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Maggie Furey — Aurian 02 — Harp of Winds

Prologue

Long ago, there had been four great magical weapons fashioned to be used only by the Magefolk, But
their history had been lost, together with the artifacts themselves, in the Cataclysm, the horrific wars of
magic which had wrought changes on land and water alike. Lost also had been the history of the
non-human Magefolk: the Winged Ones, the Dragonfolk and the mighty Leviathan—or so said the
ancient legends.

Young Aurian, daughter of renegade Mages, growing up lonely and neglected in her mother's Valley,
knows nothing of these tales. Yet when she meets Forral, a wandering swordsman, the encounter will
change not only their lives, but the future course of history.

Aurian's father, Forral's friend Geraint, has perished in a dreadful accident through misuse of his
Fire-magic, and her grieving mother, the Earth-Mage FEilin, is obsessed with using her powers to restore
the Valley—the barren crater left by the explosion. Appalled by FEilin's neglect of her daughter, Forral
decides to stay and care for her. A close, loving bond develops between child and swordsman—until
Forral discovers, to his dismay, that Aurian is experimenting with her father's Fire-magic. To distract her
from such dangerous activities, he offers to teach her swordplay, giving her a sword as a birthday gift.
Aurian is becoming a gifted swordswoman until overconfidence results in a mistake which almost kills
her. Eilin, on the advice of the Magefolk healer Meiriel, sends her to the city of Nexis, and the Academy,
where the few remaining Magefolk dwell, to be properly trained as a Mage.

Homesick, and desperately missing Forral, Aurian turns to the Archmage Miathan, quite unaware of his
future plans for her. His interest earns Aurian the enmity of the ambitious Weather-Mage Eliseth, and her
cohorts, Bragar and Davorshan, though she becomes friendly with Finbarr, the Archivist, and D'arvan,
Davorshan's twin, who is unable to access his own powers. As Aurian grows towards adulthood, her
determination to excel in magic is diverted by the return of Forral, who accepts the post of Commander
of the Nexis Garrison, with its position on the Ruling Council, with Miathan and the merchants'
representative, Vannor, Aurian resumes her sword training and makes Mortal friends at the Garrison
—especially Maya, Forral's Lieutenant, and Parric, the Cavalrymaster. The bond between Aurian and
Forral ripens into mature love, but matings between Mortals and Magefolk are forbidden. For Aurian's
sake, Forral rebuffs her, leaving her baffled and hurt.

Elsewhere in Nexis, a young man sees his mother die in a fire. Anvar, son of Tori the Baker, puts out the
blaze using some mysterious force, but his father, blaming him for the accident, sells him as a bondservant
to the Archmage. Anvar discovers that he is really Miathan's son, and has Mage blood, but Miathan
steals his powers, binding him with a spell of silence before sending him to the kitchens as a slave. After
months of toil and brutality, he escapes, seeking his lover Sara, who was pregnant when they were
parted. Before he is recaptured, he discovers that she has lost the child, and is now married to Vannor.

When Anvar is recaptured, Aurian takes pity on him, defending him against Miathan. The Archmage
gives Anvar to her as her servant, and his life improves, but he distrusts her. Soon, however, he begins to
worry about his mistress. Forral's rejection is making her increasingly unhappy, and Miathan has begun to
force his attentions on her.
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Anvar is sent to help Finbarr the Archivist, Aurian's closest friend among the Magefolk, and discovers a
secret chamber in the catacombs below the library. The room contains ancient relics, and Miathan finds a
deadly weapon—a grail refashioned from the Caldron of Rebirth—one of the four lost Artifacts of
Power, When Aurian and Forral become lovers, the jealous Archmage turns the grail to evil, and curses
any child of Forral's that Aurian might bear—that it will take the form of the first beast she sees after its
birth.

The following Solstice sees sinister things taking place, Vannor's daughter Zanna, knowing that Sara has
married her father for his riches, quarrels with her stepmother and runs off to join the Nightrunners,
Vannor's secret, illicit smuggling partners. D'arvan, still the only powerless Mage, discovers that
Davorshan is plotting with Eliseth to get rid of him, and on Aurian's advice, turns to the Mortals at the
Garrison for support, Eliseth then persuades Meiriel the Healer to negate Aurian's spells against
pregnancy, knowing that Miathan will never countenance Forral's half-breed child,

Eliseth's plots soon come to fruition. Davorshan tries to murder his brother, and Aurian sends D'arvan to
her mother, who can help him find his powers. Maya goes with him to the Valley. Soon afterwards,
Meiriel discovers that Aurian, unbeknown to herself, is with child, Miathan puts Aurian under a spell of
sleep and forces the Healer to help him destroy the babe, but Anvar discovers the plot, and tells Forral
and Vannor. Forral, berserk with rage, attacks Miathan, who unleashes terrifying creatures from the
grail—Death-Wraiths—spirit vampires who sap the life-force of the living. Aurian fights free of the spell
to go to Forral's aid, but the swordsman is slain. Finbarr fights the Wraiths with magic, buying Aurian,
Vannor and Anvar time to escape before he is killed. The creatures, out of Miathan's control, pour out
across the city.

Overcome with rage and grief, Aurian vows to avenge Forral, but until a way can be found to fight
Miathan, she must flee. While Vannor returns to the city to organize resistance against the Archmage,
Aurian and Anvar escape downriver by boat, reluctantly taking Sara with them, at Vannor's request. At
the port, they find passage on a ship crewed by villainous cutthroats. Aurian decides that the only hope of
fighting Miathan is to find the other three Artifacts—but they have been lost for centuries and time is
limited, for as her pregnancy progresses, she will lose her powers until the child is born. Then, to her
horror, she feels Miathan's mind, searching the seas for her with magic.

Miathan and Eliseth now control Nexis. Fearing the enmity of Aurian's mother, Miathan sends
Davorshan to kill her. In the meantime, Maya and D'arvan reach the Valley, where Eilin tells them of the
terrible events, seen in her scrying-glass, that have occurred. She also tells D'arvan that his true father is
Hellorin, Lord of the Phaerie—a powerful race of Elemental beings exiled from the mundane world by
ancient Magefolk. Stunned by shock and grief, Maya and D'arvan turn to each other for comfort and
become lovers. They stay in the Valley, so that D'arvan can learn magic, hoping to find a way to fight
Miathan.

Aurian, at sea, is using her powers to shield the ship from Miathan's search. They find whales, and
Aurian discovers powerful minds of great wisdom—the ancient Magefolk race of Leviathan. When the
crew attempt to harpoon them, Aurian is forced to use magic to save them. With her shields down,
Miathan finds her, and Eliseth conjures up a storm to sink the ship while Miathan attacks with magic. In
the ensuing battle, Aurian blinds him.

Aurian, Anvar and Sara are rescued by the Leviathan, and find that the storm has blown them to the
mysterious Southern Kingdoms. Sara has seduced Anvar, reminding him of the love they once shared,
and he and Aurian quarrel. The whales put the lovers ashore, and Aurian goes on with the Leviathan
Ithalasa, who teaches her the lost history of her people, and the other Magefolk races. Aurian learns
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about the missing Artifacts: the Staff of Earth, the Harp of Winds, and the Sword of Flame—a
master-weapon created by the ancient Dragonfolk for one hand only to wield. Sadly, Ithalasa does not
know their whereabouts, and Aurian, worried about Anvar, returns to find him—but he has vanished.

Anvar and Sara have been captured by the Khazalim—a fierce desert race. Anvar understands their
language—a Magefolk talent—but Miathan's spell suppresses the memory of his heritage. The captives
are taken to Taibeth, where Anvar is sold as a slave, and Sara goes to the harem of Xiang, the ruler.
Given the chance to become a queen, she plots to use her beauty to ensnare Xiang, and callously
consigns Anvar to his fate.

Stricken by guilt, Aurian searches for Anvar. She reaches Taibeth, only to be captured and sentenced to
fight in the Arena for the entertainment of the Khisu Xiang. As sorcery is forbidden, she is bound with
magical bracelets that negate her powers. Aurian is befriended by Eliizar, disillusioned Swordmaster of
the Arena, and his wife Nereni. He mentions a rumor of foreigners in the city, giving her hope that Anvar
may be alive, but there is no escape from the Arena. If Aurian beats her human foes, she must fight the
fearsome Black Demon, against whom no-one has survived.

In the meantime, D'arvan, in the Valley, is learning Earth-magic from Eilin and swordplay from Maya.
When Davorshan, his evil brother, attacks, D'arvan slays him, but Eilin is wounded. To save her, D'arvan
calls on his unknown father for help, and he and Maya, along with Eilin, are magically transported to the
realm of the Forest Lord. Hellorin is deeply moved by the discovery of a son. He explains that long ago,
the Dragons gave the Sword of Flame into their keeping, and now they must return it to the mundane
world and guard it, ready for the One to claim. Once the Sword has been claimed, the Phaerie will be
freed. Only Maya and D'arvan can return to the world to guard the Sword. Hellorin conceals it in the
Valley, and Maya is transformed into a Guardian—an invisible unicorn. Only D'arvan can see her, and
the One for whom the Sword was made. D'arvan brings the Wildwood back to the Valley, making it a
haven for Miathan's foes.

Aurian fights in the Arena before the Khisu, his son, and his new queen. She defeats her early opponents
but is wounded, and now must face the Demon—a fierce great cat from an intelligent race. Aurian
communicates mentally with her to no avail, for Shia distrusts humans. The Mage must place herself at the
cat's mercy before Shia claims her as a friend. For failing to slay her foe, Aurian's life is forfeit, but Eliizar
pleads with the Khisu for clemency. To Aurian's horror, the new queen is Sara, who asks for Aurian's
death, but Xiang's son Harihn begs for her life, and he is forced to relent. Aurian and Shia come under
Harihn's protection. While her wounds heal, the Mage is cared for by a huge eunuch, Bohan, and Aurian
wins his heart with her kindness. Harihn wants her as his concubine, and in defense, she claims Anvar as
her husband, persuading the Prince to search for him.

When Anvar is found in the Khisu's slave pens, he is already dying. Aurian fights an awesome battle with
Death himself for his spirit and her victory unleashes her magic from the confining bracelets. Harihn,
fearing her power, tries to kill her, but Bohan stops him. She reaches an understanding with the Prince,
but a dangerous rift is widening between them. They return to Harihn's palace, but before she can warn
Anvar of Sara's treachery, she is wounded by a crossbow bolt. Xiang's soldiers have seized the palace!

Sara, desperate to keep the secret that she is already married to Vannor, has not been idle. Anvar and
Harihn are brought before the Khisu and accused of treason. Anvar learns that the new queen is Sara.
Aurian, imprisoned in the dungeons, heals her wound and escapes by magic, freeing Shia and Harihn's
men. With Yazour, their captain, she storms the throne room, taking Xiang prisoner. Aurian offers Harihn
the throne, but he will not accept it from a woman, and fears that power will corrupt him, as it did his
father. He frees Xiang on condition that he had his people are allowed to leave the kingdom. Anvar begs
Sara to join them, but she mocks him and repudiates him cruelly.
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Resentment is growing between the Prince and Anvar, with Aurian trying in vain to mediate. Harihn
decides to head for the lands of the Xandim, his mother's people, across the desert. Eliizar and Nereni,
freed from the Arena, join the fugitives. The desert, formed from gems and gem dust, glows with its own
intense radiance. The companions must travel at night, sheltering by day in tents, for in sunlight the glare is
too bright to endure. Anvar begins to contrast the behavior of Aurian and Sara, and realizes what a fool
he has been.

In Nexis, Eliseth has tampered with the weather, holding the land in an extended winter. Vannor and
Parric, with a band of rebels, are hiding in the sewers beneath the city. Miathan, though blind, is
recovering from Aurian's attack. He convinces Eliseth that she is alive and in the South. Elewin, the
Academy's Chief Steward, a rebel spy, takes the news to Parric, who determines to head south in search
of the Mage, but before he can do so, the rebels are attacked by Angos, a mercenary in Miathan's
employ. They escape through the sewers, finding Meiriel, who has followed Elewin. She joins Parric,
who heads south, in search of Aurian; while Vannor and his rebels find sanctuary with D'arvan in the
Valley.

During the desert crossing, Anvar quarrels with Harihn. His rage is strong enough to break Miathan's
spell, and his powers draw him back to them. His spirit leaves his body and returns to Nexis, where he
snatches back his powers from the Archmage. Aurian offers to teach him to use his newfound magic, and
his training begins.

Meanwhile, across the desert in the mountain city of Aerillia, the Winged Folk are dying in the clutches
of Eliseth's unnatural winter, which is spreading across the world. Blacktalon, the corrupt High Priest,
claims he can turn aside the deadly cold and demands to be wedded to Raven, the heir to the throne.
Raven flees, south across the desert.

Harihn's band reach Dhiammara—a solitary mountain in the desert. An oasis lies in a vast cave, where
food

is stored for the rest of the desert crossing, and a mysterious portal opens in the rock, snatching Aurian
away. When she cannot be found, Harihn, fearing magic, decides to abandon Anvar, with Eliizar, Nereni,
Bohan and Shia. Anvar despairs as Aurian's loss brings home to him how much he loves her. Then he
discovers that he too can speak with Shia. With her help, he finds the portal, and enters it with the cat
and Bohan. They are reunited with Aurian, and emerge in the abandoned city of Dhiammara, home of the
lost Dragonfolk where they discover the winged girl, Raven.

On hearing or the plight of the Winged Folk, Aurian recognizes Eliseth's work, and blames herself, but
Forral's ghost appears, and leads her across the city to a temple. Aurian finds a Dragon, and frees it from
a spell. It tells her she could be the One for whom the Sword of Flame was forged, but to prove it, she
must recreate another of the Artifacts—the Staff of Earth. Having succeeded, Aurian now holds the first
of the Great Weapons.

The Mage, reunited with her comrades, discovers that Yazour has left the Prince and returned with
horses, for they must reach the desert's edge before the season of lethal sandstorms. But they have
reckoned without Eliseth, who creates an early storm. Aurian's powers have vanished due to her
pregnancy, but with the help of the Staff, she and Anvar defeat Eliseth, and cross the desert safely. But
Miathan has not finished with them . . .


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Chapter 1

'Between the Worlds . . .

That temeritous swordsman!" growled Death. He was aware of all that went on in his domain, and could
have stopped what was happening, had he wished—but instead he leaned upon his staff, and with a wry
and rueful smile that was not untinged with respect, he settled down to watch the efforts of the brave and
stubborn spirit that was trying to escape him—yet again.

The Door Between the Worlds was ancient; its weathered wood as gray and heavy as stone, the
timeworn carvings on its panels obscured by the weight of years. With a grimace, Forral touched the
splintered gashes that scarred the beauty of the complex, twining patterns—his own handiwork, from the
first time he had tried to pass this way. Embittered by his murder, enraged by the unguarded folly that had
led to his own untimely death, and frantic with fear for Aurian's safety, he'd been in no mood for
obstacles. No matter that it was forbidden for the Dead to return to the Living—all he had cared about
was his Mageborn love, and her unborn child—their unborn child.

Again and again, the swordsman's blade (Forral wondered why he had suddenly found a sword in his
hand when he needed one) had hacked at this door in a frenzy of rage and grief until, shade though he
was, he had become weak with exhaustion. Only then, as he leaned against the cold gray wood and wept
for Aurian, had he found the answer. Where no amount of violence would open Death's portal, love—if
that love was strong enough, could take him through.

The door swung open to Forral's touch, at the sound of Aurian's name. He stepped through into a
shining veil of mist that obscured his vision and, by good fortune, concealed him within its silvery shroud.
Although he'd learned how to pass this way, it did not mean that he was permitted to do so. The
swordsman shrugged. As if that could keep him from Aurian. He remembered the last time he'd seen her,
in the City of the Dragons. She had been so sad and weary, with tear-tracks smudging the dirt on her
haggard face and her belly rounding with child beneath her tattered desert robes. Tears came into
Forral's eyes at the memory. It had torn his heart to be unable to hold her, to comfort her, to make
everything right for her again. Instead, he'd done the only thing he could—he had shown her how to find
the Staff of Earth. Death, the ruler of this eerie realm, had been livid at his interference.

As the swordsman reached the end of the overgrown track that led beyond the door, the fog dropped
away to become a silken film, ankle-deep, where the path opened out into the valley. Praying that he was
unobserved, Forral strode the familiar way between rounded hills under a starry sky, with ground mist
roiling around his boots at every step. Sometimes, the way to the Well of Souls seemed short, but at
other times, it seemed to take forever . . .

"'Forral—stop, I command you."

The swordsman jumped guiltily, and swore. The hooded figure had appeared out of nowhere—a
stooped old man it seemed; gray-cloaked, and leaning on a staff. He bore an intricate lantern that cast a
single, silvery beam. As apparitions go, this one seemed fairly harmless —but Forral blew better. "Let me
pass!" His hand went to his sword.
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"Y ou think to use a sword on me?" Death chuckled, the rusty, wheezing sound emerging from the sinister
depths of his hood. His hollow, sibilant voice sent like corpse-fingers crawling down Forral’s spine.
"Forral, will you never learn? No matter how you try, you cannot go back! What good does it do to
haunt her? That one can manage quite well on her own—believe me" The wry voice became soft,
cajoling, "Give it up, for everyone's sake. You are not permitted to linger here, Between the Worlds. Go
back where you belong, and consent to be reborn. That is the only way in which you can return to
Aurian."

"Liar!" Forral spat, reckless now beyond all measure, "Y ou only want rid of me How will rebirth get me
back to Aurian? I wouldn't remember her, and she won't recognize me What use would I be to her as a
squalling brat?"

"Ah ..." Death's voice was soft and cunning. "An infant yes, but which infant? Have you thought of the
Life that Aurian bears beneath her heart? What it—"

"What?" Forral bellowed. "That's obscene"

"Consider," Death purred. "In a brief span of Mortal time, you could be back in her arms, loving and
loved . . . And perhaps, eventually, you might remember who once you were. Sometimes the memories
slip through ..."

For an instant, Forral was tempted. He was so desperate to return to Aurian . . . Then he thought about
the torment that would be his if he did remember. "Never," he snarled. "I've been a father to that lass, and
I've been her lover—I'm damned if I'll be her son after that"

To his acute irritation, Forral caught the flash of a smile, deep within the shadows of Death's hood.
"Enough, my belligerent friend — you pass the test."

"Test?" The swordsman scowled. "What test? Just what the thundering blazes are you playing at?"

Forral gulped, backing away hastily as the Specter suddenly grew, blotting out the stars as it loomed
over him, dark with menace. "Forral," the chill voice hissed, "it makes a refreshing change to deal with a
Mortal who has no fear of me, and for that reason I indulge your courage — but never forget, for an
instant, who I am"

Forral breathed again, as the Specter dwindled back to human dimensions. "But never believe that
Death is not merciful," it said softly. "You and Aurian, and your friend Anvar, form part of a pattern that
is yet to be resolved. Each of you have met me now, and been tested. Believe me, there is hope for you
all."

This was beyond Forral, and he was tired of being toyed with. "If you've finished," he growled, "just get
out of my way." He took a deep breath. "Please," he begged, "I must see Aurian!"

Death sighed. "Still you insist. Very well — but you have been warned. See her you may, but I will not
permit you to interfere again!"

The ancient grove loomed dark on the shadowy hilltop, shrouding the secrets of its hidden heart. Forral
strode forward confidently, knowing his love for Aurian would also cleave a path into this place, as it had
opened the door Between the Worlds. Death pushed him aside— a loathsome touch that was no touch,
like the gruesome lack of feeling in a scar. It made the swordsman quake to the depths of his soul. "Allow
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me," the Specter said with mock politeness. "The trees dislike you, Forral— your presence defiles their
hallowed shade, and your unruly haste upsets them."

Turning toward the grove, the Specter bowed low, three times, and the trees moved silently aside to
form a path. Forral, stepping in Death's footprints, could discern, almost beyond the range of his hearing,
the rustling murmur of their anger as he passed beneath the arching boughs. Clutching the memory of
Aurian to his heart like a shield, the swordsman told himself he was not afraid.

The pool at the heart of the grove was just as Forral remembered it. Cupped in its hollow of soft,
mounded moss, it lay silent; still and solemn in its awesome power; all the worlds of the Mortal Universe
in its starry depths. The swordsman thrust forward impatiently—he had learned, long ago, that by
touching the waters of the Well of Souls, he could send his shade into Aurian's world.

"Wait!" The Specter's voice was harsh. "Before you approach the Well, I tell you once more—you may
only observe. You may not go back, and you may not interfere! And if what you see in those waters
brings you anguish—well, you were warned!"

"All right!" Forral growled. Kneeling on the mossy brink, he looked into the dark waters—and flinched,
as always, as the starry Universe spun out at him from the obsidian depths. But he had the way of it now.
Aurian, he thought, yearning. Aurian, my love . . . Though he remained firmly on the bank, the
swordsman felt as though he were falling. Falling endlessly between the endless stars . . . Then the waters
cleared; became a mirror—no—a picture that moved and lived. Forral saw places, people, hours,
days—all compressed into a timeless whirl, in a world that was heartbreaking in its sweet familiarity.

Bohan waited as he had waited for days, stubbornly keeping vigil on the ridge at the edge of the desert.
He was not alone, though—his companions made sure of that. One of the others was always with
him—one-eyed Eliizar, once the swordmaster of the Arena; or Yazour, the courageous young warrior
who had fled his Prince's service to join Aurian's odd little band. Always, always, they had guarded the
eunuch as he watched the empty sands; never leaving him alone. Bohan was tormented by guilt at having
let them lull him into leaving his Lady's side, and now he was unable to return for her—because they
wouldn't let him.

Bohan's thoughts were bitter. They all assumed that because he was mute, he was also stupid. Everyone,
that is, except his beloved Aurian. Her kindness had won his devotion—but he had left her in the desert
to die, together with his friends Anvar and black, flame-eyed Shia, the great cat with an intelligence that
was more than human.

Though Eliizar had been forced to knock the eunuch unconscious to get him away from the Mages,
Bohan still blamed himself. He had abandoned his Lady—and now, after the first lethal sandstorm had
ravaged the desert, he was forced to face the truth. Aurian was dead; her breath choked off by the
suffocating sands; her eyes and skin eaten away; her bones flayed bare by the knife-edged particles of
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gem dust.

For a long time, Bohan had clung to hope—against all evidence, against all sense. Hope had prevented
him, over the last few days, from simply setting out into the desert and defying the others to use their
weapons on him. He had always believed that Aurian would win through in spite of everything—that at
any time, she would appear over the dazzling horizon of glittering dunes. That was why he had
succumbed to the reasoning of the others. I must be stupid, after all, the eunuch thought. I let them
persuade me: Yazour, Eliizar, and Nereni, with their cunning words:

"If she comes, she comes, Bohan. Nothing we can do now will help or hinder that."
"If anyone can come through this, she and Anvar will."
"The last thing Aurian would want is for you to throw your life away."

And now it was too late. Hiding his face in his hands, Bohan choked on a soundless sob, and tears
drenched the gauzy veils that covered his eyes to protect them from the desert's blinding glare.

A hand, gentle in sympathy, touched his shoulder. He looked around to see Nereni, Eliizar's wife, and
her voice, when she spoke, was muftled with tears of her own. "Come away, Bohan, it does no good to
linger here. Eliizar says—" Suddenly she drew a sharp breath, and the eunuch felt her hand tighten on his
shoulder. "Bohan, wait! They come! They come!

The first one to reach the eunuch was the great cat Shia, with whom he had formed such a mysterious
bond. She threw herself at him, purring ecstatically, and despite his great strength, Bohan was hurled to
the ground by her massive weight. But when he heard Aurian call his name, the eunuch could wait no
longer. Untangling himself from his boisterous reunion with Shia, he hurled himself over the brow of the
rise and plunged down through the steep cutting toward the flat expanse of the Jeweled Desert, kicking
up clouds of glittering gem dust as he ran.

Aurian staggered toward him, helped along by her fellow Mage Anvar. She was clearly exhausted; her
blood-streaked skin was smeared with gleaming gem dust, and her robe was a tattered rag. With tears
streaming down his face the eunuch swept her up in a crushing embrace, wishing desperately that he
could tell her that he had not wanted to abandon her in the desert; that Eliizar and Yazour had made him
leave. He wanted to tell her how he had fretted and grieved for her, and, once the sandstorm had blown
up, had despaired of ever seeing her again. Instead, all he could do was embrace her, putting all his heart
into his eyes.

"Let me breathe!" Aurian gasped. She was laughing and crying all at once, and her face was radiant with
joy. "Oh, my dear, dear Bohan, I'm so glad to see you!"

"And he is glad to see you." Yazour approached on noiseless feet, his voice, as always, soft-spoken and
low. His handsome face was disfigured by a swollen eye that had darkened to lurid purple, but he was
grinning happily. ""You have no notion of the time he's given us since we last saw you, Lady," he went on.
"We had to knock him senseless to get him to leave you, and Eliizar and I have been forced to guard him
ever since to stop him from going back in search of you. When the storm came, we could barely restrain
him—he went completely wild." The young warrior touched his blackened eye and gave a rueful shrug.
"What a blessing you arrived when you did. I think he knocked out all of Eliizar's teeth!"


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"Not all — just some of them," Eliizar muttered through swollen lips. "And I can spare them in a good
cause!"

"It's a good thing Yazour got the bruised eye, and not you," Anvar teased him. ""You couldn't spare
another!" Eliizar turned to pound the tall, blue-eyed Mage on the shoulder. "By the Reaper, Anvar, I'd
have given my eye to see you both alive and safe after that storm! What did I say?" he added in baffled
tones, as his companions collapsed into gales of laughter.

"What could you see without your eye, old fool?" Nereni told her husband with a fond chuckle. "Come,
Eliizar — save this chattering until Aurian and Anvar are safe in our camp." She turned to the Mages.
"Come, my dears — you need a bath, and a rest, and a good hot meal . . ."

The eunuch gathered Aurian into his arms and carried her up the sandy bank, with Nereni's
good-natured duckings following him every step of the way. Yazour and Eliizar, still grinning, helped the
weary Anvar climb the steep incline. Bohan had to step carefully to keep from tripping with his precious
burden, for Shia, who had befriended him when she and Aurian had escaped the Arena in the Khazalim
city of Taibeth, was weaving her sinuous black body back and forth around his legs as he went, rubbing
against him and purring with pleasure at seeing him again.

At the top of the rise was a narrow ridge, overgrown with low thornbushes and fat-leaved succulents,
and dotted with scrubby, wind-twisted pines that had managed to survive the tearing blasts of the desert's
lethal sandstorms. At the far side of the rise the land dropped down again; and here, cradled in the arms
of a long valley that swelled up on its further slopes to meet the foothills of the mountains, a dense forest
arose like a vast green cloud.

Cradling Aurian gently in his great arms as though she might break, the eunuch crossed the plateau,
bearing the weary Mage along the rough path that had been hacked through the thornbushes. Then
stooping low to avoid the vault of overhanging branches, he plunged downhill and into the forest itself.

Because of its tenuous foothold at the edge of the desert, the forest had the tough, spare,
weather-beaten look of a true survivor. The trees were cypress and pine; gaunt and darkly forbidding,
but welcome after the harsh, arid Khazalim lands—and an unexpected blessing had brightened their grim
and ancient gloom. Snow melt from the dreadful winter that had locked the mountains had threaded the
temperate foothills with lively new streams that sped down the boulder-strewn slopes to form shining
pools in sheltered hollows. With this extra water, the forest had bloomed. Flowers splashed color
wherever the eye fell. Drifts of misty blue and lively pink; delicate, lacelike white and clusters of yellow
gold like spilled coins—blossoms abounded in all shapes and sizes, attended by an ecstatic court of
butterflies and bees, and mingling their perfumes with the tingling incense of the evergreens to make every
breath a new delight.

Having spent his life in the arid Khazalim lands, Bohan was entranced by the forest's beauty. After the
desert, this shaded green woodland seemed a miracle, and the eunuch smiled to himself at Aurian's
exclamations of pleasure as they went on their way. He could hardly wait to show her all the wonders of
this astonishing place!

The rough camp was not far from the edge of the forest, near the banks of a newborn stream whose
rushing waters had washed out the roots of a gigantic pine. The tree had fallen to lean at an angle against
its companions; its branches safely anchored in those of its fellows to provide a rough, slanting shelter for
the wayfarers.

"This is but a temporary camp," Eliizar was saying, as Bohan set Aurian down beneath the sheltering
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tree. He knelt to kindle a fire in the nearby fireplace as he spoke. "We are too near the stream here—it is
damp, and there is a risk of flooding. We thought to build sturdier shelters deeper in the forest—Yazour
found a perfect clearing—but we could not move while there was a chance that you might come." He
looked up at the eunuch and smiled. "Besides, Bohan would never have permitted it!"

Nerenti, already advancing upon her cooking gear in a purposeful manner, shooed her husband away
from the fire. "Will you fetch some water, Eliizar? They must be parched, poor dears, and I must tend
their hurts. Now where did I pack that salve? And Yazour, I need some cuts from the deer you shot this
morning—Bohan can help you fetch it—and remember to bring a haunch back for Shia. On second
thought, bring two. She looks starved ..."

Forral rejoiced in Aurian's joyous reunion with her friends. Bohan was grinning from ear to ear. Lithe
Yazour, his dark hair tied back in a long tail, positively glowed with quiet happiness. Eliizar and his
plump, bustling wife were beaming with delight.

The swordsman listened with satisfaction as Eliizar showed his camp to Aurian and Anvar. Here they
could recover from the hardships of the desert, and, thanks to the abundant gifts of the forest, prepare
themselves for the next step in their journey. Everyone had been busy— even the horses, hobbled
nearby, were grazing as though their lives depended on it. Making up for their near starvation in the
desert, they had spent the whole time eating, and the improvement in their condition was already visible.

Eliizar and his companions had worked together to build rough shelters of woven boughs. Nereni had
harvested edible plants while Yazour and Eliizar hunted goat, wild pig, and deer. Bohan had discovered
an unexpected talent for snaring rabbits. As he noted their achievements, Forral looked on with approval.
He was sure that Aurian would be safe here—for the present, at least.

"And so we give the body of our brother Mage Bragar to the Fire, and his Spirit to the Gods ..." The
Archmage Miathan intoned the closing words of the Death Ceremony in a rapid monotone that was
utterly devoid of any respect for the late Fire-Mage, whose shriveled, scorched remains lay on the great
stone altar of the rooftop temple on the Mages' Tower in Nexis. What a waste of valuable time, Miathan
thought irritably—Bragar, a stupid, shallow, overambitious bully, had done nothing to merit it ...

"And let him go forth with our prayers and blessings!" He snapped out the final words with a
contemptuous curl of his lip, and raising his staff, let loose a single bolt of crimson flame. It hit the corpse
with an explosive flare that seared across the cloud-dark sky over Nexis, melting the glittering network of
frost that silvered the temple's tall standing stones.

Before Bragar's body had even begun to sizzle and smoke, Miathan was striding back toward the stairs
that led down into the tower. As he passed Eliseth, who stood huddled in a furred cloak against the raw
dawn chill, his glance raked the Weather-Mage, and he had the satisfaction of seeing her cringe away
from him; her icy hauteur vanished along with the beauty of her formerly lovely face.
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Seeing the wreck of those once-perfect features, the Archmage smiled cruelly. Using the grail fashioned
from part of the Caldron of Rebirth, he had cast a spell that had reduced the Weather-Mage to a
stooped and wizened crone. Eliseth had been vain of her looks—he could not have found a better way to
punish her for attempting to lure Aurian to her death, by creating a vision of the Mage's murdered lover
Forral. The ruse had failed spectacularly, resulting instead in Bragar's death.

As he passed her, Miathan saw cold hatred burning behind Eliseth's eyes, and warned himself that she
would bear watching in future. For now, she would obey—he had made sure of that—but she would not
stay cowed forever.

With a shrug, the Archmage went on his way, ignoring the Mage woman's venomous look. He had much
to do—the sight, in his crystal, of Aurian and Anvar emerging from the desert, had spurred him to action.
They must be taken before Aurian regained her powers—and the net was tightening around the
unsuspecting fugitives. His puppet, the foolish young Prince, would be meeting the winged girl in the
forest beyond the desert, and Miathan planned to leave his body and travel there to control Harihn's mind
and make sure he obeyed his orders. But first, the Archmage needed to contact Blacktalon, High Priest
of the Winged Folk.

Miathan regretted that Bragar's burning would prevent him using the rooftop temple to carry out the
stark, arcane ceremony that used the Death-magic of the Caldron, and permitted him to cast his mind so
far abroad, It would take more than one human sacrifice to give him the power he needed to travel as far
as the Winged Folk citadel of Aerillia. Still, he reflected with grim amusement, it was a bitterly cold day
for working magic out of doors— and Mortals could be sacrificed anywhere, after all.

"Where in the Sky-God'sname is that accursed Archmage?" Blacktalon screamed at the unresponsive
crystal. "Answer me, you worthless stone! [ demand to speak to Miathan!" Seething, he kicked the
carven plinth on which the crystal lay. As the darkly glittering gem spilled from its wooden rest, he made
a franticdive to save it, but it slipped from his straining fingertips. Hitting the floor in an explosion of
sparks, it shattered into fragments.

"No!" the High Priest howled. Dropping to his knees, he scrabbled at the lifeless shards, scalding the air
with curses. No matter what the provocation, how could he have been so stupid as to destroy his only
means of communication with his ally? Blacktalon snarled with frustration. Why did Miathan not answer?
He glared at his chamber walls, as though to wrest the information from their dark, reflective surface. It
was vital he speak with the Archmage. The killing winter, through which he had gained and kept his
supremacy over the Skyfolk, was faltering.

Blacktalon rose, shaking out his dusty black wings as he hurried to the wide, arched casement. Maybe
this time he could deny the evidence of his own eyes? But the delicate spires of the city bore dripping
fringes of ice spears, and as he watched, a slab of snow slid down the roof of the Queen's Tower to
vanish with a rumble into the chasm below. Hearing voices, Blacktalon leaned out of the window to look
across the city that he coveted. Winged Folk swept back and forth between the pinnacle towers, crying
out in excitement as they dodged the snowslides. The sound of their joy was bile in the High Priest's
throat,

Blacktalon was too preoccupied to heed the ominous rumbling overhead. Leaning out as he was, the
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lump of snow from the roof caught him square between the shoulders, knocking the breath from his lungs
and splattering his bald head with slimy slush. Ice slipped down the loose neck of his mantle, and
slithered, melting and mocking, down between his wings where he couldn't reach it, "By the all-seeing
eyes of Yinze, | won't stand for this!" the High Priest howled, as he danced about, trying to shake the
snow out of his robe. "Where is that wretched Archmage?"

Slamming the window shut, Blacktalon cursed the loss of magic that had afflicted his race since the
Cataclysm, He'd spent hours poring over the wretched gem, in a frantic attempt to stretch his mind
across the miles that separated him from Miathan. His efforts had resulted in nothing but a pounding
headache and the loss of his precious crystal. It would take too long to make another—and by then he
might have lost his hold over the Winged Folk altogether,

Blacktalon was desperate to restore the dignity of his race. Before their decline, the Skyfolk had been
one of the four great races of Magefolk—the Guardians appointed by the Gods to oversee the ordering
of the world. Before they had been robbed of their powers in a disastrous magical war for supremacy,
his people had charge of the element of Air, Together with the human Wizards, or Earth-Mages, they
cared for the birds and all creatures that were borne on the wind, In conjunction with the mighty
Leviathan, or Water-Mages, the world's weather had been under their control.

The loss of this power was like a choking briar that had twined itself about the High Priest's soul,
growing greater with each passing year. The memory of his race's former greatness was a matter for pain,
not pride. In Blacktalon's view, the Skyfolk, even in their ascendancy, had never fulfilled their true
potential. "Why?" he snarled. "Why did we never have complete control of our element?" Every act of
significance was shared, either with those groundling Wizards or the pathetic, softhearted Seafolk; the
self-appointed conscience of the world. Blacktalon's driven mind had never paused to consider that all
Elements and their controlling forces were interdependent; all interlinking and supporting one another in
the complex web of life. He was only concerned with himself, his own race—and what they had lost.

In his youth, the High Priest had been more idealistic. The young Blacktalon had grown up in the sacred
precincts of the peaktop Temple of Yinze, dedicated to a priestly life by unknown parents—the usual fate
among the Skyfolk for an unwanted child. But Blacktalon had been different. The others, accepting their
fate, had become meek, obedient little priests, but he had always wanted more. Highborn females had
rejected him—and the others, less proud and particular, he despised. Ugly, gaunt, and ambitious,
underestimated by his teachers and mentors, he had clawed his way to power to spite them, achieving his
ends, within the Temple, by becoming too good a student to be ignored.

In truth, in his loneliness and isolation, Blacktalon aspired to the family he had lost, the security and
acceptance he had been denied. Lacking knowledge of his true parents, he had fostered the best possible
dream—that he was truly a bastard scion of the Royal line. Fantasies filled his head each night, in which
he took control of the Winged Race and restored them to their former glory— and brought himself to the
position of supremacy in the world that had always been denied him.

Then had come the writings. Put to cleaning the temple by his superiors, who were still desperately trying
to instill some seeds of priestly humility in his soul, Blacktalon, more zealous than most in his ambition,
had discovered the secret, hidden journal of Incondor.

It was obviously meant to be. The young, arrogant, accursed Mage, co-instigator of the dreadful events
of the Cataclysm, whose very name was taboo among the Winged Folk, had left his solitary message to
posterity to be discovered by Blacktalon in a dark, forbidden niche behind the altar. And nothing, in the
view of the priest, happened by chance.
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Incondor had been fearless, merciless in his ambition. Incondor had also been solitary and
misunderstood by the lesser beings around him. Devouring the journal obsessively, night after night in his
damp little cell, it was but a small step for Blacktalon to reach the obvious conclusion: that the journal had
been left as a message reaching out across the centuries, left specifically for himself to find. That he, in
fact, was truly Incondor— newly reborn in order that he might bring his unfulfilled dreams of power to
fruition at last.

A timid rap at the door of his chamber interrupted the High Priest's musings. With a snarl, Blacktalon
flung it open so hard that it rebounded on its hinges, almost knocking his visitor off the landing platform
into the depths below. The messenger jumped back hastily in a blur of white wings to avoid the plaque of
snow jarred from the porch above, and hovered, wary-eyed, out of danger. Blacktalon recognized him
as Cygnus, a warrior-priest of the Temple who had eschewed the Way of the Sword for the Way of
Healing. The High Priest's lip curled in a sneer of contempt—yet Cygnus was a loyal, zealous follower,
and his physician's knowledge of poisons had come in extremely useful of late.

"My Lord" the young priest gasped. "Queen Flamewing is dead"

Blacktalon's heart leapt at the news. At last By Yinze, it had taken her long enough—but she couldn't
have chosen a better time. "I'm coming!" he snapped— but as he spoke, a muted tingle in his scalp pulled
him back into the room. The High Priest turned—and gasped. On the wall opposite the window, a
section of polished stone was glowing with a dim and ghostly flicker. Even as he watched, the
luminescence took on depth and definition, resolving itself into the familiar, harshly carved features of the
Archmage.

Blacktalon let out his breath in a sigh of relief. "I will come as soon as I can," he told the young warrior.
"In the meantime, I am not to be disturbed for any reason! Is that clear?" He slammed the door on the
startled messenger, and bolted it quickly.

"Miathan, where have you been?" Blacktalon was too anxious to form the disciplined thought patterns
used in mental communication. "The snow is melting!" he gabbled. "My winter is dissolving, and—"

"Shut up, Blacktalon, and listen." The Archmage's mental voice seemed faint and far away. He sounded
very tired, "Eliseth, my Weather-Mage, has been attacked by those renegades—"

"She was attacked? But was she hurt? Can she restore my winter?" the High Priest insisted.

"Of course—if she knows what's good for her!" For a moment, there was naked steel in Miathan's
voice, "I shall deal with the matter on my return. More to the point, how fares that Queen of yours?"

Blacktalon smiled. "Dead," he purred. "The poison worked perfectly."

"Excellent! Then you must seize power with all speed. My pawn, Prince Harihn, has duped your
Princess into betraying the fugitives. She will lure them to the Tower of Incondor—a superb idea of
yours, that; it's perfect for an ambush—and if you provide the warriors you promised, we cannot
possibly fail! How soon can you be ready?"

The image smiled: a self-satisfied, cruel smile that sent a shiver down Blacktalon's spine. "Ready?" he
gasped. "But the Queen has only just died! I have no time—"

"Then I suggest you hurry, Blacktalon. You'll have sufficient time to prepare—our fugitives must make
ready for a journey into the mountains, and it will take them some time to reach the Tower. Take a firm
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grip on your city, and leave the rest to me. Have warriors ready to carry out the ambush on my word.
Oh, and Blacktalon, I have no idea what has become of your crystal, but rectify the matter as soon as
possible. Communicating like this is exhausting and inefficient, and I've better uses for my time and
energy!" With that he was gone, leaving Blacktalon staring indignantly at a blank wall.

As the awareness of his surroundings returned, the High Priest heard a sound that did much to soothe his
annoyance at Miathan's peremptory manner. Opening his window, he heard a wailing of many voices,
mourning the death of Flamewing, Queen of the Skyfolk. Blacktalon allowed himself a brief smile of
satisfaction. Then, composing his features into a suitable expression of sorrow, he straightened decisively
and went to the door. He had a great deal to do, and according to Miathan, little time in which to
accomplish it all, Stepping out onto his landing platform, the High Priest spread his night-black wings and
soared across the darkening void toward the tower of the Queen.

Dark. Darkness and the smell of wet horse—both had become familiar companions to Parric since he
and the others had been captured by the Xandim Horselords, The Cavalrymaster cursed, but it was
halthearted. Even his endless store of profanity had run out of inspiration. He was helpless, blindfolded
and bound, and to be hauled like a sack of dung on one of the legendary Xandim beasts was a dire
humiliation for a horseman. He was wet through, furious, frustrated, and afraid. He could only speak with
these people through Meiriel, but the Mage was stark-mad, and hated him besides. He had no way of
knowing if she'd translate his words correctly —supposing these savages would give him a chance to
speak!

Behind him, Parric heard the tearing sound of Elewin's cough. The elderly steward's illness had
worsened during this grueling journey. He might not survive it, for as far as the Cavalrymaster knew,
Elewin and the others were in a similar plight to himself—bound and gagged, and with their eyes tightly
covered. Bereft of information, Parric fretted. Where are these bastards taking us, anyway, he
thought—and how much longer will it take to get there?

The Cavalrymaster bitterly regretted his rash decision to come in search of Aurian. How could he
possibly find her in these vast, hostile lands? If only he had thought to find out more about the place from
Yanis, the Nightrunner leader who had befriended the rebels, and had been running an illicit trading
operation with the Southerners. It had seemed a good idea, at the time, to beg a passage on one of his
ships. Parric cursed again—had it not been for the gag, he would have spat. Idris, the superstitious
captain who had brought them here, had been reluctant to carry a Mage, and the situation had not been
improved by Meiriel's abrasive arrogance toward the man. It made no difference that she treated all
Mortals in the same way—when his ship had been crippled by storms, Idris had dumped Parric and his
friends on the nearest strip of land and abandoned them without even taking the time to repair his broken
mast.

Gods, I'm a fool! Parric berated himself. Forral, his old commander, would have been disgusted. The
Cavalrymaster had abandoned his fellow rebel Vannor to come on this fool's errand, leaving the
merchant, with no experience of warfare, in command. The Gods know what a mess he's making of
things, Parric thought ruefully. I wonder if he found the Lady Eilin? [ wonder if she'll help us? Of course
she will, he comforted himself. She's Aurian's mother! The Archmage murdered Forral and betrayed her
daughter—she's sure to be on our side! If I could only find Aurian . . .

The horse paced tirelessly on. Parric, a horseman to his soul, found some solace in the appreciation of its
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smooth stride. Powerful muscles moved beneath him with fluid ease, and he rubbed his cheek against a
thick but silken coat. He ached to see the beast; to run his hands along sleek flanks and powerful
haunches. Oh, to ride this creature—to share such generous strength. Why, this horse could outspeed the
very wind! Lulled by his mount's even paces and comforted by the warm, rough smell of horse, he
dozed, and dreamed of riding the wind ...

Parric jerked awake, as the owl that had roused him gave another soul-freezing shriek. Only senses
deprived of sight, as his were, could have heard the soft, rushing whisper of its wings as it ghosted away.
It must still be night—it was black behind his blindfold, and he could feel a cool, damp breeze on his skin.
The relentless rain had stopped at last, to his profound relief. He concentrated, using senses honed by
years of scoutcraft to tell him what his eyes could not. Ah, the terrain had changed. The heady,
crushed-hay fragrance of the grasslands had been replaced by the heavy musk of forest loam, and he
could hear the rustling murmur of wind among branches. The body of his mount was tilted, and he could
feel its muscles straining as it hauled itself up a steep, uneven path.

The soft thud of the horse's steps was replaced by the hollow scrape of hooves on a paved surface. A
murmur ran through the ranks of Parric's captors, and the beast came to a halt. Greetings were called
out, and a babble of replies in the rolling Xandim tongue. Parric did not have to know the language to
hear curiosity and consternation in their tone. Dim torchlight, interspersed with passing shadows, flicked
across his blindfold. Then his horse stepped forward with an irritable snort, and they were moving again,
climbing laboriously up the paved road. The Cavalrymaster gathered his wits in anticipation of meeting
the leaders of the Horselords. Wherever he and his companions had been taken, they had obviously
arrived!

Chapter 2 The Windeye

There were voices on the wind that whistled around the slopes of the Wyndveil Mountain, whispering
secrets across the stiff, frost-cracked grasses of the plateau, long and wide and wildly beautiful, that was
the heart's home of the Xandim. This meadow, once lush and green, and jeweled with poppies and
starflowers in the summer that seemed to have fled forever, was split by a turbulent stream running out of
a dark, narrow valley that vanished into the shadows of the mountain's limbs. Within this haunted vale lay
the barrows of the Xandim dead. Only for a burial would the Horselords pass the avenue of standing
stones that guarded the valley's entrance, and only the Windeye knew its secret heart, the twisted spire of
rock cleft from the mountain, which stood like a tower at the valley's end.

The apex of the spire had been hollowed out in some long-ago age to form an eyrie, open to the
elements, with walls of air and a roof of stone supported by four slender pillars. This Chamber of Winds
was reached by a scanty stair of crumbling footholds cut into the mountain's face and connected to the
spire by a cobweb bridge of twisted rope. Only a Windeye would attempt the risky climb, and dare the
perilous crossing. Only a Windeye would have the need.

The keening wind shredded the misty weave of Chiamh's shadow-cloak, hurling handfuls of sleet into his
face as he sat hunched and freezing on the chill stone floor of the Chamber. He tried to ignore the storm's
distractions, reminding himself that he was the Windeye of the Xandim—blessed (or cursed) with the
power to see beyond the vision of normal men, to perceive and understand the tidings of the winds. This
storm, he knew, bore more tidings than most. The tortured, screaming air was swollen with portents.

The storm tore at his soaked and shivering body, flattening his tangled brown hair across his face, and
the young Seer flinched from the evil Power that rode the wind like the shadow of dark wings. Coming
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from the north, it had haunted his nightmares -since the onset of winter. Slim, strong fingers on the wind
clawed him with icicle nails. Eyes that held the merciless chill of eternal winter glinted in the darkness.
Silver hair flowed like a deadly glacier, as the snow-laden winds formed the image of a face: flawlessly
beautiful, its cold lips curved in a cruel, mocking smile. Her gaze passed over him, unseeing and
dispassionate but painful as a blade drawn across his shrinking skin. Despite the windspun cloak of
shadows that concealed him, he shuddered. If She should find him . . .

Chiamh shrank down on the exposed platform, withdrawing deep into the elusive depths of his
shadow-cloak until the dark-bright shadow of her passing had sped away across the mountains. Tonight
there would be more, he knew. Something had forced him from his bed to dare this lonely, freezing
perch, and the terror of the Snow Queen's passing. Turning his back on the evil north wind, the Windeye
swung his blurred, nearsighted gaze toward the mountains, drawn like the nether point of a lodestone
toward the south.

A sense of chill dissolution, like a wave of icy water, washed over him. Chiamh felt his weak-sighted
brown eyes melting — glazing — turning to reflective quicksilver as his Othersight took control. The night
turned bright and clear around him; the mountains changed from the dense solidity of stone to glittering
translucent prisms; the writhing winds became turbulent rivers of silver light. The Windeye caught his
breath in panic and screwed his treacherous eyes tight shut. Though it had been with him since childhood,
he would never get used to this unnerving change!

The lure of Vision tugged at him, demanding that he follow. Chiamh bit his lip, bribing his undisciplined
fear with the promise of a jug of wine as soon as he got down from this dreadful place. From the past, he
seemed to hear the voice of his beloved Grandma: "Eat your meat, Chiamh— then you may have the
honeycomb" As always, her memory eased his fear, and Chiamh smiled. What a fierce old lady she had
been How wise! How strong A warrior born, and the greatest Windeye in the history of the Xandim. She
had borne this burden unflinching, and it was up to him, her heir, to bear it now. Scraping his dripping hair
out of his face with cold-stiffened fingers, Chiamh opened his eyes, and directed the piercing silver beam
of his Othersight across the mountains,

Spurning his earthbound body, the Windeye's mind ripped loose to soar aloft and ride the unruly winds
in pursuit of his Vision. Like a rainbow of jewels, the translucent mountains spun beneath him, A
scattering of bonfire sparks seared his eyes, each vivid light a single, living soul, O Goddess— it must be
Aerillia, the Skyfolk citadel! He had spun too far Out of control , . . Right over the mountains to the
crystal lacework of the forest beyond, with its scintillant backdrop of desert sands ...

Far away, in the Chamber of Winds, the breath fled Chiamh's body in one shocked gasp. More
Powers! Another Evil One like a dark, writhing cloud— and two others, far to the south, in the forest
beyond the mountains! Their lights shone clear and bright, united in love and honesty and clarity of
purpose—then suddenly they were gone, eclipsed by a wave of black and overwhelming force that
reeked of hatred and menace and merciless lust. Chiamh shrieked, and fled. The forefront of the wave
smote him—engulfed him! Somehow his awareness clawed its way back into his body. Chiamh sobbed
with terror, hiding like a child beneath his shadow-cloak until the evil had passed.

It was a long time before the shaken Windeye dared raise his head, but when he finally looked out again
with his silver gaze, the streaming air ran clean. To his utter relief, there were no tidings of death on the
wind, He understood then that he had been vouchsafed a vision of warning. The Powers—those bright
and lovely lights— they still lived! But what would happen when the Dark One reached out to take them
as he had foreseen? He had to help them—that was why he had been drawn here tonight!

Chiambh's excitement faltered, as dismay overtook him. "How can you help them?" he said aloud, in the
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way of those who live alone, "You have no idea who they are, what their purpose is , , . But you can find
out—if you dare."

The storm wailed and tugged at the Windeye still, like a fretful child, its violence would make a Seeing
hard to control, the danger being that he was likely to find out far more than he would wish. Such visions
were perilous —yet he had to take the risk. He alone of the Xandim knew the cause of this grim winter
that paralyzed the land, though not one of his people believed him, He knew that if the Snow Queen was
not opposed, it would spell the end of freedom for his —and others. Alone, he was helpless, but if he
could somehow help those bright Powers ...

Turning into the storm, Chiamh wrapped a piece of wind around his fingers. As he poured his Othersight
into the knot of air, it took fire, flaring into a shining tangle of moonspun silver. With the greatest he
grasped it, then pulling his gently apart, he began to stretch and mold the gleaming stuff until at last,
between his hands, he held a glimmering disc of silvery air. Narrowing his quicksilver eyes, the Windeye
looked into the mirror . . .

And the visions came, a flood of images that flickered and changed and ran into one another in their
urgent haste to reveal themselves . . .

The Snow Queen's cold and deadly beauty; the haggard face of the Dark One, with eyes of burning
stone; and all the world in chains beneath their feet . . .

The forest beyond the mountains. A solitary tower, crumbling to ruin, and the lean, fleet shape of a
running wolf. The Bright Ones—a tall woman with hair of burnished red, her body rounded with child;
the blue-eyed man who never left her side; and behind them, half glimpsed, the specter of a warrior, who
hovered over them protectively . . .

Another forest, far away in the North, that woke in Chiamh a conflicting tangle of fear and longing, and
the wrenching pain of separation and loss. A fiery Sword, sealed in crystal, that marked the end of
evil—and the annihilation of the Xandim ...

A face, long and narrow, bony of nose and high of cheekbone, too young for die silver that streaked the
dark hair and echoed the sly, sidelong glint of hooded gray eyes. It was the face of a rascal, a
malcontent, a maker of mischief—the face of Schiannath, the misfit, who had actually dared to challenge
the Herdlord Phalihas for leadership several moons ago, Chiamh had no idea of his whereabouts now,
His failure had meant his exile from the tribe, and he had vanished into the mountains, together with his
sister Iscalda—a particular cause of anger to Phalihas, since the girl had been the Herdlord's betrothed.

"Schiannath?" The mirror rippled and clouded, as Chiamh almost lost control of the Seeing in surprise,
Schiannath a part of this business? "O sweet Goddess,” the Windeye muttered, "how in the name of your
mercy can he be concerned with this?" With an effort he steadied the image—and saw the woman again,
her hair a flaming banner, her body wreathed in a rainbow aura of magic. The Dark One stretched forth
his hand to take her, but the vision of Schiannath lay between them like a barrier. She reached out to take
the Sword, and destroy the Xandim . . .

"NO!" Chiambh shrieked. The mirror dissolved into mist between his fingers as he collapsed on the very
brink of his eyrie, heedless of the lethal drop. To his Othersight, the meaning of the Vision was horribly
clear. Only the Bright Ones could forestall the encroaching evil— but at the cost of the entire Xandim
race.

The Seer wrestled with the conflicting possibilities, but whichever way his thoughts turned, he came up
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against one inescapable truth—whether or not the Evil Ones succeeded, the Xandim were doomed. The
Windeye bowed his head, and with tears streaming down his face, he turned north, to look out across the
heartlands of his people.

He had forgotten that the Othersight still held him in thrall. Chiamh's body stiffened, left behind on the
brink of the platform as his consciousness fled on the wings of his Othersight, arrowing down the valley
along a path of silver toward the source of the Vision, Across the snow-scoured meadow of the plateau
he sped, following the crystal course of the ice-locked stream, down the broad, shallow steps of the cliff
path, beside the diamond-lace curtain of the frozen waterfall, and along the well-traveled track that
skirted the foot of the cliff until , , , Until ...

"Iriana of the Beasts!" Chiamh shouted in astonishment. There, approaching the blocky fortifications of
the Xandim he saw the prisoners. Strangers from across the sea! A man and a woman, warriors
by their garb; a silver-haired grandsire, clinging stubbornly to life . , . And the other. Goddess, the other!
She was one of the Powers—but Bright or Dark, Chiamh could not tell, Her mind was hidden from his
Othersight by a cloudy labyrinth of madness.

The Windeye was sure that the outlanders were somehow connected with the Bright Powers, And he
also knew, with a chill of certainty, that as foreigners in the Xandim lands, they would be killed out of
hand, But they must not die—or the Bright Ones would be lost! The Vision was telling him to save them!

But saving the strangers was easier said than done. How would he persuade the Herdlord? Chiamh
knew he had failed to win the respect accorded to his Grandam. She'd had the advantage of-venerable
old age ... She had no always been old, but she had proved herself as a warrior against the marauding
Khazalim. He had never done so and never would—the weakness of his normal sight prevented it. Why,
before he saw his enemy, he'd be dead meat! Face it, Chiamh, he thought, you're a laughingstock—and
so you hide in your valley, living in a cave like a hermit . . . They will never believe you—they'll mock, as
they have mocked so often . . .

Nonetheless, he had to try—and there was no time to lose! By the light in the sky, half glimpsed
between the scudding clouds, Chiamh knew that dawn was on its way. Stifling his doubts, the young
Windeye scrambled down from the tower, slipping and slithering and scraping himself painfully in his
haste as his Othersight faded back to his own defective vision. He fell the last few feet and landed,
winded and bruised, on a pile of gravel. Without waiting to catch his breath, he picked himself up and
pelted down the valley, stumbling and rolling and getting up only to be tripped again by rocks and roots
and hampering drifts of snow that massed in this narrow, sheltered place. But he kept on going, driven by
sheer determination. The Bright Ones must be helped! He must get there in time to save the strangers!
With the forgotten tatters of his shadow-cloak streaming out behind him, Chiamh ran as he had never
dared run before.

The Windeye burst out of the woods at the lower end of the valley, and passed the standing stones that
were its gate. The smooth, inviting grass of the plateau beckoned, and he heaved a sigh of relief. No
longer did he have to worry about breaking a leg on uneven ground—on the plateau, he could really
move! Chiamh stopped in the shadow of the great stones and collected himself, turning his attention
inward. Then—he changed.

To an observer, he knew, the transformation would have taken place in seconds. To Chiamh, time
seemed to stretch—as did his body, his bones and muscles gaining a tingling elasticity as they lengthened
and grew thick and strong. There was a moment of blurred confusion, as impossible to register as the
instant between consciousness and sleep—and in the lee of the stones that had previously shadowed a
young man, Stood a snaggy -maned bay horse.
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Chiamh pawed the ground, enjoying the power of his equine body, and the tapestry of rich scents that
swirled around him. His ears flicked back and forth, hearing the slurring of the wind across the plateau's
snowswept grass, and the creak of branches back in the woods. His eyesight, unfortunately, remained
unchanged in his Othershape—flatter in depth of vision and more peripheral and encompassing than that
of a human—but still as blurred as ever. Still, at least in this form, he had other senses that could, in some
measure, compensate . . .

Woolgathering! Chiamh snorted disgustedly. That was the trouble with this shape—one's thoughts
tended to become those of a horse, and the longer one stayed this way, the greater was the risk of losing
all vestiges of human intelligence. But enough! Time was passing! At the far side of the meadow, he
would have to change back again, to descend the steep cliff path, but in the meantime it was worth it,
both For the saving in time— and the sheer, exuberant joy of the run. With a flick of his heels, the
Windeye was off, racing the wind across the plateau.

In the lands of the North, yet in a place unreachable within the boundaries of the mundane world, the
palace of the Forest Lord, with its treelike towers and innumerable gardens and glades, lay deceptively
tranquil in a waiting silence, within and upon its massive hill. Upon the craggy slopes of the mound, a
ferny hollow cupped a crystal pool, fed by a silvery filigree of water that twisted and tumbled down a
stony precipice from the heights above.

The Lady of die Lake sat by the water, combing the silver-shot strands of her long brown hair. Warily,
the great stag watched her from its thicket on the other side of the pool; safe, he thought, and
unobserved—until the Earth-Mage lifted her eyes to him and smiled.

"Do you prefer that form, my Lord?" Her voice was low and musical.

Hellorin, chagrined, stepped forth, shifting to his magnificent human shape. Only the branching shadows
of the great stag's crown above his brow remained as a reminder that this was no ordinary Mage or
Mortal—for indeed, the Lord of the Phaerie was more than both. His feet, clad in high boots of supple
leather, caused nary a ripple as he walked toward Eilin across the surface of the pool. "The eyes of the
Magefolk were ever keen," he complimented her. "Many's the Mortal huntsman I have lured and
deceived with that shape."

The Lady FEilin laughed. "Aye, and many's the Mortal maid, I'll wager, that you have lured and deceived
with the shape you are wearing now!"

Hellorin chuckled, and made her a flourishing bow. "I have done my best," he told her loftily. "After all,
my Lady, the Phaerie have a certain reputation to uphold!" Sitting down beside her on the fragrant turf,
he turned to more serious matters. "I did not expect to find you here. Are you tired, then, Lady, of your
vigil?"

Eilin's brow creased in a frown. "Not tired. Lord-not weary, at any rate. It helps to see what passes in
the world outside. But oh, it galls me to be reduced to an onlooker, when I long to be free—to go where
I am so badly needed, and do my part"
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Hellorin, hearing the tremor of tears in her voice, turned the starry depths of his pay eyes upon her. "But
that is not the sole cause of your unhappiness. There is more, Eilin, is there not?"

The Earth-Mage nodded. "The window in your hall shows my Valley," she said sadly. "It shows Nexis,
and all the northern lands—but it doesn't show me Aurian Day after day I bend my will upon the thought
of my daughter, but she is nowhere to be found! Where is she?" Her voice caught on a sob, "Trapped in
this Elsewhere, I might not know if she died. Surely, if I cannot find her, then she must be dead!"

The Lady's hopeless weeping scalded the Forest Lord's heart. Since losing D'arvan's mother, the Mage
Adrina, grief had been a constant companion to Hellorin, and he sorrowed for FEilin's heartache. Putting
an arm around her shoulders, he drew her close to his side. "Take heart," he told her. "Your fears may
yet be groundless. If you cannot see Aurian's image in my window, it may only mean she has voyaged
across the ocean to the south."

Eilin stiffened. "What?" Her head came up sharply, a spark of irritation lit her eyes. "Do you mean your
wretched window doesn't work across the sea?"

Hellorin, amused by her transformation from sorrow to anger, and her sudden abandonment of the
courtly manners of the Phaerie, struggled to hide a smile. Ah, it took little provocation for the Magefolk
to revert to type! And how much she reminded him, in that moment, of his dear Adrina! "Did you think to
try to look?" he asked her gently.

The Earth-Mage reddened. "Why, yes!" she blustered, "I mean—no! How the blazes should I know
what the Southlands are like? I thought your window worked in the same way as scrying—I
concentrated on Aurian, and had she been in the south, I was relying on it to me there!" To Hellorin's
astonishment, she flung her arms around him and hugged him, "Gods," she cried, half in laughter, half'in
tears, ' 'what a relief it is, to hope again! For days I've been convinced . . ."

It had been ages since Hellorin had held a woman—of any race—in his arms. After the loss of Adrina,
he had never had the heart to do so again. As the Earth-Mage looked up at him, their eyes caught, and
held—then Eilin looked away. 'Tell me," she said, in a voice that sounded strained and unnatural to the
Forest Lord's ears, "why the range of your window cannot see beyond the ocean?"

"The salts are a barrier to the Old Magic, such as the Phaerie use." Hellorin found his voice with
difficulty. "A fact that your ancestors, Lady, used to their advantage, and our detriment"

"How so?" The Mage was frowning now, and Hellorin felt a fleeting pang of regret that the bitter
troubles of an age long gone should mar their accord. He sighed. "Lady, forget that I spoke. What good
can it do us, to dwell upon the quarrels and injustices of the past?"

"I want to know!" Filin snapped; then her expression softened. "If the forebears of the Magefolk
wronged you, then only their descendants may make amends. And since I am the only Mage to whom
you can speak at present ... . ." She tilted an eyebrow at him, and Hellorin realized that her anger had
been directed, not at him, but at those ancestors, long gone to dust, who had imprisoned his folk out of
the world. And so he began to speak, telling her things that no Phaerie had ever told a Mage. He told her
how the world had been long ago, before the Artifacts of the High Magic had been crafted, and the
Magefolk had gained ascendancy over the elder races who possessed the powers of the Old Magic.

The Lady Eilin listened, wide-eyed, as Hellorin spoke of the gigantic Moldai, elemental creatures of
living rock who lived in an odd but mutually beneficial association with the Dwelven, the Smallfolk, who
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dwelt within their mountainous bodies and went out into the world to be their eyes and ears and limbs.

"When the Magefolk wished to weaken the Moldai, what better way than to separate them from the
Dwelven, exiling them in the Northern lands where they could no longer reach the Moldai, who dwelt in
the South?" Hellorin's voice was bitter. "And what apt justice, to use the sea to do so— for it was a
Moldan — a mad, wild giant— who seized the powers of the Staff of Earth and used them to fracture
the land mass that was once both North and South together. He caused the sea to enter, drowning the
lands between, with the loss of many lives, both Mage and Mortal alike."

Eilin frowned. "I didn't know," she said, "These tales of the Ancients have vanished from our history,"

Hellorin laughed sourly. "Then the more fools you, to misplace such vital knowledge! Lady, are you not
aware that the Mad One—the Moldan who caused the destruction—is now the only one of his race to
exist in the North? And had you no idea that he still lives, chained and imprisoned by spells, within the
very rock on which you Magefolk built your citadel?"

"What?" Eilin gasped. "In Nexis? Dear Gods, if the Archmage should discover this ..."

"We must pray that he does not," Hellorin agreed grimly. "Miathan has already placed the world in
gravest peril by his profligate summoning of the Nihilim—a Moldan, mad already, and bearing a grudge
that has lasted centuries, might not care about limiting his revenge to the Magefolk who imprisoned him!"

The thought of the Moldan existing all those years beneath the Academy was too frightening for Eilin to
dwell on. Wishing to distract her mind with other matters, she turned back to the Forest Lord. "You said
that my ancestors used the sea against the Moldai," she told him, "but what has that to do with the
Phaerie?"

Hellorin shrugged. "Little, in truth," he admitted, "but when the Moldan created the sea that had not
existed before, the Magefolk found that the power of the Old Magic could not pass across salt water.
Also, the catastrophe convinced the Mages that elemental beings such as the Phaerie were too dangerous
to be left at large in the world. They used the Artifacts of Power to exile us —and not content with that,
they also took our steeds,"

A wistful smile softened the Forest Lord's sculpted mouth. "What they were! What fire they had; what
power; what beauty and spirit! They were fleet and strong, and terrible in battle—and they could
outspeed the wind!" Hellorin his eyes shadowed with ancient memory. "In winter, when the moon
was full, we rode across the land like comets, with our hounds, like my Barodh, at our sides, and the
coats of our steeds glistening like moonlight. The Mortals would lock up their beasts and hide quaking in
their beds when the Wild Hunt was abroad!"

Hellorin's voice shook with emotion, "The loss of our horses represented the loss of our freedom.
Perhaps that was why the Magefolk took them—or perhaps, as I believe, they wished to tame them for
their own use—as if they had a chance! At any rate, when they exiled us, they forbade us our mounts,
which we loved, and sent them to the Southlands, across the sea where our magic could not reach. We
only had time for one last desperate spell to confound our foes, before we lost our steeds forever ..."

"What did you do?" Eilin asked breathlessly.

"To protect our precious mounts from conquest by Magefolk and Mortals alike, and help them survive in
an alien land, we gave them human form," Hellorin told her. "They became—and as far as I know, they
still are— capable of changing shape from human to equine at will." He looked at her sadly. "We will not
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regain them until we have been freed from our exile—and even so, there may be difficulties, for we
Phaerie cannot cross the sea. And who knows, in these long ages, how their race may have altered?" His
voice grew harsh. "Truly, Eilin, if this Magefolk interference has cost us our horses forever, all the endless
ages will not suffice for them to make recompense!"

His words, recalling the bitter enmity that had existed for so long between his folk and hers, were enough
to strain the fragile bond that had been building between Forest Lord and Mage. Eilin was frowning, and
suddenly, the evening seemed darker. Hellorin shivered, wondering what damage he had unwittingly
wrought.

The Earth-Mage twisted her hands in her lap. "Speaking of recompense, Lord, there is something I have
long been meaning to ask you ..."

Hellorin, his curiosity piqued, nodded, "Say on, Lady."

"I ... Do you remember, so many years ago, when you saved Aurian and Forral, who were lost in a
blizzard?"

"Aye, Lady, I recall it well—the first time we met," "You told me then what I already knew—that in
dealing with the Phaerie, there is always a price. You said—"

"Remember that this matter is not resolved between us. We will meet again—and when we do, I will
claim my debt," Hellorin supplied.

Eilin flinched. "What made you say that?" she demanded. "How did you know we would meet again?
Had I wished to renege on our bargain, I only needed never to summon you—"

"As indeed you did not/' the Forest Lord rebuked her. "This time, it was my son D'arvan who did the
summoning,"

"Thanks to which, I now owe you another debt for saving my life!" Eilin turned anxious eyes to the
Phaerie Lord. "How long will you keep me in suspense? I am a prisoner here, no matter how kindly a
captivity it may seem! How can I rest, not knowing what you may see fit to ask of me?"

Hellorin sighed. "Eilin, I understand your concern. Sooner or later, a price must be paid, for our Law
cannot be set aside. Why, I was unable even to spare my son and his beloved, who paid a heart-rending
price for my aid with their endless vigil in the Wildwood to guard the Sword of Flame!" He shook his
head, "But alas, I cannot name what I would demand of you. This is not cruelty on my part—I simply
have no idea what to ask, which in itself is strange, as if it formed part of the workings of some destiny
that I cannot foresee. When first we met, I hated the Magefolk—I scarcely knew you, and I had no idea
of the existence of my son. When you asked for my aid, so many notions leapt into my mind, to exact
revenge on your kind through you! But"—he spread his hands "I could not, I must hold your
indebtedness against some future need,"

"I see" snapped Eilin, "Your actions sty little for your trust in me—and a great deal for my lack of trust in
you!" She rose to her feet and strode out of the clearing without a backward look.
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Eliseth sat in her chambers, bundled in cloaks and huddled over a roaring fire. Since Miathan had set his
aging spell on her, her bones had ached with the cold. The Weather-Mage stared into the blaze, her
silver eyes reflecting the glare of the leaping flames. Her body was wracked with shivers, but her hatred
smoldered on, un-quenched — and she would not endure this loathsome condition much longer! "Don't
think you'll get away with this, Miathan!" she grated. Her rheumy eyes tracked blurrily around the room,
registering drifts of shattered crystal that twinkled frostily on the lush white carpet. After Miathan had
wrought his hideous change in her, the Weather-Mage had smashed every mirror in her rooms.

Avoiding slivers of glass, Eliseth shuffled across the room, leaning on her staff for support. With stiff,
twisted hands she poured spirits into a goblet, cursing herself for succumbing to the dubious comfort of
drink- — the very thing for which she had once derided Bragar.

Bragar! Eliseth emptied the glass in one swallow, and refilled it quickly. The Fire-Mage had been a fool
— he had deserved to die. So why was she haunted by the sight of his blackened, smoking face? Why
did she still feel the ghost of his clawlike grasp on her hand's aged skin?

Bragar loved you! Who will love you now, old crone?

That insidious, persistent thought! A snarl of rage bubbled up in Eliseth 's throat. The goblet flew across
the room, impelled by the force of her magical will, to smash against the wall, its contents streaking like
dark blood down the pure white surface. "Oh Gods!" Eliseth buried her face in shaking hands, "Pull
yourself together!" she growled, "If you panic, you'll ruin your only chance!" Taking another goblet from
the shelf, she filled it and returned to the fireside to wait. He would be coming soon. By now, he must
have discovered what she had done — and if she wanted to regain her youth, everything depended on
the approaching confrontation,

The door flew open, rebounding against the wall with a reverberant crash, "You treacherous bitch. What
in the name of the Gods are you playing at?"

Eliseth jerked upright, scrambling her wits to meet the ire of the Archmage, Miathan slammed his fist on
the table, the gems that had replaced his burning crimson with rage. "You have one minute to begin
restoring the winter in Aerillia—before I blast you to cinders!"

This was her moment! Eliseth willed her shaking body to stillness, and forced the illusion of nonchalance.
"I don't care if you do." She shrugged. "Do you think I want to stay in this wrinkled, sagging shell? Do
your worst, Miathan—ah, but I forget, you already have!"

"You call that my worst?" Miathan howled.

The Weather-Mage cringed and cowered as a roaring inferno leapt up around her. The flames closed in,
reaching for her greedily. Eliseth felt their searing heat, felt her hair frizzle and flame. Her skin was
beginning to blister and crack. She clenched her fists so hard that blood ran through her fingers as her
nails cut into her palms; clenched her teeth so hard to stop herself from screaming that she thought her
jaw must surely break, "It's just an illusion," she told herself. "An illusion!" But oh—the unspeakable pain!

"Restore the winter!" the Archmage roared, his voice cutting into the depths of her agony,

Eliseth shuddered, ignoring the insistent voice. Everything was at stake—everything, [ must endure, she
told herself, I must! But it was too much—how could anyone endure such suffering? The mind of the
Weather-Mage twisted and writhed in panic within its cage of tortured flesh, desperately seeking to end
the agony.
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And then—something changed.

Eliseth's senses reeled as her vision blurred and doubled. Though she could see the inferno surrounding
her, and beyond that the gloating of the Archmage, she also viewed the scene from above, as though she
down from overhead. The Magewoman, needing all her strength to fight the pain, closed her eyes against
the dizzying distraction—and suddenly, she understood. As though her eyes were open, she could still
see the second scene—the view from above! In trying to flee the agony, her mind was trying to flee her
body! Her crone's mind had almost lost the solution, but her instincts had not led her astray! Eliseth
laughed aloud as she gathered her remaining wits and slipped easily free from her outward form.

Oh, blessed relief! The Weather-Mage paused, conscious only of the absence of pain, steadying and
balancing the energies that formed her inner self. Then a howl of thwarted rage drew her attention. The
flames had vanished. Hovering close to the ceiling of her chamber, she looked down to see Miathan,
white with fury, standing over the discarded shell of her body, heaping curses on her head.

Eliseth's confidence returned in a glorious surge. Her inner being was not old and ugly! Here she was
young and strong again, and beautiful as ever! If I could only stay like this, she thought. But without the
arcane power generated by such as Miathan through the shedding of Mortal blood, a Mage could not
sustain life outside her earthbound body for long. Due to the aged fragility of her mundane form, and the
dreadful depletion of the energy she had squandered to withstand the Archmage's onslaught, Eliseth
could already feel herself weakening. She must go back, she knew, or remain lost and bodiless
forever—but still she lingered, hoping to drive Miathan into a frenzy as he saw the last chance to restore
his winter slipping away. Ah, now she had him where she wanted him! Eliseth smiled in satisfaction—then
shuddered at the thought of abandoning this glory to cage herself once more in the weak and aching body
of the crone, "But it won't be for long," she assured herself, as she swooped, closed her eyes—and sank
back into the shackles of her earthbound form.

The Weather-Mage opened her eyes, and Miathan's tirade choked off as though he had been throttled.
Fleetingly, Eliseth wished he still possessed his eyes: not through any kindly feeling, but because the
expressionless gems that had taken their place rendered his face unreadable. But whether it was due to
relief or anger, the Weather-Mage gave thanks for his hesitation, and was quick to take the initiative.

"You've had your vengeance, Archmage; will you not be content? I defied you, and I have paid. Won't
you put the past behind us? For still you need my help, A bargain, Miathan—my youth for your winter.
We must trust each other now, for with your aging spell, you'll always have a hold on me—as I have the
winter that is so essential to your plans. How can such cooperation not benefit us both?"

"I'd sooner bed a viper than trust you again!" Miathan spat. The Weather-Mage hid a smile. He's
beaten, she thought triumphantly. She said no more; only waited for his rage to cool. His surrender had

come sooner than she'd expected, and Eliseth wondered just what had passed during his communion
with the High Priest of the Skyfolk.

"Very well," Miathan snapped at last. "But be warned—one more attempt to thwart my plans, and I will
use the Caldron to blast you so far from the living Universe that not even the Gods will be able to find
you!"

The Archmage raised his hands, his face taut with concentration. A wave of weakness flowed over
Eliseth; her body seemed to blur and shimmer; there was a flash of excruciating pain as the old bones
straightened; a tingling sensation suffused her skin as the sagging flesh filled out again with the healthy
bloom of youth. Powerful blood coursed like wine through her veins, restoring suppleness and strength to
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stiff old muscles,
"Thanks be to the Gods!" Eliseth leapt to her feet, flinging off her swathing cloaks

"You'd do better to thank me!" the Archmage told her flatly, "Count yourself fortunate, Eliseth, that I still
need your aid to accomplish my plans!"

"Whatever I can do to help you, Archmage, I will," The Weather-Mage did her best to sound
chastened,

Miathan gave her a long, hard look, "Very well," he snapped. "To begin with, you must undertake a task
that I had planned to entrust to Bragar. Since your meddling killed him, you must take up his work in his
stead, He scowled at her. "At least it should keep you from mischief for a while!"

Eliseth went to her cabinet and poured wine for both, Miathan took the goblet without thanks, and
sipped before continuing: "I wanted Bragar to investigate the disappearance of Angos and his men. We
must assume they are dead ~ —and since their last message said they were tracking the rebels toward
the Valley, I suspect that Eilin had a hand in the matter—possibly aided by D'arvan!"

Eliseth's fists clenched with rage at the thought of the ones who had slain her lover Davorshan, but
despite her anger at his murder, she felt a shrinking knot of fear within her. She discounted Davorshan's
weak-willed twin as a threat, but the Lady of the Lake had destroyed a Mage far younger and physically
stronger than herself, and seemingly, had slain about two dozen hardened mercenaries! Filin was Aurian's
mother, and obviously, they had underestimated her power. The Magewoman shivered. Is this some new
plot of Miathan's invention, to get rid of me? she thought.

"You want me to go to the Valley?" she asked quietly,

"No!" the Archmage barked. "Use subterfuge—use spies," he went on. "You're good at such
underhanded work] But whatever you do, find out what is happening in that Valley

"The only reason I do not ask you to go yourself," Miathan continued, "is that I need your skills to
restore winter over Aerillia—but is it possible to keep the worst of the storms away from the southern
part of the mountains?"

Eliseth looked at him through narrowed eyes. Now what is he up to? she thought. She frowned, trying to
reconstruct the area in her memory, for her ancient charts had been lost in the destruction of her
weather-dome. "I think so," she said at last. "The range broadens south of the country of the Winged
Folk—if I monitor the air mass carefully, those mountains form a natural barrier . . ." She frowned.
!‘Why?ﬂ

"Eliseth, if you think I'll trust you with my plans, so soon after your treachery—" the Archmage began
heatedly, but smoothly she forestalled him.

"Miathan, please, That was all a regrettable mistake, I only want to make amends, but how can I help
you when I don't know what is going on?"

"T'll tell you my plans in my own good time." Miathan snapped. "At the moment, all you to know is
that in order for my trap for Aurian to succeed. she must have access into those southern mountains. You
will facilitate this, will you not?" His voice sank to a sinister purr. "For remember, Eliseth—the ruin of
your youth that I accomplished once, I can easily wreak again!"
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The Weather-Mage met his gaze, her face expression* less. "I promise, Miathan, that you will never
again have the need," she lied. "You can trust me, I swear—for it's as much to my advantage as yours
that Aurian should be captured." Eliseth turned away to hide a smile. And once you have captured her for
me, Miathan, she thought, you and Aurian must look to yourselves!

Chapter 3 Raven's Fall

Within the pine-scented shelter of the fallen tree, Aurian rested against a pillow of packs and folded
blankets. Shia dozed beside her, her lacerated feet covered in salve and swathed in rags. She purred in
her sleep as she lay with her head in Aurian's lap. Anvar was curled on the Mage's other side, his dazzling
blue eyes closed in the profound sleep of pure exhaustion. His fine, dark-blond hair, lightened and
sun-streaked now from their trip through the desert, had fallen across his face, moving lightly in time with
his breathing. He deserved his rest, Aurian thought. He had saved their lives when Eliseth attacked, and
for a half-trained Mage, he had acquitted himself admirably.

Aurian's thoughts shrank from the fact that Anvar's devotion was based on feelings far deeper than
friendship. The memory of Forral was still too strong. Yet she had chosen to stay with Anvar, rather than
follow the shade of her murdered lover into death . . . Aurian shook her head as if to jolt away the pang
of guilt that accompanied the thought, but there was affection in her gaze as she gently brushed the errant
strands of hair from Anvar's face, and pulled up the blanket that had slipped from his shoulders.

Aurian's unborn child moved restlessly, disturbed by his mother's unease, and the Mage reached out
with her thoughts to reassure Forral's son.

"Do you never rest?" Shia's mental voice was tart, but Aurian heard an underlying note of concern. The
cat regarded her gravely with an unblinking yellow gaze. "Aurian—why must you burden yourself so?
The cub has a claim on you, true; but that other who concerns you is dead, and beyond your help." As
Aurian flinched from her blunt words, Shia's tone softened, carrying an echo of what the Mage had come
to recognize as a smile. "As for Anvar—you need not worry about him. The strength in him is growing all
the time. He will wait."

"I never asked him to wait for me!" Aurian objected.
Shia's projected thoughts held the equivalent of a shrug. "He will wait—whether you ask him or not."

Aurian dozed again, and was awakened by the delectable aromas of roasting meat. Anvar was already
up and about, helping Nereni finish the preparations for her feast. The little woman had been working all
afternoon, having sent Bohan and Eliizar out into the forest to find tubers to bake in the ashes of her fire,
and berries and greens to go with the venison she had prepared. Yazour, having seen what was coming,
had promptly volunteered to go fishing. He returned near suppertime, whistling and empty-handed, to a
scolding from Nereni. "What could I do?" he protested innocently. "They were simply not biting."

Aurian exchanged a grin with Anvar at the success of the warrior's ploy. How good it was to have their
group all safely back together again! Then suddenly it hit her. Something had been nagging at her—and
now she realized what exhaustion and the joy of the reunion had put out of her mind. "Where on earth is
Raven?" she asked.
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"Raven keeps wandering off to hunt in the forest," Nereni replied. "She brings back birds and such, but I
worry so! What if she should meet a wild beast?"

"You worry too much," Eliizar told his wife. "If a wolf or a bear should come, she has only to fly away]"
"That's true," Aurian agreed—but nonetheless, she wondered at Raven's solitary behavior.

Raven perched awkwardly among the spiny branches of a fir, watching twilight steal through the dark
and tangled trees. In the north, the high peaks were still gilded with the fiery light of sunset, and the
winged girl scowled at the sight. Accustomed to the long days of her mountain home, she could never get
used to the fact that the light faded so early from these wretched lowlands,

The winged girl blinked back tears of frustration. It was not her kind of hunting—skulking in a smother
of trees. She missed the vast arena of the open skies; her joy was in the speed and skill of the chase.
Back in Aerillia, her lost home, she had hunted for sport, releasing her feathered prey to sing and soar in
peace, She had never known, then, what it was to be hunted herself—to live as an exile without shelter;
to be ruled by the demands of an empty belly. Now she knew—only too well.

Raven cursed Blacktalon, who had forced her to flee in terror from her rightful place as Princess of the
Winged Folk. He had to be stopped—and by the Sky-God Yinze, she meant to do it. If her companions
of the desert had failed her, at least she'd found one who would not. At the thought of Harihn, she
suppressed a shiver of guilt. Skyfolk mated for life, and her people would revile what she had
done—with a human. But he'd been so good to her ... At the thought of him, her grim mood softened.
She would show the others! Aurian, who would not listen to her plea for help—and Anvar, of whom
she'd had better hopes . . .

It was a sore point, but Raven forced the thought away as her growling belly reminded her to
concentrate on the hunt. Waiting with wary patience, she weighed a stone in her hand as she tried to peer
through the layer of ground mist that accompanied the forest dusk. There was a rustle in the bushes,
followed by a harsh cry ... Raven hurled her stone. In a blur of wings the pheasant broke cover and she
launched after it with the clean swift grace of a hawk. Swooping on the bird, she grabbed it in an
explosion of feathers and, with a practiced jerk, broke its neck in midair.

"Well caught, my Jewell" The voice came low but clear, from a gap in the trees below. Raven's blood
sang in her veins. Harihn had come at last! Glowing with excitement, she turned in a breathtaking sideslip
to angle down through the narrow slot between the tangled boughs. It had been days since she'd seen
Harihn, and it had been so lonely without him! Her wings stirring the mist in gossamer switls, Raven,
panting from the exhilaration of the chase, swept down to meet her lover.

Harihn emerged cursing from the bushes and ran his hands through his tangled hair, dislodging leaves and
bits of twig. This clearing was so well hidden that only the winged girl could reach it with

Dusk had fallen sooner than he had expected, and he'd been forced to blunder his way from his camp in
near-darkness. By the Reaper, this had better be worth it, he thought.

"Harihn?" There was a rustle above his head, and a creak of branches—then Raven landed beside him.
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The prince of the Khazalim hesitated, torn as always between awareness of her oddly alien beauty and
revulsion at the thought of coupling with a creature that was not human. Then the Voice was in his mind,
spurring him on impatiently, "Get on with it, she suspects!"

Harihn moaned, fighting the quick surge of his blood as his treacherous body succumbed to his rising
desire. It was always the same, ever since he had begun her seduction at the prompting of the Voice that
had probed his mind on the day he had entered the forest. Sometimes, he wondered if he'd been right to
trust the Voice—but it had offered him what he wanted: power to gain his father's throne, and revenge on
Anvar for corrupting the loyalty of Aurian, who could have brought him power, and so much more.

"Come, what's wrong with you? Take her, if it's what she wants!." the Voice snapped. "We need her
cooperation!"

To Harihn's horror, he felt himself taking an unintentional step forward; his limbs moving of their own
volition as the intruder took control.

Raven looked at her lover, hesitating. Harihn seemed strange tonight. His curling black hair was
bedewed with silver droplets, turning him gray before his time. He looked as though he had aged, she
thought. His gentle features were hard-etched; as though an older, harsher face had been laid over his
own. His eyes blazed into her own, and for the first time, she felt a pang of fear.

"It's time," Harihn grated. Just that—no smile, or kiss, or word of welcome. Before Raven could move
he grabbed her, one foot hooking her ankle, tripping her to the ground, trapping her with his weight.
Feathers flew like black snow as her wings caught in the bushes. He tore at her tunic, stopping her
protests with bruising kisses, his hands mauling her breasts. His knee was between her legs, thrusting
them roughly apart.

"Harihn—no!" Raven gasped.

Cursing her, he drew back his hand, and her cheeks flamed as he slapped her into silence. Tears leaked
down her temples, ran cold into the tangled cloud of her hair.

Hard and urgent, he thrust himself inside her, and Raven hissed with pain. "No!" she shrieked, hurling
curses in the Skyfolk tongue. Her nails, like talons, raked him, snatching at his eyes.

Harihn flinched aside, deep gashes scarring his cheeks. "Savage!" he spat. His blood dripped hot on her
face as he kissed her again, more gently. "Forgive me," he whispered. "We were so long apart, and you
are so beautiful ..."

His hand squeezed between their bodies, slipped between her legs—Raven whimpered with pleasure
and arched against him. "I hate you," she gasped. "I hate you," she chanted over and over, to the
quickening rhythm of their thrusting. "1l kill you! Oh!" Her talons gouged him as they climaxed, ripping his
robe and scoring the skin of his back.

They rolled apart stickily; filthy, bleeding, and bruised; gasping for breath. Harihn blinked, as though
emerging from a dream. Raven watched through her eyelashes as he reached out to brush away the
sweaty tangles of hair that clung to her cheeks. He kissed her bruised face, his breath tickling her damp
skin. "Poor child—can you forgive me?" he murmured.
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Raven, in the aftermath of the passion that had seized her at the last, simply nodded. He had changed,
just in time—as if, for a while, he'd been someone else—and the real Harihn had returned to save her
from humiliation. She was thankful for that. Little did he know, the Princess thought, that she was forced
to forgive him. Skyfolk mated for life, and now she was committed.

A shiver ran through her, but Raven was not a princess for nothing. She touched the scratches on
Harihn's face, with a little curling smile of smugness as he flinched. "I paid you back," she told him, and
the shadow cleared from his eyes.

"Vixen!" he muttered.

"It serves you right!" It was one of Nereni's phrases, and at the reminder, Raven shot bolt upright. "Yinze
on a treetop! Nereni expected me long ago!"

Harihn's smile switched off. Like the sun passing through a cloud it reappeared—but more sinister, now.
As it had been at the start, when he had taken her so violently . . . Raven flexed her talons, but Harihn
made no move toward her. "I have a surprise for you, Princess," he told her. "The Mages have come safe
from the desert, and Nereni plans to celebrate with a feast."

"A feast?" Raven cried. "While my kingdom goes to wrack and ruin, and not one of them will lift a finger
to help me-"

"Hush." Harihn kissed her into silence. By the Reaper, what a credulous fool she was! "You have no
need of them, my jewel, for our time is ripe. You know I have a powerful ally. If we help him capture
Aurian and Anvar, he will give you whatever assistance you need to recover your kingdom."

"I hope so. I've had precious little help from the others." The winged girl's voice betrayed her bitterness,
and in the darkness, Harihn smiled. It was so easy to manipulate her! "Persuade your companions to
head into the mountains and make for the Tower of Incondor, the ancient watch post of your people," he
told her. "If they reach it before Aurian regains her powers, they can easily be ambushed by my folk."

Raven thought of Nereni, and hesitated. "Harihn— you promise they won't be harmed?"

"My dearest one, you have my word." The darkness hid the lie in Harihn's face. Nereni's husband had
betrayed him—as had that renegade Yazour, and the eunuch Bohan. They all deserved to perish, and
Nereni with them. Harihn smiled at the thought. Unable to resist the idea of taking her again, he stroked
her hair and bent to capture her lips once more.

Later, as he groped his way back to his camp, Harihn was still smiling, while Raven struck out for home,
flying high over the trees as the mountains faded into night.

Within a short time, the Prince had stirred his camp into a frenzy of activity. "My remaining warriors
leave tonight for the north, where I will join them shortly," he told his household folk. "In my absence, you
must stay here and amass supplies for us. Winged folk will come to take what you have gathered." His
people, startled by this sudden change of plans, eyed their prince warily, whispering behind his back. He
had never been the same since he had entered this forest, and sometimes they had even caught him
talking to himself, when he thought he was unobserved. And as for his association with the winged
creatures—that went far beyond the pale of decency!

Harihn's behavior had been growing ever more bizarre. Soon after their arrival in the forest, he had sent
most of his warriors, their horses laden with supplies, away north with a winged warrior as a guide,
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leaving his folk with only a token guard—and now he planned to abandon them completely! But they
were Khazalim, schooled in subservience to authority; and Harihn was their prince. He had promised to
return for them, and with that they must be content. Harihn's people sighed —but they obeyed.

The Xandim had never been a race that attached importance to roofs and walls. It had been fortunate,
Chiamh thought, that folk so lacking in the skills of construction had round a ready-made stronghold. No
one knew who had built it; the Windeye's Grandam had attributed it to the ancient race of Powerful
Ones, from across the sea. Chiamh doubted that—though its creators must have wielded incredible
power, for the fastness had survived the depredations of time, and not surprisingly. It would take more
than passing centuries to humble such a solid construct.

Set in a deep embayment in the cliff, the fastness was a solid, massive keep extending out of the
towering curtains of stone that were part of the Wyndveil. The building formed a hollow square around a
courtyard, with the main living areas backing on to the cliff. Though the fortress seemed impressively
large, its size was deceptive, for the building had been extended back into the cliff itself, with mile on mile
of corridors and chambers hollowed out of the mountain. In times of need, the fastness was large enough
to accommodate the entire Xandim race—but its size was not its most staggering feature. The entire
edifice, both inside and out—had been formed from a single stone!

The green slope below the fortress was scattered with other, lesser buildings. With their outlines
softened by growths of green, cushiony moss and gold and silver lichens, they looked from the outside
like rough-sculpted rocks that had fallen from the cliff above. Their appearance, however, was deceptive.
Chiambh's investigations had proved that the structures were not boulders at all. They extended
underground and seemed, like the fastness, to be outgrowths of the mountain bedrock. Each of them had
a small, square door, and a hole in its top to admit light and allow smoke from the hearth to escape. Still
more astonishing were the interiors, for the walls and floor were raised and ridged to form beds, shelves,
and benches. Like the fastness, their origin was a mystery, but the Xandim accepted these structures as
part of the landscape. Unless the weather was extreme, they rarely bothered with these ready-made
homes.

The Xandim were a hardy, active outdoor folk who preferred the freedom of temporary shelters in the
sweeping foothills or the open plains to fixed settlements and walls of stone. As humans they hunted,
fished, gathered, and traded—when in equine shape, their food grew in abundance around them. They
had a basic written language of signs, but rarely bothered with such niceties. Instead they told stories, the
taller the better, and sang many songs. Their history was simply passed down by word of mouth, much to
Chiamh's frustration. He was certain that most of it was muddled, and much was missing.

The Windeye arrived, soaked, bruised, and gasping for breath, at the massive, arching gate of the
fortress. The building gave him a feeling or unease, as though unseen eyes watched him from under its
eaves. He looked nervously up at its looming structure. The unusual silver veining in the rough brown
stone gleamed softly in the afterglow of dusk, and in the deceptive ghostlight, the towers and windows,
balconies and buttresses of the building's fascia seemed to suggest, to Chiamh's imperfect vision, the
dignified lineaments of a craggy old face. For the first time, he wondered why he had never thought of
viewing the fastness with his Othersight. The Goddess only knew what such a seeing might reveal—but
there was no time now for such frivolous experiments.

First, he needed news of the outland prisoners. Had they arrived yet? His visions were accurate as to
context, but they could be confusing and uncertain where time was concerned. And although he was the
Windeye, Chiamh lacked sufficient standing with the Herdlord to enter the dungeons. The rescue of the
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strangers must be contrived after their trial, when they could be reached.

Besides, the Windeye wanted to know more about them, before he committed himself further. Luckily,
there was a way to find out what he needed—so long as the strangers were already there.

It was time for the change of sentries—an informal business at best, for the independent Xandim took
badly to formality and regimentation. Chiamh sighed. What a time to arrive, when he would have twice as
many guards to deal with! As he approached the sentries, Chiamh recognized the ranking officer as
Galdras, a muscle-bound idiot whose head was thicker than the stone of the fastness, and his heart sank.
Lacking intelligence and imagination, Galdras found great sport in mocking the nearsighted Windeye. But
the guards had already seen him, and he had no option but to go on. Doing his best to assume the dignity
of his station, the Windeye straightened his shoulders and walked up to the group of warriors who stood
gossiping at the gate.

As Chiamh had expected, the mockery started before he had even reached the top of the steps.
"Come out of your hole, have you, little mole?" Galdras jeered, earning a laugh from his companions.
Chiamh clenched his teeth. "Let me pass," he said softly, "I have urgent business within."

"Oh! The Windeye has urgent business within! What is it, Chiamh—have you come for your laundry, by
any chance?"

Chiamh ignored the sniggers as the guards mocked his appearance, filthy and tattered after his headlong,
tumbling rush down the mountain. Cursing the blush that heated his cheeks, the Windeye lifted his chin
and marched determinedly inside—and fell flat on his face on the threshold, his legs entangled in the butt
of a spear.

"Oops—sorry, Great One," Galdras snickered. His eyes grew wide with feigned terror. "Please don't
turn me into a horrible beast!"

The Windeye picked himself up, rubbing the knee he'd cracked on the edge of the stone steps as the
guards howled with laughter. Chiamh's face burned. His only thought was of escape, before his
tormentors baited him further.

"Do you intend to let them get away with that?"

Chiamh whirled, seeking the voice that had whispered in his ear. The guards were convulsed with
laughter—surely it had not been one of them? The voice had sounded much deeper—older, somehow,
than their sneering tones.

Galdras had noticed his hesitation. "Yes?" The word was an open challenge. "Did you want something,
Chiamh? Directions to the bathing rooms, perhaps?" Putting his nose in the air, he held it between his
fingers, and his appreciative audience laughed all the harder.

"Face them, you fool. If you walk away from this, they will torment you for the rest of your days!"

Goddess, thought Chiamh, only the mad hear voices! He tried to flee into the fastness, but as his foot
touched the threshold—

"GET BACK THERE AND DEAL WITH THIS!"
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It was no whisper this time—the roar nearly knocked him off his feet. Surely the guards had heard—but
no. They were still holding their noses and making stupid jokes. Suddenly Chiamh had had enough.
Wherever the voice had come from, it was right! Though the storm had faltered, the wind was still gusting
round the corner of the building—there was more than enough for his needs. Chiamh's vision glazed and
then cleared as he summoned his Othersight. Seizing a great double handful of the shimmering wind, he
twisted it into the form of a hideous, slavering demon—and flung it into the faces of the jeering guards.

Galdras fell to his knees screaming. Some men drew their weapons, their faces slack with fear, while
others tried to flee—but were trapped in the corner of the great stone bastion at the side of the door.
Chiambh laughed. Before the howls of the guards could draw the attention of those within the fortress, he
gathered the vision back to himself—and flinging his hands wide, freed and scattered the winds,
dispersing the demon.

The guards picked themselves up slowly, their faces an ugly mix of anger, resentment, and humiliation.
By the stench, more than one had soiled himself. The Windeye chuckled. "Perhaps you should direct
yourselves to the bathing rooms," he said brightly, and went inside.

The Othersight left Chiamh as he entered the fastness—and with it went his heady sense of triumph. His
revenge had been sweet and well merited, but its aftermath left him with a sinking sense of shame. I was
not given my powers to abuse them, he thought, remembering the fear and hate on the faces of the
guards. [ may have taught them not to mock me, but I made no friends today

"Nonsense, Little Seer. They were not your friends, am never would have been. They feared your
powers and so they mocked you—but today you taught them to respect you, which is all to the good!"

"Who are you?" Chiambh cried, drawing curious glances from passers-by within the corridors of the
fastness. There was no reply—already he had learned not expect one. "I'll get to the bottom of this," he
mutter "if it's the last thing I do!" But this was not the time indulge his curiosity. First, and more
importantly, Windeye had to find the prisoners!

Chiamh looked around the entrance chamber of fortress, and shuddered. Goddess, how he hated the
place! His body was damp with the clammy sweat of fear. As always, he was aware of the tremendous
mass a stone surrounding him, which left him feeling stifled and crushed. As he stumbled along half blind,
he felt lost and insecure—for bereft of the winds in this enclosed stone tomb, Chiamh was forced to
depend on his wretched imperfect eyesight.

In happier times, the torchlit corridors of the fastness would be almost deserted. Even the Herdlord
spent little time within, and most of the Xandim progressed from, birth to death without ever setting foot
in the place. The edifice was guarded by warriors who took it in turns, for no one wanted to be stuck
here permanently, and that was all. Now, however, the sinister winter that locked the land had altered the
place beyond recognition, the Xandim had brought their most vulnerable kin— young, the sick, and the
aged—to shelter within stout protective walls.

Children were everywhere, their noise almost deafening in the constricted passages as they played
underfoot in the corridors, hurtling past Chiamh like screeching projectiles. Grandsires and grandams,
dragging bags and bundles of belongings that turned the passages into a maze of obstacles, raised their
voices in querulous protest against the youngsters, and did nothing but augment the din.

The news that foreigners had been caught in Xandim lands had spread like wildfire, arousing great
curiosity. In addition to those who sheltered within the fastness, many others had come in the hope of
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seeing the strangers, and to witness the trial that would take place on the morrow. Through overheard
snatches of talk, Chiamh discovered that the outlanders had already been brought here, and imprisoned
in the dungeons to await the Herdlord's justice.

It was with a tremendous sense of relief that Chiamh finally reached his chambers, after several false and
confusing turns. He stepped inside, wrinkling his nose at the musty odor. His rooms had not been cleaned
since his last visit, several moons ago. His feet smeared trails in the dust that coated the floor, and the
Windeye sneezed, and sighed. This would never have happened to his Grandam. Her chambers had
been in the outer part of the keep, where there were windows to let in sweet breezes and the cheerful
light of day. He, Chiamh, was forced to content himself with this obscure rat hole deep within the bowels
of the cliff, but ... The Windeye allowed himself a smile. At least this chamber was conveniently close to
the dungeons—and right now, that was exactly what he needed. Once he contacted the prisoners, he
might find out at last their connection with the Bright Powers—and also, he hoped, some clue as to the
part of Schiannath the Outcast in what was to come.

The Windeye remembered with shame his part in the exile of the warrior and his sister. When Schiannath
's challenge had failed, he had been cast out, according to tradition—but Iscalda, devoted to her brother,
had insisted on joining him. Chiamh had been forced to use his powers to erase both their names from the
wind—and (supposedly) from the memory of the tribe. The Herdlord had added a cruel twist to the
punishment of Iscalda, his betrothed who had abandoned him out of loyalty to her brother. There was an
ancient spell, passed from Windeye to Windeye, that could prevent the change from horse back to
human, trapping the victim in its equine body. The Herdlord, wild with rage at her defiance, had insisted
that this binding be placed on Iscalda.

Chiamh tore his thoughts from the memory. Though the deed had been forced upon him by the
Herdlord, what he had done still filled him with shame. But dwelling on it would not bring him any nearer
his goal of finding the prisoners!

Chiamh walked over to the wall and ran his hands over the stone, seeking a crack in the smooth surface.
Though the building was made from a single, seamless rock, these chinks were everywhere. The
Windeye suspected that the fastness was ventilated through these tiny gaps that honeycombed the
stonework. His nearsighted vision was little use to him, but over the years, his hands had developed an
uncanny sensitivity to the air currents that were the tools of his power—he only had to find the slightest
draft—

Once again, the Windeye felt the familiar melting coolness as his Othersight took over. This time, so
intent was he on his work that he never thought to be afraid. Ah, now he had it! He could see the
draft—a tiny, curling slip of silver . , , Chiamh poured the mystic aware-of his Othersight into the moving
thread of air, and began to follow it, his consciousness leaving his body to slip like an eel through the tiny
chink in the stone, following the stream of air through a labyrinth of minuscule passages.

Chiamh crept slowly forward, feeling his way blindly through tiny fissures in the rock. He followed the
minute changes in the flow, moving always toward the noisome and damp. At last, after several false that
led him to chambers and cells, his patience was rewarded. He felt a tingling sensation, as the air around
him vibrated with the odd burr of voices in a foreign tongue. Triumphant, the Windeye slipped his
consciousness through a chink in the rock—and found himself in the deepest part of the dungeons,
confronting the outlanders of his Vision.

Back and forth, back and forth, Meiriel paced the narrow limits of her cell. There was no light—they
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had put her here, condemned her to the torture of endless darkness in this subterranean tomb with its
door that was locked and barred with magic. Them, Eliseth and Bragar. The Healer clenched her fists
until the nails cut into her palm, and a bubbling snarl came from deep within her throat. They held the
power now—they and the blind, twisted creature that had murdered Finbarr.

Meiriel's lips stretched back in a feral snarl. "I know you, Miathan," she hissed. "You cannot deceive me
I see everything, down here in the dark. I see you writhe in the agony of those black charred pits in your
head—the blacker pits in your soul! I see the child in Aurian's womb—the monster you created—the
demon that I must destroy . . .

During a wild and eventful lifetime, the Cavalrymaster had discovered that all prisons look very much
alike. Parric, no stranger to the cells of the Garrison in his younger days, might have been transported
back in time by the damp stone walls; the smoldering, smoking torch; the verminous, fetid straw in the
comer. But thanks be to the Gods, they were all together! Had he been imprisoned alone, and left to
contemplate the fate of his companions, he might have given way to his fear. As it was, he could look at
the others for the first time in days, though the sight was not reassuring. Sangra's face was blotched with
dirt and bruises; she looked resolute but grim in the dim light. Elewin, his eyes dark circled, was coughing
blood. And Meiriel—Gods, if only she would stop that endless pacing! She was muttering about death
and darkness, her expression fell and fey with madness. Now, Parric was angry. More than that, he was
furious and frustrated. He forgot his own peril—he only saw his companions, and how they suffered.

"Let me out of here!" The Cavalrymaster hammered on the unyielding door. "Curse you, let me talk to
someone!" He spun, and rounded on Meiriel. "You speak their language! Tell them, you bitch! Tell them
we aren't their enemies!"

"Are you not?" The voice was soft and elusive—and it seemed to come from everywhere.
"Great Chathak!" Sangra breathed. "Is that real?"

Parric gaped. The dungeon, already chill, had turned suddenly colder. Wind blew through the cell,
clearing away the noisome damp. There, in the corner, stood a young man, perfectly ordinary—except
that the Cavalry-master could see, quite clearly, the guttering torch and rough stone walls of the
prison—right through his body.

Parric stepped back, his scalp crawling, his mouth gone dry. A ghost? Normally the Cavalrymaster
would have scoffed at such nonsense—but after living through the Night of the Wraiths in Nexis, his
belief in the Unseen had altered. His bowels tightened, and chills chased across his flesh. He found
himself reaching reflexively for the sword that had been taken from him by his captors.

"Who are the Bright Powers?" the apparition demanded and Parric was puzzled, for the words seemed
to be in his own Northern tongue. Yet, watching the Ups of the spectral figure, it was quite clear that it
was speaking another language. Parric frowned. It seemed as though the words, on leaving the lips of the
ghost, were somehow twisting themselves in the air, to come to his own ears in a form he could
understand. The apparition was still speaking, however, and Parric forced his attention away from the
mystery in order to concentrate on what was being said,

"I must know!" the specter insisted. "Who are the Evil Ones, who ride the North Winds with winter in
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their train?"
"The Archmage Miathan is evil."

Parric was relieved that Meiriel had snapped sufficiently back to reality to speak up at last. The
supernatural was the province of the Magefolk — and an answer was more than he could have managed,
in that moment.

The apparition frowned. "What is the Archmage Miathan?"

The Cavalrymaster was glad to leave it to Meiriel to explain the Archmage. Unfortunately, the ghost
seemed scarcely satisfied by her rambling account of Miathan's perfidy.

"Explain!" it demanded. "You have spoken of the Dark Ones, but what of the Bright Powers? Who are
the Bright Ones, whom you have come to assist?"

"I don't know about any Bright Ones, but I've come looking for the Lady Aurian." Finally, Parric found
his voice. He looked to Elewin for assistance, but the old man was too far gone in fever to reply. The
Cavalrymaster was forced to take on the burden of the tale himself, but it wasn't easy. He found himself
prey to a growing sense of unreality as he sat in a dungeon in a foreign land, telling a ghost of his
friendship with Forral, and Aurian, who was carrying Forral' s child when the Commander was murdered
by Miathan. Stumbling over his words, he told how Aurian and her servant Anvar had fled Nexis, and
were thought to be here in the South. Finally, he told the ghost how he and Vannor had formed their
band of rebels — and how he had left them to undertake this rash, impulsive quest to find Aurian.

When he had finished, Sangra spoke. "Now we've answered your questions, what about answering
ours? Who are you? How can you walk through walls? Why—" But the ghost had vanished,

As Chiamh made his way back to his chambers, following the fresher currents of air through the crevices
in the stone, his mind was awhirl with excitement. Though he still had gained no clue as to Schiannath's
part in this business, he had finally heard most of what he wanted. The Dark Powers, the Bright
Ones—at last, all had been made clear, and he knew now, more than ever, that he had to rescue these
strangers from his own people. But how . . .

Lost in thought, the Windeye was not concentrating on what he was doing. Engrossed in a series of
plans of increasing complexity and impracticality, it took him some time to realize that he should have
returned to his chambers long ago. Chiamh came out of his reverie with a jolt—to discover that he was
utterly lost in the trackless labyrinth of crevices within the body of the fastness. He had no idea where he
was—and no means of returning to his body.

Chapter 4

News from Wyvernesse
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When the Archmage had left once more to supervise his Southern pawns, his departure came as a
tremendous relief to Eliseth. Though Miathan was gone only in spirit, the atmosphere in the Academy was
considerably lightened by the absence of his brooding thoughts, and the Weather-Mage could relax at
last. Within the sanctuary of her chambers, she felt her face with anxious fingers. Her skin was smooth
now; taut and silken where it had been rough and sagging before. Suddenly, she wished she had not
smashed all the mirrors. What a joy it would be to see herself, and not that hideous old hag! Thank all the
Gods -but then again, why thank them? Eliseth had saved herself through her own cleverness.

Nonetheless, the Mage was quick to keep her word and restore the winter—a simple matter, though her

weather-dome had been destroyed in the backlash of the battle with Aurian. Her spells had not had much
time to unravel, and it had taken only a little effort to rebuild them, working from the open rooftop temple
on the Mages' Tower, from which the ashes of Bragar had now been cleaned.

Her work completed, Eliseth wandered downstairs, enjoying the supple response of her young-again
body, savoring the peace of the silent tower, When she came to Miathan's door, she stopped. His body
would be lying beyond, untenanted and helpless while his mind was away in the South, overseeing his
plans for Aurian's capture.

Eliseth stood at the door, studying the honey-rippled pattern of the grain. The temptation was
overwhelming. It would be so easy , , , As she lifted her hand to the latch, a blast of tingling cold smote
her palm. From the corner of her eye, Eliseth glimpsed the illusory shimmer-haze of a Wardspell. She
snatched her hand back with an oath, rubbing the palm against her skirts, I should have known, she
thought. The old wolf would never put enough trust in me or anyone else, to leave his body unguarded in
his absence She wondered what spell Miathan had placed on the door, what fate would have been hers,
had she been foolish or unwary enough to lift the latch. It would be something unspeakable, Eliseth was
sure. Now that Miathan wielded the power of the Caldron ...

Shuddering, the Weather-Mage moved hastily away, and continued her descent. The next rooms she
belonged to Aurian. After a moment, Eliseth pushed open the heavy door. The rooms were tidy—as tidy
as Anvar, then the Mage's servant; had left them on the night he had fled Nexis with his mistress, Eliseth
wrinkled her nose at the smell of mildew, The dank air of the room was with neglect; the void of the
ash-furred hearth was cold and gray. Cobwebs and dust shrouded the furnishings like a ghostly veil, and
the moldering cushions had been nibbled by mice.

The Weather-Mage smiled. If the Archmage had his way, Aurian would soon experience similar
desolation within her soul! It's as well I didn't kill you, Aurian, Eliseth thought. Miathan can make you
suffer more intensely than II Turning on her heel, she left the dreary chamber without a backward look,
seeking her own rooms on the floor below.

While the Mage had been busy above, one of the few remaining menials—a ragged, pinch-faced brat,
had been cleaning her rooms. As Eliseth entered, the child shot her a scared look from beneath a curtain
of snarled brown curls and bobbed a sketchy curtsy, her cleaning rag clutched tight in grubby fingers.
"I filled your bath, Lady," she whispered nervously. "I hope I done right."

The scullion had done a fine job of restoring the chamber. The broken mirrors had gone, and not a
particle of glass remained on the gleaming floor. The furnishings had been dusted, and the liquors and
goblets put away. The stains from her thrown cup had vanished from the wall and a fire flamed bright in
the clean-swept grate. Eliseth nodded approval At last! she thought. One of these slatterns knows how to
work. She dismissed the girl, sending her back to the kitchen with orders for a meal to be prepared.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

When Eliseth entered her bathing room she was further gratified. A fire had been lit in the squat iron
stove, the tub was filled with steaming water, and soap and scented oils had been laid out for her.
Fresh-laundered towels had been hung to warm near the glowing stove. The Mage was delighted. What
a difference these attentions make! she thought. Her maid had been slain by a Wraith when Miathan's
abominations had run amok, and since then they had been so short of help at the Academy that she'd
never found another. But this girl had potential . . . Eliseth smiled. Perhaps my luck is changing, she
thought. She pulled off the robe that she had worn as an ancient crone, and her darkened into a scowl at
the reminder. Spitting out a curse, she crumpled it into a ball and thrust it into the stove, slamming the
door on it as it burst into flames.

As she slipped into the scented water, regret for the loss of Davorshan twisted like a knife within
Eliseth's soul. She missed the Water-Mage keenly. Under her tutelage, he had grown ever more talented,
in magic and in her bed, proving a willing, useful tool in her schemes until Miathan had sent him to kill
Eilin, and he himself had been slain. Eliseth was glad of Miathan's sanction to discover the identity of his
murderer, for eventually she meant to avenge him. But in the meantime, Eilin's Vale remained a mystery
fraught with direst peril. How to find out what was going on there? As the Mage lay musing in the
soothing water, the seeds of a plan began to form in her mind.

Emerging sometime later, cleansed at last in body and spirit, Eliseth returned to her bedchamber and put
on a loose robe of thick white wool. Having conjured a warm breeze to take the last of the damp from
her hair, she curled up on the white velvet cushions of her window seat and began to brush the silvery
strands.

It would take a while for the grim clouds of her winter to return to their place over Nexis, In the
meantime, the heavens seemed to be making the most of their chance, A spectacular sunset flooded the
Academy courtyard with honeyed light and cool t blue shadow, turning the shattered shell of her
weather-dome to fire and crimson blood, Bragar's blood. At the reminder of her failure and disgrace,
Eliseth drew in a hissing breath, "Just wait, Aurian," she snarled, "One day I will have my revenge!"

The topaz glory of sunset faded to the sapphire and amethyst of twilight. To Eliseth's relief, night threw
its shadowy cloak over Nexis, hiding the ruin in the courtyard, High in the deepening vault above, the
diamond-points of stars were beginning to appear.

"Lady Eliseth? Are you there?" There came a timid tap at the door of her bedchamber,

"Howdare you interrupt me!" The Mage flung open the door to find the ragged girl-child on the other
side

"But Lady, your supper—" Her words ended in a wail as Eliseth slapped her,

"Never answer me back, you guttersnipe!" she hissed. The girl's fists clenched and behind the greasy
tendrils of hair, her eyes flashed defiance. Eliseth raised an eyebrow. It seemed she had underestimated
the little baggage! What a diversion it will be, to break her to my will, she mused. "What's your name,
child?" she asked.

"Inella, Lady," mumbled the brat.

"Speak up, girl! Tell me—why haven't I seen you before?"

"Wasn't here before."
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Eliseth's hand itched to slap her again, but she kept her temper reined. She required fear and respect
from the girl, but she also needed her loyalty. With an effort, she managed to produce a smile, "Are you
hungry, child?"

The girl nodded, her large eyes fixed on the serving dishes that crowded for space on Eliseth's supper
tray.

Her mouth quirking in an odd little smile, Eliseth divided the contents of the tray, serving herself with
generous portions of beef stew and steamed vegetables, but leaving enough in the covered dishes to feed
the starveling child. She took one of the sweet apple pasties, spicy with cloves and cinnamon, and left the
other for Inella. "Here, child." She handed back the tray. "Take that off to a quiet corner and feed
yourself—by the look of you, Janok keeps you on slender rations! Report to me first thing tomorrow,
and we'll replace those disreputable rags you're wearing,"

The dull, resentful look had vanished from Inella's face. Already, it seemed that Eliseth's ill-tempered
slap had been forgotten, "Oh, Lady—thank you!" The child's eyes were bright with gratitude as she took
the proftered tray, which tipped perilously as she curtsied,

Eliseth steadied the tray quickly before the dishes could slide to the floor. "Off you go," she said, "Enjoy
your supper, child—and when you report back to Janok, tell him that from now on, I shall want you as
my personal maid!"

When the girl, still babbling her gratitude, had departed, Eliseth sat down to enjoy her first hearty meal
since Miathan had cast her into the shape of a hag. It was good, solid fare—a far cry from the broth and
gruel that were all she'd been able to manage with the toothless gums of an old crone. The Mage ate with
great appetite, but more than the food, she was savoring the thought that once again she would have a
willing tool, enslaved by her false and easy charm, to do her bidding. Eliseth smiled. She was sure the
little maid would prove useful eventually. Mortals usually did.

Eilin's Valley cupped the rich sunset colors like a handful of jewels. In the glittering waters of the lake, a
unicorn disported in the shallows, striking starbursts of spray from her bounding hooves and scattering a
rain of diamond droplets with her silvery horn. D'arvan, watching, smiled. Gods, she was breathtaking]
The most beautiful creature that had ever lived, and he was the only one privileged to see her—yet he
would have traded the marvel in an instant to have his Maya back! Her hearty laugh and sense of fun; her
blunt common sense so richly mingled with compassion; her slight, wiry form with its strong,
sun-browned limbs; her glossy dark hair, neatly braided warrior-fashion, or lying loose in crinkled waves
across a pillow . . .

As though he too were emerging form the waters of the lake, D'arvan shook himself free from dreams of
longing as the unicorn approached, the deepening twilight blue-silver on her moonspun hide, D'arvan put
his arms around her neck and the two of them—Mage and Miracle—embraced, sharing, for a moment,
their loneliness. How long would this wretched isolation last? D'arvan wondered, He and Maya were
doing all that his father, the Forest Lord, had asked. His magic, augmented, he suspected, by the ancient
powers of the Phaerie, had kept Eliseth's deadly winter out of the Vale, which glowed with burgeoning
life like a solitary emerald set into the iron-locked lands around. Trees, aware and wakeful, filled the
great bowl from brim to brim, providing shelter, protection, and sustenance for the enemies of the
Archmage. D'arvan and the Lady Eilin's wolves patrolled the Valley, protecting those who dwelt within
from invasion and danger. Maya guarded the lakeside, and the wooden bridge led to the island and its
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hidden secret—the legendary Sword of Flame, forged in ancient times by the Dragonfolk to be the
greatest of the Artifacts of Power.

D'arvan sighed. Were it not for the accursed Sword . . . But wishes were useless. The Weapon of the
High Magic did exist, and until the One for whom it had been forged came to claim it, as had been
foretold long ago, he and Maya must fulfill their lonely Guardianship. The Mage wondered, as he often
did, who the wielder would be. It's all very well, he thought, for us to assume that this person will be on
our side. It could be anyone! What if it turns out to be the Archmage? His guts twisted in terror at the
thought.

Maya—or rather, the unicorn—nudged him sharply in the stomach with her nose, making him totter
backward to keep his balance. "All right," D'arvan told her. "I know. I'm wasting time with my foolish
notions, while you want to take a last look at your friend Hargorn before he leaves."

Darkness was falling, and all was still, save for the rhythmic chirp of frogs in the rushes. Ghostly tendrils
of silver mist were swirling over the dark, smooth surface of the water. D'arvan held up the Lady's staff,
and the trees parted before him, bowing their leafy heads in homage over the path they had created.
Together they left the lakeside, Mage and unicorn, vanishing into the shadowed forest like the last, fading
memories of a dream.

It was not far from the lakeside to the camp of Vannor's rebels. Though D'arvan and the unicorn were
invisible to the Mortals, they remained in the thicket that edged the clearing. D'arvan had tried, once or
twice, to enter the camp, but had been unnerved by the blank expressions of Vannor's fugitives, as their
eyes looked right through him. It was lonely enough being invisible, the Mage had decided, without being
reminded of the fact.

Invisible or not, D'arvan had done the rebels proud by way of a camp. His father had told him to shelter
Miathan's foes, and he had done his best by way of preparation, even before Vannor's folk had arrived.
With the protection of the trees uppermost in his mind, D'arvan had taken every precaution to eliminate
the need for the fugitives to cut living wood. The rounded shelters that ringed the clearing were made
from saplings and shrubs that the Earth-Mage had persuaded to embrace and intertwine, leaving hollows
within their hearts where men might live. D'arvan made sure that a pile of deadwood appeared each day,
transported by an apport spell— taught him in his brief apprenticeship by the Lady Eilin —from the
farthest reaches of the forest. Paths appeared wherever Vannor's people wished to go. The filbert and
fruit trees, which throve by the lakeside, had been cajoled into producing early harvests, and though the
island, with Eilin's garden, was forbidden to the outlaws, D'arvan had rounded up most of her scattered
goats and poultry, and had left them where they had soon been found.

The young Mage smiled, remembering how unnerved the rebels had been at first—and how quickly they
had settled in. Vannor's redoubtable housekeeper, Dulsina, had, of course, been the first to point out that
they were clearly being helped and protected, so they ought to make the most of it—as indeed they had.
D'arvan's haven, apparently, was a vast' improvement over their hideaway in the sewers of Nexis!

It was with great reluctance that Vannor had eventually pointed out that this idyll in the forest was
accomplishing nothing. Accepting the need for tidings of their enemies, and also wishing to increase his
forces and bring more people from the city to this place of safety, he had decided that someone must
return to Nexis. Hargorn, to Maya's palpable dismay, had been selected for the mission.

"Are you sure you have everything?" Dulsina asked Hargorn.

Vannor, who sat watching on a nearby log, grinned to himself at the disgusted expression on the
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veteran's face.

"For goodness' sake, woman," Hargorn protested, "I've been packing for campaigns since you were a
little lass at your mother's skirts! Of course I have everything!"

"Are you absolutely certain?"
Vannor, alerted by a familiar, wicked twinkle in Dul-sina's eyes, leaned forward expectantly.

The veteran sighed, and raised his eyes heavenward. "Food, water flask, change of clothing, blanket,
flint and striker . . ."He counted them off on his fingers. "Bow, sword, knives ..." He patted various parts
of his clothing and boots where daggers were concealed. "Cloak . . . Anything else? Or are you willing to
concede defeat?"

Smiling sweetly, Dulsina thrust her hand into the pocket of her dress and pulled out a small but bulging
leather pouch. "Money?" she suggested. "Or were you planning to sing for your supper when you get to
Nexis? I've heard your singing, Hargorn—I wouldn't like to think of you having to depend on it!"

Vannor, who had given the silver—the last of his slender supply—to Dulsina to pass on to the grizzled
warrior, burst out laughing.

"Seven bloody demons!" Hargorn said feelingly. He turned on the chortling merchant. "This is your
fault— she's your housekeeper!"

"How is it my fault?" the merchant protested. "You brought her along—you've only yourself to blame!
Besides, I dismissed her long ago—but she refuses to leave!"

"Indeed, you did dismiss me—and came back about ten days later, begging me to return because the
house was falling apart around your ears!" Dulsina snorted. Now it was Hargorn's turn to chuckle at
Vannor's discomfiture. "It always ends the same way," Dulsina told die warrior. "The truth is, he can't
survive without me!"

"Be quiet!" Vannor growled, putting an affectionate arm around her waist, "Or I'll beat some sense into
you, as I should have done long ago!"

Far from being impressed by his threat, Dulsina howled with mirth.

"Stop laughing, woman!"

"Stop playing the fool, then," Dulsina chuckled, and slipped away before he could think of a retort.

"Do you ever manage to get the last word with that woman?" Hargorn asked.

"T've known her more than twenty years—and I haven't managed it yet!" Vannor looked across the
clearing at his housekeeper, who was checking the contents of Fional's pack. "On the other hand," he
said, "I would place my fortune, my children, and my life in her hands without hesitation!" He shrugged.
"To be honest, Hargorn, I don't know what I'd do without her, I'm glad she talked you into smuggling her

along with us—but don't you tell her so"

Hargorn chuckled. "I knew you'd see sense eventually—at least, Dulsina assured me you would!" The
veteran smiled to himself at the rueful expression on the merchant's blunt and bearded face. What a pity,
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he thought, that Vannor is still obsessed with the memory of that sly little bitch he married! It's such a
waste! It's plain that he's fond of Dulsina—and by the looks of it, I suspect she's been in love with him for
years! A lovely, clever, sensible woman like that is what a man like Vannor needs—not some common
miller's daughter half his age who was only after his riches! Hargorn sighed. Poor Dulsina—wasted on a
fool without the wit to appreciate her! Why, were I ten years younger, I'd court her myself —not that I
think for a moment that she'd have me!

Just then Fional approached, and the sight of the young man's anguished expression gave Hargorn
second thoughts,

"Vannor, Dulsina is emptying my pack out all over the ground," the young archer complained, He ran a
distracted hand through his shaggy brown curls, "Tell her to stop it!"

Vannor was sending the bowman to the Nightrunners with messages. He wanted to let his daughter
Zanna know that they were safe in the Valley—and also, he wished to arrange for Yanis, the Nightrunner
leader, to be able to Hargorn in Nexis, where the smugglers had an agent in concealment. Since
the escape of the rebels, Miathan kept the city well guarded. Movements were monitored, so if Hargorn
found folk who wished to leave—and Vannor was certain he would—he wanted to be sure that the
smugglers could get them out by river. At the moment, however, it looked as though Fional would be
lucky to get away at all!

"Y ou were supposed to pack this, Fional," Dulsina scolded, "not stuff everything in!" She was holding
the young archer's spare tunic, which had been wadded into a ball in the bottom of the pack.

"What difference will a few creases make?" the bowman protested. "I was busy making new arrows—I
didn't have time for fancy folding!"

Dulsina sighed. "It's not the creases. If you fold things properly, like this, you'll have more room for food.
You haven't put in nearly enough!"

Fional sighed, with the air of one who already knew that it was hopeless. "I thought I could shoot rabbits
and birds on the way." The young archer was justifiably proud of his skills, but Dulsina was unimpressed
with his practicality. "Have you forgotten it's winter out there?" she told him. "There'll be few creatures
out and about on those moors—and besides, you won't have time to spare for hunting!"

Beneath his beard, the young man reddened, and Dulsina patted him on the arm. "Never mind," she said,
"it was just an oversight. I'll fetch you some extra provisions . . ."

Vannor and Hargorn exchanged sympathetic looks with the younger man. "I know," the merchant told
him. "Believe me, | know—but the thing is, she's always right!"

D'arvan, watching from his hiding place, was dismayed. He had known that Hargorn was going—but
Fional too! In addition to Maya, the archer had become his friend when Aurian had first taken him with
her on her visits to the Garrison. The two of them. Mage and Mortal, had discovered a common passion
for archery—one that, in D'arvan's case, was only exceeded by his love for Maya— and in Fional's case,
was exceeded by no one and nothing at all. Not so far, at any rate, the young Mage thought,
remembering how his own passion for Forral's dark-haired second-in-command had taken him so
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completely by surprise.

When the Archmage had taken control of Nexis, D'arvan had fretted for Fional's safety, and had been
relieved to find him, safe and sound, among the rebels seeking sanctuary in the Vale. Here, at least, the
Mage had been able to protect his friend—but to think of him roaming those freezing moors alone,
exposed to all manner of dangers . . . Yet Fional was a levelheaded young man who could more than
hold his own with a blade, and who was, of course, lethal with his bow. Furthermore, he was an
experienced tracker who was unlikely to lose his way on the moors—which, of course, was the reason
Vannor had chosen him. D'arvan, in his heart of hearts, was aware of all these facts, but nevertheless, he
worried. Oh, if he could only leave the Valley and accompany his friend, to see him safe! But that would
mean abandoning Maya—and besides, he and the unicorn were unable to leave. They were Guardians
here, and had their allotted tasks to perform.

Suddenly D'arvan stiffened, alerted by. a disturbance among the nearby trees. Sending out his
consciousness into the forest, he perceived the warning message of the arboreal guardians. Intruders!
There were people at the boundary of the Valley, trying to gain entrance. He turned to Maya, "To the
bridge, my love—and hurry!" With a flash of her heels, the unicorn was gone, D'arvan, taking the
opposite direction, hurried off to the other side of the woods to see who the intruders might be.

"Gone? What do you mean, she's gone?"

Tarnal took a hurried step backward in the face of Vannor's rage. It had been bad enough, the young
smuggler thought, entering this unnerving place. He and Remana had been trapped for some time, pinned
a tree by, a pack of the meanest-looking wolves he had when suddenly the sheltering trunk behind him
had simply picked up its roots and moved When he looked round again, the wolf pack had simply
vanished, and a broad, leaf-arched avenue had opened before him, heading down into the crater. Tarnal
sighed, and cursed Yards roundly under his breath. Terrifying though the encounter with the wolves had
been, it was nothing in comparison to having to tell Vannor that his daughter had vanished.

"What the bloody blazes does Yanis think he's playing at?" Vannor's tirade continued, unabated. "How
could Zanna have slipped out like that, unobserved? What a fool I was, to trust my daughter to that
halfwit imbecile! And as for you ..." His rage turned on Remana. "I thought you were supposed to be
looking after her. I trusted you, [—"

Remana looked stricken. Tarnal sighed. Might as well get it over with, he thought. "I was on guard that
night," he interrupted the furious merchant. "I never thought she'd . . . And then she knocked me out ..."
The words dried in his mouth beneath Vannor's withering, contemptuous glare.

"She had tried this trick already with Tarnal, before you came to join us." Remana came to the young
man's rescue. "Honestly, Vannor, we never thought she would do it again. But she had quarreled with
Yanis, because she thought he should be doing more to help you, and, I think, because he wouldn't take
her when he went south to trade. He went off to sea that same day and didn't tell us what had happened
between them, and Zanna never said a word, though I thought she was rather quiet. She left that same

night.”

Remana bit her lip. "If you blame Tarnal, you might as well blame me, too. It was I who taught Zanna to
sail, and to navigate the passage outside the cavern. Yanis is still in the southern oceans—he doesn't even
know. Tarnal and I thought we should come at once to tell you. Gods, Vannor—I'm sorry. Dulsina, you
were wrong to trust me." There were tears in Remana's eyes. "She left a note, explaining what had
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happened, and what she planned to do. She's gone to Nexis."

Vannor maintained a stony silence. Tarnal wished he would do anything, even hit him with those tight
clenched fists, rather than just stand there with that look of loathing on his face. Dulsina stepped forward
and took hold of the merchant's arm. "Vannor, don't blame them too harshly. You know what Zanna is
like—she takes after you. There's no stopping her once she gets an idea into her head."

"And that makes it all right, does it?" Vannor growled, turning on Dulsina. "They should have taken
better care of her! They—"

"They didn't, as it happens." Dulsina's flat tones brought the merchant up .short. "Now," she went on,
"the question is, what are we going to do about it? Raging at Tarnal and Remana won't get Zanna back."

"You're right." Vannor seemed relieved to be doing something positive. "Hargorn, there's a change of
plan. You're still going to Nexis—but I'm coming with you."

"Vannor, you can't!" Dulsina gasped. "There's a reward out on you. You'll be recognized! And what
about the rebels? You're their leader—"

"Then they had better choose another bloody leader!" The expression on Vannor's face brooked no
argument. "Dulsina, fill a pack for me. Fional, you're still going to Wyvernesse. Get a couple of ponies
from these idiots—it's the least they can do in atonement, I should say"—he turned a scornful look on
Tarnal and Remana— "and bring my son back with you. I want him safe here with Dulsina."

"But—" Fional stammered.
"Don't argue with me!" Vannor roared. "Dulsina, is that pack ready yet? What's keeping you, woman?"

As Dulsina, for once knowing better than to contradict the merchant, came running up, Tarnal swallowed
hard, and went to Vannor. "I want to come with you," he said firmly. Vannor scowled at him. "Come
with me? After what you've done? You've got a nerve, boy! Get out of my sight. I never want to set eyes
on you and your Nightrunner friends again."

As the travelers said farewell to their companions and walked out of the clearing along the path that
opened out before them, D'arvan closed his eyes, unable to watch, as they left the haven he had created
and went out again into danger. He could have stopped them, he knew. For the son of the Forest Lord, it
would have been simple to change the paths between the trees, and deny the wanderers egress; to bring
them back in a circle to the safety they had left. But he would have been wrong to do so. They must play
their parts in the fight against Miathan, even as he must, and all he could do was pray for their safe return.

Hargorn wiped his numb and dripping nose across his sleeve. "By Chathak—I'd forgotten how cold it
can be out here!" he muttered to Fional, who would be leaving them for Wyvernesse once they had
cleared the trees. Remana and Tarnal would be following him, once they had rested from their arduous
journey, but Vannor had not permitted the archer to wait for them. Once more, Hargorn wished that the
rebels had been able to bring horses to this desolate place. But in these days of famine, horses were a
scarce commodity, for most had been eaten long ago. Unless he could find any on his journey to Nexis,
he and the merchant would be forced to go without.

Before the three men stretched the endless bleakness of the moors, the black rock of their wind-scoured
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bones poking out in places from a ragged cloak of shriveled bracken and heather, patched with
night-gray turf that was harsh and brittle with a skin of crackling frost. Behind the wanderers, the trees
that ringed the precipitous edge of the Vale thronged tight and close, as though huddled together for
warmth. Goaded by the bitter, whining wind, their bare, twisted branches clawed at the clouding sky.

The archer nodded, his usually smiling mouth twisted down into a grimace, "It was easy to forget—in
there!" Frowning, he turned to the older man. There was no point in talking to Vannor, who had
remained grimly silent ever since they had set out. The others did not dare mention their concern for
Zanna in his presence, and Fional wracked his brains for another topic. "Hargorn, what do you think was
protecting us in the Valley? Do you think it was Aurian's mother? If it was, why didn't she show herself?"

The veteran shook his head. "I've no idea, lad— though I remember Aurian saying that her ma was a
pretty solitary sort. Still, after all that happened, you'd think she would show herself—if it was the Lady
who was taking care of us in there!"

"But who else could it have been?"

"The Gods only know—but your Mageborn friend D'arvan was supposed to be coming out here with
poor Maya ... I've been wondering, lately, what could have become of them?"

"D'arvan and Maya would never have stayed in hiding if they knew we were there!" Fional protested
indignantly.

Hargorn sighed. "Maybe not . . . But there are strange things going on in that Vale, lad. It's easy, when
you're in there, not to think about it too much—but coming out, and thinking back ..." He turned to the
younger man with a wink. "Don't you feel your curiosity stirring? Don't you want to find out what's going
on in there, and what happened to D'arvan and Maya? Do you think Fame, had he been here, would
have been content to sit around and not find out what's going on? Do you think that Forral would?"

Fional grinned. "Why no, now you come to mention it. After all, it's our duty to find out what happened
to our missing friends!"

"Good lad! Hargorn clouted the archer on the shoulder. "Tell you what—once we've done what we set
out to do, and returned to the Valley, let's you and I get to the bottom of the mystery once and for all!"

"Done!" The archer thrust out his hand, and Hargorn clasped it to seal the bargain.

"Well," Hargorn said briskly, "the sooner we go, the quicker we'll get back and get on with it. Take
young Fional, and don't go bedding all those pretty young Nightrunner wenches!"

Even in the gloom, the young man's face was darkened by a blush, and Hargorn grinned. Fional was
notoriously awkward where women were concerned. "Would that I had the chance!' the bowman
retorted. "Go well, you old villain—and don't go drinking all the ale in Nexis!"

With a parting salute, the two warriors, the old and the young, strode off in opposite directions across
the dark and freezing moors, each toward their separate goals. Vannor strode along at Hargorn's side,
wrapped in an impenetrable cloak of silence.

Hargorn twitched his heavy pack to a more comfortable position on his shoulders, and strode out with
the steady, ground-devouring stride developed from years of arduous marches. He was anxious to cover
as much ground as he could before dawn; for although no enemies had come into the Valley after the
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massacre of Angos and his men, he had no idea whether or not the moors were still being patrolled.
Fifty-two was a rare age for a soldier to reach, and the veteran had not managed to get this far without a
bit of common sense and caution —and, in all* modesty, he thought—pure skill! In this business,
knowing how to avoid trouble was as important as knowing how to deal with it!

Vannor, unfortunately, was trouble that could not be avoided. Hargorn shot a worried, sidelong glance
at the merchant. This uncanny silence was due to shock—and not surprisingly! Poor Vannor, losing both
his precious wife and his beloved daughter in a matter of months! Hargorn only worried about what
Vannor would do when the shock subsided.

Nonetheless, despite his concern for the merchant, and that poor daft girl, all alone and in danger, the
veteran found his spirits lifting with the promise of action ahead. A warrior to his bones, he'd mistrusted
the easy life in the Vale. It was all very well to say that some mysterious power had been helping the
rebels—but on the other hand, while they were lolling around at their ease, they weren't doing much to
oppose the Archmage! In fact, the veteran thought, whatever is keeping us cocooned in there has taken
us out of the fight as surely as if we'd been imprisoned! It was a relief to have found, in Fional, an ally at
last! Hargorn had been forced to go very carefully within the Vale, and keep his doubts to himself.
Something was plainly keeping an eye on the outlaws—a something that didn't want its identity to be
known. You never knew, in that place, just what might be overheard. But Parric, or a real commander
such as Forral, would never have been content to sit still in the midst of a mystery, without investigating
further!

Nor, come to think of it, would Maya—and that brought Hargorn to his third, and most important
concern. He was desperate for news of the girl—he had known her ever since she'd first joined the
Garrison as a shy and raw recruit, straight from her parents' farm in the south, and he had followed her
increasingly successful career with fondness and respect ever since. If she had come to the Valley with
D'arvan—and Maya had always accomplished what she set out to do—then where was she? Where
was the young Mage? What had happened to them? "Vannor or no Vannor," the veteran muttered, "one
of these days, I intend to find out!"

Chapter 5

Soul of the Stone

There was no denying that Nereni's feast was a good one. As usual, she had worked wonders with the
materials at hand. The succulent venison was flavored with herbs. There was a stew with a tantalizing
aroma that, to everyone's astonishment, turned out to be wild goat cooked with mosses and the bulbs of
certain flowers. Bohan had come back from foraging, his round face blotched and swollen with stings,
clutching a parcel of honeycomb wrapped in leaves. He had also brought several impressively large trout
with him, earning Yazour a hard look from Eliizar's wife, "So they weren't biting, eh?" she accused the
young warrior.

Luckily for Yazour, Raven returned at that precise moment, her wings stirring up clouds of smoke and
ash from the fire and raising twin whirls of dust and pine needles as she landed. Nereni's wail of anguish
for the ruination of the food was cut short when she saw the state in which the winged girl, her special
pet, had returned. "Raven! Reaper save us, what happened?"
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She rushed to assist the Princess, who thrust her gently aside, and turned to the Mages with a smile. "By
Yinze, I am glad to see you!" she said simply.

"Raven, what happened? Did you fly into a tree?"

The winged girl faced the penetrating gaze of the Mage, and warned herself to be on her guard. On the
way back, she had cleaned herself as best she could in a forest stream, but Raven had known that there
would be consternation at her bruised and tattered appearance. How fortunate it was that Aurian's words
had given her the very cue she needed!

"How perceptive you are," she replied, with a rueful grin. "When Nereni warned me about flying after
dark, I should have listened! Game was scarce—" She held up her solitary, mangled pheasant. "I
misjudged the swifiness of nightfall—then flew, as you guessed, right into a tree!"

As Raven had hoped, any further explanations were cut short by Nereni's fussing with hot water and
salves, and fresh clothing. The winged girl smiled inwardly at her own subterfuge. You have no idea how
glad I am at your return, Aurian, she thought, over the cheerful babble of greetings—for now I can put
my own plans into motion!

As the companions ate, the talk turned inevitably to the future, and Eliizar began to enlarge on his plans
to build a more elaborate camp in a better site that Yazour had discovered. Aurian was listening carefully.
Anvar knew that now she had rested and eaten, the restless mind would already be planning the next step
in her journey,

"You have some good ideas," Aurian told Eliizar,

"Though I hate the delay, we must make preparations before heading up the mountains. The horses must
be rested for one thing—we're short of mounts since Anvar and I lost ours in the sandstorm. And apart
from finding some way to make warmer clothing, we must lay in a stock of food—"

"Surely there is no rush, Aurian/' Nereni interrupted. "How can we travel further until your child is born?"
"What?" Aurian stared at her in dismay. Anvar, watching, held his breath.

"Did you not think of that?" Nereni looked shocked. "Aurian, how can you set out now? Do you want
the little mite to be delivered in the midst of a snowdrift?" She lowered her voice persuasively. "It's less
than three moons now—surely you can wait, for the sake of the child?"

Aurian turned very pale, and Anvar, watching her as he always did, felt his heart go out to her. Nereni's
words about the risk to her child had struck her deeply, Gods, they had only just survived the desert, and
now this. Must we always be so driven? he thought. He understood her urgent need to take the fight to
the Archmage, but the child was her last link with Forral, Anvar looked around the firelit circle, Yazour
and Eliizar were nodding in agreement with Nereni, Only Bohan, always faithful to his beloved Aurian,
looked unhappy and torn. Only Bohan—and himself. Aurian, as though reading his mind, turned troubled
eyes to him. "Miathan knows where we are," she said. He heard the uncertainty in her voice, "He may
attack us here ..."

"He mayi, it's true." Remembering their last confrontation with the Archmage, Anvar found it difficult to
keep a level voice. "But so far we've managed, and it's a question of weighing the risks. If you attempt
those mountains now, you'll certainly endanger the child." He bit his lip and looked away, struggling with
his own conscience. "I want to advise you to wait, but with every day that passes, Miathan's advantage
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grows. I'll help you in any way I can, Aurian, but in the end, this must be your decision. You know I'll
support you, whatever you decide."

From his vantage point beyond the Well of Souls, Forral was grinding his teeth with frustration. That
stupid lad was going about this the wrong way "Why don't you help her?" he muttered. "If only I had
been there, I would have ..." Forral hesitated. Just what would he have said to Aurian? Poor lass—how
torn she must be, between the need to protect her child, and the urge to hurry north to deal with
Miathan's depredations.

Forral, as a soldier, knew all about duty. But the one thing he hadn't bargained on was the fierce,
protective love of a parent for a child—even one as yet unborn. Suddenly, the swordsman was
shamefully glad that the decision was out of his hands. But what would Aurian decide? He peered into
the Well once more, anxiously scanning the forest for a sight of his love.

Aurian hesitated, looking unhappy and grievously undecided. The winged girl, sensing that the moment
was slipping away, knew she must act quickly. "Aurian," She leaned over and touched the Mage to gain
her attention, "It would be safer to leave as soon as we can.!!

"What do you mean?" Aurian swung around, scowling.

Raven took a deep breath. She had agreed with Harihn only to use this information if all else failed, but
seemingly, she had no choice, "I discovered something today, while I was out hunting," she told her.
"Harihn and his folk are camped here too, on the northwestern edge of the forest,"

"What?" Aurian cried in dismay, "Harihn is here? How do you know that for sure? You've never seen

hiIn,”

"It must be the Prince," the winged girl replied hastily, "They were wearing similar clothing to you—and
who else could it be?"

Anvar cursed, "Why the bloody blazes didn't you tell us this before? If Harihn should find us—"
"But he may not she put in hopefully.

Anvar grimaced, "I wouldn't care to count on it, Dear Gods, what a mess! Aurian and her child will be at
risk in the mountains, yet we're all in danger if we stay here?"

This was Raven's moment! "Anvar," she said persuasively, "it may not be so bad as you think. There is a
place in the mountains, a watchtower built by my folk long ago, to mark the far boundaries of their
kingdom. From here it should be . . ." She shrugged. "Some fifteen to twenty days' travel on the ground, I
would guess. The building is secure and sturdy. We would be safe from attack and from the elements,
and there is a coppice nearby for firewood. If we could get as far as that, then surely it would be a safer
place than the forest for Aurian to have her child?"

As she saw the hope that brightened Aurian's eyes, Raven's guilt almost choked her. Think of Harihn,
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she told herself. Think of your people! But to look the Mages in the eye and answer their questions
calmly, knowing all the while that she was betraying them, was the hardest thing that Raven had ever
done.

"What would we do about food?" Aurian asked her.

The winged girl shrugged, glad that she and Harihn had thought out these problems in advance. "There
must still be some hunting in the mountains—ptarmigan, goats, winter hares and such. But for the journey,
and for settling in, we must take all we can carry from this place. We can leave a cache of food here in
the forest, and if we run short, or there is no game to hunt after all, I can easily fly back for more."

"And think," Nereni added, "how good it would be for Aurian to have sheltering walls around her when
she comes to bear her child."

Aurian nodded, "Oh, I don't disagree. The problem is, what shall we do for mounts? Anvar and I lost
ours in the desert, and if we want to take enough food to last us, we'll need a packhorse or two besides."

Everyone looked at one another. Just as Raven was beginning to wonder if she'd have to suggest
everything herself, Yazour came to her rescue. "We could always/! he said, with a wicked twinkle in his
"steal from Harihn. Not now," he added, forestalling their protests, "The last thing we want is the Prince's
men combing the forest for missing horses! But could we not do it when we are about to leave, with
Raven and Shia to scout for us?"

Aurian grinned. "Well done, Yazour!" She turned to the winged girl. "Raven, you have my heartfelt
thanks."

It was late when everyone went to bed. Because of Harihn, there were watches to be organized, though
Eliizar insisted that Yazour, Bohan, and himself would undertake them, to allow Aurian and Anvar a good
night's sleep after their trials in the desert. From the next day onward, Shia and Raven would keep watch
on the Khazalim, to make sure that they stayed away from the companions' camp.

Aurian was utterly relieved when at last she was able to curl up with Anvar in one of Eliizar's rough
shelters. Even so, her mind was seething with plans, and she found it difficult to settle down to sleep.
"How soon do you think we'll be able to get away?" she asked Anvar.

He shrugged, "Who knows? Our friends have been working very hard since they got here, but there's
still a lot to be done."

"And in the meantime, we must leave someone free to keep an eye on Harithn and his folk, to make sure
they don't come wandering in our direction/ Aurian agreed

Anvar nodded. "It's a big forest, apparently, and Raven says they're camped near the northern edge.
Presumably they plan to head north, so they probably won't come back this way . . ." He paused,
frowning, "Something is bothering me about this. Why are they still at all? They were well ahead of us,
and they took all the gear that was stored in Dhiammara, so they must already be equipped for crossing
the mountains, Why are they delaying?"

Aurian felt an unpleasant prickling between her shoulder blades, "Anvar, could they be waiting for us? |
mean, Yazour with horses, so they must

known that we could get out of Dhiammaraall . . ."
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Anvar shook his head, "Surely, if it was an ambush, they would have scouts posted throughout the
forest? And what better time to attack, than when we first came out of the desert? The others were
distracted by our arrival, and we were certainly in no condition to defend ourselves!"

"To be honest, I'm not in much better condition now!" Aurian yawned. "I'm so tired I just can't think
straight!"

"You poor old thing!" Anvar teased her.
"Poor old thing, indeed!" Aurian growled, but she was chuckling as she lay down beside him.

Forral, watching, sighed. Though he knew he was being foolish, and tried to be generous in spirit toward
his lost love, there were times when her growing closeness with Anvar seemed a bitter betrayal. The
longing in the swordsman's heart was an all-encompassing ache. "It should have been me . . ." His hand
crept toward the surface of the pool . . .

"Enough." Forral shuddered as the chill nontouch of Death clamped down upon his shoulders, hauling
him away from the Well. "You have seen enough," said the Specter. "Did I not warn you it would cause
you pain? Come, now. You know that Aurian will be safe for a time in the forest. Be content, and leave
the living to their own concerns."

Hot words of protest formed on Forral's lips, until he remembered his last sight of Aurian, curled up at
Anvar's side. He had told himself that he was only concerned for her safety—but Death was right. He
knew she was safe now, and this further watching amounted to spying on her—which wasn't doing either
of them any good. Forral, grieving for the years together that he and Aurian had lost, suffered himself to
be led away.

Aurian, who had been finding it increasingly difficult to keep her eyes open, fell asleep at last. Perhaps it
was the aftermath of the battle in the desert, or the natural consequence of such an emotional day.
Perhaps it was the relative coolness of the forest, or Nereni's highly spiced stew, that made the Mage
dream of Eliseth that night. Perhaps it was more than that.

Aurian dreamed that the Weather-Mage stood on the top of the Mages' Tower in Nexis, arms
outstretched to the midnight skies, calling down the storm from boiling clouds that gathered above the
city. In one hand she bore a long, glittering spear of ice. Snow swirled around her, mingling with the
streaming skeins of her silver hair as she climbed up to stand on the low parapet that circled the top of
the tower, the cold perfection of her face alight with exaltation. With a shrill, wild cry she leapt— out, out
and up, as the ice-wings of the storm bore her aloft. And south she came. South across the ocean, south
across the lands of the Xandim, riding toward the mountains on winter's wings . . .

Aurian awoke suddenly, shivering, her heart racing. "Stupid!" she told herself briskly. "It was only a
dream! Nothing but a dream. Eliseth is dead . . . Isn't she?"

Lost beyond his body in the depths of the fastness, Chiamh panicked, fleeing blindly through the
labyrinth of fissures that ventilated the building. What would happen to his body if he couldn't find his way
back? Would it die? What if they found it, and thought he had died, and—

"Come now! Such a premise is utterly ridiculous."
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The first time he had heard the mysterious voice, it had almost scared him out of his wits—but this time it
was very different. Chiamh had never been so glad in all his life, to hear another living creature. "Who are
you? Where are you? Can you help me to get out of here?" he pleaded.

"Had you been concentrating, you would not need my aid." the voice scolded. "However, since you
seem to be the only one of your puny race who can hear me, I must assist you—but let this teach you to
be more careful in the future! Watch the air, little Windeye—and follow my light!"

Chastened, Chiamh collected his wits, concentrating on the silvery strands of moving air. He followed
them until he came to a dividing of the ways—and gasped as one of the strands split away from the
others. Glowing with warm, golden light, the errant strand plunged sharply into a crack on the right. The
Windeye followed, as it twisted this way and that through the network of fissures—until at last, with a
squirm and a bound, Chiamh's roving spirit tumbled out into the familiar dusty clutter of his own
chambers.

Weak with relief, the Windeye returned to the familiar security of his body. As he rubbed his cold,
cramped limbs with shaking hands, he realized that he had not thanked his mysterious benefactor, "Are
you still there?" he asked tentatively, somewhat embarrassed to be speaking aloud to empty air.

"I am everywhere within these walls—and you need not speak aloud. Use your mind, as you have been
doing."

"[—I want to thank you for rescuing me," Chiamh stammered. "I don't know how you knew the way,
but—"

"How could I not know the way?" the voice retorted. "Though when mortals start crawling around inside
my body—"

"Inside what?" Chiamh gasped.

The voice burst into great peals of laughter. "Do your people lack all lore and legend, that they know not
what they inhabit? Has the world forgotten the Moldai so soon? I am Basileus, little Windeye—the living
soul of this fastness:

Time ran slow for the Moldai; time ran fast. Time, in the sense that Mortals understood it, did not exist at
all for these ancient creatures of living stone. The passing of a day was as the blink of an eye to them, but
the days ran into one another in a changeless eternity. The roots-of the Moldai ran deep into the heart of
the earth; their heads, decked all in caps of dazzling snow and veiled in skeins of cloud, were crowned
with the very stars. Oldest of the Old were the Moldai, the Firstborn; as old as the very bones of the
world. In the birth pangs of the world they had come into being and they did not die—save the parts of
their bodies that were hacked away by lesser, heedless creatures.

"I can scarcely believe it!" Wishing that he had some specific point to look at when speaking to this
peculiar entity, Chiarnh addressed the room at large. "Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine talking to
a building."

"I am not a building!. Buildings, as you call them, are hacked and murdered chunks of our flesh piled
upon each other by Mankind!. I and my brethren are living entitiess— and we take on these shapes of our
own accord!"
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The ire of Basileus was awesome. The walls of Chiamh's chamber shuddered, and the torches flickered
in a sudden swirling draft. Fine dust pattered down from the ceiling. The Windeye hastened to
apologize—he had already discovered that his new companion was inclined to be touchy.

It was truly a day of surprises! First, the Vision that had led to his discovery of the Bright Ones, then the
arrival of the foreigners—and now this! Chiamh's mind was reeling. On his return from the dungeons, he
had groped his wry to the kitchens for some food, for he had not eaten since the previous night, and had
traveled fast and far, both physically and with his Othersight, in the intervening hours. On returning with
his food, the exhausted Windeye had slept for a while, but on awakening he had been swift to resume this
bizarre conversation with Basileus,

One thing about mental communication—you could eat at the same time! Chiamh stuffed bread and into
his mouth. "You mentioned brethren—are there more of you?"

"Of course! All the mountains around us are Moldai! Your lack of awareness astounds me—especially
since you have actually dwelt within another part of my body!"

Into Chiamh's head came a vision of his own spire, with the Chamber of Winds on top. The Windeye
frowned. "But how can be you, if this is you?" He gestured around the room, "How can you be in two
places at once?"

Basileus sighed. "Raise your hand," he instructed. "Is that hand a part of you?"
"Well, of course it is!"

"Good. Now raise the other. See, you have two hands, each of which is distinct and apart from the
other—but both of them are equally pan of you!. My consciousness resides within the entire
Wyndveilpeak—and the roots of a mountain—and a Moldan—go out a long way!. It is the same
principle as you and your hands. Both this place and the tower are parts of me—as, indeed, are all the
smaller dwellings on the hillside."

"Really?" The Windeye's curiosity was truly pricked. He had wondered about those mysterious
structures for so long . . . "Why did you build them?" He asked eagerly. "Are they dwellings, as they
seem? Who were they for?"

The Moldan's response made him regret his curiosity. Chiamh cried out, holding his hands to his head, as
a wave of grief washed over him; a sorrow so profound that it was more than a mortal soul could bear.
"Stop," he cried, tears streaming down his face. "I beg you—no morel"

"It must be told," the Moldan grated. "Only by the telling, do we obtain surcease . . ." In a voice that was
heavy with sorrow, he spoke of the Dwelven, the Smallfolk, the companions without whom the Moldai
were wrenchingly incomplete. "They were our brethren," he sighed, "and for them we made dwellings
from our bones. We nurtured them, we who were strong and wise but rooted and fixed. They cared for
us, husbanding our lands and guarding us from human hewers of stone. On reaching maturity, each one
would travel out into the world, returning, if they returned, with gifts, and tales of mighty deeds, and news
of far-off places." The Moldan paused. "The arrangement worked perfectly down the ages, until the
Wizards—those you call the Powers—intervened."

Chiambh pricked up his ears. The Powers again? Surely this could be no coincidence?

"In their arrogance," Basileus continued, "the Wizards created the Staff of Earth. The temerity of those
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puny creatures—to tamper with the High Magic in our element/"
The building shuddered with the Moldan's wrath, and Chiamh trembled. "What did you do?" he asked.

"What could we do? In vain we sent Dwelven emissaries to protest—the Wizards told us to mind our
own concerns. Then—" A shiver passed through the stone of the fastness. "Then came the blackest day
of our history. The Wizards were experimenting with the Staff, and Ghabal, the mightiest among us,
discovered a way to tap its power. He used it to escape from the constraints of his stony flesh. As a giant
he appeared, a human form, but the size of a mountain!."

Basileus sighed. "The power of the Staff proved too much for him. He became crazed and violent . . .
He wanted, he said, to put a barrier between the Moldai and the Wizards. In those days the north and
south was a single land-mass, with no sea between—until Ghabal broke the bones of the earth, creating a
rift between the two lands where once a fair and fertile kingdom lay." The voice of the Moldan was
hushed with regret. "Thousands of lives were lost as the seas rushed in, and I believe that Ghabal felt
every death pang. They punished him, of course. Combining their powers, the Wizards wrenched the
Staff of Earth back to their own control, and used it to master him. And they possessed the perfect
prison. They had- made a great artificial hill of stone in their city, and built their citadel atop, and there
they imprisoned Ghabal's tortured spirit, sealing it into lifeless stone. Then they came here, and destroyed
his body beyond hope of returning."

"Steelclaw!" Chiamh gasped, thinking of the Haunted Mountain that lay beyond the Wyndveil. No
Xandim would set foot there—legend said that anyone who spent a night on Steelclaw would return
insane, if they returned at all. The mountain itself was enough to discourage the bravest or most foolhardy
soul—Chiamh had always known that some unthinkable disaster had befallen it. The rock had been riven
and twisted, tortured and melted, almost down to its roots, leaving three jagged stumps to claw the sky.
The very sight of it made the Windeye think of pain.

"Steelclaw indeed," Basileus answered. "The remains of Ghabal, once the tallest and fairest of us all!
Had the Wizards let the matter rest there . . . But in their wrath, they punished us all. They took the
Dwelven—our eyes and ears in the land and the only ones, save themselves, who could hear
us—beyond the sea whence they could not return. The Wizards sent them underground and laid a spell
on them, that if they emerged into the light, they would perish. Without them we have languished in
isolation, trapped in a waking dream. But now, we may dare to hope again—for the world is changing!.
Not long ago, my mind began to awaken and reach out again—to find you, though you were not the
reason. The Staff of Earth is abroad once more! I feel it coming closer!" The Moldan's tone betrayed his
excitement. "Those Wizards are up to something, or I'm a pebble! Little Windeye, know you aught of
this?"

Chiamh frowned. "Perhaps," he said. "Last night [ had a Vision, and now Outlanders have appeared in
our lands ..." Quickly, he told Basileus what had been happening.

"Indeed," the Moldan agreed, when he had finished. "These matters cannot be unconnected. And you
believe your leaders will execute these strangers?"

"For certain—that is our law."
"In that case, we must act swiftly to save them . . ."

"Could you help me get them out?" Chiamh asked eagerly. "Could you open a passage out of the
dungeon, maybe?"
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"Alas," Basileus sighed, "it would take far too long to create such a passage—and it would be of no
avail. The prisoners have been taken elsewhere ..."

"What?" Chiamh shrieked. "But their execution is not until tomorrow!"

"You have lost track of the hours, little Windeye! You were long within my body finding the dungeons,
and longer coming back. And when you returned you slept before we spoke. By your lights, it is already
tomorrow! To save the captives, you must move swiftly—if it is not already too late!"

Chapter 6 Steelclaw

In contrast to the close and narrow gloom that shrouded Chiamh's Valley of the Dead, the plateau of the
Wyndveil was a place of air and light. Toward its southern end, the land broke up into a series of crags
and canyons, rising to the sheer white walls of the Wyndveil and its brethren. At its northern brink the
land dropped, sweeping down across dark, pine-clad slopes to the verdant plains, and finally, to the
bright expanse of the sea. It was a windswept perch between peak and plain, belonging neither to earth
nor sky—an open temple, designed by the Goddess for the contemplation of Her world, The Xandim
used it as their Place of Challenge and a court of justice. Only here, in this airy Hall of the Goddess, the
stunning panorama of Her creation, could matters of life and death be decided by the tribe.

Now, in the chill dark close of a winter's night, the snow-scoured plateau was a place of awe and
mystery. In the narrows of the meadow, beside the sinister stones that guarded the gate of the Deathvale,
a figure stood braced against the storm. He was a stern-faced man of middle years: bald, save for a
silvering of cropped hair at the back of his head. His gaze was proud and uncompromising, like a
keen-eyed hawk. He held his years well; his belly was flat, his body as muscular as it had been in his
youth, when he first won the leadership by Right of Challenge. Phalihas was his name, and he was Chief
and Herdlord of the Xandim.

The Herdlord stood by the hallowed stones, awaiting the prisoners, showing no movement save where
the snarling wind worried at his heavy cloak. At a respectful distance stood the curious folk who had
come to watch the trial of the Outlanders. Awed into stillness by the numinous ambience of this sacred
site, they huddled together, whispering softly, in reassuring groups around bonfires whose streaming
flames were pressed flat to the ground by the gale. Phalihas saw the restless dark shadows of their
flapping cloaks, like the wings of carrion birds, and the occasional vivid spark of brightness where fitful
firelight caught a rough-hammered tore or an armband, or the polished beads of stone or bone that they
threaded into their braids.

To one side, in an uneasy, muttering knot, stood the Elders; men and women old in wisdom, though not
necessarily in years. Though any of them might advise Phalihas, the final verdict would be his alone. They
were present by law and tradition, but this time, their contribution would not be needed. The matter
before him was straightforward: strangers were not permitted in the Xandim lands, and the penalty for
trespass was death. It was as simple as that.

Phalihas sighed, and pulled his cloak more tightly round his shoulders in a futile effort to block out the icy
wind. It was his own fault, he told himself, that he was out here freezing, instead of being warm and
asleep in his bed back at the Fastness. The Elders had objected to this trial as a waste of time, and only
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his insistence on adhering to the law had dragged everyone out here. Though he held to his conviction
that traditions must be upheld for the good of the tribe, Phalihas had not realized that this trial would stir
acute and painful memories of the last time he had stood here in judgment.

The face of Iscalda, his former betrothed, was seared into the Herdlord's memory. Pale and wild-eyed
with terror she had been; her flaxen hair—unusual among the Xandim—of which she had once been so
proud, had hung down around her face in raveled snarls, as she had stood before him in this place, her
face set in a stony mask of defiance as she repudiated the one who had condemned her beloved brother
to exile. Phalihas made a small sound of anger, a low snarl deep within his throat, at the memory of the
one who had dragged his beloved Iscalda down into ruin. Schiannath, he thought. If only I had slain him
when I had the chance!

Alas, under Xandim Law, execution was saved for strangers. The only time one of the Xandim could kill
another was in the Rite of Challenge for Herdlord—and Schiannath had already undergone that trial.
Though he had lost, he had survived, and the Challenge, by Law, could not be repeated. Schiannath, on
losing, had not accepted his lot with good grace. A malcontent and a troublemaker, he had undermined
the Herdlord's authority in every possible way, and the tribe had suffered as a consequence. Exile had
been the Herdlord's only option, but it burned his heart that the transgressor could still be alive
somewhere, among the trackless mountains. And Iscalda—did she still live? Did she remember anything,
now, of her human existence? Had she died of the cold, or been eaten by wolves, or the Black Ghosts
that haunted the peaks? Was nothing left of her but a jumble of stripped bones at the foot of a precipice?

With a muttered curse, the Herdlord tried to shrug the dreadful visions away. What did it matter,
whether his former betrothed had survived or perished? She had betrayed him! But ever since that day,
when his hurt and rage had betrayed him into condemning her to live as a beast, he had been haunted by
guilt and bitter regret.

"The truth is," Phalihas sighed to himself, "that if it were permitted, I would undo what I did that day. But
it can never be."

Above the seething wrack of the storm, the sun was lifting her crown above the jagged mountains, and
day crept forth on dragging feet to infuse the plateau with a feeble, ghostly half-light. Across the meadow
the prisoners were approaching, bound and desolate, between their guards.

Phalihas, glad to be distracted from his dawn-bleak thoughts, observed the Outlanders as they were cast
down before him and forced to kneel on the iron-hard ground. They made a strange group—the wiry
little man whose very posture spoke defiance; the tall, fair warrior-maid, whose ripe body promised joys
uncounted, but whose eyes were cold and hard as an unsheathed blade; the old man, sick and fevered
unto death, unless the Herdlord missed his guess—and the other. The bony woman with the mad, fey
eyes. Merely to look at her sent chills down the Hereford's spine. He tore his eyes from her and forced
himself to speak, rushing through the sentencing in his hurry to get as far away as possible from her
relentless, burning stare.

"You are here to answer the charge of trespass and invasion," he told them. As he spoke, he wondered
whether he should have had that wretch the Windeye present, in order that his words could be translated
for the prisoners. Truth to tell, since Chiamh had pronounced the words that cast Iscalda forever into
equine shape, he had not been able to bear the sight of the half-blind Seer. The knowledge that he was
being grossly unfair to the Windeye—after all, Chiamh had only been acting under his own orders—did
nothing to improve the Herdlord’s mood. What does it matter, he thought. Within hours, these strangers
will be dead—and whether they understand the reasons for their execution or not, it will scarcely matter
then!
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Straightening his shoulders, Phalihas continued, in the age-old formula: "You need not speak, for you
have no defense: you were caught by my warriors in the midst of an illegal act. The penalty for your crime
isdeath . .."

"How dare you!" The strident voice, cutting abruptly across his own, robbed Phalihas of his carefully
prepared phrases. The madwoman! How did she come to know the Xandim tongue? Her eyes grew
larger—they were burning into his soul as her voice shrilled on and on ...

When Chiamh arrived, late and panting, on the plateau, he found utter confusion. The Herdlord, looking
shaken, his gray face twisted with rage, stood in a knot of Elders who were gesticulating wildly and
shouting at the tops of their voices. What in the world had happened? The Windeye strained his
weak-sighted gaze, but could see no trace of the prisoners. Had they been executed already? Had they
escaped somehow? "Gracious Goddess," Chiamh muttered. "Iriana of the Beasts—don't let me be too
late!" He took one look at the stricken Herdlord, and gave up any hope of speaking to Phalihas. Instead
he found a wizened old grandsire, who was standing to one side, sucking his gums and watching the
commotion with avid interest. "What happened? Chiamh demanded, clutching at his sleeve.

"Hola, young Windeye! Missed the trial? You missed a sight!" the dotard confided with relish. "Herdlord
was passing sentence when up speaks that skinny witch, and demands safe passage through our lands, if
you can credit it!" The oldster was frowning with the effort of recalling the madwoman's words, "She has
business in the south, she says, that can't wait on the whims of a bunch of savages!"

"What?" Chiamh yelped, horrified,

"It's true as I'm standing here!" The gransire nodded sagely, delighted with his role as the imparter of
such momentous news. "That big bonny wench is nudging her, trying to shut her up, and the little fellow is
shaking his head like he can't it! Then the witch says if our Herdlord tries to stop her, she'll curse
him, to the end of his days! Well, stirred like a hornets' nest the Elders was! But the Herdlord put his foot
down, and they've taken the foreigners up to Steelclaw, to stake them out on the Field of Stones to be
breakfast for the slinking Black Ghosts, an'— Hey, come back ..."

Chiambh heard the whining voice trail off into the distance as he ran, as fast as he could, past the standing
stones toward his valley. Luckily the guards wouldn't dare take the straighter route through the Vale of
the Dead. As Windeye, he had access to a shortcut . . .

The Field of Stones was not, in fact, a field at all, but an unusually level area of the mountainside that was
littered with more of the low, flat-topped hollow boulders that appeared to be dwellings, though they
were never used as such by the Xandim, for the altitude was too great, and the climate too harsh.

Instead, the Horselords had found a more sinister use for the structures. Manacles and chains had been
bolted to the flattened tops, and Outland prisoners (usually marauding Khazalim, captured on raids) were
staked out here as sacrifices to appease the fearful Black Ghosts of the mountains.

The Field, with its grim associations of death and bloodshed, was located on a long spur, high up the
mountain, where the Wyndveil was joined to its neighbor, Steelclaw, by a saddle of high, broken rock
known to the Xandim as the Dragon's Tail. Like the tortured stone of ruined Steelclaw, this sheer,
knife-edge ridge was twisted and fractured partway along its length, preventing human access to the
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other peak, but that was fine by the Xandim, who never set foot there in any case. Steelclaw was the
haunt of the fearsome Black Ghosts who ate human flesh—and the Ghosts could cross the ridge with no
trouble at all.

Chiambh's shortcut took him through his own valley, and so he was able to stop briefly at his cave and put
on an extra tunic and a warmer cloak, against the freezing air of the higher altitudes. He bundled up some
of his blankets, with a flask of strong spirits packed carefully in the center of the roll, and fastened the
resulting bulky package to his back with rope. Then picking up a staft shod with an iron spike, to assist
him up the icy reaches of the mountain, the Windeye set off to rescue the strangers.

The secret way up the flanks of the Wyndveil led past the place where the flimsy rope bridge to
Chiarnh's Chamber of Winds was attached to the mountain. First came the icy flywalk ledge that led as
far as his bridge, then the cliff seemed to fold over upon itself to form a narrow gully with towering walls
that was invisible from the plateau below. It slanted up the mountain's flank to eventually merge with the
main trail that zigzagged up from the plateau round an outthrust spur of the Wyndveil. For Chiamh, with
his blurred, chancy vision, it was a dreadful journey. Though he was accustomed to climbing the cliff, its
slender ledges were glassy with ice. Even so, he preferred the perilous scramble up slippery, precipitous
rocks to the heavy going in the gully, where the way was darkened by the steep walls of stone, and he
was forced to plough his way through waist-deep pockets of drifted snow, and scramb