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"You chose an inopportune time for disobedience, Sonea.”

"I won't let them use me as an excuse to kill you," she retorted.

Akkarin began to turn toward her, then stopped as Lorlen stood up and struck a gong.

"It istime to judge whether Akkarin of family Delvon of House Vdan, High Lord of the Magicians Guild,
and Sonea, his novice, are guilty of the crimes of which they have been accused.”

Lorlen held out a hand. A globe light appeared above it, then floated up to the caling. The other Higher
Magicians followed suit, then hundreds more globe lights floated up from the rest of the magicians, and
the Guildhdl was filled with brightness.

"Do you judge that Sonea, the High Lord's novice, is quilty of seeking knowledge of and learning,
practicing and killing with black magic?

"The mgority choose the afirmative” Lorlen cdled. "The punishment for this crime as set down by law is
execution.”
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The Message

In ancient Kyralian poetry the moon is known asthe Eye. When the Eyeiswide open, itswatchful
presence deters evil—or encourages madness in those who do wrong under its gaze. Closed, with only a
diver of whiteto mark its deeping presence, the Eye alows hidden deeds of both good or ill to remain
unnoticed.

Looking up at the moon, Cery smiled wryly. This phase of the Eye, anarrow dit, wasthe one preferred
by secret lovers, but he was not hurrying through the shadows of the city to such arendezvous. His
purpose was of adarker kind.

Whether his deedswere good or ill, however, was difficult for him to know. The men he hunted deserved
their fate, but Cery suspected there was a deeper purpose to the work he'd been commissioned to do
than just reducing the murders that had plagued the city for the last few years. He did not know
everything about the whole nasty business—of that he was sure—but he probably knew more than
anyonedseinthecity.

As hewaked, he considered what he did know. He had learned that these murders were not carried out
by one man, but by a succession of them. He had also noted that these men were of the same race:
Sachakan. Most importantly, however, he knew they were magicians.

Asfar as Cery knew, there were no Sachakansin the Guild.

If the Thieves were aware of any of this, they were keeping their knowledge well hidden. He thought
back to ameet-

ing of Thieves he had attended two years ago. The leaders of the loosely allied underworld groups had
been amused by Cery's offer to find and stop the killer. Those who asked dyly why Cery hadn't
succeeded after so long might be assuming there was only one murderer, or they might want him to think
that was all they knew.

Each time Cery dedlt with one of the murderers, another began hisgridy work. Unfortunatdly, this made
it appear to the Thievesthat Cery wasfailing at histask. All he could do was shrug off their questions,
and hope his successin other underworld activities made up for it.

From the dark square of a doorway the shape of alarge man emerged. Distant lamplight revedled agrim,
familiar face. Gol nodded once, then fell into step beside Cery.

Reaching an intersection of five roads, they approached awedge-shaped building. Asthey stepped
through the open doors, Cery savored the heavy odor of swest, bol and cooking. It was early evening
and the bolhouse was full. He moved to a seat at the counter, where Gol ordered two mugs of bol and a
dish of sdlted crots.

Gol munched hisway through half of the beans before he spoke.

"At the back. Hash ring. What you say, son?"

Cery and Gal often pretended to be father and son when they did not want their true identities
known—which was most of the time they spent in public these days. Cery was only afew years younger
than Goal but, with hissmall stature and boyish face, he was often mistaken for ayouth. He waited afew
minutes, then let his gaze shift to the back of the bolhouse.

Though the room was crowded, it was easy to locate the man Gol had pointed out. His distinctive wide,
brown Sachakan face stood out among the pale Kyralian ones and he was watching the crowd carefully.
Glancing at the man'sfingers, Cery noted aglint of red in the dull slver of aring. Helooked away.



"What you think?' Gol murmured.

Cery picked up hismug and pretended to gulp amouthful of bal. "Too much rub for us, da. Leavehim
for another.”

Grunting in answer, Gol drained hismug and set it down. Cery followed him outside. A few streetsfrom
the bolhouse, he reached into his coat, pulled out three copper coins and pressed them into Gol'slarge
hand. The big man sghed and walked away.

Cery smiled wryly, then stooped and opened a grille set into anearby wall. To any stranger, Gol
appeared to be completely unperturbed by any situation. Y et Cery knew that sigh. Gol was scared—and
he had good reason to be. Every man, woman and child in the dumswas in danger while these murderers
were about.

Cery dipped behind the grille into the passage below. The three coins heldd given Gol would pay three
street urchinsto deliver a message—three urchinsin case the message was lost or delayed. The
recipients were crafters of onekind or another, who would pass on the message via city guard or
delivery boy or trained animal. Each man or woman aong the path of the message knew nothing of the
meaning behind the objects or passwords they were given. Only the man at thefind degtination would
understand their Sgnificance.

When hedid, the hunt would begin again.

Leaving the classroom, Sonea dowly made her way down the crowded, noisy main corridor of the
University. Sheusually paid little attention to the antics of the other novices, but today was different.

A year today since the Challenge, shethought. A whole year since | fought Regin in the Arena, and
so much has changed.

Most novices had gathered into groups of two or more and were walking toward the rear staircase and
the Foodhdl. A few girlslingered by aclassroom door, talking in conspiratorial murmurs. At the far end
of the corridor ateacher emerged from a classroom, followed by two novices carrying large boxes.
Soneawatched the faces of the few novices who noticed her. None glared or looked down their noses.
Some of thefirst years stared a the incal on her deeve—the symbol that

declared her the favorite novice of the High Lord—then quickly looked away.

Reaching the end of the corridor, she started down the delicate, magically-fashioned staircase of the
Entrance Hall. Her boots made a soft, bell-like sound on the treads. The hall echoed as more ringing
steps joined hers. Looking up, she saw that three novices were ascending toward her, and she felt achill
run down her back.

The novice at the center of the trio was Regin. Histwo closest friends, Kano and Alend, were by his
sde. Keeping her expression neutral, she continued her descent. As Regin noticed her, hissmile
vanished. His gaze met hers, then moved away again asthey passed each other.

She glanced back and let out asmall sigh of relief. Every encounter since the Challenge had been like
this. Regin had adopted the demeanor of agracious and dignified loser, and shelet him. Rubbing in his
defeat would have been satisfying, but she was sure he would come up with anonymous and subtle ways
of getting hisrevengeif she did. Better they ignored each other.

Beating Regin in apublic fight had done more than stop his harassment of her, though. It appeared to
have won her the repect of other novices and most of the teachers. Shewasn't just the dum girl now,
whose powers had first manifested in an attack on the Guild during the yearly Purge of vagrantsand
miscreants from the city. Remembering that day, she amiled ruefully. | was just as surprised that | had
used magic asthey were.

Nor was she remembered for being the "rogue”’ who had evaded capture by making adeal with the
Thieves. It seemed like a good idea at the time, shethought. | believed the Guild wanted to kill me.
After all, they have never trained anyone outside the Houses before. It didn't do the Thieves any
good, though. | was never able to control my powers well enough to be of use.

Though some still resented it, she was no longer thought of as the outsider who brought about Lord
Fergun'sdownfdl, either. Well, he shouldn't have locked Cery up and threatened to kill himto force
me into cooperating with his

schemes. He wanted to convince the Guild that lower class people couldn't be trusted with magic,



but instead he proved that some magicians can't be.

Thinking back to the novicesin the corridor, Sonea smiled. From their wary curiosity she guessed the
firgt thing they remembered about her was how easily she had won the Challenge. They wondered just
how powerful she was going to become. She suspected that even some of the teacherswere alittle
frightened of her.

At the bottom of the stairs Sonea crossed the Entrance Hall to the open University doors. Standing on
the threshold, she looked at the gray, two-story building at the edge of the garden and felt her smile fade.
A year since the Challenge, but some things haven't changed.

Despite winning the novices respect, she still had no close friends. It wasn't that they were dl intimidated
by her—or her guardian. Severd novices had made an effort to include her in their conversations snce
the Challenge. But while she was happy to talk to them during lessons or midbresk, she ways refused
invitationsto join them outsde class.

She sighed and started down the University steps. Every friend she made was another tool the High Lord
could use againg her. If she ever found the opportunity to reved his crimesto the Guild, everyone she
cared about would be in danger. There was no sensein giving Akkarin alarger selection of victimsto
choose from.

Sonea thought back to the night, now over two and ahaf years ago, when she had dipped into the Guild
with her friend Cery. Though she had bdieved the Guild wanted her dead, the risk seemed worth taking.
She had not been able to control her powers, making her uselessto the Thieves, and Cery had hoped
that she might learn how to do so by watching magicians.

Late that night, after seeing much that fascinated her, she had approached agray building set gpart from
the rest. Peering through aventilation grilleinto an underground room, she had witnessed a black-robed
magician performing strange magic . ..

The magician took the glittering dagger and looked up at the servant.

"The fight has weakened me. | need your strength.”

The servant dropped to one knee and offered his arm. The magician ran the blade over the man's
skin, then placed a hand over the wound...

... then she felt a strange sensation, like a fluttering of insectsin her ears.

Sonea shivered as she remembered. She hadn't understood what shed seen that night, and so much
happened afterward, she had tried to forget. Her powers had grown so dangerous that the Thieves had
turned her over to the Guild and she discovered that the magicians did not want to kill her; they decided
she could join them. Then Lord Fergun had captured Cery and blackmailed her into cooperating with
him. The Warrior's plans had failed, however, when Cery was found imprisoned under the University,
and Sonea consented to atruth-read by Administrator Lorlen to prove that Fergun had manipulated her.
It was only during this mind-reading that her memory of the black-robed magician in that underground
room had returned in full.

Lorlen had recognized the magician as hisfriend Akkarin, the High Lord of the Guild. He had also
recognized theforbidden ritud of black magic.

From Lorlen's mind, Sonea had gleaned an understanding of what a black magician was capable of. By
using the forbidden art, Akkarin would have gained sirength beyond his naturd limit. The High Lord was
known to be unusudly powerful asit was, but as ablack magician he would be so powerful that Lorlen
did not think even the combined strength of the Guild could defeat him.

Lorlen had therefore decided that a confrontation with the High Lord was out of the question. The crime
must remain asecret until away to deal with Akkarin safely was found. Only Rothen, the magician who
was to be Sonea's guardian, was alowed to know the truth—in the course of teaching her he waslikely
to see her memory of Akkarin and learn the truth for himsdf anyway.

At the thought of Rothen she felt apang of sadness, followed by a dull anger. Rothen had been more than
aguardian and teacher; he had been like afather. She was not sure she could have endured Regin's
harassment without Rothen's support and hel p. For histrouble, he had endured the effects of the
malicious rumorsthat Regin had started suggesting that Rothen's guardianship was gained in exchange for
bedroom favors.



And then, just asit seemed the gossip and suspicion had passed, everything had changed. Akkarin had
cometo Rothen'sroom to tell them that he had discovered that they knew of his secret. He had read
Lorlen's mind, and wanted to read theirs. Knowing that Akkarin wastoo powerful to fight, they dared
not refuse. Afterward, she remembered, Akkarin had paced the room.

"You would both expose me if you could,” he said. "I will claim Sonea's guardianship. She will
ensure your silence. You will never cause anyone to know that | practice black magic while sheis
mine." His eyes shifted to Sonea's. " And Rothen's wellbeing will be my guarantee that you will
cooperate."

Sonea set her feet on the path to the High Lord's Residence. That confrontation had taken place so long
ago, it fdt asif it had happened to someone el se, or to acharacter in astory she had heard. She had
been Akkarin'sfavorite for ayear and ahalf now and it was not as bad as she'd feared. He hadn't used
her as a source of extra power, or tried to involve her in hisevil practices. Asde from the sumptuous
dinners she attended with him every Firstday evening, sherarely saw him at al. When they did spesk; it
wasonly of her training in the Universty.

Except for that one night, shethought.

She dowed as she remembered. Many months ago, returning after classes, she had heard loud noises
and shouting from below the residence. Descending the stairs to the underground room, she had
witnessed Akkarin kill aman with black magic. He had claimed the man was a Sachakan assassin, sent
to murder him.

"Why did you kill him?" she asked. "Why not hand him over to the Guild?"

"Because, as you've no doubt guessed, he and his kind know things about me that 1'd rather the
Guild did not. You must be wondering who these people are, and why they want me dead. | can
tell you only this: the Sachakans still hate the , Guild, but they also fear us. Fromtime to time
they send one of these, to test me."

Sonea knew as much about Kyralia's neighbor as any other third-year novice. All novices studied the
war between the Sachakan Empire and the Kyralian magicians. They were taught that the Kyraians had
won thewar by forming the Guild and sharing magica knowledge. Seven centuries later, the Sachakan
Empirewasadl but gone and much of Sachakaremained awasteland.

When she thought about it, it was not hard to believe that the Sachakans till hated the Guild. Thiswas
probably the reason, too, why Sachakawas not amember of the Allied Lands. Unlike Kyralia, Elyne,
Vin, Lonmar and Lan, Sachakawas not bound to the agreement that al magicians must be taught and
watched over by the Guild. It was possible magicians existed in Sachaka, though she doubted they were
well trained.

If they were athresat, surdly the Guild knew about it. Soneafrowned. Perhaps some magicians did know.
Perhapsit was a secret only the Higher Magicians and the King were alowed to know. The King would
not want ordinary people worrying about the existence of Sachakan magicians— unless the Sachakans
became a serious threat, of course.

Were these assassins threst enough? She shook her head. The occasiona assassin sent to kill the High
Lord wasn't aserious matter if he could fend them off easily enough.

She checked her stride. Perhaps the only reason Akkarin could fend them off was because he
strengthened himsalf with black magic. Her heart skipped a beat. That would mean the assassnswere
frighteningly strong. Akkarin had suggested that they knew he used black magic. They would not attack
him without making sure they had a chance of killing him. Did this mean they, too, used black magic?
She shivered. And each night | sleep in the same house as the man they're trying to kill.

Perhaps this was why L orlen hadn't come up with away to get rid of Akkarin yet. Perhaps he knew
Akkarin had a.good reason for using black magic. Perhaps he didn't intend to oust Akkarin at all.

No, shethought. If Akkarin's reasons were honorable, | would not be his hostage. If he'd been able
to prove his motives were good, he would have tried to, rather than have two magicians and a
novice constantly searching for a way to defeat him.

And if hewas at all concerned for my wellbeing, why keep me in the residence, where the
assassins are likely to strike?



She was sure Lorlen was concerned for her wellbeing. He would tell her, if he knew Akkarin's motives
were honorable. He wouldn't want her to believe she was in aworse Situation than she redly was.
Abruptly, she remembered the ring on Lorlen'sfinger. For more than ayear, rumors had been circulating
in the city about akiller who wore asilver ring with ared gemstone. Just like the one Lorlen wore.

But this had to be a coincidence. She knew alittle of Lorlen's mind and she could not imagine Lorlen
murdering anyone.

Reaching the door of the residence, Sonea stopped and took a deep breath. What if the man Akkarin
had killed hadn't been an assassin? What if he had been a Sachakan diplomat who'd discovered
Akkarin's crime, and Akkarin had lured him to the resdence to kill him . . . and then discovered the man
wasameagician?

Sop! Enough!

She shook her head asif that would clear it of thisfruitless speculation. For months she had considered
these possibilities, going over and over what she had seen and been told. Every week she looked at
Akkarin over the dinner table and wished she had the courage to ask him why he had learned black
magic, but stayed silent. If she could not be sure that the answers were truthful, why bother asking the
questions?

Reaching out, she brushed the handle of the door with her fingers. Asaways, it swung inward at the
lightest touch. She stepped inside.

Histall, dark figure rose from one of the guestroom chairs. She felt afamiliar twinge of fear and pushed it
asde. A singleglobelight hovered above his head, casting his eyesinto shadow. Hislips curled upward
at onesdeasif hewasmildly amused.

"Good evening, Sonea.”

She bowed. "High Lord."

His pale hand gestured to the stairway entrance. Putting her case of books and notes down, Sonea
entered the stairway and started climbing. Akkarin's globe light floated up the center of the sairwell ashe
followed. Reaching the second level, she walked down the corridor and entered aroom furnished with a
largetable and severd chairs. A delicious smdl filled the air and set her somach rumbling quietly.
Akkarin's servant, Takan, bowed to her as she sat down, then l€ft.

"What did you study today, Sonea?' Akkarin asked.

"Architecture," shereplied. "Congtruction methods.”

One eyebrow rose dightly. " Shaping stone with magic?'

"y es"

Helooked thoughtful. Takan returned to the room carrying alarge platter, from which hetransferred
several smal bowlsto the table, then strode away. Soneawaited until Akkarin began to seect from the
bowls, before loading her own plate with food.

"Didyoufindit difficult, or easy?"

Sonea hesitated. "Difficult at first, then easer. It's.... not unlike Hedling."

His gaze sharpened. "Indeed. And how isit different?

She considered. " Stone does not have the natural barrier of resistance that the body has. It hasno skin.”
"That'strue, but something like abarrier can be created if..."

Hisvoicetrailed off. Shelooked up to find him frowning, his gaze fixed on the wall behind her. Hiseyes
shifted to hers, then he relaxed and looked down at the table.

"I have amesting to attend tonight,”" he said, pushing back his chair. "Enjoy the rest of the medl, Sonea.”
Surprised, she watched him stride to the door, then looked at his half-eaten med. Occasiondly she
arrived for the weekly dinner to find Takan waiting in the guestroom with the good news that the High
Lord would not be attending. But only twice before had Akkarin |eft the mea early. She shrugged and
continued eating.

As she finished the course, Takan regppeared. He stacked the bowls and plates onto the platter.
Watching him, she noticed atiny crease between his eyebrows.

He looks worried, shethought.

Remembering her earlier speculations, shefdt achill run up her spine. Was Takan afraid that another



n might enter the resdence looking for Akkarin?

Suddenly she wanted only to get back to the University. She stood up and looked at the servant. "Don't
worry about dessert, Takan."

The man'sface changed subtly. Reading disgppointment, she could not help feding apang of guilt. He
might be Akkarin'sloyd servant, but he was aso a gifted cook. Had he made adish he was particularly
proud of, and was dismayed that they were both leaving it uneaten?

"Wasit something that will . . . keep afew hours?' she asked hesitantly.

He met her gaze briefly and, not for the first time, she caught aglimpse of asharp intelligence there, not
completdy hidden behind his deferentiad manner.

"It will, my lady. Shdl | bring it to your room when you return?”'

"Yes," she nodded. "Thank you."

Takan bowed.

L eaving the room, Sonea strode down the corridor and started down the stairs. She wondered again
what part Takan played in Akkarin's secrets. She had witnessed Akkarin taking strength from Takan, yet
Takan obvioudy hadn't been killed or harmed by it. And on the night of the assassination attempt,
Akkarin had told her that Takan was from Sachaka. That brought up another question: if the Sachakans
hated the Guild, why was one of them a servant of the High Lord?

Andwhy did Takan sometimes cal Akkarin "master” instead of "my lord?"

Lorlen was dictating an order for building materials when amessenger arrived. Taking the dip of paper
from the man, Lorlen read it, then nodded.

"Tell the Stablemaster to prepare a carriage for me.”

"Yes, my lord." The messenger bowed, then strode from the room.

"Vidting Captain Barran again?' Osen asked.

Lorlen smiled grimly at hisassgtant. "I'm afraid s0." He looked at the pen Osen was holding, poised
above a sheet of paper, and shook hishead. "I've logt the direction of my thoughts," he added. "Well
finish that tomorrow.”

Osen wiped the pen dry. "1 hope Barran has found the killer thistime." He followed Lorlen out of the
office. "Good night, Adminigtrator.”

"Good night, Osen.”

As hisassistant started down the University corridor toward the Magicians Quarters, Lorlen considered
the young magician. Osen had noted Lorlen's regular vidits to the Guard House soon after they had
begun. The young man was observant, and Lorlen knew better than to start making up complicated
excuses. Sometimes giving the right amount of the truth was better than outright deceit.

He had explained to Osen that Akkarin had asked him to monitor the Guards effortsto find the
murderer.

"Why you?' Osen had asked.

Lorlen had been expecting that. "Oh, | needed something to do in my sparetime," he had joked. "Barran
isafamily friend. | was hearing about these murders from him anyway, o the communication between us
has just become an officia one. | could send someone ese, but | don't want to be receiving the latest
news thirdhand.”

"Can | ask if there's a particular reason for the Guild to take an interest?' Osen had probed.

"You can ask," Lorlen had replied with asmile. "I may not answer. Do you think theré's areason?”

"I had heard that some peoplein the city believe magic isinvolved.”

"Which iswhy the Guild must be seen to be keegping an eye on the stuation. The people should fed were
not ignoring their troubles. We must take care not to show too much interest, however, or they'll think
thereistruth to the rumor.”

Osen had agreed to keep hisknowledge of Lorlen'svidtsto the Guard to himself. If therest of the Guild
heard that Lorlen was following Captain Barran's progress they, too, would wonder if magic was
involved.

Lorlen was till uncertain whether magic was involved. There had been one incident, over ayear before,
in which adying witness had claimed the murderer had attacked him with magic. The burnson the



witness had looked like those from a heatstrike, but since then Barran had found no other evidenceto
confirm that the murderer—or murderers—used magic.

Barran had agreed to keep the possibility that the murderer might be arogue magician to himself for now.
If the news got out, Lorlen had explained, the King and the Houses would expect another hunt like the
one that had been conducted for Sonea. They had learned from that experience that having magicians
roaming al over the city would only send arogue into hiding.

Lorlen gtrolled into the Entrance Hall. He watched as a carriage emerged from the stables and rolled
down the road toward the University steps. Asit pulled up, he descended to the vehicle, told the driver
his destination and climbed aboard.

So what do we know? he asked himsdif.

For weeks, sometimes months, victims had been killed with the same, ritualized method—a method that
occasionaly resembled ablack magic ritud. Then, for afew months, there were no deaths at dl, until a
new series of murders gained the Guard's attention. These, too, would be rituadized murders, but usng a
dightly different method than previoudy.

Barren had sorted the possible reasons for the change of method into two main categories. Either the
murderer was acting alone and kept changing his habits, or each series of murderswas carried out by a
different man. A single man might change his habitsto avoid detection, or to perfect theritud; a
succession of murderers might indicate some kind of gang or cult which required killing as an initiation or
test.

Lorlen looked down at the ring on his hand. A few witnesses lucky enough to see the murderer and
survive had reported seeing aring with ared gem on hishand. A ring like this? he wondered. Akkarin
had created the gem out of glass and his own blood on the night he had discovered Lorlen, Soneaand
Rothen knew he had learned and used black magic. It enabled him to see and hear everything Lorlen did,
and to communicate by mind without other magicians hearing.

Whenever the murders resembled a black magic ritual, Lorlen was unable to avoid considering the
possibility that Akkarin might be responsible. Akkarin did not wear aring in public, yet he could be
dipping one on when he left the Guild. Why would he, though? He didn't need to keep track of himself.
What if the ring allows someone el se to see what the murderer is doing ?

Lorlen frowned. Why would Akkarin want another person to see what he was doing? Unless he was
acting on the orders of another. Now that wasafrightening possibility . ..

Lorlen sighed. Sometimes he found himsdlf hoping he would never learn the truth. He knew that, if
Akkarin was the murderer, hewould fed partly responsible for the desths of hisvictims. He ought to
have dealt with Akkarin long ago, when he had first discovered from Soneathat the High Lord used
black magic. But he had feared that the Guild could not defeat Akkarinin afight.

So Lorlen had kept the High Lord's crime a secret, persuading Sonea and Rothen to do the same. Then
Akkarin had discovered that his crime was known, and had taken Sonea hostage to ensure Lorlen and
Rothen remained silent. Now Lorlen could not move against Akkarin without risking her life

But if | discovered that Akkarin was the murderer, and knew the Guild could defeat him, | would
not hesitate. Not for our old friendship, or even Sonea's wellbeing, would | allow himto continue.
And Akkarin, through the ring, must know that.

Of course, Akkarin might not be the murderer. He had told L orlen to investigate the murders, but that
proved nothing. He might smply want to know how close the Guard was to discovering hiscrimes. . .
The carriage stopped. Lorlen glanced out of the window and blinked in surprise when he saw the front of
the Guard House outside. He had been so lost in thought, he had barely noticed the journey. The carriage
rocked alittle asthe driver climbed down to open the door. Lorlen stepped out and strode across the
pavement to the Guard House entrance. Captain Barran greeted him in the narrow hall inside.

"Good evening, Adminigtrator. Thank you for coming so quickly.”

Though Barran was still young, frown lines already marked his forehead. Those lines seemed deeper
tonight.

"Good evening, Captain.”

"l have someinteresting news, and something to show you. Cometo my office."



Lorlen followed the man down a corridor to asmall room. The rest of the building was quiet, though a
few guards were dways present in the evenings. Barran ushered L orlen to a seet, then closed the door.
"Do you remember me saying that the Thieves might belooking for the killer?'

"y es”

Barran smiled crookedly. "I have had confirmation of sorts. It wasinevitable that, if the Guard and the
Thieves were both investigating the murders, wed cross paths. It turns out they have had spies here for
months.”

"Spies? In the Guard?'

"Y es. Even an honorable man would be tempted to accept coin in exchange for information, when that
information might lead to this murderer being found—particularly when the Guard aren't getting
anywhere." Barran shrugged. "I don't know who al the spies are yet, but for now I'm happy to let them
remainin place”

Lorlen chuckled. "If you want advice on negotiating with the Thieves | would send Lord Dannyl to you,
but heisnow a Guild Ambassador in Elyne."

The Captain's eyebrows rose. "That would have been interesting advice, evenif | never had the
opportunity to useit. | do not intend to negotiate for a cooperative effort with the Thieves, however. The
Houses would never gpprove of it. | have made an arrangement with one of the spiesthat he passon
whatever he can safdly divulgeto me. None of hisinformation has been useful yet, but it might lead to
something that is." The creases between his brows degpened again. "Now, | have something to show
you. Y ou said you wanted to examine the next victim. One was discovered tonight, so | had the body
brought here."

A chill ran down Lorlen's spine, asif acold draft had found itsway under the collar of hisrobes. Barran
gestured to the door.

"It'sin the basement. Would you like to seeit now."

"y es"

Herose and followed Barran out into the corridor. The man remained slent asthey descended aflight of
gtairs and continued down another corridor. The air grew digtinctly colder. Stopping before aheavy
wooden door, Barran unlocked and opened it.

A strong medicina smell gusted into the corridor, not quite hiding aless pleasant odor. The room beyond
was sparsaly furnished. Bare stone walls surrounded three plain benches. On one was the naked corpse
of aman. On another was a et of clothing, neatly folded.

Drawing closer, Lorlen studied the body reluctantly. Aswith al the recent killings, the victim had been
stabbed through the heart, and a shallow cut ran down one side of the man's neck. Despite this the man's
expression was unexpectedly peaceful.

As Barran began to describe the place where the victim was found, Lorlen considered a conversation
he'd overheard during one of the regular Guild socid gatheringsinthe

Night Room. Lord Darlen, ayoung Hedler, had been describing a patient to three of hisfriends.

"He was dead when he arrived,” Darlen had said, shaking his head, "but the wife wanted a performance
s0 she would know we'd done al we could. So | checked.”

"And found nothing?'

Darlen had grimaced. "Therés dways plenty of life energy to detect afterward, plenty of organismsthat
are active throughout decomposition, but his heart was still and his mind was silent. However, | detected
another heartbeat. Small and dow, but definitely a heartbeat.”

"How can that be? He had two hearts?'

"No." Darlen's voice wastortured. "Held ... he'd choked on asevli."

At once the two Hedlers had burst into laughter. The third friend, an Alchemist, looked puzzled. "What
was he doing with asevli in histhroat? They're poisonous. Did someone murder him?"

"No." Darlen had sghed. "Their biteis poisonous, but their skin contains a substance that causes
euphoriaand visons. Some people like the effect. They suck on the reptiles.”

"Suck on reptiles?' The young Alchemist had been incredulous. " So what did you do?!

Darlen'sface had reddened. "The sevli was suffocating, so | fished it out. Seemsthe wife didn't know



about her hushand's habit. She became hysterical. Wouldn't go home for fear her house was infested with
them, and one crawled down her throat during the night.”

This had sent the two older Hedlersinto new bouts of laughter. Lorlen dmost smiled at the memory.
Hedlers needed a sense of humor, though it was often astrange one. The conversation had given him an
idea, however. A dead body was still full of life energy, but abody of someone who had been killed by
black magic ought to have been drained of all energy. To confirm whether the murderer was using black
magic, Lorlen only needed to examine avictim with his Healing senses. As Barran finished his description
of the scene, Lorlen stepped forward. Stedling himself, he placed a hand on the dead man's arm, closed
his eyes and sent his senses out into the body.

Hewas startled at how easy it was, until he remembered that the naturd barrier in living things that
ressted magical interference disspated at the moment of degth. Sending his mind outward, he searched
the body and found only the faintest traces of life energy. The process of decomposition had been
interrupted—del ayed—becauise of the lack of anything aive within the body to start it.

Opening hiseyes, Lorlen lifted hishand from the man'sarm. He Stared at the shalow cut dong the
victim's neck, sure now that this was the wound that had killed the man. The stab wound to the heart had
probably been made later, to provide a more plausible cause of desth. Looking down, he regarded the
ring on hisfinger.

Soit'strue, hethought. The killer uses black magic. But isthis Akkarin's victim, or do we have
another black magician loose in the city?

2

The High Lord's Orders

Picking up the steaming cup of sumi from the low dining table, Rothen walked over to one of the paper
screens covering his guestroom windows. He did it aside and looked out over the gardens.

Spring had come early thisyear. The hedges and trees bore smal blossoms, and an enthusiastic new
gardener had planted rows of brightly colored flowers dong the pathways. Though it was early morning,
magicians and novices were waking through the garden.

Rothen lifted his cup and spped. The sumi was fresh and bitter. He thought back to the previous evening
and grimaced. Once aweek hejoined hiselderly friend Lord Yadin, and hiswife Ezrille, for dinner.

Y ddin had been afriend of Rothen'slate mentor, Lord Margen, and still considered it his duty to keep an
eye on Rothen—which waswhy, during the medl last night, Y adin had felt he must tell Rothen to stop
worrying about Sonea.

"I know you'e gtill watching her," the old magician had said.

Rothen shrugged. "I'm interested in her wellbeing.”

Y ddin snorted softly. " She's the High Lord's novice. She doesn't need you to monitor her wellbeing.”
"Shedoes," Rothen replied. "Do you think the High Lord caresif she's happy or not? He'sonly
concerned about her academic progress. Lifeisn't only about magic.”

Ezrillesmiled sadly. "Of courseit isn't, but. .." She hesitated, then Sighed. " Sonea has barely spoken a
word to you

sincethe High Lord claimed her guardianship. Don't you think she would have visited you by now? It's
been over ayear. No matter how busy sheiswith her studies, surely she would have found sometimeto
seeyou.”

Rothen winced. He could not help himself. From their sympathetic expressions, he knew they had seen
his reaction and thought he was merdly hurt by Soneals gpparent abandonment of him.

"Sheis doingwdl," Yadin said gently. "And that nonsense with the other novices ended long ago. Leave
it be, Rothen.”

Rothen had pretended to agree. He couldn't tell them his true reasons for watching Sonea. To do so
would place more than Sonedslife at risk. Evenif Yadin and Ezrille agreed to keep slent to protect
Sonea, Akkarin had said no otherswere to know. Breaking that "order" might be al the excuse Akkarin
needed to ... to what? Use black magic to take over the Guild? He was aready the High Lord. What
€else could he possibly want?

More power, perhaps. To rulein place of the King. To ruleall of the Allied Lands. To befreeto



strengthen himself with black magic until he was more powerful than any magician who had ever existed.
But if Akkarin had wanted to do any of that, surely he would have doneit long ago. Rothen had to
acknowledge, grudgingly, that Akkarin had done nothing to harm Sones, asfar as he could tell. The only
time he had seen her in the company of her guardian had been the day of the Challenge.

Yddin and Ezrille had | et the subject drop eventudly. "Wdll, a least you've stopped taking nemmin,”
Ezrille had murmured before asking after Dorrien, Rothen's son.

Rothen felt asmall flash of annoyance at the memory. He looked at Tania, his servant. She was carefully
wiping the dust off his bookshef with acloth.

He knew Tania had told Ezrilleand Y ddin out of concern for his hedlth, and would never reved hisuse
of adeeping drug to anyone ese, but he still could not help feding alittle resentful. But how could he
complain when shewillingly played the spy for him? Tania, through her friendship with

Soneals servant, Viola, kept him informed of Soned's health, moods and occasiond visitsto her aunt and
uncleinthedums. Clearly Taniahadn't told Y addin and Ezrille of her own part in this, or they would have
mentioned it as proof of his"worrying."

Dannyl would have been amused by al this"spying." Taking another sip of sumi, Rothen considered what
he knew of hisfriend's activitiesin the last year. From letters, Rothen guessed that Dannyl had become
closefriendswith his assstant, Tayend. The speculation regarding Tayend's sexua orientation had
disappeared within weeks of it beginning. Everyone knew what self-indulgent gossips the Elyneswere,
and the only reason the assistant's rumored tastesin lovers had drawn the attention of Guild magicians
was because Dannyl had been accused of interest in other men in hisyouth. That accusation had never
been proven to be true. When no further gossip about Dannyl or his assistant arose, most magicians had
forgotten about the pair.

Rothen was more concerned about the research he had asked Dannyl to carry out. Wondering when
Akkarin had found the opportunity to learn black magic had led Rothen to speculate on the journey
Akkarin had made, years before, to study ancient magic. It seemed likely that Akkarin had discovered
the forbidden arts during that time. The same sources of information might aso reveal any weakness
black magicians might have that could be exploited, so Rothen had asked Dannyl to do alittle research
on ancient magic for a"book™ he waswriting.

Unfortunately, Dannyl had produced little that was useful. When he had returned to the Guild
unannounced over ayear before, to report to Akkarin, Rothen had been worried that he'd been found
out. Dannyl had assurred Rothen afterward that he'd told Akkarin the research had been for hisown
interest—and to Rothen's surprise Akkarin had encouraged Danny! to continue. Danny! still sent research
notes every few months, but each bundle was smdler. Dannyl had expressed frustration at having
exhausted al sources of knowledgein Elyne, yet, remembering how distant and evasive Dannyl had been
during hisvigt to the Guild, Rothen could

not help wondering occasiondly if hisfriend was holding something back. Furthermore, Dannyl had
mentioned discussng something confidential with the High Lord.

Rothen brought his empty cup back to the dining table. Dannyl was a Guild Ambassador and as such he
would be trusted with dl kinds of information he could not share with ordinary magicians. The
confidentia matter could have just been something politica.

But he couldn't help worrying that Dannyl was unknowingly helping Akkarin in some dreadful, snister
plot.

He could do nothing about that, however. He could only trust in Dannyl's good sense. Hisfriend would
not follow orders blindly, especialy not if he was asked to do something questionable or wrong.

No matter how many times Dannyl visted the Greet Library, the sght of it ill filled him with wonder.
Cut into a high cliff, the building's enormous door and windows were so large it was easy to imagine that
arace of giant men had carved it out of the rock for their use. The corridors and roomsinside, however,
were made to suit an ordinary man's proportions, so no race of giants had made them. Ashiscarriage
pulled up outside the massive door, asmaller door at the base of it opened and a striking young man

stepped out.
Dannyl smiled and felt aglow of affection as he climbed out to greet hisfriend and lover. Tayend's bow



was respectful, but was followed by afamiliar grin.

"Y ou took your time getting here, Ambassador," he said.

"Don't blame me. Y ou Elynes should have built your city closer to thelibrary.”

"Now theré'sagood idea. I'll suggest it to the King next time | attend court.”

"Y ou never attend court.”

"That'sright." Tayend smiled. "Irand wants to spesk to you."

Dannyl paused. Did the librarian aready know about the matters covered in the letter Dannyl had just
received? Had he received asmilar letter himself?

"What about?"

Tayend shrugged. "I think he just wantsto chat."

They entered a corridor, then climbed aflight of stairsto along narrow room. Mullioned windows
dominated one side of the room, and groups of chairswere arranged informally aong the length of the
hall.

An dderly man sat in one of the closest chairs. As he began to push himsdlf up out of it, Dannyl waved a
hand.

"Don't trouble yoursdlf, Librarian." He dropped into achair. "How are you?"

Irand's shoulderslifted dightly. "Well enough for an old man. Well enough. How are you, Ambassador?*
"Good. Thereisn't much work at the Guild House a the moment. A few testings, afew minor disputes, a
few small parties. Nothing overly time-consuming.”

"And Errend?'

Dannyl smiled. "The First Guild Ambassador is as cheerful asever," hereplied. "And most reieved to
have me out of hisway for the day.”

Irand chuckled. "Tayend tells me your research is going nowhere.”

Dannyl sighed and glanced at Tayend. "We could read every book in the library on the odd chance we
might find something new, but we would need severd lifetimes or ahundred assgtants.”

While Dannyl had first started researching ancient magic at Lorlen'srequest, he had himself become
intrigued by the subject. Akkarin had begun asmilar search, long before he became High Lord, which
had kept him roaming the lands for five years. He had returned empty-handed, however, and Dannyl had
initially assumed L orlen had asked him to retrace Akkarin's stepsin order to gift hisfriend with some of
the information he had logt.

But sx months|ater, after Dannyl had travelled to Lonmar and Vin, Lorlen had abruptly informed Dannyl
that he no longer needed the information. At the same time, Rothen had suddenly gained an interest in the
same subject. This strange coincidence, and Dannyl's own growing fascination with the mysteries of
ancient magic, had encouraged Dannyl and Tayend to continue.

Akkarin had eventualy learned of Dannyl's project and

ordered him hometo report. To Dannyl'srelief, the High Lord had been pleased with hiswork, though
he had ordered Dannyl and Tayend to keep their strangest discovery, the Chamber of Ultimate Justice, a
secret. The chamber, which they had found under the ruins of acity in the Elyne mountains, had
contained amagicaly charged ceiling of sonesthat had attacked Dannyl, and nearly killed him.

How it worked was amystery. After Dannyl had returned to resedl the entrance, he had searched the
Grest Library invain for areferencetoit. Clearly it used aform of magic unknown to the Guild.

"I suspect I'd find out moreif | went to Sachaka," Dannyl added, "but the High Lord denied my request
tojourney there."

Irand nodded. "A wise decision. Y ou can't be sure how well you'd be received. There's sureto be
magicians there. Though they would not be as skilled as you and your colleagues, they would pose a
danger to alone Guild magician. After dl, the Guild left much of their land wasted. There's bound to be
some lingering resentment for that. So what will you do now?"

Dannyl drew afolded letter from hisrobes and gaveit to Irand. "I have anew task to perform.”

The librarian hesitated as he saw the remains of the High Lord's sed, then opened the letter and began to
read.

"What isit?" Tayend asked.



"Aninvestigation,” Dannyl replied. "It seems some noblesin thisland are trying to start their own rogue
Guild."

The scholar's eyes widened, then his expression became thoughtful. Irand drew in a breath and looked a
Dannyl over the page.

"So he knows."

Dannyl nodded. "It appears 0."

"Knowswhat?' Tayend asked.

Irand handed the letter to Tayend. The scholar began to read doud.

" | have been watching for some years the efforts of a small group of Elyne courtiersto learn
magic without the Guild's aid or knowledge. Only recently have they had some

success. Now that at least one of them has managed to develop his powers, the Guild is entitled
and obliged to deal with them. | have included information on this group with thisletter. You will
find your relationship with the scholar, Tayend of Tremmelin, helpful in persuading them that you
can betrusted. "

Tayend paused and stared at Dannyl. "What does he mean by that?' he exclaimed.

Dannyl nodded at the letter. "Read on."

"'It is possible the rebels will try to use this personal information against you once you have
arrested them. | will ensure that it is understood that | asked you to give themthisinformation in
order to achieve your goal' "

Tayend stared at Dannyl. "Y ou said he didn't know about us. How can he know? Or has hejust listened
to the rumors and taken a chance that they might be true?"

"I doubt it," Irand replied. "A man like the High Lord does not take chances. Who e se have you allowed
to know of your reationship?'

Tayend shook hishead. "Thereis no one e se. Unless we have been overheard . . ." He glanced around.
"Before we start hunting for spies, there is one possibility we should consider,” Dannyl said. He grimaced
and rubbed histemples. "Akkarin has some unusud abilities. For the rest of us, there are limitsto mind
reading. We can't read an unwilling mind, and we must touch another person to be able to read them at
al. Akkarin once searched the mind of acrimina to confirm hisguilt. The man should have been ableto
block him, yet somehow Akkarin got past his mentd barriers. Some magicians believe Akkarin can even
read minds a adistance.”

"So you suspect he read your mind when you werein Kyrdia?"

"Maybe. Or maybe he did when he ordered meto return to the Guild."

Irand's eyebrows rose. "While you were in the mountains? That he can read minds at such adistanceis
extraordinary.”

"| doubt he could haveif | had not answered hiscall.

Once contact is established, however, he might have been able to see morethan | intended.” Dannyl
nodded at the | etter. "Read on, Tayend. Thereis one more paragraph.”

Tayend looked down at the letter. " "Your assistant has encountered these rebels before. He ought to
be able to arrange an introduction." How could he possibly know that?"

"l hoped you could tell me."

The scholar frowned down at the letter. "Everyone in Elyne has a secret or two. Some you talk abot,
some are best kept to onesdlf." He glanced at Dannyl and Irand. "A few yearsago | wasinvitedto a
secret party by aman named Royend of Marane. When | declined, he assured me it wasn't what |
thought, that thered be no, ah, indulgences of the flesh or the mind. He said it would be ascholarly
gathering. But his manner wasfurtive, and | took that asawarning and didn't attend.”

"Did he give any hintsthat he was offering magica knowledge?' Irand asked.

"No, but what other scholarly pursuits would ever need to be kept hidden? It is no secret that | was once
offered aplace in the Guild, but declined. And my inclinations are well known." He glanced a Dannyl.
"So he knows | had magica ability, and could guess at my reasons for not accepting the robes.”

Irand nodded. "The High Lord probably knows this, too. It makes sense that these rebels approach all
who decline or are refused entry into the Guild." He paused and looked a Dannyl. "And while Akkarin



clearly knows the truth about you, he has not recalled or denounced you. Perhaps he is more tolerant
than the average Kyrdian."

A chill ran down Dannyl's spine. "Only because | am useful to him. He would have merisk much for the
sake of finding these rebels.”

"A man in his position must be willing to use those that serve him," Irand said sternly. "Y ou choseto bea
Guild Ambassador, Dannyl. Y our roleisto act on behalf of the High Lord in mattersthat are the domain
and respongbility of the Guild. Sometimes carrying out that role meanstaking risks.

Let'shopethistask risks only your reputation, and not your life."

Dannyl sighed and bowed hishead. "Y ou're right, of course.”

Tayend chuckled. "Irand's dways right, except when it comes to catal oguing meth—" He grinned asthe
librarian turned to glare a him. "So | guessif the rebels thought Dannyl had reason to resent the Guild,
they might consider him asa potentid recruit, too."

"And teacher," Irand added.

Dannyl nodded. "And they would believethat if | proved uncooperative, they could blackmail meinto
slence by threatening to reved my relationship with Tayend.”

"Yes. You must plan this carefully, however," Irand cautioned.

They began to discuss ways to approach the rebels. Not for the first time, Dannyl was glad to have the
librarian's confidence. Tayend had inssted severd months ago that they tell his mentor about thelr
relationship, assuring Dannyl that he would trust Irand with hislife. To Dannyl's consternation, the old
man hadn't been at dl surprised.

Asfar asDannyl and Tayend could tell, the rest of the Elyne court till believed Dannyl was obliviousto,
and certainly didn't share, Tayend's attraction to men. Rothen had told Danny! that smilar rumors had
circulated in the Guild, but had been quickly forgotten. Despite this, Dannyl <till feared that the truth about
him would reach the Guild, and he would be stripped of his position and ordered home.

Which was why he had been shocked and angered by Akkarin's request that he dlow the rebelsto find
out thetruth. It was difficult enough keeping his relationship with Tayend a secret. Allowing therebelsto
know was arisk he did not want to take.

It was late when the knock came. Looking up from her desk, Sonea regarded the door of her room.
Wasit her servant bringing alate cup of hot raka? She lifted a hand, then stopped. Lord Yikmo, the
Warrior who had trained her in preparation for the Chalenge, dways said amagician

should avoid the habit of gesturing when using magic—it gave away amagician'sintent. Hands lill, she
now willed the door to open. Takan stood in the corridor beyond.

"My Lady,” hesad. "The High Lord requests your presencein thelibrary.”

She stared at him and felt her blood dowly turn cold. What did Akkarin want with her at thistime of
night?

Takan gazed at Sonea and waited.

Pushing her chair back, she rose and approached the doorway. As Sonea entered the corridor, Takan
started toward the library. When she reached the door, she peered through.

A large desk stood at one side. The walls were covered in bookcases. Two large chairs and asmall table
were arranged at the center. Akkarin was Sitting in one of the chairs. As she bowed, he gestured to the
other, where asmall book lay.

"Thisbook isfor youto read," he said. "It will help you with your studies on the congtruction of buildings
withmagic."

Sonea entered the room and approached the chair. The book was small, bound in leather and very worn.
She picked it up and opened it. The pages were filled with faded handwriting. She read thefirst few lines
and drew inaquick breath. It wasthe diary of Lord Coren, the architect who had designed most of the
Guild buildings, and who had discovered how to shape stone with magic.

"I don't think | need to tell you how vauable that book is," Akkarin said quietly. "It israre and
irreplaceable and,” his voice degpened, "is not to leave thisroom.”

Sonealooked at him and nodded. His expression was serious, and his dark eyes bore into hers.

"You will not speak of it to anyone," he added softly. "Only afew people know it exists, and | would



prefer it stayed that way."

Shetook astep away as he pushed himself out of the chair and walked to the door. As he moved into
the corridor shefound that Takan was watching her with uncustomary directness, asif he was assessing
her closdly. She met hiseyes. He nodded, asif to himself, then turned away. Two sets of footsteps faded
into the distance. She looked down at the book in her hands.

Sitting down, she opened the cover and began to read:

| am Coren of Emarin, House Velan, and thisisto be a record of my work and discoveries.

| am not one of those who writes an account of himself out of pride or habit or any need for
othersto know his life. There has been littlein my past that | could not discuss with my friends or
my sister. Today, however, | discovered a need to transcribe my thoughts to paper. | have
encountered something that | must keep a solemn secret, yet at the sametime | feel an urgeto tell
of it that cannot be denied.

Sonealooked to the top of the page and noted the date. She realized from her recent studies that at the
time of writing thisdiary Lord Coren had been young, restless and in disfavor with hisedersfor drinking
excessively and designing strange, impractica buildings.

| had the chest brought to my rooms today. It took some time to open it. | disengaged the magical
locks easily enough, but the lid had rusted shut. | didn't want to risk damaging anything inside, so
| took great care. When | finally had it open | was both disappointed and pleased. It wasfilled
with boxes, so my first sight of the contents was very exciting. But as | opened each box | found
only books inside. When | opened the last box | was greatly disappointed. | had found no buried
treasure. Just books.

Fromwhat | have seen they are all records of some sort. | have been reading late into the night
and much puzzies me. Tomorrow | will read some more.

Sonea smiled as she pictured the young magician locked away in hisroom reading. Hisfollowing entries
were haphazard, often skipping severd days. Then came ashort entry, underlined severa times.

| know what | have found! These are the missing records!

He named some of the books, but Sonea did not recognize any of them. These missing volumes were
"full of forbidden knowledge" and Coren was reluctant to describe their contents. After agap of severd
weeks there was along entry describing an experiment, the conclusion of which read:

At last | have succeeded! It has taken so long. | feel both triumph and the fear | should have felt
before. I'm not sure

why thisis. While | was failing to discover the ways to use this power | was still somehow
uncorrupted. Now, | cannot truly deny that | have ever used black magic. | have broken my vow. |
hadn't realized how ill that would fedl.

Yet it did not deter him. Soneafound hersdf struggling to understand why this young man continued to
do something that he clearly saw was wrong. He seemed unable to stop, driven forward to whatever end
this discovery wasleading him to, even if it be the discovery of hiscrime.

Butit led to somethingdse. ..

All who know me know my love of stone. It is the beautiful flesh of the earth. It has cracks and
creases like skin, it has veins and pores. It can be hard, soft, brittle or flexible. When the earth
spills forth its molten core, it isasred as blood.

After learning of the black magics, | expected to be able to place my hands on stone and feel a
tremendous store of life energy within, but | was disappointed. | felt nothing; less than the tingling
of water. | wanted it to be full of life. That's when it happened. Like a healer trying to will a dying
man back to health, | started to infuse energy into the stone. | willed it to live. Then a remarkable
thing began to happen.

Sonea gripped the little book tightly, unable to take her eyesfrom the lines of text. Thiswas the discovery
that made Coren famous, and influenced Guild architecture for centuriesto come. It was said to bethe
greatest development in magical knowledge for centuries. Though what he had done was not actudly
black magic, the forbidden arts had led to the discovery.

Sonea closed her eyes and shook her head. Lord Larkin, the architecture teacher, would give al his



wedlth for thisdiary, but he would be devastated if he learned the truth about hisidol. She sighed, looked
down at the pages and continued to read.

3

Old Friends, New Allies

Cery sgned the letter with aflourish, then regarded hiswork with satisfaction. Hiswriting was neat and
elegant. The paper was qudity, and theink dark and black. Despite the dang terms throughout—he had
requested that Serin teach him to read and write, not make him sound like amember of one of the
Houses—and the fact that it was arequest for the execution of aman who had cheated him and fled to
the Southsde, it was afine, well-written |etter.

He amiled as he remembered asking Faren, the Thief who had hidden Soneafrom the Guild, if he could
"borrow" Faren's scribe for awhile. From Faren's mixed expression of reluctance and gratitude, Cery
knew that the Thief would have refused if he hadn't desperately needed the boost to his position that the
arrangement would bring.

Faren'shold on his status as Thief had been precariousfor the first year after he had turned Sonea over
to the Guild. A Thief's ahility to do businessrelied on anetwork of people willing to work for him. While
some worked for money, most preferred to "help out” and be paid back in kind later. Favorswere the
second currency of the underworld.

Faren had used alot of the favors owed to him while kegping Sonea out of the Guild's hands, but that
should not have held him back for long. People knew he had made a deal with Soneato hide her from
the Guild in exchange for her using her magic for him—aded he had broken. The other Thieves, worried
by the Guild'swarningsthat her powers would grow dangerousif she wasn't trained to control them,
had "asked" him to turn her in. While he could hardly have refused the request of the other underworld
leaders, adea had been broken. Thieves needed people to believe they had at least some integrity, or
only the desperate or the foolish would do business with them. Only the fact that Sonea had never used
magic in any useful way, failing to uphold her sde of the dedl, had saved Faren from completeruin.
Serin had remained loyd, however. He had given Cery little information about Faren's affairs during the
reading and writing lessons—nothing Cery didn't aready know, anyway. Cery had learned fast, though
he attributed that partly to having watched some of Soned's|essonswith the scribe.

And by showing that he—Sonea's friend—was willing to deal with Faren—Soned's "betrayer"—Cery
had assured people that the Thief was ill trustworthy.

Taking adim tube of dried reed out of hisdesk drawer, Cery rolled the letter and dipped it inside. He
stoppered the tube and sedled it with wax. Ficking up ayerim—adim metd tool with aneedle-like
point—he scratched a name on the side.

Putting the tube aside, Cery baanced the yerim in his hand, then, with aflick of hiswrig, threw it across
the room. It landed point first in the wooden pandlling of the oppositewdl. He gave asmdl sigh of
satisfaction. Hed had his own yerim made to be well balanced for throwing. Looking down at the three
remaining in the drawer, he reached out to take another, then stopped at a knock on the door.

Rising, Cery crossed the room to retrieve the yerim from the pandlling before returning to his desk.
"Comein," hecdled.

The door opened and Gol stepped inside. The man's expression was respectful. Cery looked closer. In
Gol'seyeswas ahint of ... expectation, perhaps?

"A woman to see you, Ceryni."

Cery smiled a Gol'suse of hisfull name. Thiswas an unusua woman, if Gol's manner was any indication.
What would she be: spirited, beautiful, or important?

"Name?'

"Savara"

No one Cery knew of, unlessthe name wasfadse. It was not atypica Kyralian name, however. It
sounded more like aLonmar name.

"Occupdion?’

"Shewouldn't say."

Then perhaps her name is Savara, Cery mused. If she had lied about her name, why not make up an



occupation aswel?

"Why's she come?"

" Says she can hel p you with a problem, but wouldn't say what the problem was."

Cery wasthoughtful. So she thinks | have a problem. Interesting.

"Show her in, then."

Gol nodded, then backed out of the room. Cery closed his desk drawer, then leaned back in his chair to
wait. After afew minutes, the door opened again.

He and the newcomer regarded each other in surprise.

She had the strangest face he had ever seen. A broad forehead and high cheekbones angled down to a
fine chin. Thick, black hair hung heavy and straight past her shoulders, but her most startling feature was
her eyes. They were large and tilted upward &t the outer corners, and the same light gold-brown as her
skin. Strange, exotic eyes. . . and they were examining him with barely concedled amusement.

He was used to thisreaction. Most customers hesitated when they first saw him, asthey noted his
dature, and his name, which was a so the name of alittle rodent common in the dums. Then they
reminded themselves of his position and the likely consequencesif they laughed out loud.

"Ceryni," thewoman said. "Y ou are Ceryni?' Her voice was rich and deep, and she had spoken with an
accent he could not place. Definitely not Lonmar.

"Yes. And you're Savara." Hedid not phraseit asaquestion. If she had lied about her name, he doubted
shewould offer the real one now just because he asked for it.

"l am.”

Shetook astep closer to the desk, her eyes shifting away to note features of the room, then back to him
agan.

"You say I've aproblem you can fix," he prompted.

A hint of asmile crossed her face and he caught his breath. 1f she fully smiled, she may just turn out to
be astonishingly beautiful. No doubt this was the cause of Gol's suppressed excitement.

"l do." Shefrowned. "You do." Her gaze dipped from his, moved over him asif consdering something,
then snapped back. "The other Thieves say you are the one hunting the murderers.”

Murderers? Cery narrowed his eyes. So she knows there is more than one.

"How d'you plan to help me?"

She smiled and Cery's suspicion was confirmed—she was astonishingly beautiful. He hadn't anticipated
the challenge and confidence that came with it, however. This one knew how to use her looksto get her
way.

"I can help you find and kill them.”

Cery's heart began to race. If she knew who these murderers were, and believed she could kill them. ..
"And how're you going to do that?" he asked.

The smile vanished. Shetook another step closer. "Find or kill?"

"Both."

"1 will say nothing of my methods of killing today. Asfor finding them,” a crease appeared between her
brows, "that will be harder, but easier for me than for you. | have ways of recognizing them."

"Sodol," Cery pointed out. "Why's your way better?'

She smiled again. "I know more about them. For now, | will tell you that the next one entered the city
today. Hewill probably take aday or two to gather the courage, and then you'll hear of hisfirst kill."

He considered her reply carefully. If she didn't know anything, why offer this proof? Unless she planned
to manufacture " proof by murdering someone herself. Helooked at her closely and his heart went cold as
he belatedly recognized the broad facid features and that particular shade of gold-brown skin. How had
he not seen it earlier? But he had never seen a Sachakan woman before ...

He had no doubt now that she was dangerous. Whether she was dangerous to him, or to the murderers
from her homeland, remained to be seen. The more he could get her to reveal of hersdlf, the better.

"So you have watchersin your homeland,” he prompted, "who tell you when akiller has entered
Kyrdia?'

She paused. "Yes"



Cery nodded. "Or," he said dowly, "you'll wait afew days and kill someone yoursdlf.”

Her gaze became stedly. "Then have your tagswatch me. | will stay in my room and have food brought
tome"

"We both need to prove ourselves right-sided,” hetold her. ™Y ou came to me, so you do the proving
firgt. I'll put awatcher on you now, and well have a chat once this man has done his deed. Happy with
thet?"

She nodded once. "Yes."

"Wait in thefirst room. I'll set things out, and have afriend take you back to your place.”

He watched, taking in as much detail as possible, as she walked to the door. Her clothes were plain,
neither shabby nor expensive. The heavy shirt and trousers were typical of common Kyradians, but from
the way she walked he doubted she had been ordered about much in her life. No, thisone did the
ordering.

Gal returned to the room prompitly after she had left, hisface tight with the effort of hiding his curiosity.
"Put four tagson her," Cery told him. "1 want to know every move she makes. Keep an eye on whoever
brings anything to her, food or otherwise. She knows she's going to be watched, so let her see two of the
tags."

Gol nodded. "Want to see what she was carrying?'

He held out abundle of cloth. Cery regarded it with mild surprise. She had offered to kill the
murderers, hereasoned. | doubt she plansto do it with her bare hands. He nodded.

Goal carefully unrolled the cloth on the desk. Cery chuckled as he saw the array of knives and daggers.
He picked them up one by one, testing their weight. Some were etched with unusua designs and
symbols, somewith gems set into

the metal. He sobered. Sachakan, most likely. He set the largest of the jeweled ones aside, then nodded
to Gol.

"Givethem back."

Gol nodded, then rolled up the bundle and took it out of the room. When the door had closed, Cery
leaned back in his chair and considered this strange woman. If everything she had said proved true, she
could be as useful as she claimed.

If shewaslying?Hefrowned. Wasit possible a Thief had sent her? She had mentioned speaking to the
"other Thieves." He could not think of agood reason for oneto interfere, however. Time must be spent
consdering dl the possibilities. He would be questioning hiswatchers closdly.

And should | tell him? Cery thought. To communicate anything other than the arranged coded messages
would require amesting, and he was not about to arrange one unless it was absol utely necessary. Was
thisimportant enough?

A Sachakan woman who had contactsin her homeland. Of courseit was.

But something made Cery pause. Perhaps he should wait and seeif she proved hersdlf useful first. And
he had to admit, he didn't like consulting someone ese every time he changed histacticsdightly. Even if
he did owe that someone agreat debt.

It wastime he came up with afew strategies of hisown.

As Soneawaited for Warrior class to begin she closed her eyes and rubbed them, then fought off the
urge to yawn. She had finished Coren's diary late in the night, drawn on by the architect's recollections
and hdf afraid tha, if sheleft it there unfinished, she might return the next night to find it gone and never
know how the story ended.

Asthe night turned to the earliest hours of morning, she had read the fina entry:

| have decided. When the foundations of the University are complete | will secretly bury the chest,
with all its contents, in the soil beneath it. Along with those terrible truths will go my own, in the
physical form of this book. Perhaps, by carrying out this act of concealment, | will finally smother
this nagging guilt at what | have learned and used.

If I had the courage, | would destroy the chest and its contents, but | fear to judge differently from
those who placed it in the ground in the first place. They were most definitely wiser men than 1.
The chest must have been rediscovered, however, or she would not have had Coren'sdiary in her hands.



What had happened to the rest of the books? Did Akkarin have them?

Or wasthe diary afake, created by Akkarin to persuade the Guild that black magic was not asbad asit
was thought to be? He might be testing it on her, to seeif it would convince her.

If that were so, then he had made amistake. Coren had believed that black magic waswrong. Reading
the account, whether fictiona or not, was not going to persuade anyone otherwise.

If it wasredl, why had Akkarin given it to her? Soneafrowned down at her notebook. He would not
have alowed her to know of its existence on awhim. He must have areason.

What had he revedled to her? That Coren had used black magic and that it had led him to discover how
to manipulate stone. That another magi cian—afamous magician—had committed the same crime ashe.
Perhaps Akkarin wanted her to consider that he, too, might have learned it againgt his better judgment.
Perhaps he wanted her sympathy and understanding.

Coren hadn't held a novice hostage to keep his crimes secret, however.

Would he have, if he had been faced with losing his powers, position, or even hislife, as punishment?
Sonea shook her head. Perhaps Akkarin smply wanted to destroy whatever illusions she might have of
the famous figure that Coren was.

The sudden appearance of Lord Makin interrupted her thoughts. The teacher placed alarge box on the
front desk, then faced the class.

"Today | will beteaching you about illuson,” the Warrior told them. "And how it isused in battle. The
most important thing to remember with illusionisthis itisal about deception. Anilluson cannot harm
you, but it can lead you into danger. I'll demonstrate thiswith astory.”

Makin moved to his chair and sat down, folding his hands on the table. All sounds of boots scuffing the
floor or novices shifting in their seats ceased. Lord Makin's stories were dways interesting.

"Our higtoriestd| usthat, five centuries ago, two brotherslived in the Elyne mountains. Grind and Lond
were both magicians skilled in battle. One day a caravan of travellers passed, led by a merchant named
Kamaka. His daughter, a beautiful young woman, travelled with him. The two brothers saw the caravan
and descended from their mountain home to buy goods. When they laid eyes on Kamaka's daughter they
both fdl ingtantly in love."

Makin sighed and shook his head sadly, gaining smiles from the novices. "An argument ensued between
them over who would have the girl. The two brothers could not resolve their dispute with words, so they
began to fight each other. It is said the battle continued for days (which isunlikely) and the brothers found
themsdlves evenly matched in strength and skill. It was Grind who broke the stdemate. Seeing thet his
brother stood by acliff on which was poised alarge boulder, he contrived that this boulder should fall,
but preceded it with another, illusory boulder.

"Lond saw hisbrother staring at something above his head. He looked up to see a boulder falling toward
him, and ingtantly dismissed it astheilluson it was. Of course he did not see the second boulder, which
was concedled behind theillusory one.

"Grind had expected his brother to detect the deception. When he redlized he had killed his own brother,
he became distracted with grief. The caravan was able to continue on its way, taking Kamaka's daughter
withit. So you see" Makin finished, "whileillusions cannot hurt you, alowing yoursdf to be deceived by
themmight.”

The Warrior rose. "How do you makeillusons? That iswhat | will be teaching you today. We will art
by copying the objects| have brought with me. Seno, come to the front of the class.”

Sonealistened as the magician explained different ways of creating an image of something with magic,
and watched as

Seno followed the teacher's ingtructions. When the demondtration was finished, Seno passed Soned's
desk on theway to hisown. He looked at Sonea and smiled. Shelet the corner of her mouth curl
upward in response. He had been particularly friendly toward her since a Warrior practice sesson some
weeks before, in which she had taught him atrick that weaker magicians could use againgt stronger ones.
Asthe lesson continued, she turned her mind to learning the illusion techniques. Just when she had
managed to form anillusion of apachi fruit something appeared inthe air in front of her.

It was aflower, the petals made of bright orange autumn leaves. She reached out and her fingers passed



through the strange blossom. It shattered into a thousand sparks of light that spun in aquick dance before
vanishing.

"Well donel" Trassaexclamed.

"It wasn't me." Soneaturned to see Seno grinning at her, an orange leaf lying on thetablein front of him.
At the front of the class, Lord Makin cleared histhroat loudly. Sonea turned back to see the teacher
regarding her sternly. She shrugged to protest her innocence. He looked pointedly at thefruit in front of
her.

She concentrated until an illusory copy appeared besideit. It was aredder shade than it ought to be, and
the texture of its skin was sugpicioudy like the veins of aleaf. She sighed. It would be easier if she didn't
have amemory of autumn leaves so fresh in her mind. She pushed away her annoyance. Seno hadn't
intended to distract her. He'd just been showing off.

But why flaunt his successto her and no one ese? Surely he wasn't trying to impress her.

Or was he?

She resisted the temptation to turn and see what he was doing. Seno was a cheerful boy, talkative and
easy to like, and she was probably the only Kyradian girl who didn't tower over him ...

What am | thinking? She scowled as sheredlized her illusion had changed into a shapeless glowing
bdl. Even if | didn't have Akkarin to worry about, what of Dorrien?

A memory flitted into her mind of Rothen's son standing by the spring in the forest behind the Guild. Of
him leaning closer to kiss her. She pushed it away.

She hadn't seen Dorrien for over ayear. Whenever she found hersdlf thinking of him, sheforced hersdlf
to concentrate on something else. There was nothing to be gained from regret—not when it would have
been an impossible rdationship anyway, with her stuck in the Guild until graduation, and him living—dll
but afew weeks each year—far away, in avillage at the base of the mountains.

Sighing, she concentrated on the fruit, and began restoring her illusion.

As L orlen reached the door of his office he heard afamiliar voice cal his name. Glancing behind, he
amiled as he saw hisassstant striding forward to meet him.

"Good evening, Lord Osen.”

The magical lock unwound under hiswill, and the door clicked open. Lorlen stepped aside and gestured
for Osen to enter, but his assstant hesitated as he looked ingde the room, his expression changing from
surprise to ascowl. Following Osen's gaze, Lorlen saw the black-robed man who was relaxing in one of
the room's comfortable chairs.

Akkarin had away of turning up in locked rooms, or unexpected places, but thisdid not explain Osen's
scowl. Lorlen looked at his assistant again. The young magician's expression was respectful now; no sign
remained of the flegting disapprova Lorlen had glimpsed.

| hadn't noticed his dislike of Akkarin before, Lorlen mused as he walked to hisdesk. | wonder how
long he has nursed it.

"Good evening, High Lord," Lorlen said.

"Adminidrator,” Akkarin replied. "Lord Osen.”

"High Lord," Osen replied, nodding.

Lorlen sat down at his desk and looked up at Osen. "Was there something ... 7'

"Yes" Osenreplied. "l found amessenger waiting at the door about half an hour ago. Captain Barran
say's he has something interesting to show you if you are free."

Another victim? Lorlen suppressed ashudder. "Then | had better seewhat it is, unlessthe High Lord
has reason to detain me." He looked at Akkarin.

Deep creases had formed between Akkarin's eyebrows. He looks genuinely concerned, Lorlen
thought. Very concer ned.

"No," Akkarin said. "Captain Barran's request is more important than the issues | cameto discuss.”

A short and awkward silence followed as Osen stayed by the desk and Akkarin remained in his chair.
Lorlen glanced from one to the other, then rose.

"Thank you, Osen. Could you see to the ordering of a carriage for me?"

"Yes, Adminigtrator." The young magician nodded politely to Akkarin, then strode out of the room.



Lorlenlooked at Akkarin closely, wondering if Osen's didike had communicated itself.

What am | thinking? Of course Akkarin knows.

Akkarin had paid little attention to Osen's departure, however. He was till frowning as he rose and
followed Lorlen to the door.

"Y ou weren't expecting this?' Lorlen ventured as he stepped into the Entrance Hall. It wasraining
outside, o he stopped within the doorsto wait for the carriage.

Akkarin's eyes narrowed. "No."

"Y ou could comewith me."

"Better that you take care of it."

He'll be watching, I'd wager. Lorlen looked down at the ring on hisfinger.

"Good night, then," Lorlen ventured.

Akkarin's expression softened dightly. "Good night. I'm looking forward to your viewson this" The
corner of his mouth twitched upward, then he turned away and started down the sairs, therain hissng as
it met theinvisble shiedd around him.

Lorlen shook hishead at Akkarin'slittlejoke. A carriage emerged from the stables and started along the
road to the University. It pulled up at the bottom of the stairs and the driver jumped down to open the
door. Lorlen hurried down and climbed aboard.

The journey through the city to the Guard House seemed longer than usud. The rain clouds blocked the
garlight, but the wet road reflected lamplight up onto the buildings. Those few people roaming about
hurried by in their cloaks, the hoods covering their heads. Only one delivery boy stopped to stare at the
carriage asit passed.

The carriage finally pulled up outside the Guard House. Lorlen climbed out and strode to the door. He
was greeted by Captain Barran.

"Sorry to call you out on such amiserable night, Adminisirator,” Barran said as he led Lorlen down the
corridor to hisoffice. "I considered delaying my message until tomorrow, but that would have made what
| have to show you even less pleasant.”

Barran did not stop at his office, but descended to the same basement room he had taken Lorlen to
before. Asthey stepped through the door, a powerful smell of rot enveloped them. Lorlen saw with
dismay that something human-shaped lay under aheavy cloth on one of the tables.

"Here." The Captain moved quickly to a cupboard and took out ajar and two squares of cloth. He
unstoppered the jar and tipped afew drops of yellow oil onto the cloths, then handed oneto Lorlen.
"Hold this over your nose."

AsLorlen did, asharp and familiar medicina smell overwhelmed the room's odor. Holding the other
cloth to hisown face, Barran moved over to the table.

"This man was found floating in theriver today," he said, hisvoice muffled. "He's been dead a couple of
days." Helifted the cloth covering the body to revea apaeface. The corpse's eyes were covered by
small squares of materid. As more of the body was reveaed, Lorlen forced himslf to ignore the Sgns of
decay and what he guessed were the nib-blings of fish. Instead, he noted the wound over the heart and
the long dash down the man's neck.

"Ancther victim."

"No." Barran looked at L orlen. "He's been identified by two witnesses. This appearsto be the murderer.”
Lorlen stared at Barran, then the corpse. "But he's been killed in the same way."

"Yes. Inrevenge, perhaps. See here." The guard pointed to the left hand of the corpse. A finger was
missing. "He waswearing aring. We had to cut it off.” Barran replaced the cloth, then moved to a
covered dish on anearby bench. The guard drew off the cover to reved adirty slver band.

"It had a stone, but it wasn't removed. Our investigator found shards of glass embedded in the skin, and
the grips of the setting were bent in away that suggests the ring was smashed. He believes the sone was
glass”

Lorlen ressted looking down at hisown ring. Akkarin'sring. So my suspicion about the murderer's
ring must betrue. | wonder. ..

He turned to regard the covered corpse.



"Areyou sure thisisthe murderer?”

"The witnesses were very convincing.”

Lorlen moved to the corpse and uncovered an arm. Steding himsalf, he placed two fingers on the skin
and sent his senses out. At once he detected energy within it, and felt relief. Something was odd,
however. He searched, then drew back as he redlized what the strangenesswas. The life within the body
was concentrated around the stomach, lungs, skin and wounds. Therest wasdl but empty.

Of course, he thought. This man has probably been floating in theriver for afew days. Time enough for
small organismsto invade. Another day or two and the true cause of death would have been
undetectable.

Lorlen drew away from thetable.

"Seen enough?' Barran asked.

"Yes." Lorlen paused to wipe hisfingers on the cloth before giving it to Barran. He held his breath until
they were back in the corridor and the door was shut firmly behind them.

"What now?" Lorlen wondered aoud.

Barran sighed. "Wewait. If the murders begin again, well know for sure that we have agang of killersto
look for."

"I'd prefer it if the murders smply stopped now,” Lorlen replied.

"Aswould most Imardians," Barran agreed, "but | ill have the murderer'skiller to look for."

The murderer'skiller. Another black magician. Akkarin, perhaps? He glanced at the door they had just
passed through. That corpse was proof that there were—or had been—black magiciansin the city other
than Akkarin. Wasthe city filled with them? Now that was not a comforting thought. Suddenly, al
Lorlen wanted was to go back to the Guild, to the safety of hisrooms, and try to sort out the
implications.

But Barran obvioudy needed to discuss the discovery further. Smothering asigh, Lorlen followed the
guard back to hisoffice.

4

The Next Step

Rothen sat in hisfavorite chair to one side of the Night Room and watched hisfellow magicians. Every
week, Guild members cameto thisroom to talk and exchange gossip. Some remained in pairs or smdl
circles, bound together by friendship or familiarity with others of the same discipline. Otherswere drawn
together by family and House ties; though magicians were supposed to put aside such loyalties when they
joined the Guild, theinclination to trust and distrust according to tradition and politics remained strong.
At the other side of the room sat three magicians who appeared to be engaged in anything but idle
chatter. Lord Balkan, wearing the red robes and black sash of the Head of Warriors, was the youngest
of them. Lady Vinara, the green-robed Head of Hedlers, was a stern, middle-aged woman. White-haired
Lord Sarrin, the Head of Alchemidts, wore his purple robes.

Rothen wished he could hear their conversation. The three had been talking energetically for an hour.
Whenever anything was debated among the Higher Magicians, these three were the most voca and most
influential speakers. Between Balkan's direct reasoning, Vinara's compassion and insight, and Sarrin's
consarvative opinions, they usually managed to cover most Sdes of anissue.

But Rothen knew he would never get near enough to the trio to listen without being observed. Instead, he
turned his attention to closer magicians. At once hisheart skipped as he recognized afamiliar voice.
Adminigtrator Lorlen ... some-

where behind his chair. He closed his eyes and concentrated on the voice.

"... | understand that many of the Alchemists have been involved in long-term projects they are reluctant
to put aside," Lorlen said. "All will have an opportunity to object to their involvement in the construction
of the new Lookout, but they must prove that their work will beirretrievably harmed by the delay.” "Bui.
"y e

Therewasasdgh. "l just cannot see why we are wasting Alchemists timeon such. . . such foolery.



Weather monitoring, of dl thingd Can't Davin build himself alittle hut on that hill? Why atower?' The
magician objecting to the project was Lord Pegkin, the Head of Alchemic Studies. "And | do not seethe
need for the Warriors involvement. Isthis structure going to be for achemic or military use?'

"Both," Lorlen told him. The High Lord decided it would be short-sighted to construct abuilding of this
kind without congdering its defensive potentid . He aso saw that it was unlikely that the building would
be approved by the King if its use was solely for monitoring the westher."

"Then who will design thisstructure?”

"That isyet to be decided.”

Rothen smiled. Lord Davin had been considered an eccentric for years, but recently his study of weather
patterns and prediction had gained alittle respect and interest. Lord Peakin, however, had aways found
Davin's gushing enthusiasm and peculiar obsesson irritating.

The discussion about the tower ended as anew voice joined the others.

"Good evening, Adminigtrator, Lord Pegkin.”

"Director Jerrik," Peakin said. "1 have heard that Soneawill not be attending evening classes now. Isthis
true?'

At Soned's name, Rothen was ingtantly tense and dert. And Jarrik, as University Director, oversaw dl
mattersinvolving the training of novices. From this conversation, Rothen might learn about her progress.
"Itis" Jerrik replied. "The High Lord spoketo meyes-

terday. A few of her teachers had commented to me that she appeared to betired and was easily
distracted. Akkarin had made the same observation, and agreed to let her have the evenings free for the
rest of theyear."

"What of those subjects she has dready begun studying?'

"Shelll have to begin them again next year, though she won't have to repeat any projectsif she doesn't
need to. Her teacherswill take into account what she has covered aready.”

The voiceswere growing fainter. Rothen resisted the urge to look around.

"Will she befavoring adiscipline?' Peskin asked. "Thiswill make it even more necessary that she focus
her efforts on one soon, or she will not be proficient in any by graduation.”

"Akkarin hasn't decided yet," Lorlen replied.

"Akkarin hasn't decided?’ Jerrik repeated. "The choiceis Soneds.”

Therewas apause. "Of course,”" Lorlen agreed. "What | meant by that is Akkarin hasn't indicated to me
which held prefer her to choose, so I'm assuming he hasn't decided what to recommend.”

"Maybe he doesn't want to influence her in any way," Peakin said. "Whichiswhy he ... agood grounding
... before ..."

The voicesfaded into the distance. Guessing that the magicians were moving away, Rothen sighed and
drained hisglass.

So Sonea had her eveningsto hersalf. Hismood darkened at the thought of her stuck in her roomin the
High Lord's Residence, closeto Akkarin and hisevil habits. Then he remembered that she had dways
spent her sparetimein the Novices Library. No doubt she would smply go there every evening now she
was free of classes.

Fedling alittle better, Rothen rose, gave his empty glassto a servant, then went in search of Yadin.
Since Irand had dlocated them a study room, Dannyl and Tayend had gradudly added furnishings until it
was as con-

fortable as any nobleman's guestroom. In addition to the large table that had once dominated the room,
there were comfortable chairs and a couch, awell-stocked wine cabinet and oil lampsfor reading. The
lamps were dso the only source of heat when Dannyl was not there. Today, however, he had set aglobe
of magic in an dcovein onewal, and the heat had quickly chased away the chill of the sonewalls.
Tayend had been absent when Dannyl arrived at the library. After talking to Irand for an hour, Dannyl
had continued on to their study room to wait for hisfriend. He was struggling through the records of a
sead de edtate in the vague hope of finding areference to ancient magic when Tayend findly arrived.

The scholar stopped in the middle of the room and swayed, clearly alittle drunk.

"Lookslike you've been having agood time," Dannyl observed.



Tayend sghed dramaticaly. "Ah, yes. There was good wine. There was fine music. Therewere even a
few rather good-looking acrobatsto admire. . . But | dragged mysdlf away, knowing that | could only
escape for afew sweet hoursfrom daving in the library for my relentlessy demanding Guild
Ambassador.”

Dannyl crossed hisarms and smiled. "Saving, indeed. Y ou've never done an honorable day'swork in
your life"

"Plenty of dishonorable ones, though.” Tayend grinned. "And besides, | did alittle work for usat this
party. Dem Marane was there—the man who might be arebd."

"Redly?' Dannyl uncrossed hisarms. "That's a coincidence.”

"Not redly." Tayend shrugged. "'l see him occasiondly at parties, but | haven't had much conversation
with him since hefirgt introduced himself. Anyway, | decided to have achat and give him ahint that we
were interested in atending his parties.”

Dannyl felt astab of darm. "What did you say?"

Tayend waved ahand dismissvely. "Nothing specific. | just commented that hisinvitations had stopped
once I'd started, assisting you, then | looked cautious, but interested.”

"Y ou shouldn't have. . ." Dannyl frowned. "How many times have you had these invitations?'

The scholar chuckled. "Y ou sound jealous, Dannyl. Only once or twice ayear. Not invitations, redly. He
just hintsthat I'm gill welcometo attend his parties.”

"And these hints stopped when you started asssting me?”

"Obvioudy héesterribly intimidated by you."

Dannyl paced the room. "Y ou've just hinted that we've guessed what he and hisfriendsare up to. If they
are asinvolved as Akkarin says, they'll take even the dightest hint of danger serioudy. Very serioudy.”
Tayend'seyeswidened. "l judt. . . sounded interested.”

"That is probably enough to send Marane into a panic. He's probably considering what to do about us
right now."

"What will he do?'

Dannyl sighed. "'l doubt helll wait around to seeif the Guild comesto arrest him. He's probably
consdering waysto slence us. Blackmail. Murder.”

"Murder! But . . . surely held know | wouldn't have approached him if | was going to turn himin? If | was
goingtoturnhiminl'djud. .. turnhimin."

"Because you only suspect he'sarebd," Dannyl replied. "Hell be expecting usto do exactly what were
planning to do—pretend to want to join them in order to confirm our suspicions. That'swhy Akkarin
suggested we give him something to blackmail uswith.” <

Tayend sat down and rubbed hisforehead. "Do you redly think he might try to kill me?' He cursed, "l
just saw an opportunity and, and . . ."

"No. If he hasany sense, hewon't risk trying to kill you." Dannyl leaned againg the table. "Hell befinding
out as much about us as possible, consdering what is preciousto us. What he could threaten to harm.
Family. Wedlth. Honor."

"

Dannyl shook hishead. "Even if he has heard rumors, he would not rely on them. He wants something
he's sure of. If we'd arranged for our little secret to come into his hands before this, we could rely on him
aming for tha."

"Dowedlill havetime?

Dannyl considered the scholar. "'l supposeif weact quickly .. ."

The bright excitement in the scholar's eyes was gone. Dannyl wasn't sure what he wanted to do more:
give Tayend areassuring hug or shake some senseinto him. By seeking to learn magic on their own, the
Elyne courtiers had broken one of the Allied Land's most important laws. Punishment for bresking it,
depending on the circumstances, was imprisonment for life or even execution. The rebelswould take any
threat of discovery very serioudy.

By the miserable look on Tayend's face, Dannyl knew that if the danger hadn't sunk in before, it had
now. Sighing, he crossed the room and rested his hands on Tayend's shoulders.



"Don't worry, Tayend. Y ou set thingsin motion alittle early, that'sdl. Let'sfind Irand and tel himwe
need to act straightaway.”

Tayend nodded, then rose and followed him to the door.

It was late when Sonea heard the tapping at her bedroom door. She sighed with relief. Her servant,
Viola, waslate and Soneawas craving her nightly cup of raka.

"Comein." Without looking up, she sent athought at the door and willed it open. When the servant didn't
move into the room, Sonealooked up and felt her blood freeze.

Akkarin stood in the doorway, all but his pale face hidden in the shadowy passage. He moved and she
saw that he was carrying two large, heavy books. The cover of one was stained and tattered.

With her heart beating quickly, she sood and reluctantly approached the door, stopping afew strides
away to bow.

"Have you finished the diary?" he asked.

She nodded. "Y es, High Lord."

"And what did you make of it?"

What should she say?"It ... it answers alot of questions,” she said evasively.

"How L ord Coren discovered how to manipulate stone.”

"Anything dse?'

That he learned black magic. She didn't want to say it, but Akkarin obviousy wanted some sort of
acknowledgment of the fact. What would he do if she refused to talk about it? He would probably keep
pressing her. She wastoo tired to think her way around a conversation like thet.

"He used black magic. He saw it waswrong,” she said shortly. "He stopped.”

The corner of his mouth curled up into ahaf-amile. "Indeed. | do not think the Guild would like to
discover that. Thereal Corenisnot afigure they would want young novicesto idolize, evenif he
redeemed himsdlf in the end.” He held out the books. "Thisisafar older record. | have brought an
origind aswell asacopy. Theorigind isdeteriorating, so handleit only as much as you need to confirm
the copy istrue.”

"Why are you showing me these books?'

The question came out before she could stop it. She winced at the insolence and suspicion in her voice,
Akkarin's eyes bored into her own and shelooked away.

"Y ou want to know the truth," he said. It was not aquestion.

Hewasright. She did want to know. A part of her wanted to ignore the books—to refuse to read them
just because he wanted her to. Instead, she stepped forward and took them from him. She did not meet
his eyes, though she knew he was watching her closdly.

"Aswith thediary, you should not alow anyoneto learn of these records,” he said quietly. "Do not even
alow your servant to see them.”

She backed away and looked down at the cover of the older book. Record of the 235th Year, the
cover stated. The book was over five hundred years old! Impressed, she glanced up at Akkarin. He
nodded once, knowingly, then turned away. His footsteps echoed down the corridor, then she heard the
faint sound of his bedroom door closing.

The books were heavy. She pushed the door closed with asmall pulse of magic, and moved to her desk.
Pushing aside her notes, she laid the two books side by side.

Opening the origind, she gently turned the first pages.

The writing was faint and unreadable in places. Opening the copy, shefdt a strange frisson aslines of
elegant handwriting appeared. Akkarin's handwriting.

After reading afew lines of the origind, she checked them against the copy and confirmed that the two
wereidentica. Akkarin had |eft notes where the text had faded, outlining what he thought the missing
words might be. She turned more pages, checked again, then chose another page from the center of the
book and one from near the end. All seemed to match the copy perfectly. Later, she decided, she would
check every page and every word.

Putting the original aside, she turned back to thefirst page of the copy and began to read.



It was a day-by-day record of a Guild much younger and smaller than the current one. After several
pages, she had grown fond of the record-keeper, who clearly admired the people he was writing about.
The Guild he knew was very different from the one she understood. Magicianstook on gpprenticesin
exchange for money or assistance. Then acomment by the author madeit clear what that assistance
entailed, and she stopped, aghast.

These early magicians strengthened themselves by drawing magic from their apprentices. They used
black magic.

Sheread and reread the passage over and over, but its meaning was clear. They called it "higher magic."
She looked at the spine and saw that she was a quarter of the way through the book. Continuing, she
found the records gradually focused on the activities of awayward apprentice, Tagin. It was discovered
that the young man had taught himsdlf higher magic against the wishes of his master. Abuseswere
uncovered. Tagin had taken strength from ordinary folk, which was never done except in times of great
need. The record-keeper expressed disapproval and anger, then histone abruptly changed to fear. Tagin
hed used higher magic to kill hismeaster.

The gtuation grew steadily worse. Asthe magicians of the Guild sought to punish him, Tagin killed
indiscriminately to gain the strength to resst them. Magicians reported the daughter of men, women and
children. Wholevillages

weredl but destroyed, with only afew survivorsto report the malicious nature of their attacker.

At aknock at her door, she jumped. She quickly closed the books, pushed them spine-first against the
wall, and stacked severa ordinary study books on top. Drawing her notes back in front of her, she
arranged the desk asiif she had been studying.

As she willed the door open Takan glided in with her raka. She thanked him, but felt too distracted to
ask where Violawas. Once he had |eft, she gulped afew mouthfuls, then retrieved the records and began
reading again:

It is difficult to believe that any man could be capable of such acts of needless violence.
Yesterday's attempt to subdue him appears to have sent himinto a passion. The last reports say he
has slaughtered all in the villages of Tenker and Forei. He is beyond all controlling and | fear for
the future of us all. | am amazed that he has not turned on us yet—nbut perhapsthisishis
preparation for that final strike.

Soneasat back in her chair and shook her head in disbelief. She flicked back to the previous page and
reread the last entry. Fifty-two magicians, strengthened by their apprentices and the livestock donated by
frightened commoners, hadn't been able to defeat Tagin. The next few entries recorded Tagin's seemingly
random path through Kyraia. Then came the words Sonea had been dreading:

My wor st fears have come to life. Today Tagin killed Lord Gerin, Lord Dirron, Lord Winnel and
Lady Ella. Will it end only when all magicians are dead, or will he not be satisfied until all life has
been drained from the world? The view from my window is ghastly. Thousands of gorin, enka and
reber rot in the fields, their strength given to the defense of Kyralia. Too many to eat...

From there the Situation grew worse until over haf the magiciansin the Guild were dead. Another quarter
had aready taken their belongings and fled. The remainder were making avdiant effort to save stores of
books and medicines.

What if this happened now? The Guild waslarger but each magician wielded only atiny portion of the
grength of

their long-dead predecessors. If Akkarin did as Tagin had . . . she shivered and continued reading. The
next entry caught her by surprise.

It isover. When Alyk told me the news | dared not believe it, but an hour ago | climbed the stairs
of the Lookout and saw the truth with my own eyes. It istrue. Tagin is dead. Only he could have
created such destruction in his final moments.

Lord Eland called us together and read a letter sent from Indria, Tagin'ssister. She told of her
intention to poison him. We can only assume that she succeeded.

The record-keeper recounted a dow restoration. The magicians who had |eft returned. The stores and
librarieswere set in order again. Soneamused over the long entries covering the common people'slosses



and recovery. It gppeared the Guild had once been concerned for the wellbeing of ordinary people.
Truly the old Guild was destroyed with Tagin. | have heard some say that a new Guild was born
today. The first of the changes occurred this morning when five young men joined us. They are
our first "novices," apprenticed to all and not one. They will not be taught the higher magics until
they have proven themselves trustworthy. If Lord Karron has his way they will never learn them
atall.

Support for the ban of what Lord Karron had begun to call "black” magic increased. Soneaturned a
page and found onelast entry, followed by blank pages.

| have not the gift of foresight, nor do | pretend to know enough of men and magic to guess the
future, but after we made our decision | was gripped by a fear that the Sachakans might rise
against us again in the future, and the Guild would be found unprepared. | proposed a secret store
of knowledge, to be opened only if the Guild faced certain destruction. The others of my company
agreed, for many of my fellows held the same secret fear.

It was decided that the existence of a secret weapon would be known of by the Head of Warriors
only. He would not know its nature, but would pass the location down to his successor. | now
finish thisrecord here. Tomorrow | will

begin a new one. | sincerely hope that nobody will ever open this book and read these words.
Below thislast entry wasanote:

Seventy years later Lord Koril, Head of Warriors, died in a practice bout at the age of
twenty-eight. It islikely that he did not have an opportunity to pass on the knowledge of the secret
"weapon."

Sonea stared at Akkarin's postscript. Lord Coren had discovered a chest full of books. Wasthisthe
secret sore of knowledge?

She sighed and closed the book. The more she learned, the more questions arose. She got to her feet
and swayed, realizing belatedly that she had been reading for hours. Y awning, she covered Akkarin's
bookswith her notes, then changed into her bedcl othes, dipped into bed and fell into adeep filled with
nightmarish scenes of power-crazed magicians stalking livestock and villagers.

5

Speculation

Though he received news of amurder bearing dl the indicators he'd been taught to look for, Cery had
waited until aweek passed since his meeting with Savara before he let her know she had been right. He
wanted to see how long she would endure her salf-imposed imprisonment in her hired room. When he
heard that she had suggested some fighting practice with one of her "guards,” he knew her patience was
running out. And curiosity got the better of him when the man admitted to losing every bout.

He paced hisroom as he waited for her to arrive. Hisinvestigations had revedled little. The owner of the
room could only say Savara had started renting it afew days before her visit to Cery. Only two of the
city'sweapons sellers recognized her knife as Sachakan. The city's gutters al claimed, after bribes and
other means of ensuring they told the truth, that they had never fenced awegpon like it before. He
doubted he would find anyone in the city who could tell him more.

At aknock on the door he stopped pacing. He returned to his chair and cleared histhroat.

"Comein."

She smiled warmly as she entered the room. Oh, she knows she's beautiful, and how to use it to get
what she wants, he thought. He kept his expression neutrd.

"Ceryni," shesad.

"Savara. | hear my tag gave you some sport.”

A tiny crease appeared between her eyebrows. "Yes, he

was energetic, but needed the practice more than 1." She paused. " The others might have proved more
chdlenging.”

Cery ressted a smile. She had noticed more than one other watcher. Very observant.

"Too lateto find out,” he said, shrugging. "1 have given them something elseto do.”

The crease between her brows degpened. "What of the dave? Did he not kill?!



"'Save?" Cery repeated.

"The man who replaced the last murderer.”

Interesting. Slaves owned by whom?

"Hekilled, likeyou said,” Cery confirmed.

Her eyesflashed with triumph at the news. "Then will you accept my help?!

"Canyou lead usto him?'

"Yes," shereplied without hesitetion.

"What do you want in return?"

She moved closer to hisdesk. "That you say nothing of meto your master.”

A chill ran over hisskin. "My master?"

"The onewho has ordered you to kill these men,” she said softly.

She should not know about him. She shouldn't even know that Cery was acting on the orders of another.
This changed everything. Cery crossed hisarms and considered her carefully. Investigating her usefulness
without consulting the one who arranged the hunt had seemed like asmal risk. Now it appeared to have
been greater than he had thought.

She knew too much. He ought to send his best knife to despatch her. Or kill her himself. Now.

Even as he thought it, he knew he wouldn't. And it's not just because | find her interesting, hetold
himsdf. | need to know how she learned so much about the arrangement. 1'll wait, have her
watched, and see wherethisleads.

"Have you told him about me?" she asked.

"Why don't you want him to know about you?"'

Her expression darkened. "Two reasons. These daves know only one enemy hunts them. It will be easier
for meto

help you if they do not know | am here. And there are peoplein ray country who would suffer if the
daves masterslearned | was here.”

"And you think that these daveswould find out about you if my ‘'master,’ asyou call him, knew?"'
"Perhaps. Perhaps not. 1'd rather not take the risk.”

"Y ou are only asking this now. | might have told my customer about you aready.”

"Did you?'

He shook hishead. She amiled, clearly relieved. "I didn't think you would. Not until you knew | could do
what | said | could. So, do we have aded, asyou Thieves say?"

Cery opened the drawer of hisdesk and drew out her knife. He heard her indrawn breath. The jewesin
the handle glittered in the lamplight. He did it acrossthetable.

"Tonight you'l tag thisman for us. That'sal. No killing. | want to be sure heiswho you say heisbefore
hesdonein. In return, | kegp my mug shut about you. For now."

She amiled, her eyes bright with eagerness. "1 will go back to my room until then.”

Watching her saunter to the door, Cery felt his heartbeat quicken. How many men have lost their wits
over that walk—or that smile? he wondered. Ah, but I'd wager some of them lost more than their
wits.

Not me, hethought. I'll be watching her very closdly.

Sonea closed the book she had been trying to read and looked around the library. It wastoo difficult to
concentrate. Her mind kept returning to Akkarin and the records.

It had been aweek since heldd given them to her, and he hadn't yet returned to collect them. The thought
of what was lying on her desk in her room, hidden under a pile of notes, was like an itch no amount of
scratching could ease. She wouldn't be ableto relax until he took them back.

But she dreaded facing Akkarin again. She dreaded the conversation that would follow. Would he bring
more books? What would they contain? So far, he had only shown her pieces of forgotten history. There
had been no instructions on how to use black magic, yet the secret trunk that the

record-keeper had buried—probably the same trunk that the architect Lord Coren had discovered and
reburied—must contain enough information about the " secret weapon™ of black magic for amagicianto
learn it. What would she do if Akkarin gave her one of those books to read?



To learn about black magic wasto break a Guild law. If she found herself reading instructions on its use,
shewould stop and refuse to read any more.

"Look, therésLord Larkin!"

The voice was femae and close by. Looking around, Sonea saw amovement at the end of abookshelf.
A girl wasjust visble, standing by one of the Novices Library windows.

"The Building and Congtruction teacher?" another girlish voice replied. "I never considered him before,
but heisfairly good-looking, | suppose.”

"And dill unmarried.”

"Not showing much interest in getting married, fromwhat | hear.”

Therewas agiggle. Leaning out from her chair, Sonearecognized thefirst girl as one of the fifth-year
novices.

"Oh, look! There'sLord Darlen. HE'snice."

The other girl made an appreciative noise. "Pity hes married.”

"Mmm," thefirst agreed. "What do you think of Lord VVord ?'

"Vord! Yourekidding!"

"Not onefor strong Warrior types, are you?'

Sonea guessed the girls were watching magicians heading toward the Night Room. She listened, amused,
asthey assessed the merits of many of the younger magicians.

"No...look there. .. now that | wouldn't turn down."

"Oh, yes," the other agreed in ahushed voice. "L ook, he's stopped to talk to Director Jerrik.”
"He'sahit... cold, though."

"Oh, I'm sure he could be warmed up.”

The girlslaughed dyly. When they had quietened again, one gave asigh of longing. "He's so handsome.
Pity he'stoo old for us."

"I don't know," the other replied. "He's not that old. My cousin was married off to aman much older. He
might not look it, but the High Lord isno more than thirty-three or four."

Sonea stiffened with surprise and disbelief. They weretaking about Akkarin!

But, of course, they didn't know what he waslike. They saw only an unmarried man who was
mysterious, powerful and—

"Thelibrary isclosng.”

Sonea jumped and turned to find Tya, the librarian, striding dong the aide between the bookshelves. Tya
gmiled at Sonea as she passed. The girls a the window gave one last sigh and | eft.

Rising, Sonea stacked up her books and notes. She lifted them in her arms, then paused and |ooked
back at the window. Was he still there?

She moved over to the glass and peered out. Sure enough, Akkarin was standing with Jerrik. Lines
creased hisforehead. Though his expression was attentive, it gave nothing of histhoughts avay.

How could those girls find him attractive? she wondered. He was harsh and aloof. Not bright-eyed
and warm like Dor-rien, or even dickly handsomelike Lord Fergun.

If the girls she had overheard hadn't joined the Guild, they would have been married off for the sake of
family aliances. Perhgpsthey till looked for power and influence in men out of habit or long tradition.
Sheamiled grimly.

If they knew the truth, shethought, they would not find him very attractive at all.

At midnight, three hours carriage ride from the lights of Capia, the darkness was heavy and
impenetrable. Only the smal pools of light cast by the carriage lampslit their passage down the road.
Staring out into the blackness, Dannyl wondered what the carriage |ooked like to the occupants of
unseen country houses; probably amoving cluster of lights, visible for milesaround. The vehicle crested a
riseand apoint of brightness ap-

peared beside the road ahead. Asthey drew rapidly closer, Dannyl saw that it was alamp, the wesk light
illuminating the front of abuilding. The carriage began to dow.

"Were here" Dannyl murmured.

He heard Tayend shift in his seat to look out the window. The scholar yawned asthe carriage drew



closer to the building and swayed to a stop. The sign on the resthouse read: "River Rest: Beds, Meas &
Drinks"

The driver muttered to himself as he clambered down to open the door. Dannyl passed the man acoin.
"Wait for usingde," heingructed. "Well betraveling oninan hour."

The man bowed, then rapped on the door for them. There was a short pause and a hatch in the middle of
the door opened. Dannyl could hear wheezing beyond.

"What can | do for you, my lord?' amuffled voice asked.

"A drink," Dannyl replied. "An hour'srest.”

Therewas no reply, but ametalic clang followed and the door svung inward. A smdll, wrinkled man
bowed, then ushered them into alarge room filled with tables and chairs. The heavy, sweet smell of bol
hung in the air. Dannyl smiled wistfully as memories of his search for Sonea, so long ago now, returned. It
had been along time since hed tasted bol.

"Urrend's my name. What you like to drink, then?' the man asked.

Dannyl sighed. "Do you have any Porreni rumia?’

The man chuckled. ™Y ou got good taste in wine. But of course you have, two high-born men like
yourselves. Got anice guestroom for rich people upstairs. Follow me."

The carriage driver had swaggered over to the bench where the bol was served. Dannyl wondered
belaedly if he should have given the man the coin—he didn't want to find himsdf in an upturned carriage
halfway to Tayend's sster'shome.

They followed the resthouse owner up anarrow flight of stairsinto acorridor. He stopped outside a
door.

"Thisismy best room. | hope you find it comfortable.”

He gave a push, and the door opened. Dannyl stepped inside dowly, taking note of the well-worn
furniture, the second door, and the man sitting neer it.

"Good evening, Ambassador.” The man rose and bowed gracefully. "1 am Royend of Marane."
"Honored to meet you," Dannyl replied. "I believe you are dready acquainted with Tayend of
Tremmdin?'

The man nodded. "Indeed | am. | have ordered some wine. Would you like some?”

"A little, thank you," Dannyl replied. "Wewill betravelling oninan hour.”

Dannyl and Tayend settled into two of the chairs. The Dem strolled around the room, inspecting the
furniture and grimacing with distaste, then paused to look out of the windows. He wastaler than the
average Elyne, and hishair was black. Dannyl had learned from Errend that Dem Marane's grandmother
had been Kyraian. He was middle-aged, married, father to two sons and very, very rich.

"So what do you think of Elyne, Ambassador?' "I have grownto likeit here," Dannyl replied. "Y ou did
not, a firs?"

"It was not that | liked or didiked the country. It merely took some time to become used to the
differences. Some of them were appealing, some were strange.”

The Dem's brows rose. "What did you find strange about us?'

Dannyl chuckled. "Elynes spesk their mind, though not often plainly."

A smile creased the man's face, but it disappeared again at a knock on the door. As he started toward it
Dannyl waved a hand and exerted hiswill. The door swung open. The Dem hdted and, as he redlized
that Dannyl had used magic, alook of hunger and frustrated desire crossed hisface. It vanished a
moment later as the resthouse owner stepped into the room with a bottle and three wine glasses.

No word was spoken as the bottle was unstoppered and the wine poured. When the resthouse owner
|eft, the Dem picked up aglass and settled into achair.

"So what do you find appedling about Elyne, then?' Y ou have excdlent wine." Dannyl lifted hisglassand
smiled. "And your minds are open and accepting. Much istolerated here that would shock and
scanddize Kyrdians."

Royend glanced at Tayend. "Y ou must be aware of those shocking and scandal ous goings on, or you
would not list them among the differences you find appeding in us."

"Would | be asuitable Guild Ambassador if | was obliviousto such matters ... asthe Elyne court believe



meto be?'

The Dem amiled, but his eyesremained hard. "Y ou have dready proven yoursdf to be more
well-informed than | believed you to be. It makes me wonder. Are you as open-minded and tolerant as
we are? Or do you hold the samerigid opinions as other Kyralian magicians?'

Dannyl looked a Tayend. "'l am no typical Kyradian magician." The scholar smiled crookedly and shook
hishead. "Though | have grown adept at pretending | am,” Dannyl continued. "I think, if my peersknew
me better, they would not find me a suitable representative of the Guild at all."

"Ah," Tayend interjected quietly, "but isit that you are unsuited to the Guild, or the Guild is unsuited to
you?”

Royend chuckled at the comment. "Y et they offered you arole as Ambassador.”

Dannyl shrugged. "And it brought me here. | have often wished that the Guild had been formed in aless
rigid culture. Differencesin viewpoint simulate debate, which improves understanding. Recently | have
had more reason to wish thiswere so. Tayend has great potentid. It isagreat pity he cannot develop it
samply because Kyralians do not tolerate men of his nature. There are somethings| can teach him,
without breaking Guild law, but not nearly enough to do histdentsjudtice.”

The Dem's gaze sharpened. "Have you?'

"No," Dannyl shook his head, "but I'm not averse to bending the Guild rules alittle for his benefit. | killed
aman onceto save Tayend'slife. Next timel might not be around to help him. | would like to teach him
to Hedl, but then aline would have been crossed, and | might place him in even greater danger.”

"From the Guild?'

"Yes"

The Dem amiled. "Only if they found out. It isarisk, but isit worth taking?"

Dannyl frowned. "1 would not take arisk like that without first planning for theworst. If it should ever be
discovered that Tayend has learned magic, he must be able to evade the Guild. He has nobody to turn to
but hisfamily and hisfriendsin the library—and | fear they could do little.”

"What about you?'

"Thereisnothing that frightens the Guild more than afully trained magician turned rogue. If | disappeared,
they would be much more determined to find us both. | would stay in Capia, and do what | could to help
Tayend avoid cepture.”

"It sounds asif you need othersto protect him. People who know how to hide afugitive.” Dannyl
nodded.

"And what would you be prepared to give in return?’

Narrowing his eyes, Dannyl regarded the man. "Nothing that could be used to harm others. Not even the
Guild. I know Tayend. | would be sure of the intentions of others before| trusted them as| trust him."
The Dem nodded dowly. "Of course.”

"So," Dannyl continued, "what do you think Tayend's protection would cost?"

Dem Marane picked up the bottle and refilled hisglass. "'l can't say for sure. It isan interesting question. |
would have to ask some colleagues of mine.”

"Of course" Dannyl said smoothly. He stood and looked down at the man. "I look forward to hearing
their opinions. I'm afraid we must depart now. Tayend'sfamily isexpecting us.”

The Dem stood up and bowed. "I have enjoyed our conversation, Ambassador Dannyl, Tayend of
Tremmdin. | hope we have many more opportunitiesto further our acquaintancein the future.

Dannyl inclined his head politely. He paused and passed ahand over the Dem's glass, warming thewine
with alittle magica heat. Smiling at the Dem's quick intake of breath, he turned awvay and walked to the
door, Tayend following.

Asthey stepped into the corridor Dannyl looked back. The Dem was holding his glass cupped in both

hands, his expression thoughtful.
6
The Spy

Asawaysthe door to the High Lord's Residence opened at the dightest touch. Stepping insde, Sonea



was rdieved and surprised to find only Takan waiting for her. He bowed. "The High Lord wishesto
speak to you, my lady." Anxiety replaced relief. Was he going to give her another book to read? Would
this be the book she dreaded: the one containing information about black magic?

Soneatook a deep breath. "Then you'd better take meto

him"

"Thisway," he said. He turned and started toward the

right-hand stairway.

Soneafelt her heart skip abeat. That stairway led down to the underground room where Akkarin
performed his secret, forbidden magic. It dso, like the left-hand stairway, led up to the top floor, where
thelibrary and banquet room lay.

Shefollowed Takan to the door. The stairwell was dark, and she could not see which way he had
chosen until she created aglobe light.

He was descending to the underground room.

She stopped, her heart racing, and watched him continue down. At the door to the room below, he
halted and looked up at her.

"Hewill not harm you, my lady," he assured her. Opening the door, he gestured for her to enter.

She stared a him. Of dl placesin the Guild—in the whole city—this was the one she most feared. She
glanced

back at the guestroom. | could run. It's not far to the guest roomdoor. . . "Come here, Sonea."

The voice was Akkarin's. It was full of command, and awarning. She thought of Rothen, her aunt Jonna
and uncle Randl and her cousins; their safety depended on her cooperation. She forced hersdf to move.
Takan stepped aside as she reached the doorway. The underground room looked much asit had the
previous times she had seen ingdeit. Two old, heavy tables had been placed againgt the left-hand wall. A
lantern and adark bundle of cloth lay on the closest table. Bookcases and cupboards stood against the
other walls. Some showed signs of repair, reminding her of the damage the "assassin” had done. In one
corner was an old battered chest. Was this the chest that had contained the books on black magic?
"Good evening, Sonea.”

Akkarin was leaning back againgt atable, hisarms crossed. She bowed. "High L—"

She blinked in surprise as she redized he was wearing Smple, roughly woven clothing. Histrousers and
coat were shabby, even threadbare in places. "1 have something to show you," hetold her. "In the city.”
Shetook astep back, ingantly wary. "What?' "If | told you, you wouldn't believe me. The only way for
you to know thetruth isfor you to seeit for yoursdlf."

Sheread achdlengein hiseyes. Looking a hisplain clothes, she recalled him wearing similar ones,
covered in blood.

"I'm not sure | want to see your truth.” His mouth curled up at one corner. "Y ou've wondered why | do
what | do sinceyou first learned of it. Though | will not show you the how, | can show you the why.
Someone should know, other than Takan and mysdf.” "Why me?'

"That will become clear, intime." He reached behind and picked up the dark bundle from the table. "Put
thison." | should refuse to go, shethought. But will he let me? She

dared at the bundlein hishands. And if | go, | might learn something that can be used against him
later.

And what if he shows me something forbidden ? Something that will get me thrown out of the
Guild?

If it comesto that, I'll tell them the truth. | took the risk in the hope of saving myself, and the
Guild.

She forced hersdlf to approach him and take the bundle. Ashelet go, it unrolled and she found herself
holding along, black cloak. Taking hold of the clasp, she swung the garment around her shoulders and
fagtened it.

"Keep your robeswell covered,” he instructed. He picked up the lantern and strode toward awall. A
section did aside, and the chill air of the underground tunnels spilled into the room.

Of course, she thought. She remembered the nights she had spent exploring the passages under the



Guild, until Akkarin found her and ordered her out. She had followed one to this room. The shock of
finding hersdf on the threshold of his secret domain had sent her hurrying away, and she had never
returned to explore farther aong the passage.

It must lead to the city, if what Akkarin saysistrue.

Akkarin entered the passage, turned and beckoned to her. Sonea took adeep breath and let it out
dowly. Walking to the opening, she followed him into darkness.

The lantern wick spluttered and a flame appeared. She wondered briefly why he bothered with an
ordinary light source, then realized that, if he wasn't wearing robes, heintended to remain disguised asa
non-magician. No non-magician would be following aglobe light.

If it'simportant that nobody recognizes him, then | have something | can use against him tonight,
if | need to.

As she expected, heled off in the opposite direction to the University. He continued for over two
hundred strides, then dowed to astop. She sensed the vibration of abarrier blocking theway. A faint
ripple of light flashed across the passage as the barrier dissipated. He continued on without spesking a
word.

He stopped three more times to dismantle barriers. After they had passed the fourth, Akkarin turned and
re-created it behind them. Sonealooked back. If she had dared to continue past Akkarin's underground
room during her previous exploration, she would have encountered these barriers.

The passage curved dightly to the right. Side passages appeared. Akkarin turned into one without
hesitation, and their path twisted through severa crumbling rooms. When he stopped again they faced a
fal of rocks and earth where the roof had caved in. Shelooked at him questioningly.

Hiseyesglittered in the lamplight. He stared at the blockage intently. A dry scraping sound filled the
passage as stones crumpled inward to form rough stairs. A hole appeared at the top. Akkarin set hisfoot
onthefirst tread and began to climb.

Soneafollowed. At the top was another passage. The lamplight revea ed rough walls made from a patchy
mixture of smdl low-qudlity bricks. Thear smdt damp and familiar. This place reminded her strongly
of... of...

The Thieves Road.

They had entered the tunnels under the city used by the criminal underworld. Akkarin turned and gazed
back down the tairs. The treads did forward to block the stairwell. Once they were in place, he started
down the passage.

Questions began crowding Soned's thoughts. Did the Thieves know that the High Lord of the Magicians
Guild used their passages, and that there were tunnels under the Guild that connected with their own?
She knew they guarded their domain carefully, so she doubted he had avoided their notice. Had he
gained their permisson to use the road, then? She considered his rough clothing. Perhaps he had gained it
using afdseidentity.

Severd hundred paces on, athin man with bleary eyes stepped out from an acove and nodded to
Akkarin. He paused to stare at Sonea, obviously surprised at her presence, but said nothing. Turning
away, he started down the passage before them.

Their slent guide set arapid pace, taking them on along journey through atwisting, complex labyrinth of
passages. Slowly Sonea became aware of an odor she knew but could

not put anameto. It changed as much asthe walls, but something about the changeability of the smell
was aso familiar. It wasn't until Akkarin stopped and rapped on adoor that Sonea redlized what she was
ardling.

It wasthe dums. The smell wasamix of human and anima waste, sweet, garbage, smoke and bol.
Sonea swayed as memories rushed over her: of working with her aunt and uncle, of sneaking out to join
Cery and the gang of street urchinsthey hung about with.

Then the door opened and she returned to the present.

A large man filled the doorway, his rough shirt Stretched over abroad chest. He nodded respectfully at
Akkarin, then, as he looked at her, he frowned asif he recognized her face but wasn't surewhy. After a
moment he shrugged and stepped aside.



"Comein."

Soneafollowed Akkarin into atiny room, bardly large enough to fit the three of them and anarrow
cupboard. On the opposite side was a heavy door. Sonea detected a vibration about it and redized it
was strengthened by a strong magica barrier. Her skin prickled. What, in the dums, could possibly need
such a potent binding?

The man turned to regard Akkarin. From his hesitant and anxious manner, Sonea guessed he knew who
his visitor was—or at least enough to know he was facing someone important and powerful.
"He'sawake," he rumbled, casting afearful look at the door.

"Thank you for watching him, Morren," Akkarin said smoothly.

"Norub."

"Did you find ared gem on him?'

"No. Searched him good. Found nothing."

Akkarin frowned. "Very well. Stay here. Thisis Sonea. | will send her out inawhile"

Morren's eyes snapped to hers.

"The Sonea?'

"Yes, theliving, bresthing legend,” Akkarin replied dryly.

Morren smiled at her. "Honored to meet you, my lady."

"Honored to meet you, Morren," she replied, bemuse-

ment overcoming her anxiety for amoment. Living, breathing legend?

Taking akey from his pocket, Morren inserted it in the door's lock and twisted. He stepped back,
allowing Akkarin to approach. Sonea blinked as she sensed magic surround her. Akkarin had created a
shield about them both. She peered around his shoulder, tense with curiosity. Slowly the door svung
outward.

The room beyond was smdll. A stone bench wasthe only furniture. On the bench lay aman, hislegsand
arms manacled.

Asthe man saw Akkarin his eyesfilled with terror. He began to struggle weskly. Soneastared a himin
dismay. Hewas young, probably not much older than her. His face was broad and his skin asickly
brown. His thin arms were covered in scars, and afresh cut fringed in dried blood ran down one
forearm. He did not look asif he could harm anything.

Akkarin moved to the man's side, then placed a hand on hisforehead. The captive's eyes widened.
Sonea shivered as she redized Akkarin was reading the man's mind.

His hand shifted abruptly and he grasped the captive's jaw. At once the man closed his mouth tightly and
began to struggle. Akkarin prised open the man's mouth. Sonea caught aglimpse of gold, then Akkarin
tossed something on thefloor.

A gold tooth. Soneatook a step backward, appalled, then jumped as the man began to laugh.

"They have stheen your woman now," he said in athickly accented voice, hampered by the missing tooth.
"Kariko sthays sthee will be histh after he killsth you.”

Akkarin smiled and glanced at her. "What a pity neither you or | will be diveto see himtry that.”
Helifted afoot and stamped on the tooth. To Sonea's surprise, it crunched under his boot. When he
stepped away, she was surprised to see that the gold had split, and tiny fragments of red littered the floor.
Soneafrowned at the twisted lump that had been the tooth, trying to make sense of the exchange. What
hed the

man meant? " They have seen your woman." Who were "they." How could they have seen her? Clearly
it had something to do with the tooth. Why put agem ingde atooth? And it obvioudy wasn't agem. It
looked asif it had been glass. As she considered the fragments, she remembered that Akkarin had asked
if Morren had found ared gem. The famous murderer wore aring with ared gem. And Lorlen.

She looked at the captive. He was completdy limp now. He stared at Akkarin fearfully.

Shelooked at Akkarin. His eyes were cold and steadly.

"I have brought you here to answer some of your questions,” hetold her. "I know you will not believe me
unlessyou seethe truth for yoursdlf, so | have decided to teach you something that | never intended to



teach anyone. Itisaskill that can too easily be abused, but if you—"

"No!" She straightened her back. "I will not learn—"

"l do not mean black magic." Akkarin's eyesflashed. "I would not teach you thet, even if you were
willing. I wish to teach you how to read minds.”

"But..." Shedrew inaquick breath as she redlized what he meant. He, of al the magiciansin the Guild,
was able to read another person's mind whether they were willing or not. She had experienced his
mind-reading skills hersdf, when he had first discovered that she, Lorlen and Rothen knew that he
practiced black magic.

And now he wanted to teach her how to do it. "Why?" she blurted ouit.

"Asl sad, | want you to know the truth for yoursdlf. Y ou would not believe meif | told you." Hiseyes
narrowed. "'l would not trust you with this secret if | did not know you have astrong sense of honor and
morality. Even so, you must vow never to use this method of mind-reading on an unwilling recipient
unlessKyrdiaisin great danger, and thereis no other course of action.”

Sonea swalowed hard and kept her gaze steady. ™Y ou expect meto restrict my use of it asyou say,
when you have not yoursel f?*

His eyes darkened, but his mouth widened into a humor-

lessamile. Y es. Will you make the vow, or shdl we return to the Guild now?"

Shelooked at the captive. Obvioudy Akkarin intended for her to read this man's mind. He would not
have her do it if what she saw would endanger him. But would she see anything that would endanger
hersdf?

It wasimpossible for the mind to lie. Concedl the truth, perhaps, but that was difficult—and impossible
with Akkarin's mind-reading method. If he had arranged for this man to believe certain lieswere truth,
however, she could gtill be deceived.

But if she kept that in mind and carefully consdered dl shelearned . ..

Knowing how to read minds could be auseful skill. Evenif she did make this vow, it would not stop her
usngitinthefight againg him. Kyrdiawasdready in great danger just by having ablack magician at the
heart of the Magicians Guild.

The captive stared back at her.

"Y ou would have me vow never to read amind unlessKyrdiawasin danger,” shesaid. "Y et you want
meto read his. Surely heisnot athreat to Kyrdia"

Akkarin smiled. He seemed pleased by her question. "Heisn't now. But hewas. And hisclaimsthat his
master will endave you after he kills me should prove there is apossible future threet. How can you
know whether his master is capable of it, if you do not read hismind?’

"With that reasoning, you could justify reading the mind of anyone who made athreat.”

His smile broadened. "Which iswhy | require you to make that vow. Y ou will not use this skill unless
thereis no other choice." His expression became serious. "Thereis no other way | can show you the
truth—not without putting your life a risk. Will you make the vow?'

She hesitated, then nodded. He crossed his arms and waited. She took a deep bresth.

"I vow never to read the mind of an unwilling person unlessKyrdiaisin great danger and thereisno
other way of avoiding that danger.”

He nodded. "Good. If | ever discover that you have broken that vow, | will ensureyou regret it." He
turned to regard the captive. The man had been watching them closely.

"Will you let me go now?" the man said, hisvoice pleading. "Y ou know | had to dowhat | did. They
made me. Now the sthtone is gone, they can't find me. | won't—"

"Slence”

The man cringed at the command, then whimpered as Akkarin crouched beside him.

"Put your hand on hisforehead.”

Sonea pushed aside her rel uctance and squatted beside the captive. She rested a hand on his forehead.
Her heart skipped as Akkarin pressed hishand over hers. Histouch was cool at first, but quickly
warmed.

—I will show you how to read him, but once you have the skill of it, | will let you explore as you



wish.

Shefdt his presence at the edge of her thoughts. Closing her eyes, she visudized her mind asaroom, as
Rothen had taught her. She took a step toward the doors, intending to open them to greet him, then
jumped back in surprise as Akkarin appeared within the room. He waved ahand at thewalls.
—Forget this. Forget everything you have been taught. Visualization slows and restricts your
mind. Using it, you will only understand what you can trandlate into images.

The room disintegrated around her. So did theimage of him. But the sense of his presence remained.
Before, when he had read her mind, she had sensed little presence at al. Now she detected a hint of
persondity and a power that was stronger than anything she had encountered before.

—Followme...

His presence moved away. Pursuing it, she sensed herself drawing close to athird mind. Fear emanated
from this mind, and she encountered resistance.

—He can stop you only if he can sense you. To prevent him sensing you, put aside all will and
intent except for the single purpose of easing into his mind without disturbing it. Like this. . .

To her amazement, Akkarin's presence changed. Instead of exerting hiswill onthe man'smind, he
Seemed to give up.

Only the faintest presence remained, avague desire to drift into another's thoughts. Then his presence
srengthened again.

—Now you.

She had alingering sense of what he had done. It had seemed easy, yet every time shetried to emulate
him she bumped up against the captive's mind. Then shefdt Akkarin's mind drift into hers. Before she
could fed any alarm, he sent something—a concept—into hers. Instead of trying to separate and lose all
the intentions but one, she should concentrate only on the one needed.

Suddenly she knew exactly how to dip past the captive's resstance. In less than a heartbeat she had
drifted into hismind.

—Good. Now keep that light touch. Watch his thoughts. When you see a memory you wish to
explore, exert your will on hismind. Thisis more difficult. Watch me.

The man was thinking about the tooth, wondering if his master had been watching when the girl had
appeared.

—Who are you? Akkarin asked.

—Tavaka.

Abruptly, Sonea became aware that he had been adave, until recently.

—Who isyour master?

—Harikava. A powerful Ichani. A face, distinctly Sachakan, flashed through hismind. It was a crudl
face, hard and clever.

—What are the Ichani?

—Powerful magicians,

—Why do they keep slaves?

—For magic.

A multilayered memory flashed through Sonegls mind. She had the impression of countless memories of
the sameincident: the dight pain of ashallow cut, the drawing of power...

The Ichani, she understood suddenly, used black magic to draw power from their daves, constantly
srengthening themselves.

—No more! | ama slave no longer. Harikava freed me.

—Show me.

The memory flashed through Tavakas mind. Harikava sat in atent. He spoke, saying that he would free
Tavakaif he undertook a dangerous mission. Sonea sensed Akkarin take control of the memory. The
mission wasto enter Kyraiaand find out if Kariko's words were true. Was the Guild wesk? Had it
spurned the use of greater magic? Many daves had failed. If he succeeded, he would be accepted among
thelchani. If hedid not, they would hunt him down.

Harikava opened awooden box trimmed in gold and gems. Taking out adiver of something clear and



hard, hetossed it intheair. It floated there, dowly melting before Tavakas gaze. Harikavareached to his
belt and drew an elaborate curved dagger with ajeweed handle. Sonea recognized the shape. It was
gmilar to the one she had seen Akkarin use on Takan, so long ago.

Cuitting his hand, Harikava dripped blood over the molten globule. It turned red and solidified. Taking off
athin band of gold from many that ringed hisfingers, he molded it around the gem so that atiny red glint
was all that could be seen. She understood what this gem would do. Every sight, every sound, and every
thought he had would be sensed by his magter.

The man's eyes rose to meet Tavakas. Shefelt an echo of the dave's fear and hope. The master
beckoned and, with his bleeding hand, reached for hisknife again.

The memory ended abruptly.

—Now you try, Sonea.

For amoment she considered what image to prompt the man with. On impulse, she sent amemory of
Akkarin in black robes.

Shewas not prepared for the hatred and fear that filled the man's mind. Glimpses of arecent magical
battle followed. Akkarin had found him before he could strengthen himsalf enough. Harikavawould be
disappointed and angry. Kariko would be too. Animage of severa men and women sitting in acircle
around afire appeared: amemory Tavakadid not want her to see. He forced it away with the skill of
someonewd | practiced in hiding memories from searching minds. She redlized she had forgotten to grasp
for control of it.

—Try again. You must catch the memory and protect it.

She sent Tavaka an image of the circle of strangers as she remembered it. The faceswere wrong, he
thought. The face of Harikava appeared in hismind. Exerting her will, she"caught” the memory and
blocked his effortsto stop it.

—That's right. Now explore as you wish.

She examined the faces carefullly.

—Who are these Ichani?

Names and faces followed, but one stood out.

—Kariko. The man who wants to kill Akkarin.

—\Why?

—AKkarin killed his brother. Any slave that turns on his master must be hunted down and
punished.

She damost lost control of hismemory at that. Akkarin had been a dave! Tavakamust have sensed her
surprise. She sensed awave of savage glee.

—Because of Akkarin, because Kariko's brother captured Akkarin and read his mind, we know
the Guild isweak. Kariko says the Guild does not use the greater magics. He says we will invade
Kyralia and defeat the Guild easily. It will be a fine revenge for what the Guild did to us after the
war.

Soned's blood turned cold. Thisgroup of immensdly strong black magiciansintended to invade Kyrdial
—When will thisinvasion be ? Akkarin asked suddenly.

Doubts entered the man's mind.

—Don't know. Others are afraid of the Guild. No slaves return. Neither will 1... | don't want to
diel

Abruptly asmall white house appeared, accompanied by aterrible guilt. A plump woman—Tavakas
mother. A wiry father with leathery skin. A pretty girl with large eyes—hissgter. His sster's body after
Harikava came and—

It took al Soned's control to resist fleeing the man's mind. She had heard and seen the aftermath of some
cruel attacks by thugs while she had lived in the dums. Tavakas family had died because of him. His
parents might produce more gifted offspring. The Sster might develop powers, too. The Ichani master did
not want to cart the entire group around with him just in case, and he would not leave any

potentia sources of power around for hisenemiesto find and use.

Pity and fear warred within her. Tavaka had lived adreadful life. Y et she dso sensed hisambition. Given



the opportunity, he would return to his homeland to become one of these monstrous I chani.

—What have you done since entering Imardin? Akkarin asked.

Memories of ashabby bedroom in a bolhouse followed, then the crowded drinking room. Sittingina
place where he might briefly touch others, and search for magica potential. No sensein wasting time
gaking avictim, unless he or she had strong latent magic. If he was careful, he would grow strong
enough to defeat Akkarin. Then he would return to Sachaka, help Kariko gather the Ichani, and they
would invade Kyrdia.

A man was chosen and followed. A knife, agift from Harikava, drawn and—

—Time to leave, Sonea.

Shefdt Akkarin's hand tighten over hers. As he pulled it awvay from Tavakas forehead, the man's mind
dipped immediately from her own. She frowned at Akkarin as suspicionsrose.

"Why did | dothat?' He smiled grimly. "Y ou were about to learn what you don't wish to learn.” Herose
and looked down at Tavaka. The man was breathing quickly.

"Leave us, Sonea."

She stared at Akkarin. It was not hard to guess what he intended to do. She wanted to protest, and yet
she knew that she would not stop him even if she could. To release Tavakawould be to set loose akiller.
Hewould continue preying on Kyraians. With black magic.

Sheforced hersdlf to turn away, open the door and step out of the room. The door swung shut behind
her. Morren looked up, and his expression softened. He held out a mug.

Recognizing the sweet smell of boal, she accepted the mug and took severd gulps. A warmth began to
spread through her. When she had finished the drink, she handed the mug back to Morren.

"Better?'

She nodded.

The door clicked open behind her. She turned to face Akkarin. They regarded each other in silence. She
thought of what he had revedled to her. The Ichani. Their plansto invade Kyralia That he had been a
dave... too elaborate to be a deception. Akkarin could not have arranged this.

"Y ou have much to think about,” he said softly. "Come. We will return to the Guild." He stepped past
her. "Thank you, Morren. Dispose of himin the usud way."

"Yes, my lord. Did you find out anything useful ?*

"Perhaps,” Akkarin glanced back at Sonea. "We shdl see.”

"They're coming more often now, aren't they?' Morren asked.

Sonea caught the dightest hesitation in Akkarin'sreply.

"Y es, but your employer isaso locating them faster. Pass on my thanks, will you?'

The man nodded and handed Akkarin hislantern. "l will."

Akkarin opened the door and stepped through. As he started down the passage, Sonea followed, her
mind gill reding from al that she had learned.

-

Akkarin'sStory

The sound of meta striking metal echoed down the passage, followed by agasp of pain. Cery stopped
and looked at Gol in darm. The big man frowned.

Cery jerked his head at the doorway ahead. Taking along, wicked-looking knife from his belt, Gol
hurried forward. He reached the door and peered into the room. His frown disappeared.

He glanced a Cery and grinned. Relieved, and now more curious than concerned, Cery strode forward
and looked insde.

Two figureswere frozen in position, one crouched awkwardly with aknife held at histhroat. Cery
recognized the loser as Krinn, the assassin and skilled fighter he usudly hired for more important
assgnments. Krinn's eyes flickered toward Cery. His expression changed from surpriseto
embarrassment.

"Yidd?" Savaraasked.

"Yes" Krinnreplied in agtrained voice.

Savarawithdrew the knife and stepped away in one fluid movement. Krinn rose and looked down at her



warily. Hewas at least a head taler than her, Cery noted with amusement.

"Practicing on my men again, Savara?'

Shegmiled dyly. "Only oninvitation, Ceryni."

He congdered her carefully. What if he ... ? There would be somerisk, but there aways was. He
glanced at Krinn, who was edging toward the door.

"Go on, Krinn. Close the door behind you." The assassin hurried away. When the door had shut, Cery
stepped toward Savara. "'l invite you to try me out.”

He heard Gol'sindrawn bregth.

Her smile broadened. "I accept.”

Cery drew apair of daggersout of his coat. L eather |oops had been attached to the handles to prevent
them dipping out of his grasp, and to alow him to grab and pull. Her eyebrows rose ashe dipped his
pa msthrough the loops.

"Two are hardly ever better than one," she commented.

"l know," Cery replied as he approached her.

"But you do look like you know what you are doing,” she mused. "1 expect that would intimidate the
averagelout.”

"Yes, it does™

Shetook afew stepsto theleft, drawing alittle closer. "1'm not the average lout, Ceryni."

"No. | can seethat.”

Heamiled. If her reason for offering to help him wasto gain histrust long enough to get a chanceto kil
him, he was probably handing her the perfect opportunity. She would diefor it, however. Gol would
ensure that.

She darted toward him. He dodged out of reach, then stepped in and aimed for her shoulder. She spun
avay.

They continued like thisfor afew minutes, each testing the reflexes and reach of the other. Then she
came closer and he blocked and returned severa quick attacks. Neither quite managed to get past the
other's guard. They stepped away from each other, both breathing heavily.

"What have you done about the dave?" she asked.

"He'sdead.”

He watched her face closdly. She did not ook surprised, only alittle annoyed. "He did it?'

"Of course

"l could have doneit for you."

He frowned. She sounded so confident. Too confident.

She darted forward, blade flashing in the lamplight. Cery dapped her arm away with hisforearm. A fast
and frantic struggle followed, and he grinned with triumph as he man-

aged tolock her right arm out of the way, and dip hisknifeinto her left armpit.

Shefroze, dso grinning.

"Yield?' she asked.

A sharp point pressed into his somach. Looking down, he saw a different knifein her left hand. The
other ill held her original knife. He smiled, then pressed hisknife alittle harder into her armpit.
"Thereésavein here that goes sraight to the heart. If cut, it would bleed so fast you wouldn't live long
enough to decide how to curse me."

Hewas gratified to see her eyeswiden in surprise and her grin disappear. " Stlemate, then?"

They were very close. She smedlt wonderful, amixture of fresh sweet and something spicy. Her eyes
gparkled with amusement, but her mouth was atightly held thin line.

"Stalemate," he agreed. He stepped back and to one side so that her blade left his sscomach before he
removed hisfrom her armpit. His heart was beating quickly. It was not an unpleasant sensation.

"Y ou know these daves are magicians?' he asked.

"y es"

"How do you plan to kill them?"

"l have my own ways."



Cery smiled grimly. "If | tell my customer that | don't need him to do in the murderers, he'sgoing to ask
some rough questions. Like, who'sdoing it instead?’

"If he did not know you found adave, he would not need to know who did the killing."

"But he knows when they're about. HE's got the guard telling him about the victims. If they stop finding
victims, without him killing the murderer, he's got to wonder why."

She shrugged. "That will not matter. They are not sending daves one by one now. | can kill some of
them, and hewill not notice.

Thiswas news. Bad news. "Who are 'they'?"

Her eyebrows rose. "He has not told you?'

Cery amiled, while sllently curang himsdf for reveding

hisignorance. ""Perhaps he has, perhaps he hasn't," hereplied. "1 want to hear what you say."

Her expression darkened. "They are the Ichani. Outcasts. The Sachakan King sends those who have
earned hisdisfavor out into the wastes."

"Why arethey sending their daves here?'

"They seek to regain power and status by defeating Sachaka's old enemy, the Guild.”

Thiswas aso news. He dipped theloops of hisknivesfrom his pams. Probably nothing to worry
about, hethought. We're killing off these "slaves’ easily enough.

"Will you let mekill some of these daves?' she asked.

"Why do you need to ask? If you can find and kill them, you don't need to work with me."

"Ah, butif | did not, you might mistake me for one of them.”

He chuckled. "That could be unfort—"

A knock interrupted him. He looked at Gol expectantly. The big man moved to the door. An even larger
man entered, his eyesflitting nervoudy from Gol to Cery to Savara.

"Morren." Cery frowned. The man had sent the usual one-word message late last night to confirm that he
had disposed of the murderer's body. He was not supposed to visit Cery personally unless he had
something important to report.

"Ceryni," Morren replied. He glanced at Savaraagain, his expresson wary.

Cery turned to the Sachakan woman. "Thanks for the practice," he said.

She nodded. "Thank you, Ceryni. | will let you know when | find the next one. It should not be long.”
Cery watched her walk out of the room. When the door closed behind her, he turned to Morren.

"Whdt isit?"

The big man grimaced. "It may be nothing, but | thought you might want to know. He didn't kill the
murderer straightaway. Hetied him up, then left. When he came back, he brought someone with him."
"Who?'

"Thegirl from the dumswho joined the Guild."

Cery dared at the man. " Sonea?"

"Yesh"

An unexpected fedling of guilt stole over Cery. He thought of the way Savara had sent his heart racing.
How could he let himsdlf admire some strange woman, and one who probably couldn't be trusted, when
he still loved Sonea? But Soneawas beyond his reach. And she had never loved him anyway. Not in the
way he had loved her. Why shouldn't he consider another?

Then theimplications of what Morren was saying sank in, and he began pacing the room. Sonea had
been taken to see the murderer. She had been brought into the presence of adangerous man. Though he
knew she had probably been safe enough with Akkarin, he till felt a protective anger. He did not want
her involved in this.

But had she been aware, dl along, of the secret battle taking place in the darkest parts of Imardin? Was
she being readied to join the fight?

He had to know. Turning on his hedl, he strode toward the door.

"Gol. Send the High Lord amessage. We need to talk.”

Lorlen stepped into the Entrance Hall of the University and stopped as he saw Akkarin pass between the
enormous doors.



"Lorlen,” Akkarin said, "are you busy?'

"I'm dwaysbusy," Lorlenreplied.

Akkarin'smouth curled into awry smile. "This should take only afew minutes.”

"Vey wdl."

Akkarin gestured toward L orlen's office. Something private, then, Lorlen mused. He moved out of the
Hall back into the corridor, but was only afew steps away from his office when avoice caled out.
"HighLord."

An Alchemist stood just outside the door of a classroom farther down the corridor.

Akkarin stopped. "Yes, Lord Halvin?'

The teacher hurried forward. " Sonea has not appeared for classthis morning. Is she unwell?*

Lorlen saw alook of concern cross Akkarin'sface, but he could not tell if it wasfor Sonea's wellbeing,
or that she was not where she was supposed to be.

"Her servant has not informed me of any sickness" Akkarin replied.

"I'm surethereisagood reason. | just thought it unusua. Sheisnormally so punctud.” Halvin glanced
back at the classroom he had l€ft. "I'd best get back, before they turn into wild animals.”

"Thank you for informing me," Akkarin said. Halvin nodded again, then hurried away. Akkarin turned to
regard Lorlen. "This other issue will haveto wait. | had best find out what my noviceisup to.”
Watching him stalk away, L orlen struggled to hold back agrowing feding of foreboding. Surdly if she
was sick her servant would have informed Akkarin. Why would she ddliberately neglect to attend
classes? His blood turned cold. Had she and Rothen decided to move against Akkarin? Surdly, if they
had, they would have told him firg.

Wouldnt they?

Returning to the Entrance Hall, he looked up the gairs. If they had planned something together, they
would both be missing. He had only to check Rothen's classroom.

Moving to the stairs, he hurried upward.

The noon sun streaked through the forest, touching the bright green of new leaves. Itswarmth sill
radiated from the large rock shelf Soneawas Sitting on, and lingered in the boulder she had set her back
agang.

In the distance a gong sounded. Novices would be hurrying out to enjoy the early autumn wegther. She
should go back, and pretend her absence was due to a sudden headache or other minor illness.

But she couldn't get hersdlf to move.

She had climbed up to the spring in the early morning, hoping that the walk would clear her heed. It
hadn't, though. All that she had learned kept turning through her mind in ajumbled mess. Perhgpsthis
was becalise she hadn't dept at al. She was too weary to make sense of everything—and

too tired to face returning to classes and behaving asif nothing had changed.

But everything has changed. | have to take time to think about what | have learned, shetold
hersdf. | have to sort out what it means before | face Akkarin again.

She closed her eyes and drew on alittle Healing power to chase away the weariness.

What have | learned?

The Guild, and dl of Kyralia, werein danger of being invaded by Sachakan black magicians.

Why hadn't Akkarin told anyone? If the Guild knew it faced a possible invasion, it could preparefor it. It
couldn't defend itsdlf if it didn't know of the threst.

Yet, if Akkarin told them, he would have to admit to learning black magic. Wasthe reason for hissilence
as smple and sdlfish asthat? Maybe there was another reason.

She il didn't know how he had learned to use black magic. Tavakahad believed that only Ichani
possessed that knowledge. He had only been taught it so that he could kill Akkarin.

And Akkarin had been adave.

It wasimpossible to imagine the doof, dignified, powerful High Lord living as, of al things, adave.

But he had been one, of that she was sure. He had escaped somehow and returned to Kyraia. He had
become High Lord. Now he was secretly and single-handedly keeping these Ichani at bay by killing off
their spies.



He was not the person she had thought he was.

He might even be agood person.

She frowned. Let's not go that far. He learned black magic somehow, and I'm still a hostage.
Without black magic, however, how could he defeat these spies? And if there was agood reason for
keeping al thisa secret, he'd had no choice but to ensure she, Rothen and Lorlen remained silent.

She jumped, then turned toward the voice. Akkarin stood in the shadow of alargetree, hisarms
crossed. Sherose hatily and bowed.

"HighLord."

He stood regarding her for amoment, then he uncrossed his arms and started toward her. As he stepped
up onto the rock shelf, his gaze shifted to the boulder she had been resting against. He dropped into a
crouch and examined its surface carefully. She heard the scrape of stone againgt sone and blinked in
surprise as asection did outward, reveding an irregularly shaped hole.

"Ah, it'sgill here" he said quietly. Putting down the dab of rock that he had removed, he reached inside
the hole and drew out asmdll, battered wooden box. Severa holes had been drilled into thelid in grid
pattern. Thelid sprang open. Hetilted the box so Sonea could see the contents clearly.

Insdelay aset of game pieces, each with asmall peg tofit into the holesin thelid.

"Lorlen and | used to come here to escape Lord Margen'slessons.” He plucked out one of the pieces
and examined it.

Soneablinked in surprise. "Lord Margen? Rothen's mentor?”

"Yes. He was a gtrict teacher. We called him 'the monster.' Rothen took over his classesthe year after |
graduated.”

It was as hard to picture Akkarin as ayoung novice asit wasto imagine him asadave. She knew he
wasonly afew years older than Dannyl, yet Dannyl seemed much younger. It was not that Akkarin
looked older, she mused, it was Smply his manner and position that added an impression of greater
maturity.

Replacing the game pieces, Akkarin closed the box and returned it to its hiding place. He sat down,
bracing his back againgt the boulder. Soneafdt astrange discomfort. Gone was the dignified, threatening
High Lord who had taken her guardianship from Rothen to ensure his crimes remained undiscovered.
Shewasn't sure how to react to this casual-ness. Sitting down afew steps away, she watched him
looking around the spring asif checking that it was ill the same as he remembered.

"l was not much older than you when | left the Guild," he said. "l was twenty, and I'd chosen the Warrior
Skillsdiscipline out of ahunger for challenge and excitement. But there

was no adventure to be found here in the Guild. | had to escapeit for awhile. So | decided to writea
book on ancient magic as an excuse to travel and seetheworld.”

She stared at him in surprise. His gaze had become distant, asif he were seeing an old memory rather
than the trees around the spring. It seemed he intended to tell her his story.

"During my research | found some strange references to old magic that intrigued me. Those references
led meinto Sachaka." He shook his head. "If I'd kept to the main road, | might have been safe. The
occasiond Kyralian trader enters Sachakain search of exotic goods. The King sends diplomats there
every few years, in the company of magicians. But Sachakaisabig country, and a secretive one. The
Guild knows there are magicians there, but understands little about them.

"| entered from Elyne, however. Straight into the wastes. | was there for amonth before | encountered
one of the Ichani. | saw tents and animals and thought to introduce myself to this wealthy and important
traveller. He welcomed me warmly enough, and introduced himself as Dakova. | sensed that hewasa
magician and wasintrigued. He pointed at my robes and asked if | was of the Guild. | said | was."
Akkarin paused. "I thought that, being one of the strongest magicians of the Guild, | would be able to
defend mysdlf againgt anything. The Sachakans I'd encountered were poor farmers, frightened by visitors.
| should have taken that as awarning. When Dakova attacked me | was surprised. | asked if | had
offended him, but he didn't reply. His strikeswere incredibly powerful and | barely had timeto redize|
was going to lose before | neared the end of my strength. | told him that stronger magicians would come



looking for meif | did not return to the Guild. That must have worried him. He stopped. | was so
exhausted, | could bardly stand and | thought that was the reason he managed to read my mind so
effectively. For afew days, | thought I'd betrayed the Guild. But later, when | spoke to Dakova's daves,
| learned that the Ichani were able to get past the mind's barriers at any time.”

As he paused, Sonea held her breath. Would he relate to her what it had been like to be adave? Shefelt
amingled dread and anticipation.

Akkarin looked down at the pool below them. "Dakovalearned from my mind that the Guild had banned
black magic, and was much weaker than the Sachakans believed. He was so amused by what he saw in
my mind, he decided that other Ichani had to seeit. | wastoo exhausted to resst. Slaves took my robes
and gave me old ragsto wear. At first | couldn't grasp that these people were daves and that | was now
oneaswdll. Then, when | understood, | would not accept it. | tried to escape, but Dakovafound me
eadly. He seemed to enjoy the hunt—and the punishment he dedlt out afterward.”

Akkarin's eyes narrowed. He turned his head alittle toward her and she dropped her eyes, afraid to
meset them.

"I was gppalled by my situation," he continued quietly. "Dakovacaled me his'pet Guild magician.' | was
atrophy, kept to entertain his guests. Keeping me was arisk, though. Unlike his other daves, | wasa
trained magician. So every night he read my mind and, to keep me from becoming dangerous, took from
me the strength | had regained that day."

Akkarin pulled up adeeve. Hundreds of thin, shiny lines covered hisarm. Scars. Soneafelt achill run
down her spine. This evidence of his past had been in front of her so many times, hidden by amere layer
of cloth.

"Therest of his daveswere made up of those he had taken from Ichani he had fought and defeated, and
young men and women with latent magical potentid that he had found among the Sachakan farmers and
minersin the region. Every day he would take magica strength from them. He was powerful, but also
drangdly isolated. | eventudly

understood that Dakova, and the other Ichani that live in the wastes, were outcasts. For one reason or
another—failed involvement in plots, inability to pay bribes or taxes or committing crimes—they had
falen out of favor with the Sachakan King. He had ordered them confined to the wastes, and forbidden
othersto contact them.

"Y ou might think they would band together in this Stuation, but they nursed too much resentment and
ambition for that. They constantly plotted against each other, hoping to increase their wealth and strength
or take revenge for past

insults, or smply steal supplies of food. An outcast Ichani can only feed so many daves. Thewastesyield
little food, and terrorizing and killing farmers certainly doesn't help increase productivity.”

He paused then to take a deep bresth. "The woman who explained everything to me at the beginning was
asgtrong potential magician. She might have been a powerful Hedler if she had been born Kyrdian.
Instead, Dakova kept her as abed dave." Akkarin grimaced.

"Dakova attacked another Ichani one day, and found himself losing. In desperation, he took al the
strength of each of hisdaves, killing them. He left the strongest of usto last, and managed to overcome
his adversary beforekilling usal. Only mysdlf and Takan survived.”

Soneablinked. Takan? Akkarin's servant?

"Dakovawas vulnerable for severa weekswhile he recovered the strength held lost," Akkarin continued.
"He was lessworried that another would take advantage of this than he might have been, however. All
Ichani knew he had a brother, Kariko. The pair had made it known that if one should be killed, the other
would avenge his death. No Ichani in the wastes could defeat one of the brothers and regain their
strength in time to survive an attack by the other. Soon after Dakova's near defeat, Kariko arrived and
gave Dakova severd davesto help him regain his strength.

"Mogt of the daves | encountered dreamed that Dakova or one of his enemies would release their
powers and teach them how to use black magic, so they could be free. They would look at mewith
envy; | had only to learn black magic to be able to escape. They didn't know that the Guild forbade
black magic.



"But as | witnessed what Dakova was capable of, | cared less about what the Guild did and didn't allow.
He did not need black magic to perform evil. | saw him do things with his bare handsthat | will never
forget.”

Akkarin's gaze was haunted. He closed his eyes, and when he opened them again they were hard and
cold.

"For fiveyears| wastrapped in Sachaka. Then one day, not long after receiving his brother's gift of new
daves,

Dakova heard that an Ichani he despised was hiding in amine after exhausting himsdlf in afight. He
decided that he would find and kill this man.

"When Dakova arrived, the mine gppeared to be deserted. He, mysdlf and the other daves entered the
tunnelsin search of hisenemy. After severa hundred pacesthe floor collgpsed under me. | felt mysdlf
caught by magic and set down on ahard surface.”

Akkarin smiled grimly. "1 had been saved by another Ichani. | thought he would kill me or take me ashis
own. Instead, he took me through the tunnelsto asmall hidden room. There, he made me an offer. He
would teach me black magic if | would return to Dakovaand kill him.

"| saw that it was an arrangement that would probably end in my degth. | would fail and die, or succeed
and be hunted down by Kariko. By then | cared little for my life, or for the Guild's ban on black magic,
so | agreed.

"Dakova had been gathering strength over many weeks. | might know the secret of black magic, but |
had no time to grow strong. The man understood this and told me what | must do.

"| did asthe Ichani ingtructed. Returning to Dakoval told him | had been knocked unconsciousin thefall,
but had found astoreroom full of food and treasures on my way out. Though annoyed that his enemy had
evaded him, Dakovawas pleased at thisfind. He left me and the other davesto cart the bounty out of
the minesto histent. | wasrdieved. If Dakova sensed even the dightest surface thought of betrayd, he
would read my mind and discover the plot. | sent adave out with abox of Elynewine. The dust coating
the bottles reassured Dakova that they hadn't been tampered with, and he began drinking. They were
laced with myk, adrug that confuses the mind and distorts the senses. When | 1eft the mine, he waslying
in adreamlike gate.”

Akkarinfel dlent. He stared out into the trees, his gaze fixed on some digtant place. Asthe sllence
lengthened, Sonea began to worry that he would not go on. Tell me, shethought. You can't stop now!
Akkarin drew in adeep breath and sighed. He looked down

at the stony ground, hisexpression blesk. "I did aterrible thing, then. | killed al Dakovas new daves. |
needed their strength. | could not bear to kill Takan. Not because we had been friends, but because he
had been there since the beginning and we had got into the habit of helping each other out.

"Dakovawas too addled by the drug and the wine to notice much. Hewoke as | cut him, but once the
draining of power begins, it isalmost impossible to use your powers.”

Akkarin'svoice waslow and quiet. "Though | was now stronger than | had ever imagined | could be, |
knew Kariko was not far away. He would try to contact Dakova soon, and then come looking for an
explanation for hisbrother's silence. All | could think of was leaving Sachaka. | didn't even think to take
food. | didn't expect to live. After aday | redized Takan wasfollowing me. He had packed abag full of
supplies. | told him to leave me, or Kariko would kill him too, but he ing sted on staying—and on treating
me like an Ichani master. We walked for weeks, though sometimesin the mountainsit seemed like we
had spent more time climbing than walking. Finaly, we found oursalvesin the foothills of the Stedbelt
Ranges. | redized | had evaded Kariko and made it home."

For thefirst time, Akkarin looked up to meet her eyes. "All | could think of was returning to the safety of
the Guild. | wanted to forget everything, and vowed never to use black magic again. Takan wouldn't
leave me, but by making him my servant | felt asif | had freed him asbest | could.” He looked toward
the Guild buildings hidden behind the trees. "1 was greeted warmly and welcomed back. When asked
where| had disappeared to, | related my experiencesin the dlied countries, then made up a story of
retreeting to the mountains to study in solitude.

"Then, soon after my return, the High Lord died. Custom dictated that the strongest magician teke the



position. | never considered | might be acandidate. | was only twenty-five, after al. But | had
accidentally allowed Lord Balkan to sense my strength. | was surprised when he proposed thet | be
considered, and amazed at how much support the idea had. It isinteresting what people will overlook
when they desperately want to avoid eecting aman they don't like."

Intrigued, Sonea opened her mouth to ask who, but Akkarin continued.

"Balkan said that my travels had matured me, and | had experience in dealing with other cultures.”
Akkarin snorted softly. "If he had known the truth, he might not have been so insstent. Whiletheidea
seemed absurd, | began to see possihilitiesinit. | needed to distract myself from the memories of the
previousfive years. And | had begun to worry about the Ichani. Dakovaand his brother had talked many
times of how easy it would beto invade Kyralia Though Kariko was done now, and would probably
never get the other Ichani to join him, an invasion was not impossible. What if he regained the favor of the
King and convinced him to invade? | decided | needed to keep an eye on the Sachakans, and it would
be easer to do that if | had the resources of aHigh Lord. And it was not difficult to convince the Guild to
elect me, once |l let them test my strength.

"After afew years| heard about murdersin the city that sounded suspicioudy like black magic. |
investigated and found the first spy. From him | learned that Kariko had been stirring up the other 1chani
with ideas of plundering Imardin, taking revenge for the Sachakan War, and forcing the Sachakan King
to accept them again. Hefirst had to convince them that the Guild does not use black magic. | have been
convincing them otherwise ever snce.” He smiled, then turned to face her. Y ou are agood listener,
Sonea. Y ou did not interrupt me once. Y ou must have some questions, now."

She nodded dowly. Where to start? She considered the questions that crowded her mind.

"Why didn't you tell the Guild about the Ichani?

Akkarin's browsrose. "Do you think they would have believed me?"

"Lorlenmight.”

Helooked away. "I am not sure of that."

She thought of Lorlen's outrage when he had seen her memory of Akkarin performing black magic.
When Akkarin had read her mind, he would have seen that outrage. She felt a pang of sympathy. It must
have hurt to have their friendship spoiled by a secret he dare not tell.

"I think Lorlen would beieveyou,” shesad. "If hedidnt, you could let him perform atruth-read.” She
winced asshe said it. After dl that mind-reading from Dakova, Akkarin probably never wanted another
person probing hismemories again.

He shook hishead. "I can't risk that. Anyone reading my mind could essily learn the secret of black
magic. That iswhy | sopped your mind-read of Tavakalast night.”

"Then ... the Guild could send several magiciansto Sachakato confirm your story."

"If they entered in large numbers and started asking dangerous questions, they would be considered a
threat. It might start the very conflict we fear. Remember, too, that | knew there was no immediate threat
from Sachakawhen | first arrived here. | was so relieved to be home, and there seemed no sensein
reveding that I'd broken the magicians vow unless| had to.”

"But now thereisathrest."

His gazeflickered. "Not until Kariko convincesthe other Ichani to join him."

"But the sooner the Guild knows, the better prepared it would be.”

Akkarin's expression hardened. "I am the only one capable of confronting these spies. Do you think the
Guild will dllow meto continue asHigh Lord if it knows | have learned black magic?If | told them now,
they would lose dl of the trust they havein me. Their fear would blind them to the redl threat. Until | have
found away for them to fight these Ichani without black magic, it is better they know nothing.”

She nodded, though she could not believe the Guild would punish him once they heard what he had just
told her.

"Is there another way?"

"l have not found one yet."

"So what will you do?'

"Continue hunting spies. My dliesin the Thieves are proving more effective than those | previoudy hired



to locate them.”

"The Thieves" Soneaamiled. "I thought so. How long have you been working with them?"

"About two years."

"How much do they know?"

"Only that they are hunting rogue magicians with anasty habit of killing people, and that these roguesal
happen to come from Sachaka They locate them, inform me, and get rid of the bodies."

A memory flashed through her mind of Tavaka, pleading for hislife. Promising to be good, while
intending to kill as many Kyralians as he could so he might return to Sachakaand join the Ichani. If it
weren't for Akkarin, Tavakawould be doing just that right now.

She frowned. So much depended on Akkarin. What if he died? Who would stop the spies then? Only
Takan and she would know what was redlly going on, but neither of them knew black magic. Neither
could do anything to stop the Ichani.

Shefroze astheimplication of that rushed over her likeicy water.

"Why did you tdl methis?"

He smiled grimly. " Somebody e se needsto know."

"But why me?'

"Y ou knew much dready."

She paused. "Then . . . can wetdl Rothen? | know he'd keep quiet if he understood the threat."

He frowned. "No. Not unlesswe must reveal everything to the Guild."

"But he dill believesthat I... What if hetriesto do something? About me.”

"Oh, I'mwatching Rothen closdly.”

In the distance agong rang. Akkarin pushed himself to hisfeet. The hem of his black robes brushed
across her hand. Sonealooked up at him and felt a strange mixture of fear and respect. He had killed
many times. He had learned and used the darkest magic. Y et he had done it to escape davery, and to
keep the Guild safe. And nobody but she and Takan knew.

Akkarin crossed hisarms and smiled. "Go back to your lessons now, Sonea. My favorite does not skip
classes.”

Sonea dropped her eyes and nodded.

"Yes HighLord."

8

Contemplating a Crime

The corridor of the University echoed with the voices of the novices. The two who followed Rothen,
carrying boxes of the chemistry tools and substances used in the previous class, were having afascinating
conversation in low voices. They had observed agirl watching them at the horse raceslast Freeday, and
they couldn't decide which one she might be interested in.

Rothen was having ahard time keeping astraight face. But his mood darkened as adight figure appeared
at thetop of the stairs. Sonea's expression wastight with annoyance. A large stack of heavy booksfilled
her arms. She turned into the side passage that led to the Novices Library.

The boys behind Rothen stopped talking and hummed with sympathy.

"Guess she asked for it," one said. "Got to admire her guts, though. | wouldn't dare skip classesif he was
my guardian.”

Rothen glanced behind.

"Who skipped classes?"

The boy flushed as he redlized he'd been overheard. " Sonea," he said.

"The High Lord punished her with aweek'swork in thelibrary,” the other boy added.

Rothen couldn't help smiling. "Shed like that.”

"Oh, no. The Magicians Library. Lord Jullen makes sure punishment redly is punishment.”

So Sonea had skipped aclass, as Tania had said. He wondered why and where she had gone instead.
She had no friendsto dip away with, and no other hobbies or interests that might tempt her away from
lessons. She knew that he and Lorlen would quickly become suspiciousif she went missing. If she had
risked alarming them, she must have had a better reason for skipping the class than arebeliouswhim.



The more he thought about it, the more worried he became. He listened as the boys resumed the
conversation, hoping to glean more information.

"Shéll turn you down. She turned Seno down."

"Maybe she turned Seno down because she doesn't like him.”

"Maybe. It doesn't matter, anyway. The punishment was for aweek. That probably includes Freeday.
Shewon't be able to come with us."

Rothen resisted the urge to turn and stare at them in surprise. They were gill talking about Sonea. Which
meant that they, and another boy named Seno, had considered inviting her out to the races. Hefelt his
mood lighten alittle. He had hoped the other novices would eventualy accept her. Now it looked asiif
some might even be interested in more than just friendship.

Then Rothen sighed. She had turned down this boy called Seno, and he knew she would probably turn
down any other offers, too. It was acruel irony that now the novices had started to accept her, she dared
not befriend any for fear of complicating the Stuation with Akkarin.

Asthe carriage pulled up outside the mansion, Dannyl and Tayend regarded each other doubtfully.
"Nervous?' Tayend asked.

"No," Dannyl assured him.

Tayend snorted. “Liar."

The door of the carriage opened, and the driver bowed as they stepped out. Like many Elyne mansions,
the front of Dem Marane's house was open to the air. Arched openings allowed accessto atiled room
decorated with sculptures and plants.

Dannyl and Tayend stepped through an archway and

crossed the room. A large wooden door barred entry into the enclosed part of the house. Tayend tugged
arope hanging beside the door. A distant ringing sounded somewhere above.

They heard muffled footsteps inside the house, then the door opened and Dem Marane greeted them
with abow.

"Ambassador Dannyl. Tayend of Tremmelin. Y ou are most welcomein my home."

"We were honored by your invitation, Dem Marane," Dannyl replied.

The Dem ushered them into aluxurioudy furnished room. He continued through two more, until they
arrived a another open room. Archways allowed views of the seaand the carefully tended garden falling
intiersto the beach below. On the opposite wall, benches lined with cushions supplied seating for six
other men. A woman sat demurely on asmal couch in the center of the room.

The strangers stared a Dannyl. They looked tense, and fearful. He knew the combination of his height
and robes made him an imposing figure.

"May | introduce the Second Guild Ambassador to Klyne, Lord Dannyl," Royend announced. "And
some of you aready know his companion, Tayend of Tremmdin.”

One of the men stood and bowed, and the others hesitantly followed suit. Dannyl nodded politely in
return. Wasthis al there was of the group? He doubted it. Some would not reved themsalves until they
were sure he could be trusted.

The Dem introduced them one by one. Royend was the oldest, Dannyl guessed. All were Elyne
aristocrats of one wedthy family or another. The woman wasthe Dem'swife, Kadie. When he was
finished, sheinvited them al to St while she fetched some refreshments. Dannyl chose an empty bench,
and Tayend sat close beside him. Dannyl could not help feding atwinge of anxiety as he saw the others
taking note of this.

Idletalk followed. Dannyl was asked the usua questions. what he thought of Elyne, if he had met certain
famous and important people yet. Some demonstrated that they had

gathered information about him by asking about hisjourney to Lonmar and Vin.

Kadie returned with servants carrying wine and plates of food. After al had been given adrink, the Dem
sent the servants away and surveyed the room.

"Itistimeto talk of the businessthat has brought us here. We have come together because of acommon
loss. Theloss of opportunity.” The Dem looked at Tayend. "Some of uswere offered this opportunity
and wereforced by circumstancesto turn it down. Others were never offered that choice, or were given



it, then had it taken away. Still more wish for an opportunity that does not require being shackled to an
ingtitution whaose principles they do not agree with, based in a country they do not belong to.” The Dem
paused to look around the room. "We all know the opportunity | spesk of. The opportunity to learn
megic.”

Helooked a Dannyl. "For the last two centuries the only legal way aman or woman could learn magic
wasto join the Guild. For usto learn to use magic outside of the Guild'sinfluence, we must bregk alaw.
Ambassador Dannyl has complied with thislaw. But he, too, lamentsthe loss of opportunity. His
companion, Tayend of Tremmelin, has magica taent. Ambassador Dannyl wishesto teach him how to
protect or Heal himself. A reasonable—no, an honorable wish.”

The Dem looked at the others, who were nodding. "But should the Guild ever discover this, Tayend will
need people who can hide and protect him. We have the right connections and arrangements. We can
hdphim.”

He turned back to regard Dannyl. "' So, Ambassador, what will you give usin exchange for protecting
your friend?'

Theroom fell slent. Dannyl smiled and glanced around at the faces.

"| can offer you the opportunity you havelost. | can teach you alittle magic.”

"Alittle?"

"Yes. There are somethings | will not teach you, and some things | cannot teach you."

"I would not teach the offensive Warrior Skillsto anyone| did not trust. They are dangerousin thewrong
hands. And | am an Alchemist, so my knowledge of Hedling islimited to the basics.

"That makes sense”

"And | must be sure that you are able to protect Tayend, before | teach you anything."

The Dem smiled. "And we, of course, don't wish to give away any secrets until we are sure you will
uphold your side of the bargain. For now | can only swear on my honor that we can protect your friend. |
will not show you how it can be done yet. Not until you have demonstrated to usthat you can be
trusted.”

"How do | know you can be trusted?' Dannyl asked, gesturing around the room.

"You don't," theDem said amply. "But | think you have the advantage over ustonight. A magician
consdering teaching afriend is not taking as grest arisk asagroup of non-magicians gathering for the
purpose of learning magic. We have committed ourselvesto the purpose, you have only dalied with an
idea. It isunlikely the Guild will execute you for that, whereas we might face that penalty just for meeting
likethis”

Dannyl nodded dowly. "If you have evaded the Guild's notice for so long, perhaps you can keep Tayend
from them. And you would not invite me hereif you did not have aplan to escape should | proveto bea
Guild spy."

The Dem's eyesflashed. "Exactly.”

"Sowhat must | doto gain your trust?' Dannyl asked.

"Hepus"

Kadlie had spoken. Dannyl looked &t her in surprise. Her voice had betrayed urgency and concern. She
stared at Dannyl, her eyesfilled with a desperate hope.

A suspicion dowly stole over Dannyl. He remembered Akkarin's letter. Only recently have they had
some success. Now that at least one of them has managed to develop his powers, the Guild is
entitled and obliged to deal with them.

Developed his powers, but not learned to control them. Thinking back quickly, Dannyl counted the
weekssince he

had received the | etter, and added two for it to reach him. He looked up at the Dem.

"Hep you with what?'

The man's expression was sober. "'l will show you.”

As Dannyl rose, Tayend followed suit. Royend shook his head. " Stay, young Tremmelin. For your safety,
itis best only the Ambassador come.”



Dannyl hesitated, then nodded at Tayend. The scholar dropped back onto the seat, frowning.

The Dem gestured for Dannyl to follow him. They left the room and started down a corridor. At the end
was a stairway which descended to another corridor. They stopped before a heavy wooden door. The
faint smell of smoketainted the air.

"He's expecting you, but | have no ideawhat helll do when he seesyou,” the Dem warned.

Dannyl nodded. The Dem knocked on the door. After along pause, helifted ahand to knock again, but
paused as the handle turned and the door swung inward.

A young man peered out. Hiseyes did to Dannyl and widened.

A crash came from inside the room. The young man glanced inside and cursed. When he turned to ook
a Dannyl again, his expression was anxious.

"Thisis Ambassador Dannyl," the Dem told the young man, then looked at Dannyl. "Thisis my wife's
brother, Farand of Darellas."

"Honored to meet you," Dannyl told the man. Farand mumbled areply.

"Areyou going to invite usin?' the Dem said patiently.

"Oh. Yes," the young man replied. "Comein." He pulled the door fully open and sketched an awkward
bow.

Danny! entered alarge room with sonewalls. It might have once been acellar, but now it held abed and
other furniture, al looking battered and scorched. A pile of wood on one side of the room looked
suspicioudy like the remains of more furniture. On the floor were pieces of alarge urn, surrounded by a
rapidly spreading pool of water. Dannyl guessed this was what he had heard shatter.

A magician with no control tended to let loose magic

when he or she reacted to strong emotions. For Farand, fear was his main enemy: fear of the magic he
wielded, and fear of the Guild. Dannyl needed to reassure the man, before he did anything else.
Hedlowed himsdf asmall smile. A Stuation like this came dong so rarely, and yet he now encountered it
for the second timein a handful of years. Rothen had managed to teach Sonea control, despite her deep
distrust of the Guild. Teaching Farand could only be eesier. And it would help if Farand knew that
another had survived the same Situation.

"Fromwhat | can see, your powers have surfaced, but you have no control of them,” Dannyl said. "This
isvery rare, but we found another like you only afew years ago. She learned Control within afew weeks
and isanovice now. Tell me, were you trying to bring them out, or did it just happen?’

The man lowered hisgaze. "l think | made it happen.”

Dannyl sat down in one of the chairs. The lessintimidating he looked, the better. "May | ask how?"
Farand swallowed and |ooked away. "1've always been able to hear the thought conversations magicians
have. | usedto listen every day in the hope of discovering how to use magic. A few monthsago |
overheard a conversation about releasing magical potential. | tried what they said severd times, but |
didn't think it had worked. Then | started doing things without meaning to."

Dannyl nodded. "Y ou have released your power, but you do not know how to control it. The Guild
teaches the two together. | don't haveto tell you how dangerousit isto have magic, but no control over
it. Y ou are fortunate that Royend has found amagician willing to teach you."

"You'll teach me?' Farand whispered.

Dannyl amiled. "Yes"

Farand sagged againgt the bed with relief. "I was so afraid they would have to send meto the Guild, and
everyone would be found out because of me." He straightened and squared his shoulders. "When can we
begin?'

"l don't see why we can't make astart now," Dannyl said, shrugging.

A littlefear crept back into the man's eyes. He swallowed, then nodded. 'Tell me what to do.”

Dannyl rose and looked around. He gestured at the chair. "Sit down."

Farand blinked at the chair, then hesitantly walked to it and sat down. Dannyl crossed hisarms and
regarded him thoughtfully. He was aware of the effect this change of position—from Farand standing
over him, to him standing over Farand—would have. Now that he had agreed to cooperate, Farand
needed to fed that Dannyl was in command, and knew what he was doing.



"Closeyour eyes,” Dannyl ingtructed. "Concentrate on your bregthing." He talked Farand through the
standard breathing exercises, keeping his voice low and steady. When he judged that the man had gained
ameasure of calm, he stepped behind the chair and lightly touched the man's temples. But before he
could send hismind forth, the man jerked away.

"You're going to read my mind!" he exclamed.

"No," Dannyl assured him. "It is not possible to read amind that isunwilling. But | must direct you to that
place in your mind where you access your power. The only way | can do that isif you alow meinto
show you theway."

"Isthat the only way?"' the Dem asked. Dannyl looked a Royend.

"y es"

"Isit a dl possible that you might seethings,” Farand asked, "things| must keep secret?’

Danny! regarded him soberly. He could not deny it. Once he was in Farand's mind the secrets would
probably leap out at him. Secrets had ahabit of doing that.

"Itispossible” Dannyl told him. "To be hones, if you are worried about concedling something, then it will
be foremost in your thoughts. That iswhy the Guild prefersto train novices as young as possible. The
younger you are, the fewer secretsyou have."

Farand buried hisfacein his hands. "Nooo," he groaned. "Nobody can teach me. I'm going to be like this
forever."

The covers of the bed began to smoke. The Dem drew in a sharp breath and stepped forward.

"Perhaps Lord Dannyl can swear that he would keep everything he seesto himsdlf," he suggested.
Farand laughed bitterly. "How can | trust him to keep a promise when he's about to bresk alaw?'

"How indeed?' Dannyl said dryly. "Y ou have, my promisethat | will not passon any information |
discover. If that is not acceptable, | suggest you put your affairsin order and leave here. Take yourself
far from anyone and anything you don't wish to destroy, for when your powers bresk free completely
they will not only consume you, but everything around you."

Theman paed. "Thereredly isno choice, isthere?' hesaid inasmall voice. "I'll dieif | don't do this. So
itsdeath or . . ." Hiseyesflashed with sudden anger, then he drew in adeep bresth and straightened. "If
that'sthe only choice, I'll just haveto trust you won't tell anyone.”

Amused by this abrupt change, Dannyl talked Farand through the calming exercises once more. When he
rested hisfingers on the man's temples, Farand remained still. Dannyl closed his eyes and sent hismind
forth.

Noviceswere usudly taught Control by their teachers, and Dannyl had never been ateacher. He did not
have Rothen's kill, but after severa attempts he managed to get Farand to visuaize aroom and invite
himinto it. Tantaizing hints of the man's secret gppeared, but Dannyl concentrated on teaching Farand to
hide them behind doors. They found the door to the man's power, but lost track of it as the secrets
Farand was struggling to hide leaked out of the doorsthey had been stowed behind.

—We both know I'm going to find out anyway. Show me, and we can get on with Control lessons,
Dannyl suggested.

Farand seemed relieved to be able to tell someone his secret. He showed Dannyl his memories of hearing
menta conversations as he grew out of childhood. Thiswas unusud, but not unheard of in those with
magica potentid. Farand was tested for ability and told he could apply to join the Guild when he was
older. In the meantime the Elyne King learned of his ability to eavesdrop on magicians mentd
conversations, and Farand was summoned to

court where he kept the King informed of what he over heard.

One day, however, Farand accidentally witnessed the King making an agreement with one of the
powerful Demsto have the Dem's palitical rival murdered, and upon redlizing this the King extracted an
oath of slence from him. Later, when Farand had applied to join the Guild, he was refused. He did not
discover until |ater that the King knew the secret agreement would be reved ed during mind-reading
lessons, and therefore had prevented him from becoming amagician.

It was an unfortunate Situation, and one which had shattered Farand's dreams. Dannyl felt genuine
sympathy for him. Now that the secret had been told, Farand was not as distracted. He found his source



of power eadily. After afew attemptsto show Farand how to influence it, Dannyl left the man's mind
room and opened his eyes.

"Isthat it?' Farand asked. "Have | got it?’

"No." Dannyl chuckled and moved around the chair to face him. "It takes afew sessons.”

"When will wetry again?' There was an edge of panic to the man'svoice.

Dannyl looked at Dem Marane. "I will try to return tomorrow, if that is convenient.”

"Itis" the Dem confirmed.

Dannyl nodded at Farand. "Do not drink wine or take any mind-affecting substance. Novices usudly
learn Control over aweek or two. If you stay calm and avoid trying to use magic, you should be safe.”
Farand looked relieved, and there was aglint of excitement in Royend's eyes. The Dem moved to the
door and pulled achain that hung from asmall holein the roof.

"Shall we return to the others, Ambassador? They will be pleased to hear of our progress.”

"If youwigh."

The Dem did not take Dannyl back to the previous room, but to another section of the mansion. They
entered asmdl library, where Tayend and the other members of the group were sitting in comfortable
chairs. Royend nodded at Kadlie, and the woman closed her eyes and sighed with relief.

Tayend was reading alarge and very worn book. He looked up a Dannyl, his eyes bright with
€agerness.

"Look," he said, waving at one of the bookcases. "Books on magic. We might find something hereto
help uswith our research.”

Dannyl could not help smiling. "It went well. Thanksfor asking.”

"What?' Tayend looked up from the book. "Oh, that. | know you can take care of yoursdlf. What did he
show you?' Before Dannyl could reply, Tayend looked up at the Dem. "Can | borrow this some time?"
Royend smiled. "Y ou can take it homewith you tonight, if you wish. The Ambassador will be returning
tomorrow. Y ou are welcome to come aswell."

"Thank you." Tayend turned to the Dem's wife, who was Sitting beside him. "Have you ever heard of the
Chakan King?'

Danny! did not hear her murmured reply. He looked around the room at the excited faces of the Dem
and hisfriends. They would not trust him yet. Not until Farand was able to demonstrate an improvement
in his control of magic. Once Farand had, however, he would be a dangerous man. He would be ableto
release magicd ability in others, and teach them to control it. The group would not need Dannyl anymore.
They might decide it was safer to disgppear than continue associating with a Guild magician.

He could stretch out the lessons over afew weeks, but no more. The moment Farand achieved Contral,
Dannyl ought to arrest him and the others. But he might not catch dl of the group. Thelonger he
remained with them, the more identities he might discover. He would have liked to consult with the High
Lord. But Farand's ability to overhear mind communication prevented that and Dannyl did not havetime
to contact Akkarin by letter.

Dannyl accepted afresh glass of wine. Asthe Dem began grilling him on what he was willing to teach
them, Danny! pushed all thought of arresting these people to the back of hismind and concentrated on his
role asthe rebelious Guild magician.

Sonea stood at her bedroom window and watched as gray wisps of cloud drifted acrossthe night sky.
The stars blinked in and out of sight and the moon was surrounded by apae mist. The grounds were
empty and Slent.

She was bonetired. Despite a deegpless night, and carting books around for Lord Jullen for severa hours
after classes, she couldn't deep. She il had many questions, but by listing them in her mind ready for her
next encounter with Akkarin, she found she could push them out of her thoughts. One, however, refused
to go away.

Why did he tell me?

He had said that someone €l se needed to know. A reasonable answer, but something still nagged at her.
He could have written down his story and Ieft it for Lorlento find if he should ever bekilled. So why tell
her, amere novice in no position to make decisons or act in his place?



There had to be another reason. The only reason she could think of was one that sent chills down her
spine.

He wanted her to take over thefight if he died. He wanted her to learn black magic.

L eaving the window, she began pacing her room. He had said several timesthat he would not teach it to
her. Had he said that just to reassure her? Was he waiting for her to grow older, perhaps until after she
had graduated, when it would be clear to anyone €l se that she had made such adecision for herself?
She bit her lip gently. It would be aterrible thing to ask of someone. To learn something that most
magicians believed was evil. To bresk aGuild law.

And to bresk this law was no small matter that would earn her some menid task or the withdrawal of
luxuries or favor. No, the punishment for thiswas likely to be much, much worse. Expulson perhaps,
with her powers bound, or possibly imprisonment.

Only if the crime was discovered.

Akkarin had managed to hide his secret for years. But he was the High Lord. That gave him alot of
room to be mysterious and secretive. Which meant it would not be difficult for her to join him.

But what would happen if he died? She frowned. L orlen and Rothen would reveal Akkarin's crime, and
that her guardianship had been only away to gain their silence. If she did not consent to atruth-reed,
there was no reason why anyone would discover that she had learned black magic. She could play the
unhappy victim and attract no suspicion.

After that she would be dismissed and ignored. No longer the High Lord's favorite, she could hidein her
ordinariness. She would dip away into the hidden passages at night. Akkarin had aready arranged for
the Thieves help. They would find the spiesfor her . . .

She stopped and sat down on the end of her bed.

| can't believe I'm considering this. There's a reason black magic is banned. It's evil.

Or wasit? Y ears before, Rothen had pointed out to her that magic was neither good nor evil; it was what
the wielder did with it that mattered.

Black magic involved taking power from another. It didn't have to involve killing. Even the Ichani did not
kill their daves unlessthey had to. When she had first seen Akkarin using it, he had been taking power
from Takan. Power that was obvioudy willingly given.

She thought back to the records that Akkarin had shown her. Black magic had once been commonly
used by the Guild. Apprentices would willingly give strength to their mastersin exchange for knowledge.
Once deemed ready, the apprentices were taught the secret of "higher magic" and became masters
themselves. It was an arrangement that had encouraged cooperation and peace. No one waskilled. No
onewas endaved.

It had only taken one man with an insane desire for power to change that. And the Ichani used black
magic to maintain a culture of davery. When she considered these things, she understood why the Guild
had banned black magic. It could be abused so eadily.

But Akkarin hadn't abused it. Or had he?

Akkarin has used it to kill. 1sn't that the worst abuse of power?

Akkarin had used it to free himsdf, and only killed the

piesto keep Kyralia safe. That was not an abuse of power. It was reasonable to kill to protect onesdlf,
and

others... wasn't it?

Asachild surviving in the dums, she had decided that she would not hesitate to kill to defend herself. If
she could avoid harming another, she would, but she was not going to let herself become avictim either.
That determination had paid off afew years|ater when she had fended off an attacker with her knife. She
didn't know if he had lived, and she had not spared much time wondering.

The Warriorslearned how to fight with magic. The Guild continued passing on that knowledgein case the
Allied Lands should ever be attacked. She never heard Lord Balkan agonizing over whether magic
should be used to kill in defense.

Shelay back on the bed. Perhaps Akkarin was wrong about the Guild. Perhaps, when faced with no
choice, they would accept the use of black magic only in defense.



Would magicians respect that restriction? She shivered as she imagined what Lord Fergun might have
done with the knowledge. Fergun had been punished, though. Asawhole, the Guild could probably
keep contral of its magicians.

Then she remembered the Purge. If the King did not balk a using the Guild to drive the poor from the
city to keep the Houses happy, what might he do with black magicians at hisbidding?

The Guild would always be cautious about how black magic was used. If lawswere put in place, if only
those deemed worthy were taught—determined by a truth-read to test a candidate's character and moral
integrity . ...

Who am | to think | have the wisdom to reshape the Guild? | probably wouldn't even be
considered as a candidate if this system was in place.

Shewasthe dum girl. Naturally, she had no mora integrity. No one would even consider her.

| am considering me.

Rising, she moved to the window.

The people | care about are in danger. | have to do something. Surely the Guild will not execute
meif | break alaw

trying to protect it. They may expel me, but if | must lose this luxury called magic in exchange for
thelives of those | love, so beiit.

She shivered, chilled by and yet sure of the lightness of thisreveation.

There, it isdecided. | will learn black magic.

She turned to regard the door of her room. Akkarin was probably in bed. She could not wake him up
just totel himthis. It could wait until tomorrow.

Sighing, she dipped under the covers of her bed. She closed her eyes, hoping she would finaly be able to
deep now that she had made her decision.

Am| being deceived? Once learn this, | can't unlearn it.

She considered the books Akkarin had given her to read. They looked genuine, but they could have
been clever fakes. She did not know enough about forgery to be ableto tell.

The spy could have been manipulated to believe certain thingsin order for her to be deceived, but she
was sure Akkarin could not have invented it al. Tavakas mind had held alifetime'sworth of memories of
the Ichani and davery that could not have been arranged by the High Lord.

And Akkarin's story?

If he wanted to trick her into learning black magic so he could blackmail and control her, then he had
only needed to convince her that the Guild wasin great danger. Why admit to having been adave?

She yawned. She must get some deep. She needed a clear head.

Tomorrow she was going to break one of the Guild's strictest laws.

Theroom wastoo small for pacing. A sngle lamp hung from the roof, casting yellow light on the rough
brick walls. Cery crossed hisarms and silently cursed himsalf. Akkarin had told him they must avoid
meeting unlessthey had to discuss something of great concern that could only be settled face to face.
Sonea 'swelfare isof great concern, Cery reasoned. And this can only be settled face to face.

But it was unlikely the High Lord would agree. Cery felt another twinge of anxiety. So far, he hadn't
regretted any of the work he had done in return for being rescued from Lord Fergun, and for the
assstance held received from Akkarin in establishing his place among the Thieves. Tracking the
murderers was easy enough. Once you knew what to look for, they stood out like aguard in asmuggler's
den. Getting rid of the bodies afterward was standard work, though dumping them in the river was out of
the question now the Guard were kegping an eye onit.

But bringing Soneaiinto it? No, that was too much. Not that Cery could make the decision for her. But,
at the very least, he wanted to make sure Akkarin knew he disapproved.

The High Lord needed him. He was sure of that. Perhaps today he would discover how much.

Cery drummed hisfingersagaing hisdeeve. If the High Lord ever arrives. Therewerefew meninthe
city who would dare to be late to ameeting with a Thief. None but... the King, most in the Houses, the
entireGuild . ..

He sighed, then consdered once again the only other piece of information he had for the Guild leader:



that another Sachakan had been seen entering the city. Perhapsthislittletidbit would mallify Akkarin
when he discovered Cery'sred reason for requesting amesting. Not for thefirst time, Cery wondered
what Akkarin's reaction would beif he knew the source of the information. He chuckled as he pictured
Savara. That smile. The way she walked. She was definitely not a safe person to be around.

But, then, neither was he these days.

A tap brought him back to the present. He peered through a spy holein the door. A tdl figure stood
beside Gol's heavier frame, hisface concealed in the hood of his cloak. Gol made the signal to confirm
the visitor wasthe High Lord.

Cery drew in adeep breath, then opened the door. Akkarin stalked inside. The cloak parted dightly to
reved black robes beneath. A shiver ran down Cery's spine. Akkarin usudly wore plain clothing when he
was on the Thieves Road. Wasthis addiberate move to remind Cery just who he was dedling with?
"Ceryni," Akkarin said, smoothly tugging the hood from his head.

"High Lord."

"I do not have much time to spare. What isit you need to speak to me about?"

Cery hesitated. "1 think we've got another . . . murderer, in the city." He had been about to say "dave,"
but caught himsdlf in time. Using that term would no doubt reved that he'd been in contact with someone
from Sachaka

Akkarin frowned, his eyes dmost disgppearing in the shadows of his brows. "Y ou think?"

"Yes." Cery smiled. There's been no murder yet, but the last killer arrived so soon after the one before, |
have been paying some ear to talk | don't usually. Word is, she stands out. Should be easy to catch.”
"She?' Akkarin repested. "A woman. S0 ... if the Thieves hear thisthey'll know there is more than one
murderer. Will this be a problem for you?"
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Cery shrugged. "It won't change anything. They might even give alittle more respect. Better we catch her
quick, though, so they don't find out at dl."

Akkarin nodded. "Isthat al?"

Cery hesitated. He drew in a deep breath and pushed aside his doubts.

"Y ou brought Sonea."

Akkarin straightened. The lamplight reached his eyes. He looked amused.

"y es"

"Why?"

"l had my reasons.”

"Good ones, | hope," Cery said, forcing himsdlf to meet and hold Akkarin's gaze.

The High Lord's stare didn't waver. "Y es. Shewas in no greet danger.”

"Areyou going to get her into any of this?'

"A little. Not in the way you fear, however. | need someonein the Guild to be aware of what | am
doing."

Cery forced out the next question. Just thinking about asking it brought difficult, contrary fedings. "Will
you bring her again?'

"No, | do not intend to."

He breathed a short sigh of relief. "Does she ... does she know about me?"

"No."

Cery fdt awigtful disappointment. He wouldn't have minded showing off his successalittle. Hed comea
long way in the last few years. Though he knew she did not think too highly of Thieves. ..

"Isthat dl?" Akkarin asked. There was ahint of respect in hisvoice—or wasit Smply tolerance?

Cery nodded. "Y es. Thank you."

He watched the High Lord turn to the door and open it. Take care of her, hethought. Akkarin glanced
back, nodded once, then strode away down the passage, his cloak flaring around his ankles.

WEell, that went better than | expected, Cery mused.

Dannyl'sroomsin the Guild House of Capiawerelarge and luxurious. He had abedroom, office and



guestroom to himself, and he had only to ring one of many little bells around the place to attract a servant.
One had just brought asteaming cup of sumi when another entered the office to tell him he had avigtor.
"Tayend of Tremmelinishereto seeyou,” the servant informed him.

Dannyl put down his cup, surprised. Tayend rarely visited him here. They preferred the privacy of the
Grest Library, where they didn't have to worry about servants noticing anything in their behavior toward
each other.

"Sendhimin."

Tayend was dressed appropriately for ameeting with an important personage. Though Dannyl was
growing used to the flamboyant court dress of Elyne, he till found it amusing. However, thetightly fitting
clothes, which looked so ridiculous on older courtiers, were flattering on Tayend.

"Ambassador Dannyl," Tayend said, bowing gracefully. "I have been reading Dem Marane's book and it
contains some very interesting information.”

Dannyl gestured to one of the chairs set before his desk. "Please gt down. Judt. . . give me amoment.”
Tayend had reminded him of something. He took a fresh piece of paper and began composing ashort
|etter.

"What are you writing?' Tayend,asked.

"A letter to Dem Marane expressing my deepest regretsthat | cannot attend his dinner party tonight, due
to some unexpected work that | must attend to without delay.”

"What about Farand?'

"Hewill survive. | do have work to sort out, but | also want to make them wait alittle. Oncell finish
teaching Farand Control, they will no longer need me, and we might find our new friends have taken an
unexpected journey abroad.”

"They'd befools, then. Do they think al those years of training you went through are for nothing?"
"They can't appreciate the value of what they don't understand.”

"So you'll be arresting them as soon as Farand's ready ?*

"I don't know. | haven't decided yet. It might be worth taking the risk that they'd disappear on us. I'm
surewe haven't met everyoneinvolved. If | wait, | might be introduced to more of the group.”

"Areyou sure you don't need me to come with you to Kyrdia once you've arrested them? The Guild
might need another witness"

"They don't need any more proof than Farand.” Dannyl looked up and shook afinger at the scholar.

"Y ou just want to see the Guild for yoursdf. But when our new friends retdiate by spreading rumors
about us, it won't help if we're seen together.”

"But we wouldn't be together al thetime. | don't haveto stay inthe Guild. | have distant rdativesin
Imardin. And you said Akkarin would tell everyoneit wasdl just atrick.”

Dannyl sighed. He didn't want to leave Tayend. Not even for afew weeks. If hewas sure he could get
away with returning to the Guild with the scholar in tow, he would make arrangementsto take him. It
might even help to disprove the rumors once and for dl if they were seen to behave "normaly." But he
knew that it would take only asmdl hint of the truth to put ideas in suspicious minds—and he aready
knew there were plenty of those in the Guild.

"I'll bereturning by sea,”" he reminded Tayend. "'l would have thought you'd want to avoid that."
Tayend'sface clouded, but only for amoment. "I'd put up with alittle seasickness, if it came with good
"Not thistime," Dannyl said firmly. "One day well travel by carriageto Imardin. Then you'll be good
company aswell." He smiled at Tayend'sindignant glare, then signed the letter and put it aside. "Now,
what have you found?'

"Do you remember how the writing on the woman'stomb in the Tombs of White Tears said she
performed 'high magic'?"

Dannyl nodded. Thevigt to Vinin search of evidence of ancient magic seemed so long ago now.

"The words 'high magic' were represented by aglyph containing a crescent moon and ahand,” Tayend
opened the

Dem's book and did it across the desk toward Dannyl. "Thisisacopy of abook written two centuries



ago, when the Alliance was made and the law waslaid down that al magicians must be taught and
controlled by the Guild. Most magicians outside Kyradiawere members of the Guild, but some werent.
This belonged to one who wasn't.”

Drawing the book to him, Dannyl saw that the top of the page bore the same glyph they had been
puzzling over for ayear. He began to read the text below it:

The term "higher magic" encompasses several skills that were once in common use throughout
the lands. Minor skillsinclude the ability to create "blood stones' or "blood gems" which enhance
the maker's ability to mind-speak with another person at a distance, and "store stones" or "store
gems " which can hold and release magic in specific ways.

The main form of higher magic is acquisitive. If a

magician has the knowledge, he may draw power fromliving things to increase his store of
strength.

Dannyl caught his breath and stared at the page in horror. Thiswas describing something smilarto ... A
chill dowly spread down Dannyl's spine. His eyes continued to follow the words, drawn on asif by
another'swill.

To do this, the natural barrier which protects the creature or plant must be broken or lowered.
Thisis done most ssimply by cutting the skin deep enough to draw blood or sap. Other means
involve voluntary or involuntary lowering of the barrier. With practice, the natural barrier can be
voluntarily withdrawn. During the height of sexual pleasure, the barrier tendsto "waver,"
allowing a momentary opportunity for the drawing of power.

Dannyl had turned completely cold. In preparation for his position, he had been given information that
was kept from ordinary magicians. Some of it was politica; some of it magical. Included among the
magica warning signs he was taught to recognize were those for black magic.

And here he was, holding abook containing instructions on its use. Just by reading it, he was bresking a
law.

"Dannyl? Areyou dl right?'

Helooked up at Tayend, but couldn't speak. Tayend stared back, frowning with concern.

"Y ou've gone completely white. | thought. . . well... if thisbook isright, we've discovered what high
megicis”

Dannyl opened his mouth, then closed it again and looked down at the book. He stared at the glyph of
the crescent moon and hand. Not a crescent moon, heredized. A blade. Higher magic was black magic.
Akkarin had been researching black magic.

No. He wouldn't have known. He didn't get this far, Dannyl reminded himsdf. He probably still
doesn't know. Otherwise he wouldn 't have encouraged me to continue my research. Hedrew ina
deep bresth and let it out dowly.

"Tayend, | think it'stimeto tell Errend about the rebels. | may be taking that trip earlier than | thought.”
Soned's heart beat faster as she gpproached the High Lord's Residence. All day she had been waiting for
this moment. It had been difficult to concentrate during classes, even more difficult to endure Mien's
attempts to make her punishment in the library astedious as possible.

The gray stone building loomed over her in the darkness. She stopped to take one long deep breath and
gather her courage, then she walked up to the door and brushed the handle with her fingers. It clicked
open and swung inward.

Asaways, Akkarin was gitting in one of the guestroom chairs. Hislong fingers were curled around a
glassfilled with dark red wine.

"Good evening, Sonea. How were your lessons today ?!

Her mouth was dry. She swallowed, drew another deep breath, stepped inside, and heard the door close
behind her.

"l want to help,” shetold him.

His eyebrows lowered, and he stared intently at her. She struggled to hold his gaze, but soon found
hersdlf looking at the floor. Silence stretched between them, then in one movement he stood and st the
glassasde.



"Very well. Comewith me.”

He waked to the door of the stairway leading to the un-

derground room. Opening it, he gestured for her to enter. Her legs were unsteady, but she forced them to
move.

As she reached him there was aknock at the main door, and they both froze.

"Goon," hemurmured to her. "It isLorlen. | will have Takan ded with him."

For amoment, she wondered how he knew it was Lorlen. Then understanding camein aflash. Thering
Lorlenwore did contain agem like the onein the spy'stooth.

As she descended the stairs she heard anew set of footsteps in the guestroom above. Akkarin gently
closed the stairway door and followed her down. She stopped outside the door to the underground
room, then stepped aside as Akkarin reached her. The door opened at atouch of his hand.

The room beyond was dark, but it brightened as two globe lights appeared. She looked at the two
tables, the battered old chest, and the bookcases and cupboards. Redlly, there was nothing threatening in
thereat dl.

Akkarin appeared to be waiting for her to enter. Shetook afew stepsinside, then turned to face him. He
looked up at the ceiling and grimaced.

"He's gone. | have something to tell him, but it can wait.”

"Doyou. . . should we do thislater?' she ventured, haf hoping he would agree.

Thelook he gave her was so direct, and predatory, she took a step backward.

"No," hesaid. "Thisismoreimportant.”" He crossed his arms, and the corner of hismouth lifted into a
haf-amile. "Well then. How do you intend to help me?”’

"l ...you..." Shewas suddenly short of breath. "By learning black magic," she finaly managed.

His smile vanished.

"No." He uncrossed hisarms. "'l cannot teach you that, Sonea.”

She stared at him, astonished. Then ... then why did you show me the truth? Why did you tell me about
the Ichani if you didn't mean for meto join you?"'

"I never intended to teach you black magic,” he said

firmly. "I would not have you endanger your future in the Guild. Even if that did not concern me, | would
not pass this knowledge on to anyone."

"Then. .. how can| help you?'

"l intended . . ." He hesitated, then sighed and looked away. "1 intended you to be awilling source of
power, as Tekanis."

A chill swept through her, but it quickly faded. Of course, shethought. That's what all this was leading
to.

"The Ichani may never invade," he said. "If you learn black magic you will have risked your future for
nothing.”

"Itisarisk I'mwilling to take," shereplied, her voice smal in the large room.

Looking up, he fixed her with adisgpproving stare. ™Y ou would so easily break your vow?"

She held hisgaze. "If it wasthe only way | could protect Kyrdia."

Hisgtarelogt itsfierceness. She could not namethe

expression that he wore now.

"Teach her, magter."

They both turned at this new voice. Takan was standing in the doorway of the room, regarding Akkarin
intently.

"Teach her," herepeated. "You need an aly.”

"No," Akkarinreplied. "What useis Soneato meif | do?If | take her strength sheis of no use asablack
magician. If sheisablack magician, who is she going to gather strength from? Y ou? No. Y ou dready
bear too much of that burden.”

Takan's gaze did not waver. " Someone needs to know that secret other than you, master. Sonea does
not need to useit, only be thereto take your placeif you die."

Akkarin returned the servant's stare. For along time they regarded each other in silence.



"No," Akkarin said eventudly. "But... | will reconsider if they attack Kyrdia"

"By thenit will betoo late," Takan replied quietly. "They will not attack until they have removed you."
"He'sright,” Soneainterjected, her voice trembling. 'Teach me and use me asasource. | will not use
black magic unless| have no other choice.

He gtared a her coldly. "Do you know what the punishment isfor learning and using black magic?'

She hesitated, then shook her head.

"Execution. No other crime earns such a punishment. Just seeking to learn about black magic will have
you expdled from the Guild."

A chill ran over her skin. His mouth twisted into agrim smile.

"But you can make yoursdlf useful to me without committing acrime. Thereisno law againgt giving
power to another magician. Indeed, you have dready been taught to in Warrior Skills classes. The only
differenceisthat | can store the power you give."

She blinked in surprise. No knife? No cutting of the skin. But, of course, there was no need.

"A night'sdeep was dl you needed to recover most of your strength after facing Regin and hisfollowers™
he

continued. "We should take care that you do not give too much power if you must tackle Warrior Skills
classes the next day, however. And if you do intend to be capable of fighting these spiesin my place,
then | should take ahand inyour training.”

Soneafelt awave of dizziness sweep over her. Warrior Skillslessons? With Akkarin?

"Areyou sure you want to do this?" he asked.

Shetook yet another deep breath. "Yes."

He frowned and considered her. amoment. "1 will take alittle of your strength tonight. Tomorrow we will
seeif you gill wish to hdp.”

He beckoned. "Give me your hands.”

She walked forward and offered her hands. She shivered as hislong fingers linked with hers.

"Send out your power, asyou have learned to when

channdling power to another in Warrior Skillsclass.”

Drawing power, she sent it flowing out of her hands. His expression changed dightly as he became
conscious of the energy and drew it into himsalf. She wondered how he stored it. Even though she had
been taught how to receive power from other novices, she had aways channdlled it into strikes or added
it to her shidd.

"Leave yourself some energy for classes” he murmured.

She shrugged. "I barely use any. Not even in Warrior Skills classes.”

"Youwill soon." Hisgrip loosened. "That is enough.”

She stopped sending power. As he released her hands she took a step back. He glanced at Takan, then
nodded at her.

"Thank you, Sonea. Now, get somerest. Give Takan acopy of your schedule in the morning so that we
canwork around your Warrior Skillsclasses. If you are ill willing, we will continue with this tomorrow
night.”"

Sonea nodded. She took a step toward the door, then stopped and bowed.

"Good night, High Lord."

His stare was unwavering. " Good night, Sonea."

Her heart was pounding again. As she climbed the stairs she redlized it was not with fear anymore. It was
racing with astrange kind of excitement.

I might not be helping himin the way | expected, shethought, but | am helping.

Then she chuckled ruefully. But | might not be so happy about that when he starts assisting in my
Warrior killslessons!

10

An Unexpected Adversary

As Rothen waited for the last of his pupilsto arrive, he looked out of the window. Longer, warmer days
were turning the gardensinto alabyrinth of green. Even the gray High Lord's Residence looked



welcoming in the bright morning light.

As he watched, the door to the residence opened. He felt his heart skip as Sonea stepped out. It wasa
late start for her, he redlized. According to Tania, she still rose at dawn.

Then atdler figure emerged, and Rothen felt his entire body tense. Thefolds of Akkarin's black robes
were amost gray in the bright sunlight. The High Lord turned to Sonea and spoke. Her lips curled up into
asmall smile. Then the pair straightened and started toward the University, their expressions sober again.
Rothen watched them until they moved out of sSight.

Turning away from the window, he shivered. A chill had caught hold of him, and wouldn't |t go.
Shehad smiled at Akkarin.

It had not been a polite, forced smile. Nor an open, unguarded smile. It had been 9y and secretive.

No, hetold himsdif. I'm just seeing that which | most fear because it's what I'm always watching
for. She was probably smiling to deceive or mollify Akkarin. Or perhaps she had found some
comment he made amusing, was enjoying a little joke at his expense.. ..

But what if she hadn 't been ? What if there's another reason?

"Lord Rothen?"

Turning, he saw that the rest of the class had arrived and were patiently waiting for him to begin. He
managed arueful smile, then moved toward the desk.

He could not charge out of the classroom and demand an explanation from Sonea. No, for now he must
put her out of his mind and concentrate on teaching. But later he would consider carefully what he had
Seen.

And watch her more closdly.

Asthe carriage pulled away, Dannyl strode up to the door of Dem Marane's house and pulled on the bell
cord.

He yawned, then drew on alittle magic to soothe away weariness. A week had passed since Tayend had
shown him the book, and many secret meetings had been held with Ambassador Errend and other Elyne
magiciansin preparation for this night. Now they would know if their planswould he successful.
Footsteps drew close to the door, then it opened and the master of the house bowed gracefully.
"Ambassador Dannyl. A pleasure to see you again. Please comein.”

"Thank you." Dannyl stepped insde.

"Whereisyoung Tremmdin?' the Dem asked.

"With hisfather," Dannyl replied. They had afamily matter to discuss. He sends hisregards and said to
tell you the book is enlightening and he will finish reading it tonight. | know he would much prefer to be
talking to you and your friendsthan dedling with family business.”

Royend nodded and smiled, but his eyes expressed wariness. "l shdl miss his company.”

"How is Farand? No unintended events?' Dannyl asked, letting ahint of anxiousness enter histone.
"No." The Dem hesitated. "One intentiona one, however. Being young and impatient, he could not resist
trying to do something.”

Dannyl let darm show in hisface. "What happened?’

"Just another littlefire" The Dem smiled crookedly. "I had to buy his host another bed.”

"The same hogts aslagt time?!

"No. Onceagain, | have moved Farand. | felt it prudent, for al our sakes, to move him away from the
city, in case hislittle accidents grew so dramatic they started to draw

unwanted atention.”

Dannyl nodded. " That was wise, though probably

unnecessary. | hope heisnot too far away. | can only stay a

fewhours.”

"No, not far," the Dem assured him.

They had reached the doorway of the next room. Royend'swife, Kadlie, rose to greet Dannyl.
"Greetings, Ambassador. It isgood to see you again. Do you think my brother will learn Control soon?”
"Yes" Dannyl replied gravely. "Either tonight, or the next time. It will not be long now."

She nodded, obvioudly relieved. "I can't thank you enough for your help." She turned to Royend. "Best



be on your way, then, husband.”

There was anote of resentment in her voice. The Dem's mouth twitched into a crooked smile. "Farand
will be safe soon, my dear.”

Her frown only deepened. Dannyl kept his expression politely neutral. Tayend had observed that Kadie
rarely looked happy and sometimes appeared to be annoyed at her husband. He had guessed that she
blamed Royend for her brother's Situation because he had encouraged the young man to develop his
abilities

The Dem ushered Dannyl out of the house to awaiting carriage. It began to move before they had even
settled into their seats. The windows were covered.

"For the protection of Farand's hogts," the Dem explained. "I may be willing to alow you to know my
identity and residence, but there are othersin the group who are lesstrusting. They have alowed Farand
to stay with them only if | take these precautions.” He paused. "Do you think me afool for trusting you?'
Dannyl blinked in surprise. He considered the question, then shrugged. "I expected you to take smaller
steps. Arrange afew tests of my honesty, perhaps. But you

couldn't; Farand needed help. Y ou took arisk, but I'm sure it was acaculated one." He chuckled. "Y ou
would have had afew escape routesin place, and probably still have.

"And you have Tayend to protect.”

"Yes" Dannyl smiled good-naturedly. "What | am waiting to discover iswhether | will find mysdf no
longer welcome in your house once | have taught Farand Control ?*

The Dem laughed quietly. "Y ou'l just have to wait and find out.”

"And | expect | don't have to remind you of al the wonderful things | could teach Farand, once he has
learned Control."

Royend's gaze brightened. "Please do."

For the next hour they discussed uses of magic. Dannyl took care to describe only what was possible,
not how it was done, and the Dem was obvioudy aware he was being deliberately evasive. Findly, the
carriage dowed to a stop.

The Dem waited until the door opened, then gestured for Danny! to exit. It was dark outside, and Dannyl
autométicaly created aglobelight. It illuminated atunnd, the brick wals glistening with moisture.

"Put that out, please," the Dem requested.

Dannyl extinguished thelight. "Sorry,” he sad. "It'sahabit.”

After the brightness of thelight, al was utterly dark. A hand touched his shoulder and pushed him
forward. Extending his senses, he detected a break in thewal. They moved intoiit.

"Careful,” Royend murmured. "There are sairs here.”

Thetoe of Dannyl's boot met ahard edge. He carefully climbed a steep staircase, then was guided dong
apassage with many twigts, turns and side entrances. Then he sensed alarge room and afamiliar
presence, and the hand did from his shoulder.

A lamp spluttered into life, revealing severa pieces of practical furniturein aroom carved out of solid
rock. Water trickled from acrack in onewall into abasin, then out through aholein thefloor. Theair
was cold, and Farand was dressed in alarge fur-collared coat.

The young man bowed, his movements more confident now that he was drawing closer to escaping his
predicament.

"Ambassador Dannyl," he said, "welcometo my latest hiding hole."

"It'salittle cold,” Dannyl remarked. He sent out aglow of magic to warm the air. Farand grinned and
shrugged out of the coat. "I used to dream of doing grand and dramatic' things with magic. Now | think
I'll be happy if dl | can do is something like that.”

Dannyl glanced pointedly at Royend. The Dem smiled and shrugged. "Not everyone's sentiments, |
assure you. I'm sure Farand wants to learn more than the basics.”

He was standing beside arope that hung from aholein the celling. The other end was probably attached
to abell, Dannyl guessed. He wondered who was waiting by it.

"Wadl," Dannyl said. "We'd best get started, then. No sense keegping you in cold hiding holesfor any

longer than necessary.”



Farand moved to achair and sat down. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes and began the calming
exercise that he had been taught. When the man's face had relaxed, Dannyl approached.

"Thismay be your last lesson,” he said, keeping hisvoicelow and soothing. "It may not. Control must
become awdl-learned habit, to keep you safe both day and night. It is better to learn it at your own
pace, than to hurry it dong." He touched Farand's templeslightly, "then closed hiseyes.

It wasimpossibleto lie effectively during mental communication, but the truth could be hidden. So far
Dannyl had kept his mission and ultimate plan to betray the rebels safely concedled. Each time Dannyl
had guided Farand mentaly, however, the man had grown more used to the method of communication.
He was beginning to sense more from Dannyl.

And now that the time had cometo arrest the rebels, Dannyl could not conced afeding of tenson and
anticipation. Farand sensed it and grew curious.

—What are you expecting will happen tonight? he asked.

—You will probably achieve Control, Dannyl replied.

Thiswastrue, and part of what Dannyl knew was coming. It was an important enough event that the
young man would accept it as the reason for Dannyl's excitement. But Farand's awareness of the
consequences of learning magic illegaly made him more suspiciousthan usud.

—There'smore. You're hiding something from me.

—Of course, Dannyl replied. | will keep much fromyou, until | know your people are not going to
disappear as soon as you have learned Control.

—The Demis honorable. He promised to protect Tayend in exchange for your help. He won't
break that promise.

Dannyl fdt amomentary sympathy for this naive young man. He pushed it away, reminding himsdif that
Farand might be young, but he was no foal.

—WE'll see. Now, take me to that place where your power is.

It took lesstimefor Farand to understand the finest nuances of Control than Dannyl had expected. As
Farand contemplated his achievement, Dannyl stedled himsdf for what must come next. He cut into
Farand's jubilant thoughts with a question.

—Where are we?

Animage of atunnd appeared, then the room they were in. Farand had no more idea of their location
than Dannyl did.

—Who isyour host?

Again, Farand didn't know.

But then, Royend would have guessed that Dannyl might be able to read thisinformation from the young
man's mind, so he would have made sure Farand knew nothing. Hopefully, discovering their location
would only involvefinding hisway out of the passages and seeing where the tunndl emerged.

Farand had caught enough of Dannyl's thoughts to grow alarmed.

—What areyou ... ?

Dannyl removed his hand from Farand's temples and broke the connection. At the same time, he created
aweak shidld in case Farand attempted to use his magic. The young man was staring at him.

"It wasatrick," Farand gasped. "It was dl atrick."” He turned to Royend. "He meansto betray us.”
Royend turned to stare at Dannyl, his expression hardening. Asthe Dem reached for the bell rope,
Dannyl exerted hiswill. The man snatched his hand back from the sting of abarrier.

Dannyl focussed his mind beyond the room.

—Errend?

Farand's eyes widened as he heard the communication.

—Dannyl. Do you have the rogue? -

—Yes.

At once, the edges of Danny!'s senses buzzed with the communications of adozen magicians, Farand's
eyesroved across the walls as he listened to them.

"They're arresting the others" he said. "No! Thisisal because of me!™

"No, itign't,” Dannyl told him. "It isthe result of your King misusing a potentia magician's ahilities, and



your sster's husband taking advantage of the Situation in the hopes of achieving hisown aims. | suspect
your sster knowsthis, though | don't believe she would have betrayed elther of you."

Farand looked at Royend, and Dannyl saw from the accusing look in the young man's eyesthat he was
right.

"Don' try to turn us against each other, Ambassador,” Royend said. "It will not work."

—Where are you? Errend asked.

—I don't know exactly. An hour's carriage ride from the city. He sent an image of the tunnel. Look
familiar?

—No.

Farand glanced a Dannyl, then back at Royend. "He still doesn't know wherewe are," he said hopefully.
"Finding out will not be difficult,” Dannyl assured him. "And you should know aready, Farand, thet it is
considered rude for amagician to listen in on others conversations.”

"We don't follow your rules," Royend snapped.

Dannyl turned to regard the Dem. "I've noticed.”

The man's gaze wavered, then he straightened his shoulders. "They will execute usfor this. Can you live
with that?"

Dannyl held the Dem's gaze. "Y ou knew what you risked, at every step. If dl of what you have done and
planned was motivated by the need to protect and save Farand, you might be pardoned. | don't believe
your motives were that honorable, however."

"No," the Dem growled. "It wasn't just Farand. It wastheinjustice of it al. Why should the Guild decide
who can use and teach magic? There are so many whose potentid iswasted, who—"

"The Guild does not decide who learnsto use magic,” Dannyl corrected. "In Kyrdiait isleft to each
family to decideif their sons or daughterswill attend. In Elyne, the King decides who will betaught. Each
country hasits own system for choosing candidates. We only refuse those whose minds are unstable, or
who have committed crimes.”

Royend's eyes flashed with anger. "But what if Farand, or any other man, does not want to learn from the
Guild? Why can't helearn e sawhere?'

"Where? At your own Guild?!

"Yes"

"And who would you be answerable to?’

The Dem opened his mouth, then closed it again without speaking. Helooked at Farand, then sighed.

"l am no mongter," he said. "l did encourage Farand, but | would not haveif | had known how dangerous
itwas" Helooked a Dannyl. ™Y ou do redlize the King might kill him rather than let the Guild discover
whatever it isthat he knows."

"Then hewill haveto kill measwdl," Dannyl replied. "And | don't think he will dareto attempt that. It
would only take ashort menta call for dl magiciansin thelandsto know hislittle secret. And now that
Farand has learned Control, heisamagician, and the King would break the treaty of the Allied Landsiif
he tried to harm him. Farand is the Guild's concern now. Once there, he should be safe from assassins.”
"The Guild," Farand said inasmadl voice. "I'm going to see the Guild."

Royend ignored him. " And what then?"

Dannyl shook hishead. "'l cannot say. | would not give you false hopes by guessing what the outcome of
thiswill be"

Royend scowled. "Of course not.”

"So. Will you cooperate? Or shdl | drag you both with me as| find the way out of here?’

A glint of rebellion entered the Dem's eyes. Dannyl smiled at the man's expression, guessing at the
thoughts behind it.

—Errend?

—Dannyl.

—Have you arrested the others?

—Everyone. Can you tell us your location yet?

—No, but | will have it soon.



Dannyl looked up & Royend. "Delaying will not give your friendstimeto escape. Farand will tell you this
IS0."

The young man looked away and nodded. "He'sright." His gaze strayed to the bell rope. Danny! |ooked
up at the celling, wondering who was stationed above. Farand's host, no doubt, with some method in
place for warning othersin the group. Would there be an opportunity to arrest thisrebd aswell?
Probably not. Errend had agreed that Dannyl'sfirst priority should be to capture Farand and Dem
Marane. If heidentified or arrested anyone else, it should not be at therisk of losing the rogue.

Royend followed Dannyl's gaze, then straightened his shoulders. "Very well. | will show, you out.”

The day had been bright and warm, but darkness had brought a chill that Sonea could not banish, even
by warming the air in her room with magic. She had dept well the last few nights, but thisonewas
different and she couldn't work out why.

Perhaps it was because Akkarin hadn't been present al evening. Takan had met her at the door when
shereturned from classesto tell her that the High Lord had been called away. She had eaten dinner
done.

He was probably carrying out officid dutiesat court. Y et her imagination kept placing him in darker parts
of the city, tending to his secret arrangements with the Thieves or facing another spy.

Sonea stopped in front of her desk and stared down at her books. If | can't deep, shetold hersdf, |
may as well study. At least then I'd have something to occupy my mind.

Then she heard anoise outside her room.

Gliding to the door, she opened it acrack. Slow footsteps echoed softly in the far stairwell, growing
louder. She heard them stop in the corridor, and then heard the click of adoor latch.

He's back.

Something loosened within her and she sighed with relief. Then she nearly laughed aoud. Surely I'm not
worrying about Akkarin.

But wasthat so strange? He was dll that stood between the Ichani and Kyraia. Worrying about him
being dive and well was perfectly reasonable when consdered in that light.

She was about to close her door when anew set of footstepsfilled the corridor.

"Mager?'

Takan sounded surprised and alarmed. Sonea felt a chill run across her skin.

"Takan," Akkarin'svoicewas barely audible. "Stay and | will give you thisto dispose of "

"What happened?”

The shock in the servant's voice was clear. Before she could think twice, Sonea pulled open her door
and padded down the corridor. Takan was standing in the entrance of Akkarin's bedroom. He turned as
she approached, his expression uncertain.

"Sonea" Akkarin's voice was|ow and quiet.

A tiny, weak globelight illuminated his bedroom. He was sitting on the end of alarge bed. Inthe dim light
his robes seemed to retreat into the darkness, leaving only hisface and handsvisible. .. and one forearm.
Soneadrew in abreath. The right deeve of hisrobe hung strangely, and she saw that it had been cut
open. A red mark ran down his arm from elbow to wrist. His pale skin was stained with streaks and
smudges of blood.

"What happened?’ she breathed, then added, "High Lord."

Akkarin looked from her to Takan and snorted softly. "I can seeI'll have no rest until you have both
heard everything. Comein and sit down.”

Takan stepped insde the room. Sonea hesitated, then followed. She had never seen inside his bedroom
before. A week ago it would have terrified her to think of entering it. As she looked around, shefelt a
wry disgppointment. The furniture was sSmilar to hers. The paper screensthat covered hiswindowswere
adark blue, matching the border of alarge carpet that covered most of the floor. The door to his cabinet
was open. It contained only robes, afew cloaks and alongcoat.

Assheturned to look at Akkarin again, she found he was watching her, afaint smileon hislips. He
gestured to achair.

Takan had taken ajug of water from a cabinet beside the bed. He produced a cloth from within his



uniform, moistened it, and reached toward Akkarin's arm. The High Lord plucked the cloth out of his
hand.

"We have another spy in thecity,” he said, wiping the blood from hisarm. "But sheisno ordinary spy, |
think."

"She?' Soneainterrupted.

"Yes. A woman." Akkarin handed the cloth back to Takan. "That is not the only difference between her
and the previous spies. Sheisunusualy strong for aformer dave. She has not been herelong, and could
not have grown o strong by killing Imardians. We would have heard, if she had killed people.”

"They prepared her?' Takan suggested. His hands gripped the stained cloth tightly. "Let her take strength
from their daves before she left?"

"Perhaps. Whatever the reason, she was ready for the fight. She let me think she was exhausted, then
when | came close she cut me. She wasn't quick enough to get ahold on my wound and draw power,
however. After that, shetried to draw attention to our fighting."

"So you let her escape,” Takan concluded.

"Y es. She must have thought 1'd let her go rather than endanger the lives of others.”

"Or sheknows you'd rather the Guild didn't hear of magica battlesin the dums." Takan'slipsthinned.
"Shewill bekilling to strengthen hersdlf again.”

Akkarin smiled grimly. "I don't doubt it."

"And you are weaker now. Y ou've had little time to strengthen yourself after the last one.”

"That will not be aproblem.” He looked at Sonea. "1 have one of the Guild's strongest magiciansto help
me"

Sonealooked away, and felt her face warming. Takan was shaking his head.

"This sounds wrong to me. Sheistoo different. A woman. No Ichani would free awoman dave. And she
isstrong. Cunning. Not likeadaveat dl."

Akkarin regarded his servant closdy. ™Y ou think sheisan Ichani ?*

"Possibly. You should prepare asif shewas. You should .. ." He glanced at Sonea. "'Y ou should take an
aly."

Sonea blinked at the servant in surprise. Did he mean she should go with Akkarin when he faced this
woman again?

"We have aready discussed this," Akkarin began.

"And you said you would reconsider it if they attack Kyralia," Takan replied. "If thiswoman isIchani,
they are dready here. What if sheistoo strong for you? Y ou can't risk losing your life, and leaving the
Guild with no defense”

Soneafdt her pulse quickening. "And two pairs of eyes are better than one," she said quickly. "If | had
come with you tonight—"

"Y oumight have got in the way."

That stung. Soneafdt aflare of anger. ™Y ou think so, do you? I'm just asoft novice like therest. Don't
know my way around the dums, or how to hide from magicians.”

He stared at her, then his shoulders dumped and he began to laugh softly.

"What am | to do?' he asked. "Y ou are both determined to wear me down on this."

He rubbed his arm absently. Sonealooked down and blinked in surprise. The red wounds were now
only pink. He had been Hedling himsdlf even asthey spoke.

"1 will teach Soneaonly if thiswoman is|chani. Then wewill know they have become ared threat."

"If sheislIchani, you may end up dead,” Takan said bluntly. "Be prepared, master."

Akkarin looked up at Sonea. His eyes were shadowed, his expression distant and thoughtful.

"What do you think, Sonea? Thisis not something you should agree to without much careful
consderation.”

Shedrew in adeep breath. "I have consdered it. If there's no other way, then I'll take the risk and learn
black magic. After dl, what isthe point of being agood, law-abiding noviceif thereisno Guild? If you
die, therest of us probably will, too."

Sowly, Akkarin nodded.



"Very well. | donot likeit. If there was another way, | would tekeit." He Sghed. "But thereisn't. We will
begin tomorrow night."

11

Forbidden Knowledge

Three yerim thumped spike first into the door of Cery's office. Rising from his desk, he pulled out the
scribe tools and returned to his seat. He stared at the door, then tossed the yerim again, one after
another.

They landed just where heintended, at the points of an imagined triangle. Standing up again, he strolled
acrossthe room to retrieve them. Thinking of the merchant who was waiting behind that door, Cery
smiled. What did the man make of this regular thudding on the Thief's door?

Then he sighed. Heredlly ought to see the merchant and get it over with, but he wasn't in agenerous
mood, and this man usualy visited to beg for more timeto pay back his debts. Cery wasn't yet sure
whether or not the man was testing the newest, youngest Thief to see how far he could be pushed. A
dowly repaid debt was better than one not paid at all, but a Thief with areputation for endless patience
was a Thief without respect.

Sometimes he needed to show he waswilling to use afirm hand.

Cery looked at the yerim, their points embedded deep in the grain of the door. He had to admit it. The
merchant wasn't the real reason for his brooding.

"She got away,” Morren had reported. "He let her."

Pressed for details, Morren had described afierce battle. Clearly, this woman had been stronger than
Akkarin expected. He had been unable to contain her magic. It had wrecked the room in the bolhouse
she had been staying in.

Severd other patrons had witnessed more than they should have—though Cery had ensured that most
werewd | and truly inebriated beforehand by sending afew men into the bol servery with considerable
"winnings' from the races to share. Those who had not been drunk, or had been outside the bolhouse,
had been paid to stay quiet—though that rarely stopped gossip for long. Not when it involved awoman
floating to the ground from a third-story window.

It's not a disaster, Cery told himsdf for the hundredth time. We'll find her again. Akkarin will make
sure heis better prepared. He walked back to his desk and sat down, then opened the drawer and
dropped the yerim into it.

As he expected, atentative knock on the door followed after afew minutes of silence.

"Comein, Gal," Cery caled. Helooked down and straightened his clothes as the door opened and the
big man stepped inside. "Better send Hemin." Helooked up. "Get it done. . . what's got you?"

Gol waswearing awide grin. "Savaras here."

Cery felt his pulse quicken. How much did she know? How much should hetdll her? He straightened his
shoulders.

"Send herin."

Gol retreated. When the door opened next, Savara stepped into the room. She strode over to the desk,
looking smug.

"I hear your High Lord met hismaich last night.”

"How'd you get that?' Cery asked.

She shrugged. "Peopletend to tell methings, if | ask nicely." Though her tone was flippant, therewasa
crease between her eyebrows.

"I don't doubt it," Cery replied. "What ese did you get?'

"'She escaped. Which would not have happened if you had let me take care of her.”

He couldn't help smiling. "Like you'd have done better."

Her eyesflashed. "Oh, | would have."

"How?"

"I have my ways." She crossed her arms. "1 would like to kill thiswoman, but now Akkarin knows about
her, | cannot. | wish you had not told him." She gave him avery direct look. "When are you going to trust
me?"



"Trust you?' He chuckled. "Not ever. Let you kill one of these murderers?' He pursed hislips, asif
congdering. "Next time."

Shegared a him intently. "Do | have your word on that?"

He held her gaze and nodded. "Y es, you have my word. Find thiswoman, and give me no reason to
change my mind, and you kill the next dave."

Savarafrowned, but did not protest. "Y ou have aded. When he doeskill thiswoman, | will be there
whether you approve or not. | wish to see her degth, at least.”

"What'd she do to you?'

"I helped that woman along time ago, and she made me regret it." She regarded him soberly. "Y ou think
you are tough and ruthless, Thief. If you are crud, it isto maintain order and respect. Murder and cruelty
areagamefor Ichani."

Cery frowned. "What did she do?'

Savara hegitated, then shook her head. "1 can tell you no more.”

"But thereismore, isn't there?' Cery sghed. "And you ask meto trust you?”'

She amiled. "Asmuch as you want meto trust you. Y ou don't tell me the details of your deal with the
High Lord yet you expect meto trust that you are keeping my existence a secret.”

"So you must trust meif | say whether you do or don't kill one of the murderers—or murderesses.” Cery
dlowed himsdf agamile. "But, if you're set on watching thisfight, then I'll dso bethere. | hatethat | dways
missthe show."

She smiled and nodded. "That isfair." She paused, then took a step backward. "1 should start looking for
the woman."

"l guessyou should.”

Turning away, she walked across the room to the door. After she had gone he felt avague
disappointment, and he began considering ways he could have kept her around alittle longer. The door
opened again, but it was Gol.

"Ready to see Hem now?"

Cery grimaced. "Send himin."

He pulled the drawer open, picked up one of the yerim and a sharpening stone. As the merchant minced
into the room, Cery began honing the point of the scribing tool.

"So, Hem, tell mewhy | shouldn't see how many holes | need to make before you start lesking money?*
From the University roof it was just possible to see the ssump of the old, half-dismantled Lookout.
Somewhere behind the trees, new stone was being taken by gorin-drawn carts up the long winding road
to the summit.

"Congtruction may haveto wait until after the summer bregk," Lord Sarrin said.

"Delay congtruction?' Lorlen turned to the magician at hisside. "'l was hoping this project wouldn't drag
out any longer than three months. I'm aready tired of the complaints about delayed projects and lack of
freetime.”

"I'm sure many would agree with you,” Lord Sarrin replied. "Nevertheess, we can't tell everyone
involved that they won't be vigting their families this year. The trouble with magically strengthened
buildingsisthat they're not structuraly sound until the stone has been fused, and we don't do that until
everythingisin place. In the meantime, we hold everything together conscioudly. Delays are not
appreciated.”

Unlike Lord Peakin, Lord Sarrin had offered little input during the debate over the new Lookout. Lorlen
wasn't sureif thiswas because the old Head of " Alchemists didn't have a strong opinion on the matter, or
if he had seen which side would win and kept prudently silent. Perhaps this was agood time to ask.
"What do you redly think about this project, Sarrin?”’

The old magician shrugged. "1 agree that the Guild should do something grand and chdlenging now and
then, but | wonder if, perhaps, we should be doing something other than constructing yet another
building."

"I hear Peakin wanted to use one of Lord Coren's unused designs.”

"Lord Coren!" Sarrin rolled hiseyes. "How tired | am of hearing that name! | like some of what the



architect de-

sgnedin hisday, but we have magicians dive today who are just as capable of designing attractive and
functiond buildingsashewas"

"Yes," Lorlen agreed. "I hear Balkan nearly had afit when he saw Coren's plans.”

"He cdled them 'anightmare of frivolity.' "

Lorlen sghed. "I don't think it will just be the summer bresk that will delay this project.”

Sarrin pursed hislips. "A little externa pressure might speed it dong. Isthe King inahurry?"

"Isthe King ever not inahurry?'

Sarrin chuckled.

"I'll ask Akkarintoinquirefor us," Lorlen said. "'I'm sure—"

"Adminigrator?' avoice cdled.

Lorlen turned. Osen was hurrying across the roof toward him.

"y e

"Captain Barran of the Guard is hereto seeyou.”

Lorlen turned to Sarrin. "'l had best seeto this.”

"Of course." Sarrin nodded in farewell. As Lorlen started toward Osen, the young magician stopped and
waited for him.

"Did the Captain say why he has come?' Lorlen asked.

"No," Osen replied, faling into step beside Lorlen, "but he seemed agitated.”

They stepped through the door to the roof and made then-way through the University. As Lorlen stepped
out of the Entrance Hall he saw Barran standing by his office door. The guard looked relieved when he
saw L orlen gpproaching.

"Good afternoon, Captain,” Lorlen said.

Barran bowed. "Administrator.”

"Comeinto my office." Lorlen held the door open for Barran and Osen, then ushered his guest to a seat.
Settling down behind his desk, he regarded the Captain soberly.

"So what brings you to the Guild? Not another murder, | hope."

"I'm afraid so. And not just one murder.” Barran's voice was strained. " There has been what | can only
cal amassacre.”

Lorlenfdt hisblood turn cold. "Go on.”

"Fourteen victims, al killed in the same manner, found in Northside last night. Most were found on the
Sreet, afew in houses" Barran shook hishead. "It's asif some madman roamed the dums, killing anyone
he saw."

"Surely theréd be witnesses, in that case."

Barran shook his head. "Nothing useful. A few people said they thought they saw awoman, otherssaid it
was aman. None saw thekiller'sface. Too dark.”

"And the manner of deeth?' Lorlen forced himsdlf to ask.

"Shallow cuts. None that ought to have been fatal. No sign of poison. Fingerprints on the wounds. That is
why | cameto you. It isthe only smilarity to the previous cases weve discussed.” He paused. "Thereis
one other thing."

v

"One of my investigators wastold by the husband of avictim that stories were going around about a fight
inabol-house last night. A fight between magicians.”

Lorlen managed to look skepticd. "Magicians?'

"Y es. One gpparently floated to the ground from athird-story window. | thought it was probably afancy
invented in the dark, except that the murders al occurred in aline pointing directly to this bolhouse. Or
away fromit."

"And did you investigate the bolhouse?'

"Y es. One of the rooms was smashed up quite badly, so something did happen there last night. Whether
itwasmagic..." Heshrugged. "Who cantdl?"

"Wecantdl," Osen sad.



Lorlenlooked up at his assistant. Osen was right; someone from the Guild should examine the bolhouse.
Akkarin will want me to do it, Lorlenthought.

"l would liketo see thisroom.”

Barran nodded. "I can take you there now. | have a Guard carriage waiting outside.”

"I could go instead,” Osen offered.

"No," Lorlenreplied. "1 will doit. I know more about these cases than you. Stay here and keep an eye
onthings”

"Other magicians may hear about this" Osen said. "They'll be concerned. What should | tell them?”
"Just that there has been another disturbing set of murders

and that the bolhouse story is probably an exaggeration. We don't want people jumping to conclusons or
causing apanic." He stood, and Barran followed suit.

"And if you do find evidence of magic?' Osen added.

"WEell ded with that if it happens.”

Osen remained standing by the desk as L orlen and Barran moved to the door. Looking back, Lorlen
saw that his assistant was frowning with concern.

"Don't worry," Lorlen assured him. He managed awry smile. "Thisis probably only assnister asdl the
other murder cases.”

Osen gmiled thinly and nodded.

Closing the door to his office, Lorlen strode into the Entrance Hall, then out of the University doors.
—You should interview Captain Barran alone, my friend.

Lorlen glanced toward the High Lord's Residence.

—Osen isa sensible man.

—Sensible men can become quite irrational when their suspicions get the better of them.
—Should he be suspicious? What happened last night?

—A lot of drunk dwells witnessed the Thieves' failed attempt to catch a killer.

—Isthat really what happened?

"'Adminigtrator?’

Lorlen blinked, then redlized he was standing by the open door of the carriage. Barran was regarding him
questioningly.

"Excuseme.”" Lorlen smiled. "Just consulting with acolleague.”

Barran's eyes widened dightly as he redlized what Lorlen meant. "Must be ahandy skill, that."

"Itis" Lorlen agreed. He stepped up into the carriage. "But it does have its limitations.”

Or it ought to, he added slently.

Soned's somach fluttered as she entered the underground room; it had been doing thiswhenever she
thought of the coming lesson in black magic—which had been every few minutes. Doubts had worked
their way into her thoughts, and afew times she had dmost decided to tell Akkarin she

had changed her mind. But if she sat calmly and thought it through, her resolve remained strong. Learning
it wasarisk to hersdlf, but the alternative was to put the Guild and Kyrdiaat greater risk.

As Akkarin turned to regard her, she bowed.

"Take aseat, Sonea"

"Yes HighLord."

She sat down, then glanced at the table. It was covered in a strange collection of items: abowl of water,
acommon plant inasmall pot, acage with aharrel nosing about within, small towels, books, and a
polished and unadorned wooden box. Akkarin was reading one of the books.

"What isdl thisfor?' she asked.

"Your training,” he said, closing the book. "1 have not taught another what | will teach you tonight. My
own learning did not come with an explanation. | discovered more only when | found the old books that
Lord Coren had re-buried under the Guild."

She nodded. "How did you find them?”

"Coren knew that the magicianswho originaly buried the trunk had been right to preserve the knowledge
of black magic in case the Guild faced a stronger enemy one day. But it was of no useto anyoneif it



could not be found again. He wrote aletter to the High Lord, to be delivered only after his death,
explaining that he had buried a secret store of knowledge under the Univergity that might save the Guild if
it faced aterrible enemy.” Akkarin glanced up at the ceiling. "1 found the | etter wedged in arecord book
when thelibrary here was moved after the renovations | had done. Coren'singructions for finding this
secret were so obscure none of my predecessors had had the patience to decipher them. Eventually the
|etter's existence was forgotten. | guessed what Coren's secret was, however."

"And you worked out the ingtructions?”’

"No." Akkarin chuckled. "I spent every night for five months exploring the underground passages until |
found the chest.”

Soneasmiled. "Too bad if the Guild had faced aterrible enemy.” She sobered. "Well, now it does."
Akkarin's express on became serious. He glanced down at the items on the table.

"Much of what | will tell you, you aready know. Y ou have been taught that al living things contain
energy, and that each of us hasabarrier at the skin protecting us from externd magical influences. If we
did not, amagician could kill you from adistance by, say, reaching into your body with hismind and
crushing your heart. Thisbarrier will dlow certain kinds of magic to penetrate, such as Healing magic, but
only viaskin-to-skin contact.”

He pushed himsdlf away from the table and took a step closer. "'If you bresk the skin, you break the
barrier. Drawing energy through this gap can be dow. In Alchemy classes you will have learned that
magic travels faster through water than air or stone. In Healing classes you have learned that the blood
system reaches every part of the body. When you cut deep enough to draw blood, you can draw energy
from dl parts of the body quite rapidly.

"The skill of drawing isnot adifficult oneto learn,” Akkarin continued. "I could explainit to you asit is
described in these books, then leave you to experiment on animals, but it would take many days, even
weeks, before you learned to draw with any control.” He smiled. "And smuggling in dl the animas could
be more trouble than it'sworth.”

He sobered again. "But there is another reason. The night you observed me drawing power from Takan,
you sensed something. | had read that, as with ordinary magic, the use of black magic can be sensed by
other magicians, particularly those close by. Aswith ordinary magic, this effect can be hidden. | did not
know | was detectable until | read your mind. Afterward | experimented until | was sure | was
un-detectable. | will need to teach you this quickly, to reduce the risk of discovery.”

Helooked up toward the ceiling. "'l will guide you mentdly, and we will use Takan as our first source.
When he arrives, take care what you speak of. He does not want to learn these things, for reasons too
complicated and persond to explain.”

Muffled footsteps came from the stairwell, then the door opened and Takan stepped into the room. He
bowed.

"You cdled, mester?!

"It istime to teach Sonea black magic,” Akkarin said.

Takan nodded. He moved to the table and opened the box. Inside, nestled in abed of fine black cloth,
lay the knife Akkarin had used to kill the Sachakan spy. Takan took it carefully, handling it with
reverence.

Then, in asmooth, practiced movement, Takan placed the knife across hiswrists and approached
Sonea, his head bowed. Akkarin's eyes narrowed.

"Enough of that, Takan—and no knedling." Akkarin shook hishead. "We are acivilized people. We
don't endave others™

A faint smile played at Takan's mouth. Helooked at Akkarin, his eyes bright. Akkarin snorted softly,
then nodded at Sonea.

‘Thisis a Sachakan blade, worn only by magicians,” he said. "Their knives are forged and sharpened with
magic. It ismany centuries old and was passed down from father to son. Itslast owner was Dakova. |
would have l€eft it behind, but Takan salvaged it and brought it with him. Take the knife, Sonea.”

Sonea accepted the blade gingerly. How many people had been killed with this knife? Hundreds?
Thousands? She shivered.



"Takan will be needing that chair, too."

Sherose. Takan took her place, then began rolling up hisdeeve.

"Makeashalow cut. Presslightly. Itisvery sharp.”

She looked down at the servant and felt her mouth go dry. The servant smiled at her and lifted hisarm.
His skin was crisscrossed with scars. Like Akkarin's.

"See" Takan said. "Donethis before.”

The blade shook alittle as she pressed it against Takan's skin. Lifting it away, she saw beads of red form
along the cut. She swallowed hard. I'mreally doing this. She looked up and found Akkarin watching
her closdly.

"You don't haveto learn this, Sonea," he said, taking the blade from her.

Shetook adeep breath. "Yes| do,” shereplied. "What next?'

"Place your hand over the wound.”

Takan was dill smiling. She gently pressed her pdm over

the cut. Akkarin reached out and placed his hands on her temples.

—Focus as you once did when you learned Control. Visualization will help, to begin with. Show
me the room of your mind.

She closed her eyes and drew up an image of the room and placed hersdlf init. The walls were covered
in paintings of familiar faces and scenes, but sheignored them.

—Open the door to your power.

At once a painting stretched into adoor shape and grew a handle. She reached for the handle and
twisted. It swung outward and disappeared. An abyss of darkness spread before her, and within it hung
the sphere of light that was her power.

—Now, step inside, into your power.

Sonea dtilled. Step into the abyss?

—No, step into your power. Step into its center.

—But it's so far away! | can't reach that far.

—Of course you can. It'syarn power. It is as far away as you wish it to be, and you can step as far
as you want to step.

—But what if it burns me?

—It won't. It's yoavpower .

Sonea hovered at the edge of the doorway, then stecled herself and stepped through.

Therewas afeding of stretching out, then the white sphere swelled and she felt athrill rush through her as
she entered it. Suddenly she was weightless, floating in awhite mist of light. Energy rushed through her.
—Se?

—1I see. It'swonderful. Why didn't Rothen show me this?

—You will know why soon. | want you to expand yourself. Reach out and feel all of the power that
isyours. Visualization is a useful tool, but you need to go beyond it now. You need to know your
power with all your senses.

Soneafdt hersalf obeying before he had finished speaking. It was easy, when surrounded by nothing but
whiteness, to stretch her senses out.

As she grew more aware of her power, asense of her body came with it. At first she worried that
becoming conscious of the physica meant shewaslosing her concentration.

Then the redlization came that her power was her body. It didn't exist in some abysswithin her mind. It
flowed through every limb and bone and vein within her.

—Yes. Now focus on your right hand, and what lies beyond.

Shedid not seeit & firgt, then something caught her attention. It was agap, aglimpse of something
beyond herself. Focusing on it, she sensed that an otherness lay beyond.

—Concentrate on that otherness, then do this

He sent her athought too strange for words. It was as if she stepped into Takan's body, except she was
gtill within her own. She was conscious of both.

—Be aware of the energy within his body. Take some of it into your own.



Abruptly sheredlized that Takan held agreat store of power. He was strong, she realized, dmost as
strong as she. Y et hismind did not seem to be connected to it, asif he was not conscious of the power
withinhim.

But she was. And through the gap in his skin, she had a connection to it. It was easy to direct it out of his
body and into hers. She felt hersdlf grow alittle stronger.

Undergstanding sprang into her mind. She was drawing power.

—Now stop.

Sherdaxed her will and felt thetrickle of energy cease.

—Begin again.

She drew power through the gap, again. Just adow leaking of magic. She wondered what it would be
liketo add all of his power to her own, and double her strength. Exhilarating, perhaps.

But what would she do with it? She certainly didn't need to be twice as strong. She didn't even use up
her own strength during lessons at the Universty.

—Sop.

She obeyed. As Akkarin's hands dipped from her temples, she opened her eyes again.

"Good," hesaid. "Y ou can hed Takan now."

Sonealooked down at Takan's arm, then concentrated. The cut healed quickly, and her awvareness of his
body and power faded away. The servant grimaced and her heart skipped.

"Areyoudl right?'

He smiled broadly. "Yes, Lady Sonea. Y ou are very gentle. It'sjust that the Healing itches." He looked
up a Akkarin and sobered. "She will be aworthy dly, master.”

Akkarin didn't reply. Turning, Sonea saw that he had moved away to the cabinet of books and was
standing with his arms crossed and afrown creasing his brow. Sensing her gaze, he turned to meet it. His
expression was unreadable.

"Congratulations, Sonea," he said softly. ™Y ou are now ablack magician.”

Sheblinked in surprise. "That isdl?It's that easy?'

He nodded. "Y es. The knowledge of how to kill in amoment, taught in amoment. From this day, you
must never alow another into your mind. It would only take one stray thought for you to reved this secret
to another magician.”

She looked down at the tiny bloodstain on her hand and felt achill rush over her.

| have just used black magic, shethought. There is no turning back. Not now. Not ever.

Takan wasregarding her closdly. "Any regrets, Lady Sonea?"

She drew in adeep breath, then let it out. "Not as many as| would haveif the Guild was destroyed and |
could have prevented it. But I... | hope | will never haveto usethis" She smiled crookedly and looked at
Akkarin. "That would mean the High Lord had died, and | only recently stopped wishing that that would
happen.”

Akkarin's eyebrows rose. Then Takan let out abark of laughter.

"| likethisone, magter,” he said. ™Y ou chose well when you took on her guardianship.”

Akkarin snorted quietly and uncrossed hisarms. Y ou know very well | didn't choose anything, Takan."
He approached the table and regarded the items oniit.

"Now, Soneg, | want you to examine each of these living things on the table and consider how the skill |
have taught you may be applied to them. Then | have some more books for you to read.”

12

The Price of Keegping Deadly Secrets

Rising from his bed, Rothen did aside one of hiswindow screens and sighed. A faint light brightened one
side of the sky. Dawn was close, and he was wide awake aready.

Helooked at the High Lord's Residence lurking at the edge of the forest. Soon Soneawould rise and
make her way to the Baths.

He had watched her closaly over the last week. Though he hadn't seen her with Akkarin again, something
in her manner had definitely changed.



There was anew confidence in the way she walked. At midbreak, she would sit in the garden and study,
giving him an opportunity to watch her from the University windows. During the last week she had been
eadly distracted. She would often stop and look around at the Guild with afrown of concern or worry.
Occasiondly she would stare at nothing, her expression grim. At these times she looked so grown up he
barely recognized her.

But it was when she gazed at the High Lord's Residence that she gave him the most reason to fear. There
was such athoughtful ook on her face at these times, but it was what was lacking in her expression that
scared him most. Therewasno didike or fear init.

He shivered. How could she regard Akkarin's house without showing at least some discomfort? She had
before. Why not now?

Rothen drummed hisfingers on the windowsill. For ayear and ahaf he had obeyed Akkarin's order to
stay away from

Sonea. The only times he had spoken to her had been in Situations where, because others were watching,
it would have seemed strangeif he didntt.

I've been cooperative for so long. Surely he won't harm her if | try to speak to her alone just once.
The sky was alittle lighter now. The gardenswere growing clearer. All he had to do was go down there
and catch her on the way to the Baths.

He turned from the window and began to dress. Only when he reached his door did he pause and
reconsder. A few questions, hethought. That's all He probably won't even notice us.

The Magicians Quarters corridor was empty and silent. Rothen's boots rapped out aquick rhythm ashe
hurried down the stairsto the exit. He entered the courtyard and turned toward the gardens.

He choseto wait in one of the little garden rooms next to the main path. It was well hidden from the High
Lord's Residence. Mot of the garden was visible from the top floor of the University, but it wastoo
early for any magicians to be roaming about up there,

Half an hour later he heard light footsteps approaching. He glimpsed her through the treesand sighed in
relief. Shewaslate, but was till following her routine. Then his heart began to race. What if sherefused
to talk to him? He rose and reached the entrance of the garden room just as she passed the entrance.
She jumped, then turned to stare at him.

"Rothen!" shewhispered. "What are you doing out here thisearly in the morning?”

"Trying to catch you, of course.”

Shedmost amiled, then afamiliar wariness returned to her expression and she glanced up & the
Universty.

"Why?"

"l want to know how you're getting along."

Her shoulderslifted. "Well enough. It's been along time. I've got used to it—and good at avoiding him.”
"Y ou spend every evening there now."

Her gaze wavered. "Yes." She hesitated, then smiled faintly. "It's good to know you're kegping an eye on
me, Rothen.”

"Not asclosgly asl'd like." Rothen took a deep bregth. "I have to ask you something. Ishe.... hashe
made you do anything you don't want to, Sonea?'

She blinked, then frowned and looked down. "No. Other than becoming his favorite and studying so
hard."

Hewaited until she looked up to meet his gaze again. There was something about the way her mouth was
et that was familiar. 1t had been so long, but it reminded him how she. ..

... how she almost smiles when she's telling the truth, but knows it's not the full truth!

He quickly reconsidered his question. "Has he asked you to do anything | would not want you to?"

Her mouth quirked up a one corner again. "No, Rothen. He hasn't.”

Rothen nodded, though her answer hadn't reassured him. He could not keep reshaping his question over
and over. Perhaps Ezrilleisright, hethought. Perhaps | am worrying too much.

Soneasmiled sadly. "I keep waiting for something bad to happen, too,” she said, "but every day I'm



learning more. If it ever comesto afight, | won't be that easy to defeat.” She glanced in the direction of
the High Lord's Residence, then took a step away from him. "But |et's not give anyone reason to start
oneye."

"No," he agreed. "Be careful, Sonea."

"I will." Sheturned to walk away, then hesitated and |ooked over her shoulder. ™Y ou take care of
yourself too, Rothen. Don't worry about me. Well, don't worry too much anyway.”

He managed a smile. Watching her walk away, he shook his head and sighed. She asked the impossible.
Reaching the center of the Arena, Sonea noted the low position of the sun. It had been along day, but
soon classes would be over. Just thislast bout to go.

She waited as the novices Bakan had chosen took their places. A ring of twelve formed around her, like
the points of acompass. Sheturned afull circle, meeting the eyes of each inturn. They returned her stare
confidently, no doubt reassured by their numbers. She wished she was fedling as sure of hersdlf. Her
adversarieswere dl from Fourth and Fifth Y ear classes, and most of them favored the Warrior Skills
discipline.

"Begin," Bakan cdled.

All twelve novices attacked at once. Soneathrew up a strong shield and sent out a spray of forcestrikes
in return. The novices combined their shieldsinto one.

Thiswould not happen if they were Ichani. She frowned as she remembered Akkarin'slessons.

"The Ichani don't fight well together. They have battled and distrusted each other for years. Few
know how to channel power to another, to construct a barrier with the power of several
magicians, or to fight cooperatively."

Hopefully, she would never have to fight any Ichani. She would only need to face their spies, and then
only if Akkarin died. Unlessthislatest one—the woman—was an Ichani. But Akkarin would dedl with
her.

"These spies have a deep fear of Guild magicians, despite what Kariko tells them. When they kill,
it iscarefully planned and carried out so that they do not attract the Guild's attention. They
strengthen themselves slowly. If you face one, and you are prepared, you should be able to defeat
him quickly and quietly."

The novicesincreased their attack, forcing Sonea to concentrate on the fight again. She fought back.
Individualy, they were no match for her. Together they could eventualy defeet her. But she had only to
grike the inner shield of one novice to win the bout.

Therewas far more at stake than her pride. She had to win, and quickly, in order to save her strength.
Every night for the last week she had been giving Akkarin most of her strength. Talk of the murdersin the
city increased as new victims were found every day. It was difficult to say how much strength the
Sachakan woman had recov-

ered in that time. Akkarin, however, had only Sonea and Takan to take energy from each night.

She must not exhaust hersdf in thisfight.

That was not going to be easy, however. Her adversaries were obviously well practiced at combining
shields. She remembered the first attempts her own class had made at this sort of fighting. Until they dl
learned the proper responsesto different kinds of attacks, and learned to act as one, it was easy to
become confused.

So | should do something unexpected to confuse them. Something they 've never encountered
before.

Like what she had done the night Regin and hisfriends had attacked her in the forest, so long ago. She
couldn't effectively dazzle these noviceswith abright light during the day, however. But if shedid
something smilar so they didn't know where she was, she could snesk behind someone and. . .

She smothered asmile. Her shidd didn't have to be transparent.

It took only ashift in her will for her shield to become aglobe of white light. The disadvantage of this, she
realized belatedly, was that she couldn't see them dther.

Now for the deception. Creating several more shiddslike her first, she sent them out in different
directions. At the same time she began walking, taking one shield with her.



Shefelt the novices attack fater, and had to cover her mouth to stop herself laughing as sheimagined
how the Arenamust look, with severa big white bubbles floating around it. She couldn't strike back,
however, or they would know which shield she stood within.

Asthe shidlds drew closeto her adversaries, she felt them encounter the novices barrier. She stopped
and let dl but one of the shidldsfal back alittle. The novices began to attack the one till advancing. She
let one of the gtationary shields waver and disappear: another distraction.

Reverting the shield around her to atransparent one, she found hersalf standing near three novices.
Gathering her power, she blasted one with afierce attack of forcestrikes. He jumped, and his neighbors
whirled around to face her,

but the rest of the novices were il too distracted by her other shieldsto redize their dlies needed help.
The combined shield wavered and broke before her.

"Hdt!"

Sonea turned to face Bakan. She blinked in surprise when she saw that he was smiling.

"An interesting strategy, Sonea,” he said. "Not one wed probably usein real combat, but certainly
effectivein the Arena. Y ou win the bout.”

Sonea bowed. She knew that next time she attended his lessons she would find her multiple shield idea
completely ineffective. The University gong rang, sgndling the end of the class, and Sonea heard afew
sghsamong the novices. She smiled, but more a having ended the bout without using too much strength
than a their obviousrelief.

"Lesson over," Balkan announced. "'Y ou may go."

The novices bowed and filed out of the Arena. Sonea saw that two magicians were standing just outside
the entrance. Her heart skipped when she recognized them: Akkarin and Lorlen.

She followed the other novices out of the Arena. They bowed to the Higher Magicians as they passed.
Akkarin ignored them and beckoned to Sonea.

"High Lord." She bowed. "Adminigrator."

"You didwel, Sonea," Akkarin said. "Y ou assessed their strengths, recognized their weaknesses, and
came up with an origind response.”

She blinked in surprise, then felt her face warm.

"Thank you."

"I wouldn't take Balkan's comment too serioudy, however," he added. "In real combat, amagician uses
any srategy that works."

Lorlen gave Akkarin apenetrating look. He looked as if he desperately wanted to ask a question, but
didn't dare. Or perhaps a dozen questions, Soneamused. She felt apang of sympathy for the
Adminigtrator, and then she remembered the ring he wore.

It enabled Akkarin to sense everything Lorlen saw, felt and thought. Was Lorlen aware of its power? If
hewas, he

must fed utterly betrayed by hisfriend. She shivered. If only Akkarin could tell Lorlen thetruth.

But then, if hedid, would hedso tdl Lorlen she had willingly learned black magic? Thinking of that made
her fed very uncomfortable.

Akkarin sarted walking toward the University. Soneaand Lorlen followed.

"The Guild will lose interest in the murderer once Ambassador Dannyl arrives with the rogue, Lorlen,”
Akkarin said.

Sonea had heard about the rebels that Dannyl had caught. News about the rogue magician he was
bringing to the Guild had spread among the novices faster than the winter cough.

"Perhaps," Lorlen replied, "but they won't forget. Nobody forgets akilling spree like this. | wouldn't be
surprised if someone demands the Guild do something about it."

Akkarin sighed. "Asif having magic makesit any easier for usto find one person in acity of many
thousands"

Lorlen opened his mouth to say something, then glanced at Sonea and seemed to think better of it. He
remained slent until they reached the University steps, then he bid them good night and hurried away.
Akkarin started toward the residence.



"So the Thieves haven't found the spy yet?' Soneaasked quietly.

Akkarin shook his head.

"Doesit usudly takethislong?'

He glanced at her, one eyebrow raised. "Y ou're eager to see usfight, then?”

"Eager?' She shook her head. "No, I'm not eager. | can't help thinking that the longer she's out there, the
more people shewill kill." She paused. "My family livesin North-sde”

His expression softened allittle. "Y es. There are many thousandsin the dums, however. The odds of her
taking one of your relativesissmdl, particularly if they stay indoors at night.”

"They do." She sighed. "I worry about Cery and my old friends, though."

"I'm sure your thief friend can teke care of himsdf."

She nodded. "Y ou're probably right." Asthey passed the gardens, she thought about her early morning
encounter with Rothen. She felt another stab of guilt. She hadn't lied to him, as such. Akkarin had never
asked her to learn black magic.

But shefdt terrible when she considered how Rothen would fed if he learned the truth. He had done so
much for her, and sometimesiit seemed like al shed ever brought him was trouble. Perhapsit was good
that they had been separated.

And she had to admit, begrudgingly, Akkarin had done more than Rothen could have to ensure she had
the best training. She would never have been much good at Warrior Skillsif he hadn't pushed her. Now it
looked like she would need to use those skillsto fight the spies.

Asthey reached the residence and the door swung open, Akkarin paused and glanced upward. "I
believe Takan iswaiting for us." He moved insde and approached the wine cabinet. "Go on up.”

As she climbed the stairs she thought back to his comment at the Arena. Had there been ahint of pridein
his voice? Was he actudly pleased with her as anovice? The ideawas strangely appealing. Perhaps she
redlly had earned thetitle: the High Lord'sfavorite,

Her. Thedumgirl.

She dowed her step. Thinking back, she could not remember him ever expressing disdain or distaste
about her origins. He had been threatening, manipulative and crud, but he had never once reminded her
that she had come from the poorest part of the city.

But then, how could he look down on another person? she suddenly thought. He was a dave once.
The ship was from the Elyne King's fleet and was larger than the Vindo vessdls Dannyl had travelled in
before. Made soldly to trangport important personages rather than cargo, there was space inside for
severd small but luxurious rooms. Though Dannyl had managed to deep for most of the day, hefound it
difficult to stop yawning as he rose, washed and

dressed. A servant brought him a plate of roast harrel and some elaborately prepared vegetables. He felt
better after eating, and a cup of sumi hel ped wake him up completely.

Through the ship's small windows he could see the sails of the other vessels glowing orange in the light of
the setting sun. He left hisroom, then made hisway down along corridor to Farand's cell.

It wasn't acell, redly. Though it wasthe smalest and plainest room in the ship, it was comfortably
furnished. Dannyl knocked on the door. A short magician with around face greeted him.

"Y our turn then, Ambassador,” Lord Barene said, obvioudy relieved that his shift was over. He stared at
Dannyl, then shook his head, muttered something under his breath and | ft.

Farand was lying on the bed. Helooked at Dannyl and smiled faintly. Two plateslay on asmadl table.
From the harrel bones |eft on them, Dannyl guessed they'd had the same meal ashe.

"How areyou feding, Farand?'

The young man yawned. Tired."

Dannyl sat down in one of the cushioned chairs. He knew Farand wasn't deeping too well. Neither
would |, hethought, if | thought | might face death in a week.

Hedid not believe the Guild would execute Farand. A rogue magician hadn't been discovered for over a
century, however, and he had to admit he had no idea what would happen. The hardest part was, he
wanted to reassure Farand, but he couldn't. It would be crudl if he turned out to be wrong.

"What have you been doing?'



"Taking to Barene. Or he's been talking to me. About you."

"Redly?'

Farand sighed. "Royend istelling everyone about you and your lover."

Dannyl fdt achill. So it had started.

"I'm sorry," Farand added.

Dannyl blinked in surprise. "Don't be, Farand. It was part of the deception. A way to convince him to
trust us"

Farand frowned. "I don't believeit."

"No?' Dannyl forced himsdf to amile. "When we get to Kyrdia, the High Lord will confirm it. It washis
ideato have us pretend to be lovers, so the rebdsfdt they had something to blackmail uswith."

"But what he'stelling them istrue,” Farand said softly. "When | saw you two together, it was obvious.
Don't worry. | haven't told anyone my views on the matter." He yawned again. "l won't. But | can't help
thinking you must be wrong about the Guild.”

"How s0?'

"Y ou keep teling me the Guild isaways fair and reasonable. But from the way the other magiciansare
reacting to this news about you, I'm beginning to think it's not. And it wasn't fair of your High Lord to
make you reved something likethat if he knew thiswas how the other magicianswould react.” His
eyelids closed, then fluttered open again. "I'm so tired. And | don't feel so good.”

"Get somerest then."

The young man closed his eyes. His breathing immediately dowed and Dannyl guessed he had fallen
adeep. No conversation tonight, he mused. It's going to be a long one.

He looked out of the window at the other ships. So Royend was taking hisrevenge. It doesn't matter if
Farand believesit's true, hetold himsdf. When Akkarin confirms that it was all a deception,
nobody will believe the Dem.

Was Farand right, though? Wasit unfair of Akkarin to have used him and Tayend in thisway? Dannyl
could no longer pretend that he didn't know Tayend was alad. Would people expect him to avoid
Tayend from now on? What would they say when he didn't?

He sighed. He hated living with thisfear. He hated pretending that Tayend meant nothing moreto him
than auseful assistant should. He had no delusionsthat he could boldly admit to the truth, however, and
somehow change Kyrdian attitudes. And he missed Tayend dready, like apart of himself had been |eft
behindin Elyne,

Think of something else, hetold himsdlf.

Histhoughts strayed to the book that Tayend had "bor-

rowed" from the Dem, now stowed with Dannyl's belongings. He hadn't mentioned it to anyone, not even
Errend. Though finding the book had helped him decideit wastimeto arrest the rebels, it hadn't been
necessary to reved its existence. And he didn't want to. By reading those passages, Dannyl had broken
the law againgt learning about black magic. The wordswere ill inhismemory ...

Minor skillsinclude the ability to create "blood stones" or "bloodgems” which enhance the
maker's ability to mind-speak with another person at a distance. . .

He thought about the eccentric Dem he and Tayend had visited in the mountains over ayear ago, during
their second journey to search for information about ancient magic. In the Dem Laderi'simpressive
collection of books and artifacts had been aring, the symbol for high magic carved into the red glass
"gem" in the stting. A ring that according to the Dem enabled the wearer to communicate with another
magician without the conversation being overheard. Was the gem in the ring one of these blood gems?
Dannyl shivered. Had he handled an object of black magic? The thought made him fedl cold. He had
actudly put thering on.

... and "store stones' or "store gems" which can hold and release magic in specific ways.

He and Tayend had trekked up the mountains above Ladeiri's home to an ancient ruined city. They had
found a hidden tunnel which led, according to Tayend'strandation of the writing carved into it, to a
"Chamber of Ultimate Justice." Dannyl had followed the tunnel to alarge room with adomed ceiling
covered in glittering stones. Those stones had attacked him with magica sirikes, and he had bardly



escaped dlive.

His skin prickled. Wasthe celling of the Chamber of Ultimate Justice made from these store stones? Was
thiswhat Akkarin had meant when held said there were palitical reasonsfor keeping the chamber's
exigence asecret? It was aroom full of black magic gems.

Akkarin had said something about the chamber losing strength, too. Clearly, he understood what it was.
Knowing

how to recognize and dedl with such magic would be the High Lord's responsibility. Which was all the
more reason why the book must remain concealed for now. He would give it to Akkarin when he
arived.

Farand made asmal noise of distressin hisdeep. Looking up, Dannyl frowned. The young man was
pale and sickly. The distress of capture had taken quite atoll. Then Dannyl looked closer. Farand'slips
were darker. They wereamogt blue. ..

Dannyl moved to the bed. He grabbed Farand's shoulder and shook him. The man's eyes opened, but
didn't focus.

Putting a hand to the man's forehead, Danny! closed his eyes and sent hismind forth. He sucked ina
bregth as he sensed the chaos within the man's body.

Someone had poisoned him.

Drawing on his power, Dannyl sent Hedling energy out, but it was hard to know where to sart. He
applied it to the most affected organsfirst. But the deterioration continued as the poison gradudly spread
through the bodly.

Thisis beyond me, Dannyl thought desperately. | need a Healer.

He thought about the other two magiciansin the ship. Neither were Healers. Both were Elynes. He
thought of Dem Maraneswarning.

"You do realize the King might kill him rather than let the Guild discover whatever it isthat he
knows."

Barene had been here when the meal had been served. Had he given Farand the poison? Best not to call
him, just in case. The other magician, Lord Hemend, was close to the Elyne King. Dannyl didn't trust him
ather.

Therewas only one other choice. Dannyl closed hiseyes.

—Vinaral

—Dannyl?

—1I need your help. Someone has poisoned the rogue.

The other two magicians would hear thiscal, but Dannyl couldn't help that. He put amagica binding on
the door. Though it would not keep out amagician for long, it would prevent surprise intrusons or
interruptions from non-magicians.

The sense of Lady Vinaras persondity grew stronger, full of concern and urgency.

—Describe the symptoms.

Dannyl showed her an image of Farand, his skin now very white and his breathing |abored. Then he sent
his mind back into the man's body and conveyed hisimpressionsto her.

—You must purge the poison, then attend to the damage.

Following her ingtructions, Dannyl began a painfully complicated process. First he made Farand throw
up. Then he took one of the knives used for the medl, cleaned and sharpened it with magic, and cut open
avenintheman'sarm. Vinaraexplained how to keep the man'sfailing organsworking, fight the effects
of the poison, and encourage the body to make more blood as the contaminated fluid dowly drained
away.

It took agreat toll on Farand's body. Healing magic could not replace the nutrients needed to make
blood and tissue. Reserves of fat and some muscle tissue were depleted. When he woke—if he
woke—Farand would be barely strong enough to breathe.

When Dannyl had done al he could, he opened his eyes and, as he became aware of the room again,
redized that someone was hammering on the door.

—Do you know who did this? Vinara asked.



—No. But | have an idea why. | could investigate ...

—Let the others investigate. You must stay and guard the patient.

—1I don't trust them. There. It had been said.

—Nevertheless, Farand is your responsibility. You can't protect him and look for the poisoner at
the same time. Be vigilant, Dannyl.

Shewasright, of course. Rising from the bed, Dannyl straightened his shoulders and readied himsdlf to
face whoever was knocking at the door.

13

TheMurderess

As Sonea entered the underground room, she noted the objects on the table. A dish contained some
pieces of broken glass. Beside it was abroken silver fork, abowl and acloth. Next to these lay the
wooden box that contained Akkarin's knife.

For two weeks she had been practicing black magic. She had gained in skill and could now take alot of
power quickly, or alittle power through the tiniest pinprick. She had drawn energy from small animals,
plants and even water. The objects on the table were different tonight, and she paused to wonder what
Akkarin intended to teach her next.

"Good evening, Sonea.”

Shelooked up. Akkarin was leaning over the chest. It was open, revealing severa old books. Hewas
examining one of them. She bowed.

"Good evening, High Lord."

He closed the book, then walked across the room and set it beside the other objects on the table.

"Did you finish the records of the Sachakan war?"

"Nearly. It's hard to bdieve the Guild managed to lose so much of its history."”

"They didn't loseit," he corrected. "They purged it. Those history books not destroyed were rewritten so
there was no mention of higher magic.”

Sonea shook her head. When she considered how much effort the Guild had once spent getting rid of dl
mention of

black magic, she understood why Akkarin did not want to risk telling the present Guild the truth about his
past. Y et till she could not imagine Lorlen and the Higher Magicians reacting so blindly to black megic if
they knew the reason Akkarin had learned it, or if they understood the threet of the Ichani.

It's me they would condemn, she thought suddenly, because | chose to learnit.

"Tonight | am going to show you how to make blood gems," Akkarin told her.

Blood gems? Her heart skipped as she redlized what he was referring to. She would be making agem
like the onein the tooth of the spy, and in Lorlen'sring.

"A blood gem alows amagician to see and hear whatever the wearer sees and hears—and thinks,"
Akkarin told her. "If the wearer cannot see, neither can the maker. The gem a so focuses mind
communication on its maker, so that no other can hear conversations between maker and wearer.

"It has limitations, however," he warned. "The maker is constantly connected to the gem. A part of the
maker's mind is dways receiving images and thoughts from the wearer, and this can be quitea
digtraction. After awhileyou learn to block it out.

"Once made, the connection to the maker cannot be broken unless the gem isdestroyed. So if agem is
lost by itswearer, and another finds and wearsit, the maker will have to put up with the distraction of an
unwanted mind connected to hisown." He smiled faintly. "Takan told me astory once of an Ichani who
had staked adave out to be eaten aive by wild limek, and put agem on the man so he could watch. One
of the animals ate the gem, and the Ichani spent severd days driven to distraction by its thoughts."

His smilefaded then, and his gaze became distant. "But the Ichani are skilled at turning magic to cruel
uses. Dakova once made agem out of a man's blood, then made the man watch as his brother was
tortured.” He grimaced. "Fortunately, glass blood gems are easy to destroy. The brother managed to
smash thegem.”

He rubbed his forehead and frowned. "Because this con-

nection to another mind can be distracting, it is not agood idea to make too many blood gems. | have



three, at the moment. Do you know who carriesthem?’

Soneanodded. "Lorlen.”

"y es"

"And. .. Takan?' She frowned. "He doesn't wear aring, though.”

"No, he doesn't. Takan'sgem ishidden.”

"Who hasthethird?"

"A friendin ausgful place”

She shrugged. "1 don't think | could ever guess. Why Lorlen?"

Akkarin's eyebrows rose at the question. "I needed to keep an eye on him. Rothen would never have
done anything to cause you harm. Lorlen, however, would sacrifice you if it meant saving the Guild.”
Sacrifice me? But of course he would. Sheshivered. | probably would too, if | werein his position.
Knowing this, she wished even morethat Akkarin could tell Lorlen thetruth.

"He has proven very useful, however," Akkarin added. "Heisin contact with the Captain in the Guard
who isinvestigating the murders. | have been able to estimate how strong each of the spiesis based on
the number of bodiesthat are found."

"Does he know what the gem is?’

"Heknowswhat it does.”

Poor Lorlen, shethought. He believes his friend has turned to evil magic, and knows that Akkarin
can read his every thought. She frowned. But how hard isit for Akkarin to be always conscious of
how his friend fears and disapproves of him?

Akkarin turned to face the table. "Come here."

As she moved to the other side of the table, Akkarin flipped open the lid of the box. He lifted out the
knife and handed it to her.

"When | first saw Dakovamake ablood gem, | thought there must be something magical in blood. It
wasn't until yearslater that | discovered thiswasn't true. The blood merely imprints the maker'sidentity
ontheglass"

"Y ou learned to make them from the books?"

"No. A great part of themagic | learned by studying an ancient example | had come across during the
first year of my research. | didn't know what it was at the time, but later | borrowed it for awhileto
study. Though its maker was|ong deed, and it no longer worked, enough magic was still imprinted in the
glassfor meto gain asense of how it functioned.”

"Doyou 4ill haveit?'

"No, | returned it to its owner. Unfortunately, he died soon after, and | don't know what happened to his
collection of ancient jewdry."

She nodded and |ooked down at the items on the table.

"Any living part of yourself can be used,” Akkarintold her. "Hair works, but not well because most of it
isdead. Thereisa Sachakan folk tale in which tears were used, but | suspect that isjust aromantic
fancy. You could cut out apiece of your flesh, but that wouldn't be pleasant or convenient. Blood isthe
easest." Hetapped the bowl. "Y ou'll only need afew drops.”

Sonealooked at the bowl and then the blade. Akkarin watched her slently. She considered her left arm.
Where should she cut? Turning over her hand she noticed an old, faint scar on her pam from when she
had cut herself on adrainpipe asachild. She brought thetip of the knife over to touch her pam. To her
surprise, shefelt no pain as the blade diced open her skin.

Then blood welled from the cut and a sharp ache began to nag at her senses. She let the blood drip into
the bowl.

"Hedl yoursdlf,” Akkariningtructed. "Always hed yoursdf without delay. Even haf-hedled cutsarea
break inyour barrier.”

She concentrated on the wound. The blood stopped flowing, then the edges of the cut dowly seded
together. Akkarin handed her the cloth, and she wiped the blood off her hand.

Akkarin handed her apiece of glass. "Hold thisin thear and melt it. It will keep its shape easier if you
it gpinning.”



Soneafocused her will on the fragment of glassand

lifted it up. She sent heat around it and willed it to spin. It began to glow around the edges, then dowly
dhrank into aglobule.

"Atlast!" Akkarin hissed.

Startled, shelost her hold on the globule. It dropped to the table, where it made asmall scorch mark.
"Oops”

Akkarin hadn't noticed, however. His eyes were focused far beyond the room. As she watched, his gaze
sharpened. He amiled grimly, then picked up the knife.

"Takan hasjust received a message. The Thieves have found the spy.”

Soned's heart skipped.

"Y our lesson will have to wait until we return." Moving to acupboard, Akkarin took out the leather belt
with the knife sheath she had seen him wearing the night she had spied upon him, so long ago. He wiped
the blade of hisknife on the cloth, and dipped it into the sheath. Soneablinked in surprise ashethen
untied the sash of hisrobes and removed the outer garment. Beneeth it he wore ablack vest.

He strapped the belt about hiswaist, then moved to another cupboard and took out along, worn-looking
coat for himself, acloak for Sonea, and alantern.

"Keep your robeswell covered,”" he said as she donned the cloak. It had many smal buttons down the
front, and two side openings for her hands.

He paused to regard her, and frowned.

"I would not take you with meif | could avoid it, but if | am to prepare you to face these spies, | must
show you how it may be done. Y ou must do exactly asl ingruct.”

She nodded. "Y es, High Lord."

Akkarin moved to the wall and the hidden door to the passages opened. Soneafollowed him through.
Thelantern spluttered aight.

"We must not let thiswoman seeyou,” hetold her as he started down the passage. 'Tavaka's master
probably saw you through his gem before | destroyed it. If any of the Ichani see you with me again, they
will guess| amtraning

you. They will try to kill you while you are too weak and unskilled to defend yourself.”

Hefdl slent asthey reached thefirst barrier, and did not spesk again until they had navigated the maze of
passages and reached the blocked tunndl. Akkarin gestured at the rubble.

"Have agood look with your mind, then shift the sairsinto place.”

Extending her senses, Sonea examined the arrangement of rocks. At first it appeared to be arandom
jumble, then she began to see a pattern in them. It waslike alarge version of the wooden puzzles sold in
the markets. Push on one particular spot, and the puzzle pieces did againgt each other to form anew
shape—or fell gpart. She drew alittle magic and began shifting the rocks. The passage filled with the
sound of stone diding againgt stone as the stairs moved into place.

"Well done," Akkarin murmured. He strode forward, taking the stairstwo at atime. Soneafollowed him
up. At the top, she turned and willed the rock dabs back into their former positions.

Thelight of the lantern illuminated the familiar brick walls of the Thieves Road. Akkarin sarted forward.
After several hundred paces they reached the place where the guide had met them before. A smaller
shadow stepped out to greet them.

The boy was about twelve, Sonea guessed. His eyeswere hard and wary, however—the eye's of a
much older person. He stared at them both, then looked down at Akkarin's boots and nodded. Without
aword, heindicated that they should follow him and started down the passages.

Though their path wound about from timeto time, it took them in one generd direction. Their guidefinaly
stopped beside aladder and pointed up to atrapdoor. Akkarin shuttered the lamp and the passagefilled
with darkness. Sonea heard him set a boot on the rungs of the ladder and begin to climb. Faint light filled
the passage as he lifted the trapdoor cautioudy and peered out. He beckoned to her and, as she started
up the ladder, opened the trapdoor fully and climbed out.

Following, Soneafound hersdf in an aley. The houses around her were roughly made from dl kinds of
scavenged materids. Somelooked asif they might fall down at any moment. The smell of garbage and



sewage was powerful. Shefdt along-forgotten sympathy and wariness. Thiswas the outer edge of the
dums, where the poorest dwells scratched an existence. It was a sad and dangerous place.

A heavily built man stepped out of anearby doorway and strolled toward them. Sonealet out asmall
sgh of relief as she recognized him as the man who had been guarding the previous spy. He stared at her,
then turned to Akkarin.

"Shejudt left,” the man said. "Weve been tagging her for two hours. The locals say she's been minding
hersalf away down in there for two nights." He pointed toward a nearby door.

"How do you know shell come back tonight?' Akkarin asked.

"Had alook at the place after sheleft. She got some stuff down there. Shelll be back.”

"Therest of the placeisempty?'

"A few beggars and whores useit, but we told them to get busy for the night.”

Akkarin nodded. "WEelIl have alook inside and seeif it isa suitable place for an ambush. Make sure no
onecomesin."

The man nodded. "Hersisthelast room on theright.”

Soneafollowed Akkarin to the door. It squeaked in protest as he pulled it open. They descended
crumbling steps of compacted dirt supported by rotting beams of wood, and started along a corridor.

It was dark inside, and the earth floor was uneven. Akkarin opened the shutter of hislamp just enough to
light the way. The openingsinto the rooms had no doors. Some were covered with rough sacking
materia. Thewallswere lined with wood, but planks had fallen away here and there and the dirt behind
them had formed mounds on thefloor.

Most of the rooms were empty. The last entrance on the right was covered with sacking. Akkarin stared
at the covering intently, then pushed it aside and opened the shutter of the lamp.

The room inside was surprisingly large. A few wooden crates and awarped plank formed atable. A
shelf had been carved aong one side of the room, and in one corner was a thin mattress and some
blankets.

Akkarin began to wak around the room, examining everything closdly. He looked through the bedding,
then shook his head.

"Morren spoke of vauables. Surely he didn't mean this."

Sonea smothered asmile. She walked over to the nearest wall and began to poke her finger between
each of the boards. Akkarin watched as she made her way around the room. Near the bedding she fdt a
tell-tale sponginess.

The planks came away easily. The sacking that lay behind them was caked with dried mud, but here and
there athread showed. She carefully lifted acorner. Insgde was an acove large enough for achild to Sit
in, itsroof supported by more rotting wooden planks. A small bundle of cloth lay at the center.
Akkarin moved to her side and chuckled. "Well, well. Y ou have proven to be useful.”

Soneashrugged. "l lived in aplacelike this, once. Dwells cal them Holes™

He paused. "For long?’

Shelooked up to find him regarding her gppraisingly.

"For awinter. It was along time ago, when | was very smal." She turned back to the acove. "'l
remember it was crowded, and cold.”

"But there are few people living here now. Why isthat?"

"The Purge. It doesn't happen until the first snows of the year. Thisiswhere dl those people the Guild
drives out of the city go to. The ones the Houses say are dangerous thieves, when the truth isthey just
don't like ugly beggars and cripples making the city look shabby, and the red Thieves aren't
inconvenienced by the Purge—"

From behind them came the faint, distant squeak of adoor. Akkarin spun aboui.

"It'sher.”

"How do you—"

"Morren would have stopped anyone else.” He snapped

the shutter of the lamp mostly shut and looked quickly around the room. "No other way out," he
muttered. He lifted the corner of the sacking covering the alcove. "Can you fit in there?



She didn't bother replying. Turning, she sat on the edge of the acove and pushed herself backward. As
shefolded her legsinto the small space, Akkarin let the sacking fall and pressed the boards back into
place.

Complete darkness followed. The pounding of her heart was loud in the silence. Then Sonea suddenly
found hersdf staring &t lines of bright stars.

"You again," awoman said in astrangely accented voice. "l wondered when you would give me another
chanceto kill you."

The stars brightened and Soneafelt the vibration of magic. Redlizing that the points of light were holesin
the mud-soaked sacking, Sonea leaned forward, hoping to see into the room beyond.

"Y ou came prepared,” the woman observed.

"Of course" Akkarin said.

"l have, t00," shesaid. "Y our dirty city isabit smaller now. And your Guild will soon be another man
less”

In one place, where the dried mud coating the sacking was thin and crumbling, Sonea could see moving
shapesilluminated by flashes of light. She scratched at the sacking to unclog more of the cloth's rough
weave.

"What will your Guild think when its ruler isfound dead? Will they work out what killed him?1 think not.”
Sonea could make out afigure now. A woman in adull-colored shirt and trousers stood on one side of
the room. Sonea couldn't see Akkarin, however. She continued scratching at the mud coating of the
sacking, trying to get a better view. How was she going to learn anything about fighting these spies, if she
couldn't see the battle?

"They won't know what's hunting them," the Sachakan continued. "I was thinking of walking in and taking
them all a once, but now | think it'll be more fun to lure them out and kill them one by one.”

"I recommend the latter,” Akkarin replied. "Y ou'll not get far, otherwise.”

The woman laughed. "Won't I?" she sneered. "But | know Kariko isright. Y our Guild doesn't know
higher magic. They are weak and stupid—so stupid that you must hide from them what you know or they
wouldkill you."

The room flared with light as strikes pounded at the woman's shield. The woman responded in kind. A
creaking sound came from above. Sonea saw the woman glance up, then step sideways, toward the
dcove.

"Just because we do not abuse our knowledge of magic, does not mean we are ignorant,” Akkarin said
camly. He moved into Sght, maintaining a position opposite the woman.

"But | have seen the truth in the minds of your people,” the woman replied. "1 know thisiswhy you chase
me aone—why you cannot let anyone see usfighting. Let them seethis, then.”

Suddenly the room filled with the deafening crack of splintering wood. A shower of wooden beams and
roofing tilesfell down from the roof, filling the air with dust. The woman laughed and moved closer to the
alcove and Sonea

Then she stopped as another fall sent rubble down blocking her path. The Sachakan was suddenly
thrown back againgt the sdewall. Soneafelt theimpact of Akkarin's forcestrike through the floor of the
alcove, and a shower of dirt pattered onto her back.

The woman pushed hersdf away from the wall, snarled something, then strode toward the rubble ... and
through it. Sonea blinked in surprise as sheredlized it had been anilluson, then her heart skipped as she
saw that the woman was walking siraight toward her.

Akkarin attacked, forcing the woman to dow. As the woman stopped in front of her hidden store, Sonea
found hersdlf facing Akkarin's attack. Disturbed, she hastily put up astrong shield around herself.

The room vibrated as the two magicians struck at each other. More dirt trickled down Sonea's back.
Reaching up, she felt the beams holding up the roof of the acove beginning to split and sag. Alarmed, she
expanded her shield to give them support.

A laugh brought her attention back to the room. Peering through the sacking, she saw that Akkarin was
backing away. His strikes didn't seem to be as strong. He took a sideways step toward the door.
He'slosing strength, sheredized suddenly. Her stomach sank as he edged closer to the door.



"Y ou're not getting away from methistime,” the woman said.

A barrier filled the doorway. Akkarin's expression darkened. The woman seemed to grow straighter and
taller. Instead of advancing, shetook afew steps backward and turned toward Sonea.

Watching Akkarin, Sonea saw his expression change to dismay and darm. The woman reached out
toward the acove, then stopped as he threw a powerful strike at her.

He was faking, Soneathought suddenly. He was trying to draw her away from me. But instead of
following him, the woman had approached the acove. Why? Does she know I'm here? Or isit
something else?

Fedling around, Soneafound the bundle of cloth. Even in the dark she could tell that the materia was of
good qudlity.

She created atiny, faint globe light. Unravelling the bundle, Sonea saw that it was awoman's shawl. As
shelifted it, asmall object fell out of thefolds. A slver ring.

She picked it up. It was aman'sring, the kind that the elders of a House wore to indicate their status. A
flat square on one sde of it bore theinca of House Saril.

Then the a cove exploded into astorm of dirt and noise.

Soneafdt hersdlf thrown backward. Curling into aball, she concentrated on holding her shield around
her. The weight pushing down on it increased, then became constant.

Then dl was ill. Opening her eyes, she created another tiny globe light. All about her was earth. Her
shield was holding it back, forming a spherica hollow around her. She uncurled, rolled into a crouch and
consdered her Stuation.

She was buried. Though she could hold the shield for sometime, the air within it would not last long. It
would not be hard to push her way out. Once she did, however, she would no longer be hidden.

So | should stay here as long as possible, she decided. | won't get to see any more of the fight, but
that can't be helped.

Thinking back on what shed withessed, she shook her head. The battle had been nothing like Akkarin
had predicted. The woman was stronger than the usua spy. Her attitude was not like that of adave, and
she had referred to the Ichani as"us’ not "my masters,” as the previous spy had. Shewas skilled in
fighting. Theformer daves sent into Kyraiahad no timeto gain any fighting skills.

If thiswoman was no dave, then, there was only one other thing she could be.

Ichani.

Soneals somach clenched at the redlization. Akkarin was fighting an Ichani. She concentrated and found
she could fed the vibration of their magic somewhere near. The battle was till raging.

The pressure on her shield began to ease. Looking up, she saw a small hole appear where the soil was
faling away from her shidd. As shewatched, it enlarged as more dirt dipped away.

A view of the room began to emerge. She straightened, and caught her breath in horror. The Sachakan
woman was standing only afew steps away.

Alarmed, Sonea reduced the size of her shield, but this only sent the dirt cascading down faster. Asit did,
Akkarin cameinto view. His eyesflickered to hers once, but his expression did not change. He sarted to
move forward.

Sonea crouched within her shield, helplesdy watching the Sachakan woman's back asthe dirt continued
to fall away. She dared not move in case the woman heard something and turned around. The Sachakan
took a step backward as Akkarin drew closer. Her body was stiff with concentration.

Sonea felt Akkarin's magic brush her shield as he encircled the woman with abarrier and tried to drag
her forward. But the woman broke his hold and took another step back. As her shield drew closer,
Sonea pulled her own inward to avoid contact. The woman's shield now buzzed within ahand's span of
Sonea. Another step, and the woman would discover her.

If she detects me, Soneathought. If | stop shielding, her shield might slide over me without her
noticing.

The woman's shield was aglobe, which was the easiest shape to hold. A globe-shaped shield protected
amagician'sfeet by dipping under the ground alittle, but for ashield to be strong enough to hold back a
subterranean attack, it couldn't move through the ground. All novices learned to weaken the part of their



shield that overlapped an obstacle or the ground as they moved, then strengthen it as soon as they were
dill again.

If thiswoman had the same habit, she might allow her shield to dide over Sonea—thinking Soneawas
merely an obstacle—when she moved back again.

But she will notice. She will sense my presence.

Sonea caught her breath. But I'll be ingde her shield! For a moment, before she realizes what has
happened, she'll be defenseless. | just need somethingto . . .

Soned's eyes did to the ground. A diver of wood from the acovelay half buried nearby. Asshe
contemplated what she intended to do, her heart raced even faster. She drew in adeep, quiet breath and
waited for the woman to step backward again. She did not have to wait long.

Asthe shield passed over her, Sonea grabbed the piece of wood, stood up and dashed it acrossthe
back of the woman's neck. The woman began to turn, but Sonea had anticipated that. She pressed her
other hand againsgt the wound and focused al her will into drawing energy into herself asfast asshe
could.

The woman's eyeswidened in horrified realization. Her shield disappeared and her knees buckled. Sonea
nearly lost her grip, and quickly wound her free arm around the woman's waist. The Sachakan wastoo
heavy, however, and Sonealet the woman sink to the ground.

Power rushed into Sonea, then abruptly stopped. She drew her hand away and the woman fell onto her
back. The Sachakan's eyes stared blankly at nothing.

Dead. A wave of relief washed over Sonea. It worked, shethought. It actually worked.

Then shelooked at her hand. In the moonlight spilling

through the ruined roof the blood covering her palm looked black. A cold horror rushed over her. She
staggered to her feet.

| have just killed someone with black magic.

Suddenly dizzy, she stumbled backward. She knew she was breathing too fast, but couldn't seem to stop
herself. Hands gripped her shoulders and stopped her faling.

"Sonea," avoice said, "take adeep breath. Hold it. Let it out.”

Akkarin. Shetried to do as he said. It took afew attempts. From somewhere he produced a cloth and
wiped her hand.

"It'snot pleasant, isit?’

She shook her head.

"It shouldn't be."

She shook her head again. Her mind spun with contradictory thoughts.

She would have killed me, if | hadn % She would have killed others. So why doesiit feel so horrible
to know I've done this?

Perhaps because it makes me just that little bit more like them.

What if there are no spiesto kill, and Takan isn't enough, and | have to look for other ways to
strengthen myself to fight the Ichani? Will | start haunting the streets, killing the odd thug or
mugger? Will | use the defense of Kyralia to

justify preying on the innocent?

Sonea shook her head at the bewildering mixture of emotions she felt. She had never felt such doubt
before.

"Look at me, Sonea."

Heturned her around. She reluctantly met his gaze. He reached out and she felt him gently tug something
from her hair. A piece of the sacking fell from his hand to the ground.

"It isnot an easy choice, the one you've made," he said, "but you will learn to trust yourself." Helooked
up. Following his gaze, she saw that the full moon hung in the middle of the gap in the roof.

The Eye, Soneathought. It's open. Either it allowed me to do this because it was not evil, or I'm
going to sink into madness.

But | don't believe in silly superstitions, she reminded hersdif.

"Wemust get away from here quickly,” he said. "The Thieves will take care of the body."



Sonea nodded. As Akkarin moved away she reached up to smooth her hair. Her scalp tingled where he
had touched her. Keeping her eyes averted from the body of the dead woman, she followed him out of
the room.

14

TheWitness

Something was pressing gently against Cery's back. Something warm. A hand.

Savards hand, heredlized.

Her touch brought him back to the present. He realized he had been in adaze. At the moment Sonea had
killed the Sachakan woman, the world had tilted and spun around him. Since then he had been aware of
nothing but the thought of what she had done.

Well, dmost nothing. Savarahad said something. He frowned. Something about Akkarin having an
apprentice. He turned to look at the woman at hisside.

She amiled crookedly. "Aren't you going to thank me?"

He looked down. They were Sitting on asection of the roof that was ill intact. The top of the Hole had
seemed a good place to watch the battle from. The roof was made of scraps of wood and the occasional
patch of cracked tiles, leaving plenty of gaps. Aslong asthey kept their weight on the beams, they were
farly sefe.

Unfortunately, neither Cery nor Savara had considered the possibility that the combatants might knock
their perch out from under them.

Asthe roof had collapsed, however, something had prevented Cery from falling. Before he could grasp
how it was possible that he and Savara could be floating in the air, they had moved to the remaining area
of roof, out of Sght of the fighters below.

Everything about Savara now suddenly made sense: how

she knew when anew murderer arrived, how she knew so much about the people the High Lord was
fighting, and why she was so confident she could kill these murderers herself.

"So, when were you going to tell me?' he asked.

She shrugged. "When you trusted me enough. | might have ended up like her if | had told you at the
gart." She looked down at the corpse Gol and his assstants were dragging away.

"Youdill might," hesaid. "It is getting hard to tell the difference between you Sachakans.”

Her eyesflashed with anger, but her voice was calm as she replied.

"Not al magiciansin my country arelike the Ichani, Thief. Our society has many groups. . . factions. . ."
She shook her head in frustration. "Y ou do not have aword that quite suits. The Ichani are outcasts, sent
into the wasteland as punishment. They are the worst of my country. Do not judge usdl by them.

"My own people have dways feared the Ichani would band together one day, but we have no influence
over the King, and cannot persuade him to stop this tradition of banishment to the wastes as punishment.
We have watched them for many hundreds of years, and killed those most likely to control others. We
have tried to prevent what is happening here, but we must be careful not to show our hand, asmany in
Sachaka need only asmall excuseto attack us.”

"What is hgppening here?'

She hesitated. "I'm not sure how much | may tell you." To Cery's amusement, she began chewing her lip
like achild questioned by its parent. At his chuckle, shelooked at him and frowned. "What?'

"Y ou don't seem the sort to ask for anyone's say so."

She returned his gaze steadily, then looked down. Following her gaze, Cery saw that Gol and the body
were gone.

"Y ou did not expect to see her, did you?' she said softly. "Doesit disturb you, to see your lost love kill
another?'

He stared at her, suddenly uncomfortable. "How did you know that?"

Sheamiled. "It isin your face, when you see her or talk of her."

Helooked down at the room. Animage of Sonealegping at the woman flashed through hismind. Her
face had been set with determination. She redlly had come along way from the uncertain girl who had
been so dismayed to discover she had magical abilities.



Then he remembered how the expression on her face had changed when Akkarin had brushed something
out of her hair.

"It was achildhood crush,” hetold Savara. "I've known for along time that she'snot for me."

"No, you have not," she said, setting the roof creaking as she shifted her weight. "Y ou only learned that
tonight.”

He turned back to face her. "How can you—"

To hissurprise, she had edged closer. As he turned to face her she put a hand behind his head, pulled
him nearer and kissed him.

Her lipswere warm and strong. He felt heat rush through his body. Reaching out, hetried to pull her
closer, but the piece of wood he was Stting on did sdeways and he fet himself losing his bdance. Their
lips parted as he began to fall backward.

Something steadied him. He recogni zed the touch of magic. Savara smiled mischievoudy, leaned forward
and grabbed his shirt. She dropped her shoulder to the roof and pulled him over her, and the supports
creaked darmingly asthey rolled farther away from the damaged area. When they stopped, she was
lying on top of him. She smiled—the breathtakingly sensua smilethat dways set his pulseracing.
"Well," hesad. "Thisisnice

She laughed quietly, then bent to kiss him again. He hesitated only amoment, asafeding, likea
premonition, touched the edge of histhoughts.

The day Sonea discovered her magic, she belonged somewhere else. Savara has magic, too. And
she already belongs somewhere else ...

But right now, hedidn't care.

Lorlen frowned and blinked open his eyes. His bedroom was mostly dark. Thelight of the full moon set
hiswindow screens glowing faintly, making the gold Guild symbols appear as stark black shapes on the
fine paper.

Then he redized why he was awake. Someone was hammering on his door.

What timeisit? Sitting up, he massaged his eyesin an attempt to rub away deepiness. The hammering
continued. He sighed, rose and staggered out of his bedroom to the main door of hisrooms.

Lord Osen stood outside, looking dishevelled and frantic.

"Adminigrator,” he whispered. "L ord Jolen and hisfamily have been murdered.”

Lorlen stared at his assistant. Lord Jolen. One of the Hedlers. A young man, recently married.
Murdered?

"Lord Bakan has sent for the Higher Magicians," Osen said urgently. ™Y ou're to meet in the Day Room.
Would you like me to go back, while you get dressed, and tell them you're on your way?'

Lorlen glanced down at his bed clothes. "Of course.”

Osen nodded, then hurried away. Lorlen closed the door and walked back into his bedroom. He took
down aset of blue robes from his cupboard and began to change.

Jolen was dead. So was hisfamily. Murdered, according to Osen. Lorlen frowned as his mind began to
fill with questions. How was this possible? Magicians were not easy to kill. The murderer was ether
knowledgeable and clever, or another magician. Or worse, hethought. A black magician.

He looked down at hisring as dreadful possibilities began to form in hismind.

No, hetold himsdf. Wait until you've heard the details.

Hetied the sash of hisrobe about hiswals, then hurried out of hisroom. Once outside the Magicians
Quarters, he strode across the courtyard to the building called The Seven Arches. The leftmost room of
this building was the Night Room, where the weekly socid gathering of magicianswas held. The room at
the center was the Banquet Room. On the right side of the building was the Day Room, a place created
for receiving and entertaining important guests.

AsLorlen entered he blinked at the sudden brightness. The Night Room was dl dark blue and silver but,
in contrast, the Day Room was decorated in shades of white and gold, now lit by severa globelights.
The effect was harsh.

Seven men stood in the center of the room. Lord Balkan and Lord Sarrin nodded to Lorlen. Director
Jerrik was talking to the two Heads of Studies, Peakin and Telano. Lord Osen was standing next to the



only man not wearing robes.

As Lorlen recognized Captain Barran, his heart sank. A magician was dead, and the captain investigating
the strange murders was here, Perhaps the Situation was as bad as he feared.

Bakan stepped forward to greet him. "Adminigrator.”

"Lord Bakan," Lorlen replied. "1 guessyou'll want meto hold my questions until Lady Vinara,
Adminigrator Kito and the High Lord arive.”

Bakan hesitated. "Y es. But | have not summoned the High Lord. My reasonswill be explained soon.”
Lorlen endeavored to look surprised.

"Not Akkarin?"

"Not yet."

They turned asthe door opened. A Vindo magician entered. Kito'srole as Expatriate Administrator kept
him outside of the Guild and Kyraliamost of thetime. He had returned from Vin only afew daysago to
dedl with the rogue magician Dannyl was bringing for trid.

Lorlen remembered Akkarin's prediction: The Guild will lose interest in the murderer once
Ambassador Dannyl arrives with the rogue, Lorlen.

If thisisasbad as| fear, Lorlenthought, I think the situation will be quite the opposite.

AsBakan greeted Kito, Captain Barran gpproached L orlen. The young guard managed agrim smile.
"Good evening, Adminigrator. Thisisthefirgt time the Guild has brought my attention to a murder,
instead of the other way around.”

"Redly?' Lorlen replied. "Who informed you?"

"Lord Bakan. It seems Lord Jolen managed to communicate with him briefly before he died.”

Lorlen's heart skipped. Did Balkan know who the murderer was, then? As he turned to regard the
Warrior, the door of the Day Room opened again and Lady Vinarastalked into the room.

Shelooked around at the faces, noting who was present, then nodded to herself. "Y ou're dl here. Good.
| think, perhaps, we should be seated. We have a serious and shocking Situation to deal with."

Chairs a the sides of the room floated to the center. Captain Barran's expression was a mixture of
fascination and awe as he watched the chairs arrange themsalvesinto a circle. Once everyone was
seated, Vinaralooked at Balkan.

"| think Lord Balkan should begin," she said, "as hewasthefirst to be derted to the murders.”

Bakan nodded in agreement. He looked around the circle. "Two hours ago my attention was caught by a
menta call from Lord Jolen. It was very faint, but | heard my name and detected greet fear. When |
concentrated on it, however, dl | caught was the identity of the caler, and the sense that he was being
harmed by another—with magic—before the communication ended abruptly. | attempted to call Lord
Jolen, but received no answer.

"l informed Lady Vinaraof the communication, and she told me Lord Jolen was staying with hisfamily in
the city. She could not contact him either, so | decided to vigt the family home. When | arrived, no
servant cameto open the door. | unlocked it, and found aterrible sceneinsde.”

Bakan's expression darkened. "The entire household had been killed. | searched the house, discovering
the bodies of Jolen'sfamily and servantsas| went. | investigated the victims, but could find nothing more
than scratches and braises. Then | found Jolen's body."

He paused, then Lord Telano made anoise of confusion.

"His body? How canit sill be whole? Did he exhaust himsel {7

Vinara, Lorlen saw, was staring at the floor, shaking her head.

"| then caled to Vinara, to ask her to come and examinethe victims," Bakan continued. "After she
arived, | hurried

to the Guard House to see if they had received any reports of strange activity in the area. Captain Barran
wasthere, having just interviewed awitness." Balkan paused. "Captain, | think you should relate her tale
tous”

The young guard glanced around the circle, then cleared histhroat.

"Yes, my lords—and lady." Hefolded his hands together. "With the increase in murderstaking place, |
have interviewed many witnesses|ately, but few have seen anything useful. Some people comein the



hope that something they have seen—say, a stranger waking about their street at night—might be
relevant. Thiswoman's story was much the same, but there was one striking element toit.

" She had been walking home late after delivering fruit and vegetables to one of the housesin the Inner
Circle. Part way home, she heard screamsinside a house—the residence of Lord Jolen'sfamily. She
decided to hurry on, but as she reached the next house, she heard a noise behind her. She was frightened
and stepped into the shadows of a doorway. Looking back, she saw a man emerge from the servants
entrance of the house she had just passed.”

Barran paused and looked around the circle. " She said this man wore magicians robes. Black magicians
robes."

The Higher Magicians frowned and exchanged glances. All except Balkan and Osen looked doubitful,
Lorlen noted. Vinaradid not ook surprised.

"Was she sure they were black?' Sarrin asked. "Any color may look black in the darkness.”

Barran nodded. "'l asked her the same question. She was sure of it. He walked past the doorway she
was hiding in. She described black robes, with anincal on the deeve.”

Expressions changed from skepticism to darm. Lorlen stared at Barran. He could hardly breathe.
"Surdy n—" Sarrin began, but fdll slent as Balkan gestured for him to wait.

"Go on, Captain,” Bakan said quietly, "tdll them therest.”

Barran nodded. " She said his hands were covered in blood, and he was carrying aknife. She described it
well. A curved blade, with gemstones set into the handle.”

A long pause followed, then Sarrin drew in adeep breath. "How rdiable isthis witness? Can you bring
her here?'

Barran shrugged. "I took her name and noted the workplace on her token. To tell the truth, | did not
begin to give her story any credit until | heard what Lord Balkan had discovered in the house. Now |
wish | had asked her more questions, or kept her at the Guard House longer."

Bakan nodded. "Shewill be found again. Now," heturned to Vinara, "perhapsit istime to hear what
Lady Vinarahas discovered.”

The Hedler sraightened. "Yes, | fear itis. Lord Jolen wasliving with hisfamily so that he could tend to
his sster, who was having adifficult pregnancy. | investigated his body first and | made two disturbing
discoveries. Thefirst . . ." shereached into her robe and pulled out a scrap of black cloth embroidered
with gold threed, "wasthis, clutched in hisright hand.”

Asshehdd it up Lorlen went completely cold. The embroidery formed part of asymbol that was al too
familiar to him: theinca of the High Lord. Vinaras eyesflickered to his and she frowned with concern
and sympathy.

"What was the second discovery?' Bakan asked, hisvoicelow.

Vinara hesitated, then drew in adeep breath. "The reason Lord Jolen's body il existsis becauseit was
completely drained of energy. The only wound on his body was a shallow cut down one side of his neck.
The other bodies bore the same indicators. | was taught to recognize these indicators by my
predecessor.” She paused and looked around the circle. "Lord Jolen, hisfamily and their servants, were
killed with black megic."

Gasps and exclamations followed, then along silence asthe implications began to sink in. Lorlen could
amog hear them thinking about Akkarin's strength, and weighing the chances of the Guild defeating him
in battle. He saw fear and panic in their faces.

Hefet strangely calmand . . . relieved. For over two years he had been burdened with the secret of
Akkarin's crime. Now, for better or worse, the Guild had discovered

that secret for itself. He looked around at the Higher Magicians. Should he admit to having known of
Akkarin'scrime? Not unless | have to, hethought.

Then what should he do? The Guild was no stronger, and Akkarin—if he was guilty of this crime—was
certainly no wesker. Hefdt afamiliar fear chase away hisrelief.

To protect the Guild, | should do anything | can to prevent a confrontation between it and
Akkarin. But if Akkarin did this. . . No, he may not have. | know other black magicians have been
killing Kyralians.



"What do we do?" Telano asked inasmall voice.

All turned to regard Balkan. Lorlen fdt thetiniest stirring of indignation at that. Wasn't hethe Guild's
leader, in lieu of Akkarin? Then Bakan looked at him expectantly, and he felt awry regret asthe familiar
weight of hispogition settled over him.

"What do you suggest, Administrator?'Y ou know him best.”

Lorlen forced himsdf to sit alittle Sraighter. He had rehearsed what he would tll them in this Situation so
many times.

"We must be cautious,” hewarned. "If Akkarin isthe murderer, hewill be even stronger now. | suggest
we condder thisvery carefully before confronting him.”

"How gtrong ishe?' Telano asked.

"He easly overcame twenty of our strongest magicians when we tested him for the position of High
Lord," Bakan replied. "With black magic, thereis no way to tell how strong amagicianis.”

"How long has he been practicing it, | wonder?' Vinarasaid darkly. Shelooked &t Lorlen. "Have you
ever noticed anything odd about Akkarin, Administrator?”

Lorlen did not have to pretend to be amused by the question. "Odd? Akkarin? He's dways been
mysterious and secretive, even to me.”

"He could have been practicing for years," Sarrin muttered. "How strong does that make him?"

"What bothers meis how he came by the knowledge," Kito added quietly. "Did helearnit during his
travels?'

Lorlen sighed as they began discussing dl the possibilities he had considered since discovering the truth
for himsdlf. He gave them sometime, then, just as he was considering interrupting, Balkan spoke up.
"For now, it does not matter how or where he learned black magic. What mattersiswhether we can
defeat him in aconfrontation.”

Lorlen nodded. "I have doubts about our chances. | think, perhaps, we should keep thisto ourselves—"
"Are you suggesting we ignore this?* Peakin exclaimed. "L eave ablack magician a the head of our
Guild?'

"No." Lorlen shook hishead. "But we need time to consider how we may remove him safely if, indeed,
heisthe murderer.”

"We're not getting any stronger,” Vinarapointed out. "Heis"

"Lorlenisright. Careful planning isessentid,” Balkan replied. "I wastaught by my predecessor the means
by which ablack magician may befought. It isnot easy, but neither isit impossible.”

Lorlen felt agtirring of interest and hope. If only he had been able to consult with the Warrior before
Akkarin had discovered Lorlen knew his secret. Perhaps they had a chance of removing Akkarin after
dl.

He caught himsdlf, then. Did he redlly want Akkarin dead? But what if he did kill Jolen and his
household? Doesn't he deserve to be punished for that?

Y es, but we had better be sure it was him.

"We should also consider that he may not bethekiller,” Lorlen said. Helooked a Bakan. "We have the
account of awitness and ascrap of cloth. Could another magician have dressed as Akkarin? Could he
have put that scrap of materia in Jolen's hand?' Something occurred to Lorlen, then. "Let me seeit
agan."

Vinara handed him the scrap. Lorlen nodded as he examined it. "L ook, it has been cut off, not torn. If
Jolen had been ableto do this, he must have had ablade of some sort. Why didn't he smply stab his
attacker ingtead? And it is strange, don't you think, that the killer didn't notice his deeve had

been cut? A clever murderer would not leave behind such evidence—or wander out into the street
carrying the wegpon he used.”

"So you think it might have been another Guild magician, trying to convince usthat Akkarinisguilty of his
crimes?’ Vinaraasked, frowning. "l supposeit ispossible”

"Or amagician not of the Guild," Lorlen added. "If Dan-nyl can find aroguein Elyne, it is possible that
othersexig."

"Weve seen no other evidence of arogue magician in Kyraia," Sarrin protested. "And rogues tend to be



untrained and ignorant. How would arogue learn black magic?'

Lorlen shrugged. "How would any magician learn black magic? In secret, obvioudy. We might not like
the idea, but whether the killer is Akkarin or someone else, he learned black magic somehow.”

The others paused to consider this.

"So perhaps Akkarinisn't thekiller," Sarrin said. "'If heisn't, he knows we must investigate in the usua
fashion, and will cooperate with us.”

"But if heis, hemay turn on us," Peakin added.

"So what should we do?"

Bakan rose and began pacing. "Sarrinisright. If heisinnocent, he will cooperate. If heisguilty,
however, then | believe we should act now. The number of deaths that have occurred tonight, with no
effort to hide the evidence, has the appearance of the preparations of ablack magician who is planning
for afight. We must confront him now, or we may leaveit too late."

Lorlen's heart skipped. "But you said you needed timeto plan.”

Balkan smiled grimly. "I said that careful planning makes dl the difference. It ispart of my duties as Head
of Warriorsto ensure we are dways ready to face such adanger. The key to success, according to my
predecessor, isto catch the enemy by surprise, when heisisolated from hisalies. My servant has
informed me that only three people remain within the High Lord's Residence a night. Akkarin, his
servant, and Sonea”

"Soned!" Vinaraexclamed. "What isher rolein this?'

"Shedidikeshim," Osen said. "I would even say she hateshim.”

Lorlenlooked at hisassistant in surprise.

"How s07" Vinara asked.

Osen shrugged. "An observation | made when she became his favorite. Even now, she doesn't liketo be
in hiscompany.”

Vinaralooked thoughtful. "I wonder if she knows anything. She could be avauable witness."

"And dly," Bakan added. "So long as he doesn't kill her for her strength.”

Vinarashuddered. " So how are we going to separate them?”

Bdkan amiled. "l haveaplan.”

Their guide for the return journey through the underground passages was the same hard-eyed boy. As
they followed him, Soneafet the turmoil of her thoughts settle into a reasonable cam. By thetimethe
guide left them, shewasfull of new questions.

"She was Ichani, wasn't she?"

Akkarin glanced at her. "Y es, aweaker one. | can't imagine how Kariko persuaded her to come here. A
bribe, perhaps, or blackmail.”

"Will they send morelike her?'

He congdered. "Perhaps. | wish I'd had the opportunity to read her mind.”

"Sorry about that.”

His mouth curled up a one side. "Don't apologize. | prefer that you are dive.”

She smiled. During the journey back he had been distant and thoughtful. Now he seemed anxiousto
return. She followed him down the passage. They reached the alcovefilled with rocks. As Akkarin
regarded them, the rocks began to form stairs. Soneawaited until the scrape of stone againgt stone had
ended before posing her next question.

"Why did she have aring of House Saril and an expengve shawl in the dcove?'

Hafway down the stairs he stopped and turned back to stare at her.

"Shedid?l..."

His gaze shifted somewhere beyond her. The same thoughtful frown he had worn for the last hour
returned. Then his expression darkened.

"What isit?" she asked.

He held up ahand to silence her. As Soneawatched, he drew in a sharp breath and his eyes widened.
Then he uttered a curse she had assumed only dum dwellers knew.

"What isit?' she repeated.



"The Higher Magicians are in my residence. In the underground room."”

Her breath caught in her throat. A coldness rushed through her body.

"Why?"

Akkarin's gaze was fixed somewhere beyond the walls of the passage.

"Lorlen..."

Soneafelt her ssomach knot. Surely Lorlen hadn't decided to rally the Guild against Akkarin.

Something in Akkarin's expression kept dl questionslocked in her throat. He was thinking hard, she
guessed. Making difficult choices. Findly, after along silence, he took a deep breath and let it out dowly.
"Everything changes from here," he said, looking up at her. ™Y ou must do what | say, no matter how
difficult youfindit."

Hisvoicewas quiet and strained. She nodded and tried to hold back a growing fear.

Akkarin climbed back up the stairs until they stood face to face. "L ord Jolen was murdered tonight, with
hisfamily and household, probably by the woman you just killed. That iswhy she had ashawl and aring
of House Saril—trophies, | suspect. Vinarafound ascrap of my robesin Jolen's hand—no doubt cut
from my deeve by the Ichani during our first confrontation—and she has recogni zed that the deaths were
caused by black magic. A witness saw someone dressed as me leave the house carrying aknife.” He
looked

away. "l wonder where the Ichani got the robes from, and where she put them. .."

Soneastared at him. "So the Guild thinksyou'rethekiller."

"They are consdering the possibility, yes. Balkan had rightly decided that, if | am innocent | will
cooperate, and if | am guilty | must be confronted without delay. | was considering how | would dedl
with this, and what you should do and say, when the Situation changed just now."

He paused and sighed heavily. "Bakan wisely planned to isolate me from you and Takan. Hesent a
messenger with news of Jolen's deeth and a summons to meet with the Higher Magicians. When he heard
| wasn't at the residence, he sent for you. He hadn't discussed with the others what he would do if you
weren't there ether, so | assumed he would do so next, and I'd hear of hisintentions through Lorlen. But
he must have aready formed aplan.” Akkarin frowned. "Of course he had.”

Sonea shook her head. "This has been going on while we were on our way back, hasn't it?"

Akkarin nodded. "I could not say anything, with our guide present.”

"So what did Balkan do?'

"He returned to the residence and searched it."

Soneawent cold as she thought of the books and objects Balkan would find in the underground room.
"Oh"

"Yes. Oh. They didn't break into the underground room &t first. But once they found books on black
magic in your room, they became more determined to search every corner.”

Soned's blood turned to ice. Books on black magic. In her room.

They know.

Thefuture she had envisioned flashed before her eyes. Two more years of training, graduation, choosing
adiscipline, perhaps persuading the Heders to help the poor, perhaps even convincing the King to stop
the Purge.

None of it would happen. Ever.

The Guild knew she had sought knowledge of black

magic. The punishment for that crime was expulsion. If they knew she had learned black magic, and used
ittokill. . .

But she had doneit, and risked her future, for agood reason. If the Ichani invaded, graduation or
stopping the Purge would never happen anyway.

Rothen is going to be very, very upset.

She put that thought out of her mind with an effort. She needed to think. Now that the Guild knew, what
should they do? How would she and Akkarin continue to fight the Ichani?

It was clear they couldn't return to the Guild. They would haveto hide in the city. Avoiding discovery by
the Guild would make everything harder, but not impossible. Akkarin knew the Thieves. She had afew



useful connections, too. Shelooked at Akkarin.

"What do we do now?"'

Helooked down the staircase. "We go back."

Shedared a him. "To the Guild?*

"Yes. Wetd| them about the Ichani.”

Her heart skipped.

"Y ou said you didn't think they'd believe you."

"l don't. But | haveto give them the opportunity.”

"But what if they don't believe you?"

Akkarin's gaze wavered. He looked down. "'l am sorry | brought you into this, Sonea. | will protect you
fromtheworst of it, if | can.”

She caught her breath, then silently cursed herself. "Don't apologize," shetold him firmly. ‘It was my
decison. | knew therisks. Tell mewhat | must do, and | will doit."

Hiseyeswidened dightly. He opened his mouth, then his gaze grew distant again.

"They'retaking Takan away. We must hurry."

He disappeared down the stairs. Sonea hurried after. As he strode into the maze of passages she glanced
back.

"Thedairs?'

"Leavethem.”

She broke into arun and caught up with him. Keeping pace with hislong strides was difficult, and she bit
back acomment about him having some consideration for people with shorter legs.

"Two people must be protected through al this," he said. "Takan and Lorlen. Mention nothing of Lorlen's
ring, or of hisprior knowledge of any of this. We may need himin the future.”

All too soon he dowed and stopped before the door to the underground room. He took off his coat,
folded it and placed it beside the door. Then he unbuckled the belt of the knife sheath and set it on top. A
globe light sparked into life above their heads. Akkarin shuttered the lamp and placed it beside the coat.
For along time he stood regarding the door to the underground room, his bare arms crossed over his
black vest. Soneawaited silently beside him.

It was difficult to believe that this had happened. Tomorrow she was supposed to be studying how to
heal broken ribs. In afew weeks the mid-year testswould start. She felt a pull toward the door, a
strange feding that she had only to find her way to her bed, and she would wake up to find everything
continuing asit aways had.

But the room beyond was probably filled with magicianswaiting for Akkarin'sreturn. They knew that she
had learned about black magic. They suspected Akkarin had killed Jolen. They would be ready for a
fight.

Stll Akkarin remained motionless. Shewasjust beginning to wonder if he was going to change hismind
when he turned to look at her.

"Stay hereuntil | cal youin."

Then he narrowed his eyes at the door and it silently did open.

The backs of two magicians blocked the way into the room. Beyond them, Sonea could see Lord Balkan
pacing the room dowly. Lord Sarrin was Sitting at the table, regarding the items on it with a puzzled
frown.

They didn't notice the door open. Then one of the magicians standing in front of the doorway shivered
and glanced over his shoulder. Seeing Akkarin, he sucked in abreath and backed away, dragging his
companion with him.

All heads turned to watch as Akkarin stepped into the room. Even without the outer part of hisrobes, he
dtill looked imposing.

"My, what alot of vigtors" he said. "What bringsyou dl to my resdence so late at night?"

Bakan's eyebrows rose. He looked toward the stairway. Hurried footsteps could be heard, then Lorlen
stepped into view. The Administrator turned to regard Akkarin, his expression unexpectedly composed.
"Lord Jolen and his household were murdered tonight.” Lorlen's voice was calm and controlled.



"Evidence has been found that has given us cause to suspect you are the murderer.”

"I see" Akkarin said quietly. "Thisisaserious matter. | did not kill Lord Jolen, but you will have to work
that out for yoursalves" He paused. "Will you explain to me how Jolen died?’

"With black magic," Lorlen said. "And since we have just found books on black magic in your house,
including in Sonea's room, we have even more reason to suspect you."
Akkarin nodded dowly. "Indeed you have." The corner of his mouth curled upward. "And you must dl
be frightened out of your wits by the discovery. Wedl, now. No need to be. | will explain mysdf.”

"Y ou will cooperate?’ Lorlen asked.

"Of course.”
Therdief on every face was clear to see.

"But | have one condition,” Akkarin added.

"What isthat?" Lorlen replied warily. Bakan glanced a him.

"My servant," Akkarin replied. "I made him a promise once that he would never have hfs freedom taken
from himagain. Bring him here”

"Andif we don't?' Lorlen asked.
Akkarin took a step to one side. "Soneawill goin hisplace.”

Soneafet her skin prickle as the magicians noticed her stlanding in the passage. She shivered as she
congdered what they must be thinking. Had she learned black magic? Was she dangerous? Only Lorlen
might hope she would rebel against Akkarin; the rest did not know the real reason she had become the
High Lord'snovice.

"Bring them both here, and he will havetwo dliesat hand," Sarrin warned.

"Takanisnot amagician,” Bakan said quietly. "So long as he remains out of Akkarin'sreach, heisno
threat to us." He looked at the other Higher Magicians. "The question is: would you prefer to have Sonea
in custody, or the servant?’

"Soneg," Vinarareplied without hesitation. The others nodded.

"Very wdl," Lorlen said. His gaze flickered to the distance, then back again. "I have ordered himto be
brought.”
A long, tense slence followed. Findly, footsteps were heard coming down the stairs. Takan appeared,
hisarmsfirmly held by aWarrior. He was pae and anxious.

"Forgive me, magter,” hesaid. "'l couldn't stop them.”

"I know," Akkarintold him. "Y ou should know better than to try, my friend." Hetook severd steps away
from the passage entrance, stopping beside the table at one side of the room. "The barriers are down and
| have left the airs open. Y ou will find what you need just outside the door."
Takan nodded. They stared at each other, then the servant nodded again. Akkarin turned toward the
passage.

"Comein, Sonea. When Takan isreleased, goto Lorlen.”
Taking a deep breath, Sonea stepped into the room. Shelooked at the Warrior holding Takan, then at
Lorlen. The Administrator nodded.

"Lethimgo."
As Takan stepped away from his captor, Sonea started toward Lorlen. The servant stopped as he
reached her, and bowed.

"Take care of my master, Lady Sonea."

"I'll dowhat | can,” she promised.

Her throat was suddenly tight. As she reached L orlen she turned to watch the servant leave. He bowed
to Akkarin, then stepped into the passage. When he had disappeared into the darkness, the pand did
back into place.
Akkarin turned to face Lorlen, then looked down at the table and chairs beside him. The top part of his
robeswere still draped over the back of achair. He picked up the black garment and shrugged into it.
"So, Adminigtrator, how can Soneaand | help you in your investigations?"

15

Bad News



Rothen had just donned afresh set of robes when he heard the door to his rooms open.

"Lord Rothen?' Taniacdled.

Hearing the urgency in his servant's voice, he hurried to the bedroom door. Taniawas standing in the
middle of the room, wringing her hands.

"What isit?" he asked.

Sheturned to regard him, her expression pained. "The High Lord and Soneawere arrested last night.”
Hedrew in abreath, and felt hope and rdlief surge through him. Akkarin arrested at last! The Guild must
have discovered his crime—and confronted him—and won!

But why would the Guild arrest Soneg, too?

Why indeed? Excitement withered away and was replaced by afamiliar, nagging fear.

"What were they arrested for?' he forced himself to ask.

Taniahestated. "I only heard it fourth or fifth hand, Rothen. It could be wrong."

"What for?"' he repested.

She grimaced. "The High Lord was arrested for murdering Lord Jolen and his household, and for learning
somekind of magic. Black magic, | think? What isthat?"

"Theevilest of dl magics," Rothen replied heavily. "But what of Sonea? What was she arrested for?"
Taniaspread her hands. "I'm not sure. As his accomplice, perhaps.”

Rothen sat down in one of the guestroom chairs. He took along, deep breath. The Guild would haveto
consder the possibility that Soneawasinvolved. That didn't mean she was guilty of the charges.

"I didn't bring any food,” Taniasaid apologeticaly. "I knew you'd want to know as soon as possible.”
"Never mind," hesaid. "It doesn't look like I'll have timeto eat this morning, anyway." He rose and took
astep toward the door. "I think | had better have alittle chat with Sonea.”

Tanids smilewas grained. "I thought you might. Let me know what she says."

The young man gtting opposite Dannyl in the carriage was painfully thin. Though Farand had recovered
well enough to walk in the week since his poisoning, it would still be sometime before he regained hisfull
grength. But hewas dive, and very grateful for it.

Dannyl had watched over the young man night and day throughout the voyage. It had been easy enough
to hold back deep and weariness with his Healing powers, but doing so alwaystook atoll. After aweek,
he felt dmost as bad as Farand |ooked.

The carriage turned into the Guild gates. Farand drew in aquick breath asthe University cameinto view.
"It's beautiful," he breathed.

"Yes" Dannyl smiled and looked out of the window. Three magicians stood at the bottom of the stairs:
Adminigtrator Lorlen, Expatriate Administrator Kito and Lady Vinara.

Dannyl felt alittle twinge of anxiety and disgppointment. He had hoped the High Lord would meet him.
But he'll probably want to discuss everything in private.

The carriage pulled up in front of the gairs, and Danny! climbed out. As Farand followed, the three
Higher Magicians regarded him with wary curiosty.

"Ambassador Dannyl,” Lorlen said. "Welcome back."

"Thank you, Adminigtrator Lorlen. Adminigtrator Kito, Lady Vinara," Dannyl replied, inclining his head.
‘ThisisFarand of Darellas.

"Welcome, young Dardllas” Lorlen said. "I'm afraid you

will find us somewhat preoccupied with another matter in the next few days. We will make you as
comfortable as possble, and deal with your unique Situation as soon asthis other matter isresolved.”
"Thank you, Adminigtrator,” Farand replied uncertainly.

Lorlen nodded, then turned away and started up the University stairs. Dannyl frowned. Therewas
something odd in Lorlen's manner. He seemed even more harassed than usual.

"Comewith me, Farand,” Vinarasaid to the young man. Shelooked at Dannyl and her expression
became grim. "Get some deep, Ambassador. Y ou need to make up for what you'velost."

"Yes, Lady Vinara," Dannyl agreed. As sheled Farand away, he looked at Kito questioningly.

"What isthis other matter that Administrator Lorlen spoke of 7"

Kito sghed heavily. "Lord Jolen was murdered last night.”



"Murdered?' Dannyl gtared a him. "How?"

The magician grimaced. "With black magic.”

Dannyl felt hisface grow cold. He glanced at the carriage where the book lay deep within histravel
trunk.

"Black magic?Who. .. 7'

"The High Lord has been arrested,” Kito added.

"Akkarin!" Dannyl felt the chill spread through hisbody. "Not him!"

"I'm afraid s0. The evidence is damning. He has agreed to assist with our investigations. Therewill bea
Hearing tomorrow.”

Dannyl barely heard him. Strange coincidences and occurrences were shifting into new placesin hismind.
He thought of the research Lorlen had asked him to begin, then cease. He thought of Rothen's sudden
interest in the same information—just after Sonea had become Akkarin's favorite. He thought of what the
Dem's book had reveded. Ancient magic—higher magic—was black magic.

He'd assumed Akkarin's search had ended without this discovery.

It seemed he was wrong.

Had Lorlen suspected this? Had Rothen? Was this the reason for the research?

And | was going to give that book to Akkarin!

"Wewill discuss the rogue after the Hearing," Kito said.

Danny! blinked, then nodded. " Of course. Well, | had best obey Lady Vinaras orders.”

The Vindo magician smiled. "Segp well, then.”

Dannyl nodded, then started toward the Magicians Quarters. Sleep? How could he deep after learning
this?

| continued this research with Akkarin's blessing, and I've got a book on black magic in my trunk.
Will that be enough for me to appear guilty of the same crimes? | could hide the book. I'm
certainly not going to be giving it to Akkarin... or discussing anything with him.

Hedrew inaquick breath as he redized what this meant for him persondly. Who was going to believe
Akkarin now, when he explained that Dannyl and Tayend's relationship was just aruse to entrap the
rebels?

Thelast time Sonea had been insde the Dome had been during her training for the Chalenge. It wasa
huge, hollow stone sphere, once the practice room of Warriors. The Guild had abandoned it after the
Arena had been built, but she had used it while preparing for the fight with Regin so that her lessons
would not be observed by him or his supporters. Akkarin had strengthened the wallsto ensure she did
not damage them. Ironicaly, his magic was now helping to keep her imprisoned.

Not that she intended to make any escape attempts. She had told Akkarin she would do whatever he
ingtructed. He had said only that they must protect Takan and Lorlen. Then he had exchanged her for
Takan. So he had meant for her to be here.

Either that, or he waswilling to sacrifice her for the sake of keeping the promise he had madeto his
servant.

No, shethought, he needs me to back up his story. Takan wastoo closeto Akkarin. Nobody would
bdieve him.

She paced the Dome interior. The plug-like door remained open to alow air into the room. A pair of
meg-

cians stood beyond it, watching her whenever shewas alone.

But she hadn't been alone much. Vinara, Balkan and Sarrin had each questioned her about Akkarin's
activities. She did not want to risk revealing anything before Akkarin was ready, so she had refused to
answer. They had eventudly given up.

Now that shewas done at last, she found she didn't like it. She kept wondering where Akkarin was, and
if she was doing what he wanted by keeping slent. It wasimpossible to tell thetime, but she guessed it
waswell past dawn now. She hadn't dept al night, but she doubted she would have even if there had
been a soft bed instead of the sandy floor.

A movement beyond the door caught her eye. Looking up, she felt her heart twist painfully.



Rothen.

He stepped into the Dome, hisface lined with worry. As she met his eyes, hetried to smile, and shefelt
her somach sink with guilt.

"Soneg," hesaid, "how areyou?"

She shook her head. "That'saslly question, Rothen.”

Helooked around the Dome and nodded. "Y es. | supposeit is." He sghed and looked at her again.
"They haven't decided what to do with you yet. Lorlen told me they found books on black magic in your
room. Were they planted there by Akkarin or his servant?'

She sighed. "No. | was reading them.”

"Why?'

"To understand my enemy.”

Hefrowned. "Y ou know that just reading about black magicisacrime.”

"Yes, | know."

"Y et you read them?"

She met hiseyes. "Some risks are worth taking."

"In the hope that we could use thisinformation to defeat him?"

She looked down. "Not exactly."

He paused. "Then why, Sonea?"

"l can't tell you. Not yet."

Rothen took a step closer. "Why not? What has he told

you to make you an accomplice? Weve found your aunt Jonnaand uncle Rand. They're safe and well as
arether children. Dorrien isdive and wdll. Isthere anyone el se you're protecting?”

She sghed. The whole ofKyralia.

"l can't tell you, Rothen. Not yet. | don't know what Akkarin hastold anyone, or what he wants meto
reved. Itll just haveto wait until the Hearing."

Rothen's eyes flashed with anger. " Since when have you cared about what he wants?"

Sheheld hisgaze. "Since | learned the reasons for what he does. But that is his story, not mine. Y ou will
understand why, when hetdllsit."

He regarded her doubtfully. "I find that hard to believe. But | will try. Isthere anything | can do for you?"
She shook her head, then hesitated. Rothen knew that Lorlen had been aware of Akkarin's crimefor
more than two years. What would happen if he told the Guild this? She looked up at him.

"Yes" shesad quietly. "Protect Lorlen.”

Savararan ahand over the sheets and smiled.

"Nice"

Cery chuckled. "A Thief hasto make his guestsfed welcome.”

"You are not like other Thieves," sheremarked. "He had ahand in dl this, didn't he?"

"Who?'

"TheHigh Lord."

Cery humphed inindignation. "Waan't all him."

"No?'

"Part of it was "cause of Sonea. Faren agreed to hide her from the Guild, but the other Thieves made him
turn her in. So some say Faren didn't honor hisside of the ded.”

"Gy

"If I waswilling to dedl with Faren, other people would too. He helped me out with afew things."

"So Akkarin had nothing to do with it?"

"Well, alittle,” Cery admitted. "Maybe | wouldn't have

had the gutsif he hadn't pushed me. Maybe if he hadn't given me al the right news about each of the
Thieves, so they wouldn't try to stop me. It's hard to say no to someone who knows too many of your
Secrets.”

Shelooked thoughtful. " Sounds like he had planned thisfor along time.”

"That'swhat | thought." Cery shrugged. "When the murderer started to get the other Thievesriled, |



offered to find him. They liked that. They didn't know I'd been onto it for months. They act likeit'sfunny
| haven't found him, though—but none of them have had any luck ether.”

"But you do find them."

"They think theres only one.”

"Ah."

"Atleast | think they did," he added.

"And now they know, because the last one was awoman."

"Probably."

Helooked around the room at the furniture. Quality pieces, but not extravagant. He did not like to think it
was all dueto Akkarin's help.

"I'vetried to make my placein other ways," he said. "If the market for finding murderersfor magicians
driesup, | want to Say dive and in business.”

She smiled dyly and ran afinger dowly down the middle of hischest.

"| definitdy prefer you dive and in business”

He caught her hand and pulled her closer. "Do you? What sort of busnessare you into?"

"Making contact with potentia dlies" she said, snaking her arm around him. "Preferably very close
contact with onein particular.”

Her kisseswerefirm and enticing. Hefdt his heart beginning to race again.

Then someone knocked on the door. He pulled away and grimaced apologeticaly. "Got to get this."
She pouted. "Must you?'

He nodded. "Gol wouldn't knock unlessit wasimportant.™

"Better be."

Herose, pulled on histrousers and a shirt, and dipped out of the room. Gol was pacing Cery's
guestiroom, his expression very different from the foolish grin Cery was expecting.

"The High Lord's been arrested by the Guild,” Gol said. "So's Sonea.”

Cery stared a his second. "Why?"

"A Guild magician waskilled last night. And awholelot of peoplein hishouse. They think the High Lord
didit." He paused. 'The whole city knows about it."

Moving to the nearest chair, Cery sat down. Akkarin arrested? For murder? And Soneg, too? He
heard the door of his bedroom open. Savara peered out, now fully dressed. As she met his eyes, she
frowned.

"Canyoutdl me?'

He smiled briefly, amused by her question. "The High Lord's been arrested. The Guild thinks he
murdered a Guild magician last night."

Her eyes widened. She moved into the room. "When?"

Goal shrugged. "Don't know. Everyonein this magician's house was killed too. With some kind of bad
magic. Black magic. Yes, that wasit."

Shedrew inaquick bregth. "So it istrue, then."

"What istrue?' Cery asked.

"Some of the Ichani claim the Guild do not know high magic and say it isevil. Akkarin usesit, sowe
thought this could not be true.” She paused. "So that iswhy he worksin secret. | had thought he did not
want othersto know that his past actions contributed to this Stuation.”

Cery blinked. "Whét past actions?'

She looked at him and smiled. "Oh, there is more to your High Lord than you know."

"How s0?'

"That isnot for meto say,” shesaid. "But | can tell you that—"

She stopped at aknock on the wall. Cery nodded to Gol. The big man approached the wall, checked its
spy hole, then pulled aside a painting. One of the boys Cery employed for odd jobs peered in.
"There'saman wantsto see you, Ceryni. Hegave abig

code word, and says he's got bad news about afriend of yours. Saysit's urgent.”

Cery nodded, then turned to look at Savara. " better see what thisis.”



She shrugged and returned to the bedroom. "I will have abath, then."

Turning away, Cery found Gol grinning.

"Get that look off your face," Cery warned.

"Yes, Ceryni," the man replied humbly, but the grin remained as he preceded Cery into the passage.
Cery's office was a short distance away. There were severd ways of getting in and out of it. Gol chose
the standard route, giving Cery amoment to observe the visitor in the waiting room through aspy hole.
The man was Sachakan, Cery saw with dismay. Then he recognized the coat and his heart skipped.
Why was this man wearing the coat Akkarin had worn the night before?

Asthe man turned, the coat parted to reved aGuild servants uniform.

"I think | know who thisis," Cery breathed. He moved to the door of hisoffice. "Send him in as soon as|
gt down.”

A few minutes later, Cery was seated at his desk. The door to his office opened and the man entered.
"So," Cery sad, "you say you got bad news about afriend of mine”

"Yes," theman replied. "I am Takan, servant to the High Lord. He has been arrested for the murder of a
Guild magician. He has sent meto assist you.”

"Assg me? How?'

"I can communicate with him by mind," Takan explained, touching his forehead.

"Youreamagician?'

Takan shook hishead. "We have alink, made by him long ago.”

Cery nodded. "Then tell me something only heand | know."

Takan's gaze shifted to the distance. "Thelast time you met, he said he would not bring Soneawith him
agan.”

"That'sright."

"He regretsthat he could not hold to that.”

"So does Sonea, 1'd guess. What's she been arrested for?"

Takan sighed. "L earning about black magic. They found booksin her room."

"Thisblack magicis... 7'

"Forbidden," Takan said. "She faces expulsion from the Guild."

"And theHigh Lord?'

Takan looked genuindy distressed. "He has been charged with murder and using black magic. If they find
him guilty of ether, the punishment is execution.”

Cery nodded dowly. "When will the Guild decide?'

"They will hold aHearing tomorrow to examine the evidence and judge whether heis guilty or not.”
"Ishe?'

Takan looked up, and his eyesflashed with anger. "He did not murder Lord Jolen.”

"What of this charge of black magic?'

The servant nodded. "Y es, heisguilty of that. If he had not used it, he would not have been able to
defest the murderers.”

"And Sonea. Is she guilty?"

Takan nodded again. "The Guild has only charged her with learning about black magic. That iswhy she
faces alesser punishment. If they knew the truth, she would face the same charges as Akkarin.”

"She used black magic to kill the woman, didn't she?”

Takan looked surprised. "Y es. How did you know that?'

"A lucky guess. Should | go to thisHearing as awitness?"

The man paused, and his gaze shifted to the distance. "No. He says thank you for the offer. Y ou should
not reved your involvement. If &l goeswedl, he may need your help in the future. For now, he has only
onefavor to ask."

v

"That you ensure the Guard find the body of the murderess. And make sure sheiswearing her knife."
Cery smiled. "I can do that."

Looking out of his office window, Lorlen saw that Akkarin was still in the same position as before. He



shook his head.

Somehow Akkarin gtill managed to look dignified and self-assured, even when hewas Sitting on the
Arenafloor, with hisback against one of the supports, and with twenty magicians standing around the
Arena, watching him.

Turning away, Lorlen surveyed his office. Balkan paced in the middie. Lorlen had never seen the Warrior
this agitated. He had heard Bakan mutter something about betraya earlier. That was understandable.
Lorlen knew the Warrior had held Akkarin in high esteem.

Sarrin sat on one of the chairs, leafing through one of the books from Akkarin's chest. They had decided
one of them must be alowed to read them, even though doing so was acrime. Sarrin's expresson was a
mixture of horror and fascination. Occasiondly he would mutter quietly to himsdf.

Vinarastood quietly by the shelves. Earlier, she had called Akkarin amonster. Balkan had reminded her
that they could not be sure Akkarin had done anything more than read about black magic. She hadn't
been convinced.

When it came to the subject of Sonea, however, she looked distressed and uncertain.

Lorlen looked down at the objects on his desk: shards of broken glass, apartly melted silver fork, and a
dish coated with dried blood. The others were still puzzled about theitems. The little globe of glassthey
had found on the table had confirmed Lorlen's guess. Had Akkarin been creeting another ring like
Lorlen's, or had he been teaching Sonea how to make them?

Like Sonea, Akkarin had refused to answer any questions. He was determined to wait until the entire
Guild had assembled for the Hearing before he explained himsalf. So much for cooperation.

That's unfair, Lorlen thought. He considered thering in his pocket. Akkarin had told Lorlen to teke it off
and keep it a hand. If Sarrin continued reading the books, he would learn about such rings and recognize
what Lorlen was wearing. Lorlen had considered discarding the ring atogether, but he could see
advantagesin keegping thislink with Akkarin. Hisformer friend still seemed inclined to confidein him. The
only disadvantage was that Akkarin could

eavesdrop on conversations when Lorlen was wearing it, but that wasless of aproblem now. Lorlen
could stop Akkarin lisening by smply taking off thering.

Akkarin wanted to keep Lorlen's prior knowledge of hisinterest in black magic a secret.

—The Guild needs a leader they trust, Akkarin had sent. Too much change and uncertainty will
weaken it.

Rothen and Sonea were the only other people who knew. Sonea had remained silent, and Rothen had
agreed to keep Lorlen'sinvolvement to himsalf so long asit brought no further harm. In return, Lorlen
had alowed the magician to vist Sonea

At apolite knock on the door, all looked up. Lorlen willed the door open and Captain Barran stepped
insde, Lord Osen following. The guard bowed and addressed them formally, then turned to face Lorlen.
"l have visited the shop the witnessworks a," he said. "Her employers say she did not appear this
morning. We checked her home address, and her family told us she did not return home last night.”

The Heads of Disciplines exchanged glances.

"Thank you, Captain,” Lorlen said. "Isthere anything e se?!

The young man shook hishead. "No. | will return tomorrow morning, as you requested, unless further
information comesmy way."

"Thank you. Y ou may go."

Asthedoor closed, Vinarasighed. "No doubt the guard will find her body in the next few days. He was
certainly busy lagt night.”

Balkan shook his head. "But it doesn't make sense. How did he know about her? If he'd detected her
watching, he would have ensured she didn't reach the Guard House."

Sarrin shrugged. "Unless he was unable to catch up with her. Then, when she left the Guard House, he
made sure she'd be unable to give any more evidence against him."”

Bakan sighed. "It's not behavior | would expect of ablack magician. If he cared about hiding evidence,
why be so cardess earlier in the night? Why not disguise himsdf? Why—"

He stopped at another knock on the door. Lorlen sighed and willed it open. To his surprise, Dannyl



stepped inside the office. Dark shadows lay under the Ambassador's eyes.

"Adminigrator,” Dannyl said. "Might | have aword with you? In private?'

Lorlen frowned in annoyance. "Isthis about the rogue, Ambassador?'

"Partly." Dannyl glanced at the others and appeared to choose hiswords carefully. "But not soldly. |
would not cometo you if | did not fed | had urgent mattersto discuss.”

Vinararose. "l am heartily sick of speculation, anyway,” she declared. She gave Sarrin and Balkan direct
and meaningful looks. "If you need us, Adminigrator, just cdl.”

Dannyl stepped asde and inclined his head politely as the three magicians|eft the room. When the door
closed, Lorlen moved to his desk and sat down.

"What urgent matter do you speak of 7"

Dannyl approached the desk. "I'm not sure where to start, Administrator. | am in an awkward situation.
Two awkward situations, if that is possible.” He paused. " Though you said my help was no longer
needed, | continued researching ancient magic out of my own interest. The High Lord, when helearned
of this, encouraged meto continue, but by then there wasllittle |eft to discover in Elyne. Or so | thought.”
Lorlen frowned. Akkarin had encouraged Dannyl to continue?

"Then, when my assistant and | were gaining the rebels trust, we discovered abook in Dem Marane's
possession.” Dannyl reached into his robes and drew out an old book. He placed it on Lorlen'sdesk. "It
answered many questions we had about ancient magic. It seemsthe form of ancient magic known as
higher magic is actualy black magic. Thisbook containsingructionson itsuse.”

Lorlen stared at the book. Was this a coincidence, or had Akkarin known the rebels had the book? Or
had he been working with the rebels? He drew in aquick bresth. Was this how he learned black magic?
If s0, then why turn them in?

"Soyou see" Dannyl said. "l amin an awkward position.

Some might congder that | have researched black magic with the High Lord's permission, and that
Akkarin's ordersto capture the rebels were an attempt to gather more knowledge." He grimaced. "In
truth, | have read part of that book, which means | have broken the law against learning about black
magic. But | didn't know what it contained until | began reading.”

Lorlen shook his head. No wonder Dannyl was worried. "I understand your concern. Y ou could not
have known what the research would lead to. | didn't know what the research would lead to. If anyone
thought to suspect you, they would have to suspect me aswell."

"Should | explaindl thisat the Hearing?"

"I'll discussit with the Higher Magicians, but | don't think it will be necessary,” Lorlen replied.

Dannyl looked relieved. "Thereis one other matter,” he added quietly.

More? Lorlen stifled agroan. 'Y es?'

Dannyl looked at the floor. "When the High Lord requested that | find the rebels, he suggested that my
assstant and | cause them to know something that could be used to blackmail usinto cooperating.
Akkarin said he would ensure the Guild knew that thisinformation was merely a deception created to
gaintherebes trust." Dannyl looked up. "But obvioudy Akkarin isno longer in apostion to do that.”
Abruptly, Lorlen remembered a conversation with Akkarin beside the Arena, while they were watching
Soneafighting.

"The Guild will lose interest in the murderer once Ambassador Dannyl arrives with the rogue,
Lorlen."

Had he been referring to more than the existence of the rebels? What was this information that Dannyl
had created to gain the rebels trust?

Helooked at Dannyl; the man glanced away, clearly embarrassed. Sowly L orlen began to piece together
scraps of gossip held heard, until he had guessed what Dannyl had let the rebels believe.

Interesting, hethought. And a bold move, considering the troubles Dannyl faced as a novice.
What should he do? Lorlen rubbed histemples. Akkarin had been so much better at this sort of thing.
"So you fear that nobody will believe what Akkarin says about you, because hisintegrity ism question.”
"y es"

"Istheintegrity of these rebels any stronger?' Lorlen shook hishead. "I doubt it. If you are worried that



nobody will believe Akkarin, then let people believe it was your own idea.”

Dannyl's eyes widened. He straightened and nodded. " Of course. Thank you, Administrator.”

Lorlen shrugged, then looked at Dannyl alittle closer. Y ou look asif you haven't dept for aweek."

"I haven't. | didn't want someoneto undo all the hard work 1'd done in saving Farand's life.”

Lorlen frowned. "Then you had best go back to your rooms and rest. We may need you tomorrow."
The young magician managed atired smile. He nodded &t the book on Lorlen's desk. "Now that I've got
that off my hands, deep shouldn't be a problem anymore. Thank you again, Adminigtrator.”

Asheleft, Lorlen Sghed. At least someone is going to get some sleep.

16

TheHearing

Soneasfirst thought as she began to wake wasthat Viola hadn't come to wake her, and she was going
to be late for classes. She blinked away the fuzziness of deep. Then shefet sand between her fingersand
saw thefaintly illuminated stone wall of the Dome around her, and she remembered.

That she had dept at dl amazed her. The last she could recall of the previous night waslying in darkness,
thoughts of the day to come running in circles through her mind. It had taken dl her will toresst cdling
out to Akkarin mentdly, to ask him if she should tell the Guild anything yet, or smply to know where he
was, if hewas being treated well.... or if hewas il dive.

In her worst moments of doubt, she could not shake the thought that the Guild might have passed
judgment on him dreedy, without telling her. The Guild of the past had been frighteningly thorough iniits
effortstorid the Allied Lands of black magic. Those long-dead magicians would have executed Akkarin
without delay.

And me, shethought, with ashiver.

She wished again that she could talk to him. He had said he would tell the Guild about the Ichani. Did he
intend to admit to learning black magic, too? Did he mean for them to know she had aswell?

Or was he going to deny using black magic? Or admit to it himsdlf, but claim she had done nothing
wrong?

But she had. An unwanted image of the dead | chani woman flitted through her mind. With it came
intense, but contradictory fedings.

You'reakiller, avoicein her mind accused.

| had to, shethought inreply. There was no choice. She would have killed me.

But you would have done it anyway, her consciencereplied, even if there had been a choice.

Yes. To protect the Guild. To protect Kyralia. Then she frowned. Snce when have | been so
concerned about killing, anyway? | would have killed without hesitation, if I'd been attacked in
the slums. In fact, | may have killed already. | don't know if that thug who dragged me off the
street survived after | stabbed him.

That's different. You didn't have magic then, her conscience pointed out.

She sghed. She could not help thinking that, with al the advantages that having magic abilities gave her,
she ought to be able to avoid killing anyone. But the Ichani had widded magic, too.

She had to be stopped. | happened to be in a position to stop her. | don't regret killing her, only
that | had to in thefirst place.

Her consciencefd| slent.

Keep bothering me, shetoldit. I'd rather that, than kill and not feel bad about it.

Siill nothing.

Great. She shook her head. Maybe that old superstition about the Eyeis true. Not only am | having
conver sations with myself, but now I'm refusing to talk to me. This has got to be the first sign of
madness.

A sound outside drew her attention back to the room. Sitting up, she saw the Warrior guards step aside
as Lord Osen stopped in the doorway. A globe light flared above his head, filling the spherical room with
light.

"The Hearing is about to begin, Sonea. I'm here to escort you to the Guildhall "



Suddenly her heart was racing. She stood up, brushed the sand off her robes, and walked to the door.
Osen stepped back and allowed her to pass.

A short set of stairs led to another open door. She paused as she saw the circle of magicians waiting
beyond. Her escort was a collection of Healers and Alchemists. The Warriors and the stronger magicians
of the Guild would be guarding Akkarin, she guessed.

They watched her intently as she stepped out into the middle of the circle. Seeing the suspicion and
disgpprova intheir expressions, she felt her face grow warm. She turned around to see that her two
Warrior guards had completed the circle. Osen stepped through a momentary break in the barrier they
held around her.

"Soneg," hesaid. "Y our guardian is accused of murder and of practicing black magic. Ashisnovice, you
will be questioned about your knowledge of these matters. Do you understand?”

She swadlowed to wet her throat. "Y es, my lord."

He paused. "Dueto the discovery of books on black magic in your room, you will aso be accused of
learning about black magic.”

So she, too, was to be judged.

"l understand,” shereplied.

Osen nodded. He turned to face the gardens beside the University. 'To the Guildhall, then.”

The escort kept pace as Osen led her to the path dongside the University. The grounds were empty and
eerily quiet. Only their footsteps and the occasiond chirrup of abird broke the silence. She thought of the
families of magicians, and the servantsthat populated the grounds. Had they been sent away, in case
Akkarin sought to overtake the Guild?

When the escort had nearly reached the front of the University, Osen suddenly stopped. The magicians
surrounding them exchanged worried looks. Redlizing they were listening to amental communicetion, she
focused her senses.

— ... says hewill not enter until Sonea is here, Lorlen sent.

—What shall we do? Osen asked.

—Wait. We will decide.

Soneafdt her heart lighten alittle. Akkarin was refusing to enter the Guildhal without her. He wanted her
there.

Osen and the escort were tense with anxiety, however, obvioudy fearing what Akkarin might do if Lorlen
refused. They had no idea how strong Akkarin was.

She sobered. Neither do I.

Asthey waited, shetried to estimate his strength. He had taken energy from her and Takan for two
weeks before the fight with the Ichani. Sonea had no idea how strong he had been before then, but the
fight would have diminished his store of magic consderably. He might till be severad timesthe strength of
aGuild magician, but she doubted he was powerful enough to fight the entire Guild.

And me?

She was aware of agreat increasein her strength since she had taken the Ichani woman's energy, but she
could not guess how much more powerful it made her. Not as powerful as Akkarin, she guessed. He had
been winning the fight with the I chani before Sonea had stepped in so the Ichani would have been
weaker. The power Sonea had taken from her couldn't have been as much as he had.

Unless the Ichani had been pretending to be weaker for somereason .. .

—Bring her.

Lorlen did not sound happy. Osen made asmal noise of disgust, then began walking again. The escort
followed. Asthey neared the front of the University, Sonea's heart began to race again, but thistimein
anticipation.

A crowd of magicians milled around the front of the building. They turned to watch as Soneds escort
appeared, then parted as it started up the stairs.

Akkarin stood in the center of the Entrance Hall. Shefdt athrill as she saw him. The corner of hismouth
curled up in afamiliar haf-smile ashe saw her. Shedmost smiled in reply, but schooled her expression
as she saw the tense faces of the magicians surrounding him.



The Entrance Hall was crowded. Akkarin's escort was made up of over fifty magicians, most of them
Wariors. Nearly dl of the Higher Magicians were present, looking nervous and angry. Lord Bakan's
expression was dark.

Lorlen stepped forward to regard Akkarin.

"Y ou may enter together,” he said, hisvoice full of warning, "but you must remain out of each other's
reech.”

Akkarin nodded, then turned and beckoned to her. She blinked in surprise as her escort stepped back to
alow her through.

Murmuring filled the Entrance Hall as she moved into the circle of magicians surrounding Akkarin. She
stopped beside him, but far enough away that they could not have reached out to grasp hands. Akkarin
looked at Lorlen and smiled.

"Now, Adminigtrator, let's seeif we can sort out this misunderstanding.”

He turned and started down the passage to the Guildhall.

Rothen had never fet soill. Thelast day had been one of thelongest in hislife. He had been dreading the
Hearing, yet was aso impatient for it to begin. He needed to hear Akkarin's excuses, and to know what
had drawn Soneainto bresking alaw. He wanted to see Akkarin punished for what he had doneto
Sonea. Y et he a so dreaded the moment Soneals punishment would be announced.

Two long lines of magicians stood aong the length of the Guildhall. Behind them were two lines of
novices, reedy to givether strength if it was needed. A low buzz of voices had filled the room asdl
waited for the Hearing to begin.

"Herethey come," Dannyl murmured.

Two figures entered the hall. One wore black robes, the other the brown of anovice. Akkarin walked as
confidently as he dways had. Sonea ... Rothen felt a pang of sympathy as he saw how she was keeping
her gaze on the floor, her expression fearful and salf-conscious.

The Higher Magiciansfollowed, their expressonswary and grim. When Akkarin and Sonea reached the
end of the hall, they stopped. Rothen was pleased to see that Sonea was keegping her distance from the
High Lord. The Higher Magicians stepped around the pair and formed arow before the tiered seats at
the front of the hdl. The remaining magicians escorting the pair formed alarge circle around the two
accused.

Rothen and Dannyl followed as dl the other magicians and novices moved to the seats on ether side.
When everyone was settled, Lorlen struck asmdl gong.

"All knedl to King Merin, ruler of Kyrdia," heintoned.

Sonealooked up in surprise. She stared at the top row of tiered seats as the King appeared with two
magicians. A dark, vibrant orange cloak of shimmering cloth surrounded his shoulders, with the royad
mullook sewnin gold al over it. An enormous gold halfmoon hung across his chest: the roya pendant.
Asthe entire Guild dropped to one knee, Rothen watched Sonea carefully. She glanced at Akkarin and,
as she saw he was going to knedl too, followed suit. Then she looked up at the King again.

He could guess what she was thinking. Here was the man who ordered the Purge each year, the man
who, two and ahalf years before, had ordered her family and neighborsto be evicted from their homes.
The King surveyed the room, then stared down at Akkarin, his expression unreadable. Hiseyesdid to
Sonea, and she looked down at the floor. Satisfied, he stepped back and sat down in his chair.

After apause, the magicians began to rise again. The Higher Magicians climbed to their places among the
tiered seats at the front. Akkarin continued to knedl until all grew quiet again, then stood.

Lorlen looked around the hall, then nodded. "We have caled this Hearing today to judge Akkarin of
family Delvon, of House Velan, High Lord of the Magicians Guild, and Sonea, hisnovice. Akkarin has
been accused of murdering Lord Jolen of House Saril, and hisfamily and servants, and of seeking
knowledge of, learning, and practicing black magic. Sonea has been accused of seeking knowledge of
black magic.

"These crimes are of the most serious kind. The evidence to support them will be presented for usto
judge. | cal forth thefirst speaker, Lord Balkan, Head of Warrior Skills."

Bakan rose from his seat and descended to the floor. He turned to face the King, and dropped to one



knee.

"I swear that dl | spesk inthis Hearing will be the truth.”

The King remained express onless and made no gesture to acknowledge Balkan's words.

The Warrior straightened and faced the assembled magicians.

"Two nights ago, | heard afaint call from Lord Jolen. It was clear that he wasin sometrouble. When |
could not contact him again, | visited hisfamily home.

"| found Lord Jolen, and his entire household, dead. Every man, woman and child, be they family or
servant had perished. On closer investigation, | found evidence that the murderer had entered through the
window in Lord Jolen'sroom, indicating, perhaps, that Lord Jolen had been thefirst victim.

"I did not search the bodies for the cause of degth, leaving that task to Lady Vinara. When she arrived, |
continued on to the Guard House. When | arrived | found that Captain Barran, the guard investigating the
recent spate of murdersin the city, had just interviewed awitnessto the crime.”

Bakan paused and looked up at Lorlen. "But before | summon Captain Barran, | recommend we hear
what Lady Vinarafound in her investigations.”

Lorlen nodded. "I call forth Lady Vinara, Head of Hedlers."

Lady Vinararose and descended gracefully to the floor. She turned, kndlt to the King and swore the oath
of truth. Then she rose and regarded the audience gravely.

"When | arrived a Lord Jolen'sfamily home | examined the bodies of twenty-ninevictims. All boreafew
scratches and bruises around their necks, and no other injury. They had not been strangled, suffocated or
poisoned. Lord Jolen's body was gtill intact, which was the first Sign that aerted me to the cause of death.
On examination, | found that his body had been completely drained of energy, leaving meto conclude
that Lord Jolen had either expelled dl his strength as he died, or it had been taken from him. Examination
of the other bodies confirmed the | atter cause. All members of the household were drained of energy, and
since none but Lord Jolen could have exhausted themselves ddliberately, | was|eft with one remaining
explanation.” She paused, her ex-

pression grim. "Lord Jolen, hisfamily and the servantswere killed with black magic.”

Thehdl filled with low voices a this revelation. Rothen shuddered. It was too easy to picture Akkarin
dipping into the house, gaking hisvictims and killing them. He looked down at the High Lord. Akkarin
watched Vinarasoberly.

"A closer examination of Lord Jolen's body reveded faint finger marksin blood on the neck,” the Hedler
continued. She glanced at Akkarin. "It also revedled this, il clutched in one hand.”

Vinaralooked to one side and beckoned. A magician approached, carrying abox. She opened it and
lifted up a piece of black cloth.

Gold embroidery glittered in the light. Enough of theinca remained for it to be recognizable asthe High
Lord's. The cresking of wood and rustling of robesfilled the hall as magicians shifted in their seats, and
the buzz of voices grew louder.

Vinaradraped the cloth over the top of the box, then gave both back to her assistant. He moved away to
gtand at the side of the hall. Vinaralooked at Akkarin, who was now frowning, then glanced over her
shoulder to nod to Lorlen.

"| call forth Captain Barran, investigator of the Guard," Lorlen said.

The room quietened again as, from one sSide, aman in guard uniform entered, knelt to the King and
spoke the vow. Rothen estimated the man was in his mid-twenties. The rank of captain was high for a
man of hisyouth, but such positions were occasonaly given to younger men of the Houses, if they
proved to be talented or hardworking.

The Captain cleared histhroat. "Haf an hour before Lord Bakan came to see me, ayoung woman
entered the Guard House claiming to have seen the murderer that has been preying on this city these last
weeks.

" She told me she was returning home from delivering fruit and vegetables to one of the housesin the Inner
Circle. Shewas gtill carrying the empty basket and atoken of admission to the area. While passing the
family home of Lord Jolen, she heard screamsfrom insgde. The screams stopped and she hurried on, but
as she reached the next house she heard a door



open behind her. She hid in adoorway, from which she saw aman emerge from the servants entrance of
Lord Jolen'sfamily home. This man wore black magicians robes, with aninca on the deeve. His hands
were bloodied, and he carried a curved blade, with gemstones set into the handle.”

Exclamations echoed through the hall asthe Guild expressed its horror. Rothen nodded to himself ashe
remembered the knife Sonea had described Akkarin using when she had spied on him so long ago.
Lorlen raised ahand and the noise gradualy subsided.

"Wheat did you do then?"

"I took her name and noted the workplace on her token. At your request, | sought her out the next day .
Her employer told methat she had not returned to work that morning, and gave me her family's address.
Her family were concerned, as she had not returned to her home that night ether.

"| feared that she had been murdered,” Barran continued. "L ater that day we found her body. Like Lord
Jolen, his household, and many of the other murders | have investigated these |ast few weeks, she bore
no wounds except for ashdlow cut.”

He paused, and his eyes strayed to Akkarin, who remained calm and outwardly unmoved.

"Though | was ableto identify her asthe witness, we caled the family to the Guard House to verify. They
told us thiswoman was not their daughter, but confirmed that she was wearing their daughter's clothing.
They were distraught to find that another dead girl we had discovered, naked and apparently strangled,
was ther daughter. Another puzzling discovery wasthat the witnesswas found carrying aknifejust like
the one she had described the murderer carrying. Needlessto say, dl this casts some doubts on the
integrity of thewitness”

The hall echoed with subdued voices. The Captain looked back a Lorlen. "That isal | cantell you for
The Adminigtrator rose. "We will take a break to discuss and examine the evidence. Lady Vinara, Lord
Balkan and Lord Sarrin will convey your viewsto me."

At once the hall began to echo with raised voices as ma

gicians gathered into groups to discuss and speculate. Y ddin turned to face Dannyl and Rothen.

"The knife could have been planted on the witnesswhen she waskilled.”

Dannyl shook his head. "Perhaps, but why would she lie aout who she was? Why was she wearing the
other woman's clothes? Was she paid or bribed to take the other woman's place, without redlizing she
would be killed? But that would mean it was al prearranged.”

"That doesn't make sense. Why would Akkarin arrange for awitnessto identify him?' Y aldin asked.
Dannyl drew in aquick breath. "In case there were other witnesses. If this one's story was disproved,
any otherswould be cast into doubt.”

Y ddin chuckled. "Either that or there's ablack magician out there trying to have Akkarin blamed for his
crimes. Akkarin could be innocent.”

Rothen shook his head.

"Y ou don't agree?' Dannyl asked.

"Akkarin usesblack magic," Rothen told him.

"Y ou don't know that. They found books on black magic in hisrooms," Dannyl pointed out. "That
doesn't provethat he actualy uses it

Rothen frowned. But | know he does. | have proof, I... | just can't tdl anyone. Lorlen asked me to
keep our involvement secret, and Sonea wants me Jo help Lorlen.

At first Rothen had assumed the Administrator was trying to protect them both. He had redlized later that
Lorlen's position in the Guild would be weakened if he revedled that he had known about Akkarin's
crimefor years. If the Guild suspected Lorlen of conspiring with Akkarin, it would lose confidencein
someone it needed to trust.

Unless. .. was Lorlen gill hoping to avoid a confrontation with Akkarin by alowing him to be proven
innocent? Rothen frowned and shook his head. One crime had been proven without a doubt: Akkarin
and Sonea had both been in possession of forbidden books. That aone would have them expelled from
the Guild. Lorlen could not prevent that.

Rothen's ssomach sank. Every time he thought about



Soneabeing expelled, it hurt. After al she had gone through—believing the Guild wanted to kill her,
nearly losing control of her powers, capture, being blackmailed by Fergun, enduring the harassment of
the other novices, bearing the scorn of magicians, becoming Akkarin's hostage, giving up Dorrien's
affection—she would lose everything she had worked so hard for.

He drew in adeep breath and brought his mind back to the question of Lorlen'sintentions. Perhaps
Lorlen hoped that Akkarin would accept expulsion and go. If Akkarin was faced with execution,
however, he might not be so cooperative. And if the threat of execution pushed Akkarin into fighting the
Guild, Soneawould probably help him. She might diein the battle. Perhapsit would be better if the Guild
expeled them.

But if the Guild expdlled Akkarin, it was required to block his powersfirst. Rothen doubted Akkarin
would accept that either. Wasthere any way they could resolve thiswithout it coming to afight?

Rothen was vagudly aware that Dannyl had left to speak to Lord Sarrin. Y adin seemed to have redlized
that Rothen was deep in thought, and had |eft him alone. After several minutes, Lorlen's voice echoed
through the hdl.

"Please return to your seats."

Dannyl regppeared, looking smug. "Have | told you how much | love being an Ambassador?

Rothen nodded. "Many times."

"People listen to me now."

Asmagicianstook their seats, quiet returned to the hall. Lorlen looked down &t the Head of Warriors.

"l cal on Lord Balkan to continue.”

The Warrior straightened. 'Two nights ago, after learning of the murders, Vinaras conclusions, and
examining the evidence and the witness story, it was decided that the High Lord must be questioned. |
soon learned that the residence was empty, but for the High Lord's servant, so | ordered it searched.”
Helooked at Sonea. "Thefirst disturbing discovery we made was of three books on black magicin
Sonea's room. One had small pieces of paper inserted between the pages, with notes written in her own
He paused, and a disapproving murmur followed. Rothen forced himsdlf to look at Sonea. She was
garing at thefloor, her jaw set with determination. He thought of her excuse: " To understand my
enemy.”

"Continuing our search, wefound al doors unlocked but one. It was bound by powerful magic and
appeared to lead to an underground room. The High Lord's servant claimed it was a storeroom and that
he had no accesstoit. Lord Garrel ordered that the servant turn the handle, having guessed that the man
was lying. When the servant refused, Lord Garrel took hold of the man's hand and placed it on the
handle.

"The door opened and we entered alarge room. In it we found a chest containing more books on black
magic, many of them quite old. Some of these books had been copied by the High Lord. One contained
his own records of his experiments and use of black magic. Onthetable..." Balkan stopped asthe cries
of outrage in the hall drowned hiswords.

Dannyl turned to Rothen, hiseyeswide.

"Use of black magic,” he repeated. "Y ou know what that means.”

Rothen nodded. He could bardly breathe. The Guild, by law, must execute Akkarin. Lorlen was not
going to be able to prevent a confrontation now.

And | have nothing to lose by trying to prevent Sonea from being expelled.

From where he stood, Lorlen could see heads shaking and arms moving in rapid, expressive gestures.
Some magicianswere still and sillent, obvioudy stunned by thisrevelation.

Akkarin sood camly, watching it al.

Lorlen considered how the Hearing had gone so far. As held expected, Captain Barran's news had
caused the magicians to question the evidence, and the possibility that Akkarin was the murderer. Some
had asked why the High Lord would walk boldly out into the street after committing a crime. Others had
proposed that Akkarin had deliberately arranged for awitness to come forward and then be discredited
S0 that any other witnesses might be dismissed, too.



This could not be proven, however. More than one magician had noted the cleanly cut edges of the scrap
of cloth. Surely Akkarin would have noticed if Jolen had cut away part of hisrobes. He would not leave
such adamning piece of evidence behind.

Lorlen was sure Akkarin would not have been found guilty of murder if the books on black magic had
not been discovered. But now that the Guild knew of Akkarin's secret, it would believe him capable of
anything. The murder charge wasirrelevant. If the Guild followed its law, it would vote for his execution.
Lorlen drummed hisfingers on the arm of his chair. There were tantalizing references to agroup of
magicians who used black magic in Akkarin's notebooks. Lord Sarrin was worried about the possibility
that such agroup still existed. Akkarin had said there were good reasons for what he did.

Now, a lagt, Lorlen could findly ask what it was.

Standing up, heraised hishandsfor slence. The clamor died away surprisingly quickly. The magicians
were eager to hear Akkarin questioned, L orlen guessed.

"Does anyone have further evidence to offer this Hearing?'

A moment of silence followed, then somewhere to the right came avoice.

"l have, Adminigrator."

Rothen's voice was calm and clear. All facesin the hall turned toward the Alchemist. Lorlen stared at him
indismay.

"Lord Rothen," he forced himself to say. ""Please come down to the floor."

Rothen descended to stand next to Balkan. He glanced at Akkarin, and the anger was clear in hisface.
Following his gaze, Lorlen saw that Akkarin waslooking up a him. He dipped his hand in his pocket and
felt the smoothness of thering.

—1 asked himto stay silent, Lorlen sad.

—Perhaps you didn 't ask nicely enough.

Rothen dropped to one knee and swore the oath of truth. Standing up again, he looked at the Higher
Magicians.

"Soneatold methat the High Lord practiced black magic over two years ago.”

Thehal filled with whispers and murmuring. " She had witnessed him taking power from his servant.
Though she did not understand what she had seen, | did. | ..." Helooked down. "I had heard much about
the High Lord's strength and feared what he might do if chalenged by the Guild. | hesitated to spesk out.
Before | could decide what to do, the High Lord learned that we had discovered his secret. He claimed
Sonea's guardianship, and since then she has been his hostage, ensuring that | would not reved his
aime”

Asexclamations of anger and outragefilled the hdl, Lorlen sghed with relief. Rothen had conceded
Lorlen'spart init, and had risked nothing by mentioning his own. Then he saw why Rothen had spoken
out. By revealing that Sonea had been Akkarin'svictim, he might have given her ahope of reprieve.
Looking around the hall, Lorlen read shock and concern in the magicians faces. He noted that Dannyl
was garing at Rothen in open-mouthed amazement. He a so noted that the novices now gazed & her in
sympathy and even admiration. For along time they had thought her unjustly favored by the High Lord.
Instead she had been his prisoner.

Is she now? Lorlen wondered.

—No.

Lorlen looked from Akkarin to Sonea. He recalled the way she had obeyed Akkarin's every word when
they were arrested in the underground room! He remembered her expression as she had joined Akkarin
inthe Entrance Hall. Something had changed her opinion of Akkarin. Hefet astab of impatience.
Lorlen raised his hand again. The magicians quietened reluctantly. He looked at Rothen.

"Do you have anything moreto tell us, Lord Rothen?"

"No, Adminigrator.”

Lorlenlooked up at the hdl. "Has anyone any further evidence to offer thisHearing?' When no answer
came he looked down at Akkarin.

"Akkarin of House Vdan, will you answer our questions truthfully?*

The corner of Akkarin's mouth twitched. "I will."



"Then swear it."

Akkarin looked up above Lorlen's head, then dropped to one knee.

"l swear that al | spesk in thisHearing will bethe truth.”

The Guildhall was utterly slent. As Akkarin roseto hisfeet, Lorlen turned his atention to Sonea.
"Sonea, will you answer our questionstruthfully?”

Her eyeswidened. "'l will."

She dropped to one knee and spoke the oath. When she had risen to her feet again, Lorlen considered
all the questions he wanted to ask. Begin with the accusations, he decided.

"Akkarin," heturned to face hisformer friend. "Did you kill Lord Jolen?!

"No."

"Have you studied and practiced black magic?’

"Yes"

A murmur rosein the hal and quickly subsided.

"How long have you been studying and practicing black magic?’

The dightest frown passed over Akkarin'sface.

"Thefirst time. .. waseght years ago, before | returned to the Guild."

A momentary silence followed that revelation, and then the hall filled with the buzz of speculation.

"Did you teach yoursdlf, or did another teach you?'

"I learned from another magician.”

"Who wasthismagician?'

"l did not learn hisname. | know only that he was Sachakan."

"So0 he was not of the Guild."

"No."

Sachakan? Lorlen swallowed as foreboding began to grow in the pit of his ssomach.

"Explain to us how you cameto learn black magic from a Sachakan magician.”

Akkarin smiled. "I waswondering if you would ever get around to asking."

17

TheTerrible Truth

Sonea closed her eyes as Akkarin began his story. He spoke briefly of his quest to find ancient magical
knowledge, and how what he had unearthed led him to enter Sachaka. There was a self-mocking tone to
hisvoice, asif hethought that young man he had been was afool.

Then he described his encounter with the Ichani, Dakova. Though she had heard him recount this before,
she had been too caught up in what he wastelling her to notice the dight hint of remembered dismay and
horror in hisvoice. Then bitterness crept in as he related the years he had been adave, and the crue
ways of the [chani.

Sheredized he had probably never told anyone about that timein hislife until the day he had related the
story to her beside the spring. He had hidden that part of hislifefor years, and not just because it
revealed that he had learned and used black magic. It pained and humiliated him to

recount what he had seen and endured.

Opening her eyes, she Amost expected to see some of that painin hisface, but though his expression
was serious, no emotion showed.

Tothemagiciansin the hdl, he gppeared to be cadm and in control. They probably didn't notice the
tenson in hisvoice. Nether would she have afew months ago. Somehow she had grown so familiar with
his manner that she could see alittle of what lay underneeth.

She heard regret in his voice as he told of the Ichani who had offered to teach him black magic so he
might murder his master. He explained that he did not expect to survive; thet, even if he managed to kill
Dakova, the Ichani's brother, Kariko, would hunt him down in revenge. He spoke of killing the other
daves, and then Dakova, with cold smplicity. Then he described hislong journey homein afew short
sentences.

His voice softened allittle as he spoke of hisrdief at reaching the Guild, and how he had only wanted to
forget Sachaka and black magic. He told how he had accepted the role of High Lord to keep himself



busy, and so he could more easily keep an eye on the Ichani. He paused then, and the hall was utterly
Slent.

"Two years after my election | heard rumors of strange, ritual murdersin the city,” he said. "The Guard
sad the victims were marked in a certain way to indicate that they had been punished by the Thieves. |
knew better.

"| followed the cases closdaly, and disguised mysdlf so | could enter the dums, where the murders had
taken place, to question and listen. When | found the murderer, he was exactly what | had suspected: a
Sachakan black magician.

"Fortunately, he was weak and easily subdued. From hismind | read that he was adave, freed and
taught black magic in exchange for undertaking a dangerous misson. Kariko had sent him to gauge the
strength of the Guild and, if the opportunity arose, nate me.

"Dakovahad told Kariko much of what he had learned from me, including that the Guild had banned
black magic and was much weaker than it had once been. But Kariko dared not attack the Guild alone.
He needed to convince othersto join him. If he could prove that the Guild was as weak as his brother
had claimed, he would easily find alies among the Ichani.”

Akkarin looked up. Following his gaze, Sonea saw he waslooking at the King. The monarch watched
Akkarin intently. Soneafelt a spark of hope. Evenif the King did not completely believe Akkarin's story,
surely hewould fed it prudent to check. He might dlow Akkarin to live and stay at the Guild until...

The King's gaze suddenly shifted to hers. Shefound her

sdf garing into apair of unwavering green eyes. Swalowing hard, she forced hersdf to hold that gaze. It
istrue, shethought a him. Believe him.

"What did you do with thisdave you found in the city?" Lorlen asked.

Sonealooked back down at the Administrator, then at Akkarin.

"l could not st him free to continue preying upon the people of Imardin," Akkarin said. "Nor could |
bring him to the Guild. He would relay everything he saw, including our weaknesses, to Kariko. | had no
choicebut to kill him."

Lorlen's eyebrows rose. Before he could ask further questions, Akkarin continued, histone dark with
warning.

"Inthelast five years| have tracked down and killed nine of these spies. Through them | have seen
Kariko's attempts a uniting the Ichani fail twice. Thistime, | fear, he will succeed.” Akkarin's eyes
narrowed. "The last spy he sent was no dave. She was I chani, and had no doubt read Lord Jolen'smind
and learned d| that | hoped to prevent the Sachakans from discovering. If she had made Jolen's death
look naturd, and left hisfamily and servants aive, none of uswould have thought to questionit, | might
not have redlized the Ichani knew the truth about the Guild. Instead, by trying to make it look asthough |
killed him she hasforced meto reved the existence of the Ichani to you." He shook hishead. "I only wish
that wasto your advantage.”

"So you believe this Ichani woman murdered Lord Jolen?”

"y es"

"And these spies are the reason why you started practicing black magic again?"

"y es"

"Why didn't you tell usof thisfive yearsago?'

"Thethreat was not greet then. | hoped that, by killing off the spies, | might eventually convince the other
Ichani that the Guild was not as weak as Kariko clamed. Or Kariko might eventualy give up trying to
gain their support. Or one of the Ichani might kill him; he did not have his brother's protection any more.”
"Y et you should have et usdecidethat.”

"It wastoo grest arisk,” Akkarin replied. "If | was publicly accused of using black magic, the Ichani
would learn of it and know Kariko wasright. If | managed to convince you of the truth, you might decide
that learning black magic yoursaves was the only way to protect Kyrdia. | would not have that on my
conscience.”

The Higher Magicians exchanged glances. Lorlen looked thoughtful.

"Y ou have used black magic to strengthen yoursdlf, so that you could fight these spies, and this | chani



woman," hesaid dowly.

"Yes" Akkarin nodded. "Buit it was strength given willingly, by my servant and lately by Sonea."

Sonea heard indrawn bregths. ™Y ou used black magic on Sonea?"' Lady Vinaragasped.

"No." Akkarin smiled. "There was no need. Sheisamagician, and can give her strength to another in
more conventiona ways."

Lorlen frowned and glanced a Sonea. "How much did Sonea know of dl this before today?

"All," Akkarin replied. "She had, as Lord Rothen pointed out, accidentaly discovered more than she
should have, and | had to take steps to ensure she and her former guardian remained silent. | recently
decided to alow her to know thetruth.”

"Why?"

"| redlized that someone should know of the Ichani threet other than mysdif.”

Lorlen's eyes narrowed. " So you chose a novice? Not a magician, or one of the Higher Magicians?’
"Yes. Sheisgrong, and her knowledge of the dums has proved useful.”

"How did you convince her?

"| took her to see one of the spies, then taught her to read his mind. She saw more than enough there to
know that what | told her of my own experiencesin Sachakawastrue.”

Murmuring filled the hal astheimplications of that sank in. The eyes of the Higher Magiciansturned to
Sonea. She fdt her face warming and looked away.

"Y ou told methat you couldn't teach another that kill," Lorlen said quietly. "You lied."

"No, | didn't lie." Akkarin smiled. "I couldn't teach another, at the time, or you would have redized it had
been taught to me, and asked where | had learned it."

Lorlen frowned. "What € se have you taught Sonea?'

At the question, Soneafelt her blood turntoice.

Akkarin hesitated. "I have given her certain books to read, so that she might better understand our
"The books from the chest? Where did you get them?"

"| found them in the passages under the University. They were placed there by the Guild after black
magic was banned, in case such knowledge was needed again. I'm sure you have read enough of themto
know thisistrue."

Lorlen glanced back at Lord Sarrin.

The old Alchemist nodded. "It istrue, according to the records | found in the chest. | have studied them
carefully and they do appear to be genuine. They relate how, before the Guild banned black magic five
centuries ago, its use was common. Magicians kept apprentices, who gave them power in exchange for
knowledge. One of these apprentices killed his master and massacred thousands in an attempt to rule the
land for himsdlf. After he died, the Guild banned black magic.”

The hdl filled with murmuring voices that quickly roseinto aclamor. Listening carefully, Sonea heard
snatches of conversation.

"How areweto know if any of hisstory istrue?"

"Why haven't we heard of these |chani?"

Lorlen lifted both arms and called for quiet. The noise subsided.

"Do the Higher Magicians have any questionsfor Akkarin?'

"Yes" Bakan rumbled. "How many of these outcast magicians are there?'

"Somewhere between ten and twenty," Akkarin replied. A scattering of laughter followed. "Every day
they take power from their daves, who have strong magica potentia equal to any of us. Imagine ablack
magician withten daves. If he

took power from half of them every few days, he would be hundreds of times stronger than a Guild
magician within weeks"

Silencefollowed hiswords.

"Y et, that power diminishesasit isused,” Bakan said. "After battle, ablack magician isweaker."
"Yes" Akkarin answvered.

Bakan looked thoughtful. "A smart attacker would kill the davesfire.”



"Why haven't we heard of these Ichani before?' Administrator Kito's voice echoed through the hall.
"Merchantstrave into Sachakaevery year. They have occasionally reported meeting magiciansin
Arvice, but not black magicians.”

"The Ichani are outcasts. They livein the wastes and are not spoken of publicly in Arvice," Akkarin
replied. "The court of Arviceisadangerous politica battlefield. Sachakan magicians do not allow others
to know the limits of their skillsand power. They are not going to alow Kyraian merchants and
ambassadors to discover what they keep from their own countrymen.”

"Why do these Ichani want to invade Kyralia?' Balkan asked.

Akkarin shrugged. "Many reasons. The main one, | suspect, isto escape the wastes and regain Satus
and power in Arvice, but | know some desire to take revenge for the Sachakan War."

Balkan frowned. "An expedition to Arvice would confirm the truth of this"

" Anyone recogni zable as a Guild magician will bekilled if they gpproached the Ichani,” Akkarin warned.
"And|

suspect few in Arvice would be aware of Kariko's ambitions.” "How ese will we confirm the truth?*
Vinarasaid. "Will you submit to atruth-read?"' "No."

"That hardly inspires usto-trust you." "The reader may learn the secret of black magic from my mind,”
Akkarin added. "l will not risk that."

Vinaras eyes narrowed. She looked at Sonea. "' Perhaps Sonea then?”

"No."

" She haslearned black magic, too?!

"No," hereplied, "but | have trusted her with information that should not be shared, unlessin the greastest
Soned's heart was pounding. She looked at the floor. He had lied about her.

"Is Rothen's story true?' Vinara asked.

"ltis"

"Y ou admit to claming her guardianship merely to force Rothen and Soneato remain sllent?’

"No, | dso claimed Sonea's guardianship because she has great potential. A potentia that was being
shamefully neglected. I've found her to be nothing less than honest, hardworking and exceptionally
gifted.”

Sonealooked up a himin surprise. Shefelt asudden mad urge to grin, but managed to contral it.

Then she went cold as she suddenly understood what he was doing.

He was convincing them to keep her within the Guild by telling them she had skillsand information thet
they might need. Eveniif they didn't believe him, they might take pity on her. She had been his hostage.
She had been deceived into hel ping him. The Guild might even pardon her. She had, after al, only read a
few books, and then only at the

indigation of Akkarin.

She frowned. This made Akkarin look worse, however. And he was encouraging them to see things that
way. Since she had first learned of the Ichani, she had nursed the hope that the Guild, if it learned the
truth, would pardon him. But now she wondered if Akkarin had ever considered that a possibility.

If hewasn't hoping to be pardoned, what was he planning? Surely he didn't mean to let them execute
him?

No, if it cameto that, he would fight hisway out and escape. Would he makeit?

She consdered, again, how much of his power the fight with the Ichani woman must have used. Her
heart began to race as she redlized he could easily be too weak to escape the Guild.

Unless shegave him dl her strength, including that which she had taken from the Ichani woman.

All she had to do was touch him and send him the power. The warriors surrounding them would try to
stop her. Shewould haveto fight them.

When they did, however, they would redlize that she was using more power than she ought to possess.
And then they would not be at al inclined to pardon her.

So the only way she could save Akkarin wasto revea her own use of black magic.



Shelooked up to find Lorlen regarding her intently.

"Yes, Adminigrator.”

His eyes narrowed.

"Did Akkarin teach you how to read an unwilling mind?"

"Yes"

"And you are sure what you saw in the spy's mind was true?"

"l amsure”

"Where were you on the night Lord Jolen died?’

"l waswith the High Lord."

Lorlen frowned. "What were you doing?'

Sonea hesitated. Now wasthe timeto reveal hersdalf. But Akkarin might have areason for wanting her
not to.

He wants someone who knows the truth to remain in the Guild.

What use will | be, though, with him dead? Better that we escape together. If the Guild needs our
help, they can contact us through Lorlen's blood ring.

"Soneg?'

Onething | amsureof. | can't let them kill Akkarin.

Taking adeep bregth, shelifted her eyesto meet Lorlen's.

"He was teaching me black magic.”

Gasps and exclamationsfilled the hdl. In the edge of her vison she saw Akkarin turn to stare at her, but
she kept her eyes on Lorlen. Her heart was pounding, and shefelt sick, but she forced hersdf to
continue. "l asked him to teach me. Herefused at firdt. It was only after he had been injured by the Ichani
sy that 1—"

"Y ou learned black magic willingly?" Vinaraexclamed.

Soneanodded. "Y es, my lady. When the High Lord wasinjured, | redlized there would be nobody with
the ability to continuefighting if he died.”

Lorlen glanced at Akkarin. "Now therewon't be."

Hiswords sent achill down her spine. Clearly Lorlen had understood what Akkarin had been trying to
do. Knowing that she had been right in her suspicions gave her only abitter satisfection.

Looking a Akkarin, she was shocked to see the anger in hisface. She quickly looked away. | said |
would do as he instructed. Shefelt doubts beginning to gather. Was | wrong? Did | just ruin some
plan | wasn't clever enough to see?

But surely Akkarin had redlized she would understand that he was sacrificing himself so that she could
remain in the Guild. He must have consdered that she might refuse to abandon him.

Heart till pounding, she forced herself to look at Lorlen.

"Did Akkarinkill Lord Jolen?"

"No."

"Did hekill the witness?'

Her somach fluttered at the question. "1 don't know. | haven't seen thiswitness, so | couldn't tell you. |
can say thet | have never seen him kill awoman.”

Lorlen nodded and looked up at the Higher Magicians. "Any further questions?”

"Yes" Bakan said. "When we arrived at Akkarin's resdence, neither you nor Akkarin were there. You
arrived together later. Where did you go?"

"Wewent into thecity.”

"Why?"

"To deal with another spy."

"Did Akkarin kill this spy?"

"No."

Bakan frowned at her but remained silent. Lorlen looked at the Higher Magicians, then turned to regard
therest of thehall.



"Does anyone have any more questions?’

Silence answered him. Sonea breathed asigh of relief. Lorlen nodded.
"Wewill now discuss what we have—"
"Walt!"

Lorlenturned to thefront. "Yes, Lord Bakan."
"One more question. For Sonea.”

She forced hersdlf to meet Bakan's gaze.
"Did you kill thislchaeni woman?'

Cold swept over her. Shelooked at Akkarin. He was staring at the floor, his expression hard and
resgned.
What difference would it make to tell them? shethought. Only to show that | believe what he says
isthe truth. Shelifted her chin and stared back a Balkan.
"Yes"
The hdl filled with exclamations. Balkan sighed and rubbed histemples.
"| told you not to let them stand together," he muttered.

18
The Guild's Judgment
Assoon asLorlen caled for another bresk for discussion, Dannyl hurried to Rothen's sde. He had seen
hisfriend react to Sonea's admission asif he had been struck aphysical blow. Now Rothen stood staring
at thefloor.

Dannyl reached hisfriend and put ahand on his shoulder.
"Y ou two never stop surprising me," Dannyl said gently. "Why didn't you tell me the redl reason you lost
Soned's guardianship?'

Rothen shook hishead. "I couldn't. He might have ... well, | guess he has now." He looked at Sonea,
then sighed. "Thisismy fault. | convinced her to join the Guild in thefirgt place.”
"No, it isn't. Y ou couldn't possibly know thiswould happen.”
"No, but I made her question her beliefswhen shefirst came here. | taught her to look beyond them, so
shewould accept her place among us. She probably did the samefor ... for . . ."
"What if dl thisistrue? Then she had good reasons for what she did.”

Rothen looked up, his expression bleak. "Does it matter? She just ensured her own execution.”
Surveying the room, Dannyl noted the expressions of the Higher Magicians, then the King. They looked
wary and anxious. Then helooked at Sonea and Akkarin. Sonea stood straight and determined, though
how much of that was forced he couldn't guess. The High Lord's expression
was ... controlled. Looking closer, Dannyl read anger in the set of Akkarin's jaw.

He hadn't intended for Sonea to reveal so much, Dannyl mused.

But, despite this, he and Sonea now stood closer together. A few steps, and they would be side by side.
Dannyl nodded to himsdif.
"I don't know if she has, Rothen."
Oncethe Higher Magicians had returned to their seets, they began to relate what the members of their
disciplines had expressed. Lorlen listened closdly.
"Many find hisstory hard to believe," Vinarasaid, "but some have pointed out that, if he was seeking to
justify his actionswith afabricated story, surely he would come up with something more convincing than
this"
"My Warriorsdso find it disturbing,” Balkan added. "They say we cannot ignore the possibility that he
speaks the truth, and we face athreat of attack from Sachaka We must investigate further.”
Sarrin nodded. "Y es, my people agree. Many have asked if there isinformation in the books we might
useto defend oursalves, should an attack come. | fear thereis not. If Akkarin istelling the truth, we may
need him."
"I, too, would like to question Akkarin further,” Balkan said. "I would normally ask that he be detained
until hisclam isproven.”
"We cannot imprison him effectively,” Vinarareminded him.



"No." Bakan pursed hislips, then looked up at Lorlen. "Do you think he would cooperate?!

Lorlen shrugged. "He has up till now."

"That doesn't mean hewill continueto,” Vinarasaid. "For al we know, we could be doing everything he
intended usto do. He might become very unhelpful if we took a different path.”

Sarrin frowned. "'If he wanted to take control of us by force, he would have attempted it aready."

"That clearly isn't what he wants," Balkan agreed. "Though thiswhole story of Sachakan magicians might
be meant to confuse and delay us.”

"Deay usfor what?' Sarrin asked. Bakan's shoulderslifted. "1 have no idea" "But we cannot et him go,"
Vinara, sad firmly. "Akkarin has fredly admitted to practicing black magic. Whether he committed the
murders or not, we cannot show any tolerance for someone of his standing breaking one of our most
serious laws. Akkarin must be seen to be punished.”

"The gppropriate punishment is execution,” Sarrin reminded her. "Would you continue cooperating if you
knew that was to be your punishment?'

"No doubt he would object to ustrying to bind his powers, too." Vinarasighed. "How strong is he,
Bakan?'

The Warrior consdered. "That depends. Is hetelling the truth? He said ablack magician with ten daves
could grow to the strength of hundreds of Guild magiciansin amatter of weeks. He has been back eight
years, though he clams he did not begin using it again until five years ago. Fiveyearsisalong timeto be
grengthening onesdlf, even if it was only from one servant—until recently.”

"He has fought nine daves during that time," Sarrin added. "That would weaken him, too."

Bakan nodded. "He might not be as strong aswe fear. If heisn't telling the truth, however, the Stuation
may befar worse. He may have been strengthening himself for longer. He may have been killing peoplein
the city. And then there's Lord Jolen and his household." Bakan sighed. "Eveniif | could be sure of his
honesty and strength, there is another factor that makesit impossible to predict what will happen if we
tried to use force.

"What isthat?' Vinaraasked.

Bakan turned to the left. "L ook at Soneaclosdly. Do you senseit?”

They turned to stare at the novice.

"Power," Sarrin said.

"Yes" Bakan said. "A great ded of it. She hasn't yet learned to hide it as he does." He paused. "She said
he was teaching her black magic two nights ago. | don't know how long thistraining ought to take, but he
clamshelearned the gist of it in onelesson. Sonea didn't have this aura of

strength when she was practicing in the Arenaaweek ago. I'm sure | would have sensed it if she had. |
think thiswoman she admitsto killing was the source of her sudden increase in strength. Sonea could not
have become so powerful in one night by killing any ordinary woman."

They turned to regard the novice in thoughtful silence.

"Why did Akkarin attempt to hide Sonea'sinvolvement?' Sarrin wondered aloud.

"And why did she decideto reved it?' Vinara added.

"Perhaps he wanted to ensure someone with the ability to fight the Sachakans remained dive," Sarrin
said. Hefrowned. "That does suggest that the books, aone, are not enough.”

"Perhaps he just wanted to protect her,” Vinarasaid.

"Lord Bakan," anew voice spoke.

The Warrior looked up in surprise. "Yes, Your Mgesty?'

All heads turned to face the King. He was leaning over the back of the empty High Lord's chair, his
green eyes bright and piercing.

"Do you believethe Guild is cgpable of driving Akkarin out of the Allied Lands?'

Bakan hesitated. "1 honestly don't know, Y our Magesty. Even if we managed it, it would exhaust most of
our magicians. Should these Sachakan magicians exist, they may seeit asthe perfect opportunity to
invade."

The young King absorbed this.

"Adminigrator Lorlen, do you believe hewill comply if heiscommanded to leave the Allied Lands?'



Lorlen blinked in surprise. "Do you mean . . . exile?"

"y es"

The Higher Magicianslooked at each other thoughtfully.

"The nearest non-dlied land is Sachaka," Bakan pointed out. "If hisstory istrue. .."

Lorlen frowned, then dipped his handsin his pockets. Hisfingerstouched thering.

—Akkarin?

—Yes?

—Will you accept exile?

—Instead of fighting my way out of here? Lorlen caught afaint amusement. | was hoping for better.
Slencefollowed.

—Akkarin ? You know where they 'll send you.

—Yes.

—Should | try to convince them to take you somewhere else?

—No. They would have to take me far from Kyralia. The Guild needs the magicians it would send
as my escort to remain here and defend Kyralia if the Ichani invade.

Hefél slent again. Lorlen glanced at the other magicians. They were watching him expectantly.
—Akkarin? The King is waiting for an answer.

—Very well. Seeif you can talk them into keeping Sonea here.

—I'll seewhat | can do.

"l guesswe can only try to convince him to leave peacefully,” Lorlen said. "The dternative, if youwish to
avoid a confrontation, isto alow him to stay here asa prisoner.”

The King nodded. "To imprison aman you cannot control isfoolish, and he must be seen to be punished,
asLady Vinarasaid. Thisthreat from Sachaka must be investigated and confirmed, however. If heis
proven right, and trustworthy, we may find and consult with him."

Bakan frowned. "I would like to question Akkarin further.”

"Y ou can do so on the way to the border." The King's eyes were hard.

The others exchanged worried glances, but none protested.

"May | speak, Your Mgesty?'

All turned to see Rothen standing at the base of the dtairs.

"Youmay," theKing replied.

"Thank you." Rothen bowed his head for amoment, then looked at each of the Higher Magicians.

"| ask that you consider Sonea's youth and impressionability when you judge her. She had been his
prisoner for sometime. | do not know how he persuaded her to join him. Sheis stubborn and
good-hearted, but when | persuaded her to join the Guild, | encouraged her to question her distrust of
magicians. Now, perhaps, that has led her to discard her distrust of Akkarin." He smiled faintly. "I think
once she has redlized she has been deceived she will punish hersdf better than any of us could.”

Lorlen looked up at the King. He was nodding.

"I will consider your words, Lord. .. 7'

"Rothen.”

"Thank you, Lord Rothen.”

Rothen dropped to one knee, then rose and moved away. The ruler watched him go, then drummed his
fingers on the back of the High Lord's chair.

"How do you think the High Lord's novice will react when her guardian is exiled?"

Soneastood in utter Silence.

The Warriors surrounding her and Akkarin had enclosed them in abarrier that blocked dl noisein the
hall. She had watched as magicians had gathered to debate. After along bresk, the Higher Magicians
had returned to their seats and began an intense discussion.

Akkarin shifted a step closer, but didn't look at her.

"Y ou chose an inopportune time for disobedience, Sonea."

Shewinced a the anger in hisvoice. "Did you redly think I'd et them execute you?'

There was along pause before he replied.



"I need you to remain here and continue the fight."

"How can | do that with the Guild watching my every move?'

"Little opportunity is better than none. If nothing else, they would have you to cal on asalast resort.”

"If they had me, they would never have considered alowing you to live," sheretorted. "1 won't et them
use me asan excusetokill you."

He began to turn toward her, then stopped as sound abruptly returned. Lorlen stood up and struck a
gong.

"It istimeto judge whether Akkarin of family Delvon, of House Velan, High Lord of the Magicians
Guild, and Sonea, hisnovice, are guilty of the crimes of which they have been accused.”

Heheld out ahand. A globe light appeared aboveit, then floated up to the celling. The other Higher
Magicians followed suit, then hundreds more globe lights floated up from the rest of the magicians, and
the Guildhall wasfilled with brightness.

"Do you judge that Akkarin of family Delvon, of House Velan, is undoubtedly guilty of the murder of
Lord Jolen, hisfamily and servants?'

Severd of the globes dowly turned red, but most

remained white. The Higher Magicians stared up for along time, and Sonearedlized they were counting
the globes. When they looked down again at Lorlen each shook their head once.

"The mgority choose the negative," Lorlen declared. "Do you judge that Akkarin of family Delvon, of
House Vean, isqguilty of seeking knowledge of, learning, practicing and, in addition to earlier accusations,
killing with black magic?'

At oncedl of the globesturned red. Lorlen did not wait for the Higher Magicians to count the globes.
"The mgority choosethe affirmative," Lorlen cdled. "Do you judge that Sones, the High Lord's novice, is
guilty of seeking knowledge of and, in addition to this earlier accusation, learning, practicing and killing
with black magic?'

The globe lights remained red. Lorlen nodded dowly.

"The mgority choose the affirmative. The punishment for this crime as set down by law is execution. We,
the Higher Magicians, have debated the appropriateness of this pendty inlight of the reasons given for
the crime, if they betrue. We would prefer to delay judgment until the vaidity of thesereasonsis
established, but due to the nature of the crime, fed immediate action must be taken." He paused. "We
have chosen exile as Akkarin's punishment.™

The hal filled with muttering as this was considered. Sonea heard afew weak protests, but no magician
raised hisor her voiceto argue.

"Akkarin of family Delvon, of House Ve an, you are no longer welcomein the Allied Lands. Y ou will be
escorted to the nearest non-dlied country. Do you accept this judgment?”

Akkarin looked up at the King, then dropped to one knee.

"If theKing willsit."

Theruler's eyebrows rose.

"l do," he said.

“Then | will go."

The hall was slent as Akkarin roseto hisfeet again.

Lorlen'ssigh of rdlief was audible. He turned to regard Sonea.

"Sonea. We, the Higher Magicians, have decided to offer you a second chance. Y ou will remain here
with us under these conditions: you must vow to never use black magic again, you will not be dlowed to
leave the Guild grounds from this day, and you will never be alowed to teach others. Do you accept this
judgment?’



Soneastared at Lorlenin disbelief. The Guild had exiled Akkarin yet forgiven her, even though they had
both committed the same crime.

But it wasn't the same. Akkarin was their leader and his crime seemed worse because he was supposed
to represent the Guild's vaues. She was just an impressionable young woman. Thedum girl. Easly
corrupted. They believed she had been led astray, and that Akkarin had embraced black magic willingly.
In truth she had chosen to learn it, and he had been forced to.

So they would alow her to stay in the temporary safety and the comfort of the Guild, while Akkarin was
sent out of the Allied Lands to the nearest non-allied country, which was. . . She caught her bregth.
Sachaka

Suddenly she could not breathe. They were going to send him into the hands of hisenemies. They must
know that if his story was true he would die.

But this way, they won't have to risk a battle they might lose.

"Soneg,”" Lorlen repeated. "Do you accept thisjudgment?!

"No."

She was surprised by the anger in her voice. Lorlen stared at her in dismay, then looked at Akkarin.
"Stay." Akkarin told her. "Thereisno sensein us both going.”

Not if we 're going to Sachaka, shethought. But perhaps, together, we might survive. She could
help him strengthen himsdlf. Alone, he would only grow weaker. She clung to this small hope and turned
tofacehim.

"I made Takan apromiseto take care of you. | intend to keep it."

His eyes narrowed. " Sonea—"

"Don't tell mel'll getintheway,” she said under her breath, conscious of the many witnesses. "That didn't
stop me before, and it won't now. | know where they're sending you. I'm coming with you, whether you
likeit or not." Turning to the front, sheraised her voice so dl could hear.

"If you send High Lord Akkarin into exile, you must send metoo. Then, when you come to your senses,
he might till be dive and ableto help you."

The hall was silent. Lorlen stared at her, then looked up at the Higher Magicians. Sonea could see defeat
and frugtration in their faces.

"No, Soneal Stay here."

Soneafdt her ssomach turn over at the voice. She forced hersalf to look across the room at Rothen.
"I'm sorry, Rothen,”" shesaid, "but | will not stay.”

Lorlen took a deep breath. "Sones, | can give you only one more chance. Do you accept thisjudgment?”
"No."

"Then let it be known throughout the Allied Landsthat Akkarin of family Delvon, House Vean, formerly
High Lord of the Magicians Guild, and Sonea, formerly the High Lord's novice, have been exiled for the
crimesof learning, practicing and killing with black magic.”

Heturned to Lord Balkan and said something in avoice too quiet to hear. Then he descended from his
Sedt, sStrode into the circle of Warriors and stopped a step away from Akkarin. Reaching out, he grasped
the black robe in both hands. Sonea heard the materia rip.

"| cast you out, Akkarin. Do not enter my lands again.”

Akkarin stared at Lorlen, but did not speak. The Administrator turned away and approached Sonea. He
met her eyesfor amoment, then looked down, took hold of her deeve and ripped it.

"| cast you out, Sonea. Do not enter my lands again.”

Turning on his hed, he strode away. Sonealooked down at therip in her deeve. It wassmdl, only a
finger-length long. A smdl gesture, but sofindl.

The Higher Magiciansrose to their feet and began to descend from thetiers of seats. Soneds heart sank
asLord

Balkan stepped into the circle and approached Akkarin. As he tore the black robes and spoke the ritual
words, the rest of the Higher Magicians formed aline behind him, and she redlized they were waiting their
turn.

As Balkan approached she forced herself to watch as the Warrior tore her robe and spoke the ritual



words. It took al her determination, but she managed to meet his gaze, and then those of each of the
magicianswho followed.

When the Higher Magicians had al performed theritua, Soneasighed with relief. Therest of the Guild
rose from their seats. Instead of walking out of the Guildhall doors, they began to approach Akkarin one
by one.

It looked asif shewould have to endure this ceremony of rejection many, many more times.
Theredization unsettled her. 1t took al her will to face them. She kept <till as magicians who had taught
her stopped to tear her robes, their expressions disapproving or disappointed. Lady Tyasritua words
were barely audible, and she quickly hurried away. Lord Yikmo gazed a her searchingly, then shook his
head sadly. At last there were only afew magicians left. She looked up asthey entered the circle, and felt
her somach twist.

Rothen and Dannyl.

Her former guardian approached Akkarin dowly. He stared at Akkarin, his eyes burning with anger, then
Akkarin'slips moved. She could not quite hear what he said, but the firein Rothen's eyes died. Rothen
murmured areply and Akkarin nodded once. Frowning, Rothen reached forward to tear Akkarin's robe.
He spoke the ritual words, then kept his eyes on the floor as he took the few short stepsto her.

She ft her throat congtrict. Rothen's face looked haggard and deeply lined. He looked up at her and his
pale blue eyes shimmered as tears gathered in them.

"Why, Sonea?' he whispered hoarsdly.

Shefelt moisture spring into her eyes. She closed them tightly and swallowed hard.

"They send him to hisdeath.”

"And you?'

"Two may survive where one would fail. The Guild hasto find out the truth for itsdf. When it does, well
return.”

He drew in adeep breath, then stepped forward and embraced her.

‘Take care, Sonea."

"l will, Rothen."

She choked on his name. He stepped away. As he retreated, she realized he hadn't torn her robes. She
felt atrickle of moisture run down her cheek and quickly wiped it away as Dannyl stepped in front of her.
She forced hersdf to look up a him. Dannyl met her gaze levelly.

"Sachakans, en?'

She nodded, not trusting her voice.

He pursed hislips. "WEll haveto look intoit." He patted her shoulder, then turned away. She watched
him walk to Rothen'sside.

Her attention was drawn away then as, one by one, the Warriors surrounding her and Akkarin stepped in
to perform theritua. When they were done, she looked around and discovered that the magicians had
formed two lines leading to the Guildhall doors. Behind them stood the novices. She sighed with relief
that they hadn't been included in theritud. Facing Regin in that Stuation would have been ... interesting.
The Higher Magicians formed asecond circle around the Warrior guard, with Lorlen at the front. Asthe
Adminigtrator started walking toward the Guildhall doors, this double escort followed, and proceeded
past'the two lines of magicians out of the Guildhall to the Univerdty doors.

Outside the building was acircle of horses, held in position by grooms. Two horses waited in the center.
Akkarin approached the central pair, Soneafollowing. As he swung up into the saddle of one, she
hesitated and looked at the remaining horse dubioudy. " Are you doubting your decison?' Soneaturned
to find Lord Osen standing beside her, holding the reins of his mount.

Sonea shook her head. "No, it'sjudt... I've never ridden before." He glanced back at the crowd of
meagicians pouring out of

the doors behind her, then turned his horse so it blocked them from view.

"Put your hand on the front of the saddle, and then put the toe of your left boot in here." He took hold of
her horseg's stirrup and held it still. Soneadid as he said and, following his further ingtructions, she



managed somehow to get into the saddle.

"Don't worry too much about directing him," hetold her. "H€ll follow the others™

"Thank you, Lord Osen.”

Helooked up at her and nodded once, then turned away and swung up onto his own mount.

From her new vantage point, she could see the crowd of magicians gathered outside the Guild. The
Higher Magicians stood in aline along the bottom step of the University, except for Lord Bakan who
had joined the guard of Warriors on the horses. Sonealooked for the King, but he was nowhere in sight.
Lorlen stepped forward and dowly approached Akkarin. Helooked up and then shook his head.

"Y ou have asecond chance of sorts, Akkarin. Useit well."

Akkarin regarded him for amoment. "And you, my friend, though | fear you will face worse troubles than
| do. Wewill spesk again.”

Lorlen smiled crookedly. "I'm sure we will."

He moved away and returned to his place among the Higher Magicians, then nodded at Bakan. The
Warrior nudged his horse into motion and the rest of the escort followed suit.

As her horse began to move, Sonea gripped the pomme of her saddle. She looked at Akkarin, but his
eyeswerefixed on the Guild Gates. When she had passed through the entrance, she cautioudly turned to
take onelast look at the Univergity, standing tal and graceful among the other Guild buildings.

A pang of sadness and regret caught her by surprise.

| hadn 't realized how much | considered this place home, shethought. Will | survive and return to
seeit again?

Or, adarker voice added, will I come back only to find it a pile of rubble?

19

A Reguest

Sonea shifted in her saddle and flexed her aching thigh muscles. Though she Hedled away the soreness
each night, it did not take much riding before her body was hurting again. Lord Osen had told her that
shewould grow used to the saddle if she didn't Hedl hersdlf, but she couldn't see the point in toughening
up for riding when the horse would soon be taken from her.

She sighed and looked up at the mountains ahead. They had first appeared on the horizon the day
before. The shadowy line had dowly grown larger and this morning the sun had revealed dopes of jagged
rock and forest ascending to high peaks. The mountains looked savage and impassable, but now that the
escort had reached the low hills at the base, Sonea could see aribbon of white winding between the trees
toward a dip between two of the peaks. Somewhere at the end of that road stood the Fort and the
entrance to Sachaka.

The dowly changing landscape fascinated her. She had never roamed beyond the edge of the city of
Imardin. Travelling was anew experience, and she might have enjoyed it, if not for the circumstances.

At firgt the road had run dongside fields striped with rows of different plants. The workers digging the
soil, planting or harvesting the crops, were men and women, young and old. Both adults and children
were seen herding domestic animals of al sizesalong theroad. Little houses stood donein great
gretches of land. Soneawondered if their occupants were happy living such anisolated life.

From time to time the road had taken them through clusters of houses. At afew of these villages, Lord
Bakan had sent one of his Warriors away to buy food. At midday on each of the previous two days,
they had encountered amagician and severa local men waiting with fresh horses. They changed mounts
to alow the group to continue travelling through each night. The escort did not pause or stop to deep,



and she assumed they were Hedling away their weariness. When she had asked Lord Osen why they
didn't refresh the horses with Hedling power, hetold her that animas didn't endure the mental fatigue that
came with alack of rest as humansdid.

So far, shefdt she was coping with the lack of deep fairly well. Thefirst night had been clear, and their
way had been lit by moonlight and starlight. Sonea had dozed aswell as could be managed on
horseback. Clouds had covered the sky the next night, and they had travelled under acluster of globe
lights

Looking at the mountains looming so close, Soneawondered if they would have athird night in Kyraia
"Hat!"

The beating of hooves on the road changed to a shuffling as the escort dowed to astop. Her horse
moved forward to stand next to Akkarin's. Soneafelt a spark of hope as Akkarin turned to regard her.
He hadn't spoken to her, or anyone, since leaving Imardin.

But he said nothing and turned away to watch Lord Bakan.

The Head of Warriors handed something to one of his magicians. Money to buy food at the next village,
Sonea guessed. She looked around and redlized that they were standing at a meeting of roads. One
continued toward the mountains, the other, smaller track descended into asmall, sparsaly forested valley,
where agroup of houses huddled close together beside a narrow river.

"Lord Bakan," Akkarin said.

All headsimmediatdly turned to face him. Sonearesisted an urge to smile at the escorts expressions of
darm and surprise. So he'sfinally decided to speak.

Bakan regarded Akkarin warily. "Y es?'

"If we enter Sachakain these robes we will be recognized. Will you dlow usto changeinto ordinary
dothing?'

Balkan's gaze shifted to Sones, then back to Akkarin. He nodded and turned back to the waiting
Warior.

"Clothes aswdl, then. Nothing fancy or bright."

The magician nodded, then gave Akkarin and Sonea.a measuring look before riding away.

Soneafelt the knot in her somach tighten. Did this mean they were close to the pass? Would they reach
the border today? She looked up at the mountains and shivered.

She had hoped many times to hear amentd call from Lorlen, ordering them back, yet she did not believe
it would come. The manner of their departure from Imardin had madeit clear to al that she and Akkarin
were not welcomein Kyraiaany more.

She grimaced as she remembered. Balkan had chosen awinding route through the city that took them
through every Quarter. At each mgor intersection of streetsthey had stopped, halting dl activity as
Bakan announced her and Akkarin's crimes, and the Guild's punishment. Akkarin's expression had
darkened with anger. He had called the magicians fools, and had refused to speak since.

The procession had attracted large crowds, and by the time the escort had reached the North Gates an
expectant throng of dum dwellers had gathered. As stones flew toward Sonea, she had hastily created a
shidd.

An awful feding of betraya had come over her asthe dwells shouted and threw missiles at her and
Akkarin, but it had quickly faded. The dwells probably saw two bad magicians from a Guild they
despised anyway, and had taken advantage of the opportunity to throw stones and insults without
reprisal.

Turning in her saddle, Sonealooked back down the road. The city wasfar beyond the horizon now. The
Warriors behind her watched her closdly.

Lord Osen was among them. His frown deepened astheir eyes met. He had spoken to her severa times
during the journey, mostly to help her with the horses she had ridden.

A few times he had hinted that the Guild might alow her to return to Imardin if she changed her mind.
She had decided not to respond whenever he made any such suggestion.

But fear, discomfort and Akkarin's silence had worked againgt her resolve. Turning avay from Osen, she
considered Akkarin again. Her attemptsto talk to him had been met with stony silence. He seemed



determined to ignore her.

Y et, now and then, she had seen him watching her. If she gave no indication that she had noticed him, his
gazelingered for along time, but if she looked in hisdirection his attention turned to something else.
Thiswas both infuriating and intriguing. It was not hislooking that bothered her; it wasthat he did not
want her to see him looking. Soneasmiled wryly. Was she actualy beginning to miss the penetrating,
hard-to-meet stares that she had avoided for so long?

She sobered. No doubt he wanted her to fed unwelcome, so that she would turn tail and scamper back
to the Guild. Or wasit something smpler? Did he truly not want her around? She had wondered many
timesif he blamed her for the discovery of their secret. Would Bakan have forced hisway into Akkarin's
underground room if he hadn't found books on black magic in her bedroom? Akkarin had told her to
keep them hidden. She had, but obvioudy not well enough.

Perhaps he smply thought he would be better off without her.

Then heiswrong, shetold hersalf. Without a companion from whom he could draw strength, he would
only grow wesker each time he used his powers. With her there, he might be able to defend himself
againg an Ichani attack. It doesn 't matter whether he likes having me around.

Ah, but it would be so much better if he did.

Would he befriendlier once they had reached Sachaka, and there was no longer any point in trying to
persuade her to leave him?Would he accept her choice, or would he continue to be angry with her for
disobeying him? She frowned. Didn't he understand that she had given up everything to save him?

She shook her head. It didn't matter. She didn't want his

gratitude. He could be as sllent and sulky as he liked. She only wanted to be sure he survived, and not
just because this meant he would be able to return and help save the Guild from the Ichani. If shetruly
hadn't cared about him, she would have stayed in Imardin, even if it meant becoming a prisoner of the
Guild. No, she had come with him because she could not bear the thought of abandoning him after al
he'd been through.

I've replaced Takan, shethought suddenly. The former dave had followed Akkarin out of Sachakaand
become hisfaithful servant. Now shewasfollowing Akkarin into Sachaka What wasit about him that
ingpired such devotion?

Me, devoted to Akkarin? Sheamost laughed doud. So much has changed. | think | might even like
him, now.

Then her heart skipped a best.

Or isit more than that?

She considered the question carefully. Surely, if there was moreto it, she would have noticed before
now. Abruptly, she remembered the night she had killed the Ichani. Afterward, Akkarin had brushed
something out of her hair. The touch had |eft her feding so strange. Light. Elated.

But that was just an effect of the battle. Surviving such a close scrape with desth was sure to generate
fedingsof dation. It didn't mean shewas... shefélt. ..

All I have to doislook at him, and I'll know.

Suddenly she was afraid to. What if it wastrue? What if he met her gaze and read something foolishin
her expresson? He'd be even more determined to make her stay in Kyrdia

A murmuring between the escorts saved her. She looked up and saw that the Warrior who had ridden
into the village was returning. Across the man's kneeslay a sack and abundle. He handed the bundle to
Bakan as he reached the group.

Bakan untied it, then lifted up a coarsely woven shirt and apair of narrow-legged trousers and along
woollen shirt like those Sonea had seen village women wearing. He looked at Akkarin.

"Suitable?"

Akkarin nodded. "They will do."

Balkan rolled up the clothes again and tossed them to Akkarin. Sonea hesitated as Akkarin began to
dismount, then forced her aching legsto move. As her feet touched the ground, Akkarin pressed thelong
shirt and asecond pair of trousersinto her hands.

"Look away," Balkan ordered.



Sonea glanced around and saw that the rest of the magicians were turning their backs. She heard asilken
rip as Akkarin pulled off the top part of hisrobe and let it drop to the ground. The materia shimmeredin
the sunlight, the ribbons of torn cloth fluttering as the wind caught them. Akkarin paused to look &t it, his
expression unreadable, then straightened and reached for the waist of histrousers.

Sonea quickly turned away, her face suddenly hot. She looked down at her robes and swallowed hard.
Best get this over with.

Taking adeep breath, she undid her sash and quickly pulled off the top half of her robes. Her horse
edged away nervoudy as Sonea dropped the garment onto the ground and hurriedly pulled the shirt over
her head.

She was grateful for the generous length of the shirt, covering her dmost to the knees, as she changed
into the trousers. Turning around, she found Akkarin regarding the reins of hishorse closely. He glanced
at her once, then swung up onto his horse.

Bakan, she saw, had remained facing them. Well, someone had to keep an eye on us, shethought
wryly. She stepped over to her horse, put her boot into the stirrup, and managed to haul hersalf up into
the saddle.

Akkarin looked strange in the heavy clothing. His shirt hung awkwardly on histhin frame. His chin was
shadowed where adark stubble was beginning to grow. He looked nothing like theimposing High Lord
who had intimidated most of the Guild for so long.

She looked down at hersdlf and snorted softly. She was hardly the picture of elegance hersdf. The shirt
was probably the cast-off of afarmer'swife. The rough weave felt

harsh againgt her skin, but it was no worse than what she had worn before she had joined the Guild.
"Hungry?'

Sonea dtarted as she redlized Lord Osen had brought his horse dongside hers. He held out a chunk of
grainy bread and amug. She took them gratefully and began to eat, washing down the bread with gulps
of watered wine. The wine was cheap and sour, but it numbed the ache in her musclesalittle. She gave
the mug back.

When the escort finished eating, they resumed their journey, and her horse returned to itsjolting gait. She
smothered a groan and resigned herself to many more hours of riding and sore muscles.

As Gol entered Cery's guestroom, his eyes strayed to Savara. He nodded politely, then turned to Cery.
"Takan saysthey're close to the border,” he reported. "They'll reach the Fort tomorrow night.”

Cery nodded. He had given Takan a comfortable suite of underground roomsto stay in, but had been
careful to hire servants who hadn't heard of the mysterious foreign woman Ceryni had taken aliking to.
Savara had asked him to ensure Takan never learned anything of her. She had rightly guessed that
Akkarin was able to communicate with his servant, and if Akkarin was captured by the Ichani, she
explained, they might learn from him of her presencein Kyrdia. "Thereis much hatred between my
people and the Ichani," she had said. She did not say why, and Cery knew better than to pressfor more
information.

Gol sat down and Sighed. "What are we going to do?"’

"Nothing," Cery replied.

Gol frowned. "What if another murderer getsinto the city?'

Cery looked at Savaraand smiled. "1 think we can handleit. | did promise Savarathe next one."

To hissurprise, she shook her head.

"I cannot help you now. Not with Akkarin gone. The Ichani will suspect othersareinvolved if their daves
continue dying."

Cery regarded her soberly. "That would put them off sending them, wouldn't it?"

"Perhaps. But my orders are to draw no attention to my people.”

"So. It'sup to us, now. How do you suggest we kill them?”

"l do not think you will haveto. They have what they sent the davesfor.”

"So it was Akkarin they were after?' Gol asked.

"Yesand no," shereplied. "They will kill him, if they can. But now that they know the Guild's weakness, it
will bether target.”



Gol gared at her. "They'll attack the Guild?"

-

"When?'

"Soon. The Guild might have had sometimeto prepareif they had sent Akkarin away quietly. But they
havetold al the lands about him."

Cery sighed and rubbed histemples. "The procession.”

"No," shereplied. "Though it was foolish of them to announce Akkarin's crime and punishment publicly, it
would have taken days or even aweek or two for the Ichani to hear about it." She shook her head. "The
Guild magicians have been discussing Akkarin mind to mind for days. The Ichani will have heard
evaything."

"Hasthe Guild got achance?' Gol asked.

She looked sad, "No."

Gol'seyeswidened. 'The Guild can't sop them?'

"Not without higher magic.”

Cery rose and began to pace the room. "How many Ichani are there?"

"Twenty-eight, but the ones you need to be concerned with form a band of up to ten.”

"Ha! Only ten?"

"Each of them ismany, many times stronger than aGuild magician. Together, they can defeat the Guild
edly.”

"Oh." Cery crossed the room afew moretimes. "Y ou said you'd have killed that |chani woman on your
own. So you've got to be stronger than aGuild magician.”

Shegmiled. "Much stronger.”

Cery noticed that Gol had turned alittle pale. "What about the rest of your people?’

"Many are equd to, or stronger, than me."

He chewed on hislip thoughtfully. "What would your people want in return for helping Kyrdia?"

She amiled. "Y our people would be no happier to accept my people's help than Ichani rule. We, too, use
what the Guild callsblack magic.”

Cery made adismissive gesture. "If the Ichani come, they might change their minds about that.”

"They might. But my peoplewill not reved themselves."

"Y ou said they didn't want the Ichani in Kyrdia"

"Yes, that istrue. But they will not interveneif it putsthemselves at risk. We are just another factionin
Sachaka, and one many powerful people fear and would destroy. We can only do so much.”

"Will you help us?' Gol asked.

She sighed heavily. "l wish | could. But my orders are to keep out of this conflict. My orders..." she
looked at Cery, "areto go home."

Cery nodded dowly. So shewas leaving. He had guessed she would that night on the rooftop. It was not
going to be easy saying goodbye, but he, too, could not afford to let his heart rule his head.

"When?'

She looked down. " Straightaway. It isalong journey. The Ichani will be watching the Kyralian border. |
must go through Elyne. But. . ." Shesmiled dyly. "I do not see why leaving tonight or tomorrow morning
will make much difference.”

Gol covered his mouth with a hand and coughed.

"l don't know," Cery replied. "It might make plenty of difference. For the sake of Kyrdia, | ought to give
turning your mind around agood go. With alittle roasted rasook and a bottle of Anurendark . . ."

Her eyebrowsrose. "Anuren dark?'Y ou Thieves do better than | thought.”

"Actudly, I've got aded going with afew wine smugglers.”

She grinned. "Of course you have."

At aknock on the main door to hisrooms, Rothen sighed and extended hiswill. He didn't bother turning
to seewho it was.

"Back again, Dannyl?Y ou've spent more time in my rooms than your own since you arrived. Haven't you
got any rebels or secret missonsto keep you busy?"



Dannyl chuckled. "Not for another week. In the meantime, | thought 1'd catch up with my old friend
before they send me away again." He stepped into the hdf-circle of chairsin the guestroom and sat down
opposite Rothen. "1 guessed you wouldn't be visiting the Night Room tonight.”

Rothen looked up to see understanding in Dannyl's eyes. "No."

Dannyl sighed. "l redly ought to go. Face the gossips, and dl that. But..."

Itisn't easy, Rothen finished. Dannyl had told him what Akkarin's plan to catch the rebels had involved.
Dem Maran€e's claims about his captor had reached every corner of the Guild now. Though most
magicians appeared willing to dismiss them, Rothen knew there were always some who believed any
scandd that cametheir way.

Rothen had endured the same speculative and disapproving looks two years before when the Guild had
guestioned the appropriateness of Soneastaying in hisrooms. Facing the gossips had been hard, but
important—and having Y adin and Ezrille to support him had aso helped.

As| ought to support Dannyl now.

Rothen drew in a deep breath, then stood up. "Well, we had better move aong, then, if we're not going
tomissthefun.”

Dannyl blinked in surprise. "'l thought you werent... ?'

"Likeit or not, I've got two former novicesto look after.” Rothen shrugged. "I'm not going to do ether of
you any favors moping away in my rooms."

Dannyl rose. "Areyou sure?'

"y es”

"Thank you."

Rothen smiled at the gratitude in Dannyl's voice. He had been relieved to find hisfriend was, in privete,
dill thesame

man he had aways been. Dannyl didn't appear to be conscious of it, but he adopted a different manner in
public now. There was anew confidence and authority in his bearing that, when added to his height, gave
him aformidable presence.

Amazing what a little responsibility can do, Rothen mused.

Danny! followed Rothen out into the corridor, then down the stairs to the entrance of the Magicians
Quarters. The sun was setting and the courtyard outside was bathed in red-orange light. They crossed to
the Night Room door.

Inside, it was warm and noisy. Rothen noted how many magicians turned to note their arrival and
continued to watch them. It did not take long before the first few stepped forward and the questions
began.

For over an hour, he and Dannyl were approached by magicians who wanted to know more about the
rebels. Rothen read both respect and curiosity in their faces and very little suspicion. Dannyl was hesitant
at firgt, then grew more confident. After one group of Hedlersleft, having finished discussing Vinaras
instructions on saving the rogue from poisoning, Dannyl turned to Rothen and smiled ruefully.

"I'm afraid I'm steding dl the atention from you, my friend.”

Rothen shrugged. "What attention? I'm hardly fending off questions about Sonea.”

"No. Perhaps they've decided to leave you in peace, for once."

"That'snot likdly. It'sjust that—"

"Ambassador Dannyl."

They turned to find Lord Garrel approaching. Rothen frowned as the Warrior inclined his head politely.
He had never liked Garrdl, and il felt the magician could have tried harder to discourage hisfavorite,
Regin, from taunting Sonea.

"Lord Garrd," Danny! replied.

"Welcome back," the Warrior said. "Isit good to be home?*

Dannyl shrugged. "Yes, it isniceto seemy friends again.”

Garrel glanced at Rothen. ™Y ou've done us yet another great service. At great persona sacrifice, too, |
hear." Heleaned alittle closer. "1 admire your courage. | wouldn't have taken such arisk, mysdlf. But
then, | prefer direct action to subterfuge.”



"And you're so much better at it, from what | hear,” Dan-nyl replied.

Rothen blinked in surprise, then turned away to hide his smile. Asthe conversation continued, he found
himself growing increasingly glad that he had come to the Night Room. Clearly, Elyne court had taught
Dannyl more than how to look and sound authoritative.

"Lord Garrd," anew voice said. A young Alchemist stepped around the Warrior's shoulder. Lord
Larkin, the Building and Congtruction teacher.

"Yes?' Gard replied.

"| thought you might like to know: Lord Harsin expressed adesire to talk to you about your novice's
progressin Ailments.”

TheWarrior frowned. "1 had better seek him out, then. Good night, Lord Rothen, Ambassador Dannyl."
AsGarrel waked away, Larkin grimaced. "1 thought you might want rescuing,” the young magician said.
"Not that you'd need it, Ambassador. It'sjust that several of us have noticed that those who Garrel
engages in conversation tend to crave an interruption sooner or later. Generally sooner.”

"Thank you, Lord Larkin," Dannyl said. He glanced a Rothen and smiled crookedly. "I thought we were
the only oneswho'd noticed.”

"Oh, being that skilled at making people uncomfortable takes practice. | expected Garrd figured you'd
be agood target, after thislatest bit of fuss about nothing."

Dannyl's eyebrowsrosein surprise. "Do you think so?"

"Wedll, it'shardly asbad as ... asusing black magic,” the young magician said. He looked at Rothen, then
flushed. "Not that | believe what the rebel says, of course, but. . ." He glanced around the room, then
took a step back. "Excuse me, Ambassador, Lord Rothen. Lord Sarrin just indicated that he wishesto
speak to me.”

Larkin nodded to them both, then hurried away. Dannyl glanced around the room.

"How interesting. Sarrin's not even here.”

"Yes," Rothen replied. "It isinteresting. Particularly the bit about you needing rescuing. Y ou clearly dont,
Dannyl. Infact, | don't believe you even needed meto come dong at dl." He gave an exaggerated Sigh.
"It redly isquite deflating.”

Dannyl grinned and patted Rothen on the shoulder. "It must be such a disgppointment, always seeing
your novices going places.

Rothen shrugged, then his smile turned into agrimace. "Ah, if only that place wasn't Sechaka."

As Dannyl reached the door to Administrator Lorlen's office, he paused to take a deep breath and
graighten his shoulders. The request to meet with the Higher Magicians had come sooner than he
expected, and he had a nagging feeling he ought to be more prepared. He looked down at the folder
containing hisreport, then shrugged. Even if he did think of something, it wastoo late to make changes
now.

He knocked on the door. It swung open and Dannyl stepped inside. He nodded to the magicians seated
inthe chairs. Lady Vinaraand Lord Sarrin were present, as was Expatriate Administrator Kito. Asusud,
Lorlen was stting behind his desk. The Administrator gestured to an empty chair.

"Please be seated, Ambassador Dannyl," Lorlen said. He paused as Dannyl took the offered seat. "'
would have liked to have waited until Lord Bakan's return before asking you to relate the full details of
your encounter with the rebels, but the need to investigate Akkarin's claims as soon as possible has
convinced usit would be best not to delay, and your story may shed alittle light on hisactivities. So, tell
uswhat Akkarin's orders were."

"| received aletter from him alittle over sx weeks ago." Dannyl opened the folder and took out the
letter. He sent it floating to Lorlen's desk.

The Adminisirator picked it up and read it aoud.

" 7 have been watching for some years the efforts of a small group of Elyne courtiersto learn
magic without the

Guild'said or knowledge. Only recently have they had some success. Now that at least one of
them has managed to develop his powers, the Guild is entitled and obliged to deal with them. |
have included information on this group with this letter. You will find your relationship with the



scholar, Tayend of Tremmelin, helpful in persuading them that you can be trusted. It is possible
the rebels will try to use this personal information against you once you have arrested them. | will
ensure that it is understood that | asked you to give them this information in order to achieve your
goal.""

AsDannyl expected, the other magicians exchanged little puzzled |ooks.

"l assume he meant your working relationship with this scholar?* Sarrin asked.

Dannyl spread hishands. "Y esand no. | guessed he was a so referring to rumors about our personal one.
Tayendis, asthe Elynes say, alad." Sarrin's eyebrows rose, but neither he nor the Higher Magicians
looked mystified by the term, so Dannyl continued. " The Elynes have been speculating whether thereis
more to our association than scholarly interest snce he began asssting me with my research.”

"And you alowed the rebelsto bdieve thiswastrue, so they felt they could blackmail you should you
prove troublesome?’ Sarrin asked.

"Yes"

"Akkarin was not very specific. He could have meant for you to encourage them to think you and your
assistant would face expulsion and execution if you were discovered to be teaching magic.”

Dannyl nodded. "I considered that, of course, and realized that it would not have been enough to
persuade the rebelsto trust me." To Dannyl'srdlief, Kito nodded.

"So Akkarin was going to tell the Guild that he had asked you to pretend to be involved with your
assgtant,” Vinarasaid, "but when you arrived he had been arrested. Administrator Lorlen suggested you
claim the deception was your idea.”

"Thatisright."

The Hedler's eyebrows rose. "Has thisworked?"
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Dannyl shrugged. "In generd, | believe. What are your impressons?"

She nodded. "Most have accepted your story.”

"And theres?'

"Are known to be rumor-mongers.”

Dannyl nodded. Thinking back to Lord Garrd's questions in the Night Room, he wondered if Vinara
would include the Warrior among her "rumor-mongers.”

Lorlen leaned forward to rest his elbows on the desk. "' So, tell us how you came to meet the rebels.”
Dannyl continued his story, relating how he had arranged a meeting with the Dem Marane, and avist to
the Dem's home. He described teaching Farand, and how the book Tayend had borrowed had
convinced him to arrest the rebels.

"| was considering whether to wait and seeif they continued to consult me after Farand had learned
Control," Dannyl told them. "I thought I might learn the names of other rebels. When | saw what wasin
the book, though, | knew it wastoo great arisk. Even if the Dem dlowed meto keep it, the rebels might
have others. If they did disappear after Farand had learned Control, they might have taught themselves
black magic and we would have worse than rogue magicians on our hands." Dannyl paused and
grimaced. "l never would have guessed we dready had."

Sarrin shifted in his seet and frowned. "Do you think Akkarin knew of this book?"

"I don't know," Dannyl replied. "I don't know how he knew of the rebelsin thefirst place.

"Perhaps he had detected Farand's powersin the same way that he detected Sonea's before she learned
Control," Vinara suggested.

"From asfar away as Elyne?' Sarrin asked.

Vinaras shoulderslifted. "He has many unique abilities, no doubt gained through the use of black magic.
Why not one more?"

Sarrin frowned. "Y ou speak of undertaking research with this scholar, Ambassador. What research is
thet?'

"Research into ancient magic," Dannyl replied. Helooked

around theroom. As hiseyesmet Lorlen's, the magician smiled faintly.



"I havetold them you began it under my ingtruction,” Lorlen said.

Dannyl nodded. "Y es, though | do not know why."

"l wanted to retrieve some of the knowledge that Akkarin logt," Lorlen said. "But Akkarin learned of the
research, and madeit clear he didn't gpprove. | told Lord Dannyl that his help was no longer needed.”
"And you didn't obey that order?" Sarrin asked Dannyl.

"It wasn't an order,” Lorlen said. "I said only that the research was no longer needed. | believe Dannyl
continued out of hisown interest.”

"l did," Dannyl confirmed. "Later, Akkarin heard that | had continued and called me back to the Guild.
He seemed pleased by my progress and encouraged me to continue. Unfortunately, | made little further
progress. The only sources | hadn't explored were in Sachaka, and he had made it clear | must not go
there”

Sarrin leaned back in his chair. "Interesting. He discouraged the research, then encouraged it. Perhaps
you had dready found something he didn't want you to find, but you hadn't understood its significance.
Then hewould have fdt safe alowing you to continue.”

"| have considered that, too," Dannyl agreed. "It wasn't until | saw the rebel's book that | realized the
ancient magic I'd been researching was actudly Black magic. | don't think he intended me to know that."
Sarrin shook his head. "No. If that is so, he would not have wanted you to read that book. So he
probably didn't know that Dem Marane possessed it, and the arrest of the rebels was not an exercise
designed to bring it into his possession.” Hefrowned. "And it may contain information that he does not
know. How very interesting.”

Dannyl looked from face to face while the magicians consdered this.

"May | ask aquestion?’

Lorlen smiled. "Of course, Ambassador.”

"Have you discovered anything that proves Akkarin's story istrue?’

The Administrator sobered. "Not yet." He hesitated. " Despite Akkarin's warning, we can see no other
way to learn the truth but to send spiesinto Sachaka."

Dannyl nodded. "I suppose their identity will be asecret, even to members of the Guild.”

"Yes," Lorlenreplied. "But some, like yoursdlf, will be permitted to know, because they will probably
guessthe red reason for the absence of certain magicians.”

Dannyl sraightened. "Redlly?'

"One of the spieswill be your mentor, Lord Rothen.”

The climb into the mountains seemed endless.

The morning sun had revealed steep, heavily forested dopes on elther side. Though the road was well
maintained, and showed signs of recent repair, all €l se appeared to be wilderness. If the escort had
passed any houses during the night, they had been well hidden in the darkness.

The road followed the curve of the mountainous dopes and climbed through steep ravines. Sonea
occasiondly caught aglimpse of rocky outcrops above. The air grew steadily colder, until she was forced
to keep abarrier of warmth about hersdf dl the time to stop from shivering.

She longed for the end of the journey, yet dreaded it. The congtant uphill climb atered her positionin the
saddle subtly, and awhole new range of muscles had begun to protest. In addition, the coarse materia of
her trousers had chafed her skin raw and she had to Heal hersdlf every few hoursto ease the pain.
"Hat!"

At Bakan's order, Sonea sghed with relief. They hadn't Ssopped since the morning, and then only briefly.
She felt her horse draw in adeep breath asit cameto ahalt, then gust it out again.

Severd of the escort dismounted to tend to the horses. Akkarin stared into the distance. Following his
gaze, she saw that the land bel ow the mountain was visible through agap in the trees. Hillsrolled
outward, gradudly smoothing

out into aflat plain in the far distance. Narrow rivers and streams glittered in the creases between them.
Everything glowed with the warm light of the late afternoon sun. The horizon was amisty edge.
Somewhere over it lay Imardin. Her home.

At every gep inthejourney, she moved farther away from everything she had ever known: her family,



her old friends, Cery, Rothen, Dorrien. The names of people she had grown to likein the last few years
ran through her mind: Tania, Dannyl, Tya, and Y ikmo—and even some of the novices. She might never
see any of them again. She hadn't even had a chance to say goodbye to most of them. Her throat
tightened, and she felt her eyes begin to sting.

Closing her eyes, sheforced hersdf to breathe dowly and normally. Thisis not the time or place to
start crying. Not now, with Balkan and the other magicians watching—and especially not
Akkarin. She swallowed hard and forced herself to turn away from the view.

As she opened her eyes again, she saw Akkarin's expression shift. For amoment, before the familiar
mask settled over hisface, she glimpsed alook of intense frustration and bitterness. She looked down,
disturbed by what she had seen.

Osen began handing out bread, cold cooked vegetables and chunks of salted meat. Akkarin accepted his
share slently, and returned to his brooding. Sonea chewed dowly, determined to force thoughts of the
Guild out of her head, and concentrate instead on the days ahead. Where would they find food in
Sachaka? The area beyond the pass was wasteland. Perhaps they could buy food. Would Balkan give
thern money?

Osen returned to her side and offered amug full of watered wine. She drank it quickly and handed back
the cup. He paused, asif he wanted to say something, and she quickly straightened and looked away.
She heard asigh, then footsteps retreating as he walked back to his horse.

"Onward," Balkan called.

Breaks in the trees became more common as they continued on. In the spaces, great sheets of bare rock
were ex-

posed. A chill wind whipped the horses tails. The sun steadily descended toward the horizon, then the
road straightened and passed between two tall, smooth walls of rock. Ahead, stained orange by the
Setting sun, was an enormous, squat column of stone punctured by rows of tiny square holes.

The Fort.

Sonea stared up at the building asthey drew closer. In history lessons, she had |earned that the Fort had
been built soon after the Sachakan War. 1t was taller than she had imagined, probably two or threetimes
taller than the main University building. The huge cylinder of rock filled the narrow gap between thetwo
high rock walls. Nothing could pass this way without going through the building.

There was no sign of cracks or mortar, yet the Fort had been made long before Lord Coren had
discovered how to meld rock. She shook her head in wonder. Those long-dead builders must have
carved the Fort out of the mountain

itA=f.

A pair of large metal doors at the base of the building began to swing open as they gpproached. Two
figures stepped out. One wore the uniform of a captain of the guard, the other wore red Warrior robes.
Sonea blinked in surprise, then stared at the magician in disbelief.

"Lord Balkan," Fergun said asthe captain bowed respectfully, "thisis Captain Larwen.”

Of course, shethought. Fergun was sent away to a distant Fort as punishment for blackmailing
me. | hadn't realized it would be this Fort.

Asthe Captain addressed Lord Balkan, Sonealooked down at her hands and cursed her luck. No
doubt Fergun had been looking forward to this moment. He had risked much in his effortsto convince
the Guild that they should not admit anyone from outside the Houses. Now his claims that slum
dwellers are not to be trusted have been proven true, shethought.

But that was wrong. She had only learned and used black magic to save the Guild and Kyralia

He, too, had believed he was saving the Guild. Shefet an

uncomfortable sympathy for him. Wasthereredly any

difference between her and her former enemy?

Yes, shethought. I'mtrying to save dl of Kyralia. He only wanted to prevent lower-class Kyralians
learning magic.

In the corner of her eye, she saw that he was staring at her.

Ignore him, shetold hersdf. He's not worth it.



But why should she? He was no better than her. Steding hersdlf, shelifted her head and returned his
gare. Hislips curled with contempt and his eyes gleamed with satisfaction.

You think you're so superior, shethought at him, but consider this. | am stronger than you. Even
without the forbidden magic | have learned, | could beat you in the Arena any day, Warrior.

His eyes narrowed, and hisjaw stiffened with hatred. She returned hisstare coldly. | have killed a
magician who, like you, preyed on the helpless. | would kill again, if it were the only way to
protect Kyralia. You do not frighten me, magician. You are nothing, a petty fool, a . ..

Fergun suddenly turned to regard the Captain, asif the man had said something significant. She waited
for him to meet her gaze again, but he didn't. The formalities ended, and the Captain stepped aside and
blew on awhistle. The escort began to move into the Fort.

Asthey did, the wide corridor beyond filled with the echoing clatter of hooves. The escort continued for
severa paces, then dowed as it approached awal of stone blocking half the passage. Passing thisin
snglefile, they then stopped before apair of closed metal doors ahundred paces farther dong the
corridor. These siwung open dowly. They passed through and crossed a wooden section of floor that
echoed hollowly under the horses hooves, then filed past another stonewall.

Soneafelt cool air on her face. Shelooked up and saw a pair of open metal doorsleading to another
walled ravine. Night had aready descended on the other side of the Fort. Steep wallswere illuminated
by two rows of lamps. Beyond them, the road continued into darkness.

Asthe escort moved into the open, Sonea found that her

heart was beating fast. If they had passed through the Fort, then her horse was now walking on
Sachakan soil. She looked down.

Rock is a better description, she amended.

Sheturned in her saddle and looked back up at the Fort. Lights beyond some of the windows made
slhouettes of the watching occupants.

The sound of hoofbeats faded. Her horse stopped.

"Disgmount.”

As Akkarin sivung out of the saddle, Sonearedized that Balkan's order had been solely for her and
Akkarin. She did to the ground, wincing at the stiffnessin her legs. Lord Osen leaned down to take the
reins and led the horses away.

With the horses and Osen gone, only she and Akkarin remained standing within thering of Warriors. A
globe of light flared above Balkan's head, flooding the area with brightness.

"Remember the faces of these two magicians,” Bakan cdled. "They are Akkarin, former High Lord of
the Magicians Guild, and Sonea, former novice of the High Lord. They have been cast out of the Guild
and exiled from the Allied Landsfor the crime of practicing black magic.”

A chill entered Soneds blood. At least thiswas the last time she would hear those ritual words. She
glanced at the darkened road beyond the lamplight.

"Walt!"

Her heart skipped. Osen stepped forward.

"Yes, Lord Osen?'

"l would speak to Sonea once more before she leaves.”

Bakan nodded dowly. "Very well."

Sonea sighed as Osen climbed down from his horse. He approached her dowly, his expression tense.
"Soneg, thisisyour last chance." He spoke quietly, perhaps so the escort would not hear. "Come back
withme"

She shook her head. "No."

Heturned to regard Akkarin. "Would you have her turn down this opportunity?"

Akkarin's eyebrows rose. "No, but she seems determined to discard it. | doubt | could change her mind.”
Osen frowned and turned to regard Sonea again. He opened his mouth, then thought better of it and
merely shook his head. Helooked at Akkarin again.

"Y ou had better look after her," he muttered.

Akkarin stared impassively at the magician. Osen scowled and turned on his hedl. He strode back to his



horse and stepped up into the saddle.

At asigna from Balkan, the escorts blocking the road into Sachakafell back.

"Begonefromthe Allied Lands" Balkan said. Hisvoice was neither angry nor regretful.

"Come, Sonea," Akkarin said quietly "We have away to go yet."

Shelooked at him. His expression was distant and hard to read. As he turned away and started walking,
shefollowed afew steps behind.

A voice murmured behind them. She listened carefully. It was Lord Osen.

"...landsagain. | cast you out, Sonea. Do not enter my lands again.”

She shivered, then set her gaze upon the darkening road before her.

Asthelast of the sun'srays|eft the garden, Lorlen turned from the window of his office and began to
pace. The route took him around the room, from chair to chair, then back to his desk. He stopped,
looked down at the mass of paper, and sighed.

Why, of all places, did they have to send Akkarin to Sachaka?

He knew why. He knew, with acold certainty, that the King hoped Akkarin would perish in Sachaka
Akkarin had broken one of the most serious Guild laws. No matter how much the King had liked the
High Lord, he knew there was nothing more dangerous than a magician who would not obey laws, and
wastoo powerful to control. If the Guild could not execute Akkarin, then they must send him to the only
magicianswho could: the Ichani.

Of course, the Ichani might not exigt. If they didnt, the

Guild was about to free amagician who had learned black magic willingly. He might come back, stronger
than ever. That couldn't be helped, however.

If the Ichani did exigt, it seemed foolish to send to his desth the only magician who could tell them about
their enemy. Akkarin wasn't the only one, though. There was Sonea.

That was where the King had migudged the situation badly. He had assumed the ex-dum girl, who'd
been guided and manipulated by more than one magician, would be easily swayed. Lorlen smiled wryly
as heremembered her angry refusdl.

"If you send High Lord Akkarin into exile, you must send me too. Then, when you come to your
senses, he might still be alive and able to help you."

The King had been angry at her defiance. What do you expect? Lorlen had wanted to say. Loyalty?
From one who once lived among those you drive out of the city during the Purge each year?
Eventudly the King had concluded that, if she would not accept the judgment of the Guild and her ruler,
then perhaps exile was for the best.

Lorlen sighed and began pacing again. In truth, the Guild didn't need Soneato tell them about the Ichani
s0 long ashe had Akkarin'sring . . . and Akkarin remained dive. But if Lorlen began relaying information
from Akkarin to the rest of the Guild, he would eventually have to admit how hewasrecaving it. Thering
was atool of black magic. How would the Guild react to the news that their Administrator owned and
continued to use such athing?

| should throw it away, he thought. But he knew he wouldn't. He took out the ring and considered it,
then dipped it on afinger.

—AKkkarin? Are you there?

Nothing.

Lorlen had tried to contact Akkarin through the ring severd times. Occasiondly he thought he had
detected afaint fegling of anger or fear, but had decided thiswas only hisimagination. The slence
tortured him. If it wasn't for Osen’'s menta reports on the journey, Lorlen might have worried that
Akkarin was dead.

Lorlenfinished hiscircuit of the room, then stepped behind his desk and collapsed into his chair. He
removed the ring and put it back in his pocket. A moment later, there was a sharp knock on the door.
"Comein."

"A message from the King, my lord."

A servant entered, bowed, and placed awooden cylinder on Lorlen'sdesk. The King'sincd was
imprinted on the stopper and the wax was dusted with gold powde.



"Thank you. Y oumay go."
The servant bowed again, then retreated from the room. Lorlen broke the sedl and pulled out arolled
sheet of paper.

So the King wants to talk about Sachaka, Lorlen mused as he read the formal script. He let the letter
curl back into arall, returned it to the cylinder and stowed it ingde abox he kept for roya messages.
A meseting with the King was unexpectedly appeding. What he had longed for most wasjust to be able
to do something. For too long he had been restrained and hel plessto act. He stood up, then froze as he
heard his name echo at the edge of his senses.
—Lorlen!

Osen. Lorlen sensed the minds of other magicians, attracted by the call, fade asthey turned their attention
away.
—Yes, On?
—It isdone. Sonea and Akkarin are in Sachaka.

Lorlenfet hisheart Snk.
—Could you ask Fergun and the Captain if anyone in the Fort or surrounding locality has noticed
anything unusual going on in Sachaka?
—I will ask and tell you his reply tomorrow. He has requested that some magiciansremain herein
case Akkarin and Sonea try to return.
—Did you explain that it would make no difference?
—No, | didn 't want to make them more nervous than they already are.

Lorlen consdered the Captain's request.
—I'll leave that decision to Balkan.
—I'll tell him. Therewasa pause. | must go. Theimage
of ahal with alarge open fire and magicians taking seets at along dining table reached Lorlen'smind. He
amiled.
—Enjoy your meal, Osen. Thank you for informing me.
—Thank you for informing me, another voice replied. Lorlen blinked in surprise.
—Who was that? Osen asked.
—I don't know, Lorlen replied. He thought back over their conversation and shivered. If someonewas
waiting over the border, ready to ambush visitors, then they now knew Akkarin and Soneawere on their
way.
Then he consdered what might have been discussed by magiciansin the last few days and his heart sank
even further. We've been fools, Lorlen thought. Not one of us has really considered what it might
mean if Akkarin's story istrue.
—Balkan, he cdled.
—Yes?
—Please tell your men that all mental communication must cease from this moment. | will inform
therest of the Guild.
As Osen and Bakan's presence withdrew, Lorlen drew Akkarin's ring out of his pocket. His hands
shook as he dipped it over hisfinger.
—AKkarin?

But slencewashisonly reply.

21
A Dangerous Road

Ninth day of the fifth month
We wer e forced to stop this morning when we encountered a landslip that had blocked the road.
The servants have spent the day digging, but | fear we will not move on until tomorrow. | have
climbed to the top of a hill. The mountains are now a dark line across the horizon. Looking ahead,
| see dusty hills continuing to the north. These wastelands seem endless. Now | understand why
Kyralian merchants do not often trade with Sachaka. It is an impossible journey, and Riko tells
meitiseasier for the Sachakans to trade with lands in the northeast. And, of course, they distrust



the Guild...

A knock at the door interrupted Rothen. He sighed, lowered the book and willed the dooj open. Dannyl
stepped into the room, his brow creased with afrown.

"Dannyl," Rothen said, "would you like some sumi?"

Dannyl closed the door, walked to Rothen's chair, and stared down at him. ™Y ou volunteered to go to
Sachaka?'

"Ah." Rothen closed the book and st it down on the table. " So they told you.”

"Yes." Dannyl seemed to struggle for words. "1 want to ask why, but | don't haveto. Y ou're going to
look for Sonea, aren't you?'

Rothen shrugged. "Inaway." He gestured to a seet. "Sit down. Even Ifed uncomfortable when you're
towering over meliketha."

Dannyl sat down and stared across the table at Rothen.

"I'm surprised the Higher Magicians agreed. They must have realized finding Sonea might become more
important to you than discovering if the lchani exig."

Rothen smiled. "Y es, they did consider that. | told them that if there was a choice between saving Sonea
and completing the mission, | would choose to save Sonea. They accepted that condition because | have
abetter chance of persuading her to return—and because | am not the only spy.”

"Why didn't you tell me about this?' "I only volunteered thismorning.” "But you must have been thinking
about it before then.” "Only sincelast night. After | watched you dedling with Garrel, | cameto the
conclusion that you don't redly need my help." Rothen smiled. "My support, perhaps, but not my help.
Sonea, however, does need my help. I've been unable to do anything for her for solong. Now | finally
Dannyl nodded, but he did not look happy. "What if Akkarin's story is true? What if you walk into aland
ruled by black magicians? He said any Guild magician entering Sachakawould bekilled.”

Rothen sobered. It was going to be adangerous misson. He was not alittle frightened by the possibility
he would encounter the magicians Akkarin had described.

If the Ichani were not real, however, then Akkarin must have had areason to invent them. Perhaps hed
done so smply to ensure the Guild alowed him to live. Perhapsit had been part of some greater
deception. If that were s0, he would be anxious to hide the truth. He might be the black magician who
killed any Guild magician who entered Sachaka

But surely he expected the Guild to investigate his claims. By telling them this story, he had ensured they
would send spiesinto Sachaka. Rothen frowned. What if Akkarin had spun the tale so he could hunt
down the magicians who entered Sachaka, kill them one by onefor their strength? " Rothen?”

Looking up, Rothen managed awry smile. "I know it's going to be dangerous, Dannyl. We're not going
to blunder

into Sachaka wearing robes and flaunting our magica abilities. Well do everything we canto remain
unnoticed." He pointed to the book. "Every record of journeysinto Sachaka has been copied for
usto study. Well be questioning merchants and their servants. We're going to betrained by a
professiond spy, sent by the King, who will teach usto speak and behave like commoners.”

A reuctant smile pulled a Dannyl's mouth. " Soneawould find that amusing.”

Rothen felt afamiliar pang of grief. "Y es. Shewould have, once.” He sighed. "Wéll then, tell me about
your meeting with the Higher Magicians. Did they ask any awkward questions?’

Danny! blinked at the change of subject. "A few. | don't think they approve of Tayend, but that was no
urprise.”

"No," Rothen agreed. He consdered Danny! closdly. "But you approve of him."

"Heisagood friend.” Dannyl met Rothen's gaze. There was ahint of defiance in hisexpresson. "Will |
be expected to avoid him now?"

Rothen shrugged. Y ou know what the gossipswill say if you don't. But you can't let gossips run your
life, and Elyneis Elyne. Everyone knowsthe socid rules are different there.”

Dannyl's eyebrows rose dightly. "Y es. What may be considered prudent here would be considered rude
there”



"Now, did you want acup of sumi?'

Dannyl smiled and nodded. "Y es, thank you."

Standing up, Rothen took a step toward the cabinet where the sumi cups and leaves were kept, then
froze.

—All magicians, listen to me!

Rothen blinked in surprise a Lorlen's menta voice.

—All mental communication must cease from now on, unless in an emergency. If you are unable
to avoid conversing in this way, be mindful of what you reveal. If you hear another magician
communicating mentally, please inform him or her of thisrestriction.

"Wadl," Dannyl said after amoment. "I hateto say it, consdering what you've set out to do, but every day
| grow moreworried."

"Of what?'

"That what Akkarintold usisthe truth.”

As Cery refilled Savaras glass, she stiffened and stared into the distance.

"What isit?" he asked.

Sheblinked. ™Y our Guild has madeitsfirst good decison.”

"Oh?"

She amiled. "Ordersto stop speaking mind to mind.”

Cery topped up hisglass. "Will that do them much good?’

"It might have, had they done it aweek ago.” She shrugged and picked up her glass. "But it isgood the
Ichani won't learn about the Guild's plans now."

"Y ouwont either.”

She shrugged. "No. But that does not matter any more."

Cery congdered her. She had found agloriousy well-fitted dress somewhere, made of fine, soft materia
dyed arich purple. The color complemented her skin. Her eyes, when shelooked at him, seemed to
glow with arich golden warmth.

But those eyes were downcast now, and her expressve mouth set in athin line,

"Savara—"

"Do not ask meto stay." Shelooked up and fixed him with adirect stare. "I must go. I must obey my
people.”

"l just—"

"| cannot stay." She rose and began pacing the room. "'l wish | could. Would you leave and go to my
land with me, knowing what your country will face? No. Y ou have your own peopleto protect. |
have—"

"Ha! Let megetawordin!"

She stopped and gave him arueful smile. "I am sorry. Go on, then.”

"l wasjust going to tell you that | get what you're saying. I'd rather you stayed, but | won't stop you
going." He smiled wryly. "I'd wager I'd never have achance of stopping you anyway."

Her eyebrows rose. She gestured to the table. "But you invited meto dinner so you could try to talk me
intoit."

He shook hishead. "1 just wanted to thank you for your help—and | had to make up for not giving you
the chance to do one of these daves.”

She gave alittle pout. "That would take more than amed "

He chuckled. "Redly? Hmmm, we Thieves don't like to break aded, you know. Would you forgive me
if I made up for it another way?"

Her eyesflashed and her smile becamedy. "Oh, | will think of something." She walked to him, bent
forward and kissed him. "Hmmm, that gives me an ideaor two."

He smiled, caught her waist and pulled her down so she was Sitting across hisknees. "Areyou surel
can't tak you into staying?' he asked quietly.

Shetilted her head to the Side and considered. " Perhaps just one more night.”

The road into Sachakawas dark and silent. Akkarin had spoken only once, to caution Sonea against



making alight or speaking any louder than a murmur. Since then the only sound had been the echo of
their footsteps, and the distant howl of the wind somewhere far above.

Shelooked down at her boots, the only items|eft of her novice uniform. Would the Ichani recognize
them? She congdered asking Akkarin if she should discard them, but the idea of walking without any
shoesin this cold and rocky terrain was unappealing.

As her eyes had adjusted to the dark, she had begun to make out more of the road ahead. Two vertica
walls of rock hung on either sde, curving and folding like heavy drapes. Looking up, she saw that they
stretched severa hundred paces toward the sky, but were growing steedily shorter.

After severd turns, thewall on the left ended abruptly. A great dark expanse cameinto view. They
stopped and stared at the land below.

A black, endless darkness spread from the foot of the mountainsto aglow at the horizon. As Sonea
watched, the glow began to brighten. A diver of white gppeared and began to swell upward. Light
flooded acrossthe land asthe

moon—no longer quite full—dowly escaped the horizon. Sonea sucked in abreath. The mountains now
shonelike jagged lumps of slver. Ridges clawed down into the plain below like thick tree roots. Where
rock ended, atredess, desolate land began. In places, water from the mountain had eroded the soil,
creating branched and twisted fissures that stretched toward the horizon. Farther away, she could see
strange crescent-shaped hills, like the ripplesin apond frozenin time.

Thiswasthe wasteland of Sachaka.

She felt ahand grasp her arm. Surprised, she let Akkarin pull her back into the shadow of the wall.
"Wemight be seen,” he murmured. "We must leave the road.”

L ooking ahead, she could not see how that was possible. Theroad curved to theright, cut into the face
of the mountain. Steep, almost vertical walls of rock rose on either side.

Akkarin's hand was till around her arm. She redlized her heart was begting quickly, and not entirely from
fear. His attention was on the cliff above, however.

"We can only hope there aren't watchers up there," he said.

Helet her go, and strode back up the road. Soneafollowed. When they had reached a point where the
left-hand wall shadowed most of the right, he spun about and took hold of her shoulders.

Guessing what he was going to do, Sonea braced her legs. Sure enough, they began to rise upward,
supported by adisk of magic below their feet. She made hersalf ook away, suddenly too conscious of
how close Akkarin was.

He stopped their ascent near the top so he could peer over thelip of the wall. Satisfied that the areawas
safe, he levitated them over the edge and set them down on the stony surface.

Sonealooked around in dismay. The dope was not as precipitous as the rock wall below, but it was il
frighteningly steep. Cracks and jagged outcrops broke the surface, and in other places the ground was so
smooth she could not see how they could walk acrossit without diding off the moun-

tain. How could they navigate this, when dl they had to light the way was the moon?

Akkarin started forward and began picking hisway across the dope. Soneadrew in adeep bregth, then
followed. From then on, climbing over or around outcrops, leaping over crevasses and keeping her
balance on the treacherous dope occupied her mind. She lost al sense of the time passing. It was easier
tojust follow Akkarin, and think only of making it past the next obstruction.

The moon had risen much higher in the sky, and she had Heded the weary musclesin her legs severd
times, when Akkarin finally stopped at the crest of aridge. She assumed at first that he had encountered
aparticularly large crevasse or some other difficulty on the other side, but when she looked up at him, he
was staring back over her shoulder.

Abruptly, he grabbed her arms and pulled her into a crouch. Her heart skipped.

"Keep low," he said urgently. He glanced behind. "We might be visible againgt the sky."

She squatted beside him, her pulse racing. He stared back the way they had come, then pointed back
across the rugged dope they had crossed. She searched for something new. Finding nothing, she shook
her head.

"Where?'



"He's behind that rock shaped like amullook,” he murmured. "Wait amoment. .. there."

She saw a movement perhaps five or Six hundred paces away—a shifting shadow. It legpt and strode
aong the mountain dope with practiced surety.

"Whoishe?'

"One of Kariko'salies, no doubt," Akkarin muttered.

An Ichani, Soneathought. So soon. We can't face one yet. Akkarin's not strong enough. Her heart
was besting too quickly and shefdt ill with fear.

"We must move fast now," Akkarin said. "Heisan hour behind us. We need to incresse that distance.”
Remaining in the crouch, he moved aong the ridge to where adab of rock overlapped another, leaving a
narrow gap. Sipping through, he straightened and al but ran down

the other sde of theridge. Sonea hurried after, somehow keeping her balance despite the stones that
shifted and rolled under her boots.

It took al her concentration to keep up with him now. He hurried around boulders, jogged across dopes
dippery with rubble, and barely paused before leaping over gapsin their path. Every step tested Soneals
reflexes and baance.

When Akkarin stopped again, in the shadow of an enormous round boulder, she almost stumbled into
him. Seeing that he was staring behind again, she turned to search for their pursuer. After amoment, she
found him. The man was no farther away, she saw with dismay.

At least heisno closer, shetold hersdf.

"Timeto put him off our track,” Akkarin murmured. He walked around the boulder. Sonea caught her
breath as she saw the deep crevasse at their feet. It was about twenty strides across where they stood,
but widened to form ahuge ravine with sheer walls that descended into darkness.

"I will go to the left for about a quarter hour and then to the edge. Hell assume we descended into the
ravine. Y ou levitate to the other Side, then make your way pardld to the mountains. Keep in the shadows
asmuch as possible, evenif it means dowing down.”

She nodded. He turned away and stalked into the night. For amoment she felt aterrible fear of being left
alone, but she took a deep breath and pushed it aside.

Standing up, she created adisk of magic and lifted hersdf into the air. As she moved over the crevasse,
shelooked down. It was very deep. She fixed her gaze on the other side and moved across. When her
feet met solid ground again, she sighed with relief. She had never been afraid of heights, but the drop into
the ravine made the tllest buildingsin the city look like the steps of the University.

From there, she concentrated on navigating the craggy mountainside. Keegping to the shadowswas
remarkably easy. The moon was now directly above, but the dope of the mountain had cracked or
eroded to form severa giant steps. The nearest seemed to be the obvious one to follow, so she
descended to the one below.

Keeping to the shadows meant it was harder to see, however. She nearly sumbled into ahole or
crevasse more than once. After an endless stretch of leaping and jogging, she glanced up to seethat the
moon had nearly reached the peaks above.

Shefdt adtirring of fear again as she realized how much time had passed since Akkarin had left her. She
consdered what he had said he would do. A quarter hour down the left sSide of the ravine plus another
quarter back to the boulder meant he was haf an hour behind her. What if Akkarin had miscalculated?
What if the pursuer had been only haf an hour behind them, not an hour? Akkarin might have returned to
the crevasse & the same time asthe Ichani.

She found she had dowed down, and pushed herself onward again. Akkarin wasn't dead. If held been
captured, he would have called to her, to warn her to keep running. But what if held tricked her into
leavinghim? Don't be ridiculous, shetold hersdf. He wouldn't abandon you to the Ichani.

Unless. . . unless he had led the pursuer away, knowing that he would be caught and killed, to save her.
She stopped and looked behind. The terrain curved around the mountain, and she could not see far
behind her. Sighing, sheforced hersdlf to continue on. Don't speculate, shethought. Concentrate.

The words repeated themsdlves in her mind and became a chant. After awhile shefound hersdf sllently
mouthing them. The rhythm carried her on, from one step to the next. Then she charged around an



outcrop and found hersdlf stepping out into an abyss.

Throwing her arms out, she managed to grab the outcrop, swing herself againgt it, and stop hersdf falling.
Her heart pounded as she pulled hersalf back from the brink. An enormous ravine blocked her path.
Panting with fright and exertion, she stared at the opposite wall and tried to decide what she should do
now. She could levitate across, but while she did shewould bein plain sght.

The sound of hurried footsteps close behind her was dl the warning she had. She started to turn, but
something

dammed into her back and ahand clamped over her mouth to smother her scream. She fell forward,
over the edge of the precipice.

Then magic surrounded her, and shefelt her descent dow. At the same time she recognized afamiliar
scent.

Akkarin.

Hisarms held her tightly. They turned in the air and began to rise. The creased and cracked wall of the
ravine rushed pagt, then alarger dash of blackness appeared. They moved intoit.

Her feet met an uneven floor and, as Akkarin released her, she staggered and threw out her arms. A
hand met awall, and she managed to regain her balance. Shefelt lightheaded and giddy, and fought a
strange urgeto laugh.

"Give me your power."

Akkarin was a shadow in the darkness, and his voice held both urgency and command. She struggled to
regain some control of her breething.

"Now!" he said urgently. "The Ichani can senseit. Quickly."

She held her hands out. Hisfingers brushed against hers then wrapped around her hands. Closing her
eyes, she sent out asteady stream of energy. Asthe significance of what Akkarin had said sank in, she
quickened the flow until power was rushing from her.

"Stop, Sonea.”

She opened her eyes and awave of exhaustion swept over her.

"Y ou gavetoo much," hesaid. "Y ou'vetired yoursdf."

She yawned. "It'sno useto me."

"No? How are you going to continue on now?' He sighed. "'l could Heal you, | suppose, but... maybewe
should stay here. If he had seen where we went, he would have followed us by now. And we haventt
dept for days.”

She shivered and looked up. "He was that closeto me."

"Yes. | took adifferent path to yours and his, so | could watch him. | noticed how he followed you
unerringly, but did not pick up my trail even when | crossed yours severd

times. Then | got close enough to watch him and | redlized from his behavior that he could senseyou. So
| looked closer, and found | could, too. Y ou are unused to holding extra power, and were dlowing a
sense of it to dip past your control.”

"Oh"

"Fortunately, | was able to catch up with you just as you reached this ravine. A moment more, and he
would have found you."

"Oh"

"Y ou shall deep here, while | keep watch.”

She sighed with relief. She had been bone-weary before she had given him al her strength. A tiny globe
light appeared, revealing that the crack extended alittle way into the rock wall. The base wasfilled with a
jumble of large stones. Though Sonea wanted desperately to lie down and deep, she regarded the floor
with dismay.

Finding arelatively even area, she shifted afew of the rocks, filled in afew holes between them with
gmaller stones, then lay down. It was not very comfortable. She smiled wryly, remembering how she had
once dept on the floor of Rothen's spare room so long ago, because she had been unused to soft beds.
Akkarin sat down near the entrance. As hisglobe light blinked out again, she wondered how she would
ever degp when she knew an Ichani was searching for her above.



But exhaustion blunted the rock's sharp edges and her fear, and her thoughts soon drifted away from all
the concerns of the moment.

22

An Exchange of Views

From the outside, only the towers of the Palace were visible over the high round wall that surrounded it.
Asthe Guild carriage turned onto the circular road ringing the wal, Lorlen looked up and felt atwinge of
anxiety. It had been many years since he had entered the Paace. Matters between the King and the
Guild were dways dedlt with by the High Lord. Though two magicians—the King's Advisors— attended
the monarch on adaily basis, their role was to protect and counsdl, not to receive or attend to orders
regarding the Guild. Now, with Akkarin gone, the respongbilities of the High Lord fell to the
Adminigrator.

Asif | don't already have enough to do, Lorlen thought. The King had asked for dl Higher Magicians
to attend him today, however. Lorlen looked at the other occupants of the carriage.

While Lady Vinaralooked cam, Lord Sarrin wore afrown of worry. Expatriate Administrator Kito was
tapping the fingers of one hand againgt the other. Lorlen was unsure if thisindicated nervousness or
impatience. Not for thefirst time, he wished that Kito's duties didn't require him to be absent from the
Guild so often. If he had known Kito better, he might have been able to read the man's mood from this
little mannerism.

The carriage dowed, then turned toward the Palace entrance. The two enormous blackened iron gates
swung inward, each guided by apair of guards. Several more guards, standing on either sde of the
entrance, bowed as Lorlen's carriage entered alarge enclosed courtyard.

Statues of previous kings stood proudly around the

courtyard. The carriages drew to ahdt in front of the grand Palace doors. A guard stepped forward and
bowed as L orlen climbed out of the carriage.

Lorlen glanced at the second Guild carriage pulling up behind the first, then stepped forward to meet the
greeter at the Palace doors. Thetask of the greeters was to welcome every visitor to the Palace with
appropriate formality and later compose areport. Lorlen had been fascinated to learn, as a child, that the
greeters had developed their own shortened form of writing to speed the process.

The man bowed gracefully.

"Adminigrator Lorlen. An honor to meet you." Hisdert eyes moved from magician to magician ashe
greeted each. "Welcometo the Palace.”

"Thank you," Lorlen replied. "We have been summoned by the King."

"So | have been informed.” The man was holding asmall board in one hand. He drew a square of paper
out of adot in the sde and made severa quick markson it with anink stick. A boy standing nearby
dashed forward, bowed, and took the dlip of paper.

"Your guide,” the greeter said. "Hewill take you to King Merin now."

The boy dashed to one of the huge Paace doors and hauled it open, then stepped aside. Lorlen led the
other magiciansinto the Palace entrance hall.

The hall was based on the onein the University and wasfilled with fragile-looking spiral staircases. There
were many more of them, however, and they were decorated with gold and illuminated by severd
hanging lamps. An e aborate clockwork timepiece clicked and whirred in the center of the room. They
followed their young guide up astaircase to the second leve.

A complicated journey followed. Their guide led them through large doorways and dong wide corridors
and halls. After along climb up anarrow staircase, they arrived at an ordinary-sized door, blocked by
two guards. The boy asked them to wait, then dipped past the guards. After a short

pause, he regppeared and announced that the King would see them.

As L orlen stepped into the room beyond, his attention wasimmediately drawn to the tal, narrow
windows. They gave aview of the entire city and beyond. He redlized they were in one of the Pdace
towers. As helooked to the north, he almost expected to be able to see adark line of mountains, but of
course, the border was far beyond the horizon.



The King was ditting in alarge, comfortable chair on the far sde of the room. The King's Advisors stood
on either sde, their expressionswatchful and serious. Lord Mirken wasthe older of the pair. Lord
Rolden was closer to the King's age, and, Lorlen knew, was considered as much afriend as protector.
"Your Mgesty," Lorlen said. He dropped to one knee, and heard the rustle of robes behind him asthe
other Higher Magiciansfollowed suit.

"Adminigrator Lorlen," the King replied, "and Higher Magicians of the Guild. Be at ease”

Lorlen and the othersrose.

"l wish to discuss the claims of the former High Lord with you and your colleagues,” the King continued.
His gaze shifted from one magician to another, then he frowned. "WhereisLord Bakan?'

"The Head of Warriorsisat the Northern Fort, Y our Mgesty," Lorlen explained, "with the magicians
who escorted Akkarin to the border.”

"Whenwill he return?’

"He intends to remain in case Akkarin attempts to return that way, or his story provesto betrue and
these Ichani he spoke of try to enter Kyrdia."

The King'sfrown degpened. "I need him here, where | can consult with him." He hesitated. "My
Advisorstell meyou have given ordersthat all mental communication cease. Why isthat?"

"Last night | heard the mental voice of amagician unknown to me." Lorlen felt achill as he remembered.
"He gppeared to have been listening in to a conversation | was having with my assgtant.”

The King's eyes narrowed. "What did this stranger say?"

"| thanked Lord Osen for informing me that Akkarin and Sonea had entered Sachaka. The stranger
repegted the thanks."

"Tha isdl thisgstranger sad?'

"Yes"

"Y ou don't know if this stranger is|chani, however." The King tapped hisfingerson thearm of hischair.
"But if the Ichani do exist, and have been listening to your conversations, they may have learned agreat
ded inthelast few days™"

"Unfortunately, yes."

"Andif | order Lord Balkan home, they will hear of it. Will his Warriors be capable of defending the Fort
agang attack if he leavesthem and returns?’

"I do not know. | could ask him, but if hisanswer isno and he leaves, anyone listening will know the Fort
isvulnerable”

The King nodded. "I understand. Speak to him. If he feels he cannot leave, then he must stay.”

Lorlen sent out amenta call to Balkan. The response wasimmediate.

—Lorlen?

—If you return to Imardin, will your men be able to defend the Fort?"

—Yes. | have taught Lord Makin how to coordinate them against a black magician.

—Good. Come back immediately. The King wants your advice.

—I'll leave in an hour.

Lorlen nodded and looked at the King. "He is confident they can defend the Fort. He should arrivein
two or three days."

The King nodded, satisfied. "Now, tell me about your investigations.

Lorlen clasped his hands behind his back. "In the last few days we have located afew merchantswho
vigted Sachakain the past, and one does remember the term 'Ichani.' He said it meant 'bandit’ or
'robber." Merchants and their pos-

sessions have been known to disappear in the wastes. It was assumed they had lost their way. That isal
we know. We are sending three magicians into Sachakato seek more information. They will leaveina
few days."

"And what defensive preparations have you made in case Akkarin's story istrue?”'

Lorlen turned to regard hisfellow magicians. "If what he saysistrue, and these Ichani are hundreds of
times stronger than asingle Guild magician, | don't know if thereis anything we can do. There are over
three hundred of us, if weinclude magiciansliving in other lands. Akkarin estimated there were ten to



twenty Ichani. Even if there were only ten, we would have to increase our numbers more than threefold
to meet aforce that strong. Though thereis magical potentia in the underclasses, | doubt we would find
seven hundred new magicians—and we certainly couldn't train them quickly enough.”

The King had grown alittle pale. "Isthere no other way?'

Lorlen hestated. "Thereisoneway, but it hasits own dangers.”

TheKing gestured for Lorlen to continue,

Lorlenturned to look at Lord Sarrin. "The Head of Alchemists has been studying Akkarin's books. What
he haslearned has been both disturbing and enlightening.”

"How so, Lord Sarrin?'

The old magician stepped forward. "They reved that black magic was not forbidden by the Guild until
five centuries ago. Before then, it wasin common use and was known as 'higher magic' After it was
banned, records were rewritten or destroyed to diminate reference to it. The books Akkarin possessed
were buried under the University asa precaution againgt Kyrdiafacing apowerful enemy again.”

"So your predecessorsintended for the Guild to relearn black magic if it was under threat?’

"It appears 0."

The King considered that. Lorlen was pleased to see wariness and fear in the monarch's expression. No
ruler would like theidea of giving magicians potentidly limitless power.

"How long would it take?"

Sarrin spread hishands. "1 don't know. More than aday. | believe Sonealearned it in aweek, but with
guidance from Akkarin. Learning from books may prove more difficult.” He paused. "I would not
recommend attempting such an extreme measure unless there was no other way."

"Why not?" the King asked, though he seemed unsurprised.

"We could save ourselves only to end up fighting the corrupting effects of black magic on our own
people.”

The King nodded. "Y et black magic does not appear to have corrupted Akkarin. If he had intended to
overpower the. Guild, and mysdf, he could have doneit a any timeinthelast eight years."

"That istrue," Lorlen agreed. "Akkarin was my closest friend, from the day we met asnovices, and |
never found him to be dishonorable. Ambitious, yes, but not immora or lacking in compassion.” He
shook hishead. "The Guild islarge, however, and | cannot guarantee that al magicianswould be as
resrained if they had accessto limitless power."

The King nodded. "Then perhaps only afew might learn it, those who were judged trustworthy ... but
only if the Stuation proves desperate, asyou say. Proof isthe key, here. Y ou must discover whether
Akkarin's story istrue or untrue." He looked at Lorlen. "Isthere anything else that | should know?"
Lorlen glanced at the others, then shook his head. "1 wish we had more significant or reassuring news,

Y our Mgesty, but we do not."

"Then therest of you may go. Stay with me awhile, Adminigtrator. | would question you further about
Akkarin and hisnovice."

Lorlen stepped aside and nodded to the others. They knelt briefly, then left the room. At agesture from
the King, the Advisors quietly moved away to chairs beside the door. He rose and crossed to the
northern window.

Lorlenfollowed at arespectful distance. The monarch leaned on the sill and sighed.

"I have never found Akkarin to be anything but honorable," he murmured. "For thefirst time | find mysdlf
hoping that | was wrong about him, and have been proven afoal.”

"Asdol, Your Mgesty," Lorlenreplied. "If hewastdling the truth, we have just sent our best dly into
the hands of our enemy.”

The King nodded. "Y et it had to be done. | do hope that he survives, Administrator, and not just because
we may need him. 1, too, valued him asagood friend."

Pain was the first sensation Sonea became aware of when shewoke. It was a itsworst in her legs and
back, but her shoulders and arms aso felt bruised and sore. Concentrating on it, sheredlized it was the
ache of muscles unused to exercise, and the cramping of othersthat had tried to brace themselves againgt
the hard surface shewaslying on.



Drawing on her power, she Healed away the discomfort. Asthe ache receded, she grew aware of a
nagging hunger. She wondered when she had last eaten, and memories of the previous night flooded in.
Last thing | remember, | wasin a cave with Akkarin.

She opened her eyes dightly. Two walls of stone stretched up above her, drawing closer until they met.
The cave. Keeping her eyes mostly closed, shelooked toward the entrance. Akkarin was itting afew
steps away. As she watched, helooked at her and his mouth curled into that wry, haf-smile she knew so
well.

He'ssmiling at me.

She didn't know if he could see she was awake, and she didn't want him to stop smiling, so she stayed
gtill. He continued to regard her, then looked away, Signed and the smile was replaced with afrown of
worry.

She closed her eyes again. She ought to get up, but she did not want to move. Once she did, the day
would begin and there would be more walking and climbing and running away from Ichani. And Akkarin
would turn cold again.

She opened her eyes fully and regarded him again. The skin of hisface seemed tight, and looked bruised
under his eyes. The shadow of stubble accentuated the angles of hisjaw and cheekbones. He looked thin
and tired. Had he dept at al? Or had he sat up all night watching her?

His eyes sngpped to hers and his expression became disapproving.

"S0. Youreawake at last." He climbed to hisfeet. "Get up. We must get as much distance as possible
between us and the Pass."

Good morning to you, too, Soneathought. Sherolled and pushed herself unsteadily to her feet.

"What timeisit?"

"Nearly dusk."

She had dept al day. She considered the shadows under his eyes again.

"Did you degp?’

"| kept watch."

"We should wetch in turns.”

He didn't reply. She moved to the entrance of the cave. The drop into the ravine made her head spin. He
put a hand on her shoulder, and she fdlt the vibration of magic under her feet.

"Let medo that," she offered.

Heignored her. Magic lifted them both from the cave floor. She watched his face as they moved upward,
noting thetension in hisface. Tomorrow night she would insst on taking the first watch, she decided.
Clearly she would not be able to rely on him to wake her up so he could deep.

As he set them down at the top of the cliff, his hand left her shoulder. She followed as he began searching
the ground. Guessing he was looking for signs of the Ichani's passing, she hung back alittle. After moving
uphill for afew hundred paces, he stopped, walked back past her, and started in the opposite direction.
Turning to follow, she looked up and drew in ashort breath in amazement. The wasteland spread before
her. Despite the muting of the dusk light, the colors of the land were till vivid.

Dark, rust-colored soil lapped at the base of the mountains, but where rivers had eroded the land away,
bands of black and pale yelow could be seen. If shelooked closdly, she could see a speckling of
tussocky grass on the surface and, here and there, scraggly groves of trees grown twisted by the wind.

It was ableak landscape, yet there was awild beauty to it. The colors were so intense and strange. Even
the Sky was a different blue,

"Itisas| feared. He continued southward instead of de-scending toward the wastes.”

She blinked in surprise as she saw that Akkarin was walk-ing toward her again. He passed her and
continued up the dope again. She sighed and hurried &fter.

A demanding climb followed. Akkarin seemed reluctant to levitate, preferring to climb up the stepped
shelves of rock. He did not stop to rest, and by the time the last rays of the sun had left the mountains
above, she was sore and weary again.

She soon craved the rdlief of standing till. Or just to be able to keep up with hislong strides. Perhaps, if
she got him talking, hewould dow down for alittlewhile,



"Where are we going?'

Akkarin hestated, but didn't stop or turn.

"Away from the Pass."

"And then?'

"Somewhere safe”

"Doyou haveaplacein mind?"

"Somewhere far from Sachaka and the Allied countries.”

Sonea halted and stared at his back. Away from Sachakaand Kyraia? He did not intend to stay close
50 he could help the Guild when the Ichani invaded? Surely he wasn't going to abandon Kyrdia

It made sense, though. What el se could they do? They weren't strong enough to fight the Ichani. Neither
was the Guild. And the Guild wasn't going to accept their help any-way. What was the point of staying?
Y et she could not believe he would give up so easily. She could not give up so easily. Shewould fight,
evenif it meant shewould probably lose.

But what if that meant leaving Akkarin. .. ?

Akkarin glanced back at her. "Actudly, | intend to find Kariko's group and do alittle spying mysdf," he
sad.

"When | find them | will send images of what | seeto the Guild."

Sonea blinked, then shook her head. He had been testing her, then. The redlization brought both relief
and anger. Then she consdered what he was saying, and felt her blood turn cold.

"TheIchani will hear you. They'll know yourewatch-ing,” shesaid. "They'll—"

He stopped and turned to regard her.

"Why did you come, Sonea?'

Sonea gtared at him. His eyes glittered dangeroudy. Shefet astab of hurt, then agrowing anger.

"Y ou need me more than the Guild does," shetold him.

His eyes narrowed. "Need you? | don't need a half-trained, disobedient novice to protect.”
Disobedient. So that iswhat he is so angry about. She straightened. "If that ill-considered plan you
just told meiswhat you're truly intending to follow, then obvioudy you do need me,” she retorted.

His gaze flickered, but his expression did not soften.

"Ill-congdered or not, why should | include you in my plans when you're so disinclined to follow them?”
Sheheld hisgaze. "I'm only disinclined to follow plansthat will get you killed.”

He blinked, then stared at her intently. She made hersdlf hold his gaze. He abruptly turned away and
resumed climb-ing.

"Y our presence has complicated things. | cannot do what | intended. | will have to reconsider what I...
we will do now."

Sonea hurried after. "Y ou didn't redlly intend to py on the Ichani and communicate what you saw to the
Guild, did you?

"Yesand no."

"If they hear you, they will be able to work out where you are hiding.”

"Of course," hereplied.

And if they caught him, they would not endave him. They would kill him. Suddenly Sonea understood
what he had in-tended to show the Guild. A chill rushed through her.

"Wl | guess showing them that will definitdy convincethe Guild the lchani exig."

He paused and straightened. "1 did not mean to imply that | intended to sacrifice mysdlf,” he said stiffly.
"Thelchani will not hear if | communicate through Lorlen.”

Lorlen'sring. She felt her facewarm. "1 see" shereplied.

I'mafool, shethought. Well, | just managed to sound like one anyway. Perhaps it would be better
if I kept my mouth shut.

But asthey continued to climb, she considered his plan. There was no reason why they couldn't still try it.
Shelooked at his back and considered whether she should broach the subject again, but decided to wait.
When they stopped next, shewould ask if it could still work.

Just asthe growing darkness was beginning to make it difficult to see their way, they reached the base of



asheer cliff. Akkarin stopped and turned to regard the land below. He lowered himsdlf to the ground and
rested hisback againgt the dliff. Sitting beside him, she caught the faint smell of his swegat. Suddenly she
was very aware of his pres-ence, and of the silence between them. Now was the time to ask about
spying on the Ichani, yet she could not make her-self speak.

What iswrong with me? she asked hersdlf.

Love, avoicein her head whispered.

No. Don't beridiculous, she answered. I'm not in love. And he clearly isn't. I'm a half-trained,
disobedient novice. The sooner | put these silly notions out of my mind, the bet-ter.

"We have company.”

Akkarin lifted ahand and pointed. Following the direc-tion of hisfinger, Soneafound hersaf searching
the land she had travelled the night before.

A dark shape detached itself from the shadow of aboul-der far below. It was hard to estimate how far
away it was. She had never needed to guess such distancesin the city.

The distant movements were strange, and definitely not human.

"ltsananimd,” shesad.

"Yes" Akkarinreplied. "A yed. They areasmaller, do-mestic breed of limek. Thelchani train them to
track and hunt. See, its owner follows."

A figure stepped into the moonlight, pursuing the limek.

"Another Ichani?'

"Probably.”

Sheredized her heart was pounding, but not from any foolish notions of love. One Ichani in front, one
behind.

"Will he be ableto track us?'

"If her yed finds our scent.”

Her? Soneawatched the figure. There was something about the walk that did seem feminine, she
decided. Shelooked at Akkarin. He was frowning.

"What now?'

Helooked up at the dliff. "I don't like wasting power lev-itating, but we will be safer higher up. We must
find acrack or fold in the cliff to hide within aswe go up.”

"And then?"

"We find water and food."

"Up there?' she asked skepticaly.

"It may seem desolate, but alittle life can be found if you know whereto look. It will grow easier the
farther south we go"

"So we're going south?”

"Yes South."

Herose and extended ahand. Shetook it and let him pull her to her feet. As he turned away, hisfingers
did from hers, leaving her skin tingling where he had touched her. Sonealooked down at her hand and
sghed.

Getting these Silly notions out of her head was not going to be essy.

Dannyl sighed with relief asthe door to his room closed. He sat down in one of his guestroom chairsand
reduced hisglobelight to afaint glow.

At last hewas aone. Now that he was, however, he found he didn't fee any better. He moved around
the room rest-lesdy, examining the furniture and the framed maps and plans he'd collected and hung on
hiswalsyears ago.

| miss Tayend, hethought. I miss sharing a bottle of wine, and talking for hours. | miss sitting in
our roomworking on our research. | miss. . . everything.

Helonged to tell Tayend about Akkarin's story. The scholar would work hisway through every detail of
it, teas-ing out hidden incons stencies or meanings. He would see possibilitiesthat others had never
congdered.

But Dannyl was glad that the scholar wasn't here. If Akkarin's story proved to be true, Dannyl would



rather Tayend was asfar away from the Guild as possible.

He consdered everything he had been told about black magic in preparation for his position as
Ambassador, and what he had learned from the Dem's book. By using it, amargician could draw
magica strength from others. A person gifted with magical talent had more power to take than one
without it—but that did not mean that a magician was the better target. A magician, once defeated, would
have little magic left to take. It was the person gifted with magical tal-ent who hadn 't been trained to use
it who would be the mogt attractive victim.

Which was exactly what Tayend was.

Dannyl sghed. Hefet asif he were being pulled in two directions. Though he longed to return to Elyneto
make sure Tayend was safe, he did not want to abandon Kyraiaand the Guild either.

He thought of Rothen and smiled grimly. I might have joined this group of spies once. Now | hesitate,
because | know how | would feel if Tayend left on such a dangerous mission. | wouldn 't do that to
him unless there was no other choice.

Sitting down at his desk, Dannyl drew out a sheet of paper, ink and a pen. He paused to consider what
he could risk putting onto paper.

To Tayend of Tremmelin:

As you have no doubt heard, the Guild isin a state of up-heaval. | arrived to learn that the High
Lord had been ar-rested for using black magic. You will appreciate how unfortunate the timing
was in relation to our work, but while it created some problems, none have proven too
troublesome so far.

Hewent on to relate Akkarin's sory, then explained that he could not return to Elyne until he knew the
Guild was sfe.

| will be surprised, and not a little annoyed, if I am not free to return within the next few months.
Whileit is good to speak to Rothen again, | don't feel like | belong here now. Instead, | feel like a
visitor waiting for the chance to return home. When this matter is settled, | will ask Lorleniif |
may continue in the role of Guild Ambassador to Elyne perma-nently.

Yours in friendship, Ambassador Dannyl.

Sitting back in hischair, Dannyl considered the letter carefully. It was more formd than he would have
liked, but he was not about to put on paper anything more personal. If there were people like Farand in
the Allied Lands, employed to listen to magicians menta conversations, there must aso be people
employed to intercept and read mail.

He rose and stretched. 1t might be months before he could leave Kyradlia. If Akkarin's claims proved to
be true, the Guild would want to keep as many magiciansin Kyraiaas possible. He could be stuck here
for alongtime.

If Akkarin was telling the truth, hethought with ashiver, | might never return to Elyne again.

23

Spies

While outside the summer heat was dowly rising to its pegk, the roomsingde the University were il
pleasantly cool. Rothen relaxed in one of the large comfortable chairsin the Adminigtrator's office and
regarded his companions. Lord Solend, the historian, seemed a strange choice for aspy, but who would
suspect the deepy-looking old man of gathering intelligence for the Guild? The other spy, Lord Yikmo,
was the Warrior Skillsteacher who had trained Sonea.

Solend was an Elyne, and Yikmo aVin, making Rothen the only Kyralian magician chosen for the task.
Rothen ex-pected thiswould makeit harder for him to get information out of the Sachakans—if they did
didike Kyraians as much as Akkarin claimed.

Lorlen drummed hisfingers on the arm of his chair. They were waiting to meet a professiona spy, sent by
the King, who would ingtruct them in the art of disguise and intelligence-gathering before they |€eft for
Sachakain afew days. At aknock on the door, dl turned to see who entered. A messenger strode into
the room, bowed, and informed L orlen that Raven of House Tellen would be late and offered his

gpologies.



Lorlen nodded. "Thank you. Y ou may go."

The messenger bowed again, then hesitated and glanced around the room.

"Doesthisroom often suffer from unexplained drafts, my lord?'

Lorlen looked at the man sharply. He opened his mouth to reply, paused, then smiled and leaned back in
hischair.

"Raven."

The man bowed again.

"Where did you get the uniform?”

"l collect them.”

So thisiswhat a professional spy looks like, Rothen mused. He had expected someone dy and
clever-looking. Instead, Raven's appearance was surprisingly ordinary.

"A useful habit, in your profession,” Lorlen commented.

"Very." The man shivered. "Would you like meto find the source of thisdraft?'

Lorlen nodded. The spy crossed the room and began ex-amining the walls. He stopped, pulled out a
nose cloth, and wiped the frame of a painting, then smiled and dipped hishand behind it.

A section of thewall did open.

"The source of your draft,” Raven announced. He turned to regard L orlen, and alook of disappointment
crossed hisface. "But | seeyou dready knew about it." His hand moved again and the pand did back
into place.

"Everyone here knows of the passagewaysin the walls of the University,” Lorlen said. "Not everybody
knows where the entrances are, however. Using them isforbidden, though | suspect the former High
Lord often ignored that rule.”

Rothen resisted asmile. Despite L orlen's unconcerned manner, there was a crease between his eyebrows
and he kept glancing at the painting. Rothen supposed the Admin-istrator was wondering if Akkarin had
ever spied on him.

Raven gpproached the Adminigrator's desk. "Why is using them forbidden?"

"They are unsafe, in places. If novices observed magi-cians using them, they would be tempted to do the
same— before they are capable of protecting themselves againgt cave-ins.”

Raven smiled. "That isyour officia reason, of course. In redlity, you don't want magicians or novices
spying on each other."

Lorlen shrugged. "I'm sure that possibility was consid-ered by my predecessor when he invoked that
rue”

"Y ou might want to revokeit if your former High Lord's

predictions cometrue.” Raven looked at Solend, then Yikmo. As Rothen was given the same ca culating
look, he wondered what the spy made of him. The man's expression betrayed nothing of histhoughts.
"They may prove to be vauable escape routes,” Raven added. He turned to face Lorlen. "I have
examined dl the books, reports and maps you sent to me. Confirming whether these Ichani exist should
not be difficult, particularly if they do live asthe for-mer High Lord described. Y ou don't need to send
three ma-giciansinto Sachaka."

"How many do you suggest we send?' Lorlen asked.

"None," Raven replied. "Y ou should send non-magicians. If the Ichani do exist and capture one of your
magicians, they will learn too much about you."

"No more than what they will learn if they capture Akkarin," Lorlen pointed out.

"It sounds asif he knows enough about Sachakato look after himsdlf,” Raven replied. "Whereasthese
magiciansdo not.”

"That iswhy we have employed you to educate them," Lorlen answered camly. "And thereisone
advantage to sending magicians. They can communicate what they dis-cover in an ingant.”

"Andif they do, they will reved themsdves."

"They have been ingtructed to communicate only asalast resort.”

Raven nodded dowly. "Then | would make one strong recommendation.”

"y e



He glanced at Rothen. " Send only one of these, and choose two others. Y our spies should not know
who eseyou've sent. If oneis captured, he will reved theidentity of the others."

Lorlen nodded dowly. "Which would you choose, then?"

Raven turned to Yikmo. "Y ou areaWarrior, my lord. If they capture you and read your mind they will
learn too much of the Guild'sfighting skills." He turned to Solend. "Forgive mefor pointing this out, my
lord, but you are old. No merchant would take aman of your age with him on an

arduous journey through the wastes." He looked at Rothen and frowned. ™Y ou are Lord Rothen, am |
right?’

Rothen nodded.

"If your former noviceis captured and her mind read, the Ichani might recognize you. She doesn't know
you arein-tending to enter Sachaka, however, and it probably makes little difference that she knows you
s0 long as you don't en-counter the [chani who captured her." He paused, then nod-ded. "Y ou have a
facethat ingpirestrust. Y ou would be my choice.

As Raven turned to regard Lorlen, Rothen did too. The Administrator considered the three magicians
and the spy, then nodded.

"l will take your advice." Helooked at Solend and Yikmo. "Thank you for volunteering. | will spesk to
you both later. For now, we had best ensure only Rothen hears what Raven hasto say.”

The two magiciansrose. Rothen searched their faces for Sgns of annoyance, but read nothing more than
disappoint-ment. He watched them walk to the door and leave, then turned back to find Raven watching
him dosdly.

"S0," Raven began, "what would you prefer? Lose the gray in your hair, or go completely white?"

As Sonea paused to catch her breath, shelooked around. The sky was streaked with wispy ribbons of
orange clouds, and the air was growing steadily colder. She guessed Akkarin would decide to rest soon.
For three nights since escaping the | chani, she had fol-lowed Akkarin dong the mountain range. They
began at dusk every day, walked until it grew too dark to see, then rested until the moon rose. Travelling
as quickly asthey dared, they stopped only when the moon had disappeared behind the peaks.

When they had stopped at the darkest hours of the second morning, she had told Akkarin to take the
magica strength she had regained. He had hesitated before accepting the power. Afterward, she had told
him she would watch for thefirst haf of the day. When he had begun to argue, she had

told him bluntly that she didn't trust him to wake her up when her turn came. The Hedlers had lectured
novices often on the dangers of using magic to stay awake for too long, and Akkarin waslooking more
worn and haggard each day.

At firgt, when he didn't lie down to deep, she had as-sumed thiswas hisway of refusing. She had waited
until midday before giving in to weariness. The next morning, when she took thefirst watch again, he had
fallen adeep leaning againgt a boulder, but woke again with astart long before midday and remained
awake.

The third morning, she discovered the redl reason he was resisting deep.

They had both put their backs to a doped wall warmed by the sun. She noted alittle |ater that he had
fdleninto adoze, and felt some satisfaction and relief that he was finally deeping. Soon after, however,
he had begun to move his head dowly from sideto side, his eyesroving under hiseye-lids. Hisface had
tightened into an expression of pain and fear that sent a shiver down her spine. Then hewokewith a
start, stared at the stony landscape before him, and shud-dered.

A nightmare, she guessed. She had wished she could comfort him somehow, but read from his
expression that the last thing he wanted was sympathy.

Besides, shetold hersdf, he doesn't smell so good now. The scent of swest, which had once been
pleasant, was now the stale stink of an unwashed body. And she was sure she smelled no better. They
had found the occasiona smdl pud-dle of water to drink from, but nothing large enough to wash in. She
thought wistfully of hot baths and clean robes, and of fruit and vegetables—and raka

A squawk brought her attention back to the present, and she felt her heart skip. Akkarin had stopped
waking and was looking up at severd birds circling above. As she watched, asmal shape dropped from

the ky.



He caught the bird easily, then another. By the time she caught up with him, he had removed their
feathers and had begun the less pleasant task of gutting them. He worked quickly and efficiently,
obvioudy having once been well

practiced at the task. It seemed strange to see him using magic for such amenia task, but then she had
never seen amagician hestate to use it to open and close doors and move objects they were too lazy to
collect.

Every time he caught and roasted an animd, or she puri-fied stagnant water, she wondered how they
could have sur-vived in this place without magic. They could not have travelled as quickly for astart. An
ordinary man or woman would have needed to detour around the deep crevasses they had encountered,
and scale the sheer dliffsin their path. Though Akkarin avoided using his magic as much as poss-ble,
without levitation they couldn't have kept ahead of the Ichani woman tracking them.

As Akkarin began roagting the birds in aglobe of heat, Sonea redized she could hear afaint pattering
nearby. Mov-ing away, she walked along the rock wall toward the sound. Seeing a glistening patch of
stone, shedrew in asharp bresth. A small trickle of water was running down acrack in the rock,
surrounded by severd birds.

She hurried to the wall, sending the birds fluttering away, and cupped her hands under the dribbling
water. Hearing footsteps behind her, she turned and smiled at Akkarin.

"It'sclean.”

He held up the two birds he'd caught, now reduced to asmal, steaming handful of brown mest.
"They'rereedy."

She nodded. " Just give me amoment.”

Sonea hunted around until she had found a suitable rock, then began to work. Remembering her lessons
on molding stone, she shaped the rock into alarge bowl, then set it below thetrickle of water tofill.
Akkarin made no comment on her use of magic.

They sat down to eat. The small mountain birds did not yield much mest, but they were tasty. She sucked
on the thin rib bones and tried to ignore the nagging hunger that re-mained. Akkarin rose and moved
away. The sky had rapidly darkened to a deep blue-black and she could barely see him. Sheheard a
faint splash and a swallow, and guessed he was drinking from the bowl of water.

"Tonight | will attempt to Spy on our pursuers,” he said.

Sonealooked toward his shadowy figure, her pulse quick-ening.

"Do you think they're ill following us?'

"l don't know. Come here."

She rose and approached him.

"L ook down and to theright alittle. Can you seeit?'

The dope of the mountain dropped steeply down from their position. Whereit began to split into ridges
and ravines, Sonea could seeasmal point of light. Something was moving about in the light. Something
onfour legs...

A small limek, sheredlized. Another movement brought her attention to afigure.

"They're much farther away now," she observed.

"Yes" Akkarin agreed. "'l believe they'velost our trail. Were safe, for thetime being.”

Sonea gtiffened as another shadow moved near the distant light.

"There are two of them now."

"It appears the one who nearly caught you has met with the woman."

"Why have they made the light?' she wondered aoud. "They can be seen from dl around. Do you think
they're try-ing to trick usinto coming closer?'

He paused. "I doubt it. Most likely they do not know we are so high above them. They have stopped
within acluster of boulders. If we were lower on the dopes, we would not have seen thelight.”
"Itisgoing to be abig risk, approaching them just for the sake of showing Lorlen thetruth.”

"Yes" heagreed. "But that is not the only reason to do it. | may aso learn how the Ichani plan to enter
Kyrdia The North Passis blocked by the Fort, but the South Passis open. If they enter from the south,
the Guild won't have any warning of their gpproach.”



"The South Pass?' Soneafrowned. "Rothen's son lives near there." That put Dorrien in considerable
danger, sheredized.

"Near, but not on theroad or in the Pass. The Ichani would appear to be asmall band of foreign
travellers. Even

if they were noticed, Dorrien may not hear about it from the loca peoplefor aday or s0."

"Unless Lorlen ingtructs him to keep an eye on the road, and question travellers.”

Akkarin did not reply. He remained silent, watching the distant I chani. The sky brightened beyond the
horizon, herading the rise of the moon. When thefirst diver of light appeared, he spoke again.

"Wewill have to gpproach from downwind, or the limek will smdl us"

Sonea glanced back at the bowl of water. It wasfull to the brim and overflowing.

"Then, if we have thetime, thereis something we ought to do first,” she said.

He watched as she walked over to the bowl. She warmed the water with alittle magic, then glanced up
a him. "Turn around—and no peeking."

A faint smile curled hislips. Heturned his back and crossed his arms. Keegping him in sight, Sonea pulled
off her clothes apiece a atime, washing them and herself, then drying off with magic. She had to wait for
the bowl to refill afew times as her clothes soaked up the water. Finally, she emptied the bowl over her
head. She scrubbed at her scalp and sighed with relief.

Straightening, she shook her hair out of her eyes.

"Your turn."

Akkarin turned, then approached the bowl. Moving away, Sonea sat down with her back to him. A
nagging curiosity stole over her as she waited. She pushed it aside and con-centrated on drying her hair
with magic while combing out the knotswith her fingers.

"That's better," he said eventualy.

Glancing back, she froze as she saw that his shirt waslying on the ground beside him. Seeing hisbare
chest, shefet her face flush and turned away.

Don't beridiculous, shetold herself. You've seen plenty of bare chests before. Theworkmeninthe
marketswore

little more than short trousersin the summer heat. That had never embarrassed her before.

No, avoiceinthe back of her mind answered, but you'd have felt differently about those workmen if
you'd fancied any of them.

She sighed. Shedid not want to fed like this. It made the situation more difficult than it needed to be. She
drew in adeep breath and let it out dowly. For once, she wanted to be moving, so that al her attention
was focused on traversing the rough terrain of the mountains.

She heard footsteps behind her. Looking up, she saw with relief that he was fully dressed again.
"Comeaongthen,"” Akkarin said.

She rose and followed as he started down the mountain dope. The journey did seem to clear her mind.
They de-scended quickly, taking adirect route to the Ichani and then-light. After more than an hour had
passed, Akkarin dowed and stopped. His eyes were fixed on adistant point.

"What isit?' she asked.

"Lorlen has put onthering," he said after along pause.

"Heisnt wearing it dl thetime, then?'

"No. Until now, it hasremained a secret. Sarrin was

reading the books and would have recognized it for what it was. Lorlen usudly dipsit on afew times
each evening." He started moving again. "l wish | had some glass," he mur-mured. "1 would makeyou a
nng."

Sonea nodded, though she was heartily glad he hadn't. A blood ring would have reved ed too much of
her thoughts. Until she managed to rid hersdf of thisfoolish attraction to him, she did not want Akkarin
knowing what was going on in her mind.

They continued dowly. After severa hundred paces, he pressed afinger to hislips. They crept forward
dowly, paus-ing many times as Akkarin noted the direction of the wind. Soneasaw aglimmer of light
between two boulders ahead of them, and knew they had arrived.



Faint voices grew more audible as she and Akkarin ap-proached the boulders. They stopped and
crouched behind the rocks. Thefirst voice Sonea heard was mae and thickly accented.

"... better chance than | had, with ayed."

"She'sasmart girl," thewoman replied. "Why don't you have one, Parika?"

"l did once. Last year | picked up anew dave. Y ou know how the new ones can be. She took off on me
and when the yed found her she killed him. Hed torn her legs up, though, so she didn't get far after that.”
"Youkilled her?'

"No." Parika sounded resigned. "Astempting asit was. Too hard to find good daves. She can't run now,
S0 sheisn't asmuch trouble.”

The woman made alow noise. "They're dl trouble—even when they're loyal. Either that or they're
Supid.”

"But necessary."

"Hmmm. | hate travelling on my own, with nobody to serve me," the woman said.

"It'sfaster, though."

"These Kyrdians would have dowed me down. I'm a-most glad | didn't find them. | don't like the idea of
kesping magicians prisoner.”

"They'rewesak, Avaa They wouldn't have been much trouble.

"They'd be lesstrouble dead.”

A chill ran down Soned's spine, then prickled over her skin. Suddenly she wanted to get asfar from this
place as she could, as quickly as possible. It was not a comfortable feding, knowing that two powerful
magicians who wanted her dead sat just adozen or so strides away .

"Hewantsthem dive."

"Why doesn't he hunt them himsdl f?*

The maleIchani chuckled. "He's probably itching to, but he doesn't trust the others.”

"l don't trust him, Parika. He might have sent usto find the Kyraiansto get us out of theway."

The man didn't answer. Sonea heard a soft rustle of cloth-ing, then the sound of footsteps.

"l did what | could to find them,” Avaadeclared. "I won't be excluded. I'm going back to join the others.
If he wantsthese two, hell have to hunt them himsdlf." She paused. "What will you do?!

"Return to the South Pass,” Parikareplied. "l will see you again soon, I'm sure.”

Avaagave asoft grunt. "Good hunting, then."

"Good hunting."

Sonea heard footsteps, growing faintly softer. Akkarin looked at her, jerked his head in the direction they
had come. She followed him dowly and silently away from the boul-ders. When they had walked severa
hundred paces, he quickened his stride. Instead of heading to the higher dopes of the mountain, he set off
inasoutherly direction.

"Where are we going?" Sonea murmured.

"South," Akkarin replied. "Avadawas anxiousto get back to the others, asif shefeared she might miss
something. If sheistravelling back to meet Kariko without Parika, who is heading to the Southern Pass,
that suggests Kariko intends to enter viathe North Pass.”

"Y et they said they'd meet soon.”

"In Kyralia, most likely. It hastaken usfour daysto reach here, and it will take Avalathe sametimeto
return. If we hurry, welll reach the South Pass before Parika. We must hope it is not guarded by other
Icheni."

"So we're going back into Kyraia?!

"Yes"

"Without the Guild's permisson?’

"Yes. Wewill enter Imardin in secret. If they ask for my help, | want to be close enough to act quickly.
But we have along way to go yet. Save your questions. We must try to put some distance between
oursaves and Parikatonight.”

"I think thet isal were going to get," Lorlen said. He un-clasped his hands from Balkan and Vinaras,
and leaned back in hischair. Asthe pair released Sarrin's hands, the three magiciansturned to Stare at



Lorlen.

"Why haven't you told us about thisring before?' Sarrin asked.

Lorlen took off thering and st it on the desk before him. He regarded it amoment, then sighed.

"l could not decide what to do about it," he told them. "It

isathing of black magic, yet it doesno harm and it is our only safe means of contacting Akkarin."
Sarrin picked up the ring and examined it, taking care to touch only the band. "A blood gem. Strange
magic. It allows the maker access to the wearer's mind. He seeswhat the wearer sees, hears what the
wearer hears, and absorbs what the wearer thinks."

Bakan frowned. "That does not sound like aharmless magica object to me. Whatever you know, he
learns

"He can't search my mind," Lorlen said. "Only read my surface thoughts."

"That can be damaging enough, if you happen to think about something he shouldn't know." The Warrior
frowned. "1 don't think you should wear thisring again, Lorlen.”

The others shook their heads. Lorlen nodded reluctantly.

"Very well, if you dl agree.”

"l do," Vinarareplied.

"Yes, sodol," Sarrin added. He put the ring down. "What shall we do with it?’

"Put it somewhere only we four know of," Balkan said.

"Where?'

Lorlenfelt astab of darm. If they locked it away, it had better bein aplace they could get to quickly if
they needed to call on Akkarin.

"Thelibrary?'

Bakan nodded dowly. "Y es. The cupboard of old books and plans. I'll put it away on the way back to
my rooms. For now," he looked up at each of them in turn, "let's consider this conversation Akkarin
relayed to us. What have we learned?”’

"That Soneaisdive" Vinarareplied. "That she and Akkarin have overheard awoman named Avdaand
aman named Parika discussing athird man.”

"Kariko?" Lorlen suggested.

"Possibly,” Bakan replied. "The pair did not mention hisname.”

"Incongderate of them," Sarrin muttered.

"This unseen pair discussed daves, 0 that much about themistrue,” Vinarasaid.

"They dso discussed hunting for Kyrdians™

"Soneaand Akkarin?'

"Probably. Unlessthisisaruse Akkarin has arranged,” Bakan said. "He could have employed two
people to have that discussion, so he could relay it to us.™

"Why such an ambiguous message, then?" Sarrin asked. "Why not have them mention Kariko, or his
intention to in-vade Kyrdia?"

"I'm sure he has hisreasons.” Bakan yawned, then apol-ogized. Vinaragave him a penetrating look.
"Have you dept since you returned?”

TheWarrior shrugged. "A little" He glanced at Lorlen. "Our meeting with the King continued late into
lat night.”

"Ishetill considering asking one of usto learn black magic?' Sarrin asked.

Balkan sghed. "Y es. Hewould rather that, than call Akkarin back. Akkarin has proven himsalf
untrustworthy by bresking the Guild's law and hisvow,"

"But if one of uslearned it, he or she would aso be bregk-ing that law and the Magicians Vow."

"Not if we make an exception.”

Sarrin scowled. "There should be no exceptions where black magic is concerned.”

"Y et we may have no choice. It may be the only way we can defend oursalves against these Ichani. If
one of uswas voluntarily strengthened by a hundred magicians each day, that magician would be strong
enough to fight ten Ichani in just two weeks."

Sarrin shuddered. "No one should be trusted with that much power."



"The King knows you fed thisway," Balkan said. "Which iswhy he believes you would be the best
candidate.”

Sarrin stared at the Warrior in horror. "Me?"

"y es"

"l couldn't. I... I'd haveto refuse.”

"Refuseyour King?" Lorlen asked. "And watch the Guild and al of Imardin fal before ahandful of
barbarian magi-cians?'

Sarrin stared at thering, hisface white,

"It would not be an easy burden to shoulder,” Lorlen said gently, "and not one to take on unless we were
sure there was no other choice. The spieswill leavein afew days. Hopefully they will discover, once and
for al, whether Akkarin spoke the truth.”

Bakan nodded. "We should consider sending reinforce-mentsto the Fort, too. If this overheard
conversationisred, it suggeststhat thiswoman is meeting agroup of Ichani in the north.”

"What about the South Pass?' Vinaraasked. "Parikawas returning there.”

Bakan frowned. "I will have to consder that. It is not as defendable as the Fort, but their conversation
suggests alarger gathering in the north. We should have the road to the South Pass watched, at the
leedt.”

The Warrior yawned again. Clearly he was struggling against weariness. Lorlen caught ameaningful look
fromVinara

"Itislate" hesaid. "Shdl we meet here, early, to discussit?' The others nodded. " Thank you for coming
here so promptly. | will seeyou inthe morning.”

Asthetrio rose and bid him good night, Lorlen could not shake afeeling of disappointment. He had
hoped Akkarin would show them something that would prove his story was true. The conversation
between the Sachakans hadn't

reveadled much, but it had pointed out some flawsin Kyraias defense.

But now thering was gone, and with it went hisonly link to Akkarin.

24

Secrets Revealed

The whisper of robes and the shuffle of booted feet was a constant background noise in the Guildhall,
even during Lorlen's short speech. We're all restless, Dannyl mused. Too few questions were
answered this Meet.

There was a collective sigh as L orlen announced the Meet concluded.

"Therewill be ashort break before the Hearing to judge the Elyne rebels begins,” the Adminigtrator told
them.

At the announcement, Dannyl's scomach flipped over. He looked at Rothen.

‘Time for meto face the rumor-mongers.”

Rothen smiled. "Y oull befine, Dannyl. Y ou've gained quite an air of competence snceyou left for
Elyrne"

Dannyl looked at his mentor in surprise. Competence?"Y ou mean | didn't have one before | 1€ft?”
Rothen chuckled. "Of course you did, or you would not have been chosen for the position. It'sjust
stronger now. Or did you bring back some of that avful Elyne scent with you?"

Dannyl laughed. "If you thought scent might give me an air of competence, you should have suggested it
earlier. Not that | would have taken your advice. There are some habits best left to the Elynes.”

The older magician nodded in agreement. "Well go on, then. Get yoursdlf down there before they start
without you."

Dannyl rose and made hisway to the end of the seats. As he moved to the front of the hall, he noted that
Expatriate

Administrator Kito was descending to the floor in prepara-tion to lead the proceedings. The magician
glanced to one side, where arow of men and women were entering with an escort of guards. Dannyl
recognized Dem Marane's group of friends and co-conspirators. Royend waked besde hiswife. He
looked up at Dannyl and narrowed his eyes.



Danny! returned the man's gaze steadily. The hatred in Royend's eyes was new. The Dem had been angry
on the night of the arrest, but during the journey to Kyrdiaand the walit for the Hearing that anger must
have matured into something stronger.

| can understand his hatred, Dannyl thought. | tricked him. He doesn 't care that | was acting under
Akkarin's or-ders or that he was breaking the law. He just sees me as the man who ruined his
dreams.

Farand stood on the other side of the room, beside two Al-chemists. The young man looked nervous,
but not fright-ened. A heavy clunk drew eyesto the rear of the hall, where one of the great doors was
swinging open. Six Elynes strode down the aide. Two were the magicians from the ships that had brought
therebelsto Kyralia, Lords Barene and Hemend. The others were representatives of the Elyne King.
AsKito directed the newcomersto the seats at the front of the room, Dannyl considered where he
should position him-self. He decided to stand near Farand, knowing that thiswould be taken as a gesture
of support for the young man. When al were settled, Lorlen rang asmal gong, and the hall quickly fell
dlent. Kito glanced around and nodded.

"We have caled this Hearing today to judge Farand of Dardllas, Royend and Kadie of Marane, and their
co-conspirators .. ."

Catching anoise from an unexpected direction, Dannyl looked up to the topmost tier of the seatsfor the
Higher Ma-gicians. He blinked in surprise when he saw that one of the King's Advisors was present.

But of course, hethought, our King would want to be sure that anyone from another land caught
trying to start their own magicians guild was appropriately punished.

"... Farand of Darellas has been accused of learning

magic outside of the Guild," Kito continued. 'These men and women have been accused of seeking to
learn magic. The Dem Marane has also been accused of possessing knowledge of black magic.”

Kito paused to look around the room. "The evidence to support these accusations will be presented for
ustojudge. | cdl forth the first spesker, Second Guild Ambassador to Elyne, Dannyl."

Dannyl drew in adeep breath and stepped forward to stand beside Kito.

"| swear that all | speak in this Hearing will be thetruth.” He paused. " Seven weeks ago | received orders
from the for-mer High Lord to find and arrest agroup of rebelswho were seeking to learn magic outside
the influence and guidance of the Guild."

The audience was slent as Dannyl told histale. He had considered for weeks how much he ought to
reveal when it cameto explaining how he had convinced the rebelsto trust him. The entire Guild had
probably heard of the Dem's claims by now, so Danny! didn't need to go into gresat detail. But he couldn't
avoid that part of the story completely.

So hetold them he had arranged for the Dem to learn of a"fase secret” so the man thought he could
blackmail Dan-nyl. He then went on to describe his meeting with Farand. The Elyne courtiers faces grew
tense as he explained that Farand had been denied entrance into the Guild after he had learned something
the Elyne King wanted concedled. Dan-nyl explained, for their benefit, that Farand had been in dan-ger
of losing control of his powers, and what the consequences would have been if that happened.

Dannyl then described the book that Tayend had bor-rowed from the Dem. He told how the contents
had con-vinced him to arrest the rebel simmediately, rather than continuing to visit the Dem in the hope of
identifying more of them. Findly, he finished with awarning that he may not have found dl of the
members of the group.

Kito turned to Lord Sarrin for aconfirmation of the book's contents, then asked for Farand to be
brought for-ward. The young man was ushered to the front.

"Farand of Dardllas, do you swear that you will speak the truth during this Hearing?' Kito asked.

"l swear."

"Is Ambassador Dannyl's story true in regard to your part init?"

Theyoung man nodded. "Yes."

"How did you cometo be apart of Dem Marane'srebel group?’

"My sgter ishiswife. He thought it was awaste that | wasn't able to become a magician. He encouraged
meto listen into mind conversations again.”



"And this, | understand, is how you learned to release your magic.”

"Yes. | overheard adiscusson about it."

"Did you hesitate before trying what they said?’

"Yes. My sgter didn't want meto learn magic. Well, she did at firgt, but then she started to worry that we
didn't know enough and it might be dangerous.”

"So what overcame your hesitation”?”

"Royend said, once| started, it would get easier.”

"How long have the Dem and his accomplices been meet-ing with the intention of learning magic?'

"I don't know. Longer than I've known him."

"How long have you known him?"

"Fveyears. Snce my sster was engaged to him.”

"Arethere any other members of the group who are miss-ing today?"

"There are more, but | don't know who they are.”

"Do you believe Dem Marane sought to learn magic him-sdf?"

Farand hesitated, then his shoulders drooped. "Yes."

Dannyl felt apang of sympathy for the young man. He had chosen to help, knowing that the Dem and his
friends would be punished regardless, but it must not be easy.

"And the othersin the group?'

"I'm not sure. Some probably did. Some came along just for the excitement, | think. My sister wasthere
because of Royend, and me."

"Isthere anything else you wish to add?’

Farand shook his head.

Kito nodded, then turned to face the hall. "I wish to add that | have truth-read Farand, and can confirm
that all he hasrevededistrue.”

A low murmur followed. Dannyl looked a Farand in sur-prise. Allowing atruth-read was an indication of
how will-ing Farand was to cooperate.

Kito turned to regard the Higher Magicians. "Any com-ments or questions?’ Heads were shaken.
"Return to your place, Farand of Darellas. | now cdl on Royend of Marane to be questioned.”

The Dem walked forward.

"Royend of Marane, do you swear to speak the truth dur-ing this Hearing?"

"l do."

"Is Ambassador Dannyl's story truein regard to your part init?'

"No."

Dannyl suppressed asigh and braced himsdlf for the in-evitable.

"Inwhichway isit incorrect?'

"He says he made up this story about his secret affair with hisassigtant. | believeit to be true. Anyone
who has seen the two together would know there was moreto it than just. . . just atrick. No one
pretendsthat well."

"Isthisthe only part of hisstory that isincorrect?!

The Dem gtared & Dannyl. "Even Dem Tremmelin, Tayend of Tremmelin'sfather, believesit to betrue.”
"Dem Marane, please answer the question.”

The Dem ignored him. "Why don't you ask him if he'salad. He swore that hed tell the truth. | want to
hear him deny it."

Kito's eyes narrowed. 'This Hearing has been cdled to judge whether the law againgt the learning of
magic outside the restrictions of the Guild has been broken, not whether Ambassador Dannyl has been
involved in dishonorable and perverse practices. Please answer the question, Dem Marane.”

Dannyl just managed to stop himsalf wincing. Dishonor-able and perverse. No doubt the Guild's opinion
of him—

and his sory—would change completely if they knew the truth. And the Dem knew it.

"If he'slied about that, then he could have lied about everything,” the Dem spat. "Remember that, after
you've put mein my grave. | will not answer your questions.”



"Very well," Kito said. "Return to your place. | cal Kadie of Marane to be questioned.”

The Dem's wife was nervous but cooperative. She re-veded that the rebels had been meeting for ten
years, but as-sured the Guild that their interest had been purely academic. Asthe other rebelswere
questioned, only small details about the group were reveded. They al claimed they had not in-tended to
learn magic, only learn abot it.

A short discussion followed in which Farand's poisoning was considered. Dannyl was not surprised to
learn that the Elyne magicians investigations had not reved ed the poi-soner. From the look on Lady
Vinarasface, Dannyl guessed the matter would not end there.

Kito asked for the accused to be enclosed in abarrier of slence asthe Guild discussed their punishment.
The hdl filled with voices. After along breagk, Kito cdled for dl ma-giciansto return to their places and
for the barrier of slence to be removed.

"It istime to make our judgment,” he declared. He held out ahand and a globe light appeared aboveit,
then floated upward. Dannyl created his own, and sent it up to join those from the rest of the Guild.

"Do you judge that Farand of Darellasis undoubtedly guilty of learning magic outsde of the Guild?'

All of the globe lights turned red. Kito nodded.

"Traditiondly, punishment for thiscrimeis execution,” he said, "but the Higher Magiciansfed that, under
the circum-stances, an dternative ought to be offered. Farand of Dardl-lasisavictim of circumstances
and the manipulations of others. He has been helpful at dl times and has submitted to atruth-read. |
recommend he be offered a place in the Guild with the condition that he remains within the grounds for
therest of hislife. Please change your lightsto white if you agree with my recommendetion.”

Sowly the lights shifted to white. Only afew remained red. Dannyl breethed asigh of relief.

"Farand of Darellas will be offered aplacein the Guild,” Kito announced.

Looking at Farand, he saw that the young man was grin-ning with relief and excitement. But as Kito
continued, the smile vanished.

"Next: do you judge that Royend of Marane is undoubt-edly guilty of seeking to learn magic, and of
possessing knowledge of black magic, outside of the Guild?’

The Guildhdl filled with an eerie glow asthe globe lights dl turned red.

"Again, the Higher Magiciansfed they mugt offer an d-ternaive to execution,” Kito said. "Thecrimeisa
serious one, however, and we bdieve nothing less than imprison-ment for life would be appropriate.
Please change your lightsto white, if you wish to reduce the punishment to im-prisonment.”

Dannyl changed his globe light to white, but felt achill as he redized that fewer than half the magicians
had done the same. It must be years since the Guild has el ected to execute someone, hethought.
"Royend of Marane will be executed,” Kito announced heavily.

A gasp came from the rebels. Dannyl felt astab of guilt and forced himsdlf to look at the group. The
Dem'sface waswhite. Hiswife gripped hisarm tightly. The rest of the rebelslooked pale and uneasy.
Kito glanced at the Higher Magicians, then turned back to face the hall and spoke another rebel's name.
The rest were granted the lesser punishment of imprisonment. Clearly, the Guild ssw Dem Marane asthe
leader of the group and wanted to make an example of him. His refusal to cooperate had done him no
favors either, thought Dannyl.

When it was Kadiesturn, Kito surprised Dannyl by speaking out in her defense. He urged the Guild to
consider her two children. Hiswords must have sufficiently moved the magicians, because they granted
the Dem'swife apar-don, allowing her to return to her home.

The Elyne magiciansthen asked if they could mentally communicate the judgments to the Elyne King.
Lorlen agreed, on the condition that no other information was com-municated. He then announced the
Hearing concluded.

Releasad from hisrole at last, Dannyl felt an overwhelm-ing relief. He looked for Rothen in the crowd of
magicians descending from the seats, but before he had located his friend, a voice spoke his name. He
turned to find Adminis-trator Kito gpproaching.

"Adminigrator,” Dannyl replied.

"Areyou satisfied with the result?' Kito asked.

Dannyl shrugged. "Mostly. | haveto admit, | did not think the Dem deserved his punishment. Heisan



ambitious man, but | doubt he would ever succeed in learning magicin aprison.”

"No," Kito replied, "but | think the Guild resented his at-tack on your honor."

Dannyl stared at the magician. Surely that was not the sole reason for the Guild choosing execution?
"You find thisdisturbing?' Kito asked.

"Of course.”

Kito's gaze was unwavering. "It would be particularly disurbing, if hisclamsweretrue.”

"Yes, it would be" Dannyl replied. He narrowed his eyes at the man. Was Kito baiting him?

Kito grimaced gpologeticaly. "I'm sorry. | did not mean to ingnuate that they were. Will you be returning
to Elyne soon?’

"Unless Lorlen decides otherwise, | will stay here until we are sure there is no threat from Sachaka."

Kito nodded, then glanced away as his name was called. "1 will speak to you again soon, Ambassador.”
"Adminidrator."

Dannyl watched the man move away. Was what Kito had suggested true? Had the Guild voted for
execution out of anger at Dem Marane's accusation?

No, hethought. The Dem's defiance had swayed the vote. He had dared to seek what the Guild felt
it has the sole right to, and he obviously felt no respect for laws or authority.

All the same, Dannyl could not find it in himsdf to agree with the Guild's vote. The Dem did not deserve
to die. But there was nothing Dannyl could do about that now.

Walking back through the underground passages of the Thieves Road, Cery consdered hislatest
conversation with Takan. Akkarin's former servant was difficult to read, but his mannerisms had betrayed
both boredom and anxiety. Unfor-tunately, Cery could do little about the former, and nothing about the
|atter.

Cery knew that being cooped up in a hidden under-ground house, no matter how luxurious, was bound
to be-come tedious and frustrating. Sonea had lived in asmilar place when Faren had first agreed to hide
her from the Guild. She had grown restless after aweek. For Takan it was even more frustrating because
he knew his master was facing dangers e sewhere and there was nothing he could do abot it.

Cery dso remembered how solitude and being unable to help someone he cared for had once made his
every moment atorture. He still dreamed, though now only occasionally, about the weeks he had spent
imprisoned under the Univer-sity by Fergun. When he remembered that Akkarin had found and freed
him, he was even more determined to help Takan in any way he could.

He had offered to provide any sort of entertainment Takan might crave—from whores to books—but the
man had po-litely declined. Cery asked the guardsto chat with his guest now and then, and hetried to
vigt every day, as Faren had once done for Sonea. Takan was not atakative man, how-ever. He
avoided discussing hislife before becoming Akkarin's servant, and spoke little of the years after. Cery
eventudly drew out some humorous stories that servants liked to tell about the magicians. It seemed even
Takan didn't mind indulging in alittle gossip.

Akkarin had only communicated with Takan afew timesin thelast eight days. When hedid, Takan
always reassured Cery that Soneawas dive and unharmed. Cery was both amused by and grateful for
these updates on Soneas wel-

fare. Obvioudy the servant had learned from Akkarin about Cery'sformer interest in Sonea

That'sin the past, Cery thought wryly. Now | have Savara to mope about. Had Savara to mope
about, he corrected. He was determined there would be no pining, thistime. We are both sensible
adults, hetold himsdlf, with responsibilities that can't be neglected.

They reached the beginning of the maze of passages around his own rooms. Bricks whispered against
bricks as Gol opened thefirst hidden door. Cery nodded at the guards as he strolled through.

She said she might come back, Cery reminded himsdlf. To "visit." Hesmiled. That sort of
arrangement has its advan-tages. No expectations. No compromises. ..

And he had bigger concerns. Imardin faced a probable in-vasion by foreign magicians. Cery had to
consider what he would do about them—if he could do anything about them. After al, if the Guild was
too weak to face these Ichani, what hope did non-magicians have?

Not a lot, hethought. But that's better than nothing. There must be ways ordinary people can kill a



magician.

He thought back to a conversation held had with Soneaover ayear and ahaf ago. They had jokingly
discussed how to get rid of anovice who was bothering her. Hewas il thinking about it when one of his
messenger boysinformed him that avistor waswaiting to meet him.

Entering his office, Cery sat down, checked hisyerim were till in his drawer, then sent Gol out to meet
the visitor. When the door opened again, Cery looked up and felt his heart skip. He rose from the chair.
"Savara”

She smiled and sauntered to hisdesk. "I have surprised you thistime, Ceryni."

He dropped down into his seat again. "'l thought you left.”

She shrugged. "1 did. But hafway to the border my peo-ple spoke to me. They decided, at my urging,
that someone should stay and witnesstheinvasion.”

"Y ou don't need my help for that."

"No." She sat on the edge of the desk and tilted her head

toonesde. "But | did say | would vist if | came back. It could be some time before the Ichani come,
and | might get bored while | am waiting."

Hesmiled. "We can't have that.”

"I did hope you would think so."

"What are you offering mein return, then?”

Her eyebrowsrose. "Thereisapricefor vigting you, now?"

"Maybe. | just want alittle advice."

"Oh?What advice?'

"How can ordinary peoplekill magicians?

She gave ashort laugh. "They can't. At least, not if amargician iscompetent and vigilant."

"How canwetdl if heisnt?'

Her eyebrowsrose. "Y ou are not joking—but of course you are not."

He shook his head.

She pursed her lipsthoughtfully. "So long as| don't re-ved my peoples hand in this, | see no reason why
| shouldn't help you." She smiled crookedly. "And | am sure you will find away, evenif | don't. You
might get killed try-ing, though.”

"I'd rather avoid that,” Cery told her.

She grinned. "1'd rather you did, too. Well, then, if you keep meinformed of what's going on in the city,
I'll give you advice on killing magicians. Does that sound reason-able?”

"It does"

She crossed her arms and looked thoughtful. "I cannot tell you a sure way to kill an Ichani, however.
Only that they are no different from ordinary peoplein that they make mis-takes. Y ou can trick them, if
you know how. All it takesis courage, bluff, and some considerable risks."

Cery smiled. "Sounds like the sort of work I'm used to.”

"l hear water."

Akkarin turned to regard Sonea, but his face wasin shadow and she couldn't see his expression.
"Goon, then," hereplied.

She listened carefully, then moved toward the sound. After so many daysin the mountains, she could
now recog-nize the faintest noise of water trickling over rock. Drawn to the shadows of arecessin the
rock wall they had been fol-lowing, she stared intently into the darkness and felt her way forward.

She saw thetiny stream of water a the same time as she saw the break in thewall. A narrow gap led to
an open space. Rock scraped across her back as she squeezed through. When sheld made her way out
to the other sde of the gap, she gave alow exclamation of surprise.

"Akkarin," shecaled.

She stood at the edge of atiny valley. The sdes doped gently up to steeper rocky walls. Stunted trees,
bushes and grass grew dong anarrow stream that gurgled cheerfully down to disappear into acrack
severd dridesaway.

Hearing agrant, she turned to see that Akkarin was hav-ing some difficulty forcing himsdlf through the



gap intherock wall. He freed himsdlf, then straightened and gazed at the valey appreciatively.

"Looks like agood place to spend the night—or the day,” she said.

Akkarin frowned. They had continued walking toward the South Pass long into the morning for the last
three days, conscious of the Ichani travelling behind them. Soneawor-ried constantly that Parikawould
catch up, but she doubted that he would travel at such a punishing pace unless he had good reason to.
"It may be adead end,” Akkarin observed. He did not move back to the gap, however. Instead he
started toward the trees.

A loud squawk rang out, echoing in the valey. Soneajumped as alarge white bird arced out of anearby
tree. The bird suddenly twisted in the air. Sonea heard afaint snap, then watched it plummet to the
ground.

Akkarin chuckled. "1 guesswe will be staying."

He strode forward and picked up the creature. As Sonea saw the huge eyes of the bird, she gasped in
urprise.

"A mullook!"

"Yes" Akkarin smiled crookedly. "Ironic. What would the King say if he knew we were egting his House
incad?'

He continued up the stream. After severa hundred paces, they reached the end of the valley. Water
trickled over alooming cliff overhang to form the stream.

"Well deep under that," Akkarin said, pointing to the overhang. He sat down by the stream and began
pulling the feathers from the bird.

Sonea looked down at the springy grass under her feet, then up at the hard stone under the overhang.
Dropping into a crouch, she began tearing up handfuls of grass. As she car-ried armloadsto their
deegping place, the smdll of roasting meat drifted to her nose and set her somach rumbling.

Leaving the mullook cooking in afloating globe of heet, Akkarin moved to one of the trees. He stared up
at the branches, and they began to shake. Sonea heard a dull pat-ter, then saw Akkarin crouch and
examine the ground. She moved to hisside.

"These nuts are hard to open, but quite tasty,” he told her, holding one out. "Keep gathering them. | think
| saw some stingberries farther down.”

The moon hung low in the sky. In the growing darkness, it was hard to find the nuts. She resorted to
groping around until shefelt their smooth roundness under her fingers. Gathering them in the front of her
shirt, she carried them to the cooking mullook, and soon worked out how to crack the shells without
crushing the soft nutsinsde.

Akkarin returned soon after, carrying arough stone bowl filled with berriesand afew stalks. The berries
were covered in nasty looking spines.

Between shelling nuts, Sonea watched as Akkarin lifted the berries with magic and carefully peded off
the skin and spines. Soon the bowl was half filled with the dark flesh of the fruit. Next he set to work on
the stalks, peding away the fibrous outer layer.

"| think we're ready for our feast," he said. He handed her two of the stalks. "Thisis shem—Not
particularly tasty, but edible. It's not good to live on just meat.”

Soneafound theinside of the stalks pleasantly juicy, if not

flavorsome. Akkarin divided up the mullook, which con-tained more meset than any of the other birds
they had eaten. The nuts proved to be as ddlicious as he had promised. Akkarin crushed the berries, then
added water to the pulp to make atart drink. When they had finished, Soneafelt full for thefirst time
since they had entered Sachaka.

"It'samazing how something as Smple asamed can be s0 good.” She sighed contentedly. Thevaley
was dmost completely hidden in darkness now. "I wonder what this place lookslike in the daylight.”
"Youll find out in an hour or 0," Akkarin replied.

He sounded tired. Shelooked at him, but hisface wasin shadow.

"Timeto deep, then,” she said. She drew on enough Hedl-ing power to chase away her own weariness,
then held out her hands. He didn't take them at first, and she wondered if he could see her inthe
darkness. Then shefelt hiswarm fin-gerswrap around hers.



She drew in adeep breath, then sent power to him, taking care not to exhaust herself. Not for the first
time, shewon-dered if he had accepted her decision to take the first watch to ensure she didn't give him
too much power. If she ex-hausted herself, she wouldn't be able to stay awake.

As shefdt her power ebb, she stopped and pulled her hands away. Akkarin remained till and silent,
making no move toward the grass bed she had prepared.

"Sonea," he said suddenly.

v

"Thank you for coming with me."

She caught her breeth, then felt her heart swell with pleas-ure. He remained silent for severd minutes,
then drew in ashort breath.

"| regret separating you from Rothen. | know he was more like afather than ateacher.”

Soneastared at his shadowed face, searching for his eyes.

"It was necessary," he added softly.

"I know," she whispered. "I understand.”

"But you didn't understand then," he said wryly. "Y ou hated me."

She chuckled. "That'strue. | don't any more."

He said no more, but after a short pause he rose and moved to the overhang and lay down on the grass
bed. For along time she sat in darkness. Eventualy the sky began to lighten and the stars fade and
disappear. She wasn't both-ered by deepiness, and she knew her Healing power wasn't solely
responsiblefor that. Akkarin's sudden thanks and apology had stirred up the hopes and wishes she had
been trying to smother for days.

Little fool, she scolded herself. He's just being kind. Just because he has finally acknowledged your
help, and regrets what he did to you, doesn 't mean he considers you as any-thing more than a
useful but unwanted companion. He's not interested in you otherwise, so stop torturing yourself.
But no matter how hard she had tried to stop herself, she couldn't help feding athrill every time he
touched her, or even looked at her. And it didn't help that she kept catching him watching her.

She wrapped her arms around her knees and drummed her fingers on her calves. When she had lived in
the dums, she had assumed she knew everything she needed to know about men and women. Later,
Hedling lessons had shown her how little she had redlly understood. Now she found that even the Healers
hadn't taught her anything useful.

But then, perhaps they hadn't told her how to stop fedling thisway because it wasn't possible. Perhaps. .

A low noise, like agrowl, echoed through the valey. Soneafroze, her mind now suddenly ill, and
stared out into the gloom. The sound came again, from behind, and she rose and spun about in one
movement. As she redlized the sound had come from somewhere near Akkarin, shefdt aflash of fear.
Was some night creature stalking him? She hurried for-ward.

Reaching the overhang, she peered into the gloom and saw no creature poised to attack. Akkarin's head
wasrolling from side to sde. As she drew closer, he moaned.

She stopped and regarded him with dismay. He was hav-ing another nightmare. Relief and concern filled
her. She wondered if she should wake him, but it had aways been so

clear from his expression after waking that he didn't like her witnessing these moments of weakness.

For that matter, shethought, | don't either.

Another moan escaped him. Soneawinced asit echoed loudly in the valey. Sound carried far in the
mountains, and she did not like to imagine who might be listening. As he ut-tered another low cry, she
cameto adecison. It didn't mat-ter if heliked it or not, she had to wake him up before he attracted
unwanted attention.

"Akkarin," she whispered hoarsely. He gtilled and she thought she had woken him, but then he tensed all
over.

"No!"

Alarmed, Soneadrew closer. Hiseyesroved under hiseyelids. Hisface contorted in pain. She reached
toward him, intending to shake him awake.



The ging of ashield met her fingers. She saw his eyesfly open, then felt aforce dam into her, throwing
her up into the air. Something hard dammed into her back, then she dropped to the ground. Pain lanced
down her arms and legs.

"Owl"

She felt hands pushing her over onto her back. Akkarin stared at her.

"Areyou hurt?'

She examined hersdlf. "No, just bruised, | think."

"Why did you wake me?"

Shelooked down at his hands. Even in the gloom she could see they were shaking. "'Y ou were dreaming.
A night-mare. . ."

"l am used to them, Sonea" he said quietly, hisvoice con-trolled and calm. "They are no reason to wake
me"

"Y ou were making alot of noise.”

He paused, then straightened.

"Go to deep, Soneq," hesaid inalow voice. "1 will watch.”

"No," shesad irritably. "Y ou've bardy dept—and | know you won't wake me up when it's your turn to
desp.”

"l will. I give you my word."

Heleaned forward and offered her ahand. Taking it, shelet him haul her to her feet. A bright light
dazzled her, and

sheredlized that the risng sun was just beginning to crest the rock wall at the base of the valley.

Akkarin gtilled. Sensing that something had caught his at-tention, she squinted a him, but he was adark
shape againgt the brightness. Ingtinctively, she sought him with her mind instead. At once she saw an
image

A face, framed by hair shining in the morning sunlight.

Eyes... so dark... and pale, perfect skin ...

It was her own face, but it was unlike any reflection she had seen in amirror. Her eyes held amysterious
shine, her hair ssemed to ripple asif moving in abreeze, and her lips surely did not curve soinvitingly . . .
He snatched his hand away and took a step back.

Thisis how he sees me, she thought suddenly. There was no mistaking the desire she had sensed. She
felt her own heart racing. All thistime, | resisted because | thought it was just me, shethought. And
S0 has he.

Shetook a step toward him, then another. He watched her intently, frowning. Shewilled him to see
beyond her eyes, to sense her own thoughts, and that she knew his. His eyes widened with surprise as
she stepped very close. Shefet his hands encircle her arms, then tighten as she rose up on the balls of
her feet, and kissed him.

He went very ill. Leaning againgt him, shefdt his heart beating quickly. His eyes closed, then he pulled
away.

"Stop. Stop this," he breathed. He opened his eyes and stared at her intently.

Despite the words, his hands ill held her armstightly asif reluctant to let go of her. Sonea searched his
face. Had she read him wrong? No, she was sure of what she had sensed.

"Why?'

Hefrowned. "Thisiswrong.”

"Wrong?' she heard herself ask. "How? We both fed. . . fed.. ."

"Yes" hesad softly. He looked away. "But thereis more to consider.”

"Like?"

Akkarin released her arms and took a step back. "It would not be fair—to you."

Sonea consdered him carefully. "Me? But—"

"You'reyoung. | an twelve—no, thirteen—years older than you."

Suddenly his hesitation made sense. "That istrue," she answered carefully. "But women in the Houses are



matched with older men dl thetime. Much older men. Some when they're as young as sixteen. I'm nearly
twenty."

Akkarin seemed to struggle with himsdlf. "1 am your guardian,” he reminded her sternly.

She could not help smiling. "Not any more.”

"But if wereturn to the Guild—"

"Will we cause ascandd?' She chuckled. "I think they're getting used to that." She hoped he would smile
at that, but he only frowned. She sobered. ™Y ou speak asif well go back and everything will be the same
again. Evenif were-turn, nothing will ever beasit wasfor us. | am ablack ma-gician. So areyou."
Hewinced. "l am sorry. | should never have—"

"Don't gpologizefor that," sheexclamed. "l chose to learn black magic. And | didn't do it for you."
Akkarin regarded her slently.

She sghed and turned away. "Wdll, thisis going to make things awkward.”

She looked back and stilled as he stepped closer. He brushed a strand of hair away from her face. She
felt her pulse quicken at the touch.

"Either of uscould diein the next few weeks" he said quietly.

Shenodded. "I know."

"I'd be happier knowing you were safe.”

Sonea narrowed her eyesat him. He smiled.

"No, | will not start that argument again, but. . . you test my loyalties, Sonea.”

She frowned, not understanding. "How?"'

He reached out and ran afinger across her brow. "It doesn't matter.” The corner of his mouth curled
upward. "It'stoo late, anyway. | started to fail that test the night you killed the Ichani."

Sheblinked in surprise. Did that mean . . . ? for that long...?

He amiled. Shefdt hishands dip around her waist. As he pulled her closer, she decided her questions
could wait. Shereached up and traced the curl in hislipswith thetip of her finger. Then heleaned
forward and his mouth met hers, and al questions were forgotten.

25

A Chance Encounter

Gorin, Rothen had discovered, were fnistratingly dow walk-ers. The enormous beasts were the favorite
of merchants, however. They were strong, docile and easy to handle and direct and much more resilient
than horses.

But they wereimpossible to hurry. Rothen sighed and glanced back a Raven, but the spy was dozing
among the sacks of cloth in the cart, awide-brimmed hat covering hisface. Rothen dlowed himsdf a
smile and turned his atten-tion back to the road. The previous night, they had hired rooms above a
bolhousein atown called Coldbridge. The spy, posing as Rothen's cousin, had drunk more bol than
anyone ought to be able to, then spent the night swaying from his bed to the piss drain and back again.
Which probably meant Raven was doing amuch better job at playing the part of intrepid merchant than
Rothen was. Or am | supposed to be the sensible older cousin?

Rothen adjusted his shirt. The closaly fitting garment was much less comfortable than robes. Hewas
grateful for histraveller's hat, however. Though it was early morning, the day was promising to be ahot
one.

A haze of dust hung inthe air over the road and blurred the horizon. No mountains had appeared in the
distance, though he had been travelling for two days. Rothen knew that the road ran near-straight to
Cdlia, whereit split into two. Turn left and it took you north to the Fort; turn right and you headed
northeast to the South Pass. That was where he and Raven were headed.

It seemed strange to be travelling northeast to a southern pass, Rothen mused. The route was probably
named for itslocation in the mountains, not for its generd postionin Kyrdia He had come closeto it
once, while vigting his son during the summer breek five years ago.

He frowned as he thought of Dorrien. His son was watch-ing the road to the Pass, and a meeting was
inevitable. Rothen would have to explain where he was going, and why, and Dorrien wasn't going to like



it.

He will probably try to join us. Rothen snorted quietly. That's an argument 1'm not looking forward
to.

It would be severa days before he faced his son, however. Raven had said it took six or seven daysto
reach the South Pass by cart. By then Sonea will have been in Sachaka for fifteen days, Rothen
thought. If she stays alive that long.

He had been relieved to hear from Lorlen that Akkarin had contacted the Higher Magicians, now five
days ago. Sonea had been dive. Lorlen had also described an

overheard discussion between two Sachakans that disturbed Rothen greetly. Whether the strangers were
Ichani or not, they clearly wanted Akkarin and Sonea dead.

"They called them 'the Kyralians,' " Lorlen had said. "I hope this doesn't mean they'll treat all
Kyralians entering Sachaka the same way. Kyralian merchants have been mak-ing the journey to
and from Arvice safely for years, though, and say they see no reason why that might have
changed re-cently. Just be careful.”

"Someone's gpproaching,” Raven said. "From behind us."

Rothen glanced at the spy. The man shifted dightly, and one eye appeared benesth the brim of his hat.

L ooking down the road, Rothen realized that he could see movement be-yond the dust tirred up by their
passing. Horses and riders emerged from the cloud, and Rothen felt his pulse quicken.

"Magicians" he said. "Bakan'sreinforcementsfor the Fort."

"Better moveto one side of theroad,” Raven advised. "And keep your head down. Y ou don't want them
recogniz-ing you."

Rothen pulled gently on the reins. The gorin tossed their

heads hdfheartedly, and dowly moved to the left side of the road. The sound of drumming hoof beats
drew nearer.

"Fed freeto gawk, though," Raven added. "They'll ex-pect that."

The spy was Sitting up now. Rothen turned and peered under the rim of his hat at the approaching
magicians. Thefirg to passthe cart was Lord Yikmo, the Warrior who had been Sonegls specia tutor
last year. The magician did not even glance at Rothen and Raven as he passed.

The other magicians thundered by, kicking up adense cloud of dust in their wake. Raven coughed and
waved ahand.

"Twenty-two," he said, climbing onto the seat beside Rothen. "That'll double what's a the Fort. Isthe
Guild send-ing magiciansto the South Pass?'

"l don't know."

"Good."

Rothen looked at Raven, amused.

"Thelessyou know, theless an Ichani can learn from you," the spy said.

Rothen nodded. "I do know that the South Pass is being watched. If the Ichani enter there, the Guild will
be derted. Those at the Fort should have time enough to ride back to Imardin and join the Guild. The
distance is about the same, from either pass.”

"Hmmm." Raven clucked histongue, as he had a habit of doing when hewasthinking hard. "If | were
these Ichani, | would use the South Pass. There are no magiciansthere, and no Fort, so they can enter
without using any power in fight-ing. That doesn't bode well for us, I'm afraid. Though . . ." He frowned.
"These Ichani do not know how to fight as one. If the entire Guild facesthem, it may be ableto kill one
or two. If the Guild is split, however, thereis no danger of that. The Fort may be the better option.”
Rothen shrugged and turned his attention to guiding the gorin back from the side of the road. Raven spent
alittletimein thoughtful silence.

"Of course, the Ichani may be an invention of the former High Lord," he said eventudly, "crested Smply
to convince

the Guild to let him live. And your former novice believed him."

Seeing his companion's sdeong look, Rothen scowled. " So you keegp reminding me."

"If we areto work effectively together, | need to know what is between you and Sonea, and her



companion,” Raven said. Histone was respectful but aso determined. "I know it isnot smpleloyalty to
the Guild that motivated you to vol-unteer for thismisson.”

"No." Rothen sighed. Raven would keep prying until he was satisfied he had dl the information he could
get. " She means more to me than just another novice. | took her from the dums and tried to teach her
how tofitin."

"But shedidnt.”

"No."

"Then Akkarin took her hostage, and you couldn't do anything about it. Now you can.”

"Maybe. It would be niceif | could just dip into Sachaka and take her back.” Rothen glanced at the spy.
"Somehow | don't think it'sgoing to be as easy asthat.”

Raven chuckled. "It never is. Do you think Soneamight bein love with Akkarin?'

Rothen felt aflash of anger. "No. She hated him."

"Enough to learn forbidden magic and follow him into exile, to ensure he survived long enough for, as she
put it, the Guild to cometo its senses?’

Taking adeep breath, Rothen pushed away anagging fear. "If she believesthese Ichani exig, it would
have been easy for him to convince her to do al those thingsfor the sake of the Guild."

"Why would he, if the Ichani weren't red ?"

"So shewould follow him. He needs her."

"What for?"

"Her drength.”

"Why teach her black magic, then? That gained him nothing.”

"I don't know. She said she asked him to. Perhaps he could not refuse without losing her support.”

"So now she's potentially as powerful ashe. If shedis-

covered he waslying, why wouldn't shereturn to Imardin, or at least tell the Guild?!

Rothen closed hiseyes. "Because. . . just because. . ."

"I know thisisdistressng,” Raven said inalow voice, "but we must examine dl the possible motivations
and con-sequences before we meet them.”

"I know." Rothen considered the question, then grimaced. " Just because she has learned black magic,
doesn't mean sheis powerful. Black magicians grow stronger by taking en-ergy from others. If she hasn't
had the opportunity to do that, Akkarin may be much more powerful than her. He may aso be keeping
her weaker by taking al her strength from her each day—and he may have threatened to kill her if she
communicateswith the Guild."

"l see” Raven frowned. "That doesn't bode well for us &-ther.”

"No."

"| hate to say it, but | am hoping we find your novice in such astuation. The dternative is much worse,
for Kyrdia" He clucked histongue. "Now, tell me about your son.”

As Akkarin stopped, Sonea breathed asigh of relief. Though she had grown used to the long days of
walking, every rest was welcome. The morning sun was warm and made her fed deepy.

Akkarin stood at the top of a short dope, waiting as she trudged up to meet him. Reaching the top,
Sonea saw that their way was blocked by another crevasse. This one was broad and shallow. Looking
down, she caught her breath.

A ribbon of blue ran down the middle. Water rushed around boulders and cascaded down short dropsin
the ravine floor before running away toward the wasteland. Trees and other vegetation crowded the
banks of thislittle river, and in places extended out to the rock walls on either side.

‘The KrikaraRiver," Akkarin murmured. "If we follow it, we will reach the road to the South Pass.”
Helooked at the mountains. Soneafollowed his gaze and noted how the gap between the peaks on
ether Sdeof the

ravine was much wider than therest. Shefdt atwinge of ex-citement and longing. Kyraialay beyond
that gap.

"How far to the Pass?'

"Itisalong day'swalk." He frowned. "We should get as close as possible to the road, then wait until



darkness." He looked down at the ravine. "Though Parika must be at least aday's travel behind us now,
hisdaveswill bethere, watch-ing it for him."

Herose, then turned to face her. Guessing what he in-tended to do, she grasped his hands.
"Letmedoit," shesad, smiling.

Drawing magic to her will, she created a disk beneath their feet, then lifted them up and over thelip of the
ravine. She lowered them down between the trees and they landed on a patch of grass.

Looking up, she found Akkarin regarding her closdly.

"What are you looking a me likethat for?'

He amiled. "No reason.” He turned away and started walking along the river. Sonea shook her head and
followed.

After so long walking in the dry dopes of the mountains, the sight of o much clean running water and
vegetation lifted her spirits. Sheimagined rain faling high up, gather-ing into streamlets and then streams;,
al joining to form the river that flowed through thisravine. Glancing behind, she wondered where it
ended. Did it continue though the dry wasteland below?

The trees and undergrowth made travelling alittle harder, however. Akkarin moved to the shadows by
onewall, so they could avoid the vegetation as much as possible. After an hour, they encountered a thick
forest that seemed to stretch from one side of the ravine to the other, blocking the river from view. In
snglefile, they pushed their way through un-dergrowth, and asthey waked on, the sound of water
gplash-ing over stone grew ever louder. When they emerged into the sunlight again, they found their way
blocked by awide pool.

Soneadrew in abresath. Above them stood arock wall over which theriver fell in wide sheets of water
tofill the pool below. The sound of it was deafening after the silence of the mountain dopes. Sheturned
to Akkarin.

"Can we stop?' she asked eagerly. "We can stop, can't we? | haven't had areal bath for weeks."
Akkarin smiled. "I guessashort stop won't hurt."

She grinned a him, then sat on anearby rock and pulled off her boots. As she stepped into the shalows
of the pool, she let out agasp.

"It'sfreezing!"

Shefocused her mind and sent heeat out into the water. Her ankles began to warm. Moving dowly, she
waded deeper. She found that she could keep the water around her com-fortably heated if she did not
move too abruptly and stir up eddies of cold.

As her trousers soaked up the water, they grew heavier. She could see that the pool was much deeper at
the middle. When the water was just past knee-deep, she stopped and sat down, immersing herself to
the neck.

Therock floor wasalittle dimy, but she didn't care. Leaning back, she dowly let her head fall beneath
the surface. As she came up for air, she heard adoshing nearby. She turned to see Akkarin wading into
thewater. He stared intently at the pool, then suddenly dived under the surface. A splash of icy cold
water engulfed her, and she cursed.

She watched him glide under the water. When he sur-faced, hislong hair was plastered to hisface. He
flicked it back and turned to regard her.

"Come here"

She could see hisfeet kicking beneath the water. The pool was deep. She shook her head.

"l can't swim.”

Heglided alittle closer, then rolled onto his back. "My family used to spend every summer by the sea,”
hetold her. "We swam nearly every day."

Soneatried to picture him asaboy, swimming in the ocean, and failed. "1 lived near the river afew times,
but no-body swimsin that."

Akkarin chuckled. "Not willingly, anyway."

Heturned over again and swvam toward the waterfall. As he reached it, his shouldersrose out of the
water and he

stood regarding thefall. He ran a hand through the curtain of water, then stepped through it.



A faint shadow of him wasvisible for amoment, then nothing. She waited for him to return. After severa
minutes she grew curious. What had he found behind there?

She stood up and made her way around the poal. It wasllittle more than ankle deep at first, then grew
steadily deeper as she neared the waterfdl. By the time she had reached the beginning of the curtain, the
pool was past waist deep, but she could fed that the rock dope angled upward under the fall.

Sheran ahand through the faling water. It was heavy and cold. Bracing hersdlf, she moved through the
curtain and felt her knees meet rock.

A ledge had formed behind thefall, at about shoulder height. Akkarin was Sitting init, his back againgt the
wall and hislegs crossed. He amiled a Sonea.

"It'squite privatein here, if abit cramped.”

"And noisy," she added.

Hoisting hersdlf up onto the ledge, she turned and put her back to the wall. The greens and blues of the
outside world colored the curtain of water.

"It'sbeautiful," shesad.

"y es"

Shefet fingers curl around her hand and looked down.

"You'recold," hesad.

Helifted her hand and covered it with both of his. Histouch sent awarm shiver down her spine. She
looked at him, noting that the stubble on his chin and jaw had grown into thick hair. He might not ook
too bad with a beard, she mused. And his clothes certainly leave less to the imagina-tion when
they're wet.

He lifted one eyebrow.

"What are you looking a melike that for?"

She shrugged. "No reason.”

He laughed, then his gaze dropped from her own. She looked down, then felt her face warm as she
redlized that her own clothes were plastered againgt her body. She moved to cover herself, but felt his
hands tighten about hers. Looking

up, she saw the mischievous glint that had entered his gaze, and smiled.

He chuckled and drew her close.

All thoughts of time, the Ichani, and decently dry attire dipped out of her mind. More important matters
demanded her attention: the heat of bare skin againgt skin, the sound of his breathing, pleasureflaring up
likefire through her body, and then how comfortableit was, curled up together on the ledge.

Magic hasits uses, shethought. A cold, cramped space can be made warm and cozy. Musclestired
fromwalking can be revived. To think | once would have given this away, out of hatred for
magicians.

If I had | wouldn't be with Akkarin now.

No, shethought asredlity struck hard, 1'd be a blissfully ignorant Sslum dweller, completely unaware
that immensely powerful magicians were about to invade my home. Magi-cians who will make the
Guild look humble and generous.

Shereached out to thefaling water. As her fingers met the curtain it parted. In the gap she saw the trees
and pool outside ... and afigure.

She stiffened and snatched her hand away.

Akkarin tirred.

"What isit?"

Her heart was racing. " Someone is standing beside the pool "

He drew himself up onto his ebows, then frowned.

"Bequiet amoment,” he murmured.

The muffled sound of voices reached them. Soneafelt her blood turn to ice. Akkarin scanned thewall of
water, hiseyeshdting a anaturd gap in the curtain farther long the ledge. He dowly pushed himself
onto his hands and knees and crept toward the gap.

Ashereached it he paused, then his face hardened into a scowl. He turned to her and mouthed aword:



Parika

Reaching for her shirt and trousers, Sonea struggled into them. Akkarin gppeared to be listening. She
crept to hisside.

"...no harm. | only sought to be ready for your return,” awoman said meekly. "See, | have gathered
gingberriesand tiro nuts."

"Y ou should not have | &ft the Pass.”

"Rikoisthere

"Rikoisadesp.”

"Then punish Riko."

There was awordless protest, then athump. "Forgive me, master,” the woman whimpered.

"Get up. | don't havetimefor this. | haven't dept for two days.”

"Arewe going straight into Kyrdia, then?"

"No. Not until Kariko isready. | want to be well rested before then.”

Silencefollowed. Through the curtain of water, Sonea saw movement. Akkarin crept away from the gap
to her. Shefdt hisarm circle her waist, and she leaned againgt the warmth of his chest.

"Y ou're shaking," he observed.

Soneadrew in adeep, shuddering breath. "That wastoo close.”

"Yes" hesaid. "Lucky | hid our boots. Sometimesit paysto be overly cautious.”

Sonea shivered. An Ichani had stood less than twenty strides away. If she hadn't decided to bathe, and
Akkarin hadn't discovered the alcove behind thefalls. . .

"He'sin front of usnow," shesaid.

Akkarin'sgrip tightened alittle. "Yes, but it sounds asif Parikaisthe only Ichani at the Pass. It dso
sounds asif Kariko plansto invadein the next few days." He sighed. "1 tried to reach Lorlen, but heisn't
wearing thering. He hasn't put it on in days.”

"Sowewait until Parikaenters Kyrdia, then follow?"

"Or wetry to snesk past him tonight, while he degps.” He paused, then pushed her away alittle so he
could regard her. "It isn't far to the coast from here. From there it would only be afew days rideto
Imardin. If you wereto go that way while |—"

"No." Soneawas surprised by theforce of her own voice. "I'm not leaving you."

Hisexpression grew stern. "The Guild needs you, Sonea. They don't have timeto learn black magic from
my books.

They need someone who can train them, and fight for them. If we both go through the Pass, we might
both be caught and killed. At leat, if you went south, one of us might reach Kyrdia."

Sonea pulled away. It made sense, but she didn't like it. He moved past her and began to dress.

"Y ou need my drength,” she said.

"One more day's strength from you will make no differ-ence. | could never have gained enough power in
these last weeks to face an Ichani. I'd need ten or twenty of you."

"It would not be one more day. It will take another four or five daysto get from the Passto Imardin.”
"Four or five dayswill makelittle difference. If the Guild accept my help, | will have hundreds of
magiciansto draw from. If they don't, they are doomed anyway."

She shook her head dowly. ™Y ou're the valuable one. Y ou have the knowledge and the skill, and the
power weve col-lected. Y ou should go south." Shelooked up at him and frowned. "If it's safer, why
don't we both go south?!

Akkarin picked up his shirt and sighed. "Because | would not get thereintime.”

Shedared a him. "So | wouldn', either.”

"No, but if | failed, you could help what waseft of the Guild regain Kyrdia Therest of the Allied lands
will not like having Sachakan black magicians as neighbors. They would—"

"No!" she exclamed. "I'm not going to stay away until the battleisover.”

Akkarin pulled his shirt over his head, shrugged into the deeves, then moved to her sde. He took her
hand and re-garded her intently.

"It would be easier for meto face the Ichani if | did not have to worry about what they might do to you if



| fal."

She stared back at him. "Do you think it'sany easer for me," she asked softly, "when | know what they
will dotoyou?'

"At least one of uswould be safeif you went south.”

"Why don't you go, then?' sheretorted. "I'll stay and fix the Guild'slittle Ichani problem.”

Hisjaw tightened, then his mouth widened into a smile and he chuckled.

"No good. I'd have to come with you to see that for my-self."

She grinned, then grew serious again. "'I'm not going to let you do dl the fighting and take al therisks.
We face them together.” She paused. "Well, we should probably avoid facing thisonein the Pass. I'm
sure, between the two of us, well come up with an dternative.”

The stack of letters on Lorlen's desk dowly toppled over. Osen caught them in time, then divided them
into two piles.

"This ban on menta communication will generate some extraemployment for couriers,” the young
magician ob-served.

"Yes," Lorlen agreed. "And pen makers. I'll probably wear them out twice as fast now. How many more
|etters do we have to answer?'

"Thisisthelast,” Osen replied.

Lorlen sgned it with aflourish, then busied himself cleaning the pen.

"It'sgood to have you back, Osen," he said. "I don't know how | would manage without you."

Osen smiled. ™Y ou wouldn't. Not with the responsibilities of both Administrator and High Lord to ook
after." He paused. "When will we eect anew High Lord?'

Lorlen sighed. It was a subject he had been avoiding. He just couldn't imagine someone other than
Akkarinintherole. Yet it would have to befilled eventually—and the sooner the better, if Akkarin's
predictions cametrue.

"Now that the Elyne rebel s have been taken care of, can-didates will probably be nominated at the next
Mest."

"A month from now?" Osen grimaced and looked at the pile of letters. "Can't you begin earlier than that?'
"Perhaps. None of the Higher Magicians have suggested we tackle the matter sooner, however."

Osen nodded. He had been unusually distracted this morning, Lorlen noted.

"What's bothering you?'

The young magician glanced a Lorlen, then frowned.

"Will the Guild reingtate Akkarin if his story does proveto betrue?

Lorlen grimaced. "I doubt it. Nobody will want ablack magician as High Lord. I'm not sure Akkarin
would even be accepted back into the Guild."

"What about Sonea?"

"She defied the King. If the King dlows ablack magician in the Guild, he will want someone he knows
he, or the Guild, can control.”

Osen scowled and looked away. "' So Soneawill never fin-ish her training.”

"No." AsLorlen said it, heredized it wastrue and felt a pang of grief.

"The bagtard,” Osen hissed, rising from his chair. He paused. "I'm sorry. | know he was afriend, and you
gtill feed someregard for him. But she could have been... something amazing. | knew she was unhappy. It
was S0 obvious he was part of the reason, but | didn't do anything."

"You couldn't have," Lorlen said.

Osen shook hishead. "If I'd known, | would have taken her away. Without her as hostage, what could
he have done?"

Lorlenlooked down at hishand, at the finger the ring had encircled. "Taken over the Guild? Killed you
and Rothen? Don't torture yoursdlf, Osen. Y ou didn't know, and couldn't have helped her if you had.”
The young magician didn't reply. ™Y ou're not wearing that ring any more," he said suddenly.
Lorlenlooked up. "No. | grew tired of it." He felt atwinge of anxiety. Had Osen heard enough about
blood gems to sus-pect what it was? If he did, and he remembered that L orlen had been wearing the ring
for ayear and ahalf, he might re-dlize that Lorlen had been aware of Akkarin's secret for much longer



than he had admitted.

Osen picked up the two piles of letters and smiled crookedly. "Y ou don't need meto start lamenting the
past. | guess| should make mysdlf useful and arrange couriersfor these."

"Yes. Thank you."

"I'll be back as soon as I'm done."

Lorlen watched his assistant stride across the room. When the door had closed, he regarded hisringless
hand again. For so long he had wished he could get rid of it. Now he des-perately wanted it back. It was
securdly locked within the Magicians Library, however. He could retrieveit a any time .. .

Or could he? He knew what Balkan would say. It was too dangerous. The other Higher Magicians
would agree.

Did Balkan, or the others, have to know?

Of course they do. And they ‘reright: it istoo dangerous. | just wish | knew what was going on.
Sighing, Lorlen turned his attention back to the requests and letters on his desk.

26

The South Pass

Asthey approached one of the exits from Cery'srooms, Gol paused and looked back.

"Do you think you ought to tell the other Thieves about these magicians?'

Cery sghed. "I don't know. I'm not sureif they'd believe me."

"Perhaps later, when you got proof.”

The big man climbed aladder to ahatch in the roof. He unbolted it, then cautioudy pushed it up. The
sound of voices reached Cery's ears. Gol climbed through, then sig-nalled that it was safe for Cery to
follow.

He entered asmall bol storeroom. Two men sat at atable, playing tiles. They nodded at Cery and Gol
politely. Though they knew they were employed to guard one of the entrancesto the Thieves Road, they
did not know it led to the lair of a Thief.

The following journey was short, but Cery stopped at abaker and afew other crafters shops on the
way. The own-erswere as obliviousto their cusomer'sidentity asthe guards. Cery made afew subtle
inquiries about whether they were happy with their arrangements with "the Thief,” and dl but one
behaved favorably.

"Get someone to check what's up with the matmaker when were done," Cery said to Gol when they had
de-scended into the underground passages again. "He's not happy about something.”

Gol nodded. When they arrived at their destination, he stepped forward to haul open aheavy metal door.
A thin man sat in the short corridor beyond.

"Ren. How's our guest?' Cery asked.

The man stood up. "He's been pacing. Worried, | think.”

Cery frowned. "Open the door, then."

Ren stooped and grabbed a chain on the floor. He pulled and avibration ran through the floor. The far
wall did sde-ways, reveding aluxurious room.

Takan stood afew paces away, the sound having warned him of their arrival. He looked tense and eeger.
Cery waited until the door had closed behind Gol before he spoke.

"Whdt isit?"

The Sachakan let out ashort breath. " Akkarin has spoken to me. He has asked me to explain some
thingstoyou.”

Cery blinked in surprise, then gestured to the chairs.

"Let's sit, then. I've brought some food and wine."

Takan moved to a guestroom chair and perched himsalf on the edge of the seat. Cery sat down opposite
him, while Gol disappeared into the kitchen to find plates and glasses.

"Y ou know that these murderers Akkarin employed you to find were Sachakan magicians,” Takan
began. "And you know that Akkarin and Soneawere exiled for using black magic.”

Cery nodded.



"The murderers were former daves," Takan explained, "sent by their mastersto spy on Kyrdiaand the
Guild—and kill Akkarinif they had the chance. Their masters are pow-erful magicians known asthe
Ichani. They use black magic to draw magica strength from their daves—or their victims. The peoplein
my country cal this higher magic, and have no law againg itsuse.”

"This magic makesthem stronger?' Cery asked. Though he knew dl thisfrom Savara, he must pretend it
wasal new.

"Yes. Akkarin learned black magic in my country. | re-turned to Kyraiawith him, and he has been taking
strength from me so he could fight the spies”

"Youwereadave?'

Takan nodded.

"Y ou say these murderers—spies—were once daves. Y et they used black magic, too."

"They were taught the secret of higher magic so that they might survive long enough to gather information
about Kyrdias defenses.”

Cery frowned. "If they werefree, why did they continue to do what their masters wanted?"

Takan looked down at the floor. " Servitudeis ahard habit to break, especialy when you areborn toiit,"
he said quietly. "And the spies feared the Guild as much asthey feared the Ichani. They saw only two
choices. to hidein the enemy'sland, or return to Sachaka. Until Akkarin and Soneawere so publicly
exiled, most Sachakans believed the Guild till used higher magic. All previous spies had been killed.
Sachaka seemed a safer place. The dangersthere are famil-iar. But they knew the Ichani would kill them
if they re-turned without completing their misson.”

Gol returned carrying wine, glasses, and a plate laden with meet-filled savory buns. The big man offered
Takan aglass of wine, but the servant shook his head.

"The Ichani know the Guild do not use higher magic now," Takan continued. "They know they are
stronger. Their leader, aman named Kariko, has been trying to unite them for years. Now he has
succeeded. Akkarin contacted me this morning, and told meto tell you this: they plan to enter Kyrdiain
the next few days. Y ou must warn the Guild."

"And they'll believe me?' Cery asked dubioudly.

"The message must be anonymous, but its recipient will know from the content who it isfrom. Akkarin
hastold mewhat it should contain.”

Cery nodded, then sat back in his chair and took asip of thewine.

"How much does the Guild know?"

"All but this latest news. They do not believe any of it, but Akkarin hopesthey will preparein caseit
provestrue." Takan hesitated. ™Y ou do not seem aarmed to learn that your country is about to face a
war."

Cery shrugged. "Oh, | am. But | am not surprised. | had afedling something big was about to happen.”
"Y ou are not concerned?!

"Why?Itismagicians busness."

Takan'seyeswidened. "I wish, for your sake, that it was so. But when these Ichani have removed the
Guild and the King, they will not leave ordinary people to continuetheir lives asif nothing happened.
Thosethey do not endave, they will kill."

"They haveto find usfirg."

"They will collapse dl your tunndls and tear down your houses. Y our secret world will not survive."
Cery smiled as he thought of Savaras suggestionsfor killing magicians.

"They won't find it as easy asthey think," he said darkly. "Not if | have any say init.”

Dannyl stepped out of the University and considered the busy courtyard. Midbreak had just begun, and
the grounds were full of novices enjoying the summer warmth. He de-cided to follow their example and
take agtroll through the gardens.

As he entered the shady walkways, he considered hisin-terview with Lord Sarrin. Now that the fate of
the rebels had been decided, and Rothen had |eft for Sachaka, Dannyl had very little to do, so he had
volunteered to hel p in the con-struction of the new Lookout. The Head of Alchemists had been surprised
by Dannyl's proposd, asif he had forgotten al about the project.



"The Lookout. Yes. Of course,” Sarrin had said distract-edly. "It'll keep us occupied, unless. . . but then
it won't matter. Yes," herepeated, in afirmer tone. ™Y ou may ask Lord Davin how you may ass<.”
Ontheway out of the University, Dannyl had glimpsed Lord Balkan leaving the Administrator's office.
The Warrior had looked worried. That was to be expected, but his man-ner suggested he had something
new on hismind.

| wish | knew what was going on, Dannyl thought. He looked around, noting the tense expressions of a
group of novices gathered together nearby. It looks like I'm not the only one.

He turned a corner and noted alone novice Sitting on agarden seat. The boy was older, probably afifth
year, and very thin and sickly. He looked strangely famiiliar.

Dannyl stopped as he redized thiswas no boy. It was Farand. He stepped off the path and approached
the garden seat.

"Farand.”

The young man looked up, then smiled sdlf-conscioudy.

"Ambassador.”

Dannyl sat down. "I seethey've got you aset of robes. Have you started training yet?

Farand nodded. "Private lessons for now. I'm hoping they're going to spare me the humiliation of joining
the younger novices."

Dannyl chuckled. "And missdl the fooling around?’

"From what I've heard, you didn't have an easy time asanovice."

"No." Dannyl sobered. "Not in the first few years. But don't let my experiences put you off. I've heard
some magi-cians say their yearsin the University were their most en-joyable.”

The young man frowned. "1 was hoping it would al be easier from here, but I'm beginning to wonder. I've
heard it said that the Guild isfacing awar We're going to ether fight Akkarin or Sachakan magicians.
Either way, nobody is sureif we'll win."

Dannyl nodded. "Y ou may have joined the Guild a theworst possibletime, Farand. But if you hadn't,
you would not have escaped the gtrife for long. If Kyrdiafalsto either enemy, Elyne would fal soon
after.”

"Better that I'm here, then. I'd rather be ahelp, than gain afew safe months a home." Farand paused,
then sghed. "I have only oneregret, however."

"Dem Marane."

"y es"

"Itismy oneregret, too," Dannyl admitted. "I had hoped the Guild would be more forgiving."

"I think, perhaps, this strife with your High Lord influ-enced the decision. The Guild ought to have noticed
that its

leader had learned black magic. It hadn', so it didn't want to make the same mistake twice. And it should
have exe-cuted Akkarin, but it couldn't. So it dealt out the full pun-ishment to the next man to break that
law, to show itsalf and the world that it would not condone such crimes.” Farand paused. "I'm not saying
that each magician was aware of this, just that the Stuation may have influenced their think-ing."

Danny! glanced at Farand, surprised at the young man's perceptiveness. " So we have Akkarin to blame."
Farand shook his head. "I'm done with blaming people. | am here, where | was supposed to be al aong.
I'm expected to put al political matters behind me, and that iswhat | will do." He hesitated. "Though | am
not sure | could haveif my sister hadn't been pardoned.”

Dannyl nodded. "Did you see her before she left?’

"y es"

"How isshe?'

"She grieves, but the children will give her something to hold to. I will missthem al.” Helooked up asthe
gong sig-nalling the end of midbreak rang out. "Time to go. Thank you for stopping to talk to me,
Ambassador. Will you be re-turning to Elyne soon?”

"Not for awhile. Adminigtrator Lorlen wants as many magiciansto remain here as possible, until he
knows more about Sachaka."

"Then | hope | have an opportunity to talk to you again, Ambassador.” Farand bowed, then strode away.



Dannyl watched the young man leave. Farand had been through so much, and faced the prospect of
death three times—through loss of control, poisoning, and poss ble ex-ecution. Somehow he managed to
view it al without resent-ment.

It was humbling. And histhoughts on the reason for Dem Marane's execution were interesting.

He might make a good Ambassador one day, Dannyl mused. If he gets the chance.

But for now, the Guild could only go on asit ways had. Dannyl sighed, stood up and went in search of
Lord Davin.

Something brushed against Sonea's lips. She blinked her eyes open and stared at the face hovering above
hers. Akkarin.

He smiled and kissed her again. "Wake up," he mur-mured, then he straightened, took her hand and
pulled her to her feet. Shelooked around. An eerie half-light had turned everything to gray. The sky was
covered in cloud, but she guessed it wastoo early for the sun to have dropped below the horizon yet.
"We should find the road now, before the sun sets," Akkarin said. "It will be very dark until the moon
rises, and we can't afford to stop.”

Soneayawned and looked up at the gap between the two peaks. They had |eft the waterfall after the
Ichani's visit that morning, and continued up theravine asfar asthey dared. A smal space between some
boulders and the rock wall had provided enough shelter to hide them asthey dept. Whileit wasnot as
concedled asthe ledge behind the waterfdl, there was no reason for the Ichani or hisdavesto vigt it.
Now, astheravine narrowed and the light faded, the way became steadily more difficult. The smdl river
filled mogt of the ravine, and the banks were strewn with huge rocks. After an hour or so, Akkarin
stopped and pointed up at the ravine wall. In the fading light, Sonea could only see that a steep rock
dope continued up from just beyond the top. Then Sonea blinked in surprise as she made out the stone
seps hewn into the wall.

"Theroad runs dongsde the ravine from here," Akkarin murmured.

He started toward the stairs. They reached the base, then began to climb. When they finally reached the
top, the dark-nesswas like athick smoke dl around, and Akkarin awarm shadow withinit.
"Beassdlent asyou can," he murmured into her ear. "Put one hand to the rock wall. If you want to spesk,
take hold of my hand so we can communicate mind to mind without the Ichani hearing us."

A persstent wind tugged at them now that they were out

of the shelter of theravine. Akkarin walked in front, setting a steedy pace. Shelet her right hand brush
the rockwall, and tried to keep her footsteps light. The occasiona stone clat-tered across the ground as
she or Akkarin disturbed it, but the sound was blown away by thewind.

After along stretch of walking, Soneafound she could make out another wall several hundred pacesto
their left. She wondered how she could seeit, then looked up. The peaks above were glowing faintly,
bathed in moonlight fil-tering through the clouds.

The ravine was gone and the road continued along the floor of anarrow valey. Soneamoved to
Akkarin'sside, and they strode on. Asthe hours passed, the left-hand wall drew closer, then fell back
out of Sght again. It returned, and the right-hand wall withdrew. The moon rose higher, then dipped
down toward the peaks.

Much later the road started to twist and turn. It began to follow the curve of arocky dope. The higher
they climbed, the steeper the dope became, and soon they were walking with a cliff wall on one sde and
aprecipice on the other. Still they strode onward.

Then she heard afaint noise ahead and Akkarin stopped. The sound came again.

A sneeze.

They crept forward to the next turn in the road. Akkarin reached out and squeezed her hand.

—That must be Riko, Akkarin sent.

In the faint moonlight, Sonea made out the dark shape of aman sitting on arock beside theroad. She
could hear him shivering. As he rubbed his arms, something glinted on hisfinger. A blood ring, she
guessed.

—Parika probably took his outer clothing from him to en-sure he stayed awake, Akkarin added.
—This makes things difficult, Soneareplied. How are we going to get past the slave aswell as his



master ? Do we trick both of them?

—Yes and no. The slave can be our bait. Are you ready?

—Yes.

It was not easy forcing hersdlf to step past theturnin the

road, knowing that the man would see them. Riko was too wrapped up in hismisery to seethem at firs.
Then helooked up, leapt to hisfeet and fled.

Akkarin stopped, cursed loudly, then propelled Sonea backward.

"A davel" hesaid, loud enough for Riko to hear. "There must be someone in the Pass. Come on."”

They ran back down the road. Akkarin dowed and stared up at the rock walls on either sde. He pulled
Soneato ahdt. Shefdt the ground shift, then they wererisng upintheair.

The cliff face sped past, then dowed and they moved into a shadow. Soneafelt her feet touch solid rock.
The ledge Akkarin had set them upon was barely wide enough for her boots. She leaned back against
thewadll, her heart hammering.

A long silence followed in which the only sound was their breathing. Then afigure appeared below,
walking cautioudy around the turn in the road. It stopped. Akkarin's hand tight-ened around hers.

—He needs a little encouragement, Akkarin observed.

From the distance came the sound of arock skittering against the road. The figure took a step forward,
then alight blazed into existence, flooding the area. Sonea caught her breath. The man wasdressed ina
fine coat and his hands glittered with jewels and precious metals.

—Great, shereplied. Now he has only to look up and he'll see us.

—Hewon't.

A thin, hunched man shuffled up behind the Ichani.

" "

"l know what you saw. Go back and stay with—"

The Ichani suddenly broke into ahalf run. Looking down the road, Sonea saw that alight wasvisble
behind the next turn, severa hundred paces down the road. It wasfading, asif moving away. Shelooked
at Akkarin, guessing that he was the source of the light. His forehead was creased with afrown of
concentration.

The Ichani hurried on, passed the turn and disappeared. When Sonea looked down again, the dave was
gone. Akkarin drew in a deep bresath.

—We haven't got much time. Let's hope Riko obeys his master promptly.

They descended to the road, then hurried on toward the Pass. At every step, Soneawas sure they would
catch up with the dave, but it wasn't until several hundred paces later that they saw the man ahead of
them.

Soon &fter, they saw aflickering light in the distance. A fire, Sonea saw with relief. She had dreaded that
they would discover another Ichani. Riko reached the fire and sat down beside ayounger woman.
Akkarin and Sonea drew closer, keeping to the shadows. Thefirelit steep rock walls on either side of
the road.

—We can't dip past without them noticing, Akkarin sent. Are you ready to run?

Sonea nodded.

—Asready as I'm going to get.

Akkarin did not move, however. She glanced at him, and saw that he was frowning.

—\What isit?

—1I should take the opportunity to divest Parika of his slaves. They will only be used against us
later.

Soneafdt her blood go cold as she redlized what he in-tended to do.

—But thereisnotime...
—Best make it quick, then.

Helet go of her hand and started forward.
She hit back aprotest. Killing the daves made sense. Their strength would be used to kill Kyraians. Y et
it seemed so crud to kill people who had been victims dl their lives. They hadn't chosen to be Ichani



tools.

The woman was the first to notice Akkarin. She jumped up, then flew backward as aforce dammed into
her. She landed on the ground and lay till.

Riko had bolted down the road. As Akkarin broke into arun, Sonea dashed after him. Somewhere
behind them, Parika would have seen the attack through the dave's blood ring. She paused only to look
at thewoman. Her eyes stared sightlesdy at the sky.

At least it was quick, Soneathought.

A light flared above Akkarin's head and he lengthened his stride. The road twisted about, but doped
downward now. Sonea caught no glimpses of the dave running ahead of them. She could not help hoping
he would remain out of sght. Akkarin could not kill someone he could not see.

Then they heard a scream from the road ahead. Akkarin checked, then ran faster. He drew ahead of
Sonea easily, rounding the next corner several strides before she did. As he reached the turn, she saw
that the road ahead twisted sharply. It left the confining walls of the Pass, and hugged the steep Sde of a
mountain. Akkarin was stand-ing at the turn, looking over the precipice. She stopped beside him and
peered over the edge, but saw only dark-ness below.

"Hefd|?"

"l think s0," he panted. He looked at the road ahead. It curved dong the side of the mountain for severa
hundred paces beforeit turned out of sght. "Nowhere ... to hide. Hewas. .. not that far ahead.” He
glanced behind, and hisface hardened. "Wemust . . . keep going. If Parikafol-lows. .. well beas
exposed.”

He started forward. They pounded aong the road. When they passed the next turn, Soneas relief turned
to dismay when she saw another long siretch of exposed road. They kept running. Her back prickled,
and she resisted the urge to glance over her shoulder.

Time stretched out as they sprinted on. The road de-scended steadily. The sense of urgency and fear
faded. Weariness grew until it dominated al her thoughts. She hedled it away.

Surely we can stop now, shethought, over and over. Parika wouldn't follow usinto Kyralia, would
he?

But Akkarin continued on.

How many times can | Heal myself like this? Can | dam-age my body doing it too often?

When Akkarin finaly dowed to awalk, shelet out agreat Sigh of relief. He chuckled, then put anarm
around her shoulder. She looked around and redlized they were walking between trees. The moon was
gone. Akkarin reduced his

globelight to afaint glow. They walked for another long hour or more, then Akkarin steered her off the
road.

"| think we've come far enough,” he murmured.

"What if hefollowsus?'

"Hewon't. Hewon't enter Kyradiauntil Kariko does."

She felt soft, uneven ground benegth her feet. They walked for several minutes, then Akkarin stopped
and sat down, his back to atree. Sonea collapsed beside him.

"What now?' she asked, staring at the trees around them.

Akkarin pulled her closeto his chest, and wrapped hisarms around her.

"Seep, Sonea," he whispered. "I will watch. WEIl decide what to do next tomorrow."

27

A Surprise Meseting

No. It'stoo soon to wake up, Soneathought. I'm still too tired.

But agrowing fegling of unease would not et her dip back into deep. Her back leaned againgt something
warm; she was Sitting mostly upright. She drew in adeep breath and felt the weight of arms around her.
Akkarin'sarms. She smiled, then opened her eyes.

Four dim, hair-covered legs stood before her. Horse's legs. Her heart skipped a beat and she looked up.
Familiar blue eyes stared back at her. Green robes, half-covered by a heavy black cloak, shonein the
late morning sunlight. Shefdt her heart fill with joy and relief.



"Dorrien!" she gasped. "Y ou have no idea how good it isto see you."

His expression was cold, however. The horse shifted its feet and shook its head. Sonea heard the snort
of another nearby. Shelooked to one side and saw that four more rid-ers waited several strides away,
dressed in plain clothes.

Akkarin stirred, then drew in adeep bregth.

"What are you doing here?' Dorrien demanded.

"l...we..." Sonea shook her head. "I don't know where to start, Dorrien.”

"Weare hereto warn you," Akkarin replied. Shefdlt the vibration of hisvoice againgt her back. "The
Ichani plan to enter Kyrdiain the next few days."

His hands caught her shoulders and pushed her gently for-ward. She rose and stepped asde ashe
climbed to hisfest.

"You areexiles" Dorrien'svoice waslow. ™Y ou cannot return to thisland.”

Akkarin's eyebrowsrose. "Cannot?' he asked, straighten-ing and crossing hisarms.

"Do you intend to fight me?" Dorrien asked, his eyes glit-tering dangeroudly.

"No," Akkarinreplied. "l intend to help you."

Dorrien's eyes narrowed. "We do not require your help,” he snapped. "We require your absence.”
Soneastared at Dorrien. She had never seen him like this, so cold and full of hatred. He sounded like a
dranger. A foolish, angry stranger.

Then she remembered how passionate he was about car-ing for the peoplein hisvillage. Hewould risk
everything to protect them. And if he ill regarded her as he once had, finding her degping in Akkarin's
armswould not put him in the best of moods. . .

"Dorrien,” she said. "Wewould not have come back if we hadn't felt we must.”

Dorrien glanced at her and scowled. "Whether you must return or not isfor the Guild to judge. | have
been ordered to watch the road and turn you back if you try to return,” he said. "If you intend to remain,
youwill haveto kill mefirg.”

Soned's heart skipped abeat. A memory of the dead dave flashed though her mind. Surely Akkarin
wouldnt. ..

"I don't havetokill you," Akkarin replied.

Dorrien's eyes were like two chips of ice. He opened his mouth to spesk.

"WEelIl go back," Soneasaid quickly. "But at least let usdeliver our newsfirst." Shelaid ahand on
Akkarin'sarm.

—He's thinking with his heart. If we give him time to think this over, he may be more reasonable.
Akkarin frowned at her, but did not argue. She turned back to find Dorrien regarding her closdly.
"Very well," he said with obvious rductance. "Tdl me your news."

"Y ou're watching the pass, so no doubt Lorlen hasin-formed you of the threat from Sachaka. Y esterday
morning, Soneaand | narrowly avoided capture by an Ichani named

Parika," Akkarin said. "From his conversation with hisdave, we learned that Kariko and hisdliesplanto
enter Kyrdiain the next few days. Soneaand | intended to stay in Sachaka until the Guild satisfied itself
that the Ichani were red and athreat, but timeis running out. If the Guild want usto return and assist in
the coming battle, we must be close enough to Imardin to reach it before the Ichani do.”

Dorrien regarded Akkarin impassively. "Isthat dl?*

Sonea opened her mouth to tell him about the I chani in the South Pass, but then she pictured Dorrien
riding up into the mountainsto investigate for himsalf. The Ichani would kill him. She choked back the
words.

"At least let usrest herefor today," she pleaded. "We are exhausted.”

Dorrien'seyesdid to Akkarin and narrowed, then he glanced over his shoulder at the other riders.
"Gaden. Forren. Might the Guild loan your horsesfor aday?"

Sonea peered over the flank of Dorrien's horse at the men. They exchanged glances, then two began to
dismount.

"I have no authority to grant you aday or even an hour in Kyrdia," Dorrien sad tiffly, asthemen led
their horses forward. "I will escort you to the Pass.”



Akkarin eyes burned dangeroudly. Soneafelt him tense. Shetightened her grip on hisarm.

—No! Let metalk to himon the way. He will listen to me.

Heturned to regard her, his expression skeptical. Soneafelt her face warm.

—We were almost intimate once. | think he is angry be-cause you took me away.

Akkarin's eyebrows rose. He regarded Dorrien appraisingly.

—Really? Then see what you can do. Just don't take too long.

As one of the men drew near, Akkarin stepped forward and took the offered reins. The man shrank
away, glancing nervoudy up at Dorrien. The young magician said nothing as Akkarin swung up into the
saddle. Sonea approached the other horse and managed to haul hersalf up onto its back. Akkarin turned
back to regard Dorrien.

"After you," the Hedler said.

Soned's horse followed as Akkarin turned his mount and urged it toward the road. They travelled single
file, making private conversation impossible. All the way through the for-est she could feel Dorrien'seyes
on her back.

When they reached the road, Sonea pulled back on the reins so that her horse dowed. When it was
walking beside Dorrien's, she glanced at the Hedler, but suddenly could not think of what she should say.
It would be so easy to anger him further.

She thought back to the days she had spent with him in the Guild. It ssemed along time ago. Had he
hoped he would regain her interest one day? Though she had made no promises, shefelt apang of guilt.
Her heart was Akkarin's. She had never felt this strongly about Dorrien.

"l did not believe Rothen when hefirst told me," Dorrien murmured.

Soneaturned to look at him, surprised that he had broken the silence.

Hewaswatching Akkarin. "I sill can't." His eyebrows knit together. "Once he told me Akkarin's reasons
for taking your guardianship from him, | understood why you put a distance between us. Y ou thought |
might see how unhappy you were and start to ask questions.” He looked at her. "That wasit, wasn't it?"
She nodded.

"What happened? When did he turn you away from us?"

She felt another pang of guilt. "About... two months ago he asked me to come with him into the city. |
didn't want to go, but | thought I might learn something that the Guild could use againgt him. He took me
to see aman—a Sachakan man—and taught me how to read the man's mind. What | saw in it could only
be thetruth."

"Areyou sure? If the man believed things that were wrong, you—"

"l am no fool, Dorrien.” She held his gaze. "That man's memories could not have been false.”
Hefrowned. "Goon."

"Once | knew about these Ichani, and that their |eader

only needed to prove that the Guild was weak to gather enough aliesto invade, | couldn't stand by and
let Akkarin do all thework. | asked—no, | ingsted—that helet mejoin him."

"But. . . black magic, Sonea. How could you learn such things?"

"It was not an easy choice. | knew it was aterrible re-sponsbility, and agrest risk. But if the Ichani
attacked, the Guild would be destroyed. I'd probably die anyway."

Dorrien'snosewrinkled asif he had smelled something foul. "But it isevil."

She shook her head. "The early Guild didn't think so. I'm not sure | do either. On the other hand, |
wouldn't want the Guild to begin using it again. If | imagine Fergun or Regin wielding that kind of
power..." she shuddered. "Not agood idea.”

"But you congder yoursdf worthy?"

Shefrowned. The question still bothered her. "I don't know. | hope s0."

"Y ou admitted to using it to kill."

"Yes" Shesghed. "Do you believe I'd do something like that just for the sake of making myself stronger?
Or do you think | had agood reason?”

Helooked away, at Akkarin. "l don't know."

She followed his gaze. Akkarin's horse walked about twenty paces ahead.



"But you think Akkarin would kill for power, don't you?"

"Yes" Dorrien admitted. "He admitted that he haskilled many times before."

"If he hadn't, hed still be adave in Sachaka—or dead— and the Guild would have been attacked and
destroyed years ago.”

"If he speaksthetruth.”

"He does"

Dorrien shook his head and looked away into the forest.

"Dorrien, you must tell the Guild that the Ichani are com-ing,” she urged. "And... let usremain thisside of
the moun-tains. The Ichani know we came through last night. If we go back, we will bekilled.”
Heturned to stare at her, his expression wavering between darm and disbelief.

Then afigure stepped out onto the road in front of them.

Soneareacted ingtinctively, but the shield she threw around hersalf and Dorrien crumpled before a
powerful forcestrike. Shefelt hersalf thrown backward, then the ground knocked the air from her lungs.
She heard Dorrien curse nearby, then hooves thundered around her head and she threw up another
shield. A shrill whinny was followed by the rapid beat of receding hoof beats as the horses fled.

Get up, shetold hersdlf. Get up and find Akkarin!

Sherolled and scrambled to her feet. In the corner of her eye she saw Dorrien crouching nearby.
Akkarin stood sev-eral strides away.

Between her and Akkarin stood Parika

Soneafdt her somach sink and twist with fear. Akkarin was not strong enough to fight an Ichani. Not
even with her help, and Dorrien would makelittle difference.

Theair flashed as Akkarin attacked the Ichani. Parika re-taliated with powerful strikes.

"Sonea.”

She glanced at Dorrien as he moved to her side.

"ThisisanIchani?'

"Yes. Hisnameis Parika. Do you believe me now?"

Hedid not reply. She grabbed hiswrist.

—Akkarin is not strong enough to fight him. We have to help.

—Very well. But | will not kill unless| am sure he iswhat you say heis.

They struck together, battering the Ichani's shield. The Ichani paused, then looked over his shoulder. His
lips curled into adisdainful sneer as his gaze settled on Dorrien. Then his eyes shifted to Sonea. His sneer
changed to amdlicious smile. He turned his back on Akkarin, and started toward her.

Sonea backed away. She attacked with strike after strike, but they did not stop him advancing. Flashes
came from Dorrien but his efforts appeared to have no effect either. Akkarin continued pounding Parikas
shidd, but the Ichani ignored him.

Dorrien began to move away from her, and Sonearedlized he was hoping to draw Parikas attention
asde. Thelchani paid him no attention. As his strikes grew more powerful, she dlowed him to drive her
down the road.

Think, shetold herself. There must be a way out of this. Remember Lord Yikmo's lessons.

She attacked Parikals shield from all directions, and found it whole and impenetrable. She considered dll
kinds of false strikes and tricks she'd used in classes, but most relied on the adversary trying to save
power by weakening his shield. All she could do wastry to trick him into usng up his strength.

Then Dorrien stepped between her and the Ichani. Parikas expression darkened. He stopped and sent
severa blasts of power at the Hedler. Dorrien staggered backward, his shield wavering. Sonea hurried
forward and extended her shield over his. As she did, she felt her own powers begin-ning to dwindle.
Dorrien caught her arm.

—Heisso strong!

—Yes, and | can't do this much longer.

—We have to get away. He grabbed her arm and pulled her down the road.

—But Akkarin—

—Isdoing well enough. We can't do anything more.



—Heisn 't strong enough.

—Then we 're all doomed.

Another blast shook her. Shelet Dorrien pull her into arun. The next strike propelled them on. She
reached for more power and knew it wasthelast of her strength.

Asthe next gtrike shattered her shield, she gasped. Glanc-ing over her shoulder, she saw Parika striding
toward her. Akkarin was hurrying after them. She began to run.

Then aforce hit her sde. She fdt theair rush from her lungs and felt the ground smash into her shoulder.
For amo-ment, she could only lie till on her back, stunned by the twin blows. Then she forced herself
up onto her elbows.

Dorrien lay severd paces away, gill and pale. Alarmed, shetried to stand up, but another blow sent her
gorawling again. Shefdt the sting of ashield dide over her and her

heart froze with terror. A hand grabbed her arm and pulled her to her knees. Parika stared down at her,
his mouth twist-ing into acruel smile. She stared back in horror and disbelief.

It can't end this way!

The Ichani's shidld vibrated asit was struck over and over. She glimpsed Akkarin standing only strides
away, hisexpresson terrible. The Ichani shifted hisgrasp from her arm to her wrigt, then reached into his
coat.

As she saw the curved knife he drew out, her mind went blank with fear. She struggled usdlessly. Then
the pain of the blade dicing open her skin brought a memory of another cut that she had made.

"Heal yourself,” Akkarin instructed. "Always heal your-self without delay. Even half-healed cuts
areabreakinyour barrier."

She had no power |eft, but while shewas dive, there was always alittle energy left. And Hedling such a
small cut only took . . . there!

Parikawent gtill. He stared at her arm. The blade dowly descended and touched her skin again. She
focused her will and felt the pain fade. The Ichani's eyes widened. He cut her again, degper, and made a
dishdieving noise as the wound sedled before his eyes.

They do not know how to Heal. Shefelt amoment's tri-umph, but it faded quickly. She couldn't keep
Hedling her-sdf forever. Shewould eventudly grow too exhausted even for that.

But perhaps there was another way to turn this skill to her advantage?

Of coursethereis.

Hewas holding on to her wrigt. Skin againgt skin. That made him dmost as vulnerable to her Hedling
powers as shewas to black magic. Closing her eyes, she sent her mind outward, into hisarm. She dmost
lost her concentration as she felt the sting of another cut. Pausing only to Hedl her-sdlf, she dove deeper
into hisbody. To hisshoulder. Into his chest. Shefelt the pain of another cut. . .

There, shethought intriumph. His heart. With thelast of her strength, she took hold and twisted.

The Ichani gave ahaf scream, half gasp, and let her go. Shefdll backward and scrambled away ashefell
to hisknees, clutching a his chest.

He remained frozen. Poised on the brink of desth. She watched, fascinated, as hisface dowly turned
blue.

"Get away from him!"

Soneajumped at Akkarin's shout. He dove forward and scooped up the Ichani's knife from where the
man had dropped it. With asweep of hisarm, he dashed at the back of the man's neck, then pressed his
hand to the wound.

Redlizing what he was doing, Sonea relaxed. Akkarin might as well take Parikas remaining power. The
Ichani was going to die anyway, and he might even have quite abit of strength left. . .

Then the significance of Akkarin'swords cameto her. If Parikadied with magic sill stored within his
body, that power would consume his body and probably blast every-thing around it. She scrambled to
her feet and backed away.

Akkarin straightened then. He dropped the knife and let Parika dump to the ground. A few stepslater he
was gather-ing her close, hisarms squeezing the air out of her lungs.

"| thought I'd lost you," he whispered hoarsaly. He drew in adeep, shuddering bresth. ™Y ou should have



run as soon as he appeared.”

Shefdt bruised and exhausted, but as Hedling magic flowed from Akkarin she fdt strength return. | told
you. | won't leave you. If we die, we die together.”

He drew back alittle and looked down at her, amused. "That's very flattering, but what about Dorrien?
"Dorrien!”

He muttered a curse and turned to regard Dorrien, lying several paces away. They hurried to the Hedler's
sde. Dor-rien's eyes were open and glazed with pain.
Akkarin placed ahand on the Healer's head.
"Y ou're badly wounded,” he said. " Stay ill."

Dorrien's eyes shifted to Akkarin. "Save your strength,” he whispered.
"Dont beridiculous" Akkarin replied.
"B
"Closeyour eyesand hdp me" Akkarin said sternly. ™Y ou know this discipline better than 1."

"Bt

"Y ou are more useful to me dive than dead, Dorrien,” Akkarin said dryly, with ahint of command. Y ou
can re-placethe strength | useto hed you later, if you wish to."

Dorrien's eyes widened with understanding.

"Oh." He paused, then looked at Sonea. "What happened to the Sachakan?"

Soneafelt her face warm. Using Hedling power to kill seemed like the worst abuse of the discipline.
"He'sdead. I'll tdll you later.”

Dorrien closed his eyes. Watching closaly, Sonea saw color dowly come back to hisface.

"Let meguess” Akkarin said quietly. "Y ou stopped his heart.”

She looked up to find him watching her. He nodded at Dorrien. "Heisdoing al the Hedling now. I'm just
supply-ing the strength.” He looked toward the Sachakan. "Am | right?"

Soneaglanced at Dorrien, then nodded.

"Y ou said Parikawould not enter Kyrdia."
Akkarin frowned. " Perhaps he wanted revenge for the deaths of his daves. Strong daves are rare, and
Ichani do get angry if oneiskilled or taken from them. It'slikelosing aprize horse. | don't know why
he'd bother, though. It's been hours since we arrived, and he must have known it would be difficult to find
usonce we left theroad.”

Dorrien gtirred and opened hiseyes. "That will do,” he said. "1 fed like I've been smashed into smdll
pieces, then put together again, but I'll live."

He gingerly pushed himsdlf up onto hiselbows. His gaze did to the dead Ichani. A shudder ran through
him, then helooked at Akkarin.

"I believe you. What do you want me to do now?"'

"Get away from the Pass." Akkarin helped Dorrien to hisfeet. "And send awarning to the Guild. Do you
have any—"
—Lorlen!
—Makin?
—Strangers are attacking the fort!

Soneastared at Akkarin. He gazed back at her. An image of aroad flashed through Sonea's mind, seen
from above. She recognized it asthe road on the Sachakan side of the Fort.* Severa men and women,
dressed in smilar clothesto Parikas, siood in aline. The air blazed with their Strikes.

"Too late for warnings," Dorrien muttered. "They're here dready."

28

ThelInvasion Begins
As Cery looked around at the crowds, hefelt asmal pang of jealousy. The two Thieves whose territory
included the Mar-ket, Sevli and Limek, were very rich men, and today it was not hard to see why. Bright
sunlight glinted off an endless stream of coins passed from customersto stalholders, and asmall part of
that income taken in exchange for services would quickly add up to afortune.
A server approached the table and set down two mugs. Savara sipped at hers, closed her eyes and



sghed.

"Y ou do have good raka here," she said. "Almost as good asours.”

Cery smiled. "I ought to get somein from Sachaka, then."

An eyebrow lifted in warning. "That would be expensive. Not many merchantsrisk travelling acrossthe
wastes."

"No?Why isthat?"

She gestured around them. "We have nothing like this. No markets. Each Ashaki owns many hundred
daves—"

"Agheki?"

"Powerful free men. Saves provide dmost everything they need. They tend the fidlds, make cloth, cook,
clean, en-tertain, amost anything the Ashaki needs. If adave hasaspecia talent, like making beautiful
pottery, or the Ashaki owns amine or produces more of a crop than he can use, he will trade with other
Ashai."

"So why do merchants bother going there?"

"If they do manageto attract a buyer, they can make a consderable profit. Sdling luxuries, mostly."
Cery considered the cloth in the next stall. It had appeared in markets the year before, after one of the
crafters had in-vented away to make the surface glossy. " Sounds like there'd be no profit in Sachakans
coming up with a better way to make something.”

"No, but adave might, if he has ambition or if he wantsto be rewarded. He might try to attract attention
by creating something beautiful and unusud.”

"So only pretty things get better."

She shook her head. "Ways of processing or making ordi-nary products do improve, if the changeis
smple. A dave might work out a quicker way of harvesting rakaif his mas-ter wanted it done faster and
would beet himif hefaled."

Cery frowned. "I like our way better. Why beat someone, when greed or having to feed afamily will get
aman to work smarter and faster?

Savaralaughed quietly. "That's an interesting view, com-ing from aman in your position." Then she
sobered. "I like your way better, too. Aren't you going to drink your raka?'

Cery shook his head.

"Areyou afraid someone will recognize you and dip in some poison?”

He shrugged.

"It's gone cold now, anyway." She stood up. "Let's move on.”

They walked down to the end of the row of stalls, where she stopped at atable covered in jarsand
bottles.

"What isthisfor?"

The vessdl she had picked up held two preserved sevli, floating in agreen liquid.

"A key to the doors of ddight,” the stall owner replied. "One sp and you will havethe strength of a
fighter.” Hisvoice lowered. "Two, and you will experience pleasure that lasts aday and anight. Three,
and the dreams you will have shdl—"

"Turn into nightmares, which don't stop for days," Cery finished. He took the jar from her hands and put
it back on the counter. ™Y ou couldn't pay meto ... Savara?'

She was staring into the distance, her face pae.

"It'sdtarted,” she said, so quietly he barely heard her. "The Ichani are attacking the Fort.”

Hefdt achill run down his spine. Taking her arm, he pulled her away from the stall and anyone who
might

overhear them.

"Y ou can seethis?’

"Yes," shesad. "The Guild magiciansthere are sending out mental images.” She paused, and her eyes
focused

beyond the market. "Thefirg gatejust fell. Canwe go

somewhere quiet S0 | can watch uninterrupted? Somewhere close by ?!



Cery looked for Gol and found his second standing nearby, eating apachi. He signalled rapidly in the
Thieves sgn language. Gol nodded and sarted in the direction of the Marina.

"I havethe perfect place,” Cery told Savara "l think you'll likeit. Ever been on aboat?'

"You haveaboat?" She amiled. "But of courseyou do."

Animage of eight richly dressed men and women, seen from above, flashed into Dannyl's mind. Each
was giriking at a point somewhere below Lord Makin, the magician

sending theimage.

The scene shifted beyond the attackers to a crowd of men and women standing severa paces behind
them. They were dressed in plain, worn clothes, and some held ropestied to the collars of smdll
limek-likeanimds.

Are these peopl e the slaves Akkarin spoke of? Dannyl wondered.

The scene blurred, then the attackers were in view again. They had stopped striking the Fort, and were
goproaching it cautioudy.

—The Captain says the first gate has been destroyed. The Sachakans are moving into the Fort.
We 're heading down to meet them.

In the pause that followed Makin's cdl, the images stopped and Dannyl became aware of his
surroundings again. He glanced around the room. For the last hour he had been entertained by an
argument between Lord Peakin, Head of

Alchemic Studies, and Lord Davin, the magician who had proposed rebuilding the Lookout. The pair
were now staring at each other in dismay, their argument forgotten.

—We arein position, Makin reported. They are attacking the inner door now.

Theimage that followed was of adarkened corridor blocked by awall of stone. The corridor vibrated
with the sound of two impacts. Makin and the warriors beside him held ashield ready.

Then the wall exploded inward. The shield was pelted with rubble, then covered by acloud of dust.
Through the haze came strikes, then another explosion battered the corri-dor.

—We have attacked the Sachakans from below a false floor, Makin explained.

Confusing images followed. Flashes of light brightened the dust beyond the shield, but revealed nothing.
Then a shadow appeared in the cloud and the attack on the War-riors shield resumed. Two magicians
staggered backward, clearly exhausted.

—Back away. To the door.

The Warriors retreated hastily through a set of metal doors. Makin propelled the doors shut and used
magic to draw huge bolts out of thewallsto lock them in position.

—Report, Makin ordered.

A jumbled mix of images and messages followed.

—Most of usare dead... | can seefive .. . no six bodies and. ..

—They'reinside the Fort! Animage of adoor hanging from one hinge flashed into Dannyl's mind, then
he saw a Sachakan striding down a corridor toward him.

—Run!

—Come back! I'mtrapped!

Hands reached through the dust. In one was a curved blade. A sense of overwhelming panic followed . .
. then nothing.

Names of the Warriorswere cdled, asfriends and family in the Guild ignored the ban on menta
communication. A confusion of menta voicesfollowed.

—Please be silent! Balkan caled above the panic. | can-not help themif | cannot hear them.
Makin?

Animage of the meta doors cut through the other magi-cians communications. They were glowing red,
filling the corridor with heat. Sowly the center melted away.

—Back, Makin ordered. Behind the wall. Let them waste their strength.

The Warriors hurried past awall half blocking the corri-dor. They gathered beyond it. The stone dab
dowly began to move. It did acrossto dot into agap inthewall. Therewas aheavy thump asa
mechanism within the sdewadlsfdl into place.



The magicianswaited.

—If they get through this, Makin sent, we hit them with everything we have |eft.

Menta callsfrom other magicians punctuated the tense silence of the corridor. Dannyl winced as, one by
one, the three remaining magiciansin the Fort were killed.

Then, without warning, the ssonewall erupted. The

Warriors had let their shield drop to save their strength. Makin's communication wavered as something
struck histemple, but strengthened again when he spared himself alittle Healing power. He joined with
those who had thrown up ashield, then glanced around to see that two of the Warriors lay on thefloor.
The attack on their shield was no weaker than before. The Warriors staggered backward as each
succumbed to exhaus-tion. Makin felt an awful disbelief as hisown strength failed. The shield shattered,
and two more magiciansfell to strikes.

—Get away, Bakan caled. You've done all you can.

Figures strode out of the dust cloud. Makin stepped aside asthe first reached him. The man gave Makin
adismissve glance and walked past.

—If the guard have followed orders, the last door should have been secured when the first one
fell, Makin sent.

The lead Sachakan stopped before the door. Six more Sachakans strode past Makin to join thefirgt. It
took one blast to fling the doors off their hinges. The Sachakans stepped out into the sunlight.
"Welcometo Kyrdia," the leader said, glancing at his companions. Then he turned and regarded the
corridor. His eyes snapped to Makin. "Y ou. Y ou're the one sending this."

Aninvisbleforce pushed Makin forward. Dannyl felt Makin's fear, then the magician's communication
abruptly stopped.

Dannyl blinked and found himself staring at his sur-roundings again. Peakin staggered to achair and
collgpsedintoiit.

"It'strue," he gasped. "Akkarin wasright." . There was acrackle of paper. Dannyl looked at Davin. The
magician was regarding arolled plan. It was crushed in the middle where he had gripped it tightly. He
unrolled it and smoothed the plan out, then let it spring into ahaf-crumpled roll again.

Seeing the glitter of tearsin the Alchemist's eyes, Dannyl turned away. The man had worked for yearsto
have his weather-predicting methods accepted. What point was there in building the Lookout now?
Dannyl stared out of the window. Novices and magicians stood aone or in groups in the gardens below,
frozen like statues. Only afew servants were still moving about, look-ing both puzzled and unnerved by
the strange behavior of the magicians.

Then anew image of the Fort reached those gifted with the ability to seeit.

When Makin's communication ended, Lorlen found himsalf gripping therail of the balcony tightly. His
heart was pound-ing in reaction to the Warrior'slast moment of terror.

"Adminidrator?'

Lorlen turned to regard the King. The man was pae, but hisface was stiff with anger and determination.
"Yes, Your Mgesty?'

"Summon Lord Bakan."

"Yes Your Mgesty."

Bakan responded to Lorlen's mentd cdl immediately.

—The King wants you to come to the Palace.

—1I thought he might. I'm already on my way.

"He'scoming,” Lorlen said.

The King nodded. He turned and walked back into the Palace tower. Lorlen followed, then frozeasa
new image of the Fort flashed into hismind. He felt something sharp againgt histhroat. Forcing his
attention back to hisreal sur-roundings, he saw that the King's Advisors had both put their handsto their
throats.

The King glanced at the three of them.

"Whdt isit?"

"Lord Makinisdill dive" Lord Rolden replied.



The King grabbed the magician's hand and pressed it to hisforehead.

"Show me," he ordered.

Theimage Makin was sending was of the Fort again, but viewed from the outside. A small crowd of
plainly dressed Sachakanswere hurrying out of the building, some leading the small limek-like animals.
A voice spokein Makin's ear.

"That'sright. Tell them this. | will—"

"Kariko! Look what I've found," awoman called.

This voice came from within the Fort. A Guild magician staggered from the corridor and fell to his knees.
Lorlen rec-ognized Lord Fergun with ajolt. Of course, hethought. Fer-gun was sent away . . .

Makin felt surprise, then anger. The attack had happened so fast, he hadn't noticed the disgraced
Warrior's absence.

A Sachakan woman in aglittering coat strode out of the building. She stopped beside Fergun and looked
toward Makin.

"Pretty, ian't he?'

"You can't keep him, Avaa," said thevoice at Makin's ear.

"But he's weak. | can't believe they bothered to teach him. He probably can't even boil water."

"No, Avada. He might be weak, but he can send them in-formation.”

The woman reached down and ran her fingers through Fergun's hair, then yanked his head backward.

"| could break his ears. He wouldn't be able to hear us."

"And burn out his pretty eyes, too?"

She pulled aface. "No. That would spoil him."

"Kill him, Avaa Y oull find other pretty menin Imardin.”

Avala pouted, then shrugged. She pulled out aknife and dashed it across Fergun'sthroat. His eyes
widened and he tried to pull away, but he was clearly too weak to break her hold. She dapped ahand
over the cut and he went limp. After amoment the woman let go and he dumped to the ground.

She stepped over his body and approached Makin, though her eyes were fixed on the Sachakan behind
him.

"So where next?"

"Imardin," Kariko replied. The knife pressed harder againgt Makin'sthroat. "Now listen, magician. Tell
your Guild I will seethem soon. If they open the gatesfor mel might let them live. Well, some of them,
anyway. | expect abig welcome. Gifts. Saves. Gold ..."

Theknife moved. Therewasaflash of pain ...

Lorlen gasped as his awareness returned abruptly to his surroundings. We just lost twenty magiciansin
less than an hour! Twenty of our finest Warriors.. .

"Sit down, Administrator.”

Lorlen looked up at the King. His voice had been unex-pectedly kind. He alowed himself to be ushered
to achair. The King and his Advisors took the seats on either side.

The ruler rubbed his forehead and sighed. "That was not theway | would have chosen to learn that
Akkarin'sclamsweretrue.”

"No," Lorlen agreed. Memories of the battle il flashed through histhoughts.

"I must make achoice," the King continued. "Either | allow one or more magiciansto learn black magic,
or | ask Akkarin to return and help us. Which would you choose, Administrator?”

"I would call Akkarin back,” Lorlen replied.

"Why?"

"We know he spoke the truth.”

"Dowe?' the King asked quietly. "He may have given usonly part of the truth. He could have formed an
dliancewith these magicians”

"Why would he send amessage warning of their attack?'

"Tofool us. He said they would attack in afew days, not today."

Lorlen nodded. "He might smply have been mistaken." He leaned forward and met the monarch's gaze.
"| believe Akkarin is honorable. | believe he would leave again after helping us, if we asked him to. Why



have one of our own learn black magic, who we could not then justify sending away, when we can call
on someone who aready hasthat skill?*

"Because| don't trust him."

Lorlen fet his shoulders dump. There was no arguing with that.

"I have put this question to your Heads of Disciplines,” the King said. "They agreewith me. Lord Sarrinis
my pref-erence, but | will not make that decision for the Guild. Put it to avote.”

He rose and walked to the open door of the balcony.

"Thereisanother, more practical reason for my choice," he continued. "Akkarin isin Sachaka. He may
not be able to reach usin time. Lord Sarrin believes Sonealearned black magic in aweek, despite
lessons and other activitiestaking up her time. If amagician dedicatesal hisor her timeto thetask, he
should learn it faster. I—" A knock &t the door in-terrupted him. "Enter.”

A boy hurried inside and dropped to one knee.

"Lord Bakanto seeyou, Your Mgesty."

The King nodded and the boy hurried out. Balkan strode in and knelt before the King.

"At eas=" The King smiled grimly. "A well-timed visgt, Lord Balkan."

"| thought you might want to speak to me, Your Mgesty," Bakan replied as he stood up. He glanced at
Lorlen and nodded politdly. ™Y ou have heard that the Fort hasfallen?”

"Yes," theKing replied. "1 have decided that one magi-cian must be dlowed to learn black magic. The
Guild will nominate candidates and choose one by vote. If the Sachakans draw close to Imardin before
the magician you sdect has learned black magic, the reinforcements you sent to the Fort will engage
them.”

Lorlen stared at the monarch. He was sending those ma-

giciansto their deaths. "We need them here, Y our Mgesty, so that the magician who is chosen can
increase hisor her strength as quickly aspossble.”

"Y ou will not order them to attack the Sachakans until it is clear we require the dday.” The King turned
to Bakan. "Can you suggest any strategy that might otherwise dow or weaken the enemy?'

The Warrior nodded. "We can take advantage of the city's defenses. Every obstacle the Sachakans
overcome will use up some of their strength.”

"What of the Guard? Can they be used?'

Bakan shook hishead. "I fear they would be easily turned againgt us.”

The King frowned. "How s0?"

"Any non-magician with latent magica ability isapoten-tial source of strength. | recommend keeping dl
non-magicianswel out of theway."

"Perhgps| should send them out of Imardin.”

Bakan paused, then nodded. "If that is possible.”

The King gave a short laugh. "Once the news spreads that severa Sachakan black magicians are about
to atack Imardin, the city will empty itself without any urging from me. | will employ the Guard to keep
order, and to ensure that any ship leaving the Marina carries areasonable number of evacuees, then | will
send them away. Do you have any other recommendations?”

Badkan shook his head.

"Stay with me. | want you to discussfortification with the Guard." The King turned to regard Lorlen.
"Adminigrator. Re-turn to the Guild and arrange the selection of ablack magician. The sooner he or she
begins, the better prepared we will be."

"Yes, Your Mgesty."

Lorlen rose, knelt, then strode out of the room.

"What will you do now?'

Rothen turned to regard Raven. The spy's expression was grim.

"I don't know," Rothen confessed. "Obvioudly, | don't need to enter Sachaka now."

"But finding out if the Ichani exist was not your only rea-son for going. Y ou might till seerch for Sonea.”
"Yes" Rothen looked away to the northeast. "But the Guild... Kyrdia... will need every magician it hasto
fight these Sachakans. Sonea. . . Soneamight need my help but helping her won't save Kyrdia™



Raven watched Rothen silently and expectantly. Rothen felt apainin his ches, asif hisheart were being
pulled intwo directions.

The Ichani exist, hethought. Akkarin wasn 't lying. Sonea hasn 't been deceived: Hefet aflood of
relief, then, know-ing that the decisions she had made were for good reasons, even if they weren't the
right ones.

Sonea isin Sachaka. The Ichani are here. Sheis safe, per-haps, for now. If | help the Guild, maybe
she will have a home to return to.

"l will gay," hesaid doud. "l will return to Imardin.”

Raven nodded. "We can trade the cart and the goods in Caiafor two fresh horses—if the reinforcements
didn't takethem dl."

The reinforcements. Lord Yikmo and the others would not have reached the Fort yet. They would
probably return to Imardin to join the rest of the Guild.

"I may aswel wait in Cdiaand join the reinforcements on their return,” Rothen said.

The spy nodded. "Then we will part there. It has been an honor working with you, Lord Rothen.”
Rothen managed awan smile. "I have enjoyed your com-pany, and your lessons, Raven."

The spy snorted at Rothen's comment. ™Y ou liewdl, Lord Rothen.” Then he shrugged. "Buit then, |
trained you. Pity those lessonswon't be put into practice. But now you must do what you have been
trained to do asamagician." He glanced a Rothen. "Defend Kyrdia"

When the tiny house appeared between the trees, Sonea as-sumed it was another farmer's cottage, but
asthey left the track Dorrien gestured proudly at the building. "My home."

Hereined his horsein before the house. The other riders watched nervoudy as Akkarin and Sonea
dismounted. Sonealed her mount to one of the men.

"Thanksfor theloan," she offered.

He gave her adistrustful look before taking the reins. She returned to Akkarin's sde and watched as
Dorrien thanked the men and sent them away.

"They'reworried," Dorrien said as he returned. "One mo-ment I'm escorting you out, the next theresa
dead Sachakan on the road and I've changed my mind about you two."

"What did you tell them?" Akkarin asked.

"That we were attacked and you saved us. That I've de-cided you deserve anight'srest and amedl in
return, and I'd appreciateit if they kept that to themselves."

"Will they?'

"They'reno fools. They know something important is happening, even if they don't know the details. But
they'll doasl ask."

Akkarin nodded. "We arein their debt. If they hadn't caught the horses and come back for us, wed till
be walk-ing. That took courage.”

Dorrien nodded. "Go on insde. The door isunlocked. If you're hungry, there's some fresh bread and a
pot of leftover soup. I'll be with you once I've tended to my horse.”

Soneafollowed Akkarin through the cottage door. They entered aroom as wide asthe building. A bench
and shelves ran dong one side. From the baskets of vegetables and fruit, and the pots and utensils
scattered about, Sonea guessed thiswas where he prepared his meals. Several wooden chairsand a
large, low tablefilled the rest of the room. Shelving covered thewalls, and every space wasfilled with
jars, bot-tles, boxes and books.

Two doors|led to other rooms. One was open, alowing aglimpse of an unmade bed.

As Akkarin moved to the cooking area, Sonea sat down in one of the chairs and gazed about at
evarything. It's so messy, shemused. Not like Rothen's rooms at all.

Shefdt strangdy cdm. Theimages Makin had sent from

the Fort had filled her with horror, but now, hourslater, shefet only numb and bone weary. She dso felt
apeculiar re-lief.

They know, shethought. The Guild—Rothen— everyone—knows that we spoke the truth.

Not that it will do any good, now.

"Hungy?



Shelooked at Akkarin. "Silly question.”

He picked up two bowls, poured soup from a pot into them, then broke off two fistfuls of bread from a
large loaf on the bench. As he carried the bowls to the table they began to steam.

"Red food," Soneamurmured as Akkarin put abowl in her hands. "Not that | didn't like your cooking,"
sheadded. "Y ou had somewhat limited ingredients.”

"Yes, and | don't have Takan's gifts.”

"Even Takan couldn't have done better.”

"Y ou'd be surprised. Why do you think Dakovakept him so long?”

They atein sllence, savoring the smple meal. Dorrien en-tered the room just as Sonea put down her
empty bowl. He glanced at it and amiled.

"Good?"

She nodded.

He collgpsed into achair.

"Y ou should get somedeep,” Akkarin said.

"I know," Dorrien replied, "but | don't think | can. | have too many questions.” He shook hishead. "That
magi-cian . . . how did you get through the Pass if he was guard-ing it?"

"A little deception,” Akkarin replied. As he began to ex-plain, Soneawatched him closely. He seemed
different. Not asdoof and digtant. "'l thought Parika had entered Kyraiawith the intention of finding us,
but once the Fort was at-tacked | knew it was part of theinvasion.”

"He was s0 strong.” Dorrien looked at Sonea. "How did you stop him?”

Shefelt heat rush to her cheeks. "I stopped his heart. With Hedling magic.”

Dorrien looked surprised. "He didn't resst?"

"The Ichani don't know how to Hedl, so he didn't know | could do that to him." She shuddered. "I didn't
think 1'd ever do something like that to someone.”

"I would have done the same in your place. He was trying to kill you, after dl." Helooked at Akkarin.
"Was Parikathe only Sachakan in the Pass?

"Yes. That does not mean otherswon't come later, how-ever."

"Then | should warn the locals.”

Akkarin nodded. "The Ichani will prey on non-magicians, particularly those with latent magica potentid.”
The Hedler's eyeswidened. "So they'll hunt down farmers and villagers al the way from the Fort to
Imardin.”

"If the Guild issengble, it will evacuate dl the villages and farms on the road. Kariko won't let the other
Ichani waste too much time on the journey, however. He will be worried that the Guild will changetheir
mind about me, and dlow Soneaand meto return so | can strengthen mysdlf intimeto facehim.”
Dorrien paused and stared at Akkarin. He seemed to struggle with himsdlf, then he glanced at Sonea.
"What will happen if the Guild does not call you back?What can they do?"

Akkarin shook his head. "Nothing. Even if they do cal me back and alow meto use black magic, | don't
have enough timeto grow as strong as eight Ichani. If | were High Lord now, | would have the Guild
leave Imardin. | would teach black magic to a selected few, then return and take Kyralia back."
Dorrien gtared a himin horror. " Abandon Kyrdia?'

"y es"

"There must be another way."

Akkarin shook his head.

"But you came back. Why would you do that, if you did not intend to fight?"

Akkarin smiled wanly. "I don't expect to win."

Dorrien's eyes shifted to Sonea. She could dmost hear him thinking: And you arein this, too?

"What will you do?' he asked quietly.

Akkarin frowned. "I haven't decided. | had hoped to re-turn to Imardin in secret and wait for the Guild to
cdl me"

"We can il do that,” Soneainterjected.

"We have no horses and no money. Without them, we can-not reach Imardin before the Ichani.”



Dorrien smiled thinly. "I can help you with that.”

"Y ou would disobey the Guild's orders?"

The Hedler nodded. "Y es. What will you do once you reach the city?'

"Wait for the Guild to call me back.”

"Andif they don't?'

Akkarin sighed. "Then | can do nothing. | gained some power from Parikatoday, but not enough to face
an Icheni."

Sonea shook her head. "We weren't strong enough to face an Ichani this morning ether, but we il
managed to kill one. Why don't we do the same thing to the others? We can pretend to be exhausted, let
them catch us, then use our Hedling powersto kill them.”

Akkarin frowned. "That would be very dangerous. Y ou have never experienced the drawing of power.
Onceit be-gins, you cannot use your own magic. Y ou would not be ableto Hedl ."

"Then well haveto be quick.”

Akkarin's expression darkened further. "The other Ichani will see what you have done. Even if they don't
understand it, they will be cautious. It would only take abarrier at the skin to stop you using Hedling
power on them.”

"Then we have to make sure they don't see.” Sonealeaned forward. "We get them when they're done.”
"They may stay together."

"Then wéll haveto trick them into separating.”

Akkarin looked thoughtful. "They are unused to city sur-rounds, and the dums are quite alabyrinth.”
"We could enligt the Thieves"

Dorrien looked at her, then narrowed his eyes. "Rothen said you had broken al connections with them.”
Shewinced a Rothen's name. "How ishe?"

"l haven't heard from him since before Lorlen's order to

cease mental communication,” Dorrien replied. He looked at Akkarin. "He would be relieved to know
Soneaisdill dive. If | tell the Guild that | have seen you, | can tell them that you arewilling to help.”
"No." Akkarin's expresson was distant and thoughtful. "If Soneaand | are to ambush Ichani in the city,
they must not know we are there. If they do, they will band together and hunt us down."

Dorrien sraightened. "The Guild would keep your pres-ence a—"

"Thelchani will read it from the mind of thefirst magi-cian they kill." Akkarin looked a Dorrien, hiseyes
dark. "Where do you think | learned that trick?'

Dorrienpaed. "Oh."

"The Guild must not know we arein the city,” Akkarin said, anote of determination entering hisvoice.
"So you must not tell them you have met us, or of your encounter with Parikatoday. The fewer who
know of our return, the less chance of the Ichani discovering what we plan.”

"So we have aplan now?" Sonea asked.

Akkarin smiled a her. "The beginning of one, perhaps. Y our suggestion may work, though perhaps not
on Kariko. Dakova learned to Heal from me, but he kept that secret to himsdlf. I'm not sure if he ever
taught the skill to his brother, but even if he didn't, Kariko ismore likely to know Hedling is possible and
have considered how it might be used to harm another.”

"Sowe avoid Kariko," she said. "That leaves us seven Ichani to Kill. | think that will keep us occupied for
awhile"

Dorrien chuckled. "Sounds like you do have a plan. | might be able to drop a hint or two here and there
when the Guild are debating strategy. If theré's anything you'd havemesay . .. 7'

"l don't imagine anything you say will persuade them to hide," Akkarin replied.

"But they might, once they've fought and exhausted themsdlves," Sonea pointed out.

Akkarin nodded. " Suggest they focus their power on one Ichani. The Sachakans are not used to helping
and support-ing each other. They don't know how to shield together.”

Dorrien nodded. "Anything € se?'

"I will consider on the way. The sooner we leave, the bet-ter.”

The Heder rose. "I'll saddle up again and find horsesfor you both.”



"Could you get us some clean clothes, too?" Sonea asked.

"We should travel in disguise" Akkarin added. "A servant uniform would beided, but anything plain
should do well enough.”

Dorrien's eyebrows rose. "Y ou're going to pose as my servants?’

Sonea shook afinger a himinwarning. "Yes. Just don't get used to it.”

29

L egacy of the Past

The Guildndl fell utterly sllent as Lorlen rose from his seet.

"I have caled thisMest at the request of the King. Asyou must al know, the Fort was attacked and
breached by eight Sachakan magicians yesterday. All but two of the twenty-one Warriors at the Fort
werekilled."

A whispering rose from the audience. The discovery that two of the Warriors had escaped the Fort had
been the only good news Lorlen had received in the last day.

"It appears that some of the former High Lord's claims and predictions are right. We have been invaded
by Sachakan magicians of immense strength. Magicians who use black magic.”

Lorlen paused and looked around the hall. "We are unable to avoid the possibility that we are too few
and too wesak to defend the Allied Lands. In these circumstances, the King has asked that we set aside
our laws. He has asked us to choose one among us, one we congder unfailingly trustwor-thy, to learn
black magic."

The hal filled with voices. Lorlen read amixed reaction from the crowd. Some magicians voiced
protests, while oth-erslooked resigned.

"l ask you now to suggest candidates for thisrole," he called out over the noise. "Consider carefully.
Strict ruleswill curtail the activities of this magician. They must remain within the Guild groundsfor the
rest of their life. They may not hold a pogtion of authority within the Guild. They will not be dlowed to
teach. These rules may become morere-

drictive, aswe consder the consequences of creating this position.” Lorlen was pleased to see no sign of
eagerness on any magicians face, "Any questions?’

"Can the Guild refuse to do this?" avoice called.

Lorlen shook hishead. "The King has ordered it."

"The Council of Elderswould never agreeto this!" aLonmar magician declared.

"According to the Allied agreement, the Kyraian King is obliged to undertake whatever measures
necessary to protect the Allied Landsfrom amagica threat," Lorlen replied. "The Higher Magiciansand |
have discussed this with the King many times. Bdieve me, he would not have made thisdecison if he did
not fedl there was no better option.”

"What about Akkarin?' another magician called. "Why not cal him back?'

"TheKing consdersthisthewiser path,” Lorlen replied Siffly.

No more questions came. Lorlen nodded.

"Y ou have half an hour to consider. If you wish to nomi-nate someone, please speak to Lord Osen.”

He watched as magicians | eft their seats and gathered in small groups to discussthe King's order. Some
approached Lord Osen directly. The Higher Magicians were uncharac-terigticaly silent. Time seemed to
dow. When the half-hour had ended, L orlen rose and struck the gong beside his set.

"Please be seated.”

Asthe magicians returned to their places, Osen climbed the stairsto Lorlen.

"Thiswill beinteresting,” Director Jerrik murmured. "Who do they consder worthy of this dubious
honor?'

Osen's shoulders lifted. "No surprises. They suggest Lord Sarrin, Lord Balkan, Lady Vinaraor,” he
looked at Lorlen, "Adminigtrator Lorlen.”

"Me?" Lorlen exclamed, before he could stop himsdif.

"Yes" Osen looked amused. "Y ou're very popular, you know. One magician suggested that aKing's
Advisor should take on the burden.”



"Interesting idea." Balkan chuckled, then quite ddliber-

ately looked up at the topmost row of chairs. Lord Mirkan blinked down at him, hisface changing from
watchfulness to sudden anxiety. "L et the King face whatever conse-quences thismay lead to."
"Hewould find himself anew Advisor withinaday,” Vinarasad flatly. She looked at Lorlen. "Let's get
thisover with, then."

Lorlen nodded and turned to the Hall. "Nominationsfor therole of ... black magician are asfollows: Lord
Sarrin, Lord Balkan, Lady Vinara, and mysdlf." Surely they won't choose me, hethought. What if they
do? "Nomineeswill ab-stain from the vote. Please creste your lights.”

Hundreds of globe lightsfloated up to the ceiling. Lorlen's heart was beating too fast. He kept hearing
Osen's comment, repeeting inhismind. " You're very popular, you know." The posshility that he might
lose his position as Am-bassador and force himself to learn what Akkarin had ad-mitted was evil magic
turned hisblood toice.

‘Thoseinfavor of Lord Sarrin, change your lightsto pur-ple," he ordered. "Thosein favor of Lord
Bakan, choose red. For Lady Vinara, choose green." He paused and swal-lowed. "For mysdlf, blue."
Some of the globe lights had begun to take on color be-fore he had finished, as magicians anticipated that
Lorlen would suggest the color of each candidate's robes. Sowly, the remaining white globe lights
changed.

It's close, Lorlen thought. He started counting . . .

"Sarrin," Balkan said.

"Yes, | get that result, too,” Vinara confirmed. " Though you were their second choice.”

Lorlen breasthed asigh of relief as he redlized they were right. He looked down at Sarrin, then felt apang
of symparthy. The old magician looked paeandill.

"Lord Sarrin will be our defender,” Lorlen announced. Looking closely at the audience, he saw reluctant
accept-ance on most faces. "He will relinquish hisrole as Head of Alchemy and begin learning black
magi