continue your discussion |ater, when
tenmpers have cool ed. "

"dadly. I've had enough of listening to this Phaerie-Ioving garbage in any
case." Wth one |last venonmous glare at Maya, Parric stanped out of the
shelter, nuttering inprecations and pushing his way roughly through the knot



of curious bystanders who had gat hered near the door

Maya stood like a statue in the center of the room one hand lifted to her
lips, her eyes turned inward, blind to her surroundings. "D arvan is our only
chance," she murmured softly. "Qur one slimchance to beat Hellorin at his own
gane . " So deep in thought was she that she barely noticed when the

| acermaker tiptoed out.

"Please ... | nmust see Lord D arvan." Maya tried to conceal her annoyance as
the guards at the gate | ooked down their noses at her. Try to | ook respectful
at | east—for your own sake, she told herself. She had by no nmeans forgotten
the bl ow they had given her earlier

"Ah, Lord Darvan's little |apdog," the fenal e guard sneered. "Mrtal, you
seemto have forgotten your place. You may be assured that when Lord D arvan
wants to see you, he will send for you."

"But..."

"You dare dispute with ne, Mrtal ?" The guard's eyes glinted with anger. She
made a conpl ex gesture—and the warrior suddenly found herself |apped around
fromhead to foot in the clinging briars of a thorny rose. Instantly, the
suppl e green vines tightened around her body, cutting painfully into her |inbs
and constricting her breathing. As the tendrils tightened further, the |ong,
sharp thorns drove deep into her flesh

Maya fell withing to the cavern floor, driving the manifold claws of the rose
still deeper beneath her skin. Choking for breath as she was, she could not
even scream Already there was a high-pitched buzzing in her ears and her
vision had faded to glittering bl ack

"Curse you, let her go!"

The roar was so loud, so angry, that it penetrated even as far as the deep
dark pit into which Maya was falling. She heard a fierce sizzling sound then a
| oud crack, like the sound of a spitting spark, followed by a cry of pain.
Abruptly, the strangling briars and their piercing thorns were gone, and Maya
took a deep draft of sweet, sweet air. Wth a clang, the gate swung open, and
as her vision began to clear she saw D arvan kneeling over her, his eyes

di anond-bright with rage and glittering with unshed tears.

As the Mage scooped her into his arns and bore her fromthe slave cavern, Mya
saw that the female guard |ay crunpl ed against the wall, her face disfigured
by a blistered brand as though she had been | ashed by a fiery whip.

"Never again," D arvan snarled. "Never, ever again! He raised his voice. "Hear

me, you Phaerie," he grated. "If any one of you ever hurts this woman agai n—f
you so much as |l ook at her harshly, | will slowy burn the flesh fromevery
i nch of your vile bones. | amthe son of the Forest Lord—you know that | can

do this. And for your own sakes, you had best believe that | will."

Maya wanted to tell himhow very glad she was to see him but as yet, she

| acked the breath.

When he laid her on the couch in the tower room Mya gasped in pain as her
abraded fl esh touched the silken fabric. Her pale skin was nottled with

brui ses, and each | abored breath scraped harshly in her throat. Though D arvan
was no expert at healing, the Lady Eilin had taught himthe techniques to
suppress pain, stop the bleeding, and seal the flesh of sinmple wounds. It was
not enough, however, to overcome his guilt. As the tension of pain began to
snooth itself fromMaya's face, he leapt to his feet and started to pace back
and forth across the tower room unable to face the condemmation that would
soon appear in her eyes. "I wouldn't blanme you for hating me," he told her
wretchedly. "It's all ny fault. | should never have let themtake you back."
"Don't talk so daft, |ove—we don't have time for that."

D arvan spun, an astoni shed exclamation on his lips, to see Maya hol di ng out a
hand to him an expression of fond exasperation on her face. "Cone here and
sit down," she told himin a hoarse, scratchy voice. "On second thought, bring
me a drink—then sit down."

"Now, " she said, when he had obeyed her, "let's get this out of the way once
and for all. It's not your fault your father treats his slaves this way, and
it wasn't your fault that we were taken back to the cavern—t was because t hat



hot head Parric went and | ost his tenper."

"I should have come for you sooner. "

"D arvan, shut up. It's done now-and at |least that guard will think twice in
future about mistreating Mortals." Her eyes glinted with malicious glee. "I
i ked what you did to her face, by the way—+ hope it teaches her a Il esson.”
She squeezed his hand tightly. "Anyway, listen. |'ve been thinking ..."

D arvan felt a frisson of unease at her words, like a finger of ice trailed
down his spine. He knew Maya well, and he could tell from her brisk,

busi nessli ke tone that he wasn't going to like this in the | east. He | ooked
down into her bel oved face, wi shing he could stemthe flow of what she was
about to say, and knowing already that it would be inpossible, and unw se.

Al ready, Maya was speaking. ". . . AmIl right in believing that it takes
Phaerie magi c to nake the Xandi m horses fly?"

Surprised by the direction her thoughts were taking, D arvan nodded. "The
magic is in the horses and the Phaerie both. Only together can they fly."
Maya bit her lip and | ooked away fromhim staring out of the w ndow as though
fascinated by the reflections of the lanp-lit room agai nst a bl ack background
of m dnight sky. "Then you can do it," she said at |ast.

"Do what ?"

Maya gripped his fingers tightly, her face aglow with urgency. "D arvan, go
back to Hellorin and renegotiate. You must return to Aurian, and take Chianmh
and Schiannath with you. Flying steeds nmay give Aurian the edge she | acks."
"Wirman, have you | ost your mind?" D arvan expl oded. "Were you not |istening

when | expl ained? Hellorin wants me to stay and rule Nexis. I'mhis heir, as
he calls it—his only son. He'll never let me escape himagain!”
"He will if I stay behind as hostage for your return,"” Maya argued stubbornly.

D arvan scowl ed at her, both angry and al arned. "Maya, if you think for one
mnute that | would be so careless of you as to risk another repetition of
what happened tonight..."

Maya's eyes sparkled with mischief. "But |'ve thought of a way for Hellorin to
keep his heir and insure nmy own safety. No one would dare hurt me, D arvan—not
if I carried your child."

Chapter 16 Wver nesse

Now that the river no longer ran as far as Nexis, the N ghtrunners had been
forced to resort to other means to snuggle their goods in and out of the city.
Aurian and her conpanions left that night conceal ed, along wi th various
artifacts made by Nexian craftsnen, in a row of gaily painted wagons which, to
all intents and purposes, appeared to be a traveling carnival. The Mage had to
smle at such a fanciful nethod of noving illicit goods. Zanna's idea, |I'll be
bound, she thought.

Such a thing woul d never have happened during the rule of the Magefol k—n fact
this was the first traveling carnival that Aurian had ever seen, though Forra
told her he could renenber themfrom his chil dhood. M athan, objecting to the
wayfarers' light-fingered ways and their |ight-hearted manner that, by their
very presence, spread a general air of restlessness and disaffection anong the
t ownsf ol k, had forbi dden them access to Nexis many decades before. They were a
good di squi se, though. For one thing, there was sonething very satisfactory in
being able to hide in plain sight like this, and for another, respectable folk
tended to give the travelers a wide berth. When not parting themfromtheir
coin, wayfarers were generally very private fol k, defensive and hostile to
strangers and outsiders—eften with good reason. Al so, they had a reputation
for being notorious thieves, so people, quite wi sely, approached themwth
wariness, if at all.

"Stop right there!"

Clearly, the caravan of wagons had reached the city boundaries. The Mage,
huddl ed in the hay-scented darkness of her wagon, crossed her fingers as the
wagon cane to a juddering halt. Now, if we can only get past these accursed
guards, she thought. Wth her ear pressed to the thick planking, she could



hear every word of the conversation that was taking place outside.

There was a squeak of |eather as the guard wal ked over to the wagons. "Wo's
in charge of this rabble? Identify yourself."

The second voice was rich and nellifluous—and very, very loud. "I sir, amthe
Great Mandzurano," it declained. "I amthe master of this exceptional troupe."
Aurian grinned. She had only net the G eat Mandzurano briefly, but she had

al ready di scovered that he was a forner sail maker's son from East haven, and
his name was actually Thal butt. She had been surprised to discover that nany
of the jugglers, acrobats, conjurers and trick-riders came fromsinilar
backgrounds, lured by the romance of the wandering life.

Qut si de the wagon, the guard seemed | ess than inpressed with the carnival
folk. "Really?" he said in acid tones. "Wll, Mster Mandzurano, kindly tel
your exceptional troupe to get their arses out of those wagons right now
We're | ooking for the thief that robbed Lord Pendral. Get a nove on, there!
|'"ve a search to conduct, and | don't have all bl oody night."

"My good man, are you insinuating ..."

"No—+'mtelling you. No respectable folk would feel a pressing need to be
leaving the city in the niddle of the night. You wayfarers are always up to no
good, and tonight is no exception, |I'll be bound. Get your rabble out here
now—er |'Il arrest the lot of you."

In the darkness of the wagon, Aurian sniled to herself. Apparently Mandzurano
had a particularly aggravating effect on persons in authority. It was good to
have sonething to smle about, she thought ruefully. It was suffocatingly hot
and desperately cranped in her hiding place, cramred in as she was in the

dar kness together with Hargorn and all of her companions, including the little
thi ef she had rescued the previous night. If they managed to get out of the
city, however, all the disconfort would be well worthwhile. They woul d soon
find out.

"Come on, you lot. Everybody out!" The guards were wal ki ng al ong t he wagons,
clouting the wooden sides with their sword hilts. Aurian could hear a ragged
chorus of conplaints and oaths as the carnival folk haul ed thensel ves
reluctantly out of their wagons. Angry accusations and outraged protests

mar ked the progress of the search. As the guards drew gradually nearer to her
hi di ng place, Aurian clenched her fists tightly around the hilt of her sword,
unabl e to bear the agonizing tension of this wait.

The guard had reached her wagon. The Mage could hear his voice directly
outside. "And what's in here, that you' ve got it |ocked up so tight? Cone on
let's have it open!"

"Pl ease, sir—d€o not open that door if you value your life," Mandzurano was
protesting. "There are dangerous wi |l d beasts within!"

"Dangerous w | d beasts, indeed! Pull the other one, Master. As if sone
ragged- arsed bunch of traveling vagabonds woul d have real wild beasts ..
Wthin the wagon, Shia and Khanu waited until the man's hand was actually on
the latch. As he began to pull back the bolt, they broke into a deafening
cacophony of bl oodcurdling roars and snarls.

"Thara's titties!" shrieked the guard. Even above the row, Aurian heard the
bolt go crashing back into its socket. As the wagons noved on again, she
buried her face in her sleeve and shook with |aughter

Aurian was wakened by the noon sun in her eyes, shining through the open
doorway of a small and gaily striped tent. She felt wonderfully snug and

rel axed in her cocoon of blankets, warmed by the two guardi an cats who sl ept
on either side of her. In the background she coul d hear the soothing burble of
a streammngled with a murrmur of | ow voices and the sharp crackl e of burning
twi gs. The glorious piercing song of a skylark rained down |ike a shower of
silver fromfar above her head. The Mage felt her spirits rise with the sound.
How good it was, to be back in the living world!

A whiff of frying bacon drove her from her blankets, and as Aurian emnerged
into the open she was struck by the chill of the mpoorland air. It mght be

| ate sumer, but there was no warnth at all in these northern uplands, not
even in the mdday sun. The canping place was in the bottomof a secret dell,



formed and sheltered by three swelling green hills, with a stream for water
and thickets of branble, gorse, and whin to provide fuel, sw ft-burning though
it be—enough for a small cookfire, at |east. The col orful wagons had been
drawn together in a sheltering semcircle near the banks of the stream The
horses, alnost as colorful as the wagons, being mainly piebald, skewbald, or
spotted, were picketed nearby.

Most of the carnival folk were up and about, noving drowsily fromtent to
wagon in what was clearly a regular routine, as the striped canvas shelters
were struck with the swift ease of long practice. The Mage hid her cold hands
in her sleeves and | ooked around for her conpanions. Gince was nowhere in
sight but Finbarr—er rather, the Waith that was occupying Finbarr's body-she
spotted inmediately, sitting huddled in the | ee of a wagon, his cloak w apped
tightly around him Though its borrowed corporeal shell could be nourished in
the normal way, Aurian wondered, with a pang of disquiet, how soon the
creature itself would need to feed, now that she had taken it out of tine.
Beyond t he wagons, Forral was exercising Anvar's body, sparring with a wiry
young carnival |ad using wooden staves. Aurian turned away and went to the
fire, where Hargorn and the Great Mandzurano were engaged in the honely task
of frying bacon

"Aurian, lovey." As Hargorn rose to greet her, Aurian noticed how happy he

| ooked to be out of the city, out of retirement, and back to a soldier's
outdoor life again. "Sleep well?" he asked her. "There's sonme taillin in the
pot there, by the fire's edge."

"Thanks, Hargorn." The Mage poured taillin into a tin rmug and cupped her hands
around it, appreciating the warnth that | eaked into her frozen fingers. "I

sl ept wonderfully well surprisingly well, in fact. I think it was pure relief
at getting out of Nexis—the city has turned into an evil place since | was

| ast there." She shook her head. "I could feel it in the air the whole tine:
the sense that dreadful things have already happened—and far worse is yet to
cone. "

Hargorn, his grey hair bound back in the neat tail he had al ways worn as a
warrior, handed her a tin plate | aden with bacon fried crisp and a | arge, soft

hunk of bread. "I couldn't agree nore. | didn't even realize how bad it had
becorme until | left last night. It felt as though a huge wei ght had been
lifted off me." He shook his head. "I'd as soon sell the Unicorn and get right
out of the place, but | worry about Hebba. | know she woul d never | eave Nexis
again."

Forral joined them his face gleaming with a sheen of sweat and his chest
heaving. "Qut of condition," he panted.

Aurian put down her plate. "Anvar was a Mage, not a warrior," she said
shortly. "Have a care you don't do yourself sone pernanent damage . she
swal | owed what she had been about to say, but her unspoken words hung in the
air between themas though illumnnated in letters of fire: because it's
Anvar's body, and soneday he may take it back

Hargorn broke into the strained silence. "Now then, what do you say to us
getting on our way? Now we're safely out of Nexis, Thal butt-sorry,

Mandzur ano—an gi ve us horses and we can travel to Wvernesse far quicker than
the caravan."

"Sounds good to me." Aurian scranmbled to her feet. "Has anyone seen Gince
thi s nmorni ng?"

Hargorn and Aurian finally ran the thief to ground in one of the wagons. H's
skilled fingers had | ocated the catch for one of the secret conpartnments that
t he smuggl ers used, and he was now prying into a variety of boxes and bal es

t hat had been sneaked out of Nexis under the very eyes of the guards.
"Grince!" thundered the Mage. "What do you think you' re doi ng?"

Gince started violently, then turned around with a broad snmle and a
carefully studied air of nonchal ance. "Just |ooking." He shrugged. "M
conpliments, Master Mandzurano. You wayfarers are very clever fol k. Wo woul d
have thought that all this could be hidden in an innocent-I|ooking wagon?"
Mandzur ano preened hinsel f. "The guards are | ooking for itens pilfered from



t ownsf ol k, you see, not contraband.
Auri an, however, went on | ooking severely at Gince, until he began to fidget
unconfortably beneath her relentless gaze. "W don't steal fromour friends,"
she said.

Gince leapt to his feet. Digging deep in his pockets, he hurled a handful of
small itens to the wagon's wooden floor. "I don't have any friends." He pushed
past her, junped to the ground, and ran

St oopi ng, Aurian sifted through the scattered objets—a pathetic collection of
pai nted trinkets, cheap copper brooches, and carved wooden conbs. "There
wasn't even anything of value here." Looking in the direction Gince had fled,
she shook her head sadly.

H dden from curious eyes anong the rolling swells of the northern noorl and,
the small group of travelers made their way swiftly eastward. For Gince, who
had never ridden a horse before, the journey was an experience he could well
have done without. There was no tinme for himto | earn horsemanshi p—all he
could do was to cling to the saddl e and bunp painfully al ong, while one of the
others took his reins and I ed himas though he were a small child. It was
utterly hum liating—but had only his pride been hurt, Gince could have put up
with it. The aches and bruises, however, were a far nore serious matter.
During the first day he nust have fallen off a dozen tinmes at | east—-and on one
unf orgettabl e occasion, the horse tossed himright into a branble thicket.
"Serves himright," Hargorn had muttered as the Mage struggled to disentangle
the cursing, yelping thief fromthe nesh of thorny briars. The veteran had
still not forgiven Grince for attenmpting to steal fromthe snugglers. "Maybe
that' Il make up for the thrashing you wouldn't let me give him Aurian."
Nursing his hurts and scratches, Gince glowered at the veteran who was riding
up ahead and hauling himalong as though towing a cart. The horse didn't |ike
such treatnent either, Gince could tell fromits |aid-back ears and the
direful expression inits rolling eyes. The mnute Hargorn lets go of those
reins, he thought ruefully, with a sinking sense of the inevitable, this
accursed creature will fling me off its back again—and I'I|l have even nore
bruises to add to those it's given ne al ready.

Mich to Gince's dismay, they rode on well into the night, navigating by the
stars and seeing their way by the merest sliver of nmoonlight. Aurian, with her
Mage' s vision, rode ahead to pick out the easiest path. The two cats, who
tended to scare the horses if they canme too close, flanked the procession well
out on either side. The thief was so exhausted that despite his hurts he fel
into a hal f-doze, half-reverie as the mles passed by. His mnd went back to
earlier that day, when he had run fromthe smugglers' canp.

Havi ng nore sense than to lose hinself in the bleak, trackless wlderness,
Gince had followed the course of the streamup between the hills, until al
sight and sound of the encanmpment had vani shed. Damm theml He hurled a stone
into the streamwith all the force he could nmuster. Why had he left the city
wi th these col d-eyed, hard-faced strangers? He could have dodged that ass
Pendral's guards with both eyes shut and one hand tied behind him In the end
the High Lord woul d have forgotten

Grince's thoughts wound down into a small, cold silence, in which he realized
all too clearly that Pendral woul d not forget—ot while he had a breath left
in his body. All at once, the thief was seized with panic. CGods help ne, |
can't go back to Nexis, he thought. | can never go back there—'ve | ost
everything! He threw hinself to the ground and huddl ed there, oppressed and
terrified by these vast, enpty open spaces that stretched out around him
Wthout a building or a fireside or a person within dozens of mles. And
Gince needed people. Stealing was the only thing he knew. Qut here he
couldn't feed hinmself, shelter hinmself, or even nake a fire.

"Grince? Are you hurt?" A hand touched his shaking shoul der. Looki ng up

Gince discovered that Aurian had used her friends the great cats to track him
down. She squatted down beside him frowning. "What happened? Did you fall?"

It took a monment for the thief to realize that the | ook on her face was not
condemnati on but concern. "Wat do you care?" he snapped.



"Well, sonebody has to," the Mage retorted, equally brusque. "Cearly you
don't." She held out her hand. "Are you coning back to the canp? W're getting
ready to | eave."

Gince | ooked away fromher. "They don't want ne."

"I wouldn't be at all surprised, after the way you behaved—but whether they
want you or not has nothing to do with it," Aurian told himbriskly. "They
certainly wouldn't | eave you alone out here to starve. Anyway," she went on
"no one is really angry with you, Gince—ust disappointed, that's all."
"What's the difference?" the thief muttered sullenly.

"A whole lot of bruises, for a start." A cold grey spark of anger was
beginning to kindle in the Mage's green eyes, and Grince felt an obscure

sati sfaction at having put it there. He had been snatched away from everythi ng
he had known, he felt lonely and scared, uncertain and helpless in this
strange new worl d, but at |east he had managed to influence sonething in his

i medi at e surroundi ngs.

Then it all went wong as Aurian got to her feet and began to wal k away

wi t hout a backward | ook. "We're | eaving soon," she flung curtly over her

shoul der. "You'd better be ready, because we're not waiting for you, we're not
com ng back for you, and Mandzurano certainly won't let you ride with his folk
now t hat you' ve been pilfering his cargo. To perish of cold and starvation on
this moor would be a very unpleasant way to die, but it's entirely up to you."
She was al nost out of sight before Grince realized, to his horror, that she

really nmeant what she'd said. Wth a thrill of fear he thought of wandering
t hese desol ate uplands all al one. What about when night came? He'd be stuck
out here in the cold and darkness. . . . Cearly the wayfarers steered cl ear

of well-traveled trail s—ho one m ght pass by this place in nmonths, if ever.
And were there wol ves on these noors?

Grince took to his heels and pelted after the vanishing figure of the Mage.
"Wait!” he shrieked. "Lady-—wait for ne!"

H s reception had been cool when he had returned to the canp, but Aurian,

wi t hout really saying anything rmuch, always seened to be between hinself and
the wath of the others—Hargorn, in particular. It had been she who had

sel ected the quietest of the ponies—the spotted mare—for himto ride, and she
had taken pains to see that he was as confortable as could be expected, for a
raw novice. It had al so been the Mage who had picked hi mup and dusted him of f
every time he took a tunble. And everything she'd done had made Gince fee

i ncreasingly guilty.

The feeble nmoon was di ppi ng down behind the hills, and Gince was feeling the
shivery, |ight-headed weariness that came of still being up and about in the
deepest hours of the night. He snatched at the horse's nane with a curse as
Hargorn, in front of him stopped suddenly and the spotted nmare barged into
hi m from behind. Hargorn's animal let fly with a vicious kick, the nmare

pl unged to one side—and the thief found hinself on the ground once nore. As
Aurian had taught himhe rolled to one side, out of range of the pounding
hooves, and sinply lay there, too m serable and weary to rise.

The Mage materialized out of the darkness and snatched at the mare's bridle
before the beast had tine to bolt. "Don't bother rempunting," she sai d—+ather
unnecessarily, Gince thought—=we're stopping here."

The thief awakened to a cold, grey world. He was wapped in a bl anket and the
cl oak that Hargorn had found for himback at the Unicorn, and he was curled up
in the mdst of a nest of springy bracken. Dimy, he remenbered his bitter
resentment the previous night, when Aurian had made hi m gather the stuff. He
could see the sense of it now, however—t was bed and w ndbreak both, and far
preferable to lying on the short, unyielding turf of a wi ndswept hillside.
The thief rubbed bleary eyes and got to his feet—at least he tried to rise. To
his horror, he found he was so stiff that he could barely nove, and he ached
as though soneone had sneaked up in the night and beaten himw th a stout
stick while he slept. Too wetched and dispirited even to curse, Gince

fl opped back into the bracken with a despairing whinmper.

"What's wong with you? Cone on—you can't |aze around all day. W' ve got to



get novi ng soon."

The thief |ooked up to see Hargorn standing over him daring up at the
elderly warrior, Gince told himin acid tones exactly where he could go, and
what he could do when he got there.

Hargorn burst into nocking |aughter. "Wy don't you make me?" he taunted. "You
gutless, ball-less little turd."

Wth a yell of rage, Grince leapt to his feet, fists clenched—to find that
Hargorn was al ready standi ng several feet away. The veteran held up his hands
pl acatingly. "Steady, Gince—+ didn't nmean it. See, though—+ knew you coul d
get up if you tried. Instead of killing me, why don't you go and get yourself
some breakfast, lad." He wal ked away chuckl i ng.

"Poor old Grince, you look terrible."

In his rage at Hargorn, he hadn't noticed the Mage approach. "Here," she said,
"sit down for a mnute and 1'll help you."

"I daren't sit down—f | do I mght never get back up again," Gince told her
sourly. Nonethel ess, he did as she asked. Aurian knelt down behind hi mand

| ai d her hands on his shoul ders, and i medi ately, the thief felt a tingling
wave of warnth and well-being flood through his battered body. Wthin nonments,
it seemed, the aches and stiffness had nelted away as though they had never
exi st ed.

"There." The Mage was sniling. "That should get you through the day. No doubt

you'll have coll ected another set of aches and pains by tonight, but | can
al ways hel p you again—and it will get better, | prom se you. Wiy, in a few
days you'll be thinking you were born in the saddle."

"Why—why thank you, Lady." For the first time in his life, the words cane
easily to Gince's |ips.

Aurian laid a hand on his arm "You told ne yesterday that you have no
friends. Well, you were wong about that. You have friends here, and |I'm sure
you'll find others when we get to Wvernesse. But friendship works both ways,
you know. You nust trust folk, and they nust be able to feel they can trust
you. You won't need to steal fromthe Nightrunners. They're generous fol k, and
they' Il provide what you need."

She rose to her feet, dusting bits of grass from her knees. "You think about
it. Anyway, there's taillin in the pot and sone bread by the fire. Eat

qui ckl y—Forral is getting the horses ready now, and we nust be on our way
again." She wal ked away toward the horses, |eaving a very thoughtful thief
behi nd her.

The Mage and her conpani ons rode eastward for another three days, across the
bl eak and wi ndswept moors. At |last the |land began to dip, and sunrise on the
fourth day found themin a wild, printive stretch of salt marsh and dune
where a river had carved a shallow vale on its way down to an estuary. The

| and was grey and drear, the only vegetati on sharp-edged marram grass and
thorny sea-holly. The shrill, lonely cries of gulls and wadi ng birds sounded
on the bitter wind, as the red sun struggled vainly to free itself fromthe
bl ood-ti nged cl ouds snothering the hills to the east.

The Mage turned her horse northward al ong the coast and the others foll owed
her in a straggling, weary string. Aurian chafed at their slow pace, anxious
to get back on the trail of her foe. She was al nbst certain that Eliseth nust
have gone south, across the ocean, for scrying had failed to find a trace of
her. At Wvernesse, where the vast Earth-magic of the nysterious standing
stone m ght be harnessed, she hoped to find out nore. The Mage renenbered the
stone from her previous sojourn with the N ghtrunners, but at that point,
she'd had neither the time nor the need to examine it nore closely. She had
never forgotten it, but had stored its existence in her nenory for the future.
As the compani ons rode northward, the coastline gradually grew nore rocky,
until at last they were riding along the top of a craggy cliff, |ooking down
upon narrow beaches of shingle guarded by fanged and j agged rocks. Then
breasting one last rise, Aurian suddenly found herself in sight of her
destination. There was the crescent bay, enbraced by the reddish cliffs that
rose behind it. And there, above the cliffs, was the snmooth green knol |



crowned by its dark and sinister stone.

Even fromthis distance, Aurian could feel the stone's power beating around
her like dark, gigantic w ngs. She inhal ed deeply and threw back her hood,
letting the fierce exhilaration course through her body and taking it for her
own. At her side, she felt the Staff of Earth begin to pulse in tine with this
ot her source of power, and at her back the Harp began to thrumin harnmony with
t hem bot h. Soon, she promised them W' Il conme back soon. Then she turned away
fromthe glory and took her tired horse along the clifftop, toward the
smuggl er' s haven

After a short distance the Mage canme to a V-shaped niche in the cliff. Looking
down, Aurian could see the beginnings of a path in the crevice—a narrow | edge
that followed a fault line where the slabs of rock had slipped. It doubl ed
sharply back the way they had come. Forral, who had never been here before,

| ooked at it dubiously. "W have to take the horses down there?"

Aurian shook her head. "No, thank goodness. There's a tunnel somewhere around
here that they use to take their horses down when the weather's bad. The only
trouble is, it's very well hidden, and I'mnot sure | could find it again.
Hargorn rode up, dragging Gince's horse behind him "If | remenber rightly,"
he said, "it's in one of those gorse thickets, over there."

The horses, who had been here before, delivering contraband goods to the

Ni ghtrunners, also seened famliar with the way. They pressed forward eagerly,
knowi ng there was food and a well-earned rest nearby. But when the conpani ons
reached the thicket of tall, |eggy gorse, there seened to be no way in. "Are
you sure this is the right place?" Aurian was asking dubi ously, when a voice
that seemingly cane from nowhere, cried, "Hargorn! By all the Gods—what are
you doi ng here?"

One of the bushes was pushed outward, supported at the back by a wooden frane,
and reveal ed a narrow, thorn-fringed passage that sloped down into the ground.
Fromits entrance a lithely built young man with tow col ored hair stepped into
t he open. He gasped in astonishment as his eyes fell on the Mage. "Lady
Aurian! It is you! At last you' ve come back to us!" His face lit up with the
broadest of sniles. "And Anvar too," he went on joyously. "How |l ucky that I
was keeping watch today, dull task though it usually is. Cone, cone." He
gestured theminside. "Zanna will be so glad to see you! | can't wait to
surprise her."

The Mage | eapt down from her horse and enbraced Tarnal with delight, then

foll owed himdown into the steeply sloping tunnel, the others close upon her
heel s. They left their weary nounts in the stable cavern, where a young

Ni ght-runner |lad cane up to care for them Aurian glanced back as they left
the cavern to see the youth staring with wi de-eyed curiosity after them
wonderi ng, no doubt, who these strange visitors m ght be.

The huge torchlit cavern with its shingle beach was astir with people, al
goi ng busily about their daily business, nmending fishnets and sails,
perform ng essential repairs on the anchored snuggl er vessels, and
transporting bales and crates ashore fromone of the ships and taking them
into the storage caverns whose tunnel mouths spotted the rear of the nassive
cave. Tarnal stopped a little girl, who was running along with the serious

m en of soneone on an inportant errand. "Can you fetch Zanna . . . ?" he
began, but the child interrupted him

"She's just over there."

Zanna was dressed indentically to her N ghtrunners, in supple, waterproofed
boots and sturdy seaman's clothing. She was bendi ng over one of the bal es that
had burst open, seemingly during transit, and shaking her head. "No, there's

wat er danmage here, sure enough. This fabric will be stained for good. By al
that's holy, Geven—an't you be nore careful ? The whole bale's lost. W can't
trade this—e'll have to use it ourselves for— At that nonment she | ooked up

and saw the Mage. "Aurian!"
For the first tine, Aurian becane truly aware of how many years had passed
during her absence. Zanna was a wonman now. capabl e, confident, and very much



i n conmand. She had cropped her hair short and her skin was brown and

weat hered by sea and wind. Yet many of the fine |lines had been penciled on her
face by laughter, and there was wit and wi sdomin her eyes. Joyfully, the two
worren enbraced, then, as if conscious of the pal pable curiosity emanating from
the fol k around them Zanna swung around to face the interested throng. "Now,
you | ot—A0 need to stand there gawking. You'll meet our visitors in good tine.
I f anyone has no work to do, | can soon find them sonme," she added omi nously.
The crowd nelted away as if by nagic.

Aurian chuckled. "I recognize Dulsina in those words," she teased.

A fleeting shadow di med Zanna's smile for an instant, and was gone al npst
before the Mage could notice it was there. The Ni ghtrunner wonman shrugged. "If
a ploy works, why not steal it?" She turned to the others. "It's wonderful to
see you, Anvar, Hargorn ..." Her words tailed off as she | ooked doubtfully at
Gince, and the silent, shrouded form of Finbarr

"Let's go sonewhere private," Aurian suggested in a |ow voice. "W have a
tremendous lot to tell you and Tarnal ."

Zanna nodded. "I can well imagine. Besides, you nust see Dul sina—'d better
| et her know we have visitors, or we'll hear about it. Yanis is away at sea at
present, but we're expecting himback in a day or two. ..." As she spoke, she

was | eading Aurian and the others up the beach and into one of the tunnels,
whi ch Aurian recognized as |leading to the cozy cavern with the wide fireplace
that the Ni ghtrunners used as a general common room and neeting hall. Zanna
paused with her hand on the doorframe. "By the way, | have a surprise for you.
Anot her visitor arrived here a few weeks ago." She opened the door and stood
back to let the Mage pass first.

Aurian stopped short on the threshold, utterly thunderstruck. There, sitting
al one by the fire, was one of the Wnged Fol k.

Chapter 17

Snowsi | ver and Frost

Aurian stared in amazenent at the slender, brown-w nged young woman. Sonet hi ng
about her seemed vaguely familiar. . . . The young girl had no such doubts.
She |l eapt to her feet and nade a deep obei sance, her pointed little face
wreathed in smles of pure relief. "Lady! By the grace of Yinze you are here.
This is good fortune beyond ny w | dest hopes!" As she straightened, the veneer
of formality began to crack. "I never thought |I'd get here," she confided. "I
woul d have perished in the ocean for sure, had I not found Master Yanis's
ship."

For the first tine, Aurian noticed that the girl's |inmbs bore a col orful
collection of fading bruises, and that her wings were tattered and bedraggl ed,
with pinions frayed and flight feathers m ssing. One wing was held at a
skewed, unnatural angle, with its tip trailing along the floor. The Mage cane
out of her daze of astonishment to peer closely into the young girl's face—but
it was the thick nmop of lustrous brown curls that finally jogged her nenory.
"I know who you are!" she said suddenly. "You're that child—+the one who found
Hreeza in the tenple.”

"That's right, Lady, I..."

"Conme al ong, Linnet," Zanna interrupted firmy. "Where are your manners? Let
the Lady Aurian and her friends get to the fire—they' ve had a | ong and
wearying ride, and there'll be time enough for your news when they' ve rested a
l[ittle. Run along to the kitchen, why don't you, and tell themwe have five
hungry visitors, then bring Dul sina back here."

Li nnet | ooked crestfallen. "All right, Zanna." Lifting the draggi ng wi ngtip,
the girl scurried away, with one last, reluctant glance over her shoul der at

t he Mage.

Aurian shook her head, still dunbfounded. "My dear Zanna-where in the world
did she cone fronP"

"You' d be amazed at the things we smugglers manage to find," the N ghtrunner
worman chuckl ed dryly, "though that one surprised us all. There was a dreadful



storm near on a nonth ago, and Yanis was out in the mdst of it. It's as well
he's such a good seaman—he was | ucky not to lose his ship and all hands.

Li nnet was |lucky too, that he happened to be there. She | anded on his deck
during the tempest, otherw se she woul d have drowned for sure. The poor
creature was too exhausted frombattling the wi nd—she woul d never have reached
the shore.™

"But what in the world possessed her to make such a | ong and dangerous
journey?" Aurian said wonderingly.

Zanna shrugged. "She was | ooking for you, apparently. It broke her heart when

| told her you had vanished—but I'Il let her tell her own story." Her
expression clouded. "It's been nothing but grief and heartache for all of us,
this |last year or so."

Aurian took her hands. "Yes, | know about Vannor. Zanna, |'m so-sorry. "

"Vannor brought his troubles on hinself" said a harsh voice fromthe doorway.
"Unfortunately, he brought themon the rest of us, too."

The Mage turned—and struggled to keep her dismay from showi ng on her face. But
Dul si na wasn't old, she thought. Alas, that was no | onger true. Dulsina was

al nost unrecogni zable fromthe strai ght and sprightly woman she renenbered.
Time and grief had fallen heavy on her shoul ders, bowi ng her back as though
she carried sone incal cul abl e burden. Her glossy dark hair, always so

i npeccably neat, had turned snowwhite and straggled in w sps about her face,
and her once-flaw ess skin, of which she'd al ways been so proud, was now
furromed with lines of bitterness and anger

When she saw the Mage her eyes flashed wathfully, and she drew herself
stiffly back as though she were about to spit in Aurian's face. "You came back
too late, Mage," she hissed. "It was you who | oosed the Phaerie on us, and
then went away to escape the consequences of your deed. Well, it's too late
now. " She jabbed an accusing finger into Aurian's face. "The damage has been
done, and for all your nmagic, you can't bring back the lives that have been
sacrificed."

The stricken Mage backed away fromher, utterly lost for words. Wat can

say, she thought, in the face of such hostility? Wat could | do to nake
anends? How can | even be angry with such a pitiful, ruined creature?

"Dul sina, you forget yourself," Zanna said sharply. "Aurian is not accountable
for the evil of the Phaerie, nor is she responsible for Vannor's folly. One
was brought upon us by the other, when that poison robbed ny father of his
wits. You d do better to put the blame where it truly lies, at the feet of his
woul d- be assassin. You do neither yourself nor the rest of us any credit by
carrying on in this fashion."

H s eyes dark with sorrow, Hargorn stepped between the three wonmen and t ook
Dulsina's armwith care. "Come on, old friend," he pronpted. "Don't distress
yourself. Come talk with me a while instead. Hebba gave ne all the gossip from
Nexis to pass on to you." Wth gentle solicitude, he led her fromthe room
The Mage stood without speaking, her face pale but rigidly expressionless.
Only Forral, who had known her for so many years, saw the depths of her dismay
and the distress that she so carefully conceal ed. He went to her and took her
arm unconsciously echoing Hargorn's gesture. "Come on, |ass," he said,

br eaki ng the awkward, uneasy silence that had settled on the room "The poor
old creature is deranged—she didn't nean it." Feeling the infinitesiml trenor
that ran through her body, he led her to a chair near the fire. "Come now-rest
awhile, love. W're all tired."

"Aurian, I'mso sorry." Zanna's face was crinson with enbarrassnent, and she
was all but winging her hands in distress. "Dul sina hasn't been well

since—but | had no idea she would act that way. I—+'11 go and see what has
happened to that food." She scurried fromthe room

What in the nane of perdition had that been all about? the swordsnan wonder ed.
Once nmore he cursed Death for blocking his access to the Wll of Souls and
preventing himfrom observing the world he had left. There were so many hi dden
undercurrents in this place—so much was going on that he didn't understand.
Wien he had been Conmander of the Garrison, for instance, he had never known



t hat Wvernesse exi sted—and he woul d have paid good gold for the information
These bl asted N ghtrunners had been a thorn in his side for years, and it had
never occurred to hi mwhat good people they m ght be.

That winged girl, too, had been a shock. She had left himreeling. Though he
had once glinpsed Raven, Aurian's forner w nged conpanion, in the Wll of
Souls, that was a far nore detached experience than actually neeting one of
the | egendary Skyfol k face-to-face. And how can | help Aurian if | don't know
the half of what's going on? he thought despairingly.

VWl l, he would do what he had al ways done-his best. Looking around, Forra
realized with a twi nge of unease that both Gince and the eldritch creature
who had once been Finbarr had nmanaged to | ose t hensel ves sonewhere between
this common room and the cavern where the ships were anchored. Then he put
them out of his mind. Save for the two great cats, he and Aurian were |eft
alone for the first time since their initial neeting in the Mages' Tower.

The Mage was gazing bleakly into the fire, and Forral, desperate to confort
her but unsure of her reaction, knelt down beside her and reached out a
tentative hand to ruffle her hair, as he had done when she was a child. Aurian
turned sharply—but there was gratitude in her eyes, not hostility. Wth a
sigh, she took his hand and rested her head agai nst his shoulder. "I know
find it difficult to show you, Forral," she said softly, "but truly, I'mglad
to have you back.”

Grince had taken advantage of everyone's preoccupation with the mad ol d wonan
to slip away and do a little exploring on his own account. It's all very well
for the Mage to tell nme to trust these folk, he thought, but 1'd prefer to
know a little nore about themfirst. Wiere would | possibly fit into a place
i ke this?

Retraci ng his steps, he nmade his way back to the huge cavern that berthed the
Ni ghtrunner fleet. He had been intrigued and entranced by the shi ps—even
before Nexis had lost its river, he had never seen vessels such as these, with
their intricate figureheads and sleek, rakish lines. Also, it wouldn't do any
harmto see what was in those bal es they had been unl oadi ng.

On the busy, crowded beach, no one noticed one small, extra figure. Gince
loitered for a tinme near the nen who were unl oadi ng cargo, but to his

di sappoi ntnment they did not open any of the boxes and bal es, but carried them
away just as they were. After a while he lost interest and wandered off al ong
the curving beach, giving a wide berth to an old nan who was seated on a | ow
stool at the water's edge, gutting a pile of slinmy, snelly fish. For a tine he
wat ched the men and wonen who nended the nets and sails, but it was a dul
activity that soon pall ed.

The thief was just about to leave themto it and go in search of sonmething to
eat when his attention was drawn to a whol e spate of swearing comng from one
of the ship that was anchored nearby.

"Bugger it! The bl oody main gaff's jamred solid!"

"Well clinmb up and free the cursed thing then."

"Me? Not on your life, mate. My mast-clinbing days were over |ong since
That's a young nan's gane."

"Well there's a young man, across on the shore. You! Hey you! Hop in a dinghy
and get your |azy backside over here!"

To his horror, Gince realized that they were shouting at him "M?" Hastily
he backed away fromthe water's edge. "But | don't know how ..."

The two ol d shipwights exchanged a | ook of disgust. "I'mnot having this. You
go and get him"

"No, you go."

The greybeard who was gutting fish | ooked up fromhis work and spat into the
water. "Don't strain yourselves, will you?" he said derisively. "I'll bring

the lad." He grabbed hold of Gince, covering his tunic with snelly fish
scal es, and bundled himinto a small boat. Before the thief knew what was
happeni ng, or could explain that he didn't even know how to swim he was
afl oat and heading out into the deeper water of the bay.

I gnoring his protests, they haul ed hi maboard the snuggl er ship. One of the



old nen | ooked at him a slight frown creasing his forehead. "Wose |ad are
you?" he demanded in puzzled tones. "You know, | can't quite place you...."
"Ch, cone on, Jeskin," the other cut in, "or we'll be here all bl oody night.
VWhat difference does it make whose lad he is, so long as he can clinb." He
turned to Grince. "Lad, can you clinb?"

"Can | clinb?" The thief couldn't conceal his grin. Perhaps these N ghtrunners
woul d have sone use for his unorthodox talents after all. "Can a fish sw n?"
The two ol d nen | ooked thoroughly uninpressed. "Well clinb up that mast and
cut the gaff free."

In that noment, Gince regretted showi ng off. Wat in the name of all the CGods
was a gaff supposed to be? Why and how was it stuck up the nast? And that mast
seened awful ly high and spindly, and the ship was rocking on the water in the
nmost unnerving way ..

But a new feeling had cone over the thief. Here he was, in a different place,
hi s previous background unknown, the slate w ped clean. Suddenly he was fired
by a newfound determ nation to prove hinmself anmong these folk, to fit in at
last with those around him Gince pulled out his knife and stuck it between
his teeth. He spat on his hands, swallowed back his fears, and began to clinb
the mast.

In fact it was quite easy. The rough, danp wood gave hima good sure hold and
there were plenty of ropes and things to help himon his way. He shot up the
first part at speed, showi ng off again, and was nore than hal fway up the

wr et ched t hing when everything changed. G adually the nast began to narrow,
making it nore difficult to get a firmgrip with his legs. A so, the further
he got, the nore violently the ship began to rock, and the nore he could fee
the swaying notion as the top of the mast tipped back and forth through the
air. Gince's stomach lurched and heaved. Hi s pal ns began to sweat, causing
himfurther difficulties with the clinbing. Rashly, he | ooked down—and froze
with a whinmper, his teeth clenched tight around the haft of the knife as he
clung like a leech with his arms and | egs wrapped tightly around the sw nging
pol e.

Only professional pride made the thief continue. Cautiously he inched his way
hi gher, carefully not |ooking down at the narrow deck and all that water far
bel ow. After what seened like a year or two, his groping hand fell upon a
tangl e of ropes and a | ong wooden spar caught up in themso that it drooped at
an acute angle that | ooked wong even to Grince's inexperienced | andsman's
eye. "This nmust be that gaff thing, | suppose,” he nmuttered to hinself.
Hanging on tightly with one hand, he sliced through the entangling ropes—and
nearly went crashing to the deck with the gaff as it struck himhard on the
shoulder in falling, narrowy mssing his head.

Afterward, he had no nenory whatever of clinbing down. Gince cane back to
hinself to find that he was standing on the blessed, solid deck with the two
men cl apping himon the shoul ders hard enough to rattle his teeth.

"Well done, |ad!'

"You did a good job up there—t wasn't easy."

"Cone on, Jeskin—et's seeif we can't find hima drink somewhere.”

Filled with a warm gl ow of bel ongi ng, Gince managed to conceal his utter
relief to be back on shore again. The old nen beached their row ng boat and
led himoff down a different passage that twisted and turned until it reached
what was clearly a vast kitchen that fairly hunmed with the purposeful bustle
of a meal in preparation

Dodgi ng their way between the busy workers with utter unconcern, Gince's new
friends towed himacross the cavern. "Emm e-hey, Enmi e? Have you a drop of rum
in the pantry for a handy |ad?"

"Have a heart, boys—an't you see |'m busy?" The slender figure that had been
stooping over the fire turned to reveal a fair-haired woman whose delicate
elfin features no | onger held the smooth gl ow of youth.

Gince | ooked at her and the world seenmed to whirl around him For a nonment he
was a ten-year-old boy again, who had just been given the first true
possessions of his life by the first person to be truly kind to him "You!" he



gasped. "Enmie! | never thought |1'd see you again!"

The wonman's silvery brows drew together in puzzlenent. "Do | know you?"

The thief was just opening his mouth to explain when it happened. There cane a
| ow whi ne fromunder the table, and a huge white dog energed, yawni ng and
stretching its great linmbs. Menory struck Grince down |like a sword. His throat
cl ogged, and his vision swam as his eyes flooded helplessly with tears. The
dog coul d have been the ghost of his own |ost, beloved Warrior

The crowded kitchen with all its heat and noise vanished fromthe thief's
perception. He and the white dog were the only creatures in the world. Gince
couldn't speak. His heart was foundering in a vast and swirling wave of

m ngl ed nenory, sorrow, and joy. The dog, noticing a stranger who had plainly
been accepted into Emmie's pack, canme anbling over to investigate, and thrust
a cold nose into the thief's hand, its tail sweeping back and forth. Gince
ruffled the sharp-pricked, silken white ears and dropped to his knees,
throwing his arnms around the broad, shaggy neck as tears ran down his face.
Emmi e | ooked down at the lad, trying to renmenber where she had seen him
before. He wasn't part of the N ghtrunner comunity, and yet, and yet... The
menory | urked teasingly at the edge of her mind, but as yet, she couldn't
bring it to light. She was sure the youth nust be ol der than he | ooked—his
short stature and ragged appearance were deceptive—yet he couldn't be nore
than twenty, if that. And what was the nystery with Snowsilver? Cearly, the
white dog held sonme tremendous significance for him It was difficult to

i nterrupt such an enotional scene, but after a noment's hesitation, Emie
reached out gently and touched the stranger's shoulder. "Are you all right?"
The I ad started and | ooked up at her, and gradually his expression cleared and
conposed itself as though he was coming back froma far, far place. He sniffed
hard and rubbed his face on his ragged sl eeve. Then, to her astoni shnment and
faint alarm he scranbled to his feet and grabbed hold of her hand. "Emi e,
don't you renenber ne? It's Gince—from Nexis. You gave ne the puppies...."
"Gince . . . ?" As the menories canme floodi ng back, his snudged, unshaven
face resolved into the pinched, unhealthy features of the negl ected,
starveling child she had rescued fromthe squalid back streets of Nexis.
Grince's expression changed to a sullen scow and he turned away from her
abruptly. "Never mind," he nmuttered. "Forget it. Why should you renenber ne?"
"No! Wait! Gince, | do renenber." Though he resisted, Enmie grabbed his

shoul der and pulled himfirmy back to face her. Gently, she touched his face.
"Truly, | renenber," she told himsoftly. "You pulled a knife on ne and told
me to bog off, and ..."

"And you took me to see the white dog and her puppies,” the young man finished
for her. "You were the first person who was ever kind to ne." H s voice was
thick with emotion. "All these years, | thought you were dead." As she reached
out to hug him Emm e was suddenly aware that the burden of the past had been
i ghtened, and one of the wounds of grief she had carried with her fromthose
dreadful, tragic days had been healed at |last. She tugged Gince's hand. "Cone
back to ny rooms with me. W& have so nuch catching up to do—+ want to hear
everything. | can't believe you managed to survive that terrible night. Cone
on— She scooped up sone pasties that were cooling on the table and fol ded
theminto a cloth. "This ot can nake their own bl oody supper for once."

Zanna strode purposefully down the corridor, trailed by a pair of chattering
young Ni ghtrunner |asses bearing fresh |linens, dust rags, and broons. She was
on her way to prepare the chanbers for her guests, having volunteered to
undertake the task herself in the hope that brisk activity might dull the

scal ding sense of shanme she felt at Dulsina's hostile wel come of the Mage.
It's ny fault, she thought for the hundredth tinme. |I knew perfectly well the
uncertain state of Dulsina's mnd since Dad was taken. | should have known
better than to let her near Aurian . . . The rest of the thought was lost in
the surge of dull and enpty pain that acconpani ed any menory of Vannor—not
only a loss, but a betrayal. | lost himbefore the Phaerie took him she

t hought. After he was poi soned, he was never the sane.

Zanna shook her head and pushed such sad thoughts to the back of her mind



After all, she had so nuch to be thankful for—arnal and their two boys nost
of all. Valand and Martek, aged eight and six, were growing up to be fine,
sturdy boys, and she was proud of them |ndeed, since Enmie and Yanis had no
children and | ooked unlikely to have any now, the Ni ghtrunner |eader had naned
Val and his successor, and the |ad, taking after his father no doubt, was

al ready proving hinself to be a natural seaman. In fact he had al ready been
brought back twice fromattenpts to stow away on board the smuggl er ships.
Feel i ng cheered by the thought of her famly, Zanna hastened on her way. She
had decided to put Aurian in the guest quarters near her own roons, but as she
passed the chanmbers that she shared with Tarnal, she was halted by the sound
of raised and angry voices com ng fromwithin.

Zanna frowned. "You two girls start w thout nme—go on, get busy, if you want to
be finished by suppertine. 1'll followyou in a few mnutes." Wen they were
safely gone, she stood for a nonment outside the door, trying to get sone idea
of what was going on before she went bursting into the mddle of it.

". . . And | say we don't want 'emand we don't need 'em They have no

busi ness here."

"CGevan, Aurian and Anvar are our friends. They have every right to be here.™
Though Tarnal was trying hard to be patient, Zanna recognized fromhis clipped
tones that his tenper was fraying. She sighed. For her nild-tenpered husband
to be that exasperated, the two nmen nust have been wangling for sone

consi derable tine.

"Dam all Mages—they're nothing but bad |uck and trouble! Way couldn't they
stay gone, and | eave the world to decent fol k? She's bad enough—tast tine she
cane it was bl oody wolves and | don't know what el se—but have you seen that
Anvar? He don't |ook right—there's something badly amiss with him you mark ny
words. And what about that other one, that spook, all nuffled up Iike that and
never showi ng his face nor saying a word. Not to nmention that other lowife
little blackguard they dragged al ong. There's trouble there for sonebody, you
mark ny words. You'd best nmake bl oody sure the storeroons are | ocked up
tight!"

"Cevan, that's enough!" Finally, Tarnal had been goaded to anger. "Let ne

rem nd you that in Yanis's absence | amin command here. Now you either accept
that, or you go."

Zanna caught her breath sharply. Yanis used this ploy often enough to put
Gevan in his place—but it worked for himbecause he was Leynard's son, and
Gevan had first and forenost been Leynard's man. \Whether he woul d accept it
from Tar nal .

"Al'l right then, if that's the way you want it. But mark ny words, you'll be
sorry!" Wenching the door open, Gevan strode out of the room white-Ilipped

wi th anger. Pushing Zanna roughly aside, he rushed away down the passage, and
was gone. As Zanna entered the room her husband was rubbing his forehead
wearily. Rushing to his side, she put her arms around him "Never mind," she
said. "Gevan's just a | oudnmout hed, bad-tenpered fool. He'll never change."
Tarnal grimaced. "You heard, then?"

"The | ast part, anyway," Zanna admtted.

"You probably mssed all the best bits then—he's been at nme ever since Aurian
arrived." Tarnal groaned, and went to pour hinmself a cup of wi ne. "Gods, but
nmy poor head is ringing...."

A prickle of unease crawl ed across Zanna's skin. "Tarnal, do you think he'l
really | eave?"

"The Gods only know, love. If he does or if he doesn't—+ don't know which will
cause us nore trouble."”

The white dog accompani ed Grince and Emi e. \Wen they entered the wonan's
chanmbers it vani shed purposefully behind a curtain at the far side of the
room which clearly concealed a further room or roonms, beyond. Having not yet
seen a Nightrunner |iving chanber, the thief |ooked around himcuriously as
Enrmie went to stoke the fire.

Emmie's roons were pl easant and honely—not like living in a cave at all,
Grince thought, though like all the accommodations in this place, the suite of



chanmbers had been hol | owed out of solid rock. But thick, gay, woven rugs
covered the floor, and the walls were warmed by col orful hangings. Small |anps
burned brightly in wall niches or were suspended fromchains bolted into the
uneven stone ceilings, and though there was no fireplace, a sturdy iron stove
burned driftwood, a pile of which was stored in a basket nearby. The

furni shings were sinply and rustically constructed froma m xture of snmooth

pl aned wood and driftwood whose fluid, curving shapes added interest and
character. There were wooden shel ves, cupboards and chests for storage, and
the chairs were padded with cushions stuffed fat with dried grass and fragrant
her bs.

"This calls for a celebration.” Emie took a bottle of wine and two cups from
t he cupboard, and laid out the pasties on the table.

It was the best neal of Gince's life. As they ate, Emm e told himof her
escape from Nexis, the night that Pendral's nen had attacked with such tragic
and destructive results. "There was so nuch to do when |I got here that |I ended
up just staying on, when the rest of the Nexians went hone," she told the
thief. "There was a place for ne here—the N ghtrunners | acked a heal er and
Remana needed ny hel p nore and nore. Wien she died | ast year, | took over
conpletely. Then there was Yanis." To his surprise, Gince saw her bl ushing.
"Well, he's a good man—his heart's in the right place and the Gods only know,
he needed a wife to look after him" Emm e shrugged. "Wat could | do? He
pestered and pestered me so much that | finally said yes. But what about you,
Grince? | was so sure you were dead. What happened to you that night? How did
you manage to escape?"

Reluctantly at first, Gince began to tell her. He had never spoken to anyone
of that dreadful night, but to his surprise, once he had started, the words
seened to flow fromhimw th increasing ease. He wept when he told her of his
not her's death, and the horrors he had seen in the burning stockade. H s tears
began afresh when he told her of Warrior, and how the bel oved white dog had
peri shed—ronically, at the hands of Lord Pendral's sol diers once nore. Enm e
held himlike the child he had been when they first met and shared his grief,
and when his tears were over, Gince felt transforned. It was as though he had
been carrying a festering wound within himfor half his life, and tonight, the
poi son had been drai ned.

The thief pulled away at |ast, and blew his nose on the handkerchief that
Emmi e had thoughtfully provided. He gave her an unsteady smile. "I'msorry,

| =

"No, you needed that." Emmie smiled warmy. "You've been saving up all that
grief for too long a tine, Gince-hot only for your nother but for poor
Warrior too." She sighed. "I know how that feels. Wien | lost Storm his

not her, two years ago, | thought 1'd never get over it. ... Some fol ks would
say it was ridiculous, really—+ had already |ost a husband and two
children—yet here | was, grieving so deeply over just a dog."

"Ah, but she wasn't just a dog," Gince put in softly. "She was your friend."
Emmi e nodded. "That's right—she was. And a better friend no one ever had. At

| east | was luckier than you, Gince. Stormdied peacefully of a ripe old age,
right here in this roomand | had Snowsilver, her daughter, to confort nme. You
know, it was strange—she was the only one of Storm s offspring that ever bred
true to her nother, and she was one of Stormis last litter. It was al nost as

though Stormhad left ne a gift, for when she had gone...." A sudden snmile lit
Emmie's face. She thrust her chair back with a jarring scrape and |l eapt to her
feet. "Gince, cone with ne. | have sonething to show you."

Burning with curiosity, the thief foll owed Enmie as she pull ed back the
curtain at the far end of the room Beyond was a short corridor with three
doors leading off at intervals.

The single door on the right was slightly ajar, and Emm e pushed it open then
stood back and gestured for himto precede her. "I think there's soneone in
there who may want to neet you," she said. Gince saw the twinkle in her eye,
and wondered. Hi s stomach felt hollow with a sudden, inexplicable surge of
excitement as he went through the door.



The small, cozy chanber was sone kind of study or workroom A cluster of
quills stood in a small pot on the desk, and the shel ves were stacked with
vol umes and scrolls. A cabinet, two big chests, two hard chairs, and a | ow
wooden couch conpl eted the furni shings. Another stove, unlit, squatted in one
corner, and the ceiling | anp was turned down | ow.

Every one of these details was blotted fromGince's mnd by the occupants of
t he couch. There, curled up on the cushions, was Emme's dog Snowsilver—-and
besi de her sat a young dog who was the living i mage of Warrior

Grince stood as if stricken, lost in menories of a young boy and a puppy who
had been forced to make their way alone in a hard and dangerous world. The
young dog | ooked at hi mand barked once on a high, clear note. It scranbled
down fromthe couch and ran toward him wagging an unruly tail, and as Gince
squatted down it |eapt up and put its paws on his shoul ders, licking his ear
until he I aughed.

"Amazi ng. He |likes you, and he doesn't take to nany folk." Enmme's voice cane
softly frombehind the thief. "He's five nonths old—the only one left of the
last litter. | decided to keep himnysel f, because he | ooked so |like Storm
Hs nane is Frost—and if you want him Gince, he's yours."

It had been a long tinme since Aurian had |ast healed a wing. She'd been forced
to exam ne the healthy one first, taking its structure as her exanple and
trying to make its injured fellow match it as best she could. Finally she
strai ghtened from her cranped position, stretched her spine, and rubbed her
eyes. "There-how does that feel?" she asked Linnet.

"Better, | think." Carefully, the girl opened her w ng, stretching the great
feathered span out as far as the confines of her bedchanmber would allow "Wy,
yes." Her face brightened in a smle. "I can nove it again. It feels as good
as new "

"Well, not quite," the Mage told her. "You'll need those flight feathers back
bef ore you can get airborne again, and | can't fix them |'mafraid. You'l
have to wait till new ones grow. " Looking down at the winged girl, she shook
her head.

"You took an awful chance, you know. You're extrenely lucky not to have been
killed. What was so desperately inportant that you had to risk your life to
cone here?"

Li nnet shrugged—al ways a rash exercise for one of the Skyfolk in a cranped
space. A cup went spinning fromthe table, caught by a sweeping w ngtip, and
Aurian caught it just before it hit the floor. The wi nged girl took no notice.
"I had to cone—+t was our only chance,"” the girl explained.

Aurian frowned. "But surely Queen Raven woul d have nore sense than to send you

"There is no Queen Raven...

"What ?"
Li nnet flinched. "No, it's all right. | nean, she's all right—or she was when
| left. It's just that she isn't Queen of Aerillia anynore.”

“And why is that?" The Mage's voice was dangerously quiet.

"Il try to explain, but I'"'mnot sure | understand it nyself," Linnet said.
"In fact I"'mnot sure that anyone does, really—except the priests.”

Aurian bit her lip, counted to ten, and remi nded herself that Linnet was very
young. "Linnet—ust tell ne what happened—pl ease.”

"I told you, | don't really know. Suddenly Skua, the Hi gh Priest, devel oped
powers of magic. He said that Yinze had brought back the powers of |ncondor
and the Skyfol k Mages. He said it was a sign fromthe CGods, that Aerillia
shoul d be ruled fromYinze's Tenple. He was backed by Sunfeather and the
Syntagma, and there was a terrible battle agai nst Queen Raven's Royal
GQuard—dntil Skua brought down lightning bolts fromthe sky and incinerated
hal f of Raven's warriors."

Li nnet shuddered. "It was dreadful. The Queen was far advanced in pregnancy at
the tine. She and Lord Aguila were forced to flee for their lives. In a matter
of days the city had becone a place of fear and suspicion. Lord Skua cl ai med
that he could read people's nminds, and that the wath of the Gods woul d



descend upon those who still supported the Queen. Certainly folk began to

di sappear, and were never seen again. | was one of Queen Raven's

| adi es-in-waiti ng—that was her reward for ny saving her when | was a little
girl. | offered to stay behind and collect information, but after a while
got too scared. Skua's mind-reading clainms were starting to ring true. | was
going to flee and join the Queen in the new southern Skyfol k settlenment, but
then | thought of you. | was sure

you were the only one who could help us, and so | headed north instead."
"And 1'll wager you had sone adventures, too," said Aurian with a kindly
smle, "but they can wait for another day. You'll be tired now, after the
healing, so | suggest you get a good night's sleep now, and we'll talk again
soon. "

"Al'l right. And thank you, Lady—thank you so nmuch for repairing nmy wng."

Li nnet | ooked up at the Mage, her eyes frank and pl eading. "Lady Aurian—you

will come back with me to Aerillia and hel p ny peopl e?"

Cold seemed to strike through Aurian's heart. Suddenly she felt old, and very
weary. | w sh people would stop asking me that, she thought. But Linnet's tale
had stirred her suspicions. . . . "It looks very much as though I will," she
told the girl.

Lost in thought, Aurian wal ked back toward her chamber—-and went straight past
the door. Forral was there, and right now she didn't want hi masking any
awkwar d questions, such as where was she going, and why. Linnet's tale had
sinmply served to confirm her suspicions that Eliseth nmust have gone south. It
woul d be just like the Wather-Mage, to usurp power in an alien city by
mani pul ati ng people's lust and greed from behind the scenes. Al so, sonething
about the situation that Linnet had described struck a chord with the Mage
when she considered the events in Nexis of about a year ago. | can't quite put
nmy finger on the connection, she thought, but a connection there is, or I'ma
Mortal .

Wll, there was one way to find out. Normal scrying wouldn't work, not across
t he ocean, but using the nearby standing stone, she would be able to take
hersel f Between the Wirlds. Fromthere, she would be able to discover what was
going on. .. .

"And you m ght also find out what happened to Anvar," said a little voice at

t he back of her mind, "which is why you really want to go risking your life on
such a rash, insane venture."

"Ch, shut up,"” Aurian told it, and went to find Shia.

Chapter 18

The Way Through the Stone

| he eerie darkness pressed cl ose around Aurian, dinmm ng even her Mage's sight.
She coul d hear nothing save the boom and hiss of surf on rocks, sonewhere
bel ow her and off to her left. Carefully, she altered her path away fromthe
sound, away from where she guessed the cliff edge must be. Shia acconpanied
her on that side, but that was no guarantee that the Mage m ght not miss her
in the dark and go hurtling to her doom

Wien she could feel that she had started to clinb, Aurian knelt for a nonent
and touched the ground around her feet. Wen her fingers encountered short,
soft turf instead of the tough and wiry dune grass she knew she had reached
the hal | ow.

The Mage was uneasy. She had never known her night vision to fail like this
before, yet in this place she was utterly blind. Fromthe thunder of the surf
there nust be a stiff wind blowing in fromthe sea—+ndeed, she had felt its
cold pressure on her left cheek all the way here—yet in this place not a
breath of air stirred against her face. Well, what did you expect? she told
herself irritably. You always suspected that this was one of the Gateways,
where the barrier between the worlds grows thin and fragile—and that's exactly
what you want and need. This strangeness only proves that you were right.
"Aurian, | can't conme any further." Shia's nmental tones were taut with



di stress. "The magi c—+ have never felt anything like this. It forns a barrier

I cannot pass."

"Don't worry," Aurian told her friend. "Were |'mgoing you couldn't followin
any case. Just stay there, if you will, and watch for ny return.”

"I'f you do return," the great cat nuttered direfully. "You don't need nme to
tell you that this is an act of utter folly."

"You're right," Aurian told her briskly, "I don't. | already know that—but
this is something I nust do, Shia. One way or another, | have to see him
again. Take care, ny friend=+'Il see you soon." Wth these parting words,

Aurian put all thoughts of her conmpanions firmy fromher mnd. R ght now she
must concentrate all her energies on the journey before her

As she began to clinb the steep slope of the knoll, the feeling of unease grew
into fear, and finally to stark terror that becane worse with every step she
took. Soon she found herself beginning to trenble. Her heart raced, and her
nmout h becane dry. "It's nothing but a cheap trick, to guard the Gateway," the
Mage told herself firmy. She put forth all her power to shield herself and

cl anped down firmy on the fear. Gadually, she brought the incipient panic
under control, then banished it altogether

Aurian reached the broad, |evel plateau where the nonolith stood, and | ocated
the great stone by touch alone. As her fingers net the icy surface, the terror
| ashed out at her again, multiplied a hundredfold, but this time she was
ready. Snatching the Staff of Earth fromher belt, she raised it as if to

bl ock a physical blow-and cried out as a sharp, sizzling shock of energy ran
up through her fingers. It was as if the Staff itself had turned on her and
stung her. Suddenly the wood felt slick to the touch. There was a brief
writhing sensation as though the serpents had cone alive beneath her hand—and
the Artifact slipped fromthe Mage's fingers to fall to the turf at her feet.
Aurian's dismay had |left her wide open to the terror of the Gateway. It hit
her like a corrosive blast that gnawed at her will and her courage, driving
her back down fromthe top of the nound, away fromthe stone. But her fear of
losing the Staff was greater than any dread projected by sone external

unknown force. The reeling Mage recovered hersel f and shored up her fragile
shield with a desperate effort of self-mastery. Fighting her way back uphil
agai nst the barrier of fear was like trying to push against a hurricane, but

i nch by inch she crept forward until the Staff was within her reach once nore.
The Mage hesitated, her fingers al mbst touching the wood. Toni ght was the
first time she had tried to wield the Staff since she had m sused its powers
beneat h t he Acadeny. Was the Artifact now protesting her claimto it? Wuld it
reject her outright? She took hold of the Staff and al mbst wept with relief to
feel a muted thrum of power vibrating through her hand. Though it was not the
usual , wel coming |eap of energy, it should be enough.

As Aurian merged her own magic with that of the Staff, the Artifact bl ossoned
with an emerald flare, sending the shadow of the stone flashing across the

pl ateau. Its power shielded her and reflected the fear back to its source.
Aurian's night vision suddenly returned and the stars appeared, sparkling in

t he deep bl ue canopy above.

"First blood to me, | think," the Mage nuttered grimy. Wth a sigh of relief
she allowed the flanes to die fromthe snmooth dark wood with its tw ning

serpents.
"Are you sure you should continue?" Shia's voice sounded sharply in the Mage's
mnd. "Is it not too risky, to undertake this journey when you are uncertain

of the Staff?"

Aurian shuddered to hear her own inner fears voiced by the perceptive cat. "I
don't have any choice," she replied. Quickly, before she had tine for nore
second thoughts, she found a place near the stone where the turf was
sufficiently snooth and level to nake a confortable resting place. She lay
down on her back with the Staff resting on her breast, her hands cl asped
tightly around its snmooth-worn wood. She cl osed her eyes and breat hed deeply,
willing herself to rel ax.

After a time, the Mage felt her inner form becone discrete from her corporea



shell. She sat up and opened her eyes. There was no trace of the starry night
above her. Instead the entire knoll was bathed in an eerie anber gl ow that
seened to emanate fromthe pillar itself. Aurian stood up, still clasping the
Staff, whose earthly form had al so been di scarded. Wthout gl ancing back at

t he body she had | eft behind, she made her way to the tall standing stone. It
was cold to the touch, though not unpleasantly so, and the power that emanated
fromit sent a thrilling tingle through her hand and arm As the Mage exerted
her will the stone beneath her hand vani shed, |eaving a dark, narrow doorway
in the face of the monolith. Holding tightly to the Staff of Earth she stepped
i nside, and as she did so the doorway vani shed behind her, cutting off al
trace of the anber light outside

Aurian found herself in a narrow tunnel with a | ow roof that came dangerously
close to brushing the top of her head. The walls were featurel ess black rock
but a faint silver light came fromthe floor, that was coated with glimrering
dust the texture of fine ash. It stirred in clouds about her feet as she
nmoved, sheat hing her boots in a skin of starlight.

Sword at her belt, Staff in hand, Aurian noved forward cautiously. After a
whil e, the tunnel grew progressively narrower, until pale light shining
through a slimcrack finally marked its end. Turning sideways, the Mge
slipped through, stepping out into an alien and colorless world. The |ight was
di m and opal escent. Soft grey noss carpeted the ground, and vision was limted
by a pale mist that swirled and swelled in an unnerving fashion, though there
was not a breath of wind. The depth of silence was sinister and profound.
Aurian grasped the Staff of Earth nore tightly and stepped forward. The mi st
swirled aside, revealing a patch of dark grey turf. She took one step forward,

t hen anot her—and suddenly her way was bl ocked by a tall, darkly shrouded
figure.

"You know this is forbi dden, Mge."

"I don't think so," Aurian told Death flatly. "I have a right. | have passed

t hrough one of the Gates of Power, and you cannot turn me back. Besides, you
are hol di ng someone who shoul d not be here.™
"No one who cones to this place believes they should be here.”

Aurian curbed her inpatience and bit back her anger. "I'm not speaking of
belief. 1I'm speaking of injustice. How can you possibly justify keeping Anvar
her e?"

The Specter's voice rang out, chilling and harsh. "I am Death. | justify

not hi ng, and none can gai nsay ne."

Fear clawed at the Mage's heart like a living, feral creature trapped within
her. To bol ster her courage, she thought of Anvar, alone and lost in this
dread place. Death was silent now, awaiting her reply—er her retreat. "True,"
Aurian told him "No one may gai nsay you—even a Mage woul d be a fool to try.
But surely, a Mage may ask?"

"Temeritous Mage!" The Specter | aughed out loud. "Now it comes. | nust
encourage her effrontery or live forever with nmy curiosity. Very well, so be
it. And what, exactly, would you ask of ne?"

Aurian bowed to him "Two things, in truth. Anvar you al ready know about; the
other matter is also of vital inportance—perhaps as nuch to you as it is to ne
and the world fromwhich I came. | want to know how this exchange took place
bet ween Forral and Anvar, and al so, what happened to Vannor, who cane here and
was snatched away again. Was it Eliseth? Did she use the Cal dron of Rebirth?

Is she using it still? If you would pernmit ne, | would like to | ook into the
Well of Souls, and find out what she is doing now "

Death was silent a nonment. "I admt that the Mage-woman Eliseth is involved,
but as for the rest . . . You ask nuch, O Mage," he said at |ast.

"Surely this situation nust be causing you a fair anmount of difficulty?” the
Mage suggested tentatively. "People comng here to be reborn, then being

snat ched away again before they have the chance to reach the Well. People
getting into the wong bodies ... If Eliseth is not stopped, where will it
end?"

"This | can not deny." The Specter seenmed to be unbending a little, and for



the first time, Aurian dared to hope. "Wuld that the Cal dron were | ost again,
or even unnade ..."

"Or brought to you?" Aurian put in quietly.

The Specter's head came up sharply. "Brought to nme?"

Aurian nodded. "It's the only way you'd gain true peace of mnd. Oherw se, it
wi Il keep turning up across the centuries, and you'll constantly wonder where,
and when, and in whose hands it will appear next."

"You woul d swear to this?" Death demanded. "If | help you to regain the
Caldron, you will give it to me?" Though she had heard both his anger and his
nocki ng laughter, it was the first tine that Aurian had heard genui ne
eagerness in his cold, unenotional voice.

"Rel ease Anvar, too, and I'Il swear." She was unable to keep her voice steady.
Deat h sighed. "Aurian, you do realize that even if I let Anvar go back wth
you, he nust go as a disenbodied spirit? Even one with your powers could not
see him or speak to him in the nundane world. Wthout the grail he cannot
return to his own body—and even then, he nmay be forced to di spute ownership
with the present occupant.”

"But he'd be willing to take the risk, I"'lIl wager," Aurian insisted.

"To be with you, ny love? | would risk anything." Anvar, who had been
wanderi ng di sconsolately over the rolling hills, had come to this place with
no i dea what had drawn himthere, but as soon as he heard Aurian's voice,
everything fell into place. Instinctively, he had sensed his love's

cl oseness—her very presence had sunmoned himto her side.

Aurian | ooked at him her heart brinmng over in her eyes. "Wat kept you?"
she said dryly. Wth a hoarse, inarticulate cry that held all his past fears
and present |loneliness, all his love and joy, Anvar threw his arms around her
It was difficult to enbrace Wthin the realns of Death. Even though he knew he
hel d Aurian, though she was right there in his arnms, Anvar could feel nothing.
Just to have her there with himfelt wonderful, nonetheless. "I didn't know
how | 'd ever find you again," he whispered into her hair.

"You m ght have spared yourself the worry." Death's sardonic tones cut into
the nonent. "It seenms that not even | can keep the pair of you apart for any
length of time. Renenber, this is not the first occasion one of you has
ventured into ny realmin search of the other."

Aurian faced Death squarely, though Anvar kept an unrepentant arm around her
shoul ders. "True enough," she said. "You nust be sick of the sight of us by
now. "

"Very cunning, Mage—but it will not work," the Specter replied sternly, and
with rising anger. "On the contrary, | do not see enough of you. You cone, you
go. You have no regard whatever for the sanctity of ny office and ny realm |
woul d see you—-both of you—eome here, remain here, and pass through the Well of
Souls to be reborn like any natural beings. Then | might, perhaps, recover
some peace and order wthin ny kingdom"

Wth an effort Death mastered hinmsel f, and when next he spoke, his voice was

cal magain. "But this one last tinme, my children, I will let you pass." Bow ng
| ow, he gestured toward the path they were to take. "The Well of Souls is
there, Mage. See what you will, then take your lover and depart." Wth that,

he di sappear ed.

"That was a sudden change of heart.
t he Specter had just vacat ed.

"Too damm sudden for me." Aurian, too, was frowning. "All this sweetness and
cooperation strike me as not only out of character, but just a bit too
easy...."

Anvar felt a frisson of unease. "We'd better not waste tine," he said hastily.
"Let's see whatever you want to see, then maybe we can get out of here before
he changes his mind."

"And springs his trap," Aurian finished the thought for him As Anvar | ooked
at her his heart was kindled with a blaze of courage, confidence, and joy.
"Gods, but |'ve mssed you," he said softly.

"And | you." The Mage took his hand and clasped it tightly. "Cone on, let's

Anvar gl owered suspiciously at the spot



go—and as we wal k you can tell ne how you managed to get into this nmess," she
added soberly.

Hand in hand with Anvar, Aurian entered the sacred grove and bowed to the
trees, who stood aside to let the Mages pass. Wthin nmonents they cane to the
clearing where the Well of Souls lay cradled in its bed of soft, deep noss.

"WIl you watch over me?" the Mage asked Anvar softly. "I don't want to go
falling i n~aho knows where | mght end up.”

"Or as what," said Anvar soberly. "Don't worry, | won't let you go."

"Keep a sharp | ookout for Death, too. He's up to sonmething, |'msure of it.

." She knelt reverently on the pool's cushioned brink and laid the Staff
down on the noss beside her. Lowering her head, she peered down into the
infinite starry depths. Great spears of light |anced up fromthe surface,
dazzling the Mage's eyes. Wen her vision cleared, the galaxies within the
pool were whirling; spinning, in a maelstromof streaked light. Biting her lip
with concentration, Aurian dipped a finger into the Well of Souls and bent her
t hought s upon her eneny. ..

The winged priest lay twisted on the floor of the Tenple precincts, a |long
spear transfixed through his heart. Eliseth knelt over him the grail clutched
in her hands. "He's dead all right." She smiled up in satisfaction at the

wi nged warrior who stood over her, w ping the blood fromhis hands. "Nice
work, ny Lord Sunfeather. He won't have known what hit him Now, for the
second part of our plan—f you would just pull out the spear first." She gave
a short and mrthless laugh. "I doubt if even the Caldron of Rebirth could
keep himalive very long with a spear stuck through his heart...."

The wi nged man planted a booted foot on the H gh Priest's chest and w enched

t he bl oody spear | oose with a vicious twist. "And get rid of the accursed
thing," Eliseth hissed at him "Wen Skua returns he won't have any nenory of
what happened, but we nmight find that a little difficult to explain."

Qui ckly, the Mageworman poured water fromthe chalice into the gaping hole in
Skua's chest, and watched with satisfaction as the mangled flesh and
splintered ribs began to piece themnsel ves together again. She was accustoned
now to the fact that the grail's magic took a few m nutes to work, and sat
back on her heels to await the outcome with confidence. "There," she said with
great satisfaction. "Skua is ours. Now that |'ve brought him back with the
Caldron, | can control his every nove—and he'll never know a thing about it."
"He was ours in any case," Sunfeather grunbled. "I don't see why it was
necessary to go through all this—+ don't think ..."

"I told you before—teave the thinking to me!" Eliseth snapped, with a flash of
irritation. A plague on this innocent who | acked the subtlety for intrigue!
Thi s thi ckheaded warrior nmight know nmilitary strategy but he had absolutely no
feel for the finer nuances of plot and counterplot!

Seei ng Sunfeather frown, the Mageworman reined in her tenper. "I already
expl ai ned," she said with [ abored patience. "Skua was getting too nany ideas
of his own about what the Gods wanted and didn't want. He was beginning to
actually believe those powers he's been using are his own—-a gift from Yinze.

The Father of Skies, indeed," she snorted. "In whose nane he would eventual ly
have betrayed us both. Wll, we'll have no nore of that!"
The Skyman | ooked doubtful. "You think he woul d have betrayed me?" he asked.

"I know he woul d have betrayed you, you idiot. He was already trying to
persuade nme that he could handl e things, and we didn't need you to conmmand the
Syntagma. " Eliseth glanced up shrewdly at the warrior. "And if he was
conspiring with me against you, it's alnpst a certainty that he was plotting
wi th you agai nst ne."

"Nay, Lady—there was never any suggestion ..." But Sunfeather could not quite
nmeet her eyes, and Eliseth knew, with malicious glee, that her words had hit
their target, and she'd been right about Skua all al ong.

Sunf eat her was scowl ing and shuffling his feet—ust |like a young | ad caught
out in mschief, the Mageworman thought. "And what about me?" he denanded
sulkily. "What if you decide that | am a danger to your plans? Do you intend
the sane dire fate for nme?"



"You?" said Eliseth disnissively. She turned away from hi mand back to Skua,
who was beginning to stir and groan. "You won't betray me, Lord Sunfeat her

You have nore sense—and you' ve just had a denonstration of exactly what will
happen to you if you try."

Aurian, |ooking at the scene through the Well's clear, glassy surface, saw the
H gh Priest open his eyes. She renmenbered Skua—a malign, anbitious,
treacherous piece of work if ever there was one. Though these devel opnents
boded ill, and she viewed themw th grave concern, she was spitefully glad
that a nenesis such as Eliseth had been wi shed upon the base perfidious,
self-serving ..

"Aaaah . . ." Skua opened his eyes. "In the nane of Yinze, what happened to
ne?"

"Hush, High Priest,"” Eliseth soothed him "You were taken ill—+ have warned
you often of the dangers of overextending yourself in your zeal." She laid a

hand on his arm "W nust take better care of you—you are far too valuable to
be allowed to jeopardize your health in this fashion."

"I"'mfine, I'mfine—ust help me up. That is, if you please, Lady."

"I"ll do it." Sunfeather extended a brawny arm and hoi sted Skua to his feet.
"Now, High Priest, you nust rest," the Wather-Muge insisted, swirling the
remains of the water in the grail. "There will be time enough later for you to
tell me how went the neeting between your courier and the Queen-Regent of the
Khazalim..."

"What ?" Aurian gasped in shock. "Where in the name of all the Gods does Sara
fit inwith this particular vipers' nest?"

"Sara?" Anvar | eaned over the Mage's shoulder to look into the pool. "She's
vi per enough to fit right in with the worst of them What are they sayi.. ."
"Now, | have you both at last! And this tine you will be reborn!"

Aurian caught a glinpse of the Specter's dark, |oomng figure, then she felt
Anvar stagger against her, pushing her off balance, down toward the surface of
the Vell.

The Mage got one flailing hand deep into the noss beside the brink. d enching
her fingers, she hung on with all her strength and braced herself, giving
Anvar a split second to get his | egs beneath himand hurl hinself to one side.
Then Aurian saw nmovenent fromthe corner of her eye. The Staff of Earth,

di sl odged by their struggles, was rolling into the pool. She made a desperate
grab with her free hand. Her fingers brushed the Staff even as it splashed
into the Well and she cl anped themtight around the very end of the
serpent-carved shaft. But the Well clung to the Staff of Earth, holding it
tightly and sucking it deeper beneath the surface. Leaning perilously out over
the waters, Aurian held on until she thought her armwould tear |oose fromits
socket. She was dammed if she'd let go of the Artifact. Once it vanished into
the Well of Souls it could end up on one of a mllion worlds and woul d be | ost
forever.

Anvar, she was hal f-aware, was on his feet now, confronting the dark and
eldritch figure of the Specter, putting hinself between the Mage and Deat h.
Aurian had no attention to spare them however—-her entire being was focused on
mai nt ai ni ng her hold on the Staff of Earth. And as she | ooked back into the
pool she saw two things happen, so close together that she coul d never,
afterward, decide which had come first.

Beneath the rippling surface of the pool, the outline of the Staff began to

alter. The two carved serpents, their jaws still conjoi ned about the great
green stone that held the powers of the Artifact, began to take on vivid
color, one patterned in brilliant red and silver, the other green and gol d.
One of themstirred—a flick of the tail, no nore—+then the other began to

withe, and untwine itself fromaround the wooden shaft. Aurian's jaw dropped
open. The Well of Souls had brought the Serpents of the High Magic to lifel
One by one, the snakes wriggled | oose and dropped away fromthe Staff, the red
serpent still bearing the green crystal inits jaws. The Mage was | eft hol di ng
a plain stick of lifeless wood, that slid fromthe water so easily that she
al nost overbal anced. The stone that held the Staff's powers was lost to her



hel d by the serpent that had swm with its mate, far out in the center of the
pool, where she could not reach it. Side by side, the snakes reared up their
heads and defied her, their cold gazes sharp with a nocking glitter. dearly,
this was another test—f the Mage could not take back the stone, she would
have | ost the Staff for good.

So aghast was Aurian that she al most missed the other threat. But sone
instinctive sense of warning drew her eyes away fromthe living serpents, and
down into the pool toward the vision of her nenmesis. Eliseth, ignoring the
puzzl ed stares of the two Skyfol k, was staring into the grail, her silver eyes
abl aze with rage and hatred. "Aurian," she said, her voice hard and intense
with | oathing. "So, you have returned at last. But you've returned too late!"
Aurian gasped. The Staff! It had reached out through the nediumof the Well to
touch its fellow Artifact. And seemingly, the water in the chalice was show ng
Eliseth as clear a picture of her foe as the Mage was seeing in the poo

Bet ween the Worlds. Inwardly, Aurian groaned. Ri ght now, when she nust focus

her wits and her will on the recovery and restoration of the Staff, this was
one distraction she could well have done without. She | ooked at Eliseth, her
gaze like ice and whetted steel. "Too |late, perhaps, to prevent your

m schief," she said in biting tones, "but not too late to put an end to it!"
Eliseth threw back her head and | aughed. "It will take nmore than your enpty
bragging to do that, but feel very welcone to try! The first day we net |

puni shed you for defying nme, and | | ook forward to doing it agai n—+ have been
waiting to crush you for a long age now " Her eyes flashed. "Your day is done,
Aurian—you are too soft of heart to prevail. Your pitiful, pathetic
attachments to the Mrtals will weaken and betray you for the last time, if

you dare encounter ne!" Quick as a whiplash, Eliseth made a stabbing gesture
at the grail she held—and suddenly the Mage's vision of her eneny vani shed as
a filmof ice streaked across the surface of the Well of Souls, solidifying
rapidly fromthe center toward the brink

As ice began to formaround themthe serpents streaked toward the pool's edge,
a hairbreadth ahead of the lethal crust that was congeal i ng around them
threatening to trap their bodies in a cold, crystalline tonb. Thinking

qui ckly, Aurian stretched out her arns to the threatened creatures, as far as
she coul d reach. The intense chill rising fromthe surface of the Well burned
her hands with a cruel, bone-deep ache, yet she held firmuntil the threatened
creatures coul d reach her

Rearing fromthe pool, the serpents reached toward her, but the Mage drew back
slightly—fust out of their reach. "First, give ne the stone," she ordered
sternly. Wth a savage hiss, the red snake dropped the precious crystal into

t he pal m of her outstretched hand. As Aurian extended her arns again, each
serpent fastened its coils around one of her wists and she leapt to her feet,
lifting themout of danger. The power of the Staff envel oped her, running into
her fromthe crystal in her hand. A surge of even greater power cane fromthe
Serpents of the High Magic, in a surge of ecstatic elation that nearly knocked
her off her feet as she raised her snake-twi ned arns above her head, crying
aloud in joy and triunph.

The serpents hissed in warning. Aurian spun. Behind her the towering figure of
Deat h stood over Anvar, who was doubl ed over on the ground in agony, his nouth
distorted in a silent scream "A soul in tornment," the Specter hissed. "An
unpl easant sight, is it not?"

A cold, sick feeling of dread washed over Aurian. Slowy, she |owered her

arms. "Let himgo," she said evenly. "Your quarrel is not with Anvar."

"You are wong. My quarrel is with the two of you. | am done w th hunoring you
and your recalcitrant paranours, Mage. You will go into the well. Both of you.
Now. "

Aurian stooped to pick up the inanimte shaft of the Staff of Earth. Though it
woul d be no defense what soever against Death, it nade her feel better to have
some kind of weapon in her hand. "If you do this, you will |lose the Serpents
of the Hi gh Magic," Aurian threatened, desperate enough to clutch at any
straw. "I have clained them they have cone to nme, and there's nothing you can



do to stop nme taking themback with me to ny own world."

"You will do as you nust—t changes nothing. You will return to your own body,
from whence you came. Anvar will be reborn." Death shrugged. "Say your
farewells to one another. It may be long indeed ere you neet again on any

worl d." So saying, the Specter seized hold of Anvar and lifted himto his feet
wi th one hand. A single shove sent himstaggering to the brink of the Wll of
Souls. "Aurian . " he shouted despairingly, and flung out an armtoward her
as he fell.

"No!" Aurian cried. Even as Anvar plunged into the water she dived forward and
caught hold of his outstretched hand. Then the waters cl osed over Aurian's
head as the two Mages fell together, whirling down and down into starry
infinity.

Finally, Forral abandoned the idea of ever getting to sleep that night. Wth a
bitter sigh he got out of his lonely bed, lit the |lanp, and poured hinself a
cup of wine. It had been a long, |ong night. Though these underground caverns
tended to baffle his instinctive sense of time, he was sure it must be nearing
dawn by now. Pulling a blanket around his shoul ders, the swordsman drew his
chair close to the stove in the corner and stuffed a log fromthe basket into
its maw, huddling over the enbers until the fresh wood had tine to catch
Cradling the cup in his hands, he sipped abstractedly at the drink and
struggled with his disappointnment. He told hinself that he'd been a col ossa
fool to count on Aurian joining himtonight, but when something meant so nmuch
to a man, how could he hel p but hope?

Wth a sigh, Forral poured another cup of w ne. Though Aurian had told hi mwhy
she was reluctant to let himcone any closer to her, it was difficult for the
swordsman to understand. She'd said that it was hard for her to adjust to the
m nd and personality of one love within the outward form of the other, but
consi deri ng what they had been to one another, surely she ought to have

wel comed himwi th open arnms? Forral, who was finding it easier and easier to
forget that he was not occupying his own true form was hurt and frustrated by
her attitude.

"You' ve only been back a few days," he told hinself. "G ve the poor |ass

ti mre—she' || cone around. ." But would she? Well did he remenber Aurian's
st ubbornness of old! No, even if it was the niddle of the night, it would
probably be better for themto have the whol e busi ness out, right here and now
where they were safe and private. Wth sudden deci sion, he drained the cup

and went off in search of the Mage

Her room was enpty, save for one of the great cats, who was curled up asleep
occupyi ng the whole of the neatly nade bed. It lifted its head as he opened

t he door, and opened one | azy eye, yawning to show a truly fearsone collection
of sharp and gl eam ng fangs. Though Forral was fairly sure it wouldn't hurt
him he backed out hastily nonethel ess. Aurian was a fool to trust these
dangerous wild animals as she did, and the swordsman had too nuch sense to
foll ow her exanple and take risks with beasts of such vast size and power.

A qui ck search of the kitchen and community caverns told Forral all he needed
to know. He raced to the door of Zanna's quarters and began to hanmer on it
loudly. After a few nmoments Tarnal answered, barefoot and clad only in
breeches, his brown eyes glinting with fire. "Wat the bl oody bl azes is goi ng
on, man? Have you been drinki ng? You' ve wakened the children!"

"Where's Aurian?" the swordsman denanded. "Were has she gone?"

"How shoul d I know?" the snuggl er demanded irritably. "In bed if she's got any
sense—where we all should be... ."

But over Tarnal's shoul der, Forral caught a glinpse of Zanna, in her nightgown
and with a shawl around her shoul ders, peering tentatively from behind the
curtain that led to the sleeping quarters. Wth an oath, he shoul dered his way
past the young snuggl er and wenched the curtain aside to confront the

Ni ght runner woman. "Were is she, Zanna? Curse you, wonan, tell ne!"

Even in his new body Forral was very much the bigger and stronger of the pair,
but Zanna stood her ground. "Aurian asked ne to see her past the sentries. She
told me not to tell anyone where she went—and | prom sed," she said firnly.



"Now | ook here Anvar, or Forral or whoever you are." Tarnal put hinself
between the pair, his voice low with anger. "How dare you conme barging in here
inthe mddle of the night, threatening ny wife? Get out of here right now, or
"Il put you out."

The old brawny Forral would have | aughed at such a threat, but Tarnal, though
wiry, was strong and fit from hauling on rope and oar, and the swordsman
wasn't entirely confident of his ability to handle his new body if it cane to
a fight. Besides, looking at it through the eyes of the two smugglers, his

anxi ety about the Mage had made himact like an ill-mannered lout.... Backing
up a step, Forral held out a hand in apology. "I'msorry Zanna, Tarnal. But
Aurian's bed hasn't been slept in, and if she's been away all night she may
have got herself into sone kind of trouble. | only want to assure nyself that

she's in no danger."

He managed to sunmon a smile. "Come on Zanna," he coaxed. "Think how you'd
feel if Tarnal had vani shed who- knows-where. Wuldn't you be worried? And if
she's been gone all night, then surely I"'mfar too late to interfere with
what ever she had pl anned? It wouldn't do any harmto tell me now, would it?"
"I have to admit, Zanna, that Forral has a point," Tarnal put in. "Aurian has
been away for hours now. |f she has managed to get herself into danger,
wouldn't like to think we just stood by and did nothing."

Zanna frowned thoughtfully. "Very well," she said at last. "You're right—
don't see what harmit could do now. Aurian went to the hallow "

"What ?" Tarnal shouted. "And you |l et her?"

"The standi ng stone?" Forral asked in puzzlenent. "Wat's the significance of
t hat ?"

"Aurian said it was a matter of great urgency. She knows what she's doing,"
Zanna insisted, answering her husband. "She can take care of hersel f—and

besi des, Shia went along to guard her."

"What is this about the stone?" Forral bellowed. "Soneone tell ne what's going
on!"

"It's magic. It's dangerous. W don't go near it," Tarnal said tersely,
struggling into a tunic and belting on his sword. "Zanna, you nust have | ost
your mind letting her go up there. Conme on, Forral—ae'd better go and find
her."

"I'"'mcomng too."

Forral and Tarnal spun to see Grince standing in the doorway. "How | ong have
you been there?" the swordsman denanded

"You woke me with all that yelling." The thief |ooked at Forral gravely. "The
Lady Aurian was kind to ne. If she's in sone kind or danger, then | want to
hel p."

Forral shrugged. "Suit yourself.
others to follow as they m ght.
Al t hough Forral did not count hinself a cowardly nman, he was unable to
suppress a shudder of awe as he set foot on the sloping turf of the hall ow
Last night's wi nd had dropped and the sky was pale with cold, predawn |ight.
The flat sea bel ow himwas the color of iron and | ost dreans. On the hil
above, he could see the top of the tall stone, towering black and sinister
agai nst the dreary sky. There was no sign of Aurian

"She must be at the top," Tarnal nuttered, as though he had read the
swordsman's nmind. "W wouldn't see her from here.”

"No, but she would see us," Forral replied doubtfully. "Wich nmust nean either
that she's hiding sonmething fromus, or she's hurt in some way, and can't cal
out." Wthout another word, he set off quickly up the slope.

A finger of blood-red Iight touched the top of the standing stone as the rim
of the sun reared itself above the horizon. A hawk swooped | ow over the
swordsman's head and hovered over the top of the stone, hunting the small
creatures of the dunes. Forral was unconcerned with such details. As he
reached the brow of the hill and came in sight of the sunmit, he encountered a
sight to chill his blood. Aurian's body |lay on the ground beside the stone,
conposed as if for burial with her hands clasping the Staff of Earth at her

He strode off down the passage, |eaving the



breast. The great cat was standing over her, guarding her seenmingly lifeless
form

The swordsman acted wi thout thinking. Wth no sight for anything but the Mage,
and no thought of her guardian, he ran toward Aurian, calling her name. Shia's
head canme round. She left the Mage and stal ked, stiff-legged, toward him
snarling nenacingly. Swearing, Forral slowed his pace and drew his sword. The
cat circled warily, her blazing, baleful eyes never |eaving his face. Tarna
tried to creep past her while her attention was fixed on the swordsman, but
the cat sprang toward himwith a growl, forcing himinto a swift retreat. The
thi ef had vani shed—the little rat probably ran away, Forral thought. Wile
Shia was distracted, Forral had managed to get a few steps closer to the Mage.
She darted back toward him trying to watch the two nmen at once.

"Stay away from her!"

"What ?" Forral shook his head. Where had that voice come fron? It sounded
nothing like Tarnal. Had he imagined it?

"Stay back, human! |f you disturb her body while she wal ks Between the Wrlds,
Aurian may die!"

d anci ng past the threatening cat, Forral saw the thief creeping out from

behi nd the great stone. Wile the others were preoccupi ed, he had worked his
way around the back of the hill and crept up behind Shia. He reached Aurian
knelt over her still form and took her hand. Hs voice cane clearly to the
swordsman in the stillness of the dawn:

"Come back, Lady! Don't |eave us now-<onme back, please."

Then everything seened to happen at once. Wth a savage snharl, Shia sprang at
the thief, knocking himaway fromthe Mage and bow i ng hi m over on the grass.
Dark cl ouds cane boiling across the sky on an icy wind fromthe north, and
gathered in a dark, coiling mass, the color of a bruise, right above the
stone. The air turned icy cold, and stinging flurries of hail and sleet blew
across the exposed hilltop. Wth an om nous runble, the monolith stirred and
shifted, rocking back and forth on its base. The Mage's body gave a convul sive
heave, and a great breath sucked into her lungs with a ghastly wheezi ng sound.
Her eyes, huge with panic, shot open, and her staff rolled away as she tried
to rise, grasping frantically at the air with enpty hands. The hawk that had
hovered above the hill canme plumeting dowmn fromthe sky as though shot, and
thudded to the turf close to Aurian's outstretched hand.

The Mage scranbled to her hands and knees, and snatched up the Staff. "Run!"
she screaned at the top of her voice. Gince scranbled up, took one | ook at
her face, and obeyed. Reacting to her urgency, Forral, no |onger hindered by
the cat, grabbed her arm and haul ed her to her feet, and together they fled
down the hill, Shia flanking themand Tarnal and Gince running ahead of them
down the slope, their feet slipping on the wet and frozen turf.

Suddenly Aurian turned her head, as though reacting to some call that only she
could hear. Wth a stifled cry she dragged her armfree of Forral's grasp and
ran back up the hill.

"What the . . . Cone back, you idiot!" The swordsman spun on his heel and
hared back up the slope in pursuit. Aurian ran to the stunned bird and scooped
it up, then came racing back the way she had cone.

Li ght ni ng sheared down fromthe crown of tenebrous cloud and struck the
monolith with deadly accuracy. Wth a tearing crack like a thunderclap, the
great stone split asunder and a mmssive explosion ripped the top off the hill
The di stant deat hsong of the Phaerie was |ike the whine of a sword bl ade
splitting the air. The fierce, wild cries of their silver horns were like the
raw breath of winter on the wind. Vannor, in his sleep, turned restlessly and
dreaned of the Valley, and the Lady Eilin with a gl owing sword cl asped in her
hand. Then he awakened, bolting up fromhis blankets with a hoarse cry of

di smay. The horns and cries were | ouder now. This was no dreamthe attack on
Hellorin's city nust have failed, and the Phaerie had cone to Nexis to extract
t heir vengeance.

Pul i ng on whatever garnments came to hand, Vannor ran to the wi ndow. Already
the Wld Hunt could be seen as streaks of glittering light arcing down through



the sky like shooting stars. In the city, the brassy calls of horns arose to
conbat the sounds fromthe sky, while the great forewarning bell of the
Garrison had begun to ring, alerting the Nexians to their peril as it had done
in tinmes of danger throughout all the centuries since the Cataclysmitself.
Much nearer than these sounds cane a tumult of voices fromdownstairs, where
Vannor's househol d staff were beginning to panic. Through the w ndow he coul d
see manservants and housenai ds running out into the garden to witness the
spectacle, as they mingled in terrified knots with the gardeners and groons.
Vannor threw the wi ndow open with a bang. "Get inside," he bellowed. "Get into
t he house, you fools—and stay there." Snatching up his sword, he ran
downstairs. For the first tinme since her angry departure he was gl ad that

Dul sina had left him At least in the secret caverns of the N ghtrunners she
woul d be safe.

As Vannor watched fromthe vantage of his hilltop mansion, the Phaerie cane
down on the city like a firestorm their shinmrering robes shedding drifts of
sparks that swirled in the air behind them The exultant horns had taken on a
deeper, nore menacing note. Spars of light leapt fromthe top of the Mages
Tower as the immortals rode past on their great horses, the |um nescence
spreading rapidly down the curving sides of the building and throughout the
Acadeny conplex, outlining in scintillating starlight the splintered shell of
t he weat her done and the rococo ornanentation of the great library. Simlar
pat ches of glimrer were springing up and spreadi ng rapidly throughout the
city, wherever the Pnaerie touched down.

For the space of a few heartbeats it was a vision of breathtaking beauty. Then
harsh angry light dispelled the dreamike radiance as hungry flanes |eapt up

in a dozen places, and the shrilling of the horns was drowned by screans.

Then Vannor was running, running through the burning streets, seeing a man cut
in half by a Phaerie sword, his guts spilling out across the cobbles ... A
little girl clutching a rag doll and weepi ng over the body of her nmother ... A

young | ad running froma burning house, engulfed in a ball of flanme. A wonan
shrieking as her children were snatched away from her and borne al oft,
scream ng, by a Phaerie woman with burning sapphire eyes ..

The victins all had their eyes fixed on the H gh Lord of Nexis; accusing,
condemming . . . Scenes of torture, tornent, and slaughter were repeated over
and over again before Vannor's eyes, while Phaerie stal ked everywhere,
cold-eyed and terrible, veiled in the coruscating glamurie of their magic ..
"Vannor is trapped within his own nind," D arvan muttered. "He's a prisoner of
his guilt, unable to face the slaughter he caused.” H's eyes flashed with
anger as he | ooked at his father. "Judging fromsone of the outrages |'ve
found in his menmory, he'd be better off placing the blame where it truly lies.
How coul d you revel in such atrocities?"

"They're only Mrtals,"” Hellorin said mildly. "After the endl ess m sery of
their long inprisonnment, would you begrudge ny folk a little sport?"

D arvan sighed and kept his thoughts to hinself. Right now, his father's
goodwi I | was all-inportant. It would serve no purpose to start a quarrel
Hel l orin, he knew, would never change; he was too accustoned to seeing the
Mortals as nothing nore than low, brute creatures, fit only to be slaves—er
quarry.

"It won't be easy to release Vannor," he said instead. "His mind is | ocked
into a cycle that relives the horrors of that night over and over again. |'m
sorry, but I can't find any clue as to why he nounted his attack on you—he
seens as genuinely baffled by his own actions as the rest of us." D arvan
turned away fromHellorin so that his father would not see the depth of his
dismay. In Vannor's nenory there had been horror unending, and it had shaken
hi m badl y. The last thing he wanted was to go back into the mind of the
tornmented man and experience it all again. "I w sh Aurian were here. She would
know what to do—she's been properly trained in the skills of healing."

"There is no reason why you shoul d not succeed." There was an edge of

i npatience in Hellorin's voice. "And if you do not—well, the world will keep
on turning. One Mortal nore or less will make no difference."



"Except to Vannor," D arvan said firmy. "My Lord, surely there's no need to
pursue this further? |I've searched all that | can access of Vannor's m nd and
menory—o matter how nuch you wish it, | can't find any reason for his attack
on the city. Let himgo, |I beg you. He is no further use to you here. Let ne
take himto Aurian—+t may well be that she can help himwhere | have failed."
"No. Try again, D arvan," the Forest Lord insisted.

Vannor lay in the tower chanmber that had been given to D arvan, on the sane

| ow couch fromwhich, three days earlier, Mya had produced her audaci ous

pl an. The Mage sighed. Unfortunately, Hellorin had |iked her idea all too
wel | |he was anxi ous both to extend his bloodline and obtain his son's help in
ruling the Mortal race, and for this he was willing to forfeit a slave or two,
or even make the greater sacrifice of releasing the two Xandi m

Putting off the evil moment when he nmust enter Vannor's mind once nore,

D arvan turned away fromthe stricken Mortal and went to | ook out of his

wi ndow at the spectacular city—a dazzling blend of Phaerie magic and Mrta

| abor—on the | ower slopes of the hill. Over the past few days, events had
nmoved with di zzyi ng speed. Over the years of their long exile, the Phaerie
Heal ers had becone expert in the manipulation of Mirtal fertility, for the
Forest Fol k thensel ves had been unable to reproduce with their own kind,
thanks to a cruel twi st of the Magefol k spell that bound them Already, Mya
was carrying the tiny note of life that would one day become their child. At
his insistence she had been noved into the confort of D arvan's chanbers, away
fromthe slave quarters and their ruthless guards. Parric, still bristling
with hostility toward the Mage, had been perforce left down in the caverns
until it was time to | eave, and now there was only one task remai ni ng—the
reconstruction of Vannor's m nd—before Hellorin gave themhis perm ssion to
depart.

D arvan, in the neantine, was being torn in two by the cruel turn events had
taken. On the one hand he was anxious to obtain the rel ease of Parric, Vannor
and the two Xandim and go to the assistance of Aurian, who had a right to
expect his aid. On the other, he was desperate to remain with Maya, especially
now t hat she was expecting his child. She was the one with all the courage.
She insisted that Aurian needed him that she herself would be fine during his
absence, yet he dreaded | eaving her behind, unable to escape with Hellorin's
sorcerous chain around her neck, and at the nmercy of his father's capricious
whi ns. What woul d becone of her if he perished at the hands of Eliseth? And if
he shoul d return—what then? He had given his word to his father that he woul d
conquer and rule the city of Nexis, as Hellorin wanted.

"Are you just going to stand there all night?" Hellorin barked, dissolving

D arvan's troubled reverie. "I thought you were in desperate haste to abandon
us and return to your friend the Mage."
D arvan frowned at the rancor in his father's tone. "I amal so a Mage—er do

you choose to forget that? And am | not proof that you don't detest al
Magefol k? | fail to understand why you, of all people, would persist in
continuing this ancient ennmity. None of the Mages |iving now had anything to
do with the inprisonnent of the Phaerie.”" He nmet his father's eyes, glad of a
chance to revenge hinself a little on the Forest Lord. "Or can it be, ny Lord,
that your grievance is not with all of the Magefol k, but only with Lady Eilin,
Aurian's not her?"

"Do not nention that woman's nanme to ne!"

"According to what | hear fromParric, she seens |ess than inpressed with you,
also," Darvan retorted dryly. "Now, ny father," he went on with a malicious
smle. "Shall we resume our work with the Mrtal ?"

"Do as you please. You nmay report to me when—and i f—you succeed.” d owering

t hundrously, Hellorin stal ked out, slamrng the door behind him

D arvan stood a nonment longer, relishing his small victory. He triunphed over
his powerful father so seldomthat these rare nonents were worth savoring.
Maya energed from the bedchamber, stretching and rubbing sl eepy eyes. The
changes the Phaerie heal ers had made in her body woul d bal ance thensel ves out
as her pregnancy progressed, but for now their nagical intervention had |eft



her tired, and a little nore fragile than her normal, robust self.

"What was wrong with Hellorin?" she asked. "Did | hear the sounds of a royal
tant runf"

The Mage shrugged. "I committed the heinous offense of nentioning the Lady
Eilin. On that particular subject his tenper is so short it's al nost

nonexi stent . "

"He only has hinself to blanme, as far as | can see." Maya perched herself on
the edge of the table, swi nging her |egs. She was dressed now in rich, silken
Phaeri e robes that had been altered by Mirtal seanstresses to suit her smaller
stature. The glowing, jewel ed colors suited her dark, delicate beauty, but
could not hide the glint of the abom nabl e slave chain around her neck. In
that nmoment, D arvan was overcome by the depths of his |ove for her. He put
his arms around, her, resting his cheek against her silken, scented hair.
"Il make this up to you," he prom sed. "Wen | get you out of here and we
return to Nexis, that accursed chain will come off, and you'll be a Queen.”
"When we return to Nexis," Maya answered soberly, "I'Il be a traitor."

Chapter 20

Fl yi ng Sorcery

The thin air held no sound save the whine of the wind and the reverberant

t hunder of Sunfeather's inmense red-gold wings. Fromthis height, it seened
possible to see the entire world. . . . And one day, | shall rule it all

El i seth thought. She reveled in the excitenment of soaring so perilously high
wi th an abyss of enpty air beneath her and the jagged rocks bel ow, and
luxuriated in the strength of Sunfeather's strong arnms around her, bearing her
securely aloft. As a Weather-Mage, it gave her an overwhel m ng feeling of
power to touch the winds, to flirt with the sunshine and penetrate the cl ouds
fromwhi ch she drew t he essence of her magic. How the Magewoman wi shed her own

race had been fortunate enough to possess the gift of flight! | could have
achi eved so nuch nore, she thought. Still, at |east she could borrow
Sunfeather's wi ngs, and he was so besotted with her that he was al ways happy
to oblige.

Today she needed the escape of flight nore than ever, to clear her thoughts
and hel p her gain perspective on the new chall enges that awaited. The
unher al ded vi sion of Aurian had cone as a shock indeed, for lately, Eliseth
had been too involved in her own schenes to give nmuch thought to her rival.

I ndeed, Aurian had taken so long to return to the world that the \Wat her-Mage
had al nost ceased to count her as a threat—until now

I was lucky to be warned in tine, Eliseth thought, for |I'm sure Aurian had no
i ntention of exposing herself to me that way. It nust have been an acci dent or
carel essness on her part. The Magewoman frowned. But where in the nanme of
perditi on was she? What was that colorless, msty place? There was sonet hi ng
wei rd and unnatural about her surroundings . . . she didn't recognize them
And it wasn't a clear scrying, either—the vision seemed to be rippling, alnost
as though she | ooked up at the scene through water, but how could that be?
"Why so preoccupi ed today?" Sunfeather nurnured in the Magewoman's ear

El i seth was about to make hima short reply, but changed her mind. "It's
nothing to worry you. WIlIl you take me back now, Sunfeather?"

"Surely there's no hurry?" the Skyman breathed. H s hands began to nmove across
her body. "I had thought we m ght stay out here awhile.. "

Eliseth was tenpted. It had not taken her long to discover the thrill of

m dair coupling with the winged man. Having tried it, she hadn't been at al
surprised to find that this was the way the Skyfol k usually nated. Today,
unfortunately, there were other matters that nust occupy her time. "No!" she
told Sunfeather firmy. "That is—not today, ny dear one. Take ne back to
Aerillia, please. | have work to do."

Havi ng been flown back to the tenple of Yinze by an aggrieved and peevish
Sunf eat her, the Wat her-Mage returned to her secret chanbers in the cataconbs
beneat h the buil ding. She | ocked the door behind her and shed her furred



cl oak. The roams were spacious and equi pped with every possible [uxury—and it

was just as well, the Magewoman thought, for she spent a considerabl e anmount
of her time in them lurking Iike a spider on the periphery of her web. For
though, in truth, Eliseth ruled Aerillia now, few of the Wnged Fol k were

actually aware of her existence. Had they known, they would never have
countenanced a Mage as their ruler

Eliseth poured mulled wine fromthe pot that stood in a nmetal rack affixed to
the top of the brazier, and sat down, pulling a furred bl anket over her |ap
agai nst the inevitable drafts. The dammabl e W nged Fol k, she thought, never
seened to feel the cold at all, but sadly, she was far |ess inpervious. Her
chanmbers, with their curving walls, were in a hanging turret, one of several
that thrust out fromthe nountainside below the level of the tenple. The
furni shings were a peculiar but confortable blend of Aerillian and Nexi an
styles, for she had conplained to Skua and Sunfeather until they had a proper
couch made for her, in place of the spindly Skyfol k seats that she found so
unconfortabl e, and a proper bed in which she could stretch out. The bat hing
facilities, too, had been altered fromthe ice-cold cascade that flowed
directly from peaktop cisterns. A bathtub had been fashioned and installed,

t hough heating water on the brazier was such a | ong, agonizingly slow process
that baths were a rare treat, and were shallow and tepid even at best.

The quarters were spartan by Eliseth's standards, but she supposed that she
could put up with themfor alittle while longer. Only a few nonths ago, this
pl ace had seened a refuge of confort and luxury after a | ong and grueling
journey fromthe Xandi m pl ai ns.

The nount ai ns had cone close to putting an end not only to the Magewoman's
plans, but to her life. Eliseth had never been taught how to survive in the
wi | d. She had been unprepared for the bitter cold, the hard, bleak
surroundi ngs, and the exhaustion that increased follow ng day upon day of hard
clinmbing and the strain and concentration of picking out a safe path. Had it
not been for the know edge she lifted fromthe mnds of her Xandi m captives
and her ability to control the weather, she would have perished for sure.
When the Weat her-Mage finally reached the vicinity of Aerillia, she had killed
the two Xandimfor good and all this time, enjoying the first hot neal —ef
horsefl esh—-that she'd eaten in many a | ong day. Then, wapping a concealing
m st around herself, she had watched the city and its surrounds in the grail,
awai ti ng her chance. Repeating the successful ploy she'd used to gain contro
of the Xandim Eliseth had struck again, finding another solitary victimin a
lonely place. This tine, it had been a young wi nged girl, out gathering
berries alone on the nountainside. It had been pathetically easy to kil

her —she' d scarcely put up any struggle at all. Eliseth had used her victimto
take a message to Skua and Sunfeather, then w ped the incident fromthe girl's
menory. She was living her normal life nowin the city: uninvol ved,

undi sturbed—and waiting there as a pawn that could be brought into play at
any time, should the Magewoman need her

At first, Eliseth had toyed with the notion of using the grail to control the
Queen herself. On reflection, however, that scheme had invol ved too many
problems. Firstly, all nmenbers of the Royal Household woul d be guarded far too
tightly for the Magewonan to gain access and use the grail. Secondly, Raven
and Aguila ruled so closely and harnoni ously together that if one should begin
to act in an unusual manner, the suspicions of the other would be roused at
once. She would be forced, therefore, to deal with both at the sane tinme—which
brought her back to the first problem No, it would be far easier for Eliseth
to do her work through enemies of the throne—and it would al so nean far |ess
risk to herself.

It had been child's play to recruit the two disgruntled wi nged men. Skua bore
a |l ong-standing grievance agai nst the Queen. According to the High Priest,
Raven had undermined his authority right fromthe start. Though he was aware
that much of her hostility toward the Tenple stemmed fromthe hei nous acts of
Bl ackt al on, his predecessor, Skua also knew that, if it came to a question of
who held the greatest power over the common fol k, the contention between Crown



and Tenpl e nmust one day cone to a head. Sunfeather's grudge agai nst Queen
Raven had far less to do with the subtleties of politics. He had never
forgiven her for that day, so | ong ago now, when she had humiliated himin
front of the H gh Council. Al so, he was consunmed by jeal ousy and bitterly
resentful of the | owborn Aguila, who had been raised to the exalted position
of Consort to the Queen

It had not taken the three conspirators long to hatch their plot. An ordinary,
everyday harp was obtai ned and di sguised by Eliseth with a small spell of

gl amouri e. Then Skua announced to the congregation in the Tenple that the
great god Yinze had, in his wisdom seen fit to return the Harp of Wnds into
the hands of his children, the Wnged Fol k. Eliseth, watching from hiding, had
used her own powers to produce the carefully staged "mracl es" that the harp
had wrought .

The Skyfol k were beside thensel ves: delirious with joy and hope. If one of
their race could recover his magical powers, why not all of then? Only the
Queen and her consort were uni npressed by Skua's clains and voiced their
doubt s al oud, for Raven knew very well what the true Harp | ooked |like, and was
al so aware that it had been claimed by Anvar in a joining that no Mdortal could
sunder, be he Hi gh Priest or no. Such reasoning, however, was the last thing
her subjects wanted to hear

Al most overnight, the ruler of the Skyfol k di scovered that she had | ost the
support of her subjects. Folk started recirculating the old tale of her

associ ation with the groundlings, and Bl acktal on's cohort Hari hn. Once again,
Raven' s judgment was brought into question. Skua spoke out against her openly,
with the public backing of the Syntagma and the Tenple guard. Wsely, the
Queen and her family had fled Aerillia—fust in tinme to save their own lives.
Well, Eliseth reflected, sipping at her cooling wi ne, she was not above taking
a |l eaf out of Raven's book. Tinmely action, she knew, was the secret to nost
success—and thanks to the warning of the grail, she knewit was high tine she
was enbarking on the next step of her own plans. "At least it'll get me out of
this dungeon of a room and this nmausoleumof a city," the Magewonan nused
aloud. "I'mlooking forward to living in a place where | can actually be warm
again."

Now that Eliseth held power here, her work was done, for she had never
actually neant to make herself Queen of this wetched, freezing pile of rock
at the tail end of nowhere—nor would the Skyfol k accept as rul er soneone who
was not one of their own kind. And who wanted to rule a city where they were
not even able to go out in public? No, Aerillia had only been a neans to an
end, and it would serve her purpose quite well if Skua rul ed—under her
instruction. Eliseth was ready to | eave now, and nmake her way toward the pl ace
she'd planned to be the true heart and center of her enpire. Dhianmara.

The Mageworman rose and wal ked to the wi ndow, spilling the blanket from her |ap
to the floor. There was one thing remaining to be done before she left
Aerillia. She had no doubt that Aurian would soon discover that she was no

I onger in the North—f the Mage did not know al ready. Soon the eyes and

t houghts of her eneny woul d be fixing thensel ves across the ocean—and before
Aurian made a nove, it was vital that Eliseth set her spies in place.

Eliseth took up the grail and half-filled it with water, setting the cup down
on the table. Then, seating herself confortably, she gazed into the bl ackened
dept hs and bent all her thoughts upon Anvar

For a considerable tinme, nothing happened. The Mageworman sat there without

nmovi ng, her head aching with the effort of concentration—and still no vision
formed within the cup. What in perdition was wong? This should not be
happeni ng! Eliseth began to feel the stirrings of inpatience—and a shadow of
doubt. Still she persisted, until the noon sun canme bl azing through her

wi ndows. Its glare al nost burned her eyes from her head as the rays struck the
surface of the water, and Eliseth sprang back with a livid curse, her
carefully constructed shell of concentration in splinters.

The Magewoman coul dn't understand what was happeni ng—she had no way of know ng
that the spirit she had hoped to naster had not returned to his body after



all, and that another had taken Anvar's place, over whom she had no control
She only knew that one of her nost precious schenmes had failed.. Snarling

anot her curse, she hurled the grail as hard as she could in tenper. It flew
across the room spilling water in a glittering arc. There was a searing flash
as it hit the wall and a starburst of cracks snaked out around the inpact
point. Eliseth gasped in horror as a picture—all too clear—|ashed across her
m nd, of the turret breaking |oose fromits noorings and crashing in ruin down
the nmountainside. "Pox rot it—be nore careful!" she warned herself. "It's not
a bl oody pl aything!"

She picked the grail up carefully, checking it for danage and dusting it on
the hem of her robe. It pulsed sulkily once or twice, and then becane quiet in
her hands. Cradling the precious Artifact, Eliseth began to pace the room

What coul d she do? She must have a neans of discovering her eneny's novenents!
After a time, the answer cane to her. She didn't really hold out nmuch hope,

but she could always try Vannor again.

The Magewoman si ghed as she refilled the chalice. She had abandoned Vannor

| ong ago. After the blundering inbecile had made such a botch of the attack on
the Phaerie, then let hinmself get captured by Hellorin's accursed fol k, he had
no | onger been of use to her—not to nmention hinself or anyone el se, she

t hought spitefully. But it had been a long tinme since she had even bothered to

contact hi maybe sonething had changed. ... It had better, she thought
bitterly. A slender chance indeed, it was her |last and only hope. Narrow ng
her eyes, Eliseth bent over the grail once nore and focused her will upon the

former High Lord of Nexis.

Maya stood on the lush green lawn in front of Hellorin's pal ace and wat ched
the early sun touch the soft grass with enerald fire. How she wi shed she had a
sword in her hand! It mght help her assune a bravery she did not feel —now,
when she needed her courage as never before. This norning, her whole world
seened conposed of things she did not want —she didn't want D arvan to go,
she didn't want to be left behind. And for sure, she didn't want to be
carrying a child at this time —and not one conceived with the help of the
arcane Phaerie nmagic, instead of naturally and spontaneously, as it should
have been. Gods —how can | possibly cope with a child? she thought
desperately. I'ma bloody warrior —I'mnot the nmotherly sort at all. The idea
terrifies ne —1 don't even know where to start.

She had no choice in the matter, however. The child was already w thin her
After she and D arvan had lain together, the Phaerie wonmen had cone, and
cocooned her in a spell of sleep. By the tinme she had awakened, they had

qui ckened D arvan's seed within her. There would be no backing out of the
bargain now. It was nmy own idea, she rem nded herself. The entire plan was
mne. | have only nyself to blame —nme and ny big nouth! Around her throat
Maya could feel Hellorin's chain to rem nd her of her new status —a
glittering circle of cold that never seemed to warmto the tenperature of her
skin. Was this all that the future held for her? Chains?

D arvan's arm went round her shoul ders, and she knew, w th a sinking heart,
that the very tension of her body had betrayed her fear and doubts. "It's al
right," he murmured. "Don't worry —I'1l be back before you know it."

Maya gl anced up at him storing details in her nmenory for when he had gone:
the way his fine pale hair was blowing in the breeze, the way the early light
cast dark shadowed hol |l ows beneath the sharp bones of his face. She tried to
avoid the eye of Parric, who was standing nearby with a pair of Phaerie guards
and the unresponsive Vannor, who had been given | eave to depart at the | ast
mnute, as Hellorin finally conceded that D arvan could not help him Though
t he dreadful chain had been renoved from his neck, the Caval rymaster was stil
scowl i ng. He had been against this whole scheme fromthe start—he had al ready
made it nore than clear that he thought she was insane. As she was draw ng
breath to reply to D arvan, there was a silvery fanfare of trumpets, and the
Forest Lord energed fromthe pal ace nodding grandly to the crowd of brightly
garbed Phaerie, courtiers all, who fringed the stretch of grass. "Bring forth
the steeds!”



Maya cl enched her fists. Wiy the bl oody blazes didn't Hellorin just get on
with it? He could have had the Xandimwaiting here, as everyone el se had been,
but no ... Did all kings have this ridicul ous need for spectacle?

In the brief pause before the Xandimarrived, Hellorin turned to herself and
D arvan, extending his arms as if to enbrace themboth. If he tries it, Mya

t hought grimy, Phaerie or no Phaerie, | swear he'll be wearing his balls up
around his ears.

Luckily, the Forest Lord restrained hinself. "Is it well with you, ny

chil dren?" he cried.

D arvan, in the same grand manner, flashed hima dazzling smle. "It is well,
nmy Lord."

Maya gritted her teeth. If ny child ever tries to behave like this, she

t hought, he won't be sitting down for a week

Before the warrior could think of a reply of her own, the two Xandimarrived:
a magni fi cent huge warhorse, darkly dappled in cloudy black and grey, and a
somewhat smaller beast with a shining bay coat and a shaggy, crow black mane
and tail. To Maya's eyes, it was hard to inagine themas nmen. Wat did they

| ook l'ike in human forn? What must their lives be like, living their whole
lives as two different beings? She w shed she could have a chance to know
them to speak to them She only had a fleeting, clouded nenory of the one

ti me she had seen them as humans. Then, she herself had been the one to wear
the formof a beast, for Hellorin had put her into the shape of a unicorn. The
warrior smled sourly to herself at the thought. Maybe we're not so different
after all, she thought. I, too, have lived as two different creatures—at the
Forest Lord's whim

Maya coul d feel D arvan straining forward, anxious to be away, lest his
capricious father should change his mnd. This was no place for farewel | s—t
was too public, everything was too hurri ed—and besi des, he and Maya had said
goodbye already. D arvan exchanged a few soft words with his father, too | ow
for Maya to hear, then he was enbracing her for the last time in a |long

ti m—aybe forever. . . . The warrior tightened her arms around him "You'd
better be careful,” she hissed at him "or you'll have two of us to reckon
with."

D arvan smled. "Trust nme," he said. "Everything will be all right. Take care

of our child, nmy love—o one could do it better." Then he was gone. Wth a
wrenching effort, Maya stopped herself from hol ding her enpty arms out toward
him Keeping themfirmy down at her sides, she clenched her fists. Then the
Phaeri e guards were hel ping the Caval rymaster hoi st Vannor up in front of him
on the big grey horse that she knew nust be Schi annath, and D arvan was
nmount i ng Chi anh, the bay, who was clearly far fromhappy with the situation
He plunged and wheel ed, throwi ng up clods of turf from under his churning
hooves—dntil the Mage bent forward and whi spered sonething in his ear

What ever D arvan had said, it seened to work |ike magic. As one, the Xandi m

| eapt into the air, heading back to freedom A piece of Maya's heart went with
them—+n one flashing instant, she knew joy, and sorrow, and bitter, bitter
envy. Then the sky was enpty.

Hel lorin put an arm around her shoul ders. "Conme, ny little she-wolf. Al you
can do now is care for your child, and wait for D arvan to return.”

One of the beech trees in the grove had grown too tall, and had fallen to a
bolt of lightning during the |ast of the sumrer storms, Yazour was chopping

t he earthbound giant into logs for the winter woodpile, hurrying to get as
much of the task conpleted as possible, for the sumer was sliding gently into
autumm now, and it would not be too |long before the sun went down. Already
there was a lanp burning in the ground floor of the tower across the |ake, and
he could see a faint glinmer of Magelight noving like a firefly in the garden
where Eilin wandered between the rows of vegetabl es, picking out the

i ngredi ents for supper. The evening was still and tranquil; the only sounds
were sl eepy birdsong mxed with the gentle rippling murmur of wavelets by the
| akesi de, and the rasping sound of Iscalda tearing up the grass as she grazed



conpani onabl y near by.

He never knew what nade himl ook up just then. Sone instinct, perhaps |eft
over fromhis far-off days as a warrior, drew his eyes toward the north. ..
"Reaper of Soul s!" Yazour dropped the axe. The next mnute, he was astride

I scal da's back and gal | opi ng across the bridge, yelling frantically for Eilin.
The day they had | ong been dreading had conme at last. Tlie Phaerie were
returning to the Vale.

"Cet inside, Iscalda—you'll be safer there." Wthout cerenony, Yazour opened
the tower door and pulled the horse into the kitchen. He net Eilin in the
doorway, on her way out. The Mage, carrying his sword and her own staff,

| ooked at the white mare and noved aside to let Iscalda pass. "That's everyone
saf e under cover then," she said. "Don't worry, |Iscalda," she added, with a
glint of anger in her eye. "We'll soon send that blasted Hellorin on his way."
Yazour and Eilin, side by side, took up station at the island end of the

bri dge. The Phaerie steeds were very close now "But there are only two of
them" Eilin said in puzzled tones. "This doesn't |ook |ike an invasion. \Wat
in the name of perdition does Hellorin think he's playing at?"

Yazour was feeling a little ashamed of his earlier panic. Wen he saw t he
first outriders, he hadn't waited to count heads—he had sinply assuned that an
attack was under way. "Could it be some kind of trick?" he suggested.

And then, on the wind, came the sound of voices calling their nanes.

D arvan disnounted a little stiffly, alnmost sorry that this amazing ride

t hrough the skies was over. For a brief time, he had cone to fully understand
why his father was so desperate to keep his Xandi m steeds. Then all such

t houghts were lost as Eilin ran across the bridge to enbrace him "D arvan,"
she cried. "Thank all the Gods—you're safe."” She clutched at his tunic, her
fingers knotting in the fabric. "Did Aurian cone back with you?" she asked him
eagerly. "Wy isn't she with you? Is she all right?"

"As far as | know," D arvan told her. "She did come back with me, but | had to
| eave her in Nexis." Feeling Eilin's shoulders droop with di sappoi ntnent, he
added qui ckly, "She had the two cats with her, though. Shia is a formdable
creature, and she would never let Aurian come to any harm"

Beyond the two Magefol k, Yazour was greeting Parric with delight. Suddenly
there was a wild neighing, and the door of Eilin's tower burst open. There was
a thunder of hooves across tile wooden bridge as |Iscalda came hurtling across
to rub necks with Schiannath, her brother

"Well, there's a happy reunion," said D arvan. He couldn't suppress a grin of
secret delight. "I think I can inprove matters, however...." He fingered the
talisman that hung on a silver chain around his neck. The gl eam ng, polished
stone at its center felt warmto his touch, and shone with a misty grey light,
like the sun glinting through a fall of silvery rain. H's father had given it
to himjust before his departure, and it was inbued with A d Magic, the
essence and core of Hellorin's power. Clutching at the Forest Lord's gift,

D arvan felt the magi c running through him so strange yet so famliar, as

t hough it had awakened a force in his blood that had | ong | ain dormant and

unt apped. Taking a deep breath, the Mage unbound the spell that trapped the
Xandi min their equi ne shape.

The change was unexpected. Chianmh, so accustonmed now to four |egs, suddenly
found himself on two. He swayed, staggered—and fell flat on his face. For a

| ong nonent he stayed there, his eyes closed, his senses whirling; stunned by
a joy too great to be contained. He ran his fingers through the rough grass,
feeling the individual texture of each narrow bl ade with extraordinarily
sensitive fingers. He had never expected to be hunman again. Cautiously, he
opened his eyes—and the world sprang at him rich in color and depth of
percepti on. The bal ance was sinply different, Chianh thought—better hearing
and sense of snell were exchanged for a great inprovenent in eyesight and

t ouch.

"Chi amh—are you all right?" Yazour and Parric were bending over him and the
W ndeye had no i dea which one of them had spoken. They both | ooked equally
concer ned.



"I couldn't be better," he assured themwith a grin, as they helped himto his
feet. Parric, whose life Chiamh had saved nore than once, wung his hand and
cl apped himon the shoul der, so hard that Chianmh al nost | ost his bal ance
again. "By Chathak, but it's good to have you back, old friend," he told the
W ndeye. "Life's been dull w thout you."

"Ah, you just miss being Herdlord," Chiamh teased hi m Nearby, Schiannath and
| scal da were | aughi ng and weeping in each other's arms. The Wndeye turned to
D arvan. "I've never net you in ny human shape,"” he said gravely, "and | know
little about you, save that you are a friend of Aurian. But | owe you such
gratitude for what you' ve done for myself and these other Xandim..."

Just then, the Wndeye was interrupted by the light, quick sound of further
footsteps on the bridge. He turned and, to his utter astonishment, saw a
little dark-haired boy about five years old, and a large grey wol f. Even

t hough he had changed a great deal, Chianmh still recognized Aurian's son

"Way, it's Wl f," he shouted in delight. He | ooked at Yazour in puzzlenent.
"But who is the child?"

The child came up and tugged at Yazour's sleeve. "Dad?" he said.

"What ?" Chianh blurted in utter amazenent. "He's yours?"

Yazour had turned very red. "I. .
He | ooked at the Lady Eilin. "Don't | ook at me," she said. "He's your friend,
you explain. I'mgoing to have enough difficulty breaking the news to Aurian
that she has a brother."

Chapter 21

Reuni ons

The norning was grey, with drifts of fine rain that swept across the Vale on a
fitful wind that turned the surface of the |ake to roughened pewter. Eilin
slipped quietly out of the tower, careful not to nake a sound—though the Gods
only knew why, she thought wyly. There had been so many tales to tell and

pl ans to be made the previous night, and everyone had gone to bed so | ate that
it had scarcely been worth the trouble. Eilin was the only one who had not
slept at all, and nowit seened as though she was the only one stirring in al
the worl d.

As she crossed the exposed span of the bridge, the wind increased in strength.
Eilin tugged at the hood of her brown cloak to stop it bl ow ng back from her
face. It was not a norning for wal king, but she needed the confort of her

bel oved Val e this norning. She had cone out to think—but really, there was
little to be considered. Yazour would | eave this norning with the ot hers—even
Wl f and |Iscalda. He woul d head back to his Southlands with Aurian, and she
woul d never see himagain. Elin would be al one once nore, as she had been for
nost of her life. And, just as had happened with Aurian, she would have
another child to bring up on her own.

Why? The Magewoman thought despairingly. Wiy does this keep happening to ne?
After Geraint had died, she had refused to even consider the notion of another
soulmate in her life. She had never wanted to experience such a | oss agai h—and
oh, how right she had been. Yet she had taken to himfromthe very start—rom
that very first day, when he had brought back Iscalda and little WIf, there
had been a spark between them-but she should never have | et himcharm her as
he had. It had taken the young warrior a long ti ne—al nost two years—+o wi n her
over, but by Iriana, he had been persistent! In sone ways he'd seened ol der
than his years-he was strong, capable, and dependable, and always calmin the
m dst of her stornms and doubts—yet in other ways he'd been so young, so ful

of enthusiasmand joy.... He made ne young again, Eilin thought. He gave ne
back so many of the years | had lost. And she had walked into it with her eyes
wi de open, had even let herself be lured by the notion of another child...

Ch, Eilin, you fool. You poor, pathetic old fool

It was too wet and windy for walking. Eilin's cloak was of little use for
keepi ng out the danp and chill of the morning. She took shelter in the birch
grove on the | andward side of the bridge, |eaning against the solid,



conforting bulk of a dripping tree. For the first time she noticed that the

| eaves were beginning to turn yellow and bronze. Yes, sunmer was truly at an
end.

Wl |, she had the courage to face her |oss. The Gods only knew, she'd had
enough practice. She would do nothing to hinder or hold Yazour—he nust foll ow
his own path, and go where his heart |ed him She had seen his face |ast night
as they had talked with D arvan, Parric, and the others—seen the struggle that
he was trying to hide. He wanted to help Aurian, wanted to be back anong the
press of events: wanted to go back out into the world, with its excitenment and
its lures. And who could bl arme hin? Though they had been together for al npst
ten years now, he was still young enough to want these things.

At least Eilin had his son—and she woul d not nmake the same mistake with
Currain as she had nmade with Aurian

This child would not have a bitter and neglectful nmother. And it was not as

t hough Yazour was dead and unreachable, like CGeraint. Wo knows, the Magewoman
t hought —saybe he'll cone back one day. . . . Angrily she berated herself for
clutching at such dreanms. O course he wouldn't! He woul d be going hone, to
his own [ ands, his own people. . . . Wth a sigh, the Magewoman turned and
went back to the tower, conposing herself to bid Yazour farewell.

It was still raining when everyone left the tower and crossed the bridge,
ready to depart. Yazour |ingered behind the others, wanting to be the last to
| eave. He wanted to store in his nmenory every detail of the home that he and
Eilin had built together, using his strength and her magic. This is
ridiculous, he told hinmself. It's only for alittle while—when all this is

over you'll come back to Eilin and Currain, and everything will be as it was
before. If you don't get killed, said a little voice in his mnd. If you don't
fall in love with the South again, and abandon t hese harsh, danp northern

dimes. If a hundred and one things don't conspire to keep you away.

The worst part of it was that Eilin had done nothing to keep himwth her. If
she had wept, or pleaded, he m ght have had an excuse to resent her. Had she
given hima sign that she even cared . .. No, that wasn't fair. The two of

t hem had been together | ong enough now for himto be aware that she was deeply
unhappy at the thought of his |eaving—and absolutely determ ned that he should
never know it. He admired her courage—Ao wonder she had spawned such a warrior
of a daughter.

"Yazour, are you comng?" Parric hailed himinpatiently fromthe far side of
the bridge, and the warrior went with a sigh. Currain was watchi ng hi mhe
knew, with the instinct of a child, that sonething was am ss. Wl f sat

staring, the hackles on his neck raised and bristling. Though Yazour could not
talk with the wolf in m nd-speech as Eilin could, he was left in no doubt that
Aurian's son disapproved of his decision.

The three Xandi m stood to one side. After spending so | ong as horses, they
were waiting until the very |last nonent to undergo the transition once nore.
Eilin was filling the ears of D arvan and |scalda with nmessages and advice to
be passed on to Aurian. She scarcely glanced in Yazour's direction, but Chiamh
sidled up to him "Yazour, you're making a big mstake," he hissed in the
warrior's ear. "There are enough of us to help Aurian—ene nore won't make much
di fference. Your place is here. Your heart is here."

It was time to go. Chianmh, Schiannath, and |scal da noved aside fromthe others
and nade their transformation. Yazour noticed Currain, hanging on to his

nmot her' s hand and wat chi ng openmout hed. Feeling as though his heart was being
torn into pieces, he went to enbrace his famly one last tinme. "I'll be back,"
he told Elin. "I"Il come back as soon as | can—+ swear it."

"OfF course you will." He could hear the lie in her voice. Take care," she told
him "And give ny love to Aurian." Her mouth twisted in a crooked grin. "Tel
her about her brother—it'll get me out of the task."

"I will," Yazour assured her. "And you take care too—you and Currain." \Wen he
left her, it felt as though he was tearing part of hinself away. The boy was
too young to understand—he waved at his father solemly, as he always di d when
Yazour went hunting or was |leaving the tower to performsone small task.



The others were waiting. D arvan had hoisted Wolf up in front of him holding
the animal as he lay across the horse's withers. It was clear that neither
Wl f nor Chianmh was entirely happy with the situation. There was no hel pi ng
it, however. Though Wl f and his grandmother were reluctant to part from one
another, Eilin had decided, the previous night, that he should go to his

not her, especially if there was a chance that she m ght be able to rel ease him
fromhis curse. All the same, it had taken a great deal of persuasion, and
finally insistence, on her part to sway her grandson, who, when he had a m nd
could be every bit as stubborn as his nother

Parric was nounted on Schi annath as before, the two former Herdl ords together
He held the linp formof Vannor in front of himon the saddle. Eilin, |ike

D arvan, had been unable to help the merchant, though they were hoping that
Aurian, nore advanced in the skills of healing, mght be able to free himfrom
his sel f-inmposed prison.

Yazour strode across the grass to where |scalda stood, patiently waiting. He
| ooked at Eilin one last time, then |leapt astride the white mare's back—-and
bit his tongue as Iscal da -expl oded beneath himinto a whirling, bucking
frenzy. Good horseman though Yazour was, there was not the faintest chance
that he could stay on her. Iscalda was deternmined. In far |less than a m nute,
the warrior was lying on his back on the turf, cursing profusely.

"I think she's trying to tell you sonething," Parric said dryly.

"Somet hing you know al ready," D arvan put in hel pfully.

Yazour scranbled to his feet. He turned back to Iscalda, but she flattened
back her ears and bared her teeth at him Gadually, a grin conpounded of
relief and joy spread across his face.

"I'f I thought for one minute that Aurian couldn't nanage without you, |1'd tel
you," Parric said. "Chathak's britches, man—go and be happy! Do it for all of
us."

The warrior nodded. "All the time, ny heart has been telling me to stay. |
didn't want to go—but | thought it was ny duty." He | aughed, for sheer
lightness of heart. It was as though a heavy burden had vani shed fromhis
shoul ders. "For once, | will take your advice. Go well, ny friends—and kiss
Aurian for ne."

Yazour held out his hands to Eilin, and the Magewonan, her face gl ow ng,
stepped forward to take them Though the valley was still beset by the noody
wi nd and sul ky drizzle, it seened to the warrior as though the day was grow ng
brighter.

Aurian opened her eyes. For a nonent, she was still Between the Wrlds, with
Deat h—and Anvar. Then she recogni zed her surroundings, and realized that she
was back in the N ght-runner haven, though not in the roomshe had originally
been given. Furthernore, she ached fromhead to toe, and every part of her
that had not been protected by her clothes was stinging fromsmall |acerations
made by flying particles of rock. There was a solid weight upon her feet—Shia
| ay across the bottom of the bed, and she knew that Khanu woul d not be far
away. As she turned her head, she saw Forral occupying the bed to the left of
her, while on the other side was Gince. Sone kind of infirmary, then, she

t hought hazily. Very well. The Mage gl anced above her head, and saw the hawk
she had risked her life to rescue perched on the rail at the head of the bed.
Al at once, a tension she had not realized that she'd been feeling left the
Mage. Drifting confortably, she fell back into sleep.

The Mage woke again to find Zanna sitting by her bed. "At last!" she said,
smling. "I was beginning to think you were going to sleep for a century or
two. Even your faithful cats have gone out to hunt for sonething to eat."
Zanna settled herself nore confortably in her chair. Though she was a grown
worman—el der, now, in relative ternms, than Aurian herself, the Mage saw a
do-or-di e expression on her face that rem nded her of the young girl who had

her o- wor shi pped her so long ago. "Now," the N ghtrunner said firmy, "I want
to know what it is that you're not telling me. What with everything that
happened when you arrived, | know there was never a chance for expl anations,

but you weren't exactly forthcom ng even then. The next thing we all knew, you



had dashed off to the stone. | took your word for it when you said you mnust
go, but now you're back, | want to know nmore. Wiy is Finbarr so silent? Wat's
the matter with Anvar—he's not hinself at all. And something' s wong between
the two of you, that's for sure." Her forehead creased in a frown. "Wat the
bl oody bl azes happened up there on the mound, Aurian? As far as we know, that
stone has stood there since before the Cataclysm+then you cone along and in a
matter of hours, there's not only no nore stone, there's no | onger any nound,
even." She fell silent and waited, an expectant | ook on her face.

Aurian sighed. "Gods, Zanna, | hardly know where to start...."

It took a good hour to tell the N ghtrunner wonan the whole tale. Zanna

i stened, saying nothing, though Aurian could see that she was aching to
interrupt fromtinme to tinme. Wen Aurian finally finished, she let out a | ong
whistle. "By all the Gods—that's incredible! Aurian . . ." She | eaned forward
and put her hand on the Mage's arm staring at her intently. "Wat you said
about Forral and Anvar, and the Caldron of Rebirth—do you think it m ght have
happened to ny father, too?"

"Why do you ask?"

"Well . . ." Zanna told Aurian about Vannor's poisoning, and the old wonan who
had conme and healed himin sone miracul ous fashion. "And after that, he
changed sonehow, "

said sadly. "It's hard to explain, but he was never the sane man." She
hesitated. "Aurian—d€o you think that ol d woman have been Eliseth? And if it
was, then what did she do to nmy dad?"

Aurian frowned. "Who can say, Zanna? But it |ooks very to me. As to how she
changed himell, | have no idea. Fromwhat you say, there doesn't seemto
have been the kind of exchange that occurred between Forral and Anvar.
Sonet hi ng obvi ously happened t hough—and whatever it was, you can be sure that
no good will come of it."

"If he's still alive," nurnured Zanna, "lI'd be willing to take that ri sk,
bel i eve ne."

She nust have been wong about the hawk. \When Aurian awakened a third tine to
find the bird gone, it was hard to contain her disappointnent. She had been so
sure . . . Well, | can't think why, the Mage chided herself. So it was the
only creature around when you came back through. So you were sure that Anvar
had come with you. So the creature seemed to be dead, then you saw it mnove ..
But a hawk! You idiot! Is it even possible for a human spirit to occupy the
formof a bird? Then she thought of Chiamh and Wl f, and Maya in the shape of
an invisible unicorn. If all these things were possible, why not a bird?
Gince and Forral were already up and about, and the N ghtrunner heal er

Emm e, pronounced Aurian fit to do the sanme. "Do you know what happened to the
hawk t hat was here?" the Mage asked her, as she clanbered stiffly out of bed
and began to scranble into her clothes.

The wonman's face fell. "Lady, |I'msorry," she said. "The poor creature |ooked
sick, so | took it down to the kitchen quarters to see if it would eat. Wen |
was crossing the harbor cavern, it just took off on me and flew away out to
sea."

Aurian's heart ached with disappointnment. She turned away from Emi e so that
the woman could not see her face. So that was that, then. It couldn't have
been Anvar—er why woul d he have left her? Feeling incredibly stupid, Aurian
fixed a bright smle on her face and turned back to the Healer. "Never nind
He's probably better off where he is.”

When the Mage returned to her chanbers, Forral was waiting for her. She took
one |l ook at his face, and Anvar's blue eyes glinting cold with wath, and
suddenly found herself w shing that she'd stayed where she was, in the
infirmry.

"What | want to know is, what the bloody blazes did you think you were doi ng?"
Forral paced the floor, unable to contain his anger. "You nearly got us al
killed!"

"There's no need to point out the obvious," Aurian retorted, eyes flashing.
"It's your own fault that you were there in the first place. | didn't want you



to follow me. And if it's any business of yours, | was trying to find out what
Eli seth was doing."

"By going off into sonme trance and lying there |like a dead thing? Couldn't you
just scry for her, or whatever it is you Magefol k do?"

"There were good reasons why that wasn't possible," Aurian shouted. "You're
not a Mage—you don't have the slightest idea what you' re tal king about! Anvar
woul d have under st ood. "

Her words |ay between themlike a naked sword.

"Ah, so that's what's rankling wi th you-bl oody Anvar again!" Forral snarl ed.
"Maybe you were just trying to get yourself killed, so you could follow him..

"Maybe you're right," Aurian said flatly. "That's what happened when | | ost
you. "

"What ?" Forral stopped pacing and stared at her

"It's true," Aurian flung at him "l very nearly drowned nyself the night you
were killed, then in the days—the nonths, really, after | lost you, | was
taki ng the nost insane risks. It was Anvar who stopped ne-he protected ne and
took care of nme until | was thinking rationally again."

"Well, | hope you didn't resent himas nuch as you seemto resent ne for doing
the same thing."

Aurian stared at him opennmouthed, for a long noment. Slowy, the anger

drai ned out of her. "Damm," she said wyly. "You've got ne there. Actually,
you're right—ore often than not | gave himan awful tine."

"Good," the swordsman said decisively. He turned away so that she couldn't see
his face. "That's one confort, anyway," he nuttered.

"What ?" Aurian wasn't sure she had heard himright. "Why in the world woul d
you say a thing like that?"

Forral swung round and gl ared. "Because |'mjealous of him that's why," he
roared. "lnsanely, murderously jealous ... That bastard lay with you—you | oved
hi m " In three swift steps he closed the gap between them Seizing the
Mage by the shoul ders, hard enough to wing a gasp of pain fromher, he
covered her nouth with his own and ki ssed her until she fought for breath.

For a nonent Aurian struggl ed agai nst hi mand then she didn't care anynore.
She was done with fighting this insane situation. He was Forral, he was

Anvar —both the nmen she'd | oved and nourned. And she wanted him them—

what ever. Al nost savagely, she returned his kisses, then they were tearing at
each other's clothes. Forral picked her up and hurled her down onto the bed,
and with a triunphant |augh, Aurian pulled himdown on top of her. That first
time, they coupled with savage ferocity, blasting away the walls that had
grown up between them Then, al nost before the echoes of that first, fierce
passion had time to die away, they nade | ove again, gently, this tine, and
with infinite tenderness.

When at last it was over, and they lay spent in one another's arms, Forra

| ooked at her searchingly, and the Mage was noved to see tears standing in

Anvar's intense blue eyes. "So you do still care,” he whispered.

Aurian gave a |l anguorous sigh. "You bloody fool," she said softly. "OF course
| do."

Soneone was poundi ng on the door. Aurian turned over and made a small sound of
conplaint, unwilling to be disturbed fromher happy dreanms. "Go away," she
shout ed.

"Wake up!" It was Zanna's voice. "Hurry! You' ve got to come—ust wait till you

see who's here! D arvan and Parric and Chi anh, and . Her voice cracked
"Ch, Aurian, they have Dad with them"

Aurian |l eapt out of bed and ran to the door. Forral alnpbst beat her to it.
When they opened it, Zanna's face was a picture. She | ooked fromone to the
other. "I know | said to hurry," she told themfaintly, "but | think there's
time for you to put some clothes on first."

As she came through the comon-room door, Aurian's heart |eapt to see Chi anmh.
Hs face Iit up at the sight of her. Their reunion was w thout tears or

| aughter; they sinply enbraced, with quiet delight and deep, deep joy. "I'mso



happy to see you," Aurian said softly. "I never thought 1'd set eyes on you in
human form again—and it was all ny fault, for not mastering the Sword of

Fl ane, and controlling the Phaerie."

"No," the Wndeye told her. "You take too nuch bl ane upon yourself. It was the
Forest Lord who trapped us in our equine forms—he did not ask us to choose, or
to hel p; he never once | ooked on us as human. At least Hellorin's son is far
nore enlightened,"” he added. "It was he who bargai ned for our freedom™

Chi anh gl anced over the Mage's shoul der at the inconspicuous grey shape that
was hangi ng shyly back in a shadowy coner. "Cone with ne," he told her. "I
have sonmeone here who very nuch wants to nmeet you."

For an instant her heart stopped beating. "Wl f?" she whispered. "Wlf?"

Then the thoughts of the great grey beast in the corner came to her, clear and
strong. "Mother?"

The Mage wanted to run to her son and throw her arns around him but

somet hing—a trace of reticence or doubt in his nmental tone—ade her hesitate.
She was gl ad that nmental comunication, at |east, gave thema certain anount
of privacy in the crowded room "WIf, |I can't believe you' re here at |last,"
she told him "l've waited a long tine for this nmoment. There's so nmuch .

"I don't remenmber you." The wolf | ooked at her coldly. "And | don't want to be
here. My grandnmother said | had to cone."

Sick dismay clenched like a fist in Aurian's belly. Everyone else in the room
was oblivious of the exchange that had just taken place, and she fought hard
to keep the hurt from showi ng on her face.

"Gve himtine, Aurian." It was Chianh's voice. "This is all very strange to
him You two will have to get to know one another all over again."

Thank the Gods for the wi sdom and ki ndness of Chiamh—he was a true friend. And
he was right, of course.

"I"'msorry you feel that way," the Mage told WIf seriously. "lIt's always a
wrench to | eave home—especially for the first tinme."

"You seemto be good at it. You left ne."

The wolf fled the room running into Forral with a snarl as he shot through

t he door, and knocking the swordsman right off his feet. "Wat the bl oody

bl azes was that all about?" the swordsman demanded as he scranbled up fromthe
fl oor.

"That unmannerly creature," said Aurian, with a wy grinmce, "was your son."
Forral gaped at her, absolutely stunned. Then he cast his eyes heavenward.
"Great Chathak preserve us," he muttered. "How do you spank a wol f?"

Chianh stared at the fanmiliar formof Aurian's conpanion. There was somet hing
about the figure . . . Qickly he switched to his O hersight—and di scovered
that the refulgent aura of the man's life force had changed conpletely from

t he one he renmenbered. The W ndeye was too shocked for tact. "That's not
Anvar," he gasped.

Schi annath | ooked at him oddly. "What are you tal king about, Chiamh? You
hardly give yourself time to draw breath in human form before you're starting
with that weird Wnd-eye nonsense again. O course it's Anvar! Anyone can see
that."

The swordsman | ooked Schi annath straight in the eye. "No, he's right,’'
baldly. "I'"'mnot Anvar. My nane is Forral ."

Ch, thank you, Forral. Thanks for breaking it to themgently—you idiot! Aurian
hid her face in her hands and | et the storm break over her

he said

Gevan was weary fromsailing all night, but the tides and currents had been in
his favor, and a strong, steady wind had blown himfair to Easthaven in | ess
time than he'd expected. As he sailed into the harbor, the snuggler rubbed a
hand across his hot and bleary eyes, and smled grimy to hinmself. It had

al nost seened as though the Gods thensel ves had been in favor of his plan. He
woul d show t hem-+that serpent-tongued Mage-loving little bitch who fancied
herself the true N ghtrunner |eader, and her nan, who had pushed hi m around
once two often—waith the support of that weak-m nded fool Yanis, who just |et
them get away with it. He was no | eader—not |ike his dad had been



The smuggl er noored his swift little craft anong the fishing boats that were
bei ng unl oaded of the night's catch, and clinbed up onto the busy wharf. As he
hurried along, he jingled the coins in his pocket. He had enough in here to
buy hinmself a good nmeal and a swift horse—and once he reached Nexis and spoke
to Lord Pendral, he would never want for wealth again.

Chapter 22
The A d Magic
The sane nightnmare repeats itself, again and again. Vannor turns restlessly
and awakens with a hoarse cry of dismay. The horns and cries are | oud now. The
Phaeri e have come to Nexis to extract their vengeance. He runs to the wi ndow.
In the city, the warning bell of the Garrison has begun to ring, alerting him
to the city's peril.
He hears a tunult of voices fromdownstairs, where the household staff are
begi nning to panic. Through the wi ndow he sees them running outside to w tness
the spectacle. "Get inside," he bellows. "Get into the house, you fool s—and
stay there." Snatching up his sword, he runs downstairs, glad that Dulsina has
left him Wth the Nightrunners she'll be safe.
As Vannor wat ches, the Phaerie sweep down on the city. The exultant horns take
on a deeper, nore nenacing note. Light |eaps fromthe Mages' Tower as the
Immortals ride past, and spreads down through the Acadeny conplex. Simlar
pat ches of efful gence spread rapidly through the city, wherever the Phaerie
touch down—then hungry flames |eap up, and the shrilling of the horns is
drowned by screans.
Vannor runs through burning streets, his boots slithering on bl ood and
entrails. He sees a nan cut in two by a Phaerie sword, his guts spilling out
across the cobbles. A child with a rag doll weeps over the headl ess body of
her mother. A lad runs froma burning house, trailing streaners of flame, and
falls to the ground, engulfed in a ball of fire. A woman shrieks as her
children are snatched away, scream ng, by a Phaerie worman wi th burning
sapphire eyes. Scenes of torture, torment, and sl aughter enacted over and over
again, while Phaerie stalk the streets, cold-eyed and terrible
Qut of nowhere, a sword swings down in a glittering arc, and the bl ue-eyed
Phaeri e worman crunples to the ground, golden blood pouring froma deep rent in
her flesh. The children, released, run back to their nother, who receives them
with a cry of joy. The tatt w el der of the sword, whose identity is hidden in
a shimrering haze, swirls a heavy cloak fromits shoul ders and covers the
burni ng man, smothering the flames. The youth springs up from beneath the
cl oak, restored and heal ed.
The nysterious warrior calls to Vannor. "Cone with nme, and fight them Fight
t he bastards, Vannor. Fight your way free!"
And Vannor renenbers the sword in his hand, and his linp grasp tightens round
the hilt. At the side of his unknown redeenmer he scours the streets of his
city, helping folk wherever he can, while the Phaerie fall to his sword |ike
wheat before a scythe.
And at last he fights his way out of the city and stands on the high northern
road that |eads out across the clean, untainted noors. The cool, fresh w nd
scours the stench of blood and snmoke fromthe air. The num nous stranger
turns. The concealing cl oak of mist dissolves away, and he sees the face of
Aurian. She holds out a hand to him "You're free, now, Vannor. Free to
return. Cone back with me, ny friend, cone back ..."
Slow y, Vannor reaches out and takes the hand .

And the high moors swirled away, and he found hinmself lying on a bed, in
a cavern, with no nenory of how he had conme to be there. Everything was
st range—except the face, the sanme, famliar face of the Mage, |ooking down on
hi m ki ndly and hol ding his hand tightly in her strong, callused grasp, as if
to anchor himin life.
Aurian smiled at him "Wl conme back," she said.
"Wl conme back, Vannor," Eliseth snarled, "and about time, too." In truth,



however, she was not displeased, for the last three days of constant

vi gi l ance—three m serabl e days spent peering into the dark, dead depths of the
grail until her head and eyes ached, had finally paid off. She | ooked at the
image in the grail with narrowed eyes. Really, it was |aughable. Dear, good
l[ittle Aurian had kindly brought the fornmer High Lord back to his senses—and
so created her own undoing. Now, at last, Eliseth had a spy and an agent in
close proximty to the Mage.

Eliseth | et her consciousness nesh with the power of the grail, until, with an
abrupt and dizzying switch of focus, she viewed the scene through Vannor's
eyes, concealing a flash of cold hatred at the sight of Zanna. Well, now that

t he Weat her - Mage had Vannor back under her control, there would be anple tine
and opportunity to deal with his daughter....

"I"'monly too glad that it worked," Aurian was saying to the woman.
"Hopefully, he should be fine, now"

"I can never thank you enough." Zanna tucked her armthrough that of the Mage,
and they wal ked away, al nost out of earshot. "Now, do you know exactly what
you'll need for your journey south ..."

El i seth coul d hear no nore—but she had all the informati on she needed ri ght
there. Wenching herself back into her own body, she enptied the water in the
grail out of the wi ndow, and despatched a servant to find Skua and Sunfeat her
If she wanted to be secure in Dhiammara before Aurian reached the place, it
was time to make a start. And the first obstacle that woul d have to be dealt
wi th was Eyri e—the sout hern Skyfol k colony at the edge of the great forest,
and the place that was currently harboring Queen Raven hersel f.

Eliseth smiled coldly. The colony and its human counterpart set up by Aurian's
former conpani ons woul d make a superb supply base for defenders of

Dhi ammar a—and t he Skyfol k and their human friends woul d make useful sl aves.

The hawk had flown wi de and far before Anvar renenbered who he was, where he
had come from and why he nust return. He did not reach this awareness all at
once—+nstead, the information filtered, very gradually, into his

consci ousness, |ike bubbles of air rising fromthe bottomof a pool. Only when
some vague sense of identity had awakened within himcould he begin to work
out what was wong. It was a difficult process, as if each thought was a tiny,
glittering bead that must be taken out and examined in detail before it could
be strung with the others on a thread of consciousness. The efficiency of his
t hi nki ng, however, inproved with practice, until finally he decided his
difficulties stermmed fromthe fact that the vast, conplex entity that was the
spirit of a human and a Mage fitted ill inside the bird s small body and even
smal | er brain.

Al the time Anvar had been deliberating, he had been flying steadily al ong
the coast, with the ocean on his left wing and the land on his right. Suddenly
he becane aware of what he was doing. I'mflying! I don't know how to do this!
It's inpossible! The thoughts scarcely had time to flash into his mnd before
| and, sea, and sky were whirling across his vision in a disorientating junble
as he plumeted, tunbling end over end in an uncontrolled and hel pless fall.
Anvar's mnd froze in panic—and instinct saved him Cearly, the automatic
reflexes for flight were contained within the hawk's wi ngs and brain. H's

wi ngs flashed open, catching the wind beneath themand tilting to swoop hi mup
at a dizzying angle, so close to the surface of the sea that one wingtip
actual ly caught the top of a wave.

Gods—that was too close! As he careened unsteadily on his way, the Mage
ordered hinself not to think of the technique he was using—+n fact, preferably
not to think about the whole business at all. It proved easy enough, for his
brain only seemed capable of dealing with one subject at a tine. To be on the
saf e side, however, he flew inland—al nost drowning hinmself again with his
first attenpt to turn—and once he had solid ground beneath himhe flew as | ow
as he dared, to reduce the chance of his hurting hinmself should worse conme to
wor st .

That was how he came to see the rabbit-several of them in fact, in a grassy



hol | ow a short distance back fromthe brink of the cliff. A red spike of
hunger flashed across his brain. Instinct took over once nore. He didn't have
far to drop—he sinply selected his prey, angled his w ngs, and tucked them
close to his sides, letting his monentumdrive him talons extended, into the
fleeing rabbit. He hit the beast, knocking it off its feet, his w ngs
extendi ng at exactly the right instant to take himup again, a fingertip above
the grass. Then he was turning at an inpossibly steep angle, and gliding back
to the ground to finish his stunned prey with a sharp bl ow of his beak

Di ppi ng his head, he began to tear through fur and into the still-warm flesh.
He was hal fway through the grisly meal when the sense of w ongness overt ook
him No, this isn't right! This is not what | eat! Not raw He remenbered a
face—a human face, with blue eyes and blond hair. Me? Hands, brown, wth
fingertips callused, not froma sword, but fromharp strings. A harp—there
had been a wonderful harp...

Then Anvar saw another face, its scul pted features as aquiline as those of the
creature he had becone. There was tangled hair of a deep copper shade, and

i ntense green eyes. . . . Aurian! The next minute, the clifftop was enpty, and
a hawk was streaking along the coastline; the sea on its right wing, the |and
on its left, heading back with all speed the way it had cone.

"I'f we nake all speed we can get there in about three days, ny Lord. Mich

qui cker, if this wind swings round instead of staying set against us. Your
sailors wouldn't have the skill to get into our anchorage, and in any case the
keel s of your ships will be too deep, so we'll drop anchor in the next cove
and bring the soldiers in overland."

From his great chair, high on its dais, Lord Pendral |ooked down at the
unkenpt, unshaven smuggl er. This was a pinch-faced, unprepossessing wetch, to
be sure—but there were two details about himw th which the High Lord of Nexis
could readily identify: the all-consum ng lust for vengeance, and the glint of
pure, unadulterated avarice in Gevan's eyes. The man's arrival had surely been
sent by the Gods thenselves—but if Pendral's success as a merchant had taught
himone inportant thing it was not to appear too keen, too soon. "You seemto
have thought it all out." He laced his ring-encrusted fingers across his anple
belly and narrowed his eyes at the ruffian. "And just what do you expect from
me in exchange for this informtion?"

CGevan's eyes shifted away for an instant, and flicked back to the High Lord.

"I want to be a merchant |ike yourself, my Lord—successful and respected. |

want nmy own crinmes to be pardoned, | want five hundred gold pieces to start up
in trade, | want a warehouse of ny own down on the wharves—and when you
destroy the N ghtrunners, | want nmy pick of their vessels."

Pendral 's eyes w dened. "lIndeed? You don't want much, do you?"

Gevan shrugged, and was about to spit on the highly polished floor —unti
Pendral fixed himthe gaze of a snake about to strike. He swallowed the

nmout hful hastily. "My Lord, think what the Nightrunners cost you and this city
in trade each year. Wthout nmy help you'll never find them —no one ever has.
And as | told you, right now they' re sheltering the thief who stole your
jewels. Surely it would be worth anything to you, to lay your hands on hin®"
Pendral nodded. Wiy delay on this matter, he thought. The nmere mention of the
thief set his guts roiling with rage —and he was anxious to strike as soon as
possi bl e lest the slippery wetch should take hinself el sewhere. "Very well —
| agree. You shall have what you desire —and what you so richly deserve."

The treacherous snuggler was effusive in his gratitude; and, as Pendral had
expected, he was far too stupid to notice the inplicit threat —or prom se —
that |urked behind the H gh Lord' s words.

Aurian slipped out of the room |eaving Vannor to his reunion w th Dul sina and
Zanna. When she returned to her quarters, she was pleased to find Shia and
Khanu t here. "Wat have you two been doi ng?" she asked them "I haven't seen
much of you this last day or so."

"Mostly, we've been hunting on the noor," Shia told her. "W don't like being
cooped up with all these humans." She gave the Mage a piercing | ook. "Were is



t he other one?"

Auri an sighed. For sone reason that she would not disclose, Shia had taken a
marked dislike to Forral, and refused to even nane him "Forral is talking to
Parric and Hargorn," she told the cat with a snile. "There seens to be sone
kind of warriors' reunion going on, so | hope that Emm e has plenty of drink
on hand."

"Hurmmans and their drink! W waste time here," Shia grunbl ed.

"You're right, | know " Aurian flopped down into a chair. "We' Il be going soon
—I| rmust start arranging . " She was interrupted by a knock at the door
She signed. "Who is it?"

"It is | —Finbarr."

Aurian was all too aware that it was not the archivist who spoke, but the
Waith who shared his form "Now what?" she nuttered sourly under her breath,
though it struck her that she was being somewhat unjust. Ever since his
arrival, the waith had remained solitary and apart fromthe N ghtrunners, in
order to escape both suspicion and alarm Only Zanna and Tarnal were aware of
the creature's true identity—and it said a great deal for their trust in
Aurian that they allowed the entity to stay.

As the tall, gangling figure walked into the room Aurian had to rem nd
hersel f sharply that sone ghastly, inhuman creature controlled this body in

pl ace of her old friend. "Is sonething wong?" she asked.

"W have—a difficulty." The grating, enotionless voice sent a chill through

t he Mage. "Now you have renmpoved the spell that took ne out of tinme," the
creature continued, "I nust feed—but if | quit this body, ny host will perish.
Once nmore | need your help, Mage. When | leave this formyou nust take it out

of time once nore, and restore it only when | wish to return.”

For a nonent, Aurian had difficulty finding her voice. "Let me get this
straight," she said quietly. "Wen you say feed, do you mean you need to take
a human |ife?"

The expressionless figure nodded. "As you say."

"But you can't do that!" the Mage burst out. "These folk are our friends. They
have given us shelter—they trust us. | can't just let you go and kill one of
them "

"You have no choice." The Waith regarded her inpassively, its utter |ack of
enoti on shocking on Finbarr's face. "My instinct for survival is as great as
that of any other being—+ will feed with or without your help. If you will not
assist ne in the preservation of this body, | will sinply return to ny old
shape for good, and abandon this carapace to die."

Aurian sank down into the chair. "How nuch | onger can you |last?" she

whi spered. "How soon before you need to feed?"

"I can last perhaps two or three days nore—then | nust feed or perish."

"I must have gone mad," Vannor said, in a voice that was heavy with shane. He
| ooked at his daughter, and then at the woman he | oved. "There's no other

expl anation for the way | was acting. How could | have driven you away from
me, Dulsina? | would rather cut off my other hand!"

Dul si na shook her head. "At the tinme it was |ike a dreadful nightmare—tike

l[iving with a total stranger—but it's over now, love, at any rate. |I'monly
too glad to have you back again, and acting |ike yourself. This |ast year has
been the loneliest of my life. You know, I was so angry when | left you—+ told

nmysel f | never wanted to set eyes on you again.'
too I ong before | discovered nmy m stake."
"I"'mglad to be back too—but it doesn't explain or excuse ny actions. What
happened to me, Dul sina? Wiy in Creation would | want to order an attack on

t he Phaerie? The whole idea is insane! | nust have |lost nmy m nd conpl et el y—had
a fit or a seizure or sonmething—+ don't recall." He rubbed his one hand across
his face. "Can you believe it?" he whispered, the words com ng muffled from
between his fingers. "l actually ordered all those nen and woman to their

deat hs—and | can't even renenber! Wat kind of nonster am|1?

Zanna |l aid a hand on her father's shoulder. "Wat's the point in torturing
yourself like this? It won't do you any good, nor will it bring those people

She shrugged. "It didn't take



back. Besides, | agree with you—had you been in your right mnd you would
never have acted like that. It rmust have been the poison that affected you—the
CGods only know how you survived it at all. " Her words trailed off into
silence as she renmenbered her earlier conversation with Aurian

"Dad . . ." she began hesitantly. How in the nane of the Gods could she
suggest that he mi ght have been under the influence of Eliseth without putting
ideas into his head—either that or alarmng himso badly that he never dared
make a nove again? O worse still, she thought with a shiver, actually
alerting Eliseth in some way to the fact that they knew what she had done?
"Can you renenber anything about the tine you were poi soned?" Zanna pl unged on
reckl essly. "Wen you were actually ill, | nmean? Did you have any strange
dreans, or visions? And what about the old woman who saved your life? Wat did
she do to you? Have you any recollection of her at all?"

Vannor shook his head and sighed. "I think | had some weird kind of dream
about Forral, that | can scarcely recall, but apart fromthat, | don't
renmenber anything about the entire episode, |love. Not a bloody thing ..
"Never mnd, Dad—t doesn't matter," Zanna assured hi mbut even as she spoke
the words, a shiver went through her. Try as she night, she couldn't shake the
feeling that it would matter—very nmuch indeed

Aurian sat in her darkened chanber and studied the faint and feebl e gl ow that
emanated fromthe crystal at the head of the Staff of Earth. This isn't right,
she thought despairingly. Were has the power gone? Wat can have happened,

Bet ween the Worlds? The corporeal Staff that had been left in the nundane
world with Aurian's body appeared to have cone out of the entire episode
unchanged—but the ethereal manifestation, the core of the Artifact’s power,
had been virtually destroyed in the Wl of Souls. Indeed, had Aurian not been
able to rescue the serpents and the crystal, she had a very bad feeling that
she woul d have had no Staff to conme back to on her return. Even as matters
stood, she was in serious trouble.

Wonderi ng what she could do to restore the power, Aurian cradled the Artifact
in her lap. It felt like watching over an ailing friend. Normally, when she
touched the Staff a glorious surge of vibrant energy went coursing through
her. Its power had a distinctive feel to it, for, like the Harp of Wnds, the
Staff had an intelligence and a character all its own. Now, as she held it,
she could barely feel a tingle, and she could feel no nore personality than
was present in any other dead stick

The Harp! Now there was an idea. Perhaps the power of its fellow Artifact
could revive the Staff of Earth. Aurian ran to fetch it. As always, the Harp

t hrunmed di scordantly when she picked it up, and the Mage found it difficult
to hold, as though it was constantly trying to withe out of her grasp. As she
touched the crystalline frane, an i mage of Anvar leapt into her mind; so vivid
that she felt she could touch him The Harp gave a shimering sigh, and a
cascade of notes, each one visible as a falling star, swirled away fromit.
"Anvar," it sang, over and over. "Anvar "

Aurian sighed. "I know," she told it. "I miss himtoo. But we'll both have to
do without himfor the time being, and if you want hi m back, you had better
cooperate with nme."

The Mage's words cut harshly across the liquid fall of light that was the
Harp's song, and abruptly, the Artifact fell silent. After a noment, the frane
ceased to feel slippery in her hands, and a tentative tingle of energy |eaked
into her fingers and ran through her arms. In her thoughts, Aurian sent out a
wave of gratitude toward the Artefact, and felt it thrumin response.
Carefully, she laid it down on her bed, beside the Staff of Earth. "Can you
tell me why the Staff has lost its power?” she asked the Harp of Wnds, "and
what | may do-to heal it?"

In the darkened room the crystal franme of the Harp began to glowwith a soft

i ncandescence that expanded and reached out to enbrace the dormant Staff,
outlining the twisting shapes of the serpents in a nebulous luster. At first,
Aurian thought the mi sty | um nescence was playing tricks with her eyes. As she
wat ched, the serpents, still holding the dull crystal, lifted their heads from



the Staff to watch her with coldly glittering eyes. In the ghostly radi ance of
the Harp, their colors | ooked flat and faded; no |onger the brilliant
red-and-silver and the vivid gol d-and-green that she recall ed.

Then, once again, the Harp began to sing in its shimering voice. "They say
the fault is yours, O Mage. They say you abused your guardi anship. that you
used the Staff for ill: for death and sl aughter.”

Aurian's blood turned to pure ice in her veins as she renmenbered her sl aughter
of Pendral's soldiers in the tunnels beneath the Acadeny. It was as she had
suspect ed then—but sonehow hearing the truth spoken al oud by the Harp brought
hone to her the enormity of what she had done.

"You knew, Mage, that there would cone a reckoning,"” the Artifact sang on, its
notes now as hard and sharp as dianonds. "Firstly, there will be an equa

price to pay for your deeds that day. Secondly, to win back the Staff you mnust
prove yoursel f worthy once nore. You nust atone. And you must pay back in | ove
and healing all the power you took fromthe Staff for death and destruction

Then both you, and ny fellow Artifact, will be renewed." Wth one | ast
shi mering note, the Harp fell silent.
It was some tine |ater when Chianmh found the Mage, still sitting in the

darkness with the dormant Artifacts laid in front of her on the bed. Gently,
he wi ped the tears fromher face and held her in silence for a |l ong noment.
"Come on," he said at last. "Let's get you out of this deep darkness, and back
into the open and the light."

"You must be out of your mind! |I can't do that!" Aurian |ooked from Chianh to
D arvan in dismay. These | ast days had been difficult enough w thout being
asked to usurp the A d Magi c—the province of the Phaerie—and use it in night.
"I"'mnot a bloody Phaerie," she objected. "I don't know what makes the Xandi m
fly and I don't want to! You know how | feel about heights, D arvan. Just
being here on top of this cliff nakes me uneasy, and |'m nowhere near the
edge. That business with the Skyfol k nets was bad enough, but there is no
way—and | mean no way-you're getting ne up in the air on anything | could fal
offI"

D arvan shrugged. "Suit yourself. O course this neans you' |l take nonths to
get anywhere, with Eliseth up to all sorts of mischief in the nmeantine.
Furtherrmore 1'Il have to cone with you, and abandon Maya to the Gods only know
what fate...."

The Mage's dismay turned into stone-cold horror. "Do we really have to fly?"
she asked in a small voice. "Surely it's not absolutely necessary...."
"Look," D arvan told her, with a patient expression that she itched to strike
fromhis face, "Eliseth is a | ong way ahead of you, Aurian. You told ne
yourself she's had tinme to conquer Aerillia. The | onger you delay, the nore
she can consolidate her position and the nore difficult it'll be for you when
you eventually catch up with her." He patted her gently on the arm "Come on
Auri an—thi nk how far you've cone, and all you've achi eved since the night you
fled Nexis. You know you can do it if you have to. You know you will."

Aurian gritted her teeth. "D arvan," she said tightly. "I hate you. You know
me far too well for my own good."
The W ndeye held out his hands to her. "It won't be so bad, ny friend. | won't

l et you fall—you should know better than that. It won't be the first tinme

we' ve ridden together."

Aurian sighed. "That's all very well, Chiamh, but you're not exactly an expert
at this business yourself. You ve only done it a couple of tinmes—and with
Phaerie to assist you. What if we both mess it up?"
"We'|| stay close to the ground until we're confident.'
Mage. Think what fun we could have with this."

Aurian held up her hands in defeat. "All right, all right. Let's get on with
it now before | change ny mnd."

D arvan lifted Hellorin's talisman, on its glittering chain from around his
neck, and laid it in the Mage's outstretched hand. As it touched her skin the
gl eam ng surface of the stone changed fromm sty grey to clear silver, and
flashed once with blazing white light. Aurian staggered as a fierce, alien

He grinned. "Cone,



power
pul sed through her, as bright as suns, as dark as the vault of the universe,
as strong as the very bones of the world and as ancient as tine itself.
"Seven bl oody denmpons! What in perdition is this?"

"The talisman has been inbued with the A d Magic by ny father,'
her. "You hold in your hand the power of the Phaerie."

Aurian shook her head. "Surely it can't be that easy," she argued. "I nean, if
you were to give this to Zanna, for exanple, she couldn't just go flitting
about the sky on Chianh's back...."

"She certainly could not," the Wndeye put in with a | augh, "because

woul dn't let her."”

"Don't be daft, Aurian—ebviously you' d have to be a Mage," D arvan told her
with a touch of irritation. “A Mdrtal couldn't possibly manipul ate—er even
recogni ze—power |ike this."

Aurian was | ooking doubtfully at the talisman that |ay, quiescent now, in the

D arvan told

pal m of her cupped hand. "I'mnot sure that | can, either. It's so different,
this magic."
"There's no reason why it shouldn't work," D arvan insisted. "After all, the

Artifacts give you access to the Hi gh Magic—this talisnman gives you power of
anot her kind. Just think of it as an Artifact of the Od Magic, Go on—put it
on."

The Mage slipped the talisman around her neck—and gave a cry of astoni shrment.
She coul d see the living energies of her conpanions, cloaking their bodies in
auras of shimrering radiance that were in constant flux, renew ng thensel ves
wi th each thought and notion. She saw the green haze of |iving energy that
shone from each bl ade of grass. The rock bel ow her feet was |ike a fractured
mass of translucent crystal, in shades of anmber and red, and the ocean was
like a silken cloak thrown over the bones of the earth, glowing softly with
opal , nmoonstone, and pearl, and limmed with vibrant |apis, aquamarine, and
anet hyst to mark the nmoverment of current and swell. The winds that swirled
around the exposed clifftop streamed |ike glistening silver ribbons, and
each/gull that was wheeling and diving through the air above the ocean was a
spark of silver that trailed a streaking tail of light Iike a shooting star
"Aurian! Aurian—eone back!" Hands were gripping her shoul ders, shaking her
violently. Distantly, she felt sonmeone lifting the talisman and pulling it
over her head. Wth a cry of dismay she snatched at it, but was too |l ate.
Aurian's vision cleared to see D arvan standing in front of her, with the
stone at the end of its silver chain, swinging fromhis outstretched hands.
Wthout it the world seenmed a dull, flat, colorless place, and Aurian was
assail ed by a deep sense of loss. "Plague take it, D arvan," she said
irritably, "what do you think you're doi ng?"

"I had to do sonething," D arvan protested. "You stood there for ages, not
speaki ng or noving, just staring into oblivion. You were conpletely
captivated."

Aurian sighed, trying to grasp at the last elusive nenories of the wonder she
had witnessed before they slipped away fromher entirely. "It was
breat ht aki ng, D arvan. Wy didn't you warn ne?"

D arvan | ooked puzzl ed. "Warn you about what ?"

"About . . ." Wth some difficulty, Aurian tried to explain what she had seen
"Why, " the Wndeye cried excitedly, "that's exactly what | see with

Q hersight!"

"Well, | certainly don't see anything like that," said D arvan. "So how do you

account for it?"

"I think | understand," the Mage said slowy. "Because your race was SO
closely connected with the Phaerie, Chiamh, the powers of the Wndeye nust
stemfromthe A d Magic. But the Phaerie thenselves are actually part of that
magi c—they're living mani festations of the Ad Magic, if you Iike—and so
they don't discern what we non-Phaerie perceive."

"It's a pity—*¥romwhat you and Chianmh say, | feel as though I'm m ssing

somet hing special," D arvan said. "There's only one problem Aurian—how are



you going to control this OQthersight? It's no good you having access to the
Ad Mgic if it's just going to enthrall you."

"Let her try it again," Chianmh suggested, "and we'll fly this time. She'l
know what to expect, so it won't conme as such a shock, and what's nore she'l

have sonething else to occupy her attention. I'lIl teach her to control the
O hersight, but it will require a lot of practice—there's notine to do it
now. "

"Do you think it's safe?" D arvan began doubtfully.

"Ch, let's get on with it," Aurian said inpatiently, "before we grow old and
grey standing here on this blasted cliff. You' ve al ready expl ai ned what |
ought to be doi ng—gi ve ne back the talisman, D arvan."

Rel uctantly, he handed the shinmering stone to her. The Mage al nost snat ched
it out of his grasp. Wen she hung the chain around her neck once nore, the
wor |l d sprang back into radi ant splendor. Entranced, she watched Chiamh's
outline change and his aura alter to darker, nore smoky hues as he changed
from human to equi ne shape. Well, standing around putting off the nonent of
action wouldn't make her feel any |ess nervous. D arvan made a stirrup of his
hands for her, and taking a deep breath, Aurian scranbled up onto the

W nd- eye' s back

Chapter 23

Departures

Knotting one hand firmy into Chiamh's mane, the Mage cl osed the other around
the talisman. Concentrating hard to inprint her will upon the unfamliar

magi ¢, she gathered the field of energy that constituted her own aura, and | et
it merge with that of the Xandi m beneath her, and the swirling silvery strands
that were the wind. Chiamh |eapt forward with a lurch that al nost unseated
her, set his hooves upon a pathway of gleanmi ng air, and stretched out his
stride in what seenmed |like an ordinary gall op—except that with every step, he
and the Mage were clinbing higher and higher into the skies.

The first thing Aurian noticed was the cold, which increased as she nounted

hi gher, and the strengthening wi nd, which nade her eyes water and her ears
ache, and bl ew her hair back fromher face. Chianmh's rhythmc stride felt
simlar to the way it had always felt, except that the nmoti on was snoother and
nmore fluid, without the jarring inpact as his hooves struck the ground. Save
for that one detail, Aurian could alnpst imagine herself riding along on the
ground in an ordinary fashion—so |long as she didn't | ook dowmn. For a tine she
was very careful not to do that. She clung to Chiamh's back like a burr,
crouching | ow over his neck with her eyes screwed tight shut, and when she did
gain the courage to open them-nostly because it was nmore worrying not to be
able to see what was goi ng on—she kept themfixed firmy in front of her, on
the Wndeye's pricked, black-tipped ears.

Finally, Aurian nustered enough courage to | ook down at the ground. A owing in
the dazzling, crystalline configurations of the hersight, it swng dizzily
beneath her in renote but perfect detail, just as it had done when she had
ridden the winds to Aerillia with Chiamh, so |long ago. And here we are, riding
t hem t oget her once nore, the Mage thought—-and her fear vanished all at once,
in a glowof warnth and trust for her conpanion, as did the many worries that
had been doggi ng her for these |ast hours.

The Mage had been filled with despair ever since Anvar's spirit had failed to
return with her owmn fromthe Well of Souls, for if he had gone to be reborn

el sewhere he could never be restored, even with the Caldron, to his old body.
Now he seemed truly | ost forever, so that she was forced to fight a continuing
battl e against her sorrowin order to keep striving toward her goal of
Eliseth's defeat. She had al so been feeling hurt by Wl f's hostility, though
in truth she could understand why he should feel little |ove for a nother who
had seem ngly abandoned himfor so many years. Vannor, too—there was stil

somet hing very much amiss with the man, though for the life of her she
couldn't discover what. . . . But the higher Aurian soared with the W ndeye,
the Iighter her heart began to feel, as though she had truly left her troubles



behi nd her, anchored to the ground bel ow

Chianh circled above the cliffs and began to make his descent, |osing hei ght
all the tinme as he angl ed back to where D arvan stood waiting. He | anded
perfectly; so lightly that Aurian barely felt the jar at all. She slid down
qui ckly from his back, delighted by what she had seen, but gl ad, nonethel ess,
to be back safe on solid ground. As she stepped back Chianmh shi nmered, and
changed back to his human shape. "Well?" he asked her challengingly. "No, on
second thoughts don't tell me. You were squeezing nme so tightly round the ribs

that 1'Il probably have the bruises for a week."
Aurian removed the talisman from her neck and dropped it carefully into the
pocket of her tunic. "I could probably get used to it," she admtted

cautiously. Then she exchanged gl ances with the Wndeye and they both | aughed.
Aurian held out her hands to him "It was wonderful ," she said, "as well you
know. . .."

She broke off; staring over Chiamh's shoulder and up into the sky at a small
dark speck in the distance. It seened to be hurtling down toward her at a
tremendous rate. The Mage held her breath. Don't be daft, she told herself,
it's probably just a chough or a gull. . . . But the sight had set a fresh
spark to the cooling enbers of hope within her heart, and already they had
flared up, renewed—to bum brighter yet when the bird cane cl ose enough for her
to see that it was, indeed, a hawk.

Chi anh shook her arm "What is it, Aurian? Wiat do you see?" He knew better
than to try to look in the direction of her gaze—his vision was far too
[imted.

"I think . . ." the Mage began—and fell silent. Since the hawk had fl own away
fromthe N ghtrunner settlenment, she had derided herself as a fool for

t hi nking that such a creature m ght have housed Anvar's spirit. In her
enbarrassnment and doubt she had remmined silent, therefore, and had not

nmenti oned her suspicions to a soul. Now, however, those forner suspicions were
| ooking to be increasingly accurate as the hawk e to hover, high above her
head.

"Dear CGods, it « . . ." Aurian breathed. She extended an to the hovering bird.
"Anvar ?" she called softly. "Anvar?" D arvan exclainmed. He | ooked at her with
deep concern. “Aurian, you'd better conme inside," he said gently. He reached
out to take her hand, but Chianmh restrained . "D arvan, look . . ."The hawk
abandoned its static position in the sky and sideslipped down toward Aurian

It anded on her forearm settling its wings across its back as though it
meant to stay there, and fixed the Mage's face in its fierce amsr gaze.

The warm col oration drained from Chianh's eyes, chang-themto reflective
argent as he switched to his Othersight. The silver eyes wi dened. "Light of

t he goddess," he breathed, Aurian knew what he nmust be seeing. Though the
physi cal of the hawk was a drastic alteration, the spirit light that shone
fromit in a scintillating aureole of many hues, was unaltered and famliar
The goddess only knew how it had happened, but sonehow, Anvar was occupyi ng

t he body of the hawk.

Chi anh swung back to face the Mage. "You knew, didn't you?" he accused the
Mage.

Auri an nodded, never taking her eyes fromthe bird. "I suspected—+ had hoped
"Il tell you about it later, Chianh."

"Me too, | hope." D arvan put in. “This is one explanation | wuldn't like to

m ss. "

From his vantage point high in the air, Anvar |ooked down on the tall figure
of the woman. This was right—this was where he wanted to be! Already, he had
forgotten who he was or why he had been searching, but this human had clearly
been his goal. There was sonmething in her that called to him... Trusting her
as he woul d have trusted no other, the hawk fol ded his w ngs and swooped down
to settle on her proffered arm

As Anvar | ooked into the human's green eyes he was overwhel ned by a profound
wave of joy: a feeling of belonging that swept through himlike sone

i nexorabl e tide. Though he did not understand why, he knew that his place was



right here at the human woman's si de.

"Has the courier been dispatched to the Queen of the KhazalinP" Eliseth asked.
"I ndeed, Lady. Everything is just as you have ordered," Sunfeather told her
"The message was worded exactly as you said, asking the Khisihn Sara if she
would be willing to becone your ally and supply you troops to hel p defend

Dhi ammara, in exchange for your assistance in her own | and once the Dragon
City has been secured. As for our planned attack on Finch and Petrel and their
col ony, your warriors are assenbl ed above, and ready to nmove—we sinply await
your word."

The Weat her-Mage turned to Skua. "And you, High Priest? Are you ready to take
on this great charge?"

Skua nodded, and though his usual saturnine expression did not alter, Eliseth

could see the gl eam of suppressed excitement in his eyes. "I have been
preparing all my life for this moment, Geat Lady. You need have no fear—n ny
safe hands, the city will thrive and prosper during your absence.”

Eliseth smiled at him "I have every confidence in you, ny Lord Skua." If only

you knew how little | have to fear fromyou, she thought. Your black heart may
be full of treachery—but your mind is under ny control

El i seth poured wine for her two wi nged cohorts, and picked up the third cup
fromthe table. "Wat do the Skyfol k think of our glorious mssion to subdue

t he col ony of Eyrie?"

The High Priest grimaced thinly—+the nearest he ever came to a snile. "I have
preached against the evil, godl ess renegades in the Tenple," he said. "The
popul ace of Aerillia are convinced that Sunfeather and his warriors will smte
the Eyrians in Yinze's nane, and there is a great deal of support for the
notion. After a handful of dissenters had the error of their ways explained to
them by the stones and cudgel s of the righteous, even those who have friends
and kin in the colony are rapidly learning the value of silence."

“That's nost satisfactory,"” Eliseth | aughed. "By all neans, |let us cl eanse our
| and of these ungodly Eyrians—not to nention the fact that the col ony stands
in the way of my plans for Dhiammara." She lifted her cup. "To our success, ny
friends—great deeds await us."

By the time dusk fell the next day, Aurian had begun to feel that she was
really getting somewhere with the magic that pernitted the Xandimto fly. The
weat her had been grey but dry with a brisk wind, and she'd spent the day
outside with D arvan, Chianh, Schiannath, and |scalda, practicing the w elding
of Ad Magic to include nore than a single Xandim It had not proved so
difficult as she had expected, though it did require a good deal of
concentration to link the energies of so many auras with the power of the

wi nds. Linnet had joined themfor part of the day, exercising her newy heal ed
wi ng. Because of the missing feathers, her flight was still uneven and

ungai nly, but at |east she was getting off the ground again. The hawk was al so
present, flying around themin flutter-ing circles, sometines peeling off to
hunt over the cliffs, but never straying too far, and always returning to
Aurian. The feird remained an enigma to the Mage. Since it had returned to her
t he previous day, she had becone nore convinced than ever that it truly held
the spirit of Anvar—yet when she

reached out with her nind to attenpt comruni cation with the creature, it
seened to have no sense of identity, and she would make little sense of the
confused junble of sinple avian Rages in its brain. Certainly, it was stil
very wild—there was no way she could persuade it to acconpany her into the
confinenent of the N ghtrunner quarters. \Wenever she stepped outside,

however, it was there waiting for her, and clung to her with a fierce loyalty.
For sone reason, it also seemed to favor the Wndeye, but any notion that it

m ght have been drawn to magi c was negated by the fact that the hawk treated
D arvan with utter indifference.

Shia too had been uncertain. "I hope for all our sakes that you're right,
Aurian," she had said doubtfully, "but are you sure your hopes aren't |eading



you astray? It just looks like a bird to ne."

The one person with whom Aurian had not discussed the hawk was Forral. Not
only had she made no nmention to himof her suspicions, but she had sworn

D arvan and Chianh to secrecy too. D arvan had asked her why. "Look," she told
him "if I'"'mright about this, it will only upset and disturb Forral —with

very good reason—to think that Anvar is still present in sone way, watching
our every nove and waiting to take back his own body. If I'mwong, then
Forral will be equally as disturbed, but for no reason at all." It had al
sounded very plausible at the tine.

Al in all, it had been good to get away fromthf N ghtrunner caverns and the

uneasy m x of personalities that had been thrown together these |ast few days.
The issue of the Death-Waith's hunger was beconing increasingly urgent, and
there seened no way to avoid a hunman death. The Mage coul d not hel p but think
that maybe Forral had been right after all—perhaps it had been a grave m st ake
to bring the Waith out of time. WIf remained, if not overtly hostile,
indifferent to his nmother, and was spending a great deal of time with Zanna's
sons. Iscalda said he m ssed Currain, who had been like a younger brother to
him Mich to the swordsman's distress, he had flatly refused to believe that
Forral was his father. "You can't be ny father—he's dead,"” Wl f insisted.
Nonet hel ess, there had al so been better news. Vannor, thank the Gods, seened
to be recovering his spirits thanks to the determined mnistrations of Dul sina
and Zanna, who were well on their way to persuading himthat, rather than
castigating hinmself over his past nistakes, he would be better off atoning for
themw th constructive deeds. That norning, Forral had cone out with Parric to
find out what the Mage was up to, and had gone very white when he had seen her
hurtling through the skies on Chianmh's back, with Schiannath and | scal da
flanking her on either side. At Aurian's urging, however, the swordsnan had
finally been persuaded to mount Schiannath for a trial flight, with Aurian
flying al ongsi de on Chi amh, her magi c keepi ng both Xandi m al oft. Forral had
returned with his face glowing with delight as he envel oped the Mage in a
great bear hug. "By Chathak, |ass—what an incredible experience! | never
thought 1'd live to see the day...."

"You didn't," Parric put in dryly, and clapped the swordsman on the back to
take the sting fromhis words. The Cavalry-master was in irrepressible
spirits. Unlike Forral, he had taken no persuadi ng whatsoever to try flying on
| scal da' s back, and was now firmy convinced that he had seen the crowning
noment of his life.

That night, the Mage and her companions ate in Emie's quarters with Zanna and
her famly, and Emmi e and Yanis, to celebrate the return of the Nightrunner

| eader whose ship had docked that afternoon (and who had been benused, to say
the least, at finding a horse flying in circles around his mast when he neared
t he | and).

Grince's eyes were on Aurian, who was seated across the table fromhim Emie
had rummged t hrough her store-loons to find some finery for themall, and the
Mage | ooked like a living flame in a wi ne-col ored velvet gown. Her hair, which
was growi ng | ong again, lay |oose on her shoulders in a tunbling silken
cascade. The thief could barely | ook away fromher for |ong enough to eat his
food. Though he had been ipending nmost of his tinme in the N ghtrunner haven
with Emmie, or |earning about ships with his new friend Jeskin the

shi p-swight, Aurian had never been far from his thoughts. She was brave and
conpet ent and compassi onate, and one of the few people who had ever treated
himas though he really matttered. Furthernore, she had brought sone nagic
into alife that en singularly short of enchantnent. He had never for-their
nmeeti ng beneath the Nexi an Acadeny, and the rough but unreserved ki ndness she
had shown him both then and during their escape across the noors. Though he'd
been unaware of it at the time, Gince had his heart to the Mage that first
day, but he had only to realize just how very nuch she meant to hi mwhen had
seen her lying, cold, pale, and still, up by the standing tone, and had been
sure that she was dead. At that noment, had felt that something rare and

preci ous had been taken fromhim as though sone vital part of hinself had



been ripped away. In a fit of fervor that had shocked himgreatly when he cane
to |l ook back on it afterward, he had run to her, clutched at her, and begged
her not to | eave him-and as if by some miracle, she had not. Over the | ast day
or two, however, he had been watching her covertly as she practiced flying
with the Xandimand tal ked to Emm e and Zanna about ships and supplies. He
knew t hat she was planning to | eave again and the thought filled himwith
dread and dismay. He couldn't let her go without him

It had been a difficult decision. Al too well, the thief recalled the agonies
of riding on horseback, and his fear of the vast, wild, open spaces, without a
house or a paved road in sight. He rem nded hinself of the endl ess nisery of
never feeling warm the rough, scanty meals, the utter blackness of night, and
t he dreadful tension of |lying awake in the dark, waiting for sone vile and

vi cious creature to pounce. And worst of all, there was the insecurity, the
constant lurking terror of being left alone in the wilderness—for if anything
shoul d befall his conpanions, he could nmeasure his own life within a day or
two at nost.

Grince had thought about all of these difficulties constantly over the | ast
two days, until his head was spinning—and he didn't care. He had al nost | ost
her at the standing stone, and Aurian wasn't going to get the chance to | eave
himagain. This tine, at least, he could follow her wherever she was goi ng,
and he intended to do exactly that. The problem however, woul d be convincing
her to take him

When the neal was over, Gince waylaid the Mage as she was about to foll ow
Forral to their roons. "Lady, can | speak with you for a nonent?" he asked
her .

"Why of course." Though Aurian | ooked tired, she had a snile for him as

al ways. Turning aside fromher planned route, she led himto the great cavern
where the ships were docked. They wal ked al ong the beach, crunching fragnents
of the white shell shingle underfoot. The Mage | ooked at Gince, one eyebrow
rai sed. "Well?" she said. "What can | do for you?"

Al of Gince's carefully prepared argunments flew right out of his head.

"Il +'mgoing with you," he blurted. "Wen you leave. |I'mcoming too." He
| ooked at her defiantly.
The Mage's eyebrow rose another fraction. "I don't think so," she said

pl easant!ly.

The thief's heart sank. "Lady, you've got to take me with you. That Chianmh was
only saying yesterday that you'll need all the help you can get, and ..."
"Look, Grince," Aurian said firmy. "I don't want to offend you, but | think
Chi anh was tal ki ng about hel p, he neant the assistance of folk who could ride
a horse and use a sword, or wield magic."

"You're saying I'mno good," Gince nuttered sullenly, kicking sprays of sand
out in front of him

"I"mnot saying anything of the kind. It's just that you're not cut out for

the kind of journey we'll be making. Wiy, that little ride fromNexis to here
nearly killed you—and don't tell me you enjoyed it, because | bloody well know
you didn't. You had a nmiserable time fromfirst to last." She sighed. "It's

not a question of being no good—+t's a question of different skills and
experi ences. Had we been heading for a city like Nexis, you would have cone
into your own. Had | needed a thief..."

"Who's to say you won't?" Gince put in quickly.

"Then I'1l just have to manage." Aurian's tone brooked no further argunent,
but she softened her words with a smle for him "Gince, if | take you with
me, | truly believe I'Il get you killed. And I'mnot going to do that. |'ve

seen too many friends die—+ like you far too nmuch to let that happen to you."
Wth a whirl of her wine-red skirts she was gone.

Gince | ooked after her, not sure whether to be upset or gl addened by her
words. One thing was for sure—she had achi eved exactly the opposite of what
she had intended. If the Mage |liked himso much, there was no way he would | et
her | eave himbehind. "It's not over yet," he muttered. "I'm comng with
you—ust you wait and see.”



When the Mage returned to her chanbers, Forral had stoked up the fire in the
stove and poured two gl asses of wi ne. "Wat was all that about?" he asked her
seei ng her frown.

Aurian shook her head and sighed. "Poor Gince seens to have taken | eave of
his senses. He wants to cone with ne when | go south. Can you imagine? It took
the poor little sod his time to get here from Nexis, he has no woodcraft

what ever, he can't even use a sword properly, yet he's blithely big about
setting off on a journey of several hundred | eagues.”

Forral shrugged. "You' ve done it again, haven't you? It |ooks as though you' ve
got another follower. By all the Gods, Aurian—+ don't know how you manage to

i nspire such |oyalty. " He paused, and sniled at her. "No—n truth, |
think I do know. You care. Wthin mnutes of neeting Gince you had heal ed him
and hel ped him you smuggl ed himout of the city with you, probably saving his
l[ife in the process, and then you were the only one who stood by hi mwhen he
was caught trying to steal from Mandzurano. |'ve noticed hi mwatching you—+
reckon he's taken a real fancy to you, |love."

"To me? Absol ute rubbish!™ Aurian snorted

"I"'mserious," Forral told her. "For nost of his [ife he's had no one. Just

thi nk what a lonely existence that nust have been, without famly or friends.
He's never had anyone to | ove, and nobody has cared for him Then al ong you
cone. You're kind to himas no one el se has been, and for the first tine,

someone is treating himlike a human being.... Wat do you think? It's no
wonder he inmagines he's in love with you."

The Mage glared at him "In [ove, my backside. Whatever Gince inmagines he's
feeling, it's nothing nore than hero worship, pure and sinple—and | should
know t he symptons. | renenber a little girl, once upon a time, who felt the

same way about you."

"Yes, and | ook how that ended up," the swordsman grow ed.

Aurian sighed in exasperation. "Forral, this nonsense has gone quite far
enough. You're talking nore like a kitchen maid than a bl oody swordsman! ™"
Forral shrugged. "Well, you may be right. Maybe | can see it so clearly in
Gince because I'min love with you."

"You daft bugger." Aurian shook her head. "Honestly—you must be going soft in
your old age. If anyone should hear the world' s greatest swordsman saying
things like that, your reputation would be ruined forever." She snmiled at him
fondly and held out her hand. "Stop tal king nonsense and cone to bed."

Chi anh took off his clothes and threw themin the general direction of a
chair, then slipped quickly between the blankets of his |lonely bed. After a
few nonents' shivering he warmed up enough to let his body relax. Then, as

al ways, he lay back and let his Ot hersight take over. Finding a slender thread
of a draft, he began to followit, sending his consciousness forth to slip
through the tiny fissures and crevices in the rock, along the nowfaniliar
route to Aurian's chanbers. It was the Wndeye's nightly ritual. He didn't
stay long—there was a feeling of wongness and guilt in the notion of spying
on the Mage while she slept. No, he sinply cared about her, and felt
protective of her now that Anvar had been torn away from her. After all, she
was his dearest friend-what could be nore natural ? Chiamh would sinply |inger
a nonent and extend a tendril of his consciousness to gently touch her

sl eeping face. Only then could he return to his solitary bed and find sleep at
| ast.

Toni ght, he di scovered the Mage asl eep next to Forral, as she had been these
| ast few nights. Though he knew that Aurian had, for the tinme being, nanaged
to reconcile her feelings between the old | ove and the new, he had his doubts
about this interloper who' d stolen Anvar's body. Seeing themtogether, Chianmh
suddenly found hinself aflame with jeal ousy. Appalled by the intensity of his
feelings, he fled back toward his body with a soundl ess cry of disnay.

The W ndeye's thoughts were in such a turnoil that he took a wong turning
somewhere, and his consciousness enmerged not in his chanber, as he had
expected, but in the main cavern. Wat he saw there drove all thoughts of the



Mage right out of his mind. The night watchnen |lay scattered; dead. Strange
soldiers, all alike in black livery and with eyes |like cold steel, were
pouring into the cavern. Chianh was about to sound the al arm when he realized
that he was out of his body, and had no voice. As fast as he could he turned,
and fled back the way he had cone.

Zanna was awakened from a sound sleep by a fearful commotion in the corridor
She heard shouts and screans, and one of the ship's bells was ringing wldly.
Tarnal |eapt out of bed. "Get the boys," he cried. "W've been invaded."

Zanna had never dressed so fast in her life. She threw on her rough seaman's
cl ot hi ng and boots, and dashed to the children's roonms. They were already
awake and snuggled in a single bed with Wl f, peeping out from behind a

barri cade of

bedcl ot hes wi th huge, frightened eyes.

"Ma, what's happeni ng?" Val and demanded. Martek, now that a source of confort
had arrived, began to wail.

Zanna didn't believe in hiding the realities of life fromher offspring—they
were Nightrunners, after all. "Bad soldiers are attacking us," she said
tersely. "Get up quickly and get dressed—we have to | eave right now. "

Val and obeyed her wi thout another word, and Zanna ran hel p her younger son
Martek was still sniveling as she forced himinto his clothes. Zanna knelt
down besi de him and cupped his danp face in her hand. "Martek, you stop that.
You don't want to frighten Wl f, do you? W have to get to the ships now, al
right? Then we'll be safe.™

The child bit his Iip and nodded.

"Good lad," Zanna told him Picking himup, she gestured for Valand to go
ahead of her.

Tarnal was standing by the door, sword in hand. "I can hear themrighting in
the distance, but it seems clear outside our door. W'd better go while we
can."

Zanna nodded. "Val and," she said, "you take hold of the edge of mnmy cloak. Hold
onto it tight now-and whatever happens, don't let go."

They raced together along the corridor, their footsteps ringing on the stone
floor. Wen they reached the main cavern the sight of the carnage stopped
Zanna in her tracks. Small groups of snugglers, many in their nightclothes,
were fighting desperately against well-arnmed professional soldiers. Wth a
thrill of horror, Zanna recogni zed the black uniforms of Pendral's troops.
They seenmed to be everywhere. The beach was littered with the bodies of nen,
worren, and even small children; the white sands were dyed crimson with their

bl ood. Even as Zanna stood, transfixed with horror, nore soldiers were pouring
in through the narrow tunnel of the |landward entrance.

"Come on!" Tarnal shook Zanna out of her trance. "W've got to get to the
boats!" Welding his sword |ike a nman possessed, he plunged into the seething
mass of conbatants.

The t hree Xandi m had been gi ven chanbers toward the rear of the N ghtrunner
conpl ex. Their roons were the only chanbers in a short, dead-end corridor that
branched off the main tunnel, and by the tinme the sounds of fighting reached
them it was too |late.

| scal da had hung up the blue gown that Zanna had given her, and was brushing
her long, flaxen hair when she first heard the clanor outside. Al nost at the
same time, there cane a hammering on her door. She opened it to find the

W ndeye, disheveled and hal f-dressed. "Armyoursel f," he gasped. "W're being
attacked!"

Before she had time to reply, he was gone, and bangi ng on Schi annath's door

| scal da dragged on shirt and breeches and picked up the new sword that she had
obt ai ned t hrough the ki ndness of the N ghtrunners. Wen she |left her room she
saw t hat her brother, armed and dressed, was al so com ng out of his
chanmber—and that a large group of soldiers was rounding the corner at the
junction of the corridor. A flash of fear shot through Iscalda as she realized
that the Xandi m were cornered and out nunbered.

Then suddenly the sol diers were backi ng away, how ing curses and crying out in



fear. Chiamh followed them his silver eyes narrowed with concentration
pursuing themw th the vision of a hideous nonstrosity that was worse than the
wor st of Iscalda's nightmares. "Go," he shouted. "I'Il hold them off"

The nonent the junction was clear, Schiannath and |scalda fled past the

W ndeye, toward the main cavern. |scalda glanced back over her shoul der to see
Chi anh foll owi ng; scranbling backward to keep facing the eneny and sonehow
mai nt ai ni ng his apparition without faltering. As they reached the nore

popul ous areas, they began to find bodies sprawed in the corridors—sone of
themsoldiers, it was true, but far nore of them nenbers of the N ghtrunner
conmuni ty. Anot her group of soldiers appeared froma junction ahead of them
and I scal da and Schiannath went into action side by side, swords flashing as
they carved a path through the enemy ranks for thensel ves and the W ndeye.
Everything went well until the Xandi mreached the open spaces of the big
cavern, with a group of frightened snugglers, nostly elderly, that they had
collected on their way. To their horror the beach was filled with a nass of
struggling figures, and the fight was noving this way and that across the
entrance to their passage. |scalda and Schiannath waited for a break in the
nel ee and brought the others through the entrance safely, but Chianh, stil
preoccupied with rmaintaining his phantasm was just a monent too late. As he
energed, the fight swept back in his direction and a duelling soldier, on the
def ensi ve, backed straight into him The Wndeye's concentration broke—enly
for an instant, but it was enough. The sol di er who had been follow ng the
Xandi mall through the tunnels at a respectful distance saw the apparition
waver. "lt's not real."

I scal da turned as she heard the cry-but she was too | ate save him Even as she
wat ched in horror, the soldiers shed forward in a solid mass, and she saw

Chi anh go down, pierced by half a dozen swords. Even though she knew in her
heart that it was hopel ess, she woul d have gone back for him had Schi annath
not grabbed her arm and haul ed her onward. "Conme on, |scalda! You can do
nothing for himnow" Then the warrior was forced to turn her full attention
back to her own survival, for they still had a fight in front of them before
they could reach the boats. Her |ast sight of the Wndeye was a shapel ess,
crunpled formlike a bl ood-soaked pile of rags; a discarded piece of refuse

t hat had been kicked out of the way, against the cavern wall.

Chapter 24

The Phant asm

As Zanna pushed her way forward in Tarnal's wake, she felt a tug—then her son
was no |longer holding on to her cloak. "Valand!" she whirled to see the child
smashed down into the ground by a warrior's gauntleted fist and ki cked
repeatedly and viciously where he lay. As the man pull ed back his foot for
anot her blow, a snarling grey shape erupted out of nowhere, |eaping up and
tearing at the warrior's throat. Man and wol f staggered backward and fell,
vani shing into the fray.

Zanna ran back to where her son lay, white and unnoving, but could not lift

hi mwi t hout putting Martek down. Tarnal could not help her. He stood over his
famly to defend them-but his sword was needed. The crowd thinned for a
nonent, to show Enmie and Yanis with Vannor, Parric and Dul sina. Vannor and
the Cavalry-master were fighting valiantly, back to back; Vannor defending
hinsel f admrably with one hand. "Dad,” Zanna shrieked. "Help us, please!"
Yani s tugged at Vannor's sl eeve and shouted somnething that Zanna coul d not
hear above the screaming and the clash of swords. Then he led Emmie and

Dul sina toward the boats with Snowsilver, Enme's huge white dog, helping to
protect the women fromattack. In the nmeantinme, the former Hi gh Lord carved a
path toward his daughter, his old friend Parric guarding his rear. Wen the
two nen reached Zanna, Vannor bl anched at the sight of his grandson, lying so
l[inp and still. He scooped up the boy w thout speaking, and they headed once
again toward the water's edge, Tarnal and Parric defending them Thinking only
of her children's safety, Zanna hurried toward the boats. She had conpletely



forgotten about WIf, left somewhere behind her in the mdst of all the
fighting.

Pendral 's sol diers, who had fallen back in dismay fromthe redheaded fury and
the tall, blond warrior who fought so fiercely at her side, now fled screamn ng
at the sight of the two great cats, all deadly fang and claw and terrifying
burni ng eyes, that acconpanied the two human fiends. Wth no one to hinder
them they burst out of the passage and into the main cavern. Forral paused to
take in the scene with a warrior's experienced eye, and saw that two of the
snmuggl er ships were being manned, with a further flotilla of small boats on
their way out across the harbor to join them He knew there was not nuch tine.
The Nightrunners were badly outnunbered, and nore of the eneny seened to be
appearing in a never-ending stream "Down there—and hurry," he shout ed,
pointing with his sword, then plunged down the beach and into the thick of the
fray, taking the swiftest route toward the water

Aurian was about to follow him when her eye caught sight of a fallen body
lying crunpled in the lee of the cavern wall. Sonethi ng—sone vague sense of
recogni tion tugged at her, and without another thought she veered back toward
the inert bundle, her heart |eaden with dread at what she night find.

"Chi amh," the Mage whi spered. She didn't dare touch hi mHnot even to stroke the
tangl ed brown hair away fromhis face. Blood | eaked out of a multitude of
wounds: the Wndeye was hacked and stabbed in many places, with sone deep
rents and gashes too close to vital organs, and | ooking very bad indeed. Her
Heal er's senses told her that if he was not dead, he must only be clinging by
athread to life, and that thread was fragile and attenuated; already
stretched to breaking point. There was no tinme to waste. Aurian knew she nust
act instantly—f it was not already too |l ate. She thrust aside her
overwhel mi ng angui sh to make a cool and conpetent assessment of the situation
There seened no way to save him+to nove himwould be to kill him and the risk
of losing her own life to the eneny swords was growi ng greater by the

nmonent —yet Aurian refused to countenance defeat, "Don't worry, Chianmh—'m here
now," she told him "I'll take care of you." Concentrating hard to bl ock out
the distraction of the battle that was going on around her, she took the

W ndeye out of tine.

Now, an apport spell... The big ships were too far away—Auri an couldn't shift
the W ndeye that distance w thout seriously depleting her own energy, to the
extent that she might not nmake it to safety—and w thout her to heal him

Chi amh stood no chance at all. There was a snaller boat that had been
over | ooked, however, mpored behind a | ow, rocky point that jutted out fromthe
shore at the very southern end of the beach. The little craft had gone
unnoticed in the shadows, and she had only been able to pick it out because of
her Mage's vision. "Fine," Aurian nuttered. She turned back to Chiamh and—
"Lady! Look out!"

Aurian ducked, and as the blade went whistling over the top of her head, she
brought her own sword round in an arc that sheared right into the knees of her
opponent, who toppled like a felled tree. Turning the blade with a deft twi st
of her wrists, the Mage finished her assailant before he could hit the ground.
Only then did she see Gince, who seened to have popped up out of nowhere,
with Frost, his young white dog, at his side. He wore a fierce expression and
was brandi shing a sword that had clearly been |ifted froma corpse, and was
far too big for him

"Thanks,"” Aurian told the thief. "Watch my back a minute." Gathering her
powers, she thought of the Wndeye as here, visualized himbeing there, on the
boat —-and wapping himin her nagic, gave a great nmental heave. There was a
crack and a gust of wind as the air rushed in to fill an enpty space where

Chi amh had been

Aurian heard a gasp and a strangled oath from Grince. "Cone on," she told him
"let's get out of here."

"There's a boat left," Tarnal shouted. "We're nearly there. He st opped
with a cry of horror. Zanna reached hi mand her arns tightened around her son
until he cried out in pain. Ignoring his protests, she crushed his face into



her shoul der, where he could not see. Half in the shallows, at the water's
edge, lay Emm e and Dul sina. There was no visible mark on Emm e, but clearly
she was dead. Dulsina's skull had been crushed by a heavy bl ow t hat had
obliterated half her face and left blood and brains | eaking out into the sand.
Final |y Zanna managed to tear her eyes away fromthe appalling sight. Her own
grief was just too great to consider at present—bul sina had been a nother to
her ever since her own had died. Keeping her mnd deliberately nunmb, refusing
to think of Dulsina s death, Zanna turned to her father. She hadn't heard a

si ngl e sound from hi m-how nmust he be taking this? Vannor was standing at the
edge of the sea, oblivious of the water that was soaking into his boots. He
was cl utching the body of his grandson as though the ship of his Iife had
foundered and the boy were the only floating spar.

Vannor | ooked up at Zanna, and there was a terrible enptiness in his eyes, as
t hough his soul had been torn out from behind them "That's not ny Dulsina,"”
he said hoarsely. "That's not her." And he turned away fromthe grisly corpse.
There canme a hail from behind Zanna, and she turned to see Yanis at the oars
of a small boat. Snowsilver, bleeding froma gash in his flank, was tied to a
thwart with a piece of rope. Even now the dog was whining piteously and
straining to get back to Enmm e's body. Tears streamed down the Ni ghtrunner's
face. "I couldn't save them" he said- "I tried, but I couldn't..."

Only then did Zanna notice that his tunic was soaked in blood. "Yanis—you're
hurt!”

"I couldn't save them... Just couldn't..."

Clearly, he was in deep shock. Sonmeone would have to cope. . . . "Dad, get in
t he boat," Zanna said sharply. "Good—now put Val and down and take Martek from
nme. Go on—that's it." She scranbled into the little craft, and Tarnal, with a
grateful nod to her, sheathed his sword and took hold of the bows to push the
boat off the shingle. Zanna, |ooking over his shoul der, suddenly shouted.
"Tarnal, wait. Wait just a minute!"

Anvar —Forral, she corrected hersel f—eane rushing down toward the boat with the

two great cats. Tarnal hailed him "If you're comng, get in."
"Wait," said Zanna sharply. "Were's Aurian?"
"Ri ght behi-" The swordsman uttered a feroci ous oath and scanned the beach

trying to pick out the Mage anong

the knots of fighters.

Shia, with all her attention on the eneny, had fought her way down to the
water's edge before she realized that the Mage was not behind her. She whirled
with a roar, "Aurian! \Were are you?"

"I''"'mcomng . "

"Forral has found a boat." It was the first time Shia had named hi m

"Then go." The Mage's replies were terse and di stracted—cl early she was
fighting for her life up there on the beach. "Chianmh is wounded, in another
boat+ must go with him"

"No! Vait—+'Il be with youin . .."

"I said go! And take Forral with you. Tell himto get—eh, never mnd. Make him
get on the bl oody boat, Shia, if you have to knock hi munconsci ous and drag
hi m on board. That way we'll all have a chance of surviving this. Do it!"
“Take care then, ny friend!" Shia | ooked around to see Forral | ooking around,
craning his neck for a sight of the Mage.

"Come on, man!" Tarnal was shouting. "W have to go! Get in or be left

behi nd!""l can't—Aurian is nissing!" the swordsman shout ed.

"CGet in the boat" Shia roared at him using all the mental force she could
muster. "Aurian is comng!"

Forral turned toward her. "Wat the . . . You. . . ? Ddyou ... ?"

"Yes! Now get in the cursed boat, human, before | rip out your guts. Aurian
told me to tell you."

An obdurate expression settled on his face. "lI'mnot |eaving withou ..
Wth a snarl, Shia sprang at him knocking hi mbackward so that he staggered
into the boat, pushing it out into the shallow water. Tarnal shot out an arm
and dragged hi mon board. Shia and Khanu | ooked at the boat, already crowded



wi t h passengers, and an unspoken message passed between. Plunging into the
wat er together, they set off swimmng toward the waiting ship. Two cats whose
great claws were designed for dealing with the cliffs and craggy escarpnents
of

Steelclaw, it was nothing to swarmup the side of a wooden vessel. The ot her
ship had already left. Even as Tarnal, the last of the boat's passengers,
clinmbed aboard the larger craft, the anchor came rattling up, and strong nen,
with the help of | ong poles, began to nove the ship out of harbor.

The Mage was enraged at the foes who had inflicted such terrible wounds upon
her friend. She took her anger out on the eneny, and felt a grimsatisfaction
as they fell beneath her blade. Then, as she neared the boat, she saw a sight
that pierced the red haze in her brain and |l eft her thoughts exposed with a
raw, ice-cold clarity. Two soldiers were stal king Wlf, and had hi m backed
into a crevice in the cavern wall. Aurian could see blood on his nmouth and on
his fur, and had no idea whether or not it was his own: she only saw the
danger to her son. Hearing himwhinper with fear, she drowned the piteous
sound with a shriek of anger so loud that every skirm sh in the cavern
faltered for an instant.

Wl f's assailants never knew what hit them The Mage was pulling her sword out
from between the ribs of the second man al nost before the first one's head had
time to hit the ground. Unwi sely, though, she had drawn aftention to herself
with her battle cry, and clearly, the eneny had decided it was tine she was
stopped. Already, several of them were beginning to close in.

"Can you run?" Aurian demanded of her son

"l wyes ..."

"Then run!"

They ran, with Grince and Frost pelting at their heels. But they were never
going to make it. A group of soldiers was al nost treading on their cloak hens,
and anot her knot of foes was running around to get between them and the boat.

The one gap narrowed ... closed ... The Mage found herself running into a
t hi cket of swords. One of the eneny shouted sonething, but it was inpossible
to hear through the agonizing buzzing that perneated her skull. Aurian w ped

sweat from her eyes with the back of her hand. The air seenmed to be grow ng
darker; thicker. When had it turned so cold? It was becom ng harder to see the
outlines of the soldiers—but surely their faces were contorted with stark
terror? Surely they were backi ng away? Breaki ng—unning! Wth a jarring,

hi gh-pitched snarl, a great black shape glided over the Mage's head and
swooped down upon the fleeing soldiers, settling over a group of three
terrified men like a hawk on its prey.

As the Death-Waith fed, the paralysis dropped from Aurian and her will cane
back to her. Turning to the mesmerized Gince, she slapped himhard. "Get out
of here—now " she shri eked.

The Mage, the thief and the wolf arrived together at Aurian's hidden boat. A
single, hunted gl ance over her shoulder told Aurian that the Waith had risen
fromthe lifeless bodies of the soldiers and was | ooking for nore prey. She
saw t he snoky red eyes glance in her direction—and then the Waith
deliberately turned away from her and vani shed into the tunnels, hunting the
fleeing warriors.

Scoopi ng up her son, Aurian hurled himaboard. At Gince' s encouragenent,
Frost junped in after him and together, the Mage and the thief pushed off,
then scranbl ed over the side and into the boat, careful to avoid the

bl ue-1i med body of Chianmh. Aurian renenbered afterward that the water felt
very cold where it had flooded in over the tops of her boots, but at the tine
she was oblivious of such details. Snatching up the oars, she began to row as
hard as she could, in an attenpt to speed the craft out of the cavern

Gevan had stopped taking part in the fighting. For sonme tine now he had | urked
in the entrance to one of the passages, |ooking out in horror at the scenes of
carnage and sl aughter that were taking place in the main N ghtrunner cavern
He wi shed he hadn't cone, now. If only he had stayed safe in Nexis, or at

| east waited on the boats until the fighting was over and the bodi es had been



cleared away. It would have been one thing to walk into the enpty Ni ghtrunner
conpl ex and | oad his pick of the booty onto his new boat before setting off
back to the city and a prosperous new life. It was quite another to see folk
he had known since chil dhood being forced to fight or flee for their |ives,
and being cut down before his eyes.

There was little guilt attached to Gevan's disconfort—he sinply felt that if
he did not witness the massacre, he would not have to distress hinself with
unpl easant menories, and would soon be able to forget the part he had pl ayed
in destroying the community. It wasn't his fault, anyway—Yanis was to bl ane.
Gevan had been growing increasingly dissatisfied with the Nightrunners since
Yanis's father had died. He had been Leynard's second-in-comrand, and as far
as he was concerned, Yanis owed hi mfavors, respect, attention, and the extra
share of the booty that he had once enjoyed. The new N ghtrunner | eader,
however, had clung stubbornly to ideas of his own—which included being his own
man, for better or worse, and not letting his father's old conpani on run

t hi ngs just because he had the advantage of years. Gevan had been nursing his
grudges for over ten years, since Leynard had died, and his resentnent had
taken on a life of its own, growing, like any other living entity, by the day.
Not wi t hst andi ng his other reasons of wealth and respectability, Gevan had
truly betrayed the Nightrunners in order to be revenged on Yanis, and that was
why, when he saw the | eader escaping, he could barely contain his wath.
"There he goes! The N ghtrunner |eader! Stop hi mhe's escaping!”

The nearest group of soldiers had run out of opponents and were gathered near
the top of the beach, picking over the N ghtrunner corpses for weapons,
adornment, and coins. CGevan ran up to the nearest one and grabbed his

shoul der. "Yanis is escaping. You ve got to stop him™"

Unhurriedly, the warrior got to his feet, drew his knife, and ranmed it into
CGevan's stomach, angling the blade sharply upward. The astoni shnent hit himan
i nstant before the pain. Even as he crunpled, with a thin scream of agony,
scrabbling in vain at the fiery torment in his guts, he could not believe what
had just happened.

The soldier spat, and he felt the gob of warmsline go trickling down his
face. Then he could no | onger feel anything. As Gevan went spiraling down into
dar kness, the young soldier's voice followed him "Lord Pendral said there'd
be a reward for the one of us as spitted you, once you'd brought us in here,"
he said. "I reckon it mght as well be ne."

D arvan, finding hinself alone and hopel essly out nunbered, had done the only
sensi bl e thi ng—he had barricaded hinmsel f and as many N ghtrunners as he coul d
rescue inside his chanber, and used his nagic to disguise the door to | ook
like part of the cavern wall. Miuch to his relief, one of the Mdrtals he had
shel tered was Hargorn; Maya woul d never have forgiven hmif he had left her
old friend to die—not that there seened nuch chance of that. D arvan had
pulled the bitterly protesting veteran fromthe thick of the fray, where he
was taking on three soldiers even though bl ood was pouring down his armfroma
| ong but shallow slice where he'd been caught by the tip of a sword.

It was a long tine before they dared energe. Hargorn, with his arm bound up
was still cursing and haranguing the Mage for his interference when they had
heard screanms of abject horror, and the sound of stanpeding footsteps running
back up the passage toward the exit. D arvan shuddered. There was only one
thing he could think of that mght terrify experienced soldiers to that

ext ent—and the Gods only knew what woul d happen now, if the Death-Waith was
on the | oose and uncontroll ed.

When the Mage and the Nightrunners finally dared to creep out, they found the
conplex utterly deserted-save for the bodies. The smuggl ers wept and cursed as
they recogni zed friends and | oved ones—but far nore nunerous were the spraw ed
corpses of the foe. Mdst had died without a mark on them save that their
faces were twisted into expressions of stark terror and dread. The Waith had
fed well tonight, D arvan thought grinly.

Feverishly, the Mage and Hargorn searched through the scattered corpses, sick



to their stomachs but determned to see the dreadful business through. It was
many grimand weary hours before they could confort thenselves with the

know edge that their friends nust have escaped the carnage, though the veteran
had wept to discover Dul sina and Enm e, |lying together by the water's edge.

For D arvan, the worst discovery was the corpse of Finbarr, which was |ying on
the bed in the chanber where the Waith had discarded it |like an old cloak
Wthout his eldritch tenant to animate his body, the Archivist had finally
relinqui shed his tenuous hold on life. D arvan sat for a tine, holding his old
friend s cold hand, appalled by the waste. W cane so close, he thought. So
close to restoring him He was one of the best of the Magefolk. Hs tears fel
on Finbarr's cold and |lifeless hand.

After a time, Hargorn entered. He was clearly full of questions but waited
quietly by the door, out of respect for D arvan's grief. The Mage rose and

strai ghtened, his expression stern and unyielding. "W'll deal with the dead
now, then you can take the few surviving N ghtrunners to the Vale for the
present,"” he said. "It won't be the first time the lady Eilin has harbored

refugees. As for me—+ intend to nake that sniveling Mrtal the so-called Lord
Pendral rue this day's work."

"Now, just a minute—you can't just..."

The silver flane of wath flashed in D arvan's eyes. "Can | not, indeed?" he
said grimy. "Can you honestly say, Hargorn, that the nortals of Nexis would
not be better off under ny rule?" Hs lips thinned into a glacial snile. "No,
for once it will be a positive pleasure to do ny father's bidding."

The Mage was not the only one whose plans involved a return to Nexis. Already,
the Death-Waith was hurtling like a black comet through the starless night,
maki ng its way back by the straightest route toward the city. Over the |ast
days, it had been raking through Finbarr's mnd and nenory for the nmeans of
negating the tine spell—-and now, fed to repletion with the Iives of so many
Mortals, it was certain it had both the power and the neans to free its
fellows at |last. Before rmuch longer, the N hilimwuld be | oosed once nore
upon an unsuspecting worl d.

The Mage emerged from an exhausted daze to find Gince shaking her shoul der
"Here, |ady—tet nme take over, tt must be nmy turn by now. "

Auri an straightened her aching shoul ders, unl ocked her hands from around the
oars. It felt good to stop rowing. She was surprised to find that her pal s
were stinging and beginning to blister, while the | and was al ready a good

di stance away: a bl acker |ine against the darkness of the starless night sky.
W didit, she thought with dull amazenent. W actually got away. The Mage
hel d the dripping oars steady until Gince nmoved onto the thwart beside her
and took them fromher. Then she slid dowmn into the well of the boat, letting
hersel f slunp wearily agai nst the wooden side.

"Mother? Are you all right?" The nental voice was tentative and scared. Aurian
felt a cold nose against her arm She opened her eyes and | ooked around to see
Wl f. He | ooked at her, then | ooked away, hanging his head. "You were very
brave," he said in a small voice. "I thought you didn't care about me—but |
was wrong, wasn't [|?"

An i mense wei ght was suddenly lifted fromAurian's heart. "Yes, you were
wrong," she told himsoftly, "but I was gone for so long that | don't blane
you for thinking as you did. | would have thought the same thing nyself." She
put her arns around the wol f's shaggy neck. "Poor Wl f. | haven't been nuch of
a nother to you so far, have 1? Wien this is all over, | hope I'll have a
chance to put that right."

"Do—do you think you'll be able to take off the curse?"

Though he was trying to hide how very nuch it neant to him Aurian could
detect the desperation behind his words. Nonethel ess, she wasn't going to lie
to himshe owed himnore than that. "I don't know for sure,” she told him
"But believe me, we're going to have a bl oody good try."

The wol f signed and | aid his head on her shoul der

"Are you hurt?" Aurian asked hi m anxiously.

"No—wel |, sone bruises, that's all. Mst of the blood bel onged to the man who



hurt Val and." Aurian heard grimsatisfaction in Wl f's voice, and hugged hi m
hard. "That's nmy son," she said proudly.

The Mage sat quietly with Wolf until he fell asleep in the bows, and husbanded
her own strength against the ordeal to come. Chianmh still lay in the bottom of
t he boat, cocooned in the blue matrix of the time spell, and she dreaded what
she woul d find when she renmoved it. In her heart, she knew there was no way

t hat she—er anyone else, for that matter—ould heal such dreadful wounds.

She could feel the hard outline of the Harp of Wnds strapped to her back, and
wi shed that it possessed healing magic. If only the Staff of Earth had its
power back, she thought, her hand closing around the Artifact that hung
lifeless at her belt. At least it mght give ne the chance to do sonet hi ng!

But perhaps this was the penalty for msusing it, she thought. If so, then her
rash slaughter of the soldiers beneath the Acadeny had earned her a far worse
puni shment than she could ever have inmagi ned.

Her angui sh must have been clear on her face, for Gince reached out and
gently touched her arm "WIIl he die?" he asked softly.

Aurian nodded, and swallowed hard to find her voice. "Yes. | think he will,k"
The W ndeye's bl ood-spattered face, already corpse-pale beneath the vivid bl ue
time spell, dissolved in the shimer of tears. Aurian recalled their first

nmeeting, in that sordid chanber in the Tower of Incondor that had been her
prison for so long. Chianh had been the only other person to see that WIf was
truly human—and he had taken her riding the winds that very night, all the way
to Aerillia. She thought of the day, back at the Xandi mfastness, when he had
shown her his lonely home at the Place of Wnds, and trusted her enough to
change into his horse-formand | et her ride upon his back. She renenbered
saving his life with a magi cal shield, when the Xandi mrebelled against Parric
as Herdlord, and had al nbst stoned their Wndeye to death.

Vel | —ight as well get it over with. She could only do her best. Gods, she
prayed, let me be able to help him Don't |let Chianmh suffer for ny nistakes.
Aurian took a deep breath, sumoned her powers—and dissol ved the spell.

Chi anh sprang up like an uncoiling snake and knocked t he Mage back agai nst the
stern of the violently rocking boat, pinioning her arnms to her sides. "Don't!
Don't do anything! I'mall right! I'mall right!"

Aurian stared at him The terrible wounds had gone. The bl oodstai ns and gapi ng
rents had sinply vani shed fromboth his skin and his clothing, and the deathly
pal |l or and spattered bl ood had di sappeared fromhis face. After severa

m nutes, the Mage cl osed her nouth. Speech, however, continued to evade her
Suddenly, she felt unstrung with relief. To her dismay she felt a single tear
spill over and go streaking down her face, and bit the inside of her lip hard
to prevent any nore fromfoll ow ng.

"Ch, goddess, what have | done?" Chianmh nmuttered. He let go of her arns and

| ooked away fromher. "Aurian, I'msorry," he said wetchedly. "I Didn't mean
to give you such a dreadful shock. It was all an illusion—+t was the only
thing I could think of to save myself, not to nention Schiannath and | scal da.
Why woul d anybody bother killing ne, if they thought | was al ready dead?"

"You conplete and utter bastard,"” said Aurian, enunciating very carefully.
"How ever did you do it?"

"Wl | -you renenber back at the fastness when | was holding the nob off with an
illusion of a dembn—enly they di scovered it was fal se and nearly killed ne?"

Aurian nodded. "I was just thinking of that. Back then, when | thought you
were dead," she added acidly.
Chi anh flushed. "Well," he went on hastily, "I alnost made the sane m stake

toni ght —but | remenbered just in time, and | knew that if Schiannath and

| scal da were to get away, they would need sone kind of diversion. For a few
seconds | was out of everyone's sight where that passage twists, and | ducked
into a doorway and formed a second illusion." He grinned at her. "Of ne this
time. Then when the passage straightened, | et the denon-phantasmfalter, and
they all rushed forward to kill me—except it wasn't ne, of course.™

He frowned. "I was watching, around the edge of the door—it gave me an awful
turn to see nyself killed Iike that...."



"It didn't do nmuch for ne, either," Aurian grow ed.

"The hardest part," Chiamh went on, as though she had never spoken, "was
creating the illusory wounds as the swords went in, and managing to stiffen
the air to formsome resistance to the blades. | doubt that there was enough
to be realistic, but they were so fired up with blood-lust by that time, they
didn't notice." He shrugged. "After they had gone, | realized | didn't stand a

chance of fighting nmy way down to the beach. | nean | can't see much, as you
know, but | could see quite enough to tell me it was hopeless. | |ooked down
at ny phantasm and it |ooked so realistically dead—and that was when

t hought, who woul d bother killing a man twice? So | dissolved it and took its
pl ace, creating the illusion of the wounds around ne, instead. \When you cane
along, | didn't get a chance to warn you, before you took ne out of tinme...
Aurian, | amsorry. It must have been a dreadful sight."

The Mage shook her head in wondernent. The gl acial cal mof deep shock, which
had been nelting with his words, finally burned away in a flash of anger
"Dam you, do you know what you put ne through?" She haul ed back her hand to

hit him but sonmehow found herself enbracing himinstead. "Chianmh, | could
kill you for frightening me like that—if | wasn't so bloody glad to see you
alive."

He held her—tentatively at first, then tighter. Aurian rested her head agai nst
hi s shoul der and cl osed her eyes, buoyed by a wave of relief and a happi ness
that seermed totally irrational, considering the horrors she had w tnessed that
ni ght, but was no less real for that. Wthin nonents, both Mage and W ndeye
were fast asleep in each other's arns.

Grince, still valiantly manning the oars with nore energy than skill, | ooked
down with a scow at his sleeping passengers. "Wy, thank you, Gince, for
rowi ng our blasted boat for us all bloody night," he nuttered sourly. "W
really do appreciate it."

Wll, they weren't the only ones who were tired. Wth a shrug, he pulled the
oars back on board and tried to stow them where the drips would matter | east.
Then he clinbed over the thwart and curled up in the bows beside Frost and
Wl f, who were asleep together. The weat her seened cal m enough—surely the boat
could take care of itself for an hour or two. . . . That was Gince's |ast
drowsy thought before he too fell asleep

Chapter 25

ZitKra and Eyrie

Eliizar paced back and forth along the covered porch of the big, single-story
wooden house in the clearing, his booted feet striking a hollow rhythmon the
pl anked floor. Though it was still fairly early in the norning, he thought it
best to hurry his wife along a little. The Gods only know, he thought, 'l
never understand why wonen take so long to dress thenselves for a big
occasion. "Nereni, aren't you ready yet?" he shouted through her shuttered

wi ndow. "The cerenmpony is due to start at noon—that doesn't |eave us nuch tine
to get there."

There was no answer. Eliizar resuned his pacing for a few mnutes, then
stopped with a sigh. "Wat in the Reaper's nane is she doing in there?" he
muttered irritably.

"Swordmaster—sn't it about time you were | eaving? Everyone will be waiting."
Jharav hurried through Nereni's garden and cane clattering up the porch steps,
nmoppi ng his face and panting fromthe exertion. Since his near-fatal woundi ng
in the Battle of the Forest, which had finished the tyrant Xi ang, he had
retired fromactive service as a soldier and had spent the last ten years
radi ati ng contentnent and good cheer—and growing a notable belly. "It's a fair
di stance to the new pal ace, and—*

"How many tines do | have to tell you—t's not a palace," Eliizar snapped.
"Well, what else do you want ne to call it?" the grizzled warrior retorted,
equally as testily. "You are the ruler of the Forest Lands, even though you
make us call you Swordmaster instead of King. Your new home is the big stone



buil ding where the ruler will be living—n other words, the palace. If you
ever get nmoved into it, that is. Aren't you ready yet?"

"I am" Eliizar gestured in disgust at his new finery. "And because of this
accursed ridiculous frippery that you and Nereni insisted | wear, | daren't
even sit down in case | stain or winkle sonmething. |I look like a whore's
trinket box.. "

"You | ook magnificent," Jharav told himsoothingly. "Just like a |d—=

"I'f you say that word once nore, I'mgoing to run you through with this
jewel ed butter-spreader that Nereni and the Skyfolk are pleased to call a
sword." Eliizar scow ed at Jharav then glared with his one eye at the

of fendi ng object, all decorated with gens and chased with gold, that hung in
the glittering scabbard at his side. "I can pronise you, it'll be a long, slow
death," he added sourly.

"It's a good thing you tal ked her out of the enbroidered eye-patch." The
grizzl ed ex-soldier chuckled. "On top of the sword, that would have been too
much. You're nervous, Eliizar, that's what ails you. Here—~ He undi pped a
silver flask fromhis belt. "This should cure you—+t's Ustila's new brew ng of

mead. You drink sone of that and the world will seema better place. In the
meantime, | had better go and fetch Nereni... ."

"No, I'l'l go." Taking a |last deep swig fromthe flask, Eliizar handed it back
to his friend. "You go on up to the pa—to the new house, and tell Amahli we're
com ng. "

Jharav went off with a cheerful wave, sipping at his own flask, |eaving the
Swordmaster alone with his reflections, on the porch of the house in which he
and Nereni had spent the whole of their new lives, since they had first cone
to the forest with nothing but their followers and a dreamof living in
freedomfromtyrants and sorcerers alike.

Eliizar was very proud of the community he had founded, and rightfully so.
Fromits scant begi nnings of a few wooden shanties clustered together I|ike
fearful children between the gloony trees, the settlement had grown apace in
size, scope, and population. Its founders, the soldiers and househol d servants
of the ill-fated Prince Harihn, had sent a group of experienced warriors
sneaki ng back to the Khazalimcapital of Taibeth in search of friends and
famly to swell the nunbers, and as word of the new col ony had spread, others,
tired of living under the Khazalimyoke, had dared the | ethal jeweled desert
and come struggling in to join the autononmous forest community. Even a few
runaway sl aves had managed to make the perilous crossing, and Eliizar, with
menories of Anvar, had made them wel come and declared them free and equal with
the rest.

Now, the forest colony nunbered three hundred and twenty-nine souls, and its
growm h was slow but strong. One turning point, Eliizar reflected, had been the
| ong-ago Battle of the Forest. The threat of X ang had been rempved for good
by the blade of his former Swordmaster, and in the natural confusion that had
foll owed, a goodly nunber of folk had managed to escape from Tai beth and join
t he renegades—until events had settled thenselves with the birth of Xiang's
son Quechuan. H's nother the Khisihn and Aman, Xiang's former Vizier, had

decl ared thensel ves joint regents, and had taken control sinply by

sl aughtering everyone who dared oppose them Taibeth had been placed under
martial |aw, and the constraints upon the popul ace had becone so tight that
the trickle of escapees had dried up al nost conpletely. On the other hand, the
new rul ers of Taibeth were far too preoccupied with consolidating their own
position to trouble thensel ves about one small independent colony on their
borders. Besides, they had Xiang's exanmple to deter them-and, Eliizar strongly
suspected, neither of the two rulers regretted the former Khisu's dem se, and
were not entirely ill disposed to those who had brought it about.

The other turning point for the settlenent had al so been due, indirectly, to
the battle, for that was the day that Finch and Petrel, the wi nged couriers,
had decided to throwin their ot with Eliizar and his people, and, in the
truest spirit of friendship and nmutual cooperation, to found an adjacent
Skyfol k colony in the nmountains nearby. Not only had the two groups prospered,



but together they had reached heights of progress that neither one coul d have
achi eved had t hey been al one.

Eyrie, the wi nged community, now occupied the nearest peak to Eliizar's
forested valley. Unlike the groundlings, they had started building in stone
fromthe very outset, for, though wood was plentiful on the | ower slopes, the
weat her at that altitude was far too savage in winter for mere tinber to

wi thstand. Eliizar had sent quarrynmen and masons to assist in the
construction, just as the Skyfol k had sent w nged teans down into the forest
to help with the felling and nmoving of tinber for the homes of their

eart hbound friends.

Khazal i m had hel ped the Skyfolk with the construction and cultivation of their
terraced vineyards on the | owest nountain slopes, and wi nged scouts had soared
over the forest, spotting gane for Eliizar's hunters. As the groundling

settl enent —nanmed Zithra, which nmeant "freedoni in the Kha-zali mtongue—had
grown and spread, nore of the thick woodl and was cl eared, and fields began to
be tilled. Nereni conbed the forest with her band of woman foragers,

di scovering by trial and error which plants could be cultivated as cures for
common ai |l ments, and which were nourishing and good to eat. The Skyfol k hunted
and eventually bred and herded the ninble, peak-dwelling goats and sheep
produci ng not only meat but soft, thick fleeces and skins of peerless quality,
which they traded with the Zithrans for vegetables, fruit, and sweet river
trout.

Bot h col oni es becane industrious and prosperous. Fol k, w nged and unw nged,
tilled crops, hunted or herded beasts, foraged, fished, kept bees or m ned
metals in the foothills that |ay between the two conmunities. There were
dyers, weavers, and tanners; carpenters, potters, and smths. And all the
while, the two communities were growing in size, in confort—and in friendship.
It was no mean achi evenent for a man who had started his life as a
professional killer, Eliizar reflected. He knew, however, that he woul d never
have nmanaged it all without Nereni—and thinking of Nereni, where was she? He
| ooked up with a guilty start to realize that the sun had crept a little
closer to the zenith, and ducked quickly into the house. "Nereni? Nereni! It's
time to go—we're late. Wiere in perdition are you, woman?"

She was not in the bedroom but eventually, Eliizar found her, dressed in her
new red gown enbroidered with gold thread, and |ooking like a queen in such
glorious finery. She was sitting at the kitchen table, crying her eyes out. He
hurried to her side and took her hands. "Wy, Nereni-—whatever is wong?"

Nereni | ooked at him and broke into a torrent of fresh '"sobs. "I don't want
to go," she wailed. "This is our home—+ love it. W' ve been so happy here!™
Eliizar sighed. "But Nereni, our new home is so nuch bigger. You' ve supervised
t he planning and the building yourself—t's just as you wanted it. The
carpenters and weavers have been busy for nonths maki ng beautiful new

f ur ni shi ngs—because they | ove you. And soneone el se needs this house now " He
stood up and held out his hand to her. "Come now, nmy |love—+t is always hard to
| eave the confort of famliar things, but we've done it before, renenber? \When
we left Taibeth with Aurian to cone here. And | ook how well| that turned out."
Nereni managed a watery smile. "Everything you say is true. It's just that
this place contains so many happy nenories ..."

"You'll take the nenories with you," Eliizar said gently. "Nothing can change
that —and think of all the wonderful nenories yet to be nade in our new house."
Noddi ng, Nereni got to her feet. "I know, " she sighed. "You're right, of

course, Eliizar. Just let ne wash ny face, and ..
the runbl e of gall opi ng hooves.

Eliizar |aughed. "I know who that will be."
Instantly Nereni's tears were forgotten. "Ch no," she cried in dismay. "It
couldn't be!"

The Swordnmaster wal ked over to the wi ndow and | ooked out. A black horse was
hurtling down the dusty road with a snall, white-clad figure on its back. The
rider jerked the huge animal to an abrupt halt in front of the cabin and slid
down fromthe saddle. "Mther, Father-where are you? Are you never coni ng?"

Her words were drowned by



"In here, ny jewel." Eliizar knew that a fond smle had spread itself across
his face—and he didn't care in the slightest. This child had been Aurian's
surprise parting gift to hinmself and Nereni —Aot the son and heir he had al ways
want ed,

t he daughter he worshi pped and ador ed.

"Amahli!" Nereni cried, as the slender, dark-haired girl entered the kitchen
"Ch, you wetched, wetched girl—-how coul d you?" She pounced on her daughter
and began to beat the dust from her white enbroidered dress, rather nore

vi gorously than necessary, and scolding all the while. "Spawn of a demon—
swear | never nothered you? Did | not tell you, nost particularly, not to get
dirty today!"

What ever reply the girl had been about to make was nuffl ed as her nother began
to scrub with a danmp cloth at the snmears on her face. "And there you are,
riding around the countryside |ike a hoyden on that dangerous great beast—how
you'll ever get a husband | don't know, unless you nend your ways...."
"Nereni," Eliizar protested mldly, "the child is barely ten years old. She's
young yet to be thinking about husbands."

"Don't be ridiculous, Eliizar," Nereni snapped, "The child is your heir—t's
never too soon to start thinking about her future." She had undone Amahli's
braid with lightnjng fingers and was yanking a conmb through her waist-Iength
hair. Eliizar noticed with fond pride that though the girl scow ed and
wriggl ed, she bore her nother's brisk ministrations w thout conplaint.
"There." Nereni had rebraided the hair. She turned her daughter around and
enfol ded her in a hug. "Al beautiful again. And mind, Amahli," she added
sternly, "you get one nore speck of dust on you and I'lIl take a switch to your
behi nd! Do you hear nme?"

"Yes, Mother," the girl chorused dutifully—then sneaked a tw nkling glance up
at her father, who wi nked his one good eye.

"Come al ong now—we can't keep the people waiting any | onger." Nereni was al
bustl e now, disguising, in briskness, her sadness at |eaving her hone. "I

don't know," she grunbled, "between the two of you, we'll never get there at
all today."
"Way of all the ... It was you who wouldn't |eave," Eliizar roared. "Stop

tal ki ng then, woman, and get yourself out of that door!"™ Gving a hand to each
of his beloved |adies, he led themfromthe house toward the horses that
waited patiently at the bottom of the garden

The exil ed Queen Raven and her consort waited with Petrel, Finch, and a crowd
of other assorted dignitaries on the broad terrace of Eliizar's new pal ace,
and | ooked down on the crowds of settlers, w nged and unwi nged, that thronged
the broad | awns bel ow. Aguila nudged his wife. "Snile, my dear one. People are
wat chi ng. "

"Let themwatch," the wi nged woman retorted sul kily.

"What do | care? | don't see why we had to cone and watch Eliizar and Neren
show of f the trappings of their power and success when we have lost a

ki ngdom "
Her husband gave her one of those |ooks that riled her so-—as though he had
married sonme ill-mannered child whose behavi or needed to be corrected. "Neren

is your friend," he said reprovingly. "She has always been |ike a nother to
you, Raven. How can you resent her good fortune?"

Raven rounded on Aguila in a flash of tenper. "Don't be such an oaf! | don't
begrudge Nereni a single bit of her good fortune. What | resent, however, is
| osing ny throne and bei ng betrayed by ny mserable, ungrateful subjects....’
"But your subjects here are loyal." Aguila glanced around quickly to make sure
no one had overheard his w fe's outburst. "They have made us nost wel cone
here, and given us a hone."

"They aren't mny subjects—they're an i ndependent colony ruled by a council,"”
Raven said bitterly, "and we exist on their charity." The scene before her
blurred as her eyes filled with angry tears. "Wat's wong with ne, Aguila?
I"msuch a failure. | held ny throne for Iess than ten years, and now |I'm an
exile again."



Agui l a took her hand and squeezed it hard. "We live in treacherous tines, ny

| ove—rDNMENt OUS days when great changes, for good or ill, are happening in the
world, and in the fabric of folks' lives. For many generations before you cane
al ong, your ancestors lived out their lives in peace and plenty—and where is
the skill in that? You can't say whether, as rulers, they were any better or
wor se than you, for they had never been tested." He | ooked down at her and
sm|led. "Besides, our story isn't over yet, ny little queen. W'll win the

t hrone back one day—f not for ourselves, then for our children." He gl anced
to one side, where their three-year-old son and their daughter of a scant two
nmoons were being cared for by their nursemaids.

Grateful, Raven returned the pressure of his hand. "Aguila, what would | do

wi t hout you? Al the time | was Queen, Elster gave ne pricel ess advi ce—but
when she told ne to marry you, it was the best day's work she ever did."

"El ster was wi se," Aguila said, and Raven coul d hear the weight of sorrow

behi nd his words. "I owe her all my happiness. Wuld that she had lived to see
her namesake."

"She died that night to save us." The w nged wonman cl osed her eyes,
renenbering the old physician's sacrifice. On the night that Skua had pl anned
to slaughter Raven and her famly, he had encircled the Queen's Tower with
guards who were loyal to hinself and replaced the servitors with his own
peopl e, thus effectively sealing off the Royal Household fromall aid.
Sonehow—-Raven never had di scovered how-El ster had di scovered the plot, and,
once night had fallen, had managed to fly through the cordon of w nged guards
that surrounded the tower.

Once they had been warned, Raven and Aguila had been able to take their son
Lanneret and escape on foot, with El ster, through the corridors and aeri al

wal kways of the pal ace. Skua had concentrated nost of his forces in the air,
and the guards they net within the building could either be dodged, or dealt
with by Aguila. Only when they finally took to the air at last, froma
little-used exit on the [ ower slopes of the pinnacle, was their escape

di scovered. The fugitives could not fly as swiftly as they woul d have w shed:
Agui l a was carrying Lanneret, at three years old a sturdy burden, and Raven
was hanpered by her unborn child, not due yet for another cycle of the noon.
Their foes were gaining on themw th every nmonment—until El ster had stol en
Aguila's sword right out of his scabbard, and doubl ed back to hurl herself at
her bel oved Raven's pursuers. Though the Queen had not seen Elster die, it had
sounded from her death screans as though they had hacked her to pieces. Raven
still woke in the night hearing those harrow ng shri eks—she knew they woul d
haunt her for the rest of her days—but Elster, through her courage and

sel f-sacrifice, had bought the Royal Household just enough time to nmake their
escape.

At that time, there had been no chance to nourn Elster’s loss. It took the
fugitives several hungry, fear-filled days to reach Eyrie, flying nostly by

ni ght and dodgi ng the patrols that hunted for them Once they had reached

I ncondor's Tower, however, the pursuit had ceased, and they were able to nake
faster tine, despite their having been weakened by hunger and cold. Before the
wel cone sil houette of the colony even cane into view, Raven's |abour pains
started. Sonehow, she managed to keep herself flying | ong enough to struggle
to safety—and early the follow ng nmorning, her Iong w shed-for girl child
finally made her appearance.

The Queen woul d never forget the first tine she held her daughter. The stubby
l[ittle wings, that had been crushed firmy down agai nst her back during the
birth, were beginning to stretch and unfurl. Raven | ooked at them-and her
breath caught in her throat. Though the feathers were still danmp and crunpl ed,
the black wi ngs had the same exquisite fan-pattern of white feathers that had
made the healer's pinions so distinctive. In her mnd, she seened to hear that
| oved, famliar old voice one last tine: "Howw Il | be renenbered if you
don't have a little princess to nane after ne ?"

Raven hugged little Elster tightly, and |aughed through her tears. "How in the
nane of Yinze did you manage that?" she said.



"Here they come." Aguila's voice brought the exiled Queen out of the past with
a jolt. Turning to the nurse, she took her precious child into her arns, her
eyes msty with | ove and nmenories. The crowd, Skyfol k and groundling alike,
erupted into cheers, and Raven tore her attention away fromEl ster to see
Eliizar and Nereni coming up the steps of the terrace, followed by their
daught er.

Amahli was so excited about the new house—she couldn't wait to live here. It
had been built down near the eastern end of the great forested valley, where
the major river, the Vi-vax—Uncle Jharav had jokingly named it after his
favorite horse, and the name had stuck—poured out of the vale in a succession
of rapids and cascades. In this place the northern side of the valley clinbed
in agentle series of terraces, part rock and partly clad in grass and cl unps
of rowan, aspen, and birch that turned to larch and pine toward the heights.
The house was built high on the slope, with terraced gardens that stretched
right down to the river. It was built of the blue-grey |ocal stone, and,
because so many peopl e, both Khazalimand Skyfol k, had contributed to the
design, it had sprouted flat roofs, sloped roofs, turrets, porches, terraces,
wi ndows that were arched, squared, pointed, or jutting out in spacious bays.
Though it was new, it |ooked as though it had been growi ng out of the hillside
for centuries, changing and devel oping all the tine.

As her parents neared the top of the steps, Amahli turned her attention from
the house itself to the group of dignitaries assenbled on the terrace. On such
a grand occasion, it wouldn't do to forget her manners. She saw Queen Raven
and her consort, Lord Aguila, and their two small children. On the other side
of the steps were Finch and Petrel, the founders of the Skyfol k col ony, who,
like Eliizar, had refused to accept any titles. Amahli was glad to see that
they had brought their families with them Petrel's nate, Firecrest, and their
son Tiercel —who, at the age of fifteen, could remenber living in Aeriilia—-and
Finch's mate, Quzel, and their daughter Oriole, who was the sane age as
Amahl i, and her best friend.

Jharav al so stood at the top of the steps, a huge smile on his face. At his
side was his wife, Ustila—a quiet girl much younger than he. Amahli knew, from
grownup tal k that she certainly shouldn't have been overhearing, that
followi ng Xiang's attack on the settlenent, Ustila had refused to | et any nan
cone near her for nore than two years. It had caused a great deal of surprise,
t heref ore, when she had wedded Jharav followi ng the death of his first wife,
whom he had brought out from Taibeth in the colony's early days. Amahli |iked
Ustil a—she was gentle and kind. She was glad that the girl had found happi ness
with dear old Jharav.

The retired warrior bowed low "My dear old friends," he began, "allow ne to
be the first to welcone you to your new hone." He drew a deep breath. "Wo
woul d have thought, when first we nmet as foes in the Tower of Incondor, that
we woul d one day stand here, having achieved so rmuch ..."

Ch no, Amahli thought. Once Uncle Jharav began in this vein, he could go on

wi t hout a pause for hours. But as the daughter of the colony's |eader, she had
been brought up to deal with such dull formal occasions. Conposing her
features into an attentive expression, she fixed her eyes to the front and |et
her mnd begin to roam

There was no end to it. Once Jharav had finished, Petrel began to speak

Amahl i sighed, and exchanged a |l ong-suffering ook with Oriole. It was too
much to ask to keep staring in front of her—+the girl's mnd was al ready
wanderi ng and now her eyes began to follow She was just gazing up at the
pointed turret that contai ned her room and wondering what it would be like to
wake up every norning and | ook out of that wi ndow at the river, when her
attention was caught by a noverment in the adjacent sky. At first she thought

it was just a wisp of grey cloud com ng out of the north; then she realized
that it was traveling against the other clouds, counter to the wind. Wat in
the world could it be? A gigantic flock of birds, perhaps? Yet what were those
tiny flashes of bright light in their mdst? She squinted up into the bright
sky, trying to get a better view



Suddenly a sharp jab in the ribs made the girl gasp. "Wat are you doi ng?"
Nereni hissed. "Pay attention!"Then her eyes w dened as she foll owed the
direction of Amahli's gaze up into the sky. "The Reaper save us!" she gasped.
"Eliizar! Jharav! Beware—we're under attack!"

And then the Skyfol k came screamnmi ng down from above, the light flashing on
their swords and spears, and their faces nasked in sinister black
Pandenoni um erupted. The crowd in the gardens broke and ran scream ng for
cover, leaving a swath of tranpled bodi es behind. Nereni grabbed Amahli's hand
and dragged her across the terrace toward the house, dodging through a
confusion of running figures, while arrows canme hi ssing down around themlike
a black and deadly rain. Fromthe corner of her eye Amahli saw that Ustila was
running with them and that Eliizar and Jharav had drawn their swords and were
flanking the wonmen in a brave but futile attenpt to protect them

Amahli felt herself buffeted by a blast of air as Finch and Petrel took off

al nost sinmul taneously. Al nost inmediately she was drenched and hal f-blinded by
a hot and stinking downpour, and a ball of mangled flesh and bl oody feathers

t hat was al nost unrecogni zable as Finch hit the flagstones right in front of
her. Amahli screaned, and took her hands away from her face sticky and
glistening with the bl ood of her friend s father; her father's friend.

Where was her nother? Amahli | ooked around wildly, but Nereni had vani shed.
Eliizar and Jharav were nowhere to be seen. The terrace was covered with
fighting figures, w nged and unwi nged, and further skirm shes were bei ng waged
in the air above her head, raining down great gouts of bl ood—and worse. The
air shook beneath the burden of curses, groans, and screans.

Through a break in the crowmd, Amahli saw her friend Oiole kneeling over the
body of Finch, one fist pushed into her nouth and her eyes wi de and bl ank with
shock, oblivious of the proximty of flashing swords froma confrontation that
was being fought right over her head. Amahli grasped at the chance to subnerge
her own terror in some purposeful deed. Dodging through the nelee, she ran to
her friend, dropping down on all fours and ducki ng beneath the |ethal bl ades
of tile settler and his w nged assailant. Gabbing Oriole's hand, she tried to
pull her friend away. "Ori, come on! You can't stay there—you'll be killed!"
Oiole | ooked at her, wild-eyed, without the faintest trace of recognition.
"No!" she shrieked. "Leave nme al one!" Hands extended into claws, she lunged at
Amahl i —and ran right into the gleanmng arc of a descendi ng sword. Bl ood
foun-tained up fromher neck as her head lolled drunkenly to one side. To the
stricken Amahli, it seenmed to take her friend' s body forever to crunple and
hit the ground. Her vision seemed to be darkening at the edges. Blessedly, the
hi deous worl d was recedi ng, speeding away from her and growing snaller as it
went. ...

The cracking bl ow across her face was hard enough to take her breath away and
rock her head back on her shoul ders. Dazed, she |ooked up into the white face
of Tiercel. "Don't faint now, you idiot," he yelled. Only when she felt the
wrenching pain in her shoulder did she realize that he was trying to haul her
al ong by one armwhile he brandished a sword in his other hand with nore

ent husi asm than skill. Looking up, she realized that the fight had noved a
short di stance away from her. Suddenly desperate to put the scenes of horror
behi nd her, Amahli scranbled unsteadily to her feet and | et himtow her toward
t he house.

They had al nost reached the safety of the building when there was a whi ne of

wi ngs overhead and a shadow swept across the girl's vision. She felt a hand

pl uck at her shoulder, and cried out in fear. Tiercel whirled, his face set
with determination and thrust his sword upward. There was a strident shriek of
pain, the hand fell away, and a body thudded down al nost on top of Amahli. The
Skyfol k warrior had been a young woman—wi th her | ong, dark hair and dark eyes
she coul d have been Amahli's ol der sister. For an instant Tiercel stood
staring at the body, frozen with shock and horror. This time, it was Amahli's
turn to pull himaway fromthe gory scene. Then they were running again, the
dripping sword in Tiercel's hand | eaving a bl oody trail behind them

The fighting was thick around the door—a small knot of defenders was hol di ng



the entrance agai nst a dozen or so Sky-fol k. Tiercel dodged round the side of
t he house, tugging Amahli after him and broke a wi ndow. He laid his cloak
over the pieces of shattered crystal in the bottomof the frame and the two of
them scranbl ed inside. Fromthe roons above them canme the sound of nore
splintering crystal. Tiercel's grip tightened around her fingers. "lIs there
anywhere we can hi de?" he shouted at Ammahli

"Yes—the cellar. This way."

Amahl i knew every inch of the house. At a run, she led Tiercel to the rear
where the cellar door with its flight of Iong, dark steps |led downward from
the kitchen. They had no |ight—they sinply had to scranble down the stone
steps as best they might, pulling the door shut behind them The cellars
seened to go back a long way. Amahli held tightly to Tiercel with one hand and
felt her way along the wall with the other, trying to remenber the way the
vaults were laid out. At |ast she round what she was | ooking for—a narrow

al cove that extended back beneath the stairs thenselves. "In here—quick."

It was a tight squeeze. They huddl ed there, pressed together, scarcely daring
to breathe while they listened to the screans and sounds of destruction com ng
from above. After a tine, the thunping and crashing di ed away, and everything
went horribly silent. After a nonent, Tiercel found his voice. "Maybe it's
safe ..." He got no further. Fromthe house above, the crackle of fire swelled
into a roar.

Chapter 26

Sacrifice

“How many tines do | have to tell you-she's sleeping." Shia was getting nore
than a little tired of this pestilential human and his endl ess questi ons.

"Yes—as far as | know, she's all right, yes—I think that Wl f is with her
and no—+ am not going to wake her—n fact | can't.”
" But —

Shia rounded on Forral with a wathful snarl, further irritated that severa

of the Ni ghtrunners who crewed the ship took this as a sign to beat a hasty
retreat, |eaving herself, Khanu and Forral in sole possession of the bows.
"Wetched human! Wuld that | had never let you know | could speak with you
like this! Now listen." She wal ked up to the swordsman and put her forepaws on
the ship's rail, so that her golden eyes bl azed directly down into his. "For
the last time, Aurian didn't foll ow us because she had to rescue Chiamh. She
did such a stupid thing because the Wndeye is her friend. They are now
somewhere on the sea in a small boat, and though I can't talk to the Mage

unl ess she wakes, her sleeping thoughts seem not to be unhappy, so | would
guess that Wlf is all right and she probably succeeded in what she set out to
do. Yes, I'mworried about her too, but no—there's nothing nore we can do to
find her until daylight comes—SO GO TO SLEEP! "

Snol dering, Forral turned his back on the great cat, and | ooked out over the

rail into the darkness. | alnost wish we hadn't fouund out that the bl oody

creature could comunicate with me like this, he thought, not really caring
whet her Shia "overheard" the thought or not. Bad-tenpered bugger! | was only
asking. You can't blame nme for being worried.... Then a new t hought expl oded

into his mnd—a thought so vast, so shocking, so fraught w th dangers and
possibilities.

| can talk to Shia courtesy of Anvar's Mage bl ood, can | do the other

stuf f—+he proper magic?

A shiver went through the swordsman that was hal f-fear, half-excitenent.
"Steady," he told hinself. "Don't get too carried away. Before you go trying
anything, this will take a bit of thinking through." Perhaps he shoul d ask
Aurian—but if he could rmanage on his own, would it not be better to surprise
her ?

In truth Forral was desperate to inpress the Mage, for hefelt he had been of
little use to her so far—a situation that not within his normal experience.
Since he had arrived in this strange body, he had been at a constant



di sadvant age—everyone el se seenmed to know what was goi ng on, new friendships
had been made between ol d conrades and these new fol k; Parric and the Xandi m
bei ng a good exanpl e. Though people tried to be kind to him he knew that his
ccupancy or Anvar's body made them very uneasy. They had known Anvar, had al
been his friends and conpani ons, could not help feeling |ike a stranger and an
i nterloper, sighed. This was not turning out at all the way he had imagi ned it
woul d—but maybe the magi c woul d nake all the difference. It was certainly
worth a try—and in the nmeantime, he would rmake hinself useful by going

bel owdecks to see how ol d Vannor was faring.

The swordsman was hal fway across the deck when a new thoght struck him He had
never seen Parric since he had been aboard—n fact, he was certain that the
Caval rymaster not aboard the ship! Wiat in the name of all the Gods becone of
hi n?

"Did you see it?" Iscalda shuddered. "Just as we were pulling out of the
cavern. That hideous bl ack shape—+t was hunting down the soldiers.. "

"I wonder what it was," Schiannath nused.

"Better not to know " I|scalda pulled her cloak around her shoulders. "It

| ooked a ghastly way to die."

"At | east Chiamh escaped that," Schiannath said heavily.

"Poor Chi amh—he sacrificed hinmself to save our lives." |scalda | eaned on the
railing of Yanis's ship, the N gkthawk, and | ooked back the way they had cone,
t hough there was nothing to see but dark sky and darker ocean. "Forral is
tal ki ng nonsense—+ saw Chianmh fall, Schiannath, | saw the sol diers hacking at
him over and over. There was no possible way the Wndeye or anyone el se could
have survived that."

Schiannath put his arm around her shoul ders. "He was very brave," he said
quietly. "All those years our people ignored and despi sed hi m because he

| acked the presence of his grandnother—yet which of them would have possessed
the courage for such a deed?" He sighed. "It is a double tragedy. Chianh
shoul d have taken a mate | ong ago, had he not been forced into his solitary
exi stence by the nockery of the fol k who should have respected and revered
him He had no heirs, |scal da—his bloodline ended here, tonight, in a foreign
| and. The Xandi m no | onger have a Wndeye, and never will again. It is as

t hough, at a stroke, we have becone blind and deaf to the deeper world around
us."

"Try telling themthat," Iscalda said bitterly. "They won't care. Mst of them
don't think beyond fornication and filling their bellies. That's a deep enough
world for them Save for Chianmh and his ilk, we haven't advanced nuch further
than the herd animals fromwhich we were created.”

"Some of us have," Schiannath told her confortingly. "At |east we have | earned
to look to greater heights and wi der horizons. And in Chianmh's nenory we'll
take the others with us—+f we have to drag themevery inch of the way."

In the light of the small lantern that hung fromthe mast, he saw I scalda's
eyes flash as she | ooked up at himsharply. "WII| you go back and fight to be
Herdl ord agai n?" she asked in amazenent. "After you led so many into slavery
at the hands of the Phaerie, | would suggest we avoid our brethren at al
costs. Wy, they'll tear us linmb fromlinmb if we try to return!”

"Whul d you rather live out the rest of your life as an exile?" Schiannath
demanded. "Don't you think we've seen enough of that?"

“I— lscalda's reply was snatched fromher nmouth by a blast of chill air. A
great, dark shape | oonmed over Schiannath and |scal da, blocking the light from
the Iantern. They heard shouts, screams, and curses as the remining crew and
passengers scattered for cover. There was no time to draw a sword—the Xandi m
hurl ed thensel ves to the deck as the entity swooped down upon them

Schi annath, protective as always, tried to throw hinmself in front of his

si ster—and had the breath knocked out of himas the creature cane crashing
down on top of him Wen a bony and all too human el bow caught himin the
face, he scarcely knew whether his eyes were watering fromthe inpact, or he
was weeping with relief. He eased hinmself out from beneath a thrashing w ng



and hel ped Linnet right herself, then pulled Iscalda to her feet.

The winged girl was incoherent with fright, and it took |Iscalda sone tine to
cal m her, while Schiannath, nopping at a bl eedi ng nose, kept back the curious
Ni ghtrunners who crowded around in curiosity—aow they had been reassured that
it was not a Death-Waith who'd cone hurtling down on their ship. Bit by bit,
| scal da coaxed Linnet's story fromher. Wen the fighting had started, the
young girl had been sensible enough to stay well out of danger—she had fl own
up to the roof of the cavern and had stayed there, clinging to a portion of
the rock. She had been paral yzed with shock and at the sight of the carnage
that was taking place bel ow her, and had been too terrified to | eave her
perch, even when the ships departed.

Only the Death-Waith had finally had the power to nove the wi nged girl—her
refuge was no | onger safe, not fromthis rifying nonstrosity who could fly as
wel |l as she. Wen the waith had vani shed into the tunnels to hunt down the
sol -s, Linnet had seized her chance and swooped out of the entrance, headi ng
out to sea, away fromthe appalling bits she had witnessed. Lost in the

dar kness as she was, she’'d have perished for sure, had she not caught sight of
the pinpoint twi nkle of the Nighthawk's lantern, far out across waves. In the
dark, she had badly m sjudged her |anding, at luckily, Schiannath and |scal da
had broken her fall. Telling her story had cal ned the wi nged girl

consi derably, she could | ook around with conprehensi on and with concern for
her friends, seeking the confort of famliar faces. The one face that she
truly wanted to see, however, was m ssing. "Were's Zanna?" she demanded
fearfully of Iscalda. "Is she all right? She did escape, didn't she?"

"Don't worry," Iscalda soothed. "She's down below in the cabin, but—=

"I must see her." Linnet leapt to her feet.

Forral stepped out of the crowd to bl ock her way. "Not now, |ass," he said
softly, taking her arm Turning to the assenbled N ghtrunners, he said,
"That's what |'ve cone up to tell you all. | only wish there was sone way |
could soften the blow Valand, Zanna and Tarnal's little boy, has just died of
his injuries.”

Cries of grief and dismay went up fromthe assenbled N ghtrunners. As one, the
crowmd stepped back fromthe words-nman, as though to put a physical distance
bet ween t henmsel ves and such evil tidings. Valand had not only been a child of
great confidence and charm who had been greatly | oved by everyone in the

Ni ghtrunner caverns—he had al so been Yanis's designated heir, their future

| eader. For many, it seened the final blow. The Ni ghtrunners were finished for
good.

Hawks did not fly at night. They seldomflew over the sea. It did not occur to
t he hawk to wonder why he was doing both of these things right now He only
knew t hat somet hi ng preci ous was bei ng taken away from hi msonething so nuch a
part of himthat its absence caused a tearing feeling of pain sonewhere deep
within him He only knew it was getting farther away from himw th each
passing nminute. He only knew that he nust find it—er die.

Though he could not see well in the dark, he knew the direction of that

preci ous, m ssing thing he sought. He could feel it ahead of hi ma warm gl ow
like the sun beating strongly on his face. This good feeling vanished if he
veered off track, even by a little. As the hawk drew nearer to his goal, he
could see it ahead of himin the darkness—a light that shone, not with a

vi sible | um nescence, but with a glimer like a single bright star within his
m nd.

Wth absol ute confidence, the hawk plunged down through the darkness, |anding
surely on the side of a rocking boat. He could see it now+the thing that had
been calling him It was strapped to the back of that tall woman who al so
seened so inportant to him Wth a self-satisfied flip of his wi ngs, the

hawk settled down next to the Harp of Wnds, and prepared to sleep unti
nor ni ng.

The wind grew stronger with the grey dawn and the swell on the sea increased.
Flurries of sleet came hissing across the water as the N ghtrunners gathered
on deck. It did not take long to consign the | ost ones to the deep. Firstly,



the three adults who had all succumnmbed to their wounds since the ship had
enbar ked were w apped and wei ghted and were slid, one by one, into the sea.
Last of all came the pitifully small body of Zanna's child.

As Val and's corpse slid down the tilted plank toward the water, Zanna darted
forward with a wail, snatching at the blanket that wapped him and trying to
cl aw hi m back fromthe hungry sea. Tarnal caught her and she fought himlike a
fury, trying to follow her child. In the end he was forced to pick her up body
and carry her back down into the cabin, where her cries could still be heard.
Al of the | eaders were incapacitated by grief. Zanna and Tarnal needed tine
to nmourn the loss of their firstborn son. Vannor was prostrated by the double
| osses of Dulsina and his grandson, while Yanis nourned his beloved Enmie. It
soon becane clear to Forral that someone would have to take charge, and while
he actually knew next to nothing about ships and sailing, it |ooked as though
no one el se was volunteering. He called the denoralized N ghtrunners together
on deck, and discovered the heartening news that practically all of them even
the old grandnot hers, knew how to sail, and that nany of the younger snugglers
were regular sailors on the route to the Southern Lands. He had tal ked the
matter over with Schiannath and |Iscal da, and after due consideration, they had
deci ded that despite the risks, they nmust head sout h—and as quickly as
possi bl e. Forral was adamant that Aurian would be headi ng that way—and so he
was goi ng south, too, supposing he had to swimevery inch of the way.

The swordsman was extrenely anxious to find the Mage, and was al so concer ned
about the whereabouts of the other ship; the first vessel that had nmanaged to
flee the cavern—ot to nention the flotilla of small boats that had fled the
attack, scattering out in all directions on the face of the dark ocean
Luckily, Linnet came to the rescue. After some food and a few hours' rest, the
wi nged girl was feeling greatly recovered, and she volunteered to fly out,
hunting back and forth across a wide stretch of ocean, to see whether she
could spot any of the other ships fromthe air, and |l ead them back to the
princi pal N ghtrunner vessel

Aurian awoke with a cranp in the leg that was tucked beneath her at an

i npossi bl e angle. She felt tired, cold, and bleary, and huddl ed closer to
Chianmh in the well of the small vessel, trying to escape the chill of the
strengt hening wi nd. For a nonent she had no idea where she was, until she felt
t he rocking of the boat and raised her head to | ook over the side at a grey
sky and grey sea. It all cane back to her, then. She nuttered an oath, w shing
she coul d go back to sleep again and bl ot out the nenories.

Just as she was settling down again, a series of high-pitched, staccato cries
expl oded in her ear, and the tip of a pointed wi ng poked her in the eye.
Aurian shot bolt upright, waking Chiamh; one hand cl asped to her watering eye.
She gasped with delight to see the hawk. "How did you get here?" she cried.
"Chi amh, | ook—t nust have followed us! Does that not prove it nust be Anvar?"
"You know that | never needed any convincing." The W ndeye studi ed the hawk
gravely. "The trick will be to get himback into his rightful body."

The boat's rocking notion had been increasing, even over the |last few nonments,
and now, as it slid down into a trough, a double spray of water fountained

over the bows, drenching WIf and Gince. Wl f, still half-asleep, junped up
with a sharp yip of panic. He shook a silver shower fromhis thick grey coat
and | ooked over the side of the boat at the mles of heaving ocean. "It's a

| ot bigger than our |ake at home, isn't it?" he said in uncertain tones.

"I don't suppose there's anything to eat on this damed boat?" The thief cane
in so fast on the tail of her son's conmplaint that Aurian had to smile at his
ruse to distract the wol f—&ince mght not have been capabl e of nental speech
but the growing fear was plainly manifest in the rolling of Wlf's eyes. Then
she realized that not only did they have no food on the boat—they had no
water, either. And she didn't like the ook of the weather of all. There was
no way a small craft like this could weather a heavy sea.

Chi anh caught her eye—and Mage and W ndeye entered i nto an unspoken conpact
not to panic the two youngsters. "I'msure we'll find sonethi— Aurian was
begi nni ng, when Gince interrupted her. "I'msure | renmenber Emm e saying that



all the small boats carried water bottles for energencies.”

Aurian realized that Gince had al so made hinself part of the silent
agreement —Aot to panic WIf. In her mnd, Aurian fervently thanked the Gods.
Al oud, she said, "Well done, Gince. Wy don't you and WIf see if you can
find it?"

"Al'l right. But then | think I ought to be trying to row" Gince frowned at
the heaving sea. "It's getting too rough to keep drifting nowEnmie told ne

t hat when the waves get bigger, you have to keep the boat pointing into them
or you get swanped."

Auri an nodded, |ooking at the thief with new respect. The lad certainly had
his wits about him Under her breath, she whispered, "Chiamh—keep Wl f
occupied if you can. 1'mgoing to try to contact Shia."

The W ndeye nodded. "Wen you' ve done that, 1'll ride the winds, and see how
far we are fromthe other boats—er anywhere else, for that matter."

G osing her eyes to focus her concentration, Aurian sent her thoughts
spiraling out fromthe central point of the boat, far and w de across the
ocean in search of her friend the cat. Initially, her searching mnd nmet only
wi th enptiness. Then suddenly Aurian felt another consci ousness pounce upon
her thoughts.

"Aurian? |Is that you? Are you all right? Wll, it's about time you stopped

| azi ng around—this wretched human of yours has been pestering the life out of
me. You were asleep so long | thought you planned to hibernate!"

"Shia—+t's good to hear you! We're in a small boat.. "

"Yes, you told ne last night. Wo is with you?"

"WIf is here, Gince and that dog of his—and guess what? Chiamh is with ne,
and he's absolutely fine. Not a scratch on him"

"Well! That is good news!" Even though Shia was using her nental tones, the
Mage was sure she could detect the undercurrent of a happy purr. "Just wait
until Iscalda finds out," the cat went on. "She had poor Chianh dead for sure.
According to that human of yours, she saw a bunch of sol diers poke himfull of
holes. | don't think I'll nention anything until you get here. Let it be a
surprise for them-after all the deaths, they need sone good tidings to cheer
them Zanna lost her cub this norning."

"Ch, Shia-no. Poor Zanna. Wat dreadful news!" Involuntarily, Aurian glanced
in the direction of Wlf. "Shia, we have no food on board and very little
water, and the boat is too small to weather a sea like this for any I ength of

time. Do you think the Nightrunners will be able to find us?"
"As luck would have it, | do." Shia sounded very snmug. "Linnet is searching,
Aurian. Wen she finds you, she'll lead us to you, or you to us. Al you have

to dois wait."

Aurian could have collapsed with relief. "That's the best news |'ve had in a
long tinme, Shia. I'll see you soon, then."

"I can't wait. Then you can talk to your dratted human yourself."

The Mage told the others the good news that rescue was imm nent, then took a
sip fromGince's water bottle and settled back to wait. "Wile we're waiting,

do you still want to go out there and | ook for the ship?" she asked Chianh.
"You do not have to so W ndeye—and you, Little One, do not have to wait.

will take you."

The boat heaved upward on a gigantic swell as a sleek grey back broke the
surface of the water nearby. "Ithalasal!" Aurian cried. "It is you! But how did
you know?"

The Leviathan rolled to regard her with one deep, wise little eye. "Indeed it
is l—and fortunate to have reached you in time. | have swmhard and fast to

reach this place. As for how | know when you took to the sea l|ast night,

felt the power of the Artifacts fromafar. Ever since you left this world |
have been watchi ng; waiting: always knowi ng that you would eventually return.”
"But what are you doing here in northern waters?"

It hal asa sighed mghtily, showering the Mage and her companions with a misty
veil of droplets fromhis blowhole. "Alas, Little One, when last | hel ped you,
nmy people were displeased, just as | had feared. | have been exiled here—no,



do not distress yourself needl essly, Mage. It was ny decision, and it was for
the best. And see—+ have not been alone all this time. My mate cane with ne,
as did ny pod, ny famly of the seas.”

O her sl eek shapes breached the surface around the boat. "I will not ask them
to speak with you," Ithalasa went on. "Let my crines—though | do not believe
themto be crines—eontinue to be on ny own head."

Grince gave a squeak of fright and pulled the oars quickly back on board as
the Leviathan set its head against the stern

of the boat and began to push the craft effortlessly through the choppy water.
"It's all right," Aurian told himwith a snile. "This is a friend."

"A friend? You can call this bloody nonster a friend?" Gince shook his head.
"I will say one thing, Lady. Life with you is never dull."

Though she had not encountered the Mage, Linnet had found several other snall
craft: rowi ng boats, skiffs, and fishing cobles that had been pressed into
service as escape vessels for the terrified N ghtrunners. The |arger boats,

whi ch were |lucky enough to have sails, she |l ed back to the N gkthawk by way of
the | esser craft, which were being tossed around by the heaving sea. The
little boats could then be towed back to safety by the larger, sturdier craft.
Soon the | ost vessels had begun to arrive, and the wet, frozen, sick, and

di spirited snuggl ers were being taken aboard the |arger ship, and the decks
became crowded with folk in various stages of disconfort and desperation
Forral and the Xandimtried their best to find food and bl ankets to make folk
confortable, but were at their wits' end to find ways of hel ping the cold, the
hurt, and the heartsick refugees.

"This is hopel ess,"” the swordsman grumbl ed. "There just isn't enough room W
need to rig up shelters of sone kind, and we need a healer. And what in the
nane of perdition do those so-called N ghtrunner |eaders think they're playing
at? They aren't the only ones with griefs to bear. They should be out here
hel pi ng t hese poor folk, not skul king around in confort bel owdecks."

Down in the cabin, Vannor scarcely heard the sounds of distress that filtered
down fromthe decks above. He was sitting beside Zanna, who had nmercifully
cried herself to sleep at last, and holding her hand. He was far away from
this place; lost in nmenories of Dulsina and wondering, with bitterness, how he
had been such a blundering oaf as to mss so nany good years with her

"Dad? Dad?" Martek's voice intruded into Vannor's reverie. The boy, with
Emmie's white dog by his side, was standi ng besi de Tarnal who sat sl unped over
the cabin's narrow table, his head in his hands. The boy was tugging at his
father's

sl eeve, but Tarnal, sunk deep in exhaustion and grief, made no response.
Synmpathy for the child prodded Vannor out of his introspection. Poor Martek—he
had | ost his brother today, and no one had any time for him He held out his
hand to the child. "What's wong, Martek? Conme and tell your granddad. Are you
hungry?"

The boy shook his head. "G anddad-when is Val and comi ng back?"

For an instant Vannor turned cold all over. He scooped the child up and sat
himin his lap. "Valand had to go away," he explained gently. "He died,

Martek. He can't cone back."

"But where? Way? Can't | go too?"

A shiver went through Vannor and he hugged the boy tighter, with a fervent
prayer that the Gods would not make Martek's wi sh conme true. "Val and had to go
far away, lad, so he could | ook after G anny Dul sina. They went together."
"And they can't cone back? Not ever?" Martek quavered. "That's not fair,
Granddad. | miss Valand! Wy did they have to go away?"

"W all have to go at some tinme," Vannor expl ained. "Sooner or |later, we all
make that journey—but not before it's our turn. You were |lucky, Martek. You

got to stay here with your nother and your dad and nme. | know you'll m ss your
brother, but you'll see himagain one day, lad—+'msure you will."
"But when?"

"l don't know. "
"WIIl Val and m ss nme?"



"OfF course he will. Both of you will have to be very brave. Do you think you
can?"

"Be brave |ike Dad?"

A small sound over at the table nade Vannor | ook up. Tarnal was sitting up
straight, and wi ping his face on his sleeve. "Braver than me, | hope," he said
softly, holding out his arns to the boy.

"Nobody' s as brave as you." Martek scranbled up onto his father's lap. Tarnal
hugged his son close and | ooked across at Vannor. "Thank you," he whi spered.
The white dog, finding itself ignored, began to whine. Sonehow, the desolate
sound made Vannor's skin crawl uneasily. "Martek,"” he said. "Wiy is Snowsilver
in here? She'll wake your nother."

The boy | ooked down at the dog. "Ch," he said. "I forgot. Uncle Yanis said
could have her. Can | keep her, Dad? Is it all right?"

What ? Yanis giving away his wife's bel oved dog? Vannor's feeling of unease
intensified. "Martek," he said carefully. "Wat did Uncle Yanis say, exactly?
And where did this happen?"

The boy frowned with the effort to remenber. "He was sitting in the cargo
hold. He was crying. He said would I | ook after Snowsilver, because he
couldn't anynore. He said he was gong to find Aunt Ermie... ."

"Seven bl oody denmons!" Tarnal tipped the astoni shed boy off his lap and ran
for the door, Vannor a step ahead of him

Once they reached the hatch, Vannor had the sense to let Tarnal go first, with
the lantern. Wth only one hand, he wasn't much good at clinmbing. Craning his
neck, he peered down past the descending snuggler, into the darkness of the
hol d. The lantern |light gleamed on a dark, wet slick that covered the floor
Tarnal reached the bottom junping to one side off the bottomrung, to mss
the shining area. He turned away, his nouth tw sted in sickness and grief.
After a noment, he took a deep breath. "Don't cone down, Vannor. It's too
late.”

Tarnal | ooked up at his wife's father, and Vannor saw an expression of grim
resolution settle on his face. "It | ooks as though I'mthe | eader of the

Ni ght runners now-so | suppose | had better start leading.” Wth no further
hesitation, he took hold of the | adder and began to clinmb out.

"Fare well, Ithalasa. | hope I'll see you again one day."

"Fare well, Wndeye. Wien the time is right, we will neet again. In the
nmeanti me, take heart. Renenber—all those, with the powers of nagic can live

| ong enough for many possibilities to resolve thensel ves. Wo knows? One day
you may get your wish."

"l don't think so."

"Well, time will tell. May fortune attend you, ny friend."

| wonder what that was all about? Aurian nused, as Chiamh turned away to clinb
up the rope |l adder to the ship.

"Curb that MagefoUe curiosity, Little One—that was no affair of yours."

It hal asa chuckl ed. "Not yet, at any rate," he added cryptically.

Aurian sighed. "I wish | could spend nore time with you. W always seemto be
sayi ng goodbye," she conpl ai ned.
"Ah—but what joy in our reunions! | thank you for telling nme of your plan to

return the Caldron to Death, should you win it.
You give nme hope. It may well be that when nmy people realize that you have

done this responsible and selfless thing with the Artifact, they will see that
| was right to trust you, and ny exile will end."
"I hope so. | wasn't very responsible with the Staff of Earth," Aurian replied

truthfully. "And | made an awful ness of the business with the Swmord." On the
voyage, she had confessed her nistakes to the Leviathan

"That may be. But you acknow edged your errors, and did not conmpound them And
rest assured, even now you are making atonenment. Do not let this setback cause
you to falter at the last hurdle. Your instincts are good, Daughter. Only
trust them and all will be well."

The Levi at han touched her mind gently in farewell, and swam away. Hi s parting
words echoed in the Mage's mind | ong after he had vani shed.



When Aurian clinbed up on the N ghthawk's deck she found Tarnal helping to
settle his people. Before she even had tine to utter a word of condol ence, he
had taken her by the arm and steered her out of earshot of the others.

"Pl ease, Mage—an you hel p Zanna? | know how much she respects you, and
thought..." He broke off, his face contorting with distress. "She just sits
there. Sonetimes she cries, but she won't say a word. It's not that she isn't
brave, but Dul sina dying and then Valand, and Yanis, just this norning ..
When she was a young girl, you know, she wanted to marry hi mbefore she met
me. It's just too many dreadful shocks all at once...."

"Al'l right, Tarnal." Aurian laid a conforting hand on the young man's arm She
could tell that his concern over Zanna was one burden too nany. "Don't
worry—Zanna's a strong woman. |'ll go and talk to her."

The cabin was in darkness, its one porthote shrouded to blot out the day. Wth
her Mage's vision, Aurian could see Zanna, sitting upright on the bunk, her
hands cl asped around her knees, staring into nowhere. The Mage sai d not hi ng.
She sinply pulled up a chair and waited.

"How do you bear it?" Zanna burst out at last. "Aurian, you rmust understand
what it's like. You lost Forral, then Anvar. In a way, you |ost your son to

M at han's curse. Wat nakes you keep on goi ng?"

"When | was a young girl," Aurian said softly, "Forral gave ne the best advice
of my life. When the problem seenms too big, just do the first thing first.
Take that one initial step along the road, and you'll find the rest of the
steps will fall into place."

"But | can't see that first step. The road is dark in front of ne, now"

The Mage extended her hand, and a sphere of amber Mage-light bl ossonmed softly
above her palm sending the shadows fleeing away fromthe grieving wonman. "Qut
there on deck," she said quietly, "your people are huddled in the wind and
sleet. Sone are hurt, and many are grieving just |ike you.. "

"Don't ask me to confort them | have nothing to givel™

"You have your cabin, Zanna. You could let others grieve in confort for a
whil e, and get the wounded into warnth and shelter. You could help."

"And drown ny sorrows in good deeds?" Zanna's voice was thick with bitterness.
"I's that all the advice you have to offer ne?"

Aurian shrugged. "You asked. But let ne tell you this from experience—there's
no such thing as drowni ng your sorrows in good deeds, good w ne, or anything
else. It's just easier to Jive with themif you keep busy, instead of sitting
on your backside in the dark and feeding themwith every '"if only' you can
think of. It's a nistake |I've nmade nore than once, and lived to regret it,
bel i eve ne. And renenber—annor and Tarnal and especially little Martek need
you right now, just as nmuch as you need them You can hel p each ot her—not j ust
your own | oved ones, but the whole N ghtrunner fanmly. Your first step is the
har dest one, Zanna—but it's right through that door."

Zanna | ooked at the Mage, and then at the door. "All right,
monent. "l think | can go that far."

"Where the bl oody bl azes are we?" Parric roared at the ship's captain. "This
can't be the Xandi m shore—we coul dn't have reached it yet. You damed idiot!
You' ve been goi ng the wong way!"

Jeskin tore his armfree fromParric's angry grasp, and spat over the side. "I
never said anything about going south,” he pointed out truculently. "These
fol k have had quite enough trouble without me dragging themoff on a three or
four day voyage to foreign parts. That's Easthaven over there, mate—and
that's where |'m headed. A lot of the folk here have famly and friends in the
village—+'ve a niece there nyself—and they' |l take us in. W'll blend in fine,
become crafters and fishers—and who's to say we was ever N ghtrunners? Not the
East haven folk, that's for sure. They got no truck with anything that ever
cane out of Nexis—and it looks to ne |ike they got nore sense than sonme fol k |
could mention." He spat again, and glared defiantly at the thunderstruck and
fum ng Caval rymaster. "If you want to go south, mate, you'll find sonebody

el se to take you—and | w sh you luck."

Suddenly a knife appeared in Fane's hand and levelled itself at Jeskin's anple

she said after a



belly. "Turn this bl oody boat around—now! ” he barked.

Jeskin | ooked down at the knife, his expression unaltered. "No," he said
calmy. "And if you stick that thing in me, there'll be plenty of others here
to take us in—after they' ve hanged you, of course, and thrown your body in the
sea." Turning his head he spat a third tine, within an inch of Parric's boots.
"And it's a ship" he added, "not a boat."

Cursing vilely, Parric put the knife away. He was beaten and he knew it. It
had been pure misfortune that he had becone separated fromthe others in the
fighting and ended up on the wong ship, and now there was absol utely nothing
that he coul d do—except make his way back to Nexis, and deal with that bastard
Pendral, the cause of all this trouble, once and for all. It wouldn't nake
much of a difference to Aurian, perhaps, but it would inprove the |lot of the
Nexi ans at |east, and it would make himfeel a whole |lot better

Chapter 27

The Mountain of the Blind

Two days later, the Nighthawk, with its cluster of snaller boats in tow,
approached the Xandi m coast. A ragged cheer went up when the dark outline
appeared on the horizon, as the thirty-eight N ghtrunner survivors | ooked
forward to an end, at last, to their frightful journey. The l|ast days had not
been pl easant for anyone. Though the cargo hold had been scrubbed cl ean
followi ng Yanis's sea burial and the refugees could be sheltered fromthe

el ements, the space bel ow decks had not been designed for human habitation
The quarters were cold, danmp, cranped, and noi sonme; food had been scarce and
water strictly rationed. Aurian had found her healing skills in demand over
and over again, and it was only thanks to her that no further lives were |ost.
Conpared to the horrors they had | eft behind them the N ghtrunners felt they
had little to fear in the Southern Lands. Following Yanis's initial journey to
the southern settlenents sone ten years ago, to pick up the Mage and her
conpani ons, the Xandi m and the smuggl ers had formed a successful trading
partnership that had ripened, though time, into ties of friendship. Tarna
knew t hat, though his people arrived as nendi cants, they had valuable skills
to offer the Horsefol k, including that of building the swift and sturdy

Ni ght runner ships in which the Xandi mtook a tremendous interest.

For Aurian and her friends, however, it was a very different matter. They had
been responsi bl e, sonme ten years ago, for tenpting over a hundred Xandi mfrom
their homes, and leading theminto slavery in a foreign |land. The wel cone that
they m ght expect this tine nmght be a great deal warnmer than they would |ike.
The Mage and her conpani ons had di scussed the matter with Zanna and Tar nal

and had decided to hide bel owdecks when the ship docked and sneak away after
nightfall, with Aurian using the Od Magic of D arvan's talisman to give the
Xandi mt he power of flight.

To Aurian's surprise, Vannor had insisted on com ng too. She had expected that
he woul d have wanted to stay with his daughter and his grandson, but he had

i nsisted that he could be nore use to the Mage, and besides, he wanted to
escape the painful nmenories of Dulsina. After talking it over with Forral
Aurian had agreed. To be on the safe side, no one would know of this plan save
the Nightrunner |eaders, and the rest of the Wvernesse community had been
sworn to secrecy regarding the presence of the additional passengers.

Chi anh had suggested making their way up to his old home on the upper sl opes
of the Wndveil. They shoul d be safe enough there, for the Xandi mdid not
venture into the Vale of Death with its ancient tonmbs. The W ndeye want ed
particularly to consult w th Basileus, the Ml dan of the Wndveil, who was
better equi pped than anyone to give the conpanions a clear picture of what had
been happeni ng here in these Southern Ki ngdomns.

As the ship entered the harbor Aurian craned her neck to see out of the small
cabin porthole. The Xandi msettl emrent had changed since she was |l ast there.
The | ow stone houses had proliferated around the edge of the cove and had a
nore permanent aspect, and the inlet had been dredged to forma harbor. Long



stone piers had been built out on either point to increase the shelter

af forded by the bay. A group of Horsefol k crowded t he quays, |ooking slightly
puzzl ed at this unschedul ed visit, but waving a welconme to the ship
nonet hel ess.

lzmir, the chief of the settlenent, stepped forth as the N ghthawk tied up
and Tarnal |eapt ashore and spoke to himsoftly and urgently for severa

m nutes. Aurian saw the Xandi mi s expression change fromsmling wel cone to

di smay and sorrow, and guessed that the new smuggl er | eader had told hi m of
Yani s's death. When he saw the pitiful condition of the refugees, the Xandim
| eader wel comed them wi t hout del ay or cerenony into the great conmunal neeting
| odge of the settlement. The Nightrunners went gratefully, shown the way by
menbers of the Xandi m comunity.

Chi anh | ooked through the porthole and nuttered sonething that sounded
suspiciously like an oath. "Look at that," he said. "The Xandi m never wel coned
me anywhere in ny whole life, and | don't suppose they'll ever start now. "
Zanna was the last to | eave the ship—-alnost. Aurian and Forral, Linnet, and
the three Xandi m nade their sad farewells, and the Mage passed on the thanks
of the cats and Wl f. Then she noticed that Gince was lurking in the shadows,
in the

corner of the cabin.

"I"'mgoing with you," the thief said firmy. Aurian glared at him "I thought
we had al ready been through this."

"But you'll need me," Gince insisted.

"I'n the nane of all the Gods, why would | need you?" Aurian snapped at him

t hor oughl y exasper at ed.

To her surprise, Gince's brash front vani shed. "Lady, please. In nmy whole

life, no one has ever needed ne—except Warrior. | don't belong here with these
peopl e—ot that |'mnot very grateful to you," he added, with a nervous gl ance
at Zanna. "Lady Aurian, you saved ne, back in Nexis. | owe you now Gve ne a
chance to pay you back, please. | was the best thief in the city—y skills
will do ne no good here, they' Il just get nme into trouble. They mi ght be
useful to you, though."

“Take him™" Chiamh said suddenly. "I don't know why, exactly, but | have a
feeling . . ." He shivered. "Aurian, let himcome with us. You won't regret

it."

Aurian | ooked quizzically at the Xandi m seer, then flung up her hands in
defeat. "All right, Gince. You can come—but you can't take that dog with you,
I"mafraid. It just wouldn't be practical."

"That's all right," Zanna said. "Martek will ook after Frost until Gince
returns." She stepped forward to hug themall. "Please," she said, "take care,
all of you—and come back to us when it's all over."

"We will," Aurian said. But though no one would mention the possibility al oud,

she knew they were all thinking the sane thing—that this could be the |ast
time they ever net.

That night, Ilzmr and his Council of Elders entertained the N ghtrunners with
a lavish feast, and for the first tine in days, Zanna let herself relax a
little—dntil the chieftain hinself actually brought up the subject of the
Mage. He had been asking Tarnal if the N ghtrunners ever had any contact wth
t he Phaeri e.

Tarnal shook his head. "No—thank all the Gods. At |east we remai ned hidden
fromthem They view Murtals as no nore than animals."

"Then you will understand the position of the Xandim" lzmr said grimy. "How
we rue the day that our folk were tenpted across the seas by wicked traitors
anong their own kind. Not to mention, of course, the northern Magefol k who
were fomenters of the whole sad business.” He | ooked sharply at the

Ni ghtrunner | eaders. "And they never did return?"

The swi ftness of the question took Zanna conpletely by surprise. She inhal ed
shar pl y—and choked on a mout hful of food. Instantly the room di ssolved into
confusion as she was thunped on the back, given a cup of water, and handed a
cloth to nop her streaming eyes. By the tine she had recovered, Tarnal had



gathered his wits. "It sounds very unlikely that someone could still be | ost
intine and then return,” he said snoothly.
"But they were your friends?" |lzmr pressed.

"Yes," said Zanna belligerently. "Wy, does that make a difference?"

The chief frowned. "Not to me, but sadly, | nust ask you to forget your former
friends—especially if you are speaking to anyone outside this comunity." He

| eaned forward earnestly. "It is different with us—for many years now we have
traded successfully with the N ghtrunners, and friendship has grown between
our folk." He | ooked at Zanna and Tarnal. "Your people will stay with us, and

become part of our settlenment. You have skills, such as your shipbuilding,
that would benefit us greatly."”

"Are you saying it could make trouble for us if it were w dely known that we
were friends with Aurian and the others?" Tarnal demanded. "Wy?"

"Pl ease—do not blane nme too harshly, and do not let this affair deprive your
folk of the sanctuary that they so badly heed. Your friends are under a
sentence of death, Tarnal, if they ever return here. For nany seasons now, a
wat ch has been kept throughout the Xandi mlands for your conpanions. | have
the strictest orders concerning the Mage and the others, as does every chief
of every settlenent along the coast. If they are found in the Xandi m | ands

they nmust be taken to the Fastness, and fromthere they will go to the
mountain of the Blind God." He sighed. "I cannot say for certai n—+he decision
will rest with the will, or the whim of the god. | fear, however, that they
will be sacrificed."

A |l one Xandi m herdsnman, encanped by his fire on the broad, w nd-scoured

pl ai ns, | ooked up and saw a cluster of dark dots pass across the face of the
nmoon, flying very high and fast. He frowned. \Wat in the nane of the goddess
were they? Didn't quite look |ike Skyfolk, and they didn't usually fly by
night in any case. Still, what else could it be?

Aurian had forgotten all her earlier fear, and was truly enjoying herself.
Conbined with the relief of having slipped out of the Xandi m settl enment
unnoticed, there was a nerve-tingling thrill to hurtling though the air in the
frosty moonlight, and night wove a glittering bewitchment all its own to
augait the AOd Magic of the amul et which sped her on her way. The Mage
crouched | ow agai nst Chianmh's neck for a nmonent-to get her gl ow ng face out of
the icy wind, and buried hands in the warnth of the Wndeye's streamni ng bl ack
fane. Wth the O hersight that cane when she was wearing the talisman, she
could see the land bel ow as great fractured ites of topaz and anber that had
been piled on top of one lother to overlap. The stands of trees that dotted
the grass-ids were like the crystal growths on a frosty wi ndow. The ids were
swirling torrents of silver, and the true rivers that wandered through the
plains were twi sting serpents that wed with m sty radi ance.

Gince rode behind the Mage, clasping her around the waist in a grip so tight
that it was al nost painful, and keeping a wary eye on the hawk that clung
tightly to her shoul der, sheltering fromthe wind in a fold of her hood. From
the corner of her eye, Aurian could see Schiannath and |scal da speedi ng al ong
besi de her, their life force linked to the paths of the wind by the talisman's
power and the Mage's will. Forral rode the great grey Schiannath, who was |ike
a stormcloud, driven before the wild wind, and Vannor rode |scal da, who
shimered |like a pearl in the noonlight. Between the two Xandim in a cat's
cradl e of rope, a great net was suspended—ene of the cargo nets fromthe

Ni ghtrunner ship. Shia, Khanu, and Wl f, unhappy passengers all, dangled in
the net, and Aurian felt sorry for them She knew from experience that it was
definitely not the nost pleasant way to travel. They woul d be chilled,

cranped, and aching before the journey's end. Mich happi er was Linnet, who
flew on the other side of the Mage, effortlessly matching the pace set by the
Xandi m

Aurian was pleased with the speed they were maki ng. Even though the Xandi m
carried extra burdens, she could feel the A d Magic buoying themup, and so
far, at least, she was experiencing little fatigue fromthe maintenance of the



spell that made flight possible. If they kept up this pace, she estinated,
they could be in Chianh's Chanber of Wnds three nights fromnow And then?
The Mage wi shed she knew. Wen she had | ooked into the Well of Souls, she had
seen Eliseth in Aerillia—but was that any guarantee that the Wather-Mage
woul d still be there?

When she had first reached the Dragon GCity, not |ong before sunset, Eliseth
had been somewhat di snayed by the extent of the destruction. Anvar's nenories
of the earthquake had been, of necessity, blurred by panic and the need for a
swift escape. By the tinme the trenors had stopped, he had been safely back
under ground, and had never had a chance to see the condition of the city as
Eliseth was seeing it.

The Magewoman's wi nged bearers had | anded her on the top of the highest
tower—+the very sane place fromwhich Anvar and Aurian had first | ooked down on
Dhi ammara. Bel ow her, the great enerald tower in the center of the city was
cracked throughout its length and splintered into a jagged spi ke, and the
val l ey floor was a network of chasnms and cracks, which gave the inpression of
ruin and decay. Wen Eliseth | ooked nore closely, however, she saw that nost
of the | ow buildings, each one hollowed froma single gem appeared to have
survived nore or less intact. She turned to Sunfeather, who stood at her side,
his mouth screwed into an expression of distaste. "It'll do," she said
shortly, daring himwith a frosty ook to contradict her

He shrugged, irritating her—deliberately, she knewby his |lack of response to
her challenge. "Very well, Lady. I'll send the men down to check which

buil dings are safe, and to | ook for somewhere suitable for us to spend the

ni ght."

By nightfall the Wather-Mage had been installed, if not confortably, at I|east
adequately, in one of the sinple buildings. Bern, whose task was still to
carry the well-wapped Sword of Flame for her, had deposited the Artifact here
in her shelter before seeking his own bed in a nearby building. Her failure to
master the Sword had been Eliseth's only setback so far—ether than that, she
had good reason to feel pleased with herself. Her plans were working out
beautifully. She had been told by the ever-attentive Sunfeather that the
Khazal i m woul d be arriving the follow ng night, in darkness, when it was safe
to cross the desert. Tonorrow night also, the first of the slaves would begin
to arrive fromthe settlenment in the forest. Eliseth held out her hands to
warmthem at the flickering fire, and stretched with drowsy contentnent. Now,
before she curled up to sleep in the pile of thick blankets and | uxuriant furs
t hat Sunfeat her had brought her, she would reach out to nmake contact with
Vannor's mnd, and check on Aurian's progress.

Eliseth filled the grail with water fromthe | eather bottle by her side, and
sumoned Vannor's image, sinking into his mind like a stone falling into a
clear | ake. Her concentration faltered as she found herself flying through the
air at a trenendous speed, and with a sickening lurch, she found hersel f back
in her own body. Wth a curse, she collected herself, breathing deeply and
sitting perfectly still until the giddiness had passed. Then, cautiously, she
tried again.

What in perdition was going on? The last time she had entered his mind Vannor
had been on board a ship, and his thoughts were such a confused welter of
anger, fear, and grief that she had been unable to make sense of them Now,
however, he was cal mer, and raking through her victims latest nmenories, she
was astounded at what she found.

El i seth discovered, with a flash of annoyance, that she was too |ate to exact
her vengeance upon Zanna—-the w etched wonan had been | eft behind in the Xandi m
settlenent on the coast. Zanna's fate was a minor detail, however; soon
forgotten when the Mage discovered, to her intense shock and di smay, that
Aurian could make the Xandimfly. Eliseth fought against a cold, sinking
feeling of unease. This changed everything. She had thought herself secure,
with plenty of time to prepare before Aurian could get anywhere near the
Jewel ed Desert. Now, she would have to hasten her plans al ong—and, as well she



knew, such haste could easily breed m stakes that m ght cost her, if she did
not take the greatest of care.

For the first time, Eliseth wondered whether she had been wise to have |eft

t he Horsefol k unconquered; a potential enemy at her back. Then she shrugged.
How foolish, to let panic cloud her thinking. After all, since the forest

settl enent had been taken, she had hostages that the Mage held dear. She made
a nental note to discover the identities of Eliizar and Nereni when the sl aves
arrived.

"So—+tet Aurian cone,"” Eliseth nmuttered venonmously. "I'Il be ready."

By traveling at night, Chianh and his conpani ons succeeded in conpleting their
journey unseen. Hiding each dawn in one of the sparse stands of tinber that
dotted the otherw se featurel ess plains, they kept an uneasy watch in turns

t hr oughout the daylight hours, while the others rested. It had been a
wearyi ng, cold, and hungry journey. The Xandi m were |uckier than the humans,
cats, and Wl f, for they could graze, at |least, but Zanna had been able to
furnish little in the way of rations for the others.

Just as Aurian had hoped, they arrived on the upper slopes of the Wndveil on
the third night, just before dawn. Though they were al nost certain they had
not been spotted fromthe Fastness, Chianmh deenmed it wi sest to get everyone
out of the sky and under cover before the sun came up, so he searched for a
current of gleaming air that dipped sharply, and, w th Schiannath and | scal da
hard on the Wndeye's heels, the horses and riders swooped down |ike striking
hawks into the Vale of Death, where the Chanber of Wnds speared the heavens.
Though Chi amh had | ong ago convi nced hinself that he and the Xandi m were done
wi th each other for good, he was astonished to find hinself deeply noved by
the first sight, blurred and vague though it was, of his old hone. As his
hooves touched lightly down on the stretch of short, soft turf in front of the
soaring pinnacle of rock, he could scarcely wait for Aurian and Grince to

di smount, so that he could change back to his human form Wthout waiting for
the others, he ran into the cavern at the spire's foot.

Wthin, he found the devastation of years' neglect. H's blankets and furs had
been eaten away by mldew, and his scanty bel ongi ngs had been scattered and
gnawed by wild ani mals, who had decorated the floor with piles of droppings as
abundant evidence of their tenancy. Chiamh was suddenly grateful to Parric for
teachi ng hi m some new curses while they stayed together in the Nightrunner
caverns.

"W ndeye! | have never heard such | anguage! Do you not know that all wld
creatures are the little children of the goddess?"

"Then Iriana should teach them better manners . . ." Chianmh began; then he
recogni zed the voice. "Basil eus?"

"I ndeed—and who did you expect? Well met, little Wndeye. | have never been so
delighted to see any living creature in all the endl ess ages of my existence.
But where have you been? Wiy did you stay away so |ong?" Abruptly, all the joy
left the Mdldan's voice. "There is nmuch that you should know, ny friend.
Events of considerable gravity have transpired here, these |last few years....'
Not again, Chianmh thought. Lately, life seened to consist of nothing but evil
tidings and dire events. In that nonent, he becanme aware that he was
phenonenal | y hungry, dirty, and col d—and so weary that he felt about a

t housand years ol d.

"Rest then," the Mldan said kindly. "I forget the frailties of you

fl esh-and-bl ood fol k. My news has waited al nost ten years—it will keep a
little longer."

Just then Aurian entered, and viewed the scene with a | ow whistle of dismy.
"Seven bl oody denons!"

"Greetings, Wzard."

"Ch—greetings, Basileus." The Mage inclined her head respectfully, though
there was no point in looking in any particul ar directi on-Aot when the Ml dan
was the entire nmountain. "It's good to be back again. W have a great deal to
tell you."

"And |, you. But settle yourselves first | will wait."



Shia entered the cavern and sniffed. "Squirrels,
wrinkling her nose. "Rats and a famly of foxes.

she sai d deci sively,

Chi anh | ooked around grimy at the devastation. "I don't know where to start."
"I do." Aurian stuck her head out of the cavern entrance. "Gince?" she sang
sweetly. "Renenber what you said about being useful? Well, how are you at

scr ubbi ng?"

"Khanu and | will go hunting," Shia offered. "Maybe there are still wild goats

on the sl opes of Steelclaw....
"WAI T!" Basil eus shouted urgently. "Do not set foot on Steelclaw—it has
become an evil place once nore! There are rabbits and deer in the woods down
this vall ey—you can hunt there for what you need."

Shia, who had becone increasingly irritable and short-tenpered as the journey
had progressed, now had a stubborn light in her eyes. "But there are already
cats on Steelclaw " she argued, "so whatever it is, it won't harm..."

"No," said the Moldan flatly. "There are no cats on Steel -daw. Not any

| onger. "

Shia and Khanu were too stunned to speak

"But what happened to thenP" Aurian demanded. "Was it disease? D d sonething
attack then? Are they all dead? If not, where did they go?"

"I do not know what became of them" Basileus replied, his voice heavy with
regret, "but | do know why it happened. It is all part of what | rnust tel

you, after you have rested. There will be time enough then—but in the
meanti me, keep away from Steelclaw, all of you. Be sure you warn the others,
who cannot speak as we speak."

"My people . " Shia nmurmured. "All gone." Head drooping |low, she left the
cavern, Khanu paddi ng cl ose behind her. The Mage started to follow, but Khanu
forestalled her. "Wait a little, Aurian. Later, she will need you. For now, |
t hi nk she needs another cat. We'll help each other." He followed Shia out.

Chi anh sighed. "Well, | suppose the best thing we can do now is make this

pl ace habitable."

Among t he W ndeye's bel ongi ngs, Forral found an ol d copper cooking pot and a
bucket that did not |eak too nuch, and Aurian Iit a fire to heat water. The
near by stand of pines by the pool provided twigs and a sturdy bough to nmake a
broom Vannor and Chi amh sorted and tidied his bel ongings, throw ng out what
could not be salvaged. Even with everyone hel ping, the sun was hi gh enough in
the sky to be peering over the high, sloping sides of the sheltered vale by
the tine they had the place straight. Afterward, they took turns bathing in

t he churning pool beneath the waterfall, and dried their shivering bodies on
the few bl ankets that they still possessed.

By sunset, the conpani ons were clean, sheltered, and fed, for Shia and Khanu
had returned dragging the carcass of a deer. As darkness fell, they retired to
t he cavern, and Basileus began to speak, with Aurian and Chiamh translating
his words for the others.

"I't nmust have been al nbst ten years ago when | first realized that Steelclaw
was i nhabited again. There was a new feeling of tension in the stone—sone
tentative probing and prying, across the Dragon's Tail ridge. At once, ny
heart mi sgave me. ‘Wio is there?" | asked—knowi ng that there could be but one
answer. Ghabal. He was still as mad as ever—he spoke in riddles and nysteries,
sayi ng that he had been freed fromhis inprisonment when the |last of the
Magefol k had quit the world—yet it had been a Mage who had brought hi m hone,
hi s consciousness still held in that sane piece of rock torn from Steel cl aw,
in which it had been inprisoned | ong ago.

"Chabal ' s presence nmade me uneasy at once-such a mad creature as he would

al ways nake a perilous nei ghbor, his power seened as great as it had ever
been, meking the danger even greater. One of the earliest results of his
return was vani shnent of the cats. To this day, | have no i dea what becane of
them 1 cannot think that Chabal killed themall—there ... no concentration of
scavengers around the nountain, and there certainly would have been if that
many bodi es had been sent. It is ny belief that the cats, sensing the Mldan's
return, of their own accord—but where they went, who can say? Nevert hel ess,



Shia and Khanu shoul d not despair. Their people may now be living happily in
some other place." Basileus paused a nonent, as if to marshal his thoughts,
before continuing. "I was also worried about the Mage who was janming at |arge
on Steelclaw s sl opes—and on m ne, whenever | felt so inclined. | could tel

at once he was as mad as the noldan."

Dread had settled like a cold stone in Aurian's belly. She would keep silent
no | onger. "A Mage, you say?" she interrupted. "An old man, with gens for

eyes?"

"Indeed, it is just as you say. | had a feeling you would know him He has no
eyes, just shining jewels, which is why the Xandimcall himthe Blind God,

t hough sonehow he still sees. "

"Blind God?" Aurian snorted. "Well, | see his arrogance has not been bl unted
by the years —nor by what Eliseth did to him | was hoping she'd finished him
for good. "

"No you weren't." Forral |ooked at her shrewdly. "I know you better than that,
Aurian. You wanted to finish himyourself."

"And?" the Mage chal | enged.

"Yes, yes,” Forral grinned. "You know that | want to finish him too. You nust
admt, love —I've a damed good reason."

"So what is this cult of the Blind God, Basileus?" Chianh interrupted.

"At the full of the noon, and at the dark of the noon, one of the Xandim —
usually a crimnal, or one who has earned the displeasure of the Herdlord and
the Council of Elders —is brought up to the Field of Stones and sacrificed.
The Xandi m purportedly earn the favor and protection of the Blind God —not to
mention imunity fromhis wath —though it seenms to ne that the Council and
the Herdl ord perpetuate this brutality to get rid of those agai nst whom t hey
bear grudges. The god, on the other hand, gains ..."

"Don't call hima god," Aurian said tightly. "H s nane is Mathan, and | know
what he gains. The nonster is feeding on the life force of his victins to

i ncrease his powers."

"Well, he won't be doing it much longer," Forral said grimy.

The Mage nodded agreenent. "There'll never be another chance like this. It's
time to conplete our unfinished business with the Archmage."

Forral was awakened by a cold nose poking in his ear. He junped up, reaching
for his sword —and found that his assailant was only Wl f. The swordsman sat
down again and took deep breaths to slow his racing heart. "Ho, Wlf," he said
tentatively in mnd-speech. "Wat's the matter?"

The wol f whined and stretched out its forelegs, dropping its nose down to its
paws and cocking its ears. "Are you really ny father?" it asked.

The question, coming out of nowhere as it did, took Forral completely
unawares. "Yes," he said firmy. "As a matter of fact, I am"™

Wl f gave a little whine- "I don't understand. G andma Eilin said you had
brown hair, and a beard. She said you were dead. Everybody said that —except
Shia, and she won't even talk about it."

"Hasn't your mother told you all about this?" Forral asked in some surprise.
"I shoul d have thought "

"Well, it was ny fault, really. | wouldn't talk to her at first, because

t hought she didn't want me —then when | got on the ship, there was just no
time. She never really had a chance to explain.”

"Al'l right," he said to his son, "I'll explain instead. This is what happened

It took some tinme to tell the entire tale. WIf was full of questions, and
Forral found hinmself having to reach back into his nenory to relate incidents
even as far back as Aurian's childhood, to clarify his relationship with the
Mage. When he di scovered that the Archnage who had put the curse on hi mwas
the sane M at han who had killed his father, Wlf started to grow softly. "One
day," he said, "I'mgoing to kill him™"

You won't have to, ny son, Forral thought —because | intend to kill the
bastard nysel f.

The Mage awakened in the night to find Chiamh shaki ng her shoul der gently.



"What ?" she nuttered in sleepy irritation. "What's wong?"

The W ndeye held a finger to his lips for silence. "Come with nme," he

whi sper ed.

The Mage sighed, fastened her clothing, and strapped on her sword.

"Make sure you bring the Staff," Chianh whispered. Wth a shrug, Aurian
slipped it through her belt as usual, and slung the harp on her back for good
nmeasure, before slinging her cloak around her shoul ders and pulling on her
boots. Then, wal king softly and carefully so as not to wake the others, she
got out of the cave, follow ng the Wndeye and wondering in the nane of
perditi on was going on. As they left the cavern, they cane across Shia, on
guard at the entrance. "Were do you two think you' re going?" she asked.

"Just up to ny Chanber of Wnds," Chianmh replied. "Wat?" Aurian hissed al oud.
"Ch no we bloody aren't!" She turned to go back into the cave, but Chianmh
caught hold of her arm "Truly, this is inportant,” he insisted. "Cone at here
where we can talk."

The Mage went with himas far as the pool, with its water like a drift of pale
snoke and its roiling surface aglimrer with a filigree of nmoonlight. Here she
st opped and swung round to face the W ndeye, hands on hips. "Well?"

"Listen," Chiamh said urgently. "I don't know rmuch about this M athan, but

do know one thing—you should not try to fight himw thout the Staff of Earth.
|'ve been talking to Basileus about the trouble you were having with the
Staff—and he thinks we can put it right."

For an instant, Aurian wasn't sure she had heard himproperly. Then the anger
took over. "You talked to Basileus?" she said in a voice that was deceptively
cal mand quiet. "You discussed ny private business—y personal shane—aith that
Mol dan?"

"Curse it, what was | supposed to do?" the Wndeye flung back at her. "He
knew, Aurian. He asked nme. He's an Earth-el enmental —he coul d sense i mmedi ately
t hat somet hi ng had happened to the Staff."

"Well, if he knew, why the suffering blazes didn't he ask ne?"

"Because he wanted to know whether he'd be able to help you before he tal ked
to you," Chianmh told her patiently. "He didn't want to get your hopes up for
not hi ng. "

"CGet my hopes up?" Aurian blazed. "I'mnot a bl oody child!”

"Then stop acting like one, dam it," Chianh roared at her. "Don't you hear
what |'m sayi ng? Basil eus can help you. O would you rather throw away this
one priceless opportunity to save the Staff through your accursed, stubborn
stiff-necked Magefol k pride?"

The Mage shut her nmouth with a snap. She had never heard the Wndeye | ose his
tenmper before. The shock cool ed her anger instantly, as though he had thrown

icy water at her, instead of hot words. "lI'msorry, Chianmh," she said. "I'm
acting like a fool. It's just that— Her voice caught, and she cleared her
throat. "I'mtruly ashaned of what | did."

The W ndeye caught hold of her hands. "If the Staff's powers return, will you
finally believe you can forgive yoursel f?"

The ghost of a smile crept onto the Mage's face. "You know what? | think I

m ght . "

"Good. In that case, let's make a start." Chianmh gestured toward the pinnacle.
"The first thing you nmust do is clinb up to the Chanmber of Wnds."

Aurian's face fell. "Must we? Surely we could fly—+t would be a whol e | ot
safer.”

“No," the Wndeye told her firmy. "That wasn't what Basileus said. He said
that if you want to redeem yourself you nust neet this challenge, and conquer
your own fear. And if ill notice, | didn't say "we.' I'msorry, Aurian. |'m
afraid

it’s something you nust do on your own."

Chapter 28
The Pi nnacl e



After Aurian had left the cavern, Shia found herself beconi ng nore and nore
unsettled. At first, she told herself that her npod was distress at the
nmystery of her vani shed peopl e—er maybe it was unease for Aurian, who had gone
wandering off into the night with the Wndeye. Wat was Chiamh up to, trying
to get Aurian up on top of the pinnacle at this hour, in the dark? Full well
he knew how the Mage felt about high places!

"I'f Aurian hurts herself up there . " Shia's long black tail sw tched back
and forth, and she grow ed deep in her throat. Unable to endure another nonent
sitting still, she rose to her feet and began to pace back and forth across
the cavern nmouth with long, lithe strides. What was wong with her? There was
an unaccustoned tension in her spine and tail, and she burned all over, as

t hough there was a prickling itch beneath the surface of her skin.

Bef ore she knew what was happeni ng, Shia was on her back on the floor, rolling
and withing In the dust. Suddenly she becanme aware of a new snell —a heady
musk that she had not previously noticed. She iked up to see Khanu, stalking
around her stiff-1egged, his brushed up along his spine and his throat
vibrating with a runbling thunder of his purr. Ch no, she thought. | ca't
believe this! O all the inconvenient . . . Then another of Khanu's nusk

roll ed over her, and her senses were nerged in the conpelling inperatives of
the nonent. Uttering seductive little croons, the cat continued to roll

opting her suitor; daring himto approach. Wth a bound he was on her—-and
Shia's paw | ashed out, her claws catching a gl ancing bl ow across the nose.
Then she was on her feet, blazing; circling, snarling; watching himrub his
nose and away, his face furrowed with puzzlenment. But she knew it her own lure
was too powerful; that her vol uptuous |igent would draw hi m back toward
her.... Shia darted away fromthe nouth of the cavern and the sl eeping humans
within. This was no tinme to be near the puny two-Ilegged ones! Khanu pursued
her, catching up with her in grove of pines near the pool. Cunningly, the cat
turned back on him her head and forepaws pressed |ow to the ground. She
sneaked a coy | ook behind her, to see Khanu stal k-cl oser, his glow ng eyes,
shining with reflected nmoonlight, two smaller noons cone down to earth. Just
as he came reach, Shia bounded away with a derisive yow, and to face him
ears flat and fur abristle; one forepaw raised, claws extended.

She spat —he | eapt. There was a tussle: a blur of notion so that it was over
before Shia had tine to register what was pening. Then she was free

agai n—speedi ng up the steeping side of the valley, devouring the ground in
great leaps, with Khanu hurtling after her, only a claw s behind the end of
her streaming tail. Together they went up the mountain |like a whirlw nd:
turning, biting, spinning, whirling, claw ng dodging tussling—dntil finally,
Shia tenpted Khanu once too nuch—er nmaybe she was tiring now, and coul dn't
dodge so it. She had ducked around a rocky outcrop and was waiting himon the
other side, uttering coy little croons; head down, hindquarters raised, tai
wavi ng alluringly. As he rounded boul der, she whi sked to one side—but too

| ate. Khanu's might came pressing down on her, and his teeth net, gently
firmy, in the | oose skin at the back of her neck

Shia yowl ed and scuffled with her claws, but she was frozen in position by his
hold. Wth a how of triunphiJdie entered her, and she braced herself,

hal f-snarling, half-purring, as he began to thrust vigorously. Then it was
over—wi th a squall, he enptied hinself into her, and | eapt backward. As they
pul l ed apart, a white-hot pain shot through Shia's vitals and she gave an
earsplitting screech, turning to claw viciously at her nate once nore.

For a nonent both cats stood, glaring and bristling; then a | anguor stole over
them and bit by bit they began to rel ax, shaking their heads and | ooki ng
around themin a dazed fashion as the world canme back into focus. Khanu, bl ood
dri pping fromone torn ear, came purring to rub heads with her, but Shia
suddenly stiffened beneath his caress. "Khanu!" she cried in dismay. "Have you
seen where we are?"

Khanu | ooked around hi m—and his purr stopped abruptly, as though his throat
had been cut. "Let's get away from here—quick!"

But it was too late. The cats' wld chase had brought them all unknow ng,



across the Dragon's Tail. They were on the forbidden slopes of Steelclaw-and
somet hi ng was aware of them

Aurian stiffened when she first heard the yowing that cane faint and far-off
on the wind. Shia was in trouble. One hand slipped fromits hold, and she
scrabbled frantically to regain her bal ance on the narrow | edge. Once secure,
she pressed herself hard against the stone, trenbling all over, her heart
racing so that her blood sounded like distant surf in her ears. As soon as she
had cal med herself sufficiently, she reached out with her mnd to the great
cat—and met with such a turmoil of raw enotion that she snatched her

consci ousness back qui ckly, as though she had been burned.

"Well well!" Despite her precarious position, the Mage chuckled to herself,
with relief as nmuch as anusement. So Shia's howl s stemmed from passi on, not
danger. Aurian smiled fondly at the thought of little fuzzy black cubs, though
she was aware that it nade her mssion even nore urgent. Al too well she
renenbered her own grim pregnancy in the nountains, and did not want Shia to
suffer the same disconforts and dangers.

Recol | ecti ng her own current disconfort and danger, Aurian pulled her thoughts
away fromthe cats and returned her attention to the task at hand. Surely she
nmust be nearly there by now? But when she | ooked across the void at the

pi nnacl e that soared beside her, only three arnms' length away fromthe cliff,
she realized that she still had quite some distance to clinb. Bitterly, she
remenbered the last tinme she had been here, when Ibis and Kestrel had
transported Anvar and herself to the top of the spire—and she had watched

Chi anh scranble, fly-footed, up this thread of a goat track as though it had
been the broadest of highways. "How did he manage it?" Aurian nuttered to

herself wathfully. "It's just not fair!"™ Wth effort, she pulled herself
together. I'mnore than hal fway now, she thought, trying to boost her sinking
courage. That initself is quite a feat for a Mage who's terrified of heights.
Way, 1'Il be at the top in no tinel

Aurian needed every scrap of her courage. She was craw i ng up the narrow,
steeply sloping | edge, not daring to stand so her knees were bruised and cut,
and her hands torn and bl eeding. Despite the cold night, she was drenched in a
sweaty terror and exertion that kept trickling down into her eyes, blurring
her vision and stinging |ike perdition. To increase her disconfort, the Staff
of Earth was poking into her ribs with every nove she nmade: a painful and
perilous distraction when perforce she nmust keep all her attention on the
trail.

Between the cliff and the pinnacle, a chasmyawned, so dark, deep, and narrow
that even her Mage's sight could not plumb the bottom In one sense, it hel ped
not being able to see how far she mght fall; yet where her eyesight stopped,
her inmagination had an unpl easant tendency to take over; furthernore, |ong
stretches of the | edge were al so obscured in the deep, deceptive shadow,
forcing her to creep slowy along, inch by inch, shaking all over, until the
danger had been passed.

Aurian kept her eyes on the narrow trail one step ahead of her bl eedi ng hands,
gritted her teeth, and just kept crawling, trying not to stop. Every tine she
was forced to halt, it grewincreasingly difficult to nove again...

"Keep going, Aurian—you're alnpst there." The Wndeye's soft voice cane out of
nowher e.

The Mage rai sed her head and shook it to flick the straggling, sweat-drenched
hair out of her eyes. Just beyond her flight hand was a tangl ed webbi ng of

sl ender rope that stretched across the chasm nade fast to the cliff by rusted
iron spikes driven deep into the rock. Since the pinnacle narrowed toward the
top, the distance between it and the cliff had w dened now, to a distance of
about five yards. Aurian already fought her nouth was very dry. Now, her
throat closed up conpletely, as her mnd refused to even consider the
possibility of crossing the chasmon those fragile strands.

"Honestly," Chiamh coaxed, "it's not as difficult as it |ooks. You just put
your feet on the | ower ropes, hold on to the upper strands, and just inch your
way along. It's practically inpossible to fall."



Luckily for the Wndeye, Aurian was well beyond speech at this point, but he
was cl ose enough for her to send him in the node of m nd-speech, an inage of
an extrenmely obscene gesture.

Chi anh chuckl ed wi ckedly. "You can't make that one good w thout com ng over
here.”

"And renenber, Wzard," the voice of Basileus added, "the alternative is to go
back down again by the track—n your case, probably backward all the way."
Silently cursing the pair of them Aurian took a deep breath and knelt in an
upri ght position, reaching above her head for the upper set of ropes. C asping
themso tightly that her hands were knots of bone, she used themto pul

herself up to her feet. Then, carefully, she began to shuffle her feet along
the | ower strands.

Where the makeshift bridge left the cliff, the rope di pped suddenly beneath
her wei ght. Aurian gave a squeak of terror, clinging tightly to the upper
strands as her stomach leapt up into her throat, and she bit her tongue. The
remai nder of the crossing was a blur. Sone deeply buried instinct for survival
seenmed to take over from Aurian's conscious nmind, and it decided that she had
better get across that gap as fast as possible. She renmenbered a rapid,

[ urching scranble, a dreadful instant of frozen horror when she thought she
nmust be slipping; then Chianmh was reaching out for her, and she hurled herself
to safety, feeling his arns gather her, both of themcollapsing in an

ent angl ed heap on the secure and solid floor of the Chanber of Wnds. Long
shudders passed through Aurian's body as her mind shook itself free of the
terror and she began to realize that she was safe at |ast.

"Wel |l done, Wzard," the voice of Basileus boonmed in her mnd. "You have
conquered your fear, and have proved yourself courageous and worthy of the
Staff. Now, you must make one | ast, dark journey, to restore both its powers
and your own faith yourself."

Aurian sat up and centred herself right in the mddle of the Chamber of W nds,
wel | away fromthe yawning drops on all four sides. She took the dull and
lifeless Staff fromher belt, and sat cradling it, running her hands along its
pol i shed, twisting I ength. "But how can | acconplish that?" she asked.

"Lift yourself free fromyour body, Wzard. Ride the winds Wth the W ndeye,
and see what you will find."

Though the Mage coul dn't see how that would hel p, she was certainly willing to
give it atry. She looked at Chiamh. "lI'mready to risk it if you are," he
told her, his brown eyes wi nkling.

"Al'l right, Chiamh—+ trust you." Taking a firmgrip of the Staff in one hand,
she stretched out the other to grasp the left hand of the Wndeye. As his eyes
began to flood with reflective silver, Aurian breathed deeply, letting her
body relax as her mnd began to drift....

And suddenly, as easily as that, she was out and free, drifting like m st
above her corporeal form and | ooking around at the translucent crystalline
structure of the Chanber of Wnds, which was al so, she thought, the body of
Basileus. It gave off a soft, warmglow |like sunlight through the petals of
rose. Drifting gently, the Mage let herself revolve until she caught sight of
Chi amh, who hovered above his own nortal shell in the formof a swirl of

gol den i ncandescence. "Both of you are extraordinarily beautiful like this,"
she told them

"As are you, my friend," Chiamh told her. "You look like a rirl of gems from
the Jewel ed Desert, or spindrift glittering the sun.”

"Instead of drifting around there adm ring one another, | advise to get
going." Basileus cut in. "I thought you were here to fix the Staff?" Though
his words were sharp, his voice, while the Mage was in this disenbodied form
was |ike the slow, smooth pouring of honey.

She | ooked at the W ndeye and a sparkle of anusement chased across his gl ow ng
gol den surface. "Al'l right, Basileus," said. He extended a |ong, |um nescent
tentacle toward Aurian. "Conme on, Mage."

Aurian spun out a shimering strand of her own and exuded it toward him The
two glistening linbs nmet in a flash warmbrilliance, and Aurian felt waves of



pl easure pul se throubh her, her own exaltation mngling with that of the

W ndeye to anplify the sensation. Chianh reached out with another tentacle and
caught hold of a current of noving air as it flowed past, and the two of them
sped away fromthe pinnacle, like two glowi ng | eaves borne swiftly along on a
stream of |ight.

Swiftly they travel ed, heading up toward the very topnost peak of the
Wndveil. The Mage rel axed and | et the Wndeye take her, sinply trusting that
he and Basil eus knew what they were about. As they neared the sunmit, Aurian
realized, with a shock, that they were no | onger al one. Sw mmng through the
air in front of herself and Chiamh, as though | eading the way, were the twn
serpents fromthe Staff, the Serpent of Mght and the Serpent of Wsdom
nmovi ng as easily through the air as they had noved through the nysterious
waters of the Well of Souls. It was only then that she realized that she no

I onger held the Staff of Earth, either in its mundane formor its incorporea
avatar. Dread and di smay coursed through her, causing her to tighten her grip
involuntarily on the Wndeye's shining linb. Imrediately, Chianh slowed his
speed, though he kept themdrifting inexorably forward along the river of air.
"I's somet hi ng wr ong?"

"The Staff," Aurian cried, "I've lost the Staff!" Again, the sparkle of
anusenent shimrered across the swirling golden m st that was the Wndeye.
"Don't fret—of course you haven't. You're here to heal and reclaimthe Staff,
renmenber —+hat means you'll have to re-create it all over again."

Aurian | ooked at himin sone doubt. "But I|..."

"Come on," Chianmh told her. "You'll do just fine." Aurian realized that they
were hurtling toward a dark hole: a gaping black maw set in the very apex of
the mountain. Instinctively, she tried to shut her eyes, but in this

i ncorporeal state, she could not. The next nmonent the great nmouth seened to

| eap forward and swallow them and as it did so, the Wndeye vani shed. The
Mage was surrounded by a cocoon of thick darkness, and was conpl etely al one.
Auri an stopped novi ng—er thought she did. Wth all her senses nuffled, there
was no way to tell. The bl ackness pressed down on her; a cloying, muffling

wei ght, that paralyzed and inprisoned her, as though she had been buried alive
under thick, black | oam Though the Mage was striving to be calm terror began
to rise within her. There was no way out of here—she could neither see, nor
struggle, nor call out for help. Has sonethi ng happened to ny body? she

t hought with increasing panic. Is this what death is |ike? But she had
ventured into Death's realm and knew that it was not like this. Aurian's
scorn agai nst her own fanciful idiocy braced her as nothing el se could have
done. Remenber, she told herself firmy, this was al ways supposed to be an
ordeal. It's a test, a challenge; so stop being stupid, and get on and dea
withit.

At first there seemed no way to light up the profound bl ackness that enmeshed
her—ntil Aurian began to think of Chianmh. Were was the Wndeye? What had
become of hin? Then the words that he had spoken in the Chanber of Wnds cane
back to her: "You look like a swirl of gens fromthe Jewel ed Desert, or
spindrift glittering in the sun." O course! the Mage thought. | can use
nmysel f! She thought of her coruscating, incandescent formas the Wndeye nust
have seen it, and poured all her energies into the image, trying to make it
stronger and brighter.

Gradual ly, the black feelings of msery and dread that had pressed down on the
Mage seened to be lifting a little. In time, the physical darkness seened to
be less intense. Could it be working? Aurian concentrated on her incorporea
form and renenbered Chianh's words. She thought of the multicol ored radi ance
of the Jewel ed Desert; of the glitter of white surf; of sunlight glancing off
the ocean in spangles of dazzling light; of stars on a frosty night; of
nmoonl i ght on a field of virgin snow.

Yes—+t was working! Aurian's determ ned sunmoni ng of |ight was beginning to
send the darkness into a retreat. She actually could see it creeping back now
shrinki ng away from her radiant form

Then suddenly the darkness was gone—and Aurian cried out in pain as she was



pi erced t hrough and through by spears and splinters of viridian, enerald, and
sea-green light. There was no way she could close her eyes—there was no way to
escape the brittle radiance that pierced her Iike a thousand swords. Only when
she had pulled her wits together and di med her own | um nescence did the |ight
soften, swirling around her like a snowfall of glittering green fl akes.

At last the Mage could see herself as Chianmh had seen her—but in the form of
nmyriad green reflections that curved away on all sides to a dizzying infinity.
When she had managed to nmake sense of the many conflicting, splintered

refl ections, she discovered that she appeared to be floating inside a massive
holl ow gem And all this green ... It was as though she had been trapped
inside the crystal that held the Staff of Earth's power—er was she view ng the
scene through the eldritch mediumof the QG hersight, and was this place truly
sonmet hing el se entirely?

A flash of scarlet flashed at the edge of Aurian's vision. She spun, trailing
sunburst linmbs of fire, and saw the red and silver Serpent of M ght
approaching her, swinmmng with swift ease through the scintillating green
void. Fromthe other side, the Serpent of Wsdom was al so approaching, its
green and gold nmarkings far |less easy to see as it blended into the enerald
background. Aurian's heart leapt to see them At |east she had not | ost them
in the darkness!

Even as she was wondering why they should be converging on her, the serpents
struck, sinking their fangs into glittering, anorphous plasmthat was the
Mage. Rivers of fire raced along Aurian's streaming linbs toward the centra
core of her being. She screaned, shrill and voicel ess, as the agony spiral ed

t hrough her. The serpents struck her again and again, clanping their fanged
jaws into the insubstantial gossamer of her discarnate form and tearing away
great mouthfuls |Iike shreds of glistening cloud.

Deep within another nmountain, the Archnmage was awakened from uneasy dreans.
"Trespassers! Intruders! W are invaded!"

"What in the nane of perdition is wong with you, Ghabal ?" M athan nuttered
irritably.

"Awake! Awake! W are attacked!"

Not again! Under his breath, the Archmage cursed. Lately, Ghabal's nmadness had
taken this form every tine a bird flew over, or a breeze brushed by his stony
fl anks, the Mdl dan was imagi ni ng i nvaders. "Cone now-who coul d be attacking
you?" he soothed. "The Xandi n? That's nonsense. They woul dn't dare. Wy, since
the cats departed, no one save ne has cone closer to you than the Field of

St ones. "

"Intruders! They set foot on ne! They touched ne!"

M at han sighed. "All right—+'Il take a |ook. WIIl that satisfy you? Now, where
were these so-called invaders?"

"On ny western flank—+hey nust have conme across the Dragon's Tail."

"Very well." The Archmage reached up to a shelf carved into the cavern wall
besi de his bed, and carefully, using both hands, he took down a large silver
casket. Throwi ng back the Iid, he reached inside and lifted out a great black
gem alnost as large as his own head. The stone was unfaceted, |like a black
pearl —except that it |acked a pearl's soft luster. Instead of reflecting
light, the gem seened to absorb it—ndeed, when the Archnage withdrew it from
its casket, the room seened to grow darker, as though swarm ng shadows were
creepi ng down the walls and out of the corners.

"Do you have to use that accursed stone?" the Ml dan asked sharply. "It is an
evil thing, filled with unquiet spirits.”

"Don't be stupid!"™ M athan snapped. The cold gens that were his eyes glittered
with an avid light as his gnarled and knotted hands caressed the snooth
lightless surface of the stone. "This is nmy creation, my treasure," he
crooned. "It will be ny revenge!"

Long ago, M athan had deci ded that, since he had no Artifact of his own—nor

as far as he could see, any chance of obtaining one—there was only one
solution: he must try to make one.

In all the ten years that M athan had been here, his defeat by Eliseth had



never ceased to rankle. Though to date she had failed to discover his

wher eabout s, he woul d not be able to rest, he knew, while she was still at
large in the world, for he would be forever |ooking over his shoul der
Unfortunately, because she held the stolen Caldron of Rebirth, he still |acked

sufficient power to overcome her, but soon that would change.

Thi s audaci ous plan had the full support of the Ml dan. "Once we wi eld such
power, the world will fall to its knees before us!" CGhabal had crowed. M athan
had deci ded not to disillusion himhe needed Ghabal's help in the matter of
crystals, and the benefit of the Ml dan's experience concerning the storing of
power in the lattices of stone. He had been experinenting for several years
now, and had perfected a nmethod of storing the accumul ated |ife energies of
his sacrifice victinms in this smoth crystal. So far, though, he had failed to
achi eve the nost inportant factor: the actual character and intelligence, the
sentience, that all the original Artifacts possessed—or so he thought. The
Mol dan di sagreed. It had taken an intense dislike to the stone, al nost
bordering on hysterical fear. Gnhabal insisted that the gemwas inherently
evil, and filled with the vengeful spirits of the dead.

Arrant nonsense! M athan thought. C asping the crystal to his chest, he |ay
back on his couch, thankful that the cold stone was well padded with a thick

| ayer of fragrant hay and herbs brought fromthe Xandim fromthe | ow ands,

t hen woven bags well-stuffed with feathers and fl eece, brightly dyed wooll en
bl ankets, and a generous pile of sheepskins and furs, including the heavy
pelts of several great cats who had not left the nmountain in time. It wasn't
too bad, he conceded, this business of being a god. He nmight be stuck with
living here in this nmountain cabin, but at |east he had the best of

everything, food and w ne included. The frequent offerings brought to him by
the Xandimwere sufficient to satisfy all his needs —save one. Revenge.

"Do you plan to seek out those intruders at any tine this year?" Chabal's acid
tones rem nded the Mage of what he was supposed to be doi ng before he had | ost
hi nsel f in thought.

"Al'l right, all right," snapped M athan. "I'm going."

The Archmage | ay back, covering himself carefully with a pile of furs. These
days, his old body sinply could not afford to | ose too nuch heat while he was
absent. Once settled, he closed his eyes and relaxed, until the interior of
the cavern became clearly visible to himthrough his closed eyelids. Now that
his inner formwas discrete fromits shell, he rose gently above his discarded
body, and sailed through the wall of the cave and into the thick, dark |layers
of rock beyond.

Emergi ng on the shattered pinnacle of Steelclaw, M athan pointed hinself
toward the west and swooped down over the Dragon's Tail, and stopped there:
hovering. To his utter astoni shnent, the Ml dan had been right for once. Far
bel ow, on the mountai nside above the ridge, were too small, faniliar black
shapes that he had not seen for some considerable tine. Wll! M athan thought.
So two, at least, of the cats had returned to Steelclaw. How very fortuitous —
he could do with sonme new furs.

G ven the unexpected appearance of the felines, the Arch-mage wondered whet her
nore of the creatures were wandering at large. A cat-hunt m ght be a useful
way to test the powers of his new Artifact —and failing that, it would
provi de sone entertainment, at |least. Living up here in isolation, save for
hi s deranged conpani on, neant that M athan very rarely had such an opportunity
to enjoy hinself. Presumably, the animals had conme fromthe Wndveil, so he
set off in that direction, heading roughly toward the Xandi m Fast ness.

When he reached the high valley with the barrows of the Xandi m dead, the
Archmage was astounded to see the glow that nmeant |iving beings on the top of
the strange, high spire that stood at the valley's head. Wat in the world is
goi ng on? he thought. Surely that place is taboo for the Xandi n? Suspi ci ous
now, he crept closer, keeping his thoughts to a low, alnost formess nurnur to
make sure that his approach was unobserved.

As M at han cane cl oser, he could see two figures in the airy vantage point
that crowned the spire. One, he realized after a noment, was a Xandim He



seened to be watching over the other who lay i nmmobile on the cold stone,
clearly deep in trance. In trance? A quiver of anxiety tinged with rare
anticipation ran though the Archmage. None of the Xandi m possessed the powers
of magic! Then M at han drew near enough to recogni ze the distant form Aurian?
He intended to return to his body, but the shock of seeing her was so intense
t hat he never got there.

Bit by bit the serpents tore away Aurian's inner form ignoring her struggles.
The Mage thrashed and struggl ed, but there was no escape from her
attackers—nor fromthe agony they inflicted as they tore her asunder

Gradual |y she found her consciousness drifting and fading, as her nenories
were torn away one by one, along with every scrap of pride, of stubbornness
and belligerence: all the good things and all the bad. Sonehow, though, she
never | ost consciousness conpletely. No matter what was taken she al ways
retained a | ast, deep spark of awareness—and that was how she knew when t he
serpents had reached the core of her at |ast. She watched, detached now and at
peace, as though froma trenendous di stance, as they tore away the | ast
tattered remmants of her old self-to reveal at the center of her being a
sparkling green crystal, just large enough to fit into a Mage's palm

Then, with tails entwined and jaws interlinking around the gem the serpents
formed a circle and began to spin, creating a whirlpool of magi c whose core
was in the exact center of the spherical chanber, within the ring formed by
their bodies. Bit by bit, the tatters of the Mage's incorporeal form which
had been drifting around the chanber |ike slips of cloud, began to gather and
converge once nore, whirling and spinning and conjoi ning—dntil Aurian suddenly
found hersel f back together, glistening and newborn and beautiful, renewed and
remade by the Serpents of the H gh Magic, which still encircled her glow ng
formlike a diadem holding the crystal of the Staff in their jaws.

“Very inpressive, ny dear." Aurian spun at the sound of the dry, sardonic

voi ce. There, in the formof a roiling black cloud shot through with bolts of
crimson lightning, was the Archmage M at han

Havi ng delivered the Mage to her fate, Chianh returned to the Chanber of

W nds, where he slipped back into his corporeal form Even though his own

negl ected body was shivering with the night's bitter cold, he took off his

cl oak and covered the still, pale formof Aurian where she lay. "I fee
dreadful about this,” he told Basileus. "I can't believe | let you talk ne
into it. Poor Aurian! She's going to suffer dreadfully. Maybe | should just go
back and see ..."

"No. Wndeye! You were told how it rmust be. This is a trial that Aurian mnust
face al one."

"But..."

"Do you want her to fail? Because that is what will happen if you go back
there and intervene. And you would intervene, ny friend. Having seen the
intensity of her suffering, you would not be able to help yourself. Leave it
now, " Basileus added in kindly tones. "So | ong as she has the courage and the
strength and the purity of purpose, she will survive, and enmerge triunphant."”
Rel uctantly, Chianmh was forced to accede to the wi sdom of the Ml dan, but he
sinmply couldn't |eave the poor Mage to her fate without at |east bearing

wi t ness—and there was one way he could do that, at least. As the famliar,
nmelting col dness of his O hersight sank through his body, he turned to gather
a silvery skein of wind between his fingers, and began to stretch and nould it
into a silvery mirror. Then, kindling the disk to life with his O her-sight,

he bent his will upon Aurian, and peered into the depths.
The W ndeye cried out in horror and dismay. "This isn't what you said! You
said she could renake the Staff. Instead it's killing her!" So intense was

Chiamh's distress that he lost control of the mrror, and it dissolved to
form ess m st between his fingers.

"Patience, Wndeye. Let us hope Aurian witt prevail. Instead of the Mge
remaking the Staff, the Staff is remaking her. | did warn you—you shoul d not
have wat ched. "



Too distraught to formanother mrror, Chianmh sat down beside the Mage's stil
body and stroked the tangled hair away from her forehead. What have | done? he
t hought desperately. Wat have | done? Then the Wndeye stopped breat hing.
Beneat h the cl oak, bright enough to gl ow even through the thick woven fabric,

a brilliant green light, pale and flickering at first, then grow ng strong and
st eady.

"Thanks be to the goddess . . ." Chianmh lifted the cloak gently aside. There,
still clasped tightly to the Mage's breast, was the Staff of Earth—and the

great green stone between the jaws of the snakes was gl eaming brighter than it
had ever done before.

Forgetting to breathe, the Wndeye | eaned forward, expecting Aurian to open
her eyes and return to himat any nonment. He waited and waited—but nothing
happened. The Mage made no novenent, and her pale face mght just as well have
been carved from stone.

Chapter 29

A Long- Awai ted Meeting

Forral awoke to the alarming realization that half his conpani ons were

m ssing. Wiere were the two cats? Wiere were Aurian and the Wndeye? He | eapt
to his feet.

"Hush—do not wake everyone! Your friends are all quite safe."

"What ? Who in the nane of creation is that?" But Forral already had a good

i dea, thanks to his previous experience of mental comunication w th Shia.
"Are you this Basileus that the Wnd-eye was tal ki ng about ?"

"I ndeed. You would have heard me earlier, when we were all talking, if you had
tried a little harder.”

"l suppose so," Forral admitted. "I just can't get used to this business of
m nd- speech. The power seens so nuch a part of Anvar—t belongs to him not
me. | don't really like to use it. It feels like going into his house while

he's out, and using his be longings." He hesitated for an instant-
"Basi | eus—di d you know Anvar ?"

"OfF course. He was very brave, though he did not believe hinself to be
especi ally courageous. He ..."

"Where is everybody?" The last thing Forral needed right now was to hear a
whol e list of Anvar's virtues.

"The Wndeye and Aurian are on top of this pinnacle, in Chianh's Chanber of
Wnds." There was a stiff hint of reproof in the Ml dan's voice. "They are
restoring the Staff of Earth. It would not be wise to disturb them but they

shoul d be returning soon. The two cats are . . ."The Ml dan's | ow pitched
nment al
tones turned shrill with horror. "They are gone, they are gone! It is too late

to stop them In their folly they have gone to Steelclaw"

"What ? What does that nmean?" Forral demanded.

"It neans that your presence here will be—er already has been—di scovered by
the Blind Cod!"

"M at han, eh?" the swordsman grow ed. "Good. He can come here as quick as he
likes."

"You fail to understand, human. It is unlikely that he will strike at the Mage
here, in this mundane world where she has the assistance of her conpanions. At
present she is in the El sewhere, Beyond the Wrld, the realmof the mnd and
the spirit, where once the Phaerie were exiled. She has just been through a

tremedous ordeal to recover the Staff—+t is likely that she will be wearied
and disoriented. If he noves quickly, and catches her now, in this vul nerable
state, she will not stand a chance. Ch, if only Anvar were here!" the Ml dan

cried. "Another Mage might tilt the bal ance..."

"Bugger Anvar," Forral growled. "He isn't here but | am—and in his body I
surely must have access to his powers, or | wouldn't be talking to you now.
What rmust | do, Basileus? Show me how | can get to Aurian and help her."
"Lie back, relax, let your mind drift . . . Think of Aurian of going to her



to help her . . . Let yourself drift away, away from your body, toward Aurian

Forral let hinmself be lulled by the Moldan's words. He thrust all thoughts of
pani ¢ and danger, of Aurian in trouble id needing him out of his mnd. He
sinmply concentrated on i mage of the Mage's bel oved face, and let the words of
Basileus lull him and teach him..

It didn't happen the way he had imagined it would. Wth abruptness that
shocked him Forral was somewhere el se entirely—+n a weird, unearthly world
that rippled with a scintillating green light.

Back in the cavern, WIf opened one eye and | ooked at Forral's still body. "I
expect | could do that," he said.

"I expect you could,” replied Basileus. "Do you want to try?"

Aurian | ooked at the withing knot of darkness that was the Archmage. Good,
she thought. Let's finish this at |ast.

Wthout warning, the twin forms of the Serpents of the H gh Magi c swam bet ween
Aurian and the Archnage. No | onger small enough to fit on Aurian's staff, they
| oomed gigantically over the two Mages. "The Rul es of Gramarye apply here,
Beyond the Worlds," the Serpent of Mght said in a clear voice. "The

i ndi scrinmnate |loosing of magic is forbidden in this higher sphere of

exi stence. No magi cal weapons or inplenments may be used to boost your
powers—this contest nmust be judged by your own innate skills, and nore

i nportant the strength of your will. If you fight, your battle nust be
structured. You nust take the form of creatures fromyour own corporeal world,
and focus your powers through what would be their natural weapons: fangs,
spines, or claws. The arena in which you fight, and the correspondi ng physica
forms you nmust take, will correspond to the elenents of Air, Fire, Water, and
Earth. A Challenge nust be one to one, and no one else may interfere. Do you
Chal | enge?”

Aurian | ooked at the Archmage. "Well?" she demanded. "Do you Chal | enge?"
Mathan's reply was the | ast thing she had expected. "Aurian, | never wanted
it to be like this. It's all ny fault—+together we coul d have achi eved such
greatness as woul d have been told in | egend for a thousand years, had | not
rui ned everything. But surely, ny dear, even you nust see that Eliseth is the
enenmy now? Already she has the Cal dron and she has captured the Sword, even

t hough she cannot use it. You are well matched, the two of you—there is no
guarantee that you can defeat her. Lately, it seenms, the skirm shes have al
gone to her. But together, Aurian, we could wi pe her threat forever fromthe
face of the world. My dear, | have always | oved you, right fromthe beginning.
Pl ease, will you not reconsider? WII you not join ne, even now?"

Aurian thought of Anvar, sold into drudgery and his powers stolen. She thought
of the day she had given birth to her |ong-awaited child, and found a wolf

i nstead. She thought about Forral, so pale and still and cold in death, and
her heart turned over wi thin her.

"Do you Chal | enge?" she repeated, her voice |like stone and steel and the

endl ess void between the stars.

The cl oud of darkness seened to shrink in upon itself. "lIs there no

forgi veness?" M at han whi spered.

The silence stretched out; a deepeni ng chasm between the Mage and t he one who
had been her nentor, her protector—and her betrayer

Aurian felt no hate for hi mshe was far beyond that now. She had no feelings
for himsave a steely resolution to be rid of himfor good. M athan was sinply
vermn, a rat, only using this whining renorse when he was cornered. As |ong
as he was allowed to continue in the world, then there would be no end to the
damage and mischief he would do—but like all cornered rats, he would be at his
nost dangerous now. She knew that if M athan refused to Challenge, then she
must—and in the battle of magic that would follow, that would give himfirst
bl ow, and his choice of ground. Also there were other matters to be

consi dered. "Wat about the curse on ny son?" she asked him

"I'f you'll join me, I will take it off+ promise." Mathan | eapt eagerly on
her words—a little too eagerly.



"But don't you need the grail for that?" Aurian asked suspiciously.

"I —eh, yes—of course. Yes, you see? W nust join forces. . If we don't get the
grail fromEiseth, then howam! to lift the curse fromthe poor "

"You can't do it, can you? You actually cursed ny child, and you don't know
how to undo what you did." Aurian could hear her voice rising in anger

"Way do you waste tine on this? Kill her now" Suddenly, M athan had been
joined by another black shape—but this one was vast, |like a gigantic sea
creature with a nest of grasping tentacles, a single pale eye, and a gaping
maw in the center, bristling with ranks of pointed teeth.

"Stay out of this, Chabal. O else | make you wish you had stayed where you
bel ong—wal l ed up in a Magefol k tonb!" Aurian turned—and gasped. This nust be
Basi | eus—but she had never imagi ned himlooking like this! He was wearing a
simlar shape to Ghabal's hi deous formbut the Mol dan of the Wndveil was

gl orious and respl endent, his bright golden eye sparkling, and his many |inbs
a mass of iridescent color that was patterned with spots and streaks of noving
[ight that seemed to nove about independently beneath the surface of his

gl i stening skin.

Even as Aurian watched, the two titans converged w th ponderous but savage
force, their withing tentacles grasping and groping as they grappled for a
hol d. Then all at once, her view of the struggle was obscured by a wall of

mal evol ent darkness. M at han, w thout crying Chall enge, had taken advantage of
her nonment of distraction and attacked.

Respondi ng to her anger, Aurian's incorporeal formcrackled with a sheet of
searing fire. Wth a cry, Mathan | oosed his hold and dropped away.

"Wait! Archmage! | Chall enge you, you misbegotten bag of offal. Challenger
The bl ack cloud that was M at han thinned and turned al nost transparent with
shock. "You! But . . ." Then suddenly he burst out |aughing. "You haven't the
wit to know when you're beaten, do you? You fool!"

Wth a cry of anger, Aurian spun round to see who had stol en her prey—and her
anger turned to shock. "Forral'! You can't..."

"He has." The Serpent of Wsdom s voice was quiet but inexorable. "The
Chal | enge has been made and accepted.”

I nstead of the anorphous fornms that the others had chosen for their foray into
this El sewhere, the swordsman was wearing his old, true shape. Aurian found
herself glowing gently, with | ove renmenbered and | ove renewed. Which was al
very well, but, - -

"What in the nane of all the Gods do you think you' re doing, you idiot?" she
demanded. "How in perdition do you think you can defeat M athan in a magica
battl e?"

"Because | have Anvar's body, | also have his powers," Forral explained.
"Basil eus explained what to do. In ny mind, |I just think of it as a nornal
fight with swords—the sort | was al ways so good at—and the physical forml
assune in this place will take care of itself."

Bef ore the Mage coul d say another word, the Serpent of M ght intervened once
nore. "lgnore the Ml dai —ether rules apply to them Proceed with the
Chal | enge. "

In an instant, the light within the sphere flashed fromgreen to a transl ucent
blue. In that sane instant, Forral vani shed and a gol den eagle hovered in his
pl ace. Where M at han had been, the dark and massive formof a condor vaned the
air. Wth a harsh cry, the huge bl ack raptor swooped down on its prey. The
eagle, smaller and nore maneuverabl e, banked to one side and sideslipped,

| osi ng height but avoiding the clutching talons of its foe. Wth an angry
shriek the condor tried to turn, but underestimated its wei ght and size, and
stalled in the air, plunging downward, out of control. Then the great w ngs
snapped open with a garguantuan effort, pulling the great bird out of its
dive—but it was too late. The swift eagle cut lightly through the air and

i ntersected the condor's path, lashing out at the condor's eyes with its
scimtar-curved talons. Scream ng horribly, the condor fell, one eye |eaking a
trail of gore, and ..

Abruptly, everything altered. The light seened to thicken with acrid, snoky



fumes, and the air pulsed in blasts of heat |ike the beating of a gigantic
heart. Its color had changed to an uneasy, flickering red. In the place of the
condor and the eagle, two huge firedrakes, |ike sinuous dragons but |acking
the great wi ngs, faced one another across a shifting surface of burning
enbers. One, of a burnished copper hue, had a ragged void that |eaked gl owi ng
bl ood, where one jewel ed eye should have been. The other, its scaly skin a
pure gol d, exhaled a gout of sizzling flame and raked at the embers with one

i mrense cl awed foot.

This time, the sinuous red lizard was consi derably nore cautious. Aurian

| ooki ng on, suspected that M athan, not understandi ng how Forral had conme by
his magi ¢, had underesti mated the swordsman badly. It was a m stake he woul d
not nmake a second tine.

Wt hout warning, another jet of flanme shot out of the golden dragon's maw. The
red beast, unnerved by its failure to conquer its foe in the air, had
hesitated an instant too |ong. Caught off guard, it leapt to one side—and the
uncertain surface of enbers shifted and gave beneath its unwary feet. The red
lizard staggered, floundering, one thick foreleg deeply mired in the fiery
norass. The nore it floundered, the deeper the panic-stricken firedrake began
to sink.

Forral crept forward with exaggerated care, distributing his weight as w dely
as possible on spread toes. The red dragon spat great, untidy gouts of flane
in his direction, but it was too busy trying to extricate itself to
concentrate on its foe. Forral’s jaws gaped wide to deliver a killing bl ow and

H s shape shi mered and changed—became solid, and streamined, sleekly muscled
and beautifully marked in el egant curves of black and white. Aurian renenbered
the tine, |ong ago, when Ithalasa had been telling her the history of the
Catacl ysm by feeding a series of inmages into her mnd. He had told her of the
race of Leviathan warriors, the Orca, who had been created to save the Seafol k
fromthe aggressive Mages of the land and air—and clearly, this was such a
creature.
The water around Forral shimered with Iight and shadow, in gold and soft
sea-green. The Orca chanped the fierce set of teeth in a nouth that seened
curved into a permanent smle. Wth a swirl of his tail, he turned toward the
Archmage and charged .

To neet the razor jaws and the flat, dead gaze of an enornous shark
The instincts inherent in Forral's new shape took over. He swerved down to one
side with a twist of his nuscul ar body, and cane at the shark from an oblique
angl e, and from bel ow.
Even as he canme up and ramred it with all his force, the shark withed round,
bendi ng back on itself |like a bow, and caught his flank with its w cked teeth
as he curved away. Forral whistled shrilly with pain as a |ong slash was
scored along his side. A thread of blood went spiraling away fromthe wound in
a glowi ng stream and Aurian guessed that in actuality it nust be his life
force that he was | osing. M athan, however, had not escaped unscathed. He
seened to be sinking; dropping away fromher, withing and curling hinself
about the telling injury that had been inflicted when Forral ranmed him
"I hope that hurt, you bastard," Aurian muttered grimy.
Forral plunged down after him clearly hoping to finish it quickly, but the
Archmage recovered hinsel f, and the swordsman was met by vici ous snapping
teeth that forced himinto a hasty retreat. He pretended to dodge, feinted,
and came in fromthe other side, his teeth scoring into the thick abrasive
| eat her of M athan's hide before he twi sted away again, out of reach of those
| et hal jaws.
Now it was Mathan's turn to bl eed—and the gore in the water, both that of
hi nsel f and Forral, seenmed to send himinto a frenzy. He cane straight at the
swordsman, jaws gapi ng, eyes blank with m ndl ess hate.
To Forral, it seened that there was no escape this time. He fled, trying to
put some di stance between hinself and the shark so that she could turn and
attack it obliquely once nore.



He had underestinmated the speed of the creature, however. Already it was right
behind him its teeth snatching at his tail and slicing chunks of flesh from
the broad, flat surface...

Wl f was begi nning to understand that he and the others | were not literally
beneath the sea, but that they had taken these shapes to suit the infinitely
changeabl e otherworld in which this confrontation was bei ng pl ayed out. Once
he had worked that out, he found that he too could take on a simlar formto
the others. Though unskilled in magic, he had found the inage of a giant ee

si mpl e enough to create. Once transforned to his satisfaction, he raced toward
Forral and the Archnage—but a gl owi ng tentacle suddenly | ooped around his body
and haul ed hi m back.

Wl f recogni zed his nother—and even in the shape of a glittering cloud, she

| ooked very angry. "What the bl azes do you think you' re doing?" Even in his

t houghts, he heard the snap to her voice. "Stay there," she ordered. "W can
only vwatch."

"I's that the one who cursed ne?" WIlf demanded hotly. "Yes. But your father
will deal with him+ hope.™

Wth an appalling tearing sound, Forral ripped his tail fromthe jaws of the
shark. He turned, toothed jaws agape, to confront the creature ..

And suddenly he was standing on a broad grassy plain Wth a | ow grey sky
above him He was back in his old, rmuch m ssed body, and in his hand was the
fam liar, conforting shape of his old sword. Forral wanted to | augh out | oud.
Here the el ement of earth, the weapons chosen were very much nore to his taste
than fang and cl aw and fl ane!

It was his only confort, however. Blood | eaked froma shallow tear in his
side, and one | eg was gnawed and savaged, and woul d barely take his weight.

H s opponent, however, was on no better case. Bl ood was seeping through

M at han's robe, and he held hinself awkwardly, his breath whistling and short.
Forral suspected that his ramming of the shark had produced a broken rib in

M at han's human form The Archnmage held his sword in an awkward grip, for one
hand was bl ackened and burned—and one of the gems was missing fromits socket,
leaving himwith a one-eyed gaze.

"So—+t ends at last,"” the Archrmage hissed. Warily, he began to circle the
swordsman, his glittering one-eyed gaze as hypnotic and unrelenting as that of
a snake. The swordsman noted with surprise and grudgi ng respect his opponent's
concentration and stance, and wondered whet her M at han had possessed this
skill in his corporeal form Forral kept turning to face him but otherw se
refused to overstrain his damaged | eg. They were both wounded and exhaust ed
fromtheir previous struggles—+et M athan do the work!

The Archmage |unged forward, testing his opponent, his thrust clunsy due to
the seared hand. Forral parried easily, trying to hide his wince as he flexed
the injured leg. M athan pressed himagain, their swords inpacted with a
resoundi ng cl ang. Forral brought his blade around, sweeping deftly under

M at han's guard. As the Archmage junped back like a startled rabbit Forra
found hinsel f beginning to smle.

M at han circled, his blade darting in and out, seeking a rare opening and
trying to betray the swordsman into taking a false step. Forral kept him

nmovi ng, kept harrying him always conserving his own strength. Soon, M athan
began to tire. Forral noved in now |like a striking snake, | ow and deadl y—and
far nore nobile than he had pretended to be. Step by step, he began to drive

t he Archmage backwar d.

Though M at han had begun by giving a good account of hinself, he was
founderi ng now. Hi s breathing was | abored, and his nmovenents grow ng jerky
with fatigue. Forral noted with keen interest that the injured rib nmade it
difficult for his opponent to lift his arnms above the level of his shoul ders.
There was the rasp of ripping cloth as the tip of Forral's sword caught the
robe over M athan's breast. Damm—that was cl ose!

M at han's face had turned pasty grey with fear, and Forral grinned wolfishly.
"Il wager you're wondering where these powers of mine cane fron?" he said,
the grin never leaving his face.



The Archmage nmerely grunted and swung across his opponent's sword. Forral used

M at han's own nonentumto flick his blade contenptuously away. "Well, it's
Anvar's magic, as a matter of fact," the swordsman went on, parrying a hacki ng
stroke with a roll of his wists. "I like to think I"'mdoing this for the both

of us." H's blade flicked out and again cloth tore with a shearing sound. A
red stain spread across the gaping rent on Mathan's |left sleeve. "That was
for Aurian," Forral told him

“And this is for WIf." Again, the swordsman |unged in, and slashed across the
Archmage's ribs. Mathan screaned with pain, but kept his head and thrust his
sword into Forral's good thigh. The swordsman staggered back and his injured

| eg coll apsed beneath him He fell heavily backward and rolled as M athan's
sword came flashing down, mssing himby a hairbreadth—but the Archrmage, with
a broken rib and a slash across his chest was slower to recover. Before he
could straighten, Forral scrambled up onto one knee and thrust his bl ade

t hrough M athan's heart.

As the Archmage crunpl ed, the swordsman gripped his sword hilt tightly and
used Mathan's weight to drive the point in further. "And that was for nme," he
said grimy

Chapter 30

Lord of Nexis

D arvan's first view of the Phaerie city was one of the nobst beautiful things
he had ever seen in his life. Apart froma single night spent in the Vale with
Eilin, and occasional pauses along the route to snatch a little sleep and rest
t he horses, he had been traveling continuously since the horrific attack on
the Ni ghtrunner stronghold. D arvan sinply could not get back fast enough

Ever since that dreadful night, the carnage had haunted the Mage's nenory and
di sturbed his dreans. After the atrocities he had w tnessed: the agony and

bl oodshed inflicted by human upon human—t was difficult to blame his father
and the Phaerie so harshly as he once had done. Now, each day that Pendra
continued to live and rejoice in the authority of the H gh Lordship, was an
affront to the Mage. D arvan woul d never have believed that such aggression
was in his nature—but now that he had discovered it, he welconmed it. Maya and
her friends at the garrison had been right all along.

There were sonme things existing in the world that only viol ence could put
right.

D arvan gl anced across at Hargorn. Despite his grief over his old friend

Dul sina and his concern for his conpani ons who were nissing, the veteran

seened to have stood the grueling ride surprisingly well. It had been his idea
to round up a couple of the swift and sturdy N ghtrunner poni es—etherw se, the
Mage acknow edged, they mght still have been wal king this time next nonth.
Hargorn was gazing at the Phaerie city onits hill, his face wearing the sane
expression it had worn since | eaving Wvernesse—a sour, tw sted mouth and the
bl ackest of scowl s. "Bloody daft idea," he nmuttered. "If you ask nme, it's
crimnal."

D arvan smled to hinmself. Al the interm nable |ength of the journey, the
veteran had never hesitated to make his feelings clear on the idea of D arvan
using the Phaerie to attack Nexis and take over the city in the name of his
father. His arguments all started with: that's the nost ridiculous idea |'ve
ever heard, went on to: what kind of a feeble excuse is that? and: don't
expect the Nexians to thank you for it, and ended, glumy, with: well, | only
hope Maya will be able to talk some bl oody sense into you.

D arvan had been content to |let himgrunble: Hargorn's grousing was the nost
normal thing that had happened to hi msince—he could scarcely renenber when
Since he had first left Nexis with Maya, he supposed—about the tinme that
Forral had been slain and this whole insane business had started.

The Mage's wits snapped back to attention as the veteran's usual litany of
conpl ai nt broke of f abruptly with: "Thara's titties! Wat the bl oody blazes is
t hat ?"



"You know perfectly well what it is, Hargorn," the Mage said. "You saw Aurian
flying with the Xandi m back at Wver-nesse. My father has seen me approachi ng,

that's all, and sent an escort. You can ride back to the city in style."

"I'"d rather keep ny fragging feet on the ground, thank you," Hargorn mnuttered
sourly. "But, | don't suppose your bloody Phaerie will give ne a choice."

D arvan shrugged. "You can ride all the way up that hill on your fat

Ni ghtrunner pony if you want to—+ don't suppose anyone will stop you."

"No, not at all,"” Hargomsaid quickly. "lI'd hate to think | was hol di ng up

your plans for the conquest of us nmere Mortals."

D arvan was gratified to see Hargorn's face |light up, however, when the
Phaeri e steeds | anded and Maya |l eapt to the ground from her perch behind the
Forest Lord. He can't possibly be as glad to see her as | am D arvan thought.
That one glinpse of her had soothed so nmuch of the pain he had carried with

hi m since Pendral's attack. He couldn't wait until they were al one—f only the
news he had to inpart to her had not been so tragic.

Maya scowl ed at himfiercely. "Wat the bloody bl azes are you doi ng back
here?" | thought you were supposed to be hel ping Aurian!"

D arvan found hinself grinning. Ch, how he had been | ooking forward to
surprising her! "Hellorin and | worked sonething out between us before

left," he told her. "He found a way to gift Aurian with the A d Mgic so that
she could get the Xandimto fly without me. It worked trenendously well —so
cane back to you."

The frown didn't | eave Maya's face. "But what if she needs you? Wiat if she
needs the hel p of another Mage?"

"She has Chiamh," D arvan said firnmy. "Maya, there was no way | ever intended

to go off and abandon you here to carry our child alone. Now, |'ve done what |
can for Aurian, and she's nore than happy that | come back to you—n fact she
insisted." He held out his hands to her. "In fact, if you'll let nme get into

t he pal ace, | have a whole collection of nessages for you...."

"And what about me?" Hargorn denanded belligerently. "I haven't seen the

bl oody wormman for ten years, and | can't get as nuch as a hello out of her."
Maya made hi m an obscene gesture. "I see you haven't changed nmuch in ten
years—you're still as tw st-faced and grouchy as ever." Wth a | augh, she let

go of D arvan and ran to hug her old friend.

Hel l orin | ooked on indulgently as Hargorn and Maya enbraced. "Mrtals," he
sai d, shaking his head.

D arvan | ooked at his father coldly. "Speaking of Mrtals,"
will we be ready to attack the city of Nexis?"

Hel l ori n shrugged. "Wenever you like. | have been naking our preparations in
your absence."

"Good," said D arvan. "Let's do it tonorrow night."

Even on a stolen horse, it had taken Parric several cold, hungry, mserable
days to travel overland fromthe coastal village of Easthaven to Nexis. He had
anused hinself along the way by i maging hinself in the taproom of the

I nvi si bl e Uni corn, and pl anning exactly what he was going to eat and drink
when he finally found hinself there. He only hoped that old hen Hebba woul d
renenber hi mbecause he had no nmeans of paying for anything.

Since the old river road fromthe east was bl ocked nowadays, Parric was forced
to circle north and go round into the hills to reach the city. It was dusk
when he finally turned onto the northern highway and | ooked down fromthe
ridge at the snmoking chi meys of Nexis.

The bl ack-1iveried guards at the gate al nost made hi mwi sh he hadn't bot hered
com ng back at all. They were surly, suspicious—and clearly on the |ookout for
a bribe. Well, that was their hard luck. Parric explained to them graphically
and in no uncertain terns, that they were sadly mistaken if they thought he
had nmoney. He also inforned themthat, if they refused to let himin, he was
going to canp right where he was outside the gates, and cook and eat his
horse. By this time, he had worked hinself into such a thoroughly bad tenper
that he meant every word of it. The guards took one |ook at his grim
expression and admitted himat once.

he said, "how soon



There was a roaring fire in the taproom of the Unicorn, and Hebba and Sal | ana,
the serving maid, were working at full stretch. The place was packed ti ght
with a mass of bodies, and the heat and the noise were overwhel ming. To the
Caval ry-master, it was absolutely wonderful. Parric had to el bow his way
determ nedly through the throng of early evening drinkers, |aborers nostly,
who tended to call in for a glass or two of ale before going home for supper
"Hebba!" he cried, when he finally managed to get within sight of her. "It's
ne! "

Hebba's expression turned glacial. "I renenber you," she said. "The vul gar
one."

As a joyous welcome it left a lot to be desired, but Parric was determ ned not
to let it spoil his night. Years, it had been, since he had tasted a proper
pint of ale in a genuine tavern, and he deserved it after everything he had
been through: first the years of slavery in Hellorin's city, then the dreadful
massacre of the N ghtrunners...

Only at that monent did Parric realize he had no i dea whether this woman's
busi ness partner was alive or dead. He was on the verge of blurting out the
news of the bl oodbath, when common sense prevail ed. The N ghtrunners were

vi ewed

by the authorities here as crimnals. If it was seen that he knew what had
happened, there woul d be awkward questi ons asked at the very |east, and his
nost |ikely prospect was a quiet arrest and an unofficial execution

No—di fficult though it would be, he must keep his nmouth shut, until Pendra
was dead, at the very least. At the nmonent, the Caval rymaster had no idea how
he coul d acconplish the H gh Lord' s death, but he decided to wait unti
tomorrow to cone up with a plan—ust as soon as he had recovered fromthe
headache he intended to earn hinself tonight.

The eveni ng went very nuch as the Caval rymaster had planned. The hours flew by
in a blur of good food, good ale, and later, when a few drinks had nmade him
nmel | ow, good conpany. Indeed, it seemed no tine at all before everyone was
goi ng home. "Don't leave," said Parric, clutching at the sleeve of a burly
mason. "Don't everybody | eave yet. Wiy, it's still early. W' ve tinme for

anot her "

"You nmost certainly do not." Parric's new friend had sonehow turned into
Hebba, who was standing in front of himwith a broomin her hand and a

trucul ent expression on her round, red face.

"But I'mHargorn's old friend," the Cavalrymaster protested. "Ad old friend

"Hargorn woul d befriend any piece of human refuse that gave hima hard-| uck
tal e—and besides, he isn't here. You have nme to deal with now. Go on, you—get
you gone. Haven't you got no honme to go to?"

Parric made a valiant effort to stand up. "Actually," he said, "I don't— and
fell flat on his face.

The Caval rymaster awakened with his tongue stuck to the roof of his nouth and
a herd of wild horses stanpeding through his head. Though it was pitch-dark

he conceded, after a noment, that the horse part could be right, at any
rate—udging fromthe snell and his bed of prickly straw, he seened to be in a
st abl e sonmewhere.

How did | get here? Parric wondered. Great portions of the latter part of the
eveni ng had vani shed fromhis menmory. He still felt |ight-headed fromthe ale,
so he judged that it was probably nowhere near norning yet. He staggered to
his feet, driven by two urgent needs. The first was managed quite easily—he
simply relieved hinmself in the opposite corner of the

stable. The second was a little nmore conmplicated, but if he didn't get a drink
of water soon, he would perish

Feeling his way al ong the rough, cobwebbed wall, Panic groped his way out of
the building. He realized at once that Hebba was not as harsh as she had
pretended to be—+though she could well have thrown himout into the gutter, she
had et himshelter, instead, in the stable of the inn. Once outside he could
see quite clearly; the nmoon was high and alnmost full, cloaking the city, in



cold blue light. The Caval rynaster was glad of it—t showed himthe revolting
slick of dark sline around the inside of the horse trough. Luckily, there was
al so a punp nearby, so he could have his drink fresh and cl ear

Parric rose fromhis haunches and w ped chilled hands on his tunic and his

dri pping face on his sleeve. Gods, but it was good to be back in Nexis! Wen
he had been a captive of the Phaerie, he had honestly believed he woul d never
see this place again. H's breath smoking in the frosty mdnight air, he turned
to |l ook out across the city. It was a view worth savoring. The Unicorn was
situated on the same plateau as the Garrison, high on the north side of the
val l ey. From here, he Coul d | ook down and see practically the whole of Nexis

| aid out before him including the gracious col onnades of the Grand Arcade,

t he squat rotunda of the Guildhall, and the high pronontory, once the honme of
t he Magefol k, that cast a | ong shadow |li ke a dark shrouded figure stretching
right across the city.

At first Parric thought it was a result of all the drink. Spots before ny
eyes, he thought, rubbing them hard. Then he | ooked again, at the swirling
skein of dark specks that rose Il ke a swarm of bees above the Acadeny. There
was sonething famliar ... Then he renmenbered, and his blood turned to pure
ice in his veins. Sonmeone had renoved the tinme spells fromthe honors

i mpri soned down in those black vaults, and the N hilimwere swarm ng over

Nexi s.

Parric was not the only one who | ooked on, aghast, at the Death-Waiths. High
over the northern noors, about a | eague out of Nexis, the glittering throng of
Phaerie warriors faltered in their flight, and halted, hovering in mdair, to
wi tness, with magically augnented vision, the dreadful sight of the Nihilim
whirling in their mad dance of death above the city, then plunging down into
the unprotected streets in search of their prey. Hellorin pulled up his nount
besi de D arvan's Xandi m steed. "Do you know anyt hi ng about this?" he demanded.
"You were the last one to talk to that Mage, the lady Eilin's daughter—and she
was the | ast one to venture beneath the Acadeny where the Waiths were

i mpri soned. What has the wetched woman | oosed upon us now?"

D arvan clenched his fists tightly in the Xandim s mane. "l can't think how
this can have happened. Aurian only freed that single Waith—the one that
snared poor Finbarr's body. Mnd you, it had certainly escaped from Wver nesse
when | left the place, so it mght have found sone way to free the others."
"Folly. Pure folly!" Hellorin snorted. "Were was her brain when she set a
Waith free to inflict death and horror upon the world? | never heard of
anything so ridiculous. Trust a meddling Mage to stir up trouble!"

"She had her reasons,"” said D arvan, "though | agree with you—n the Iight of
this new devel oprment, it nay have been a mistake. In any case, our chief
concern is howthis will affect our plans. | don't really think that Nexis is
a very healthy place to be tonight."

"I think we should wait here for a while, and see what they do." Maya spoke up
fromher place at D arvan's other side. "After all, we're far enough away to
see them com ng and beat a hasty retreat if they start heading in this
direction.”

"Who asked you, Mrtal ?"

"Sounds a good idea to ne." Hellorin and D arvan spoke simultaneously, and
turned to glare at one another

"You forget, my Lord," Maya said coldly to Hellorin, "that |I'm not one of your
enpty-headed little chattels to be filled with Phaerie seed. 1'"ma warrior

and | used to be second-in-command of the Nexis Garrison. | know what |I'm

t al ki ng about . "

"Maya is right," said D arvan. "It would be folly to reject her advice just
because she's a Mrtal."

"Very well," the Forest Lord answered of fhandedly. "I daresay it would do no
harm "

Ti me passed, and the noon di pped down toward the horizon. Even at this

di stance, they could hear the screans fromthe bel eaguered city. Mya turned
to Darvan. "I'mnot so sure this was a good idea after all," she said



quietly. "lIt's amful to have to stay here and listen to those poor folk ..
"Look! Maya—took at that!"

The Death-Waith were | eaving Nexis. The great black swarm of them Ilike a
whirlwi nd of autumm | eaves, rose above the city and darkened the setting noon.
The swarm amassed itself into a tight knot above the Acadeny, and darted away
at a tremendous speed toward the south.

"Seven bl oody denons!" Maya breathed. "Do you think that was all of then? And
where coul d they be goi ng?"

"Yes, | think it was all of them" D arvan said. "They | ooked so
purposeful.... Sonmehow | get the feeling we won't be seeing them back in
Nexis.. .."

"It | ooked as though they only stopped to feed," Hellorin put in.

That's what | thought,” D arvan nmused. "And they've gone south. . . . You know

what | think? | think they' ve gone in search of Aurian."

"If that's true, then may the Gods hel p her when those creatures find her,"
sai d Maya sonberly.

Hebba awakened to find the wi ndow open and a dark figure at the bottom of her
bed. Before she could scream the black sil houette swooped down on her

"Shut up! Don't screaml " A hand clanped itself firmy over her nouth, and her
assail ant began to talk very rapidly in a tense, hissing whisper. "It's ne,
Parric, The Waiths are back—we're in dreadful danger. Don't nake a sound.

Pi ck up those bl ankets and come down with nme to the cellar right now Try to
stay calm for both our sakes. I'mgoing to take ny hand away now-all right?"
Hebba nodded. As Parric took his hand away she took a deep breath to
scream-and instantly the hand cl anped back down again, tighter than before.
"Look here, you brainless old biddy—+'mnot doing this for the good of ny
health. 1'd have been | ong gone by now, had it not been for clinmbing all the
way up here to save your neck. If you screamthis time, ['lIl be gone before
you can take another breath—and you can fight off the Waiths as best you
can."

This time, when the little man renoved his hand, Hebba clenched her teeth
tight to bottle up the screamthat she could feel building inside her. Wth
shaki ng hands she gathered up the blankets in a trailing bundl e and foll owed
Parric downstairs. He had his sword in his hand, but frankly, she didn't think
there was much point. She had seen the Waiths at their deadly work the | ast
time they had hit Nexis, and frankly, there was little good that swords—er
anything el se for that matter—oul d do agai nst such creatures.

It was a nightmare getting down the steep, uneven cellar steps wthout a
[ight, but Hebba knew better than to strike any kind of spark. Parric pulled
t he trapdoor shut behind them and bolted it fromthe inside. "They may not
think to | ook here," he whispered. "They'll have plenty of other prey
out si de. "

Hebba shudder ed.

"Do you think | could have one of those blankets?" the Caval rymaster asked
plaintively. "W may as well nake ourselves confortable—+t | ooks as though
we're going to be here all night."

"Quick," D arvan cried, urging his Xandimsteed into the air. "Ri de now, while

the Nihilimare still departing! Forward!" Follow ng his gesture and his
exanpl e, the ranks of the Phaerie surged upward, stream ng out behind himlike
aglittering conet tail. Massing in the air, they went hurtling down toward
the city.

Hel | ori n caught up, and drew his nmount abreast of the Mage. "What in perdition
do you think you're doing?" he shouted. "I know | said that this is your

canpai gn, but shouldn 't we wait until the N hilim have gone?"

D arvan shook his head. "They won't be interested in us. \Watever they want,
it's in the south. If we're quick, though, the Nexians will think we've driven
t hem awnay!"

The Mage | ooked across at Maya. Wth her long black hair escaping its braid
and stream ng out behind her, and her eyes sparkling fromthe exhilaration of
this wild ride, she I ooked |like one of the battle-maids out of ancient |egend.



When he caught her eye, however, her doubt was plain. "It'Il be all right,

love," he called to her. "We'll make this as easy as we can, and in the end
the Nexians will conme to see that it's better us than ..." He gave his father
a sidel ong gl ance.

"l suppose so," Maya replied. "Wll, if I'"'mto be the nost hated woman in
Nexis, | don't see any sense in putting it off."

"You won't be," D arvan tried to reassure her. Then, they were above the city,
and his words were drowned in the silvery clanor of Phaerie horns.

Even fromthe depths of the cellar, Parric could hear the pandenoni um and
panic in the streets outside. He shuddered, trying not to inmagi ne what was
goi ng on out there. Hebba gave a wavering cry and hid her head beneath the

bl anket s,

trying not to hear. For some time, the Cavalrynmaster listened, bleak-faced, to
the jarring, whining buzz that the Nhilimenitted as they struck; to the
sounds of running feet, and the dreadful screans of those who had not run fast
enough. Then the harrow ng noi ses stopped conpletely—and that, in its own way,
was worse. \VWhat was happening up there? Was it safe to cone out? O had the
Deat h- Wai ths sl aughtered everyone on the streets, and were they now waiting
to pick off the survivors one by one, as they energed from hiding? Perhaps it
woul d be safer to wait a while...

Then Parric heard another sound—the high, clear, vibrant notes of Phaerie
horns, drawing rapidly closer. Parric's curses were |loud and inventive enough
to bring Hebba out fromunder her blankets, bristling with indignation. In al
the excitement and tragedies since he'd returned to Wvernesse, he had
forgotten D arvan's threat to attack the city. The Mage had not forgotten

t hough—why, the bastard was al ready here!

"Stay here," Parric ordered the astonished Hebba. "Wen |I'm gone, bolt the
trapdoor behind me agai n—and don't open it for anyone unless you're sure you
know t hem and you'd trust themw th your virtue, your nmoney, and your life."
And then he was gone, dashing up the cellar steps and | eavi ng Hebba—tuckily,
speechl ess for once wi th indignation—behind him

Lord Pendral was shaken from his w ne-sodden slunbers by a timd servant.
"Lord, Lord, wake up! The Deat h-Waiths are back!"

"What ? How?" Pendral scranbled over the top of the skinny young girl, her
breasts scarcely buddi ng, who shared his bed that night. H s feet had never
touched the floor so fast in years. Roughly, he pushed the servant aside. "Cet
out of ny way, you. I've got to hide!" He threw a furred cl oak over his
bedgown, and whi sked, with a speed that belied his ponderous bulk, into his
strongroom The door of thick wood reinforced with iron bars slamed shut
behi nd him The servant and the girl were left |ooking at each other as there
cane a series of snicks, clicks, and squeaks from behind the door—the sound of
keys turning in locks and bolts shooting into their sockets.

Suddenly the braying of horns swirled out across the night sky. The servant
started, and rushed to peer out of the window, his hand pressed to his nouth
in horror. The waif was scranmbling into her clothes as fast as she could, her
face astonishingly calm The servant guessed that, having put up with
Pendral's nore perverted entertainments for a night, the Phaerie would hold
little fear for her. He | ooked at the thick, |ocked door of Pendral's

st rongroon+he won't be able to hear a thing in there, he thought—and then

| ooked back at the girl. "Think we should tell hin®"

She pulled a thin bl ouse across the bruises that covered her breasts and
throat. "Nah." For a nonment, she |ooked as if she was about to spit. "Let the
bastard find out for himself."

The Phaerie spiraled down i nto what appeared to be an enpty town. "Now
renmenber," D arvan ordered his forces, reinforcing the message by m nd-speech
"this time, we want as little violence and bl oodshed as possible."

He had an uneasy feeling that he was tal king to hinself.

D arvan chose what he judged to be the nost central spot, the roof of the
Grand Arcade, and spoke to the Nexians, anplifying his voice by magic so that
everyone would be able to hear. "Citizens of Nexi s—you nay | eave your houses.



You are safe now The Phaerie have driven the Waiths away, and as long as we
are here, they will trouble you no nore. This is not a raid such as happened
previousl y—we are sinply taking over the rule of this city fromthe corrupt

H gh Lord. W hope that Mrtal and Phaerie will work together for the comon
good, and so long as you cooperate, no one will be hurt. Wth your goodw | I,
we can undo the damage inflicted by the Archmage, and nake this city great
once nore."

D arvan finished his speech to a deathly silence. Then Hargorn, standing at
Maya's side, burst out into derisive |laughter. "You expect themto believe
that?" he hooted. It seenmed that he was right. The streets remmined dark and
silent. No one cane out to rejoice and proclaimD arvan the savior of Nexis.
"There," said Hellorin. "You were wong—this proves it. We tried it your
way—ow we' || give the Mortals the firmhand they need." He turned to his
assenbl ed forces. "Very well —you all know the plan. Secure the Garrison and
the Acadeny, institute patrols, fit collars to any troubl emakers and we'l|l
transport themnorth. Meet any resistance with force. Go to it!"

"No!" D arvan cried in horror. No one was |istening. On the rooftop, he and
Maya wept as they were forced to watch the subjugation of their city by flane
and sword.

Eventual ly, the red sun rose through a heavy pall of snoke, illumnating the
ravaged remains of the city. Groups of Phaerie were clearing out the | ast
nests of resistors by the sinple expedient of torching the buildings in which

t hey hid.
“There." Hellorin mounted his steed and turned to his son with a feral snile
"Farewel |, nmy son—+ give you your city. Now that it has been conquered, it is

yours to deal with as you please.” Wthout waiting for a reply, he spurred his
horse skyward and headed back toward the north.

“That bastard," Maya muttered thickly. "He nmeant to do this all the tinme."
"And now we've got to deal with the wack and ruin he's left behind," said

D arvan bitterly. "I've a good mind just to | eave—head south, find Aurian."
“No. No, D arvan we can't. Not now. " Maya's face was set with grim

determ nation. "If we run away fromthis, the Nexians will get Hellorin as
overlord. W can't do that to them No, sonehow we'll have to stay here and
try as best we can to put things right—preferably w thout getting torn to

pi eces along the way by the very folk we're trying to protect."

As the flames licked greedily at the walls and roof of Vannor's old mansion
Parric turned his back on the conflagration, and wal ked away whi stling,
following the fleeing servants down the hill to the old river road. Al nost as
an afterthought, he flicked the burning stunp of the torch away fromhiminto
t he

bushes. "Well, Pendral," he said cheerfully, "I'd rather have had your head on
a pole, but since you refused to come out " He shrugged. "Ah well—n the
end, | don't suppose it makes a lot of difference, and at least | got to you
before the Phaerie did."

The streets of Nexis proved too rmuch for his grimy cheerful mood. Parric
darted fromcover to cover, avoiding patrols of steel-eyed Phaerie and trying
not to see the burnt-out shells of houses and the corpses that littered the
streets. D arvan's prom ses hadn't |asted very long, he thought bitterly.

At | ast he reached his goal —the Unicorn. In all conscience he knew he had
better go and rescue Hebba out of the cellar...or the timd woman woul d be
there until the sun turned cold. He was greatly surprised, therefore, to walk
into the place and not only find it unscathed, but also to find Hebba sitting
at one of the tables, making inroads into a |arge gl ass of brandy.

Having come all this way to rescue her, Parric was ablaze with indignation
"Hey!" he said. "I thought | told you not to cone out until you found— *
"Found soneone | trusted, yes," Hebba put in, "And there he is...."

Qut of the back room carrying another bottle of spirits, came Hargorn. Parric
| et out a whoop of delight. "I thought you were dead!" he cried.

"Not me." Hargorn's smle was thin and strained. "Though after what |'ve just
witnessed, it would be a lot nore restful."



"Don't you worry,"'
resisted tyrants before, you and nme. Wiy, we can ..
"No we can't," Hargorn said flatly. "The city is under Phaerie rule now,
Parric—and there's not a dammed thing we can do about it. W have one

choi ce—between D arvan's offer of cooperation and Hellorin's brutality. Most
Nexi ans don't understand that yet—and |I'mafraid we're going to have to help
convince them"

Parric stared at him aghast. "What? This tinme we support the tyrant?"

"Come on, Parric. D arvan didn't order the killing—you should know better

That was Hellorin. D arvan isn't a tyrant really, and don't forget that our
Maya will be—+ don't know-gueen, or sonething." Hargorn shrugged. "Maybe
you'll feel better if you just call D arvan a conqueror. But whatever you want
to call him it makes no difference—ae no | onger have a choice."

Parric told him "W won't let themget away with it. W' ve

Chapter 31

The Watcher on the Wnd

Gince awakened to find that he lay on an uneasy bed. Not sure at first

whet her he was hal f-asleep or imagining things, he laid his hand down flat on
the floor of the cavern. No—+t was no dream There was notion in the stone: a
faint vibration that was growing with every nonent. Around him sone of the
others were beginning to stir. In their corner, Schiannath and |Iscal da were
waki ng. Vannor, asleep on one of the stone benches that ran along the wall of
the cavern, rolled over, nuttering. "No, no. I won't go back." One |last tw st
of his body sent himtunbling to the floor, where he sat up with a curse,

hal f - dazed by his rough awakeni ng.

Li nnet uncurled herself, the tip of one great w ng sweeping through the ashes
that had spilled fromthe edge of the fire. She yawned delicately, and rubbed
her bleary eyes with the back of one hand. "What's happeni ng?" Then her
expression changed. "Yinze's mercy! It's an earthquake! Quick—get out of the
cave!"

Grince didn't know what an earthquake was, but he understood the panic in her
voice. In atrice he was on his feet, and heading for the exit. Only when he
fell over WoIf in the dimfirelight did it occur to himthat sone of his
conpani ons were sinply not waking up

"Where's Chi am?" |scal da shouted, adding to the confusion. "And Aurian?"
Grince realized that the two great cats were al so m ssing,

"I can't wake him" Vannor was shaking the unnovi ng body of the one they
called Forral. "And he's hurt—4ook at all this blood!"™ H's voice was rising in
pani c.

"Here," Schiannath ran across and put his hands under Forral's arms. "You take
his feet."

Vannor tucked Forral's feet clumsily under his armand held themin place with
hi s one hand. Together, staggering under the weight, they lifted the supine
body out of the cave, while Grince and Iscalda did the same for the notionless
formof the wolf. Linnet darted here and there, gathering weapons, bl ankets,
and the |l eftover food. The ground was shaking and shuddering so hard now t hat
it was difficult to stay on their feet.

Qutside, the water in the pool had flooded its banks, and in the grove of
pines the trees were thrashing wildly. Two went down with the agonizing groan
of falling tinber, dragging their stronger brethren down with them By now,
the entire nountain was shaking. A massive boul der came crashing down the
steep side of the valley and buried itself deep in the turf not ten feet from
where Gince was energing fromthe cavern

"Cet away fromthe pinnacle," screamed |Iscalda as they burst out into the
open. "Fly, Linnet! W'll take you others!" She and Schi annath changed into
horse-formfaster than Gince had ever seen themdo it.

"Help me, Gince." Vannor, even with two hands, would have had difficulty

hoi sting Forral's dead weight up on to Schiannath's high back. Between them
however, he and Gince managed to hang the |inp body over the Xandinm s



wi t hers, and Vannor |eapt up behind. The thief ran back and hoisted Wlf into
position, and |l eapt up behind him Then the Xandi mwere off, racing down the
valley, trying to get as far away fromthe shaki ng pi nnacle as they coul d.
Forral blinked as the body of the Archmage turned transparent, and vani shed
into the msty haze that was the disintegrating field of conflict. In the
eldritch real m Beyond the Wrld, clearly nothing remained in the sanme formfor
very long. Even as he watched, the | andscape, which at |east had seened

fam liar, faded back into the vast, shinmmering green sphere in which he had
found himsel f when he'd arrived. A cold spear of alarmpierced the swordsnan.
Just how real had this titanic conflict been? When he returned to the normal

world, would he still bear these wounds? And what of M athan? "Ch Cods,"
Forral groaned. "Don't tell me I'Il have to kill the bastard all over again."
"You won't. \Wherever his body lies, he's dead all right. You ve seen to that."
Forral turned to find Aurian and Wl f at his side. The Mage still wore her

normal, earthly shape, but Wl f—+he swordsnman felt a fierce glow of joy and
pride. At the Mage's side was a sturdy young | ad of about ten years, with
brown eyes and dark, curling hair.

"Looks like his father, doesn't he?" said Aurian softly.

"He has his nother's magic, though—er he wouldn't be here," Forral replied
proudly. "And what's nore," he added with nock fierceness, "he has the sane
talent for being where he shouldn't be that you had at that age." Smiling, he
hel d out his arnms and enbraced both Aurian and his son. In this place it felt
strange—there was no sensation of physical touch, but instead there was a

m ngling, an exchange of energies and joy that felt just as good, in its own
way, as a fleshly enbrace.

Aurian touched his face lightly. "I never thought |1'd see that dear face
again," she said. "And WI f, too—he got the opportunity to meet his father
after all these years. I'mso glad you had the chance to come back, ny |ove

This nonment is worth everything."

"I's it over?" Forral asked her, when he found his voice. "Now that M athan's
dead, is his curse on Wl f renoved?"

"No, Father," the |ad said—and Forral was pleased that he could answer for
hinself. "The curse is only partly off. Now that the Archmage is dead | can
wear ny human shape in this place, but until nmy nother finds the grail 1"l
still be a wlf in the normal world." He | ooked down at hinsel f wonderingly.
"Weird, isn't it? It's not very efficient. You nust use an awful |ot of energy
just to stay up .. ."

He was interrupted by the voice of Basileus. "You rmust |eave here at once! Not
only do you face great danger fromny struggle with Ghabal, but your bodies
are in grave peril back in your own world!"

Forral swore. So involved had his famly become with their own affairs—the
death of M athan and the reunion with Wolf in his human format |ast—that the
struggl e between the two Ml dai, taking place on the far side of this inmense
green space, had been the last thing on their mnds.

"Don't wait!" Basileus urged. "You have no tinme. Get back to your bodies now "
Wth an appalling tearing sound, the two Mol dai pulled apart, their tentacles
inflicting dreadful injuries even as they let go of one another. Wth their
spirits locked in this deadly battle Beyond the Wrld, they had no idea that
their titanic struggle was weaki ng such havoc in its nmundane counterpart.
Basileus was in a pitiful condition, with great chunks of his body torn away,
and many of his linbs bitten down to bl eeding stunps. Chabal, however, was in
a far worse state, with nost of his tentacles mssing and his body maul ed
beyond recognition. The death of his Mage conpani on had seened to drive away
the I ast shred of sanity that he possessed, and he had attacked Basileus with
reckl ess ferocity, not caring what danage he night sustain in the process.

Al'l down the aeons, even before Chabal's madness had struck, he and Basil eus,
t hough forced into such close proximty, had never been in accord. Now, wth
an intense shock, Basileus realized that he could finish their agelong enmty
once and for all. Though part of himcried out in disbelieving protest against
killing another Mdl dan, he knew that in this case, there was nothing left to



be done. The flight of the cats from Steel cl aw had proved that. If he could

not be stopped, then Ghabal's evil influence would continue to pervade and
pol I ute the mountains, and he woul d never rest until Basil eus had been
dest royed.

The Mol dan braced hinmself to close with his injured enemy—and then renenbered.
The humans nust be warned, |est their hel pl ess bodies be injured in Ghabal's
death throes. He flung out a few swift words of warning to themto return to

t he nundane worl d—and then struck at his foe one last tine.

As the struggle continued, however, he soon realized that it was hopel ess—the
two Mol dai were just too evenly matched. Basileus could inflict any anount of
peri pheral danage on his opponent, but sinply could not get close enough to
finish the fight without risking nortal injury to hinself

“Take himnow, Basileus! I'Il hold himfor you!"

The voice took the Ml dan conpletely by surprise. "Chianmh! You should not be
here!"

"Never mind that. You've helped me so many ti mes—aow | can repay you. Let's
finish this business."” Another vast, tentacled creature, its canopy patterned
in vibrant purples and blues, drifted into position above the struggling

Mol dai . The slender, attenuated filaments of its Iinbs shot out and w apped

t hensel ves around Ghabal, effectively trapping himand w appi ng himround so
that he could not escape.

Too fast to be seen, Basil eus whipped his own tentacles around his eneny's
body, reeling the hel pl ess Ghabal in toward his vast maw with its rows of
sword-sharp teeth. Chabal, already badly wounded, struggled fitfully, but

| acked the strength to escape. Snarling, the denmented creature heaped curses
down on the heads of Basileus and the Wndeye, but as he realized the

hopel essness of his case, the curses turned to screeches of alarminterspersed
with pitiful pleas for nmercy. At the last nmoment, Chianh let go of the nad

Mol dan, and the screeching increased to an agoni zed crescendo as Basileus tore
himlinmb fromlinb.

The entire nountain range was shaken by the death throes of the Ml dan. Forra
cane back into his body to feel the earth bucking and heaving beneath him as

t hough the very nmountains were withing froma nortal wound. Wl f, with the
resilience of youth—eoupled with the fact that he had not fought in a

form dabl e battl e—-had recovered first and was standi ng over the swordsman,
whi ni ng anxi ously and poking a cold nose into his face.

Already it was grey daylight. Forral found hinmself on the broad pl ateau that
he had seen fromthe air on the approach to Chianh's val e—and of course, he
was not back as hinsel f, but was | odged once nore in Anvar's body. The
transition was a wenching disappointment. For a little while, he had
experienced the joy of being hinself again, whole and conmpl ete—but that was
over now.

I scalda was trying to el bow the wolf out of the way so that she could try to
bandage the swordsman's leg and his other injuries with strips of cloth that
she had apparently torn fromthe clothing of everyone present.

"Aurian," Forral gasped. "Where's Aurian?"

"We don't know," Iscalda said tersely. "Linnet has flown back up the valley to
| ook for her and Chianmh. The cats are nmissing too."

Forral swore and tried to rise.

"You stay exactly where you are." Iscalda pressed hi m down again with one hand
on his chest, and Forral was dismayed to find that she could do it w thout
effort. "There's nothing you or any of us can do until Linnet finds them"
"Chi amh! Chi amh—eone back! Wake up, damm you!" Aurian clutched at the

W ndeye' s sl eeve and shook himas hard as she could, w thout any response
what soever. She swore. What in perdition had happened to hin? If she coul dn't
wake himsoon, it was likely that they both woul d die.

Aurian tried another tack. "Basileus? Wat's happening? Can't you stop

thi s?"There was no answer. Not a flicker of response fromeither Ml dan or

W ndeye.

The Mage had returned to her body on the pinnacle, to find that the Chanber of



Wnds had turned into a very perilous place. The whol e pl ace was shaki ng and
swayi ng, and every now and again her heart would al nost stop as another sharp
cracki ng sound acconpani ed an additional section of fractured stone. The whol e
sl ender spire of rock mght well collapse at any noment —and the spider's-web
bri dge had been conpletely torn away. Chianmh was the only way to get down—and
she could not bring himout of his trance.

Aurian pressed herself flat, trying desperately but w thout success to find
some kind of purchase on the snooth stone floor. "Ch blast you, Chianh, wake
up," she nmuttered. "Wake up, please.™

"What's wrong? What's ha—eh, goddess! | didn't think this would happen!" The
W ndeye tried to sit up, and managed it on the third attenpt. By clinging to
one anot her, he and the Mage managed to stay nore or |ess upright, though
actually standing up was out of the question. Hi s nental call to the Ml dan
was so loud that Aurian could pick it up quite clearly. "Basileus? Are you all
ri ght?"

"I cannot stop the shaking, Wndeye. These are Ckabal's death throes—they nust
run their course.”

The W ndeye cursed softly. "All right, Aurian," he said. "I'mgoing to have to
change to ny horse-formin this position and then get up. As soon as |'mon ny
feet, get up on ny back as quickly as possible, and we'll get off this thing.
You have got your amulet, haven't you?" As she nodded, he gave her a snile
that was pure relief. "Well, that's a blessing. Don't forget, it takes both of
us to make me fly. Once |'ve changed, don't waste any tine." Before Aurian had
time to answer, his outline was beginning to shimer, and in the next nonent,

t he stocky, black-maned bay horse lay on the stone beside her

It was a nightmare trying to get Chiamh to his feet on that unsteady surface.
At last, after several bruising falls that brought Aurian's heart into her
mouth with the thought of broken | egs, he managed to get hinself nore or |ess
vertical, standing straddle-1egged |ike a newborn colt. Then it happened. Just
as Aurian was braced ready to hoist herself onto back, the stone underf oot
gave a particularly violent lurch. The Mage's | egs went out from underneath
her and she fell flat on her face. Chiamh stunbled, slid—-and was gone over the
edge.

"Chianmh!" Aurian shrieked. She hid her face in her hands, unable to | ook down
into the chasm The dire peril of her own position was |ost in overwhel m ng
grief for her friend.

A shrill, demandi ng whi nny broke into the dark well of her sorrow. Astounded,
t he Mage | ooked up—and knew t hat she had gone conpletely nad. There before
her, hovering in mdair with no help at all, was Chianh.

Anot her lurch of the pinnacle brought Aurian out of her shock with a jolt. She
could work out the whys and wherefores | ater—ahen she had her feet back on
solid ground. The W ndeye maneuvered delicately into the Chanber of Wnds and
landed lightly, his feet barely touching the vibrating floor. Sonehow, Aurian
managed to scranble onto his back, then they were away. The Mage had no need
of her talisman—the Wndeye was managi ng the entire business hinself. As they
left the crunbling pinnacle, Chiamh gave an exultant whinny, and carried a
very puzzled Mage away to safety down the valley.

It seened an eternity before Forral saw a black speck in the sky. Then he
recogni zed Aurian on Chiamh's back. "She's here, WIf," he cried. "Your

not her's com ng!"’

The Mage was | ooking very pale as she disnobunted and ran to the side of Forra

and her son. She took in the swordsman's bandages at a glance. "I thought
you'd carry your injuries over to this world," she said. "I should have warned
you. Still, I'msure we can fix you up." She hugged them both, first Forra
then VoI f.

"Are you all right?" Forral took her hand. "You | ook bl oody awful, |ove."
Aurian grimaced. "It was bl oody awful. | hope |I never have to go through
anything like that again."

"I doubt you will," the swordsman reassured her. "After all, Mathan is dead,

and ...



"Gods, | don't nean that," Aurian cried. "I nean being stuck up on top of that
accursed spire in the mddle of an earthquake!" She got to her feet and turned
to the Wndeye, who had changed back to his human shape and was grinning al
over his face. "I'mextrenely glad you did what you did," she said, "but how

t he bl oody blue blazes did you do it? | thought the Xandim couldn't fly

wi thout the aid of the Ad Mygic."

Chi anh shrugged nodestly. "No nore they can—the normal Xandim But my powers
as Wndeye stemfromthe Ad Magic. | thought as rmuch when you denonstrat ed
your own Ot hersight, the first time you used the talisman. Ever since then
I've wondered whether | could fly on my own—but | never had the nerve to try
until today." He grimaced. "It wasn't the best way to find out, believe ne.
Now | understand exactly what it is you hate about high places, Aurian."
Eventually the trenors died away conpletely, nmuch to everyone's relief,

al t hough the W ndeye spoke to Basileus, who recomrended that they wait a while
before returning to the cavern, just to be on the safe side. The Mage spent
the intervening time healing Forral's hurts and | ooking out anxiously for
Linnet, with any news of Shia and Khanu. To her disnmay, the w nged girl
returned toward noon, having failed completely to find the cats. It was cl ose
to sunset before Shia and Khanu came slinking back—from an entirely unexpected
direction. "Were in the name of perdition have you two been?" the Mage
dermanded.

"W were on Steelclaw," Shia said wearily. "The Dragon's Tail was fractured in
t he earthquake. W've had to come round miles the | ong way—practically all the
way down that mountain and back up this one. And | should warn you fol k—this
is no longer a safe place to stay. W crept past the Fastness unseen, but the
Xandi m were nustering outside. | think they plan to cone up here and see what
has becone of their accursed Blind God."

Aurian | ooked at Chiamh. He nodded. "Let's get back to the cave at once," he
said, "and prepare our belongings. If the Xandimare conmi ng here, then we
don't want to waste any tine getting away."

Though the conpanions were too weary to travel all night, they managed to get
deep into the mountains to the south of the Wndveil, where the Xandi m coul d
not follow Chianh and Aurian had said a sad farewell to Basileus, who made
them promi se to return as soon as ever they could. "He seenms very confident
that we will return,” Aurian said to the Wndeye afterward. "It's good to know
t hat someone has so much faith in us."”

"I have faith in us too," Chiamh replied. "W'Ill acconplish what we set out to
do, you'll see. And we'll cone hone to tell our grandchildren about it."
"Grandchil dren? Pl ease, Chianh—ene trial at a tine!"

At least it had sent themon their way | aughing.

When the night was growing old they stopped to rest at last, though it was a
cold and confortless canp without a fire. Though the Skyfolk rarely ventured
this far east, they didn't think it wise to risk drawing attention to

t hensel ves. Aurian, who had offered to take the first watch, was surprised to
see Chiamh get up after a little while. "Can't you sl eep?" she whi spered.

"It's not that,"” he replied. "I was just thinking that we no | onger know the
wher eabout s of your enenmy—ot for sure, at any rate. Wth these Wnged Folk to
support her, she could be anywhere by now | think I'd better ride the w nds

and see if | can find her."

Aurian was truly grateful to him "Wat would | ever do without you, Chianh?"
she whi spered.

"You'll never have to find out," the Wndeye said nysteriousl y—and was gone
bef ore she coul d ask hi mwhat he neant.

Chianh wal ked a little way away; out of sight of the canp but within call in
case there should be sone need. A cold sensation like a drench of icy water

fl ooded over his body as he switched to his O hersight. Choosing one of the
fluid paths of silver air, he |launched hinself off on the winds and headed for
Aerillia.

Eliseth was no longer in the city of the Skyfol k. Chianmh was busy conducting a
pai nst aki ng search when he had a stroke of good fortune, and overheard two



wi nged sentries discussing the expedition to Dhiammara, and how nuch t hey
woul d have liked to be included. The Wndeye, follow ng the night breeze,
drifted away. He was about to return and tell Aurian what he had di scovered
when he had an idea. Why not go on, instead, all the way to Dhiammara? Ri di ng
the winds, the trip would take no tine, and it would be useful for Aurian if
he could find out what was really happening there.

Eliseth's home in the Dragon City was nuch nore tol erable now 1In the handful
of days since she had arrived, she had worked incredi bly hard, ordering her
new sl aves fromthe forest colony to clear the fallen masonry that clogged the
corridors of the enerald tower, and having them make the place habitable
agai n. The Magewonman had had every necessity flown in fromthe ransacked
forest colony, with additional luxuries conming in daily fromAerillia.

Today the Mageworman had finally been able to nove into the tower, and the
timng was perfect. Her wi nged watchers had told her that the visitor she had
been expecting was about to arrive that night. Eliseth wal ked over to the
large red crystal that stood on an ornate netal tripod in a corner, its glow
providing the roomwith [ight and heat. As she warned her hands, she reflected
that it hadn't taken her long to naster the crystal nagic of the |ate and

unl amrent ed Dragonfol k. Absently, she straightened the gol den goblets on the
tabl e and stroked the sunptuous fur that covered her carven chair. She was
gl ad her new quarters had been nade ready in tine to inpress her guest, for it
was not every day she had the opportunity to entertain a queen—even if the
gueen in question was nothing but a little Mrtal slut with delusions of

gr andeur.

The drumm ng of wings could be heard outside. Ah—the Khisihn was here at | ast.
The Weat her- Mage stepped to the door of her chanbers to greet her guest, who
had been escorted al ong the curving green corridors by Sunfeather and an honor
guard of two winged warriors, resplendent in full regalia.

"Her Majesty, Queen Sara," Sunfeather announced.

The guest had thrown back the deep hood of her traveling cloak, and the

wel coming snmle froze on Eliseth's face as she realized that this woman was
northern-fair, and not of the Khazalimat all! What was going on? If this was
a deception or a joke on someone's part, they would suffer for it, by the
Gods!

Then, from deep within her mnd, a menory surfaced—not a renenbrance from her
own past, but a recollection ripped fromAnvar's mnd, of his childhood | over
repudi ati ng himfor the Khazalimking. Eliseth exam ned the woman warily.

Here, then, was soneone apparently as ruthless as herself.

The fair little queen forbore to curtsy. Instead, she inclined her head
regally, a gesture between equals. Qutwardly, the bright smle stayed on
Eliseth's face. Inwardly, she seethed. "Your Majesty," she said, with a
correspondi ng nod.

"Pl ease,"” said the Queen, "let us have no such formality between us. | am sure
t hat women of our high station can be friends. After all, we have so much in
common—even the fact that we both cone from Nexis, and the fact that Aurian is
al so ny eneny."

The smile vanished fromEliseth's face as her jaw dropped open

Heari ng Aurian's nane, Chianh, who had been hovering, invisible, near the
ceiling in a corner of the room drewa little closer so as to be sure he
didn't mss anything the two wonen were saying. He had come in on the draft as
the visitor entered, curious to have another | ook at Aurian's eneny, whom he
had not seen since her attack on the Mage in the Vale, when she had stolen the
Sword of Flane. The visitor was a nystery, however. She night only be a
Mort al -but Queen Sara? The queen of what country? And when and how had she
cone from Nexi s? Though one was a Mage and one a Mdrtal, he could see exactly
what the two wonen had in common: their gol den beauty, their naked
anbition—and their relentless hatred of Aurian

At Eliseth's invitation the queen seated herself, arranged her skirts with

el egant grace, and accepted a cup of wine. "Now," she said, "if | night get



directly to business, Lady—the troops | promi sed you are on their way now and
will be here at Dhi ammara before norning. As arranged, | have told themto use
t he ground-1evel entrance. They will make their quarters in the | ower caverns,
and guard that neans of ingress at the same tinme. In return for my assistance,
you will give nme your backing, once Aurian is disposed of, to take over the
rule of the Khazalimin ny own right, instead of as a nere Regent."

"Indeed,"” Eliseth agreed snmoothly. "Since ny conquest of the Forest Kingdom
succeeded so well, | now have a good number of slaves to maintain this place,
and a secure supply base beyond the desert. Aurian should present us with few
problems. My wi nged watchers are ever vigilant, and unknown toiler, | have a
spy in her canp. No matter when she cones, or how she chooses to come, we wll
have fair warning—and we will be ready." Her eyes glittered avidly. "Once that
bitch is out of the way, we can divide these Southern Lands neatly between us
and bring themunder our rule." She smled coldly. "All will benefit fromthe
new state of affairs . "

"Especially us," Sara finished with a chimng |augh, and the two wonen |ifted
their glasses to one anot her.

After what Chianmh had just heard, the remai nder of the two wonen's
conversation was fairly inconsequential. He | earned that Sara woul d be staying
in Dhiammara for some days, but heard little el se that was of use. Unseen in
his high corner, he fidgeted inpatiently, waiting for soneone to open the door
and give hima breeze on which he could escape, and return to Aurian with his
news.

Chapter 32

A Matter of Trust

The sky was growing light in the east by the tinme the Wndeye returned across
the mountains to Aurian's canp. As he slid down the shining paths of air
toward hi s abandoned body, he noticed that the knot of pine and spruce in

whi ch he had conceal ed hinsel f was no | onger deserted. Shia was watching over
himin his absence. As he settled hinself with a groan into his cold, cranped
form the cat cocked her head and peered into his face. "About tine," she said
grouchily. "Aurian thought it wasn't safe to | eave you al one and hel pl ess out
of sight of canp, so | said I'd keep an eye on you for her. It was high tine
she got sone sleep.”

"I's she sl eepi ng now?" Chiamh asked. "lI'msorry to have to wake her, but |
must speak with her urgently."

"Can't it wait?" Shia snapped, her tail twitching. "The poor thing has to rest
sometime, you know. "

"Who' s wat ching the camp? Khanu?"

The great cat's fur bristled up on the back of her neck, and her tail |ashed
back and forth like a whip. "Look," she said defensively, "sone of us can't
hel p these things. It's the way we're made—unli ke some folk, we can't choose
our times and places. It wasn't ny idea."

Chi anh frowned. "Shia, what you were doing last night is your business

entirely. I wi sh you and Khanu all the luck in the world." He smled wyly.
"For what it's worth, | may be just a little envious, but | didn't nmean to
pry."

Shia grow ed under her breath. "I just feel so stupid. | wouldn't have felt so
bad, had we not ended up on Steelclaw. When | think of the risk and the
danger—not just to ourselves, but to everyone!" She shuddered. "It's an

al arm ng and unconfortable feeling, to know that your wits can just desert you
like that."

"Well," Chianh conforted her, "it nmay have been the proximty to your hone
territory that set you off. You know, |ike salnon swi mm ng honme to spawn.”
"I's that what they do?" Shia asked with interest. "Al | know about themis

t hat they make good eating."
"Stop trying to change the subject,” the Wndeye chuckled. "When will your
cubs be due?"



"Do you mi nd?" the cat protested. "lI'mtrying not to think about it. About two
moons and a half," she added after a noment. "Didn't you need to talk to

Auri an?"

"Whether | did or I didn't, |I can certainly recognize a change of subject when
| hear one. No, you've convinced ne to let Aurian sleep on. W won't be going
anywhere while it's daylight, in any case. | think I'Il get some rest nyself."
But Chi anh had overheard enough in Dhiammara to nmake his sleep uneasy, and to
fill his dreanms with i mages of bl oodshed and war.

"I never thought | would see this place again," Eliizar said bitterly. He

| ooked out from between the bars of the hastily constructed sl ave stockade at
the gigantic, ground-Ilevel cavern that was holl owed out of Dhianmara's
mountain. "l curse the day | last set eyes on it," he went on, "and | curse

t he Mage who brought ne here.”

Nereni took his hand. "My love, it's scarcely fair to blanme Aurian. How could
it be her fault that her enem es attacked our hone? Wiy, were it not for her
we woul d never have had a colony."

"And were it not for her, we would never have had a chil d—and | ook what
happened." Eliizar's voice thickened with grief. "Wiy, Nereni? How, after al

t hese barren years of |longing, could the Reaper see fit to bless us with a
child, and then be so cruel as to snatch her away again? I'Il tell you why..."
He turned on Nereni, his one eye blazing fiercely. "Because the Reaper never
meant us to have her, that's why. That Mage interfered with nature, and nade

us go against the god's divine will. Amahli was an abom nation in his sight.
She was taken fromus as a puni shment. . "

Nereni leapt angrily to her feet. "I will not sit here and listen to you
sayi ng such things!" she spat. “And if you ever call our daughter an

abomi nation again, | swear |I'Il kill you with my own bare hands!" She storned

of f across the cranped pen, barely noticing as the other slaves scranbled

qui ckly out of her way. Finding the farthest corner away fromEliizar, she sat
facing the wall so that she would not have to | ook at hi mand so no one could
see her cry.

After a time, Nereni felt a hand on her shoul der. She spun round angrily.

"Eliizar, go—eh, it's you, Jharav. Well, go away. | don't want to talk to
anybody. "

I gnoring the hostile shoul der that she turned toward him the fat old warrior
sat down with a grunt beside her. "Be patient with him Nereni. It is grief

t hat makes him say these things. You know how he worshi pped Amahli. ..
"And | did not, | suppose?" Nereni snapped.

"You know | didn't nmean that—we all have our grief to bear,"” Jharav sighed.
"Yes—exactly. You lost poor Ustila, but | never hear you talking like Eliizar
about Gods and puni shment and suchli ke nonsense. Is the world not a bad enough
pl ace without bringing the Gods into it?"

Jharav | aughed sourly. "I doubt that the priests would agree with you there,
but for us ordinary folk, it mght not be such a bad thing! Nay, but truly,
Nereni, you cannot throw out the good with the bad. Wy, | gain a great dea

of confort fromthinking of ny Ustila safe and happy in the Reaper's care."
"Yes, but your god is a kindly god," Nereni argued. "Eliizar's Reaper seemns
all spite and vengeance—surely a god woul d be above such petty things?"

The warrior shook his head. "G ve himtine, Nereni. Gve himtine."

"I need scarcely bother,"” Nereni retorted bitterly. "Wat would be the point,
Jharav? It won't be long before that evil woman works us all to death. Wat
can she be planning to do with this city that we seemto be reconstructing

wi th our bare hands? And what will she do with us—those that survive at
| east—hen it's fini shed?"
"As to that, | scarcely dare imagine. But | suspect that the Evil One intends

to reign over the entire South fromhere,” Jharav told her gravely. "This

pl ace woul d make an ideal stronghold. And if she already controls the
Aerillian Skyfol k—cursed be their name—then it can only be a matter of tine
before the other lands and races will fall into her hands."



"In that case," Nereni said with quiet dignity, "I would rather be dead, and
with nmy daughter."

Just at that noment, Lanneret, Raven's three-year-old son, came toddling up
"Reni," he quavered, tugging at her sleeve, "Mdther's crying again."

Nereni sighed, and gathered himinto her arns. She was horrified to see that
even his little |l egs had been wei ghed down w th shackl es and heavy chai ns—a
precaution that had been taken with all the captive Skyfolk, to prevent them
escapi ng from Dhianmara by air. "All right, little one," she told him "I1'II
cone right now "

As she got to her feet, she turned back to Jharav. "You know," she said,
"before | met Aurian, | was always too nervous and afraid to be any use in an
energency or a crisis. Now |l ook at me—+ shoul der not only ny own burdens but
everyone el se's, too." She gave a short, sour laugh. "Sometines |I'mnot sure
whet her | amgrateful to the Mage or not. It was far easier to be helpless.”
Raven was sitting beside her consort's unnoving body, her tears dripping down
onto the winged man's brui sed and swollen face. On the ground besi de her, her
baby was scream ng, but Raven did not even spare a glance for the tiny girl
"Ch, Nereni," she whispered. "I think he's going to die."

Agui | a had been severely beaten and kicked while trying to protect his queen
and children fromthe brutality of Sunfeather and the guards. For over a day
now, he had been unconscious, his breathing shallow and his body cold. To
Nereni, these were all bad signs, but for Raven's sake, she tried to keep her
fears to herself. In a way, Aguila's lack of consciousness had been the very
thing that had so far protected the Queen from Sunfeather's advances. There
was a whol e history of spite and hatred between the two warri ors—Sunf eat her
had al ways believed that he shoul d have been Royal Consort instead of Aguila
with his | owy background. Nereni knew that he would use this chance to take
Raven, to make her pay for rejecting hi mbut Sunfeather wanted Aguila to
witness his victory. Until it could be seen whether her consort would live or
die, Raven was fairly safe—as long as Sunfeather's patience held out.

Nereni conceal ed the flash of rage she felt at Raven's disregard for her babe.
Doesn't she realize how |lucky she is to have little Elster? the Khazal i m wonman
t hought. Some of us will never see our daughters agai n—ae woul d gi ve anyt hing
to have what Raven has. Neverthel ess, she took the w nged wonman in her arns,
and | et her weep for a tinme—before she took her to task. "Raven, you nust face
facts," she said firmy. "W have no medicines for Aguila, nor a physician to
help Hm Al we can do is try to keep himwarm and pray that his own
strength will suffice to bring himthrough. In the meantine, however," she
added sternly, "you can take care of your children—and you must. Lanneret gets
frightened when he sees you crying like that. You must be brave for him And
you rust feed your daughter, Raven, and hold her to keep her warm She needs
you nore than Aguila does at the nmonent. What would El ster say if she could
see you neglecting her little namesake thus?"

At the mention of Elster's name, Raven flinched as though Nereni had hit her
"That's not fair!" she protested. "How could you bring El ster into this when
I'"'mso afraid Aguila will die?" The last word was nmuffled with a sob

Nereni turned away in disgust. "You' re a queen," she said shortly. "Act like
one. Feed your daughter. Confort your son. Set your people an exanple. And
never, never |ose hope that one day we will get out of here.”

Aurian barely had tinme to wake up properly and choke down a | eathery nout hful
of two-day-old venison before Chianmh was trying to drag her off sonewhere. As
usual , she was not in the best of npods on first awakening. "What is the
natter

with you," she said testily, as he grabbed her hand and | ed her away fromthe
others. "What's all the mystery? Whatever it is, can't you just tell ne?"
Since they could have no fire, they had canped just below the tree line of the
mount ai n for conceal ment and shelter. The Wndeye | ed the baffled and
irritated Mage on a twisting path through the woods, and the Mage's hawk, who
had stuck firmly by her throughout the entire journey, followed them swerving



and banki ng between the trees.
"I don't want any of the others to know | went to Dhiammara | ast night,"

Chi anh explained quietly, as they went along. "I was afraid you'd let it
slip."”
"But | didn't know you went there. You told nme you were going to Aerillia.”

"What ever -+ definitely don't want the others to renenber that | can ride the
wi nds and spy on Eliseth." Chiamh gui ded the Mage down a steep rocky defile to
a tree-shaded nossy bank where a turbulent little nountain streamswrled and
seethed over its bed of rocks, making such a noise on its downward journey
that no one within a dozen yards of it could possibly be overheard.

The Mage forgot her irritation and listened, with growi ng di smay, to what the
W ndeye had to tell her. He did not get far

"She's in Dhiammara?" Aurian interrupted. "But that place is a bl oody natura
fortress. And how in the nane of all the Gods did she find out about the

pl ace—not to nention Aerillia . . ." She fell silent as the dreadfu
realization dawned on her. "What with everything that happened at the Well of
Soul s and afterward, | never thought to ask nyself how she could have ended up
in Aerillia. Chiamh—how could Eliseth have known? Until lately, she'd never
been out of the north in her lifel"

Chi anh took her hand. "Aurian, I'msorry. That's why | had to get you out of
the canp and talk to you in private. In future, we rmust guard every word we
say. One of our companions is Eliseth's spy.”

"I don't believe it!" Instantly, Aurian was furious with the W ndeye. "How
dare you say such a thing?"

Chi anh sai d nothi ng—he sinmply waited until the initial shock had receded.
Aurian bit her lip. "I"'msorry," she said. "Are you absolutely certain of
this?"

"I"'mcertain. That's what she told the Queen of the Khazalim"

"Sara? What the bl oody blue blazes was that backstabbing bitch doing there?"
Chi anh grimaced. "She's supplying Eliseth with warriors. | see there's no |ove
| ost between the two of you," he added dryly. "But how do you know her?"

"Know her? |'ve known the little baggage for years. She started life as a
fortune-hunting guttersnipe in Nexis—+n fact she and Anvar were chil dhood
sweet hearts, if you can believe it. Then she married Vannor for his noney."
"What ?” Chi anh | ooked absolutely stunned. "This is the Queen of the Khazalim
we' re tal ki ng about ?"

"Believe nme. Wien the Waiths struck, Vannor asked Anvar and ne to take her
with us, out of the city. Then when we got shi pwecked and ended up in

Tai beth, she got sold as a concubine to Xiang, and deci ded he was a nuch
better proposition than a nmere merchant."

The W ndeye shook his head. "Goddess save us," he muttered. "It will be

i nteresting when we get to Dhiammara and she and Vannor neet."

Aurian put her face into her hands. "Don't even think about it." Then she

| ooked up sharply. "Never mind that. Sara is small fry conpared to Eliseth.
You were saying that one of us is a spy? Chianmh, it can't be true, can it?
This is appalling news. Which of us could it be? And how | ong has it been
goi ng on?" She junped to her feet, as though she wanted to get physically away
fromthe unwel come news. "Chianh, would you nind |leaving ne for a little
while? | need to think this through. Tell the others—eh, | don't know Tel
them|l'mthinking. It's true enough."

"Al'l right." As he turned to go, Chianmh hesitated. "But |I'm going to send Shia
to watch over you," he told her firmy. "I know you can trust the cats, at
least. If one of our conpanions is really Eliseth's spy, then he's also her
agent, and the rest of us are in grave danger—especially you, Aurian. As soon
as your eneny realizes you know her |ocation and you're on your way there, |'m
sure we can expect some kind of attenpt on your life."

Once the Wndeye had gone, Aurian sat down again. She took a handful of
pebbl es fromthe bank of the stream and began to flick them one by one into
the water. "I know you can trust the cats, at least," Chianh had said. Did he
mean that she couldn't even trust hin? O that she shouldn't? No, surely



that's nonsense, the Mage thought. How coul d Chianh be Eliseth's spy? He

woul dn't have told ne ..

"Not unless he wanted to sow suspicion and di ssent between you and your ot her
conpani ons, " said her inner voice.

"That's rubbish,” Aurian told herself firmy. "Chianmh came with me through
time, as did |Iscalda and Schiannath. Eliseth never had a chance to get at
them It's far nore likely to be one of the others, who were in Nexis while
Eliseth was there—or Aerillia for that matter. It could even be Linnet—er
even Gince. He was certainly determ ned enough to cone along on this trip.
Aurian knew though, in her heart, that it was nost likely to be sonmeone who'd
had an encounter with the grail. Could the traitor be Vannor? O Forral ? "Dear
Cods, " Aurian whispered to herself. "Not Forral —surely? And what can | do
now?" One thing was for certain. There was no way she coul d get to Dhi ammara
to face Eliseth without the Magewoman knowi ng. Any possibility of surprising
her eneny had just been wi ped out completely.

"What is the matter?" Shia appeared through the trees, her voice sharp with
anxiety. "Chiamh wouldn't tell ne-he just sent ne to guard you. You're
shi el di ng your thoughts, ny friend, but | could feel your distress all the way
here. What has happened?”

"W're in a real ness, Shia." Quickly, Aurian told the cat what had happened.
Shia thought for a while, absently licking at a huge black paw. "You know,
there's one thing you haven't considered," she said at last. "If this spy has
been anmong us all the tinme, then Eliseth could have had you slain | ong ago,

wi t hout you coni ng anywhere near her and certainly while we were conpletely
unprepared for treachery. It would have been the easiest thing in the world
just to stick a sword or a knife into you as you slept—and certainly a | ot
nore safe and sure from her point of view So why has she not ordered your
death? It seems to nme that there can only be one answer—she wants you to cone
to her. But why?"

Aurian | ooked at her friend as though she had never seen her before. "Dear
Cods, " she said slowy. "You're absolutely right—and there can only be one
reason. Shia, | was a fool not to think of it before. Eliseth wants the

remai ning Artifacts! She's going to lure nme to Dhianmara, the npost defensible
place in the South, so that | can deliver the Harp and the Sword right into
her hands before she finishes ne."

"So she thinks," Shia snarled. "If she wants to finish you, she'll have to go
t hrough me to reach you."

Aurian reached out and touched the cat's broad, sleek head. "No, Shia. |I've

| ost enough friends since this business started. |I'mnot going to sacrifice

the rest of you now. There nust be sone ot her way.
"As far as | can see," Shia said, "there's no point in letting Eliseth know
you' ve di scovered that she has a spy, because that will mean she'll find out
that you can spy on her. There's only one thing we can do. W nust head for
Dhi ammara now, as quickly as possible, and hope to catch your eneny
unprepared. "

"We couldn't make it quickly enough.” Aurian argued. "As far as | can see,
she's already prepared. W need some way to her near her wi thout her

knowi ng... ."

"You coul d al ways shield,"” said Chianh.

"What ?" Aurian turned white. She |ooked frantically around, but could see

not hi ng—yet the voice had come from sonmewhere close to her left ear

Shia let out a threatening grow, rushed past Aurian—-and pounced. There was a
muf f1 ed shout —and suddenly Chi amh appeared, sprawl ed on the ground underneath
the great cat, who had her forepaws on his chest. Her fangs were bared and her
fierce golden eyes blazed down into his. Aurian's hawk dived around t hem
uttering shrill, angry cries and swoopi ng dangerously close to Chianh's eyes.
Wth difficulty, Aurian quieted the furious creature, though she was quite
happy for Shia to stay just where she was. Once the Mage had cal ned her hawk,
she stood, hands on hips, glaring down at Chianmh. "Now, " she said coldly.



"Perhaps you'd like to explain why you were spying on ne."

"Aurian, be sensible,"” the Wndeye gasped. "If |I had wanted to spy on you
woul d I have spoken up as | did? Had | felt the need to eavesdrop, | could
have | eft ny poor abused body safely behind, and watched you fromthe w nds..

Shi a | ooked around at the Mage. "When you think about it, that does make
sense," she said dubiously.

Auri an nodded. "l suppose so...
"Pl ease—fust get this bloody cat off me and | et nme explain. She's breaking ny
ribs," Chianmh protested in strangled tones.

"Al'l right," said Aurian with sudden decision. "Let himup, Shia. But

Chi anh—thi s had better be good. |I've got into the habit of trusting you, and
I'd hate to have to stop now. "

The W ndeye struggled to his feet, gingerly feeling his ribs. "Ch, it's good
all right. | think I've just found a way to get us into Dhiammara. | was j ust
practicing on you—and you've got to admt, it worked. You never even knew

was there." He | ooked at the Mage and grinned. "Trust ne, Aurian—you're sinply
going to love this."

Chapter 33

Cty of Dragons

He stood up on a high balcony that encircled one of the nmultiple spires of

Yi nze's Tenpl e, watching the sun set and listening to the wind shrilling

t hrough the grotesque structure to produce the eerie keening known as

I ncondor's Lanment. The nerve-tw sting sound was nmusic to the High Priest's
ears. The Lanent belongs to ne, he thought. This sound is a part of Aerillia
and now it is mne—along with all the rest of the city.

The last of the |l ow autum sun slid behind the nmountains, and the gold Iight
dinmmed fromthe bristling turrets, the soaring towers and the slender, tw sted
spires of Aerillia. Skua turned one last tinme to survey his domain. Now that

t he Magewoman had gone, he could truly call it his. The city of the W nged
Fol k was of little concern to her: now that she and Sunfeather had taken

Dhi ammara, they would be surely be content to | eave this place to him

Skua sighed happily. Al his Ilife he had been a devout and faithful servant to
Yi nze, and at last his god had given himhis due and proper reward. He had
waited years for this nonent, serving patiently as a disciple to the corrupt
and power-crazed Bl acktalon, then dealing with the tantrunms, the vacillation
and the mstrust of the inexperienced child who had assumed the throne. Though
fromtime to time he experienced a pang of guilt at betraying his queen, he

al ways conforted hinself with the thought that he was |eading the |ost and
godl ess deni zens of Aerillia back to the true ways of Yinze. Already he was
formulating a stringent new set of laws to protect his flock fromsin—for was
it not better to punish their bodies in order to save their soul s?

Skua shivered, as a raw and icy wi nd cane out of the north. Gdd, he thought.
The weat her nmust be changi ng. Perhaps he should go inside now ... As he wal ked
around the curve of the bal cony, he noticed, in the far distance, a great

bl ack cl oud that seened to be sweeping down with uncanny speed out of the

north. Well, he thought, that would certainly explain this chill—it |ooks as
though we're in for a rare storm The approachi ng tenpest, however, could do
little to danmpen his exhilaration. Aerillia has seen storms before, he
thought. I'msure the city can weather it.

The wi nd cane again, fetid and dank |ike the exhal ation froman open tonb. A
shiver of unease passed through the Hi gh Priest's frame, but he told hinself
firmy that he was imagining things. Wiat could go wong now? Yinze would
never allow any harmto befall his favored servant. Fromthe city bel ow cane

t he t hunder of many w ngs as people began to panic, leaving the city in droves
and headi ng south. Fools, Skua thought. That stormw Il catch themright out
in the open....

The vast bl ack cloud stretched across the sky now, growi ng |larger by the



monent. . . . Though Skua knew now that this could be no natural phenomenon
he stayed where he was, paralyzed with horror like a bird fascinated by the
glittering gaze of a snake; aghast with the knowl edge that Yinze had betrayed

himafter all, just as Skua had betrayed his queen. He was still standing
there when the Nihilimcovered Aerillia like a great black cloak, and began to
f eed.

It took Aurian and her conpanions two hard nights' flying to reach the forest
on the edge of the Jewel ed Desert, sparing little tine to hunt and forage on
the way. Though Aurian was wearied, as were Linnet and the Xandim by the
grueling

journey, the Mage couldn't help but think wyly of the length of tinme it had
taken her to cross these very nountains on foot when she was headi ng north,
with Eliizar, Nereni, and the Gthers. As she flew over the forest, seeking the
remai ns of the settlenent, the fate of her poor friends nmade Aurian's thoughts
turn grim Chianmh had told her what he'd overheard about Eliseth's attack on

the forest comunity. If Nereni and Eliizar were still alive, they would now
be slaves in Aerillia—and what had happened to the Mage's last, secret gift
to then? She had used her healing skill to help her friends conceive their

| onged-for child at |ast—but what had happened to it? Had it been safely born?
Had it survived Eliseth's treacherous onslaught? If anything had happened to
them... Aurian gritted her teeth and cl enched her fingers so tightly in
Chianh's |l ong bl ack mane that he whinnied in protest.

If Eliseth was using the remains of the colony as a supply post, it was
certain to be guarded. The Mage's conpani ons settled down in hiding at the
nort heastern edge of the forest, well away from both the human col ony of
Zithra and the Skyfol k settlement of Eyrie up in the hills to the northwest.
Aurian and the Wndeye left their bodies and flewin |low and silent on the

wi nds, in the darkest hour of the night, to find out just what was taking

pl ace. As the sun rose, they found the broad cleared areas in the forest, and
saw buil dings and cultivated fields in clusters below Aurian nmuttered a
curse. The whol e area was swarm ng with Skyfol k.

"Good," said Chianh determ nedly. Even though they were out of their bodies
and usi ng m nd-speech, he still spoke in a low voice. "This will give us a
chance to practice our shielding before we actually get to Dhianmara."

"Look on the bright side, eh?" Aurian said wyly. "Well, | suppose you're
right. | don't like |leaving an eneny at ny back, but what el se can we do?"

"I'f you cut off the head, the rest of the snake will die," Chianh reassured
the Mage. "Eliseth has the rightful Queen of the Wnged Folk in captivity,
renenber? Once we can free Raven and renove her enemies, these Skyfol k here

wi || change sides pretty quickly—+ hope. In the neantine, we may as well take
a good | ook while we're here," he added. "Just in case these warriors decide
not to cooperate later on, let's see exactly what we're up against."

For a tine, they watched the Wnged Fol k working busily sorting, stacking, and
packi ng the contents of the colony's storeroons into sacks and nets for
transport. Eliizar's folk had enjoyed a good harvest this year, and Aurian and
Chi anh | ooked wistfully at the piles of fruit, vegetables, grain, and dried
meat that were all being paraded before them Aurian sighed. "I wish it were
possible to actually steal stuff in this incorporeal form"

"Ah well," said Chianmh, "it won't be too nuch | onger before we're feasting in
Aerillia."”

"I know you can fly trenendously fast in your equine form but we can't go as
fast as when we ride the winds," Aurian argued. "It's bound to take nore than
a night to get across the desert, though. W'Il be pushing it to get there in
three."”

"Don't worry, we'll make it," Chianh conforted her.

"W'd be a lot nore sure to nake it if we could get some food from down there,
and some extra cl oaks and bl ankets to shelter us fromthe glare of the desert
days. "

When Aurian and the Wndeye returned to the others and nmade their report,
however, Linnet spoke up immediately. "W don't have to go wi thout that stuff.



I can go down and get what we need. 1'll say |I've just been transferred from
Aerillia—they' |l never know "

The Mage found herself beginning to smile. "Wat—you just plan to walk in,
take the food, and wal k out again? As easily as that?"

"No." Linnet shook her head. "No, |I'mnot quite that innocent, Lady. | doubt
it wll really be that sinple. | think it is possible, though."
Aurian nodded thoughtfully. "I believe you're right."

"Let me go too," Wl f broke in eagerly. "No one would suspect a wolf.
"You're right, they wouldn't," Forral said flatly. "They'd just put an arrow
through him This isn't Eilin's valley now, Wlf. You'll stay right here."
Wl f subsided with a sul ky whine.

"Don't even think about it," Forral told himfirmy. "lI'mgoing to be watching
you |like a hawk, ny boy. You aren't going anywhere."

Later that day, after she had rested, Linnet bathed in a freezing nountain
streamw th the usual disregard that the Wnged Fol k di spl ayed toward col d,
and tried to make herself as presentable as possible. Then she set off flying
toward Zithra, taking with her the hopes and good w shes of all her

conpani ons. The winged girl's stomach was taut with a m xture of nerves and
excitement. She was well aware how rmuch he depended on her—and just how much
danger was involved. She nust be very careful not to |let themcatch her out.
As she reached the outskirts of the settlenent, Linnet was hailed in mdair.
"Hoi You! \Where are you going? ldentify yourself!"

The winged girl |ooked round to see two armed sentries arrowing up at her from
the trees on the hillside. Wary of the crossbows that they carried, she
descended at once to land in a clearing. As soon as she touched the ground,
the sentinels closed in on her. "Were are you fron?" one of them demanded. "I
haven't seen you before.”

"Haven't you?" Linnet retorted pertly. "You haven't been |ooking then. |'ve
been up in Eyrie, clearing buildings. They sent ne down here to help out."
"Where's your uniforn?" The ot her guard demanded. "You | ook |like the contents
of a ragbag."

Li nnet |aughed. "That's just what |'mwearing. | had an acci dent yesterday
when a bag of rotten fruit burst all over me. They had to kit ne out from what
they could find in Eyrie while nmy gear was cl eaned—the snell was
unbel i evabl e. "

One of the sentries |laughed. "I can well imagine," he said. "Al right, girl.
Of you go down to the settlement—they' Il soon find enough work for you down
there. Don't burst any nore bags of fruit now, will you?" he called after her

as she left.

Limp with relief, Linnet glided down to the main settlement in the valley,
where she found a winged captain in charge of the foodstuffs and told her
story again. The captain, busy and harassed, didn't even bother to ask any
guesti ons—she was only too glad of an extra pair of hands. Soon the wi nged
girl found herself in a |line of workers packing food into sacks for
transportation to Dhi ammara.

It was a sinple enough matter to appropriate two of the sacks: one of cheeses,
and one of dried nmeat, plus a pair of |large waxed skins for carrying water.

Li nnet sinmply "lost" the bags and left themin a dark out-of-the-way corner in
a lean-to porch on one of the houses. Along with a bundl e of old bl ankets
filched fromone of the houses, that was all she could carry. It was nore
difficult to sneak away fromthe work team but Linnet chose her noment.

Sli ppi ng back between the houses she returned to her precious |oot, arranging
her burdens as best she coul d about her person and slinging themin position
wi th rope. Looking carefully around her to nake sure she was not being

wat ched, she headed off, flying | ow between the trees rather than taking to

t he open skies where she coul d be spotted.

It had to happen, of course, in a place where the tree cover was thin, but at
| east the sound of wi ngs overhead served as a warning. Linnet |ooked up to see
a patrol of winged warriors in the distance, heading toward her. Her heart

| eapt into her throat. Her pilfering had been di scovered and they were com ng



for her! Then she realized that they were coning fromEyrie —entirely the
wrong direction. "ldiot!" she told herself Nonetheless, if she couldn't get
hersel f under cover, there would be some very awkward questions asked. Linnet
| ooked around wildly; then, through the trees to the right of her, she noted
the glint of grey stone. A building? Here, so far beyond the settlenent? Thank
Yinze for a mracle!

The house was a burnt-out ruin, but plenty of hiding places could still be
found among the rubble. Linnet slipped into a niche beneath a cluster of beans
that had fallen like a child' s jackstraws, sonmehow supporting each ot her

wi thout falling down. Crouching there in the sooty, snoke-reeking darkness,
she listened hard until the sound of w ngs had conpletely cleared fromthe
ski es.

Dusk was falling as Linnet struggled out from her cranped refuge,
straightening her filthy wings with a sigh of relief.

"Don't nove or I'll shoot!"

The winged girl stiffened, cursing under her breath. Not now, when she was so
cl ose .

"Put those bags down and step away fromthem"

Suddenly it occurred to Linnet that the voice sounded terribly young. . . .
Stooping as if to slip the bags fromher shoul ders, she reached down swiftl
and picked up a stone fromthe rubble, turning and throwing in one fluid
nmotion. There was a cry of pain, a crossbow bolt whizzed harm essly past her
left ear to go clattering off a piece of broken wall —and Linnet turned
fully, to see two children in the shadows.

Aurian | ooked at the pair of youngsters, still unable to believe that this

| ovely young girl was the child, she had hel ped Nereni conceive. "I'm amazed
that you survived," she said to Amal h

"You were incredibly lucky not to suffocate in that cellar when the rest of

t he house burned above you."

"It was the wine cellar,"” the winged | ad explained. "It was ventilated. There
was air coming in fromthe outside all the tine."

Aurian was scarcely listening. She was renenbering Tiercel's father, Petrel
and wondering whet her he had survived the attack

"We had an awful time getting food, though,"” Amahli added. "W could only go
out at night and forage in the woods...."

"I"'mglad you came."” Abruptly Tiercel's cloak of assuned maturity fell away
fromhim "W couldn't have stayed there forever, but | just didn't know what
el se to do or where to go."

The Mage wi shed that she could so easily hand on the responsibility for
everyone. Sadly, that had never happened for years, and probably never would
agai n.

"Lady," Linnet rem nded her urgently. "They're bound to m ss ne soon, down at
the settlement. W should go now, before they start conbing the forest. And we
can't |eave these two here to be caught."”

"You' d rather take theminto the mdst of a battle?" Aurian asked her
waspi shl y—but she knew that the winged girl was right. "Very well," she said.
"It's dark enough to take on the desert now, so let's get noving. Amahli—you
ri de behind Forral on Schiannath's back. Tiercel—ean you manage to fly the

di st ance?"

The dark-haired lad grinned. "Don't worry, Lady. After these |last cranped days
of hiding, I'mlooking forward to stretching ny wi ngs."

When everyone was nounted and assenbled with all their burdens, Aurian |eapt
up on Chianmh's back and hel ped Gince up behind her. "Right, ny friend," she
murmured to the Wnd-eye. "Let's do it—ow"

The Mage felt Chiamh's mind join with hers as together they neshed their
shields into an anal gam of two different types of magic. Aurian was using the
H gh Magic of the Staff to protect them from magi cal view through scrying, and
also to shield themso that the spy, whoever he was, could not pass on any
nmessages to Eliseth as to their whereabouts and progress. Chiamh, on the other



hand, was protecting the conpani ons from physical view by a variation of his

illusion spell. He was sinply projecting an illusion, in fact, that there was
no one there at all. It took a great deal of concentration to keep it up, but
it certainly seemed to work very well, as Aurian had di scovered that day in

the forest.

As they took off into the darkening sky and headed for the desert, the Mage
realized that talisman or no talisnman, she was now feeling the pressure of
their additional burdens of water, food, and Amanli, plus the different kind
of strain involving the maintenance of her magi cal shield. She knew t hat
Chianh too nmust be in a sinilar predicanent, and only hoped that their
strength would hold out |ong enough for themto get to Dhiammara and do what
they had to do. The next few days woul d be cruci al

"Hey—two of the horses have got | oose!" The Khazalimsentry on watch at the
cavern nouth could not believe his eyes, though he was glad of a diversion to
break the nonotony of this pointless duty. "Conme and help ne," he yelled at
his fell owguard. Between themthey managed to round up the horses, which were
mlling about near the entrance to the cavern. The creatures, quite docile,

al l owed thensel ves to be | ed back inside to the picket lines. The guards,
preoccupi ed, had their backs turned toward the opening, and did not notice the
lithe, shadowy figures of the two great cats who slipped on silent feet into
the vast, sparsely torchlit cave

"Reaper's curse on these troopers,"” the sentry grunbled as he fastened the
animal s up again. "Some of themare so carel ess. Wiy, these poor creatures

m ght still have been wandering about outside when the sun cane up, and that
woul d have been the end of themand such handsone animals, too," he added,
snoot hing the neck of the white mare as she nosed in his pocket for tidbits.
"Way, if | had such a beast as this, 1'd take better care of her."

"Hurry up," grunbled his partner, clearly less of a |lover of horseflesh.

"We' || be skinned alive if the captain finds us away from our posts."

"I can't for the life of me think why. The prisoners are all |ocked up, and
who's going to risk their life crossing that accursed desert to get to this

pl ace? The arse-end of nowhere—that's where we are . " The nmen's voices
faced into the distance as they wal ked away. Once they were safely gone, the
white mare spat out a bunch of keys onto the sand. Then the outlines of both
beasts blurred and shi mered, and |Iscal da and Schi annath stood in their place.
Using the |lines of genuine horses as cover, they picked up the keys that
Iscalda had lifted fromthe guard' s pocket and nelted into the shadows at the
far end of the cavern, keeping well away fromthe sol diers bivouacked around

t he upper pool. Near the slave stockade, built around the pool on the |ower

| evel, they were joined by two great cats.

Eliizar didn't sleep any nore. No matter how hard the sl aves were worked

t hrough the day, either clearing and repairing it the jewel ed buildings in the
city above or exploring and opening up the chanbers that honeyconbed the

mount ain, he would return to the stockade at night, pick at his supper, and
spend what shoul d have been his hours of rest |eaning against the bars that
caged him staring into space and thinking about his daughter. He scarcely
even tal ked to Nereni these days. At first she had been synpathetic, then she
had grown worried, and finally angry, but nothing she said nmade any difference
to Eliizar any nore. The present was so unbearable to himthat he preferred to
spend all his time walking in the sunlit afternoons of the past.

"Eliizar? Eliizar!" The swordmaster canme out of his reverie to hear sonmeone
calling his name in a hissing whisper. As his vision cane back into focus, the
blurred patter of |light and shade on the other side of the bars resol ved
itself into a famliar face.

" Schi annat h?"

"Shhh! Listen, Eliizar—and for the sake of the goddess, keep quiet! Aurian is
here. W need to free you folk and create a diversion in these | ower caverns.
Here are the keys— He passed the bunch, warm from his hand and for sone
reason somewhat wet and sticky, to Eliizar. "Now," he went on, "I want you to
creep around and unl ock all the shackles on the Skyfol k before we do anything



el se. And whatever you do, keep themfromgetting excited. If we wake the
guards at this point, we're lost."

Eliizar nodded, his heart beating fast with excitenment. Just as he was turning
to go, the Xandi mwarrior reached through the bars and caught his sl eeve.
"Ch—and | al nost forgot," he whispered. "W found your daughter in the
settlenent. She's alive!" He faded back into the shadows, |eaving the
speechl ess swordmaster alone. As the inport of Schiannath's words gradually
cane hone to him Eliizar felt his heart, which had been closed and cl enched
so long in grief, opening up like a flower. Tears of joy and gratitude blurred
the sight in his one good eye. "Thank you," he whispered. "Ch, thank you!" In
that nmoment, he had no idea to whom he was speaking; but the words were no

| ess heartfelt for that.

Raven sat with her son on her lap and her little daughter in her arns, rocking
both children absently as they slept. She was gl ad of them now, just as she
was gl ad of the support and conpani onship of Nereni, who stayed with her
constantly. Aguila, by some mracle, still lived, but as he had sunk deeper
and deeper into a torpid state, Raven had gradually given up hope that he
woul d ever wake again. Now he seened to exist between two worlds: barely
clinging to life, but somehow, with a stubborn determ nation that was so much
a part of his waking nature, refusing to accept the finality of death.

As she kept vigil, Raven found herself thinking nore and nore often of their
early days—ef how he had cheered her first lonely days as Queen, and how, when
they had first nmet, she had treated himas a coarse and common sol di er unti
dear Elster had put her right, and told her to marry him Raven recalled the
ridicul ous | ook of shocked incredulity on his face when she had asked himto
wed her, and sniled fondly through a glimrer of tears. "Ch, Aguila—get well,
you idiot. Cone back to ne, please. " So |l ost was she in her prayers and
menories that she did not notice the stealthy novenent and the buzz of subdued
excitement that was taking place around her. The first thing she saw was
Eliizar, with an enormous smile on his face, holding out a bunch of keys. He
was | ooking right through her, however—he only had eyes for his wife. "Nereni
Nereni ," he whispered joyously. "Amahli is alive!”

Eliizar returned to Schiannath. "Now what?" he whi spered. Schiannath's grin
flashed white in the darkness. "Now we turn the tables on your guards," he

whi spered. "Dead or inprisoned, | don't care—but none, absolutely none of the
eneny must be pernmitted to escape to warn the fol k above. Pass the word. I'm
going to open these gates now. Tell themto wait for my signal—-and cone out
fighting."

As the thick band of stormclouds blotted out the last of the noonlight across
the Dragon City, Eliseth paced the |lofty observation platformon top of

Dhi ammara' s hi ghest tower, unable to contain her restlessness. "Were is she?"
she nuttered. "Aurian nust come soon."

It was compl etely unnerving. For three days now, the Magewonman had been blind
and deaf as to Aurian's whereabouts. Just when the wetched woman had been
headi ng south toward the desert, and Eliseth really needed to keep a cl ose eye
on her eneny's progress, she had lost contact with her spy. Each tinme she
tried to insinuate herself into Vannor's mnd, she had come across a hard,

bl ank, reflective surface that would not yield to her probing will. "That
bitch is com ng, though," Eliseth said to herself "I just knowit." Already
she had doubl ed her patrols in the skies around the nountain, and put the
Khazal i mtroops who manned the | ower corridors on full alert. The grail and
the Sword were safely hidden, and she had just conpleted her |ast defense—+the
bui |l dup of a storm above the city that she could unleash at will. Surely, that
woul d be enough?

"It's been a long line, Eliseth—+'ve been |ooking forward to this neeting!"
Wth an inarticulate cry, the Magewonman spun round, |ooking frantically for
the source of her eneny's voice. There was no one on the rooftop, but there,
down there anong the city's scattered buil dings—was that not a tall, faniliar
figure with flam ng hair? Curse her—she was heading for the emerald tower!
Frantically, Eliseth waved her arms, trying to attract the attention of the



guards she had stationed round the rimof the crater. "There," she cried. "Are
you blind, you fools? Aurian is here! Wiy did you let her through?" She ran to
t he edge of the roof and began a headl ong descent of the spiral track that |ed
down to the ground, but her pace was slowed by the need for care, for there
was no rail or guard to prevent her from plunging to her death should she miss
her footing. Down in the city, the Mage had di sappear ed.

The fight in the great cavern was brief but bloody. The settlers of both
races, wi nged and human, were savagely glad of a chance to avenge their dead
and repay the ruin of all their dreans. The Khazalimwoke to find their
sentries gone, their weapons stolen, and the exits to the cavern bl ocked, the
cave mouth to the outside being guarded by two bl ack denons of unmat ched
ferocity. The access that had been hewn into the bowel s of the npbuntain as an
alternative to the Dragonfol k's peculiar crystaline neans of transport up to
the city was bl ocked by two strange Northern warriors—a man and a wonan—who
were soon joined by the slave who had been the | eader of the rebels, the man
who, runor said, had killed the great swordsman Xi ang hi nsel f. No one dared
face himnow that he was free.

A good half of the Southern warriors survived: mainly those with the
intelligence to realize that their cause was lost fromthe start. They were

| ocked in the sane stockades that they had previously been guarding, with the
know edge that their own | aziness and | axity had put themthere.

When the cavern had been secured, Aguila and the rest of the wounded settlers
were gently lifted or hel ped fromthe stockade before the eneny were | ocked

i nside. They were nade confortable in the encanpnent near the upper pool as
the | eaders gathered there to make their plans.

"What now?" Petrel asked Schiannath. Like Eliizar and Nereni, the w nged man
and his mate Firecrest were ablaze with excitenment at the news of their
child' s mracul ous survival

"Now we get up to the city," the Xandimsaid. "Aurian said there was a secret
way up, something | couldn't make out about a crystal, but if Eliseth had
brought the Khazalimin to guard this cavern, she must know about it...."

"I don't think she does,"” Nereni put in. "Fromwhat we coul d overhear, she

di scovered the cavern separately fromthe chanbers in the nountai n—she got
into those from above. That's why she made us dig a way into the | ower |levels
of chanmbers—she thought that failing all else, she'd nake her own entrance.
There were two transporting crystals,"” she added brightly, ignoring Eliizar
whose smile was vanishing rapidly. "We didn't go in them but Shla did." The
little woman frowned, trying to renmenber. "There was one by the pool," she
chattered brightly—don't poke ne like that, Eliizar, you know how

brui se—but that one didn't go all the way, and they had an awful time, Aurian
said, with chasnms and invisible bridges and all sorts. And then there was

anot her one—the one they cane down by. That one was in the back of the
cavern, over there. "

Shia went to the back wall, her whiskers bristling, and sniffed at the stone.
Suddenly she halted with a low grow, all the hair on her spine standing up on
end. Though they had no Mage to interpret for them it was quite clear that
the cat had | found the place.

Schiannath leapt to his feet. "Right, let's get nmoving," he said briskly.

"Skyfol k, you can fly up the outside of the nountain. You'll know what to do
when you get up there—your task is to deal with the airborne threat. W'l

have to go up in shifts—how many folk do you think this contraption will take,
Ner eni ?"

The wonman shrugged. "About six or eight, |I would think. Not nany."

"Well, the cats can be first," Schiannath decided. "They can do the fighting
of about ten! Iscalda, you had better go with themto get things organi zed at
t he top—and what about you, Eliizar? Do you want to go in the first |oad?"
Eliizar stepped back hastily. H's face had gone a ghastly greeni sh shade. "I
don't— he began. Nereni narrowed her eyes at him "Your daughter is up
there," she said.

The swordnaster swal |l owed, and stepped forward. "All right—et's get this over



with."

Nereni hugged him "I'mvery proud of you," she said softly, and stepped back
to join Raven, who was staying behind with Jharav to take care of the wounded
and the children.

Since Nereni couldn't fight, she knew there was no sense in her trying to take
a warrior's place. Neverthel ess, as she watched the warriors departing in

smal | groups, as though they had been sucked into nothingness by the wall, she
wi shed vehenently that at some tinme in her life, she'd had a chance to |learn
to fight.

"But you can't just go off like that and | eave us all alone,"
Amahli protested to the nan with one hand. "The Lady Aurian said you were
supposed to stay here in this building and guard us. What if soneone cones?"

"No one will cone," Vannor said inpatiently. "And | don't see why | should

have to stay here and miss all the action playing nursemaid. You'll have to
manage. You've got the wolf, after all." Wth that, he was gone.

A monent |ater, when Amahli and Tiercel |ooked around for the wolf, he was

gone t oo.

"All right, Gince-tet's see how good a thief you really are," Aurian

whi sper ed.

Since the entrance to the enerald tower had been destroyed in the earthquake,
Eliseth's slaves had repaired it with stone fromthe nmountain, and hung a
great, heavy iron door with a series of conplex |ocks.

"Where in the name of all Creation did she get that fronP" Forral nuttered
Aurian shrugged. "There were a whole | ot of chanmbers down inside the nountain
with doors like this. W never did find out what was behind them—ae coul dn't
get inside."

"I"ll get inside the bugger," Gince muttered, sliding a slender dagger into
one of the latches. "I never saw a | ock that could beat nme yet."

"Well, hurry up,"” Forral told him "W want to be in there before Eliseth
thinks to cone back this way...."

Suddenly Aurian's hawk took off from her shoul der and flew round her head in
circles, screeching with excitenent. "Look The Mage poi nted upward. "They did
it! The cats and the Xandi m have freed the slaves!” In the sky above, the air
was full of w nged figures, swooping and swerving through the | ow storm cl ouds
as they fought with savage ferocity. Behind her, from Gince, canme the sounds
of clicking, scraping, and swearing. She realized that now the sl aves had been
freed, Shia would be bringing folk up in the crystal contrivance that energed
within the emerald tower—and the tower had better be open. "Gince," she said,
"do you think you'll be ..."

"CGot it!" the thief grunted. There was one last click, and the door swung
open.

"Good man!" Aurian cl apped himon the back.

Grince grinned up at her. "Told you you'd need ne, didn't 1?" he said.

The spiral corridor within the tower still glowed with its faint green light,
and Aurian was assailed by a powerful nmenmory. She turned back to Forral and
took his hand. "Do you renenber this place?" she said softly. "You came back
to me and led ne here...."

"Of course | renenber," the swordsman said with a catch in his voice. "Cods,
but it was good to see you again! | got into dreadful trouble with Death over
t hat escapade— He squeezed her hand. "It was worth it, though.”

They rounded a curve of the spiral to discover that the crystal contrivance
had al ready disgorged the cats, Iscalda, and Eliizar. Wth a whoop of delight,
Aurian hugged Eliizar. "Were's ny daughter?" the swordmaster asked her
urgently.

"She's safe, don't worry. She's in one of the buildings, and she's guarded."
She turned to Iscalda. "Just keep them com ng while we search this building."

"We can't." Shia |looked glum "It's jamed. | remenber, it was never the sane
after the earthquake—well, this is all of us you're going to get."
"Well, we'll have to manage," Aurian said. "W'd better start by searching the

building in any case." The Mage was absolutely certain that Eliseth would have



| ocked up the sword and the grail in this place—but after a fruitless search
of the emerald tower, she was forced to adnit she was wong. Standing in the
m dst of the sunburst chanber, the heart of the tower, Aurian gave herself up
to sonme serious swearing. If the Artifacts were not here, then where were
they? And nore to the poi nt—ahere was Eliseth?

Chapter 34

Resurrection

Eliseth ran through the streets of Dhiammara, seeking the elusive figure of
her eneny. It was difficult to concentrate-she was view ng the scene through
mul tiple vision as she switched fromone of her puppets to the other, and back
to her own sight once nore. To her relief, she had found Vannor at |ast, and
what was nore, had found her access to his mind unbl ocked. She had sent him
out into the city in search of Aurian too.

After a long and fruitless search, she grew weary and inpatient. Furthernore,
a glance up at the skies showed her that Sunfeather's Skyfol k were finding

t hensel ves no match for the ferocity of Petrel and the colonists of Eyrie. It
was tinme to bring matters to a head before she | ost the advantage—f she could
not find her eneny, it was tine to lure Aurian to her. Reaching out with her
m nd, she contacted Bern, who was safely hidden in a nearby building.
Mani pul ati ng himdeftly, she planted orders in his mind to bring the Artifacts
to the platformon top of the city's highest tower.

"Aurian! Eliseth cried, augmenting her voice with nagic so that it echoed

t hr oughout the whole of the Dragon Gity. "I grow weary of this gane of cat and
mouse! If you wish to challenge ne, you will find ne on top of the highest
tower." There was no answer—not that she had really expected one. Hurrying,

t he Magewoman turned her steps toward the tower.

When Eliseth reached the top, she found Bern already there, his chest heaving
fromthe clinb. The grail and the Sword lay on the stone at his feet.
Good—that was fine. Now, what was Vannor up to...

Even as she slid into his mnd, he found the Mage.

Vannor rushed through the streets, baffled and bew | dered. Hi s nind kept
fading in and out and there were alarming gaps in his nmenory. Every so often
he woul d blink, it seemed, and find hinmself in a different street entirely.
There was only one inperative in his mnd that overrode all his confusion
Find Aurian—that was all he knew. He made for the sparkling green tower—and
suddenly there she was.

"Vannor?" Aurian stepped forward. She was frowning. "Wat are you doing here?
You' re supposed to be | ooking after those children. "

And then Eliseth slid into Vannor's mind, and she drew his sword and struck at
the Mage. The blade bit into Aurian's neck and she went down in a pool of

bl ood. There cane an angui shed cry, and Eliseth | ooked up through Vannor's
eyes and saw Aurian coming round the corner, sword in hand, her eyes abl aze
with rage and grief. The Wat her- Mage | ooked down again, and bleeding in the
street was the Xandi mcreature that Vannor knew as the W ndeye. Then Aurian's
sword flashed down, and Vannor saw no nore.

Aurian stared in horror at the two nen. Then she flung herself down beside
Chi anh's body, taking in the nortal wound at a gl ance. Vannor's clunmsy bl ow
had meant to behead him but instead had hacked a great gash where his neck
joined his shoul der, through which his |ifeblood punped with each beat of his
faltering heart. There was no time to heal such a dreadful wound—he woul d be
dead | ong before she could finish, and besides, she had to find Eliseth.
Drawi ng on the power of the Staff, she took the Wndeye out of tinme—and poor
Vannor too, though she was fairly sure she had killed him So he had been the
spy all along—but it had been Eliseth who had | ooked out of his eyes when he
delivered the death bl ow. Aurian had struck himdown in anger and the need to
be rid of Eliseth's puppet, but Vannor had been her friend. Gently, she
reached out to touch his face. "I'"msorry," she whi spered, her throat tight
with grief, "but I know you woul dn't want to be her slave."



There was no time for nore. Now, it was inperative she find the grail —for the
sake of both Chianh and his killer.

Aurian's conpani ons stood around her, stunned and horrified at what had just
happened. "Chiamh was nmy decoy—he projected an illusion of hinself as nme," she
expl ained quickly. "I told the idiot it was dangerous. " Her voice
caught, and she swall owed hard. "Sonmehow, Eliseth was controlling Vannor.

She shrugged. Expl anations would have to wait. "And now |'m going to have it
out with her." She headed off toward the tower, then paused. "The rest of you
stay here," she said. "And | mean it."

Shia | ooked at Forral. "Do you think she means us?"

"No, she couldn't possibly."

"That's what | thought." Together, they set off after the Mage.

"Al'l right, you two." Aurian spoke w thout even gl ancing backward. "I knew you
woul dn't take any notice."

Around her head, the hawk still swooped and hovered, plainly not taking any
noti ce either.

"Wait, wait!" Iscalda came running up behind the Mage. "This i s madness! Wy
climb all the way up there when Eliseth is expecting that? 1'll take you,
Aurian. We'll fly."

Qui ckly, Iscalda changed to her equine shape of a white mare. The Mage
scranbl ed up onto her back, drawing on the powers of the talisman to find the
pat hs upon the wind. Up they went, clinbing toward the spiral tower and the
tall, silver-haired figure that stood on top

Aurian never had the slightest inkling that the attack was about to happen

She heard a rending scream and saw a flash of silver as a sword bl ade cl ove
the air close to her ear. She collected herself intime to see the flailing
figure of Sunfeather plunge toward the ground, with her hawk still clinging to
his face, gouging at his eyes with its long, curved beak. The bird only broke
away before the winged nan hit the ground.

Aurian remenbered her suspicion, never quite forgotten, that the hawk m ght
contain Anvar's spirit, and began to wonder anew.

Eliseth gave a shrill cry of horror when she saw Sunfeather go down. "Dam
you!" she shrieked. "Curse you for all eternity!"

Stirred by the Wat her-Mage, the wind began to swirl and scream around the
tower, trying to pluck Aurian fromls-calda's back. Using the Staff to boost
her powers, she formed a shield around hersel f and her conpanions, including

t he hawk, who had soared back up to her shoul der, and was sheltered, like the
mare, in the protective bubble of the energy barrier

Eliseth's first bolt of lightning hit them before they even reached the top of
the path, and gl anced off the shield in a shower of sparks. It was foll owed by
further bolts, and a shower of hail that rattled harm essly off the barrier
Aurian dropped her shield for an instant, and struck at the tower with a bolt
of energy fromthe Staff of Earth. For an instant, the soaring building was
envel oped in a haze of vibrant green force, and Aurian heard the boomas it
shook all the way down to its foundations. A network of cracks snaked up the
stonework, but still the tower held. Eliseth's servant, who had been trying to
shel ter behind her, was knocked off his feet by Aurian's bolt, and rolled

hel pl essly over the edge. H s |long, drawn-out wail was cut off sharply as he
hit the ground, and Aurian shuddered. Eliseth, secure behind her own shields,
simply laughed at the Mage.

Then, for the first tine, Aurian noticed Eliseth's nmi stake. The Sword of Flane
was still lying on the tower roof—outside the Magewoman's shiel d—and Forra
had clinbed the spiral path, with Shia a step behind him They crept across
the roof behind Eliseth's back, and Aurian sent |scalda hurtling downward as
she saw Forral nake a dive for the Artifact.

The Mage suddenly renenbered that she had told himwhy she had failed to win
the Sword the first tine, and her blood turned to ice in her veins. No . . .
she thought. As For-al's hand grasped the hilt of the Sword, he | ooked up at
her with such |l ove and longing in his eyes that Aurian knew in an instant what
he was about to do. "No," she screaned inwardly. "No no no ..."



Everything seened to happen very slowy. Forral turned the hilt of the Sword
in his hands and hurled Anvar's body down upon the blade. Eliseth began to
turn round, her nmouth open in a shriek of protest as Aurian, still some three
f eet

above the level of the roof, |eapt down fromlscalda's back and rushed to the
swordsman' s side

Forral pressed the hilt of the Sword, slippery with his |ifeblood, Anvar's
lifeblood, into the Mage's hands. "Yours," he whispered.

"Yours," sang the Sword. A tongue of red fire ran down the dripping blade, and
Aurian felt the power shudder through her. "Yours. Bonded with |ifeblood, with
a sacrifice, as was promsed. Cained and joined at last..."

Aurian felt sick. This filthy thing! But she wouldn't |et weak sentinment undo
Forral's sacrifice. Half-blinded by tears, she leapt to her feet and swung the
fiery Sword in a great, shearing arc that cut right through Eliseth's shield
in a massive shower of sparks. Turning her hands as Forral had taught her when
she was a little girl in her nother's Vale, the Mage brought the Sword round
in the return stroke, and the blade bit down through Eliseth's skull, down

t hrough her flaw ess face, and buried itself deep in the Magewoman's body
before coming to a halt at |ast.

Aurian slunped, exhausted and wretched, over the body of her vanqui shed foe.
Am | dying too? she thought dispassionately. The Iight seemed to be grow ng
brighter and brighter through her closed eyelids, and that unearthly, plangent
singing . . . Singing? Wio in the nane of all Creation could be singing? No
living creature made a sound like that, yet it seened so fanmiliar...

Wearily, Aurian raised her head and opened her eyes. The sun was ri sing—and
there were Dragons everywhere; sone red, some gold, some green, all blinking
their huge eyes of slunbering fire and stretching out their ribbed,

translucent wings to catch the early sun. A huge gold creature reclined next
to the Mage on the bl oodstained roof of the tower. He | ooked faniliar

sonehow. "But..." said Aurian, "but..."

The norning cane alive with [ight and nusic as the Dragon began to speak. "But
| perished in the earthquake when the treasure chanber collapsed?" A fall of
shimering color laced the air as it began to laugh. "Illusion, Mge—all
illusion. The Sword was designed to bring us back into time when it was
claimed and evil defeated, for we did not wish to live in the world until it
was a better place. " The Dragon tilted its head and | ooked at her
critically. "I nust say, you took your time about it!"

Aurian's tenper flashed. "And | nust say |'msurprised that you i nvented such
a filthy weapon as this." She | ooked down in disgust at the bl oodstai ned
Sword, that was still humming its fierce song of bl oodshed and sl aughter
"Furthernmore, you can have the foul thing back!™ Wth all her strength she
drove the bl ade point-down into the stone of the tower roof. To her surprise,
the Sword sank in easily for over half its length, and stuck there. The Dragon
| ooked at her, its eyes open very wide with surprise—and a good deal of
respect. "Teneritous Mage," it sang. "Another |egend born!"

"A pox on your |egends," Aurian snapped—and then relented. It was absolutely

i npossible to stay angry for long with sonething so magnificent and so
beautiful. She thought it nust probably be a survival characteristic, since
the Dragon-folk were such an irritating race. "lI'mglad you' re back," she told
t he Dragon softly—but | hope you appreciate the sacrifices that have been
made for you." Wth that, she turned back to Forral —and cane face-to-face with
the vast and | ooming figure of Death. "Well, you' ve got both of themnow " she
said bitterly. "Are you happy at |ast?"

"On the contrary, Mage," said the Specter. Fromthe tone of its voice, it

al nost sounded as though it was smling within the dark depths of its cow. "I
may not have bot h—not yet. | have conme for the grail, however. Are you stil
prepared to keep your pronise?"

"May—my | borrow it for a fewmnutes first?" Aurian asked quickly.

This time, the Specter |aughed out |oud. "As the Dragons say, no one ever beat
a Mage for gall. Yes, you may use the grail for one last time, on condition



that you pronise never to trespass in ny real magain—dntil | invite you, that
is."

"I think I can safely promise that" Aurian told him

"See, then, | can even help you."

The Mage heard the drumm ng of wi ngs, and saw Petrel's Skyfol k approachi ng,
bearing the bodi es of Chianmh and Vannor. Gently, they | aid them down beside

t he Mage.

"One belongs to you," Death's voice canme again, "and one to me. The W ndeye
you may have, but the other was snatched fromny realm and nmust return.”
Aurian nodded wordl essly. She would m ss dear Vannor. Death Hi nself picked up
the grail froma sheltered corner of the rooftop, and Aurian watched
ast oni shed as the black discoloration cleared in his hands to a bright,

unsul l'ied gold once nore. Inclining his head, he handed it back to her. It
seened to be filled to the brimwith blue-white light. Kneeling over the

W ndeye's mutil ated corpse, she sprinkled sone of the liquid radiance on his
dr eadf ul wounds.

Chi anh' s eyes opened and he smled up at her. "I thought | was dead," he said
softly. "I"'mglad I"'mnot. | would have m ssed you."

Lifting his arnms to the Mage, he enbraced her, weakly at first, then with

i ncreasing strength. "My dearest friend," Aurian whispered. "It's good to have
you back."

"\What about ne?" said an inpatient voice in mnd-speech. Aurian turned to see
Wl f. For an instant she wondered what to do—and then she knew. "Here, ny
son." She put the grail down in front of the shaggy grey form "Drink."

As WI f | apped at the | um nescent contents of the grail, the radi ance seened
to seep into him spreading throughout his body, growi ng stronger and stronger
until the glow was too bright to | ook at. Wen Aurian could | ook again, the
sturdy, dark-haired |ad that she had seen Beyond the Wrlds stood there, clad
in a shaggy grey cloak. Aurian leapt up to enbrace him only to feel him
stiffen in her arns. "Dad," he cried out in anguish. "He's dead!” Weping,
Wl f ran to huddl e over the ruined corpse that had been Forral's tenporary
shel I'.

Before Aurian could followto confort him the air turned chill, and a dark
shadow bl otted out the early sun. The Wnged Fol k scattered with cries of

di smay and even the Dragons flapped their great wi ngs and hi ssed uneasily.
Aurian, fearless, strode to the edge of the roof, the grail held in her

outstretched hands. "Here it is," she called. "I have kept nmy prom se to you,
too."
"Farewel |, Lady," the leading Waith replied. "My the bl essings of the Gods

go with you, until we neet again."

In a dark, thin streamlike snmoke, the N hilimpoured into the grail—-and
energed again, radiant and respl endent, beings of pure light with transl ucent
silver wings. Their cries of gratitude lingered in the air as they circled
once around Aurian and vani shed, shimering, into the Wrlds Beyond.

Deat h bowed |l ow to the Mage. "Indeed, Lady," he said in deepest respect, "of
all your feats, this may truly be the greatest. You have ny gratitude—and the
gratitude of all Mortal creatures everywhere."

As the seraphs vanished, a m sty figure began to form beside the Specter
growing nmore solid by the nonent. "Forral!" Aurian cried.

The swordsman, wearing his true formfor one last tine, held out his arns to
her, and Aurian was anazed to find that she could touch himas though he were
made of solid flesh

"My gift to you," Death said softly. "A chance to say farewell."

"I can't," Aurian cried. "I can't |ose you again!"

"Yes you can, love," the swordsman said firmy. "I'm dead anyway, renmenber?
' mnot supposed to be here. Death was right—t's time | went on now. Vannor
and | will go together. | got to see you one last tine, and | got to neet ny
son, and that's all | really wanted. You'll be safe now, and happy. . .." He
took the grail from her hands, and poured the |ast of thu radiance over the
bl oodst ai ned form of Anvar. Before Aurian’s eyes, the body began to heal



Forral bowed to Death, and handed himthe grail. As Specter vanished, the
swordsman enbraced his son, and the Mage in his arms. "Anvar is ny last gift
to you," he whispered. "Be happy. Safe journey, |love—until we nmeet again.” He
vani shed |i ke snoke, and Aurian's arnms were enpty—but at her feet, Anvar
stirred, and opened his blue eyes, and smiled, while unregarded, the body of a
hawk fell to the ground nearby.

Zanna was standing on the pronmontory beyond the fishing settlenment, |ooking
out as the rising sun painted a path of rose and gold across a sleek green
ocean. She had wakened early, fromthe strangest dream Vannor had been
standi ng before her, weathed in a ninbus of effulgent gold. "I'mjust off
now, lass,"” he'd said, "so | thought |I had better come and say goodbye. Forra
and | are going together. We're taking the grail back to Deat h—but you don't
want to hear about all that. Everything turned out all right in the end.
Eliseth is dead, and Aurian and Anvar have been reunited—eh, and Wl f has

turned into a boy at last. Anyway, |'d best be off, love—+'Il miss you. Take
care of yourself and my little granddaughter, won't you? Keep nme in your
heart, and 1'll never be far away." Zanna had felt the ghostly inprint of a

ki ss on her forehead—and then she had awakened. Forral had gone, but the kiss
sonehow r emnai ned.

The Nightrunner wi ped the tears fromher face and | ooked out across the ocean
It had been real —ef that she was absolutely certain. "Goodbye, Dad," she

whi spered. "Take care of yourself." She wondered how he had known about his
granddaught er—at this point, she had not been sure herself that she carried a
child. | wonder if | should break the news to Tarnal yet? she thought.

Qut to sea, her eye was caught by the sparkle of sunlight on fountaining
spray. Zanna caught her breath. There were whal es out there! Mre whal es than
she coul d ever have inmagi ned! Then, com ng down fromthe north, she saw

anot her cluster of the sleek dark shapes —only four or five —wi th one whal e,
t he biggest, far outstripping the others. The two groups converged in a

gl orious display, leaping joyfully fromthe water wi th trenendous grace;
flinging the sea fromtheir great bodies in glittering diamond arcs. Even as
Zanna wat ched, the small group of Leviathan were absorbed into the greater
famly or their conrades —and then all of them were gone together, vanishing
into the gol den bl aze of sunrise |like a dream enmerging into norning.

Sone days later, Aurian and several of her conpanions prepared to depart from
Dhi ammara for good. Most, including the capture of Khazalim were returning to
their homes. Eliizar and Nererii were |ooking forward to returning to their
settlenent to start the work of rebuilding their lives. To everyone's
surprise. Raven and Aguila, who had been heal ed by Aurian, were going back
there too. "I never had any luck in Aerillia," Raven insisted. "Let the
priests keep it, if they're so keen. Besides, | niss Nereni." She gave her old
friend a dazzling smle.

"And we're going back to the Xandi m —Chi anh, |scalda, and I,

sai d Shi annat h.

"It's about time sonmeone knocked theminto shape. W'll be near enough to
Aurian and Anvar to visit, though."
Eliizar was standing with his armaround his daughter. "And where will you

go?" he asked Aurian and Anvar. Surely not back to the North?"

It took a noment to gain the attention of the Mages, who had spent the | ast
few days surrounded by a dazzling aura of joy. It seemed to their conpanions
that they had barely ceased to touch and enbrace one another since the nonent
of Anvar's return. Wien Eliizar repeated his question, Anvar shook his head.

"No —we' ve tal ked about it, and while there's still a great deal to be done
in the North —the business with the Phaerie, for instance —we've deci ded

D arvan will have to handle that for the present.”

"We still wield the Staff and the Harp, and therefore we have a responsibility
for the fate of our world—but first, we want a rest," Aurian agreed with a
snmle, "and a chance to be a famly. | think we've earned that nuch, after

all. There'll be time enough to deal with the Phaerie and find out what

happened to Shia's folk. Anvar was telling nme about a wonderful bay he found
once, where the sea is warmand blue, and there's a lush forest behind, ful



of fruit and gane. . . . W plan to settle down there and | et soneone el se
take on the troubles of the world for a while. There are even hills just
inland with some caves for Shia to rear her cubs.” She snmiled at her friend,
who was sitting rubbing heads with Khanu.

"I ndeed—you can help nme | ook after them if you' re so keen,
privately to the Mage.

Aurian smled, and | ooked at Anvar once nore, drawing himinto her

the cat said

conversation with the cat. "Maybe our children will have a chance to grow up
toget her," she said.

"You and Khanu nmay be ahead of us, Shia," Anvar added, "but | don't think
we'll waste much tine catching up."”

Aurian | aughed and hugged her soul mate. Over his Shoul der, she caught Gince's
eye. "What will you do?" she asked him

The thief chuckled. "I'm going back to the N ghtrunner settlenment on the

Xandi m coast. Frost, ny dog, is still there, renmenber—and maybe Zanna's fol k
can use my skills. Al inall, I think I"lIl get by," he added slyly, with a

twinkle in his eye. Runmaging in the inner pocket of his tunic, he pulled out
alittle |l eather bag and poured the contents into his hand in a sparkling
stream

Auri an gasped—and burst out |aughing. "Pendral's jewels! Wy, you little
wretch," she chuckled. "You' ve carried themaround with you all this tinme?"
"Too bloody right | did," Gince snorted. "After all | went through to get
them did you think I'd | eave t hem behi nd?"
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father of Zanna. Wfe of Jard the nmiller and

nmot her of Sara. Grince's white dog. Son of Aurian and Forral. King of the
Khazal i m Fat her of

Hari hn.

Captain of Harihn's guard. Leader of the N ghtrunners. Son
of Leynard and Remana.

A god. Known as Yinze of the Sky.

478 YSALLA:

ZAHN: ZALI D

ZANDAR:

ZANNA:  ZATHBAR:

| ndex of Characters

Head of the Xandi m Council of

El ders.

Khazal i m sl ave-deal er. Procurer of wonmen for Xiang's
harem

Archmage before M athan. Father of Adrina.

Youngest daughter of Vannor.

Anci ent Khazal i m hero. Known as Zat hbar W zar d- Bane
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