Brotherhood of the Wolf

PROLOGUE

The week of Hostenfest began with a festive air at the Castle at Tal
Ri nmon in northern Mystarri a.

On the first norning of Hostenfest, the spirit of the Earth King cane
as usual. Fathers and nothers took delight in heaping gifts of food for
their children onto kitchen tables, honeyconb dripping in sweet piles, the
small brown spotted tangerines common to Mystarria, alnonds roasted in
butter, sweet grapes fresh fromthe vine and still wet fromthe norning
dew. Al of these represented the bounteous gifts that the Earth King would
best ow upon those who | oved the |land, "the fruits of the forest and of the
field. "

And on that sane first dawn of Hostenfest, the children rose and
anxiously ran to the hearth. There nothers had |eft their daughters dolls
woven of straw and dry wild flowers, or perhaps a box with a yellow kitten
init; and there young boys m ght find bows carved of ash, or finely
enbr oi dered wool en cl oaks to hel p warm them t hrough the com ng w nter.

So the children's joy was full, and the week of Hostenfest cane to Tal
Ri nmon under skies so warm and blue that they belied the com ng of autumm.

Sumrer is forever, those skies prom sed. No wi nd shook the forested
hills around the castle.

And if during the second day of Hostenfest, parents spoke in hushed
tones of a fortress that had fallen, few children took note. Tal Dur was
far to the west, after all, and Duke Pal adane, the Huntsnman, who served as
regent while the King was away, would be swift to repel the arm es of
| ndhopal .

Besides, it was still a season of joy, and rem nders were everywhere.
New herbs were strewn on the floors: neadowsweet, pennyroyal, |avender, or
rose. The icons of the Earth King were still in place beside every doorway
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and wi ndow, inviting the Earth King into the people's hones. It had been
nearly two thousand years since an Earth King had risen to | ead manki nd.
The ol d i mages carved of wood showed himin his green traveling robes with
his staff in his hand, a crown of oak | eaves woven into his hair while
rabbits and foxes played at his feet.

The icons were neant to serve only as a rem nder that an Earth Ki ng had
once cone. Yet on that day, sone old wonen approached their icons and
whi spered, as if to the Earth King hinself, "May the Earth protect us."

Few chil dren noti ced.

And | ater that evening, when a rider said that far to the north in
Heredon a new Earth King had indeed arisen, and that the nane of that Earth
King was Gaborn Val Orden of Mystarria, the people of Tal R nmon erupted in
jubil ant cel ebrati on.

What did it nmatter if the sane nessenger bore dire news of |ords
sl aughtered in far places, of the troops of the Wl f Lord Raj Ahten
striking all through the kingdons of Rofehavan? Wat did it matter that
Gaborn's own father, old King Mendellas Val Orden, had fallen in battle?

A new Earth King had arisen, after all, and of all the wonders, he was
Mystarria's own sovereign

Such news filled the young ones with unaccountable pride, while the
el ders | ooked at one another know ngly and whispered, "It will be a |long
w nter."

| medi ately the smths around Tal R mmon went to work forging swords
and war hammers, shields and arnor for man and horse. The Marqui s Broonhur st
and the other local lords all rode back to the castle early fromthe autum
hunt. In the Marquis's Great Hall they argued for |ong hours about the
portent of dispatches--the dark tidings of sorcerous attacks, of the
novenents of eneny troops, of Duke Pal adane's call to prepare for battle.

Few children noticed. As yet their joy was undi m nished. But on that
day it seened a shift in the air brought an indefinable sense of urgency
and excitenent.

Al week |ong, the young nen of Tal R mmon had been preparing for the
tournanents that acconpani ed the end of Hostenfest. But now the boys who
prepared to fight suddenly had a feral gleamin their eyes. And at m dweek,
when the first rounds began, those who jousted or took part in nock conbat
attacked their opponents with abnormal ferocity: For now they did not seek
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to win honor only anong thensel ves, but fought for the right to soneday
ride into battle with the Earth King hinself.

The Marquis noted the change, and when he told his lords, tinme and
again, "It is a good crop this year, the best |'ve ever seen,"” he was not
speaki ng of appl es.

At m dweek the skies darkened, and an afternoon thunderstorm fl ashed
above Tal Ri mmon and shook the city. Many of the | ocal children huddled
abed with their nothers and fathers, safe beneath their quilts. That night,
five hundred powerful Runelords rode fromthe east, answering Duke
Pal adane's summobns to defend Carris, the |argest castle in western
Mystarria. For the |latest reports said that the Wlf Lord, who had been
retreating toward his honeland in I ndhopal, had suddenly struck south
toward the heart of Mystarria.

The Marqui s Broonhurst could not sleep with so many lords with his
troops, so he had many of themwait out the stormin his Geat Hall or in
the hostels just outside the castle proper: There the |lords and knights
argued |l ong and forcefully about how to repel the inpending invasion.

Raj Ahten's troops had taken three border fortresses al ready. Wrse, he
had taken endownrents from perhaps twenty thousand people. He had taken to
hinmsel f their strength, wit, stam na, and grace, turning hinmself into such
a fierce warrior that none could best himin battle. He sought to becone
the Sumof Al Men, a being that old stories said would be imortal. Sone
feared even now that he could not be killed.

Wrse, he had taken so many endowrents of glanour that his beauty
out shone the sun. Hundreds of mles north in Heredon, when his troops
besi eged Castle Sylvarresta, King Sylvarresta's people had taken one | ook
at Raj Ahten's face and thrown their weapons over the castle walls,
wel coming himas their new lord. And at Longnot, it was said that Raj Ahten
had used the trenendous power of his Voice to shatter the stone of the
castle walls, as a songnaster m ght shatter crystal.

It was nearly dawn when Raj Ahten struck Tal R mmon.

He canme pulling a handcart filled with onions, a battered cloak pulled
| ow over his forehead to keep out the night's rain. The guards at the
castle gates paid himlittle notice, for other peasants had al so brought
their carts to the gates. They stood sheltered fromthe rain beneath the
eaves of a weaver's shop.

Raj Ahten began to sing a song that was not words, but instead a | ow
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throaty nmoan of incredible volunme, a sound that nade the stone walls of Tal
Rimmon humat first, and that made the bones of a man's i nner ear vibrate
as if a hornet were trapped within his skull.

The gat ekeepers swore and drew weapons. The few farnmers near Raj Ahten
grasped their heads in pain as his song began to slowy shatter their
skulls. They dropped unconsci ous before they died

Wthin seconds the stone of Tal Rimmobn's towers began to shiver
violently. Bits of stone flaked away as if artillery battered the walls.

In nonments the castle's battlenents trenbl ed, heaved, and then toppl ed,
as if struck by a mghty fist.

Raj Ahten stood in his ragged cloak and lifted his voice high, until
the Marquis's towers collapsed in on thenselves and his Geat Hall fell in
a protest of scream ng tinbers.

The Runelords within those edifices were crushed under stones. Broken
oil lanps spilled their contents into the tinbers and tapestries, setting
much of the castle afl ane.

No common man coul d approach Raj Ahten w thout being slain. Two
Runel ords had enough endownrents of stamina to withstand his Voice. But when
they charged fromthe ruins of a hostel and tried to draw steel upon him
Raj Ahten drew his own dagger in a blur and spilled their guts.

Once the castle and nost of the buildings in the market were down, Raj
Ahten turned and fled down dark city streets, into the shadows.

Monents | ater, he reached his own Inperial warhorse, tied behind a
farmer's barn at the foot of a low hill. Two dozen of his I|nvincibles had
gathered there in the darkness, waiting for his return.

A flameweaver naned Rahjim sat upon a bl ack horse and gazed hungrily
toward the ruins of Tal R mon, toward the sheets of flame twisting up into
the sky. This was the third castle his master had destroyed in a single
night. He breathed rapidly in excitenent, vapors of snoke issuing fromhis
nmout h, an unnatural light gleaming in his eyes. He had no hair, even on his
eyebrows. "Where to now, O Geat Light?" the flanmeweaver asked.

As Raj Ahten drew near, he felt the dry heat of the creature's skin.
“"Now we ride to Carris,” Raj Ahten answer ed.
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"Not to the Courts of Tide?" the flaneweaver pleaded. "W coul d destroy
their capitol before their lords ever |earn of the danger!”

"Carris," Raj Ahten said nore firmy, determined to resist the
fl ameweaver's argunents. He did not wwsh to raze all of Mystarria yet.

Mystarria's king was still safely secluded far to the north in Heredon,
hol ed up deep within the Dunnwood, protected by the spirits of his
ancestors.

"To strike down the capitol at the Courts of Tide would be a fell
stroke,"” Rahji m urged.

"I shall not attack it," Raj Ahten whispered in a deadly tone. "The boy
will not cone if | |eave himnothing to save.

Raj Ahten | eapt onto the back of his warhorse, but for a | ong nonent he
did not ride for Carris. Tal R mmon could be seen bright as day beneath
columms of fire lit snoke.

Distantly, people screaned and tried to throw water upon their burning
homes or to pull the fallen from beneath col |l apsed buil di ngs. He coul d hear
the children crying.

Raj Athen watched the city burn while reflected flanes danced in his
dark eyes.

BOOK 6

DAY 30 I N THE MONTH OF HARVEST
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A DAY OF CHA CES

CHAPTER 1

THE VO CES OF M CE

As King Gaborn Val Orden rode toward Castle Sylvarresta on the | ast day
of Hostenfest, the day of the great feast, he reined in his horse and
peered up the Durkin HlIls Road.

Here the trees of the Dunnwood had been cleared back fromthe road,
three mles fromtown. The sun was just rising, casting a sliver of silver
light over the hills to the east, and the shadows of |eafl ess oaks blotted
t he road ahead.

Yet in a patch of norning sun around the bend, Gaborn spotted three
| arge hares. One hare seened to be on guard, for it peered up the road,
ears perked, while another nibbled at sweet golden nelilot that grew at the
margin of the road. The third just hopped about stupidly, sniffing at
freshly fallen | eaves of brown and gol d.

Though the hares were over a hundred yards distant, the scene | ooked
preternaturally clear to Gaborn. After having been underground in the
darkness for the past three days, his senses seenmed invigorated. The |ight
appeared brighter than ever before, the early norning birdsong cane clearer
to his ears. Even the way the cool dawn w nds swept down fromthe hills and
pl ayed across his face seened new and different.

"Wait," Gaborn whispered to the w zard Bi nnesman. He reached behind his
back, untied his bow and quiver fromhis saddl e. He gave a warning gl ance
to his Days, the skeletal scholar who had foll owed himsince his childhood,
bi ddi ng the Days to stay behind.

The three were alone on the road. Sir Borenson was follow ng sone
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di stance behind them bearing his trophy fromthe Hostenfest hunt, but
Gaborn had been in a hurry to get hone to his new wfe.

Bi nnesman frowned. "A rabbit, sire? You're the Earth King. What w ||
peopl e say?"

"Shhh," Gaborn whi spered. He reached into his quiver, pulled his |ast
arrow, but then paused. Bi nnesman was right. Gaborn was the Earth King, and
it seenmed fitting that he should bring down a fine boar. Sir Borenson had
slain a reaver mage, and was dragging its head into town.

For two thousand years, the people of Rofehavan had | ooked forward to
the comng of an Earth King. Each year during the seventh day of
Hostenfest, this |last day of the celebration, the day of the great feast,
served as a rem nder of the prom se of the Earth King who woul d bl ess his
people with all "the fruits of the forest and of the field."

Last week the Earth Spirit had crowned Gaborn, and charged himto save
a seed of humanity through the dark tines to cone.

He'd fought [ ong and hard these past three days, and the reaver's head
bel onged as nuch to Gaborn and Binnesman as it did to Sir Borenson.

Still, if Gaborn brought in nothing nore than a single hare for the
great feast, he could inagi ne how the mumrers and puppet-nmasters woul d
ridicule him

He braced hinself for the nmunmers scorn and leapt lightly fromhis
charger, whispering "Stand" to the beast. It was a force horse, his fine
hunter, with runes of wit branded along its neck. It stared at him
know ngly, perfectly silent, while Gaborn put the |ower wing of his bow on
the ground, stuck a | eg between the bow and the string, then bent the bow
and pulled the upper end of the string tight into its nock.

Wth the bow strung, he took his last arrow, inspected the gray goose
quills, and then nocked the arrow.

He crept forward, staying |ow along the brushy side of the road.
Wzard' s violet grewtall here by the roadside, its flowers a dark purple.

When he rounded the corner, the hares would be in full sunlight. So
| ong as he stayed in the shadows, they'd not be likely to see him if he
remai ned silent, they'd not hear him and while the wind blewin his face,
they'd not snell him
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d anci ng back, Gaborn saw that his Days and Bi nnesman remai ned on their
nount s.

He began stal ki ng down t he nuddy road.

Yet he felt nervous, nore nervous than nere hunting jitters could
account for. He sensed a vague apprehensi on dawni ng. Anong the newf ound
powers that the Earth had granted him Gaborn could sense danger around
t hose peopl e he'd Chosen.

Only a week ago; he'd felt death stalk his father, but he'd been unable
to stop it. Last night, however, that sanme overpowering sense had enabl ed
hi mto avoi d di saster when the reavers staged an anbush in the Underworl d.

He felt danger now, but vaguely, distantly. Death was stalking him as
surely as he stal ked these rabbits.

The only weakness of this newfound power was that he could not know the
source of the danger. It could be anything: a crazed vassal, a boar |urking
i n the underbrush.

Yet Gaborn suspected Raj Ahten, the Wl f Lord of Indhopal, the man who
had sl ain Gaborn's father.

Ri ders on force horses had brought word from Mystarria that in Gaborn's
homel and, Raj Ahten's troops had taken three castles by subterfuge just
bef ore Hostenfest.

Gaborn's great-uncle, Duke Pal adane, had marshal ed troops to contain
t he probl em Pal adane was an old lord, a master strategist with several
endowrents of wit. Gaborn's father had trusted himinplicitly, and had
often sent himout on canpaigns to track down crimnals or to hunble
haughty | ords. Because of his success, he was called the "Huntsman" by
sone, the "Hound" by others. He was feared throughout Rofehavan; if any nman
could match wits with Raj Ahten, it was Pal adane. Surely Raj Ahten could
not march his troops north, risk the wights of the Dunnwood.

Yet danger approached, Gaborn felt certain. He placed his feet
carefully on the dry mud of the road, noved as silently as a waith.

But when he reached the bend in the road, the hares had |left. He heard
a rustling in the grass by the roadside, but it was only mce stirring,
scanperi ng about under dry | eaves.
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He stood a nonent wondering what had happened. Ah, Earth, he said in
hi s thoughts, addressing the Power he served. Could you not at |east send
stag fromthe forest?

But no voi ce answered. None ever did.

Monents | ater, Binnesman and the Days cane trotting up the road. The
Days bore the reins of Gaborn's dun col ored nare.

"The hares are skittish today, it seens,” Binnesman said. He smled
slyly, as if pleased. The norning |ight accentuated the creases in the
wi zard's face and brought out the russet hues of his robes. A week ago,
Bi nnesman had given part of his life to sunmon a wylde, a creature strong
in the earth powers. Before that, Binnesman's hair had been brown, and his
robes the green of a leaf in summer. Now his robes had changed col or, and
the fellow seened to Gaborn to have aged decades in the past few days.
Wrse yet, the wylde he'd sought to summon had vani shed.

"Aye, the hares are skittish,” Gaborn answered suspiciously. As an
Earth Warden, Bi nnesman sought to serve the Earth, and cl ained that he
cared as nmuch about m ce and snakes as he did manki nd. Gaborn wondered if

the wi zard had warned the hares off with some spell, or perhaps sonething
as sinple as a wave of the hand. "Mre than a little skittish, |I'd say."
Gaborn swung up into his saddl e but kept his bow, strung and his arrow
nocked. They were close to the city, but he imgined that he still m ght

see a stag by the roadside, sone enornous old grandfather with a rack as
big as his arm span, conme down out of the nobuntains to eat one sweet apple
froma farnmer's orchard before it died.

Gaborn gl anced over at Binnesman. He still wore that secretive grin,
yet Gaborn could not tell if it was a. sly expression or a worried smle.

"You' re happy that | m ssed the hares?" Gaborn ventured.

"You' d not have been pleased wwth them mlord," Binnesnan said. "M
father was an innkeeper. He used to say, A man with fickle innards is
never pleased.' "

"Meani ng?" Gaborn said.

"Choose your quarry, mlord," Binnesman answered. "If you are hunting
reavers, it's silly to go chasing after hares. You wouldn't allow your
hounds to do it. Neither should you." "Ah," Gaborn said, wondering if the
wi zard neant nore than he said.
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"Besi des, the reavers proved a harder match than any of us had
bargai ned for."

Bitterly, Gaborn realized that Bi nnesman was right. Despite the powers
of Gaborn and Bi nnesman conbi ned, forty-one strong kni ghts had died
fighting the reavers. Besides Gaborn, Binnesman, and Sir Borenson, only
nine others had nade it fromthe ruins alive. It had been a bitter
struggl e. The nine were back with Borenson now, dragging the reaver nage's
head to town, opting to stay with their trophy.

Gaborn changed the subject. "I didn't know that w zards had fathers,"
he teased. "Tell ne nore about yours."

“I't was |ong ago," Binnesman said. "I don't renmenber himnuch. In fact,
| think I just told you everything | recall about him"

"Certainly you recall nore than that," Gaborn chided. "The nore | know
you, the nore | know not to believe anything you say." He didn't know how
many hundred years the wi zard had |ived, but he suspected that Bi nnesnman
nmust have a story or two.

“"You are right, mlord,"” Binnesman said. "I don't have a father. Like
all Earth Wardens, | was born of the Earth. | was but a creature that
sonmeone scul pted of nud, till | fornmed this flesh for nmyself of ny own
will." Binnesman arched an eyebrow nysteriously.

Gaborn glanced at the w zard, and for just a nonent, he had the nagging
suspi ci on that Bi nnesman spoke nore truly than he pretended.

Then the nonent passed and Gaborn | aughed. "You are such a liar! |
swear, you invented the art!”

Bi nnesman | aughed in turn. "No, tis a fine skill, but I did not invent
it. I nmerely seek to perfect it."

At that nonment, a force horse cane thundering along the road fromthe
south. It was a fast horse, with three or four endowents of netabolism a
white charger that flashed in the sunlight as it noved between shadows and
trees. Its rider wore the livery of Mystarria, the imge of the green man
upon a blue field.

Gaborn reined in his horse and waited. He'd felt danger. Now he feared
the courier's news.
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The nmessenger rode up swftly, never slowing his nount, until Gaborn
rai sed a hand and called out. Only then did the nessenger recogni ze Gbor n,
for the King wore nothing now but a sinple gray traveling robe, stained
fromthe road

"Your Hi ghness!" the nessenger cried.

He reached for a | eather pouch at his waist, then proffered a snall
scroll, its red wax seal bearing the mark of Pal adane's signet ring.

Gaborn opened the scroll. As he read, his heart sank and his breathing
qui ckened.

"Raj Ahten has noved south into Mystarria,"” he told Binnesman. "He's
toppl ed castles at Gorlane, Aravelle, and Tal R mmon. This was near dawn
two days ago.

"Pal adane says that his nen and sone Knights Equitable made Raj Ahten
pay. Their archers anbushed Raj Ahten's troops. You can wal k fromthe
vill age of Boarshead to Gower's Ridge on the backs of the dead."

Gaborn dared not relate nore of the horrific news. Pal adane's
observations were extrenely detailed and precise, noting the exact type and
nunber of eneny casualties 36,909 nmen, the vast majority of whom were
common troops out of Fleeds. He also noted the nunber of arrows spent
(702,000), defenders slain (1,274), wounded (4, 951), and horses slain
(3,207) versus the amount of arnor, gold, and horses captured. He then gave
preci se notes on the novenents of eneny troops along with the current
di spositions of his own nen. Raj Ahten's reinforcenents were convergi ng on
Carris from Castles Crayden, Fells, and Tal Dur. Pal adane was reinforcing
Carris, convinced that Raj Ahten would seek to capture the mghty fortress
rather than casually destroy it.

Gaborn read the news and shook his head in dismay. Raj Ahten had
engaged i n savagery. Pal adane had paid himin kind. The news revolted
Gabor n.

Pal adane's | ast words were: "Qbviously, the Wi f Lord of Indhopal hopes
to draw you into this conflict. He has deci mated your northern border, so
that you cannot cone south with the hope of bringing in fresh troops of any
consequence. | beg you to remain in Heredon. Let the Huntsman bring this
dog to bay."

Gaborn rolled the scroll back up, tucked it into the pocket of his robe.
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This i s maddeni ng, Gaborn thought, to sit here nearly a thousand m | es
away and | earn when ny people died days after it happened.

He could do little to. stop Raj Ahten--. But he could get news
faster....

He gl anced at the nmessenger, a young lad with curly brown hair and
cl ear blue eyes. Gaborn had seen himat court on many occasions. He | ooked
the young man in the eyes and used the Earth Sight to stare beyond his
eyes, into his heart. The courier was proud, proud of his position and his
riding skill. He was daring, alnost eager to risk his life in his lord's
service. A dozen wenches at inns across Mystarria thought they |oved him
for he tipped well and kissed even better, but the fellow was torn between
his | ove of two wonen who had vastly different personalities.

Gaborn did not think particularly well of the young man, but saw no
reason not to Choose him Gaborn needed servants |ike this, needed
nessengers he could count on. Gaborn raised his |eft hand, stared the | ad

in the eyes, and whi spered, "I Choose you for the Earth. Rest now, but head
back for Carris today. | currently have one Chosen nessenger there. If |
sense danger to you both, 1'Il know that Raj Ahten plans to attack the

city. If ever you hear ny Voice warning you in your m nd, obey ne."

"I dare not rest, Your Hi ghness,
i n danger."

t he nessenger said, "while Carris is

To Gaborn's satisfaction, the | ad wheeled his nount to the south. In
noments he was gone, only the dust hovering above the road to show t hat
he'd, cone to Heredon at all

Wth a heavy heart, Gaborn consi dered what he should do. He woul d have
to notify the lords in Heredon of this disturbing news.

As they rode through the dawn, Gaborn suddenly had the urge to get
away. He put his heels to horseflesh, and his roan hunter raced under the
shadowed trees along the road, with Bi nnesman's nount easily keepi ng pace
besi de and the Days on his white nule struggling al ong behind. At |ast they
reached a wide bend on a hilltop that afforded them an unobstructed vi ew of
Castl e Syl varresta.

Gaborn drew in his reins; he and the wizard halted, staring in surprise.

Castle Sylvarresta was set on a snmall hill at a bend in the river We,
its high walls and towers rising |ike pinnacles. Al around that hil
squatted a walled city. Beyond the city walls, there was normally just the
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countryside--enpty fields with a few haycocks, orchards, and farners
cottages and barns.

But over the past week, as news of the rise of an Earth King spread
| ords and peasants fromall across Heredon. and even from ki ngdons beyond
Her edon had begun to gather. Gaborn had a prenonition of what was to cone.
The fields before Castle Sylvarresta had been burned bl ack by Raj Ahten,
yet already so many peasants had anmassed that the grounds around the great
wal l ed city of Sylvarresta were covered by pavilions. Not all of the
pavil i ons bel onged to peasants; nmany tents bel onged to |ords and knights
from around Heredon-arm es that had marched when they'd heard of the
i nvasi on but had arrived too late to offer any aid. Banners of Orwnne and
North Crowt hen and Fl eeds and various nerchant princes fromLysle mngled
anong the hosts, and off on one hill canped thousands of nerchants out of
| ndhopal who--after having been driven off by King Sylvarresta had hurried
back to see this new wonder, this Earth King.

The fields around Castle Sylvarresta were dark, but they were no | onger
dark fromthe blackened grass. They were dark with the nassed bodi es of
hundreds of thousands of men and ani nal s.

"By the Powers," Gaborn swore. "Their nunbers nust have quadrupled in
the past three days. It will take ne the better part of a week to Choose
themall."

Distantly, Gaborn could hear nusic drifting above the snoke of cooking
fires. The sound of a jousting | ance cracked across the countrysi de,
foll owed i medi ately by cheers. Binnesman sat a horse, gazing down, just as
the Days rode up. Al three nounts breathed heavily after their short run.

But sonet hi ng caught Gaborn's eye. In the sky above the valley, a flock
of starlings flew, thousands strong, like a living cloud. They weaved one
way, then another, swooped and then soared upward. It was as if they were
| ost, searching for a place to |l and but unable to find safety. Starlings
often flew thus in the autumm, but these birds seened peculiarly spooked.

Gaborn heard the honking of geese. He | ooked al ong the We River, which
wound through the green fields |like a silver thread. A hundred yards above
the river, mles away, the geese flewin a V along the river course. But
their voices sounded strai ned, crass.

Beside him Bi nnesman sat upright and turned to Gaborn. "You hear it,
too, don't you? You feel it in your bones."

"What ?" Gaborn asked.
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Gaborn's Days cleared his throat as if to ask a question, but said
not hi ng. The historian sel dom spoke. Interference in the affairs of manki nd
was forbidden by the Tine Lords that the Days served. Still, he was
obvi ously curi ous.

"The Earth. The Earth is speaking to us," Binnesnan said. "It is
speaking to you and to ne."

"What does it say?"

"I don't know, yet," Binnesman answered honestly. The w zard scratched.
at his beard, then frowned. "But this is the way it usually speaks to ne:
in the worried stirrings of rabbits and mce, in the shifting flight of a
cloud of birds, in the cries of geese. Now it whispers to the Earth King,
too. You are growi ng, Gaborn. G owing in power."

Gaborn studi ed Bi nnesman. The w zard's skin was oddly tinged a bit of
ruddy red that al nost matched his baggy robe. He snelled of the herbs that
he kept in his oversized pockets, linden blossomand mnt and borage and
wi zard's violet and basil and a hundred other spices. He looked like little
nore than a jolly old man, except for the lines of wwsdomin his face.

“I wll check into this. W shall know nore tonight," Bi nnesman assured

Gabor n.

But Gaborn was unable to |lay aside his worries. He suspected that he
woul d need to convene a war council, but dared not do so until he knew the
nature of the threat that his Earth senses warned hi m agai nst.

The three riders headed down the road into a deep fold between two
hills that had been burned bl ack | ast week.

There, at the base of the hill, Gaborn saw what he took to be an old
wonman sitting by the roadside wth a bl anket draped over her head.

As the horses cane stanping down the road, the old wonman | ooked up, and
Gaborn saw that she was not old at all. Instead, it was a young nmai den, a
girl he recogni zed.

Gaborn had led an "arny" from Castle G overman to Longnot a week ago.
The arny had consisted of two hundred thousand cattle, driven by peasant
nmen and wonen and children and a few aging soldiers. The dust of their
passage as the herd crossed the plains had been ruse enough to di sl odge the
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Wl f Lord Raj Ahten from his attack on Longnot.

| f Raj Ahten had di scovered Gaborn's ruse, Gaborn felt sure the WlIf
Lord woul d have cut down every woman and child in his retinue out of sheer
spite. The girl at the foot of the hill had ridden in Gaborn's arny. He
remenbered her well. She'd carried a heavy banner in one hand and a nursing
babe in the other.

She had acted bravely and selflessly. He'd been glad for the aid of
peopl e |ike her. Yet Gaborn was astonished to see her--a nere peasant who
probably didn't have access to a horse here at Castle Sylvarresta, nore
than two hundred mles north of Longnot, only a week after the battle.

"Oh, Your H ghness,"” the girl said, ducking her head as if to curtsy.

Gaborn realized she'd been waiting by the roadside for himto return
fromhis hunt. He'd been gone from Castle Sylvarresta for three days. He
wonder ed how | ong she'd been here.

She clinbed to her feet, and Gaborn saw that the dirt of the road
stai ned her feet. Qbviously, she had wal ked all the way from Longnot. In
her right hand she cradl ed her babe. As she stood, she put her hand beneath
her shawl to ease her nipple fromthe babe's nouth and cover herself

properly.

After giving aid in a victorious battle, many a |lord m ght have cone to
seek a favor. Gaborn had sel dom seen a peasant do so. Yet this girl wanted
sonmething of him wanted it badly.

Bi nnesman smled and said, "Molly? Mdlly Drinkhan? Is that you?"

The girl smled shyly as the w zard di snounted and approached her.
"Aye, it's ne."

"Well, let ne see your child." Binnesman took the infant from her arns
and held it up. The child, a dark-haired thing who could not have been nore
than two nonths old, had put its fist in its nmouth and was now sucki ng
vi gorously, eyes closed. The wizard smled beatifically. "A boy?" he asked.
Mol Iy nodded. "Ch, he's the very image of his father,"” Binnesman cl ucked.
"Such a precious thing. Verrin would have been proud. But what are you
doi ng here?"

"I come to see the Earth King," Mlly said.
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"Well, here he is,"” Binnesman said. He turned to Gaborn and introduced
Mol ly. "Your Highness, MlIlIly Dri nkham who was once a resident of Castle
Sylvarresta.”

Mol |y suddenly froze, her face pale with terror, as if she could not
bear the thought of speaking to a king. O perhaps she fears only to speak
to ne, the Earth King, Gaborn thought.

"I beg your pardon, sire," Mlly said too shrilly. "1 hope |I'm not
di sturbing you--1 knowit's early. You probably don't renenber ne--"

Gaborn alighted fromhis horse, so that he would not be sitting high
above her, and sought to put her at ease. "You' re not disturbing ne," he
said softly. "You' ve wal ked a long way from Longnot. | renenber the aid you
gave ne. Sone great need nust have driven you, and |I'm eager to hear your
request.”

She nodded shyly. "You see, | was thinking..."
"Go on," Gaborn said, glancing up at his Days.

"I wasn't always just a scullery nmaid for Duke G overman, you see," she
said. "My father used to nmuck stables for King Sylvarresta's nen, and |
lived in the castle. But | did sonething that shanmed nme, and ny father sent
nme south."” She glanced down at her child. A bastard.

"I rode with you | ast week," she continued, "and | know this: If you're
the Earth King, then you should have all of Erden Gaboren's powers. That's
what nmakes you an Earth King."

"Where did you hear this?" Gaborn asked, his tone betraying his
concern. He suddenly feared that she woul d ask some inpossible task of him
Erden Gaboren's deeds were the stuff of |egend.

"Bi nnesman hinself," MIlly said. "I used to help himdry his herbs, and
he would tell ne stories. And if you're the Earth King, then bad tinmes are
comng, and the Earth has given you the power to Choose, to Choose the
kni ghts who wll fight beside you, and to Choose who wll |ive under your
protection and who won't. Erden Gaboren knew when his people were in
danger, and he warned themin their hearts and in their mnds. Surely you
shoul d be able to do the sane."

Gaborn knew what she wanted now. She wanted to live, wanted himto
Choose her. Gaborn | ooked at her a | ong nonent, saw nore than her round
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face and the pleasing figure hidden beneath her dirty robes. He saw nore
than her |long dark hair and the creases of worry |lines around her blue
eyes. He used his Earth Sight to stare into the depths of her soul.

He saw her love for Castle Sylvarresta and her | ost innocence there,
and her love for a man naned Verrin, a stablemaster who had died after
bei ng ki cked by a horse. He saw her dismay to find herself at Castle
G overman doing nenial work. She wanted little fromlife. She wanted to
come home, to show her babe to her nother, to return to the place where
she'd felt warm and | oved. He could see no deception in her, no cruelty.
More than anything, she was proud of her bastard son, and she | oved him
fiercely.

The Earth Sight could not show Gaborn everything. He suspected that if
he peered into her heart for |ong hours, he mght get to know her better
than she knew herself. But tinme was short, and in a few seconds he saw
enough.

After a nonent, Gaborn relaxed. He raised his left hand. "My

Dri nkham " he intoned softly as he cast his spell. "I Choose you. | Choose
to protect you through the dark tines to cone. If ever you hear ny Voice in
your mnd or in your heart, take heed. | wll cone to you or |lead you to

safety as best | can.”

It was done. Imrediately Gaborn felt the efficacy of the spell, felt
the binding, the nowfamliar tug in his gut that let himfeel her
presence, that would warn hi mwhen she was in danger.

Mol ly's eyes wdened as if she felt it, too, and then her face went red
W th enbarrassnent. She dropped to one knee.

“No, Your Highness, you mi sunderstand,"” she said. She held up the
infant in her arnms. The boy's fist flopped fromhis nouth, but the child
seened to be half-asleep, and did not mnd. "I want you to Choose him to
make hi m one of your knights soneday!”

Gaborn stared at the child and began to shiver, unnerved by the
request. The woman had obvi ously been raised on tales of Erden Gaboren's
great deeds, and so she expected nuch of an Earth King. But she had no
conprehension of Gaborn's limts. "You don't understand,” he tried to
explain softly. "It's not that easy. Wen | Choose you, ny enem es take
notice. My war is not with nen or wwth reavers, it is with the unseen
Powers that nove them M Choosing you puts you in greater danger, and
though | mght be able to send knights to your aid, nore often than not you
must hel p yourself. My resources are far too thin, our enem es too
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numer ous. You have to be able to help yourself, to help ne get you out of
danger. |--1 couldn't do that to a child. | couldn't put himin danger. He
can't defend hinsel f!"

"But he needs soneone to protect him" MIlly said. "He doesn't have a
da." She waited for himto speak for a nonent, then begged, "Please! Please
Choose himfor ne!"

Gaborn studi ed her face, and his cheeks burned with shane. He | ooked
fromside to side, fromBinnesman to his Days, |like a ferrin caught in a
dark corner of the kitchen, hoping to escape.

"Molly, you ask that the child be allowed to grow up to becone a
warrior in my service," Gaborn stammered. "But | don't think we have that
| ong! Dark tinmes are comng, the darkest this world has ever seen. In
nont hs perhaps, or maybe a year, they'll be on us in deadly earnest. Your
child won't be able to fight in battle.”

"Then Choose hi manyway," MIlly said. "At |east you'll know when he's
i n danger."

Gaborn stared at her in utter horror. A week ago, he'd | ost several
peopl e that he'd Chosen in the battle for Longnot: his father, Chenvise's
father, King Sylvarresta. When they'd died, he'd felt stricken to the core
of his soul. He hadn't sought to explain the sensation to hinmself or anyone
el se, but he felt as if they each had roots, and were pulled from his body,
| eavi ng dark hol es that gaped and could never be filled. Losing them was
like losing |inbs that coul d never be replaced, and he was nortified by the
t hought that their deaths were a sign of his own personal failure. He
carried the guilt as if he were a father who, through neglect, had let his
own children drown in a well.

Gaborn wetted his lips with his tongue. "lI'mnot that strong. You don't
know what you ask of ne."

"There's no one to protect him" Mlly said. "No father, no friends.
Only ne. See, he's just a babe!"

She unw apped the sl eeping boy, held himup, and stepped in close. The
child was thin, though he slept soundly and did not appear to be hungry. He
had the sweet scent of a newborn on his breath.

"Conme now," Binnesman urged her. "If H's Majesty says he can't Choose
the child, then he can't Choose him" Binnesman gently took Mdlly by the
el bow, as if to steer her toward town.
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Mol Iy turned on Binnesnman and shouted viciously, "So what woul d you
have nme do, then? Dash the little bastard' s head agai nst a stone by the
road and be done with hin? Is that what you want?"

Gaborn felt dismayed, cast adrift. He glanced at his Days, and feared
what m ght be witten of his choice. He | ooked to Binnesnman for help. "What
can | do?"

The Earth Warden studi ed the babe, frowned. Wth the barest novenent he
shook his head. "I fear that you are correct. Choosing the child would not
be wi se, nor would it be kind."

Mol ly's nmouth dropped in shock, and she stepped back as if she'd just
recogni zed that Binnesman, an old friend, had becone an eneny.

Bi nnesnman tried to explain, "Mlly, Gaborn has been charged by the
Earth to gather the seeds of mankind, to protect those he can during the
dark tinmes to cone. Yet even all that he does m ght not be enough. O her
races have passed fromthe face of the earth--the Toth, the duskins.
Manki nd coul d be next."

Bi nnesman di d not exaggerate. When the Earth had manifested itself in
Bi nnesman' s garden, it had said nuch the same thing. If anything, Binnesnan
was being far too gentle with Mdlly, holding back the truth from her.

"The Earth has prom sed to protect Gaborn, and he has sworn in turn to
protect you as best he can. But | think it best you protect your own child."

Thi s was how Gaborn planned to save his peopl e--by Choosing | ords and
warriors to care for their charges. Before the hunt, he'd Chosen over a
hundred t housand peopl e around Heredon, had sel ected as nmany as he coul d--
ol d and young, lords and peasants. At any nonent, if he considered one of
t hose people, he could reach out in his mnd, know their direction and
di stance. He could find themif he had to, and he knew if they were in
danger. But there were so many of them So he'd begun Choosing knights and
lords to protect certain enclaves. He struggled to Choose w sely, and he
dared not reject the frail, the deaf, the blind, the young, or the weak-
m nded. He dared not val ue these |ess than any ot her man, for he woul d not
make of them human sacrifices to his own conceit. By placing a |ord, or
even a father and nother, in charge of the safety of his or her own
charges, he relieved sone of the pressure he felt. And to a great degree,
he'd done exactly that. He'd been using his powers to instruct his |ords,
requiring themto prepare their defenses and weapons, prepare for war.
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Ml ly paled at the thought that she would be placed in charge of her
i nfant, |ooked so stricken that Gaborn feared she would faint. She w sely
suspected that she could not protect it adequately.

"And | too will help protect your child,” Binnesman offered in
consol ation. He nuttered sone words under his breath, wet his finger with
his tongue, and knelt by the roadside to swirl the finger in the dirt. He
stood, and with nuddy fingers he painstakingly began to draw a rune of
protection on the child's forehead.

Yet clearly Molly believed the wizard's aid woul d not be enough. Tears
coursed down her cheeks, and she stood in shock, trenbling.

“I'f it was yours," Mlly begged Gaborn, "would you. Choose it? Wuld
you Choose it then?"

Gaborn knew that he would. Ml ly nust have read the answer on his face.

"Il give himto you then--" MIlly offered. "A weddi ng present, if
you'll have him 1'Il give himto you, to raise as your son."

Gaborn closed his eyes. The despair in her tone struck himlike an axe.

He could hardly Choose this child. It seenmed a cruel thing to do. This
i s madness, he thought. If | Choose it, how many thousands of other nothers
m ght justly ask the same? Ten thousand, a hundred t housand? Yet what if |
don't Choose it and Molly is right? What if by ny inaction | condem it to
die? "Does the child have a name?" Gaborn asked, for in sone |ands,
bast ards were never naned.

“I call himVerrin," Mlly said, "like his father."

Gaborn gazed at the child, |ooked beyond his sweet face and snpoth
skin, deep into his small mnd. There was little to see--a life unlived, a
few vague longings. The child felt relieved and grateful for his nother's
ni pple and for the warmh of her body and the way she sang sweetly to get
himto sleep. But Verrin did not conprehend his nother as a person, did not
| ove her in the way that she | oved him

Gaborn stifled a sob. "Verrin Drinkham" he said softly, raising his
| eft hand. "1 Choose you. | Choose you for the Earth. May the Earth heal
you. May the Earth hide you. May the Earth nake you its own."

Gaborn felt the binding take force.

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruis...|ords%2002%20-%20Brotherhood%200f%20The%620Wol f.html (20 of 616)23-2-2006 17:16:08



Brotherhood of the Wolf

"Thank you, Your Hi ghness," Mlly said. The girl's eyes glistened wth
tears. She turned and headed toward Castle G overman, ready to walk the two
hundred m | es hone.

But as she did, Gaborn felt a powerful sense of dread; the Earth was
war ni ng himthat she was in danger. If she went south again, she'd die.
Whet her she'd be waylaid by a bandit or take ill from her journey or face
some nore dire fate, he did not know But although he could not guess what
formthe danger woul d take, his prenonition was as strong as on the day
that his father had died.

Mol Iy, Gaborn thought, that way lies death. Turn and go to Castle
Syl varrest a.

She stopped in md-stride, turned her big blue eyes on him
questioningly. For half a second she hesitated, then spun and raced north
up the road toward Castle Sylvarresta as if a reaver were chasing her.

Gaborn's eyes filled with tears of gratitude at the sight.

"Good girl," he whispered. He'd been afraid she woul d not hear his
war ni ng, or would be slowto heed it.

On his white mule, Gaborn's Days glanced from Gaborn to the girl. "D d
you just turn her?"

n Yes. n

“"You felt danger in the south?"

"Yes," Gaborn answered again, not wanting to express the vague fear
that was creeping over him "Danger for her, at l|least."

Turning to Binnesman, Gaborn said, "I don't know if | can keep this up.
| didn't expect it to be this way."

"An Earth King is not asked to carry easy |oads,"” Binnesnman said.
“"After the battle at Care Fail, it is said that no wounds were found on the
body of Erden Gaboren. Sone thought he'd died of a broken heart."

"Your words confort ne," Gaborn said sardonically. "I want to save that
child, but by Choosing it, | don't knowif I did well or ill."
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"Or perhaps nothing that any of us, does matters," Bi nnesman said, as
if he mght resign hinself to the know edge that even their best efforts
m ght not save manki nd.

"No, | have to believe that it matters," Gaborn countered. "I nust
believe that it is worth the struggle. But how can | save themall?"

"Save all of manki nd?" Bi nnesnman said. "It can't be done."

“Then | nust figure out how to save nost of them"™ Gaborn | ooked back
at his Days, the historian who had followed himsince chil dhood.

The sense of foreboding Gaborn felt was disconforting. The Days could
warn himof the source of that danger, if he woul d.

Far away in the north, in a nonastic settlenent in the islands beyond
O-wynne, lived another Days--one who had given Gaborn's Days an endowrent
of wit and who had received fromhimthe sane endowrent in return. Thus the
two Days now shared a single mnd--a feat that had sel dom been duplicated
outside the nonastery, for it |led to nmadness.

Gaborn's Days was called a "witness,"” and he had been charged by the
Tinme Lords to watch Gaborn and to listen to his words. Hi s conpanion, the
"scribe,” acted as recorder, noting Gaborn's deeds until his death, when
the book of Gaborn's |ife would be published.

And because the scribes all lived in a conmon settlenent, they shared
i nformation. |Indeed, they knew all that transpired anong the Runel ords.

Thus Gaborn felt that the Days knew too nuch and inparted their w sdom
too seldom This Days had | ong ago given up his nane, given up his own
identity in service to the Tinme Lords. He woul d not speak.

Bi nnesman caught the accusatory stare that Gaborn shot toward the Days,
and he wondered aloud: "If | were choosing seeds for next year's garden, |
do not know if | would seek to save nost of them or only the best.”

CHAPTER 2
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STRANGE BEDFELLOWS

The village of Hay in the mdlands of Mystarria was a blight on an
ot herwi se unremar kabl e | andscape, but it had an inn, and an inn was all
t hat Rol and want ed.

He rode into Hay past m dni ght, w thout waking even one of the town's
dogs. The sky to the distant southwest was the color of fire. Hours past,
Rol and had net one of the king's far-seers, a man with half a dozen
endownents of sight who had said that a vol cano had erupted, though Rol and
was too far fromit to hear the blast. Yet the light of its fires reflected
froma colum of snoke and ash. Its distant pyre added to the starlight,
meki ng everything preternaturally clear.

The village consisted of five stone cottages with thatch roofs. The
i nnkeeper kept pigs that liked to root at his doorstep. As Rol and
di srount ed, a couple of hogs grunted awake and staggered to their feet,
sniffing the air and blinking w sely. Roland pounded at the oaken door and
stared at the Hostenfest icon nailed there--a tattered wooden i mage of the
Earth King, dressed in a new green traveling robe and wearing a crown of
oak | eaves. Sonmeone had replaced the Earth King's staff with a sprig of
purple flowered thyne.

The fat innkeeper who greeted hi mwore an apron so dirty that he was
al nost i ndi stinguishable fromhis swine. Roland silently swore to ride far
bef ore he breakfasted. But he wanted sl eep now, so paid for a room

Since the roons were full up with travelers fleeing fromthe north, he
was forced to bed with a huge fell ow who snelled of grease and too nuch ale.

Still, the roomwas dry while the ground outside was not, so Rol and
clinmbed into bed with the fellow, shoved himonto his side so that he
st opped snoring, and tried to sl eep.

The plan went afoul. Wthin two mnutes the big fellow roll ed back over
and snored loudly in Roland's ear. While still asleep, he wapped a | eg
over Rol and, then groped Roland's breast. The man had a grip so firmit
could only have cone fromtaki ng endowrents of brawn.
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Rol and whi spered nenacingly, "Stop that, or 1'll be |leaving a severed
hand in this bed in the norning."

The big man, who had a beard so bushy that squirrels could have hidden
init, squinted at Roland through the dimfirelight shining through a
par chment w ndow.

"Ch, sorry!" the big fell ow apol ogi zed. "Thought you were ny wife." He
roll ed over and i nmedi ately began to snore.

That was sone confort. Roland had heard tales of nen getting buggered
under such circunstances.

Rol and turned aside, letting the fellow s backside warm his buttocks,
then tried to sleep. But an hour later, the big fellow was at hi m agai n,
clutching Roland's breasts. Roland gave hima sharp el bow to the chest.

“Damm you, woman!" the fellow groaned in his sleep, rolling back over
with a huff. "You're all bones."

Rol and prom sed hinself that tonmorrow night he'd sleep with the rocks
in the field.

The thought had hardly crossed his m nd when he woke from a deep
sl unber.

He was entangled in the fellow s arns again, arns as big as logs. His
bedf el | ow had ki ssed himon the forehead.

A dimnorning |ight shone through the window. H's eyes cl osed, the man
seened fast asleep, breathing deeply.

"Excuse ne," Roland said, catching the nman by the beard and yanki ng
this way and that. He shoved the fellow s head back. "I admre a man who
can show affection, but please refrain fromshowng it to ne."

The fell ow opened his bl oodshot eyes and gazed at Roland for half a
second. Rol and expected the brute to offer an enbarrassed apol ogy.

| nstead, he paled in dismay. "Borenson?' he shouted, comng fully
awake. He scuttled his three hundred pounds of bul k back against the wall
and huddl ed there quivering, as if terrified that Roland m ght strike.
“What are you doi ng here?"
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He was an enornous man with black hair, and a good deal of gray in his
beard. Roland didn't recognize him But | have been asleep for twenty-one
years, he thought. "Do |I know you?" Rol and asked, beggi ng a nane.

"Know ne? You nearly killed nme, though | nust admt that | deserved it.
| was an ass back then. But |'ve repented ny ways, and I'monly half an ass
now. Don't you know ne? Baron Pol|!"

Rol and had never net the fellow. He's confusing ne with ny son, lvarian
Borenson, Roland realized, a son he'd only | earned about after waking from
his | ong sl eep.

"Ah, Baron Poll!" Roland said enthusiastically, waiting for the fellow
to recogni ze his own mstake. It didn't seemlikely that Roland' s son woul d
| ook so nmuch like him with his flamng red hair and pal e conpl exi on. The
boy's nother was fairly dark of skin. "lIt's good to see you."

"Li kewi se, and |'mglad you feel that way. So, our past is forgotten?
You forgive ne...the theft of your purse? Everything?"

"As far as | amconcerned, it's as if we've never net," Roland sai d.

Baron Pol | suddenly seened nystified. "You' re in a generous nood...
after all those beatings | gave you. | suppose it turned you into a
sol di er, though. One could even say that you're in ny debt. Ri ght?"

"Ah, the beatings," Roland echoed, still astonished that the fell ow
didn't realize his m stake. Roland knew only one thing about his son: He
was a captain in the King's Guard. "That was nothing. OF course | gave as
good as | got, right?"

Baron Poll|l stared at Roland as if he'd gone utterly nmad. Rol and
realized that his son really hadn't given as good as he'd gotten. "Well..."
Pol | ventured suspiciously, "then I'mglad we're reconciled. But...what are
you doi ng down here? | thought you'd gone north to Heredon?"

"Alas, King Orden is dead,"” Roland said solemly. "Raj Ahten net him at
Longnot. Thousands of our nen fell in battle."

“And the Prince?" Poll asked, his face pale.
"He is well, as far as | know," Rol and answer ed.

"As far as you know? But you're his bodyguard!"
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“"That is why I"'min a hurry to get back to his side,” Roland said,
climbing off the bed. He threw his new bearskin traveling robe over his
shoul ders, pulled on his heavy boots.

Baron Pol|l heaved his bulk up on the side of the bed, stared about
dunbly. "Where's your axe? Your bow? You aren't traveling weaponl ess!"”

"I am" Roland was in a hurry to reach Heredon. He hadn't taken the
tinme yet to purchase weapons, had only |learned | ast night that he m ght
need them as he began to neet refugees fleeing the north.

Baron Poll studied himas if he were daft. "You know that Castle
Crayden fell six days ago, along with Castle Fells and the fortress at Tal
Dur? And two days ago Raj Ahten destroyed Tal R mmon, Corl ane, and
Aravell e. Two hundred thousand of Raj Ahten's nen are marching on Carris
and should reach it by dawn tonorrow. You're headi ng weaponl ess into that
ki nd of danger ?"

Rol and knew little about the lay of the land. Being illiterate, he
could not read a nap, and until now he had never been ten mles fromhis
chil dhood honme at the Courts of Tide, but he knew that castles Crayden and
Fel | s defended the passes on Mystarria' s western border. He'd never heard
of Tal Dur, but he knew of the castles that had been destroyed to the north.

"Can | reach Carris before they do?" Rol and asked.
“I's your horse fast?"

Rol and nodded. "It has an endowrent of stam na and one of strength and
netabolism"” It was a lordly aninmal, such as the king's nessengers rode.
After being on the road for a week, Roland had nmet a horse trader and
purchased the beast with noney he'd inherited while he slept.

"You should easily make a hundred m | es today, then," Baron Poll said.
"But the roads are like to be treacherous. Raj Ahten's assassins are out in
force.”

"Fine," Roland said. He hoped that his nount would be up to the
chal l enge. He turned to | eave.

“"Here now, you can't go out like that," Baron Poll said. "Take my arns
and arnor--whatever you want." He nodded to a corner of the room Baron
Pol|l's breastplate was propped against the wall, along with a huge axe, a
sword as tall as a man, and a hal f-sword.

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruis...|ords%2002%20-%20Brotherhood%200f%20The%620Wol f.html (26 of 616)23-2-2006 17:16:08



Brotherhood of the Wolf

The breastplate was too w de for Roland by half, and he doubted he
could even heft the tall sword well enough to use it in battle. Roland was
a butcher by trade. The axe was no |l arger than the forty-pound cl eavers
that Rol and had used for splitting beeves, but he doubted that he'd ever
want such a clunsy weapon in a brawl. But there was the half-sword. It was
not nuch larger than a good |long knife. Still, Roland could not take such a
gift by deception.

"Baron Poll," Roland apol ogi zed, "I fear that you are m staken. My nane
i s Rol and Borenson. | am not a nenber of the King's Guard. You m stake ne
for ny son.™

"What ?" Baron Poll spat. "The Borenson | knew was a fatherl ess bastard.
Everyone said so. We teased himnercilessly for it!"

“"No man is fatherless,” Roland said. "I served as a Dedicate in the
Bl ue Tower these past twenty-one years, giving netabolismin service of the
Ki ng."

"But everyone said you were dead! No. Wait...| remenber the story
better now. They said you were a common crimnal, a killer, executed before
your son was born!"

"Not executed,"” Roland objected, "though perhaps ny son's nother m ght
have wi shed it."

"Ah, | renenber the harpy well," Baron Poll said. "As | recall, she
often wished all nen to death. Certainly she dammed ne enough." Baron Pol
suddenly blushed, as if enbarrassed to pry any further. "I should have
known, " he said. "You |look too young. The Borenson | knew has endowrents of
nmet abol i sm hi nsel f, and has aged accordingly. In the past eight years, he
woul d have aged nore than twenty. If the two of you stood together, | think
you woul d | ook |ike father and son now -though he woul d seemthe father,
and you the son."

Rol and nodded. "Now you have the way of it."

Baron Poll's brows drew together in thought. "You're riding to see your
son?"

"And to put nyself into service to ny king," Roland answered.

"You' ve no endownents,"” Poll pointed out. "You're not a soldier. You'l
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never make it to Heredon."
"Probably not," Roland agreed.
He headed for the door.

"Wait!" Baron Poll bellowed. "Kill yourself if you want, but don't nake
it easy for them At |east take a weapon.”

"Thank you," Roland said, as he took the half-sword. He had no belt to
hol d the scabbard, so he tucked it under his shirt.

Baron Poll snorted, displeased by his choice of weapons. "You're
wel cone. Luck to you."

Baron Poll| got out of bed, shook Roland's hand at the wist. The nan
had a grip like a vise. Roland shook hard, as if he had endownents of brawn
of his own. Years of knife work had left himwth strong wists and a
fierce grip. Even after decades asleep his nuscles were firm his calluses
still thick.

Rol and hurried downstairs. The comon roomwas full. Peasants fl eeing
south clustered at sone tables, while squires who were heading north with
their lords sat at others. These young nmen were sharpeni ng bl ades or

rubbing oil into |leather or chain mail. A few of the lords, dressed oddly
in tunics and hose and quilted undermail, were seated on stools along the
bar .

The snells of fresh bread and neat were inviting enough to nake Rol and
repent of his vowto | eave here hungry. He took a vacant stool. Two knights
wer e argui ng vigorously about how nuch to feed a warhorse before charging
into battle, and one of the nen nodded at Roland, as if encouraging himto
enter the fray. He wondered if the fellow knew him or if he believed
Rol and was a | ord because of the fine new bearskin cloak he wore, and his
new tuni ¢ and pants and boots. Rol and knew he was dressed |i ke a noble.
Soon he heard a squire whisper the nanme Borenson.

The i nnkeeper brought himsone honeyed tea in a nustache nug, and he
began to eat a |loaf of rye bread, dipping it in a trencher of rich gravy
thick wwth floating chunks of pork.

As Rol and ate, he began to nuse about the events of the past week. This
was the second tinme in a week that he'd wakened to a kiss....
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Seven days earlier, he'd felt a touch on his cheek--a gentle, tentative
touch, as if a spider crawl ed over himand bolted awake, heart poundi ng.

He'd been startled to find hinmself in a dimroom |ying abed at m dday.
The walls were of heavy stone, his mat of feathers and straw. He knew t he
pl ace at once by the tang of sea air. Qutside, terns and gulls cried as if
in solitary |anment, while huge ocean swells surged agai nst battlenments hewn
fromancient rock at the base of the tower. As a Dedi cate who gave
nmet abolism he'd slept fast for twenty years. Sonehow, over the many years
that he'd slept, Roland had felt those waves |ashing during storns, naking
t he whol e keep shudder under their inpact, endlessly wearing away the rock.

He was in the Blue Tower, a. few mles east of the Courts of Tide in
the Caroll Sea.

The smal | chanber he inhabited was surprisingly sparse in its decor,
alnost like a tonb: no table or chairs, no tapestry or rugs to cover the
bare walls or floor. No wardrobe for clothes, or even a peg on the wall
where one mght hang a robe. It was not a roomfor a man to live in, only
to sleep in for endless ages. Aside fromthe mattress and Rol and, the snal
chanber held only a young woman who | eapt back to the foot of the bed,
besi de a wash bucket. He saw her by a dimlight cast froma salt-encrusted
wi ndow. She was a sweet thing with an oval -shaped face, eyes of pal e bl ue,
and hair the color of straw. She wore a weath of tiny dried violets in her
hair. The touch of her long hair on his face was what had awakened hi m

Her face reddened with enbarrassnent and she crouched back a bit on her
haunches. "Pardon ne," she stamered. "M stress Hetta bade ne cl eanse you."
She held up a wash rag defensively, as if to prove her good intentions.

Yet the noisture on his |ips tasted not of sonme stale rag but of a
girl's kiss. Perhaps she had neant to cleanse him but decided to seek nore
entici ng diversion,

“I"l'l get you sone help," she said, dropping her rag into the bucket.
She half-turned from where she huddl ed.

Rol and grabbed her wrist, quick as a nongoose taking a cobra. Because
of his speed, he had been forced to give his, netabolisminto the King's
servi ce.

"How | ong have | slept?" he begged. H's nouth felt terribly dry, and
the words made his throat itch. "Wat year is it?"

"Year ?" the young wonan asked, barely fighting his grasp. He held her
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lightly. She could have broken away, but chose instead to stay. He caught
the scent of her: clean, a hint of lilac water in her hair--or perhaps it
was the dried violets. "It is the twenty-second year of the reign of
Mendel | as Draken Orden.”

The news did not surprise him yet her words were |ike a blow Twenty-
one years. It has been twenty-one years since | gave ny endownent of
netabolisminto the service of the King. Twenty-one years of sleeping on
this cot while young wonen occasionally clean ne or spoon broth down ny
throat and nake sure that | still breathe

He'd given his netabolismto a young warrior, a sergeant named Drayden.
In those twenty-one years, Drayden woul d have aged nore than forty, while
Rol and sl ept and aged not a day.

It seenmed but nonents ago that Rol and knelt before Drayden and young
King Orden. The facilitators sang in birdlike voices, pressing their
forcibles into his chest, calling the endowrent fromhim He'd felt the
unspeakabl e pain of the forcibles, snelled flesh and the hairs of his chest
begin to burn, felt the overwhelmng fatigue as the facilitators drew forth
his nmetabolism He'd cried in pain and terror at the last, and seem ngly
had fallen forever.

Because Rol and was now awake, he knew that Drayden was dead. If a man
gave use of an attribute to a lord, then once that lord died, the attribute
returned to the Dedicate. Wether Drayden had died in battle or abed,

Rol and coul d not know. But now that Rol and was one of the Restored, it
neant Drayden was certainly dead.

“I''l1l go now," the girl said, struggling just a bit.

Rol and felt the soft hairs on her forearm She had a pair of pinples on
her face, but in tinme he imgined that she woul d becone a beauty.

"My nouth is dry," Roland said, still holding her.

“I''ll get water," she prom sed. She quit struggling--as if by
reli nqui shing she hoped he mght |et her go.

Rol and rel eased her wist, but stared hard into her face. He was a
handsone young man--with his long red hair tied back, a strong chin,
pi erci ng blue eyes, and a svelte, nuscul ar body.

He asked, "Just now, when you were kissing nme in ny sleep, was it ne,
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you wanted, or did you fantasize, about sone other man?"

The girl shook with fright, |ooked to the snall wooden door of Roland's
chanber, as if to make sure it was closed. She ducked her head shyly, and
whi spered, "You."

Rol and studied her face. A few freckles, a straight nouth, a delicate

nose. He wanted to kiss her, just behind her small left ear.

To fill the silence, the girl began to chatter. "I've been washing you
since | was ten. |...in that tine, |'ve conme to know your body well. There
i s kindness in your face, and cruelty; and beauty. | sonetines wonder what

kind of man you are, and | hoped that you woul d awaken before | married. My
name is Sera, Sera Crier. My father and nother and sisters all died in a
mud slide when | was small, so now | serve here in the keep."

"Do you even know ny nane?" Rol and asked.

"Borenson. Rol and Borenson. Everyone in the keep knows you. You are the
father of a captain of the King's Guard. Your son serves as bodyguard to
Prince Gaborn."

Rol and wondered. He'd had no son that he'd ever heard of. But he'd had
a young wi fe when he gave his endowrent, though she would be getting old by
now. He had not known when he'd given his netabolismthat she carried a
chi | d.

He wondered if this girl spoke aright. He wondered why she was
attracted to him He asked, "You know ny nane. Do you also know that | ama
mur der er ?"

The girl drew back in astoni shrment.

“I killed a man," Roland adm tted. He wondered why he told her that.
But al t hough the man had died twenty years ago, for himit had happened
only hours ago, and the feel of the man's guts in his hand was still fresh
on his m nd.

“I"'m sure you had good reason."

"I found himin bed with ny wife. | slit himopen like a fish, yet even
as | did, I had to wonder why. Qurs was an arranged marri age and a poor
mat ch by any neasure. | did not care for the girl, and she hated ne.
Killing the man was a waste. | think I did it to hurt her. | don't know.
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"For years you have wondered what kind of man | am Sera. Do you think
you know?"

Sera Crier |licked her lips. Now she began to trenble. "Any other nan
woul d have | ost his head for such a deed. The King nust have |iked you
wel | . Perhaps he too saw sone ki ndness masked by your cruelty."”

"I see only waste and stupidity,"” Roland answer ed.

"And beauty." Sera |l eaned forward to kiss Roland's lips. He turned his
head a bit.

“I'"ve given nyself," he said.

"To a woman who di savowed you and marri ed soneone el se |ong, |ong
ago...." Sera answered. Roland felt certain that she knew what she spoke of
when she nentioned his wife. The news saddened him The girl had been
anot her butcher's daughter and she'd had a wit sharper than her father's
kni ves. She'd thought himstupid, he'd thought her cruel.

"No," he answered, feeling that she did not see the deeper truth. "I'm
not given to ny wwfe, but to ny king."

Rol and sat up in his cot, gazed down at his feet. He was dressed in
nothing but a tunic--a fine red cotton garnent that would breathe in the
noi st air. Not the old work clothes he'd worn twenty-one years ago when he
gave his endowrent. They'd rotted away.

Sera fetched himsone trousers and a pair of |anbskin boots, then
offered to help dress him though he needed no hel p. He had never felt so
conpl etely rested.

Though today was the second tinme in a week that Roland had wakened to a
kiss, Sera Crier's |ips had been far nore desirable than Baron Poll"s.

As Rol and ate, a young knight in splint mail cane in through the front
door. "Borenson!" he shouted in greeting. At the sanme instant, Baron Pol
had just conme down the stairs and stood at the | anding. "And Baron Poll!"
the fellow said in disnay.

Suddenly the roomswirled in comotion. The two | ords besi de Rol and
dove to the floor. The knight at the door pulled his sword, ringing from
its scabbard. The squires in the corner shouted variations of "Fight!"
"Blood feud!" One of the lads flipped a table over and hid behind it as a
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barricade. A girl who was serving the peasants threw a basket filled wth
bread | oaves into the air and ran for the buttery shrieking, "Baron Poll
and Sir Borenson are in the sane room" The innkeeper ran out fromthe
kitchens, face pale, as if hoping to rescue his furniture.

Everywhere Rol and gl anced, he saw fri ghtened faces.

Baron Poll|l just stood on the |anding, studying the scene, an amused
smle playing on his |ips.

Rol and enj oyed the joke. He furrowed his brow, drew the half-sword, and
eyed Baron Poll nenacingly. Then he chopped a | oaf of bread in half and
pl unged the sword tip into the counter, so that it stood there quivering.

"It appears the stool beside ne has been vacated, Baron Poll," Roland
said. "Perhaps you will join nme for breakfast."

"Why, thank you," Baron Poll said courteously. He waddl ed over to the
stool, sat down, took half the loaf, dipped it in Roland s trencher.

The whol e crowd gaped in wonder. Rol and thought, They'd not | ook nore
astoni shed if Baron Poll and | were a pair of toads flying about the room
I i ke hunm ngbirds, chasing flies with | ong tongues.

Horrified, the young knight exclainmed, "But you're not to be within
fifty | eagues of each other--by the King's own command!"

"True, but |ast night, by nmere happenstance, Borenson and | were thrust
into the sane cot,"” Baron Poll replied contentedly. "And I nust say, |'ve
never had a nore cordial bedfellow "

“"Nor |," Roland offered. "Not many a man coul d warm your backsi de as
well as Baron Poll. The man is as big as a horse and as hot as a smthy's
forge. Wiy, | suspect he could warma whole village at night. You could fry

fish on his feet or bake bricks on his back."

Everyone stared at themas if they were daft, so Rol and and Baron Poll
| oudly di scussed such nmundane topics as the weather, how the recent rains
had aggravated the gout that Poll's nother-in-law suffered from the best
way, to cook venison, and so on

Everyone wat ched themwarily, as if at any nonent the truce m ght
break, and the two nen would go at it with knives.
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Finally, Borenson sl apped Baron Poll on the back, went outside into the
early norning light. The village of Hay was aptly naned. Haycocks stood
everywhere in the fields, and bl ack-eyed Susans grew huge so late in the
sunmer. The margin of the road out of town was a riot of yellows and deep
browns. The countryside was flat, and the grass had grown tall in the
sumrer, but now was sun- bl eached white and dyi ng.

At the front of the inn, the pigs had wisely fled. A couple of red hens
pecked in the dirt by Roland's feet. Roland waited while a stabl eboy went
to fetch his horse.

He stood | ooking up into the hazy sky. The air was noist with w sps of
norni ng fog. Volcanic ash drifted in the mst like flakes of warm snow.

Baron Poll cane out, stood with hima nmonment, staring up and stroking
his beard. "There's mschief in this volcano bl ow ng, and powerful magic,"
he predicted. "Raj Ahten has flameweavers in his retinue, | hear. | wonder
if they're mxed up in this?"

Rol and thought it unlikely that the flanmeweavers had anything to do
with the volcano. It had blown far to the south, and Raj Ahten's sol diers
were converging on Carris a hundred mles north. Still, it seenmed oni nous.

"What is this about the King' s command?" Rol and asked. "Why are you not
to get within fifty | eagues of ny son?"

“Ah, it's nothing." Baron Poll grinned with enbarrassnment. "O d news.
|"d tell you the story, but you'll hear sonme mnstrel sing of it soon
enough, | imagine. They get nost of it right." Baron Poll sheepishly
gl anced at the ground and w ped sonme fallen ash fromhis cloak. "I've |ived
in nortal terror of your boy these past ten years." Rol and wondered what
his son woul d have done if he'd wakened in this man's arns. "But dark tines
can nmake even the worst of enemes into friends, eh?" Baron Poll said. "And
nmen can change, can't they? Wsh your son well for ne, if you find him"

H s expression begged Rol and for forgiveness, and Rol and woul d have
been happy to give it to him but he could not speak for his son. "I'Il do
so," Rol and prom sed.

Far down the dirt road to the south, fifty knights were racing north,
the hooves of their chargers thundering over the earth.

"Per haps your road north won't be so dangerous after all," Baron Poll

said. "But mark ny word. Beware of Carris.
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“Aren't you comng north? | thought you'd ride with ne."

“Pah," Baron Poll spat. "lI'mgoing the wong way south. | have a sumer
estate outside Carris, so ny wwife wanted ne to renove a few val uabl es
before Raj Ahten's nen |looted the place. |I'mhel ping the servants guard the
wagon. "

That seened cowardly, but Rol and sai d nothing.

"Aye," Baron Poll said. "I know what you're thinking. But they'll have
to fight without me at Carris. | had two endownents of netabolismuntil
| ast fall when sone of ny Dedicates got slain. I'"'mfeeling too old and fat

for a real battle. My arnor fits nme no better than would ny wife's
under garnments. "

Those words had cone hard. The Baron did want to go north and fight.

"We could skirt this battle at Carris," Roland suggested, "and find one
nore to your liking. Way don't you conme with nme?"

"Hah!" Baron Poll guffawed. "Ei ght hundred mles to Heredon? If you're
not worried for your own health, or mne, at |east you could show pity to
nmy poor horse!"

"Let your servants haul off your treasures. They don't need you
guarding them"

“"Ah, ny wife would give ne such a tongue-lashing--the shrew Better to
anger Raj Ahten than her.”

A maid cane out of the inn and expertly grabbed one of the hens that
had been pecking in the dust. She snatched it by the neck. "You'll be
comng with me. Lord Collins-ward wants your conpany for breakfast." She
wrung the chicken's neck and was already pulling off feathers when she
carried the hen round back.

In nonments, the knights fromthe south reached the village, wheeled
their horses toward the stable. Apparently they hoped to rest, get sone
news, and care for their nounts.

When t he stabl eboy brought Roland's horse around, he nounted, gave the
boy a small coin. The filly was well rested, frolicky. She was a huge red
beast with a blaze of white on her hooves and forehead. She acted ready for
a brisk run in the cool norning air. Roland took off along the road,
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through a field shrouded with m st that soon turned into a | ow fog.

Rol and sniffed at the snell of volcanic ash, searching the scent for
signs of danger. On the road north ahead was Raj Ahten's arny--an arny said
to contain sorcerers and Invincibles and frowh giants and fierce dogs of
war .

He could not help think how unfair |ife could be. That poor chicken
back at the inn hadn't had a second's warning before it died.

Monments | ater, while Roland was preoccupied with such grimthoughts,
the sound of a horse riding hard startled him

He gl anced behind, worried that it m ght be a robber or assassin. He
was riding through a thick fog, and could not see a hundred feet ahead.

Spurring his nount off the road, he reached for his halfsword just as a
huge shape cane thundering fromthe m st behind him

Baron Pol | bounced up on his horse. "Well net!" the fat knight cried,
sitting precariously on his charger. The beast |ooked about with a
terrified deneanor, eyes wide and ears back, as if afraid its naster woul d
give it a good cuffing.

"Aren't you going south with your treasures?" Rol and asked.

"Damm the treasures. The servants can abscond with themfor all | care!
Let themtake that shrew of a wife, too!" Baron Poll bellowed. "You were
right. It's better to die young with the blood hot in your veins, than to
die old and slowy of being too fat!"

"I never said that," Roland objected.

"Pah! Your eyes said it all, lad."
Rol and sheathed his sword. "Well, now that ny eyes are so el oquent,
perhaps |I'Il give nmy unruly tongue a rest” Wth that, he wheeled his horse

into the m st.
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CHAPTER 3

HOSTENFEST

Myrrima woke at dawn with tears in her eyes. She wi ped them away and
| ay wondering at the strange sense of nelancholy that had overwhel ned her
each dawn for the past three days. She did not know for certain why she
woke cryi ng.

She should not have felt this way. It was the | ast day of Hostenfest,
the day of the great feast--and it should have been the happi est day of the
year.

Moreover, in the past few weeks, she had won several small victories.
| nstead of sleeping in her shack outside Bannisferre, she had wakened in
her roomin the King's Tower at Castle Sylvarresta. Over the past three
days, she'd becone a close friend to young Queen lone Orden, and she'd
married a knight with sonme wealth. Her sisters and her nother were here in
the castle, living in the Dedicate's Keep, where they would be taken care
of for life.

She shoul d have been happy. Yet she felt as if the hand of doom wei ghed
on her.

Qut si de her wi ndow, she could hear the King's facilitators chanting out
in the Dedi cates' Keep. Over the past week, thousands of people had offered
to dedicate their attributes into the service of the Earth King. Though
Gaborn was an QGat h-Bound Lord and had sworn not to take a man's brawn or
wit or stamna unless it was freely given, and those had been freely
of fered, he still had not taken a single endownent. Sone feared that he had
forsaken the practice altogether; yet he did not forbid his knights to take
endownent s.

King Gaborn Val Orden seened to have an endl ess supply of forcibles,
and for the past week, the chief facilitator had worked with his
apprentices night and day, doling out endownents to Heredon's knights,
trying to rebuild the kingdom's decimated troops. Still, the Dedicate's
Keep was only half full.

A soft knocking cane from Myrrima's door, and she rolled over on the
satin sheets of her bed, glanced out through a wi ndow of the oriel. The
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norning |light barely glowed through the stained-glass i rage on the w ndow
nmour ni ng doves w ngi ng through a blue sky, as seen through a screen of ivy.
She realized that the | ow knocki ng had wakened her.

"Who' s t here?"
"Tis |," Borenson said.

Throw ng back the sheets, she | eapt up, rushed to the door, and yanked
it open. He stood in the doorway, a lanp in his hands, its snmall flane
wavering in the drafty castle. He | ooked huge there in the darkness,
grinning like a boy with a joke to tell. H's blue eyes tw nkled, and his
red beard fanned out fromhis face.

"You don't need to knock," she | aughed. They'd been nmarried now for
four days, though he'd run off and spent the last three on a hunt. Wrse,
they had never consummated their marriage, and Myrrima had to wonder at him

Sir Borenson seened smtten enough by her, but when she'd thought to
bed hi m on her honeynoon night, he'd nerely said, "How can a man take such
pl easures, while tonight he will hunt in the Dunnwood?"

Myrrima was i nexperienced with nen. She did not knowif it was right to
feel so hurt by his rejection. She'd wondered if he really was overexcited
by the hunt, if that was natural, or if he had a war wound that kept him
from show ng affection. Perhaps Borenson had married her only because
Gaborn had suggested it.

For days she had felt hurt and bew | dered, and had | onged for
Borenson's return. Now he was hone.

"I was afraid you' d be deeply asleep,” he said.

He stepped forward, ventured a snmall kiss, holding the lanp far out to
his side. She took the lanp fromhimand set it on a trunk. "Not I|ike
that," she said. "We're married."” She grabbed him by the beard and pul |l ed
hi m down, kissed himroughly, |leading himtoward the bed. She hoped that by
now he m ght have settled down.

Al nost imedi ately she regretted it. He was covered in dirt, and his
ring mail was caked with nmud. It would take sonmeone hours to get her
bedcl ot hes cl ean.

“Ah, that will have to wait." Borenson grinned. "But not too |ong, of
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course. Just until | get cleaned up."

She stared up into his face. The nel ancholy she'd felt only nonents
bef ore had di ssi pated conpletely. "Go wash, then."

“"Not quite yet," Borenson chortled. "I've got sonething to show you."

"You killed nme a boar for Hostenfest?" she | aughed.

"No boars this Hostenfest," he answered. "The hunt didn't go as
antici pated. "

“"Well, | suppose the lords at the table could nake do with a rabbit,"”
she teased. "Though | shan't want anything smaller. | never have devel oped
a taste for field mce."

Borenson smled nysteriously. "Conme on. Hurry." He went to her wardrobe
and pulled down a sinple blue dress. Myrrinma threw of f her nightcl ot hes,
pul l ed on the dress, and began to tie the |aces of the bodice. Borenson
wat ched, delighted to be entertained by his new bride. She pulled on sone
shoes and in nonents he had her rushing down the steps of the keep, trying
to catch up.

"The hunt didn't go well," Borenson said, taking her hand. "W had sone
casual ties."

She wondered at that. There were still black-furred nonen prowing in
the woods, and frowh giants. Raj Ahten had fled south from here nore than
a week ago, abandoning those troops that were too tired to flee. She
wonder ed how the | ords had been killed. "Casualties?

He nodded, unwilling to say nore.

In nonents they reached the cobbl estone street. The norning air carried
a keen cold bite, and Myrrima's breath fogged. Borenson hurried her through
the portcullis of the King's Gate, rushing down Market Street to the city
gate. There, just beyond the drawbridge, beside the npbat, a huge crowd was
gat heri ng.

The fields before Castle Sylvarresta were full of bright pavilions that
spraw ed like a city of canvas. In the past week, another four hundred
t housand peasants and nobl es from Heredon and ki ngdons beyond had gat hered
here, conme to see the Earth King, Gaborn Val Orden. The fields were
becom ng an endl ess maze of tents and ani mals, enough so that now the tents
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covered nearby hills, and whole towns were springing up on the plains to
the south and west.

Everywhere, nerchants and vendors were setting up booths, creating
i npronptu mar kets anong the host. The scent of cooking sausages hung over
the throng, and because this was a feast day, hundreds of mnstrels were
al ready warm ng up their lutes and harps under every tree.

Four peasant boys ahead were singing so badly to pipes and | utes that
Myrrima didn't know if they were serious or if they sinply nocked ot hers'
poor efforts.

Bor enson nudged asi de sone peasants and chased away a coupl e of
mastiffs so that Myrrima could see what was at the crowd's center.

What she saw revolted her: a lunp of gray flesh as huge as a wagon | ay
on the grass, the eyeless head of a reaver. Its feelers hung |ike dead
worns around the back of its skull, and the rows of crystalline teeth
| ooked terrifying as they caught the norning sun. The thing was dirty,
havi ng been dragged for many mles. Yet beneath that grine, along the
f orehead, she could see runes tattooed into the nonster's horrible flesh--
runes of power that gl owed even now |like dimflanes. Every child in
Rof ehavan knew t he neani ng of those facial runes.

This was no common reaver. It was a nage.

Myrrima's heart pounded as if it were trying to batter its way out of
her chest. She found herself breathing hard, feeling faint. She went
suddenly cold, and stood letting the heat of strangers' bodi es warm her
while the mastiffs sniffed at the reaver's head and wagged t he stunps of
their tails nervously.

"A reaver mage?" she asked dully. No one had killed a reaver nmage in
Her edon in over sixteen hundred years. She studied the thing's head. The
nonster could have bitten a warhorse in half. O a nman.

Peasants tittered; children reached out to touch the horrible thing.

"“We caught her in the Dunnwood, down in some old duskin ruins, far
under ground. She had her mates and offspring there, so we killed them all
and crushed her eggs."

"How many di ed?" Myrrinma asked, dazed.

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruis...|ords%2002%20-%20Brotherhood%200f%20T he%620Wol f.html (40 of 616)23-2-2006 17:16:08



Brotherhood of the Wolf

Borenson did not imedi ately answer. "Forty-one good knights," he said
at last. "They fought well. It was a fierce battle." He added as nodestly
as he could, "I killed the mage nysel f."

She wheeled on him full of rage. "How could you do this?"

Surprised by her reaction, he sputtered, "It wasn't easy, | confess.
The mage gave ne a hard time of it. She. seened |oath to | ose her head."

Suddenly she saw it all clearly: why she had wakened every norning full
of nel ancholy, why she could hardly sleep nights. She was terrified. She'd
sought to wed a man for his wealth, and instead had fallen in | ove.
Meanwhi | e, her husband seened nore interested in getting hinself killed
than in making | ove to her.

She turned and stal ked off through the crowd, shoving away bystanders,
pushing toward the castle gate, blinded by tears.

Borenson hurried after her, caught her at the foot of the drawbridge
and turned her with one big hand. "Wat are you so nmad about ?"

The sound of his voice was so loud that it startled a fish down in the
reeds of the noat. The water swirled as sonething | arge swam away. A throng
of people heading into the castle made way for Borenson and Myrri ma,
skirting themas if they were islands in a stream

She turned up to face him "I'm nmad because you're | eaving ne."
"OF course I'mleaving you in a few days," he said. "But not by choice."

Borenson had killed King Sylvarresta, and Myrrima knew that it shaned
him despite the fact that Sylvarresta had given an endownent to Raj Ahten,
lending wit to the Wil f Lord. Though Sylvarresta had been a good nman, one
who had only given his endowrent under duress, the truth was that in such a
horrible war as this, friend could not spare friend. Brother could not
spare brother.

By granting an endownent of wit to Raj Ahten, King Sylvarresta had nade
hi rsel f an eneny to every just man, and Borenson had felt bound by duty to
take the life of his old friend.

Once the deed was done, the King' s daughter, lone, was loath to punish
Borenson, but neither could she forgive him So in the nane of justice
she'd | ain a quest upon Borenson, conmanded himto performan Act Penitent
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to go to the |l ands beyond Inkarra and find the | egendary Dayl an Hanmer, the
Sum of All Men, and bring himback. here to Heredon to help fight Raj Ahten.

It seened a fool's quest. Though runor said he lived, Daylan Hamrer
could not still be alive after sixteen centuries. Sir Borenson seened | oath
to go, when he saw better ways to protect his people. Still, he was bound
by honor to depart--and he'd do so soon.

"l don't want to go," Borenson said. "I have to."

“It'"'s along way to Inkarra. A long way for a nman to travel alone. |
could cone with you."

"No!" Borenson insisted. "You can't. You'd never neke it alive."

"What makes you think you will?" Mrrim asked. She knew the answer. He
was a captain in the King's Guard, with endowrents of brawn and stam na and
netabolism If any nan alive could nake it through the eneny territories,
Bor enson coul d.

| nkarra was a dangerous place: a strange | and where northerners weren't
tolerated. Neither he nor Myrrima could blend in easily: the Inkarrans all
had skin as pale as ivory, with straight hair the color of silver. Borenson
and Myrrima coul dn't di sguise thensel ves enough to hide their foreign birth.

For the nost part, the Inkarrans were a nocturnal people. By day, they
spent nmuch of their time at hone or in the shadowed woods so evadi ng t hem
woul d be nearly inpossible. And if Borenson were captured, he'd be forced
to fight in their dark arena.

In order to stay alive, he'd have to travel secretly at night, as best
he coul d, never risking contact with the |nkarrans.

He said, "I can't take you. You would slow ne down, get us both killed."
"I don't like this,” Myrrima said. "I don't like the idea of your going
off alone." A vendor pulling a handcart noved close, and Myrrinma stepped

fromhis path, dragging Borenson with her.

“Neither do I, but you can't believe for a nonent that you could help

ne.

Myrrima shook her head, and a tear splashed down her cheek. "I told you
about ny father," she said. He'd been a fairly weal thy nerchant who had

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruis...|ords%2002%20-%20Brotherhood%200f%20The%620Wol f.html (42 of 616)23-2-2006 17:16:08



Brotherhood of the Wolf

apparently been robbed and killed and then had his shop burned down around
himto cover the crine. "I sonetinmes wonder if | could have saved him On
the night he was killed, he was not the wealthiest nerchant in Bannisferre,
or the nost feeble. But he was alone. Perhaps if | had been with him.."

“I'f you had been with him you too m ght be dead," Borenson said.

"Per haps,"” she Wi spered. "But sonetinmes | think I'd rather be dead
than live without knowing if | could have been of help." Borenson stared
hard at her. "I admre your loyalty, | cherish it. But the worst day of ny
life cane | ast week when | |earned that you had ridden to Longnot, hoping
tojoin nme in battle. | want you to sleep by ny side, not fight by ny side--
even though you have a warrior's heart." He kissed her tenderly.

For just a nmonment their eyes nmet. She held his outstretched hand. A
pl ea.

“I'f I cannot conme with you," she said, " | will not be happy until you
return.”

Borenson smled and | eaned his forehead agai nst hers, kissed her nose.
“"Let us agree, then. Neither of us will be happy until | return."

He held her for a long nonent, letting the crowd of peasants headi ng
for the castle stroll past.

Behi nd her, she heard a couple of nen tal king. "Chose that whore Bonny
Cl eads, he did, not half an hour ago! Why would the Earth Ki ng Choose
soneone |ike her?"

"He says he Chooses those what |love their fellow nen," a fellow said,
"and | don't know of no one that's |oved nmore of 'emthan she."”

Myrrima felt Borenson stiffen in her arns as his attention focused on
t he peasants. Though he bridled to hear such criticismof the King, he did
not chal |l enge t he nen.

Myrrima heard a shout and a splash, as if soneone had thrown sonet hing
into the noat, but paid it no mnd until Borenson pulled his head back from
her and turned away.

She | ooked to see what had caught his eye. Four young nen stood on the
| evee, | ooking down into the noat, about a hundred yards upstream They
were perched on a small rise, beneath an enornous w || ow.
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The sun was bright and the skies clear. An early norning m st rose off
the dark waters. As Myrrima watched, a huge fish cane up to the surface of
the noat and swam about lazily. One boy hurled a spear at it, but the fish
darted ninbly forward and dove agai n.

"Hey," Borenson shouted as if angry. "Wat are you boys doi ng?"

One lad, a thin boy with straw for hair and a triangle for a face,
said, "Catching a sturgeon for Hostenfest. Sonme big ones swaminto the npat
this norning."

Even as he spoke, an enornous fish sonme six or eight feet long rose to
the surface and began finning, whirling about in strange patterns. It
i gnored a duckling that nosed about in sone nearby reeds. The huge fish did
not seemto be hunting for a neal. One | ad readi ed a spear.

"Stop--in the nane of the King!" Borenson commanded. Myrrinma had to
smle to hear himappropriate the nane of the King.

The spear-bearing | ad | ooked at Borenson as if he were nad. "But never
has such a huge fish swuminto the noat," he said.

"Go get the King--now " Borenson commanded. "And the w zard Bi nnesnan,
too! Tell themit's urgent, that there are sonme exceeding strange fish in
the noat." The boy | ooked |longingly at the sturgeon, spear poised at his
shoul der. "Do it now" Borenson roared. "O, | swear |'ll gut you where you
stand. "

The boy gl anced back and forth between Borenson and the fish, then
threw down his spear and ran for the castle.

By the tinme. Gaborn reached the noat, hol ding hands with his wife |one
while the wi zard Bi nnesman wal ked behind, a great crowd of peasants had
gathered at its banks. They seened both perplexed and angry to have a
kni ght standing there protecting the enornous sturgeons that swam not
twenty feet fromshore. There was nmuch grunbling about how the fish were
"good enough for the King's belly, but not for ours.”

Borenson had been gathering information about the fish for several
m nutes. N ne sturgeons had been spotted at dawn, swimmng into the noat
fromthe We River. Now all nine fish finned at the surface, just outside
the castle wall, perform ng a strange and si nuous dance.

| ome canme and stood with Myrrima, smling radiantly to have her husband
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home. Gaborn's and lonme's Days foll owed at their backs.

"You look well," Myrrima said. "In fact, you are glowing." It was true.

lome only smled at the remark. In the past few days, lone had invited
Myrrima to dine with her at every neal, as if Myrrinma were sone wonan born
to the court. Myrrima felt odd and apprehensi ve about such behavior, as if
she were nerely pretending to be a gentlenan's wife, though Ione seened in
every respect to be genuinely pleased by Myrrim's conpany.

lonme's Maid of Honor, Chenvise, had departed this week to an uncle's
holding in the north. For six years, lonme and Chenoi se had been constant
conmpani ons. But now that lone was married, she no |onger required a Maid of
Honor to constantly remain in her presence. Still, Myrrinma wondered if |one
craved a worman's conpany. Certainly lone had sought to befriend her easily
enough.

| ome kissed Myrrima's cheek and smled in greeting. "You |ook well,
too. What is the excitenment all about?"

"Big fish, | guess,” Myrrima said. "I think our |lords and knights are
all still boys at heart."
"I ndeed, our husbands are acting oddly today," lonme said, and Myrrim

nerely | aughed, for both of them had been married only four days past, and
nei t her she nor lonme were used to speaki ng of "our husbands.™

I n monments young King Orden knelt beside the noat, a dark-haired, bl ue-
eyed young man squinting into the depths beside the pink water lilies. The
Earth Warden Bi nnesman foll owed, wearing his wi zard's robes in shades of
scarl et and russet.

When Gaborn saw the fish, he stared in frank amazenent, then sat down
on his haunches, watching the fish as they wheel ed and dove.

"Water w zards?" Gaborn asked. "Here in the noat?"
"That's what it | ooks |ike," Borenson said.

"What do you nean, “water w zards'?" lonme asked Gaborn. "They're fish.

The Earth Warden Bi nnesman gave |lone a patient | ook as he stroked his
grizzled beard. "Don't assune that one nust be human to be a w zard. The
Powers often favor beasts. Harts and foxes and bears often learn a few
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magi cal spells to help themhide in the woods or walk quietly. And these
fish ook as if they are quite powerful."

Gaborn beaned at lone. "You asked ne just the other day if my father
had brought any water w zards for our betrothal, and now Heredon surprises
me with a fewof its own."

lome grinned like a child and squeezed Myrrima's hand.

Myrrima stared at the fish, marveling. There were runors of ancient
fish up at the headwaters of the We, magical fish that no nan coul d catch.
She wondered what they were doi ng here.

| one asked, "But even if the Powers do favor them what good can they
do us? W can't speak to them"

"Per haps we cannot communi cate well," Binnesman said. "But Gaborn can
listen to them" Gaborn glanced up at the wizard, as if surprised that the
Earth Warden thought hi mcapable of the feat. "Use the Earth Sight,"

Bi nnesman told him "That's what it's for."

Behi nd thema crowd of children and onl ookers gat hered. Several |arge
boys had now brought fishing nets fromthe banks of the river, and others
had gat hered spears and bows, hoping to nake a neal of the sturgeons, if
the King would allowit. They seened a bit forlorn at the prospect of
m ssing a neal.

Now that the sun had risen a bit nore, slanting in, Myrrima could see
t he huge sturgeons easily enough, their dark blue backs. They were circling
near the surface, their fins slicing through the water as they swam about
in curious patterns. To a casual observer, it m ght have appeared that they
were finning the surface |ike salnon, preparing to spawn.

"What has happened to the water here in the noat since this began?"
Gaborn wonder ed al oud.

"The level of the noat is rising,"” Binnesman said. "1'd say that it has
conme up at least a foot this norning." He clinbed down to the edge of the
noat and di pped his fingers in. "And the water here has becone nuch
clearer. The sedinent is settling out of it."

One fish swama lazy S, then di pped bel ow the surface and rose again,
just so, to put a single dot at the end, then slashed through it. Gaborn
traced the pattern with his finger.
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"See there," Binnesman said, pointing at the sturgeon. "That fish is
maki ng runes of protection."”

Gaborn said, "l see it. It's a sinple water rune that ny father taught
me as a child. What do you think they want protection fronf"

"I don't know," Binnesman said, staring deeply, as if to read the
answer in a sturgeon's eye. "Wy don't you ask then®"

“I'n a nonent," Gaborn prom sed. "l've never tried to use ny Earth Sight
on an ani mal before. Let nme gather ny thoughts first."

Sone deep-green dragonflies buzzed past, and Myrrima and | one stood
hand in hand for several |ong nonents, studying the runes that the fish
drew. Myrrima noticed that each sturgeon had taken an area free of reeds
and lily pads.

Gaborn and Bi nnesman, neanwhil e, discussed the neaning of the runes.
One sturgeon kept tracing runes of protection next to sone cattails. Gaborn
said that another drew runes of purity near the center of the pond--a rune
to cleanse the water. A third was sketching runes that Bi nnesman recogni zed
as runes of healing. Over and over again.

Farther away, a fish was noving in the depths of the npat, tracing
runes that neither Gaborn nor Bi nnesnan had ever seen before. Even Gaborn,
a king raised in the Courts of Tide where water w zards were common, could
not divine the purpose for all the runes. But Bi nnesnman ventured a guess
that the rune would nake the water col der

"Do you think the water really is nmuch col der?" |ome whispered to
Myrri ma.

“I"lI'l see,”™ Myrrima said. She clinbed down and touched the water, too,
t hough no one el se on the shore dared. Binnesman was right. It was bitterly
cold, as cold and fresh as the deepest of nmountain pools. And the shoreline
in the nopat was indeed higher than it had been this past week.

Myrrima nodded to lone. "It's freezing!"

Gaborn clinbed down to a huge flat rock by Myrrima, |eaned out over the
gl assy surface of the nobat and began to trace runes on the water, sinple
runes of protection. He was mrroring the actions of the sturgeon.

A great sturgeon swam up, just under his hand, its dark bl ue back close
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to Gaborn. Its gills expanded and contracted rhythmcally as it studi ed
him watching his fingers as if they were sonething edible. The fish was
tantalizingly close to Myrri na.

"That's right. I'll protect you if | can,"” Gaborn whispered to the fish
in an easy tone. "Tell nme, what do you fear?"

He continued drawing the runes, stared into the fish's eyes, and into
its mnd, for long mnutes. He frowed as if what he saw confused him "I
see darkness in the water," he murnured. "| see darkness, and | taste
metal. | can feel...strangulation. | can taste...netal. Redness com ng."

The young Ki ng stopped speaking, al nost seened to stop breathing. His
eyes lost their focus and rolled back in his head.

"King Orden," Binnesman call ed, but Gaborn did not nove.

Myrrima wondered if she should grab Gaborn to keep himfromfalling in,
but Bi nnesman clinbed down to the water's edge and touched his shoul der.

"What ?" Gaborn asked, rousing fromhis stupor. He | eaned on the flat
r ock.

"What is it they fear?" Binnesman asked.

"They fear blood, | think," Gaborn said. "They fear that the river wll
fill with bl ood."

Bi nnesnan drew his staff up tight against his chest and frowned,
shaking his head in di smay.

"I can't believe that. There is no sign of an arny approaching, and it
woul d take a great battle to fill the river with blood. Raj Ahten is far
away. But sonething odd is happening,” he said. "I've felt it all night.
The Earth is in pain. | feel the pain like pinpricks on ny flesh north of
here, in North Crowm hen, and again far to the south. It trenbles in far
pl aces, and there are sl ow novenents even here, beneath our very feet."

Gaborn tried to make light of it.. "Still, it conforts nme to have these
wi zards here in our noat." He turned and addressed the crowd of boys with
their spears and bows and nets. "Let no man fish in this noat or foul its
waters in any way. Let no one swmin it. These wizards will stay as our
guests. "
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Gaborn asked Bi nnesnan, "Can we seal the npat off fromthe river?."

Myrrima knew it should not be hard. A small diversion damupriver |et
water spill into the canal that fed the noat.

“"Of course," Binnesman said. He glanced about. "You, Daffyd and Hugh,
go cl ose the raceway. And hurry."

Two stalwart boys ran upstream elbows and shirttails flying.

Myrrima watched the wi zard draw hinself to his full height, | ook up at
the early norning sun.

She held her breath, strained to |isten as Bi nnesnan spoke. "M lord,"
he said so softly that nost of those nearby could not have heard. "The
earth is speaking to us. It speaks sonetines in the novenents of birds and
animal s, sonetinmes in the crash of stone. But it is speaking nonethel ess. |
do not know what it is saying, but | don't |ike this business of rivers
filled with bl ood."

Gaborn nodded. "Wat would you have ne do?"

"Raj Ahten had a powerful pyromancer in his retinue, before you killed
her,"” Binnesman said thoughtfully. "Yet I'msure that whole forests are
still being sacrificed to the powers that the flaneweavers served."

"Yes," Gaborn said.

"I would not speak of plans that I want held secret now in open
daylight. Nor would I do so before a fire, not even so nuch as a candle
flame. Hol d your councils by starlight if you nust. O better yet, in a
dar kened hall of stone, where the Earth can shield your words."

Myrrima knew t hat powerful flameweavers sonetines clained that if they
listened to the whispering tongues of flanmes, they could clearly hear words
spoken by others of their ilk hundreds of mles away. Yet Myrrima had never
seen a fl ameweaver who could really performsuch feats.

"All right," Gaborn agreed. "W will hold our councils in the G eat
Hall, and | will have no fires |it therein throughout the winter. And
shall pass orders that no man is to discuss mlitary strategies or secrets
wi th anot her by daylight or firelight."

"That should do,"” Bi nnesnan sai d.
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Wth that, the King and lonme and their Days' and Bi nnesman went over to
see the reaver's head, then wal ked back up to the castle. Borenson stayed
behind for a few nonents and posted sone | ads beside the noat, charging
themto care for the fish.

Myrrima stood by and wondered. During the past week, much in her life
had changed. But Bi nnesman's warning to Gaborn hinted of dire portents.
Ri vers of blood. Wth the hundreds of thousands of people canped around the
city of Sylvarresta, it seened as if the whole earth were flocking to
Heredon, to the courts of the Earth King. Watever change was com ng, she
stood near the center of it all.

She clinbed up the | evee and stood | ooki ng out over the vast throng,
over the pavilions that had risen up here in the past week. Dust was rising
to the south and west, fromthe nunerous travelers noving on the road. Last
night, Myrrim had heard that merchant princes had conme fromas far away as
Lysl e.

The whol e earth shall gather here, Myrrima realized. An Earth King's
powers are |l egendary and are given only in the darkest of tinmes. Every
person in every |land who wants to live will conme here. There are reavers in
t he Dunnwood and w zards in the noat. Soon there will be enough people to
bl eed rivers of bl ood.

That know edge nmade her feel small and hel pl ess, worried for the
future. And now that Borenson was | eaving, she knew she wouldn't be able to
rely on him

| nust prepare for whatever is to come, Myrrinma thought.

Myrrima wal ked with Borenson back up to the castle. She stopped on the
drawbridge for a few nonents and watched the great fish finning in the
noat. She felt relieved by their presence. Water wi zards were strong in the
arts of healing and protection.

That nmorning, Myrrima finished breakfast in the King's Tower, with only
King Gaborn and Queen lone and their Days in the room Though Myrrinm was
becomng friends with lonme, she still felt unconfortable to be dining in
the presence of the King.

| ndeed, the neal was filled with unconfortable silences: Gaborn and
Borenson refused to discuss their hunt over the past three days, saying
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very little at all. Gaborn also had received disturbing news out of
Mystarria, and all norning | ong he | ooked haunted, sonber, w thdrawn.

They were nearly finished with breakfast when the el derly Chancell or
Rodder man cane to the door of the dining hall, |ooking resplendent with his
whi te beard conbed and wearing his black coat of office. "Mlord, mlady,"
he said. "The Duke of Goverman is waiting in the alcove and has requested
an audi ence. "

| ome | ooked at Rodderman wearily. "Is it inportant? | haven't seen ny
husband in three days."

"I don't know, but he's been skul king out here for half an hour,"
Rodder man sai d.

" Skul ki ng?" lome | aughed. "Well, we nustn't have hi m skul ki ng." Though
lone smled at Roddernman's choice of words, Myrrima sensed that she did not
much care for the Duke.

Presently, the Duke entered the room He was a short man w th gangling
limbs, a hatchet face, and dark eyes that were set so close he | ooked
not hi ng short of ugly. In a famly of warriors and nobles, he seened out of
place. Myrrima had heard it runored that a stable nucker had sired the Duke.

I n honor of Hostenfest, G overman was wearing a gorgeous robe of bl ack
enbroi dered with dark green |l eaves. His hair was freshly conbed, his
grayi ng beard expertly trinmed so that it forked fromhis chin. For an ugly
man, he groonmed and dressed well.

"Your Hi ghnesses"” the Duke sm | ed graciously and bowed | ow "I hope |
did not disturb your neal ?"

Myrrima realized that Groverman had asked Rodderman to wait until the
King and Queen finished eating before notifying themof his presence.

“"Not at all," Gaborn said. "It was kind of you to wait so patiently."

“Truly, | have a matter that | think is somewhat urgent," the Duke
said, "though others m ght not agree." He |ooked pointedly at lone. Myrrima
wonder ed what he m ght nean by such a warning. Even |onme seened baffl ed.
“I'"ve brought you a wedding gift, Your Highness--if |I may be so bold."

Over the past few days, every lord in the kingdom had been plying the
new Ki ng and Queen with wedding gifts; some were expensive gifts that woul d
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hopefully curry favor. Mst of the |ords had brought sons or trusted
retainers to help rebuild the lists of the King's Guard. Such sons served
quadrupl e duty: they not only rebuilt the King's army, but they al so served
as a constant remnder to the King of a lord's loyalty. A trusted son at
court could seek favors for his father, or serve as his spy. Last of all,

it allowed the boy hinmself to formnew alliances with other nobles who
mght live in far corners of the kingdom or even in other nations.

Over the past three days the ranks of new soldiers had filled so
quickly that it | ooked as if Gaborn would not even have to |levy his
subjects for nore troops, despite the fact that Raj Ahten had deci mated the
King's Guard. Instead, it seenmed to Myrrima that Gaborn woul d have probl ens
finding posts for all of his new soldiers to fill.

"So," lonme asked. "What gift have you brought that is so urgent?"

Groverman got to the point. "This is a somewhat delicate matter," he
said. "As you know, |I've not been blessed with sons or daughters, else I'd
offer one of theminto your service. But | have brought you a gift that is
just as dear to ny heart.”

He cl apped his hands and | ooked expectantly toward the dining hall's
door.

A boy came through, walking with arns outstretched. In each hand he
held a yell ow pup by the scruff of the neck. The pups | ooked about
dolefully, with huge brown eyes. Myrrima was not famliar with the breed.
They were not mastiffs or any formof war dog. Nor were they hounds or the
type of hunters she was famliar with, or the | ap dogs popular with | adies
in colder clines.

They coul d have even been nongrels, except that both pups had a uniform
color--tawny short hair on the back, and a bit of white at the throat.

The boy, a ten-year-old in heavy |eather trousers, and a new coat, was
as clean and well grooned as Duke G overnman. He handed a pup each to Gaborn
and | one.

One little bundle of fur snelled the grease fromthe norning s sausages
on Gaborn's hand. The pup's wet tongue began to slide over Gaborn's
fingers, and the dog nibbled at himplayfully. Gaborn ruffled the pup's
ears, turned it over to see if it was male or fermale. It was a nale. It
wagged its tail fiercely and scranbled upright, as if intent on doing
damage to Gaborn's fingers. A real fighter.

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruis...|ords%2002%20-%20Brotherhood%200f%20The%620Wol f.html (52 of 616)23-2-2006 17:16:08



Brotherhood of the Wolf

He studied the creature. "Thank you," Gaborn said, taken aback. "But
|"'mnot famliar wwth this breed. Wiat do you do with thenP"

Myrrima gl anced at lonme, to see the Queen's reaction to her pup, and
was astoni shed. There was such a glare of rage in her eyes that she could
barely contain herself.

The Duke had not mi ssed her |ook. "Hear ne out," he said to Gaborn. "I
do not offer these pups lightly, Your Hi ghness. You have taken endownents
fromnmen, and I know that as an QOat h-Bound Lord you feel sone reluctance in
doi ng so. Indeed, though many have offered to serve as your Dedicates this
past week, neither you nor the Queen has taken endowrents. Yet we nust
prepare for whatever is to cone.”

Myrrima was startled to hear Grovernman repeat aloud the thought that
had been preying upon her but an hour before.

"It's a grave decision," Gaborn agreed. Hi s eyes were haunted, full of
pain. Myrrima had agreed to take endowrents of glanmour and wit from her
sisters and nother. She understood the price of guilt that came from
commtting such an atrocity.

“I wll not take another man's strength or stamina or wit lightly," the
King said. "But | have been considering whether to do it, for the welfare
of the kingdom"

"I understand,” G overnman said honestly. "But | ask mlord, mlady, to
consider the propriety of taking endowrents froma dog."

|l onme stiffened. "Duke Groverman," she hissed, "this is an outrage!"

The Duke | ooked about nervously. Now Myrrinma recogni zed the breed.
Al t hough she had never seen such pups, she had heard of them These were
pups rai sed for endowrents--dogs strong of stam na, strong of nose.

“Is it any less of an outrage to take endownents froma man?" G overnan
countered defensively. "It takes the endowrents of scent fromfifty nmen to
equal one froma dog, they say. | believe that ny pups' noses are a hundred
times better than a common nman's nose. So | ask you, which is better, to
t ake endownrents of scent froma hundred nen, or from one dog?

"As for stami na, these pups are bred for toughness. For a thousand
generations, the Wl f Lords have fought themin the pits, so that only the
strongest survive. Qunce for ounce, no man alive can provide you a better
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source of stamn na.

"Met abol i sm and hearing too can be gained fromsuch dogs, though | fear
nmy pups are too small to give brawn. And whereas a man nust give an
endowrent willingly and therefore can often fail to transfer an attribute
conpletely, if you feed these pups and play wwth themfor a day or two,
they will devel op such an undying devotion to you that their attributes can
be transferred wthout |oss. No other aninal |oves nan as conpletely, wll
gi ve thenselves to you as wholly as these pups."”

| ome | ooked so furious, she could not speak. To take endownents from a
dog was consi dered an abom nation. Sone hi gh-m nded ki ngs woul d have thrown
the Duke into the nearest npat for suggesting that the pups be so used for
endownrent s.

Gaborn hinself was an Oat h-Bound Lord, and |lone was the daughter of an
Cat h- Bound Lord. An Qat h-Bound Lord swore only to take endowrents from
t hose vassals who gave themfreely. Such vassals would be nmen or wonmen who
had sonme great attribute, such as a quick wit or trenendous stam na, but
often | acked the other necessary attributes to be good warriors. Know ng
that they couldn't serve their lord as warriors, they mght opt to give
their wit or stamna into their lord' s use, subjecting thenselves to the
indignity of the forcible for the greater good of those around them

But not all of the lords in Rofehavan were Qat h-Bound Gaborn's own
fat her had once considered hinself a "pragmatist." Pragmatists woul d often
purchase endownents. Many a man was willing to sell the use of his eyes or
ears to his lord in return for gold, for many a man | oves gold nore than he
| oves hinself. But lone had told Myrrima that even Gaborn's father had
eventual ly given up his pragmatic ways, for King Orden could not always be
sure of a man's notives when selling an attribute. Oten a peasant or even
a mnor |lord who suffered from heavy debts would see no way out, and would
therefore try to sell an endownent to the highest bidder.

Gaborn's father had been confronted by the realization that his own
pragmati c ways were unscrupul ous--for he could never be conpletely certain
what drove a man to sell his endowrents. Was it greed? O was it
hopel essness or plain stupidity that led a man to trade his greatest asset
for a few pieces of gold?

| ndeed, Myrrima knew that sone rapacious lords hid their lust for
other's attributes beneath a cloak of pragmati sm Such |ords would gl adly
accept endowrents in lieu of paynent for taxes, and time and again, in such
ki ngdons, whenever a king raised the taxes, the peasants were forced to
wonder what he really sought.
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Wrst of any lord, of course, were the WIf Lords. Since a vassal had
to be "willing" to give an endowrent before an attribute could be
transferred, the Wl f Lords constantly sought ways to nmake nen nore
pliable. Blackmail and tortures both physical and nental were the Wl f
Lords' coin. Raj Ahten had bl ackmailed King Sylvarresta into giving away
his wit by threatening to kill his only daughter, lone. After King
Syl varresta conplied, Raj Ahten then had forced lonme to give her own
endownent of gl anmour, rather than to watch her witless father be tortured,
her friend Chenoi se be nurdered, her kingdomtaken fromher. Raj Ahten was
t hus the nost despicable kind of man--a Wl f Lord.

The euphem sm "Wl f Lord" had been coined to nanme those nen of such
relentless rapacity that they stole attributes even fromdogs. In dark
times past, nen had done nore than take endowrents of scent, stam na, or
net abol i sm from dogs; sone had taken even endownents of wit. It was said
that doing so increased a man's cunning in battle, his thirst for bl ood.

The very notion of taking endowrents from dogs had therefore becone
anat hema i n Rof ehavan. Though Raj Ahten, Gaborn's great eneny, had never
stooped to take an endowrent froma dog, he was called a "Wl f Lord" still.

Now, Groverman dared affront |onme by begging her to becone a WIf Lord.

"So long as a nman does not take a dog's endownent of wit, it is not a
bad practice,” Governman said as if encouraged by the fact that no one
argued with him "A dog that has no sense of snell nekes a fine pet. So
| ong as one has a good dog handler to care for the aninmal, it can be well
mai nt ai ned. Even loved. It will give you its sense of snell, even as your
children westle with it on the fl oor.

"I ndeed, | have cal cul ated the nunber of farners and tanners and
craftsnmen and builders and clothiers that it takes to sustain a Dedicate. |
figure that it takes the conbined | abor of twenty-four peasants to care for
a single human Dedi cate, and another eight for a Dedicate horse. But it
only takes a single nman to care for each seven Dedicate dogs. It nakes for
a frugal trade.

"For a king at war, fine dogs are as necessary as arns or arnor. Raj
Ahten has war dogs in his arsenals--mastiffs with endowents. If you wll
not |et these pups serve as Dedicates, to your warriors, consider at |east
that they could give endowrents to your own war dogs."

"This is an outrage!" lone said. "An outrage and an insult!" She | ooked
at Gaborn pl eadingly.
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"It is nmeant as neither," Goverman said. "I nention the possibility
only to be practical. Wiile you were dining, | stood for half an hour
out si de your door, and you never knew it! Had | been an assassin, | m ght

wel | have set an anbush for you. But if you had an endownent of scent from
a single dog, you' d have no need to see ne or hear nme to know that | hid
out si de your door."

“I will not be called a WIf Lord, " lonme objected. She set her pup on
the floor. It wandered over to Myrrima, sniffed her |eg.

She scratched its ear.

Gaborn seened not to be perturbed by the proposal. Myrrinma wondered if
it was because of his father's influence. H s father had al ways been
recogni zed as a prudent man.

Could a man of principle be both an Gath-Bound Lord and a Wl f Lord,
she asked hersel f.

“Your Hi ghness,"” Duke G overman urged Gaborn, "I nust beg you to
consider this. It is only a matter of tine before Raj Ahten sends his
assassins. Neither you nor your wife is prepared to neet an Invincible, and
it is already noised about that Your H ghness has sworn to be an Gat h- Bound
Lord. I don't know how you plan to stand agai nst Raj Ahten. I|ndeed, the
| ords of Heredon worry about little else. But it nmay be that you will stand
in sore need of Dedicates, if you refuse to pay nen for their endownents.”

Gaborn thoughtfully stroked the fat ball of fur under its nose. The pup
grow ed and bit hard on Gaborn's thunb.

"Take your nongrels and get out of here,” lonme told Goverman. "I want

no part of it."

Gaborn smled fiercely, looking fromlone to the Duke, then nerely

shook his head. "Personally, | have no need of endowrents from dogs,"
Gaborn said. Turning to lone, he said, "And if you will not be a WIf Lord,
then so be it. W can still train the pup to bark at strangers, and keep
himin your room The pup will be your guard, and perhaps in its own way,

it can save your life."

“I'"l'l not have it in my sight,” lome said. Myrrima picked up the
Queen's pup protectively. It nuzzled its head between her breasts, then
just stared in her eyes.
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"So our choice is made," Gaborn said to lonme. "But as for the troops,
Goverman is right. I'll need scouts and guardsnen with strong noses to
sniff out anbushes. I'll let ny nmen choose whether it be a conplinent or
curse to be called a WIf Lord."

Gaborn nodded acceptance of the gift to G overman. "My thanks to you,
Your Lordship."

He turned his attention to the boy who' d brought in the pups, and
Myrrima realized that the gift did not consist nerely of dogs, but of the
boy. He was a dark-haired |ad, rangy. Like a wolf hinself.

"Tell nme, what is your nane?" Gaborn asked.
"Kaylin," the boy answered, dropping to one knee.
"These are fine dogs. You are their keeper, | take it?"

"I been hel ping." The boy's | anguage was uncouth, but his sharp eyes
mar ked his intelligence.

"You |i ke these puppies?" Gaborn asked. The boy sniffed and blinked
back a tear. He nodded.

"Why are you so sad?"

"I been watchin' 'em since they was born. | don't want nothin' to
happen to 'em Yer Hi ghness.™

Gaborn met G overman's eyes. The Duke sniled and nodded toward the boy.

"Then, Kaylin," Gaborn asked, "would you be willing to stay in the
castle, and help care for themfor ne?"

The boy's nmouth dropped in astoni shnment. As Myrrima had guessed,
Groverman had not forewarned the child of the possibility.

Gaborn nerely smled pleasantly at the Duke. "How many of these pups
can you provide nme with?"

The Duke smiled. "I've been letting thembreed at will now for four
years. | snelled trouble brewing. Wwuld a thousand suit Your Hi ghness?"
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Gaborn grinned. It was a princely wedding gift, in spite of the fact
that lonme |ooked as if she were about to fly into a rage and tear out the
Duke's hair.

"You think we could have that nmany by spring?" Gaborn asked. "It seens
a | arge nunber."

"Far sooner than that," G overman said. "Seven hundred pups are waiting
outside in wagons. The others wll be ready within a few weeks."

Autum was not nornally the best tine of year to get pups, Mrrim
knew. More births occurred in early spring and sunmer. These seven hundred
had to have been born within the | ast sixteen weeks or so.

"My thanks," Gaborn said. He put his pup on the floor and returned to
the breakfast table as G overman left with. Kaylin in tow

The King's pup cane and worried at Myrrina's shoe for a nonment, trying
to drag her foot fromher leg, until she gave it a sausage from her plate.

| ome seened so upset by the presence of the pups that Myrrima of fered
to put themout with the others. When |lone agreed, Myrrinma grabbed the pups
and a plate of sausages. She went outside the keep, and found Kaylin on the
green, | ooking sonewhat forlornly at a wagon of pups.

Gaborn's new counsel or, Jureem who had served Raj Ahten until only
recently, was standing next to the boy with his back turned to Myrrim,
giving instructions to Kaylin. To be heard over the yapping of the
creatures, Jureem spoke | oudly.

"You wi Il of course be tireless in your service," Jureemsaid. "The
dogs will depend on you for food and water and shelter and bathi ng. You
nmust keep them strong."

The boy Kaylin nodded vigorously. Myrrima stopped behind Jureem She
had seen Jureeminstructing the household staff over the past few days,
badgering a chanbernaid here, a horse groomthere. Now, she was curious to
hear what this fornmer slave froma far country had to say.

"“A good servant gives his all to his lord,"” Jureemintoned with nock
exaggeration in a thick Taifan accent. "He never lets hinself tire, never
shirks his duty. He nmust never becone weary of performng his tasks well.
He serves his lord in every thought and every deed, adm nistering to his
| ord's needs before they are ever voiced. He gives up his own life--his
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dreans and pl easures--to serve his lord. Can you do that?"
"But," the boy said, "I just want to take care of the pups.”

"When you serve them you are serving your lord. That is the task he
has chosen for you. But if he should choose a different task for you, then
you nust be prepared to fulfill his every command. Do you understand?"

"You nmean he m ght take ne away fromthe pups?" the boy whined.

"Soneday, yes. If you do this job well, he will expand your duties. In
addition to the kennels, he mght place you in charge of his stables or ask
you to train dogs for war. You m ght even be called upon to becone a guard
and bear arns for even the Dedi cate dogs of the kennels m ght be a target
for Raj Ahten's assassins.

"Watch the King. He works for his people tirelessly. Learn fromhis
devotion. We all live in service to one another. A man is nothing wthout
his lord. Alord is nothing without his servants." Jureem wal ked away,
hurrying to fulfill some other obligation.

The boy seened to consider the counselor's words, then | ooked up at
Myrrima and caught his breath. He smled at her in that hopeful way that
men did ever since she'd been endowed wi th gl anour.

She put both pups down by her feet, and stroked them as they wol fed
their sausages. Until that nonment, even Myrrima had not known what she
woul d do.

But she knew that she nust prepare, and Jureem s words convinced her
that she had to begin doing so tirelessly, to anticipate the threat before
it arrived.

"The pups like you," Kaylin nused.

"You know t he pups well?" Myrrima asked. "Do you know whi ch dogs were
born of which bitches?"

Kaylin nodded soberly. O course he did. That was the only reason that
Groverman had sent the boy to serve young King O den.

“I''ll want four of them" Myrrim said softly, |est sonmeone overhear.
She was terribly conscious of the fact that she planned to take these pups
from her own king wthout asking. But Kaylin would never know that she was
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stealing. Hadn't he just seen her dining with the King and Queen? The boy
woul d assune that she was sone | ady who had a right to the pups. Myrrim
hoped that if she worked hard, perhaps she could truly earn that right.
“"Two for stam na, one for scent, and one for netabolism Can you pick out
t he best ones for ne?"

Kayl i n nodded vi gorously.

After breakfast, lome and Gaborn retired to their bedchanber for a
nonment, and cl osed the doors behind them |eaving their Days out in the
al cove.

|l onme could not feel perfectly at ease in this room The huge bed, with
its inmages of fools and lords carved into its posterns and the pineappl es
at its top, had been her nother and father's bed a week ago. Her nother's
perfunmes and cosnetics were in their case beside the oriel, where the
nmorning |light was best. Her father's clothes were still in the wardrobes;
Gaborn had brought few of his own clothes from Mystarria, but her father's
garnents fit Gaborn well enough

But nore than the objects in this room the scent of it rem nded |one
of her parents. She could snell her nother's hair on her pillow, her body
oil's, her perfune.

Should I tell hinf she wondered. lonme was carrying Gaborn's child, she
felt certain. They'd been married for only four days, and lone felt no
nausea. She would not know for a few days yet whether she had even m ssed
her tinme of nonth. But she did feel a strangeness to her body, and Myrrinma
had seen it today. She'd said that |onme was "gl ow ng."

But was that proof enough? |one doubted it. She dared not speak of her
hopes to Gaborn.

| ome sat on the edge of the bed, wondering if Gaborn woul d want her,
but he nerely went to the oriel and stared south for a long tine, deep in
t hought .

"Have you deci ded what to do yet?" she asked. Before the wedding, he'd
been in constant turnoil, wondering how he could best fight Raj Ahten,
wonderi ng where Raj Ahten would strike next. As Earth King, he was the
prot ect or of mankind, and now Gaborn shuddered at the very thought of
taking a hunman life, even the |life of an eneny. This norning' s news of Raj
Ahten's attacks had | eft him deeply worried.
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She' d encouraged himto go on the hunt, hoping that by having a few
days away; slipping into sone sort of routine, he mght be able to clear
his mnd, while at the same tinme it would ease concerns anong his people.

"WIIl you take endownents? Thousands have offered thensel ves as your
Dedi cates. "

Gaborn bowed his head in thought. "I can't,"” he said. "Of that | am

becom ng nore and nore certain.”

A week ago, both of their fathers had been slain. Afterward, Gaborn had
wanted to take endownents, to take the strength of a thousand nen and the
grace of another thousand and to take the stanmi na of ten thousand and the
net abol i sm of a hundred nmen and use it all to slay Raj Ahten.

Yet now that deed seened beyond him Taking a nman's endowrents was
risky. A man mght give themw Ilingly enough, but there was always a
danger. A nman who gave brawn would find that his heart was suddenly too
weak to beat, and m ght pass away within nonents. A nman who gave grace
coul d not properly digest his food, or relax his lungs enough to let out a
breath, so mght fall prey to starvation or suffocation. A man who gave
stamina to his lord could die frominfection the next tinme an illness swept
t hrough the castle.

So a man who took another's endownents could soon find hinself poisoned
by guilt. Wrse than that, since a powerful Runelord was so nearly
I nvincible, only a fool would attack himdirectly. Instead, the Runelord's
Dedi cat es becane the targets of his eneny's wath. If one were to slay a
| ord' s Dedi cates, he would sever the magical link that raised the lord's
attributes, and in doing so, he would nmake the | ord hinself nore hunan,
nore vul nerable to attack.

Borenson had slain lonme's own Dedicates a week ago. The pain of it was
astoni shing. Good nen and wonen had died. She'd wept bitterly about it
ni ght after night, for the Dedicates were often friends, people who had
| oved the ki ngdom and therefore sought to strengthen it so that they could
better maintain her realm

As Earth King, Gaborn sought to defend his people. He could |ock his
Dedicates in towers, guard themw th his nost powerful knights, provide the
best physicians to care for them Still it mght not be enough.

Gaborn's argunents agai nst taki ng endowrents were norally sound. Yet
| ome had to wonder. He was the Earth King, the hope of the Wrld. But how
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great a king could he be, if he left hinself open to attack?

"Last week," lonme said, "you swore to ne that you would be an Qat h-
Bound Lord. Are you forsaking endownents conpletely? | can't inmagi ne why.
You are a good man. If you take endowrents only from your Chosen, | know
that you will use themw sely, and prudently. You wll be a better king
because of it. And because you are the Earth King, you wll know when your
Dedi cates are in danger, and be better able to preserve them"”

"Knowi ng that a man is in danger and rescuing himare entirely
different matters,"” Gaborn said heavily. "Even with all of ny powers, | may
not be able to protect them"™

"But what of Raj Ahten? What wi ||l happen when he does send his
assassins? Surely he wll!"

"If he sends assassins, then | will sense the danger, and we w ||
flee." Gaborn said. "But | wll not fight another nman ever again, unless |
have no choice.”

lome felt confused by such tal k. She valued |life, valued the lives of
her people above all. But she couldn't just turn her back on Raj Ahten.
She' d never be able to forgive himfor what he'd done. lone's nother and
father were dead at his hands. Gaborn's nother and father, too. Gaborn
shoul d have been shouting for vengeance. Even now, Raj Ahten was marchi ng
on his honeland in Mystarria. Al of Gaborn's counsel ors had agreed that
Heredon's forces were too weak to pursue the Wl f Lord south. They | acked
the warriors and force horses to do so. Raj Ahten's troops had stolen all
of the good horses in Sylvarresta's stables when they fled. One of the
first things that Gaborn did when he reached Castle Sylvarresta was to
|l earn fromthe stabl emasters the nanes of every horse that had been taken,
and the nanes of their Dedicates. Then he'd sent the list to Duke
Groverman, where the Dedi cate horses were kept, and had the Dedicates slain

It was a desperate effort to slow Raj Ahten in his flight toward
Mystarria. Raj Ahten's knights would have been forced to ride common
nmounts. Perhaps because of this slaughter of Dedicate horses, hordes of
Kni ghts Equi tabl e had been able to nount anbushes that took a toll against
Raj Ahten's Invincibles.

Gaborn had bought Duke Pal adane the tine he'd need to set his defenses
agai nst the Wwlf Lord, and m ght well have nade it possible to run sone of
Raj Ahten's forces into the ground. Gaborn's honme country of Mstarria was
the largest and richest realmin all the kingdonms of Rofehavan. A full
third of all the force soldiers in the north were under the conmand of
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Pal adane t he Hunt snan.

But | one doubted that Pal adane could stop Raj Ahten's armes. She only
hoped that Pal adane coul d sonehow hold the Wl f Lord at bay until the kings
of the north could conbine their armes. Gaborn had sent nessengers al
across Rof ehavan, begging for aid.

Still, Gaborn had not sent nmen from Heredon to hel p Pal adane.

"Way?" lonme asked. "Way won't you stop Raj Ahten? You don't have to do
it yourself. Many are gathering here, lords fromall over Heredon. You have
men who could fight, the |ords of Heredon are eager for revenge! | would
fight! | hesitate to ask you this, but are you afraid of hinf"

Gaborn shook his head, | ooked at her as if hoping she woul d under st and.
“I amnot afraid of him" Gaborn said. "Yet sonething holds ne back.

“"There is sonmething...l feel so profoundly...and | cannot express it
wel | . Perhaps | cannot express it at all. But...l amthe Earth King, and am
charged with saving a seed of mankind through the dark season to cone. |
don't feel that the people of Indhopal are ny enemes. | cannot harmthem
| wll not willingly destroy nen and wonen. Not when | fear that the
reavers are ny true enemes."

"Raj Ahten is our eneny," lone said. "He is as bad as any reaver."

"He is," Gaborn admtted, "but think of this: For each four hundred nen
and wonen alive, we have but one force soldier, one protector capable of
stopping a reaver. And if that one protector dies, then it is probable that
four hundred people will die because of that |oss."

It was a terrifying thought, and lonme herself had worried about little
el se but logistics for the past seven days as she began to consider the
enormty of the problem How nmany warriors could Gaborn spend fighting Raj
Aht en? WAS even one warrior one too nmany?

Ti me and again Gaborn hinted that he thought so. Wth the forty
t housand forcibles that Gaborn's father had captured at Longnot, Gaborn
m ght equip four thousand force soldiers. It was a nunber ten tinmes what
lone's father had had. Yet it would be a small force conpared to what Raj
Aht en coul d marshal .

And there was the WIf Lord hinself to contend with. Raj Ahten had
t housands of endownents of his own. Gaborn had tal ked about using the
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forcibles to make hinself Raj Ahten's equal, so that he could fight the
WIlf Lord man to nman.

But if Gaborn did so, if he drained endowrents from even several
hundred nen, he worried that he Wuld be wasting resources. He did not know
if he'd ever get another forcible again. Jureem had warned himthat the
bl ood-netal mnes of Kartish were played out. These forty thousand
forci bles were Gaborn's best weapons agai nst the reavers.

But suddenly |onme understood sonething that had el uded her. "Wait, are
you saying that you don't want to kill Raj Ahten?" Until this nonment, she
had t hought that Gaborn would nerely stay here in Heredon, hide behind the
protective borders of the Dunnwood, and | et the shades of his ancestors
protect himfrom Raj Ahten. But Gaborn seened nervous, and there was an
intensity to him a pleading deneanor, that nmade her realize that he needed
to tell her sonething she would not want to hear.

Gaborn turned aside and | ooked at her fromthe corner of his eye, as if
he could not bear to face her fully. "You have to understand ny |ove: The
peopl e of Indhopal are not ny enem es. The Earth has nmade ne its king, and
| ndhopal is ny real malso. | nust save those | can. The peopl e of | ndhopal
al so need a defender."”

"You can't go to Indhopal," lonme said. "You can't even be thinking such
a thing. Raj Ahten's men will kill you. Besides, you'll be needed here."

"I agree," Gaborn said. "Yet Raj Ahten has the nost powerful arny in

the world, and he is the nost powerful Runelord of us all. If | fight him
we may all be destroyed. If | ignore him | surely do so at ny own peril
If | try to flee him he will catch ne. | can see only one alternative..."

“Are you saying that you would use your power to Choose hinf After what
he has done?" lome could not hold back the shock and anger in her voice.

"I hope to arrange a truce," Gaborn admtted, and she knew from his

tone that his decision was final. "I have discussed the possibility with
Jureem ™
"Raj Ahten will not grant you a truce,"” lonme said with certainty. "Not

unl ess you return the forcibles your father won with his owm |ife. And that
woul d not be a truce, that woul d be surrender!”

Gaborn nodded, stared at her evenly.
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"Don't you see it?" lonme said. "It wouldn't even be surrender with
honor, for once you give the forcibles back, Raj Ahten would use them
agai nst you. | know ny cousin. | know him He will not |eave you alone. The

fact that Earth has given you dom nion over manki nd does not nean Raj Ahten
wi || concede the honor."

Gaborn gritted his teeth, |ooked as if he would turn away. She coul d
see the anguish in his features. She knew that he |oved his people, that he
sought to protect them as best he knew how, and that right now he could see
no way to bring Raj Ahten down.

"Still, I must ask for a truce,"” Gaborn answered. "And if a truce
cannot be won, then...|l nust ask for honorable conditions of surrender.
Only if such conditions cannot be net, will | be forced to fight."

"There can be no surrender,” lonme said. "My father surrendered, and
once he did, Raj Ahten changed the terns to fit his whim You cannot be Raj
Ahten's Dedi cate and the Earth King!"

"I fear you are right," Gaborn said with a heavy sigh, and he cane and
sat on the bed next to |lone, took her hand. But it was cold confort.

"Why can't you just kill himand be done with it?" lonme asked.

"Raj Ahten has perhaps ten thousand force warriors in his service,"
Gaborn said. "Even if | defeated himroundly, and |lost half as many nen,
would it be worth the price? Think of it, four and a half mllion children,
wonmen! Could | knowingly throw away the life of even one? And who is to say
that it would stop there? Wth so nany warriors lost, would it even be
possi bl e anynore to stop the reavers?”

Gaborn paused. After a nonment, he held a finger up to his |ips,
notioning for lone to keep quiet, and went over to King Sylvarresta's old
witing table. He drew out a small book fromthe top drawer, and began
pul i ng out papers hidden in its bindings.

He brought themto Ionme and whi spered, "In the House of Understandi ng,
in the Roomof Dreans, the Days are taught thus about the nature of good
and evil," Gaborn said. This surprised |lonme. The teachings of the Days were
hi dden from Runel ords. Now she knew why he whi spered. The Days were right
outside their doorway.

Gaborn showed her a diagram he had scribed out on parchnent.
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"Every man sees hinself as a lord," Gaborn said, "and he rul es over
t hree domains: the Donain Invisible, the Donain Comunal, and the Domain
Vi si bl e.

"Each domain can have many parts. A nman's tinme, his body space, his
free wwll, are all part of his Domain Invisible, while all of the things he
owns, all of the things he can easily see, are part of his Domain Visible.

"Now, whenever soneone violates our domain, we call himevil: If he
seeks to take our |and or our spouse, if he seeks to destroy our comrunity
or our good name, if he abuses our tinme or tries to deny us our free wll,
we wll hate himfor it.

"But if another enlarges your domain, you call himgood. |If he praises
you to others, enlarging your stature in the comunity, you |ove himfor
it. If he gives you noney or honor, you love himfor it.

“lome, there is sonething | feel so deeply, and | can only express it
this way: the lives of all nmen, their fates, are all here, a part of ny
domai n!"

He pointed to the draw ng, waving vaguely toward the Domai n Conmunal
and the Domain Invisible. lome | ooked up into his eyes, and she thought she
understood She'd been a Runelord all her life, had been entrusted in small
ways with the affairs of state. She had accepted the hopes and dreans and
fates of her people as part of her donain.

"I see," |one whispered.

"I know you do, in part," Gaborn breathed, "but not in full. I feel...
feel the cataclysm approaching. The Earth is warning ne. Danger is comn ng.
Not just danger for you and for ne, but for every man, wonman, and child
| ' ve Chosen.

"I must do what | can to protect them-everything I can to protect
them even if | amdooned to failure.

"I nmust seek alliance with Raj Ahten."

| ome noted the vehenence in his denmeanor, and knew that he was not | ust
stating his resolution. He was soliciting her approval.

"And where do | fit in your circles?" |ome asked, waving to the draw ng
in Gaborn's | ap.
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"You are all of it," Gaborn said. "Don't you understand? This is not ny
bed or your bed. This is our bed." He waved at hinself. "This is not ny
body or your body, it is our body. Your fate is ny fate, and ny fate is
yours. Your hopes are ny hopes, and ny hopes need to be yours. | don't want
wal | s or divisions between us. If there are any, then we are not truly
married. We are not truly one."

| ome nodded. She understood. She'd seen coupl es before, seen how over
tinme they'd shared so nuch, becone so close, that they' d picked up even one
anot her's oddest habits and noti ons.

| ome craved such uni on.

“"You think you're so wise," she said, "quoting forbidden teachings. But
|"ve heard sonething fromthe Room of Dreans, too.

“I'n the House of Understanding, in the Roomof Dreans, it is said that
a man is born crying. He cries to his nother for her breast. He cries to
hi s nother when he falls. He cries for warnth and | ove. As he grows ol der,
he learns to differentiate his wants. | want food! he cries. | want warnth.
| want daylight to cone. And when a not her soothes her child, her own words
are but a lanment: | want joy for you.'

"As we learn to speak, nearly all of our utterances are nerely cries
better defined. Listen to every word a nman speaks to you and you can | earn
to hear the pleas enbedded beneath every notion he expresses. | want | ove.
| want confort. |I want freedom'™

| ome paused for a nonment, for effect, and in that profound and sudden
sil ence, she knew that she had his full attention.

Then she voi ced her plea. "Gaborn, never surrender to Raj Ahten. As you
| ove nme--as you |l ove your |ife and your people--never surrender to evil."

"So long as | have the choice,” Gaborn said, at last listening to
reason.

She pushed his book to the floor and took Gaborn's chin in her hand,
kissed himfirmy, and drew himdown to the bed.

Two hours later, guards atop the castle wall called out in dismay and
pointed to the We River, where it snaked anong the verdant fields. The
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river upstream had turned red, red as bl ood.

But the flood of red washing downstream bore the strong mneral snells
of copper and sulfur. It was only nmud and silt thick enough to foul the
waters, to clog the gills of fish and slowy suffocate them

Gaborn took his wizard to investigate. Binnesman stood knee-deep in the
wat er, experinentally dipped his hand in and tasted it, then nmade a sour
face. "Mud fromthe deep earth.”

"How did it get in the river?" Gaborn wondered. He stayed on the
riverbank, not liking the snmell of the foul ed water.

"The headwaters of the We," Binnesman said, "spring up from deep
underground. The nud is comng fromthere."

"Coul d an earthquake cause this?" Gaborn asked.

“"A shift in the earth could cause it," Binnesnman nmused. "But | fear it
didn't. The ruins where we slew the reaver nage are near the source of the
water. My guess is that reavers are tunneling there. Perhaps we didn't kil
themall."

Because so many | ords had gathered outside Castle Sylvarresta for the
cel ebration of Hostenfest, it was not hard to gather sone worthy nen
quickly and ride the thirty mles into the nountains. Six hours later in
the early afternoon, a full five hundred warriors reached the ancient
duskin ruins, with Gaborn and Bi nnesman | eadi ng the way.

The ruins | ooked exactly as they had the night before, when Bi nnesman,
Gaborn, and Borenson had energed. The gnarled roots. of a great oak on a

hill half hid the entrance. The nmen lit their torches and nmade their way
down an anci ent broken stairway, where the earth held a thick mnera
snmell. Gaborn could tell that the scent had changed since yesterday.

The entrance to the ancient duskin city was a perfect half-circle sone
twenty feet in dianeter. The stones along the walls were enornmous, and each
was perfectly carved and fitted, so that even after thousands of years,
they still held solid.

For the first quarter mle, there was a nyriad of side tunnels and
chanbers, houses and shops where duskins had once |ived, now overgrown wth
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the strange subterranean fauna of the Underworld, dark rubbery | eaves of
man's ear and spongy mats of foliage that clung to the wall. The place had
been picked clean of any duskin artifacts ages ago, and now was the abode
of gl owi ng newts and blindcrabs and other denizens of the Underworld.

The troops had not gone half a mle down the w nding stairs when it
ended abruptly.

The path ahead had recently been shorn away. Were the stair shoul d
have been | eading down mles and mles to the Idynean Sea, instead a vast
tunnel crossed the path.

Bi nnesman edged close to the bottomstair, but the rock cracked and
shifted under his feet and he | eapt back. He held a |antern high, peering
down.

The tunnel opening there was a huge circle, at |east two hundred yards
across, and had been hewn through thick dirt and debris. The bottom was a
nmess of sludge and stone. No human coul d have dug this passage. No reaver,
either, for that nmatter.

Bi nnesman stared down, stroking his beard. Then he picked up a stone
and dropped it. "So, | did feel sonething stirring beneath ny feet," he
nmused al oud. "The Earth is in pain."

Just then, a flock of small dark creatures flew through the black
tunnel below, creatures of the Underworld that could not easily abide the
light of day. They nmade shrieking sounds of pain, then wheeled away from
the | anterns.

Ner vously, Borenson broke the silence. "Wat could have burrowed such a
tunnel ?"

"Only one thing," Binnesman answered, "though ny bestiary of the
Underworl d describes it as a creature only witnessed once before by a
single man, and therefore describes it as a thing of |egend. Such a passage
could only have been dug by a hujnoth, a world worm"
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CHAPTER 4

THE REAVERS

"Skyrider Averan," the beast master Brand said, "you are needed."”

Averan turned to look at himin the predawn |ight, but not too quickly.
In the huge shadowy | oft of the graak's aerie, she |located Brand nore by
the sound of his footsteps than by sight. She was feeding sone fledgling
graaks and dared not | ook away fromthe reptiles. The graaks stood fourteen
feet at the shoulder and could easily swallow a child |ike Averan whol e.
Though the graaks adored her and she'd been feeding themsince they first
clawed their way out of their |eathery eggs, the graaks were likely to snap
when hungry. Sonetinmes they would try to hook neat fromher hand with a
|l ong wing claw. Averan did not want to | ose an arm as Brand had done so
| ong ago.

Skyrider, she thought. He called ne "skyrider." Not "beast handler." At
ni ne years of age, Averan was too big, too old, to be a skyrider. She
hadn't been allowed to fly in two years.

Brand stood in the doorway to the aerie, the dimnorning |ight casting
a hal o around him The haunch of a young lanb was tied to his belt with a
coil of rope, a lure for the graaks. He squinted and stroked his gray beard
with his left hand.

She wondered if he'd had too nmuch new wi ne | ast night, had forgotten
how ol d she was. "Are you--"

"Sure? Yes." Brand grunted, and his words were clipped, strained. She
suddenly realized that he was shaking. "And we nust hurry."” He turned then,
and headed for the |ofts.

In the dimlight, Averan and Brand clinbed stairs chiseled in stone,
into the upper aerie. The nests up here snelled fetid. The ol der graaks
carried a scent not unlike that of a snake, and after centuries of
habi tation, that odor perneated the very rock of the aerie. Averan had
|l earned to like the snell |long ago, just as sone people were said to enjoy
the stench of horse sweat or the odor of dogs.

The stairs opened into a wide chanber with a single narrow entrance
chiseled in the east side of the hill. In the dimlight, Averan could see
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that the chanber was enpty. The graaks were out for their norning hunt. The
cool autumm weat her tended to nmake themrestless and hungry.

Averan fol |l owed Brand onto the |landing. He stood for a nonment, took the
haunch of lanb fromhis belt, and made sure that the rope was tied snugly
between a |iganent and the bone at the joint. Then he stood sw nging the
huge clunmsy lure. It took a full-grown man to swing the graak bait |ike
t hat .

"Leat herneck!" he call ed. "Leatherneck."

The graak was trained to respond to his nane. The |anb woul d serve as a
reward for the nonster's obedi ence, when he cane.

Aver an searched the norning sky. The reptile was nowhere in sight.
Leat herneck was old and | arge, a beast of great stami na, but not nuch
speed. He was sel dom used as a nount anynore. Over the past sunmer, he'd
taken to hunting farther and farther afield.

To the west, the Hest Mountains rose, their sheer peaks white from| ast
night's dusting of snow. On the nountainside below the aerie, Keep Haberd
rose--five stone towers, its walls spanning both sides of the narrow pass
that led into the nountains. People were running about within the castle
wal I s, shouting. Sonme still bore torches. Their voices sounded di mand
di stant. Wonen and children were clinbing onto wagons down on the green,
seeking to escape.

Only then did Averan realize that sonething was terribly wong. "What's
happeni ng?"

Brand set down the haunch of lanb as if weary, neasured her with a
gaze. "A squire just rode in with news out of the hills of Mrenshire. A
vol cano erupted in the Alcair Muwuntains |ast night, spew ng ash. Reavers
are approaching in its wake. The rider estinmates that anong the reavers are
sone eighty thousand bl ade-bearers, and anot her thousand | esser nmages with
a fell mage. A cloud of gree flies above them blackening the skies. You
must get the news to Duke Pal adane at Carris."

Averan struggled to understand the inplications of what Brand had j ust
said. Morenshire was a region in the farthest west of Mystarria, bordering
the juncture of the Hest and Al cair nountains. The citadel here, Keep
Haberd, the nearest fortress, was old and stalwart. It served as a refuge
for travelers in the nountains, and the soldiers here nostly kept the
trails safe agai nst robbers and reavers and other vermn. But the fortress
woul d never hold out against a force |like the one that Brand described. The
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reavers would overrun the walls in an hour, and they wouldn't take
prisoners.

Duke Pal adane was the King's strategist. If anyone could defeat the
reavers, Pal adane coul d. But Pal adane had his hands full. Raj Ahten's nen
had taken or destroyed several castles on the borders, and |lords and
peasants ali ke were fleeing fromthe north.

"Qur lord thinks that the volcanic eruption has flushed the reavers

fromtheir lairs,” Brand went on. "It happened once that way, in ny
grandfather's tinme. The volcano filled their burrows with lava and all the
nonsters fled in its wake. But this eruption will bring greater m sery than

that one did. The reavers have been breedi ng unchecked in those hills for
far too long." He rubbed his whiskers.

"What about you?" Averan asked. "Wiat will you do?"

"Don't worry about ne," Brand said. "I'lIl take themon with one hand,
if I nmust.” He wiggled the stunp of his right arm and | aughed painful ly at
hi s own j oke.

But she could see the terror in his eyes.

“Don't worry about nme. You just take ol d Leatherneck,"” Brand said.
“"You'll fly without benefit of saddle or food or water to keep your weight
down. "

"What of Derwi n?" Averan asked. "Shouldn't he take the nessage to Duke
Pal adane?" Derwi n was younger. At the age of five, he was the official
skyrider for Keep Haberd.

"I sent himoff late |ast night on another errand,” Brand answered,
gazing off to the south, searching for his beast. Then he nuttered
bitterly, "Qur fool of a lord sending skyriders to fetch letters to his
m stress. "

Averan already knew that. Years ago, she'd often carried letters and
roses fromher Lord Haberd to Lady Chethamin Arrowshire. In return, the
| ady woul d send notes of her own with |ockets of her hair or a perfuned
handkerchi ef. Lord Haberd apparently believed that he could hide his
adulterous affair nore easily if he used children for nessengers rather
than one of his ol der soldiers.

The fertile plains to the east were shrouded in norning fog that turned
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a dimgold as the sun's first rays touched upon it. Here and there, a green
hill rose |like an enerald island fromthe m st. Averan watched anong the
val |l eys for sign of the graak. Leatherneck would be there, searching for
sonething slow and fat to eat.

"How soon wll the reavers be here?" Averan asked.

"Two hours," Brand answered. "At the nost."

Hardly tinme to nount a defense. If Lord Haberd called for aid fromthe
nearest fortress, it would take a day, even for knights riding force
horses. She wondered if the nen here could hold out so |ong.

Brand put his hand to his nouth, called again. In the far distance,
Averan saw a w nged speck rise fromthe mst, tan-colored flesh aglow with
the norning light Leatherneck answering the sunmons.

"Leatherneck is old,"” Brand said. "You'll have to stop and rest him
frequently."

Aver an nodded.

"Fly above the woods to the north, then cut across the ridges to the
Brace Mountains. It's only two hundred and forty mles--not far. You can
reach Carris by nightfall."

"Wn't resting slow ne?" Averan asked. "Maybe | should just fly on
t hr ough. "

"This is safer,” Brand said. "No need to kill the beast in your hurry."

What coul d he nean? she wondered. O course she had to hurry--and the
deat h of her nmount was nothing conpared with the deaths of the nen.

She realized the truth then. Keep Haberd was isol ated. Nothing that she
did woul d nmake any difference. No help could arrive in tinme. Lord Haberd
had probably al ready sent out nessengers riding force horses. And the
horses woul d nake better tinme than she could. Her top speed was forty mles
per hour, and flying north at this tinme of the year, she m ght have to
battl e headwi nds. A fast horse, one with enough endowrents of netabolism
and strength and stam na, could easily run eighty.

“You're not sending ne out to carry a nessage,"” Averan said. Her voice
felt tight in her throat, and her heart was poundi ng.
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Brand gl anced down at her, smled fondly. "Of course not. |'m saving
your life, child," he admtted. "Take the nessage to Duke Pal adane if you
want. There's always a chance that the horsenen won't get through.™

He | eaned over and whi spered conspiratorially, "But if you take ny

advice, | wouldn't stop there. The palace at Carris is a death trap. If the
reavers head that way, they could take it in a fortnight, and there's no
guarantee that Pal adane will let you ride out on the beast you flew in on.

Tel | Pal adane that you've been instructed to carry a nessage of warning
farther north, to our lord s second cousin at Mntal fer. Pal adane woul dn't
dare hold you back then."

Leat herneck was | aboriously winging his way up fromthe foggy downs,
carrying sonme shepherd's ewe in his great maw. He fl ew eagerly, his snal
gol den eyes gazing all around.

The beast dropped to the landing, flapping his great wings so that the
ai r whi pped Averan's hair. Leatherneck took a clunsy bounce, then gently
| aid the sheep's carcass at Brand's feet, as if he were sone giant cat
maki ng a present to his master of a dead nouse. The graak stood panti ng,
the folds of skin at his throat jiggling, as he sought to catch his breath.

He | eaned forward, nuzzled Brand's chest.

Brand smled wistfully, reached out with his one good hand and patted
the brute's nose, pried a chunk of neat out from between Leat herneck's
saberli ke teeth.

"I"'mgoing to mss you, old lizard," Brand said. He tossed the haunch
of lanmb up into the air as high as he could. Leatherneck snagged it before
it could touch ground.

To Averan, Brand said, "I used to ride himas a |lad, you know, forty
years back--as did King Orden. This is a kingly mount you'll ride."

Leat herneck was one of the ol dest graaks in the aerie, not the one
she' d have chosen to take. But he was well trained, and Brand had al ways
hel d a special affection for the nonster. "I'll take good care of him"
Aver an sai d.

Brand nade a fist, pal mdown, and the great reptile. |eaned forward,
crouching so that Averan could nount. She ran a step and | eapt onto its
back. Like all skyriders, she had an endownent of stam na and of brawn. She
had nore strength and endurance than any comoner, and with her small size
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she was easily able to |l eap up and scranble over the nonster's back. Beyond
t hose endownents, she had one of wit, and could therefore recount verbatim
al nost any nessage her lord ever wanted her to deliver. Such endownents set
her apart fromother children. She was only nine, but had | earned nuch in
that tine.

Averan settled in before the first horny plate on the beast's neck. She
scratched the graak's | eathery hide.

“"Never fall," Brand said. It was the first rule a skyrider was taught
as a child. It was also a farewel| anong the skyriders, an invocation to
begi n every journey.

"I never shall," Averan answered. He tossed her a small bag that
cl anked when she grabbed it, the sound of coins. Hs life's savings, she
I magi ned.

She cl asped her legs around the graak's neck, felt his nuscles tense
and ripple as he awaited her conmand.

She wi shed that she had nore tinme to say goodbye to Brand. A part of
her could not quite imagine that the reavers were really com ng. The keep
this nmorning | ooked the sane as on any other autumm day. Here on the
| andi ng, hi gh above the castle, naidenhair ferns and a few norning glories
trailed up the rock, their purple flowers opening wide. The air was still
and peaceful. The snell of cooking fires wafted up fromthe stronghol ds
down bel ow.

Her m nd rebelled at the thought of leaving. Normally she would feed
her graak better before such a long flight. She w shed now that she could
al l ow Leat herneck to eat nore, but the beast would hardly be able to bear
her wei ght and that of a full belly.

Averan's throat felt dry. Bitter tears stung her eyes. She sniffed, and
asked, one last tine, "And what of you, Brand? What will you do? WII| you
| eave the castle? WIIl you promise to hide, if not for yourself, for nme?"

“I't would be death to run before the reavers,"” Brand said. "They'd cut
nme in half |like a sausage. And | fear that in ny current condition, |I'd
make a poor bowran to man the walls."

"H de for me, then," Averan begged. Brand was everything to her,
father, brother, friend. She had no famly. Her father had died in a
skirm sh with reavers before she was born, and her nother perished froma
fall when Averan was a toddler--a fall froma chair while lighting a
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lantern in the lord s keep. Averan had seen her nother fall but had never
quite accepted that soneone could die so easily froma fall. She herself
had dropped fifteen feet on nore than one occasi on when her reptile jarred
her free on | anding, but Averan had taken no harmfromit.

"I promse that I'll hide, if hiding will do any good," Brand said.

She studied his eyes to try to see if he was |ying. But Averan had
al ways been terrible at seeing behind other people' s eyes. Wat ot her
peopl e real ly thought, what they neant, often seened an unfat homabl e

mystery.

So she had to satisfy herself with the hope that Brand woul d hi de, or
run, or sonehow escape the reavers.

Brand had been staring at her, but suddenly his eyes focused on
sonet hi ng behi nd her, and he caught his breath.

She turned. On a far hill up the canyon, she suddenly saw them the
reavers scurrying forward on their six legs. Their |eathery hides were pale
gray in the norning, and at this distance, one could not make out how many
runes were tattooed into their skins. One could see only their bl ades
flashing in the sunlight, and the gleamof fiery staves. From a di stance,
the six-legged creatures | ooked only |ike sone strange insects, scurrying
from beneath a rock. But Averan knew that every one of those fell beasts
was three tinmes the height of a man.

A dark cloud flew up behind, the gree swarm ng out in alarm ng nunbers.
The gree were snaller than bats, |arger than June bugs. They flew out of
caves sonetines. Averan had never seen so nmany that they darkened the sky.

"Go, now" Brand said. The reavers would not be here in two hours. At
the speed they ran, they would be swarmng the walls in five m nutes.

"Up," Averan shout ed.

The graak turned and |leapt off the cliff. Averan felt nauseous for a
noment when the lizard fell. She | ooked down over his neck to the junbl ed
rocks hundreds of feet bel ow

For a nonent, she forgot about the reavers. Many a young skyrider had
fallen to those rocks over the centuries. Averan had watched little Kylis
fall last year, had heard the girl's death scream Now for one eterna
nonment Averan feared that Leatherneck would not be able to bear her weight,
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that she would carry themboth to their deaths.
Then the graak's wi ngs caught on the air, and she soared.

She gl anced back. Brand waved at her fromthe rocky perch of the
graak's aerie, as the norning sun glanced off his face. Then he wal ked
manful Iy back inside the upper |ofts.

It looked to Averan as if the nountain swallowed him She felt half-
tenpted to circle the city for a few nonents, to see what the com ng of the
reavers mght bring, but knew that she did not want such nenories to haunt
her in years to cone.

So with little nudges of her feet and spoken commands, Averan steered
Leat herneck north, above the roiling fog that glistened |Iike the waves of
the sea. She wiped bitter tears fromher eyes as Leatherneck bore her away.

CHAPTER 5

BEAR STORI ES

"So then your son throws his javelin at the old tusker," Baron Poll
chortled at Roland, "and he thinks hinself a marksman, ains right between
the eyes. But that old boar nust have had a skull as thick as the King's
fool's head, for the javelin hits the skull and nerely grazes the beast!"

Baron Poll smled at the nenory, and Rol and | ooked up the road. They
were still half a day fromCarris, riding slowy in the md afternoon,
letting the nounts catch their breath.

"So the old tusker is nad, and he lowers his snout and paws the ground,
bl ood fl ow ng down over his tusks. Now you know that the boars of the
Dunnwood are as tall as a horse and all as shaggy-haired as a yak. And your
son, being only thirteen at the tinme, sees that this tusker is about to
charge and hasn't the wit to do what any man shoul d."
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"Which 1 s?" Roland asked. He'd never hunted boars in the Dunnwood.

"Way, turn his nmount and run!" Baron Poll shouted. "No, your son sits
there | ooking at the beast, making a fine target of his horse, and no doubt
he's peed his breeches about now.

"Well, that old boar charges and catches his nmount right under the
belly with a good upper thrust that disenbowels the horse and throws your
son about four feet in the air.

"Now, as | said, it was about an hour past that we'd |ost the hounds,
and we'd been riding to find them W could hear them yapping off in the
hills, you see.

"So your son cones down off his horse, and it's sort of |inping away,
and the boar sees your |lad standing there, and your son takes off running
so fast, | swear by the Powers | thought he'd taken flight!"

Baron Poll's eyes were wide with delight at telling the story. It
sounded as if he'd told this one many a tine before, and he'd honed it well.

"So then young Squire Borenson, upon hearing the hounds yapping, thinks
to hinself--as we later found out--run to the dogs! They'll protect ne!

"And so he takes off running through the bracken, with that boar right
behi nd him

"Now, at the tinme, your son had just taken two endownents of
net abol i sm-so you can i magi ne how fast he's running. He's sprinting al ong
at thirty mles an hour, shouting Murder! Bloody nurder!'--as if he's
rai sing the hue and cry--and every tinme he slows, that boar puts the fear
of death into him

"Now, he's run about half a mle, all uphill, and | start to thinking
it's about tine to save his life, so | go charging up on ny own nount,
right behind himand the boar. But they're running so fast through the
under brush that | keep having to weave around them |ooking for a clearer
course, and so | never can quite get within throw ng di stance of that boar.

“And then your son reaches the dogs. They're all sitting down at the
base of this big rowan tree, their tongues hangi ng out, and every once in a
whil e one of the hounds would howl as if to have sonething to do to pass
the time, and your son thinks, Ah, I'Il clinb that tree, and the dogs wl|
pronptly save ne.
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"Your son leaps into the tree, and all the hounds junp up expectantly,
| ooki ng at himand waggi ng the stunps of their tails, and young Borenson
shinni es up about twenty feet.

"And then the boar leaps in amd the thick of the dogs.

Now this ol d tusker had been around, it seened, and it |oved the dogs
no better than it did your son, and seeing that the dogs were all fagged
out and a bit astonished to find a fifteen-hundred-pound nonster in their
m dst, the tusker lowers its snout and throws the first dog it sees about
forty feet in the air and slices another two open before they can even get
to their feet.

"So the rest of the hounds--there were only about five or six of them
inthis little pack--decide that it's tine to tuck what's left of their
tails between their | egs and head for the nearest pub. Then Squire Borenson
starts screamng for me " Hel p--you son of a whore! Help!'

“Well, | think to nyself, that's no way to address someone you're
asking to save your mserable life, such as it is. So since | can see that
he's safely up a tree, | proceed to slow ny horse, as if giving it a
br eat her.

"And just then, | hear this nost peculiar sound--this deafening roar!
And | | ook up, and see why your son is screamng. It turns out that the
tree he'd clinbed had bears in it! Three big bears! The hounds had treed
t hem "

Baron Pol |l |aughed so hard at the nenory that he roared hinself, and by
now he was nearly weepi ng.

"Now your son is stuck in this tree, and the bears are none too happy
to have himthere, and the boar is down underneath it all, and | start
| aughing so hard I can hardly sit in nmy saddle.

"He curses nme soundly--we were never friends, you know -and orders ne
to cone rescue him Well, I"'mtw years his elder, and at fifteen |I figured
|"d rat her be dammed than ordered about by a boy who'd been twelve two
weeks before. Keeping a goodly distance fromthe tree, | shout, "Did you
call me a son of a whore?

“And your son cries, | did!

"Well, it didn't nmatter that he spoke the truth,” Baron Poll continued.
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"I was not about to be so cursed by a thirteen-year-old. So | shouted up at
him “Call me “sirrah, or you can save yoursel f!

Baron Poll fell silent, becane thoughtful.
"What happened then?" Rol and asked.

"Your son's face becane dark with rage. W'd never been friends, as |
said, but | never had guessed how nmuch he hated ne. You see, |'d always
ridden himnercilessly when he was a child, damming himfor a bastard, and
| think he saw through ne. He knew | was of | ow parentage, so he thought |
shoul d treat himbetter than the other boys did not worse. So |I deserved
his hatred, | guess, but | never knew a boy could hate so nmuch. He said,
"When you're dead, if you die with honor, then I'Il call you “sirrah! But
not a nonment before!’

"Then he drew his knife," Baron Poll added nore soberly, "and cli nbed
farther up that tree and started | aughing and going at the bears hinself."

"Wth nothing but a knife?"

“Aye," Baron Poll said. "He had endowrents of brawn and stamina in his
favor, but he was still not nuch nore than a boy in stature. The bears had
clinbed out onto sone big linbs, and | don't know a nman in his right m nd
who woul d have fought themthus. But your boy went after them nmaybe just
to prove to ne that he could do it.

“I think he would have killed them too. But the bears saw hi m com ng
and junped first. So when the boar saw bears dropping |ike plunms fromthe
tree, he decided to give up on your son and go hunt acorns, instead...."
Baron Pol |l chuckled at the nmenory.

"That was when | first realized that young Squire Borenson woul d
soneday becone captain of the King's Guard," Baron Poll continued. "Either
that or he'd get hinself killed. Maybe both"

"Bot h?" Rol and studied Baron Poll's face now. The man was enor nous- -
t hree hundred pounds of fat, all covered with hair as dark as night. But
hi s expressi on was thoughtful.

"“Men who becone captain of the King's Guard sel dom keep the post | ong.
You know that King Orden's famly was attacked by assassins three tines in
the past eight years?"
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Three attacks in eight years seened like a lot. In recent history,
Rol and had never heard of anything like it. Wen he'd given his endowrent
of nmetabolisminto the King's service, he'd never quite inmagined that he
woul d waken to such dark tinmes--his own king dead, the whol e ki ngdom of
Mystarria under attack frominvaders.

"I hadn't known," Rol and sai d. Having been asleep for twenty years, he
hadn't really had a chance to catch up on recent history. He wondered if
Orden had had any | ocal troubl es--nei ghbors who m ght have wanted hi m dead.
"Who sent the assassins?”

"Raj Ahten, of course,” Baron Poll said. "W could never prove it, but
we' ve al ways suspected him"

"You shoul d have sent an assassin down to waylay him" Rol and repli ed,
seething with righteous indignation.

"We di d--dozens of them Anong all the kingdons of Rofehavan, we've

sent hundreds, maybe even thousands. W've tried to kill himand his heirs,
wi pe out his Dedicates and his allies. And the Knights Equitable spent
their own forces, as well. Damm it, this is no little border skirm sh we're

engaged in."

It was astonishing that one Wolf Lord could repel so nany attacks and
still be as powerful as Raj Ahten was runpored to be.

Yet evidence of it was everywhere. Al this afternoon, as Rol and and
Pol | had been riding, they'd nmet peasants fleeing fromthe north. Men and.
wonen pulling carts | oaded with bundl es of clothes, some scraps of food,
and the few val uabl e possessions they had to their nane. They al so saw
signs of recent novenents of armes--Mystarria's warriors heading north
into battle.

Rol and fell silent.
"Uh-oh," Baron Poll nuttered. "What do we have here?"

They rounded a bend and | ooked down a rise. On the road ahead, a horse
was down. Broken leg by the |looks of it. The beast had its head up, |ooking
around weakly, and its rider was trapped half underneath it. The man was
dressed in the garb of a king's nessenger--a | eather hel mand green cl oak,
a mdnight-blue vest with the image of the green knight on its chest.

The nmessenger had passed them not an hour before, shouting for themto
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get out of his way. Now the fellow wasn't noving.

Rol and and Baron Poll raced forward. The | ow spot in the road was nuddy
fromrains two days past--not so nuddy that you'd notice it right off, but
Rol and coul d see where the horse had slid as it rounded the bend, skidding
a hundred yards. After skidding, the horse had apparently twisted its |eg
and gone over. Riding a force horse at full speed--one with three
endownent s of netabolismcould be dangerous. A horse that tried rounding a
bend at sixty mles an hour could m splace a foot, charge full speed into a
tree.

The nmessenger obviously was dead. The man's head rested at an unsightly
angle, his eyes were glazed. Flies danced in the air around his tongue.

Rol and hopped down, grabbed the fellow s nessage case fromw thin his
tunic, a long round scroll pouch nmade of green | acquered |eather. The
i njured horse | ooked up at Roland, uttered a cry of pain. Roland had sel dom
heard that sound from a horse.

"Show t he beast sonme nercy," Baron Poll said.

Rol and took out his short sword, and when the horse | ooked away, he
gave it a killing stroke.

Rol and opened the nessage case, pulled out the scroll, and studied it
for half a second. He did not know how to read or wite nore than a few
wor ds, but he thought he m ght recognize the wax seal. He didn't.

"Well, open it up," Baron Poll said. "At the very least, we nust find
out where it should go."

Rol and broke the wax seal, opened the scroll, found a hastily penned
m ssive. He recogni zed sone of the words: "the," "a," "and." But Rol and
couldn't figure out the |larger words no matter how hard he squinted.

"Well, out with it, damm you!" Poll cri ed.

Rol and gritted his teeth. He wasn't a stupid man, but he wasn't
educated, either. He hurled the nessage at Baron Poll. "I can't read."

"Oh." Baron Poll apol ogi zed, taking the scroll. He appeared to read it
all in a glance.

"By the Powers!" he shouted. "Keep Haberd was overwhel ned at dawn by
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reavers--thousands of them They sent news to Carris!”

"l doubt that Duke Pal adane will rejoice to hear nore bad news," Rol and
sai d.

Baron Poll bit his lower Iip, thinking. He | ooked south, then north,
obvi ously worried about which way to go. "Pal adane is the King' s great-
uncle,” he said, as if Roland m ght have forgotten over the past twenty
years. "He rules now as regent in the King's stead. But if he's put under
siege at Carris, as seens likely, there will be dammed little that he can
do about the reavers. Soneone should take this news back south to the
Courts of Tide, to the counselors there, and to the King."

"Surely nore than one rider was sent," Rol and said.

"W can hope," Baron Poll said.

Rol and nade to nount his horse, but Baron Poll cleared his throat
| oudl y, nodded toward the dead nessenger. "Best grab that man's purse. No
need to let it go to the scavengers."

Rol and felt queasy robbing a dead man, but he knew that Baron Poll was
right. If they didn't get the fellow s purse, the next man on the road
woul d. Besides, he told hinself, if he was going to deliver the King's
nessage, he ought to get a nessenger's pay.

He cut the purse |loose, found it to be heavier than expected. The nman
was probably carrying his life savings.

Rol and shook his head. This was twice in one week that he'd found
hi msel f in possession of a small fortune. He wondered if it were sone sort
of sign that this war would go well for him

He | eapt onto his horse and shouted to Baron Poll, "I'll race you!"

Then he put his heels to horseflesh and they rode like a stormin its
fury. Baron Poll had the faster nount, but Roland knew that the fat man's
beast would tire sooner.

On a hillside a dozen mles north fromwhere Roland and Baron Poll had
found the dead nmessenger, Akhoul ar the far-seer stood in the crook of the
branches of a tall white oak. He | eaned his head against one |inb and
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wat ched two nmen race north along a nuddy road in the early afternoon.

These were not peasants, he knew, fleeing the battle to cone at Carris.
Nor were they nmounted soldiers riding to war.

They did not appear to be king's nessengers, for they were not wearing
the proper livery. Yet Akhoular had to wonder....

H s nen had killed several couriers in the past week, disposed of the
bodi es al ong t he roadsi des. Perhaps the king's nmessengers were beconing
w ser, traveling in disguise.

Akhoul ar had five endowrents of sight. Even froma mle away, he could
make out the nen's determ ned faces. The younger fellow, a big nman on a
fleet-footed horse, bore a dark green | eather nessage case on his wist.
The fat fellow was well arned.

Yes, the nessengers were getting wiser. They were riding now w t hout
the king's colors, and this one had a knight to guard him

Akhoul ar whistled to the canp at the base of the tree. He was grow ng
short on nen. He'd lost three assassins this week. Yet he called a young
man, a Master in the Brotherhood of Silent Ones.

"Bessahan, two riders! They carry a nessage," he said. He pointed
toward the road, though the assassin below hi mwould not be able to see
t hrough the forest.

Akhoul ar said, "They ride fast toward Carris. You nust kill them"™

"They shall not reach Carris," Bessahan assured the far-seer. The
Silent One leapt onto his force horse and drew his dirty brown hood | ow
over his face. Wth one hand, he reached back behind the saddl e and checked
to make sure that his hornbow was still tied to his saddl ebags.

He spurred his horse and raced down the nount ai nsi de.

CHAPTER 6
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AMONG THE PETTY LORDS

"Here now, that's nuch better,” Sir Hoswell said. Myrrinma watched her
arrow arc into the air and hit its target eighty yards distant. Her shot
fell a foot |ow of where she wanted, but it was the third tine in a row
that she'd hit within the red circle of cloth pinned to the haycock, and
she felt proud.

"Good, mlady," Sir Hoswell said. "Now if you do that ten thousand nore
times, you wll internalize it. Learn to shoot that distance, and then
| earn to shoot farther and farther. Soon you'll shoot with your gut, not
your head or hands."

“I''l'l have to raise ny aim" she corrected. The thought of shooting ten
t housand nore tines worried her. Already her fingers and arns were sore
fromthe | abor. "That shot woul dn't have stopped an Invincible."

"Pah," Sir Hoswell said. "Maybe you wouldn't have killed him but you
woul d have nade an eunuch of him And if stopping himfromrape was your
aim he'd definitely walk with a linp in nore appendages than one."

Myrrima gl anced sideways at him Sir Hoswell smled broadly. He was a
wiry man with a bushy noustache, a thin beard, and the heavily |idded eyes
of alizard as it lies half-asleep on a warmstone. H's smle would have
been pleasant if his teeth hadn't been so crooked.

Sir Hoswell stood close, too close. Myrrima could not hel p but feel
unconfortable. They were in a glade in a narrow valley not far fromthe
tents put up by petty I ords of Heredon. Yesterday hundreds of boys had been
practicing archery here, but today was the day of the great feast. Trees
hunched close within fifty yards on either side of her, and Myrrim coul d
not hel p but feel alone and vul nerable.

She'd known Sir Hoswell nearly all her |life--he was from Banni sferre,
after. all--yet sonehow today she did not trust him It was growing late in
t he afternoon, and she wondered if she should head back to the castle.

The oak trees on the hills here fornmed a natural barrier that shiel ded
themfromview. Mrrinma had no other witness present. She knew that being
alone with a man other than her husband m ght seem scandal ous, but now t hat
she'd decided to prepare herself for war, she did not want to attract
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Borenson's attention. If her husband guessed her intent, she feared he'd
forbid her. She needed soneone to teach her martial skills.

Sir Hoswell had been a friend to her father, and he was a fine bowman.
When she'd found himhere practicing his skills, she'd asked himto give
her | essons for the afternoon, and he'd agreed. Wth the endowrent of wt
her nother had granted her two weeks past, Myrrima found that she was
| earning the basic skills of archery nuch faster than she'd thought
possi bl e.

“"Try again," Sir Hoswell urged her. "And this tinme, pull that bow back
harder. You need to hit himfirm to get deep penetration.”

Myrrima drew an arrow from her quiver, glanced at it quickly. The
fl etcher had done a hasty job. One of the white goose feathers wasn't gl ued
and tied properly. She wetted her finger with her tongue and snoot hed the
feather into place, then took the arrow firmy between her fingers, placed
its notch on the bowstring, and drew the arrow back to her ear.

"Wait," Sir Hoswell said. "You need to work on a firner stance."

He stepped up behind her, and she felt the warnmth of his body, the
warnmt h of his breath on her neck. "Straighten your back, and turn your body
alittle nore to the sidelike this."

He reached up and took hold of her |eft breast, adjusted her stance by
hal f an inch, and stood there hol ding her, quivering. The man's | egs shook.

She felt her face redden with enbarrassnent. But in her mnd, she heard
the voice of Gaborn, the Earth King, warn her, "Run. You are in danger.
Run. "

Myrrima was suddenly so frightened that she | oosed the arrow by
accident. But Sir Hoswell did not rel ease her breast.

As swiftly as she could, so that even with his endowrents of netabolism
he could not avoid it, she tw sted around and brought her knee up into his
gr oi n.

Sir Hoswell half-collapsed, but he had her blouse in his hand, and he
tried to pull her down with him

Gaborn's voice came a second tine. "Run!"
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She punched at his Adamis apple. He tried to draw back, and in doing so
| et go of her blouse enough so that after she | anded the bl ow, she broke
free.

She turned to run.

He grabbed her ankle, tripping her. Myrrinma shouted "Rape!," turned and
ki cked at him as she fell.

Then he was on her.

"Damm you, you bitch!" he hissed, slapping a hand over her face. "Shut
your yap, or |I'll shut it good."

He twi sted his hand, putting his pal magainst her chin and pushing with
i ncredi ble force so that her neck arced backward painfully. Then he
adjusted his fingers, pinching her nostrils closed. Wth his pal mover her
nmout h, she could not breathe Wth the weight of his body on her, she could
not escape. She tried to fight himoff--ramed her thunbnail into his right
eye so hard that blood gushed fromthe socket.

“Damm you!" he cursed. "Must | kill you!"

He punched hard in her guts, knocking the air from her, making the
gorge rise in her throat. For a I ong nonent she struggled silently,
fighting only to get a breath as he worked to untie his belt with his free
hand. Her |ungs burned with the need for air, and her vision went red. Her
head began to spin, as if she were falling.

Then she heard a snapping sound, and all the air went out of Sir
Hoswell. He rolled fromatop her. Soneone had ki cked him-kicked himhard
enough to break ri bs.

Myrrima gasped for fresh air, felt her lungs fill and fill again, yet
still she could not get, enough air.

"Here now, what's going on?" a voice asked. It was a wonan's voi ce, and
the accent was so thick that at first Myrrima did not recognize that the
wonman spoke Rof ehavani sh.

Myrrima | ooked up. The wonman standi ng over her had bl ue eyes and wavy
bl ack hair that fell in ringlets about her shoul ders. She | ooked to be
twenty years old. Her broad shoulders hinted of nore strength than even a
wor ki ng drudge m ght have. She wore a plain brown robe over a shirt of
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stout ring mail, and she had a heavy axe in her hand. Behind her stood a
nmousy woman in scholar's robes, a Days.

Myrrima gl anced over at Sir Hoswell, and she half-wondered if the woman
had dealt hima deathblow with the axe. This was no conmoner. She was a
Hor sewoman of Fl eeds, a warrior with enough endowrents of brawn and grace
that she'd |ikely be a match even for Hoswell.

But Sir Hoswell was still alive, holding his ribs, hunched over like a
whi pped cur. Bl ood flowed down his face. Yet he snarled, "Stay out of this,
you Fl eeds bitch.™"

“"Cch, | would not be addressing a girl so harsh |like, especially when
she's wi el ding an axe and you've had no proper introduction.” The wonman
smled in nockery of a lady's courtly manners. Yet her smle was full of
mal i ce.

She studied himfor half a nonent, then frowned. "Cch, if Heredon
doesn't breed better warriors than this," she nused, "I'll never get
bedded. "

Myrrima was gasping, terrified by all that had happened.

The wonman's words barely regi stered, but Myrrim understood it as a
j oke. The Horsel ords of Fleeds had bred horses for a thousand generati ons,
bred themfor strength and beauty and intelligence.

In the sane way, nobl ewonen of Fleeds bred thenselves to get children.
A hi ghborn woman m ght ask a dozen worthy nmen to sire children on her
during her lifetinme, she mght even marry a man, but a husband woul d never
rule her. Whnen alone carried the right to title, since in Fleeds it was
believed that "No child can know its father." The wonen of Fleeds | aughed
at the queer notion that nen should rule. Thus, in Fleeds a "king" was only
a man who had married a queen. And if she chose to di spose of him and
choose another mate, then he would |l ose his title.

“I--ah," Myrrima stammered. Hoswell held his bl eeding forehead, then
hal f -dropped, as if weary.

"You. ah, what?" the wonman asked.
"I"'msorry," Myrrima said. "I only asked himto teach ne to use a bow. "

The wonan spat at Hoswell. "You'd think your northern | ords woul d want
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to teach wonen to fight, what with Raj Ahten knocki ng down your castles."

Myrrima couldn't argue. She. knelt over Hoswell. He coughed and began
feebly trying to crawl to his knees. She tried to help himup, but Hoswell
sl apped her hands away. "Leave ne, you Mystarrian whore! | should have

known you'd be trouble."

He made it to his knees, then got up and | urched away, swaying from
side to side.

Myrrima didn't know quite how to feel. She was stung by his words:
“"Mystarrian whore." She'd been born and raised here in Heredon. Hoswel |l
knew her. Did he dare call her a whore for marrying a man from Mystarri a?

The woman of Fleeds said, "Don't nmake any sad faces for that one. |
know his kind. At dinner, he'll be telling themall that he had his way
with you, then tripped and hit his face on a rock."

"We should go get a physic,”" Myrrima said. "I'mnot sure he can nake it
back to canp.”
“I't will just lead to a fight," the horsewoman said. "If. you want to

avenge your honor, just put an arrow into the fellow s back now "
“"No," Myrrima said. "Then | eave him"

Myrrima frowned. She didn't think herself a paragon of virtue, but
she' d never thought she'd | eave a wounded man to fend for hinself.

| should be nad as hell at that blackguard, not feeling synpathy for
him she thought.

Myrrima hardened her jaw. |If she were going to go to war, she'd see
wor se than sonme man staggering around with a knot above his nose.

"Thank you," Myrrima said to the horsewoman. "I'm |l ucky that you
happened by. "

"Oh, | didn't happen by," the Fleeds wonan said. "I was around the spur
of that hill, and the Earth King said soneone here needed help."

"Ch," Myrrima said, surprised.
The horsewonan studied Myrrima frankly. "You're a pretty thing. Wat
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endownents do you have?"

"Two of glanmour, one of wit," Myrrinm said.

"What are you? Hi ghborn, or a wealthy whore? Though |I don't see nuch
di fference between the two."

"Hi ghborn..." Myrrima said, then hesitated, for it was a lie. "Sort of.
My nane is Myrrima. My husband is in the King's Guard."

"Have himteach you the bow, " the woman said, not hiding her disgust at
northerners and their dullards ways. She turned as if to march up into the
trees.

"Wait!" Myrrima begged.
The wonman t ur ned.

"Whom do | have the pleasure of addressing?" Mrrima thought her
manners sounded far too dainty, too refined for such a rough wonman.

"Erin, Erin of dan Connal."

She was a princess, daughter of the Hi gh Queen Herin the Red.

"I"' msorry for your father,” Myrrima said, for she could think of
nothing else to say. Wrd had reached Heredon several days past that Raj
Aht en had captured the H gh King Connal, and fed himalive to frowmh giants.

Lady Connal nerely nodded, her blue eyes flashing. She could have said
sonet hi ng deprecatory about her father, denmeaned his prowess in war. Such
deprecati ons passed for humlity in her |and. She could have given sone
sign that she loved him A child' s love for her father was al so a worthy
enotion. She did neither. "Many warriors died," was all she said. "Men and
wonen. The dead ones are the |lucky ones. Sone things are worse than death.™

Erin reached down and picked up Myrrima's bow and qui ver. She nocked an
arrow and drew the shaft full, then let it fly. The arrow struck the center
of the target on the haycock

She's showing off, Myrrinma realized. She wants ne to respect her.

Raj Ahten had inpelled thirty thousand warriors of Fleeds to join his
arnmy. The Wolf Lord had so many endowrents of gl amour and of Voice that few
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could withstand his persuasive powers.

Myrrima suddenly understood Erin Connal. She was proud of her father,
proud to have himdead rather than converted.

Hal f a nonent before, Myrrima woul d have been afraid to beg a boon from
this lady. But on seeing Erin's own enbarrassnent, Myrrim could al so see
the woman's humanity. W are no different, she realized.

“"Princess Connal, can you teach nme?" Myrrinma asked.

“If you can learn," Connal said. "But the first thing you'll have to
learn is not to call ne "Princess, or " Lady, or any of your courtly titles.
"1l not be spoken to as if | was sonme nan's pet. And in my own | and, a
woman becones High Lord of the O ans by working for it, not being born to
it, sol've little right to your titles. You'll call nme Connal, or if you
want a title, call nme "horsesister, or just "sister, for short."

Myrrima nodded nunbly.

Sir Hoswell had just rounded the bend, passing through a screen of
trees. Sister Connal said, "Let's get out of here, before that weasel finds
sonme friends and comes back."

Myrrima took her bow and arrows, and Sister Connal |ed her up through
the woods, with Connal's Days wal ki ng di screetly behind. The grass in the
fields felt dry to the touch,, but once they got under the trees, the rains
fromtwo nights past had softened the grass stal ks and the fallen | eaves,
so that it felt as if they wal ked upon a soggy carpet.

They clinbed through the oak forest, and Sister Connal watched Myrrina
di sapprovingly fromthe corner of her eye. "You'll have to work on your
stance. The problemw th being a woman archer is that your breasts get in
the way. And you' ve got nore than nost. You could use arag, to help tie
them down. Better yet, |'ve seen sone wonen just wear a |eather vest."

Myrrima grimaced. She'd al ways been proud of her breasts, and didn't
fancy the notion of tying them down or covering themin | eather.

They reached the top of the knoll and stood a nonent. Here, beside the
old Durkin Hills Road, the lords had set their canp, and fromthe top of
the knoll, Myrrima could see down over the pavilions to the |ands all
around the castle.
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The fields before Castle Sylvarresta were a sea of canvas and silKk.
Here by the roadsi de canped the petty |ords, nen and wonen who could cl ai m
to be genteel only froma single line or twd, people whose fathers or
gr andf at hers had been kni ghted and thus raised in stature above the comon
peasants. A high lord would normally be knighted on all four lines, and his
ancestors had won the honor generation after generation, confirmng his
nobl e bl ood. But as far as Myrrima was concerned, kni ghthood was no great
honor. Any brute could win it on a good day. Mst nen anong the petty | ords
had ancestors who were knighted only because their skill with a weapon
mat ched a rude tenperanent and nasty disposition. For instance, "Sir"

Gyl mchal in the tent below her was from Myrrima's hone in Bannisferre. The
man had been spawned by a foul - nout hed drunkard who sonehow di scovered t hat
he could find both righteous anger and courage in a nug of whiskey. Hs
father, upon hearing that sone bandit had attacked a travel er, would drink
hinmself into a blind rage, usually late after m dnight, and then take his
hunti ng dogs and go nurder the bandit in his sleep. For that, the peasants
woul d have to bow and scrape the floor with their hats to his descendants
for generations to cone.

Gyl m chal was thus a petty lord, a man with a title but w thout the
breeding or status to rub shoulders with the major |ords, whose |arger and
nore ornate pavilions were pitched off to the east side of Castle
Syl varr est a.

To the west of the castle, and at its front, peasants had pitched a few
shabby tents--or slept with nothing better than the sky as a roof for their
heads.

Even farther to the west stood a few bright silk pavilions pitched by
the nerchants out of I|ndhopal.

Si ster Connal stood atop the knoll for a nonent, gazing out over the
mul titude of tents. "That's ny pavilion," she said, pointing down to a dirt-
stai ned canvas tent. Whereas the pavilions of Heredon were al ways pegged at
four corners, and numerous poles held up the roof, Connal's tent was round,
wWth a single pole at its center, in the inelegant style used by the
Hor sel or ds.

Directly below Myrrima, at the center of the pavilions pitched by the
petty lords, was a nuddy tournanment field, surrounded by posterns wth
rails atop them so that spectators could watch the proceedi ngs. Sone of
the rails were hung with colorful tapestries, to protect the spectators
fine clothing fromspattering nud. Vendors of pastries and roasted
hazel nuts mlled through the crowd, calling out their wares.
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The sides of the knoll where Erin and Myrrina stood were so steep and
filled wwth brush and rock that no one bothered to stand here to watch the

performance below. Still, Myrrima found that it was al nost a perfect spot
to see over the crowds into the arena, and the sound carried remarkably
wel | . She gazed down over the crowd sonme eighty feet below, clinging to the

rough bark of an oak, and watched the ganme with Erin Connal and her Days.

Jousting was considered a gane for boys in Rofehavan--young nmen still
in training for war. Anong Runel ords, who were nade powerful wth
endowrents of brawn, even a casual blow froma | ance could be devastating.
So atinme cane in a warrior's |ife when he quit jousting.

In the tournanment field, two young nen in full arnor were nounted on
chargers. The boy on the west side of the field | ooked to be of fairly
comon stock. He wore tournanment arnor, which consisted of an extrenely
heavy hel m and a breastplate that was customarily thicker on the right side
where a | ance was nore likely to strike wth any degree of force than on
the left. It looked to be old arnor cobbl ed together from m smatchi ng
outfits borrowed fromother knights. H's only decorations were a horse's
tail, dyed a vivid purple, stuck into the helm along with his |lady's
favor, a yellow silk scarf, tied to the shaft of his lance. Myrimm's heart
went out to the | ad.

The boy on the other side of the field was wealthier. H's tournanment
arnmor was new, and had obvi ously been a year in the naking. The matching
breastpl ate, hel m paul drons, and gauntlets were made of burnished silver
covered in red enanel, showi ng an inmage of three fighting nastiffs. He wore
a cape of cloth-of-gold, with bl eached peacock feathers in his cap.

The Lord of the Ganes, Baron Well ensby, sat in a special pavilion off
to one side with his three fat daughters and enornous wi fe. The Baron was
ridiculously accoutred in a bright purple houppelande with arns so baggy
that children could have hidden in them Over this he wore a white hat with
a wde brimthat fell |ow enough over his face so that he obviously thought
no one would notice if he slept through the tournanment. H's wife, who was
no paragon of fashion, wore an eneral d-col ored cotehardie with gorgeously
enbroi dered floating sl eeves. She kept her hands tucked into the slit
pockets in front of her, petting a small dog that was peeking out of her
pockets just enough to bark when the knights canme charging by. During a
noment of silence fromthe crowd, her few shouts of encouragenent to the
warriors sounded curiously |like the dog' s bark.

Thi s was obviously but one pass of many that these boys had taken.
Their nanes had been heral ded already, and if they fought for any
particul ar honor, then the terns of the fight had been nanmed and the
conditions set.
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Now, Baron Wl | ensby dropped his lance. At this signal, the young nen
on chargers dropped their own | ances into a couched position and shout ed,
digging their heels into their nounts ribs.

The war horses responded by shaking their heads and chargi ng forward,
their arnmor clanging, hooves thundering in the nud. The young nman who wore
the cape of cloth-of-gold had tied dozens of silver bells to the mane and
tail of his nount, so that the horse made nusic as it ran.

Behind the Baron's pavilion, a gaggle of mnstrels sat playing a quick
riff on the horns and pi pes and druns, providing climctic nusic for a
charge that likely would end with nothing nore than a couple of shattered
| ances. The | ances, after all, had been hollowed so that the warriors
woul dn't actually skewer one another, but only knock their opponent from
hi s horse. Upon inpact against a warrior, the | ances would shatter with a
cracki ng sound that could be heard for mles. The audi ence was sure to
appl aud.

Yet Myrrima could not resist the thrill of the battle. Men did get hurt
in these affairs. Even a poor blowwith a | ance could | eave a man badly
brui sed, and a knight who faltered in the way he handl ed his | ance coul d
rip a tendon. A lance could take a nman through the visor and thus | odge in
his brain, or a fall froma horse could snap a person's neck.

Mounts sonetinmes fell in the conbat, too, rolling over and crushing.
their riders. It was a rare festival that didn't end with at |east a couple
of deaths, and the spectacle was all the nore visceral because the
contenders were known to the spectators. One of the knights was bound to be
soneone that you knew and admred or envied or hated or | oved.

The horns pealed and the druns rolled and the chargers raced together
with the sound of bells and jangling arnor and through it all Mrrinma held
her breat h.

These were force horses, each with one endownent of netabolism so that
they raced toward one another with blinding speed, hooves noving so swiftly
that they blurred. Goose bunps thrilled up her spine.

"The poor boy on the left will win,” Connal said, disinterested. "He's
got the stance.”

Myrrima doubted it woul d happen soon. A jousting match m ght require
the conbatants to nake twenty or thirty passes before a victory could be
won. These young nen | ooked weary and nuddi ed. They'd al ready nade several
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passes.

The warriors nmet, and the air filled with the sound of splitting | ances
and the screans of horses. The rich | ad went down, bow ed over backward by
a lance that took himfull in the gorget and snapped his head backward. He
tried to hold on to the heavy reins, but they snapped under his weight.

The audi ence cheered and thundered its approval, while those who'd bet
agai nst the fallen knight hurled insults.

"Ah, the lad dirtied those nice white peacock feathers,” Mrrinma whined
i n nock synpat hy.

Si ster Connal chuckled. "They'll need a hammer and tongs to get that
hel moff him"

But the lad got up fromhis fall quickly and bowed to assure the crowd
that he was all right. He hobbled fromthe field and squires rushed forward
and began stripping off his arnor, casting it into a pile to becone the
prize for the victor. Myrrima felt glad for the poor knight.

The snell of freshly roasted hazel nuts cooked in butter and ci nnanon
rose fromvendors anong the crowd, nmaking her hungry. She wanted to go join
the cel ebrati on.

"Coul d you beat that knight?" Myrrima asked as the victor circled the
field wwth his broken I ance hel d hi gh.

"Aw, sure," Sister Connal said. "But where's the sport in it?"

Myrrima wondered. The Horsel ords of Fleeds were fearsone warriors who
honored a | eader's strength nore than her bl oodline. Sister Connal was
i kely anong the toughest of the lot, and she'd have the endowrents of
brawn and stam na and grace to take on any warrior.

As the wounded knight left the field, heralds canme forward to shout the
names of the next contestants. As the first herald approached, there was a
sudden dull roar, a tittering of excitenment. Fromup here, over the nyriad
cries, Myrrima mssed hearing the nane of the warrior that the herald
announced, yet immedi ately she realized that this was not a comon fight.
The herald who spoke fromthe far side of the field was no boy, but a
grizzled old veteran warrior with a horribly scarred face. He wore no
king's tunic enblazoned with the device of the Iord he served, so Myrrim
took himto be a Knight Equitable, sworn only to fight against evil.
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At the far end of the field a knight rode out on a huge black nount, a
nonster of a horse with so many runes of power branded into it that it no
| onger seened to be a creature of flesh and bone. It noved wth surety and
power, |ike sone creature of iron cone to life.

The man nounted on that beast seenmed no |l ess a nonster. This fell ow had
to stand head and shoul ders taller than any man Myrrinma had ever seen, as
if he had giant's blood flow ng through his veins.

He was a huge man, dark and brooding. He bore the blank shield of a
Kni ght Equitable, but he wore arnor in a strange foreign style. The shield
itself was shaped |like a winged eagle, with a single spike issuing fromthe
eagle's eye. His helmhad horns onit, in the style of warriors out of
| nt ernook, and his chain mail was unusually long. It would have hung down
to his ankl es when he stood, and covered his feet in the stirrups. The
sl eeves of the coat cane down to the wist.

But he was not wearing tournanent plate for nmail. His chain mail, no
matter how well nade, would be punctured by a |ance as easily as a needl e
pi erces cloth.

This would be no ordinary match. Anong powerful Runel ords who rode
force horses, any blow with a | ance could shatter bones or turn a nan's
innards to jelly: Plate mail could not be nade thick enough to protect a
man and still let himride a horse. So anong powerful lords the art of the
joust had evolved into a new kind of contest.. Such lords could not trade
bl ows, nor could arnor do nuch to protect them

| nstead, Runel ords had to use grace and wit and speed to avoid or
defl ect blows. A nman's defensive prowess becane his surest arnor, in
effect, his only real arnor. Hence, few Runelords ever wore plate that
woul d inhibit their full range of notion, and instead wore ring mail or
scale mail over thick |ayers of |eather and cloth that would hel p defl ect
bl ows. When Runel ords fought in tournanents, the spectacle was thrilling,
with lords charging on fast force horses and clashing at a hundred niles
per hour. Men would leap fromtheir horses to avoid blows, or cling to
their horses fromthe belly, or perform other phenonenal stunts. It was
hi gh entertai nnment.

It was also a deadly contest, not to be undertaken lightly.

The lord in the arena was not wearing tournanent plate. This nonster
had not cone to fight for wealth or glory, he had cone to take a life or
| ose his own.
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"Here now, what is this?" Sister Connal said. "This | ooks interesting."”
"Who is it?" Myrrim asked. "Who's fighting?"
“"The H gh Marshal, Skal bairn."

"The Hi gh Marshal is here, in Heredon?" she asked nunmbly. She'd never
seen the man before, had never heard that he'd even crossed the border. He
normal ly wintered in Bel di nook, three kingdons to the east.

But of course he'd cone, she realized, as soon as he heard that an
Earth King had arisen. The whole world is comng to Heredon. And he rode so
swiftly that no nmessenger could ride ahead to announce him

Now he was here, the |eader of the Knights Equitable. Myrrim felt
ast oni shed. Anong the Knights Equitable, there were no |lords. A conmon boy
who joined their ranks mght clinb in station as quickly as a prince m ght.
They were sworn to one thing only: destroying Wl f Lords and bandits,
fighting for justice.

No man held the title of "lord" anong the Knights Equitable, but there
wer e ranks--squires, knights, and marshals. H gh Marshal Skal bairn was the
| eader of themall. In his owm way, he held nearly as nuch power as did any
ki ng i n Rof ehavan.

And one did not gain the rank of Hi gh Marshal w thout sheddi ng bl ood.
Myrrima had never seen the man. Skal bairn was said to be a nadnman, a
berserker who fought |ike one who wi shed hinsel f dead.

But she recogni zed the herald who cane out on the near side of the
field. The stout Duke Mardon strode round fromthe back of the main
pavilion, dressed in his best finery. He held his hands high, to silence
t he crowd.

"Duke Mardon," Mrrinma whispered in awe. |If a duke was acting as herald
for the warriors, then this was no petty bout. It nmeant that sone great
nobl eman was about to fight, perhaps even a king, and Myrrima had a flight
of fancy in which she inagined briefly that young Gaborn woul d do battle.

Yet if a nobleman were to fight, Myrrinma wondered, why would he fight
here? The high | ords had another arena up on the castle green, and this
bout shoul d have been fought there. Unless the high lords wanted to keep
this match a secret from soneone at court until it was over.

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruis...|ords%2002%20-%20Brotherhood%200f%20T he%620Wol f.html (97 of 616)23-2-2006 17:16:09



Brotherhood of the Wolf

"Ladi es and gentlenen," Duke Mardon bellowed in a voice that carried
across the fields. Then his voice was |ost to the surge of cheers and
premat ure appl ause, and Myrrima could not hear anything until he bell owed
| ouder. "...slew a reaver nage in the Dunnwood only yesterday...Sir
Bor enson t he Ki ngsl ayer!"

Myrrima's heart beat so |loudly, she was sure Sister Connal could hear
it.

The cheers and screans that arose fromthe crowd bel ow were deaf eni ng.
Sone cheered for her husband, others called for his death. Angry peasants
shouted, "Fool!" "Bastard!" "Woreson!" "Kingsl ayer!"

I n the pandenoni um that broke out, people cane rushing from nearby
tents, swelling the audi ence alarm ngly.

Now Myrri ma thought she understood why this battle would be fought
here. Her husband had slain King Sylvarresta, slain himupon the orders of
King Orden after the battle of Longnot. And though King Sylvarresta had
gi ven an endowrent of wit to Raj Ahten, and was therefore nothing nore than
a pawn in the hands of an eneny, he had been a good king in his tine, and
was bel oved by his people. As a punishnent for his crines, lome Sylvarresta
had sentenced Myrrinma's husband to commt an Act Penitent. But apparently
that wasn't enough for the H gh Marshal. He would want bl ood to atone for
bl ood, and so he had chall enged Sir Borenson. Young King Gaborn Val Orden
woul d never have sanctioned such a conbat. He'd not have allowed it to be
fought in the high arena. So they battled here anong the petty |ords and
the cockfighters and bear baiters.

"By the Powers," Sister Connal swore lightly. "The only man in this
ki ngdom |'d want between ny | egs, and here he's fighting a death match!"

Myrrima gl anced up into the horsewoman's face, astonished by the
insult, until she realized that Sister Connal could not know that Sir
Bor enson was her husband.

Then Borenson rode out onto the west end of the field. He sat upon a
gray charger, wearing his own splint-mail arnor, carrying a sinple round
shield that had been blanked. H's long red hair flowed down his back, his
bl ue eyes smled. He studied his opponent, gauging the thickness of the
man's arns, his size.

A knight wearing the colors of King Sylvarresta rushed forward with a
heavy war hel m and Borenson donned it.
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Myrrima was appal |l ed. She was astoni shed that her husband was in the
arena preparing to fight wthout having spoken a word about it to her.

Kni ght s canme rushing out, bearing |ances. These were no brightly
pai nted parti-col ored pieces of holl ow wod. They were sturdy war |ances of
pol i shed ash, bound with iron rings and tipped with steel. The steel tips
were bl ackened with pitch, so that they would not slide across a man's
shield or arnor on inpact but instead bore straight through. Each | ance had
to weigh in excess of a hundred and fifty pounds, and was tapered at the
base to a dianeter of eight inches. Once a man was skewered, the |ance
woul d wedge apart his flesh and bones, creating a huge gapi ng wound from
whi ch no man, even with endowrents of stami na, could ever recover. These
| ances were weapons of nmurder. The Hi gh Marshal bore a black | ance, a col or
t hat synbolized vengeance. Boreson bore a red one, the color of innocent
blood. Tied to its haft was Myrrima's red silk scarf.

The m nstrel s began playing a clanorous nel ody before the charge.

"I nmust go," Myrrima said, feeling ill to her stomach. She | ooked
around desperately, searching for a way down fromthe knoll. The steep
ground was covered with big rocks, and small oaks thrust up between them

"Where?" Sister Connal asked.
Myrrima groaned and pointed. "Down there. That's ny husband!"

The | ook of astonishnent on Sister Connal's face was a relief to
behol d. Myrrinma had begun to think the wonman a stoic, and Myrrinma's own
enotions--the shock and horror of all that she'd been through today nade
her feel weak and volatile in conparison.

Myrrima turned away and began racing down the steep hill as fast as she
was able. By the tine she nmade it to the bottom and crossed the Durkin
Hlls Road, the nob was thick around the tournanent field.

She tried to force her way through the throng, and couldn't, until
Si ster Connal began shouting, "Qut of our way!" and shoving people aside.

Myrrima | ooked up to thank her. Sister Connal apol ogi zed for her
earlier remark, saying sinply, "I didn't know he was your husband."”

By the tine they fought their way through the crowds cl ose enough to
see well, the horses Were already charging.
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This woul d not be a boys tournanent battle, twenty-five passes with the
| ance, with the | oser suffering nothing nore than bruised ribs.

The wild shouting of the crowd was deafening. Myrrim gl anced at the
taut, giddy faces of those nearby. They were hoping for bl ood.

Both warriors had chosen odd stances. Sir Borenson rose in his stirrups
and |l eaned far to his right, as only a warrior with nmany endownrents of
brawn could do. Furthernore, he did not hold his |ance in the couched
position, but instead held it overhead as lightly as if it were a javelin.

The Hi gh Marshal on the other hand | eaned far forward on his bl ack
charger, trying to make his enornous bulk into a smaller target. On seeing
Borenson's stance, he nuscled his |ance out and held it sidearned, in a
position that Myrri ma had never seen a warrior use. Furthernore, he chose
not to carry a shield in his other hand. Instead, he bore a short sword.

It appeared that Borenson neant to jab down into the H gh Marshal's
vi sor from above, while perhaps the H gh Marshal hoped to pierce Borenson's
arnmpit, where the lack of arnor left the flesh exposed.

Yet as they net in mdfield, both nmen swirled into furious notion.

The two horses streaked toward one another. The nen atop them bl urred
as each sought the advantage, taking various defensive stances: Mrrim
wat ched Borenson rise up, then crouch, then sweep his shield down in an
effort to drive Skalbaim s |ance tip aside.

As for Skal bairn, she could not really watch himand her husband at the
sane tinme, but she saw himroll to the left, perhaps even dropping to the
ground for half a second in an effort to avoid Borenson's |ance and then
| eapi ng back on his horse.

The nmen net, a vicious, seething blur.

Myrrima heard the clash of arnms and arnor. Soneone cried out in pain
whil e the audi ence cheered and horns bl ared. Borenson's shield sw ped up
brutally while Skal bairn hacked with his short sword.

Metal flashed, and a hel mwent flying. Sir Borenson tunbl ed backward on
hi s horse.

For one eternal nonment, Myrrinma thought that her husband had been
decapitated. A scream of terror escaped her lips as the silver helmarced
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up, then tunbled to the earth. The nusicians blared their trunpets at the
sign of a kill, and the crowd cheered w | dly.

Myrrima felt faint, grabbed for Horsesister Connal's shoul der.

In the next instant she realized that both nen had fall en--and both
still 1ived!

They struggled with supernatural swiftness in the nuddy field, roaring
and beating at one another with mailed fists as they sought to di sentangle.

Borenson | eapt up first, junping back a pace. Even with his arnor on,
he noved lightly, for he had seven endowrents of brawn, and thus had the
strength of eight nen. Blood flowed down the side of his face. The audi ence
| eer ed.

Borenson reached to his belt, pulled a norningstar, and whi pped the
t hi ng about expertly, the heavy balls becomng a blur at the ends of their
chai ns. He crabbed sideways to regain his shield.

The air snelled of mud and bl ood.

But the giant Skal bairn gained his feet just as easily, raced across
the field to his horse. He pulled a huge axe froma horseman's scabbard. He
whirled it and advanced easily standing a foot and a half taller than Sir
Bor enson.

Only then did the crowd fall silent |ong enough for Myrrima to hear if
the warriors spoke. Her husband was | aughing, uttering the nad battle
chuckl e for which he was noted.

Borenson swung his norningstar, aimng for the H gh Marshal's head, a
war ni ng bl ow neant to drive the nonster back.

The Hi gh Marshal pivoted to his right and dodged. A nonent |ater they
exchanged a flurry of blows so fast that Myrrinma could not see, with no man
the clear victor. Yet when Borenson stepped back a pace to catch his
breath, she glinpsed the blood still streamng fromhis brow

Agai n they |unged at one another. The H gh Marshal ained a vicious
swng with the axe. Borenson tried to parry, but the axe cleaved through
his shield' s steel exterior and shattered the wooden braces underneath. The
shield cane. apart on Borenson's armwhile he swung his norningstar, aimng
a blow at the Hi gh Marshal's face. The spikes on the steel balls grazed the
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Hi gh Marshal's chin, but the main force of the blow was deflected by his
sturdy helm

Wth his defenses crunbling, Borenson leapt in the air and swing down
full force, seeking a quick strike.

Once again the nen's actions becane a blur. Myrrinma sensed nore than
saw the Hi gh Marshal duck away fromthe attack and bring his ante up,
entangling the weighted balls of the norningstar.

Then fists flew, nmen groaned. A kick from Skal bai rn swept Borenson's
| egs from beneath him

Borenson went down, tried to clinb back up, and Skal bairn drove a
mai l ed fist into Borenson's face.

St unned, Borenson slunped to his back, nonentarily unconsci ous.

Skal bairn drew his | ong dagger and |eapt to the ground, pressing its
bl ade under Borenson's chin. Myrrima tried to clinb over the railing, for
she feared that the H gh Marshal woul d shove the dagger into her husband's
throat, but Sister Connal caught her by the shoul der and shouted in
Myrrima's ear, "Stay out of it!"

"Do you yield? Do you yield?" the big man Skal bai rn began roaring.

Fromthe crowd cane scattered appl ause for the H gh Marshal, along with
curses. "Kill him" "Kill the whoreson bl ackguard!" "Kingslayer!"

Such curses were normally only reserved for the worst cowards or oafs.
Myrrima was di smayed by the vehenence of the insults. Her husband had
killed a reaver nage and brought its head to the gates of the city. He
shoul d have been hailed as a hero.

But the people here would not forget that her husband had slain King
Sylvarresta. Myrrima began to realize that they woul d never forget her
husband' s deed, nor forgive it.

"Mystarrian whore," Sir Hoswell had called her. "Kingslayer," the crowd
shouted at her husband. She gl anced at those nearby, saw their faces
flushed with excitenent. Nothing would give themnore joy than to see her
husband kil | ed.

She had hardly noticed the mnstrels playing all during the charge, but
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now the drumrolled and a single horn blared the high, curdling call for
t he death stroke.

It sickened Myrrinma, sickened her to the core. He's better than any one
of you, she wanted to shout. He's better than the whole |lot of you put
t oget her!

The crowd hushed to hear Borenson's response above the drumroll.

And there, lying in the nmuddy field while an angry gi ant held a dagger
to his jugular vein, Borenson responded by | aughi ng uproariously, | aughing
so heartily that Myrrima wondered if the fight had been staged for the
benefit of the petty | ords.

Perhaps this was not a death match after all, Myrrim hoped. Two
skilled warriors, feigning a deadly grudge just to thrill a crowd. It had
been done before.

"Do you yield?" H gh Marshal Skal bairn roared again, and the tone of
his voice made it clear that this was no jest.

“I yield," Sir Borenson | aughed, and he nmade as if to get up. "By the
Powers, |'ve never net a nman who could handle nme |ike that."

But the Hi gh Marshal snarled viciously and shoved Sir Borenson's head
down, poking the long knife harder against his throat.

Under the rules of formal conbat, Sir Borenson put his life into the
Hi gh Marshal's hands by yielding. Hs |ife belonged to Skal bairn now, and
he could be slain or allowed to live, according to Skal bairn's whim

But the formal code of chivalry observed on the battlefield was sel dom
taken seriously here in the arena. A defeated knight m ght be asked to pay
a ransomof arms or arnor, sonetines even noney or |and. But he was never
slain outright.

"You'll not get off so handily!" the H gh Marshal bellowed |ike a bull.
“"Your life is mne, you scurvy bastard, and | intend to take it!"

Sir Borenson | ay back, astonished by the High Marshal's battle fury.

Anot her man m ght have fought on, hoping to save hinself. But true to
his word, Borenson |ay back and taunted his opponent. "I said | yield. If
it"'s ny life you want, take it!"
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The Hi gh Marshal sniled savagely, and the giant hunched over him as if
eager to dig the knife blade into Borenson's throat.

"First, a question,” the H gh Marshal demanded, "and you nust answer
honestly, or it's your life."

Sir Borenson nodded, his pale blue eyes going hard as stone.

"Tell ne," the Hi gh Marshal bellowed, "is Gaborn Val Orden truly the
Earth Ki ng?"

Now Myrri ma understood that the H gh Marshal did not want her husband's
life, only information. And he'd wanted that information so badly, he'd
been willing to risk his own life for it.

A kni ght who yielded on the battlefield was bound by honor to speak
truly. Borenson would answer truly now, so long as his answer did not
betray his |ord.

The Hi gh Marshal had shouted so that the entire field hushed to hear
the answer. Speaking in a voice that brooked no argunent, Borenson said,
"He is truly the Earth King."

"I wonder..." the High Marshal said. "In South Crowthen | heard strange
runors. It's said that in the House of Understanding, your king studied in
t he Room of Faces and in the Roomof the Heart he studied mmcry and
notives in a place where a dishonest man m ght better learn to deceive. And
t hen when he announced hinself to be Earth King, on that very day, his
first act was to performan el aborate ruse to drive Raj Ahten fromhis
| ands! Sonme think it an odd coincidence that Young Orden happens to becone
the Earth King just when Heredon needs himnost. It seens a too conveni ent
tale, one to rouse a peasant's hopes. So | ask you once again, is he truly
the Earth King--or is he a fakir?"

“"On ny honor and ny life, he is the Earth King."

"Sonme call hima cur, without natural affection,” the Hi gh Marsha
grow ed. "Some wonder why he fled Longnot, |eaving his nen and his father
to die at the hand of Raj Ahten. Surely if he is the Earth King, he could
have wi t hstood even Raj Ahten. But you' ve known the boy for ages raised him
froma pup. Wiat say you?"

Borenson's voi ce shook with rage. "Kill ne now, you |ousy knave, for
"Il not listen to poisonous lies spread by that fool King Anders!”
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There was a whi spered hush, and many in the crowd gl anced to the far
end of the field fromwhence Sir Skal bairn had ridden. There at the gate
stood a tall man in a fine robe. He had wi spy blond hair, a hatchet face,
and a gri mdeneanor. He | ooked to be thirty, but if he had endownents of
net aboli sm he m ght have been far younger than that. Myrrinma had not seen
hi m bef ore, would not have noticed himin a crowd, but now peopl e
whi spered, "Prince Celinor."” "Anders's son."

The giant smled grimy and | ooked up at Prince Celinor as if seeking
his approval. The Prince nodded, he appeared satisfi ed.

So, Myrrima realized. King Anders's boy was behind all of this. But did
he demand to know whet her Gaborn was the Earth King because he sought
confirmation, or did he do so because he wanted to plant doubts in the
m nds of the peasants? If it was for the latter reason, he could not have
chosen a better venue for this spectacle than here anong the petty | ords.

H gh Marshal Skal bairn sheathed his knife, then offered Sir Borenson
his hand. He said, "Arise, then, Sir Borenson. | would see this boy king
nysel f."

In nonments, the arena filled with young boys and m nor nobl es who
rushed up to see the High Marshal, the nman who had bested Sir Borenson
Some went to retrieve his lance, others to bring himhis horse.

Borenson got up shakily, and no one cane to offer himconfort or
congratul ate himon a good fight. Instead, he went to his cracked | ance and
knelt to untie Myrrima's red scarf fromit, the sign of her favor.

Myrrima clinbed over a rail of the arena, found herself in the thick
mud, | ooking for an easy path to her husband. She struggl ed through the
deep nud, and when she reached Borenson, she found herself shaking, unsure
of what she should say to him

He'd gotten the scarf untied, and stood with his back to her, wapping
it around his own neck. He tried to tie it while wearing his gauntlets, but
the thick leather and ring mail left himfunbling.

Myrrima went around to the front of him tied the dammed thing for him
and found that her own hands were trenbling so badly that she was as cl unsy
as he was. She | ooked at his face. His hair was sneared with nud, and bl ood
was thickening froma deep gouge above his right eye.
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"You saw?" he asked.

Myrrima nodded wordl essly, finished tying the scarf. She could not see
it anynore. Tears were filling her eyes.

“"Dam you, | could be tying this around your corpse right now "
Borenson | aughed, a short nervous bark.

"Do you think so little of ne that you didn't even tell nme?" She
t hought now t hat he nust have fought here so that she woul dn't see.

“I tried to find you," Borenson explained. "But you weren't at the
King's feast, and you weren't at the royal ganes. No one had seen you since
this norning. Sir Skalbairn called nme to task, demanding battle before
sundown. It was a matter of honor!"

Myrrima realized why no one had seen her. She'd been careful not to |et
anyone know that she'd gone to practice the bow "You could have waited. Do
you | ove ne |l ess than your own honor?"

She had not spoken to himbefore of |ove. Gaborn had arranged their
marriage. In all, she'd not known Borenson for a week. Yet in spite of
their short tine together, she knew that she was in |ove. She wanted to
hear Borenson admt the sane.

“"Of course not," Borenson said. "But what is a life w thout honor? You
coul d never grow fond of ne if I were any less of a man."

At that nonent, Borenson | ooked over Myrrima's shoul der, and Myrri na
gl anced back to see the object of his attention. It was Horsesister Connal,
bringing Myrrima her bow and quiver. Myrrim had dropped them on the knoll
out side the arena. Borenson smled at the horsewoman.

"M | ady," Horsesister Connal said. "You dropped these."
Myrrima took themin one hand.

"Erin Connal, well net!" Borenson said in greeting. "I hadn't heard
that you were in canp."”

“I'"ve been here since yesterday." Horsesister Connal said, "with
not hi ng better to do than stare at that rotting reaver head you dragged in
at dawn."
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"You two have net?" Myrrim asked.

“A couple of tines," Borenson said hesitantly. "Od King Orden was a
friend of her nother's, so he usually stopped at her pal ace when he rode
t hrough Fl eeds. ™

"Good to see you," Erin said, ducking her head lIike a shy | ady.

Myrrima didn't like this. Didn't |ike the idea that they knew each
ot her, that Connal was, attracted to her husband. She asked her husband
bluntly. "Did you know that she wants to have your babi es?"

Borenson snorted in surprise and his face turned red. "Well, of course
she wants to have ny children, what Horsewoman woul dn't?" He spoke as if to
a crowd of drinking conpanions. Then he faltered as if he realized that
he' d spoken too soon, and added jokingly, "But, of course, we won't sell
her any of our precious offspring, wll we, ny pet?"

Myrrima smled with tight |ips, hardly placated.

CHAPTER 7

THE H GH MARSHAL

Borenson turned aside, wishing he could run, fromhis wfe. He dared
not ask her what she was doing wwth a bow, or why she was in the conpany of
Erin Connal .

Fortunately, he had to clear his gear fromthe field for the next
chal | engers, so he went to his horse, led his nount and the wonen toward
t he Hi gh Marshal .

The Hi gh Marshal was deep in whispered conversation with the Prince.
But of course Borenson had two endowrents of hearing and caught the tail of
it. "Tell your father he can keep his dammed noney," the H gh Marshal
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whi spered. "I'll not winter ny armes in Cowhen if this boy is the Earth
King. I'll send them where needed. "

"Of course, of course,” Celinor said in alnobst a pleading tone. Then he
| ooked up and saw Borenson com ng.

Borenson smled and call ed across the short distance, "Prince Celinor,
Sir Skal bairn, may | present ny wife."

The Hi gh Marshal nodded in greeting, and Prince Celinor nmerely let his
gaze sweep appreciatively fromMrrima's head to her feet.

"Il get my horse,” Celinor said, turning aside. As he passed,
Borenson snell ed the stench of al cohol strong on him Celinor headed
through the throng at the north end of the field.

"What was that all about?" Borenson asked the Hi gh Marshal, | ooking up
into the big man's face. Skal bairn [ unbered above himlike a bear. "Wat is
this about wintering in Crowhen?"

The H gh Marshal studi ed Borenson, as if gauging just how nmuch to tell
him Gbviously, what he had to say was not anything King Anders of South
Crowt hen woul d want spoken in public. But the H gh Marshal was a tough man,
and he seened not to care what effect the truth mght have. "Wrd reached
me in Beldinook of Raj Ahten's attack here about four days ago. But King
Anders's nessengers, who begged that | bring the R ghteous Horde of the
Kni ght Equitable to South Crowt hen, carried the word. And they brought
noney to pay for our travel. There's too much noney by half. It snelled of
a bribe to ne."

"He wants to bribe the Knights Equitable?"

"I could understand Anders's distress,"” the Hi gh Marshal conti nued.
"What king wouldn't want the Knights Equitable canped in their realmwth
Raj Ahten's arm es noving about. Indeed, it seened a | ogical nove. I|nstead,
we drove Raj Ahten into the nountains and | ordered ny nmen to hound him

"But when | reached Crowthen last night, | found that Anders still
wants nmy armies to stay in Crowthen, ignoring the greater threat to
Mystarria. His son just pressed ne to hold to their bargain, at |east for
now. "

“"What will you do?"
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"Anders will be furious. |I'm sending back his gold--at |east nost of
it."

"Anders sounds craven, Bor enson sai d.

At that, the Hi gh Marshal's black eyes glittered dangerously. "Don't
underestimate him | fear he's worse than a coward."”

"What do you nean?"

"He wants ny troops, and he wants them badly. A coward woul d want them
for protection. But as | rode to Crowthen, | was thinking, what if he is
not afraid of Raj Ahten? What if he really fears the Earth Ki ng?"

"Gaborn?" Borenson said in astonishment, for he could not inagine that
Anders woul d fear the | ad.

"I got proof of it at the border. King Anders had troops stationed at
the road, and he's forbade any peasants and even nerchants fromentering
Heredon. Hi s troops proclaimGborn a fraud and say that it is a waste of
men's tine to cone see him and harnful to Anders's interests.”

“If Anders had no interest in learning the truth hinself,” Borenson
said, "that would be one thing. But to forbid his people from com ng?
That's evil."

"Look at it fromhis point of view " Skal bairn said. "There has not
been an Earth King in over two thousand years. In Erden Geboren's day, he
was honored as the one and only true king of all Rofehavan. But since then,
| esser nen have been call ed kings, and the | ands have been divi ded and
squabbl ed over.

"What will happen to Anders if the people rise up and offer to serve
House Orden? WIIl he be relegated to the status of a petty lord? O wll he
be asked to bow and scrape the knee |ike sone comon peasant ?

"You and the comoners may think it is a fine thing to have an Earth
King, but mark nmy words: if Anders could kill the boy now, he'd do so. And
he's not the only lord in Rofehavan who will feel that way."

"Damm, " Borenson whi spered. He gl anced back. Myrrima and the horsewonan
were cl ose enough to have heard everything the H gh Marshal had said.

"My nother says that if ever an Earth King were to rise in our day, he
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woul d come out of House Orden,"” Horsewonan Connal said. "She's asked ne to
verify whether Gaborn is the Earth King, and if he is, to offer the clans
to back himup."

"As will I," the H gh Marshal said, "if he is the Earth King."

"He is," Myrrima said forcefully. "Ten thousand nen at Longnot saw the
ghost of Erden Geboren crown him And | nyself have heard Gaborn shout his
commands into nmy mnd."

“I met himthis norning," Erin told Skal bairn, "and |earned the truth
of it. I'll be backing him"

"Yet King Anders ridicules the tale of his coronation as the babbling
of a spooked arny," H gh Marshal Skal bairn objected. "He points out that
the Earth Warden Bi nnesnman was present, and that the old w zard nmay have
had a hand in sone fakery."

"That's a vile thing to say," Myrrinma object ed.

"Yet Anders may believe it is true," Skalbairn said. "He points out
that his owmm line is every bit as true as Orden's, and that the Earth King
could as easily come fromhis own |oins."

"He woul d nane Prince Celinor the Earth King?" Horsesister Connal said.
“Celinor the sot? |I've heard too nany sad tales about him"

"Of course not," the H gh Marshal whispered: "Wiy shoul d Anders bother
to put his son forward, when he so |oves hinsel f?"

Bor enson | aughed scornful ly.

“I think," the H gh Marshal said, "that his son is no nore than a pawn.
The boy has cone ostensibly to pledge his sword into the King's Guard, |ike
some petty lord's son. But he talks nore |ike a spy, on his father's
errand. Just listen to himwhen he returns!”

"So, tell me," Borenson asked the High Marshal. "If the Earth King
summoned your nen to battle, how many coul d you bring?"

The Hi gh Marshal grunted, and his flinty eyes flickered. "If we brought
everyone? Qur nunbers are down. The Ri ghteous Horde nunbers sone thousand
nount ed caval ry, and anot her eight thousand archers, six thousand | ancers,
five hundred artillery nen, and of course another fifty thousand squires
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and canp fol |l owers. "

In giving these nunbers, the H gh Marshal did not bother to nention the
quality of his troops. H's thousand cavalry were worth nore than any ten
t housand nounted by any other lord, while many of his "archers" were
seasoned assassins who often went into dangerous territory to anmbush whol e
arm es.

"Shhh..." Mrrim whi spered.

Prince Celinor led his nount near, while his Days followed a few paces
behi nd. Though his was a force horse, the beast had drooping ears, and
| ooked as if it would need a good neal in the king's stables after riding a
hundred and fifty mles since daybreak.

Prince Celinor smled innocently. "Shall we go?" he asked. Borenson
began to lead themall through the throng. The streets were crowded this
evening, wth peasants fromthe canps all going fromone table or
tournament to another. Celinor weaved through the crowd deftly, but wth
rubbery |l egs. He seened pretty far into his cups.

No one spoke, leaving Prince Celinor to fill the clunsy silence, which
he acconplished quite handily by babbling, "I find all of this incredible.
| nmean, | knew Gaborn. | went with himto the House of Understandi ng, but I
did not speak to himmuch. | seldomsaw him He did not spend nuch tine in
t he al ehouses. "

Hor sewoman Connal said, "And of course we couldn't expect you to truly
befri end someone who doesn't spend all his spare tinme in al ehouses.™

Celinor ignored the jibe. "I nmeant that he was an odd |ad. Since he
studied in the Roomof Faces and in the Roomof the Heart, he did not study
arns or tactics. So of course | did not know himwell."

" Per haps you speak poorly of him because you are jeal ous,” Connal said.

"Jeal ous?" Celinor asked. "I could never be the Earth King. And | nean
no di srespect toward Orden. But when | was a child, | sonetines dreaned
that an Earth King would be born in nmy lifetime. And | al ways i magi ned
soneone bigger than nme, and ol der--soneone with a | ook of profound w sdom
dripping fromhis brow, with the strength of a whole arny bulging in his
chest, sonmeone of |egendary stature. But what do | get? Gaborn Val Orden!™

Myrrima had to wonder at Prince Celinor's words. The young man sounded
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i nnocent enough, |like a carefree |lad just babbling. but was it innocent
babbl e? Everything he said seened cal cul ated to engender doubt in others.

"Gaborn serves his people,” Borenson told Celinor. "He serves them nore
truly than anyone |I've ever net. Perhaps that is why the Earth has chosen
Gaborn, made hi m our suprene defender.”

“Perhaps,"” Celinor said. He smled in a cold, superior way, and
inclined his head to the side as if in thought.

When Borenson reached the Geat Hall, with Prince Celinor, H gh Murshal
Skal bai rn, and Horsewoman Connal in tow, dozens of |ords and barons were
busily feasting around tables that circled the room At the center of the
tabl es, mnstrels sat on cushions and played softly, while serving children
scurried back and forth between the kitchen and buttery, bringing food and
drink as it was wanted, then clearing the tables.

At the far end of the Great Hall, Gaborn smled and stood in greeting
as Borenson entered the doorway, with the others crowdi ng behind him

Gaborn called "Sir Borenson, Lady Borenson, Prince Celinor, and Lady
Connal, wel cone. Let the servants bring you chairs and plates.” Then he
| ooked up at the Hi gh Marshal and asked, "And who do we have here?"

The mnstrels left off at playing their lutes, tanmbours, and druns.
Gaborn stared hard at Skal bai rn.

"Your Highness, may | present Hi gh Marshal Skal bairn, Master of the
Kni ghts Equitable.”

Borenson expected Skal bairn to nod curtly and study Gaborn from afar.
| nst ead, the Hi gh Marshal acted w thout hesitation. He said gruffly,
"Mlord, sonme claimthat you are the Earth King. Is it true?"

The question astoni shed Borenson, for he'd thought the nman convinced.
But he. realized belatedly that the H gh Marshal had only been convinced
t hat Borenson believed Gaborn to be the Earth King.

"I am" Gaborn said

The Hi gh Marshall said, "It is said that Erden Geboren | ooked into the
hearts of nen and naned sone to be his protectors. If you have that power,
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then | beg you, look into ny heart and choose ne, for | would serve the
Earth King wwth ny life. | bring wwth ne the R ghteous Horde of the Knights
Equi t abl e, thousands of warriors who fight beside ne."

He drew his sword and stepped forward to the King's table, then knelt
and drove the blade into the floor, resting his hands upon the hilt.

Borenson i medi ately felt enbarrassed. This was not an honor that one
demanded of the Earth King in public. But Gaborn did not seemtaken aback
by the Hi gh Marshal's bl unt manners.

Around the King's tables, lords began to nmurnur in astoni shnment. Sone
guestioned the man's upbringing, but the Hi gh Marshal was a renowned
warrior, one of the greatest in all Rofehavan, and they knew he could bring
tens of thousands of warriors to swell the Earth King's armes. This woul d
be a great boon. So no one dared to criticize openly.

Moreover, no High Marshal had ever offered. to swear fealty to a king.
Until now.

Gaborn | eaned forward across the table, placing his hands on either
side of his silver platter, and | ooked down steadily into the Hi gh
Marshal ' s eyes for a | ong nonent.

Hi gh Marshal Skal bairn stared back with eyes as bl ack as obsi di an.

Gaborn's face went slack, as it did when he perforned the Choosing. He
gazed deeply into the H gh Marshal's eyes and raised his left armto the
square, as if to performthe cerenony.

Then he dropped his hand and stared in shock, trenbling.

"Get out!" Gaborn said, his face going pale. "Get out, you foul..
thing! Get out of ny castle. Get away fromny | ands!”

Shocked, Borenson recall ed the people Gaborn had Chosen this past week
paupers and fools and ol d wonen who coul dn't bear a dagger in their own
def ense, much | ess a sword.

Now one of the greatest warriors of the age knelt before him and
Gaborn wanted to cast the nan away!

The H gh Marshal smled in secret triunph. "Wy, ny |ord?" he asked
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casual ly. "Why woul d you send ne away?"

"Must | speak it?" Gaborn asked. "l see your guilt witten in your
heart. Must | speak it, to your eternal shanme?"

"Pl ease do," the H gh Marshal answered. "Nane ny sin, and | will know
that you are the Earth King."

“"No, | wll not speak it," Gaborn raged, as if the very notion sickened
him "There are wonmen present, and we are feasting. |['ll not speak of it
now or ever. But | refuse your service. Begone."

"Only the true Earth King would know that | amunworthy to live," the
Hi gh Marshal said, "and only a true gentleman would refuse to name ny sin.
My offer still stands. | give nyself into your service."

"And | reject you still," Gaborn answered.

“If | cannot live in your service," Skalbairn said, "then still | wll

die in your service."
"Perhaps that is best,"” Gaborn said.

H gh Marshal Skal bairn stood and sheathed his sword. "You know of
course that Raj Ahten is driving south, into the heart of your own
Mystarria. You will have to engage him-and soon. Your enemes would |ike
to see himdefeat you."

"I know," Gaborn said.

"The Ri ghteous Horde is noving south. I wll fight beside them though
you hate ne."

There was utter silence in the crowded roomas the Hi gh Marshal turned
and strode from Heredon.

Borenson nmarked the | ook upon Prince Celinor's face. The Prince only
cocked his head to the side, watching. the whole spectacle with a
cal cul ati ng gaze.

Borenson noted that young Celinor did not dare to offer his own sword
in public.
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CHAPTER 8

THE GREEN WOVAN

As Averan flew, she kept watching behind her, gazing in the distance
toward the fortress and the beast nmaster Brand for any sign that things
m ght have changed. She expected to see the snoke of burning buildings or
to hear the peal of doom

But the fortress nerely gleaned in the norning sun, the white stone of
its towers sparkling as always, until it receded fromher view, its few
towers becom ng a di stant speck on the horizon. Then it was swal | owed
conpletely as the clouds began to rise fromlow ands. Even if Averan had
had the eyes of a far-seer, she'd have lost the castle in the mst.

She remai ned al oft for hours. The world flowed beneath the wi ngs of her
mount. Cool air beat upon her face, and the sun warned her side and back.
As the clouds continued to rise fromthe | ow ands, sone of them extended up
into the air, becane crystalline pillars, weird scul ptures. Flying into
them was al ways a ni stake, Averan knew. They were filled with fragnments of
wi ndbl own ice, and the air currents around them coul d be danger ous.

Even to get close to themwas to feel their cold bite.

Averan w shed that she still had her leather riding gloves to keep her
hands warm

She hunched low to the neck of her mount, to feel the heat of
Leat herneck's body and to listen to the subtle rhythns of his breathing so
that she could | earn when he began to tire.

Twi ce during the day, she |let Leatherneck drop below the m sts and rest
for short tinmes on the ground. He was an old graak, old and easily tired.
She feared that if she rode hi mtoo hard, his heart would give out.

As they traveled, the nmountains of Alcair receded fromsight until they
were lost in a haze. The nountains of Brace rose up fromthe clouds off to
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her |l eft and spurred to a point ahead. Averan knew every peak by nane. She
was rapidly approaching Carris just beyond a saddl eback ridge seventy mles
ahead. She doubted that she'd reach the city by dark, and hoped only that
the cloud cover was thin enough so that she could see the city's lights
from above.

So it was that in the near dusk, Averan rode with stomach tight from
hunger, her nouth dry fromthirst: She had not stopped to eat or drink, not
wanting to nake her nount bear any nore than he was able. She was |ying
agai nst his neck, listening to the steady thunp-unp, thunp-unp, thunp-unp;
of his heart, wondering if she should |l et himrest again.

Thus she was distracted at the single nost inportant nonent of her
life. For just at dusk, the green woman plumeted |ike a conet froma
cl oudl ess sky.

Averan heard a wordl ess shout--a piercing wail--and | ooked up.
The sky above was the perfect blue of a robin's egg.
And a green wonman fell.

Averan spotted her two hundred yards off. The woman tunbl ed head over
heel s, naked as a newborn babe. She was tall, thin of build, her ribs
showi ng plainly beneath her small breasts. The hair of her head and the
dark V between her | egs was the color of pine needles, while her skin was a
nore nuted shade, alnost flesh in tone.

Aver an coul d make out few other details.

She gl anced skyward, to see if the woman coul d have fallen from sone
vehi cl e. Fl ameweavers sonetinmes rode in hot-air balloons, and it was said
that the Sky Lords traveled in ships of cloud, though Averan had never seen
one.

Nei t her cl oud nor ball oon was above her, or anywhere near.

In that nmoment, Averan felt the cold wi nd nunbing her hands, bl ow ng
t hrough cracks in her robe and on her face. She could see clearly. Could
hear the woman's cry.

Sonet hing in Averan broke.

She' d seen her nother fall froma chair and dash her head on the paving
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stones at the foot of a fireplace. She'd seen her five-year-old playnate
Kylis tunble fromthe |anding of the aerie, drop to the cliff base far
bel ow.

She could not idly watch another person fall to her death.

Wt hout a thought of her mssion to carry a nessage to Duke Pal adane at
Carris, she | eaned back, clasped Leatherneck tightly with her |egs, and
cried, "Down! Fast!"

The graak folded his wings in close, shot after the green woman |i ke a
hawk diving for a nouse.

For a nonment, the woman stared up at Averan, hands outstretched,
pl eading for aid. Her nouth was a round O of horror, fangs bared, her |ong
green fingernails extended |ike claws.

Not human, Averan realized. This woman was not human. |t did not
matter. She seened close to human, though it was hard to tell. In seconds
she plumeted into the clouds, and was | ost from sight.

Averan followed her into the mst. Drops of noisture beaded on her skin.

Leat herneck fl apped his w ngs and slowed, refused to dive blindly into
the fog. From bel ow cane the snappi ng sound of cracki ng wood, and the green
woman' s shriek was still ed.

When the great-reptile enmerged beneath a | ow ceiling of cloud, Averan
saw t he green woman at once.

She' d dropped into an orchard, anong a trio of crabapple trees. One
tree had snapped under the inpact; a slash of white where its uppernost
branches had ri pped away.

The graak glided over the orchard. Averan's mnd seened to go nunb as
she urged Leatherneck to the ground. The great reptile flapped his w ngs,
and Averan | eapt to the ground al nost before the beast touched down.

In seconds she was at the green woman's si de.

The woman lay slightly askew, her right hand over her head, her |egs
spread. She'd inpacted so hard onto the noist ground that her body now
rested in a ml|d depression.
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Averan coul d see no overt sign of broken bones. Nothi ng poked through
the green wonman's fl esh. Yet she saw bl ood, so dark green and oily it was
al nost bl ack, sneared across the woman's |eft breast.

Averan had sel dom seen a naked woman--had never seen one like this. The
green woman was not nerely handsone; she was beautiful, unearthly, |ike
some fine Runelord' s lady, gifted with so many endowrents of gl anour that a
comon worman could only | ook at such a creature and despair.

Yet even with the perfect features of her face, her flaw ess skin, the
green woman was obvi ously not human. Her long fingers ended in claws that
| ooked as sharp as fishhooks. Her nouth, faintly open, dribbled green bl ood
and showed cani nes | onger than those on a bear. Her ears were...sonehow
wong. They were dainty and graceful, yet tilted forward a bit, like the
ears of a doe.

The green woman was not breat hi ng.

Averan put her head to the woman's chest, |istened for a heartbeat. She
heard it, beating softly, deeply, as if the green woman rested in sl unber.

Averan felt the green woman's arns and | egs, searching for wounds. She
wi ped away sone green bl ood near the woman's neck, found what | ooked |ike a
puncture wound fromthe woman's own nails. Wping away the blood fromthe
woman's |ips, she checked in her nouth.

She'd bitten her tongue in the fall, and it was bl eeding badly. Averan
twi sted the woman's head to the side, afraid that the blood flowing freely
into her throat m ght choke her.

The green woman grow ed, low in her throat, |ike a dog disturbed by
dreans of the hunt.

Aver an suddenly | eapt back, afraid for the first tine that this wonman
m ght be sonme aninmal. Feral. Deadly.

A dog began bayi ng.
Aver an | ooked up.

She was at the edge of a farm A cottage stood not far off, a hut nmade
of fieldstones and covered with a roof of thatch. A fierce wol fhound barked
by the edge of the rail fence, but dared not approach the graak. For its
part, the graak nmerely studied the dog hungrily, as if it hoped the hound
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woul d | unge.
The green woman opened her eyes to slits, and grasped Averan's throat.

Averan fought to scream

CHAPTER 9

THE RESCUE

Rol and and Baron Poll had been riding hard all day, having traveled a
pace that would kill a normal horse, when they heard the snarling and
yel pi ng of a hound, acconpanied by a child' s scream

They had just rounded past a village near the base of the Brace
Mount ai ns and Rol and' s horse had sl owed, w nded. The sky was overcast, and
with the hills so close, the night's shadows were already beginning to
t hi cken.

When Rol and heard the shriek, he was nearing a small farmw th an
orchard of woodpear and crabapple trees behind it.

A qui ck gl ance showed hima graak in the orchard, lunging and snapping
at a huge wol fhound, while under the shade of a tree, a girl was shrieking
in terror.

"By the Powers, it's a wld graak!" Baron Poll shouted, spurring his
charger. WIld graaks often attacked peasants' aninmals out here, so close to
the nountains. Yet it was rarer for themto eat humans.

Rol and' s heart raced.

Baron Pol | reached behind him drew his horseman's axe, and spurred his
nount past the cottage, frightening sone nervous ducklings that mll ed
about by the front door. Then his horse junped the rail fence. The hound,
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enbol dened by Baron Poll's presence, |eapt after himand charged toward the
gr aak.

Rol and' s horse suddenly | eapt over the fence, and Rol and realized that
he too had charged the graak w thout thought. He reached into his tunic for
his half-sword, though it would do |ittle good against such a large lizard.

The whole world seened to narrow to that nmoment. Rol and coul d hear the
child shrieking farther back in the orchard, could see the great beast rise
up and spread its wngs. Baron Poll's charger reared back and pawed the air.

It was an old lizard, by the ook of it, huge. Teeth |i ke daggers, its
gol den eyes bl azi ng.

The hound leapt in at it, and the graak snapped down, catching the
hound in its long jaws. It gave the dog a vicious shake, snapping its bones.

At that nmonment, while the lizard was distracted, Baron Poll raised the
axe in both hands and hurled with all his mght, catching the reptile
cl eanly between the eyes.

"Hah, take that, foul creature!" the Baron shouted as if in parody of
sone great hero.

The graak jerked back its head, as if stricken by surprise. Blood
welled fromthe horrible blow that Baron Poll had dealt. The graak batted
its wings once, then pitched to the side and col |l apsed.

Rol and sat in his saddle for half a second, feeling exuberantly
victorious, stupidly clutching his own sword.

Still, the child screaned.

As the body of the graak settled to the ground, Roland saw the child
better, for she'd been nonentarily hidden behind its wings--a girl of seven
or eight years kneeling beside the trees. The girl had half turned toward
him Piercing green eyes and wavy hair, the sane red as Rol and's.

She wore a hooded cl oak of mdnight-blue with the king's coat of arns
on it--the imge, of the green man, a face circled by oak | eaves. Above it
a graak was sewn in red.

A skyrider. The bl ood drained fromRoland' s face. W' ve killed a nount
for the King's nmessenger, he realized. Al the gold he had woul d never
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repay the new King.

The child screaned again, and Rol and realized sonething else. The
crabapple tree that the child sat beneath was broken, as if struck by a
bolt of lightning. And in the tall brown grass beneath the tree was
sonet hi ng green.

One of its claws was hooked in the skyrider's cloak.

The child had not been attacked by a graak at all. Sonething el se had
her inits grip.

"Hel Il p!'" the child wail ed.

Rol and rushed forward a few paces for a better | ook, suddenly cautious,
until he had a full view of the green woman lying there in a pool of bl ood
of the deepest green.

He had never seen anything like this nonster. The green worman was
beauti ful and strange beyond anything that Rol and had i magi ned. She hel d
the child' s robe firmy in her claws, nerely held it, staring at the sigil
enbl azoned on the girl's chest. Mesnerized, she noved the girl this way and
that, gazing at the colored threads that nade up the i mage of the green nan.

Rol and felt confused. "Get away fromthat thing, child,"” he whispered.
"Stop screamng, and |l et the beast have your robe."

The girl turned to him her face an ashen white. She quit scream ng but
began to whi nper as she shrugged out of, the robe, tried to disentangle
her sel f.

Meanwhi | e, Baron Poll had di snounted, and cane huffing toward them
havi ng recovered his axe.

Rol and | eapt from his own horse, sword at the ready.

The green woman al nost did not notice the two nen, until the girl tried
to nove back. Then it | ashed out and grasped her forearm studied her from
eyes as dark green as her own bl ood.

“Let her go!" Roland shouted, stepping forward, brandishing the
hal f sword. Baron Poll stepped up beside him

The green woman turned on them stared at Rol and and t hrough him She
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tossed the child aside like a rag doll, then rose to a crouch, sniffing the
air like sone animal, her small breasts swaying as she shifted fromside to
side. She caught a scent, peered fixedly at Baron Poll.

Rol and's heart was pounding in fear.

"That's right," Baron Poll said. "I"mthe one you're after. |I'mthe one
you want. You snell blood? You want sonme? Cone and get it."

The green woman | eapt at Poll, covered sixty feet in three bounds.
Rol and prepared for her charge. He set his feet, raised his swrd, and
timed his swing so that it would lop off the green wonan's head.

Wth a mghty shout he whirled the blade, just as the green wonan
reached Baron Pol | .

Rol and threw his full weight into the blow, brought the sword down on
the green woman's neck, and felt as if he'd struck the bl ade agai nst stone.
The bl ade cl anged into her, bounced off her neck and sl apped Roland's |eft
Wi st.

The pain of it stung him left his sword armthrobbing.

Then the green woman had Baron Poll. He'd fallen backward, too
astoni shed to swing, and she crouched over him grasping the handle of his
axe.

Baron Poll struggled to nove the blade fromside to side, but even with
hi s endownrents of brawn, he could hardly budge it.

She held the axe, studying it. She sniffed the graak's blood, then with
a long sensual tongue, experinentally licked the gore fromthe bl ade.

Rol and fell back a pace as the nonster closed her eyes, relishing the
taste of bl ood.

The girl child was still whinpering. Blood pounded in Roland s ears and
sweat poured down the front of his tunic. It seened obvious that the green
woman craved bl ood as a drowning man craves his next breath.

"By the Powers, get her away fromne!" Baron Poll said, grunting in
terror. He held the axe, tried to tear it away, as the green wonan began to
lick the blade clean.
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Rol and had never seen anything like this, had never heard of anything
like this green woman. She had to be a summoned bei ng, perhaps sone fell
nonster drawn fromthe netherworld. Dark green blood flowed froma couple
of small wounds. Geen, |ike green flanmes, he thought.

Near by, the King's skyrider still whinpered. Roland called to her
softly, "Get out of here, child. Walk slowy. Do not run." He backed away
hi msel f, know ng that he could be of no use to Baron Poll.

The green wonman stopped |icking the axe bl ade, turned and wat ched
Rol and, then repeated in a soft voice, matching his every tone and
inflection, "Get out of here, child. Walk slowy. Do not run."

Rol and did not know if the beast sought to command himor was nerely
repeating his words. He backed away a step, his feet crunching in the dry
brown grass. A tw g snapped beneath his heel.

The green woman |icked the axe bl ade and shouted at Baron Poll, "I'm
the one you're after. I'mthe one you want. You snell blood? You want sone?
Conme and get it."

Baron Pol|l nodded as she |icked the blade clean, |let the axe go in her
hand. "Bl ood," he whispered. "Bl ood."

The green woman stopped |licking, stared at him "Bl ood," she said,
runni ng her tongue over the blade. "Bl ood."

Rol and had backed up a dozen paces by now, wondered if he should turn
and run. You never run froma dog, he knew, or a bear. The novenent of your
|l egs only enticed the animals. He decided that he should not run fromthe
green wonman, either.

He backed away and turned. In half a heartbeat, the green wonan
pounced, caught hi mfrom behi nd.

"Bl ood!" she said, hefting himin the air. She sniffed his wist, where
he had scraped hinself only nonments before, inhaled deeply the scent of his
bl ood.

"No!" he cried as she set himdown, shoved himonto his side. Drt
entered his nmouth, and he snelled the bitter scent of wild carrots, the
fragrant nold upon the wild barley that grew about.

Then there was a burning pain as the green wonman shoved one | ong cl aw
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into his wist. He struggled to escape, tried to kick at her face. She held
him ran her tongue over his left wist, savoring his life's bl ood.

He ki cked her ankles. Though she | ooked delicate as a dancer, every
nmuscle in those I egs seened to be a cord of steel. H's struggling availed
hi m not hing. She held himtighter, crushing his arm

He gasped in pain.

The green wonan sucked at his wound, pulling out his vital juices with
a soft slurping sound. He cried out, fought for his very life, fearing that
at any nonent she would bite into his throat.

"Hel p!'" Rol and shouted, |ooking for Baron Poll. But the fat kni ght had
gotten up shakily, and stared at Roland in hel pless horror.

By the Powers, he thought. Asleep for twenty years, and | wake up only
to die after the first week.

Suddenly, the child raced to Baron Poll, grabbed his axe, and | eapt
toward them "No! No!" Rol and cri ed.

The girl swung the axe bl ade down on the green wonan, and there was a
dul I thud.

The green wonman stopped, |oosed her grip alittle.
The wonman stared at the child. She shouted, "No! No!"

Then the green woman |l et himgo conpletely, and Rol and was free. He
tried to scranble through the grass, but tripped and fell three paces off.

The green woman eyed him hungrily.

“No," the child repeated. "Not him" She swung the axe down a. second
time, hitting the green womran in the skull. The green worman crouched on the
ground. She | ooked up at the child, parroted, "No."

The girl dropped the axe. She'd put a notch in the green woman's skin,
just the barest of cuts. Dark bl ood oozed fromit.

The child reached down and stroked the woman's hair at the front of her
scal p. The green woman arched her back, as if pleased by the attention.
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“"When training a dangerous aninmal," the girl said softly to Roland and
Baron Poll, "you nust reward it for good behavior, and punish it for bad."

Rol and nodded. O course the girl would know about the training of
beasts. She was a skyrider, after all, and would have to tend the graaks.

Rol and had been the King's butcher. As a child, one of his first duties
had been to carry bones and scraps of offal to the kennels, so that beast
mast er Hanrickson could train the King's war dogs. He thought he knew what
she was asking of him

He backed off carefully, to avoid drawi ng the green wonan's attention,
then painfully |inped toward the dead graak.

“"No, I'll doit,"” the girl said. "She should think of me as her naster."

She hurried past him circled the lizard. Her eyes seened blank with
pain as she | ooked at the reptile. Then she | eaned over and pulled the
hound's carcass fromits jaws. It was not a small feat. The wol fhound was a
huge dog that easily wei ghed a hundred pounds, yet the child hefted its
carcass easily.

| ama fool, Roland thought. The girl is a skyrider, with at |east one
endownent of brawn. Despite her small size, she is stronger than I am |
had t hought to save her, and instead the child saved ne.

She brought the hound back, laid it at the feet of the green wonan.
"Bl ood," she whi spered. "For you."

The green woman sniffed the hound, began |icking blood fromits pelt.
Wien she seened assured that no one would take the thing fromher, she tore
into the carcass and ripped into its back and haunches.

"Good girl," the child said. "Very good."

The green wonman | ooked up at the child. Blood foaned at her nouth as
she parroted, "Good girl."

"You're a snart one, too," the child said. She pointed to herself and
whi spered, "Averan, Averan." The green wonman repeated her nane. She pointed
to Roland, and he gave his own nane. Baron Poll finally cane cl ose, gave
his own nane. Then Averan pointed to the green wonan.

The green wonman st opped eating and stared bl ankly.

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/harry%20Kkrui ...ords%2002%620-%20Brotherhood%200f %20The%20Wol f.html (125 of 616)23-2-2006 17:16:09



Brotherhood of the Wolf

CHAPTER 10

THE GEM

Tears of rage and pain threatened to blind Averan as she worked, rage
and pain that came from seei ng her graak dead. She didn't want to seema
child, didn't want to act like a child. But she found it nearly inpossible
to keep up a fascade of indifference.

So after Roland and Baron Poll introduced thensel ves, she busied
hersel f tendi ng Rol and's wound, noving about nunbly as if in a dream The
green woman's fall fromthe sky, the shock of seeing Leatherneck dead, the
horrors that she knew had occurred at Keep Haberd, all left her feeling
dazed and wrung out. She wanted to scream

| nstead, she bit her Iip and worked.

Averan knew that the wound in Roland's wist stung |i ke a hornet when
she washed it. The wound was deep, ragged, and it bled badly. She went to a
wel | beside the cottage for a bucket of water, then poured it over him and
blotted the wound. He stifled a cry, and the green wonman drew near eagerly,
i ke a dog begging for scraps.

"No, " Averan warned the green woman. "This one's not for you." Baron
Pol | grabbed the axe. The fat knight shook it threateningly. The green
woman backed of f.

Rol and | aughed mi serably. "Thank you, child, for not feeding ne to your
pet." Averan finished wi ping the water away: Her |ightest scrubbing had
opened t he wound agai n, and she used part of Roland's tunic as a conpress,
hol di ng the wound cl osed.

"She's not ny pet," Averan objected, trying to hold in her own pain.
"Try telling her that,"” Baron Poll said. "In half an hour she'll be
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rolling over for you and trying to nose her way into your bed."

Averan knew that they were right. The green wonman had accepted her, had
accepted her fromthe noment that she woke to find Averan kneeling over
her. She was |ike a baby graak that way, new fromits egg. But just because
the Baron was right didn't nmean she had to Iike him He was the oaf who had
kill ed Leatherneck, after all.

The green woman thinks |I'm her nother, Averan realized. Averan shook
her head. She didn't know what to do with the beast.

“"Did you sumon the creature?" Baron Poll asked.

"Summon her?" Aver an asked.

"Well, it's not a natural creature, is it?" Baron Poll said, eyeing the
green woman warily. "I've. never heard of its like. So it nust have been
summoned. "

Aver an shrugged. Baron Poll's question was beyond her, beyond any of
them She knew nothing of magic, aside fromwhat one m ght hear from an
occasi onal hedge wi zard. Keep Haberd had sel dom entertai ned anyone with
power .

"It's the green of fire," Roland said. "Flanes can be green. Do you
have any power over fire?"

The green woman got off her haunches, went to the dead body of
Leat her neck, and began to feed. Averan w nced and | ooked away.

“No," Averan said nmechanically. "I sonmetinmes light the fire in the
hearth at our aerie; it's all | can do to keep one going. |I'mno
fl aneweaver."

Averan wi ped the last of the blood from Roland's wound with a corner of
Rol and's tunic. "The earth can be green, too," she said. "As is water." She
bl i nked a tear from her eye.

Rol and didn't answer, but Baron Poll did. "You're right, girl, but the
sunmoner's, art is practiced by flameweavers, not by earth nagicians or
wat er w zards."

"She fell fromthe sky," Averan said. "That's all | know. | saw her
drop out of the air in front of me. | was above the clouds. Maybe she's a
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creature of the air."

Baron Poll half-turned to | ook down at her. "Summpned," he said
t houghtfully, sure of hinself.

Averan frowned. She had an endowrent of wit, and so was a quick
| earner. But she was only nine years old, and she'd never studied the
magi cal arts. "You think I amthe sumoner? You' re daft."”

Baron Poll was the ol dest, and even Rol and | ooked to himfor counsel.
He said, "Maybe so, but |I've heard it said that the Powers have their own
reasons for doing what they do. Perhaps you didn't sumon it; it may have
been sent."

That seened just as unlikely. Roland's bleeding had finally stopped,
and the wound | ooked cl ean enough.

Averan noticed that sonme of the green woman's bl ood was on her fingers.
She di pped themin the bucket and tried to scrub the blood off, but the
green stuff had al ready soaked into her skin, staining her hands as if
she'd spilled ink, leaving irregular blotches. She supposed it woul d wear
of f.

“I"msorry about your graak,"” Baron Poll said for the third tinme since
he'd i ntroduced hinself. "Can you forgive ne?"

Aver an fought back bitter tears. Leatherneck was not ny graak, she told
herself. It was the King's, or Brand's, nore than it bel onged to anyone
el se.

Still she had fed the beast for years, had groonmed it and scraped its
teeth and filed its claws. She'd |oved the old |izard.

She'd known he was old, that he'd only had another sumer or two |eft,
at nost.

She knew that she should not blane Baron Poll for killing it. Brand had
al ways said, "Never punish a beast for having a good heart. Even the
ki ndest brutes will sonetines nip you by m stake."

The sane was true with nen, she supposed. Even fat old knights who
shoul d have known better. Tears fl ooded her eyes.

"It is forgotten, Sir Paunch,"” Averan said, trying to make |light of it,
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trying to keep the pain from her voice.

"Go ahead, child, hurl insults if it will nake you feel better," the
ol d knight said. "You can do better than that!"

Averan wanted to hold her tongue, but it hurt too much to keep the pain
in. Still, she dared not be too rude to a lord. "If it pleases you, Sir
Br eadbasket, Sir G easebarrel, Sir Broadbutt."

"That's better, child,” Poll said with a sullen expression.

"Though he is a baron,"” Roland corrected the girl, "and should nore
properly be called Baron Broadbutt."

Averan smled weakly, sniffed and wi ped her tears away, satisfied with
the nane-calling, at l|east for now.

Baron Pol | asked, "Were were you going? Are you carrying an inportant
nmessage?”

Averan considered. It was the nost inportant nessage that she'd ever
carried: news of an inpending invasion. "Paladane has heard by now, " Averan
said truthfully. "Reavers were com ng down to Keep Haberd fromthe
nount ai ns. By now, Haberd has fallen. | was to bear a nessage to Duke
Pal adane, but riders on force horses were also sent. Master Brand had ne
fly out only to save ny life."

"We found your nessenger,"”, Baron Poll said, "earlier today. He'd had a
bad fall, so | suppose that Pal adane has yet to |earn your news. Tis bitter
tidings these days. The King dead, Raj Ahten advancing on Carris--all of
it! Now the reavers."”

"We're going north to Heredon," Roland said as he sat up. "W'Il | bear
your news to Paladane in Carris and then to the King, too."

Baron Pol| added, "W can drop you off in Carris."

She renenbered Brand's warni ng that she should head north for safety.
“I don't want to go to Carris,"” she said. "I"mgoing to Heredon, with you!"

"Heredon?" Baron Poll said. "I don't think so. It's bound to be a
dangerous trip, what with Raj Ahten on the nove. There's no need for you to
go. W'll carry the nessage."

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/harry%20Kkrui ...ords%2002%620-%20Brotherhood%200f %20The%20Wol f.html (129 of 616)23-2-2006 17:16:09



Brotherhood of the Wolf

"I know the way to Heredon," Averan offered. "I know the roads, and the
nmount ai ns, and | know faster ways for a man on a good horse to travel. |
coul d gui de you."

"Have you flown there?" Baron Poll asked.

"Yes, twice," Averan lied. She'd seen the maps, nenorized the |ay of
the | and. But she'd never even flown as far as Fl eeds.

The nmen | ooked at one anot her neani ngfully. They could use a gui de.

"No, we've only got two horses,"” Roland said. "We'l| drop you off
sonmewhere safe.”

"I could ride with you," Averan said to Roland. G ven Baron Poll"'s

stomach, she could not sit double with himon a horse. "I"'msmall, and |'ve
an endownent of strength and stamna. |If your horse tires, | can get down
and run."

This was inportant, she knew. She wanted to get to Heredon now, she had
an unreasoned and unreasonable craving to do so. Her nessage to Pal adane
was i nmportant, but her need was even nore conpelling. Her whole body shook
with the desire. In fact, she knew al nost exactly where she wanted to go.
She cl osed her eyes, and recalled the maps: In the m ddl e of Heredon,
al nost nine hundred mles north of here, beyond the Durkin Hlls. Castle
Sylvarresta. In her mnd s eye, she saw sonething that resenbled a green
gl owi ng gem

"Do you have famly in Heredon?" Baron Poll asked.

"No," she admtted. "Not really."” Yet it was inportant that she get
t here.

"Then why are you so determ ned to go?" Rol and asked. Averan knew t hat
because she was small, because she was a child, others expected her to act
like a child, prone to tantrunms and unreasonable fits. But Averan was not
i ke other children; she never had been. Brand had said that he chose her
fromanong all of the orphans in Mystarria because when he | ooked in her
eyes, he saw an old woman there. During her short |life, she had |ived nore
t han ot hers had.

"That is where | was heading," she lied, "after | gave Duke Pal adane
the nessage. My master Brand has a sister there at Castle Sylvarresta. He
hoped she would take nme in. He gave ne a letter for her, and noney for ny
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keep." She jingled the purse tied to her belt.

Rol and did not ask to see the letter. Wrds on paper were obviously
above him And Baron Poll was a |lazy man. He didn't want to bother reading
|l etters. Averan hoped that the lure of noney m ght hook them

"And what of your pet?" Baron Poll asked, nodding toward the green
woman. "WI | she follow us, do you think?"

"We'll |eave her," Averan answered, though sonething inside warned
against it. What if Baron Poll was right? Wiat if one of the Powers had
sumoned the creature for her? It would be wasteful to abandon it, perhaps
even dangerous. Still, Averan did not see how they could bring the creature
with them

Baron Pol| considered thoughtfully. In a tone that brooked no argunent,
he said, "W dare not take you far. |I'll drop you off sonmewhere safe, north
of Carris if you like. I've got a cousin in a small town north of there.
She could help arrange for your care.”

Averan was used to dealing with lords. They were often inconsiderate
and never |iked being told that they were wong. Baron Poll's tone warned
her that she could expect nothing better from him

But in her heart she vowed, If you leave ne, |I'Il run behind you if I
must, and foll ow you every step of the way.

Averan ran and fetched Roland's piebald filly, along with Baron Poll"'s
dun stallion, and they prepared to depart. The sun had nearly set, yet the
owner of the cottage had still not cone hone.

Baron Pol| picked a few woodpears and crabapples fromthe small
orchard, then grabbed sone turni ps and onions froma garden behind the
cottage. A few scrawny ducks, hatched in the past eight weeks, waddl ed
around the front of the house. Baron Poll left them

Averan wondered who mght live here. An old woodcutter she inmagined,
for the orchard was too snmall to provide a living for even one person and
the hills were wooded to the south. She wondered what he woul d thi nk when
he di scovered his dog dead, and a graak lying beside it in his backyard.
She opened the purse that Brand had given her, found that it contained not
only sonme northern coins, but also a couple of golden trade rings |ike
those used by nerchants from I ndhopal. The rings were as precisely wei ghted
as any coin, and were struck with the synbols of Miuyyatin, but could be
worn on the fingers or toes, or on a string about the neck, and therefore
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were not as easily lost as a northern coin.

After selecting a single piece of silver, Averan laid it atop the body
of the dog.

Then she sat before Roland on his nount, and she and Baron Poll and
Rol and raced away fromthe cottage, up a winding road toward the forests of
t he Brace Mount ai ns.

When they left the cottage, the green woman was still feeding on
Leat her neck's corpse. She did not even | ook up, except to cast an
unconcerned. glance in Averan's direction.

A mle farther on, the road began to clinb the hills in earnest. The
hi ghway was lined with alders, their |eaves going golden in the early
autum. Higher up, a few pines also marched along the hill.

The road here becane a lonely place, the hillside windswept. In sone
pl aces, boul ders had rolled down the nountain and bl ocked parts of the
road, so that Rol and naneuvered the horse around them This hi ghway had
been wel | tended a dozen years ago, but the bandits in these hills were so
thick that the king's nen didn't bother to maintain the trail any |onger.

It was an hour after sunset, and Bessahan had been riding hard al
afternoon, trying to catch the King's nessengers. But his horse had thrown
a shoe in the woods, and he'd had to stop and fix it, wasting nearly an
hour .

Bessahan found the graak by the roadsi de al nost by chance. Near a
cottage beside the road, a hefty woman stood with a battered | antern,
staring at the dead reptile in her orchard. The |lantern was hooded with a
cloudy ceramic that did not let out nuch light. In the darkness, the wonman
m st ook Bessahan for soneone el se.

"Eh, Koby, is that you?"

Bessahan had a limted comnmand of the Rof ehavani sh tongue. He dared not
| et her hear his accent, so he nerely grunted in return.

“"Did you see this? Sonmeone killed this graak right here by the house,
split its head clean open. There's tracks here froma pair of horses. Ws
it you who did it?"
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Bessahan shook his head no.

"And the damed nonster killed ny dog, too." The fat, woman shook her
head in disgust. She was an old thing with stringy hair and a greasy apron.
Bessahan had taken endownents of scent fromtwo dogs. He could snell |ye
soap on her, even at fifty paces. A dirty woman who washed cl ot hes for
ot hers.

"Whoever killed it did nme no favors," the old woman groaned. "If they'd
have said to ne, Kitty, you want us to kill that nonster in your
backyard?' 1'd have answered, "No. You leave it alone. Killing it won't

bring Dog back to life and you can let it have ny worthl ess ducks, too.'
But woul d anyone ever |isten to ne? Nooo!"

Bessahan's opi nion of the woman | owered even nore. She was not only fat
and greasy, she talked nmuch while thinking little.

“Well," she. asked, "will you help nme get rid of it? The carcass w ||
only draw wolves. In fact, it looks as if one has already been after it.
It's all ripped apart.™

Bessahan | ooked up the road. The nessengers had probably gone that way;
into the mountains, into the dark. But night was falling, and he wondered
if they would risk the nountain trails by night. No, it would be wser to
stay nearby. They could be canped anywhere--in the orchard, up the hill.

And rain was comng. He could snell it on the wind. It mght be hard to
track them by scent.

He rode his horse up to the old woman in the dimlanplight. She | ooked
up at himthrough hooded eyes, suddenly wary.

"Hey, you're not Koby!" she accused.

“"No, | amsorry," Bessahan answered in his thick accent. "I am not your
Koby. My nane is Bessahan.”

"What are you doi ng here?" she asked, backing up a step, suddenly
def ensi ve.

"I am searching for the men who killed the graak," Bessahan answer ed.

"What for?" the old woman demanded. Bessahan | et his horse step cl oser.
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"Bessahan?" she asked,, suddenly frightened. "Wat kind of nanme is
that!"

She had obviously not seen the nen, had no further information of any
value. So he told her the truth.

"It is not a nane, so nuch as a title. In nmy country, ny nane neans
"Hunter of Men.'

The ol d woman put her hand on her nouth, as if to keep fromcrying out.

Bessahan | eaned over quickly, grabbed the old woman by the hair with
his right hand, and drew his khivar, a |ongbladed assassin's knife, with
his |eft.

He sl ashed hard with his knife, so that the blade snicked through bone,
and the old wonman's body tunbled into the dry grass at his horse's feet. He
cut off a single ear, then tossed her head besi de the body.

She had died without a cry.

Bessahan put the ear in a coin pouch, then leapt fromhis horse and
pi cked up the lantern. He cleaned his blade and circled the carcass of the
graak. He caught the scent of a young man in a cotton tunic, and an old man
whose sweat was nore |ike a boar's scent. Al of these northerners ate too
much cheese and drank too nuch ale. Their very skin snelled bad to
Bessahan, like curdled mlk. And they were dirty besides.

But he snelled sonmething else--a girl's scent on the beast's neck. This
was no wild graak, he suddenly realized. He held the |antern near, saw
where the scales of the graak's neck had been polished snooth by young | egs
there near the base of the graak's shoul ders. A skyrider had been on that
beast !

So, she had joined with the king's nessengers.

The prints of hooves near the graak's carcass showed that two nounts
had i ndeed headed north on horseback.

Bessahan renoved the hood fromthe |antern, then blew out the w ck and
left it on the grass. He preferred that the old woman's body not be found
until norning.

I n the darkness, he stretched his back and | ooked up. A ragged hole in
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the clouds showed stars gleam ng |like a thousand di anonds in a perfect sky.

A beautiful night, with just a touch of cold. On such a night back
home, he woul d have taken a pair of girls to his roomto keep himwarm He
had been w thout a wonan for too | ong.

He let the hood fall back fromover his head, shook his |long dark hair
out in the starlight, and sniffed the air in consternation.

He snel | ed sonet hing odd, sonething...unlike anything he had ever
encountered. Rich, earthy. Like freshly turned soil or |ike noss, yet
sweet er.

| amin a northern forest, he rem nded hinself, far fromhonme. O
course there are plants here that | have never snelled before.

Yet sonething bothered him He could sniff the air, taste the scent,
but he could not |ocate the source of the snell itself. It was as if sone
strange ani mal had passed this way.

Bessahan got on his nount and rode into the night.

CHAPTER 11

PCLI SHED STONES

| ome and Gaborn stood atop the King' s Keep, gazing down on the fields
bel ow Castl e Sylvarresta. It was the |ast evening of Hostenfest, and the
great feast was over, though Gaborn had not eaten a handful of food all
day. Now, by tradition, was a tine of song.

For a thousand years or nore, the end of Hostenfest had been cel ebrated
in song as famlies gathered round the hearth and cast handful s of fragrant
dried | eaves and flower petals upon the firerose and jasm ne, |avender or
m nt .
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Then they had sung together, in hope of the new King.

Two hundred thousand tents and pavilions covered the fields before
Castl e Sylvarresta, and each one shone fromthe lanterns within it, so that
the light shining through made the edifices glowin colors of gold and
silver, iridescent blues and vivid greens. Moreover, the people of Heredon
stood before their tents and held aloft small oil |anps. The essence of
flower petals filled the air, and the light of the lanps reflected from
their faces.

Every kind of man stood upon that field: lords and ladies in their
finery, peasant farners by the drab hundreds of thousands, schol ars and
fools, mnstrels and | aborers, whores and heal ers, nerchants and hunt snen.
The sick, the healthy, the |anme, the dying. The astoni shed, the joyous, the
skeptical, the true believers, the terrified.

The people were giddy and wild-eyed. It was the |ast day of Hostenfest,
the celebration of the Earth King. The people cel ebrated, but even in their
cel ebration there was an undertone of terror.

Toget her the peopl e sang an anci ent hym.

"Lord of the Forest, Master of the Field,

To whom each. knee nust bow and heart nust vyield,
G eat shall be ny joy when thy reign has cone.
Gat her me when you bring the harvest hone.

"We' Il stand together when the darkness falls
Shoul der to shoul der on the castle walls.

"Il I'end thee ny sword, if you'll be ny shield,
Lord of the Forest, Master of the Field."

As the people sang, lonme | ooked down in wonder, for beside the
opal escent |ights shining fromthe pavilions and | anps around the castle, a
strange sapphire light glowed in the noat.

The great sturgeons swamwi | dly, drawi ng runes of protection about the
castle, as if they too offered support to the Earth King.

When the song ended, horns began to trunpet upon the walls of Castle
Syl varresta and throughout the vast horde. Hundreds of thousands of voices
united in shouting, "All hail the new Earth King! Al hail the Earth King."

Their voi ces echoed anong the hills and reverberated fromthe castle
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wal I s. Men, wonen, and children raised their fists as they cried out in
wonder. Many an ani mal bucked wldly at the shouting and began to run
through the canps. A throng of at |east five hundred thousand peopl e began
racing forward to kneel with their weapons proffered in support of Gaborn.
Men shouted and wonen cried, the horns kept blaring. Upon the castle walls
boys wildly waved the banners of Syl varresta.

| onre had never imagined such a noise or turmult. A chill coursed down
her spi ne.

This is only the beginning, lome realized. People renmenber the |egends.
Every man, wonman, and child who desires to live knows that he nust serve
the Earth King, gain his protection.

MIlions upon mllions of people are com ng. The whole world wil|
gat her here.

Thus Gaborn Val Orden stood on the walls of Castle Sylvarresta in
triunph.

| ome | ooked to his face to see his reaction. Gaborn stood rigid, and
peered to the south as if listening to a distant trunpet.

| one | ooked off at the edge of the forest, could see nothing beyond the
dark trees. Yet Gaborn trenbled as he gazed beyond the southern hills with
a faraway | ook in his eye.

"What's wrong?" |onme asked.

He breathed heavily. "lone, | feel a warning |ike never before! The
Earth's warning. The fields here are black. My death is com ng! The death
of us all is comng!"

"What do you nean?" |one asked.

"We nust prepare to flee," he said. He offered no further expl anati on.
| nstead he gripped her hand as he turned and raced fromthe top of the
King's Tower, through the open hatch, down, the stairs, descending six
stories until he reached the old cellars where no man had lived in lone's
lifetine.

Gaborn's and lone's Days raced to keep up.

| ome was vaguely aware that the Earth Warden Bi nnesman had converted
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this dirty hole into his den, since Raj Ahten's flameweavers had burned his
cottage in the garden, but when Gaborn threw open the door, she was not at
all prepared for what she saw.

The wi zard Bi nnesman stood in the cellar, whose scent of ml dew,
sul fur, and ash was nade tol erable only by the bundles of herbs tied to the
rafters. Binnesman had no candles or lanps of any kind lit in that room
Yet half-buried in the dirt on the floor lay a Seer's Stone. It was an
enor nous round stone, a polished agate of purest white. Oher, smaller
crystals were laid around it, pointing inward toward this vast stone, and
the wi zard had drawn nmagic runes in the dirt around the entire assenbly.
The crystals and the great polished agate were all glowing with their own
l'ight.

Bi nnesman stood | eaning on his staff and staring down at the gl ow ng
stone, watching an inmage. As lonme | ooked at the stone, she could see four
nount ai ns spouting snoke and ash and fire. Distantly thunder runbl ed,
seem ng to shake the floor beneath her. The stone reveal ed an i mage of
vol canoes erupti ng.

O at least that is what she thought at first. For these were not
common vol canoes. |Instead, they were but snmall dones, where | ava gushed
li ke water, and reavers by the tens of thousands boiled out of the ground.

Nor did the Seer's Stone convey the inmage alone. lone realized that the
odor of sulfur and ash in the air issued fromthe stone, and the heat
radi ated by the Seer's Stone warned the room|ike a baker's oven. |ndeed,
she could snell and feel and hear and see everything, just as if she were
wat chi ng the vol canoes from af ar.

Yet |one had never heard that Bi nnesman dabbled with Seer's Stones. In
fact, he'd denied ever having done so when confronted by Raj Ahten.

lone stared at the image in the stone, astonished.

"Reavers have surfaced in North Crowthen," the wizard said matter-of-
factly. "Qthers are comng to ground farther south, along the Alcair
Mount ai ns. Your keep at Haberd is toppled. Raj Ahten's defenses in Kartish
are faring no better.

Even as he said it, the whole of Castle Sylvarresta suddenly trenbl ed
as the earth shook. At first lonme thought it was a residual effect fromthe
Seer's Stones arranged on the floor, but the w zard stared up at the walls
of the castle, concerned. "It is but a mnor trenor," the wzard said. "The
Earth is in pain."
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|l onme gl anced at the pair of Days who had taken sanctuary in the dark
corner behind her. Wth their mnds paired to those of their fellows, they
knew nore about the affairs of the Earth than anyone in this room
i ncluding the wizard Bi nnesman. What she saw worried her. Gaborn's Days
stared at the scene in horror, nouth gaping.

"What is Raj Ahten doing, attacking ne at a tine |ike this?" Gaborn
demanded. "Does he even know t he danger?"

"l doubt that he sees the calamty yet," the w zard answered. "Last |
saw, his troops were marching toward Carris, it seened. At |east, they were
a few hours ago."

“"Where are they now?" Gaborn asked.

Bi nnesnman bowed his head and closed his eyes, as if too weary to
continue. Ever since he'd raised his wlde and lost it, he'd suffered from
fatigue. "It has been a long day. But I'll try."

The wi zard reached down to the dirt floor and rubbed fresh soil upon
his palns and on his face. Then he picked up a few crystals, noved them
about the edge of the Seer's Stone, pulling sone back, noving others |eft
or right, his face a study in concentration.

The process took several mnutes, for the wzard had first to | ocate
Raj Ahten's troops, as if seen froma distant nountain, then progressively
nove to better vantage points.

Yet what |one eventually saw nmade the hair stand up on her arns: Raj
Ahten's troops were nmassed about a village, a hundred stone houses with
thatch roofs. A low wall of stone surrounded the village, one that a knight
nount ed on a good force horse could easily overl eap.

There were no watchmen on the walls, no distant sound of barking dogs.
It appeared that the town was unaware of the approaching threat.

"I know that place,"” Gaborn said. "That is the village of Twynhaven."

The fromh giants in Raj Ahten's arny raised their nmuzzles and sniffed
the air hungrily, as if trying to catch the scent of fresh bl ood. The
knights in the retinue held their |ances and war axes ready.

But it was Raj Ahten's sorcerers who took the | ead.
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Three fl aneweavers spread out in a line, just outside the village wall,
and began to chant, soft and reedy. lone could hear themplainly, yet she
coul d not nmake out their words, for their chant was a song of fire and
consunption, the flickering sounds of flanes, the crackle of a | og.

Around each of them grass and bushes suddenly erupted. G een flanes
shot skyward, and the flameweavers were engul fed. lone snelled ash, felt
the heat of their flame. They began stal king toward the village, clinbed
the | ow stone wall.

Suddenl y; the dogs in the town caught sight of them and several began
to bay. A horse whinnied nervously.

Still, no voice was raised in alarm

The fl ameweavers | eapt over the wall, and by now the fires behind them
had grown substantial, so that |lone watched the sorcerers from beyond a
screen of fl ane.

Around the village wall, the late summer sun had bl eached the grass,
sucked all the noisture fromit. The flaneweaver to the far left pointed to
his left, and a tendril of flame shot fromhis hand and raced around the
wal | faster than a good horse could run. The flanmeweaver to the right did
the sane. In seconds, the two bolts of flane net at the far end of the
city, and it was circled in fire.

Then the fire | eapt skyward and began to rush toward the center of the
circle.

A woman screaned and ran from her house at the edge of the village,
gaping in dismay. O hers began to follow her fromtheir hones--children and
not hers. Sone horses knocked down a corral, raced round the town, bucking
wildly.

The fl ameweavers advanced on the village now. The rising inferno was
feeding them giving themenergy. One flaneweaver pointed at a | arge barn;
and the thatch of its roof caught fire, seened al nost to expl ode.

Seconds | ater, one of his fell ows approached a house, sent a rope of
flame twisting toward it, so that its roof and all its tinbers inside were
consuned at once. The heat of it fairly snote |one.

Peopl e screaned within the house, and a burly townsman raced fromit,
his hair and clothes afire. A wonman and her son raced out, the boy bearing
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a shield. Hs arnor and his eyes reflected the flanes. Firelit snoke nade
the scene bright.

The snel|l of snoke canme strong to lone's nostrils.

The whol e town suddenly erupted into an inferno, and the flames whirl ed
high into the air, a hundred, two hundred yards. The fl aneweavers began
chanting | ouder as they wal ked into that inferno, and they thensel ves
becane gl owi ng worns of l|ight, withing beside the townspeople who died.

"They're sacrificing those people to the Power they serve," Bi nhnesman
said in horror, and the wizard turned away fromhis Seer's Stone. "This is
a bl ack sunmoni ng."

"This is the source of ny terror,"” Gaborn sai d.

The fl ames enconpassing the village slowy turned green, the several
fires within it coalescing into sone strange wonderl and of otherworldly
shadows. Wthin nonents, the rock walls of the cottages and the stone
fences all began to dissolve into nolten puddl es.

It happened quickly, lome thought. The town was soon | evel ed; the bones
of every carcass, both of nman and animal, were |licked clean by fl anes.

It did not take the normal hours of teasing and coaxing that |one
t hought woul d be required to performa summoni ng. Perhaps the sacrifice
strengt hened the fl aneweavers' spell. The fl anmeweavers sang and danced |ike
living flanes.

Wthin an hour, a green glow ng portal appeared on the ground, and the
fl aneweavers stood before it, calling in the tongues of flanmes and ashes.

Not hi ng cane forth, until one flanmeweaver wal ked to the portal and
di sappeared into the netherworl d.

Al nost instantly, the flanes around the city di m nished, puffed out
into utter blackness. Only an occasional coal in the blackness still burned.

For a long nonment, lone held her breath, believing that a flameweaver
had di ed, that he'd di sappeared into the netherworld, never to return.

Then, anong the ashes, she saw two forns take shape, withing |ike
wrestlers, she thought at first. But no, she decided, they were withing
i ke men who have struggled to craw the last few yards of a | ong and
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difficult journey.
One was the dark shape of the flaneweaver, half-covered with ashes.

Beside himwas a larger form like that of a dark man with a shaggy
mane of long curly hair. But he glowed with a pure blue light, as if he
were made of crystal. Flanes rippled and played on his flesh.

The lunbering fell ow staggered to his feet, and fanned w de his
respl endent wi ngs. Lightning seened to flicker across his brow, and it
glowed fiercely in his eyes.

Everywhere, anong the ranks of Raj Ahten's troops, hardened soldiers
cried out in astonishment, while war dogs backed away and snarled in terror.

"By the Powers," Gaborn said, "he's summobned a dory!"

But what kind of dory? lone wondered. For in the ages past, it was
said that at the battle of Vaderlee's Gorge, the Earth King Erden Geboren
once fought with one Gory on his right hand and another on his left. They
were said to be irrepressible opponents. She'd thought themto be the
benefi ciaries of mankind.

Yet this youth had a fell ook in his eye as he wapped his w ngs about
his shoul ders, and the |ight stream ng from hi m becane the bl ackest abyss.

"Do not be msled," Binnesman said. "He is not |like the Gories revered
in ancient tales. He is a Darkling Gory. This creature cones to slay an
Earth King, not to save one."

"How soon?" Gaborn asked. "When will it cone?" Binnesman went to a
smal|l table and retrieved a large tone, an illum nated manuscri pt that
depi cted various creatures of the Earth. He flipped through his bestiary,
to the pages that dealt with creatures of the netherworld. The notations
for a Darkling Gory were scant, and | acked even a crude draw ng.
Qobvi ously, even anong the wise, this beast was the stuff of nmere | egend.
"It is a creature of air and darkness," Binnesman said: "It will fly to
you, and nost likely it wll wait to attack until night. | think it is too
far away to reach us today. But tonmorrow night, or the night after, it wll
surely cone.”

"What should | do?" Gaborn asked.

Bi nnesman didn't answer, nerely frowned as he read the entry on
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Darkling A ories. lone realized that he had no answer.

"That fool, Raj Ahten,"” the w zard nuttered, "to | oose, such a nonster

now.

Bi nnesnan knelt by his crystals, nudged one a hairsbreadth, and shifted
his view so that he could better see Raj Ahten's arny.

For a |l ong nonent he stared, then he spoke to Gaborn. "I don't see Raj
Ahten hinsel f. Where could he be?"

Gaborn studied the image, too. "It's dark there. Maybe he's in the
shadows, near the rear."

"No," Binnesman said. "He would be at the forefront, to greet his new
anbassador. He's gone. He's split off fromhis main arny for sonme reason.”

"But why?" Gaborn asked. "Can you find hinf"

Bi nnesman shook his head and frowned. "I doubt it. An arny, a vol cano--
these are easy to spot. But one man, riding in the night? It could take ne
days, and I'mat the end of ny strength."”

Bi nnesman turned away fromthe Seer's Stone, and the inmage faded
al toget her, though the glowing crystals still provided sonme snall light for
the room In that |ight, the wizard | ooked ill-used. Only a week before,
his robes had been green, the color of |leaves in high sunmmer. But then he'd
tried to sunmon a wylde, a creature of the Earth that would strengthen his
powers. Unfortunately, the wylde had been | ost, and Bi nnesman was now weary
and weakened.

"I have been studying the vol canoes,
out the reavers' plan of attack.

he said glumy, "trying to figure

"I nmust admt that it nmakes little sense to ne. The reavers are
surfacing in places that are far apart from one another, and nost of them
are far fromany human habitati on.

"But one thing | have noticed. They arise in places where there is
al ready an old vol cano nearby, or regions filled with hot springs or
geysers."

"Whi ch neans?" Gaborn asked.
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"There is arealmof fire at the heart of the earth,”
Bi nnesnman said, "as you yourself saw when we reached the |dynean Sea.

"I think," Binnesman continued, "that in sone places, this real m of
fire comes closer to the earth's surface than in others. That is where hot
springs form and vol canoes arise. Now | wonder if perhaps the heat is
driving the reavers to the surface.”

Gaborn changed the subject. "It is of nore imedi ate concern that Raj
Ahten is preparing to attack Mystarria in earnest. |I'll need to convene a
council with ny war | eaders."

"War with Raj Ahten?" Binnesman asked. "Are you sure that is wise, with
so many reavers surfacing?"

Gaborn sighed heavily. "No. But if | do not at |east give sone sign
that I will fight him Raj Ahten may do nore damage. | can only hope that
once he learns of the danger in his own |lands he wll retreat to |ndhopal
and | ook after his own defense. | may even be able to negotiate a truce.”

The w zard studi ed Gaborn thoughtfully. "You may try to recl aimRaj
Ahten if you want," Binnesman said. "But | don't know if even you can save
him Renenber that | cursed hima week ago. Such curses take tine to reach
their full effect, but | suspect that now you cannot help him™"

"For the sake of ny people, | nust try," Gaborn said.

Bi nnesman peered up at himfrom beneath a bushy brow. "And for the sake
of your people, | nmust warn you: Raj Ahten is not likely to take counsel
froman eneny. You will be placing yourself in grave danger when you go
before him It may be that he is even trying to draw you into battle, for
he knows that he cannot attack you here, so close to the Dunnwood, where
the wi ghts protect you."

"I know," Gaborn said uneasily. "WII| you come with ne, then?"

“You know that | have no strength in war," Binnesman said, "but | nay
followin a day or two and offer what help I can. As for now, | nust
prepare to face the Darkling Aory, and | nust neet it alone.”

"You?" Gaborn asked: "Alone, without a wlde? | can marshal fifty
t housand knights to fight at your side."
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"And they would avail you nothing--nerely get thenselves killed,"
Bi nnesman sai d.

"What weapons can you nuster?" Gaborn asked.

“I...don't know yet," Binnesman said. "I'll have to think of sonething.
As for you, convene your war council. Your nmen know how to fight better
than | do. At dawn, warn the people to flee Castle Sylvarresta. Certainly
you feel the approaching danger. And now, | nust rest."”

Wth no nore preanble than that, he staggered toward a corner and | ay
down on sone thick oam The | oam could not have been here |ong, |one
realized. The floor of the cellar was paved with a few fl agstones thrown
over hardened dirt. The w zard nust have obtai ned that soil hinself; Earth
Wardens often adm ni stered healing soils to the sick. lonme wondered if the
soil he slept in now had any special properties. He pulled handfuls of dirt
close to him and sprinkled some over him and soon was sl eeping peacefully.

| ome | ooked around. Now the roomsnelled only faintly of m|dew and the
cl ean scents of the wi zard's herbs. She could feel earth power here, that
strange tingling sensation she got whenever Gaborn or the w zard drew near.
Only here it was stronger. Unbi dden, the blessing that she'd heard so often
lately from Gaborn canme to mnd. "May the Earth hide you. May the Earth
heal you. May the Earth make you its own." This was a place surrounded by
Eart h.

"Let's go," Gaborn said.

CHAPTER 12

IN THE KING S COUNCI L

Sir Borenson woke Myrrima with only a little shaking, and told her his
news: Gaborn had requested her attendance at a council neeting.

“"Are you certain that he wants ne?" Myrrinm asked, bew | dered. She'd
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conme after dinner to lie on the bed and had fallen asleep in her clothes.
She sat up stiffly.

"I"msure," Borenson sai d.
"If he wants to know which autumm flowers will | ook best in the G eat
Hall," Myrrima said, "I could counsel himtill dawn. But | know not hi ng of

war . "

"Gabon |i kes you," Borenson said, sonewhat at a | oss hinself. She had
no skill at war, and Borenson suspected that Gaborn had invited Myrrima as
a mere courtesy to him so that he could spend nore tine with his new bride
before | eaving for Inkarra. But he dared not hurt his wife's feelings by
telling her so. "Did he not say when he first nmet you that he wanted you in
his court? He respects your opinion."

"But...l feel as if I'man inposter."

"I"'msure the King feels the same Way hinsel f," Borenson ventured. "A
week ago, his greatest worry was whether or not to wear a feather in his
cap when he cane before lone to ask for her hand. Now his father is dead,

and he nust plan a war. A week ago, | amsure that lonme worried nost about
what color thread to use in her enbroidery, but she'll be at the council,
t0o."

"It sounds as if he has invited everyone in the kingdomto his
council!" Myrrima said in surprise.

"Not everyone. Chancell or Rodderman and Jureemw || attend, as wll
Erin Connal, King O-wnne, H gh Marshal Skal bairn, and Lord Ingris of
Lysle.”

Frowni ng thoughtfully, Myrrima rose fromthe bed, glanced in a mrror,
and began conbi ng out her long dark hair. Borenson felt unsure of his own
place at this council. He was now. after all, a blank shield by avowal.

A few days ago, he had prom sed to give hinself two weeks to prepare
for his journey to Inkarra. He'd wanted tine to say goodbye to his honel and
and to his wife. He'd thought he'd have that tine. But then Borenson had
al so believed that Raj Ahten would flee honme to I ndhopal for the winter.
| nstead, the Wl f Lord was driving south, straight into the heart of
Mystarria, giving Gaborn no respite. Now Gaborn was stuck up here in
Her edon, all but severed fromhis own real mand from his counsel ors.
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So Borenson had not been able to bring hinself to head south on his
gquest to Inkarra. Not while his friend still needed counsel. Though as a
Kni ght Equi tabl e, Borenson was free to | eave, until tonight, he'd chosen to
st ay.

But he knew that if Gaborn rode south to Mystarria, Borenson woul d
ride, too. And once he set his back to Heredon, and to his wife, he would
not return until his quest ended.

"What of the herbalist Binnesman? Wn't he be at the council ?" Mrrinma
asked.

"He's asl eep"” Borenson said, "and cannot be disturbed.” O all those
m ssing fromthe council, Borenson wondered nost about Bi nnesnman. He'd
offered to put a boot to the wzard's ribs and roust himfrom bed, but
Gaborn had forbidden it.

"Then what of Prince Celinor," she inquired, "or the other nerchant
princes of Lysle?"

Borenson frowned. Everyone present at court these |ast few hours had
heard how t he nerchant princes had cone to town and set up canp, then bade
Gaborn cone to their pavilions and Choose them as if he were their servant
rather than the Earth King.

Borenson woul d have dammed the I ot of them but to everyone's surprise,
Gaborn had conplied, Choosing several of the uppity |ords.

"l suspect that the King does not fully trust Celinor,"” Borenson
answered. "And though Gaborn has invited Lord Ingris, he apparently thinks
that the other nmerchant princes would be of as much help as a gaggl e of
geese. "

"It seens to ne that other lords could be in canp by now, " Mrrinm
said. "What of North Crow hen, or Bel di nook?"

"We've had no word out of North Crowt hen," Borenson said. "The Iron
King never liked Sylvarresta, and it may be that |ike his cousin King
Anders, he has no interest in the Earth King. O it may be that he faces
probl enms of his own. Reavers are surfacing in North Crowt hen tonight.
Gaborn has already sent nessengers to the Iron King, offering aid.

"“As for Beldinook, King Lowicker is frail..." Borenson did not know
what nore to say. Low cker had al ways been a friend to House Orden, but
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Borenson did not trust the man. It seenmed to himthat Low cker used his
frailty as an excuse for inaction whenever it cane in handy. Still,
Borenson parroted Gaborn's assessnent of the situation. "Low cker had to
contend with Raj Ahten marching through his lands on his way to Mystarri a,
after all. It is no wonder that he has not yet sent em ssaries.”

When Myrrima had conbed her hair, she stood for a nonment studying her
reflection by candlelight. She | ooked beautiful and desirable.

Borenson of fered his hand, and escorted his wife downstairs to the
Great Hall. They found Gaborn sitting in darkness at a table with his back
to the wall. No candles or lanps lit the room no fire warned the hearth.
The room had but one open window, to let in alittle starlight. The rest of
t he wi ndows renmai ned shuttered.

In the darkness, King Ownne had taken a place to Gaborn's left. lone
sat away fromthe table, at Gaborn's back. To Gaborn's imedi ate right was
the popinjay Lord Ingris--a gracefully aging fellowin a tritipped maroon
felt hat adorned wth an enornous dyed ostrich feather. H's silk bl ouse
gl owed pearl-white in the darkness, and rings and neckl aces and buckl es
sparkl ed even in the wan light. Jureemsat next to him his southern attire
for once outnmatched in gaudi ness. Gaborn notioned for Borenson to sit next
to Jureem

Myrrima went to the back wall and seated herself beside |Ione, taking
the Queen's hand. Borenson watched his wfe. lone clutched Myrrima as if
seeki ng support. The Queen's face was |limed by starlight. Borenson coul d
see fromthe set of her jaw that lonme was terrified.

Borenson gl anced at Gaborn. In the starlight he could see the sheen of
sweat on the King's brow. They're both frightened, Borenson realized. This
woul d i ndeed be no ordinary council.

A few noments later, Erin Connal entered the room and took a seat at
the far end of the table from Gaborn, next to Chancell or Rodder nan. The
Days all |ined up against a wall behind the | ords.

"We searched the canp for the Hi gh Marshal ," Rodderman said, "but
there's no sign of him He's already gone."

"I feared as nuch,"” Gaborn said.

"You gave himlittle choice," Borenson said, not bothering to hide the
chall enge in his tone. He thought Gaborn had been wong to reject the High
Marshal 's offer of service, and by the Powers, though no one else would
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ever dare chastise the Earth King for his error, Borenson would not hide
his feelings.

"Are we to speak here in the dark?" Lord Ingris asked in an effem nate
tone, trying to head off an argunent.

"Yes," Gaborn said. "No flanes. |'ve had a servant extinguish even the
coals of the hearth. No one must repeat what is spoken here--in daylight,
or before an open flane."

Gaborn took a deep breath. "W are going to battle. The Earth has
warned nme that we are in grave danger, and tonight the Wzard Bi nnesman
used Seer's Stones to show ne our enem es. Right now, reavers are surfacing
in North Crowthen.™

"What ?" Lord Ingris said. "Wien do we nmarch?"

"We don't--at | east not against the reavers,"” Gaborn said. "The Iron
King has refused to answer any correspondence in the past week, and | do
not know if he would wel cone our troops in North Crowthen even now.

“"Nor do | believe that King Anders will allow us to march through his
real m

"So, half an hour past, | sent Duke Mardon north to Donyeis with
rei nforcenents, should the reavers strike in our direction, and | have sent
both King Anders and the Iron King offers of aid. | shall do nothing nore."

"Then," Lord Ingris asked, "you think the reavers contai ned?"

“"Not at all," Gaborn said. "Reavers have destroyed Keep Haberd in
Mystarria. Ohers are in Kartish. And there nmay be nore outbreaks still."

In the darkness, the |lords | ooked at one another. One swarm of reavers
to the north was disquieting. But Gaborn's nmention of nultiple outbreaks to
the south aroused solem terror. This bespoke no isolated incident.

It bespoke the begi nning of a whol esal e i nvasi on.

Borenson had heard about the outbreaks only nonents before the neeting,
but could hardly imagi ne any worse news. All his life, reavers had rarely
trod the earth's surface. Yet ancient tales warned that it had not always
been so, and everyone feared that soneday reavers would surface by the tens
of thousands.
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"So we are facing a serious threat,"” Gaborn continued, "one that for
the nonent we can do nothing about. But there is a second threat just as
dire, for while the reavers ni bble at our borders, Raj Ahten strikes at our
heart.

"For the past week, Raj Ahten's troops have fled south. Wariness and
t he Kni ghts Equitable have taken a terrible toll on the WIf Lord' s forces.
He | eft Fleeds with over forty thousand nen. Duke Pal adane's scouts
estimate that Raj Ahten now has but four thousand troops marching with him-
only half of which are Invincibles--along wwth sone few archers, frowh
gi ants, war dogs, and sorcerers.”

"It sounds as if his forces are foundering," Lord Ingris said
hopefully. "They can't run forever."

"It's true that Raj Ahten's nmen are exhausted,"” Gaborn said, "and the
nmounts he picked up in Fleeds are outworn. He has left behind a ghastly
trail of fallen giants, war dogs, and common soldiers, all too weary to
mat ch his pace.

"Yet at the nonent--Raj Ahten hinself eludes us. He has left those four
t housand nen behind, eighty mles north of Carris. Chancell or Rodderman and
| have consulted the maps, and it nmay be that he hinself has gone to
rendezvous with his troops at the fortress at Tal Dur, though he may be
headi ng to Castle Crayden or Castle Fells."

"He won't run to Fells,” Erin Connal said. "I got news an hour ago. One
of our scouts says that Raj Ahten's troops have all but abandoned Castle
Fells. The mpjority of themseemto be noving toward Carris--over a hundred
t housand nen out of Fells alone, nost of them comon soldiers. Raj Ahten
will join up with them Your "Huntsman' Pal adane is about to becone the
hunt ed! "

Borenson hinsel f had warned Gaborn of this probability. He coul d not
i magi ne the Wolf Lord retreating to sone hill fort Iike Tal Dur when the
m ghty Castle Carris beckoned.

Hor sesi ster Connal said, "My nother has ordered the Bayburn Clan to
take Fells back for Mystarria."

Connal 's news obviously surprised Gaborn, for Borenson heard him catch
hi s breath.

"That is well done!"™ King Ownne said, while Lord Ingris clapped his
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hands.

In his mnd' s eye, Borenson i magi ned how Raj Ahten's troops nust be
converging. Carris was the strongest fortress in western Mystarria, and of
great value, but Raj Ahten had used his Voice to destroy Longnot. Perhaps
now he would do the sane at Carris. Borenson could only hope he did not.

"If Raj Ahten succeeds in taking Carris," Borenson warned, "half of
Mystarria will fall this winter. W nust stop him"

Jureem fol ded his hands, el bows on the table; and put his fists under
hi s pudgy chin. Speaking in his thick Taifan accent, he said to Gaborn,
"Borenson is right, but I would be cautious, O Geat One. Like a wolf, Raj
Aht en hopes to strike at your soft underbelly, and that underbelly is
Mystarria. He hopes to draw the Earth King into battle, force himto | eave
the Dunnwood. He wll attack Carris."

Gaborn said softly, "I know, and that fear has preyed much upon ny
mnd. But there is one nore threat that Bi nnesman showed ne. Toni ght, Ra]
Ahten's fl aneweavers summoned a Darkling Gory fromthe netherworld."

Lord Ingris gasped in surprise, while the others took the news quietly.
Borenson felt uncertain howto react to such news. He had heard of dories,
of course, creatures of |ight and goodness that inhabited the netherworld.
And he knew vaguely that they had enem es, creatures of darkness with
arcane powers. But he knew not hing nore about them

"We have feared assassins,” Chancell or Roddernman said. "It seens
inevitable that Raj Ahten will strike at the Earth King. WII the Darkling
d ory cone here?"

“"No," Jureemventured. "I think Raj Ahten will use it against
Mystarria, against Pal adane at Carris."

“You' re wong," Gaborn said. "The Darkling Aory is comng. The Earth
has warned ne."

"So be it." Jureem nodded in acqui escence. "A week ago, | knew Raj
Ahten's strategies, but now the gane has changed."

"We'll need to fight this creature,” King Orwynne said.

Gaborn shook his head. "No. 1'll have the people flee."
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"Then we'll notify themat once,” King O-wnne said.

Gaborn shook his head. "If word of this |eaks out tonight, there wll
be blind panic. The plains are dark and full of horses and oxen--and
chil dren who woul d be crushed under their hooves. Half the nen canped out

there are drunk after Hostenfest. No, as hard as it is to bear, | wll wait
until first. light to issue the warning. The danger is profound, but still
di stant."

Erin Connal abruptly asked Gaborn, "Your H ghness, can you be sure that
the Darkling Gory cones for you, and not agai nst soneone el se--even
Fl eeds?" Borenson thought her prudent to be considering her own |ands first.

"After | Chose ny father," Gaborn said, "I felt danger around him a
suffocating aura, like a black cloud. He died within hours. Ever since this
nmorning, | have felt that aura grow ng around each person in this room

i ndeed, around everyone here at Castle Sylvarresta. For the past week, we
have feared that Raj Ahten would send an acconpli shed assassin to our canp.
Now | believe an assassin is comng, although it is sonething far nore fell
than any Invincible. And all of us here at Castle Sylvarresta are its
targets. Vas, says that | Chose at Longnot--and those on the road north are
inlittle danger. But every one anong us here nust be on our guard."

“If you feel our danger,"” Lord Ingris said, "then can you not sense
Mystarria's danger, or Lysle's? Perhaps you could tell us where Raj Ahten
plans to strike next?"

Gaborn shook his head sadly. "Until | see a man, | cannot Choose him
And this power is newto ne. Aside froma few of ny nessengers who have
been sent to Carris and the Courts of Tide, | haven't yet Chosen anyone in
Mystarria or Lysle, so that | mght gauge what is to cone. W nust
therefore consider a plan of action, find a way to defend oursel ves agai nst
Raj Ahten."

"You should know," Lord Ingris said, "that other |ords have already
noved agai nst Raj Ahten. Upon first hearing of the invasion of Mystarri a,
we merchant princes struck against him-and we are not al one.”

"How so?" King Orwynne asked.

"Whi |l e you defend yourselves with arns and nen," Lord Ingris said, "in
Lysl e our best defense has al ways been our wealth. W hire nercenaries to
fortify our own borders and we pay tribute to our neighbors. Upon hearing
of the attack, we sent nessages to certain lords in Inkarra, offering
bribes if they would send their assassins to slay Raj Ahten's Dedicates in
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the Sout hern Provinces, where he wll |east expect it."

"Wel |l done!" King Owynne said. "I've a thousand good force soldiers in
O-wnne who can attack fromthe north!"

Ingris smled broadly. "The warl ords of Toom nmay beat you to it, from
all that | hear..."

Sir Borenson sat and listened in dismy. He hinself had sl aughtered Raj
Ahten's Dedicates here in, Castle Sylvarresta, in the Dedicates' Keep not
two hundred yards up the road. It had been a grisly deed, one that broke
his heart. Though he told hinself that he had acted under orders, and it
was needful, he could hardly bear to sit here and |listen to nore tal k of
such bl atant butchery.

He was about to speak when Gaborn hinself cried "No!" and | ooked hard
at Ingris and Ownne. "I reject such a plan!"

"Way?" Ingris asked. He pulled a silk handkerchief from his pocket,
dabbed at his nose, and tossed the soiled kerchief to the floor.

"The price is too high," Gaborn said. "I battle not against Raj Ahten,
but for mankind. To send our warriors against one another is folly!"

Lord Ingris said matter-of-factly, "The arrows have already flown. It
may be that you cannot save Raj Ahten from his doom"

Surely, Borenson thought, the nman is overconfident. After all, we have
been sendi ng assassins for years. But to Borenson's surprise, Gaborn | ooked
very distraught. Gaborn asked, "Tell ne, when did you reach this deci sion,
to hire assassins from Il nkarra?"

Lord Ingris considered "It was in the afternoon, about a week ago. The
day your father died."

Gaborn stared hard at Lord Ingris. "On that very afternoon, the w zard
Bi nnesman cursed Raj Ahten to death. Like you, he fears that the curse
cannot be recalled. | cannot help but wonder at the timng. You may have
been an instrunment in the Earth's hands."

Lord Ingris chuckled as if rejecting an unearned conplinent: "I doubt
it. If Raj Ahten dies, it will be ny gold and the Inkarrans' greed that
killed him not the curse of sone Earth Warden."
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From behi nd Gaborn's chair, |ome spoke up. "And where did your gold
cone from" she asked, "if not fromthe Earth?"

In the silence that foll owed, Borenson had to wonder was it really
possible for a few assassins to strike so great a bl ow

He doubted it. Raj Ahten had far too many Dedi cates strewn across too
vast a kingdom and they were well guarded. Though Raj Ahten m ght be
wounded, Borenson knew that he could not easily be killed.

Raj Ahten woul d have to | ose certain key endowrents first. If he |ost
stam na, for exanple, he mght retain his strength yet still fall to a
particularly nasty blow O if he |lost netabolism he m ght slow enough so
that even the nost nundane warrior could slice off his head

Under the right circunstances, a few assassins could have a devastating
i npact on the Wl f Lord.

Gaborn shook his head and said, "In good conscience, | cannot w sh any
man's dem se. | certainly cannot condone the killing of innocent nen,
wonen, and children whose only crine is that they all owed thenselves to
grant an endownent to Raj Ahten. | wll stand up to himif | nust, but for
now, I wish only to stop him-or, better yet, turn himif | can.”

"Damm your fool pardon,” King Orwnne grunbled, half rising fromhis
chair; "but | knew you would say that!"

"You object to our lord' s w sdon?" Jureem asked.

King Owynne's face hardened. "Forgive ne, Your Lordship," he said,
struggling to control his wath. "You cannot risk allowng Raj Ahten to
live. It would be nore than inprudent, it would be foolish."

"I do not nmake this choice because it is cunning,"” Gaborn said. "I nake
it because | feel that it is the right thing to do.

"You are a young man, full of nobl e-sounding ideals, and you have the
Earth Powers to aid you," Lord Ingris said to Gaborn. "You may hope to turn
Raj Ahten but how, may | ask, do you propose to do it?"

"I captured forty thousand forcibles at Longnot," Gaborn said evenly.

King Ownne, Lord Ingris, and Erin Connal all started in surprise.
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"I'"ve already used five thousand to renew Heredon's arny and rebuild
its cavalry," Gaborn continued. "The remaining forcibles are enough to
grant endownents for a small arny--or enough to create a single lord as
great as Raj Ahten.

"Last week, after the battle of Longnot, |I'd thought | would do just
that, beconme a lord equal to Raj Ahten, and then try to best him Like you,
| want to fight.

"But | amloath to call even Raj Ahten ny eneny, though he has attacked
nmy people. I amgoing to propose a truce."”

King Owynne was fl abbergasted. "He has carried his battle to us," he
sai d, speaking too loudly. "W can't just walk away fromhim"

"He's right," Jureemsaid. "My old master will not grant you a truce--
unl ess you yourself were to give himan endowent. He will want your wit or
your brawn, sonething to cripple you so that you can never rise agai nst
him™"

"Per haps,"” Gaborn said. "But | will propose a truce just the sane. |
will send a nmessenger bearing these words: "“Though | hate ny own cousin,
the eneny of ny cousin is ny eneny.' By the tine that nessage reaches him
he will have heard of the fall of Keep Haberd, and perhaps even of his own
troubles in Kartish. | will remnd himof the threat of reavers, and inform
himthat I amnow his cousin through marriage. To seal the peace, instead
of nmy endownent, | wll offer himtwenty thousand forcibles. He knows that
wi thout them | will be crippled enough. But 1'Il give the forcibles to him
only on the condition that he agree to | eave Rof ehavan.”

Borenson licked his lips. Raj Ahten was not likely to listen to reason,
but at the sane tinme, he could hardly turn away fromtwenty thousand
forcibles.

"Qther nmen have borne such appeals,” Jureemwarned. "He will not buy
what he believes he can take by force. | suspect that he will not I|isten.
He m ght even kill your nessenger.”

"Per haps," Gaborn said. "But what if the petition were borne by one of
his own peopl e, one whom he | oved and could not easily dism ss?" Gaborn
| eaned to his right, gazing hard at Jureem "Jureem you told ne a few days
ago that Raj Ahten has hundreds of w ves secreted at the Pal ace of
Concubines in Goran. You say that no man is allowed to see them upon
penalty of death. Which is his favorite wfe? Wuld she hear ny plea? Wuld
she bear ny petition?"
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"Saffira is her nanme, mlord," Jureemsaid, stroking his goatee. "The
daughter of Emr Owatt, of Tuulistan. She is the prize of his harem™

"I know her father by reputation. The Emr is a good man," Gaborn said.
"Surely his daughter shares sone of his goodness and strength."

"Per haps,"” Jureemsaid. "But | have never seen her. Once a wife enters
t he pal ace, she does not cone out."

"Raj Ahten is a vain man," lone said. "I can think of only one reason
why he woul d hide the wonmen of his haremaway from his own people. How many
endownent s of gl anour has he | avished upon his favorite w fe?"

Jureem consi dered. "You guess wsely, mlady. It is his customto grant
an endownent of glanmour to his wife each tine he lies with her, so that on
his next visit she will be even nore beautiful than he renenbers. Saffira
has been his favorite for five years. She nust have nore than three hundred
endowrents by now. "

Borenson sat back in astonishnment. A woman with a dozen endownents of
gl anmour | eft nmen dizzy with desire. He could not imagine how a wonan with
hundreds of such endowrents might affect him Perhaps Gaborn's plot could
wor K.

But Borenson still felt uneasy. "I can't believe that no one has
consi dered using her as a weapon."

"I was ny lord's nost trusted servant,"” Jureemsaid. "It was ny duty to
provi de baubl es and endowrents for the concubines. Aside fromtwo or three
ot hers, no man has been allowed to know the extent of the harem”

Gaborn's gaze shifted to each of the others. "What do you say?
propose to send a nessage to Saffira, and let her carry it to Raj Ahten."

“I't could work," Jureem said doubtfully. "But | hesitate to believe
that Raj Ahten woul d take her counsel. She is, after all, only his wife."

Bor enson wondered. In many parts of |Indhopal, it was considered unmanly
to listen to the counsel of a woman.

“I't could work," lome said nore hopefully. "Binnesman suggested that
Raj Ahten has gone mad sinply because he has been listening to his own
Voi ce. She might persuade him
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"And what if | were to give her another thousand endowrents of gl anmour
and Voice," Gaborn asked, "as a token of ny goodwi ||, so that even Raj
Aht en coul d not resist her?"

"There are facilitators at Cbran who are skilled at giving such
endowrent s, " Jureem adm tted.

"And we have the forcibles to do it with," Chancell or Rodderman cut in.
"But it mght take a day or two to find wonen who woul d serve as Dedi cates.

“I"d offer ny glanour,” Myrrim said.

She gl anced nervously toward Borenson, as if afraid of his reaction.
She'd used that beauty to try to lure himinto marriage. She had to know
that it was unfair to offer to give it away now. Yet Borenson adm red her
all the nore for making the offer.

"There are already wonen at Cbran," Jureem said. "Raj Ahten has many
concubi nes, all of whom have been endowed w th gl anour or Voice. Sone of
t hem have suffered greatly because of this long war. They too hope for
peace, and | suspect that sonme of them perhaps many of them would act as
vectors..."

"You woul d be taking a great risk," King Ownne said. "W don't know
this woman-nor do we know how such power m ght affect her. What if she too
turns agai nst you?"

"We nust try," Gaborn said. "Raj Ahten is not our greatest eneny. |
need his strength. I want himto fight the reavers."

It seened a slimchance, one that Borenson would not have consi dered
hi nsel f.

"Perhaps,"” Erin Connal said. "But we should nove forward with a doe's
caution. You say that you feel an aura of great danger around us. Even if
you send riders tonight, it will take days to reach Indhopal--"

“"Not with the right horse,” Jureemcountered. "The fortress at Cbran is
in the northern provinces, just south of Deyazz, barely seven hundred nmles
fromhere."

Borenson said, "|I've never heard of Qbran. But if it's that cl ose, then
with a king's nmount and a little luck, |I could take the Raven's Pass out of
Fl eeds and be there by early afternoon tonorrow. |If she consents, Saffira
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coul d deliver the nessage to Raj Ahten the follow ng night."

He spoke the words without considering the matter. It sounded |like a
fool's quest. He wondered at his own reasons for wanting to go. In part, he
wanted to do it because he knew that he was a good man for the job. He'd
performed dozens of dangerous m ssions in the past.

He could also see that this would give himthe opportunity to spy on
| ndhopal ' s defenses and study the novenents of eneny troops al ong the
border. And as he did so, he would be heading far south, toward | nkarra.

Thus he woul d begin the quest lone had set for him

But a small part of himknew that he wanted sonething far nore: He
want ed redenpti on.

Both Lord Ingress and King Orwnne spoke casually of killing Dedicates,
of holding to the endless tradition of butchery that had defined the battle
strategies of Runelords in the past. Their strategies were so horrific in
part because they were reliable.

But Borenson had little stomach for it now. Gaborn's plan, no matter
how poorly conceived, offered sone slim hope that |Indhopal and Rof ehavan
coul d reach an accord, put an end to the madness.

And it was the only such plan on the table.

Borenson had the bl ood of over two thousand nen, wonen, and children on
hi s hands. Perhaps if he could bring this off, he reasoned, he m ght
soneday feel clean again.

"I would not put all of ny hopes on this one throw of the bones, Your
Hi ghness," King O-wnne said. "You nust | ook to your own defenses.

"Saffira may not be able or willing to do as you ask, and you woul d not
have called this council if you did not plan to bestir yourself, and ride
to the defense of Mystarria. You need to prepare to battle Raj Ahten in
person, if need be....

"Or you could select a chanmpion. | have a nephew-a lion of a man--Sir
Langley. He's here in the canps.”

“It's all very well to send a chanpion,"” Horsesister Connal urged
Gaborn, "but you should not et Orwnne or Heredon fight alone. Raj Ahten
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may fear Duke Pal adane, but if you ride fromthe north, he'll fear you
nore. And it would rally every man in the north to fight beside you. The
horse clans would ride with you."

Gaborn sat pondering the proposals of his supporters.

The idealistic |lad actually hopes to get out of this without fighting
Raj Ahten, Borenson realized. But he suspected that Gaborn woul d never pul
it off. Awar with Raj Ahten was com ng whet her Gaborn or any of them
wlled it or not.

“"What will you do?" Borenson pressed him

Gaborn reflected for another half a second, nodded. "The fate of the
worl d rests upon our decision. | would not nmake such a decision hastily,
and in truth | have thought about little else for the past week.

"My peopl e cannot hide from Raj Ahten, and | cannot drive himaway. |
would fight him if | believed that in fighting we could prevail. But I
don't believe that. So | nust hope to turn him however slimthat hope
m ght be."

Gaborn | ooked at Borenson. "You'll take ny horse and | eave within the
hour . "

Borenson sl apped the table with a fist and rose fromhis chair, eager
to be away, but found hinself lingering nonentarily as a courtesy.

Gaborn turned to King Ownne. "I've net Sir Langley. He has a good
heart. 1'Il give you two thousand forcibles, to equip himas he w shes."

"You are nost generous,"” King Ownne said, seem ngly astoni shed t hat
the Earth King would grant such a boon Even ten years ago, when bl ood netal
was anply avail abl e, the whol e ki ngdom of Orwynne had probably not seen two
thousand forcibles in a single year.

Last of all Gaborn turned to Connal. "You're right. If | march at the
head of our armes, Raj Ahten cannot ignore me. I'll ride south, and Fl eeds
wll have two thousand forcibles, too."

Connal grunted in wonder. Her poor real mhad probably, never seen two
t housand forcibles in any five years.

Wth that, the neeting ended. The | ords pushed their chairs back from
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the table, began to rise. Gaborn reached into the pocket of his vest, drew
out the keys for the King's treasury, and tossed themto Borenson.

“"Mlord," Jureemsaid, "May | suggest that you have himtake seven
hundred of gl anour, three hundred of voice?"

Gaborn nodded. "As he says."

Borenson left the room headed for the treasury in the Dedicates' Keep.
Myrrima foll owed behind, and once they were outside, she acconpani ed him
al ong the stone wall a couple of steps.

She grabbed his hand. "Wait!"

He turned to | ook at her in the starlight. The night was a bit chill,
but had no teeth that bit. Myrrima stared up at himwth worry in her eyes.
Even in the starlight, she was gorgeous. The sinuous curve of her wai st and
the gl eam ng sheen of her hair tenpted him

"You won't be back, wll you?" she said.

Bor enson shook his head. "No. Carris is nine hundred. mles south of
here. | can reach the northern border of Inkarra only three hundred mles
farther on. I'll head south."

She studied him "Do you even plan to say goodbye?"

Borenson could see that she wasn't going to nake this easy. He wanted
to hold her, to kiss her. He wanted to stay. But duty called himel sewhere,
and he had ever been loyal to his duty. "There's not nuch tine."

"There's tine," she said. "You ve had all week. Wiy did you even renain
in Heredon, if not to say goodbye?"

She was right, of course. He'd chosen to stay in order to say goodbye
to her, to all of Rofehavan, perhaps to his own life. Yet he'd not had the
strength to speak of it.

He kissed her |ips, tenderly, and whispered, "Goodbye."

He began to turn away, but she grabbed his armagain. "Do you really
| ove me?" she asked.

"As best | know how. "
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"Then why have you not bedded ne? You've wanted ne. |'ve seen it in
your eyes."

Borenson had not wanted to broach the subject, but he answered her now
as honestly as he could. "Because to do so would risk siring a child--"

"And you don't want ne to carry your child?"

"--and bringing a child into the world requires one to accept certain
responsibilities--"

"You think I"mnot ready for such responsibilities!™ Myrrima said too
[ oudl y.

“I'f | should die, | would not want ny child called a bastard!" Borenson
raged. "Or the son of a kingslayer! O worse!”

The bl ood cane hot to his face, and Borenson found hinself trenbling
Wi th rage.

But despite his rage he was able to detach hinself--as if he were
view ng hinself from sonewhere outside his own body--while he nused about
past and present. Ah, it's funny how the old pains can still hurt, he
t hought. Here he was, kingslayer, reaver slayer, guardian to the Earth
Ki ng, one of the nost feared warriors in all of Rofehavan--and rightfully
so. Yet deep inside he was still just a child running through the stucco-
wal l ed alleys on the Isle of Thwynn while other boys hurled insults and nud
and sharp stones.

Borenson had always felt the need to prove hinself. It had driven him
to becone one of the mghtiest warriors of his tinme. Now he did not really
fear any other man on earth.

Yet the notion that a child of his mght be hurt as he hinself had been
hurt seened unbearabl e.

He still feared the tauntings of little boys.
"Love ne!" Myrrima demanded, trying to pull himclose.
But Borenson pointed a finger in her face and said nore firmy,

"Responsibility."
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“Love ne," she pl eaded.

He shook her hand fromhis sleeve and said, "Can't you see? This is how
you show | ove. And should | die--as seens likely--you'll have ny nane, ny
weal th..."

“I've heard it said that you're a lusty man," Mrrim accused. "Have
you never bedded a wonman?"

Angry now, Borenson sought to control hinmself. He could not express in
words his own self-loathing, his desire to unmake his own past. "If | have,
it was a mstake," he said, "for | never imagined that | would neet soneone
i ke you."

"It's not responsibility that drives you fromny bed," Mrrim accused.
“You' re puni shing yourself: You think you're punishing yourself, but when
you do, you're also punishing ne--and | don't deserve this!"

She sounded so certain of herself, so sure. Borenson had no reply to
her accusation, only the solid belief that ultimately she would cone to see
that he acted in her best interest.

He squeezed her hand, then left.

Myrrima felt cheated as she watched himturn to go. The ching, ching of
his mai|l echoed between the stone towers.

In a noment he reached the portcullis to the Dedi cates' Keep, and was
swal | owed beneath its shadows. She stood for a nonent, watching how the
starlight washed the paving stones here in the bail ey.

She knew t hat he thought he was right. Loving soneone neant taking
responsibility for that person.

But as he went off to fetch his forcibles, Myrrima began to fune.
Borenson would not allow this to work both ways.

A few mnutes | ater he cane back out of the keep, bearing a | eather bag
filled with forcibles. He saw her but turned and headed for the stables, as
if to avoid her.

She said, "I have one word for you: "responsibility." ™ Borenson
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st opped and gazed at her half a second. "Wy do you insist on being
responsi ble for me, but | cannot be responsible for you?"

"You're not comng with ne," Borenson said.

"Do you think I'mless capable of |ove than you are?"
"You're | ess capable of staying alive," he answered.
"But - - "

"And even if you weren't, there's not a horse in Heredon that can keep
pace with the nount 1'Il be riding tonight." He | ooked toward the stable.

She thought he'd | eave then, but to Myrrima's astoni shnent, Borenson
returned to her, put one huge hand behind her neck, and kissed her
passionately. He stood for a long tine afterward with his forehead agai nst
hers, just staring into her eyes. No gleamof starlight reflected fromhis
pal ebl ue eyes. They seened just enpty wells in the night.

But still he had a fierceness to him She could see it in his wll to
live, to fight, to return. She could feel it in the way that his powerful
hands cupped the back of her head. At |ast he said evenly, "Wen | cone
back, I will |love you as you wi sh--as you deserve."

Then he turned and hurried off. Wth his endowents of netabolism his
pace surprised her. She stood for a long nonent, still snelling him still
tasting his |lips on hers. She thought to follow himinto the King's stable
across the green, but as she gathered her wits and took a few paces, he
hurriedly saddl ed Gaborn's horse and then canme riding out |ike a gale,
shouting for the guards to open the gates.

She folded her arns, to fight the night's chill, and watched hi m go.

As soon as her husband left, Myrrinma fetched a lantern and went to the
kennel s where the boy Kaylin had caged her pups. She'd only been able to
sneak away twice to see themtoday, yet as soon as they caught her scent,

t he pups began to yap and wag their tails, and soon dozens of pups were
yel ping for attention.

The boy Kaylin was at the back of the kennel, lying asleep on a bed of
straw with at |east twenty pups around him and nothing else to keep him
war m
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Myrrima |laid her cloak over the boy, then went to the cage that held
her pups. She lifted the | atch.

She' d brought a few scraps fromthe table, and she gave these to the
pups, spoke to them and made cooi ng noi ses, until at last they settled down
enough so that she could get themin her arns. "Yes, little ones," she
whi spered. "You'll sleep with ne tonight."

She nmanaged to get two pups in each arm and went to the kennel door.
As she was juggling the door latch, it opened w de.

|l ome Sylvarresta stood there with a servant at her back, and her Days
behind. Only the stars wi nging through the heavens it them

Myrrima felt sure that lone had followed her in an effort to catch her
stealing the pups. "Wy, Your Hi ghness;" she said, "what a surprise!”

| one gl anced down at the pups, | ooked back toward the keep, as if just
as di smayed at having been found out herself.

Then she suddenly set her jaw and | ooked stern.
"I's the boy Kaylin sleeping here?"

Pups ran out and circled the Queen, |eaping up at the hem of her dress,
whi ni ng and yapping for attention.

"Yes, he's here," Mrrim said.

|l ome did not apol ogi ze for what she planned to do. Even as a princess,
she had refused to take endownents from anot her person, to risk a human
life.

"I"I'l need sone of those, too,
help to you."

lome said stiffly. "If I'"'mto be of any

Late that night, after the lords had left, Gaborn stood awake in
Sylvarresta's old study on the fourth floor of the King' s Keep, gazing
sout hwest across the hills. The floor had recently been strewn wth dry
nmeadowsweet, and so his passage across the planking as he crushed the
gol den flowers had infused the roomwith a delightful, pleasant scent.

Borenson had left the keep nearly three hours past. |lone had gone to
her room hours ago, though Gaborn did not imagine that she woul d sl eep.
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They were new yweds, after all, and he inagi ned that she woul d be awake,
worrying, as he worri ed.

But perhaps not. He hoped that she slept. A week past, when Borenson
had sl ain her Dedicates, lone had lost all of her endowrents of stam na.
She needed sl eep now, as nuch as any commoner did. But Gaborn still had his
endowrents of stami na and brawn. He did not sleep nmuch at all in tinmes of
stress, but instead preferred to rest on his feet, sonetines letting his
mnd retreat to a waki ng dream

He hoped that lone would not wait up for him He wanted solitude this
ni ght .

Part of the Queen's garden was back there beneath the study. A pair of
frogs sang in the water of a reflecting pool. Aratlike ferrin wearing
scraps of cloth canme and drank at the pool. The frogs went quiet as the
creature gazed about with bright eyes. Gaborn tasted the scent of fresh air
flow ng fromthe open Wndow, |ooked out in the starlight.

The canps bel ow town were dark now, and the people huddled in a nass.
Gaborn could still feel danger about them could feel it closing in, like a
noose around his own neck. The Darkling dory was com ng. Gaborn coul d feel
the danger rising as it flew steadily north.

Half a million people, all under his protection--along with their
horses and cattl e--asl eep and unawar e.

“"May the Earth hide you. May the Earth heal you. May the Earth nmake you
its own," Gaborn whispered, reciting the ancient blessing:

He dreaded what he had to do. At dawn he would | eave his people, head
south to war. He could only hope that they would escape the wath of the
Darkling Gory.

So many peopl e depended upon him and he wanted to save themall, to do
everything in his power. Yet though he was the Earth King, his powers were
still newto him and they were growng. He felt clunsy. |nconpetent.

| f any of us survive these dark tinmes, he thought, I wll have to live
with the nenories of those | |let down. For the sake of ny own conscience, |
dare |l et no one down.

For a long tinme he pondered sone words fromthe snmall book witten by
the Emr Onatt of Tuulistan--not the forbidden words fromthe House of
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Under st andi ng, but a silly poem about self-definition. He had not commtted
it to menory, could only recall two |lines.

Love and | overs nmay not al ways sustain,
But | choose to love still.

Though heart mght fail nme and the battle be |ost,
| choose to strive still

As did the Emr, Gaborn saw wi sdomin the struggle. The universe was a
powerful foe. In tinme death overtakes all nen. But while he breathed,
Gaborn was free to choose the kind of nan he woul d beconme. It was essenti al
that he remain the kind of man he could live wth.

He thought of Emr Owatt of Tuulistan. The little book he'd sent to
King Syl varresta intrigued Gaborn. The Emr was obviously a jewel anong
nmen. And now Gaborn was placi ng great hopes on his daughter Saffira.

A flicker of ghost fire caught his eyes up on the hill at the edge of
the Dunnwood just at the tree line, a shinmmering gray |ight.

A wi ght sat there, on its ghostly nount in the darkness, staring toward
the castle at the huddl ed masses.

He's watchi ng over ny people, Gaborn realized, just as | commanded him
to do. Like a shepherd on a hill, watching his flocks by night.

Gaborn coul d not see fromso far away who it m ght be. He inmagi ned that
it was the spirit of Erden CGeboren hinself, or perhaps his own father.

Gaborn m ssed his father's counsel now.

He wondered idly if the wights would be able to fight the Darkling
G ory. He doubted it. Awght's cold touch could kill a nortal man, but
wi ghts dissipated when in light A canpfire would drive themoff. Sunlight
bani shed them And if the Darkling Gory cane fromthe Realns of Fire in
the netherworld, it would surely have sone control over that elenent.

At the back of the room Gaborn's Days coughed.

Gaborn turned and | ooked at the nman in the shadows, wondered what he
knew.

"Tell ne," Gaborn said in an easy tone. "What think you of our plans?
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Did I do well or ill today?"

"That, | cannot say," the Days answered in a tone that told Gaborn
preci sely not hi ng.

Gaborn asked rhetorically, for he knew the answer, "If | were drowning
in deep water, a foot fromshore, would you save ne?"

"I would note in ny records the nonent that you went under for the | ast

tinme," his Days said anused by the gane.
"And i f mankind sank with me?" Gaborn asked.
"I't would be a sad day for the books," the Days said soberly.
“"Where is Raj Ahten? What does he plan?"
"Everything in its ow tine," the Days said. "You will know all too
soon. "

Gaborn wondered. Had Raj Ahten sped north, too? Could he be comng with
the Darkling Gory? O did he have nore dire plans in m nd?

"Your Highness, may | ask you a question?" the Days said.
"Of course."

"Have you considered the fate of the Days? Have you consi dered whet her
you wi Il Choose ne--or any other Days?"

Sei zing the nonent, Gaborn stared the nman in the eyes, gazed beyond
them into the Days' hopes and dreans.

Gaborn had | ooked into his father's heart, and it had been clear. He'd
| ooked into the heart of M|y Drinkhams child and seen that it | oved
not hing, was only grateful for its nother's nipple and for the warnth of
her body and the way she sang sweetly to get himto sl eep.

Yet even that child, with its vague | ongi ngs, seened clearer, nore
conprehensi ble, to Gaborn than did the Days.

Through the Earth Sight, he saw not a nan, but a man and a woman, a
wonman with a quill and parchnent, a woman wi th wheat-col ored hair and
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ener al d- green eyes.

Gaborn had never guessed that the scribe to his witness would be a
worman. Now he saw that the two | oved one another, that for them sharing a
mnd was a joy and an intimcy that Gaborn had never quite inmagined.

He | ooked deeper still, and saw that they shared sonething nore than
that: a love of old tales and deeds and songs, a childlike joy that cane
fromnerely watching events unfold, the way that an ol d gardener |oves to
wat ch the first crocuses of spring spread wide their white petals, or seeds
sprout green froma newly planted field. For them the study of history was
a constant delight, an ever-present joy.

And neither of them wanted anything nore than to sinply watch. They did
not want to better the world or | essen another's pain. They sought no gain.

They were content to watch.

Gaborn could not fathomit, he was amazed. He had never quite inagi ned
that any man's heart could be as odd as what he saw beating within the
hi stori an.

Gaborn considered. He'd told Ione that he wanted nuch the sane ki nd of
unity earlier in the day, that his domain and hers were one, and that he
wanted to grow together with her. Yet so long as they remai ned two
creatures apart, perhaps that could never be achieved. But the Days had
seen a possibility, away to unite two people so that they becane of one
m nd and one heart, and they had foll owed that path.

Gaborn al nost envied them He woul d have spoken to Ione of the
possibility, but it was too |late for them She'd already granted an
endowrent of glanmour to Raj Ahten's vector, and though the vector was dead
and lone's beauty had returned to her, the fact that she had given an
endownent now made it inpossible for her to ever give another.

She and Gaborn coul d never share such intinmacy.
"I wll consider the possibility," Gaborn answered.
"Thank you, Your Highness," the Days said.

Gaborn resuned | ooking out the window, letting the fresh night air bl ow
into his face as he listened to the frogs. For |ong hours, he sat taking
his rest as Runel ords do, eyes awake, wandering through a real mof dream
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In his dream he was a young man, riding a stallion through a dark
chasm al ong a narrow nountain road he'd once ridden with his father

He knew this place, knew this bleak |andscape. Last week he had asked
his Days why the Days were once called the "Guardians of Dreans." H s Days
had said that someday soon, in his sleep, he would visit this place: this
land in his dreanscape where all of his terrors lay hidden. He'd told
Gaborn to seek out that place.

Only in this dream he was al one and spi derwebs as strong as bands of
steel barred his way. In crevasses anong the dark rock, he could see
spiders |arger than crabs scuttling in the shadows, eyes glittering |ike
bright crystals.

Now, Gaborn | ooked up the dark ravine, thick with cobwebs. H's heart
pounded with terror, and his chest was tight. Sweat beaded on his brow. He
drew his saber and cut through the strong strands, so that they snapped
like lute strings. He urged his nount forward.

He m ssed a strand, and it hit his forehead, slashed his face before it
broke. Gaborn rode on with bl ood running down the bridge of his nose, into
his clenched |ips.

This is the land of fears, he realized. This is where ny terrors
reside. He raced now to face them

He ducked | ow and rode hard up the narrow ravine, fearing death, hoping
instead to find his father there, or his nother, or sone other proper
rewar d.

But ahead the crevasse turned and twisted. It splayed into a w de
passage where a dimlight shone.

There, above him tall upon a dark horse, sat his Days. H s narrow
skull was a dark V, his close-cropped hair unkenpt. He | ooked al nost
skeletal, nerely bones wapped in a bundle of cloth. He held a wavering
green light in his palm like the flame of a wi nd-blown |antern, though the
light did not issue fromany device.

"“I'"ve been waiting for you," the Days said, holding up the thin |ight,
as if to pass it into Gaborn's hand

"I know," Gaborn answered. "I1'Il try not to disappoint you." Gaborn
reached to take the light. "What is this?" he asked as it touched his palm
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"The hope of the world and all its dreans," the Days said, thin |ips
pulling into a ghastly sm|e.

Gaborn trenbled to see how small the light was; his hand shook so that
the flanme dropped and fell toward the stony ground.

BOOXK 7

DAY 31 IN THE MONTH OF HARVEST

A DAY W THOUT CHO CE

CHAPTER 13

THE FOURTH EAR

Even in the shifting w nds, Bessahan snelled the snoke of the
nessenger's fire fromthree mles down the trail. He was high in the Brace
Mount ai ns, in the deep pines. The cl ouds had scudded in just at sunset,
snmelling heavy with rain, and in half an hour the rain was pelting down
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while lightning flashed. The w nds shook the great pines, knocking branches
down in the roadside. Falling | eaves swirled about. H s quarry dared not
ride in such broodi ng darkness, and so they had been forced to stop beneath
the trees. After an hour, the lightning had abated, and now only brief
flashes sonmetines |lit the northern horizon. But the rain still fell.

He approached the snoke quietly, wal king along the road, so that he
made no noi se, keeping low, until the snell of the wood snoke cane
st rongest.

He had expected to find King Orden's nessengers canped by the hi ghway,
but after passing the source of the scent, he realized that they were being
wary. They'd taken a side trail, clinbed up the nountain to a hidden gl ade.
Fromthe road, he could not even see their fire.

So Bessahan got off his horse, tied it to a tree, and strung his bow.
Then he pulled out his khivar and inspected it. He'd cleaned the bl ade
after beheading the old wonman. Now he took a nonent with an oilstone to
hone it sharp, in the darkness, working by feel alone.

When at last he felt prepared, he took off his hard shoes, letting his
bare feet grip the cold nuddy road as he prepared to ascend the hill.

For a Master in the Brotherhood of the Silent Ones, it was not a great
chal l enge. To clinb through brush in the darkness was not difficult, only
cold and m serabl e and sonetines painful. He had to feel his way through
the underbrush, letting his fingers and toes search for twigs that his eyes
coul d not see.

So it was that he began his slow ascent. The trail was not hard, he
soon di scovered. The noss here was thick, and he found hinself crawing
t hrough a bed of deep ferns higher than a man's chest. The trees here were
old, had stood |like this for a hundred years, and twi gs were scarce on the
forest floor. The few he encountered were snmall, and because they were wet
and old and rotten, they snapped softly. The ferns and the pelting rain
nmut ed any sounds of breakage.

Only once in his journey did he encounter any difficulty. As he craw ed
along his palmsank into the noss and hit something sharp, possibly a
ragged piece of bone left by a wol f. The wound it caused was small, a tiny
puncture that hardly bled. He ignored the pain.

In half an hour, he reached the summt of the hill, topped a snal
rise, and glinpsed the fire. A great pine had fallen, a tree perhaps twelve
feet in dianeter, and it rested against the hillside at an angle.
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The party was canped beneath the windfall, using it for a roof. They'd
peel ed off sone of the drier bark to build a fire, but it was wet and snoky.

Now they lay in blanked beside the fire, talking to one another. The
huge kni ght, the big red-haired nessenger, and a girl child.

"Stop fretting," the big red-haired nessenger said. "You'll get no
sl eep worrying."

"But it's been an hour since we heard her. What if she's |ost?" the
child asked.

"Good riddance, | say," the fat knight replied.

"I't was your fire that scared her,"” the child accused the knight.
"She's sore afraid of it."

Bessahan halted, heart thunping. He'd thought he was hunting three
peopl e, but there appeared to be a fourth. H's lord paid himfor his
killings by the ear. He'd want that fourth woman's ear.

| f she was | ooking for them it would not be |ong before she stunbl ed
into canp. Even a person w thout the benefit of a wolf's nose would snell
that fire.

Bessahan backed away, decided to wait.

Yet as he eel ed backward on his belly, down over the lip of the hill,
he bunped agai nst sonet hing soli d.

He gl anced back, | ooked up. A naked woman with dark skin sm | ed down at
him stupidly. The fourth ear.

"Hel | 0?" he whispered, hoping to keep her fromshouting in alarm
"Hel | 0?" she whispered in return.

Was she a. fool? he wondered briefly. Then she knelt on her haunches
and studied him In the dimlight that reflected fromthe branches
overhead, he could barely discern her. She was | ong-haired and shapely.

He' d been too |Iong without a wonan, and deci ded to enjoy her before he
killed her. He reached up quickly, slapped a hand over her nouth, and tried

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry%620Kkrui...ords%2002%20-%20Brotherhood%200f%20The%20Wol f.html (172 of 616)23-2-2006 17:16:09



Brotherhood of the Wolf

to pull her down.

But she was stronger than she appeared. Instead of toppling dowm on
him she nmerely grabbed his hand and sniffed, an expression of pure ecstasy
on her face, as if she were snelling a bouquet of flowers.

"Bl ood," she said longingly, tasting the scent of his wound. She bit
into his wist, and pain bl ossoned. Her bite snapped clear through the
tendons and |iganents, and bl ood gushed froman artery, spraying up like a
f ount ai n.

He tried to pull away, but the woman held himfirmy. Wth three
endownents of brawn to his credit, he pulled hard, trying to break free.
The bones of his wist snapped as he twi sted, yet she continued to hold him
tight. Catching a glinpse of her hand, he realized that what he'd inmagi ned
were long fingernails were not nails at all but claws or tal ons. She was
not human!

The woman opened her nouth in. astonished delight, watched the bl ood
fountain out of him

Bessahan brought his khivar up in a dreadful slash, at tenpting to rip
out her throat. The thin steel blade caught in her skin, but despite his
endownents of brawn, the point hardly pierced her. Instead, the bl ade
snapped off cl ean.

Bl ood had spurted all over his face and hands. Now t he worman knelt down
as if tolick it up.

He struggled silently as the woman forced hi mdown and |icked the bl ood
fromhis face with a raspy tongue. As she began chewi ng at his chin,

gnawing like a kitten that has not yet learned to kill the nouse it eats,
he fought fiercely. Until the green wonan's teeth found his throat. Then he
finally went still, although his feet continued to kick and jerk until |ong

after he knew no nore.

It was well near dawn when the green wonan entered canp. Rol and had
been asl eep when suddenly he felt her touch as she |ay down next to him

Aver an spooned against his belly, and the green wonan cane and tried to
lie down at Rol and's back.
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She trenbled fromcold; the fire was but a snoking ruin, having gone
out. For the last hour, the rain had been m xed with snow.

Rol and sl ept beneath a bl anket, and his new bearskin cloak [ay over the
top of that. He hal f-woke, took the cloak, and pulled it protectively over
the green woman's naked skin, then he urged her with a few whi spered words
and notions to get under the bl anket with himand Averan.

The green woman conplied slowy, as if not sure what he desired. Once
he had her |ying between himand the child, where the body heat of them
bot h woul d warm her, Roland nerely wapped a big armand | eg over her, to
speed the process.

In mnutes she had quit trenbling so violently, and lay next to him
| uxuri ating.

In the creeping dawn, Rol and coul d make out the green woman's features.
She was one of the nost beautiful wonen he had ever seen, even with her odd
skin tone, her dark green lips.

She lay next to him but he becane aware that she was watching the
snmoki ng enbers of the fire, still terrified.

“"Don't worry," he whispered. "It won't hurt you."

She grasped his wounded hand, sniffed at the bandage. "Bl ood-no!" she
said softly.

"That's right," Roland answered. "Blood, no! You're a snmart one. And
obedient. Two qualities | admre in a woman--or whatever you are."

"You're a smart one," she parroted. "And obedient. Two qualities I
admre in a wonman-or whatever you are.”

Rol and smelled her hair. It was odd, |ike...nbss and sweet basil
conbi ned, he decided. He could snell the coppery tang of bl ood on her, too.
She was a large thing, as tall as him and nore nuscul ar.

He grasped her thunb, and whi spered, "Thunb. Thunb."

She repeated his words, and in mnutes he taught her all about hands
and arns and noses and noved on to trees, the autumm | eaves, and the sky.

When he grew tired, he drifted back toward sl eep, and hugged the green
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woman tightly. He wondered where she had conme from wondered if she felt
| onely. Like Roland and Averan, she had no connections to anyone that he
could see. Al three of themwere terribly alone in the world.

| should fix that, Roland thought. | could petition Pal adane to becone
Averan's guardian. The world is too full of orphans, and she has ny col or
of hair. People will think I'mher father. He prom sed hinself he woul d
talk to Averan about it tonorrow.

Per haps because he held a wonman in his arns, because he craved a
woman' s conpany, and because he still renmenbered a wife who had rejected
hi mtwenty years ago, he thought about Sera Crier, and the sense of duty
that had sent hi mnorth.

He recall ed his waki ng seven days earlier..

As he pulled on the | oose-fitting trousers, Roland had said to Sera
Crier, "I gave ny endowents years ago, to a nman naned Drayden. He was a
sergeant in the King's Guard. Do you know t he nane?"

“Lord Drayden?" she corrected. "The King let himretire to his estates
several years ago. He is quite old--yours was not the only endowrent of
met abol i sm he took, | think. But he still travels each year to Heredon, for
the King's hunt."

Rol and nodded. Most likely Lord Drayden had been thrown from a horse,
he thought, or had net with one of the old tuskers of the Dunnwood. The
great boars were as tall as a horse, and skewered many a hunt sman.

The thought had hardly passed, through his mnd when a cry rang through
the narrow stone halls of the Dedicate's Keep. "The King is dead! Mendell as
Draken Oden has fallen!" And from el sewhere in the keep, soneone cried,

"Sir Beaufort has died!'" Some woman shouted, "Marris is fallen!"

Rol and wondered why so nmany | ords and kni ghts were dying at once. It
bespoke nore than coi nci dence, nore than an acci dent.

He'd finished pulling on his boot and shouted, "Lord Drayden has found
his rest!"™ Then cries fromthe Dedicates of the Blue Tower cane fast and
furious as deaths were reported, too many nanes, too many kni ghts and | ords
and common soldiers, for any nman to keep track of.

Boars did not slay so many nen at once. There had to have been a great
battl e. And as dozens of voices began to neld together as the fallen were
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named, he thought, Nay, not even a battle: This speaks of sl aughter.

Rol and rushed from his chanber into the narrow hall of the Dedicate's

Keep, found that his tiny berth stood at the top of a stairwell. A wonman
staggered out from a chanber nearby, nassagi ng her hands, recently Restored
from having given grace. Across a hall, another man blinked in amazenent,

gawki ng about. He'd given the use of his eyes to a lord
Sera Crier followed at Roland's heels.

Shouts of grief rang through the Blue Tower, and, people raced down the
stairs, toward the Geat Hall.

The Bl ue Tower was ancient. Legend said it had not been built by nen,
for no man coul d have shaped and hefted rocks so nassive as those that
formed its barrier walls. Many thought the tower had been fornmed by a
forgotten race of giants. The keep looned thirty stories above the Caroll
Sea. Wth its tens of thousands of roons, the Blue Tower was a great
sprawling city initself. For at least three mllennia it had housed the
Dedi cates of Mystarria, those who had given their wit or stam na or brawn,
their nmetabolismor glanour or voice.

Rol and darted around a group of people in the hall who stood in his
way, pushed past a fat woman. Sera hurried to keep up. He took her hand,
shoved his way through the clotted halls, nuzzling past others until at
| ast he and Sera gazed over the edge of a balcony into the Geat Hall, a
fine chanber where thousands of Dedicates and servants were gathering.

There was much shouting and crying. Sone people shouted for news,
ot hers wept openly for their love of a |lost king. One old woman screaned as
if her child had been torn from her breast and dashed agai nst the
fl agst ones.

"That's old Laras. She's a cook. Her boys are in the King's retinue.
They nust be dead, too!" Sera said, confirm ng Roland' s thoughts.

Down in the great roomthe Dedi cates who were now Restored gathered in
a crushing crowd, along with the cooks and servants who nornally attended
them A fight erupted as one burly fell ow began pummeling another, and a
general nel ee ensued. Those who want ed news shouted for everyone else in
the crowmd to hold silent. The resulting tumult filled the room echoed from
the wal |l s.

The Great Hall had an enornous donmed ceiling sonme seventy feet high,
and bal conies encircled the hall on five levels. At |east three thousand
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former Dedicates were gathered in the hall. They spilled out of every
doorway and stairwell, and | eaned precariously over the oaken rails of the
bal coni es.

Rol and was hardly able to conprehend the scope of what was happeni ng.
Thousands of Dedicates Restored at once? How many valiant knights had died
in battle? And so quickly!

Seven nen of varying ages took seats around an enornous oak table. One
man began to beat a huge brass candel abrum agai nst the table, yelling;
"Quiet! Quiet! Let us all hear the tale! The King's Wts can give it best!"

These seven nen were the King's Wts, nen who had endowed Ki ng
Mendel | as Draken Orden hinself with the use of their mnds, letting their
skul | s becone vessels for another man's nenories. Though the King had died,
fragnents of his thoughts and recollections lived on in each of these
Restored nen. In days to conme these nmen woul d probably becone val ued
counselors to the new King.

After a nmonment, the scream ng woman was pulled fromthe Geat Hall, and
the others stifled their sobs and their shouts. Sera Crier pressed agai nst
Rol and' s back, halfclinbed his shoulders to get a better view of the
turnmoi | bel ow.

It felt to Roland as if the crowd breathed in unison, every nman and
woman anong them waiting expectantly to hear news of the battle.

The King's Wts began to speak. The ol dest anong them was a graybeard
named Jerimas. Rol and had known himat court as a child but barely
recogni zed hi m now.

Jerimas spoke first. "The King surely died in battle,” he said "I
recall seeing a foe. A man of dark countenance, dressed in arnor of the
south. His shield bore the image of a red wolf with three heads."

It was a scrap of nenory, an image. Nothing nore.

"Raj Ahten," two of the other Wts said. "He was battling Raj Ahten,
the Wl f Lord"

"No. Qur king did not die in that battle,” a fourth Wt argued. "He
fell froma tower. | renenber falling.'

"He was joined in a serpent ring," old Jerinas added. "He felt the pain
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of a forcible before he died."

"He gave his netabolism" another fellow croaked as if he were ill and
could hardly speak. "They all gave nmetabolism | saw twenty lords in a
room The light of the forcibles hung in the air Iike glow ng worns, and
nmen cried out in pain at their touch.”

"Yes, they had formed a ring. A serpent ring, so that they could battle
Raj Ahten," another Wt agreed.

"He was saving his son," Jerimas said. "Now | recall. Prince Orden had
gone for reinforcenents...and was bringing an arny to Longnot King Orden
was wounded, and could battle no nore, so he threw his life away, hoping to
break the serpent ring, and thus save his son."

Many of the King's Wts nodded. Once, as a child, Roland and sone
friends had gone into an old ruin, a lord s nmanor house. In ages past there
had been a nosaic of colored files on the floor. Roland and his friends had
sat one norning piecing together the tiles, trying to guess what picture
they m ght nmake. It had been an inmage of a water w zard and dol phins as
they battled a leviathan in the deep ocean.

Now, he watched as the King's Wts picked up the files of Oden's
nmenory, simlarly trying to piece theminto a cohesive picture.

Anot her man shook his head in confusion and then added, "There is a
great treasure at Longnot. Al the kings of the north will want a..."

"Shhh.. " several of the Wts hissed in unison. "Do not speak of that
in public!”

"Orden battled to free Heredon!" one of the King's Wts shouted at the
fell ow who nentioned the treasure. "He wanted no treasure. He fought for
the land, and the people, he |oved!"

After that, there was only silence for a long nonent as the Wts
consi dered. None of themcould recall all of what O den had known. A
sni ppet here, a scrap there. An inage, a thought, a single word. The pieces
were there, but the King's Wts, even doing their best, could hardly fit
them toget her. Many crucial pieces would be m ssing--the nenories that
Orden had taken wwth himto his grave.

A king was dead.
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Rol and considered his duty, saw where it lay. In the [ and of Heredon,
his king had died. In the | and of Heredon, his own son served the new King.

“"What of Prince Orden?" Rol and shouted. "Was anyone here a Dedicate to
the Prince?" Roland had never seen this prince, only knew of his existence
because Sera Crier had nentioned him King Orden had nmarried only a week
bef ore Rol and becane a Dedi cat e.

For several heartbeats Rol and waited. No one answered. None of the
Prince's Dedi cates had been Rest ored.

Rol and turned and thrust Sera. Crier away. He began pushing through the
cromd, intending to | eave the keep and go in search of a boat. He needed to
| eave the Blue Tower as quickly as possible. The King's Wts m ght be hours
telling their tale of woe. But within nonents, he knew, others anong the
Rest ored woul d begin hurrying back to the mainland, to visit |oved ones. He
wanted to beat the others to the boats.

Sera grabbed his sleeve, held him "Where are you goi ng?" she asked.
"WIIl you return?"

He gl anced back into the crowd, saw Sera's stricken face, bl ood
| eaching fromit. He knew that his answer would not sound gentle to her
ears, no matter how softly it was spoken, so he said bluntly, "I don't know
where | amgoing. I--1 just need to get away from here. But | am never
com ng back. "

n But__ll

He touched his forefinger to her lips. "You served ne well, for many
years." Roland knew that nen learn to | ove best those whomthey serve nost
whol eheartedly. Sera Crier had cared for himfor years, had | avi shed
affection on himin his sleep, had perhaps dreaned of what he m ght do when
he awakened.

Those who served in the Dedicate's Keep were often stay children who
performed nenial chores in return for the barest necessities. If Sera
remai ned, she'd likely wed sone |lad in the sane predi canent, and the two of
themwould raise themfamly here in the shadows of the Blue Tower. She
m ght never wal k on the green nmainland under the full sun again; she would
be forced to listen to the pounding of the surf and the calls of the gulls
for the rest of her days. Cearly, Sera Crier hoped for sonething better.
Yet Rol and had nothing to offer her. "I thank you for your service, both
for nyself, and for ny king," he told her. "But I'"'mno | onger a Dedicate,
and have no place here."
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“I...1 could cone with you," she suggested. "Wth so many nen Restored,
freed fromtheir servitude today, no one would really mss ne if I left.”

| am a good servant, he thought | give ny all to ny lord. You should do
t he sane.

He squinted toward the nearest door, a dark passage crowded with
bodi es. He prepared nentally to shove past themall. He had few connections
to the living. After twenty-one years of sleep, his king was dead. Hi s
not her and his uncle Jem n had been old even back then. In all |ikelihood,
they were gone. Rol and woul d never again see them Though nmen woul d now
call him"Restored,"” in fact he felt he had been restored to nothing. He
had only one thing left: a son to find.

"Sera," he whispered, "take care of yourself. Perhaps sonmeday we wl|
neet again."”

Baron Pol|l wakened him "Good norning to you all!"

Rol and | ooked up. The sun was well over the hill, and Baron Poll stared
down at himwth a playful grin. He had a day-old |oaf of bread in his
hands, and he tore a piece off and nunched contentedly.

Aver an cane awake, wrapped in the green woman's arns. She turned over,
gazed at the green woman. "What's she been eating?"

Rol and rose up half an inch. Earlier, in the predawn light, he'd not
noticed the dried blood sneared |iberally all over the green wonman's chin.

“I't looks |Ii ke she caught sonething," Roland sai d.

"Not our horses,"
beneath the wi ndfall.

Averan intoned with relief. The nounts were |ying

"She didn't catch a sonething,” Baron Poll said with evident gusto.
"She caught a who. 1'd say she waylaid himquite well. Cone and see the
evi dence. "

"Sonme travel er?" Averan cried in disnmay.

Baron Poll did not answer, nerely turned and |l ed them downhill. Rol and
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| eapt up, as did Averan, and they followed Baron Poll over the top of the
hill. The green wonman strode behi nd, apparently curious about the
exci tenment.

"How did you find hinP" Averan asked.

"I was searching for sone fortunate sapling upon which to enpty ny
bl adder,"” Baron Poll offered, "when | stunbled upon the remains.”

At just that nonment, they reached a slight depression. The grisly sight
that awaited them woul d be forever indelibly inpressed upon Rol and's m nd.

Averan did not cry out in horror as other children m ght have done.
| nstead, she went up to the remains and studied themw th norbid
fasci nation.

"He was creeping up on us, |'d say," Baron Poll conjectured, "when she
pounced on himfrom behi nd. See here, he had an arrow nocked, and a | ong
knife. But it's broken now. "

Rol and had been the King's butcher. He knew knives, and had bought one
like this in the market once. "A khivar," he corrected. The nman had worn a
bl ack cotton burnoose under his robe. A broken necklace near his ragged
throat was decorated with gold trade rings. "One of Raj Ahten's assassins?"

"He had a little purse full of human ears,” Baron Poll confirmed. "I
doubt he was a surgeon.”

Rol and bent over and pulled the necklace of trade rings free, slipped
theminto his pocket. He glanced up at Baron Poll. The Baron grinned. "Now
you're |learning, man. No use |leaving them for the scavengers."

"Bl ood," the green woman said Then she said nore softly, "Blood--no."
At that, Averan grinned wickedly and said in a |oud voice, "Blood--yes!"
She wal ked over to the corpse, pretended to wi pe her finger in the ness,
and said, "Good bl ood! Mmm .. bl ood--yes!"

The green woman stared, the dawn of conprehension glowing in her eyes.
She went over to the body, sniffed it. "Blood--yes." But apparently she
want ed none of it.

"She likes themfresh,"” Rol and suggest ed.

“"Are you sure that's. a good idea?" Baron Poll asked Averan. "Teachi ng
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her to kill people?”

"I mnot teaching her to kill," Averan said. "I just don't want her to
feel guilty about what she did. She saved us. She didn't do anything wong!"

"Ri ght, and because she's got the blood |ust out of her system |'m
sure she'll be of cheery tenperanent all day," Baron Poll said. "But of
course, next tinme she's hungry, she'll just grab soneone by the roadside."

"No she won't," Averan said. "She's very smart. |'msure she, knows
nore than you think." She reached out and scratched the green woman's head,
as if she were a dog.

"Oh, she's smart all right,"” Baron Poll said. "And the next tine the
H gh King levies taxes, |I'll have her right over to figure ny dues."”

Averan gl ared at the Baron. "Baron d obbet, have you ever thought that
maybe she could be of use to us? What if she killed this man because she
knew he was trouble? What if there are nore assassins on the road? She
could kill themfor us. She seens to have a strong nose, and they all snell
i ke ginger and curry. She mght snell themout. Don't you think so,

Rol and?"

Rol and nerely shrugged

“I like a bit of curry nyself,” Baron Poll argued. "And | don't fancy
the notion of having ny innards ripped out because sone inn chooses to
serve it for dinner.

"Besi des, she's not smart,"” Baron Poll continued. "I've seen crows that
mmc your words as well as she does!™

Averan's belief in the green wonan seened far-fetched, Roland thought,
but the green woman had | earned a |lot of words this norning. Gven a day or
two, they mght teach her to hunt.

More to the point, he wasn't quite sure what they could do about her.
He hadn't had any luck at killing her yesterday.

They'd tried to outrun her, |leave her after |last night, and the green
wonman had nerely | oped after their nounts, shouting for bl ood.

No, the green wonan was a problem naybe one that only the King and his
counselors could fathom She was Averan's charge for the nonent, and Rol and
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didn't have any fancy notions about how to handl e her.

CHAPTER 14

DEYAZZ

Dawn found Sir Borenson far from Heredon. He'd spent nost of the night
riding south to Fleeds, and then to the Raven's Pass.

Now he was racing Gaborn's dun-colored mare through the red foothills
above Deyazz, headi ng down roads that Jureem had nanmed, but still unsure of
hi s destination. The nane Cbran was a contraction of two I ndhopal ese words:
obir, to age, and ran, city of the king. It was best translated as "City of
the Ancient King." It sounded |i ke the nanme for the capital of a province.
But Borenson had never heard of the dammed place, and Jureem s directions
would ead himonly to the northern borders of the Geat Salt Desert, a
home to Muttayin nomads. It seened an unlikely place to find a pal ace.

Jureem assured himthat he would need a guide to show himthe pal ace's
| ocation; the guide would have to be a mnor lord hinself. Borenson carried
a standard in his left hand-the green pennant of truce above the
Syl varresta boar.

The norning air was bracing, invigorating. His steed ran |ong and far
bet ween each stop for rest. The breath cane cold from Borenson's nouth, and
his arnmor rang wth each hoofbeat of his nount. The horse worked its |ungs
i ke a bellows. The roads hereabout were narrow and treacherous. Rocks
sonetines rolled downhill from above.

Despite the danger, Borenson raced his nount at speeds of up to fifty
mles per hour.

The | andscape bel ow hi mwas a vast savanna dotted with drab olive-green
trees. The grasses were the color of sand where the red clay did not show
t hrough. A single broad river silvered the | andscape on the edge of the
hori zon, and cities of tents and adobe glittered at its border, with fields
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of wheat and orchards of oranges and al nonds all along the watercourse. He
had not yet passed a village. The citizens of Deyazz lived only along its
great rivers.

He' d passed through the nmountains during the night with surprisingly
little resistance. Several tines he'd net small caravans filled with
nmer chants heading north. Yet it was too late in the season for themto be
comng for trade. He could think of only one reason they would trek north:
They were refugees fl eeing Indhopal, eager to see the Earth King.

Once he'd circled a |large arny bivouacked in a nountain pass. Though
he'd borne a torch on the pole of his standard, so that, all m ght see that
he flew the colors of truce, three assassins had chased him

But Borenson rode a kingly nmount, one that this week had been given two
nore endownents of netabolismand two of sight, so that it would run
swftly and with clear vision, even by starlight. He'd outraced his
pursuers with nothing nore than an arrow that snapped off in his mail to
show for the trouble.

Yet even Borenson could not outrace the doubts that nagged him

He worried that he had been too harsh when he'd said goodbye to
Myrrima. She may have been right when she said that he puni shed both
hi nsel f and her for his nurders.

The road ahead to Inkarra and his mssion in Gbran were al so cause for
appr ehensi on.

He worried nost of all for Gaborn. The |ad was naive to think that he
could sue for peace or seek to bribe Raj Ahten. King Orwynne had been
right. Gaborn could have better spent his time using his forcibles to
prepare for war.

Bor enson had al ways i nmagi ned that when an Earth Ki ng appeared, he would
be a stately felloww th the wisdom of the ages on his brow. He'd be as
strong as the hills, with nuscles as gnarled and as powerful as tree roots.
He'd have the respect of all, and a certain inplacabl e deneanor.

The Earth King he'd always i magi ned bore absolutely no resenbl ance to
Gabor n.

Gaborn had no great skill in battle, no vast stores of wi sdom He was
but an unskilled | ad who | oved his peopl e.
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But he had an asset that Borenson had sel dom consi dered. He recalled
the words of Gaborn's father in discussing what woul d happen if he ever
went to battle with a certain duke in Beldinook who was gi ving hi mtrouble.
He'd said, "Duke Trevorswotthy | can handle. It's his wife and that dammed
Sergeant Arrants who terrify ne."

Borenson had | aughed at the idea of a king being terrified of a woman
and a nere sergeant, but the King had-cut himshort. "The wife is a
brilliant tactician, and Sergeant Arrants is perhaps the nost inspired
artilleryman |I've ever seen. He could build a catapult out of a butter
churn that woul d knock down a castle wall or put an iron ball between your
eyes at four hundred yards."

Then he'd taught Borenson this | esson: "Renenber, a lord is never a
single man. He is the sumof all the nen in his retinue. Wen you fight a
| ord, you nust consider the strengths of each man that he commands before
you can get a true neasure of his stature.”

Borenson therefore had to consider Gaborn's human assets. There were
t housands of gentlenen of various rank and title in Mystarria:, everything
frompetty lords to Gaborn's w se great-uncle Pal adane. Sone were sailors
or builders, nmen who conmmanded great hordes of peasants in the field, nen
who trained horses or hammered shields. A nation's strength had to be
neasured by nore than its warriors.

And if one neasured a lord by the strengths of the nen that he
commanded, the Earth coul d have done no better than to choose Gaborn.
Mystarria was the largest, wealthiest nation in Rofehavan.

Per haps the Earth had chosen Gaborn, in part, because of the strength
of his people.

If that was true, then the Earth had not nerely chosen Gaborn to be
Earth King on his own nerits, it had chosen Gaborn because it knew t hat
Borenson coul d be counted on to be the Earth King's protector.

That notion startled Borenson, and hunbled him For it neant that he
m ght be nore tightly entangled in this whole affair than he'd i nmagi ned.

It meant al so that perhaps the Earth required his best efforts. It
m ght even nean that Borenson needed to protect Gaborn from hinself.

Borenson consi dered the kind of man he ought to be. Gaborn woul d need a
man who woul d stand up to the reavers when they issued fromtheir caves.
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He'd need a man who knew Gaborn's weaknesses, and who woul d not despise him
for being only a young man, instead of a proper Earth King.

Such thoughts drove Borenson as he rode into Deyazz, racing along the
narrow nountain trails. He rounded a bend as a flock of crows flew up from
the road. Suddenly, on the hairpin turn before him a troop of soldiers a
hundred strong cane ridi ng.

The road to the right was too steep to clinb. To the left it was nearly
a vertical fall. H's horse was wi se enough to skid to a halt before
Bor enson t hought to draw in the reins.

Yet the aninmal had been trained to hate the colors of Raj Ahten's
troops. It pawed a hoof in the air and stanped and snorted and fought at
the bit upon seeing so many gol den surcoats sporting the crinson trio of
wol f heads.

The captain of the troop was an Invincible, a big man with a crooked
nose, pocked skin, and glowering dark eyes. He carried a | ong-handl ed
horseman's nmace. At his back, several nen drew bows.

Behi nd him Borenson suddenly heard the beat of horses' hooves. He
gl anced back up the road. Another troop of |lancers rode in behind him They
must have cone down off the hill above. He'd never even seen their scout.

Trapped. He was trapped.
“Where do you go, red hair?" the Invincible asked

"I carry a nessage fromthe Earth King, and cone under the banner of
truce.”

"Raj Ahten is not here in Indhopal, as you well know," the big fellow
said. "He is in Mystarria. You would trouble yourself less to ride back to
your own | ands."

Borenson nodded i n acqui escence, eyes half-closed in sign of respect.

"My nessage is not for Raj Ahten:' Borenson said. "l carry a nessage to
the Pal ace of Concubines in Cbran to a woman naned Saffira, the daughter of
the Emr of Tuulistan."

The Invincible tilted his head in thought. He clearly was not prepared
for such news. Behind him an old nman in a fine gray silk burnoose, beneath
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a yellow traveling robe, whispered to the captain's ear, "Sabbis etolo!
Verissa oan." Kill him He seeks forbidden fruit.

Borenson fastened his eyes on the old man. He was obvi ously not a
sol dier, nmerchant, or traveler, but a sort of counselor to Raj Ahten. Most
probably he held the rank of kaif--which would be translated as "old nman"
or "elder." Mre inportantly, he seened to be Borenson's adversary.

"It is forbidden fruit to | ook upon the concubi nes,” Borenson said "I
had not heard that it is forbidden fruit to deliver a nessage."

The old fellow glared at Borenson and | ooked askance, as if to argue
with one of his rank were an affront.

"You speak truly," the Invincible said. "Though I am surprised that you
have heard of the palace at Coran. Anong the hundred here, only the kaifba
and | have ever heard it" Kaifba. Geat elder. "Then may | deliver ny
nmessage?"

"What need has a nessenger for arnor and weapons?" the I|nvincible asked.

"The nmountai n passes are dangerous. Your assassins did not respect the
banner of truce."

"Are you sure they were ny assassins?" the Invincible asked, as if
Borenson had affronted him "The nountains are full of robbers, and nen who
are worse." The Invincible knew dammed wel | that they were his assassins.
He | ooked pointedly at Borenson's war axe and arnor.

Borenson dropped his shield. He unsheathed his axe, threwit to the
roadsi de. Then he pulled off his helmand ring mail, dropped them al so.

"There, are you satisfied?" Borenson asked.

"“A nessenger has no need of endowrents,"” the Invincible said. "Take off
your tunic, so that | may see whose strengths you wear."

Borenson stripped off his tunic, showed the jagged white scars where
the forcibles had kissed himthirty-two tines. Stam na, brawn, grace,
metabolism wt. Al were here.

The Invincible grunted. "You say you are a nessenger for a king, yet
you bear a blank shield like a Knight Equitable. Oten they conme to kill ny
| ord' s Dedicates. Yet | nust ask nyself, what Knight Equitable would be so
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stupid as to ride in plain sight like this? And now | nust ask nyself, what
Kni ght Equi tabl e has so many endowrent s?"

"My nane is Borenson, and | was once guard to the Earth King. Now | am
a blank shield, free to do as | wsh, and right now | wish to bring the
Earth King's nessage and sue for peace." He sat in his saddle, breathing
hard, defiant. Wthout arnms or arnor, he would be no match for even this
one I nvincible, mich less the others. They had himat their nercy.

"Assassin," the nen in the ranks nuttered, and they eyed hi mdarkly.
One man said, "take himto the precipice, teach himhowto fly!"

But the kaifba nuttered, "You tell an interesting story, hard to prove,
hard to disprove. You know of the Palace of the Concubi nes, when no man of
your country has ever heard of it. And | have not heard of this Saffira,

t hough | know that the Emr has many daughters." He seened secure in the
knowl edge that if she were a person of inport, he would have known her nane.

"It is forbidden fruit to speak her nane in your |and," Borenson said.
“I learned it froma nman who once served as a counselor to the Geat Light
hi msel f--Jureem He now sits at the el bow of the Earth King and counsel s
him" A kaifba would surely know Jureem who had been Raj Ahten's high
counsel or.

"What is your nessage?" the kaifba asked "Tell it to me, and perhaps |
will give it to her."

Among the Deyazz, a nmessage m ght easily be delivered by a second
wi thout giving affront to either the sender or receiver of the nessage. But
Borenson knew that gifts had to be given in person. "I bear a gift, a
favor, for Saffira," Borenson said, "along with the nessage."”

"Show ne the gift," the kaifba said. Anong royalty, a gift of gold or
perfume m ght have been an acceptable favor to offer before asking a boon.
Borenson wondered if such itens m ght not tenpt these soldiers. The nen
shifted uneasily on their nounts.

He reached into his saddl ebags, picked up as nmany forcibles in one hand
as he could. He held perhaps seventy. "It is the gift of beauty. Seven
hundred forci bles of glanour. Three hundred of Voice."

The sol diers began to talk excitedly. Forcibles were worth far nore
than their weight in gold
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"Silence!"” the Invincible shouted sternly at his nen.

Then he turned a deadly glare upon Borenson and demanded, "Tell ne the
message. "

"I amto say to her, "Though |I hate ny cousin, the eneny of ny cousin
is my eneny.' And then | amto ask her to bear this nessage for us to Raj
Ahten, in the nane of the Earth King."

"Kill him" the kaifba whispered. Sone of the soldiers urged the sane.
Their horses stanped their feet, feeling the tension in the air, the
electric thrill.

Borenson steeled hinself for a deathblow. He did not doubt that if the
kai fba ordered his death, the others would fulfill that order.

But the captain of the Invincibles tilted his head to the side and
consi dered, ignoring the command, as only a mlitary officer mght.

After a long nonent, he ventured, "And you think the G eat Light of
| ndhopal will Iisten?"

"It is only a hope," Borenson said. "The Earth King is Raj Ahten's
cousin by marriage now. And we have word that reavers are attacking Kartish
and the south of Mystarria. The Earth King hopes to put aside this
conflict, now that greater enemes confront us."

The Invincible nodded, said, "These sound |like the words of an Earth
King. He sues for peace. My grandfather always said that if an Earth King
were to arise, He wll be great in war, but greater in peace."'

He gl anced at the kaifba, and the old man glared at him angry that the
captain did not kill Borenson outright.

“You will deliver your nessage,"” the Invincible said. "But only if you
consent to wear manacles while in our |and. You nust vow not to break our
| aws. You may not enter into the palace, and you may not | ook upon a
concubine. Also, | will ride at your side at all tinmes. Do you agree?"

Bor enson nodded.

In nonents, a fellow brought the manacl es--huge iron affairs, nade
especially to bind nen who had endownents of brawn--and he | ocked them onto
Borenson's wi sts.
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Then he chai ned the manacl es around Borenson's back, so that he could
not Iift his hands.

When the fell ow was done, Borenson expected himto offer the Invincible
a key. But he did not.

I nstead, the Invincible took the reins to Borenson's nount and began
wal king it down the nountain.

"Do you have the key to the manacl es?" Borenson asked.

The I nvincible shook his head. "I do not need one. A smth will renove
the manacles--if it ever proves necessary "

Borenson got an uneasy feeling. A new fear took him Raj Ahten sel dom
killed men. He did not steal their lives. He stole their endowrents.

A man |i ke Borenson would be a prize.
The Invincible smled coldly when he saw that Borenson had under st ood.

Borenson had surrendered w thout a fight.

CHAPTER 15

THE SCATTERI NG

At dawn, after a night of fitful sleep, |Ionme wakened to a voice ringing
in her mnd. "Arise, all you Chosen who reside at Castle Sylvarresta. A
Darkling A ory cones, and tine is not great. You nust prepare to flee into
t he Dunnwood. Arise."
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The effect was astonishing. lonme had never felt so conpletely...
domnated by the will of another. The voice rang inside her skull like a
bell, and every fiber in her sought to obey. Every nuscle seened to react.

Her heart pounded wildly, and she gasped for breath. She | eapt fromthe
bed, grabbing only a quilt to throw around her shoul ders, scattering the
pups that had sl ept beside her.

Al right, I've risen! she thought distractedly. Now what?
Run! she decided in a blind panic. The Darkling Aory is com ng.

She woul d have raced away fromthe castle in that quilt al one but she
realized that it was too i nmodest. She | eapt to her wardrobe and threw on a
chem se and skirt, along with a traveling robe and her riding boots, while
her five yellow pups circled her and yel ped and | eapt and wagged their
tails, wondering what new gane this m ght be.

She thought only of the stables, tried to determ ne the quickest route
to her stables and her nount. She was about to flee the castle w th nothing
el se in hand when she stopped col d.

Wait, she thought, panting. Binnesman had said that the Darkling 3 ory
woul d not arrive until tonight. Wich neant that she had all day to nake
good her escape.

Yet the Earth King had warned her through his powers, had warned
everyone in and around the city to arise and flee. No, not to flee, to
"prepare” to flee.

As she consi dered, she realized what a feat it would be. There were
tents to nove, and ani mals, baggage, and stores by the wagonl oad. Wrse
than that, people had been traveling to Castle Sylvarresta fromall across
Her edon and environs beyond. Never had the city hosted nore than a hundred
t housand people, yet now the fields around the castle were cluttered with
seven tinmes that nunber. |If everyone fled at once, every road out of town
woul d be j ammed

Gaborn had decided to warn themall now so that he could give thema
head start. Instead of running for the forest, as every instinct warned her
to do, lone stooped and stroked each of her pups for a nonent. Qutside, she
heard a few t housand people crying out in disnmay, and the sounds of the
peopl e canped outside the castle rose to a dull roar. Gaborn had warned
themonly to prepare, yet it sounded as if the nob were panicking. |one
cl osed the pups inside her room and raced to the top of the King' s Keep.
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There she found Gaborn staring out over the city: The place was bedl am

Thousands of people were running for the Dunnwood, scream ng and
crying, many carrying nothing but the clothes on their backs. OQthers tore
down their pavilions as quickly as possible. Horses bucked and grew
frightened, racing fromtheir desperate owners. Yet not everyone did as
Gaborn had commanded. Many anong the canp had not yet been Chosen, and
therefore had not heard Gaborn's command. Thousands of these raced for the
castle, as if to seek verbal orders or possibly defend the keep. Qthers had
deci ded that running north, away fromthe Dunnwood, was nore sensible. They
blindly surged toward the town of Eels, sone two and a half mles north of
Syl varrest a.

At the far edge of the canp, King O-wnne had nounted sone five hundred
kni ghts, and anot her thousand |ords of Heredon stood with him prepared to
head south. They included every lord or knight anong Gaborn's retinue who
could conmmand a force horse.

It was not a large force to send agai nst Raj Ahten, but a powerful one,
conprised only of those warriors who rode force horses capable of traveling
two hundred mles a day. The warriors | ooked eager to ride as they awaited
Gaborn, many of them gl anci ng back over the canps.

Yet the Earth King stood on his tower, awestruck, dismayed at he
madness he had caused by issuing his warning through the earth powers.
Gaborn wore a sinple shirt of horseman's nmail beneath his cape, and had put
on his riding boots. But he had not yet donned his helm so that his dark
hair hung down to his shoul ders.

"What are you doi ng?" |one demanded. "You nearly frightened ne to
death! You nearly frightened all of us to death." She put one hand over her
chest, vainly trying to still her heart, to cal mher breathing.

"' msorry," Gaborn said. "I'd hoped it would go better. |'ve been
fighting the urge to issue the warning all night. | had to give them as
much tinme as possible to flee, but | dared not have themrunning blindly in
the darkness. | don't want to panic them"

H s tone was so apol ogetic that |onme knew he neant it He was concerned
only with the welfare of his people.

Suddenly his voice rang through her m nd again. "Cal myourselves. You
have the whol e day. Wirk together. Save the old and the young and the
infirm Get as far fromthe castle as you can by nightfall."
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Peopl e were still running, though many of them stopped and tried to
obey his newest command.

He pointed down to the roiling mass of fling tents and fl eeing
citizenry. "You see what happened? Many of those people canped by the river
canme out of West Heredon, and they woul d have tranpl ed everyone in canp as
t hey dashed for their hones.

“"And down there, see that red pavilion where the children are crying?
Their nother and father fled wthout them | applaud the parents obedi ence,
but | had hoped for a nore neasured response.

"Yet | Chose the man and woman in the tent next to them and neither of
t hem have bestirred thenselves to get out of their beds at all, as far as |
can tell! They nust be packing, | think, but what if the danger were nore
i mredi at e? Should | applaud themfor their neasured response, or wll they
soneday di e because of it?

"And see up there, many peopl e have reached the edge of the Dunnwood
al ready, and now they m || about in confusion, unsure what to do next. And
others may not stop running--no matter what | say--until they faint from
exhaustion. Wo anong themis right? Those who follow the very letter of ny
command, or those who strive too hard?

"And over there, you see that old wonman struggling to escape? She nust
be ninety. She cannot possibly walk nore than two mles in a day. Do you
t hi nk anyone will help her?"

As Gaborn studied the swirling masm of humanity, his nouth gaped open
i n astoni shment and horror.

| ome understood now. He was so new to his power, so unused to it, that
he wielded it clunsily. He could not afford to wield it so. H's power was
li ke a sword, a weapon that was only useful if the armthat w elded it
could parry and thrust with accuracy. He was trying to | earn his strokes
NOW.

And so nuch depended on those strokes--the lives of every man, wonan,
and child in this vast throng.

But even as she watched, she realized that he witnessed an even greater
horror. As Earth King, he had power to warn his people, but he could not
force themto obey. He could not conpel themto act in their own best
I nt erests.
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Wth the issuing of his second command, the confusion began to ease.
Gaborn sent thema third warning, asking themto cal mthensel ves and care
for one another. People all took a nonent to stop and stare up at Gabon.
Tents and pavilions still fell with marvel ous rapidity, but now parents
raced back to their children, while strangers went to help the elderly.
|l ome no | onger worried that people in the | ead m ght be crushed under the
feet of those behi nd.

Gaborn nodded in approval, turned to |Ionme and hugged her.

“Are you | eaving now?" she asked, not wanting himto go.

Yes," he said. "King Ownne and the others are already nounted, and
we have far to travel today. Few of the horses will be able to handl e such
a pace. |'ve sent nessengers to Queen Herin the Red and on into Bel di nook,
asking themeach to host us for a day. We'll travel w thout cooks or any
ot her canp followers."

| onre nodded. It would be a hard march wi thout any canp foll owers,
W t hout cooks or washwonen or tents or squires to care for the arnor and
animals. Yet if they were to travel quickly, they'd have to make do. In
troubled tinmes |ike these, no lord would dare refuse to feed his conpany.
They' d be glad for the reinforcenents, and a night's food and | odgi ng woul d
be smal | reconpense.

Then Gaborn asked sonet hi ng unexpected. "WIIl you ride with me?" It was
not common for a lord to take his wife to war, but it was not comon for a
lord to desert his wife within six nonths of the weddi ng, either. She
suspected that it was a hard thing for himto ask

"You ask nme to cone now?" she said. "You could have asked ne hours ago.
|'d have been ready."

"I looked in on you hours ago. You slept fitfully, and you don't have
the stamna to go without sleep and then ride all day. So | had the idea of
asking Jureemto stay a few hours this norning and take notes, watch the
canp and |l earn what he can, so that next tine | nust warn a city to flee,
"1l know how to do it. | thought that you could stay with him then ride
| ater this norning. Your horses are fast enough so that you should catch up
qui ckly."

“"May | bring Myrrima?" |lonme asked. "She'll want to cone, too. I'll need
a lady to keep ne conpany."
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Gaborn frowned slightly. He would not want to take another lord's wfe
on what m ght prove to be a dangerous journey, but saw his wife's need to
follow the rules of propriety. "OF course.”

He stared, his dark blue eyes gauging her. "I saw the pups in bed with
you. "

“You weren't there," she said in her own defense. "I needed sonething
to keep nme warm "

"Are the nights so col d?"

"“The Knights are Hot in Heredon,"' she said, quoting the title of a
bawdy ball ad that she'd never heard openly sung in her presence.

Gaborn | aughed uproariously and his face reddened. "So, ny wife wants
to be a wolf lord and sl ouch about al ehouses now, singing bawdi es and
showi ng her legs!" Gaborn said. "Queen of the byways! People will say I'ma
bad i nfl uence."

"Do you di sapprove?"

Gaborn smled. "No. If | did not have ny endowrents already, | m ght
have slept with sonme pups last night. I'"'m..relieved that you accepted Duke
Goverman's gift. He will be delighted that he has served you so well."
Gaborn considered for a nonent. "I'Il have the treasurer set aside
forci bles for your personal use. A hundred should do."

"I wll have Jureem bring sone extra puppies for you, too, then," |one
said. "You are going into battle soon."

| ome grabbed himand ki ssed himon inpul se, then suddenly realized she
was ki ssing himhere on the tower, while probably not |ess than ten
t housand eyes were watchi ng. She pushed back in enbarrassnent. "Sorry," she
said. "The people are staring."

"They saw us kiss at the wedding," Gaborn said, "and as | recall, sone
cheered.” He kissed her again. "Until this afternoon, then?"

"Thank you," she repli ed.

Gaborn bit his lip, smled worriedly, and said, "Never thank a man for
taking you into battle until after the war is over."
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Then he turned and raced down the hatch at the top of the tower. In
nmonments she saw himstriding out of the keep, along the cobbled streets to
the King's Gate, then he was | ost as he noved down to the bl ackened corner
of Market Street, where he'd killed the flaneweaver | ast week. Masons had
been hard at work repairing the damage to the buildings there, but cleaning
and replacing the stone faces of the market would take nonths or years, and
al ready the place was being referred to by the |ocals as the "Bl ack
Corner." lonme imgined that four hundred years from now, strangers getting
directions to sone establishnment would be told, "Aye, the silversmth's
shop is up on the Black Corner, toward the portcullis,” and everyone woul d
under stand what it neant.

If we are lucky enough to live so |ong, she thought.

Then she got to work. She packed her own things, then had sonme servants
and a new guardsman--a powerful young | ad named Sir Donnor out of Castle
Donyei s--go with her to the King's treasury to renove all the gold and
preci ous spices and arnor and forcibles.

Gaborn had taken twenty thousand forcibles south to return to Raj
Ahten, in hopes that the Wl f Lord would agree to his terns for a truce.
Yet he still had ten thousand forcibles in the treasury, along with other
gifts that had been given recently by | ords of Heredon. The gifts included
plate mail for Gaborn and barding for Gaborn's horse given by Duke Mardon
upon their weddi ng, but which Gaborn would not take into this battle,
because of its onerous weight. In addition, there was a good deal of gold
and spices given in revenue, for the harvest taxes were normally paid
during the week of Hostenfest. The sumtotal anounted to several thousand
pounds of treasure. So she had the servants quietly haul it all up to the
tonbs, where she locked it in the vault anong the bones of her grandparents.

This feat in itself took her two hours, and when she had finished, the
t hought struck her that she ought to check on Bi nnesman, for she had not
yet seen him and she worried that he m ght need the hel p of sone servants
before they all left the city.

When she went to his roomdown in the basenent of the keep, he was not
there, though a fire burned in an old hearth, and the air snelled heavily
of simrering verbenaan herb with a | enony scent, often decocted to nake
perfumes. Indeed the fresh fragrance filled the whol e basenent, and snelled
like liquid sunshine. In the buttery lonme found Chancel |l or Roddernman's
daughter, a sharp-eyed girl of eight, who had stayed in the keep while her
father made certain that it was properly evacuated. The girl reported that
Bi nnesman had |l eft at dawn, saying that he would search the nmanor gardens
down in the city for gol denbay, succory, and faith raven.
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| ome abandoned that concern for a nonent. |Instead she nade her way to
the Dedicate's Keep, to nmake sure that the Dedicates had been evacuat ed

In the past week the keep had becone a different place. Sir Borenson,
acting upon the orders of Gaborn's father, had slain all of the Dedicates
here, for Raj Ahten had forced her father's troops to grant hi m endowrents,
thus seizing attributes fromthousands of Sylvarresta's people. Borenson's
had been a horrific deed, and though part of lone was grateful that soneone
had had the courage to do it, another part of her was still shocked and
saddened. Many of the Dedi cates had been servants who' d offered the use of
their mnds or brawn, stam na, or netabolisminto the service of King
Sylvarresta. Their only crine had been to love their lord and seek to serve
him as best they were able. Yet when the knights to whomthey had granted
endownents were captured, forced to grant endowrents of their own, the
Dedi cat es had becone converted to the use of a nonster |ike Raj Ahten.
Since no one could hope to slay Raj Ahten, his enem es best hope was to
weaken hi m whi ch neant sl aughtering the enfeebled and i nnocent Dedi cates.
Borenson's feat had been a grisly task, killing fools who did not know that
their own deaths were upon them butchering those who had given netabolism
in their endl ess slunber, nurdering those so weak from havi ng given brawn
so that they could not even raise their hands to ward off a bl ow.

Borenson had been cold and distant to her and Gaborn since that night.
He did not handle the guilt well.

And as |one wal ked through the bailey that served as the courtyard to
the Dedicate's Keep, she did not handle her own nenories of this place
well, either. The high narrow walls around the keep nade it feel
suffocating. The Dedicate's Keep carried too many dark nenories.

Only a couple of small trees, stunted by lack of light, grewwthin the
bail ey. A week past, lone's nother had | ain here, her body hidden from
sight after Raj Ahten nurdered her. And after her father had given his
endowrent of wit to the Wl f Lord, lonme had stayed here a day serving him
t hough he did not know his own daughter to | ook at her. For not only was he
witless, but she had given her owmn endownent of glanobur to Raj Ahten's
vector, and so had becone ugly.

| ome crossed the bailey but dared not enter the keep itself, for fear
that it would arouse too nmany nenories of lost friends, for fear that she
woul d find herself |ooking for bloodstains on the nmats and on the floors.
Al t hough the steward assured her the beds had all been burned and the
floors, walls, and--by the Powers--ceilings had been scrubbed spotl ess, she
could not willfully try to imagine what it had | ooked I|ike.
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At |ast she sent Sir Donnor into the keep proper to find Myrrima, while
she waited in the courtyard with her Days.

Several wains were parked in the courtyard and |one watched a few
guards leading the blind to one wain, carrying those who had given grace or
brawn to another. They were a sad-looking lot, these people who had offered
to becone cripples in service to their king.

A nonent |ater Sir Donnor exited the keep and assured lone that Myrrinma
had attended to her nother and sisters, and even now was packing in her own
room

| ome bade Sir Donnor go to the stables and prepare their nounts, then
went to inform Mrrima that they woul d | eave together, heading south with
her husband. lonme wasn't surprised to find Myrrima with her pups yapping at
her feet, and a I ongbow with a quiver full of deadly |Iooking arrows and a
wri st guard on her bed. But she was surprised to find Myrrima trying on a
rat her shabby, heavily quilted old vest that |ooked fit to be worn only
whi | e scrubbi ng fl oors.

"Do you think it smashes ny breasts down enough" Myrrinma asked.

lonme stared at Myrrima in frank surprise and said, "If you want snmashed
breasts, rocks m ght work better."

Myrrima made a sour face. "l'mserious."
“"All right, smashed enough for what?"
"So that they don't get in the way when | shoot!"

| onre had never fired a bow, though she knew | adi es who had, and she
recogni zed Myrrima's predicanent.

“I'"ve got a leather riding vest in nmy wardrobe that m ght work better.
"Il get it for you," lonme offered.

Then she told Myrrima that they would both be riding south. Myrrina
seened both astoni shed and genui nely gl addened by the prospect of follow ng
the nmen to war.

An hour later, Myrrima and |Ionme had a good breakfast with lone's Days
and Sir. Donnor, but by ten in the norning Binnesman had still not cone
back to his room So they sent to the stables for their horses and prepared
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to ride out, leaving little undone. lone's puppies were left in the King's
kitchen, until she felt sure that she woul d depart.

In all the confusion, lonme still had not tal ked to Jureem Wen she
reached the city gate, she found himshouting at people who | oaf ed outside
t he castl e.

| ome had i magi ned that by now everyone woul d have fled the grounds
outside Castle Sylvarresta, but it was not so. As she | ooked through the
city gates, she realized that the roads to the south and to the west, the
roads heading into the Dunnwood, were janmed with carts and oxen and
peasants, nmany of whom had given up on the notion of travel and were just
mlling about. OF the pavilions near the castle, a full quarter of them
still stood, and many of their occupants seenmed not to be interested in
goi ng anywhere at all.

Jureem had his hands full. Though he was a fine servant--perhaps the
nost capabl e servant she'd ever net, he could not do the inpossible.

And the situation before himwas clearly inpossible. Afull five
t housand petty | ords and knights and even sone peasants wi th nothing nore
than | ongbows to use as weapons had besi eged the gates of the castle and
demanded entrance. The city guard--about forty nen--barred their way.

"What's goi ng on?" |onme demanded.

“Your Highness," Jureem expl ai ned, "these nmen have deci ded that they
want to guard the castle walls."

"But..." lone could think of nothing to say for a nonent. "But Gaborn
told everyone to flee."

"I knowm " Jureem said. "But they choose not to listen.”

It astonished her that a vassal woul d di sobey the command of his Kking.
She | ooked to Sir Donnor, as if for an answer. But the blond | ad nerely
glared at the troubl emakers. She gazed out over the throng. "Is this true?"
she asked. "Are none of you Chosen? Did you not hear the conmands?"

At that, hundreds of nmen | ooked away in shame. Though they m ght stand
up to Jureem a nere servant, they would not do so to |one.

Baffl ed, she said. "Do you even know what a Darkling Gory is? Can, you
guess its powers?"
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One man, a petty lord she recognized as Sir Barrows, stepped up. "W've
heard of Gories and Bright Ones--we all have," he said. "And if the old
tales be true, they can die in battle, sane as a man. So we was thi nking we
could stand fast on the battlenments with the siege engines--the ballistas
and catapults and steel bows, and kill it before it even | ands."

"Are you daft?" lonme shouted, astonished by the man. "I know you are
all courageous, but are you also daft? Did you not hear your lord's
command? He told you to flee!"

"Of course we heard, Your Hi ghness,” Sir Barrows replied, "but surely
that command was neant mainly for wonen and the little ones. W' re al
strong nen here!"

At that, the nmen all shook their spears and axes and raised their
shiel ds and shouted in a great cry that echoed fromthe hills.

lonme stared in utter amazenent. They had heard the word of the Earth
King and had decided to keep their own counsel. She turned to the captain
of the King's Guard and commanded, "Place two hundred archers on the wall.
Shoot any of these nen who cones within bow range.”

"Mlady!" Sir Barrows said in a hurt tone.

"I mnot your |ady," lone turned on himand shouted viciously. "If you
will not followny lord s word, then you are not his servant, and you are
dooned to die, all of you! I may applaud your valor, but I will curse your
foolishness; and I will punishit, if | nust!”

“Your Highness!" Sir Barrows said, dropping to his knees, as if
awai ting her order. After a nonent, the others fell in line and fol |l owed
hi s exanpl e, though sone were slower to bend the knee than others.

She turned on Jureem "Wy are people mlling about on the roads" she
asked. "Can't they get away fromthe city?"

"The slower travelers get in their way," Jureemsaid "Many of the carts
are heavily |l aden, and sone have broken axles or |ost wheels, so everyone
must nove around them™

lonme turned to the troops that knelt before the castle gate. "Sir
Barrows, send a thousand nen up each road and have themclear the carts of
those who are stranded. Put themto work fixing wheels and axles. As for
those fol k who have chosen to remain afield, go find out why they are here.
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| f they have valid reasons to stay, | want to know. If they don't have good
reasons to stay, tell themthat you have orders to kill anyone found w thin
five mles of the castle within the hour."

"Your Hi ghness,” Sir Barrows cried in astoni shnment. "Do you really want
us to kill then®"

lonme felt bewi ldered by his stupidity. But then she renenbered that
Gaborn had said earlier in the week that he thought it wong to ever curse
a man for being a fool, for fools could not help thensel ves and were
forever at the nmercy of the cunning. "You shan't need to kill them" she
warned. "The Darkling Aory will do it for you."

Sir Barrows opened his nouth in sudden conprehension. "It will be done,
Your Highness." He turned and began shouting orders.

Jureem bowed his pudgy figure to her, the decorative hem of his gol den
sil k robes sweeping the dust. "Thank you, Your Hi ghness. | was not able to
reason with them and | dared not disturb you."

"Next tine, dare," she said.

"There are other matters," Jureem sai d.

"Such as?"

"Hundreds of people are too ill to run. Sonme are too old, too infirm
some are nothers who have given birth in the past few hours, or warriors
who were injured in yesterday's ganes. They have asked perm ssion to take
cover in the castle. I've had themcarried to the inns until we can decide
what to do."

"Can we | oad them on wagons?" |one asked.

“I've had physics talk to those who can speak at all. Anyone who coul d
be | oaded on a wagon has al ready gone. Sone physics have offered to stay
and tend the ill."

lome licked her lips, grinmaced in despair. O course they could not be
noved. Such people could not nove five mles--or a nore appropriate fifty--
in a day. "Let themstay," she said. "Sonme will have to stay hidden."

She wondered if she should order the physics away, for she feared to
| ose such highly skilled nmen and wonen, but she al so dared not deny the

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/harry%20Kkrui ...ords%2002%620-%20Brotherhood%200f %20The%20Wol f.html (201 of 616)23-2-2006 17:16:09



Brotherhood of the Wolf

sick and the dying whatever succor she could give.

As she considered what to do, Binnesman cane strolling through the
crowmd of warriors from sonepl ace outside of the city. A sack on his back
was overstuffed wi th gol denbay | eaves.

Though it was still norning, already Bi nnesman | ooked spent. "Let them
stay, Your Highness," he shouted, "but not in the uppernost roons of the
inns. Go instead to the deepest cellars, well below ground. | shall cone
put runes on the doors to help conceal them and |I'll |eave sone herbs that
m ght offer protection.™

lonme felt nore relieved to see Binnesnman than reasoni ng coul d account
for. As Bi nnesman approached, she understood why. Oten in the past, she'd
felt the earth power that pooled within him a slightly disturbing power
that spoke of birth and growh and that filled her with creative | ongings.
But this norning he nmust have been casting strong protective spells, for
she felt as a harried rider mght when fl eeing enem es and suddenly has
found hinself safely within a castle's walls.

That is it, she realized. This norning she felt safe in his presence.
"You | ook over-worn. Can | do anything to help you?"

"Yes," Binnesman said. "I would be Iess worried for you, Your Highness,
if you would flee the city |like everyone el se.™

But lone glanced out over the fields. "Not everyone has left, and |
can't go until |'ve done everything possible to ensure that ny people are
safe.”

Bi nnesman harrunphed. "That sounds |i ke sonething your husband woul d
say." But his tone carried no hint of disapproval. He studied her and
Myrrima a nonent. "There is sonething you could do, though | hesitate to
ask."

"Anyt hing," |ome said.

"Do you have a fine opal you would be willing to give ne?" Bi nnesnman
asked. Hi s tone suggested that she woul d never see it again.

"My nother had a neckl ace and sone earrings."”

"Wth the proper enchantnent, they can be powerful wards agai nst
creatures of darkness," Bi nnesnan sai d.
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"Then you shall have them if |I can pry themloose fromtheir nounts."

"Get them" Binnesman said. "The |arger and brighter the stone, the
better the protection, and opal easily breaks."

“I''ll get them" she said. She had forgotten to nove themto the
treasury, she now realized. Her nother's jewelry chest was still hidden
behi nd her desk in her room

"You'll find ne at the inns," Binnesnman said "Tine is short."

lome and Myrrima rode back up to the King's Keep, and ascended to the
topnost room Sit Donnor and lone's Days did not dare enter lone's bedroom
and remai ned in the al cove outsi de.

The jewelry chest held lone's nother's formal crown, a sinple but
el egant affair of silver with dianonds. Besides the crown, there were
dozens and dozens of pairs of earrings, brooches, bracelets, anklets, and
neckl aces.

| ome found the necklace she recalled. It was made of silver inlaid with
twenty matched white opals. A large, brilliant stone nounted on a silver
pendant made up its centerpiece.

|l onme's nother had said that lone's father had purchased the stones when
he'd traveled to Indhopal to ask for her hand in marriage.

| ome wondered at that. Her father had ridden hal fway; across the world
to find his nother. It seened a romantic journey, to travel so far, though
Gaborn had done no | ess for her.

Yet sonehow the romantic ardor of lone's marriage to Gaborn felt
diluted by the fact that their fathers had been best friends, and had both
| ong desired the union. Marrying Gaborn felt a little |like marrying the boy
next door, even though she hadn't nmet himuntil ten days ago.

As she | ooked through her nother's chest of jewels, lonme found other
opals. The | arge chest had served the gueens of House Sylvarresta for
generations, and it held itens that her nother had never worn. She
di scovered a brooch of fire opals set like eyes in a trio of fish made of
tarni shed copper. Also an old teardrop pendant had an opal that shone in
hues of vivid green.

She took these, since they had the | argest stones, then handed themto
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Myrrima, since she was the one with the vest pockets. "Let us hope these
will do."

She put her nother's jewels back into the chest, then scooted it under
her bed.

When she finished, she | ooked out the oriel w ndow, across the castle.

The streets of the city lay enpty, silent. For the first tinme in her
life, she did not see the snoke of even one single cooking fire rising from
a chimmey in town. In the distance, she saw tents folding out on the
fields. Now that the knights were threatening to kill her people, they were
fl eei ng, racing away.

Suddenly the scene bel ow seened famli ar.
"I dreant this,"” |one said.
"You dreamt what?" Myrrinma asked.

"I dreanmt of this, |ast week when Gaborn and | were riding south to
Longnot, or | dreant sonething very near. | dreant that Raj Ahten was
com ng to destroy us, and everyone in the castle turned to thistledown and
floated up and away on the wi nd, up beyond his grasp."”

The people scattering in all directions rem nded her of thistledown
bl own before a fierce wind. "Only in nmy dream Gaborn and I were the |ast
to leave. W all floated away. But...in ny dream | knew that we were never
com ng back. Never com ng here again." That thought frightened her. The
t hought that she m ght never return to the castle she'd grown up in.

Legend said that the Earth spoke to nmen in signs and dreans, and those
who |istened best rightly becane | ords and kings. The bl ood of such kings
fl owed through lIone's veins.

"It was only a dream"” Myrrima said. "If it were a true sending, then
Gaborn would be with you now

"He is with ne, | think," lonme said. "I believe I"'mcarrying his child"
| one gl anced at Myrrinma. She was of comon stock, and |one knew that she
woul d not take onens |ightly.

"Oh, mlady," Myrrima whi spered. "Congratul ations!" Shyly, she enbraced
| one.
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“I't will be your turn, soon," lone assured Myrrima. "You cannot be near
the Earth King without responding to his creative powers."

"I hope so," Myrrim said.

Now lome retrieved the jewelry chest fromunder the bed and w t hdrew
her nother's crown and the nost val uabl e pieces she could see. Just in
case, she told herself. These pieces she wapped in a pillowase, thinking
it would fit nicely in her saddl ebags.

As she finished, soneone--a girl-shouted desperately out in the
courtyard before the castle. "Hello? Hello? |Is anyone here?"

Myrrima opened the oriel wi ndow |one |eaned over the sill to | ook down.

A girl of twelve, a serving girl by the | ook of her, wearing a brown
frock, saw lonme and cried, "Help! Your H ghness, |I was hoping to find one
of the King's Guard. M| ady Opi nsher has | ocked herself in her apartnents
and won't cone out!"

Lady Opi nsher was an elderly danme who lived in the city's ol dest and
fi nest nei ghborhood. |one knew her well.

She knew for a fact that Gaborn had Chosen her when she presented
herself at their wedding. Certainly Lady Opinsher had heard the Earth
Ki ng' s war ni ng.

“I"l'l be there in a nonent,"
port ended.

| ome said, wondering at what trouble this

She and Myrrima hurried down to the bailey, wth Sir Donnor and the
Days falling in step behind. The girl clinbed fearfully onto Myrrima's
steed, and they raced the nounts down through the King's Gate, into the
city, and along the narrow streets toward Dane Opi nsher's nanor.

As they raced, lonme glanced up, caught sight of a child in an open
wi ndow. It was late in the norning, she realized, and still not everyone
had obeyed her husband's call.

At Danme Opinsher's manor, they stopped at the porte cochere, where
white colums held up a roof above an encl osed courtyard. At the front door
of the manor, two guardsnen in fine enaneled plate stood at arns.
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"What is the neaning of this?" |lome asked them "Shouldn't you have
left by now?"

"We beg your indul gence,” one guard said, an old fellow wth clear blue
eyes and a silver noustache that drooped over his nmouth. "But we are sworn
into the service of Lady Opinsher, and she bade us remain at our posts.
That's why we sent the girl."

"May we pass?" Sir Donnor asked threateningly, as if unsure what the
guardsnen's orders were. |If the woman had gone far into insanity, she m ght
have ordered the guards to kill all coners.

"Of course,"” the elder guard said. He stepped aside.

| ome di smounted, hurried into the house with the serving girl to | ead
t he way.

Lady Opi nsher's manor was far newer than the King's Keep. Wile the
keep had been built two thousand years ago to serve a |ord and his knights,
the manor here was | ess than ei ght hundred years old, and had been built at
| ei sure during a tinme of prosperity. It was also far nore opul ent and
stately than was the King's Keep. lone imagined that it was nore |ike a
soaring palace at the Courts of Tide. The entrance had cl ear w ndows above
it, so that sunlight shone into a great room making its way down past a
silver chandelier to fall onto intricate tile nosaic on the floor. The
wal l's were all paneled with polished wood. Fine |anps rested on tall stands.

The servant led lone's retinue up a great staircase. lone felt terribly
sel f-consci ous. She was wearing boots and riding clothes, and in such a
fine manor, she should have been able to hear the rustle of her own skirts
as she clinbed the stairs.

When they reached the second floor, the servant led lonme to a huge
oaken door, intricately carved with Dane Opinsher's heral dic enbl em

lome tried to open the door, but found it |ocked, so she pounded wth
her bare fists and shouted, "Open in the nane of the Queen."

When that brought no response, Sir Donnor pounded harder.

| one heard the whisper of feet against stone, but still the danme did
not open her door.

"Get an axe and we'll chop down the door,"” lone said loudly to Sir
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Donnor .

"Pl ease, Your Highness, don't," Danme Opi nsher begged from behind her
barri cade.

Sir Donnor halted as the dane unl ocked her door, opened it a crack. The
wonman was el derly, her face covered in winkles, but she still had a slim
figure. Wth her endowrent of glanour still intact, the dane was a fine-
| ooki ng woman, though she sel dom had set foot from her house in the past
three years.

"What may | do for you, Your Hi ghness?" the dane asked with a stiff
curtsy.

"You heard the Earth King' s warning?" |one asked.
"I did," the dame answer ed.

" And?"

"I beg to be left behind," Dane Opinsher said.

| ome shook her head in wonder. "Wy?"

"I amold," the dane said "My husband is dead; ny sons all died in your
grandfather's service. | have nothing left to live for. | do not want to
| eave ny house.™

"It is a fine house," lone said. "And it should be here when you
return.”

"For eight hundred years ny famly has |lived here," the dane said. "I
don't want to go. | won't go. Not for you or anyone else."

“Not for yourself?" |lone asked. "Not for your king?"

"My mind is nmade up,” the dane said.

| could command Sir Donnor to drag her out, fight her guards, |one
realized. She doubted that the old gentlenen would give Sir Donnor nuch
trouble, for he was said to be a fine warrior. Borenson had fought him and
pronoted himto captain in the King' s CGuard.
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"There is a purpose to life," lone said "W do not |live for ourselves

al one. You may be old, but you still may serve others. If there is any
wi sdom or ki ndness or conpassion left in you, you could still serve others."
"No," Dane Opi nsher answered. "lI'mafraid not."

"Gaborn | ooked into your heart. He saw what's in you." Danme Opi nsher
was known for her charity, and |lone believed that she understood why Gaborn
had Chosen the old woman. "He saw your courage and conpassion.”

Wth a dry chuckle, Dane Opi nsher said, "I ran fresh out of such traits
this morning. If nmy serving girl could buy themin the nmarket, |'d have her
fetch them No," she said forcefully, "I'll not |eave!"

She cl osed her door.

lome felt dismayed Perhaps the old wonman did feel conpassion, but did
not believe that tonorrow could be better than today, or that her own fife
was worth struggling for, or that she had anything of inport to give. |one
could only guess at the woman's noti ves.

"You may stay, then,"” lone said to the door. She would not drag a wonman
ki cking fromher own hone. "But you will release your servants. You'll not
let themdie, too. They nust flee."

“"As you will, Your Hi ghness,
t he door weakly.

t he dame answered. Hei voice cane through

lome turned to give the command, but the serving girl was already
running, glad to escape. lone stared at Myrrima for a nonent. The dark-eyed
beauty was thoughtful.

"Even your husband can't save soneone who doesn't want to be saved,"
Myrrima offered. "It's not his fault. It's not ours.”

"Sir Donnor," lonme said, "go to the city guard and have them search
every building in the city. Find out how many nore |like her there are. Warn
themin my nane that they nust depart.”

“I'medi ately,"” Sir Donnor answered, and he turned and hustl ed off.

"That will take hours,” Myrrima said after he was gone,

| ome understood the hint of a question in Myrrima's voice. She was
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asking, "And if we do this, when do we | eave?"

lonme bit her lip, glanced at her Days as if searching for an answer.
The matronly old woman hel d silent, as usual. "W have fast horses,” |one
said. "We can run farther in an hour than a peasant can in a day."

| ome found the wi zard Bi nnesman down at an inn, as he had prom sed. The
inn, a reputable old establishnment called the Boar's Hoard, was the | argest
inthe city, and the cellars beneath it were a veritable naze. Huge oaken
vats exuded a yeasty scent, and dried al ecost hung in bundles fromthe
rafters. The place snelled also of mce, though feral cats darted
everywhere as lonme, Myrrima, Sir Donnor, and lone's Days wandered anong
piles of enpty wi neskins and bins filled with turnips and onions and | eeks,
past wi nepresses and barrels of salted herring and eels, between noi st
sacks of cheese and bags of flour.

In the farthest reaches of the cellars, back where enornous vats of ale
fermented, dozens and dozens of sick people had been laid out for the
physics to tend.

Here in the dimlight of a single candle, the w zard Bi nnesman wor ked.
He'd set out | eaves of gol denbay and sprigs of faith raven in front of sone
huge oaken doors, and he'd painted the door with runes.

VWhen Myrrima approached and pulled the Queen's jewels from her pocket,
Bi nnesman cl osed the door to the sickroons.

He took the opals with greedy hands and laid them out on the dark
wooden floor, stained with countl ess years of grine. Between casks of oil
that rose to the ceiling, it was alnost as dark as a star-filled night.

Bi nnesnman set the opals on the floor and drew runes in the dust around
them Then he knelt and made slow circular notions with his fingers,
chanti ng:

"Once there was sunlight, that warned the Earth. It drenched you |like a
child who basks beside the winter's hearth.

"Once the stars shone, so fiercely they streanmed, that the stones stil
remenber and cherish their beans."

Bi nnesman st opped speaki ng, whi spered softly, "Awaken, and rel ease your
light." He ceased nmeking the circular notions and stood waiting
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expectantly. The stones until now had |ain darkly on the ground.

But suddenly lonme saw them begin to glow as the fire caught deep within
them bl azed. She had often played with her nother's necklace as a child,
had wat ched the dazzling display of color as she held an opal and shifted
it inthe light. She'd seen flecks of green, red, and gold all swrled
wi thin them

But nothing prepared her for the dazzling |ight that blazed fromthese
stones now. Beans of crinson and enerald and deepest sapphire and gl ori ous
white played across the roomnore fiercely than any fire. Staring at them
was |ike staring into the sun, and lone turned away, fearing that she'd go
bl i nd.

Behi nd her, Myrrima stood back, afraid. She gasped and | ooked all about
the roomin wonder as the quavering lights shifted and bounced, as if
reflected from water

Bi nnesman stared at the fiery opals. Sonme glowed nore fiercely than
others. did. After long nonents they began to dim I|ike coals going cold.
He noved the fire opals off to the left with one finger, for though they
shone, their ruddy light quickly faded.

He picked up the pendant that held the green opal with one hand. Though
the other stones were darkening, this one still blazed so brightly that the
heat of it becanme intense its verdure a weapon that snote |one.

To lome, Binnesman had al ways seened a kindly old man--until now, when
the light that flared around himfilled her with terror. He stuffed the
pendant into a pocket of his robe, and the light still glowed like a fire
t hrough the cloth.

"My thanks to you, Your Highness," Binnesman said. "This is as fine a
stone as | could hope to find. | have no use for the others. You will find
that they are sonewhat dull now, but put themin the sunlight for a few
days, and their fire will return nore fiercely than ever."

He carefully laid a single earring on the floor before the cl osed door
of the sickroom then handed the rest of the opals back to Myrri na.

|l ome stood in the gloom bedazzled. "WII it work?" she asked. "Can you
kill it with that stone?"

"Kill a Darkling dory?" Binnesman asked. "The thought hadn't occurred
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tonme. | only hope to capture it."

CHAPTER 16

PATCHES OF FOG

The ride down fromthe Brace Mountains into Carris seened too easy to
Roland. It felt wong all the way. He, Baron Poll, Averan, and the green
woman nmade good tine on the nountain road that norning, for the nost part
because the roads were enpty.

That in itself seened wong. King Orden's chief counsel or and
strategi st, Pal adane the Huntsman, was said to be at Carris. One would have
expected to see his troops racing on the highway, getting into position for
the com ng battle.

As they rode down fromthe nountains through bands of pine and aspen,
Rol and took a few nonents to sit on an outcropping to watch the rocky
pl ai ns bel ow for sign of troops. Morning fog lay thick in patches down
anong sone streans, fog so thick an arny could have hidden beneath it.
Beyond; the region was rife with other places where an arny m ght be
secreted--forested hills rose above the plain at a nunber of points, and a
deep valley lay between two arns of a nountain off to the west. Cities and
towns were everywhere.

The Barren's Wall to the north was eight mles w de and stretched
between two tall hills. In ages past, Miuttaya and Mystarria had fought over
this real mnunerous tines. The fact that Mystarria had not always won was
profoundly evident in the varying architecture: donmed manors w th encl osed
porches and reflecting ponds were everywhere in the towns. The streets were
much broader than in the Courts of Tide where Rol and had been rai sed.

The nanes of the villages also reflected the fact that this |and had
much been battled over. Villages |ike Anbush, Gllen's Fall, and Retreat
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squatted wide towns with nanes |i ke Aswander, Pastek, and Ki shku

All in all, Roland studied the | andscape bel ow and thought it a fine
site for a strategist |ike Paladane the Huntsman to choose for his battles.
Several fortresses could serve as rallying points. He imgi ned how bowren
m ght be secreted behind stone fences, or cavalry mght hide within the
gates of a |l arger keep.

Yet he saw no sign of troops on the plains anywhere bel ow-no glint of
norni ng sunlight on arnor, no snoke rising fromcanpfires, no |ords
pavilions pitched in any, distant valley.

| ndeed, fromthe hills above Carris, the | andscape | ooked dead. Rol and,
Baron Pol |, Averan, and the green woman stood on a knoll for fifteen
m nutes, squinting into the valley below Roland could see farmhouses by
t he hundreds, and haycocks by the scores. Fields of crops checkered the
| and- - vi neyards striping one field while hops darkened the next. Rock walls
circled the farnmsteads. Fromup here, one could see that there was an
abundance of stone in Carris, enough to build hones and fences, and still
so nmuch surplus that the farmers had, in some places, just piled theminto
nmounds. Atop many of the hills were ancient Miuttayin sun dones--circular
crematoriunms built of stone so that they |ooked Iike the setting sun. These
mar ked anci ent battle sites.

Carris was an old land. It was said that the fortress here was ol der
than nmenory even when Erden Geboren rode with his hundred thousand kni ghts
to defend it. Many of those sun dones bel ow served as incinerators where
conquering armes had tossed the | osers. Wghts would haunt such pl aces.

But if there were w ghts about, they did not seemto bother the |ocals.
Carris itself was hard to nake out fromthis distance, still twenty mles
away. The ancient fortress was built on a peninsula in a deep | ake on the
hori zon. Fog lay thick on the | ake, but the fortress pierced the fog, its
granite walls and high watchtowers shining |like gold in the dawn. Morning
cooking fires left a trail of snoke hanging above the castle.

A graak flew up out of the castle; bearing a skyrider. Averan sighed,
as if she yearned to be on the beast.

Yet close by, no snoke drifted up fromany chimey in any honme. No w nd
bl ew. No animals wal ked the fields.

Dead. The whole plain of Carris |ooked utterly dead, aside froma few
fl ocks of geese that w nged about. Even here on the nountainside, it was
too quiet: no jays squawked, no squirrels scurried about.
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"I don't like it," Roland said as he stared below. "It's too quiet."
"Aye," Baron Poll said. "I was born to this land. | used to run wild
here when | was a boy. |'ve never seen anything like it"

He pointed to sone green fields off to the left, just two mles bel ow,
where an orchard intersected a line of oaks. "At this tinme of year, always
a flock of crows conmes winging its way fromthe north. If you trace a path
in the sky, following that |ine of oaks, you should get a good idea where
they fly.

"But | see nothing here today. Not a single crow Crows are snart
bi rds. They see danger better than a man. They know there's a battle
brewi ng, and so they'll follow the soldiers in hope of good pickings after.

"Look down there, where that patch of fog lies thick on the downs." He
poi nted now al nost strai ght ahead, five mles north of the base of the
nountain. "See the geese flying over it? There's good oats in those fields,
and ponds to sw m about in. Any goose worth a gander should be down there.
But the geese aren't circling the fields to nake sure it's safe before they
| and. They're flying fromone patch of fog to the next, knowing it's not
safe, never daring to land."

"Why?" Averan asked
"They're scared. Too many nmen about, skulking in the fog"

Aver an | ooked askance, as if she believed that Baron Poll was nerely
trying to frighten her. The girl seened tired or ill to Roland. Her eyes
were bleary, and she hid in a cloak, as if suffering fromchills.

"I'm serious. See that patch of fog, off to our left across the hills
over there? It nust be two hundred feet higher up than any other patch of
fog, and the color is a bit too. dark blue. It's traveling downhill when it
shoul d be rising, warnmed by the norning sunlight. Raj Ahten's nen, |'l]|
wager, wth a flameweaver hiding them Qur scouts say he used such a fog to
hide in while marching through Heredon. If you were to walk into that patch
of fog, you' d find war dogs and frowh giants and | nvincibles by the score.

"And there, farther across the downs, is another patch of that oily
bl ue f og.

"Then | ook up here to our left. Athird colum marching toward them™
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Rol and gaped, |eaned back on his nount. Baron Poll seened to be right.
The three patches of fog were converging, and no currents of w nd would
ever have bl own them together.

"Then, down there, across fromCarris, by the river. Water w zards are
at work, |I'll wager. See the huge fog there?"

"By its color, I'd say that is just a natural fog," Roland said.

Baron Poll raised a brow "Perhaps, but it's comng off the river there
and nowhere el se. Water wizard's work. The fog will be of a better quality,
nore natural -1ooking than a flameweaver's snoke. That fog hides the nunber
of Pal adane's reinforcenents com ng south from Cherlance, 1'd say." The
Baron hitched up his pants, the way a peasant will before going to work.
"We nust take care. The roads | ook enpty ahead, but |ooks can be deceiving."

The green wonman pointed at the fog on the downs, and asked, "Fog?"
"Aye, fog," Roland said, adding a word to her vocabul ary.
She pointed to a cloud in the sky. "Fog?"

“Cloud,"” he said, wondering how he m ght nake a better distinction. He
squinted at the sun and pointed. "And up there is the sun. Sun."

"Sun, no," the green wonman said, glancing fearfully at the bright orb.
She pull ed the bearskin robe right against her shoul ders.

"I told you she's no creature of fire," Averan said. She went to the
green woman and put the hood of the cloak up for her, so that she could
hi de beneath it. "She doesn't |ike the sunlight any better than she |iked
our canpfire.”

"I suspect you're right," Baron Poll said. "My apologies to the gut
eati ng wench with the avocado conpl exi on.”

Rol and | aughed.

Averan nerely glared at Baron Poll. "And I'Il tell you sonething
el se--" she said, drawing her breath as if to nake a great statenent.

But Averan's face pal ed and she trenbled and grew qui et. She pulled her
own cloak tight about her as if she too hid fromthe sun.
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She had a faraway | ook in her eyes. Roland realized that she trenbl ed
not because she feared that Sir Poll mght disbelieve what she was about to
say, but because she wanted to say sonething that frightened her.

“Well, tell me...." Baron Poll demanded.
"Baron Poll," she asked distantly, "what will we do with the green
wonman?"

“I don't know," the Baron said. "But if she would quit follow ng us,
|"d be a happier man."

"I'f she follows us to Carris, what wll Duke Pal adane do with her?"
Baron Pol |l glanced at the green. wonman distractedly. "I don't know,
child. | suspect he will want to inprison her. She's very strong, and

dangerous, and we have no idea where she cane fromor what she wants."
"What if she fights hinf What if she tries to protect hersel f?"
“If she harnms one of H's Majesty's subjects, he'll inprison her."
"What if she kills soneone?”
"You know t he punishnent,"” Baron Poll said.
"He'll execute her, won't he?" Averan asked

"l suspect so," Baron Poll said, trying to infuse the statenent with a
tone of pity that he obviously didn't quite feel.

"W can't let himkill her,"” Averan said. "W can't take her to Carris."

"We have a nessage to deliver," Baron Poll said. "By all rights, we
shoul d have pressed on through the stormlast night, but | didn't fancy the
notion of running into any of Raj Ahten's troops in the dark. Still, we
have a nessage to deliver, and you, Skyrider Averan, are sworn to deliver
it

"What are you afraid of?" Roland asked, for the girl was obviously
terrified out of her wts.

“"No one in ny famly has ever received a Sending," Averan said.
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"“And you think you have" Rol and asked.

The girl clutched her hands, winging themwhile she held them agai nst
her stonmach. She trenbled in agitation. "I saw sonething just now. | saw
the green woman dead, on the end of a pole, outside the castle walls."

Rol and was not educated, but every child in Mystarria knew | ore about
Sendings. "If it was a true Sending, then it was only a warning, and you
m ght be able to stop it from happening.”

Baron Poll squinted, knelt down to be closer to the child. "You want to

avoid Carris? W could skirt around it, | suppose, but at |east one of us
must go in." He considered the possibility only that |ong, then added nore
forcefully, "No, the roads won't be safe! W'Il|l be better off if we stay
together. I"mpretty sure | can get us through to Carris, but | won't

prom se anything nore.”

Rol and knew that Baron Poll really believed his own warning: armes
were hiding down on that plain, and Raj Ahten's nen had been wayl ayi ng
messengers all al ong the roads.

"Leave ne sonmewhere while you carry the nessage," Averan begged "The
green woman is followng ne, not you. She'll stay wherever you put nme. Then
you coul d. conme back for ne."

Baron Poll scratched his chin. Riding so close to Carris would be
danger ous enough, but the child was asking himto risk his |life going both
di rections.

Still, the girl was right to be worried for the fate of the green
wonman. Baron Poll's eyes flickered over Roland, as he considered what to
do. "It's too dangerous. | won't allowit."

He spoke in a tone of authority, as if to end all discussion

"First you say you won't take nme north to Heredon, now you say you
won't | eave ne here! Can't | have any say in the matter!" Averan asked.

“No," Baron Poll said reasonably. "I may be a fat old knight, but |I am
a lord and you're not. We're at war. I'monly doing what's best for you."

"You're only doing what's best for you," Averan cried. "I don't matter.'
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“I"monly thinking about what's best for people, not" he waved his hand
at the green woman in dism ssal "sonme green nonster."

"I know what's best for ne!" Averan sai d.

"Do you?" Baron Poll asked. "Last night you pouted because you wanted
to go to Heredon. Now you're in a fit because you want to stay here. So
what's best ?"

"I can change ny mnd," Averan said too |oudly.

"True," Baron Poll said, "but you won't change m ne."

He grabbed Averan roughly by the arm and dragged her to his charger.
Aver an yel ped, and Baron Pol | sl apped her across the backsi de.

“"Dam you, girl, if you call Raj Ahten's troops with all of your noise,
| swear |'Ill cut your throat before they get ne, even if it's the | ast
thing I do."

Baron Poll |eapt up onto his charger, his great strength belying his

size, and tried to pull Averan on with him

"Wait!" Roland said. "Let her ride with ne. And I'Il not have you
sl apping the child, or threatening to slit her throat."

"What do you care?" Baron Poll asked. Both the Baron and the child
stared at himin surprise. Roland was no knight, no warrior who could hope
to best Baron Poll in a fight, yet he had spoken harshly.

"I care,"” Roland said, gazing at the child. "I was thinking |ast night,
| could petition Pal adane to becone her guardian, her...father."

There was a clunsy silence as the child recogni zed that he spoke not
just a statenment, but a question. Then she lurched toward him "Yes!" she
cri ed.

Rol and nounted up, taking Averan in the saddle before him In nonents
they were thundering down the nountainside, the green woman | opi ng behi nd,
and as they neared the plain, Baron Poll suddenly veered his charger
si deways and raced it through the trees, cutting across a spur of the
nmountain on a gane trail. The green wonan ran at their back, struggling to
keep up. Roland felt amazed that she could do so at all. No human coul d run
Wi th such grace and ease.
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The Baron no | onger seened to trust the road, and perhaps his own fear
finally touched the girl, for Averan fell silent. He raced the horses down
t he nount ai nsi de, and Rol and | eaned back in his saddle, gripping Averan
before him afraid that the girth strap on his saddle mght slip or break
so that he'd go rolling dowhill. But Baron Poll never sl owed.

After several heart-stopping mnutes, they found an ol d woodcutter's
road and raced along it for, a while, then they rode the horses hard across
a creek and let themleap a farner's fence and gal |l op across a pasture.

For several mles they rode this way, never trusting a road, often
peering off to either side. The green woman ran just behi nd.

They reached a large village and raced through it, let the horses stop
for rest just outside. A nunber of walnut trees lined the |ane, the nuts
just beginning to split open fromtheir green pouches, and Averan, still
huddl ed in her robes, |ooked up at themlongingly. "Are we going to eat
t oday?"

"When we reach the castle, you mght get sone dinner," Baron Poll said.

"You gave ne nothing nore than hope for dinner |ast night, and now I
shan't even have that to chew on for breakfast. They've done w th breakfast
at the castle and won't eat again until tonight. | didn't get any food
yesterday at all."

“Well," Baron Poll said, "all the better to help you maintain a dainty
figure."

"You should try it yourself sonetine,
woul d i ke you better if you did."

Averan groused. "Your horse

The Baron shot Averan a warning glare. The child had an endowrent of
brawn, but Baron Poll had nore than one, and he knew he coul d beat her
soundl y.

Rol and t hought hima hard man, to starve a child that way. "I1'Il get
you sone wal nuts,"” Roland offered, and he | eapt fromhis horse.

The green woman had been | aggi ng behind for several nonents, and now
she stood, sweat pouring off her, as she gasped for air.

Baron Pol|l seenmed to fear that the child would ride off, so he nudged
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his horse toward Averan, grabbed her and hefted her onto his own saddl e.

Sweat drenched Roland's horse and it breathed |like a bellows. Several
cottages clustered together here at the north end of the village, and there
was little forage for the nounts. Sheep had eaten down the grass near the
road. Roland could see no sign of the sheep now. They had probably been
driven off to the castle. Wth |ittle else to eat, the nount went over to a
wi ndow box outside a cottage and began to chew voraciously on sone white
geraniuns, eating as quickly as only a horse with endownents of netabolism
can.

Meanwhi | e, Rol and | ooked in vain for walnuts on the ground, but pigs
rooted there, and they'd taken the nuts. He ended up clinbing the tree to
pick a few

"I have to relieve nyself,"
Baron Poll held her firm

Averan said, squirmng in the saddl e where

"Hold it for another hour," Baron Poll conmmanded her. "A girl with an
endowrent of brawn can hold her bladder all day."

"I'"ve been holding it since last night," Averan apol ogi zed

Baron Poll rolled his eyes. "Go then. There should be a privy behind
the cottage."

Aver an dropped fromthe horse and scurried away. The green woman
followed at her heels like a faithful dog.

Rol and clinbed into the crook of a walnut tree and began filling his
pockets. He'd been at it only a m nute when he gl anced back down the road
to the south,

Dust rose fromthe road in the direction they'd just conme. The dust
cl ouds were back a couple of mles, so trees and houses obscured it. Still,
at the speed a force horse could race, those riders would be on them
qui ckly.

"Riders, comng fast," Roland warned Baron Poll. H's heart hammered. |f
he'd not been standing in the tree, he'd not have seen them

"What col ors?"

He saw a flash of yellow "Raj Ahten's, they're close on our tails."
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He | eapt fromthe tree, |anded hard enough to jar his ankles.

"“Averan," Baron Poll shouted. "Stop peeing and get over here now "

He spun his charger and raced around the corner of the cottage,
shouting and cursing. Roland | eapt onto his own nount, circled the cottage,
just in tine to see Baron Poll kick over a weathered privy in the backyard.
No one was i nsi de.

"The dammed girl ran off!" the Baron shout ed.

Roland bit his lip, struggled against panic. He did not want to | ose
the child or see her harned. He wanted to hel p her, yet he understood her
fears, and appl auded her desire to do what she knew was ri ght.

Stone fences divided the | and behind this cottage fromthe yards and
gardens behi nd. Rol and searched nervously. He saw no sign of Averan or the
green wonan.

"They coul dn't have gotten far," Roland said. But he knew that it
didn't matter. Even if the girl hid nearby, he couldn't take the tine to
search for her

"Leave her!" Baron Poll said. "The girl wanted to stay, let her stay!"

The Baron wheel ed his nount, but Roland was slow to follow He feared
to | eave the green wonman and Averan there al one. He cared about them nore
than he'd dare adm t.

He rose up in his saddle, searching for the child, vainly hoping to
spot the green wonman, as Baron Poll raced away. Monents |ater, he began to
hear the thunder of hooves on the far side of town.

"Luck to you!" Roland called to Averan. "I'Il cone back for you,
daughter!" he prom sed. He turned and sped for Carris.

Four cottages away from Baron Poll, Averan huddl ed behind a |ilac bush
by a stone fence and watched Rol and and the Baron gallop north. She had
taken of f the green woman's bearskin cloak, so that now her skin blended in
with the lilac bush, concealing her.
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Averan clutched the green wonan tight and cooed softly, to keep her
from novi ng.

She coul d not explain to Roland and Baron Poll why she needed to | eave.
The men woul d never understand. But Averan had had a strange feeling
grow ng in her since yesterday.

It had made her nervous to | ook at the canpfire last night, and the
norni ng sun hurt her eyes, made them burn. And this norning, when she'd
knelt over the corpse of Raj Ahten's assassin, pretending to eat, Averan
had craved the taste of the man's bl ood.

Now, she thought she knew what the green woman needed, probably
understood it better than the green wonman did herself.

She needed the Earth. She needed to be renewed by its power.

So Averan huddled with the green wonman while Baron Poll cursed and
Rol and prom sed to return. Averan fought to keep tears from her eyes.

She' d been surprised that he asked to be her father, surprised and
del i ghted. She wanted soneone to take care of her, to be a friend. But
ri ght now, she had to put her own wants aside.

She dared whi sper, "Cone back for nme then, Father, when you can."

Monents later, twenty of Raj Ahten's knights went racing past along the
tree-lined | ane, arnor rattling, the hooves of their warhorses thundering
on the hard road.

The green woman did not nove, |eaned into Averan's enbrace until the
| nvi nci bl es had passed. Then she lifted her nose in the air |ike a hound
trying to catch a scent, and asked, "Bl ood; yes?"

"Bl ood, yes," Averan proni sed, glad that the green woman had recogni zed
the scent of Raj Ahten's soldiers. "But not now. You nust rest now. | know
what you need."

Averan had seen it in a vision, she felt sure. She didn't understand
what she saw, but she felt a need driving her, a craving that went to the
bone. The green woman was a creature of the Earth, and right now, she
needed its enbrace.

Still, Averan felt afraid to nove. A norning breeze sighed through
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town, stirred the |ilac bush. The green woman stared up at the | eaves, as
if in terror of this om nous force.

"It's nothing," Averan said. "Only the wind. Wnd."

She held up the green woman's hand, let her feel the wind fl ow between
her fingers. But the green wonman jerked her hand back in terror..

"Wnd, no!" she said. She | ooked about desperately, as if searching for
a place to hide.

The I nvinci bles had been gone | ong enough, Averan decided. She |led the
green woman to a wal |l ed garden behind a cottage. The soil was deep and wel |
tended, but the owners had fled. Before doing so, they'd dug up all of
their carrots and turnips.

Averan tasted the rich soil, and approved. She found a mattock in a
shed, and in a few mnutes was able to dig a shallow trench.

Wt hout any coaxing, the green woman stepped into the trench and | ay
down, spreading herself out-naked, luxuriating, delighted to feel the soi
on her bare skin.

Aver an stood over her, prepared to heap the dirt on the green woman,
bury her there. But right now she felt a craving of her own, an itching.
The sun shone fiercely on her neck, and when she glanced up, it hurt her
eyes.

Her robe seened too thin to protect her fromits rays. She | ooked down
at her fist where the green woman's bl ood had touched her yesterday while
Averan had tried to clean her after the fall.

Dark green blotches still stained her hand. The green spots had not
gone away-not even when she washed themor tried to rub the skin away.
| nstead, the dark green bl ood had nerely seeped down | ower, into her skin.
Now it | ooked as if she had been tattooed with ink. The bl otches woul d
i kely never go away, she realized. O nmaybe soneday the green wonman's
bl ood woul d just seep down farther into her, until it fused with her bones.

"The sanme bl ood flows through us now," Averan said to the green wonan.
"I don't even know what you are, but you and | are one

Havi ng said that, Averan stripped off her own clothes and clinbed into
the shall ow trench beside the green woman. She used her hands to pul
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mounds of dirt over her feet and body, to hide her skin fromthe sun, but
she could not bury herself properly.

On a sudden inspiration, she hugged the green woman tightly and
commanded the soil, "Cover ne."

The soil responded, flow ng over her |ike water.

Averan wondered if Roland or any Invincibles would return, see the
signs of their shallow grave. Even if they did, what would they, do? D g
her up?

No, she realized. W' re safe. Safe fromsun and fire. Safe for a little
while, until nightfall.

CHAPTER 17

BENEATH A DUSTY GARMENT

The Durkin Hlls Road was a trail of dust. Erin Connal had ridden down
it a couple of days ago, when | ast week's rains had made the road slick at
its low points. But at |east then the dirt had clung to the ground, and
she' d been riding al one.

Now, after only a couple of days of heat, the road south was as dry as
if it were mdsummer. Beyond that, it had been nuch travel ed during the
past week, and the hooves of countless aninmals and the wheels of thousands
of wagons had churned the soil and ground it into a fine powler that rose
dirty and brown all about, marking their passage. Tine and again, Erin
wi shed that she could ride off into the trees of the Dunnwood, ride
parallel to the arny, to get clear of the dust. But the brush beside the
road was thick, the trails uneven, and she could not afford to slow her
trek. R ght now the arnmy had need of haste.
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She rode now to war in the vanguard of the arny, near the very front,
besi de King Gaborn Val Orden and fat King Orwnne, a gaggle of |ords, and
of course all of their attendant Days.

A few dozen scouts and guards were strung out on the road ahead, yet
the dust of their passage rose high in the air. Git caught in Erin's teeth
and burned her eyes and sinuses. Gine clung to the oiled |inks of her
arnor and heavy powder settled in the folds of her clothes. Though they had
ridden but half the day, she figured it would take a week's worth of baths
to ever feel clean again.

There was not hing she could do about it for now. She was only grateful
that she was not riding farther behind in the ranks, for near the rear, the
dust woul d have been unbear abl e.

Many warriors in Gaborn's retinue wore helns that covered their faces,
and so they nerely put the visors down, affording the face and eyes sone
smal|l protection fromthe dust. Erin envied them She inmagined that even
the infernal heat inside the blasted hel mwuld have been nore bearable
t han the dust.

But her own hel mwas nerely a horsewonman's helm a round thing with
guards for ears, wthout even a bridge for the nose. A horse's tail, dyed
royal - bl ue, adorned the top.

So she rode holding a cloth to her face. From behind, the sound of
hoof beats reverberated as a rider raced al ong the edge of the road.

He gl anced at Erin and nade to pass her, when suddenly he spotted
Gaborn and reined his horse in. The man's face was a study in surprise.
Erin realized that he'd been |ooking for the Earth King, but King Gaborn
Val Orden and King Ownne were both so dirty that one could not
di stingui sh them from conmmon sol di ers.

"Your Highness," the fellow inplored Gaborn, "the troops in the rear
beg perm ssion to fall back. The dust is fouling the horse's |ungs."

Erin nearly | aughed. Apparently these warriors of Heredon coul d breathe
the dust just fine. It was only their horses that suffered.

"Have them fall back," Gaborn said. "I see no reason to keep cl ose
ranks, so long as we all reach Casde G overman by nightfall."

"Thank you, mlord," the fellow said with a nod. Yet he did not fall
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back to spread the word. Instead, he rode beside Gaborn as if he would beg
anot her boon.

"Yes?" Gaborn asked.

"Beg your pardon, mlord, but since you are the Earth King, could you
not do sonethi ng nore?"

"Would you like ne to get rid of the dust altogether?" Gaborn asked,
benused.

"That would be greatly appreciated, mlord," the knight said, gratitude
thick in his voice.

Gaborn | aughed, but whether he | aughed frommrth or |aughed the fell ow

to scorn, Erin could not tell. "I may be the Earth King," Gaborn said, "and
| Iike the taste of trail dust no better than you do. But believe ne, there
isalimt to ny powers. If |I could nmake the dust settle, | would. Open

ranks. Have every man pace his horse. Those with the qui ckest horses w ||
reach G-overman first."

The fell ow studied Gaborn fromhead to foot. The Earth King was covered
ingrime. "Yes, mlord," the fell ow said, and he wheel ed back, calling the
orders for the formation to di sband.

At that point, the kings gave the horses their heads, and gal | oped
ahead of the nore common nounts. In nonments, Erin was racing along and even
Gaborn's scouts, at the very front of the line, had to hurry to keep ahead
of the arny.

Erin stood in her stirrups, riding to the flank of the king, and |et
the wind clean sonme dust fromher clothing and fromher hair.

Besi de her, Prince Celinor did the sane. She gl anced over, caught the
Prince staring at her. He turned away when she noticed his scrutiny.

Erin did not have an endownent of glanmour to mar her face. Fleeds was a
poor | and, and so by the H gh Queen's decree, endownents of gl anour were
never given. One could not waste precious blood netal on forcibles that
woul d enhance a wonan's beauty, not when the sanme ore could be put to sone
better use.

Still, even without an endowrent of glanmour, nen sonetines found Erin
attractive. Yet she thought it odd that Prince Celinor would gaze at her
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so. He had at |east two endownents of glanour, and so was a fine-|ooking
man. His hair was platinumin color, alnost white, his face narrow but
strong. H s eyes shone |ike dark sapphires. He was a big nan who stood
roughly twenty hands tall. A handsone nan, indeed, she thought, though she
had no desire to bed him For as they said in Fleeds, "H s reputation
follows himas flies follow filth."

Celinor's Days, who rode behind him was remarkable only in that he was
nearly of the sanme height as his |ord.

No, Erin was not interested in a sot. Last year at Tolfest it was said
that Prince Celinor had gone out to distribute alns to the poor of Castle
Crowt hen and had ridden through the streets in a wagon, tossing out food
and clothing and was in a drunken stupor, he had soon found hinself out of
al nrs, and so had stripped off his own cl oth-of-gold breeches and tossed
themto the crowd, nuch to the disnmay of those nothers who had chil dren.
Runor also had it that he was well endowed in nore ways than one.

It was said that he drank so nmuch that no one was quite sure whether he
had ever learned to sit a horse, for he could be seen falling fromone nore
often than riding it.

Hi s vassal s ni cknanmed him"Mad Dog," for often the froth of ale could
be seen foam ng at his nouth.

In an hour they reached the river Dwindell, at the village of Hayworth.

There, the lords and their Days cane to a halt, riding their horses
down to the riverbank east of the bridge, so that they could quench their
thirst. As the aninmals drank, Erin clinbed off her horse, gauged the water.
The river Dwi ndell here was wi de and deep, its clear waters swirling in
eddi es. O ouds had been noving in all day, but even behind their screen,
the sun was so high that Erin could see huge trout and even a few sal non
swmmng in the river's depths.

Erin took the cloth that she'd had over her nose, knelt at the
riverbank and dipped it in the cold water, then began to wash sone of the
grinme off her face. She longed to strip off her arnor, swmout into the
river's depths. But there was no time for it.

Prince Celinor knelt by the water, too, and took off his helm a thing
of burnished silver. He filled it with water twwce, swirled the water in it
to get the dust off the helm then filled it a third tinme and drank deeply,
using it as a nug.
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When he finished, he offered his helmto Erin while he washed his own
face clean of grine. She drank deeply, felt the dust clear from her throat.
She' d never tasted water so refreshing.

King Gaborn had halted and was letting his own horse drink, as if too
weary to di snount Gaborn was covered in grine, thick with dust.

Celinor gazed up at the King, the sunlight striking himfull on the
face.

“"Now there is a proper Earth King," Celinor whispered of Gaborn. "See
how wel | he wears his realm" He chuckl ed, amused at his own jest.

“I"'mthinking that none wear it better," Erin said, for she dared not
utter anything so irreverent.

"I meant no disrespect," Celinor apol ogi zed, sounding sincerely
regretful.

Erin gave himback his helm shoved it hard into his hands. Celinor
refilled it, then leapt up and carried it to Gaborn, let himdrink fromit.
As Gborn drank, Celinor wet a cloth in the stream then carried it to
Gabor n.

He offered the cloth for Gaborn to wash his face. Gaborn sponged
hi msel f, and thanked Celinor cordially. Yet Erin wondered if Celinor served
Gaborn for her sake, or if he really had neant no disrespect.

When Gaborn's nount had watered, he and King Orwnne were quick to
cross the bridge and head for the Dwmndell Inn there in Hayworth, for it
was wel |l known that strong drink clears trail dust fromone's throat better
than water. Wth so nmany hundreds of knights riding through, Erin inmagined
that it would be a boon day for the innkeeper.

Erin washed herself, preparing to join Gaborn and King Orwnne. She got
on her mount and spurred it over the bridge, and could not fail to notice
that Celinor rode at her side.

Yet when she reached the inn and di snounted, Celinor only sat ahorse,
wat chi ng her. She stood in the shade of the porch, glancing back. The
yeasty snell of ale was strong here, having soaked into the floorboards
over the ages.

“Are you com ng in?" she asked.
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H s face | ooked set, determ ned He nerely shook his head, then
apol ogi zed "1'Il go on up ahead, let ny horse rest a few nonents."

Erin went into the inn, her Days follow ng, and sat down at a table
al one, just the two of them In nonents a young serving girl hurried over,
aski ng, "What woul d pl ease the | ady?"

The owner of the hostel, a big-bellied man, sat with King O den,
tal king cordially. She heard the fell ow congratul ating Gaborn on his recent
marri age.

"I'"1l have ale," she said. The waif hurried off.

In nonments the hostler hinself ran downstairs to help fetch up sone ale
kegs. Fat King Ownne said in his high voice, "So, Your Hi ghness, it seens
that Prince Celinor fears to join us."

"Good," Gaborn said. "I'd hoped that he m ght have the strength to
forbear this place.”

"But do you think it will take?' Orwnne said. "I for one believe that
even the railings of the Earth King will not keep hi msober through the
week. 1'Il bet you ten golden eagles, mlord, he'll be falling off his

horse by sundown tonorrow. "
"I hope not." Gaborn said, though he did not accept the wager.

"Your Hi ghness," Erin wondered al oud, "have you spoken to Prince
Cel i nor?"

King Owynne gl anced at her with the dism ssive | ook that sone warl ords
gave the wonen of Fleeds. He did not respect her, but he answered her
guestion before Gaborn coul d speak. "The sot had the audacity to present
hinmself to the Earth King this norning, before we rode out, and offer his
sword in service. The Earth King rejected him of course.”

Gaborn sat wearily, gazing down at his hands fol ded on the table.
“"Don't be so harsh," Gaborn said. "The man has a good heart, but | could
not in conscience Choose a man who | oves strong drink nore than he | oves
himself or his fellows."

"So you rejected hinP" Erin asked
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"Not rejected,” Gaborn said.. "I asked himfor a show of contrition. |
asked himto give up his greatest pleasure. In return, if he can remain
sober, | will Choose him"

Erin had not heard that the Earth King made such bargains with nen. He
had Chosen her outright. Yet she was glad of it, glad to know that a man
m ght better hinmself to sone reward.

When her ale cane, she took only a small sip, then went out front where

her nount was tied to the hitching rail. She poured ale into her palmfor
her horse, let it drink, the hairs of its nuzzle tickling her palm A
strong drink would serve her nount well, give it the energy it needed to

keep up with the other lords' horses. Her own nount was a good force horse,
with a single endownent each of strength and netabolismand grace, but it
was not so |lavishly endowed as Gaborn's charger, or those of sone of the

ot her nmounts in the retinue.

She wondered at Gaborn's words. He'd said that Celinor had a "good
heart." What exactly did that nean? Celinor had done nothing but voice his
doubts about Gaborn's sovereignty yesterday. The H gh Marshal had hinted
that he thought Celinor m ght even be a spy, out to destroy Gaborn. Yet
Gaborn had | ooked into the man and seen a good heart?

It nade no sense.
Per haps, she thought, Gaborn did not mnd if Celinor had reservations.

After she'd finished giving her horse sonme drink, she took her gl ass
mug i nside, dropped a copper dove on the table. Her Days foll owed. Together
t hey rode out of town.

Erin found Celinor and his Days in a neadow dotted with yel |l ow
dandel i ons and white clover. Celinor brushed down his nount as it grazed.

She stopped and did the sane, taking a nonent to check the beast's |egs
and ankles. One of its shoes had lost two nails, but otherw se the horse
was fine. Celinor would not keep his eyes off her.

"I am surprised that you're not with the others,” Celinor said at |ast.
"There will be few conforts through these hills, until we reach
Banni sferre.”

She dared not admt why she'd conme. Her code of honor was such that she
stood by a man in battle, even if he was only a man who battled his own
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vices. "Since we're allowed to open ranks, | thought it m ght be nore of a
confort to get a head start," she said. "Let the others chew on ny trai
dust for a while."

“I"'mcertain they'll nmake a fine neal of it," Celinor |aughed. Erin
smled. So he truly had not neant to be disrespectful toward Gaborn, she
thought. He nerely jests by nature.

"So," Erin asked, "you think Gaborn is the Earth King after all? |'ve
heard that you bent the knee to him"

“"After he rejected the Hi gh Marshal,” Celinor said, "I reasoned that he
is either the Earth King or a madman. | don't think he's mad. He rejected
nme, too, of course. But |I'd hoped for nothing better."

“"Not rejected,” Erin said. "I hear that he is holding his judgnent in
reserve."”

"I ndeed."” Celinor smled, cocked his head to the side. "And | hope
sonmeday to be worthy of his blessing. Already |'ve gone twenty hours
w t hout a drink."

Erin tried to think of a conplinent appropriate for such a negligible
feat, and had to wonder. Twenty hours? He'd offered his sword into Gaborn's
service only this norning. Yet the al ehouses around Castle Sylvarresta had
been full |ast night as people celebrated the end of Hostenfest.

What's nore, tradition required a toast to end Hostenfest before going
to bed. She couldn't inmagi ne hi mhaving gone the night w thout a drink.

"Twenty hours?" she asked. "But you only offered service this norning."
"I swore off drink yesterday," Celinor said.
She | ooked at himinquisitively.

"You scorned ne," Celinor said, "and you were right to do so. For |
realized that you were correct: Al of ny best friends did live in
al ehouses. | would not have it so. | could not bear to | ook into your eyes
and i ncur your displeasure.”

Erin smled, pleased that her one remark m ght have inspired a change
in the man. Yet she did not trust it conpletely.
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"WIIl you ride with ne today?" Erin asked.

"I would be happy for the opportunity,” Celinor said. They nounted up,
and raced off side by side.

CHAPTER 18

ONE FOR THE BOOKS

Gaborn sat in his chair in the Dm ndell Inn. King Ownne kept up a
ranbl i ng nonol ogue on a nunber of topics, but Gaborn felt too preoccupied
tolisten. All norning long, he'd felt a constricting sensation in his
chest, the rising recognition of danger.

As his people fled Castle Sylvarresta, his fears for them eased. Yet
not everyone had left Castle Sylvarresta. He felt lonme there with Myrrima,
and dozens of guards and townspeople still braving the danger.

What powers might this Darkling G ory possess that it so di snmayed hinf
A sense of doomwas growi ng on him and he prom sed hinself that he would
not wait too |long before warning the others. So Gaborn nodded at King
O-wnne's bl athering, hardly speaking, hardly daring to nove. He felt
distracted, worried in particular for King Orwnne.

It would be foul indeed to | ose him Gaborn thought--1 nust take
special care of him

King Ownne was a staunch ally, a rarity these days. And his force
warriors would be badly needed on the trip south.

Gaborn prepared to | eave the Dwindell Inn at well past one in the
af t ernoon.

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry%20Kkrui ...ords%2002%20-%20Brotherhood%200f %20 The%20Wolf.html (231 of 616)23-2-2006 17:16:10



Brotherhood of the Wolf

Hundr eds of knights still poured into Hayworth, eager for a brief rest.
The streets were lined wth horses, and the innkeeper had brought barrels
of ale to the porch. Anmaid filled nmugs as fast as the nen could drink. She
had no tinme to clean the mugs. A man would sinply pass a nug forward
t hrough the press, along with a copper dove, and she'd take the coin and
fill the nug.

Thus the kings had to shoul der their way through the throng as they
headed toward their horses. Gaborn went to the hitching post, untied his
own nmount. Tinme was short.

At that nonent, Gaborn's Days tapped himon the shoul der. Gaborn turned
and | ooked the scholar in the eye. The brown-robed fell ow | ooked shaken.
“Your Highness..." the Days said, and he held his hands wide, as if to say
Words cannot express my Sorrow.

"What ?" Gaborn asked.

"I amsorry, Your Highness," the Days said. "It will be a bad day for
the books. | amsorry." The aura of death surroundi ng Gaborn was
over whel m ng.

"A bad day for the books?" Gaborn said, a sense of horror rising in him

He faced the abyss. |I'munder attack, he thought. Yet he could see no
at t acker.

"What ? What' s happeni ng?" he wondered al oud.

Fat King O-wnne had heard the words, and now he | ooked from Gaborn's
Days to Gaborn, worry, on his brow.

"Your Hi ghness?"

Gaborn | ooked up at the steel-gray clouds that gathered above, and sent
a warning to lone and the others still at Castle Sylvarresta. "Flee!"

He put a foot into a stirrup, began to |leap onto his horse, and
suddenly felt the earth tw st.

A wrenchi ng nausea assailed his stomach as his strength suddenly |eft
him Gaborn slipped fromthe saddle, stood for a nonent |eaning against his
hor se.
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| "' munder attack, he thought, by sone invisible agent.

"Your Hi ghness?" King Orwnne asked. "Are you well?" The w enching
nausea cane again, and for a second, Gaborn was stunned, dazed and unsure
of where he was.

Gaborn shook his head as he shakily sat down on the porch of the inn.
The porch was dirty, but warm People noved aside to give himair.

"I think he's been poisoned!"™ King Orwnne shout ed.

"No--no! Dedicates are dying," Gaborn said feebly. "Raj Ahten is in the
Bl ue Tower."

CHAPTER 19

AT THE BLUE TONER

The fog had been thick over the sea all norning as Raj Ahten rowed to
the Blue Tower, lured by the call of seabirds, the sound of waves crashing
over rocks.

In the thick fog, he'd bypassed the warshi ps set to guard the tower,
until he reached its base.

Hi s shoul der ached as he rowed. King Mendellas Orden had kicked him
hard in the battle at Longnot, had crushed the bones of his right shoul der.
Wth thousands of endownents of stam na, he would live, but over the past
week he'd had surgeons cut into his flesh a dozen tines and break the
bones, try to straighten them H s wounds healed wthin m nutes, but the
pai n had been excruciating, and still his shoulder was little better.

Damm the Mystarrians--old King Orden and his son.
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In the past week, Raj Ahten had been able to retrieve enough forcibles
to boost his netabolismagain, enabling himto prepare for war.

Now he reached the Blue Tower, saw it rising fromthe fog. It was
enornous, this ancient fortress that housed the vast majority of
Mystarria's Dedicates.

Raj Ahten stood in the prow of a fine little coracle and nmade a deep
sound fromfar back in his lungs. It was not a shout. It was nore of a
runbling, a chant, a single deep tone that rattled the bones and chilled
the air and sent the stone of the Blue Tower thrumm ng in harnony.

It was not an exceptionally |oud sound. Geat volune, he'd found, did
not serve him It was the precise tone that he wanted, a note which varied
bet ween different kinds of rock--that nmade stone sing in return.

For I ong nonments he held this tone, letting his Voice mngle with the
song of the stone, until he heard the explosive sound of stone splitting;
until the servants in the Blue Tower began screaming in terror, their
voi ces as distant and insignificant as the cries of gulls; until great
swat hs of stone crashed fromthe battlenments and plunged into the sea,
spew ng foam

Still he sang, until roofs crashed into floors and people threw
t hensel ves from w ndows to escape the doom

Still he sang, until turret coll apsed against turret and gargoyles fell
fromthe walls Iike ghastly parodies of nmen, until the whole of the Blue
Tower tilted to the Ieft and dashed into the sea.

The snoke and dust of ruin rose gray in the fog. The deadly warships
that guarded the Blue Tower hoisted sail and cane gliding toward him

The Bl ue Tower tunbled down, and surely as it fell, Mystarria would
fall with it. The Dedicates inside had died, along with all of their guards.

Raj Ahten turned and put his back to the oars one nore tinme. He would
slip through the fog before the war ships could intercept him

H s back ached, but he felt conforted to know that Gaborn Val Orden
woul d ache even nore.
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CHAPTER 20

AN EARTH KI NG STI LL

Gaborn had never felt a Dedicate die. The sensation had been descri bed
to him the wenching nausea, the sense of |oss as brawn or stam na were
ri pped away.

Now he felt it keenly. Wave after wave of nausea assailed himas his
endownents were stripped. Hs mail suddenly seenmed to hang heavy on his
frame, a suffocating weight that bore hi mdown.

He'd not slept for three nights. Wth his endowents of stam na he'd
taken it lightly, but now fatigue overcane him

He felt bew | dered, weary to death. King Ownne stared in horror.

Gaborn hunched over and covered his stomach with his hand, as if
reeling froma physical blow Yet his greatest concern was not for hinself.

The Bl ue Tower housed the vast mgjority of the Dedi cates who served
Mystarria. More inportantly, the warriors of Mystarria nmade up nearly a
third of all the force soldiers in all the kingdons of Rofehavan

Duke Pal adane's warriors, the finest in Mystarria, would becone
wort hl ess conmoners in nonents, or with the |oss of key attributes, they
m ght at best becone "warriors of unfortunate proportion," perhaps strong
but slow, or w se but weak.

Even now Duke Pal adane was driving his nmen into formati on before Raj
Ahten's troops, while Raj Ahten's Invincibles sharpened their blades for
the slaughter.

Gaborn had wondered | ast ni ght what had becone of Raj Ahem Now he knew.
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Mystarria woul d be destroyed, and nost likely all of the north woul d
collapse with IL Gaborn wondered how it had happened.

Certainly, Duke Pal adane had strengthened the Blue Tower's defenses had
doubl ed or quadrupled its guard.

In his mnd's eye, Gaborn imagi ned the tower walls splintering, great
shards of stone cascading into the sea.

Simlarly, Gaborn felt hinself crunble. Strength |eft himas his three
endownents of brawn were stripped away. Hi s eyes dulled as the blind
Dedi cates in the Blue Tower fell.

He'd prided hinmself on all that he'd | earned in the House of
Under st andi ng, yet in nonents, as his twin endownents of wit fled, he
forgot nore than half of all he had | earned; he could not even conjure
lome's image. The distant calls of warblers over the town suddenly nuted as
his ears went dull

In a blind rage, as the inpact of what was happeni ng was borne hone,
Gaborn shouted at his Days, "You bastard! You craven bastard! How could you
not have warned ne?" But his own voi ce sounded weak, distant, as the nutes
in his service were silenced forever. "A bad day for the books, indeed!"

"I amsorry," the Days vainly apol ogi zed agai n.
King Ownne sat down on the porch beside Gaborn, held his shoul ders.

"Rest yourself,” the old man said. "Rest yourself. Did he kill all of your
Dedi cat es?"

Gaborn fought the urge to surrender to exhaustion, to surrender to
cruelty, to surrender all hope. "They're dead!" Gaborn said. "The Bl ue
Tower is gone."

"You | ook, Your Highness, like a corpse,” King Ownne said. "Wat
shall we do now? Were shall we go? Do you want to find a facilitator and
t ake new endownrents before headi ng sout h?"

Gaborn had twenty thousand forcibles with him and the tenptati on was
great. But he dared not turn back for Castle Sylvarresta now.

"No, we nust ride on," he said. He would reach Castle G overnman by
nightfall, and G overman had a facilitator he could use if he had to. "I
have the strength of any other man. | amstill the Earth King."
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He struggled up fromthe porch, clinbed into his saddle.

Gaborn could ignore the threat to his nen no |longer. The Darkling dory
drew cl ose. "Be warned,"” he sent to his Chosen warriors. "Death is com ng."

CHAPTER 21

THE PRI CE OF A MEAL

In the early afternoon, Borenson |ost his endowrents. He sat in the
saddl e feeling his netabolism|eave, feeling hinself slow to the speed that
ot her nen |ived.

At first he wondered at the nausea that overwhel med him thought that
it was his stomach cranping. Then the | oss of endowents cane so
preci pitously he could not quite feel what was | ost next--strength or
stam na, snell, hearing or sight. Al of it drained away in nonents,
| eavi ng himan enpty husk.

As his endowrents were depleted, a sense of desolate grief assailed
Borenson. He'd | ooked into the eyes of the young farm boys who'd given him
brawn years ago. They'd been prom sing | ads who'd bequeathed their lives to
hi m

They should be frolicking wwth sonme m | knai ds right now, Borenson
thought. Not dying in the Blue Tower. And he renenbered ol d Tamara Thane
who had gi ven hi m warm scones when he was a child and an endowrent of
met abol i sm when he stood in need. Al those who'd known her would m ss her.

But as nuch as he grieved for his Dedicates, he grieved nore for
hi msel f. The deaths of his own Dedi cates brought fresh to mnd the
ni ght mari sh i mages he'd seen in Castle Sylvarresta a week past, when he'd
been forced to butcher the Dedicates there.
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Most of the norning, Borenson's guard had been silent. They'd ridden
i ke a gale through Deyazz, a | and where the sun shone brighter than
anywhere else in Borenson's nenory. It was a beautiful |and, and though he
was only five hundred mles south of Heredon, the weather had warned
dramatically west of the Hest Muntains.

Deyazz lay north of the great Salt Desert, the hottest heart of
| ndhopal , and the prevailing winds swept the desert heat in this direction.
Deyazz was not a tropical |land, yet the water seldom froze even in the dead
of wi nter.

The farnmers' fields along the Anshwavi River were a |ush green. Herons
hunted for insects in the oft-flooded fields. Young boys in white |inen
| oi ncl oths worked with their nothers and sisters to harvest rice in w cker
basket s.

Borenson had ridden through cities of whitewashed adobe, where the
| ords of the |land had built majestic palaces with doned roofs plated in
gol d. Beautiful dark-skinned wonen in silk dresses, adorned with rings of
gold and rubies in their ears or noses, |ounged anong the stately col ums
of the pal aces or sat beside reflecting pools.

The cities had broad avenues, awash with sunlight--not narrow streets
like those in the walled cities of Heredon. Deyazz's cities therefore
snell ed clean--1ess of man and beast than in the north.

Yet signs of war were everywhere. Borenson had passed columm after
colum of troops, and the castles along the border had been filled to
overflow ng. As he and the Invincible had passed through, the common fol k
in the towns along their route had watched Borenson distrustfully. Smal
boys hurled figs at him while their nothers hurl ed curses.

Only once or twice did he hear a hopeful call froman old nman or wonan:
"Have you seen the Earth King?"

But as Borenson's endownents |left him he slunped over, and w apped the
chai ns of his manacl es around the ponmmel of his saddle to keep hinself from
falling. Tears came to his eyes.

"Hel p!'" he called. He had not slept in days, and had not eaten since
late last night. Wth his endowrents of stam na, he had not felt the hunger
or fatigue. But now fatigue nearly blinded him neking it hard to focus his
eyes, and hunger cranped his stomach.
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Hi s captor glanced back at himdarkly, as if afraid Borenson was
engaged in sone ruse. They were riding through a city now, along its main
mar ket street within the gates. The vendors' stalls in the market snell ed
strongly of curry and ginger, cum n and ani se, papri ka and hot pepper.
Toot hl ess old brown nen in turbans sat beneath unbrellas in the m dday sun,
smling to Borenson's captor and calling to himto try their food. They
of fered steaned rice cooked in banboo baskets over boiling water in brass
pots. Beside the rice sat pots with various curry sauces and condi nents.
Some nmen sold doves barbecued in plum sauce and still attached to | ong
skewers. Ot hers had pickled starling eggs, or artichokes in huge barrels.
El sewhere were fruits: tangerines, oranges, nelons, figs, candi ed dates,
and piles of dried coconut.

"Stop!" Borenson begged again. "Your master is at the Blue Tower in
Mystarria."

He | eaned forward, straining with the effort to stay awake. H s senses
reel ed, and he glinpsed visions of nightnmares: A deep-seated weariness
overtook him like a pain in the bones.

The Invincible glanced at himfromthe corner of his eye. "The Bl ue
Tower woul d be a good place to strike. | would recomend such a plan to ny
| ord." He studied Borenson suspiciously, but if Borenson had concocted sone
schene to overpower his captor, this market was the worst possible place to
try it. Finally he asked, "Can | do anything for you?"

“Not hi ng," Borenson said. There would be no balmthat coul d assuage his
horror and grief at the loss of his Dedicates. The Invincible would not be
able to replace any nenories that Borenson had | ost, or grant him surcease
fromthe m nd-nunbi ng weariness that assailed himnow |nstead, he begged
only for whatever succor his captor would grant him "But |'m suddenly
exhausted, and starving. | don't knowif | can stay awake nuch | onger. |
had not slept for days."

"It is true, what they say," the Invincible said. "Warriors w thout

endownents are not warriors at all."

A vendor, upon seeing that they had stopped, rushed forward and
presented the Invincible wwth a sanple taste of his sweet peppered
crocodile. In nonments, other vendors proffered sanples of their wares. But
they ignored Borenson, the red-haired warrior of Mystarria.

The aroma of good warm food made Borenson's stomach runble, and he was
overwhel ned with hunger. "Can we stop to eat?" he begged.
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"I thought you were in a hurry?" the Invincible said gruffly, his nouth
full of food, as the nerchants circled his horse.

“I'"'min a hurry, but 1'malso hungry,"” Borenson answered.

“Which is greater?" the Invincible said. "Your hurry, or your hunger? |
sensed your haste and therefore did not stop. Besides, a man shoul d not be
made a slave to his stomach. The stomach shoul d serve the nman. You
northerners, wth your fat bellies, should heed ny advice."

Borenson was a stout man, a big man; he'd never thought hinself fat. On
the other hand, in the course of his ride through Deyazz, he'd not seen a
man as heavy as hinself.

"I only want a bit of food. W do not have to stop long," he inplored.
"What will you pay ne if | feed you?" the Invincible asked.

Borenson | ooked at the nerchants' stalls. He was a captive, and had
[ittle choice in the matter. Here in the south, |lords seldomfed their
prisoners. Instead, famly nenbers or friends were expected to provide
food, clothing, and nedicine for captives.

As a prisoner, he would not be allowed to buy food from vendors.

"I'"ve got gold in ny purse,” Borenson said, wondering how | ong such
gold mght last if he had to pay his captor for food. The Invincible would
charge heavily, to nmake sure that Borenson's future jailers got nothing.

The I nvincible | aughed, glanced back at Borenson with an expression of
pure anmusenent. "You are in chains, ny friend. | shall have your purse
whenever | want it. No, you nust come up with a better coin."

“"Nanme your price," Borenson said, too weary to argue.
The Invincible nodded. "I will consider it...."

The I nvinci bl e bought sone roasted--duckling and rice, and a pair of
| emrons froman old vendor who al so provided cheap clay bows to eat from

Then the Invincible rode through the city swiftly and stopped at a bend
in the Anshwavi River. An old palace had fallen into ruins here perhaps a
t housand years before.
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They let the horses drink and graze. The Invincible | ed Borenson to the
wat er by the manacl es so that he could wash in the river before eating.
Then the nmen sat on an ancient marble pillar to dine. The green-veined
stone was worn snmooth, as if travelers often sat here to eat.

The Invincible cut his lenons with a curved dagger and squirted their
juice over the delicately spiced duck and rice. Borenson's stomach cranped
at the sight. He reached out for the bow, but the Invincible only smled
and taunted him "First, your paynent"

Borenson stared expectantly, waiting for the man to nanme a price.
Per haps his fine bow, or a piece of arnor.

"Tell nme about your Earth King," the Invincible said. "Tell me what he
is like, and speak honestly."

Borenson consi dered wearily. "Wat would you like to know?"

"It is said that My Lord Raj Ahten fled before himin battle. Is this
true?"

"It is, Bor enson sai d.

"He must be a fearsone warrior,"
Ahten seldomretreats.”

the Invincible said. "My Lord Raj

“Not really," Borenson said. He did not want to speak the full truth.
He was unwilling to admt that Gaborn hated to take endownents from ot her
nmen, and thus was no match at all for Raj Ahten.

"He is a tall man, though?" the Invincible said. "Strong?"

Bor enson | aughed outright. He saw what ganme the man played. He too had
soneti nmes dreant that someday an Earth King would arise.

“"No, he is not tall," Borenson said, though great height was consi dered
a virtue in some parts of Indhopal. Leaders were expected to be tall. "He
is shorter than you by a hand.™

"Yet he is handsone in spite of this, surely?" the Invincible asked.
"As handsone as ny Lord Raj Ahten."

"He does not take endownents of gl anmour,"” Borenson admtted. "Raj
Ahten's beauty is a bonfire. My lord's beauty is...a cinder, shooting up
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into the night."

"Ah!" the Invincible said, as if having made a discovery. "Then it is
true what | have heard, that the Earth King is short and ugly!"

"Yes," Borenson admtted. "He is shorter and uglier than Raj Ahten."

"But he is very wse," the Invincible said. "Very cunning and crafty."

"He is a young man," Borenson admtted. "He is not wse. And he would
be insulted if you said he was cunning and crafty."

"Yet he outwitted My Lord Raj Ahten in battle?" the Invincible said.
"He drove wonen and cattle across the plains, and frightened ny lord."

"It was luck, | suspect,"” Borenson said. "In fact, it wasn't even
Gaborn's idea. His wife suggested it"

"Ah, so he takes the counsel of wonen?" the Invincible asked. In parts
of I ndhopal, to suggest that a man took the counsel of wonen was to suggest
that he was either unmanly or a fool

"He listens to the counsel of nmen and wonen,"” Borenson corrected.

The Invincible smled at Borenson in a superior way, the pockmarks on
his dark skin showi ng better as he angled his face agai nst the sunli ght

"You have seen My Lord Raj Ahten?" the Invincible asked.
"I have seen your lord," Borenson agreed.

"There is none better. There i s none nore handsone, or so fierce in
battle,” the Invincible said. "H s enemes rightly fear him and his people
obey himinplicitly."

Yet Borenson caught sonething in his tone. It was as if the Invincible

were testing himsonehow. "On this we agree. None is stronger, or nore
cunni ng, or nore handsone, or nore feared."

"So why do you serve the Earth King?" the Invincible denmanded.

"There is none so handsone as your lord," Borenson said, "or so corrupt
in his heart. Do | not say well that his own people fear himas nuch as his
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enem es do? And rightly so?"

"To say such things in Indhopal," the Invincible warned, "is death!"
H s eyes flared, and his hand strayed toward the curved dagger at his side.
He half drewit fromits scabbard

"To speak truly is death in Indhopal ?" Borenson said. "Yet you are the
one who bade ne speak the truth. Is the price of nmy lunch going to be ny
life?"

The I nvincible said nothing, so Borenson continued. "Yet | have not
answered your question in full: | serve the Earth King because he has a
good heart," he declared loudly. "He |Ioves his people. He |loves even his
enem es, and he seeks to save themall. | serve the Earth King because the
Earth chose himand gave himhis power, and that is sonething that Ra]
Ahten with all of his armes and his fine face wll never have!"

The I nvincible burst into am able | aughter. "You have earned your
l unch, ny friend! You spoke honestly, and for that | thank you." He clasped
hands wi th Borenson. "My nane is Pashtuk."”

Pasht uk handed Borenson the bow of rice and duckling. Borenson could
not help but notice that he had called him"ny friend.” In Indhopal, such
wor ds were not spoken lightly.

That encouraged himto ask, "Wen you were a boy, Pashtuk, did you al so
dream t hat sonmeday the Earth King would conme? Did you dream of being a
knight in his retinue? Do you, too, intend to serve the Earth King now?"

The I nvincible took a spoonful of rice and stared at it thoughtfully.
“I did not think he would be short and ugly and take counsel from wonen.
Nor did | think he would hail fromeneny |ands..."

Borenson ate thoughtfully. The bow of rice was not big, and barely
assuaged his hunger. It filled himw thout making himoverfull, renewed his
energy a bit.

Borenson considered the inplications of the deaths at the Blue Tower.
|f he'd | ost his endowrents, thousands of other warriors would have done
the sane. Many |ords had preferred to keep their Dedicates under their own
person guard. Yet the Blue Tower had stood for thousands of years, had not
been successfully attacked since the naval bl ockade of King Tison the Bold,
four hundred years ago.
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The lords of Mystarria would be in a panic.

Wrse than that, Borenson had to wonder about Gaborn. Gaborn woul d al so
have | ost his endownents.

Raj Ahten had not been able to flush Gaborn fromhis lair in Heredon,
could not risk bringing his armes north so long as the wights of the
Dunnwood served the Earth King. So he was seeking to force Gaborn's hand,
bring himw thin striking range. Gaborn had counted on Duke Pal adane to
repel any attacks against Mystarria. Paladane was old and wi se, a grizzled
veteran who had | ed dozens of canpai gns against petty tyrants and crimnals
in Oden's behalf. No one was nore trustworthy than Pal adane.

But Pal adane couldn't fight with his hands tied behind his back, and
Raj Ahten had succeeded in tying his hands.

Even in his weak and weary state, Borenson saw it all clearly. Raj
Aht en knew that Gaborn could no |longer resist the tenptation to cone into
battl e.

There coul d have been no nore perfect a lure than the life of a nation,
the lives of everyone that Gaborn knew and | oved

Borenson wi shed that he could speak to Gaborn now, urge his lord to
flee, to return to the north. Yet he was not sure it would be the right
thing to do. For if Gaborn did not go south, Raj Ahten woul d destroy
Mystarri a.

CHAPTER 22

THE DARKLI NG GLORY

Erin and Celinor raced far ahead of the others. They were riding
through the hills twenty mles south of Hayworth when Gaborn's warni ng
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cane. "H de!"’

It coursed through Erin, and she found her heart pounding. |mediately
she gl anced around, searching for the source of danger, and reined in her
nmount .

Celinor did the sane, asking, "Wat's wong?"

Erin | ooked up at the steel-gray clouds. On the horizon a darker cloud
rushed toward them

Her breath cane fast, and she could barely speak. "String your bow, "
she whi spered, for she thought she had tine.

She | eapt from her horse and grabbed her bow, tried to string it,
funbling. Celinor did the sane, as he gaped up at the band of approaching
night. It was like a great fish swinm ng behind the clouds, Erin thought. A
great fish that lurks in the depths, half-hidden, half-revealed, waiting to
strike.

l"'mnot afraid, she told herself. |I'ma horsesister. The horsewomen of
Fl eeds do not give in to fear.

But though Erin was a horsewonan and had often engaged in nock conbat
and tournanents and even the occasional brawl, she'd never faced danger
like this. She'd never felt helpless,

She had her bow strung when Gaborn spoke to her again. "Flee, Erin.
Hi de!"

She dropped her bow and | eapt back into the saddle. She was nounted
before she realized that Celinor had not been Chosen, and had not heard
Gaborn's conmmand. He was still on the ground trying to string his bow
“"There's no time!" she shouted. "Into the woods! Conme on!"

Celinor |ooked up at her in surprise. He finished stringing his bow Up
ahead was a hill covered in alders, many of whose | eaves had not yet
fallen. Erin hoped they m ght hide her.

The darkness descended fromthe clouds, a roiling nmass of night that
the eye could not pierce. Above that nmass only darkness stretched across
the sky. A great nmel stromof fire, like a tornado, appeared to be fastened
like an unmbilicus to the ball of darkness, feeding all light into the
center of that storm
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The fiery mael stromwithed and tw sted above the ball of darkness as
it dipped toward them

"Run," Erin cried. Celinor grabbed his bow, |eapt on his horse, and
they raced away fromthe road.

The central mass of darkness had been sweeping directly over the Durkin
Hlls Road. Now it veered and dropped | owner.

Behind them Erin's and Celinor's Days cried out in horror and raced
after them trying hard to catch up to the swifter horses.

Erin's steed | eapt down an enbanknent, raced into the forest. Her nount
t hundered through the sparse trees, junping bushes and | ow rocks, the w nd
rushing in her face, all of night falling upon her.

She gazed back as the mass of darkness, half a mle in dianeter
touched ground level. A great wall of wind roared through the trees on the
hill, bowing themover like a ball. Geat old patriarchs of the forest
snapped |i ke twigs. The trees screaned in protest, and the roar of the w nd
was the snarl of an animal. Branches and autumm | eaves swirled into the
roiling wind. Erin could see only the edges of the storm only the w nd
swrling debris, but at its heart flew a cloud of blackest night:

The w nd had picked up speed. The front of the wall blasted al ong the
hi ghway, struck Erin's Day's horse with so nuch power that the steed
st aggered sideways, rolling over its rider.

Then the wind took them both, horse and rider. It lifted the Days |ike
a hand and tossed her into the air.

Erin recalled a line froman ancient tone, a description of a Qory in
battle. "And with it cane the sunlight and the wnd, a wind that swept from
its wings |like a gale, and snote the ships at Waysend, and |lifted the ships
fromthe water and hurled theminto the deep.”

She' d al ways thought it a fanciful description. She'd seen | arge graaks
in flight, and the wash of their wi ngs had never created anything simlar.
But the creature that struck now controlled the wind with nore than natural
force. The wnd and air noved |i ke an extension of its body.

Now her Days shrieked, a cry of wild terror hardly heard above the
storm and as Erin watched, a huge spar--a pine tree stripped of all its
branches--caught the woman in the mdsection and inpal ed her, shot clean
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through Iike an arrow. Blood and entrails streanmed out after it. Then the
wi nd carried the Days' carcass and horse and the tree up a hundred feet in
the sky, and all were lost as they tunbled end over end, into that

i npenetrabl e ball of darkness.

Erin had never |iked her Days, had never been close to the woman. The
only kindness Erin had ever extended her Days was to nmake her tea on the
few occasi ons when she took sick froma cold. Yet the inmage of that woman,
pierced and utterly destroyed, horrified Erin.

Celinor's Days reached the roadside, and his horse floundered, its rear
| egs suddenly pulled backward by the wi nd The horse screaned as the
Darkling Aory pulled it into the roiling mass. Erin did not watch.

The wall of wind raced toward her. Erin turned just as her horse | anded
hard in a sandy little ravine. A dry streanbed wound its way through here.
Celinor had turned his nmount, was racing down the dry streanbed for safety,
fleeing the ball of darkness that chased behind, heading toward a tal
stand of pines that opened before themlike a dark tunnel. He fled fromthe
wi nd, fromthe bl ackness.

Leaves and dry grasses suddenly swirled up around her. Erin put her
heel s to horseflesh, felt the wind tearing at her cloak. She | ooked behi nd.

Not a dozen yards back, the wind howl ed |i ke an aninal, and she stared
into the blackness as if it were a pit. Trees crashed down to each side of
her. The bl ackness gaping behind it all was |ike a huge nouth, trying to
swal l ow her. A long pole thrust out of the darkness, hitting her in the
back |i ke a lance. It expl oded against her mail, shattering on inpact,
shovi ng her forward:

She reached the stand of pines. Just within their shelter, Celinor had
brought his nount to a halt. Ahead, a huge | ogjam bl ocked the channel where
once the stream had fl ooded.

"Hi de!" Gaborn's voice shouted-in her m nd.
Erin leapt toward Celinor, and the wind half-carried her to him

She knocked himfromhis nmount and rolled forward, ducking beneath a
fallen tree, beneath the | ogj am

Behi nd her, she heard horses whinny in terror, but dared not spare a
gl ance backwar d.
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| nstead, she crawl ed under the pile of logs as the wind how ed and
t hundered. Trees snapped and branches crackled. A tree toppled and crashed
into the woodpile above her as if the Darkling A ory nmeant to crush them
all. Its branches shiel ded her as darkness descended, envel oping her wth
the snelt of pitch and evergreen.

Al'l around their little shelter, the stormraged: Even here, even
beneath the fallen trees, the wind ripped bark from ancient | ogs and sent
stones rolling ponderously along the riverbed.

Celinor put his arms around Erin, clutched her, trying to protect her
with his body. In the utter darkness, she felt he was snothering her. Yet
she feared to I et him go.

"Stay down!" he cried.

Now she under stood why Gaborn had warned them The power of the
Darkling Gory seened i mense. No arrow could have pierced that roiling
storm No rider, no matter how courageous or proficient, could have borne
down upon the beast with | ance.

She could not fight it, did not knowif she could even hide fromit.

Li ghtni ng cracked overhead, and the dry | ogs above exploded |ike dry.
tinder.

In the blinding flash, she glinpsed sonething. Beyond the trunk of the
fallen pine, between its intact branches, she saw a shimering form The
shape of a wi nged nman hunched | ow. He noved al ong the streanbed, stalking
toward them Dark flanmes flickered around him as if he sinultaneously both
created and devoured fire.

Erin felt the air thrill. Her hair stood on end as static electricity
wr eat hed her. She feared that another |ightning bolt would pierce her now.

As the Darkling A ory overtook them the wind suddenly died. In the
utter bl ackness, Erin dared not npbve. She was at the heart of the storm

Above her, the dried trees and brush that shiel ded her roared into
flame, ignited by the lightning. The Darkling Gory leapt into the air,
fanned the flames with its w ngs.

The beast |l et out an unearthly how of delight, a sound that was at
once both nore pai n-wacked and nore beautiful than any sound she'd ever
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heard, an aria of the damed.

Snoke bill owed around her, choking her. Bits of tw gs and broken bark
scattered bl azing through the |ogjam dropping all around. A | og dropped
from above, thwacking Celinor on the back. A hot enber |anded on Erin's
hand.

She swatted it away, and the fire touched dry grasses nearby. From
their wan light, Erin saw an enbanknment to her left. The stream had cut
away sone dirt; creating an overhang, and she imagined that if she could
make it to the undercut, the ground above m ght help shield her fromthe
i nferno.

She grabbed Celinor and notioned for himto go to the left, but
realized with a start that he was unconscious. He'd tried to protect her
with his body, but the falling |og had hit himharder than she'd known. He
was unconscious, if not dead.

She rolled from beneath him grabbed the collar of his ring mail, and
began | aboriously draggi ng hi mout from underneath the burning wood,
i nching toward safety.

A hot branch fell from above, hit Celinor full on the back with a thud.
He screanmed in agony and | ooked up, his face seam ng sweat and bl ood, then
passed out agai n.

She kept fighting, made it hal fway through the | ogjam clinbing over
one | og and under anot her, when suddenly she realized that the w nd had
stopped. Full daylight shone through the inferno.

She | ooked up, daring to hope, unsure if even she al one could now
escape from beneath the tangle of burning | ogs before they coll apsed under
their own weight.

But the Darkling ory had left.

Dully, she realized that Celinor's cry mght have saved them The
Darkling G ory nmust have thought himdead. She flipped Celinor onto his
back, wondering if the Darkling dory was right.
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CHAPTER 23

BRAVE LORDS

Gaborn could only ook up in dull wonder, as the Darkling Gory drew
the light fromthe sky, focused it into a funnel of fire that swirled down
into a ball of blackest night.

Gaborn felt wearier than he'd ever been, could hardly focus his eyes,
much | ess his thoughts. Wthout having slept for days, and with the sudden
| oss of his endownents, he could barely hold up his head.

As the beast approached, the wnd of its passage whi pped and how ed. It
flew | ow over the dirt highway, just as an oWl will sweep along a winter's
road in the noonlight, hunting m ce.

The wind of its' passage uprooted trees, hurled great stones. Half a
m | e ahead, nen and horses scattered fromits path, but not fast enough,
sel dom fast enough

Li ghtning crackled fromthe cloud, firing |like ballista bolts, blasting
men in half, gutting horses.

Thunder snarl ed through the afternoon air, mngling wwth death cries
and the sounds of snapping trees.

As the tenpest thrashed the road, dust swirled into the m x, obscuring
everyt hi ng.

"To nme," cried fat King Ownne at Gaborn's side. "For O-wnne and
Mystarria!"

The old fool thinks to protect ne! Gaborn realized. |'ve lost ny
endownents, and Orwynne thinks me a commoner.

|'ve underestimated the speed of the Darkling A ory, Gaborn thought. |
have to get ny people to nove faster.
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He was riding at the van of his arnmy, with his knights scattered mles
behi nd. He sent a warning to his Chosen warriors: "Hi de! Don't dare fight!"

But his warning did not deter King Theovald Orwnne. The fat Kking
dropped his lance into a couched position, the haft of the lance resting in
the crook of his arm and spurred his nount forward, charging that swirling
orb of blackness and storm

Hi s el dest son, Barnell, was only sixteen years old, but he was a
fighter. He bravely drew his warhamer, and charged on his father's right,
while King Ownne's nost trusted guardsman, Sir Draecon, hurtled forward
at his left.

A hundred knights surged to cover Ownne's attack. Sonme began hurling
| ances into the nael strom while archers shot wildly into the black orb,
sendi ng up shaft after shaft, creating a steady hail of arrows.

The archers avail ed nothing. Spears and arrows veered in the whirling
magi cal winds controlled by the Darkling Qory, throwmn wildly fromtheir
course. In nonents, arrows hurtled back toward the attackers.

So nmen fought to protect their king, but only King Orwnne, his son
Barnell, and Sir Draecon proved brave enough to charge that darkness.

Behi nd Gaborn, soneone shouted, "M lord--this way!" Soneone raced up
and grabbed the reins of Gaborn's horse.

Gaborn was so bone weary--so weak fromhis |oss of endowrents and | ack
of sleep--that he could not think what to do. He let hinself be blindly
| ed. Wthout his endowrents of stamina, he felt nore enervated than he'd
ever been. Wthout his brawn, he could hardly hold hinself upright in the
saddl e. Wthout his endowrent of wit, he could no |onger think straight,
could not recall the nanes of nost of those he'd Chosen in the past week,
nmen whose faces flashed before his eyes as he sensed their danger.

So he felt debilitated both in m nd and body.

Gaborn's Days raced at his side. Through a seem ng haze, Gaborn now
recogni zed the young knight who led his horse--Sir Langley, O wnne's
chanpion. He was grateful to see that the best of Orwynne's nen were bright
enough not to follow himto their deaths.

The nmounts raced fromthe stormtoward a stand of alder, graywhite
trunks rising splendidy anong gol den autumm | eaves.
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Gaborn gl anced back. King O-wnne and his nen bore down, their sw ft
force horses gaining speed, the nounts' braided manes whi pping in the w nd.

A sudden hope arose in Gaborn, a hope that they m ght succeed in their
charge, even as the earth powers in himwarned that they could not.

Li ghtning forked fromthat dark orb.

One tong slammed into Sir Draecon on Ownne's left, while the other
bl ew a ragged hol e through young Barnell on the right.

Only King Ownne was left, roaring a battle cry as he urged his
arnored nount to charge into that churning orb of obscurity.

Just when it |ooked as if Theovald Orwynne's nmount night penetrate that
darkness, an irresistible wind struck the horse, lifting it and fat King
O-wnne into the air.

Suddenly Orwnne twi sted horribly, like a rag being wung by a
washwoman.

King Ownne had several endowrents of voice, and the agony in his
death shriek was astonishing in volune. It prom sed to be the thing of
ni ght mares for weeks to cone.

The King's arnor crunpled wth his bones. Bl ood poured fromthe tw sted
wr eckage. The stomach cavity of his charger burst Iike a nelon, spilling
i nnards, and then the whole grisly spectacl e--king and nount--went hurling
high into the air, as if tossed up in cel ebration.

"The Bright Ones protect us!" Sir Langley exclainmed at Gaborn's side.

Gaborn's and Sir Langley's chargers finished clinbing up a small knoll
into the alders. The horses snorted and huffed in terror. Gaborn stared
back wearily as King Ownne and his charger dropped a quarter of a mle
fromthe top of their arc. Gaborn felt fatigued in heart and m nd.

He could go no farther. I'mnot tired just fromlack of endowrents, he
realized. |I'mnmentally exhausted.

Being tied by his earth powers to hundreds of thousands of people,
bei ng cogni zant of their danger, sending warnings to each of his Chosen
when he recognized a threat it was nore than he coul d bear.
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But despite his inordinate fatigue, he felt terrified to sleep. He
feared that if he slept, he would not be able to use his powers, could not
warn his Chosen

Weakly he sent a warning to all of his Chosen. "Hide!"

Fromthis vantage he could see the road behind for nearly two mles
back. He gazed down the road, watched his nen scatter, split off the road
and race into the woods.

The Darkling Aory roared in frustration, veered across the valley to
the nearest visible target, a knight who had fallen fromhis horse. The orb
of darkness swooped, and this tinme no lightning bolts flashed out, no claws
of air ripped himto shreds.

| nstead, the dark orb settled over the poor fellow, and Gaborn was |eft
to imagine fromthe fellow s prol onged death shrieks what kind of horrible
fate he'd net.

Then the swirling wind and debris and bl ackness began to rise, veered
ever so slightly toward him

"Conme," Sir Langley said. He took Gaborn's reins, and urged his nount
forward; they raced under the trees, |leaping a windfall, galloping down
al ong sl ope.

“If you have the power to save us,
a good tine to use it"

Langley said lightly, "now woul d be

Gaborn felt inside hinmself, wondering. Yes, the danger was still strong.

"Go left!" Gaborn warned, ordering Langley to head into sparse cover.
To the left, nost of the golden | eaves of the alders had fallen. They |ay
in deep piles on the forest floor. Logically, riding into the open seened
W ong.

The Darkling A ory canme, a roaring wi nd that whipped | ow through the
woods, racing after themjust above the treetop

It dove toward them and the golden | eaves on the forest floor began
swrling, swirling everywhere in a blinding mael strom The w nd shrieked

Li ghtning flashed, blasted a tree beside Gaborn.
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"Left," Gaborn shout ed.
Sir Langl ey and Gaborn's Days veered, racing to beat the w nd.

Suddenly Gaborn realized what the Earth wanted. The Darkling 4d ory
coul d not see through the swirling | eaves any better than he could. Gaborn
had been circling the nonster, stirring up the | eaves, and they had blinded
t he beast.

“Now drive hard right!" Gaborn shouted. Langley conplied. Gaborn's Days
raced at his tai

In a nonent they were galloping south over a trail through the trees,
running parallel to the path of the Durkin Hlls Road, while the Darkling
A ory roared in confusion behind.

They drew into a copse beneath the shelter of a few dark pines and hid
there while the horses wheezed and trenbled in terror.

In nmonments the Darkling Gory rose fromthe forest floor and w nged
north, attacking any man foolish enough to remain on the road.

“I't has lost us,"” Sir Langley whispered. "W were fortunate."”

Gaborn shook his head. Mere luck had not saved him Gaborn recalled his
neeting with the Earth spirit in Binnesman's garden nore than a week past.
The Earth had drawn a rune of protection on Gaborn's forehead, a rune that
hid himfromall but the nost powerful servants of fire.

Gaborn smled grimy. Binnesman said that the Darkling A ory was a
creature of air and darkness, a creature that consuned |light rather than
served it. Gaborn suspected that the beast had not known he was here, would
not have been able to find himin any circunstance, and had only chased
after Langley and Gaborn's Days.

"H de!" Gaborn sent the nessage to his troops once nore.

Alnost as if in response to his command, the Darkling Aory flew high
into the air, nonmentarily breaking off the attack. The swirling coil of
fl ame above it grew thicker, broader.

The beast let its own powers expand, drew light fromthe farthest
reaches of the skies, as if all its hunting had nmade it hungry.

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry%620Kkrui...ords%2002%20-%20Brotherhood%200f%20The%20Wol f.html (254 of 616)23-2-2006 17:16:10



Brotherhood of the Wolf

It's like a cat, Gaborn thought. It only attacked because we were easy
prey. So long as it has to work for its pleasure, it wants none of us.

Then the Darkling dory did sonething unexpected. In an instant it shot
across the horizon at a speed that not even a force horse could hope to
mat ch.

It sped toward Castle Sylvarresta, seventy mles back. But at the speed
it suddenly attained, it would reach the castle in nonments.

Gaborn let tendrils of his power creep out. Distantly, he felt the
death aura wrapped around lone |ike a cloak, and he wondered why she had
not yet left the castle.

"Flee!" he sent one last tine. "Flee for your life!"

The effort of making so nmany sendings cost him He was so dizzy, so
weary and fatigued fromthe | oss of endownents that he still felt as if
| eaves swirled around him swirled and swirled with himat the center.

Too thoroughly drained to remain astride his horse, he clutched for the
pomrel of his saddle as fatigue took him and then dropped to the forest
floor.

CHAPTER 24

WAI TI NG FOR DARKNESS

Myrrima had been right when she told lonme that it would take hours for
her garrison to search the city.

| ome had them search it anyway. |one took her pups and let themrun in
the bailey just inside the city walls, while she held court, having the
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city guard drag in every townsman found haunting the pl ace.

A large city surrounded Castle Sylvarresta, an old city with thousands
of hones. Sone were fine manors, |ike Danme Opinsher's, while others were
hovel s perched above the crowded nmarket streets along the Butterwal k.

Everywhere the sol diers | ooked, they found people. They caught thieves
ransacki ng the enpty honmes of the wealthy and poor alike.

lome didn't want to execute the thieves, but feared that to | eave them
or inprison themwth the Darkling G ory com ng was the sane as killing
them Most of the thieves were not evil so much as stupid--witless old nen
and wonen, relentlessly poor beggars who failed to rise above tenptation
when they saw so many enpty hones.

These people she relieved of their goods and sent away, warning themto
do better.

Yet other looters were shifty-eyed creatures of foul disposition whom
| ome woul d never want to neet in a dark alley. Such cunning and crue
peopl e troubl ed her. She'd wanted to save her people, not take their |ives.

These were not fools tenpted i nto wongdoi ng, but clever nen and wonen
who nade a profession of bringing msfortune to others. So she had the
guards place themin the dungeon.

Not all those found within the walls were thieves. Sone were crude or
ignorant. One old codger conplained that the King was naking a "big to-do"
about not hi ng.

On and on it went. lone seened determned to bring her dreamto pass,
to make sure that she was the last bit of human fluff to ride the wi nd away
from Castl e Sylvarresta.

A gale blewin, a strong steady wind fromthe south, driving steel gray
clouds that lay | ow against the hills, prom sing rain. The clouds brought a
chill that raised goose pinples on Myrrima's arns. She worried for her
not her and sisters, traveling south in such weat her.

| ome dared not flee herself, though she ordered those city guards who
di d not have force horses to race for the Dunnwood.

Al'l day, Binnesman the wi zard hurried about the King' s Keep, strew ng
her bs, draw ng runes above the gates.
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At two in the afternoon, Gaborn's command cane stronger than ever
before. "Flee now, | beg you! Death is upon you!"

Bi nnesnman raced down fromhis tower. "Ml ady," he called to Myrri na,
for lone was engaged in a discussion with a clothier who would not | eave
his shop. He was dying wool in scarlet, and if he pulled the wool fromthe
vats early, it would be a nuddy pink. If the cloth was not turned, the dye
m ght take unevenly. If he left it too |Iong, the wool would expand and
| oosen the weave, ruining the cloth.

"Ml ady!" Binnesman urged Myrrima again. "You nust get Her Hi ghness
away from here now The Earth King has spoken: There can be no nore del ays!"”

"I am her servant," Mrrim said. "Not her master.”

Bi nnesnan reached into the pockets of his robe, drew out a | ace
kerchief filled with | eaves. "See that you give sone of these to |one and
Sir Donnor and Jureem There's potent gol denbay, and root of nallow and
| eaf of chrysanthemum and faith raven. It should offer sone protection from
the Darkling Gory."

"Thank you," Myrrima said. Binnesman's power as an Earth Warden | et him
magni fy the potency of any herb. Even a small bundle of his herbs would
prove a great boon

Bi nnesman turned and hurried up the Butterwal k, toward the Boar's Hoard.

Myrrima went to lonme. "Ml ady, | beg of you, let's go. Mst of the town
has been searched, and it's growing |late."

“Nightfall is not for hours yet,’
|l eft here in town."

| one argued. "There will be others

Jureem stood a few yards away, hands fol ded under his chin, |ooking
appr ehensi ve.

"Leave the city guard to care for them"™ Mrrinma begged. "You can
appoi nt a commander to issue judgnent in your stead."”

| ome seened flushed and anxi ous. Beads of perspiration stood on her
brow. "I can't," she whispered, so that none of the city guard woul d hear.
"You see how they are. They're rough nen. | have ny people to care for."
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lonme was right. The captain of the guard seened overjoyed to have found
so many thieves. After years of hunting crimnals, he was ready to dispatch
anyone he caught. lone could not trust the guards to exercise her degree of
constrai nt and conpassi on.

Myrrima pl eaded with her. "Renenber, you have a child to care for, too."

The expression of anguish that crossed lone's face was such that
Myrrima knew she had said the wong thing. lonme was thinking about her
child. She probably worried about little el se.

But lome said coolly, "I can't let concern for one child growing in ny
wonb cause ne to neglect ny duties.”

"I"'msorry,"” Myrrima said. "I m sspoke, Your Hi ghness."

At that nonent, the captain of the guard brought a cl ubfooted boy up
out of the Butterwal k. He did not drag himas if he were a thief; but
i nstead steadi ed the boy's arm helping him The boy was in pain and seened
hardly able to drag his nonstrously swollen | eg.

Caught between manhood and chil dhood, he probably felt too afraid to
ask others for help, yet could not flee al one.

"What have we here?" |one asked.
"Orphan,” the captain of the guard answer ed.

Myrrima checked on the horses, tied to a hitching post not far off. But
Jureem had al ready cinched the girth straps tight, had tied water bottles
and packs onto each beast. He'd al so gathered the puppies, tied theminto
two wi cker picnic baskets. The pups barked and wagged their tails as
Myrrima neared.

Sir Donnor stood by the nmounts. "Ml ady," he said. "W nust go. |'d
feel better if you' d | eave the castle at |east."”

"Leave lonme?" Myrrima asked.

"She'll have ne to guard her," Sir Donnor said. "Her horse is faster
than yours. Even if you acconpanied Jureema few mles. down the road, you
coul d have a good head start. You would be able to hide under the trees, if
necessary."
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Jureem who al ready sat ahorse, said frantically, "He is right, let us
reach the edge of the woods at |east.”

Before she had tine to reconsider, she'd nounted up and was thundering
over the drawbridge, out of the castle.

Myrrima gl anced into the npat, saw the huge sturgeons wheeling in
desperation, still drawing their runes, though they had been here for a
night and a day. Qut in the field, |arks wheeled about in a cloud,
nervously shifting this way and that, as if fearing the approach of w nter
and unsure which way to flee.

The sky above them had been darkening steadily the past few hours, so
that nowit was a dirty |ead-gray. But beyond it, Myrrima thought she saw a
great bl ack thunderhead rushing fromthe south.

They raced uphill, and Jureem veered toward the shelter of the autumm
woods. The pups in his basket snarled and yapped |i ke hounds who have
scented a boar.

As they gall oped under the shelter of trees with |inbs nearly barren of
| eaves, Myrrinma touched the pouch of herbs in her vest pocket, suddenly
realized that she had not dispensed them as Bi nnesman had asked.

The bl ack cl oud rushing fromthe south di sturbed her deeply. She | ooked
up, realized the source of her apprehension: The cloud was not blowi ng with
the wind, but noved at an angle to it. Lightning flashed in the heavens,
and t hunder peal ed.

The Darkling dory would not wait for nightfall to strike, for it
brought the darkness with it.

And | have left m |l ady defensel ess, Myrrinma thought.

She grasped the reins fromJureem s hand, turned her nount, and raced
back toward the castl e.

CHAPTER 25
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AT THE KING S KEEP

lone interviewed the clubfooted boy in the I ower bailey. He stood on
t he cobbl estones wth his head down, clearly enbarrassed to have been
dragged before the Queen. H s enbarrassnent did not concern lone so nuch as
his infirmty.

Hs right leg was a swollen nonstrosity, so |arge that he coul d not
have worn pants. He wore nothing but a tunic of old sackcloth that | ooked
as if the poorest inhabitant of the castle m ght have discarded it.

"How ol d are you?" |one asked gently.

"Ten,
Ladyshi p. "

the boy said. Then after al ong nonent he added, "Yer High...uh...

lonme smled. He mght have addressed her as "Your H ghness" or
"mlady,” but had instead invented his own uncouth concocti on.

"Ten years?" she asked "Have you lived in Castle Sylvarresta so | ong?"
She' d never seen him before.

“"No," the boy said slowy, never daring to |ook up. "I cone from
Balliwick." It was a village on Heredon's western border.
"That is a long way, nearly a hundred mles," lonme said. "Are you an

apprentice to a carter? Wo brought you?"

“I come to see the Earth King," the boy said. "I walked. |I got here
Wednesday, but he was at the hunt...."

The boy's leg was as swollen as a nelon and his foot twisted i nward at
a horrible angle. No boot would have fit it, so he'd nmerely wapped the
t hi ng and wal ked about on the bandage. She inagi ned that he nust have had
his | eg broken as a babe, and that it had heal ed poorly. Yet she could not
i magi ne that anyone with such a leg could walk all the way from Bal | i w ck.
He' d have dragged it, painfully, step by aching step.

"The Earth King is gone," lone said, "headed south into wan"
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The boy stared hard at the ground, fighting tears. She wondered what to
do with the | ad.

| could put himin the inn, with the others who are sick, she thought.
But to | eave himhere in the castle would be dangerous.

This boy had wal ked a hundred mles to see her husband, but Gaborn was
riding south, and lone realized that this child was so sl ow he m ght never
catch the Earth King, m ght never be able to obtain his lord' s bl essing.
Wil e the nmerchant princes of Lysle hadn't bothered to walk fromtheir
canps to see her husband, this boy had crawl ed hal fway across Heredon for
an audi ence.

She coul dn't abandon him She couldn't easily take him either. "I'm
going south,"” lome decided at last. "You could ride with ne. But first you
must get into sone proper clothes.”

The boy | ooked up in wonder, for no pauper woul d have hoped for such a
boon. But as he | ooked up, lone fretted. Myrrima had already |eft the
castle with Jureem But by the sun, it could not be nuch [ater than two
o' clock. N ghtfall was hours away. She had al nbst managed to bring her
dreamto life. The city guard had searched the whol e east end of the city,
gat hered every | ast one of her vassals and sent them south.

"Go to the King's Keep," lone told the boy. "On the top floor, take the
hal lway to the left. There you will find ny apartnents. Look in the guest
war drobe to the left and get yourself a decent tunic and a traveling cloak,
then take a nmonent to wash in the horse trough there in the bailey. Wen
you finish, cone back and wait until we can | eave."

"Yes, Yer Lordship,” the boy said. lome winced at his use of a
masculine title for her. He |leapt up and half linped, half ran on his
tw sted, clunsy foot, |unbering up Market Street.

| ome cl osed her eyes, savored the nonment. The guards had only to search
the north end of the city. Two nore hours. That is all it would take to
clear the city.

But now Gaborn's warning rang through her. "H de! You are too late to
flee. H de--all of you!"

lone started. Fromhere in the bailey, she could not see over the
castle walls. A watchman on the gate tower cried, "Your Hi ghness, it's
comng fromthe south--a great shadow above the cl ouds.™
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Even as he spoke, thunder cracked over the Dunnwood. Lightning strobed.
Near by, lone's horse junped, pulling at its tethers.

Sir Donnor grabbed the reins to lone's nmare, and nounted his horse, as
did lonme's Days. "Your Hi ghness,” Sir Donnor shouted, "we nust away!"

"Hi de!" she ordered him astonished that he wanted to flee--for the
Earth King had told themto hide.

"But we've fast nounts,” Sir Donnor urged, "faster than anything that
flies."

Perhaps Sir Donnor is right, she thought. A swft force horse m ght
outrun such a creature--Ah, who am| fooling? |I would never risk it.

"Hi de!" Gaborn's warning struck her again.

lome ran and | eapt on her mare. Sir Donnor turned his nmount and sped
out the city gates, over the drawbridge and away from Castl e Syl varresta,
never | ooki ng back. He'd been certain that she would follow |one's Days
raced hot on his heel, but after years of keeping her eyes on royalty, the
mat ronly woman spared a gl ance backward by habit, realized that |onme was
not foll ow ng.

The Days' face was stricken, pale with fear.
But lone could not | eave the clubfooted boy.

She wheel ed her mare and raced up Market Street, the beast's hooves
clattering over the cobbl estones, its breath comng hot fromits nouth. Her
Days foll owed a hundred yards behind

As lonme's charger hit the Black Corner, turned and sped under the
portcullis of the King's Gate, she gl anced back down over the valley. She
could see the fields before Castle Sylvarresta fromup here: the river We
twisted like a silver thread anong the green fields on the east of the
castle, the autum golds and reds of the Dunnwood rose above the fire-
bl ackened fields to the south.

And there on the blackened fields, Sir Donnor spun his nount, galloping
back toward the castle, having realized that |one was not follow ng.

To lone's dismay, Myrrima was racing dowmn fromthe hills, too. She
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passed Sir Donnor.

Even as | one watched, a great sphere hurtled fromthe clouds. Bl ackness
suddenly filled the sky above, darker than any night. A tornado swrled
above the sphere, a tornado of light and heat and fire all whirling down
into the heart of Dbl ackness.

The Darkling Aory drew the light and heat fromthe sky |ike sone
consunmat e fl ameweaver, channeling the power to hinself. Wthin the heart
of the sphere, swirling air and veils of night concealed the Darkling d ory.

Yet it plunged toward those who raced for the castle, swept toward Sir
Donnor |i ke a hawk for a dove.

Myrrima gal | oped across the downs, gouging her heels into the flanks of
her charger, hoping for greater speed. She clutched the bag of herbs
Bi nnesman had given her. Myrrima had never owned a horse, had | earned to
ride only because the boys in Bannisferre had sonetines insisted that she
ride with them

Yet now she gall oped for the castle, drove nercilessly as the Darkling
G ory cane on, the wind scream ng at her back. Sir Donnor had been racing
toward her, fleeing the castle. Now he wheel ed his nmount and shout ed
wordl essly, trying to pace her.

Wth the Darkling A ory cane a night darker than any winter's eve.

Myrrima's horse plunged through thickening gloom She glanced up at the
city, saw a flash of novenent. lone's horse was racing across the barren
green at the crown of the hill, toward the King's Keep. lonme's traveling
cl oak flapped |ike a banner in the w nd.

It seened to Myrrinma that the Darkling G ory slowed abruptly, that it
hovered just at her heel, silently.

She hoped that she'd be able to outpace the beast, for with each
second, the castle drew nearer, with its tall battlenents and stone towers
and the prom se of safety.

Her charger rounded a bend. Myrrima clung tight, tried to keep from
falling. She glanced back. Sir Donnor gall oped behind, struggling to catch
up. The knight half-turned to the side, drew his great horseman's axe. He
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| ooked as if he woul d wheel and do battl e.

A ball of wind hurtled fromthe darkness. Myrrinma saw it skim across
t he bl ackened field, picking up ash fromlast week's fire, blurring like a
hand to cut the Iegs frombeneath Sir Donnor's charger

Sir Donnor shrieked as his nount went down, and he pitched forward to
neet the ground.

Myrrima screaned for her horse to run. She grabbed her bow and qui ver
fromoff her pack.

Sir Donnor shouted, but his cry was drowned out in the rising roar of
the wind that whipped all about. Myrrima gl anced back. Sir Donnor was | ost
to the darkness.

Myrrima peered forward. She had al nost reached the drawbridge. She saw
it through the darkening gloom "Junp!" she shouted to her charger, vainly
hopi ng that sonehow t he beast would |leap faster than it ran.

She heard a lightning bolt snap, felt her horse jerk and quiver. Its
i npetus suddenly redoubled as a lightning bolt hurled it forward. The horse
flipped in the air head over hooves, and then she too was tunbling.

| ome never spotted the clubfooted boy. She timed her |eap for the
nonment that her nmount slowed, and ran into the keep.

"Boy?" lonme shouted. "Are you herein'
"M1lord?" he called fromthe top of the stairs.

Qut side, thunder pealed and rattled the wi ndows. Wnd screaned over the
stones of the keep like sonmething in pin.

"Down here!" she shouted. "The Darkling dory!"

He cane running at once, tripped and rolled down the carpeted stairs
above. In seconds he stood before her, looking ridiculous in the King' s
finest brocaded jacket, a gorgeous thing made of cloth-of-gold with
cardi nal stripes. The boy had not been able to resist trying it on.

Thunder pealed, and all |ight seened to flee as night descended on the
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castle. Wnd how ed through the King's Keep and hail battered the w ndows.

| one wheel ed toward the door of the keep, just as lightning split the sky
out side. Her horse screaned in pain and she heard a wet thud as its carcass
dropped. The wind lifted the beast, rotated it slowy in the air about ten
feet off the ground, |ike a cat holding a nouse in fascination.

The cl ubfooted boy screanmed in terror. lone glanced about in di snay.
Her Days had not followed her into the keep, and | one wondered where the
woman m ght have gone. Never before had a Days deserted her, no matter how
great the danger.

She raced for the door outside, but the wi nd grabbed the huge oaken
door, slammed it closed in her face.

"Hi de!" Gaborn's Voice rang through her. "For the sake of our |ove,
hi de. "

"This way!" lone called to the boy, grabbed his hand. A suffocating
dar kness envel oped the castle. It was not the darkness one sees on a star-
filled night, or even on a night of stornms when clouds bl anket heaven. It
was a conpl ete absence of light, the darkness of the deepest cavern.

Yet |one knew the keep, knew all its twists and turns. She felt her way
along the hall, heading for the buttery, thinking to hide in a deep corner
of sone vegetabl e bin.

But she recalled Binnesman's chanber in the cellars. She recalled the
sense of power she'd felt in that room Down in the depths of the castle,
surrounded by earth.

She turned abruptly, raced for the | ower passage that had sel dom been
used, threw open the door. The fl agstones | eadi ng down were rough and
uneven. The fourth one fromthe |anding tw sted | oosely underfoot. She'd
have to be careful on her way down. The cellar had never been neant for
habitation. She |l ed the boy as swiftly as she coul d.

She saw | i ght ahead.

| ome reached the door at the top of the stairs, closed it behind her,
bolted it. Qutside, wind screaned. Thunder pealed and hail battered the
stone wal | s.

Upstairs, the windows of the keep all shattered as if froma great
blow. lome w nced. The stained glass of the oriels in the King s Chanber
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had been in place for a thousand years. The gl ass was a treasure that could
not be repl aced.

Wth the door sealed, lone could see the faintest glow froma fire down
bel ow. The air snelled sickly sweet fromlenon verbena that simered on
Bi nnesman's hearth. lome had not seen the wizard in half an hour. The | ast
she'd been aware, he'd taken off toward the inns in town, gone to help the
sick, but he m ght have cone back here. He m ght have taken one of the side
roads back up to the keep.

Bi nnesman had planned to fight this nonster. She dared hope to find him
in his room

She raced down to the cellar, found the pot of verbena still brewing, a
few coals glowing in the hearth. The boy raced over to the fire.

|l one threw the door closed, |ooked for a way to bolt it. Binnesman's
door did not even have a | atch.

She searched Binnesnan's room for sonething to hold the door closed.
There were. various |arge stones anong the Seer's Stones, too |arge for her
to roll by herself.

"Hi de!" Gaborn shouted in her mnd. "It comes for you!"

Bi nnesman did not even have a bed to hide under--only the pile of dirt
in the corner.

Myrrima woke, floating facedown in the noat. She tasted water, cold
wat er m xed with al gae.

Pai n throbbed in every nuscle. Vaguely she renenbered falling from her
horse, and she believed that she nust have shattered bones on inpact, then
rolled into the water. Darkness hovered over her.

Her horse was screami ng and thrashing in the noat nearby. The waves of
its struggl e nmade her bob on the surface |like a piece of cork bark.

| " m dyi ng, she thought nuzzily.

She floated in deep water as cold as wnter ice, and just as nunbi ng.
She felt so weak.
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She could not nove. She struggled vainly, tried to lift a hand and swim
to the shore, to the castle wall, anywhere. But she could not see a thing
in such total darkness.

Above her, she felt a wind, the wash of giant w ngs as sonething
hover ed over head.

It did not matter where she went, so | ong as she swam
But she struggl ed, and as she struggl ed, she found herself sinking.

It does not matter, she thought. It does not matter if | die today, if
| join the ghosts of the Dunnwood.

By dying, Myrrima woul d | ose her endowrents. Her sisters would be gl ad
to get back their glanour. Her nother would regain her wwt. They would work
and scrape in their little house outside Bannisferre, and they m ght be
happy. It did not matter if Myrrim died.

She struggled, and found herself falling fromregions of darkness, into
the perfect obscurity of the npat.

A great sturgeon swam besi de her, skimred her hand and whi pped away
through the water. She felt the wash of its wake as it departed, but it
returned again a nonent later. The big fish swam around her |azily,
creating an intricate pattern, |ike a dance.

"Hello," Myrrima nouthed. "I'mdying."

Myrrima cl osed her eyes and lay for along tine, letting the water nunb
her. The frigid water soothed her nuscles, drew the pain even from her
bones.

It's Iovely here, she thought. Ah, if | could only stay for tea.
She found herself dozing for a nonment, and woke with a start.

Some light had returned, enough to see by. She lay in the nuck at the
bottom of the noat.

A sturgeon floated through the water, drew near, and then hel d steady,
one huge eye the color of beaten silver staring at her. The great sturgeon,
| onger than she, nerely patted its bony lips, its feelers drooping |like a
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noust ache, opening and closing its nouth mnutely with each opening and
closing of its gills.

She felt amazed to find herself alive. Her mind was clearing, and now
her |lungs ached for air. Two nore great sturgeons whi pped past her in a
frenzy, swirling in dance.

She renenbered the runes they'd drawn.

Protection, healing. Over and over for days. Protection, healing. The
wat er wi zards were powerf ul

Wth the recognition that she would live, Myrrima suddenly felt concern
for others. She | ooked up fromthe bottomof the nopat. The surface was
thirty feet up. Darkness still covered half the sky.

She pushed her toes into the nuck, feeling freshwater nussels beneath
her feet, and swam upward, bursting fromthe surface.

She began to cough, clearing water from her |ungs.

Lying weightless in the water had seened easy. Now she found that
swnmm ng in her clothes was hard. She churned through icy water, sl ogged
toward shore so that she could clinb up through the cattails along the
noat's bank.

The wat er wei ghted down her riding clothes so that she felt as if she
were swmmng in chain mail. She saw her bow and qui ver floating nearby.
Hal f of her arrows had spilled fromthe quiver.

G abbi ng t he weapons, she swamto the cattails and clinbed up, sank
wearily to the grass. The frigid water |eft her nunmb, trenbling fromcold.
Hai | began to pelt her.

There on the green grass, she |ooked up into the gl oom Darkness
reigned all around, but nostly it centered uphill over the King' s Keep.

Myrrima craw ed to her knees. Her horse was sl oshing up out of the
noat. She felt astonished to see it alive, for she was sure that a
lightning bolt had pierced it. Yet she'd known a man in Banni sferre who had
been struck by lightning on three different occasions and only had a couple
of burn scars and a nunb face to show for it. Either the horse had been
| ucky or the water wizard's spells had healed it.
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Farther afield, Sir Donnor and his nount |ay dead. Myrrima did not need
to check themto know. Sir Donnor was hewn in nore than one piece, and his
mount lay so twi sted and broken that it m ght never have been a horse.

Myrrima struggled to stand, strung her bow and nocked an arrow.

Her nount neighed in fear, managed to churn a path up the bank, then it
raced away fromthe castle, heading back across the valley toward the hills
where Jureemhid. In the gloom Mrrim turned and ran over the drawbridge,
uphill, into Castle Sylvarresta.

The cl ubf oot ed boy gazed at the wi zard's room at the bundl es of herbs
tied inthe rafters, at the baskets nmade of coiled rope that held dry herbs
above the mantel. lone recall ed how Bi nnesman had gone in search of herbs
this norning, glanced about desperately for sonething the wi zard m ght have
used to fight with. She hoped that Bi nnesman mi ght have left his staff, but
it was nowhere to be seen

She saw a bag sitting on a low stool, ran to it. It was the bag
Bi nnesman had been hauling herbs in this norning. She turned it inside out.
Dozens of gol denbay | eaves, bits of root and bark, and flower pets fell
out --the odds-and-ends of his craft.

| ome scooped them up, held them protectively. She cringed, |istening.
Her heart thudded in her ears. The cl ubfooted boy noaned in terror, gasping
for breath. Wnd whirled about the castle, nmaking the fire sputter in the
heart h.

Upstairs in my roomare opals, lone thought, recalling the light that
had bl azed from them under Binnesman's hand. They were of low quality
conpared to the ones that she'd given the w zard, but at the nonent, |one
want ed anything to protect her.

Above her she heard footsteps, a heavy foot |anding on the fl oorboards.
Her heart hammer ed.

Bi nnesman? she wondered. Coul d Bi nnesman be in the keep? O is it the
Darkling dory?

Whoever it was, he was on the first floor.

It couldn't be the Qory, lonme told herself. Such a creature would fly
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up to the roof. It would land there like a graak and sit shifting its
wings. It wouldn't land by the front door, enter |ike a common cl eaning
wench.

"It cones for you," Gaborn's warning echoed in her m nd.

The beast stal ked across the floor. She heard claws scratching the
wooden planks as it reached the door above. She heard it sniff, testing for
a scent.

Then the sound of splintering wood filled the air as the door at the
top of the stairs expl oded inward.

| ron hinges and bolts clanked as they rolled down the rough flagstone
steps. Woden pl anks cl attered.

The Darkling dory drew near, kicking the remains of the door aside,
sniffing as it cane.

Qutside, the wi nd had been shrieking, storm ng.

The w nds suddenly died. Everything went quiet. Yet lonme could still
feel the storm there was a suffocating heaviness to the air..

On the far side of the door, a deep, inhuman voice whispered, "I snell
you, wonan."

| ome fought back the urge to cry out. She desperately searched for a
weapon. Bi nnesman did not have nuch in the roomno sword or nace, no bow or
javelin. He was not a warrior.

He had only his nagic.

She heard snuffling at the door. "Can you understand ne?" the creature
asked.

"I snmell you, too," she answered. The beast carried the heavy ordors of
putrefaction and hair and wi nd and |i ghtning.

She gl anced about. Earth Wardens used magic soils for many spells. She
recal |l ed how Bi nnesman had curled up in the corner, pulling topsoil over
himsel f |i ke a bl anket.

She grabbed a handful of the dry soil, cast it into the air.
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"Cone to ne," the Darkling dory said.

"You can't cone in here!" lonme shouted, hoping it was true. She'd
sensed the earth power in this room Suddenly she recalled Bi nnesman's
words: the Darkling Gory was a creature of Air and Darkness. The w zard
had drawn runes of warding and earth power on the floor of this room

And earth was ever the bane of air. Qutside, the Darkling dory had
used wind to lift her horse the way a cat m ght use a paw. But now t he
wi nds had gone silent. The beast was crippled down here, weakened. She said
again, wwth nore certainty: "You can't cone in."

The Darkling Gory snarled |ike sone fell beast. "I can cone for you.
And I will, if I must.”

| ome threw anot her handful of dust toward the door, hoping to drive the
beast away.

"Conme to ne," the Darkling dory whispered. "Conme out to nme, and | w |
l et you live."

"No," lone said.
"Gve ne the King's son,"” the Darkling Gory said. "I snell a son.”

| onme' s heart pounded. She backed into the corner. The cl ubfooted boy
whi npered. "The King has no son," |one answered, voice quavering. "There is
only a young boy"

“I snell a son," the Darkling Aory assured her. "In your wonb."

Myrrima ran with her bow, panting hard fromthe effort, racing up the
streets of Sylvarresta toward the King's Keep. She could not see the keep.
The Darkling G ory had wapped it in veils of night.

Hai | pelted the cobbl estones all around, bounced noisily fromthe
| eaded roofs of the merchants' quarter.

A tornado of flanes seened to hover above the keep, and the fire
whirled and was |lost in a haze of darkness. Myrrima knew that |onme nust be
in the keep. She'd glinpsed lone racing toward it only noments before.
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The sky above remai ned black as the Darkling Gory drew light fromthe
heavens. Yet everywhere, at the limt of vision on the horizon, beans of
i ght shone down, as if sliver fires burned in the distance. By this dim
reflected fight she found her footing over the uneven cobbl estones.

As she ran, heart racing, she considered how she m ght shoot this
beast, this Darkling d ory.

She had been practicing the bow for only a couple of hours over the
past two days. Al her arrows were shot froma range of eighty yards. She
didn't trust herself to try for a | onger shot.

By the Powers, she thought, | don't trust nyself to try for any shot at
all!

She'd do best if she got close, if she got within a confortable
shooti ng range. Her heart hammered, her breathing canme ragged.

If I mss, |I'"'mdead, she realized. One shot is all I'll ever get.
The Darkling dory would hurl bolts of lightning in return.

She reached the Bl ack Corner. Ahead, the portcullis that led to the
King's Gate rose, a darker nonolith against an al nost perfect bl ack.

H dden beneath the portcullis stood the wi zard Bi nnesman.

He held his staff overhead, swirling it in wide notions as he chanted
softly, fearfully, words that she could not hear. A dimgreen |ight issued
fromhis staff, as if it were a flam ng enber, and Myrrima could see him
clearly, outlined by the light. H s steadfast gaze was fixed upon the orb
of darkness that surrounded the King' s Keep.

Sonet hi ng strange had happened. No w nds screaned about the keep, no
i ght ni ng fl ashed.

The Darkling dory seened to have fallen silent.

It's in there with lome, Myrrima realized. The thought nade her faint,
and she staggered on the cobbl est ones.

Myrrima ran softly, afraid that the Darkling A ory m ght hear her
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f oot st eps.

Suddenly an inhuman cry rang fromthe heart of the darkness around the
King's Keep. It split the night and echoed fromthe stone walls of the
castl e.

Bi nnesman whirled his staff and chanted in triunph.

Eagl e of the netherworld, now | curse you.
By the Power of the Earth | seal your doom
Let the lair of stone becone your tonb!"

The Darkling dory touched the door to the roomwhere lone hid, so that
it swung open on squeaky hi nges.

The hal | way behind the beast was darker than any night. A finger of
bl ackness stole over the room The coals in the fire began to die.

"Ml ady!" the clubfooted boy cried, lurching toward the fire.

In the shadows, the Darkling Gory snarled. A lightning bolt sizzled
through the air, past lone's head, and expl oded agai nst the anci ent wooden
wal | s.

lome held up her little pouch of |eaves and roots, hoping it would ward
t he beast away.

The Darkling Qory roared as if in pain.

Suddenly the Keep shuddered as if an earthquake had struck. Everywhere
the walls rocked. The sound of splintering wood and of stone grinding upon
stone filled the air. Baskets dropped from shel ves. Overhead the heavy
oaken beans of the rafters shrieked in protest as they shattered

In total darkness, six stories of stone collapsed in on itself.

Gaborn lay asleep in a faint while his troops regrouped. Though nen
tried, none could rouse him After listening to his heartbeat for a nonment,
Sir Langley nerely said, "Prop himon his horse and et himsleep, if
that's what he has a mind to do. I'lIl whip any man anong you who dares
di sturb his slunber.”
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In his dreanms, Gaborn hovered above sone great and spaci ous buil di ng.

It m ght have been the Blue Tower, near the Courts of Tide, he thought,
t hough Gaborn had never been inside.

But no, this building seemed nore begrined and sinister than any proper
bui I di ng shoul d have. No tapestries adorned the walls, no | anterns hung
fromwall hooks. The stonework was old, the interior plaster all worn away.

The building was as cold as a dungeon. Many of its gray stones were
worn or broken | oose fromthe wall. But it was not exactly a dungeon; it
was a ruin, a maze of walls without a roof.

In this dank old building, Myrrima and lonme ran from Raj Ahten with
bl i ndf ol ds over their eyes. Gaborn was inprisoned in a netal cage that hung
froma huge tree. He gazed down over the maze, through gaping holes in the
r oof .

He heard the WIf Lord' s wet feet slap against stones, could hear what
sounded |i ke claws scraping the floor. He could sonetinmes glinpse Raj
Ahten's hul ki ng bl ack shape. Yet lonme and Myrrima were at a di sadvant age
and seened not to recogni ze the danger. He had to warn them

"H de! H de!" Gaborn pleaded. Yet each tine they tried to concea
thenselves in a corner, the dark creature of dream pl odded unerringly
toward them

"H de!" he war ned.

Bi nnesman finished chanting his spell, twirled his staff. A green bolt
of light, Iike a touch of sumrer bursting through | eaves, shot fromhis
staff and raced toward the keep.

The |ight penetrated the darkness, and was | ost.
Stones cracked and splintered in the keep as rocks toppled by the ton.
The fiery tornado above the King's Keep swirled and shattered.

Brilliant sunlight suddenly filled the sky. Dust swirled in the air,
and Myrrima raced through the portcullis to stand besi de Bi nnesman.
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The wi zard gazed in triunph.
Myrrima stared in horror.

The King's Keep had collapsed in utter ruin. A pile of stones fifteen
feet tall littered the ground, dust rising around them Bits of furniture
and tapestries added color to the weckage, and a stone gargoyl e that had
decorated the upper reaches of the keep sat tilted on the pile of broken
stones, grinning as if in nockery.

Myrrima stared in shock, her mnd nunb.

Bi nnesnman gl anced at her. "1've inprisoned the beast," Binnesman said,
his voice weary, "sealed himin the Earth.” Wth finality he | eaned on his
staff and said, "Let us only hope that | can hold him"

Myrrima | ooked about the bailey. She'd seen lone riding toward the keep
only mnutes before. But lone's mare had vani shed.

Suddenly she spotted it, inpaled on the nerlons of the Dedicate's
Tower, eighty feet in the air. She pointed at the charger and shouted, "But
lonme was in the keep! You sealed themin together!"

She staggered back in rising horror.
“No!" Bi nnesman cri ed.

And with that, the hill of stone and rubble that had been the keep
surged upward. Rocks were pitched aside.

A whirlwind of fire swirled above the gaping hole, and once again
darkness saturated the sky, nore conpl ete and bl acker than ever before.

Bi nnesman shouted in terror. Myrrima could think of nothing to do but
foll ow the counsel of the Earth King. She raced under the portcullis and
put her back to the wall, quivering.

W nds rose and screaned through the portcullis, battered the castle.
The stone wall at Myrrima's back shuddered under an icy blast, but
Bi nnesnman stood in that storm and drew runes on the ground with the tip of
his staff, shouting words that the gale tore fromhis |ips and carried away.

Yet Myrrima saw sonet hing amazi ng: Though the wi nd bl asted around hi m
it did not touch him It did not so nuch as [ift the hem of his robe.
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Li ghtni ng streaked fromthe darkness and bl asted at his feet, but
Bi nnesman's spells of protection were powerful enough that no bolt could
pierce him Geen light glowed steadily fromhis staff, and Bi nnesnman gazed
on in determ nation.

He reached into his pocket, pulled out the opal. It suddenly blazed in
hi s hand.

Myrrima thought at first that it was sending out light, as it had done
in the darkened storage room of the Boar's Hoard. But she realized that
sonet hi ng el se was happeni ng i nstead. The stone now drew | ight. The tornado
of fire that the Darkling Gory pulled fromthe skies suddenly tw sted, and
now that light funneled into the stone. Light began to fill it as water
fills a sponge.

The gl oom softened, and the raging stormthat ripped through the castle
suddenl y weakened, becoming only a stiff gale. The shadows |ifted, so that
the sky above seened only to be as dark as eveni ng.

From t he deeper shadows surrounding the ruins of the King' s Keep,
Myrrima heard | aughter--a deep, inhuman voi ce.

"You think to steal ny power, little w zard? Your stone is too small to
hold it all!"

Myrrima trenbl ed: She clutched her bow rightly. Her arrow had cone
| oose, and she nocked it.

She drew the arrow now to her ear, felt the sting on her fingers where
practice over the past two days had rubbed the skin off.

She took a deep breath and ran to the nouth of the portcullis, wheel ed.

Ahead in the deep shadows stood the Darkling Gory. He was eight or
nine feet tall, |ooked like a tall nman covered with dark hair. Vast w ngs
rose at his back. Cold white flames |icked his naked flesh, and he regarded
her with contenpt.

She did not try for a fancy shot. The brute stood roughly sixty yards
away, and she could not hope to hit anything other than his mdsection, if
even that.

She took quick aimand | oosed an arrow. The wi nd around her suddenly
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how ed as the Darkling G ory swept his w ngs.

A bolt of lightning surged fromthe nonster's palmand crashed into the
stone archway above her head. Splinters of rock rained down upon her neck.

Her arrow flew high of its mark, and | ooked as if it would race above
the nonster's head.

But the Darkling Aory's wings had lifted himafoot in the air, and the
arrow struck home, piercing the creature's shoul der

The Darkling dory's head snapped back, and he convulsed. He fell to
t he cobbl est one pavenent of the bailey and withed, wounded, trying to
cover hinself with his wings, trying to shelter hinmself. He screaned in
pain and terror.

Myrrima grabbed another arrow and raced toward him the bl ood | ust
pounding in her veins. Light still funneled fromthe skies into Binnesnan's
opal .

Now Gaborn's shout roared in her mnd, and his command came with such
force that she could not fight it. "Strike! Strike now"

Myrrima raced to the Darkling A ory. The creature hissed at her like a
snake. He peered up at her in horror and contenpt from behind the fol ds of
a W ng.

She drew her shaft full and let it fly, taking the beast in the eye.

Ful | daylight carne stream ng fromthe skies, and Myrrima stood over
the Darkling G ory, panting.

She suddenly realized that she was scream ng at the thing, had been

shouting all along: "Damm you, foul thing! Damm you, ['Il kill you!"

She raced up and began to kick his still-convulsing form The nonster
seened to reach for her with a hairy three-fingered claw. She danced back a
step and found herself still yelling, crying out in terror and relief and
pai n.

"Cet back!" Binnesman shouted. He raced up behind her

At that nmonment, the Darkling A ory arched his back, spread his w ngs
wi de, and raised a clawto the air. A sound cane fromhis nouth, a dry
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hissing rattle, nothing at all |like the death rattle of an animal.

A black wind tore fromhis throat, raising an i nhuman cry. The force of
that magni ficent wind drove the beast hard into the ground, and Myrrinma
struggl ed to backpedal, to lift her legs and flee.

Numb, she realized that she had killed the Darkling dory's body, but
had not reckoned with the elenental trapped wthin.

A great roiling fist of wind slanmed into her, driving her back several
paces and knocking the breath out of her. Her ribs ached as if she'd been
hammered with a truncheon. She | ost her footing, and the wi nd took her,
sent her skittering back al ong the paving stones. It screaned about her
with a thousand voices, |like the wails of disenbodied spirits.

The bl ast how ed through the bailey, transfornmed itself into a tornado,
carrying the body of the Darkling dory up and up. The base of the tornado
tore the cobbl estones fromthe pavenent, swirled themup into the mx with
a sound |i ke an earthquake. Lightning flashed at the tornado's crown,
arcing into the heavens. The roiling mass of air whirled violently once and
then slammed to the north. The walls of the Dedicates' Keep runbl ed and
shattered. Huge boul ders heaved into the air.

Three bolts of lightning struck beside Myrrima in rapid succession. The
tornado veered toward her. She felt fingers of air tug at her, inviting her
into the heart of the mamel strom Bi nnesnman was shouting, and Myrrima
tw sted and scrabbled to grab sone pavi ng stones.

The wind lifted her off the ground, held her for a heartbeat as if
ponderi ng what best to do with her.

And then Myrrima saw Bi nnesman. The old w zard struggl ed through the
wind, as it ripped at his hair and punmel ed his robes. He thrust the end of
his staff toward her, and frantically Myrrima grabbed it, felt its gnarled
and polished wood in her grasp. A great boul der cane bounci ng down fromthe
Dedi cates' Keep, two tons of stone rolling toward themas if hurled with
unerring precision.

Bi nnesnman raised his hand, warding it away, and the boul der's course
suddenly shifted left, narrowy mssing them

"I claimyou for the Earth! Live now, live for the Earth." Bi nnesman
shout ed.
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The wind ripped at Myrrima with powerful fingers, tried to pull her
away, and Myrrima clung to the staff with all her mght.

Bi nnesman hurl ed a handful of |eaves fromhis pocked sent them
scattering. The wind took them sent themwhirling. "Begone, fiend!"
Bi nnesman shouted. "She is mne!"

Suddenly the wind stilled nearby, and the great tornado roared. It
ri pped stones fromthe rui ned Dedicate's Keep, sent themroaring into the
air, then et themrain down uselessly all around Bi nnesman and Myrri ma.

A dozen bolts of lightning slashed the air nearby, |eaving Myrrinma
bl i nded by the fight.

Then the el enental was gone, scream ng north through the King' s tonbs,
uprooting cherry trees that had stood for a hundred years. It |eapt down
cliffs to the north, and raced then anong the fields, neandering al nost
aimessly as it knocked down cottages, smashed carts, ripped apart
haycocks, tore through fences, and gouged a bl ack scar in the earth.

For long mnutes, bits of hay and dust still hung heavy in the air. But
what was | eft of the Darkling G ory had departed.

Myrrima sat on the ground, quivering, nortified. Her ribs ached. Dozens
of small|l abrasions covered her |egs and hands where bits of stone had
pumrel ed her.

She felt astonished to even be alive.
Bi nnesman held her, draw ng her close, seeking to confort her.

She began trenbling uncontrollably as the terror and blood |ust |eft
her. Her heart pounded in her ears so hard, she could hardly hear, couldn't
qui te make sense of Bi nnesnman's words.

"That, mlady, should not have been possible!"™ he said in astoni shment.
“"No common nortal could slay a Aory! And then to live--to live through it?"

"What ? What do you nean?" she asked.

But he nerely held her for a nonment |onger and said in a tone of
infinite wonder, "You're wet. You're wet, every bit of you!"

She | eaned agai nst himfor support. Tears filled her eyes. She stared
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over his shoulder at the pile of stones where the King's Keep had fallen.
There was a huge rent there now, a crevasse fromwhich the Darkling G ory
had escaped.

lome will be down there, Myrrima realized. | should | ook for her body,
give it a proper burial.

But even as the thought |odged in her mnd, she saw novenent at the
edge of the pit.

| ome, covered in dust, stuck her head up fromthe weckage, gazing
about curiously. The cl ubfooted boy poked his head out after her.

"We hid in your room" lone said as she related her tale to Bi nnesman.
"The earth power was greatest there, and the Darkling Gory didn't want to
draw near. \Wen the keep col |l apsed, the boy and | got trapped in the
corner, beneath sone beans.”

"We was | ucky," the cl ubfooted boy shouted. He |ooked as if he'd play
the fool in his cloth-of-gold coat. "The Queen has got |uck!"

"No, it wasn't luck," lone said, shaking her head in warning. "I felt
Gaborn warn nme, telling ne to hide. | pushed us toward that corner because
it felt safe, and when the roof collapsed, the beans were strong enough to
shelter us."

"You can thank the King for your |ife, when next you see him"
Bi nnesman sai d

|l ome gl anced off toward. the valley, where the tornado wandered to the
east. She shuddered before continuing. "Afterward, when the Darkling dory
broke out, we sinply crawl ed through the rubble until we got free. The w nd
was howing so! | didn't dare clinb up until | heard you and Myrrima
tal king, and knew it was safe.”

Myrrima | ooked at the pile of rubble where the Darkling dory had been
seal ed beneath the earth. It seened inpossible for any human inside that
bui l di ng to have survived when it coll apsed.

Bi nnesman let Myrrima go. She still trenbled, but not so badly as
bef or e.
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"I still don't understand."” Bi nnesman shook his head in wonder. "No
comon arrow shoul d have been able to pierce that beast"

He retrieved one of Myrrima's arrows fromthe ground, and exam ned it
cl osely. He studied the narrow bl ade of cold iron at the bodkin's tip. He
felt the white goose feathers on the arrow s fetching.

He cocked a brow at Myrrima. His voice was thick with suspicion. "It's

wet .

“I fell in the noat," Myrrinm expl ai ned

Bi nnesman smled as if perceiving sonething inportant.

"Of course. Air is an elenent of instability. But Water counters its
unstabl e nature. Like Earth, Water can al so be a counter to air. A shaft
made of Earth al one could not pierce the Darkling 3 ory, but one of Earth
and Water maybe....And, of course, | was draining the Gory's power at the
tine."

It sounded suspiciously to Myrrima as if the wizard were trying to take
credit for her kill, when she felt quite certain that she was the one who
had saved his life. Binnesman did not sound persuaded by his own conjecture
as to the cause of the nonster's death.

Monents |ater, Jureem cane galloping up to the keep, leading Myrrima's
mare. The horses' hooves cl attered agai nst the stone.

Her nount had a white burn on its runp where the lightning bolt had
struck it. Myrrim was anmazed the horse could even wal k. But it was a force
horse, she rem nded herself, wth endowents of stam na, and therefore
coul d endure nuch nore than a conmon nount.

Jureem | eapt fromhis charger and set down the baskets of puppies. The
dogs yel ped with excitenent, and one pup pushed its nose through the lid of
t he basket and | eapt out, raced to Myrrima's side.

She reached down and petted it absently.

Jureem gl anced from person to person, as if making sure everyone had
survi ved.

| onme | aughed nervously and said to Myrrima, "Your husband slew a reaver
mage and brought hone its head yesterday, and today, you must best him
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What trophy will you gather next?"

"I can think of only one better,” Myrrinma said. "Raj Ahten's head."

In point of fact, Myrrima could not feel easy about her kill. The air
around t hem hung heavy and snelled of a storm There was no corpse to the
Darkling Gory, nothing that could prove she'd killed him

She felt alnost as if he were still here, hovering close, hanging on
her every word.

Bi nnesman hinsel f was gl anci ng about furtively, gauging the air. It
snmelled thick with dust and |ightning.

"He is dead, isn't hem Myrrinma asked. "It is over?"

Bi nnesnan gazed at her, held his tongue as he considered his answer. "A
Gory is not killed so easily,” he warned. "He is disenbodi ed now,
di m ni shed. But he is not dead, and he is still capable of much evil."

Myrrima. | ooked out over the valley, to where the tornado now whirl ed
and seethed two mles off. "But...he can't touch us now, can he?"

Bi nnesman answered warily. "I've driven hi maway

|l ome stared off into the distance, breathing hard. "So he will |ose
form the way that a flanmeweaver's el enental does"

Bi nnesman gripped his staff, stared thoughtfully at the heaving
mael strom The tornado noved erratically, striking in one direction,
turning in another. Like a child in the throes of a tantrum

"Not exactly," Binnesman said heavily. "He will lose form but | think
he will not dissipate quickly, not Iike an elenmental of flame. Nor do |
think he will | eave us alone.”

Down below, in the city, the city guards all began to cone out of
hi di ng, gazing nervously uphill to the ruined keep. She saw four of them
standi ng down at the gate.

In all of the comotion, Myrrima had dropped her bow, and now she saw
it lying across the bailey. She picked her way toward it anong fallen
stones and rubble. The Darkling G ory had so devastated this part of the
castle that she was astounded to be alive.
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Suddenly on the ground before her, she saw a part of the Darkling
Gory, a severed hand with three claw |ike fingers, their dusky nails as
sharp as talons. Blood | eaked fromthe stunp at its end.

To Myrrima's horror, the hand was noving, grasping the air rhythmcally.

She stonped on it and kicked the horrid thing away. It lay on the
ground and groped at the paving stones, |unbered about |ike an enornous
spider. Her pup ran after it, barking and snarling even | ouder.

Myrrima picked up her bow, returned to where the others stood. Jureem
eyed the noving hand nervously, while |Ionme kept staring at the pup.

It snarled savagely, took a nip at the vile hand.

"That pup wants to protect you," lone said. "It's ready to give you an
endowrent . "

It surprised Myrrinma that the pup would be ready to give an endowrent
so soon, although Duke Groverman had said pups of this breed were quick to
bond to their nmasters.

Myrrima dared hope for a boon. She had slain the Darkling A ory, slain
hi m whil e good nen |like Sir Donnor and the city guards had fail ed.

She knelt to face lonme, presented her bow at the Queen's feet. She had
hoped to be considered worthy of becomng a warrior, had hoped to earn the
right to use the King's forcibles. The cost of taking endowrents was
tremendous. And with blood netal so scarce these days, she knew it would be
i npossible to gain the use of forcibles any other way.

"Your Highness," Myrrima said. "I cone before you to swear ny troth. |
offer my bow and ny life to you, and beg for the honor to bear weapons in
your service."

| ome stood a nonent, as if unsure what to do.

"She has a warrior's heart," Binnesnman said, "and nore. She fought on
while stouter nen hid."

| omre nodded her head; the decision was made. She gl anced about for a
sword of her own. Jureemdrew a curved dagger fromits sheath, and handed
t he ruby-encrusted bl ade to |one.
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| ome touched Myrrima's head and each shoulder with the bl ade, and said
solemly, "Arise, Lady Borenson. W accept you into our service gladly, and
for your deeds this day, | shall award you ten forcibles fromny persona
stores, along with the mai ntenance of your Dedicates.”

Ten forcibles. The very thought brought tears to Myrrima's eyes, and
she thought vainly that if she were to becone a warrior, she ought not cry.
But with ten forcibles, she could take enough endownents to becone a
warrior. It was a great gift, far nore than she dared hope. Yet when she
consi dered what she'd done for the kingdom she knew that lonme felt so many
forci bles were nerely paynent well earned.

Myrrima took her bow in hand and stood. By right, she was now a warri or
of Heredon, equal in stature to any knight. She felt...relieved.

lone went off to the tonbs. Wile she was gone, lone's Days cane out of
hi di ng, her face still pale wwth fear, and Bi nnesman and Jureem recount ed
for her the manner in which the Darkling Gory had been sl ain.

But Myrrinma did not speak. Instead, she sat on the ground with her
yel |l ow pups and played with them felt the prick of their sharp teeth, |et
them ki ss her face with their tongues.

Her dogs. The key to her power. By tonight they would reach Castle
Groverman, and there a facilitator would sing his chants and take an
endownent froma pup. The pup that had sought to protect her was bred for
stamna. Myrrinma would sorely need the attribute if she were to continue
her trai ning.

A wolf lord. By norning she would be a wolf |lord. Runor said that those
who t ook endowrents from dogs becane nore feral. She wondered if it would
really change her, if in tinm she would becone no better than Raj Ahten.

When lone returned fromthe tonbs, she had nore than three dozen
forcibles. She knelt beside Myrrima and said, "I brought extra for ne. |
woul dn't want you to be the only wolf lord in Heredon."

"Of course not," Myrrima said. They nounted up. Jureem gave lonme his
own horse, and went to the stable to fetch a spare nount left by the King's
Guard. Myrrima and | one each held their baskets of pups, while the w zard
Bi nnesman rode with the cl ubfooted boy.

As they anbl ed down the cobbled streets, Myrrima kept gazing back at
the skyline of the city. It |ooked wong with out the King's Keep standing,

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry%620Kkrui...ords%2002%20-%20Brotherhood%200f%20The%20Wol f.html (284 of 616)23-2-2006 17:16:10



Brotherhood of the Wolf

wi t hout the towers of the Dedicates Keep.

When they reached the drawbridge, Myrrima spotted the reaver's head
still lying at the far side. She stopped her horse on the bridge, and gazed
down into the water. She could see no fish; none finned the surface, none
drew their runes of protection as they had over the past two days.

At | ast she spotted a sturgeon resting in the shadows beneath the
bri dge, anong a bed of golden water lilies.

Resting. No | onger seeking to protect the castle. The water w zards
knew what they'd done, she suspected. Perhaps nore than anything el se,
their spells had hel ped bring down the Darkling G ory.

"Bi nnesman,” Myrrima said. "W should do sonething for the wi zards. W
must thank themin sone way." She felt guilty for her remark, for yesterday
nor ni ng she'd hoped to eat one. Now she realized just how great a debt she
owed t hese fish.

"Of course,” Binnesman said. The river is clearing of silt today. W
coul d go unblock the spillway now, let the wizards go where they wll.
That's not sonething they can do for thensel ves."

Myrrima tried to imagi ne being a fish, inprisoned in the noat. The
river had to be better, with its frogs and eels and ducklings and ot her
del i caci es.

Wth the hel p of Binnesnman and Jureem Mrrinma pried | oose the boards
t hat damred the spillway, opening the channel fromthe noat to the river.

As she clinbed up out of the mllrace, she saw the dark shapes of the
wi zards, their blue backs shadowy in the depths. The huge fish wiggled
their tails and shot off into the river, heading upstreamtoward the
Dunnwood and the headwaters of the river We.

CHAPTER 26

OBRAN
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Borenson rested his eyes as he rode toward the Pal ace of the
Concubi nes, still weak and reeling fromfatigue and grief. He was never
quite sure if he'd fallen asleep for only a nonent or for an hour. The
horses thundered on relentlessly; it seenmed only nonents before Pashtuk
began proddi ng Borenson's ribs.

"W are here," Pashtuk said, indicating the valley down below. "The
Pal ace of the Concubi nes.™

Borenson lifted his head. He did not feel refreshed by his respite, did
not feel as if he'd slept at all. And the "palace" did not live up to his
expectations. He'd inmagi ne an opulent edifice of stone, |ike the gol den-
doned pal ace; to the north, with soaring arches above the porticoes and
vast open courtyards.

But there, on the valley's far side, a smattering of ancient stone
bui | di ngs | eaned agai nst the rock face of a cliff.

It seened an old place fromafar, a deserted ruin. The valley around it
was strewn with jagged stones and anci ent boul ders and spi nebush and
greasewood. He could not snell water nearby. He saw no sign of flocks or
herds, no canels or horses or goats. No fires seened to burn in the city.
He could see no guards on any walls.

"Are you sure?" Borenson asked.

The I nvincible nmerely nodded.

"Of course," Borenson realized. "He would not hide his greatest
treasure in the open." The pal ace was conceal ed an anonynous ruin in the
wast es. Gbran. Borenson had thought the word neant "City of the Ancient
Ki ng." But now anot her possible translation cane to mnd: "Ruins of the
Ki ng. "

Pashtuk | ed hi mdown the trail

Even as his horse anbled within the gates of the ancient city, Borenson
saw no sign of guards. |Indeed the gatehouse was an i ndefensible pile of
stones that had col |l apsed hundreds of years before. The piled-up stones of
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what he'd thought was the pal ace | ooked upon cl oser inspection to be a fine
abode for scorpions and adders.

Everywhere he went, large gray lizards sunned on stones. They dashed
off at his approach. Birds were plentiful, desert sparrows anong the
greasewood, yellowcrested flycatchers dipping along the trail.

There is water here, he realized. Animals would not be so plentiful
ot herwi se. Yet he could see no sign of water, no wells, no lush trees
grow ng i n profusion.

He rode through the streets of the city, up to a large ancient ruin, a
state house or manor of sonme kind, and the Invincible led him still
ahorse, right into the building, as if they'd not bother to di snmount upon
entering a lord' s throne room

| nside the manor, the roof had col |l apsed The walls had once been
brightly painted with nmurals of ancient lords in long white silk coats, all
of whom seened to have curiously curly hair. But now the sun had bl eached
the nurals to the point that in nost places only a few faded earth-toned
pi gnents still showed.

Finally, Borenson saw evidence of life. At the far wall to the throne
room soneone had recently dug through, revealing a small, narrow chasm

At this end, the chasm was dark, but ahead he could see that it opened
wi der, for sunlight filtered dowmn to |light the path ahead.

Now he saw t he guards.

Two | nvincibles stepped fromthe 