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For my sons Matthew and Timothy, who laugh at the same goofy things I do.
You're the best, guys.
Special thanks to Doug Flewelling, Darby Crouss, Laurie Mailman, Julie Friez,

Scott Burgess, Anne Groell and the Bantam folks, and my agent Lucienne Diver for all their support,
input, and wonderfully ruthless editing.

The lean ship smashed through foaming crests, pounding southwest out of Keston toward Skala. By
night she ran without lanterns; her crew, accomplished smugglers all, sailed with eyes lifted skyward to
the stars. By day they kept constant watch, though there was little chance of meeting another ship. Only a
Plenimaran captain would chance deep water sailing so late in the year and this winter there would be
none so far north. Not with a war brewing.

Ice sheathed the rigging. The sailors pulled the halyards with bleeding hands, chipped frozen water from
the drinking casks, and huddled together off watch, muttering among themselves about the two gentlemen
passengers and the grim pack of cutthroats who'd come aboard.

The second day out, the captain came above slobbering drunk. Gold was no use to dead men, he
howled over the wind; foul weather was coming, they were turning back. Smiling, the dark nobleman led
him below and that was the last anyone heard of the matter. The captain fell overboard sometime that
same night. That was the story, at least; the fact was that he was nowhere to be found the next morning
and their course remained unchanged.

The mate took over, tying himself to the wheel as they wallowed along. Blown off course, they
missedGulllsland and sailed on without respite through lashing sleet and exhaustion. On the fourth day
two more men were swept away as waves nearly swamped the ship. A mast snapped, dragging its sail
like a broken wing. Miraculously, the ship held true while the remaining crew fought to cut away the
tangled ropes.

Clinging among the frozen shrouds that night, the men muttered again, but cautiously. Their finely dressed
passengers had brought ill fortune with them; no one wanted to chance attracting their eye. The ship
plunged on as if helpful demons guided her keel.

Two days out from Cirna the gale lifted. A pale sun burst through the shredding clouds to guide the
battered vessel westward, but foul luck still dogged her. A sudden fever struck among the crew. One by
one, they sickened, throats swelling shut as black sores blossomed in the warmth of groins and armpits.
Those untouched by the illness watched in horror as the gentlemen's men-at-arms laughingly tossed the
bloated corpses overboard.

None of the passengers sickened, but by the time they sighted the towering cliffs of the Skalan Isthmus
the last of the crew could feel the weakness overtaking them.
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They reached the mouth of Cirna harbor in darkness, guided by the leaping signal fires that flanked the
mouth of the Canal. Still sagging at the wheel, the dying mate watched the passengers" men strike the
sails, lower anchor, and heave the longboat over the side.

One of the gentlemen, the dark-haired one with a long scar under his eye, suddenly appeared at the
mate's elbow. He was smiling, always smiling, though it never seemed to reach his eyes. Half-delirious,

the mate staggered back, fearful of being devoured by those soulless eyes.

"You did well," the dark man said, reaching to tuck a heavy purse into the mate's pocket. "We'll see
ourselves ashore."

"There's some of us still alive, sir!" croaked the mate, looking anxiously toward the signal fires, the warm
lights of the town glimmering so close across the water. "We've got to get ashore for a healer!"

"A healer, you say?" The dark gentleman raised an eyebrow in concern. "Why, my companion here is a
healer of sorts. You had only to ask."

Looking past him, the mate saw the other man, the weedy one with the face like a rat's, at work chalking
something on the deck. As he straightened from his task the mate recognized the warning symbol for

plague.

"Come, Vargul Ashnazai, isn't there something you can do for this poor fellow?" the dark man called.
The mate shuddered as the other man glided toward him.

Not once during the voyage had he heard this man speak. When he did now the words were
unintelligible and seemed to collect in the mate's throat like stones. Gagging, he slumped to the deck. The
one called Ashnazai laid a cold hand against his cheek and the world collapsed in a blaze of black light.

Mardus stepped clear of the bile spreading out from the dead sailor's mouth. "What about the others?"

The necromancer smiled, his fingers still tingling pleasantly from the mate's death. "Dying as we speak,
my lord."

"Very good. Are the men ready?"
"Yes, my lord."

Mardus took a last satisfied look around the deck of the ravaged vessel, then climbed down to the
waiting boat.

Cloaked in Ashnazai's magic, they passed the quay and custom house without challenge. Climbing a
steep, icy street, they found rooms ready for them at the Half Moon tavern.

Mardus and Ashnazai were just settling down over a hot supper in Mardus' chamber when someone
scratched softly at the door.

Captain Tildus entered with a grizzled man named Urvay, Mardus' chief spy in Rhiminee for the past
three years. The man was invaluable, both for his skill and his discretion. Tonight he was dressed as a
gentleman merchant and looked distinguished in velvet and silver.
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Urvay saluted him gravely. "I'm glad to see you safe, my lord. It's nasty sailing this time of year."
Mardus dismissed Tildus, then waved the spy to a nearby chair. "What have you to report, my friend?"
"Bad news and good, my lord. Lady Kassarie is dead."

"That Leran woman?" asked Ashnazai.

"Yes. The Queen's spies attacked her keep about a week ago. She died in the battle. Vicegerent Barien
committed suicide over the matter and there are rumors that the Princess Royal was implicated
somehow, though the Queen's taken no action against her. The rest of the faction has gone to ground or
fled."

"A pity. They might have proved useful. But what about our business?"

"That's the good news, my lord. I have new people in place with several influential nobles."

"Which ones?"

"Lord General Zymanis, for one-word is he's about to be commissioned with overseeing the lower city
fortifications. And one of my men just got himself betrothed to Lady Kora's second daughter and has the
run of the villa. But of particular interest, my lord—" Urvay paused, leaning forward a little.

"I'm in the process of establishing a contact inside the Oreska House."

Mardus raised an eyebrow. "Excellent! But how? We haven't been able to get a spy in there for years."

"Not a spy, my lord, but a turncoat. His name is Pelion 1 Eirsin. He's an actor, and highly thought of at
the moment."

"What's he got to do with the Oreska?" demanded Vargul Ashnazai.

"He's got a lover there," Urvay explained quickly, "a young sorceress said to be the mistress of one or
two of the older wizards as well. Her name's Ylinestra, and she's got a bit of a reputation around the city;
a fiery little catamount with an eye for handsome young men and powerful old ones. This man Pelion is
evidently part of her collection. Through him we may be able to get to her and perhaps others. She's not
a member of the Oreska herself, but she lives there and has rooms of her own."

"I hardly think we need the services of some slut to get into the place," the necromancer scoffed.
"Maybe not," Urvay interrupted, "but this slut numbers the wizard Nysander among her lovers."

"Nysander i Azusthra?" Mardus nodded approvingly. "Urvay, you've outdone yourself! But what have
you told this actor of yours?"

"To him, I am Master Gorodin, a great admirer of his work. I also understand how important patronage
is to a young actor on the rise, and to a certain playwright who's willing to create roles especially for him.
In return, my new friend Pelion passes on whatever bit of gossip he picks up around town. He likes the
deal, and knows better than to ask too many questions. As long as the gold flows, he's ours."
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"Well done, Urvay. Spare no expense with him. We must infiltrate the Oreska before spring. You
understand? It is imperative."

"I do, my lord. Shall I make arrangements for you in Rhiminee?"

"No. Nothing's to be arranged in advance. I'll contact you when I need you. For now, keep an eye on
Pelion and his sorceress."

Urvay rose and bowed. "I will, my lord. Farewell."

When he was gone Mardus returned to his interrupted meal, but Vargul Ashnazai found his appetite had
fled.

The Oreska, he thought bitterly, fingering the ivory vial that hung from a chain around his thin neck.
That's where they'd gone, the thieves who'd stolen the Eye from under his very nose.

Mardus had nearly killed him that night in Wolde. Worse yet, he'd threatened to banish him from their
quest. If Mardus had entrusted him with the disks in the first place, of course, it would never have
happened, but that was a point not worth arguing. Not if he cared to live longer than his next word.

His standing with Mardus had eroded steadily ever since.

Even with the power of the Eye itself to aid him, he'd been unable to exercise sufficient power over the
fugitives to stop them. The Aurenfaie had proven infuriatingly resistant to his magicks and when he'd
finally succumbed to the dragorgos attack at the inn, the boy, that wretched boy, had outmaneuvered
them, spiriting his partner away before Mardus and his men could reach the place.

Still holding the vial between his fingers, Vargul Ashnazai pictured the precious blood-soaked slivers of
wood inside, slivers he'd gouged from the floor of the Mycenian inn where his dragorgos had overtaken
them.

The talisman he'd made with their blood was a powerful guide, so powerful that he'd almost caught them
at Keston. But then they'd slipped on ahead by sea and another's power was growing around them,

occluding his own. He'd recognized the resonance of the magic at once. Oreska magic.

And so Mardus and his men had tracked them by methods thoroughly mundane, while he, a
necromancer of the Sanctum, rode along like so much useless baggage.

Mardus had been sanguine. They already knew where the thieves were headed, result once again of
Mardus' cold-blooded methods rather than his own. One of the river sailors captured after the
destruction of the Darter—this, at least, was Vargul's work—had screamed out with his last breath what
they'd needed to know.

To be sitting here now, no more than two days ride from the stronghold of his enemies, was maddening.

So close! he thought, closing his fist around the vial.

Mardus saw, and guessed his thoughts. "Why not scry for them again?"

Vargul Ashnazai shifted uncomfortably. "It's been the same for weeks now."
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Mardus glanced over at him, much the way any man might look at another who's said something mildly
surprising. But Mardus was not just any man.

As his gaze met Ashnazai's, the necromancer felt a stab of fear. It was not madness he saw in his
companion's eyes—never that—but something worse, an obdurate purposefulness steeped with the
shadow of their god. Mardus might not have magic, but he had power.

He was touched, chosen.

Held in that remorseless gaze, Ashnazai felt the blood slow in his veins. Clasping the vial more tightly, he
placed his other hand over his eyes and summoned the image of the thieves.

For a moment he felt the reassuring pulse of his own considerable power. The inner blackness flowed
through him to the vial and beyond, using the essence of the blood to seek its source. Ever since the
thieves had reached Rhiminee, however, a veil had dropped over them.

Someone had placed a protective spell over them, and the resistance to his magic was fierce and
decisive.

This time was no different. The moment he focused his concentration on their location, he was blinded
by a searing vision of fire and huge, leathery wings. The message was clear enough: These people are
under the protection of the Oreska. You cannot touch them.

Gasping, Ashnazai let go of the vial and pressed both hands to his face.
"No change?"
Ashnazai could tell without looking up that the bastard was smiling.

"Then Urvay's actor is truly a blessing placed in our path. If these two are still under the protection of the
Oreska wizards, where better to seek them?"

"T hope you're right, my lord. When I find them, I'll crush their beating hearts in my hands!"
"Vengeance is a dangerous emotion."

Looking up, Vargul Ashnazai saw a familiar blankness pass across his companion's face, the touch of the
god.

"You should be grateful to them for leading us to the completion of our quest," Mardus continued softly,
staring into the depths of his cup. "This actor and his sorceress are the seal on that. Patience is the key
now. Be patient. Our moment will come."

Sleet-laden winds lashed in off the winter sea, racketing through the dark streets of Rhiminee like a huge,
angry child. Loose shingles and roof tiles tore free and clattered down into streets and gardens. Bare
trees swayed and clashed their branches like dead bones in the night. In the harbor below the citadel,
vessels were tossed from their moorings to founder against the mores. In upper and lower city alike, even
the brothel keepers put up their shutters early.
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Two cloak-wrapped figures slipped from a shadowed courtyard in Blue Fish Street and hurried east to
Sheaf Street.

"I can't believe we're out in this to deliver a damn love token," Alec groused, shaking his wet, fair hair
from his eyes.

"We've got the Rhiminee Cat's reputation to maintain," Seregil said, shivering beside the boy. The
slender Aurenfaie envied Alec his northern-bred tolerance for the cold. "Lord Phyrien paid for the thing
to be on the girl's pillow tonight. I've been wanting a peek into her father's dispatch box anyway. Word is
he's maneuvering for the Vicegerent's post."

Seregil grinned to himself. For years, the mysterious thief known only as the Rhiminee Cat had assisted
the city's upper class in their endless intrigues; all it took to summon him was gold and a discreet note left
in the right hands. None had ever guessed that this faceless spy was virtually one of their own, or that the
arrangement was as much to his benefit as theirs.

The wind buffeted at them from all sides as they pressed on toward the Noble Quarter. Reaching the
fountain colonnade at the head of Golden Helm Street, Seregil ducked inside for a moment's shelter.

"Are you sure you're up to this? How's your back?" he asked as he stooped to drink from the spring at
the center of the colonnade.

Less than two weeks had passed since Alec had pulled Princess Klia from the fiery room below the
traitor Kassarie's keep. Valerius' malodorous drysian salves had worked their healing magic, but as
they'd dressed tonight he'd noticed that the skin across the boy's shoulders was still tender-looking in
places. Not that Alec would admit it and risk being sent back, of course.

"I'm fine," Alec insisted as expected. "It's your teeth I hear chattering, not mine." Shaking out his sodden
cloak, he tossed one long end over his shoulder. "Come on. We'll be warmer if we keep moving."

Seregil looked with sudden longing toward the entrance to the Street of Lights across the way. "We'd be
a hell of a lot warmer in there!"

It had been months since he'd visited any of the elegant pleasure houses. The thought of so many warm,
perfumed beds and warm, perfumed bodies made him feel even colder.

Invisible in the shadows, Alec made no reply, but Seregil heard him shifting uncomfortably. The boy's
solitary upbringing had left him uncommonly backward in certain matters, even for a Dalnan. Such
reticence was unfathomable to Seregil, though out of respect for their friendship he did his best not to
tease the boy.

The fashionable avenues of the Noble Quarter were deserted, the great houses and villas dark behind
their high garden walls. Ornate street lanterns creaked unlit on their hooks, extinguished by the storm.

The house in Three Maidens Street was a large, sprawling villa surrounded by a high courtyard wall.
Alec kept an eye out for bluecoat patrols while Seregil tossed the grapple up and secured the rope. The
roar of the storm covered any noise as they scrambled up and over. Leaving the rope in a clump of
bushes, Seregil led the way through the gardens.

After a brief search, Alec found a small shuttered window set high in a wall at the back of the house.
Climbing onto a water butt, he pried back the shutter with a knife and peered inside.
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"Smells like a storeroom," he whispered.
"Go on then. I'm right behind you." Alec went in feet first and disappeared soundlessly inside.

Climbing up, Seregil sniffed the earthy scents of potatoes and apples. Squeezing through, he lowered
himself in onto what felt like sacks of onions.

He reached out, finding Alec's shoulder in the darkness, and together they felt their way to a door.
Seregil eased the latch up and peeked out into the cavernous kitchen beyond.
The coals in the hearth gave oft enough of a glow to make out two servants asleep on pallets there.

Deep snores sounded from the shadows of a nearby corner. To the right was an open archway. Tapping
Alec on the arm, Seregil headed for it on tiptoe.

The arch let onto a servant's passage.

Climbing a narrow staircase, they crept down a succession of hallways in search of Lord Decian's
private study. Not finding it, they moved up to the next floor and chanced shielded lightstones.

By this dim light they saw that these nobles left their shoes outside their bedroom door for a servant to
collect and clean. Seregil nudged Alec and flipped him the sign for "lucky." The lord of the house had

only one daughter; it was a simple matter to find the footgear appropriate for a maiden of fifteen.

A pair of dainty boots stood before a door at the far end of the corridor. A stout pair of shoes next to
them warned that the young woman did not sleep alone.

Seregil stifled a grin. Alec was in for more than he'd bargained for, in more ways than one.

Alec lightly fingered the latch, found the door unbarred. The delivery was his task tonight, more training
in the ways of the Cat. This sort of job, though hardly as significant as their recent work for Nysander,
required a high level of finesse and he was anxious to prove himself.

Sliding his lightstone back into his tool roll, Alec took a deep breath and lifted the latch.

A night lamp burned on a stand beside the bed. The hangings were open and inside he could see a
young girl with heavy braids asleep on the side nearest the door, her face turned to the light. Beside her, a
larger form, her mother or nurse perhaps, stirred restlessly beneath the thick comforter.

Creeping to the side of the bed, he took out the token, a tiny scroll pushed through a man's golden ring.

Left to his own devices, he'd simply have put it on the lamp stand and been done with it, but Lord
Phyrien had been very exact in his instructions. The ring must be left on his sweetheart's pillow.

Bending over the girl, Alec placed the ring as specified. Too late he heard Seregil's sharp intake of
breath. The heavy ring immediately rolled down the curve of the pillow and struck the girl on the cheek

just beside her mouth.

Startled brown eyes flashed wide. Fortunately for Alec, she saw the ring before she could cry out. Her

Page 8



look of fear changed instantly to one of mute joy as she mistook his muffled form for that of her lover.

"Oh, Phyrien, you are bold!" she breathed, stealing a quick look at the sleeping woman beside her.
Grasping Alec's hand, she drew it gently but insistently under the bedclothes.

Alec blushed furiously in the depths of his hood.

Like most Skalans, she slept nude. He didn't dare resist, however. Any kind of struggle would not only
seem suspicious, but probably shake the bed enough to awaken its other occupant.

"You're so cold!" she said with a hushed giggle, pulling his hand still lower. "Kiss me, my brave lover. I'll
warm you."

Holding his hood in place with his free hand, Alec pressed his lips hastily to hers, then motioned
warningly at the other woman. Pouting prettily, the girl released him and tucked the token away beneath
her pillow.

With his heart hammering in his ears, Alec extinguished the lamp and hurried back out into the corridor.

"Seregil, " he began in a whisper, but his companion cut the apology short, grabbing him by the arm
and hustling him off the way they'd come.

Damn, damn, damn!
Alec berated himself. A simple little delivery job and I cock it up.

Braced every moment for an outcry, they hurried down to the kitchen and weaseled back out the

storeroom window. Outside, Seregil was still implacably silent. Climbing over the wall, he set off at a run.

Alec followed, grimly convinced he was in disgrace.

Three streets from the villa, Seregil suddenly stopped and hauled him into an alleyway, then bent over,
hands on knees, as if to catch his breath.

Braced for a scathing lecture, it took Alec a moment to realize that Seregil was laughing.

"Bilairy's Balls, Alec!" he burst out. "I'd give a hundred sesters to have seen the look on your face when
that ring rolled away. And when she tried to pull you into bed—" He sagged against the alley wall,
shaking with laughter.

"But it was so stupid," Alec groaned. "I should have seen it would slide oft."

Seregil wiped his eyes, grinning. "Maybe so, but these things happen. I don't know how many times I've
pulled a blunder like that. It's the recovery that counts and you did just fine. "Learn and live," I always
say."

Relieved, Alec fell into step beside him as they headed for home. Before they'd gone another block,
however, Seregil let out another snort of laughter. Leaning heavily on Alec's shoulder, he moaned in a

lilting falsetto, "Kiss me, my brave lover. I'll warm you up!" then staggered away, cackling into the wind.

Perhaps, Alec thought in exasperation, he hadn't heard the last of the matter after all.
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Back at Cockerel Inn, they nicked a late snack from Thryis' pantry and crept up the hidden staircase on
the second floor. Warding glyphs glowed briefly as Seregil whispered the passwords.

At the top of the stairs, they crossed the chilly attic storeroom to their own door.

The cluttered sitting room was still warm from the evening fire. Tossing his wet cloak over the mermaid
statue by the door, Alec shucked off soaked clothing as he crossed to his bed in the corner by the hearth.

Seregil watched with a faint smile. The boy's considerable and, to his way of thinking, unnatural degree
of modesty had lessened somewhat over the months of their acquaintance, but Alec still turned away as
he stripped off his leather breeches and pulled on a long shirt. At sixteen he was very like Seregil in build:
slim, lean, and fair-skinned. Seregil quickly busied himself sorting a pile of correspondence on the table
as the boy turned around again.

"We don't have anything in particular planned for tomorrow, do we?" Alec asked, taking a bite from one
of the meat pies they'd purloined.

"Nothing pressing," said Seregil, yawning hugely as he went to his chamber door. "And I don't intend to
be up before noon. Good night."

With the aid of a lightstone, he navigated past the stacks of books and boxes and other oddments to the
broad, velvet-hung bed that dominated the back of the tiny room. Peeling off his wet garments, he
slipped between the immaculate sheets with a groan of contentment. Ruetha appeared from some
cluttered corner and leapt up with a throaty trill, demanding to be let under the covers.

It had been a busy year overall, he thought, stroking the cat absently. Especially the past few months.
Just realizing how long it had been since he'd visited the Street of Lights underscored the general
disruption of his life.

Oh well. Winter's here. There'll always be work enough to keep us occupied, but plenty of leisure too
for the pleasures of the town. All in all, I'd say we earned a bit of a respite.

Imagining quiet, snowy months stretching out before them, Seregil drifted contentedly off to sleep—only
to lurch up sometime soon after from a nightmare of plummeting into darkness, Alec's terrified cry ringing
in his ears as they fell down, down, past the walls of Kassarie's keep into the gorge below.

Opening his eyes with a gasp, Seregil was at once relieved and annoyed to find himself slumped naked in
one of Nysander's sitting-room armchairs.

There was no need to ask how he'd gotten there; the green nausea of a translocation spell cramped his
belly. Pushing his long, dark hair back from his face, he scowled wretchedly up at the wizard.

"Forgive me for bringing you here so abruptly, dear boy," said Nysander, handing him a robe and a
steaming mug of tea.

"I assume there's a good reason for this," Seregil muttered, knowing very well that there must be for
Nysander to subject him to magic so soon after the shape-changing incident.

"But of course. I tried to bring you earlier, but you two were busy burgling someone." Pouring himself a
mug of tea, Nysander settled into his usual chair on the other side of the hearth. "I just looked in for a
moment. were you successful?"
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"More or less."

Nysander appeared in no hurry to elucidate, but it was obvious he'd been working on something. His
short grey beard was smudged with ink near his mouth, and he wore one of the threadbare old robes he
favored for his frequent all-night work sessions. Surrounded by the room's magnificent collection of
books and oddities, he looked like some down-at-the-heels scholar who'd wandered in by mistake.

"Alec is looking better, I noticed," Nysander remarked.

"He's healing. It's his hair I'm concerned about. I've got to get him presentable in time for the Festival of
Sakor."

"Be thankful he came away no worse off then he did. From what Klia and Micum told me, he's lucky to
be alive at all. Ah, and before I forget, [ have something for the two of you from Klia and the Queen." He
handed Seregil two velvet pouches. "A public acknowledgment is impossible, of course, but they wished
to express their gratitude nonetheless. That green one there is yours."

Seregil had received such rewards before. Expecting another trinket or bit of jewelry, he opened the
little bag. What he found inside reduced him to stunned silence.

It was a ring, a very familiar ring. The great, smooth ruby glowed like wine in its heavy setting of
Aurenfaie silver when he held it closer to the fire.

"[lior's Light, Nysander, this is one of the rings I took from Corruth i Glamien's corpse," he gasped,
finding his voice at last.

Nysander leaned forward and clasped his hand. "He was your kinsman and Idrilain's, Seregil. She
thought it a fitting reward for solving the mystery of his disappearance. She hopes you shall wear it with

honor among your own people one day."

"Give her my thanks." Seregil tucked it reverently away in its bag. "But you didn't magick me out of bed
Just for this?"

Nysander sat back with a chuckle. "No. I have a task which may be of interest to you. However, there
are conditions to be set forth before I explain. Agree to abide by them or I shall send you back now with
all memory of this meeting expunged."

Seregil blinked in surprise. "It must be some job. Why didn't you bring Alec?"

"I shall come to that presently. I can say nothing until you agree to the conditions."

"Fine. I agree. What are they?"

"First, you may ask no question unbidden."

"Why not?"

"Starting now."

"Oh, all right. What else?"
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"Second, you must work in absolute secrecy. No one is to know of this, particularly not Alec or Micum.
Will you give me your oath on it?"

Seregil regarded him in silence for a moment; keeping secrets from Alec was no easy business these
days. Still, how could something so shrouded in mystery fail to be interesting? "All right. You have my
word."

"Your oath," Nysander insisted somberly.

Shaking his head, Seregil held out his left hand, palm up, before him. "Asurit betweenuth dos Aura
Elustri kamar sosui Seregil i Korit Solun Meringil Bokthersa. And by my honor as a Watcher, I swear
also. Is that sufficient?"

"Y ou know I would never impose such conditions on you without good reason," the wizard chided.

"Still, it seems to be happening quite a lot these days," Seregil retorted sourly. "Now can I ask
questions?"

"T will answer what I can."

"Why is it so crucial for Alec and Micum not to know?"

"Because if you let slip the slightest detail of what I am about to tell you, I shall have to kill all of you."

Though spoken calmly, Nysander's words jolted him like a kick in the throat; he'd known the wizard too
long to mistake his absolute sincerity. For an instant, Seregil felt as if he were looking into the face of a
stranger. Then suddenly, everything fell into place as neatly as a three-tumbler lock. He sat forward,
slopping hot tea over his knees in his excitement.

"It's to do with this, isn't it?" he exclaimed, tapping his chest. There, beneath Nysander's obscuring
magic, lay the branded imprint of the wooden disk he'd stolen from Duke Mardus at Wolde—the same
strange, deceptively crude disk that had nearly taken his life. "You went white the night I told you about
showing a drawing of it to the Illioran Oracle. I thought you were going to fall over."

"Perhaps now you understand my distress," Nysander replied grimly.

They'd never spoken of that conversation, but the dread Seregil had felt then returned now in full force.
"Bilairy's Balls! You'd have done it, too."

Nysander sighed heavily. "I would never have forgiven myself, I assure you, but I would also have been
furious with you for forcing me into such an act. Do you recall what I said to you then?"

"To pray I never found out what that disk really is?"
"Precisely. And to undertake this task, you must continue to accept that as my answer on the subject."

Seregil slouched glumly in his chair. "Same old answer, eh? And what if I say no to all this? That if you
don't tell me the whole story I want no part of it?"

Nysander shrugged. "Then as I said before, I shall remove all memory of this conversation from your
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mind and send you home. There are certainly others who could aid me."
"Like Thero, I suppose?" Seregil snapped before he could stop himself.
"Oh, for—"

"Does he know the Great Secret?" The old jealousy gripped Seregil's heart. The last thing he wanted to
hear was that the young assistant wizard knew more of this than he did.

"He knows less than you," Nysander replied, exasperated. "Now do you want the task or not?"
Seregil let out a frustrated growl. "All right, then. What's this all about?"

Nysander pulled a sheet of vellum from his sleeve and handed it to him. "To begin with, tell me what you
make of this."

"Looks like a page from a book." The vellum was darkened with age or weather. Seregil rubbed a
corner of it between his fingers and sniffed it, then examined the writing itself. "It's old, four or five
centuries at least. Poorly kept at first, though later carefully preserved. And the vellum is human or
Aurenfaie skin, rather than kid." He paused again, examining the stitching holes on the left edge. "These
are still intact, showing that it was carefully removed from a book, rather than torn. It was already
damaged by dampness, though. Judging by the color I'd say the page was steeped in poison after that,
but that's obviously been neutralized or we wouldn't be handling it."

"Quite so0."

Oblivious now to everything but the task at hand, Seregil tugged absently at a strand of hair.

"Let's see. The writing is Asuit Old Style and it's written in that language, which originated with the hill
people north of Plenimar. From that we can infer that our author was either from that region or a scholar
of languages."

"As you are, dear boy. I assume you can read it?"

"Hmm—ryes. Looks like the ravings of a mad prophet. Very poetic, though. "Watch with me, beloved,
as demons strip the fruit from the vine." Then something about horses—and "The golden flame is married
with darkness. The Beautiful One steps forth to caress the bones of the house " No, that's not right. It's
"the bones of the world.""

Moving to the table, he pulled a lamp closer.

"Yes. I thought it was just a few errors with the accent marks, but it isn't. There's a cipher here."

Nysander passed him a wax writing tablet and a stylus. "Care to try it?"

Scanning back through the document, Seregil found sixteen words with misplaced accents. Listing only
the wrongly accented letters, he came up with twenty-nine.

Frowning, he tapped the stylus against his chin, "This is a bitch of a thing."

"More difficult than you know," said Nysander. "It took my master Arkoniel and myself over a year to
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discover the key. Mind you, we were working on other things at the time."
Seregil tossed aside the stylus with a groan.
"You mean to tell me you've broken this already?"

"Oh, yes. That is not the task, you see. But I knew that you would prefer to work with the original and
draw your own conclusions."

"So how does it work?"

Joining him at the table, Nysander turned the wax tablet over and began to write rapidly. "To begin with,
the accented letters come out to nonsense, a fact it took a discouragingly long time to discover. The key
is a combination of syllabification and case. As you know, Old Asuit is an inflected language with five
cases. However, only three-the nominative, dative, and genitive—are used for the cipher. For instance,
look at the words making up the phrase 'of the world." "

Seregil nodded thoughtfully, muttering to himself, "Yes, it was that misplaced accent that threw me. It
should be over the second vowel of the last syllable, not the first."

"Correct. As 'world' is in the genitive case and the misplaced accent appears in the antepenultimate
syllable, you use the last letter of that word. If it occurs in the same case but on the second, or
penultimate, syllable, then you use the first."

Seregil looked up and grinned. "I didn't know you were such an accomplished grammarian."

Nysander allowed himself a pleased wink. "One learns a thing or two over the centuries. It is truly an
exquisite system, and one fairly secure from inadvertent detection. In the nominative case, an erroneous
accent over the antepenult indicates that you take the last letter of the word immediately following the one
wrongly accented, and so forth. In the dative case only the accents over the penult have any significance.
The upshot of it all is that you come out with just fifteen letters. Properly arranged—keep your eyes on
the writing now—yproperly arranged they spell out 'argucth chthon hrig.""

"Sounds like you're getting ready to spit—" Seregil began, but the words died in his throat as the writing
on the page swirled into motion. After a few seconds it disappeared entirely, leaving in its place a circular
design resembling an eight-pointed star that covered most of the page.

"A magical palimpsest!" he gasped.

"Precisely. But look more closely."

Tilting the vellum closer to the lamp, Seregil let out a low whistle; the entire design was made up of the
finest calligraphic writing. "Our mad prophet must have written this with a hummingbird's quill."

"Can you read it?"

"I don't know. It's so cramped. The script is Konic, used by the court scribes in the time of the early
Hierophants, but the language is different, as if the writer wanted to approximate the sounds of one
language with the alphabet of another. Yes, that's exactly what he was doing, the clever old bastard. So,
attacking it phonetically—"
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Muttering under his breath, Seregil slowly worked his way through the tangled writing. Half an hour later
he looked up with a triumphant grin. "Pure Dravnian! Nysander, it's got to be Dravnian."

"Dravnian?"

"The Dravnians are a tribal people scattered through the glacial valleys of the Ashek Range, north of
Aurenen. [ haven't been up there since I was a boy, but I've studied the language. Great ones for sagas
and legends, those Dravnians. They have no writing themselves, but this captures the sound of it. This
fellow was certainly a student of obscure tongues. Once you untangle all this mess, it's just the same few
words written over and over again to form the design. Written in blood, too, by the way and probably his
own if he was loony enough to create something like this."

"Perhaps," Nysander broke in. "But can you make out what it says?"

Seregil glanced up at him, then let out a crow of triumph. "Ah ha! So that's what this 1s all about. You
can't read it!"

Nysander affected a pained look. "I would remind you of the oaths you have given—"

Seregil held up a hand, grinning smugly. "I know, I know. But after all your restrictions and secrecy, |
think I've earned the right to gloat a little. All it says is, "Stone within ice within stone within ice. Horns of
crystal beneath horns of stone." Or vice versa. There's no way of telling which is meant to be the first line.
Why he would go to such extremes to hide anything as obscure as this is beyond me, though."

"Not at all, not at all!" Nysander clapped Seregil on the shoulder, then began pacing excitedly. "The
palimpsest begins in Asuit Old Style, an archaic language of Plenimar, which predates the Hierophantic
settlements. The seemingly meaningless hidden phrase "argucth chthon hrig" operates as the key word to
the hidden writing. This, in turn, is composed in the alphabet of the Hierophantic court, based at that
period on the island of Kouros, yet in the language of an obscure tribe of the southern mountains across
the Osiat Sea near Aurenen. I had reason to suspect as much but you, dear boy, have provided the final
clues. What an amazing document!"

Seregil, meanwhile, had been doing some further pondering of his own. "The Dravnian tribes keep to the
highest valleys of the Ashek Range, building their villages along the edges of the ice fields. "Stone within
ice within stone within ice." And the horns of stone part reminds me of a story the mountain traders used
to tell, something about a place up there where demons dance across the snow to drink the blood of the
living. It was called the Horned Valley."

Nysander halted in front of Seregil, grinning broadly. "You have a mind like a magpie's nest, dear boy! I
never know what odd bit of treasure will tumble from it next."

"If the Homed Valley really exists, then all this"—Seregil tapped the stained vellum—"it's not just some
convoluted riddle. It's a map."

"And perhaps not the only one," said Nysander. "According to recent intelligence from Plenimar, several
expeditionary forces have been dispatched west toward the Strait of Bal. We could not imagine what
they were up to, but the Ashek peninsula lies in that direction."

"At this time of year?" Seregil shook his head.

Crossing the Bal meant making for the southern rim of the Osiat Sea, a place of dangerous shoals and
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forbidding coastlines in the best of weather. In the winter it would be worse than treacherous. "So
whatever this "stone within ice" thing is, the Plenimarans want it pretty badly. And I take it you don't
mean for them to get it?"

"I hope that you will assist me in forestalling that event."

"Well, it would certainly help to know what I'm looking for. If it wouldn't mean revealing too many
sacred mysteries, that is."

"It is rumored to be a crown or circlet of some sort," Nysander told him. "More importantly, it possesses
powers similar to those of the coin, which you have already experienced."

Seregil grimaced at the memory. "Then I'll be certain not to wear it this time. But if your information is
correct, haven't the Plenimarans stolen a march on us?"

"Perhaps not. The fact that they sent several expeditions suggests that they do not know the object's
precise location. We, on the other hand, may have just determined that. And I am able to transport you

there in a much swifter fashion."

Seregil blanched. "Oh, no! You can't—translocation from here to the Asheks? Nysander, I'll be puking
for hours."

"I .am sorry, but this matter is too important to chance anything else. Which brings us to the matter of
Alec. Will he be difficult about being left behind?"

Seregil raked a hand through his hair. "I'll manage something. When do I leave?"

"By midday if you can manage it."

"I think so. What will I need, besides the obvious?"

"How would you fancy playing an Aurenfaie wizard?"

Seregil gave him a wry look. "Sounds fun, so long as we aren't relying on my magical abilities."

"Oh my, no," Nysander said with a laugh. "I shall provide you with items necessary to give credence to
the role, and those for the task itself." He paused and clasped the younger man by the shoulders. "I knew

you would not fail me, Seregil."

Seregil raised an eyebrow wryly at the wizard. "Bet now you're glad you didn't kill me, eh? What's the
hour?"

"Nearly sunup, [ should think. Regrettably, I must send you back the same way you came."
"Twice in one night? Just be sure you drop me handy to a basin!"

Alec woke to the sound of sleet lashing across the roof. Ruetha had burrowed under the covers
sometime in the night. He stroked the thick white ruff under her chin and the cat broke into a loud purr.

"What are you doing here?" he asked sleepily.
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Sitting up, he saw Seregil's battered old pack sitting ready outside the bedroom door.
Seregil's sword belt was draped over it, the newly mended quillon shining in the milky morning light.

Alec eyed the tidy pile with rising suspicion; Seregil had obviously been up for some time, making
preparations for a journey. And he hadn't bothered to wake him.

"Seregil?" Poking his head around his friend's door,

Alec found the normally cluttered little room utterly impassable.

"Morning!" Seregil called cheerily from somewhere beyond an overturned chest.

"What's going on? Have you been up all night?"

"Not all night." Seregil waded free of the mess with an armload of heavy sheepskin clothing and dumped
it by the pack. "I found this," he said, handing Alec a dusty sack containing half a dozen complex locks.

Some were still attached to splintered fragments of wood.

"Thought you might like to have a go at these, since you've mastered most of the others on the
workbench. Be careful, though. Some of them bite."

Alec set the bag aside without comment and leaned against the door frame. Seregil was dressed for
traveling and still hadn't told him to start packing.

"What's going on?" he asked, watching as Seregil wrestled a pair of long snowshoes out of a wardrobe.
"Where are you going to find snow in this weather?"

"Give me a minute, will you?" said Seregil, checking the rawhide webbing. "I've got a few more things to
find, then I'll explain what I can."

Alec let out a sigh and went to the window over the workbench. The panes rattled as a fresh gust of
wind buffeted the inn. Outside he could see Thryis' son Diomis hurrying across the back court. Curtains
of icy rain rippled past, obscuring all but the closest buildings. Behind him, he could hear Seregil still
rummaging about.

Fighting down his rising impatience, he pulled on a pair of breeches and set about lighting the fire.

The coals had died in the night. He heaped tinder and kindling on the ashes and shook out a firechip
from the jar by the hearth. Flames leapt up and he stared into them, trying to marshal his racing thoughts.

"Y ou know, from the back your head looks like a disheveled hedgehog," Seregil remarked, emerging at
last. Ruffling Alec's ragged hair, he dropped into his favorite chair by the fire.

Alec was not amused. "You're going off alone, aren't you?"
"Just for a few days."
There was a guardedness in Seregil's tone that Alec didn't like. "On a job, you mean?"

"[ can't say, actually."
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Alec studied his friend's face. On closer inspection, he noticed that Seregil looked rather pale. "Is this
because of last night? You said—"

"No, of course not. This is something I can't speak of to anyone."
"Why not?" the boy demanded, stubborn curiosity mingling with disappointment.

Seregil spread his hands apologetically. "It's nothing to do with you, believe me. And don't bother
pressing."

"This is something for Nysander, isn't it?"
Seregil regarded him impassively. "I need your word you won't track me when I go."
Alec considered further objections, then nodded glumly. "When will you be back?"

"In a few days, I hope. You'll have to do that papers job for Baron Orante, and anything else coming in
that looks like a one man job. There's Mourning Night to think about, too, if I'm not back in time."

"Not back in time?" Alec sputtered. "That's only a week away, and you're holding a party at Wheel
Street that night!"

"We are holding a party," Seregil corrected.

"Don't worry. Runcer sees to all the arrangements, and Micum and his family will be here by then, too.
You'll just have to play host. Remember Lady Kylith, the woman you danced with our first night there?"

"We're sitting with her at the Mourning Night ceremony."
"Right. She'll see to your etiquette."
"People are bound to ask about you, though."

"As far as anyone knows, Lord Seregil is still away recovering from the shock of his arrest. Tell anyone
who asks that [ was delayed. Cheer up, Alec. Chances are I'll be back in plenty of time."

"This secret job of yours—is it dangerous?"

Seregil shrugged. "What do we do that isn't? The truth is, I won't know much myself until I'm in the
middle of it."

"When are you leaving?"'

"As soon as I've had something to eat. Get dressed now and we'll have our breakfast downstairs."
Alec smelled freshly baked bread as they crossed the lading room to the kitchen.

The breakfast uproar was over. A scullery boy was scrubbing down the scarred worktables while Cilia

bathed Luthas in a pan. Old Thryis sat peeling turnips by the hearth, a shawl draped over her shoulders
against the damp.
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"Well, there you are at last," the old woman greeted them, though she seldom saw Seregil before noon.
"There's tea on the hob and new current buns under that cloth there. Cilia made them fresh this morning."

"And how's this lad today?" Seregil smiled, holding a forefinger out to the baby. Luthas immediately
grabbed it and pulled it into his mouth.

"Oh, he's feisty," replied Cilia, looking rather dark under the eyes. "He's got a tooth coming and it wakes
us all night."

Alec shook his head. One minute Seregil was speaking of mysterious journeys, the next here he was
playing uncle to the baby like he hadn't a care in the world.

Not that his affection for Luthas wasn't genuine.

He'd told Alec how Cilia had offered him the honor of fathering her child when she'd made up her mind
to avoid conscription. Seregil had politely declined. While his interest in women seemed marginal at best,
Alec suspected the real reason for Seregil's reticence was that it would have cost him his friendship with
her grandmother. Thryis had been a sergeant in the Queen's Archers in her youth and despaired that
neither her son nor granddaughter had followed a military career before settling down.

Cilia had never revealed who the child's father was, but the man must have been dark. She was fair,
while her son's eyes and hair were as brown as a mink's.

Going to the hearth, Alec leaned down next to Thryis and reached for the teapot warming by the fire.
"You're looking down in the mouth today," Thryis observed shrewdly. "Going off without you, is he?"
"He told you?"

The old woman gave a derisive snort "He didn't have to," she scoffed, deftly quartering a turnip and
pitching it into a kettle beside her. "There he is in his old rambling boots, chipper as a sparrow. And you
here with the long face and still in your shirtsleeves? Don't take no wizard to figure that one."

Alec shrugged. Thryis had run the Cockerel since Seregil secretly bought it twenty years before.
She—together with her family and Rhiri, the mute ostler—were among the select few who knew anything
of Seregil's double life.

"Now, don't go fretting yourself over it," she whispered. "Master Seregil thinks the world of you, and no
mistake. There's none he speaks so well of 'cept Micum Cavish, and those two have been friends for
years and years. Besides, it'll give you and me a chance to talk shooting again, eh? There's still a trick or

two [ haven't shared and that fine black bow of yours shouldn't be gathering dust."

"T guess not." Alec gave her a quick peck on the cheek and went to sit across from Seregil at the
breakfast table.

Studying his friend's face as Seregil joked with Cilia over breakfast, Alec felt certain he saw small lines
of tension around his eyes. Whatever this secret job was, there was more to it than he was letting on.

There was no use asking further about it, though.
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Upstairs in their room again, Seregil finished with his scant collection of gear and clapped a battered hat
on his head.

"Well, take care of yourself," he said, "especially on that job for the baron. I don't want to find you in the
Red Tower when I return.”

"You won't. Want help getting all that down?"

"No need." Shouldering his pack, Seregil clasped hands with him. "Luck in the shadows, Alec."
And with the flash of a crooked grin, he was gone.

Alec listened to his footsteps fading rapidly away. "And to you."

Seregil paused in the kitchen on his way out.

Pulling up a stool beside Thryis, he slipped her a flat, sealed packet.

"I'm leaving this with you. I've got to go off for a few days. If I don't come back, this should take care of
Alec and the rest of you."

Frowning, Thryis fingered the wax seals. "A will, is it? No wonder young Alec was looking so dark."
"He doesn't know, and I'd like to keep it that way."

"You've never left a will before."

"It's just in case I meet with an accident or something." Shouldering his pack, he headed for the door.

"Or something!" The old woman's mouth pursed into a skeptical line. "Mind that a 'something' don't jump
up and bite you on the arse when you're not looking."

"T'll do my best to avoid it."
Outside, the sleet had turned to rain. Pulling the hood of his patched cloak up over his hat, he dashed
across the slick cobbles to the stable where Rhiri had his new mare saddled and ready. Tossing the

fellow a gold half sester, Seregil swung up into the saddle and set off at a gallop for the Oreska House.

It was midafternoon before Nysander completed his preparations for the translocation. "Are you ready,
Seregil?" he asked at last, looking up from the elaborate pattern chalked on the casting-room floor.

"As ready as I'm likely to be," Seregil said, sweating in his heavy sheepskins. He carried his pack,
snowshoes, and pole to the center of the design and piled them on the floor.

"These should establish your reputation as a wizard."
Nysander held up a half-dozen short willow rods covered with painted symbols. "When broken, each
will produce a different gift for your hosts. But you must be certain to keep this long one with the red

band separate from the rest. It contains the translocation spell that will carry you back."

Seregil tucked the red wand carefully away in a belt pouch, then slipped the others inside the white
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Aurenfaie tunic he wore beneath his heavy coat.

"These are the most crucial items, however," the wizard continued, stepping to a nearby table. On it sat a
wooden box two feet square and fitted with a leather shoulder strap and a strong catch. It was lined with
sheets of silver engraved with magical symbols and contained two flasks wrapped in fleece.

Seregil frowned. "What if this crown or whatever it is that I'm after is too big to fit inside?"

"Do the best you can and return to me at once."

Seregil lifted the flasks. They were heavy, and the wax seals covering the corks were also inscribed with
more symbols. "And these?"

"Pour the contents around the crown and inscribe the signs of the Four within the circle. It should
weaken any wards protecting it."

A nasty twinge of uncertainty shot through Seregil's innards. "Should?"

Nysander wrapped the flasks carefully in the fleece and shut them in the box. "You survived the magic of
the disk with no assistance. This should be sufficient."

"Ah, I see." Seregil glanced doubtfully at his old friend. "You believe the same inner flaw that kept me
from becoming a wizard protects me from magic as well."

"It seems to be the case. I only wish it did not cause you such distress with translocations. Considering
the distance involved in—"

"Let's just get it over with." Seregil gathered his gear in his arms as best he could. "The Asheks are far
enough west that I should have a few hours of light left, but I'd rather not press my luck."

"Very well. I have done a sighting and should be able to send you to within a few miles of a village. It will
be safest to drop you on the glacier itself, rather than risk hitting the rocky outcroppings along the edge."

"That's very comforting. Thanks so much!"

Ignoring the sarcasm, Nysander placed his fingertips together in front of his face and began the
incantation.

After a moment a particle of darkness winked into being within the cage of his fingers. Spreading his
hands slowly, he coaxed it larger until it spun like a dark mirror in front of them.

Seregil stared into it for a moment, already queasy.

Tightening his grip on his snowshoes, he took a resolute breath, closed his eyes, and stepped forward.
The whirling blast of vertigo was worse than he'd feared. For most people, a translocation was as simple
as stepping from one room to another. To Seregil, however, it was like being sucked down in some vile

black whirlpool.

It seemed to go on endlessly this time, buffeting him with darkness. Then, just as suddenly, he tumbled
out into frigid brightness and sank up to his hips in drifted snow.
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Stuck fast, he bent forward and spewed out his scant breakfast. When the spasms were over, he
struggled free and crawled away from the steaming mess.

Collapsing on his back, one arm over his eyes, he lay very still as the world spun sickeningly. The wind
sighed over him, blowing fine ice crystals across his lips. Rolling onto his belly, he retched again, then
cleaned his mouth with a handful of snow.

At least Nysander can aim, he thought, looking around.

The glacier hung in a steep valley. At its head a few miles away a pair of high peaks towered above the
rest, marking a narrow pass and giving the valley the name Seregil had remembered.

Slanting sunlight reflected back from the white expanse before him, bright enough to make his eyes
water.

Frozen waves, wind scoured out of the hardpack, thrust glistening up through the fresh powder to cast
shadows as blue as the sky overhead.

Seregil's heavy outer garments kept the worst of the biting cold at bay, but his nose and cheekbones
were already numb. His breath condensed with every exhalation, freezing in a glistening rime on the fur
edging of his cap. Untangling the snowshoes, he checked them for damage and quickly strapped them to
his boots.

His thick gloves were cumbersome, but it would be courting frostbite to remove them even briefly.

With firmer footing on the snow now, he set out for a nearby rise to get his bearings. Anyone
backtracking his trail would discover that he had more or less fallen from the sky, but that couldn't be
helped; he was, after all, supposed to be a wizard.

From the top of the rise he spotted thin columns of smoke marking a village a few miles away on the
western slope. Farther down the valley he could just make out a second village. The first was closer to
the "horns of stone," so he headed west.

He was still nauseated and the thin, frigid air cut at his lungs, making dark spots dance in front of his
eyes. Setting himself a steady pace, he marched along until he struck a trail leading toward the village. He
was within half a mile of it when a pack of children and dogs appeared, running out to meet him.

Seregil paused, leaning on his snow pole with a grin of relief. Dravnian hospitality was legendary among
those few who knew of it. Members of a neighboring village were greeted as family, which they often
were. Anyone from beyond the limiting peaks was regarded as a veritable marvel. Goats were probably
already being slaughtered in his honor.

"May I visit your village?" he asked in Dravnian as the children crowded excitedly around him.

Laughing, they shouldered his baggage and led him in.

Dogs barked, goats and sheep bleated from their stone enclosures. Villagers hailed him like some
returning hero.

The little settlement was made up of a collection of squat towers, round two-story affairs of piled stone
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topped with conical felt roofs. The main doors were set high in the upper level and reached by a ramp
when the snow was not piled up to the doorsill.

At the center of the village stood a tower broader than the rest. A sizable crowd had already collected
outside, hoping for a look at the newcomer.

The Dravnians were a short, broad-set people with black, almond-shaped eyes and coarse, dark hair
that they wore slicked back with liberal applications of oil. A few among them, however, had lighter hair
or finer features that spoke of mixed blood—probably Aurenfaie, since few others found their way to
these remote valleys.

The headman of the village was one of these half castes. As he stepped forward, smiling broadly, Seregil
saw that the man's eyes were the same clear grey as his own.

"Welcome in this place, Fair One," the fellow greeted him in a patois of broken Aurenfaie and Dravnian.
"I am Retak, son of Wigris and Akra, leader of this village."

"I am Meringil, son of Solun and Nycanthi," Seregil answered in Dravnian.

Grinning, Retak lapsed back into his native tongue. "We've not seen one of your tribe since my
grandfather's time. You honor our village with your presence. Will you feast with us in the council house?"

"You honor me," Seregil replied, bowing as gracefully as his thick clothing allowed.

The upper level of the council house, used as a communal storehouse, was floored over except for the
large central smoke hole. Rough stone steps led down to the lower chamber, where a huge fire of dried
dung chips had already been kindled in a fire pit surrounded by thick carpets and bolsters. Women
bustled excitedly around a cooking fire across the room, preparing the ritual meal.

Seated at the central fire with Retak and the other principal men of the village, Seregil closed his eyes for
amoment as his belly did a slow, uneasy roll. The smell of slaughtered animals, mingled with the more
immediate aromas of unwashed bodies and greased hair, was overpowering after the clear mountain
wind.

Every available inch seemed to have been filled by curious villagers. People talked excitedly on all sides,
leaning across their neighbors to shout to someone else or calling down from above for details. Children
ringed the smoke hole overhead, chattering like swallows. The women labored with noisy cheer, wielding
cleavers and clattering skewers and bowls.

Seregil felt all eyes on him as he stripped off his heavy outer garments. Posing as a traveler from his
native Aurenen, Seregil had worn traditional garb. His long white tunic and close-fitting trousers were
comfortable and unadorned except for thin bands of patterned weaving at the hem and neck. To
complete the effect, he pulled a loosely woven head cloth from inside his tunic and wrapped its many
folds about his head with practiced skill, leaving long ends hanging down his back. A small, ornate dagger
hung at his belt, but he laid it and his sword aside as a gesture of good faith.

An excited hum went around the room as he reclined at last and accepted a bowl of llaki from Seune,
the headman's wife. He sipped the fermented milk as sparingly as good manners allowed.

His duty as guest was to repay hospitality with news and he slowly related such events from the south as
might be of interest to them. Most of it was thirty years out-of-date, mixed in with snippets he'd picked
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up since his banishment, but it was all fresh to the Dravnians and very well received.

When he'd finished, the traditional storytelling commenced. Great lovers of tales that they were, the
Dravnians had no system of writing. Each family had its own special stock of stories that only members of
that clan could relate. Other tales were general property and were demanded of those who told them
best. The children frequently chimed in with familiar lines and the women were called upon for the proper
songs.

Seregil joined in with tales of his own and was quickly hailed as a biruk, "one who remembers many
stories"—highest praise in such company. By the time a gigantic platter of roasted goat was set before
them, he'd begun to enjoy himself.

Roasted shanks, haunches, and ribs lay arranged on the communal platter in a great ring surrounding
cooked entrails, sweetbreads, and boiled goat's heads. When the guest and council had eaten their fill,
the platter would pass on to the secondary guests, and after them the children and dogs. Seregil was
served by Seune and her eldest daughters.

The two girls knelt on his right, holding out slabs of dark bread that their mother loaded with choice
bits-of meat. Nodding polite acceptance, Seregil picked up a chunk of meat and bit into it, signaling his
hosts to begin.

The tough, savory meat settled the last of his queasiness and when the meal was over he made a great
show of presenting gifts to Retak and his village.

Motioning for the others to clear a space in front of him, Seregil secretly palmed one of Nysander's
painted wands from his sleeve and snapped it between his fingers while making elaborate motions with
his other hand. Several bushels of fruit appeared instantly out of thin air before his delighted audience.

The baskets passed from hand to hand and up to the crowd overhead as the people exclaimed over
their good fortune.

Smiling, Seregil drew another wand, which produced a casket of silver coins. The Dravnians had no use
for currency, but were pleased by the glint of the metal and the fineness of the designs. Subsequent
conjurings brought bolts of bright silk and linen, bronze needles, coils of rope, and bundles of healing
herbs.

"You are a Fair One of great magic and generosity, Meringil, son of Solun and Nycanthi, and a true
biruk," Retak proclaimed, clapping Seregil on the shoulder. "You shall be known as a member of my clan
from this day. What can we offer you in return?"

"It is I who am honored by your excellent hospitality. My gifts are given in thanks for that alone," Seregil
replied graciously. "Though there is a matter in which you may be able to assist me."

Retak motioned for the others to pay attention. ""What has brought you so far to our valley?"
"T've come seeking a place of magic spoken of in certain legends. Do you know of such a place?"
The reaction was instantaneous. The elders exchanged hesitant looks. A woman dropped a spit with a

clatter. Overhead the children left off exclaiming over their new treasures and leaned farther over the hole
to listen.
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Retak motioned with his staff and an ancient little man wearing a coat decorated with sheep's teeth
shuffled forward. In the firelight he looked like an ancient tortoise, with a tortoise's leathery, slow-blinking
gaze. Kneeling slowly before Seregil, he held up a bone rattle in one tremulous hand and shook it in a
wide circle before speaking.

"I am Timan, son of Rogher and Borune," he said at last. "And I tell you that there is such a place in this
valley. It has been the duty of my clan to watch over it since the time of the spirit's anger. It is a spirit
home, deep in the rock beneath the ice. How it came there no man knows. Sometimes the door is there
and sometimes it is not there, according to the will of the spirit."

"And this spirit has grown angry?" asked Seregil.

Timan nodded, shaking the rattle softly in time to his words. It was more of a chant than a story, as if
he'd told it many times before, and in exactly the same words.

"The spirit made a chamber for men to dream in. Some had visions. Some did not. Some heard the
voice of the spirit. Some did not. All was with the will of the spirit. When the spirit chose to speak, those
who heard were called blessed, bringers of great luck to their clan. But many generations ago the spirit
grew angry. Men came out maddened. They did deeds of terrible evil. Others never returned and no
trace of them could be found. A man of my clan was the first to go mad, and so it has been the burden of
my clan to guard the spirit home since that time."

He stopped, wrinkled mouth moving in silence, as if he'd run out of sound.

"Why do you seek this place?" Retak asked.

Seregil stared into the fire for a moment, quickly weaving this new information into a usable form. "I'd
heard legends of this place and was curious to see if they were true. You know that the Aurenfaie are
people of great magic. I have shown you my powers already. If you will show me this sacred place, I will
speak with your spirit and find out why it's so angry. Perhaps I can even make peace between you
again."

A murmur of approbation went around the cramped room.

Old Timan laid his rattle at Seregil's feet. "This would be a great feat indeed. Many times I have tried to
placate the spirit, but it has been silent to me, or driven me out with terrible noises in my head. Truly, can

you do such a thing?"

"'l try," Seregil replied. "Bring me to the spirit chamber at first light tomorrow and I'll speak to your
spirit."

The murmur changed to a roar of acclaim.

"The guest sleeps in my house this night," Retak announced proudly, ending the feast. "The mountain
nights are harsh for your kind, Meringil, but I have many healthy daughters to keep you warm,"

Overhead the children shouted with delight as the older girls craned for a better look at Seregil.
Seregil blinked, "What?"

"To get a round belly from a guest gives a young woman highest status," Retak explained happily. "New

Page 25



blood brings new strength to the whole village. My own grandfather was a light-eyed Aurenfaie, as you
can see. But not a great magician like you! Tomorrow Ekrid's clan will offer you hospitality, and then
llgrid's and—"

"Ah, of course." Seregil looked around to find mothers reckoning on their fingers their place in the
hierarchy. Clearly, there were a few Dravnian guesting customs he'd forgotten about.

Ah, Nysander, he groaned inwardly, scanning the gaggle of moonfaced maidens, reading clearly enough
the greedy gleam behind their modest smiles.

This had damn well better be the right valley!

Alec lowered himself from the villa window, then whirled in alarm as a menacing snarl erupted on his

right.

There'd been no sign of a dog when he'd first climbed into the baron's courtyard, but there was sure as
hell one here now.

What he could see of it in the darkness was big, and the rising timbre of the growl was enough for him to
imagine the beast closing in on him, ears laid back, teeth bared.

It was too far to the courtyard wall for a dash.

Racking his memory for the thief's charm Seregil had shown him, he raised his left fist with index and little
fingers extended. Snapping his hand to point the little finger down, he whispered hoarsely, "Peace, friend
hound."

The growling ceased at once. A cold nose thrust briefly against his palm, then he heard the dog padding
away.

It had never occurred to Alec to ask how long the charm lasted. Taking no chances, he ran for the wall.

The top was studded with shards of glass and crockery set in mortar; in his haste he reached carelessly
and caught his left hand on one of the jagged points, gashing the palm just above the wrist. Pain bloomed
through his hand as a warm trickle oozed down into his sleeve. Hissing softly through his teeth, he slid
down the far side and headed for home.

His route took him by Wheel Street and he halted a moment at the corner, holding his torn hand to his
chest. It would only take a moment to duck in there, and he knew where Seregil kept bandages and
salve.

The growing throb in his hand decided him.
Letting himself in the front door, he took out a lightstone and whistled softly to the dogs, making himself
known. A huge white shape materialized at once. Marag padded out of the dining room, wagging a

greeting as he sniffed Alec's hand. His mate would be on patrol in the back court. Accompanied by the
hound, Alec walked through the main hall to the kitchen.

The supplies he wanted were on the shelf by the door. Carrying the rags and salve pot to the table, he
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set his lightstone by them and examined the gash. It was jagged and sore, but no major veins or tendons
seemed to be damaged.

"This must be my unlucky hand," he muttered, rubbing his thumb over the shiny circular scar left by the
cursed disk they'd stolen from Mardus. They'd both been branded by it—Seregil on his chest where it
had hung, Alec on the palm of the hand as he'd grasped it during their strange struggle at the inn.

He bandaged the cut as best he could one-handed, then sat back and stroked Marag's silky head. The
thought of his own bedchamber upstairs was tempting. He was cold and tired and suddenly Blue Fish
Street felt very far away. But there was always the complication of appearances; Sir Alec and Lord
Seregil were not expected to arrive for several more days and it wouldn't do to have untoward signs of
occupation just yet. With a resigned shrug, he cleared away the evidence of his visit and set out through
the dark, cold streets.

Within a block of Wheel Street he suddenly sensed pursuit. Stealth was difficult on the icy streets and
whoever it was shadowing him was making a poor job of concealing their movements. When Alec
slowed, they came on. When he increased his pace, so did they. It was too dark to see, but he could
hear more than one set of feet. One of them had metal nails on the soles of his boots; in the silence of the
street,

Alec could hear them scraping against the cobbles.

There was no question of returning to the house. Even if he could get back past his pursuers, he couldn't
risk leading them there.

Ahead of him, a street lantern burned at the intersection of Wheel and Golden Helm. A right turn would
bring him to the Astellus Circle and the Street of the Sheaf. There was a chance of meeting with a Watch
patrol there, but he couldn't be sure of it.

A left turn would take him toward Silvermoon Street and the Palace.

At the corner he deliberately walked through the pool of light and swung sharply to the right. Once
beyond it, he doubled quickly back toward Silvermoon.

His pursuers caught the trick, however, and charged after him, their boots clattering on the paving
stones.

There was nothing left to do but run. Abandoning any attempt at stealth, Alec pelted down the center of
the broad boulevard, cloak flapping behind him.

High garden walls presented an unbroken barrier on either side, blocking any hope of a quick sidestep.
The pounding of his feet and those closing in on him echoed like the clatter of dice in a cup.

Tearing his cloak strings loose, Alec let it fall away behind him. A muffled curse rang out an instant later,
and the sound of a man falling heavily.

Dashing past another lantern, he glanced back to see two swordsmen no more than twenty yards
behind.

He veered into Silvermoon Street and saw the wall surrounding the palace grounds looming on his right.
As he'd hoped, a watch fire burned in front of one of the postern gates. He dashed toward it, lungs
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bursting.

A cluster of soldiers of the Queen's household guard were huddled around the brazier. At the sound of
Alec's approach, four came forward with swords drawn.

"Help!" gasped Alec, praying they didn't attack as he barreled into their midst.
"Footpads—chasing me—back there!"

Two men grasped him by the arms, half restraining, half supporting him as he skidded to a halt. "Steady,
lad, steady there," said one.

"I don't see anyone," growled another, squinting in the direction Alec had come from.
Looking back, Alec saw no sign of his mysterious pursuers.

The first guard ran a skeptical eye over his fine coat and sword. "Footpads, eh? More likely an angry
father or husband at this hour. Been up to mischief, have you?"

"No, I swear," Alec panted. "I was coming home late from—from the Street of Lights." The others
grinned knowingly at this.

"Just the place to get your purse lightened, one way or another, eh?" the sergeant said with a chuckle.

"Well, it's late for the nighthawks to be out, but they might just lurk around for you. Do you live close
by?"

"No, across the city."
"Then you're welcome to tuck up here with us round the fire 'til first light."

Alec gratefully accepted a spare cloak and a pull from a water skin, then settled down with his back to
the wall, the warmth of the brazier warming his face and chest. All in all, he thought as he drifted off to
sleep, it wasn't the worst end to an evening's work.

Retak's daughters bid Seregil a fond farewell as he and their father left to meet Timan at the council
house early the next day. To Seregil's dismay, a crowd had already assembled and many had snowshoes
and poles ready.

Timan presented a young man to him. "I am too old now to make the journey, but my grandson, Turik,
knows the place. He can guide you. These others will carry your belongings and gift offerings for the
spirit."

Seregil groaned inwardly. The last thing he wanted was an audience, but he was too close to his
objective to risk offending the village. Amid much cheering and singing, they set off for the head of the
valley.

The Dravnian youths marched along easily, talking and joking as they broke trail. Seregil toiled doggedly
in their wake, struggling with the thin air and a poor night's rest. One of Retak's sons fell in beside him,
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grinning.

"You had good hospitality last night, eh? My sisters were happy this morning."
"Oh, yes," wheezed Seregil. "I was kept very warm, thank you."

They reached the base of the pass just after midday.

Turik called a halt while an older man named Shradin went ahead to scout the snow.

Turik pointed up the pass. "The spirit home is there, but it's difficult going from here—fissures beneath
the snow and avalanches. Shradin can read the snow better than anyone in the village."

Squatting on their snowshoes, the others watched as the guide explored the pass.
"Well, what do you think?" asked Seregil when Shradin returned.

The Dravnian shrugged. "It's only a little dangerous today. Still, it would be better if just a few go on
from here. Turik knows the way and I know the snow. The rest of them better go home."

After some disgruntled grumbling, the others headed back to the village.

Shradin took the lead as they began their cautious ascent. Seregil and Turik following in single file.
Seregil watched in silent admiration as the man probed ahead with his pole, leading them safely around
deep fissures concealed just beneath the deceptively unbroken snow. Glad as he was of this, however,
Seregil couldn't help glancing nervously up at the tons of snow and ice clinging precariously to the
mountainsides above.

As they neared the top of the pass, Turik took the lead. "We are almost there," he said at last, pausing
for Seregil to catch his breath.

Struggling up a last, steep face, Turik halted again and began casting around where the lip of the glacier
met the rock face. After frequent sightings up at the peaks and much prodding with his pole, the young
Dravnian raised his hand and waved for the others

Hung with icicles and half drifted over with snow, the opening of the passage resembled a fanged and
sullen mouth. Digging with hands and snowshoes, they soon cleared the opening and peered down the
steep black tunnel that descended into the ice.

Seregil felt a strange tingling in his hands and up his back as leaned over it; strong magic lay below.

"The first part of the way is slick," Turik warned, pulling a sack of ashes from his bag. "We'll need to
scatter these as we go, or it's nearly impossible to climb back out again."

"I have to go alone from here," Seregil told him. "My magic is strong, but I can't be distracted worrying
about the two of you. Wait for me here. If I'm not back by the time the sun touches that peak, come
down for me, but not before. If your spirit kills me, give all my things to Retak and say he is to divide
them as he sees fit."
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Turik's eyes widened a bit at this, but neither he nor Shradin argued.

Seregil took off his bulky hat and tied his long hair back with a thong. Taking the small lightwand from
his tool roll, he grasped the handle in his teeth and shouldered an ash bag and the cumbersome box.

"Aura's luck be with you," Shradin said solemnly, using the Aurenfaie name for Illior.

Let's hope it is, Seregil thought nervously as he began his descent.

The steep tunnel was narrow and slick as glass in places. Scattering ash in front of him, he crawled
down, dragging the box behind. By the time the ice gave way to a more level stone passage, he was

smeared black from head to foot.

The magic permeating the place grew stronger as he went down. The uncanny tingle he'd first noticed
increased swiftly. There was a low buzzing in his ears and he could feel an ache growing behind his eyes.

"Aura Elustri malrei," he whispered, speaking the invocation to Illior aloud to test the effect. The silence
absorbed his words without an echo and the tingling in his limbs continued unabated.

The tunnel ended at a tiny natural chamber scarcely larger than the passage itself. The shards of a broken
bowl lay against the far wall.

The ceaseless noise in his ears made concentration difficult as Seregil began a careful search of the
place. It wasn't a steady tone, but rose and fell erratically. At times he seemed to catch a faint hint of

voices beneath the rest, but put it down to imagination.

Satisfied at last that no other passages were concealed by any method he could detect, he tucked his
chilled hands into his coat and hunkered down to review the few facts he possessed.

"Horns of crystal beneath horns of stone. Stone within ice within stone within ice," the palimpsest had
said.

Seregil looked around, frowning.

Well, I'm certainly beneath horns of stone. And to get here I've gone through the ice first, and then stone.
That left stone within ice still to go, but where? Though obscure in method, the palimpsest had been quite
specific in giving the necessary directions. If there was some secret way beyond this point, then logic
suggested that the final clues leading to it were also concealed in that same document.

Massaging his throbbing temples, he closed his eyes and recalled the details of the palimpsest's various
inscriptions. Could he and Nysander have missed something in the rambling prophecies? Or perhaps
Nysander had been wrong in his assertion that only one side of the document concealed a palimpsest.
Now there was an uncomfortable thought.

He was startled from his reverie by a blast of cold air. Opening his eyes, he found himself lying in the
snow outside the tunnel entrance with Turik and Shradin kneeling over him with obvious concern. Over

Shradin's shoulder he saw that the sun was already low behind the designated peak.

"What happened?" Seregil gasped, sitting up.
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"We waited as long as we could," Turik apologized. "The time came and went for you to return. When
we went down, we found you in a spirit dream."

"There's a storm coming," added Shradin, frowning up at the clouds. "They come on fast this time of
year. We need to get back to the village while there's still light enough to go down safely. There's no
shelter here, and nothing for a fire."

Seregil looked around in sudden alarm. "My sword! And the box—Where are they?"

"Here, beside you. We brought them out, too," Turik assured him. "But tell us, did you speak to the
spirit? Do you know the reason for its anger?"

Still chagrined at having fallen so easily under the spell of the place, Seregil nodded slowly, buying time
as he collected his thoughts.

"It's not your spirit who is angry, but another, an evil one," he told them. "This evil one keeps the other
prisoner. It's a very strong spirit. I must rest and prepare myself to banish it."

Shradin looked up at the sky again. "You'll have time, I think."

Taking up their packs and poles, the Dravnian guides led Seregil back to the village for another night of
exhausting hospitality.

As Shradin had predicted, a savage blizzard roared in through the teeth of the mountains during the night.

People fought their way through the howling wind to drive their livestock up the ramps into their towers,
then sealed their doors and settled down to wait out the storm.

It raged steadily for two days. One house lost its felt roof, forcing the inhabitants to flee to a neighboring
tower.

At another, a woman gave birth to twins.

Otherwise, the time was given over to eating, storytelling, and general husbandry. The Dravnians were
philosophical about such conditions; what was the use of complaining about something that happened

every winter? The blizzards were even beneficial. They piled snow around the house and helped keep the

drafts out.

One family in particular regarded this storm as a stroke of luck, for it kept the Aurenfaie guest in their
house for two nights.

Seregil was less complaisant about the-situation.

Ekrid had nine children, six of them daughters. One girl was too young, another in the midst of her
menses, but that still left four to contend with and he didn't much like the competitive gleam in their eyes
as they welcomed him.

To further complicate matters, the lower level had been given over to Ekrid's herd of goats and sheep,
and their bleating and odor lent little to the general atmosphere. For two days, Seregil had to choose
between evading the amorous advances of the girls or trying to walk three feet without treading in shit.
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His success was limited on both counts and his concentration on the problem at hand suffered.

Stretched out with two of Ekrid's daughters still twined around him the second night, Seregil stared up at
the rafters and decided he'd had enough of women to last him for some time. Shifting restlessly in their
musky embrace, he caught a hint of answering movement across the way where Ekrid's sons slept.

One of them had made long eyes at him the evening before—He gave the possibility a moment's
consideration, but resolved dourly that there was little to be gained in that direction. The young man

smelled as strongly of goat tallow and old hides as his sisters, and lacked a front tooth besides.

Lying back, he allowed himself a moment's longing for his own clean bed and a freshly bathed
companion to share it. To his surprise, the anonymous figure swiftly transformed into Alec.

Father, brother, friend, and lover, the Oracle of Illior had told him that night in Rhiminee.

He supposed that, after a fashion, he had been father and brother to Alec, having more or less adopted
him after their escape from Asengai's dungeon.

Seregil smiled wryly to himself in the darkness; it'd been the least he could do, considering that Alec was
one of dozens of innocents captured and tortured by Asengai's men during their hunt for Seregil himself.

In the months since then they'd certainly become friends, and perhaps something more than friends.

But lovers?

Seregil had kept this possibility resolutely at bay, telling himself the boy was too young, too Dalnan, and,
above all, too valued a companion to risk losing over something as inconsequential as sex.

And yet, lying exhausted among Ekrid's daughters, he suffered a guilty pang of arousal as he thought of
Alec's slender body, his dark blue eyes and ready smile, the rough silken texture of his hair.

Haven't you had enough hopeless infatuations in your life? he scowled to himself. Rolling onto his belly,
he turned his thoughts to the palimpsest, running through its cryptic phrases once again.

Horns of crystal beneath horns of stone. Stone within ice within stone within ice.

Damn, but there seemed little enough to be wrung out of it at this point. Slowly he repeated the phrase in
its original Dravnian, then translated it into Konic, Skalan, and Aurenfaie, just for good measure.

Nothing.
Start again, he thought.
You're overlooking something. Think!

After this came the directions to the chamber. Before it were the prophetic ramblings: first the dancing
animals, then the bones, and the strange words of the unscrambled cipher that unlocked the secret—

"Tlior's Eyes!"

One of the girls stirred in her sleep, running a hand down his back. He forced himself to lie still, heart
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pounding excitedly.
The phrase! The phrase itself.

Those alien, throat-scraping words. If they were the key to the palimpsest, then why not to the magic of
the chamber itself?

Assuming he was correct, however, this raised other considerations. If the words were simply a
password spell, then he could probably use them without danger to himself or anyone else. But if they
worked a deeper magic, what then?

He could go back to Nysander now with what he already knew. Still, the Plenimarans might be beating a
trail up the valley at this very moment and Nysander would be too drained from the first translocation
spell to send him or anyone else back immediately. Unless, of course, he enlisted the aid of someone

more magically reliable rather than risk mishap—Magyana perhaps, or Thero.

To hell with that! I haven't come this far for someone else to see the mystery's end. First light tomorrow
I'm going up that pass again, avalanches be damned.

As he drifted happily off to sleep, he realized that the wind had dropped at last.
Someone pounded on Ekrid's door just before dawn, waking the household.

"Come to the council house!" a voice shouted from outside. "Something terrible has happened. Come
now!"

Extricating himself from a soft tangle of arms and thighs, Seregil threw on his clothes and ran for the
council house with the others.

Faint, predawn light painted the snow blue, the towers black against it. Snowshoeing through the icy
powder, Seregil found the village almost unrecognizable. The storm had buried the towers up to their

doorsills, leaving the exposed upper story looking like an ordinary cottage drifted up with snow.

Shouldering his way through the crowd at the council house, he hurried downstairs to the meeting
chamber.

The central fire had been lit and beside it crouched a woman he hadn't seen before. Surrounded by a
silent, wide-eyed crowd, she clutched a small bundle against her breast, wailing hoarsely.

Retak's wife knelt beside her and gently folded back the blanket. Inside lay a dead infant. The stranger
clutched the baby fiercely, her hands mottled with frostbite.

"What happened?" Seregil asked, slipping in beside Retak.

He shook his head sadly. "I don't know. She staggered into the village a little while ago and no one has
been able to get any sense out of her."

"That is Vara, my husband's cousin from Torgud's village," a woman cried, pushing her way through the
crowd. "Vara, Vara! What's happened to you?"

The woman looked up, then threw herself into her kinswoman's arms. "Strangers!" she cried.
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"They came out of the storm. They refused the feast, killed the headman and his family. Others, many
others, my husband, my children—My children!"

Throwing back her head, she let out a scream of anguish. People gasped and muttered, looking to
Retak.

"But why?" Retak asked gently, bending over her.

"Who were they? What did they want?"

Vara covered her eyes and cowered lower. Seregil knelt and placed a hand on her trembling shoulder.
"Were they looking for the spirit home?"

The woman nodded mutely.

"But they refused the feast," he went on softly, feeling a coldness growing in the pit of his stomach.
"They affronted the village, and you would not deal with them."

"Yes," Vara whispered.

"And when the killing started, then did you tell them?"

Tears welled in Vara's eyes, rolling swiftly down her cheeks. "Partis told them, after they killed his wife,"
she sobbed weakly. "He told them of Timan and his clan. He thought the killing would stop. But it didn't.
They laughed, some of them, as they killed us. I could see their teeth through their beards. They laughed,

they laughed—"

Still clutching her dead child, she slumped over in a faint and several women carried her to a pallet by the
wall.

"Who could do such things?" Retak asked in bewilderment.

"Plenimaran marines," Seregil growled, and every eye turned to him. "These men are enemies, both to
me and to you. They seek the evil that lurks in your spirit home. When they find it, they'll worship it and
sacrifice living people to it."

"What can we do?" a woman cried out.

"They'll come here," a man yelled angrily.

"Partis as good as set them upon us!"

"Do you have any weapons?" Seregil asked over the rising din.

"Nothing but wolf spears and skinning knives. How can we fight such men with those?"

"You're a magician!" shouted Ekrid. "Can't you kill them with your magic?"
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Caught in a circle of expectant faces, Seregil drew a deep breath. "You've all seen the nature of my
magic. [ have no spells for killing men."

He let disappointment ripple through the crowd for an instant, then added, "But I may have something
just as effective."

"What is that?" the man demanded skeptically.

Seregil smiled slightly. "A plan."

Retak called a halt at the base of the pass as the first lip of sun showed over the eastern peaks.

Shradin went ahead to assess the danger. The others—every man, woman, and child of Retak's village
waited quietly for word to move on.

Mothers whispered again to their younger children why they must keep silent in the pass. The infants had
been given llaki to make them sleep.

Seregil climbed an outcropping and shaded his eyes as he looked back across the snowfield. Blue
shadow still lay-deep in the valley, but he could make out a dark column of men closing in on the village.
It wouldn't take long for them to see that their prey had fled, or what direction they'd gone.

"There they are," he whispered to Retak. "We have to move on quickly!"

Hardly daring to breathe, they continued up the pass.

It was a fearsome journey. The villagers moved as swiftly as they could, some bowed under loads of fuel
and food, others carrying children on their backs or aged relatives on litters. Only the muffled creak of
snowshoes and pack straps broke the silence.

Old Timan trudged painfully along near the rear, supported by Turik and his brothers.

Mercifully, Vara had died and she and her child were hidden now in the drifts beyond the goat
enclosures.

But her death was not in vain; she'd given Retak's village time to prepare.
Shimmering veils of snow blew across the pass, dislodging small falls down the slopes.
These gave out harmlessly in fine bits of crust, rolling down to leave mouse trails across their path.

Ominous cracks and groans echoed between the cliffs overhead, but Shradin gave no warning sign and
Retak silently motioned his people on.

Trudging along in their midst, Seregil was deeply moved by the mix of fear, trust, and determination that
drove these people forward. They'd welcomed him—a stranger-given him the best of all they had. When
Retak claimed him as a member of his clan, it was meant literally. In the eyes of the Dravnians he was
now a blood member of the community for as long as he wished to claim kinship.
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The Plenimaran marines pursuing them had been offered the same welcome.

Looking back as they neared the cave, he saw that the enemy had reached the village and was now
turning toward the pass.

You bastards! he thought bitterly.

You'd carve these people like sheep for whatever lies hidden at the end of that tunnel. You slaughtered
Vara's village. But you were sloppy my friends, and that makes all the difference!

Up ahead Retak conferred briefly with Shradin, then motioned for a halt. Seregil climbed up to join
them.

"Do those men know how to read the snow?" he whispered..

"Let's hope not. Retak, tell the others to move a bit and higher and watch for your signal. Are the young
men in place?"

"They're ready. But what if this plan of yours doesn't work?"

"Then we'll need another plan." Feeling much less confident than he sounded, Seregil went to take his
own position.

The villagers nervously watched the Plenimarans. The sun was higher now, and glinted back from spears
and helmets below. What first appeared only as a long, dark movement against the snow soon resolved
into individual men toiling toward them.

Whatever the Plenimarans think they're after here, they not taking any chances, Seregil thought, counting
over a hundred men. He glanced briefly up the slope, trying to make mouth of the spirit chamber tunnel
and wondering again what could be worth all this..

The Plenimarans were close enough for Seregil to make out the insignia on their breastplates before
Shradin and Retak. The headman raised his staff overhead with both arms and let out a bloodcurdling
yell. Every villager joined in
screaming at the top of their lungs. At the same time Seregil, Shradin, and the young men of the village
shoved piles of loosened rock and ice chunks, sending them ca down the steep slope.

For an instant nothing happened.

Then the first rumblings sounded along the western face as tons of snow and ice sloughed off, plunging
down on the column.

Seregil could see the pale ovals of upturned faces. The soldiers realized too late the trap they'd been
drawn into. The neat column wavered and broke. Men foundered in the snow, throwing aside their arms
as they sought some direction of escape it implacable wave bearing down on them.

The avalanche overtook them in seconds, carrying men like dead leaves in a flood, blotting them from

sight.

A great cheer went up from the Dravnians and the sound brought down a second deafening avalanche
from the east wall. It crashed down the valley to lap over the first with a roar of finality that echoed for
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minutes between the stark, sun-gilded peaks.

Shradin pounded Seregil joyfully on the back. "Didn't I say it would fall just so?" he shouted. "No one
could have survived that!"

Seregil took a last wondering look down at the massive slide, then waved for Turik. "It's time |
completed my work. This evil must be removed from your valley so no others will come seeking it."

Amazingly, the tunnel opening was still clear, though drifts were piled thickly around the spot. With the
women singing victory songs behind him, Seregil once again made his way down the slick, cramped
passage. The noises in his head and the tingling in his skin were as bad as before, but this time he ignored
them, knowing what he had to do.

"Here we are again," he whispered, reaching the chamber.

Refusing to consider the various ramifications of being wrong about the nature of the magic, he hugged
the box against his side and said loudly, "Argucth chthon hrig. "

An eerie silence fell over the chamber. Then he heard a soft tinkling sound that reminded him of embers
cooling on a hearth. Tiny flashes like miniature lightning flickered across the rock face at the far end of the
chamber.

Seregil took a step back, then dove for the mouth of the tunnel as the stone exploded.

Jagged shards flew up the tunnel, hissing like arrows as they scored the back of his thick coat and
trousers. Others ricocheted and spattered in a brief, deadly storm around the tiny chamber.

It was over in an instant. Seregil lay with his arms over his head a moment longer, then cautiously held up
the lightstone and looked back.

An opening had been blasted in the far wall, revealing a dark space beyond.

Drawing his sword, Seregil approached and looked into the second chamber. It was roughly the size of
his sitting room at the Cockerel, and at the back of it a glistening slab of ice caught the glow of his
lightstone, reflecting it across a tangle of withered corpses that covered the floor.

The constant cold beneath the glacial ice had drawn the moisture from the bodies over uncounted years,
leaving them dark and shrunken, lips withered into grimaces, eyes dried away like raisins, hands gnarled
to talons.

Seregil sank to his knees, cold sweat running down his chest beneath his coat. Even in their mummified
state, he could see that their chests had been split open, the ribs pulled wide. Only a few months earlier
his friend and partner, Micum Cavish, had come upon a similar scene nearly a thousand miles away, in
the Fens below Blackwater Lake. But there some of the bodies had been newly killed. These had been
here for decades, perhaps centuries. Putting this together with Nysander's veiled threats and secrecy,
Seregil felt a twinge of genuine fear.

The singing whine in his ears was much worse here. Kneeling there at the mouth of the chamber, Seregil
suddenly envisioned what the victims' last moments must have been.

Waiting to be dragged into the killing chamber.
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Listening to the screams.

The steam rising from torn bodies—

He could almost catch the sound of those tortured voices echoing back faintly over the years.
Shaking such fancies off uneasily, he climbed in to examine the mysterious slab.

The rough-hewn block of ice was half as long as he was tall, and nearly four feet thick. The aura of the
place was worse here; a nasty prickling sensation played over his skin, like ants beneath his clothes. His
head pounded. The ringing in his ears swelled like a chorus of voices wailing an octave beyond the scope
of pain.

More disturbing still was the sudden flair of pain around the scar on his chest. It burned like a fresh
wound, driving a deep spike of pain at his heart.

Working swiftly, Seregil took the two flasks from the box, unwrapped them, and poured out the dark
contents of the first in a circle on top of the ice. With his dagger, he scratched the symbols of the Four
inside the circle: a lemniscate for Dalna; Illior's simple crescent; the stylized ripple of a wave for Astellus;
the flame triangle of Sakor. They formed the four points of a square when he had finished.

Unnatural flames licked up as the liquid ate into the ice and a soft, answering glow sprang up in the
center of the slab, revealing the outline of a circular object embedded there.

A fresh blast of pain tightened Seregil's breath in his throat. He reached into his coat and felt wetness
there. Tearing open the neck of his coat and shirt with bloodied fingers, he found that his skin had opened
around the edges of the scar.

There were voices all around him now, whispering, sighing, keening. His hands shook as he quickly
emptied the second vial onto the ice. More flames licked up, guttering in the faint, unnatural breeze rising
around him. Invisible fingers brushed his face, plucked at his clothing, stroked his hair.

A first translucent point of crystal protruded from the shrinking ice, quickly followed by seven more in a
slanting ring.

The singing, at once tortured and exultant, rose to fill the cramped chamber. Seregil pressed his hands to
his ears as he crouched, waiting.

The magical liquid burned and boiled away until eight blade-like crystal spikes were revealed, set in a
circlet of some sort.

Seregil bent to pull it free and a drop of blood fell from his chest onto the ice within the circlet.
He paused, strangely fascinated, as another followed, and another. A stone shard had grazed the back
of his hand and this, too, was oozing blood. A rivulet of it ran down between his fingers onto the point he

was grasping, streaking it like ruby as it trickled to the little pool gathering in the center of the crown.

The singing was clearer now, suddenly sweet and soothing and somehow familiar. Seregil's throat
strained to capture the impossible notes as the blood dripped down from his chest.
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Not yet, the voices crooned. Unseen hands stroked him, supporting him as he stooped over the crown.
Watch! See the loveliness being wrought.

The gathering blood sank into the ice as an answering rubescent blush spread slowly up through each
crystal point.

Oh, yes! he thought.
How beautiful!

Their sides were sharp. They cut into his palms as he gripped them. More blood trickled down and the
crystal blushed a darker red.

But a new voice was intruding from a distance, rough and discordant.

Nothing, sang the voices.

It is nothing. There is only our music here.

Join us, lovely one, join our song, the only song. For the Beautiful One, the Eater of Death.

It was distracting, this ugly new tone. But as he bowed his head, straining against this raw new voice he
found that it, too, was familiar.

He'd almost succeeded in blocking it out when all at once he recognized it-the sound of his own hoarse
screams.

The beautiful illusions shattered as searing bolts of pain slammed up his arms, seeking his heart.
"Aura!" he cried out, wrenching the crown free with the last of his strength.
"Aura Elustri malrei!"

Staggering through a haze of agony, he thrust the crown into the silver-lined box and drove the latch into
place.

Silence fell like a blow. Collapsing among the corpses, he pressed his bloody hands to the front of his
coat.

"Maros Aura Elustri chyptir," he murmured thankfully as he slipped into a half faint. "Chyptir maros!"
The Beautiful One, the voices had said. The Eater of Death.

Gradually he became aware of another presence in the chamber, and with it a pervasive sense of peace
mingled with sadness.

This, he realized, must be the true spirit, the one that had created this place and inhabited it until the
crown was hidden here. With an ironic grin, he recalled the tale of warring spirits he'd concocted for
Turik and Shradin the first time he'd come out of the cave. It seemed he'd spoken the truth in spite of
himself.
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"Peace to you, spirit of this place," he rasped in Dravnian. "Y our sanctuary will be properly cleansed."

The presence gathered around him for a moment, soothing away his pain and weariness. Then it was
gone.

Shouldering the box, Seregil crawled slowly back up the tunnel. Turik and Timan were keeping watch at
the opening when he stumbled out into the sunlight.

The old man clutched Seregil's arm wordlessly, tears of gratitude glittering in his theumy eyes.

"He lives! The Aurenfaie's alive! Bring bandages," Turik called to the others, examining Seregil's hands
with concern.

The cry passed from mouth to mouth and soon the whole village had gathered solemnly around them.

"Terrible sounds came out of the ground, then all was still," Retak told Seregil. "Timan said you had
driven out the bad spirit, but he didn't know if you'd survived the ordeal. Tell us of your battle with the
evil spirit!"

Seregil groaned inwardly.

Bilairy's Balls, they want another story!

Climbing to his feet, he held up the box.

"I've captured the evil spirit that troubled you. It's imprisoned here."

Round-eyed, the Dravnians regarded the battered wooden chest. Even the children did not venture to
approach it. Filthy and exhausted, Seregil did his best to look like a victorious wizard as he mixed fact
and fiction to best effect.

"In the time of Timan's ancestor, this evil thing came to your valley and invaded the spirit home, holding
the true spirit prisoner and troubling those who entered the chamber. I found its secret lair and battled it
there. It was a strong spirit and it fought mightily, as you can see."

The villagers' eyes grew rounder as they pressed around him to see what sort of marks a spirit left on a
man.

"By my magic, and by the powers of sacred Aura and the true spirit of this place, I vanquished and
captured it. Your spirit came to me, easing my wounds and asking that the sanctuary be cleansed so that
your people may once again come to it in peace. There are bodies there now, victims of the evil one.
You must not fear them. Take them away and burn them as is proper, so that their spirits can rest. This is
no longer a place of evil."

The Dravnians cheered wildly as he paused to catch up with his own invention. By the time they'd settled
down again, he was ready.

"If any man comes seeking the evil one, bring them to this place and tell them how Meringil, son of Solun

and Nycanthi, mage of Aurenen, captured the evil spirit and took it away forever. Remember this day
and tell the story to your children so that they will remember. Let no person among your clans forget that
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evil was cast out from here. And now I must go."

The villagers surged forward, imploring him to stay.

Unvisited maidens wept with disappointment and one of Ekrid's daughters threw herself into his arms
sobbing. Putting her gently aside, he gathered his gear and palmed the last of Nysander's painted wands
from the pouch at his belt. He snapped it behind his back and the Dravnians shrank back in fear as the
translocation vortex opened behind him. Waving a last farewell, he forced a smile as he stepped
backward into emptiness.

Thero was on his way upstairs when a muftled crash halted him in his tracks. There was no doubt where
the sound had come from; every door along the curved corridor—the bedchambers, the guest

room—stood open except one.

The sitting-room door, with its magical wards and protections, was always kept shut unless Nysander
was inside. Nonetheless, putting his ear to the door, Thero heard a low groan inside.

"Nysander!" he called, but his master was already hurrying down the tower stairs, robes flapping
beneath his leather apron.

"There's someone in there," Thero exclaimed, gaunt face flushed with excitement.

Nysander opened the door and snapped his fingers at the nearest lamp. The wick flared up and by its
light they saw Seregil sprawled in the middle of the room, his back arched awkwardly over the pack he
wore, the strap of the battered wooden chest tangled around one leg. His eyes were closed, his face
colorless beneath streaks of grime and blood.

"Get water, a basin, and linen. Hurry!" said

Nysander, going to Seregil and pulling at the front of his coat.

Thero hurried off to fetch the required articles.

When he returned a few moments later,

Nysander was examining a raw wound on Seregil's chest. "How bad is it?" he asked.

"Not so bad as it looks," said Nysander, covering the wound with a cloth. "Give me a hand with these
filthy clothes."

"What happened to him this time?" Thero asked, gingerly pulling off the unconscious man's boots.
"He's got the same sort of preternatural stench he had when he came back—"

"Very similar. Fetch the things for a minor purification. And, Thero?"

Halfway out the door already, Thero paused, expecting some explanation.

"We shall not speak of this again."

"As you wish," Thero replied quietly.
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Focused on Seregil, Nysander did not see the hot color that leapt into Thero's sallow cheeks beneath his
thin beard, or the sudden angry set of his jaw.

Later, with Seregil asleep under Thero's watchful eye, Nysander paid his nightly visit to the lowest vault
beneath the Oreska House. He was not the only one who wandered here late at night. Many of the older
wizards preferred to pursue their research when the scholars and apprentices were out of the way.
Proceeding on through the long passages and down stairways, he nodded to those he met, stopping now
and then to chat. He'd never made any secret of his evening constitutionals. Had anyone over the years
ever noticed that he seldom followed the same route twice? That there was always one point, one stretch
of blank, innocent wall, which he never failed to pass?

And how many of these others, Nysander wondered as he went on, kept watch as he did over some
secret charge?

Reaching the lowest level, he wended his way with more than even his usual caution through the maze of
corridors to the place, though his carefully woven magicks kept all from perceiving the box he carried.

Satisfied that he was unobserved, he lowered his head, summoned a surge of power, and silently
invoked the Spell of Passage. A sensation like a mountain wind passed through him, chilling him to the

bone.

Hugging the grimy box to his chest, he walked through the thick stonework of the wall and into the tiny
chamber beyond.

Alec squinted as sunlight flashed off the polished festival gong under his arm. Shifting his grip, he
struggled the rest of the way up the ladder braced against the front of the villa.

"Really, Sir Alec, this is not necessary. The servants always take care of these details!"

Runcer dithered from the curb, clearly embarrassed by this display of labor but powerless to
countermand it.

"T like to keep busy," Alec replied, undeterred.

He'd reluctantly resumed his public role at Wheel Street the day before. The Festival of Sakor began
tonight and—Seregil or no Seregil—Sir Alec had to make an appearance.

Runcer was stubbornly determined to defer to him as master of the house in Seregil's absence, a role he
was acutely uncomfortable with. He detested being waited on, but every servant in the house seemed to
take it as a personal affront every time he so much as fetched his own wash water or saddled a horse.

Grasping the wooden brace set into the wall, Alec slid the gong's leather hanging straps over it. They
held and it swung gently in the morning breeze, a rectangular battle shield displaying the elaborate
sunburst design of Sakor.

Runcer handed up a swath of black cloth and Alec draped it carefully over the shield face.

Similar gongs were being hung all across the city. Mourning Night, the longest of the year, began with
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solemn ceremonies at the Temple of Sakor. The symbolic passing of the old god would be enacted, and
every fire in the city extinguished except for a single firepot guarded by the Queen and her family at the
temple. At the first hint of dawn the following morning, the gongs would be uncovered and sounded to
welcome the resurrected god as runners carried the new year's fire to every hearth.

Similar versions of the ceremony would be carried out all over Skala.

He was halfway down the ladder when a rider clattered around a corner down the street.

Recognizing Seregil's glossy Aurenfaie mare, Alec jumped down and ran to meet them.

Seregil reined Cynril to a walk and looked Alec over with a disapproving frown as he continued up the
street. "Out in your shirtsleeves like a common laborer? What will the neighbors say?"

"I did remark upon it, my lord," Runcer commented blandly as they came up.

"I guess they'll say I'm more likely to do a lick of honest work than my fop of a guardian," Alec said with
a laugh, too relieved to see Seregil safely home to care what anyone thought.

Wherever Seregil had been, he'd costumed himself carefully for the role of returning lord. His
mud-spattered boots and gauntlets were of the finest chestnut-brown leather, his riding mantle lined with
dark fur. Beneath it he wore a velvet surcoat, and tall pheasant feathers bobbed at a jaunty angle from
the jeweled cockade of his cap.

"Ah well, we must forgive him his rough ways," Seregil said, throwing an arm around Alec's shoulders as
they went inside. "These northern squire's sons are badly raised—too much honest labor in their youth.
How's everything here?"

"Come see for yourself."

Inside, the main hall was still swarming with servants.

The carpets were being rolled back in preparation for the night's dancing and fragrant garlands of plaited
wheat and winter greenery festooned the walls. Rich aromas had been floating out from the kitchen since

dawn. The feast after the ceremony would be cold, but well laid on.

"What about the lightwands?" asked Seregil as he sat to tug off his boots.

"They arrived from the Oreska House yesterday, my lord," Runcer informed him, hovering close at hand.

"Nysander 1 Azusthra and Lady Magyana a Rhioni have confirmed that they will contribute to the
evening's entertainment again this year."

"Good. Any word from the Cavishes?"
"They are expected this afternoon, my lord. I prepared the upstairs guest chambers myself."
"We'll leave you to it, then. Come on, Alec, you can give me the news while I freshen up."

"Nysander's invited the Cavishes to sit with him," Alec told him as they went up the stairs to Seregil's
room, adding wistfully, "I wish we could."
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"I know, but Kylith's group is likely to be more informative. Besides, you need practice playing nobility."

Seregil's bedchamber overlooked the garden at the back of the villa. Unlike the other rooms, it was
furnished in Aurenfaie style, with walls whitewashed rather than frescoed, and the furnishings were done
in pale woods and simple lines. In contrast, the cushions, carpets, and hangings around the bed were
vibrant with pattern and color.

The shutters had been opened and a fire crackled invitingly in the marble fireplace.

"Runcer's right, you know," he went on, tossing his cloak over a clothes chest and going to the fire.

"It's not good for you to be seen out there in your shirtsleeves. When you're playing a role—"

Alec sighed. "You play it to the bone, I know, but—"

"No excuses. It's part of the game." Seregil leveled a gloved forefinger at him. "You know as well as [
do that it doesn't matter at the Cockerel or half the time around here, but on a real job something like that
could get you killed! When you play Sir Alec, you must be Sir Alec. Either live it from the heart, or stand
outside yourself like a puppet master and direct every movement. You've seen me do it often enough."

Alec stared glumly out over the snow-dusted garden.

"Yes, but I doubt I'll ever be as good at it as you."

Seregil let out an impatient snort.

"Horseshit. That's what you said about swordplay, and look how you've come along. Besides, you're a
natural actor when the role doesn't go against your stiff-necked, Dalnan yeoman's pride. Relax! Flow

with the moment."

Seregil suddenly grabbed him by the arm and whirled him into an eccentric jig around the room. Alec
hadn't even heard him approach. But he recovered swiftly and took the lead.

"But Sir Alec is a stiff-necked Dalnan yeoman," he said, laughing as he clomped through the steps of a
country dance Beka and Elsbet had taught him.

"Wrong!" Grinning wickedly, Seregil yanked him into a formal pavan. "Sir Alec is stiff-necked Dalnan
gentry. Besides, he should be picking up a few of Lord Seregil's airs along the way."

Alec leaned back in mock horror. "Maker's Mercy, anything but that!" Still gripping Seregil's gloved
hand his thumb found a ridge beneath the thin leather. Frowning, he felt at it. "What's this? A bandage?"

"It's nothing, just a few scrapes." Seregil stripped off the gloves and showed him thin strips of linen
across each palm. "And what about you?" He turned Alec's left palm up and examined the scab there.

"T cut myself going over a wall the other night," Alec told him, letting Seregil's obvious evasion go without
argument, knowing it would be futile to press him. "I got chased on the way home afterward, too, but I

got away all right."

"Any idea who it was?"
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"Footpads, probably. I didn't get much of a look at them."
"How many 'thems' were there?"

"Three, I think. I was too busy rabbiting to take count."
"Let's hear it."

Dropping into a chair by the fire, Alec launched into a well-rehearsed and somewhat embellished
account of his escape down Silvermoon Street.

"That was quick thinking, using the palace guard for protection," said Seregil when he'd finished. "And
speaking of the Palace, I've got something for you—-a little thank you from the Queen and Klia, I think."

He took a small pouch from his coat and tossed it to Alec. Opening it, the boy found a heavy silver
cloak brooch fashioned to look like a wreath of leafy branches surrounding a deep blue stone.

"Silver leaves." Alec smiled slightly as he admired it. "The first time I met Klia up in Cirna [ was calling
myself Aren Silverleaf."

"That's a good stone," Seregil remarked, looking at it over his shoulder. "You could get a fine horse for
that, if you ever need to. Just be sure not to let on where it came from, or why. We've got reputations to

hide."

Ilia Cavish burst into the hall like a small, happy hurricane just after midday. "Uncle Seregil! Alec! We're
here!"

From the musicians' gallery, Seregil watched as she tackled Alec, who'd just come out of the dining
room.

"I can stay up for the party this year because I'm six now," she announced, hugging Alec excitedly.

"And I got new shoes and a real gown with a long skirt and two petticoats and—Where's Uncle
Seregil?"

"I'm on my way," Seregil called. Going down the steep narrow stairs from the gallery, he strode across
the hall and claimed a hug of his own.

"Did you ride in from Watermead all by yourself, madame?"

[llia pulled a long face. "Mother's still being sick from the baby, so she had to ride in a cart with Arna
and Eulis. Father and Elsbet and me all had to ride slow. But he let me come ahead when we got to your
street. I'm the van soldier!"

"I think you mean vanguard," Alec corrected with a smile.

"That's what I said, silly. Do Elsbet and I get to sleep in the room next to yours, Uncle? The one with the
dragon-shaped bed and the ladies painted on the walls?"

"Of course you do, so long as you don't pop out at the guests once you've been put to bed the way you
did last year."
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"Oh, I'm much too old for that now," she assured him, taking him and Alec by the hand and drawing
them toward the door. "Come on, now. Father and Mother must be here by now."

Wheel Street was thick with traffic, but Seregil quickly spotted Micum's coppery head bobbing toward
him through the press, followed by his second daughter and a covered cart driven by a pair of servant
women. Old Arna spied him and waved.

"I see Illia found you," Micum said with a grin as they dismounted in front of the house.

Seregil embraced his old friend, and then Elsbet, dark and shy in her blue riding gown. "You're just in
time. Alec's done all the work."

"We'd have been here sooner if I could have ridden," Kari complained, struggling from a nest of

cushions and robes in the cart. Weeks of morning sickness had thinned her face, but the journey had put
the challenging glint back in her dark eyes. Micum helped her down and she embraced Alec and Seregil

happily.
Seregil eyed her rounding belly. "Breeding agrees with you, as usual."
"Don't tell her that before breakfast just yet," Micum warned.

Old Arna made a blessing sign in her mistress' direction. was "The sicker the mother, the stronger the
son."

Kari rolled her eyes behind the old woman's back. "We've heard that at least three times a day for the
past month. Even if it's another girl, I expect the child will be born with a sword in her hand."

"Another Beka," Alec said, grinning.

"And what about you?" Seregil asked Elsbet.

"Last I heard, you were going to stay on at the temple school."

"That's right. Thank you for recommending me. It's what ['ve always wanted to do."

"First Beka's commission with the Queen's Horse Guard, and now Elsbet a scholar." Kari slipped an
arm about Elsbet's waist and gave Seregil a dark look. "Thanks to you, I'll be lucky to get any of my girls
married off before they're old and grey."

"Scholars marry, Mama," Elsbet chided.

"T'll get married!" Illia chimed in, still clinging to Alec's hand. "I'm going to marry you, Alec, aren't I?"

The boy gave her a gallant bow. "If you still want me when you're grown up a beauty like your mother
and sister."

Elsbet blushed noticeably at this. "How are you, Alec? Father told us you were hurt saving Klia."

"I'm pretty well healed, except for this," he replied, running a hand ruefully over his ragged hair. "Klia
came out of it looking worse than I did."
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"It was very brave of you. To run into the fire like that, | mean," she stammered. Blushing more hotly
than ever, she hurried after Arna into the house.

Alec turned to Kari with a perplexed look. "Is she all right?"

Kari slipped her arm through his with an enigmatic smile. "Oh, she's just turned fifteen, and you're a hero,
that's all. Come along now, brave Sir Alec, and let's see what can be done about your hair. We don't
want you looking like the tinker's boy in front of Lord Seregil's fine lady friends tonight."

Lady Kylith's tapestry-draped box commanded an excellent view into the Sakor Temple portico. Seregil
and Alec reached the Temple Precinct an hour before sunset and found their hostess and six other guests
already chatting over dainties and wine.

It was a frosty evening and everyone's breath puffed out in little clouds as they talked. All were warmly
swathed in black cloaks or robes out of respect for the occasion, but gold and jewels caught the light on
wrists and circlets.

"Ah, now our little party is complete!" Kylith rose smiling to kiss Seregil.

He returned the kiss with genuine affection. They'd been lovers for a time years ago, and friends ever
since.

Kylith must be nearing fifty now, he realized, but time had refined both her famous beauty and wit.

All of these were in full force as she turned to Alec, still hanging shyly back. "And you and I meet again
under far more pleasant circumstances, Sir Alec. I trust no one will be arresting Lord Seregil tonight?"

Alec executed a perfect bow. "I believe he's rescheduled all arrests until tomorrow, my lady."
Well done, Sir Alec, Seregil thought to himself with a smile.

From the corner of his eye, he saw several of the others exchange discreet glances. Most of Rhiminee
knew he'd been taken from his villa in chains only a few weeks before. Kylith had deftly removed any
tension surrounding the incident by making light of it.

"Seregil, you'll sit there by Lord Admiral Nyreidian," she said, waving him to a seat beside a portly,
black-bearded noble. "He's overseeing the outfitting of the Queen's privateer fleet and I know you'll want
to hear all about it. Sir Alec, you sit here between us so that we may renew our acquaintance. But first
you must be properly introduced—ILord Admiral Nyreidian i Gorthos, Lady Tytiana e Reva and Lady
Breena e Ursil of the Queen's court, Sir Arius 1 Rafael, and my very dear friend Lady Youriel e Nikiria."

Pausing, she placed her hand over that of a uniformed woman on her right. "And this is Captain Julena e
Isai of the White Hawk Infantry, the newest addition to our little salon."

Seregil eyed the captain with discreet interest; she was rumored to be Kylith's latest paramour.

"My friends, you all know Lord Seregil i Korit," she continued. "And this charming young man is Lord
Seregil's protege, Sir Alec i Gareth of Ivywell. His late father was a knight of Mycena, I believe."
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Alec's spurious pedigree elicited the hoped-for lack of interest. Leaving him to stumble charmingly along
through Kylith's courtly flirtations, Seregil turned his attention to the other guests, where more interesting
game was afoot.

"I expect war will be a relief for Phoria," Lady Tytiana was saying. As Mistress of the Queen's
Wardrobe, she was a valuable and generally reliable gossip. "She's still under a bit of a cloud, you know,
after that horrible business with the Vicegerent's suicide—Oh, Lord Seregil, forgive me. I didn't mean to
be indelicate."

"Not at all, dear lady." Seregil flicked a crease from his black mantle. "My name was cleared, so my
honor is no more blemished than usual."

A ripple of laughter went round the little circle.

He'd cultivated his reputation as a charmingly dissipated exile carefully over the years. While his distant
relation to the royal family granted him access to most of the more fashionable salons, it was generally
supposed that his foreign birth and dilettante ways kept him safely outside the complex intrigues of the
city. As a result, he was taken lightly but told a great deal.

"As I was saying," Tytiana went on, "I shouldn't wonder that she'd be relieved to go off to war. Nothing
like a few victories to improve one's popularity. And just between ourselves, Phoria could use some
goodwill among the people, even without that other unpleasantness. An heir apparent with no offspring is
always awkward."

"She's a fine cavalry commander, though," said Captain Julena.

Admiral Nyreidian leaned back and laced his fingers over his considerable paunch, "True, but she'll be at
a disadvantage unless the Plenimarans are foolish enough to attempt overrunning Mycena. Plenimar is a
naval power, always has been. I've advised the Queen so and she agrees. The lower city defenses are
being built up as we speak."

"Only yesterday I overheard Queen Idrilain ordering two hundred wagonloads of fine red clay from
Piorus to slake the slopes below the citadel," Lady Breena chimed in. "That's not been done since her
great-grandmother's day."

"Surely they wouldn't be so bold as to attack Rhiminee directly?" Seregil ventured over his wine.
Nyreidian cast a rather patronizing look his way. "They've done it before."

"So you are preparing to meet them on their own terms. It must be an enormous undertaking."

"I believe I've seen every sailor, fisherman, and pirate that ever sailed between here and the Strait of
Bal!" the admiral replied. "The harbor's alive with them. And investors, too. Privateering is a lucrative
venture. Have you considered backing a vessel, Lord Seregil?"

"Sounds like an interesting mix of patriotism and profit. Perhaps I should look into it."

"Vessels are getting scarce already, I must warn you. Every shipbuilder in Skala has all the work he can
handle, refitting old ships and building new. But the real trick is to find a decent captain."
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"And yet war has not been officially declared. How can the Queen send out privateers without giving
provocation? Surely she doesn't mean to precipitate a conflict?"

Nyreidian stiffened perceptibly. "I'm sure our Queen does nothing without the best interests of Skala in
mind."

"But of course," murmured Seregil. "The fact that the Queen has entrusted you with this undertaking is
ample proof of the gravity of such measures."

Alec breathed a sigh of relief when Kylith turned her attention to her other guests. His repertoire of
invented history was slim and he was out of his depth for small talk. Luckily, no one else seemed
particularly interested in him.

Seregil was still busy with the fat admiral, so he leaned his elbows on the rail to watch the spectacle
unfolding before him.

The tiers of viewing boxes where he sat stood at an angle on the south side of the square, just in front of
the Dalnan temple grove. Across the square another set of tiers partially obscured the fountain courts and
delicate, brightly colored archways of the Temple of Astellus. The Temple of Illior was hidden by the
back wall of the box to the east.

Cordoned-off pathways between the four temples quartered the broad square. Black-robed festival
goers were already packing the open areas and crowding into the courtyards and porticoes of the other

temples. Gulls wheeled overhead, mingling with flights of brown doves from the Dalnan grove.

Before him, the black Temple of Sakor stood massive and stark against a riotous sunset. Broad bars of
light spilled out between the square pillars of the portico, silhouetting the gongs that hung between them.

Inside stood an altar of polished black stone.

A great fire burned on it, illuminating the huge golden shield that hung suspended just behind. This,
Seregil had explained earlier, was called the Aegis of Sakor. It was twenty feet high and its sunburst
device was set with hundreds of smooth-polished rubies that seemed to pulse with life in the flickering
firelight.

An honor guard was massed in formation on the broad stairs in front of the temple; somewhere in those
faceless ranks Beka Cavish was standing watch with her regiment. He envied her just a little. The
soldier's life seemed an uncomplicated one to him; no pretending, no disguise—just honor, duty, and the

bravery to stand by your comrades in battle.

"I suppose they do not celebrate the Sakor Festival with such display in Mycena?" Lady Kylith
remarked, breaking in on his thoughts.

"No, my lady," Alec replied, raising his voice for Seregil's benefit. "Even the Harvest Home at the end of
Rhythin isn't a patch on this."

"Lord Seregil will have explained to you, I am sure, about the extinguishing of the flames?"

"Yes. I imagine this will be an uncomfortable night."
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"The soldier's vigil is very weary." Kylith cast a regretful glance in Julena's direction and Alec guessed the
captain would be going back on duty soon. "But for the rest of us, it's a merry time. Moonlit parties, blind
games, and chases. It's a fine night for lovers, as well. They say half the people born in Rhiminee can
count back from their birth to this night."

Her perfume drifted over him as she leaned closer. "And who will be keeping you warm in the darkness,
hm?"

A sudden fanfare from the temple spared him the necessity of a reply.
A hush fell over the crowd as a long procession of priests filed out from the interior of the temple.

Chanting and playing reed flutes, sistrums, deep-throated horns, and timbrels, they formed themselves
into two ranks flanking the Aegis. The skirling music had an ancient, mournful sound.

"The Song of Passing, sung in the original Konic tongue," Seregil whispered. "Most of this ceremony
dates back at least a thousand years."

At the end of the chant, an ornately robed figure was carried forward on a litter, face covered by a
golden sun mask, an unsheathed broadsword lying across his knees.

"That's the oldest of the Sakor priests, dressed to represent the dying god," Seregil went on.
"He brings the great Sword of Gerilain."

"Was it really hers?" Alec whispered. Gerilain was the first of Skala's hereditary queens instituted by the
prophecy of Illior six centuries before.

"Yes. The Queen's reinvested with it each year."

When Old Sakor had been positioned in front of the altar, a priest stepped forward and addressed him
in the same ancient tongue.

"She's imploring Sakor not to abandon the people,"

Seregil interpreted. "This next part goes on and on, but the gist of it is that Sakor appoints the Queen as
their guardian and gives her the sacred firepot and sword."

As predicted, Sakor's reply took some time. The lower portion of the sun mask was constructed to
amplify his voice, which was rather thin and creaky. When this dialogue was completed, horns sounded
and the grand procession began.

Contingents of priests emerged from the other temples, each bearing a figure representing their patron
deity on a litter.

The Dalnans came first, with Valerius playing Dalna. Seated beneath an arch of laurel and ivy, the
irascible drysian was uncharacteristically resplendent in a green robe heavily embroidered with gold and
carried a ceremonial staff wrought in ivory and gold. Someone had managed to tame his wild hair into
some semblance of order beneath his circlet, but his beard bristled as aggressively as ever as he glared
out over the crowd.
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"I'm no Dalnan, of course, but I don't think Valerius presents a particularly comforting figure as the
Maker," Seregil murmured, eliciting chuckles of assent from several of the other guests, including Alec.

Astellus would serve as Sakor's guide on his journey to the Isle of the Dawn. A plump blond priestess
dressed in a simple blue and white tunic and broad-brimmed hat played this role, complete with
wayfarer's staff and wallet.

Grey-backed gulls, living emblems of the Traveler, rose up from the fountain courts of the temple and
circled overhead as she was carried forth.

Illior was also being played by a woman. She sat stiffly in her flowing white gown and serene golden
mask, right palm raised to display the elaborate circular emblem that covered her palm.

The three groups met at the center of the square to await the final contingent. Horns sounded again. A
squadron of cavalry in ceremonial scarlet and black advanced from the entrance of the Temple Precinct,
followed by the royal family.

"[s that her? Is that the Queen?" Alec whispered, craning for a better look.
"That's her."

Grey-haired and solemn, Idrilain sat her charger like the warrior she was. Her golden breastplate was
emblazoned with an upraised sword and the crescent of Illior; an empty scabbard hung at her side.

With her rode the Consort Evenir, her second and much younger husband. Behind the royal couple
came her sons and daughters. Among these rode Klia, resplendent in the dress uniform of the Queen's
Horse.

Alec's hand rose to the silver brooch holding the ornamental cloak at his shoulder as he watched her in
the distance. Until now he'd seen her only as another cheerful, mud-spattered soldier, someone who'd
treated him like a comrade, never standing on ceremony. Watching her now—among her true kind and
against the pageantry of the ceremony—Ilike seeing a stranger.

The procession advanced at a stately pace to the steps of the temple, where Idrilain dismounted and
strode up to stand opposite Old Sakor and the other priests, her consort and children behind her. From

this point, the ritual proceeded in the modern tongue.

Idrilain's voice was clear and steady as she spread her arms and performed a chant hailing Sakor as
Protector of the Hearth and the Sword of Peace.

"Let not the darkness come upon us!" she cried at its conclusion.

The massed crowd took up the cry, repeating it in a great voice until Valerius stepped forward and
raised his staff in both hands. When the crowd quieted again, he sang the Song of Dalna, his deep,
resonant voice carrying well in the open air.

Alec knew this song well. When the crowd repeated the closing line, "The Maker has made all, and
nothing can be lost in the hand of the Maker," he joined in gladly, ignoring the glances he attracted from
Kylith's other guests.

Astellus and Illior helped Old Sakor to his feet and the assembled priests commenced a low keen.
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"Who shall keep watch?" the priests of Sakor sang. "Who shall guard the Flame?"

Masked Illior answered, reciting the revelation of the Afran Oracle. "So long as a daughter of
Thelatimos' line defends and rules, Skala shall never be subjugated."

The Queen stepped forward and was exhorted by Old Sakor to keep watch over her people through
the long night and the new year to follow. Bowing solemnly, she pledged herself and her generations to
the guardianship of Skala and was given the Sword of Gerilain and a large firepot. When she turned,
holding both aloft, the crowd erupted into cheers of assent.

The last of the day's light was fading from the western sky as two priests led out a black bull. Handing
the firepot to Phoria, Idrilain raised the sword in her right hand and placed her left on the animal's brow,
pressing gently as she spoke the ritual greeting.

The bull snorted and twisted its neck, nicking the edge of her mantle with the tip of one horn.

A restless murmur rippled through the crowd like wind across a barley field; an unwilling victim was a
poor omen.

The animal showed no further sign of resistance, however, as the priests pulled its head back and Idrilain
slashed its throat. Dark blood spurted out, steaming in the cold air, and the animal collapsed without a
struggle. Idrilain extended the blade to Old Sakor, who dipped a finger in the blood and anointed his

forehead and hers.

"Speak to your people, O Sakor!" she intoned. "You who pass away from all living things and return
renewed. What is your prophecy?"

"Let's see what they've come up with this year," someone murmured.
"You mean it's not real?" Alec whispered to Seregil, rather shocked.
Seregil gave him a hint of the crooked smile.

"Yes and no. Divinations are gathered for months from all the major temples around Skala. They vary in
form from year to year, but they're generally quite supportive of current policy."

Standing before the Aegis, Sakor faced the people and raised his hands.

But before he could speak, a sudden wind gusted through the square, billowing robes and snatching at
cloaks and scouring dust and dead leaves up in little whirlwinds.

Banners whipped loose from the fronts of boxes.

Shield gongs swung on their long chains, clashing ominously against the pillars of the temple.

Startled from their evening roosts, gulls and doves burst into the air again in a flurry of wings, only to be
met by scores of ravens. Swooping out of the surrounding gloom as mysteriously as the wind that bore

them, the black birds attacked in a frenzy, stabbing with thick beaks, tearing with taloned feet.

The spectators below watched helplessly as black wings beat against white or brown; upturned faces
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were spattered with blood and sticky scraps of feathers. Then startled cries rang out as broken bodies
plummeted down around them.

In the temple, Idrilain stood with sword drawn, fending off scores of ravens that dove at the sacrificial
bull. Phoria and her brothers and sisters leapt to her aid, driving the carrion birds off.

Beside them, Valerius laid about with his staff. Even at this distance Seregil and Alec could see the
crackling white nimbus that glowed dangerously around its ivory head. The Illioran priestess, still
inscrutable behind her mask, raised her hand again and a brilliant, multihued flash blazed out, leaving inert
mounds of black feathers scattered in its wake. Soldiers closest to the temple ran back up the steps to
assist the Queen, while others tried to maintain order as thousands wailed and screamed and sought to
flee.

A thick cloud of ravens circled the square now, diving and slashing like hawks. Others flocked boldly on
railings and temple pediments. One large bird flapped down to perch on the edge of Kylith's box and
seemed to regard Alec thoughtfully with one black, unblinking eye.

Seregil raised his hand in a warding sign and Alec saw his lips move, although it was impossible to make
out the words over the chaos around them. The raven uttered a mocking croak and flapped away.

Then, as quickly as they'd come, the baneful black horde retreated, pursued by the surviving gulls. The
doves had been no match for their attackers; soft brown bodies lay scattered around the precinct by the
dozens.

As the noise of the birds subsided, a new and ominous sound boomed forth from the temple.

The Aegis of Sakor, untouched by any hand, rang with a low, shivering roar. In front of it, the flames of
the alter fire flared from yellow to deep bloodred.

Four times the Aegis sounded, and then four times again.

"Hear me, my people!" cried Idrilain. "Sakor speaks, sounding a call on the Aegis itself. Attend to the
prophecy!"

The multitude stood motionless as Old Sakor was helped forward again, swaying visibly as he raised a
trembling hand.

"Hear, O people of Skala, the word of Sakor," he called in his reedy old man's voice. "Make strong
your walls, and let every sword be whetted. Guard well the harvest and build strong ships. Look to the
east, O people of Skala. From thence comes thine enemy—" He paused, and the trembling seemed to
worsen. "From thence—"

He sagged heavily against Valerius for a moment, then straightened and took a step forward unaided. In
a voice of star fling clarity, he cried out, "Prepare you in the light, and in the shadow. From thence comes

the Eater of Death!"

"The what—?" Alec looked to Seregil again, but found him white-faced and grim, one gloved hand
clenching the side of the rail where the raven had perched.

"Seregil, what's wrong?"
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His friend sat up abruptly, as if waking from an evil dream, and warned him off with a discreet but
emphatic hand signal.

"We have heard your word, O Sakor!" said the Queen, speaking into the silence that still gripped the
crowd. "We shall be prepared!"

Another roar of acclaim went up as Old Sakor was carried down the stairs of the temple to begin the
long march to the waterfront in the lower city. There, accompanied by Astellus, he would set sail
ostensibly for the Isle of the Dawn to be reborn and return on the morrow in the guise of a much younger
priest.

The altar fire dwindled and went out and a hundred deep-throated horns sounded from the roof of the
temple, signaling for every fire in the city to be extinguished.

The remaining priests joined the procession while the Queen took her place before the altar to begin the
sacred vigil.

"What a remarkable performance!" said Lady Youriel with an uneasy laugh. "I think they rather overdid
it this year, don't you?"

"Most impressive," Kylith agreed lightly as servants appeared at the door of the box with lightstones on
long wands to assist their departure.

"But I suspect Lord Seregil has something equally impressive planned for us at his gathering. Will you
two share my coach?"

Seregil rose and bent over her hand. "Thank you, but I think we'll wait here until the crowd thins a bit,
then ride back."

"Games in the dark, eh?" She brushed his cheek with her lips, then Alec's. "T'll meet you at Wheel
Street."

Seregil sat motionless for some moments after the others had departed, resting his elbows on the rail.
"What's the "Eater of Death"?" asked Alec uneasily. "It sounded like a threat, or a warning."

"I'm sure it was," Seregil muttered, gazing down into the square. It was full dark now, and the moon and
stars shed pale brilliance over the city, casting the world into sharp contrasts of silvery light and inky
shadow. Lightwands bobbed here and there in the hands of those wealthy enough to afford them, and
faint laughter and cries of "Praise the Flame!" echoed up to them as people jostled each other in the
darkness.

Something in his friend's face made Alec still more uneasy. "Any idea what the priest meant by it?" he
asked.

Seregil pulled his hood up against the night's chill as he rose to go. Alec couldn't see his face as he
replied, "I can't say that [ do."

The Wheel Street house was already full of music by the time they returned. Alec handed his dark cloak
to a servant at the entrance and followed Seregil into the hall. A number of guests were already enjoying
the wine and food. Each had been presented with a brightly ribboned lightwand upon arrival and these
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provided a cool, shifting light as people danced or strolled about the room.
A flurry of applause greeted them as Runcer gravely announced their arrival from his station by the door.

"Welcome to my home on this dark, cold night!" Seregil called out. "For those of you who've not yet met
my companion, allow me to present Sir Alec i Gareth of Ivywell."

Alec made a graceful bow and quickly scanned the room for familiar faces. Kylith's party was there, but
there was no sign yet of Nysander or the Cavishes. In a far corner, however, he spotted a knot of
officers in the green and white of the Queen's Horse Guard. Klia's friend and fellow officer, Captain
Myrhini, saluted him with her lightwand from their midst and Alec waved back, wondering if Beka was
with her.

He was just heading over to find out when Seregil slipped a hand under his arm and steered him off
toward a group of nobles.

"Time to play the gracious hosts."

Together, they made a circuit of the room, moving smoothly from one conversation to another, most of
which centered around the omens at the ceremony.

"I thought they rather overdid the thing this year," sniffed a young nobleman introduced as Lord Melwhit.
"What doubt is there that war is coming? Preparations have been going on since summer."

A grave, blond woman turned from a conversation with Admiral Nyreidian and greeted Seregil in
Aurenfaie.

"Ysanti maril Elustri, Melessandra a Marana," Seregil returned warmly. "Allow me to present Sir Alec.
Lady Melessandra and her uncle, Lord Torsin, are the Skalan envoys to Aurenen."

"Ysanti bek far, my lady," Alec said with a bow.

"Ysanti maril Elustri, Sir Alec," she returned. "Lord Seregil is instructing you in his native language, I see.
There are so few nowadays who speak it well."

"And fewer still who speak it so well as you, dear lady," added Seregil.

"It's a pretty language, if one can manage it," Nyreidian rumbled. "I wouldn't dare attempt it in front of
you, Lord Seregil. I'm told my pronunciation is grotesque."

"It is!" Melessandra agreed, laughing. "Forgive our interruption, Lord Seregil, but we were just debating
whether the portents at the temple tonight were genuine. Would you care to venture the Aurenfaie view?"

Alec watched with interest as Seregil struck a thoughtful pose. "Well, to question the omens' veracity
would be tantamount to casting doubt on the Oracle itself, wouldn't you say?"

She gave the admiral a pointed look. "Many would not hesitate to do so."

Seregil tactfully changed the subject. "I understand your uncle accompanied the remains of Corruth 1
Glamien back to Viresse?"
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"Yes, and allow me to offer my sympathies for the loss of your kinsman," said Melessandra. "It must
have been a terrible shock in the midst of your own difficulties."

"Thank you. The reports given by the Queen's agents who found him were chilling, to say the least. Yet
some good may come of it. Have you heard what the council's reaction was in Aurenen?"

Melessandra rolled her eyes. "Complete uproar. You know the old guard still contends that Skala is
accountable for the actions of the Lerans. Yet there are those among the younger members who argue
more and more for an end to isolationism. Adzriel a Illia is one of the chief proponents for reconciliation."

"Mllia?" asked Alec, pricking up his ears at the familiar name.

"Certainly," Seregil said, giving him a level look that warned discreetly against questions. "What else
would it be? Unless you're confusing her with Adzriel a Olien again?"

"Oh-yes. I suppose [ must be," Alec managed, wondering what blunder he'd committed this time.
"Family names are so much simpler in Mycena,"

Seregil went on lightly. "Poor Alec is still struggling with all our lengthy patronymics and matronymics and
lineages."

Melessandra appeared sympathetic. "It must be overwhelming if you're not born to it. But there's Lord
Geron and I must speak with him at once. Erismai."

She gave Alec a last, rather puzzled look, then strolled away accompanied by Nyreidian and the others.

"I said something wrong, didn't I?" Alec whispered hurriedly, before some other guest descended on
them.

"My fault," Seregil replied with a slight smile. "If I'd been here this last week I'd have thought to prepare
you better. [llia was my mother's name. My eldest sister, Adzriel a Illia, was recently made a member of
the lia'sidra."

"Sister?" Never, in all the time Alec had known him, had Seregil mentioned his family, or almost anything
else about his past in Aurenen. Alec had come to assume that his friend was as much an orphan as
himself.

"And eldest? How many do you have?"

"Four, actually. I was the only boy, and the youngest," Seregil replied somewhat tersely.

"Little brother Seregil?" Alec smothered a grin as his entire perception of his friend subtly shifted. He
could sense the old barriers going up again, however, and prudently changed the subject. "It sounds like

the Skalans want Aurenen as allies again, like they were in the Great War."

"They do, but bad blood over Corruth will get in the way. Our recent discovery may make things worse
rather than better, at least for now."

"But it's been almost three hundred years since Corruth disappeared."”

"Remember who we're talking about, Alec. Many of the most powerful people on the lia'sidra were his
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friends and contemporaries. They haven't forgotten the reception he received from the Skalans when he
married their queen, or his suspicious disappearance after her death. If Lera hadn't had the poor sense to
leave her half sister Corruthesthera alive, there might have been war between the two nations then. As for
a new alliance, I'm afraid that may depend more on the Plenimarans in the end. If they join with
Zengat—"

"Oh, Lord Seregil! There you are!"

A gaggle of young nobles crowded noisily around them, wreathed in expectant grins.

"We thought you'd never come home," chided a young woman, wrapping her arm through Seregil's.
"Y ou missed my autumn revel this year, you know."

Seregil pressed a hand dramatically to his heart. "As I stood on a rolling deck under a full red moon that
night, my thoughts were all of you. Can you forgive me?"

"It was a crescent moon; I recall it perfectly. But I'll grant you a conditional pardon if you'll introduce me
to your new friend," she fluttered, looking boldly across at Alec, who'd been crowded to the edge of the

circle.

Alec smiled his way through an onslaught of complex introductions, noting as he did so that his polite
greetings were not always returned with the same grace.

A number of them, in fact, were decidedly cool.

Seregil hesitated as he came to a handsome, auburn-haired dandy surrounded by an entourage of
admirers. "Forgive me, sir, I don't believe I've had the pleasure?"

The man gave an elaborate bow. "Pelion 1 Eirsin Heileus Quirion of Rhiminee, dear sir."
"Not the acclaimed actor, who just played "Ertis" at the Tirarie?" gasped Seregil.

The man puffed visibly. "The same, my lord. I pray you'll forgive my intrusion, but my companions
insisted."

"On the contrary, I'm delighted! I hope you'll let me know when you next perform. By all reports, you're
the next Kroseus."

"I've been fortunate, was Pelion demurred modestly.

"And well patronized," a man beside him announced. "Do you know that his current role was written
specifically for him?"

"We knew you wouldn't mind," a sallow youth confided smugly to Seregil. "Poor Pelion is in love, you
see, and his lady friend may turn up here tonight. It's all very tragic and impossible. But we've got another
treat for you. Donaeus has composed the most cunningly subtle epos in twenty-three parts. It's a
marvelous piece of art!"

Seregil turned to the poet in question, a petulant-looking giant in worn velvets.

"Twenty-three parts? What a monumental undertaking."
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"It's glorious," a girl effused. "It's all about the death of Arshelol and Boresthia, but done in the most
original fashion. And of course, he'll need a patron. You really must hear it."

"Donaeus, read it for him at once!" cried the sallow one. "No one appreciates the new verse styles so
well as Lord Seregil. I'm sure Sir Alec could spare him for a bit."

The slight was not lost on Alec. There were a few suppressed titters, but he maintained his composure.

"Go on, by all means." He smiled, locking gazes with his ostensible rival. "The significance of poetry has
always eluded me. Honest ballads and sword fights are more to my taste."

"Well then, let's go up to the library," said Seregil, giving Alec an amused wink as he ushered them
upstairs.

Turning, Alec nearly collided with Myrhini and Beka Cavish, who'd drifted over with their uniformed
comrades.

"Arrogant little turds, aren't they?" Beka muttered, glowering after the poet's entourage. "I run into a bit
of that myself now and then."

"What could they have against me?" Alec burst out, not knowing whether to be more amused or
insulted.

"Nothing, except that you had the poor taste to be born north of the Cirna Canal."

"There are always a few like that." Myrhini shrugged, then skillfully snagged a tray of wine cups from a
passing server. "Scattering a few teeth usually quiets 'em down. In your case though, it's more likely just
whey-blooded jealousy. There's more than a few among that set who'd like to be in your boots."

She paused to run an eye over him. "You're looking fitter than last time I saw you. Klia's at the Vigil, and
sends her regards. I go on duty in a few hours, but felt honor-bound to assess the new recruit here,
seeing as how she's under my command. Rider Beka tells me you've crossed blades a time or two- But
here's someone else we know!"

"Valerius of Colath, Drysian of the First Order and High Priest of the Temple of Dalna at Rhiminee,"
Runcer announced.

Valerius strode into the room still clad in his ceremonial robe and circlet, though he'd exchanged the
ivory staff for his old wooden one.

"The blessing of Dalna be on this house and those within it," he intoned, thumping the floor.

Alec hurried forward to greet him. "Welcome. Seregil just went upstairs to hear a poet, but he should be
back soon."

The drysian let out an inelegant snort. "That fool Donaeus, no doubt, spouting his doggerel in
twenty-three fatuous farts? He must still be scratching around for a patron. He read bits of the mess at
Lady Arbella's banquet last week. Fairly took away my appetite. If he corners Seregil with the whole of
it, we're not likely to get him back before dawn."
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"Maybe Alec should go rescue him," suggested Beka.

"No, leave him. Serves him right for encouraging that pack of pedantic buffoons. What knavery have
you two been up to these days? Learning swordplay, I hear, Alec?" The drysian lowered his voice to a
confidential rumble. "You'll need it, considering the company you've fallen into."

"And look at you!" he exclaimed, glowering at Beka. "Running off to join regiments instead of getting
married like a good Dalnan girl? This young fellow here is about your age, isn't he?"

"Leave off, you," Myrhini cried, laughing as Beka shifted uncomfortably. "She's the best rider I've had
this year and I don't want to lose her to the hearth."

"Valerius!" Seregil called as he came down the stairs, apparently having escaped from the poets on his
own. "Did you get Old Sakor safely launched?"

Valerius chuckled. "There's considerable chop on the harbor tonight. Poor old Morantiel was as green
as a squash before they left the mooring, but I suspect he'll survive."

"I thought he sounded rather unsteady during the prophecy," Seregil remarked casually, signaling for a
wine server.

"After all these years of shamming, I imagine it was a bit of a shock when something mystical actually
occurred."

"Then you believe it was genuine?"'

Valerius raised a bristling eyebrow. "You know as well as I do it was. I don't know what that "Eater of
Death" business was all about, but I didn't like the feel of those ravens." At the door, Runcer stepped
forward again and announced, "Nysander i Azusthra Hypirius Meksandor Illandi, High Thaumaturgist of
the Third Oreska, with the Lady Magyana a Rhioni Methistabel Tinuva Ylani, High Thaumaturgist of the
Third Oreska. And Sir Micum Cavish of Watermead, with Dame Kari and daughters Elsbet and Illia."
Nysander and Magyana, normally the least ostentatious wizards of the Oreska, had put on the rich
ceremonial robes befitting their status in honor of the occasion. Behind them, the Cavishes were as

splendidly rigged out as any lord in the room.

[llia clung to her mother's hand, squirming with excitement in her new dress. Elsbet looked poised and
solemn in burgundy velvet.

"Didn't you invite Thero?" Alec whispered teasingly to Seregil.
"I always invite Thero! But watch. We're in for a treat."

At his signal, the musicians stilled their instruments. The other guests stepped back as Nysander escorted
Magyana to the center of the room.

With a slight nod to their host, he waved a hand about in a swift, careless gesture and the painted walls
sprang to life.

The high chamber was frescoed from floor to ceiling to imitate a forest glade. The branches of life-size
oaks hung with flowering vines extended across the vaulted ceiling overhead. Between their grey trunks
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distant vistas of mountain and sea were visible. Even the stone gallery at the back of the room, where the
musicians softly played, was carved and latticed to resemble a leafy bower.

At Nysander's command, golden light from some unseen sun glowed across the scene. A soft breeze
stirred around the room, carrying with it the scent of flowers and warm earth overlaid with a hint of the
distant painted sea. The painted trees stirred in the breeze, dappling shadows across the floor. Painted
birds left their places and fluttered through the branches, filling the air with song.

A murmur of delight greeted the display, but the wizards were not finished. Magyana drew a crystal
wand from her sleeve and wove the tip of it in the air, conjuring a perfect sphere of iridescent light the
size of a pomegranate.

"Come, my lord." She smiled, motioning to Seregil.

"As host, the honor belongs to you."

"An honor which I in turn bestow on Sir Alec on this, his first Mourning Night with us."

Amid a flurry of applause, Alec followed Magyana's whispered instructions and reached out a finger as if
to burst a child's soap bubble.

At his touch the sphere burst in a brilliant scintilla of light. Seconds later the thud of hooves against turf
sounded near the gallery as a herd of white deer materialized in the painted forest and galloped once

around the room before settling to graze near the dining-room archway.

Rainbow-winged serpents swooped up from a painted cavern, singing with beautiful voices. Winged
sprites and willow branch maidens peeped shyly from tree trunks.

Laughing and clapping delightedly, the guests spun around to take in the spectacle. Illia pulled loose from
Kari and ran to Beka, leaping into her sister's arms.

"It's magic, Beka! Real wizard magic! And you've got your uniform. You're a horse guard!"
Beka hugged her back, grinning. "That's just what I am."

"We must have proper music!" cried Seregil.

"Fiddlers, give us "The Shepherd's Idyll""

The musicians set to with a will and couples paired for the sprightly dance.

"Here you are!" Kari exclaimed, coming to embrace her eldest daughter.

"She was afraid we wouldn't see you before tomorrow," Micum explained. "She's been fretting about it
all afternoon."

"Oh, [ was not," snapped his wife. "Turn around, girl. Let me see all of you!"
"Thero was otherwise engaged, I see," Seregil remarked with a sly glance at Nysander.

"Ah, hello, Valerius," said Nysander, escorting Magyana over to them again. "You acquitted yourself
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bravely in the sanctuary this evening. were the ravens saying anything intelligible?"
"We were just discussing that," the drysian replied.

"Heavy-handed as the Sakorans are with their "oracles," they weren't responsible for the birds, or that
business with the Aegis, if I'm any judge."

"It was unquestionably magic of some sort," mused Magyana. "It may be a portent from Sakor, but it
bodes ill nonetheless."

"It certainly bears looking into," agreed Nysander, "but just now I cannot seem to resist the music. Do
you think we have a dance or two left in us, my dear?"

"I think they'll have to chain your feet together to keep them still when they bury you," Magyana replied
with a twinkle.

Valerius watched with gruff fondness as the pair danced away. "Ridiculous, that Oreskan celibacy of
hers. Those two should have married centuries ago." Then something else appeared to catch his eye and
a wry grin spread in the depths of his black beard. "Now there's someone I didn't expect to see here
tonight. And just look who he's with!"

"Ylinestra a Maranial Wisthra Ylinena Erind, Sorceress of Erind," announced Runcer.

"And Thero i Procepios Bynardin Chylnir Rhiminee, Wizard of the Second Order, of the Third Oreska."
"Well, well!" murmured Seregil.

Thero did look uncharacteristically sanguine, standing at the head of the chamber with Ylinestra on his
arm. The sorceress' silk gown glittered with jeweled beading and the bodice, fashionable in the extreme,
showed pink half-crescent hints of nipple beneath the heavy necklace of pearl and jet she wore over her

bared breasts. Her ebony hair was caught back in a similar jeweled web, exposing a graceful white neck.

Seregil propelled Alec forward with a gentle nudge. "Come on, Sir Alec. Let's greet our illustrious
guests."

"Welcome to my home, lady," he said, stepping up to kiss her hand.

"Thank you, Lord Seregil," she replied with a cool nod. "And this must be your new companion I've
been hearing so much about?"

"Alec of Ivywell," Alec told her, wondering with sudden discomfort whether she recalled their first brief,
tempestuous meeting soon after his arrival at the Oreska House. If she did, however, she gave no sign of
it. Extending her hand, she enveloped him with a heart-stopping smile.

"Ah, a Mycenian. How delightful."

She clearly meant for him to kiss her hand and he bent dutifully over it. A faint perfume rose in his
nostrils, subtle yet strangely compelling.

Her hand, so warm and soft, lingered in his, and as he raised his head, his eyes swept across her breasts
to her lovely violet eyes with a studied enjoyment he wouldn't have imagined himself capable of. Still she
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held him, and her low-pitched voice sent an unfamiliar tingle through his body when she spoke.
"Nysander speaks so warmly of you. I hope that we may know one another better."

"I'm honored, lady," Alec replied, his voice sounding distant in his ears. She withdrew her hand at last
and the world returned to normal.

"Good evening," Thero said stiffly, looking somewhat less than pleased to be there.

"Forgive Thero's bad grace," Ylinestra murmured, once more wrapping Alec in the warm embrace of
her eyes. "He is here only as a favor to me, I fear, and is being quite sulky. Come, Thero, perhaps wine
will improve your disposition."

As he escorted her into the throng, the actor Pelion stepped into their path with an elaborate bow, which
Thero evaded with a curt and proprietary nod. Pelion fell back a pace, then followed Ylinestra with

lovesick eyes.

"Ah, so that's the actor's hopeless love," Seregil noted with a smirk. "He's certainly got some competition
tonight. And if Thero gets any stiffer, he's likely to fall over and break."

"She was kind of abrupt with you, I thought," observed Alec.

"Well, I'm not exactly her type. Evidently you are."

Alec colored warmly. Her perfume still clung to his fingers. "I only greeted her."

The musicians struck up a reel and he turned to watch the dancers. Micum swirled by with Kari,
laughing and smiling; Nysander and Magyana followed close behind. One of the poets had somehow
captured Elsbet and she blushed happily as he swept her along. Across the room, Ylinestra was chatting
with the actor while Thero hovered close at hand with badly concealed impatience.

"What's she doing with Thero?" Alec wondered aloud.

"Judging by the look of him, nothing he'd want Nysander to know about," Valerius remarked.

"Nysander knows," said Seregil. "I think he was getting bored with her, anyway, but I still say it was bad
manners for her to grab Thero next."

"I doubt if she was the only one doing the grabbing," scoffed Valerius. "If he wants to stick his head in
the dragon's mouth, let him. Just see that young Alec here keeps a safe distance."

"I just greeted her, fo—" Alec sputtered, but was interrupted by Myrhini and Beka.

"I'm off for the Vigil," said Myrhini. "Hope to see you all at the investiture tomorrow."

As soon as the captain was gone, Beka turned to Alec with a knowing grin. "Ylinestra's very beautiful,
wouldn't you say?"

Alec groaned. "What was I supposed to do, knock her down?"
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"For a minute there I thought you were going to."

"Well, I'm sure I'm no danger to her, when she can obviously have her pick of any man in Rhiminee," he
countered. "What about you, though? Can you dance in uniform?"

Beka looked down at her tabard and boots. "I think we can manage."

They made a passable business of the reel and went on dancing when the next song began, in truth,
Beka was in such high spirits over her commission that Alec thought she could probably fly if the notion
struck her. They soon caught each other's thythm and went on dancing with scarcely a break until Micum
cut in to say that Kari and the younger girls were retiring for the night.

"I didn't realize how late it had gotten," Beka said, letting go of Alec's hand with evident regret. "T'll go up
and visit with Mother a while before I head back to the barracks. I've got to be up early for the

ceremony."

Giving Alec a quick peck on the cheek, she added, "You and Seregil are coming, aren't you? There'll be
hundreds of us, of course, so you probably won't even see me."

"With that hair?" Alec teased, tugging at the end of her coppery braid. "You'll stick out like a drunkard's
nose!"

"I'll remember that remark the next time we work on your swordplay," Beka warned with a dire grin.
"Until tomorrow, then."

Left to his own devices again, he looked for Seregil and spotted him on the far side of the crowded
floor. No sooner had he worked his way through the crowd, however, when Seregil was waylaid by a
noble complaining at length about some shipping venture he and Seregil were involved with. Alec listened
politely for a time, but his attention soon wandered.

Looking around, he realized that the number of guests was dwindling. Off for more "games in the dark,"
as Kylith had teased. Nysander and Magyana were still there, moving with stately grace through the
circle of a galliard. Thero was dancing as well, but not with Ylinestra.

"Where's she gotten to?" Alec wondered, looking around again.

In the garden.

The soft, caressing whisper came at his very ear, for him alone to hear.

Come into the garden.

There was no question this time; it was Ylinestra's voice.

The mysterious summons came again, and with it a delicious languor. A couple walked past, lightwands
in hand, and he marveled at the rainbow corona surrounding each glowing stone. The whole room, in

fact, had taken on a warmer tone.

Perhaps Nysander and Magyana were tinkering with their creation? Skirting the dancers, he slipped
unnoticed into the dining room and on out into the darkened garden.
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Here. Come to me.
The voice guided him to a far corner of the garden screened by a small arbor.

He heard a faint sigh of silk and Ylinestra's pale face resolved from the darkness. Her hands found his
and lifted them to rest just above her hips.

She was slender and supple between his hands and he spread his fingers to better appreciate the
sensation of her warmth beneath the cold fabric.

"My lady, I don't understand," he whispered, some small, distant part of him distinctly alarmed at his
own actions. He'd never felt like this in his life.

"What is there to understand, lovely boy?"

How small she seemed, here in the darkness. Her lips brushed his chin as she spoke, her violet eyes
pools of night just below his own.

"But Nysander—Thero? I thought—"
She laughed softly, and the sound drowned his own trepidation in another rush of voluptuous sensation.
"I do as I please, Alec, and I take what I want. And just now, I want you."

Her hands found his again, holding his palms flat against her as she slid them upward. The roughness of
embroidery met his touch, then the netted web of the necklace over her breasts.

"You're trembling. Does my little magic frighten you? Do still frighten you?"

Alec drew a ragged breath. "I-I don't know."

Part of him sensed a snare, a trap, yet his whole body was gripped by a yearning unlike anything he'd
ever known. Her scent
filled his nostrils again as she slipped his fingertips beneath the edge of her necklace to press the bare,
yielding swell of a breast.

"You have only to ask, Alec. I'll release you if you ask. Shall I free you?"

She slipped a hand to the back of his neck to rest where Seregil's so often did. Then she kissed him
again, her lips parting, tongue gently seeking entrance and gaining it as her other hand stroked his side.
Pulling him closer, she kissed her way to his neck.

"So young, so smooth," she murmured, the touch of her breath sending a profound warmth to his loins.
"So beautiful. Have you known a woman? No? So much the better." She shifted slightly, bringing a

half-exposed nipple against his fingers. "Tell me, shall I release you now?"

"Yes! No- I don't know—"
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Alec groaned softly, then embraced her. Magic or not, newly awakened passions suffused him and he
found her lips again, returning kiss for kiss.

"Close your eyes, my darling," she whispered.

"Shut them tight and I'll show you another trick."

Alec obeyed, and was startled to feel himself falling, tumbling onto something soft. When he opened his
eyes again, the two of them were lying in the heavily draped enclosure of a huge bed. The forbidden glow
of candlelight filtered through layers of colored silk, just bright enough for him to see that somewhere in
the transition, their clothing had been left behind.

"Something wrong, my dear?" asked Nysander, seeing Magyana frowning over his shoulder as they
danced.

"I was just watching Thero. He's looking dour again, and he seemed to be having such a pleasant time.
Has Seregil been teasing him again?"
"Not that I observed."

Thero hovered grimly in a far corner, oblivious to the band of nymphs dancing on the wall just behind
him as he scanned the room.

"I suspect Ylinestra has found more spirited companionship for the evening," he guessed.

"Mmm. Well, that is a great deal less surprising than seeing them together in the first place. What in the
world does she want with him?"

"He is not such a bad-looking lad," Nysander said. "And he is young."

"Yes, but he's also your assistant," sniffed Magyana. "I realize you don't mind, but it still seems rather
tactless of them."

Nysander chuckled knowingly. "Passion is seldom governed by such niceties."

Just then, however, he caught sight of Seregil standing by the cider barrel. He was fiddling absently with
a mug and looking rather perplexed.

"Come, my dear, you must be thirsty," said the wizard, steering her in Seregil's direction.
"You haven't seen Alec in the last few minutes?" Seregil asked as they joined him.

The gloves were gone, Nysander noted, but a spotless strip of linen still bound each hand. He wondered
what sort of explanation he'd concocted for his guests.

"Why, no. Is he missing?" replied the wizard.

"T don't know. It's been almost an hour since I last saw him. I've just been all over the house and he's not
here. It's not like him to wander off. Could you take a look?"
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Nysander closed his eyes and sent a seeking through the house and surrounding neighborhood, then
shook his head.

"You don't suppose-?" Magyana gestured discreetly in Thero's direction.

Reluctantly, Nysander sent another of the spells to Ylinestra's chamber, intending nothing more than a
brief glimpse to ascertain the boy's presence.

As he'd feared, Alec was there, but the energies surrounding him were not sexual.
"What is it? Is something wrong?" Seregil asked beside him.

Nysander held up a warning hand without opening his eyes. "He is well. But I shall need a few
moments—"

Intensifying the spell, he found Ylinestra crouched over Alec, who appeared to be asleep, sprawled on
his back among the disheveled blankets with a blissful smile on his face. In contrast, Ylinestra's face was
a hard mask of concentration as she wove an unfamiliar sigil in the air above him. As it took form, the
peaceful expression drained from Alec's face. At first he simply looked blank, then his brow furrowed as
he unconsciously turned his face away, a low sound of protest rattling in his throat. The sorceress leaned
closer, enlarging the glowing symbol, then struck him sharply on the cheek in frustration.

"That will be quite enough, Ylinestra!"
She whirled in surprise. The sigil snapped out of existence.

"Nysander? How dare you spy into my chamber!" she hissed, eyes wide with outrage at his
disembodied intrusion. ""You have no right!"

"More right than you, to work magic on an unwilling subject,”" Nysander retorted sternly. "Send him
back at once or I shall fetch him myself."

"Such a fuss," she purred, stroking a hand down Alec's belly, knowing he would see. "I assure you, I did
him no harm."

"That remains to be seen."

A moment later Nysander felt a ripple of magic from upstairs. When had she mastered the translocation
spell?

With Seregil and Magyana close behind, he went up and found Alec deeply asleep in his own chamber.
Satisfied that the boy was unharmed, he placed a protective ward over the bed to curtail any further

mischief and quietly closed the door.

"Well, I suspect I won't be teasing him about his virginity anymore," Seregil said, sounding a bit wistful.
"He certainly fell in to the spirit of the evening in a hurry."

"I doubt it was entirely his own doing," Magyana said, wrinkling her nose in prim distaste. "If it turns out
he was coerced, I want to know about it. There's no place for that sort of behavior in the Oreska."

"Certainly not," Nysander said, thinking more of the mysterious sigil she'd been using. "Still, if it was his
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choice to go off with her, we must not make a fuss. He is old enough to decide that sort of thing for
himself."

Seregil let out an abrupt laugh. "I suppose he is, really. But it may cause a bit of a chill between him and
Thero."

Just gold.

The roar of festival gongs woke Alec at dawn. Blinking, he gazed up in groggy confusion at the bed
hangings, a pomegranate pattern worked with scarlet.

He'd gone to sleep beneath layers of colored silk lit by candle glow. Ylinestra had been looking down at
him, her eyes vague with pleasure.

A delicious ache ran through him at the memory, but with it came a twinge of anxiety that he couldn't
immediately explain.

Stretching himself fully awake, he sat up to find Seregil dozing in an armchair beside the bed. He was still
wearing last night's breeches and shirt. Slouched to one side, arms crossed tightly across his chest, he
looked profoundly uncomfortable.

Alec shook him gently by the elbow and he jerked awake, rubbing painfully at his neck.

"How'd I get here?" Alec asked.

"She sent you back, I guess." The beginnings of a dangerous grin played at the corners of his mouth.

"Ylinestra, eh? And after all Valerius' warnings. Enjoy yourself?"

"Oh-yes. I mean, I did, I guess—"

"You guess?"

Alec fell back against the pillows with a groan. "It's just that, well—I think she used some magic. At first,
anyway."

"So that's what it takes." Chuckling, Seregil leaned forward and touched a finger to Alec's cheek.
"And the kind that leaves marks, too. You all right?"

Alec brushed his hand away, feeling more awkward than ever. "Yes, of course I'm all right. It was great.
Just sort of—strange." He hesitated. "Do you dream? Afterward, [ mean?"

"[ usually talk. Why, did you?"

"Yes. I remember thinking that I was falling asleep but not wanting to. And then I saw the spinning
dagger."
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Seregil raised a questioning eyebrow. "The what?"

"The spinning dagger that Nysander used when I swore the Watcher's oath. It was right in front of my
face, just like before, and I was afraid to say anything for fear it would cut me. I could hear Nysander's
voice, too, but like it was coming from far away. I couldn't understand what he was saying. There was
something else, too." He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to seize the elusive fragment. "Something about an
arrow."

Seregil shook his head. "You're whisked away and made love to by the most exotic woman in Rhiminee

and it gives you nightmares? You're a strange creature, Alec, a very strange creature." He grinned. "I just
hope you're not too worn out. This is the biggest celebration of the year. And we'd better get ready. The
Cavishes are probably already at breakfast downstairs."

Alec lay in bed a moment longer after he left, trying to sort out his feelings about the previous night's
unexpected climax. He knew better than to imagine that Ylinestra considered him anything more than a

virginal conquest; he doubted she'd give him a second glance the next time they met.

At least he hoped not. Pleasurable as the physical act—or rather, acts—had been, the whole affair had
left him feeling low and begrimed.

Seregil's well-intentioned ribbing had only underscored his own confusion.

The sorceress' scent rose from his skin as Alec threw back the covers and got up. Wrapping himself in a
robe, he called for the chambermaid, asking her to prepare a bath and see to it that his bedding was
changed.

The bath helped considerably and he headed downstairs in somewhat better spirits. His one remaining
qualm was that Seregil had already blabbed his exploits to Micum or Kari. But no one gave signs of
being any the wiser when he joined the cheerful group around the dining table, although Seregil did raise a

questioning eyebrow at his damp hair.

Illia was too excited by the prospect of a day in the city to let anyone linger over their morning tea. As
soon as the meal was finished the whole party set off for the Temple Precinct.

Kari and the girls rode in a comfortable open carriage, with the men riding attendance on horseback.

In contrast to the austerity of Mourning Night, Sakor's Day was celebrated with wild abandon.

Horns blared, ale flowed, bonfires blazed at all hours.

Looking around as they rode, it appeared to Alec that there was a performance of some kind-animal
trainers, jugglers, troops of actors performing out of skene wagons, fire dancers, and the like—on
virtually every street corner. Food sellers, gamblers, whores, and pickpockets mingled with the revelers,
plying their trades.

"[t's all so loud and exciting!" exclaimed Elsbet, riding along beside him.

"You'll get used to it," Alec replied.

The girl grinned. "Oh, I look forward to that."
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The main event of the day was the annual investing of new troops at midday. Sakor was the patron god
of soldiers and the recognition of new troops was at once a martial and religious occasion.

In the Temple Precinct, the tiers of seating had been cleared away to make room for the ranks of new
soldiers formed up in front of the Sakor Temple.

The day was a cloudless, bitter one and even Alec was glad of the heavy, fur-lined cloak he wore over
his velvet surcoat. Seregil chatted idly with other nobles, introducing Alec to this one or that as the fancy

took him.

"T've never seen so many new recruits, have you?" Kari asked Seregil, shading her eyes with one hand
as they stood together on the steps of the Temple of Illior.

He shook his head. "No, never."
"Where's Beka?" Illia demanded, bouncing excitedly on her father's shoulder.

"Over with those in green there." Micum pointed out the Queen's Horse, raising his voice to make
himself heard.

Glancing at Kari, Alec thought she looked rather sad and thoughtful. As if sensing his gaze, she looked
over at him and held a hand out for his.

By the time the last ranks had marched in, the close-packed regimental groupings looked like colored
tiles in a huge mosaic. The Queen's Horse was a block of green and white directly in front of the Temple
of Sakor.

"Look, there's the Queen," said Micum.

"They'll start now."

Looking solemn and proud despite her long vigil, Idrilain took her place between the pillars of the Sakor
Temple. She wore flowing robes of state and an emerald diadem and carried the Sword of Gerilain
upright on her shoulder like a scepter. The golden Aegis gleamed behind her as she stood motionless
before the troops, the faint vapor of her breath visible on the cold air. The tableau was intentional; there
was no doubt to whom the oath was to be given. The priests might be allowed their mysteries in the
darkness, but here, in the light of day, stood the embodiment of Skalan power.

Placing the sword point downward in front of her,

Idrilain grasped the hilt in both hands and began the ritual.

"Come you here to swear the Oath?" she cried, her voice carrying clear and harsh as if across a field of
battle.

"Aye!" came the response from a thousand throats, thundering in the stone confines of the precinct.

From the corner of his eye, Alec saw Micum and Seregil drop their hands to their sword hilts, as did
many around them. Without a word, he did the same.
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"To whom do you swear?"

"To the throne of Skala and the Queen who rules!" returned the initiate soldiers.
"By what do you swear?"

"By the Four, by the Flame, by our honor, and our arms!"
"Swear then to uphold the honor of your land and Queen!"
"Aye!"

"Swear then to give no quarter to the adversary."

"Aye!"

"Swear then to spare the supplicant."

"Aye!"

"Foreswear all that brings dishonor upon your comrades."
"Aye!"

Idrilain paused, letting a moment pass in stillness. Then, in a voice that would have done credit to any
sergeant, she barked out, "Display arms!"

With a ringing of steel, the various regiments brandished their weapons: swords and sabers glinted in the
sunlight; small forests of lances sprang to attention; archers beat arrow shafts against longbows,

producing a strange clacking sound; artillery soldiers held catapult stones aloft. Standards unfurled on cue
to snap brightly over the throng.

"Then so are you all sworn together!" cried Idrilain, raising her sword overhead. "By the Four and the
Flame, by land and Queen, by honor and arms. Warriors of Skala, sound your cries!"

A deafening roar filled the square as each regiment shouted its own battle cry, vying with the others to
make their voices heard.

"The Queen's honor!"
"Sakor's Fire!"

"Honor and steel!"

"The Flame on the Seal"
"True aim and well sped!"
"The White Hawk!"

Drummers and pipers stepped from behind the temple pillars, setting up a martial tattoo. Great horns as
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long as the men that sounded them blared and bellowed on the rooftops as the ranks turned and began to
march out of the square.

"It all makes you want to join in with it, doesn't it?" Alec grinned, pulse quickening with the beat of the
drums.

Laughing, Seregil threw an arm around Alec's shoulders and drew him away, shouting over the din,
"That's the whole idea."

The clamor at dawn went unheard by Nysander.

Seated cross-legged on the floor of the casting room, a long dead candle guttered out before him, he
floated in the dim oblivion of meditation.

Images came and went, yet nothing substantial came into his grasp.

After seeing Magyana to her tower door the previous night, he'd made his usual tour of the vaults
beneath the Oreska, then found himself leaving first the House, then the sheltered gardens, to stalk alone
through the windy streets.

Hands clasped behind his back, he walked aimlessly, as if trying to escape the anger that had been
building slowly inside him from the moment he'd found Ylinestra hovering over Alec in her chamber.

Much of this anger was directed at himself. Ylinestra had meant no more to him than a voluptuous
diversion possessed of a mind of uncommon ability. Yet he had allowed his carnal desires to blind him to
the true depths of her cupidity. Her sudden dalliance with Thero had reawakened his lulled sense of
prudence. What he'd witnessed this night strengthened his suspicions.

He let out an exasperated growl. The Black Time was coming, he knew, coming in the course of his own
Guardianship. Was he prepared?

Hardly.

He had an assistant he could not completely trust and yet hardly dared release. A sorceress twenty
decades his junior had him passion-blind.

And Seregil!

Nysander clenched his hands, digging the nails into his palms. Seregil, whom he loved as a son and a
friend, had very nearly condemned himself to death through his own obstinate inquisitiveness. Alec would
prove no different in time—that much was already clear.

For the first time in years, he found himself wondering what his own master would have to say about all
this. Arkoniel's craggy face came to him as readily as if he'd seen him only the day before.

He'd been old when Nysander had first met him and never seemed to change. How fervently the young
Nysander—that desperate, quick-tempered urchin of the streets, plucked starving from the squalor of the
lower city-had tried to emulate the old man's patience and wisdom.
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But from Arkoniel he'd also inherited the burden of the Guardianship, that dark thread of knowledge that
must be kept at once intact and concealed. A thread that the events of the past few months, beginning
with Seregil's finding the cursed disk and culminating tonight with the omens at the ceremony, showed to
be nearing its end.

Finding no answers in the night, he'd returned to his tower and prepared for a formal meditation. Dawn
found him motionless and seemingly serene. He'd been dimly aware of Thero's arrival and respectful
withdrawal.

As the last light of Sakor's Day faded above the tower dome, Nysander opened his eyes, no wiser than
when he'd begun. Denied inspiration, he was left with facts. Seregil had stumbled across the disk,
ostensibly by accident, then found his way to the Oracle of Illior, who'd recited a fragment of a prophecy
no one but Nysander himself had any business knowing about. Last night the same words—"Eater of
Death"—had been spoken by the priest of Sakor following the strange omen of carrion birds.

Rising, he worked the stiffness from his joints and set oft for the Temple Precinct again.

A cold sliver of moon was just sliding up from behind the white dome of the Temple of Illior when he
arrived. Taking this as a favorable sign, he entered the temple and donned the ritual mask.

He'd sought the counsel of the Oracle only a few times before, and then more often in the spirit of
curiosity. His devotion to Illior took a different form than that of the priests.

But now he hurried onward with a growing sense of anticipation. Snapping a light of his own into
existence, he made his way down the twisting, treacherous stairway to the subterranean chamber of the
Oracle. At the bottom he extinguished the light and strode on through the utter blackness of the corridor,
more convinced with every step that the poor, mad creature at its end had answers to offer.

A lumpish, disheveled young man squatting on a pallet bed looked up as he entered. This was not the
same Oracle Nysander recalled, of course, yet all the rest was as before: the profound silence, the dim,
cold light, the attendants seated motionless on either side of the idiot vessel of the Immortal, featureless
silver masks gleaming from the depths of their cowls.

"Greetings to you, Guardian!" he cried, vague eyes locking with Nysander's.

"You know me?"

"Who you are is nothing," the Oracle replied, rocking slowly from side to side. "What you are is
everything. Everything. Prepare, O Guardian. The ordeal is close at hand. Have you preserved what was
entrusted?"

"I have." Nysander suddenly felt weary beyond words.

How many times had he walked through the dusty labyrinth beneath the Oreska House, feigning absent
curiosity? How many years had it taken to cultivate his reputation as an eccentric, albeit powerful,
dabbler? How much had he sacrificed to uphold the trust of generations?

"Stand ready, O Guardian, and be vigilant," the Oracle continued. "Y our time approaches out of

darkness and hidden places. The minions of the Adversary ride forth in secret glory. Your portion shall
be bitter as gall."
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The silence closed over them again like the surface of a pool. Into that silence Nysander slowly recited
words that, to his knowledge, had not been said aloud in nearly five centuries. It was a fragment of the
"Dream of Hyradin," the one faint ray of hope he and all his predecessors had clung to down the long
years of their vigil.

"And so came the Beautiful One, the Eater of Death, to strip the bones of the world.

First clothed in Man's flesh, it came crowned with a helm of darkness and none could stand against this
One but Four.

"First shall be the Guardian, a vessel of light in the darkness.

Then the Shaft and the Vanguard, who shall fail and yet not fail if the

Guide, the Unseen

One, goes forth. And at last shall be again the

Guardian, whose portion is bitter, as bitter as gall."

The Oracle said nothing to this, but gazed up at him with eyes that held no alternative.

After a moment, Nysander bowed slightly and went back the way he'd come, in darkness and alone.

Alec had hoped that their stay at Wheel Street would be brief—a week perhaps, to satisfy appearances.
But the week stretched into two, and then lengthened to a month. Seregil had "daylight business" to
attend to, as he called his numerous legitimate interests around the city. They spent a great deal of time in
the lower city, where he met with ship captains in warehouses smelling of tar and low tide, or haggled
with traders at the customs houses. This meant that for the time being their comfortable rooms over the
Cockerel were generally off-limits; they couldn't chance a connection being made between Lord Seregil
and the inn.

The business transactions bored Alec, but he contented himself with observing how Seregil played the
role. Despite his affectations, he had the common touch that invited confidence and respect. He also had
a reputation for openhandedness in certain matters; tradesmen were happy enough to pass on whatever
rumors were current and there was little going on, legal or otherwise, which Seregil didn't soon hear of.

Equally important were the evening salons. Once it was known that the elusive Lord Seregil was home at
last, a veritable deluge of scented, wax-sealed invitations poured in.

Thrown together night after night with nobles of all degrees, Alec gradually learned the gentle art of
conversational thrust and parry so necessary to navigate the intricate waters of Skalan politics.
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"Intrigue!" Seregil laughed when Alec groaned over manner once too often. "That's our bread and butter,
and the only intrigue that pay are those of the wealthy. Smile nicely, nod often, an less-than keep your
ears open."

Alec's presence excited a certain amount of comment at first and rumors regarding his relationship with
Seregil circulate

hotly. The higher-minded accepted that he really was—Seregil's ward, or perhaps his illegitimate son,
though the majority of opinion tended toward less altruistic possibilities. Alec was mortified, but Seregil
shrugged it off.

"Don't let it bother you," he counseled. "In these circles the only thing worse than being slandered is not
being talked about at all. In a month or two they'll forget all about it and think you've been around for

years."

To this end, they made a point of frequenting the better theater and gambling houses. The Tirade Theater
in the Street of Light was a favorite haunt of Seregil's, particularly when Pelion 1 Eirsil was on stage.

Alec was an instant aficionado of drama.

Brought up on ballad and tavern tales, he was amazed to see stories played out by a fill cast in costume.
Whether he understood the story line or not—he frequently didn't—the pageantry of it was enough to
keep him enthralled through the entire performance.

And through it all, Alec's education continued—Ilock work and swordsmanship, etiquette and lineage,
history and disguise, the picking of surcoats and the picking of pockets—together with a hundred other

skills Seregil deemed indispensable for an aspiring spy.

One grey morning several weeks after the Festival Seregil handed Alec a sealed note from the pile of
new correspondence a his elbow as they sat over a late breakfast.

Breaking the seal, he read a hastily scrawled note from Beka Cavish.

Can get free a few hours this afternoon. Fancy a ride? If so, meet me at the Cirna Road gate at noon.

-B.C.

"You don't need me this afternoon, do you?" he asked hopefully, passing the note to Seregil. "I haven't
seen her since the investiture."

Seregil nodded. "Go on. I think I can manage without you."
Arriving at the Harvest Market well before the appointed time, Alec found Beka already waiting for him
by the city gate. The way she sat her horse, reins held casually in one hand, her other elbow cocked out

at a jaunty angle beneath her green cloak, spoke volumes; she looked born to soldiering.

"Aren't you still the fine young dandy?" she called as he maneuvered Windrunner through the market
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crowd.

"Seregil's making a gentleman of me, after all." He struck a haughty pose. "Soon I'll be too good to hang
about with the likes of you."

"Then we'd better get on with it while we still can. I need a good run," she said, grinning at him.
Nudging Wyvern into a trot, she led the way through the gate.

As soon as they were past the curtain wall beyond, they kicked their mounts into a gallop and rode north
along the cliffs. The frozen roadway rang like metal under their horses' hooves; the sea gave back a
metallic sheen beneath the pale winter sky. To the east, the mountain peaks gleamed white against the
lowering sky.

Side by side, cloaks streaming out behind them, Alec and Beka raced along the highroad for a mile or
more, then veered off into a meadow overlooking the sea.

"That's quite a harness you've got on Wyvern,"
Alec remarked, noting the leather breastplate and frontlet.

"That's to accustom him to the feel of it," she explained. "For battle, the leather's replaced with felt pads
and bronze plates."

"How do you like military life? And what do I call you now?"

"We all start as riders, although those of us with commissions are actually officers from the start. I'll be a
lieutenant when we ride off to the war. Right now all the new riders are divided up into training decuria.
I'm in the first turma under Captain Myrhini. Lieutenants lead three decuriae, but it's the captain more
often than not who leads the drills—"

"Hold on!" Alec interjected, reining in. "You soldiers speak a different language. What's a turma?"

"I'm still getting it all straight myself," she admitted. "Let's see, now—ten riders make a decuria, which is
led by a sergeant. Three decuriae to a turma, commanded by a lieutenant; three turmae to a troop and
four troops to a squadron; two squadrons to the regiment. What with officers, sutlers and the like, there's
about eight hundred of us altogether. Captain Myrhini has command of First Troop of the Lion Squadron
under Commander Klia. Commander Perris commands the Wolf Squadron. And the Queen's oldest son,
Prince Korathan, is the regimental commander."

"Sounds like a pretty exclusive bunch."

"The Horse Guard is an elite regiment; the officers are all nobles. The riders all have to provide their own
mounts and prove themselves at riding and shooting, so most of them are from well- to-do families as
well. I'd never have gotten a commission without Seregil's help. Still, elite or not, you should see some of
the young blue bloods tumbling off their horses as they try to draw! I tell you, I've never appreciated
Father's training so much as now. Sergeant Braknil thinks Captain Myrhini will want to keep me in her
troop when I've finished training. I'll have thirty riders under me. But how about you? I suppose Seregil's
keeping you pretty busy?"

"Oh, yes." Alec rolled his eyes. "I think I've gotten all of ten hours sleep this week. When we're not
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arguing with traders or going off to some fancy gathering, he's got me sitting up half the night memorizing
royal lineages. I think he secretly means to make me into a scribe."

A little pause spread out and in it he felt the distance opening between them as they headed down their
divergent paths. What he really wanted to tell her about were their nocturnal adventures, but Seregil was
adamant about secrecy outside Watcher circles. At some point, he thought, Nysander ought to recruit
Beka.

Looking up, he found her studying his face with a faint smile. It occurred to him that having grown up
around Micum and Seregil, she probably had a fair idea of his unspoken life.

"Did I tell you Seregil's teaching me Aurenfaie?" he said, anxious to reestablish common ground.
"Nos eyir?"

He laughed. "You, too?"

"Oh, yes. Elsbet and I were always pestering him to teach us when he came to visit. She had a better
head for it, naturally, but I know a little. I suppose you'll need it, too. It's all the fashion among the

nobles."

"Seregil says most of them sound like they're talking through a mouthful of wet leather when they try.
He's making certain I get it right.

"Makir y'torus eyair. How's that?"
"Korveu tak melilira. Afarya tos hara'beniel?" she replied, wheeling her horse and kicking it into a gallop.
Assuming it had either been an insult or an invitation to another race, Alec galloped after her.

Dusk was settling outside the windows of Seregil's bedchamber when Alec strode in with flushed cheeks
and new snow melting in his hair. The sweet tang of a cold ocean wind still clung to him.

"Tell me we don't have to dress up tonight!" he pleaded, dropping down on the hearth rug by Seregil's
feet.

Seregil laid his book aside and stretched lazily. "You look like you've had quite an afternoon."

"We rode for miles! I should have taken my bow—we ended up in the hills and there were rabbits
everywhere."

"I may have some other hunting for you." Seregil pulled a small scroll from his belt and brandished it
between two long fingers. "This was left at the Black Feather for the Rhiminee Cat. It seems Lady Isara
has lost some compromising letters and she wants them back. She thinks Baron Makrin's study is a good
place to start looking."

"Tonight?" Alec asked, all weariness instantly forgotten.
"I think that's best. It's a pretty straightforward burglary, nothing fancy. Midnight's soon enough. We'll

have to wait until the household's settled down, but I don't want to be out in the cold any longer than we
have to."
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The wind tugged at their cloaks as Seregil and Alec set off for the baron's villa on the west side of the
Noble Quarter. They wore coarse workman's tunics, and old traveling cloaks covered the swords slung
out of sight over their backs.

They'd gone only a few blocks when Seregil suddenly sensed someone on the street behind them.
Touching

Alec lightly on the arm, he turned a corner at random and caught a hint of motion in the shadows behind
them.

"Just like that time I was chased into Silvermoon Street," Alec whispered, glancing back nervously.
"I had the same thought, though it's probably just someone out for a midnight stroll. Let's find out."
Leaving the baron for later, he turned right at the next corner, heading east into the heart of the city.

A slice of moon broke free from the clouds, giving just enough light for Seregil to make out a large, dark
form trailing them from a discreet distance.

Not so innocent after all, he frowned to himself. Keeping up a steady pace, he strode on into the
increasingly poorer streets of the southeast quarter. Their man still kept his distance, but matched them
turn for turn.

"Do you hear that?" Alec asked softly.

"Hear what?"

"That little scraping sound, when he walks over a patch of bare cobbles. I heard it that other time, too."

"Well then, we'd better let him introduce himself."

Wending his way into a disreputable warren of darkened tenements and warehouses, Seregil spotted a
familiar alleyway. Pretending to stumble, he reached out and grasped Alec's elbow and signed for him to
follow.

Ducking into the alley, he quickly tore oft his cloak and tossed it behind a pile of refuse, then pulled
himself through a crumbling window frame overhead. Alec was up beside him in an instant. From this
vantage point, they watched as their man hesitated, then drew a falchion and went slowly on into the
shadows of the alley. From this angle, Seregil couldn't make out his face.

An amateur, but persistent,

Seregil thought, watching as he went half the length of the alley before realizing that it was a dead end,
and that his quarry was nowhere in sight.

As he turned, Seregil and Alec dropped lightly to the pavement and drew their swords.

"What do you want?" Seregil demanded.

Page 77



Undaunted, their pursuer took a step forward, weapon at the ready. "If ever you called yourself
Gwethelyn, Lady of Cador Ford, and Ciris, squire of the same, then we've a matter of restitution to
discuss."

"Captain Rhal!" Alec examined.

"The same, boy."

"You're a long way from the Darter," said Seregil, hoping he didn't sound as shaken as he felt.

"And a good thing, too," Rhal retorted stiffly, "seeing that she lies rotting at the bottom of the Folcwine
River."

"What's that to do with us?"

Rhal advanced another step, flinging his hat aside. "I've traveled a long way to ask you that. Two days
below Torburn we put in for water at a little place called Gresher's Ferry. A pack of swordsmen were
waiting for us there, and who do you suppose they wanted?"

Alec shifted uncomfortably beside him.

"I'm sure I have no idea," Seregil replied. "Who were they looking for?"

"Two men and a boy, they claimed, but it was you they meant, sure enough. If I hadn't caught you out of

your woman's riggings I might not have tumbled, but it was you."
"You're mistaken, though I suppose you set them after us anyway?"

"By the Old Sailor, I did not!" Rhal retorted angrily. "I might have saved myself the loss of a fine ship if I
had."

Certain disturbing questions had occurred to Seregil during this exchange, but before he could ask any
the three of them were startled by a sudden commotion behind them at the mouth of the alley.

A gang of back alley toughs materialized out of the shadows armed with swords, cudgels, and daggers.
Seregil saw in an instant that there were enough of them to be trouble.

To his surprise, he found Rhal at his side, sword leveled at the newcomers. Alec cast him one
questioning look, then fell in beside the captain as the ambushers charged in at them.

Rhal took the center, striking right and left with workmanlike efficiency. Seregil had just time enough to
pull the poniard free of his boot before he found himself fighting two-handed against a ruffian wielding a
quarterstaff.

The alley made for close quarters fighting and the three of them were soon being forced back inch by
inch toward the dead end at their backs.

"Trouble above!" Rhal bellowed as a hail of stones and roof tiles clattered down from overhead.

"Press the bastards!"
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A heavy tile struck his arm, jarring his sword from his hand. A tall footpad closed in, but Seregil whirled
and buried his poniard between the man's ribs. Beside him, Alec struck another across the face. Rhal
rolled hastily out from under their feet, scrambling through the dirty snow for his weapon.

More stones rained down but thanks to the darkness or someone's poor aim, most of this load landed
among the attackers. In the resulting confusion, Seregil and the others broke free to the street, the gang
hot on their heels.

Freed from the confines of the alley, he rounded on the man nearest him and ran him through, then
blocked a swing from a quarterstaft. He'd lost sight of Alec, but a fierce yell just behind told him the boy
was holding his own.

Seregil was just facing off with two of the footpads when the shrill alarm of a Watch trumpet rang out
nearby. A moment later a Watch patrol galloped into sight down the street, weapons drawn. The
footpads left off at once and melted away into the shadows like sea smoke before a freshening breeze.

"Come on!" Seregil hissed at Alec and Rhal, and bolted off in the opposite direction.

"What are we running for?" Rhal panted.

"So we don't spend the night inventing lies for some thickheaded bluecoat," Seregil snapped.

Dodging into the next side street, he spotted a sagging bulkhead at the base of a tenement just ahead.

Hoping for the best, he yanked up one of the flat doors and tossed in a lightstone. Worn steps led down
to a disused cellar.

"Down here!"
Alec and Rhal dove for cover and he followed, pulling the door shut overhead again.

Crouched tensely in the musty darkness, they listened as the Watch made a cursory search of the area
and then moved on.

Seregil looked over at Rhal. "Now, you were saying?"
For the space of a few heartbeats Rhal stared blankly back at him, then burst out laughing.

"By the Mariner, I came here to stick a knife in you and now I'm indebted to you for my life. You two
had no call to cover me as you did just then."

"You had no call to let us go that night on the Darter"

Seregil replied, picking up the light and heading for the stairs. "But you did, and here we are. The boy
and I have some business to attend to just now, but I'd like to continue our earlier discussion. Meet us at
the inner room of the Bower in Silk Street, say in an hour's time?"

Rhal considered the invitation, then nodded. "All right then. An hour."

Seregil lifted the bulkhead door cautiously, then climbed out with Alec close behind.
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"Are we really going to meet him?" Alec asked as they hurried away.
"He tracked us to Wheel Street. I think we'd better find out how he managed that, don't you?"

Seregil scowled, making no effort to mask his concern. ""And who it was that came to him looking for us,
although I think I can guess."

The answering look of fear on Alec's face told Seregil that he could, too.

Their unanticipated run-in with Rhal had sapped every ounce of enjoyment from the night for Alec. He
floundered through the job in a daze of apprehension.

Seregil had said nothing more on the matter so far, but he couldn't shake the conviction that his own
callow ignorance aboard the Darter had somehow led Rhal to them after all these months. And if he'd
tracked them, then why not Mardus?

Luckily for him, the burglary was not a particularly challenging one. Evidently a smug, unimaginative
fellow, Makrin had hidden the letters in a locked box behind a bit of loose woodwork in his study.
Seregil spotted it while Alec was still sorting through the contents of the writing table. With Lady Isara's
letters in hand, along with a few other items of interest, they stopped briefly at Wheel Street to deposit
the goods, then set off on horseback for the Bower.

This was a discreetly respectable establishment Seregil often used for assignations. A yawning pot boy
led them to a room at the back. Rhal was already there, but not alone; Alec immediately recognized the
two men with him as the helmsman and first mate from the ill-fated Darter.

They recognized him as well, and returned his greeting with guarded nods, weapons close at hand.
Rhal pushed a wine jug over to them as he and Seregil joined him at the table.

Seregil poured himself a cup, then said without preamble, "Tell me more about Gresher's Ferry."
Rhal eyed him knowingly. "As I said, a pack of armed men was laying for us there."

"A rough-lookin" crew," the helmsman, Skywake, added darkly, "They didn't have no uniforms, but they
sat their horses like soldiers."

Alec's heart sank still lower, though Seregil's face remained a carefully neutral mask.

"They came asking after two men and a boy, said they'd stolen the mayor's gold up in Wolde," Rhal
continued. "When I told 'em I hadn't carried any three such as they described, they pulled swords and
swarmed all over my vessel, bold as you please. Then their leader—a big, black-bearded son of a whore
with an accent thick as lentil porridge—he laid into me, calling me a liar and worse in front of my own
crew. The more he went on, the less I liked it. By the time he stopped for breath, I'd sooner been
drowned than give him satisfaction. So I kept mum and finally they rode off.

"We went on downriver and I thought that was the end of it, but that same night a fire started in the hold
and burned so fierce we couldn't even get down to douse it. Everyone got off, but my ship lies burnt and
broken against the mud bank below Hullout Bend. That's just a bit too much of a coincidence for my
taste, especially since we were carrying silver and bales of vellum that voyage."
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"Not the most flammable of cargoes." Seregil regarded Rhal impassively over the rim of his cup. "And so
you came looking for us."

"You're not going to tell me you were traveling in disguise just to make a fool of me?" Rhal snorted.

"NO."
Nettles slammed his fist down on the table. "Then it was you they was looking for!"
"I don't know anything about that," Seregil maintained. "What I'm interested in is how you found me."

"Not much trick to that," Skywake told him, jerking a thumb at Alec. "This boy of yours asked around
amongst the crew how to get to Rhiminee just before you got off."

Idiot! Alec silently berated himself, his worst fears confirmed.
"Who did he talk to?" asked Seregil, not looking at him.

"There were a bunch of us on deck that day, as I recall," Nettles replied. "Skywake, you was there, and
the cook's boy."

"That's right. And Applescaith. He was the one wanted him to go overland the whole way, remember?"

"Aye. Him, too. And Bosfast."

Alec sat staring down at his wine cup, mouth set in a grim line. How could he have been so green?

He might just as well have drawn their pursuers a map.

Seregil took another sip of wine, considering all this. "And so, with nothing more than a few tenuous
suspicions, you chuck everything and head off for Skala to stick a knife in me?" He shook his head in
evident bemusement. "Rhiminee's a big place. How in the world did you expect to find us?"

Rhal scrubbed a hand over his thinning hair and gave a short chuckle. "If you aren't the damnedest
creature for brass. All right then, I'll tell you straight. You're looking at a ruined man. All I came away
with was my instruments and this."

Rhal held up his left hand, displaying a large garnet ring on his little finger. Alec recognized it as the one
Seregil had worn while playing Lady Gwethelyn, but what was Rhal doing with it? Looking at Seregil for
a reaction, he saw the hint of a smile tugging at the corner of his friend's mouth.

"With the Darter beyond fixing and winter coming on, I didn't see too many prospects for me in the
north," Rhal went on. "I was a deepwater sailor in my youth. I took up the Folcwine passage when my
uncle willed me his ship and the chance to be my own master. Now with the war brewing up for spring, |

figured I maybe could sign on with the navy.

"To tell you the honest truth, I didn't really expect to find you. Then I caught sight of your boy back
around the time you had all that trouble with the law. Since then, we've kept watch on that fancy house of
yours, hoping to have a quiet chat, as it were. You're a hard pair to track down, though."
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"It was you that chased me that night," said Alec.

"That was us." Rhal rubbed a knee with a rueful grin. "You're a tricky little bugger, and fast. I'd figured
you two for soft gents and didn't think you'd give us much trouble. After seeing the way you handled
yourselves in that alley, though, I believe I'm glad those footpads showed up when they did."

Seregil gave him the crooked grin. "It may be good fortune for all of us, meeting up again."

"How do you figure that?"

"You two"—Seregil turned to Skywake and Nettles—"do you fancy signing on as common sailors with
a war coming?"

"We go where our captain goes," Skywake replied stoutly, though it was clear neither he nor the former
helmsman were enthusiastic about the prospect.

Seregil looked back to Rhal. "And you, Captain—I'd think it would be difficult to serve after having a
vessel of your own."

Alec began to suspect where this conversation was headed.

"Of course, I'd be the last person to discourage anyone from fighting the Plenimarans," Seregil drawled,
"but it seems to me there are more rewarding ways of going about it. Have you considered privateering?"

"T've considered it." Rhal shrugged, studying the other man's face with a sharp trader's crafty interest,
"but that takes a strong, swift ship and more gold than I'm ever likely to see."

"What it takes," Seregil said, reaching into his belt pouch, "is the proper investors. Would this get you
started?"

Opening his hand, Seregil showed them an emerald the size of a walnut glowing in the hollow of his
palm.

It was one of many such stones Seregil kept handy as a conveniently portable form of wealth.

"By the Sailor, Captain, did you ever see the like of that!" Nettles gasped.

Rhal glanced down at the stone, then back at Seregil. "Why?"

Seregil placed the stone in the center of the table. "Perhaps I appreciate a man with a sense of humor."

"Skywake, Nettles, wait outside," Rhal said quietly. As they left, Rhal made a questioning gesture in
Alec's direction.

Seregil shook his head. "He stays. So, what do you think of my offer. It won't be repeated once we
leave this room."

"Tell me why," Rhal repeated, picking up the gem. "You've heard my story and told me nothing, yet you
offer me this. What's it really paying for?"

Seregil chuckled softly. "You're a clever man, away from the ladies. Let's understand one another. I've
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got secrets I prefer to keep, but there are surer ways than this to protect them, if you take my meaning.
What I'm offering you, all I'm offering you, is a mutually beneficial business proposition. You find a ship,
see to the crew, the provisioning, everything. I provide capital, in return for which I receive twenty
pe