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Pr ol ogue

Long ago, there had been four great magical weapons fashioned to be used only by
the Magefol k, But their history had been |ost, together with the artifacts
thenselves, in the Cataclysm the horrific wars of magi ¢ whi ch had w ought
changes on |land and water alike. Lost also had been the history of the non-hunman
Magef ol k: the Wnged Ones, the Dragonfol k and the mighty Levi athan—er so said
the anci ent |egends.

Young Aurian, daughter of renegade Mages, growi ng up |lonely and neglected in her
nmot her's Val l ey, knows nothing of these tales. Yet when she neets Forral, a
wanderi ng 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 m suse of his Fire-magic, and her grieving nother, the Earth-Mage Eilin,
is obsessed with using her powers to restore the Valley—the barren crater |eft
by the explosion. Appalled by Eilin's neglect of her daughter, Forral decides to
stay and care for her. A close, |oving bond devel ops between child and
swordsman—dnti|l Forral discovers, to his dismay, that Aurian is experinenting
with her father's Fire-magic. To distract her fromsuch dangerous activities, he
offers to teach her swordplay, giving her a sword as a birthday gift. Aurian is
becom ng a gifted swordswoman until overconfidence results in a mstake which
almost kills her. Eilin, on the advice of the Magefol k healer Meiriel, sends her
to the city of Nexis, and the Acadeny, where the few renmai ni ng Magefol k dwel |,
to be properly trained as a Mage.

Honesi ck, and desperately missing Forral, Aurian turns to the Archnage M at han,
quite unaware of his future plans for her. H's interest earns Aurian the enmty
of the anbitious Weat her-Mage Eliseth, and her cohorts, Bragar and Davorshan,

t hough she becones friendly with Finbarr, the Archivist, and D arvan,
Davorshan's twin, who is unable to access his own powers. As Aurian grows
towar ds adul thood, 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 Mathan and the nerchants' representative,
Vannor, Aurian resunes her sword training and nakes Mdrtal friends at the
Garrison —especially Maya, Forral's Lieutenant, and Parric, the Caval rynaster.
The bond between Aurian and Forral ripens into mature |ove, but natings between
Mortal s and Magefol k are forbidden. For Aurian's sake, Forral rebuffs her,

| eaving her baffled and hurt.

El sewhere in Nexis, a young man sees his nother die in a fire. Anvar, son of
Tori the Baker, puts out the blaze using sone nysterious force, but his father,
bl am ng himfor the accident, sells himas a bondservant to the Archmage. Anvar
di scovers that he is really Mathan's son, and has Mage bl ood, but M at han
steals his powers, binding himwith a spell of silence before sending himto the
kitchens as a slave. After nmonths of toil and brutality, he escapes, seeking his
| over Sara, who was pregnant when they were parted. Before he is recaptured, he
di scovers that she has lost the child, and is now narried to Vannor.

When Anvar is recaptured, Aurian takes pity on him defending hi magainst

M at han. The Archmage gives Anvar to her as her servant, and his |life inproves,
but he distrusts her. Soon, however, he begins to worry about his m stress.
Forral's rejection is making her increasingly unhappy, and M athan has begun to
force his attentions on her.

Anvar is sent to help Finbarr the Archivist, Aurian's closest friend anong the
Magef ol k, and di scovers a secret chanber in the cataconbs below the library. The
roomcontains ancient relics, and Mathan finds a deadly weapon—a grail
refashioned fromthe Caldron of Rebirth—ene of the four |lost Artifacts of Power,
When Aurian and Forral becone |overs, the jeal ous Archmage turns the grail to
evil, and curses any child of Forral's that Aurian mght bear—that it will take
the formof the first beast she sees after its birth.

The foll owi ng Sol stice sees sinister things taking place, Vannor's daughter
Zanna, knowi ng that Sara has married her father for his riches, quarrels with



her stepnother and runs off to join the N ghtrunners, Vannor's secret, illicit
smuggl i ng partners. D arvan, still the only powerl ess Mige, discovers that
Davorshan is plotting with Eliseth to get rid of him and on Aurian's advice,
turns to the Murtals at the Garrison for support, Eliseth then persuades Miri el
the Heal er to negate Aurian's spells against pregnancy, know ng that M athan
wi Il never countenance Forral's half-breed child,

Eliseth's plots soon cone to fruition. Davorshan tries to nurder his brother

and Aurian sends D arvan to her nother, who can help himfind his powers. Mya
goes with himto the Valley. Soon afterwards, Meiriel discovers that Aurian
unbeknown to herself, is with child, Mathan puts Aurian under a spell of sleep
and forces the Healer to help himdestroy the babe, but Anvar discovers the
plot, and tells Forral and Vannor. Forral, berserk with rage, attacks M athan,
who unl eashes terrifying creatures fromthe grail —bPeath-Waiths—spirit vanpires
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 Waiths with nagic,
buyi ng Aurian, Vannor and Anvar tinme to escape before he is killed. The
creatures, out of Mathan's control, pour out across the city.

Overconme with rage and grief, Aurian vows to avenge Forral, but until a way can
be found to fight Mathan, she nust flee. While Vannor returns to the city to
organi ze resi stance agai nst 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 Mathan is to find the other three Artifacts—but they have
been I ost for centuries and tine is limted, for as her pregnancy progresses,
she will |ose her powers until the child is born. Then, to her horror, she feels
M at han's nind, searching the seas for her with nagic.

M at han and Eliseth now control Nexis. Fearing the enmity of Aurian's nother,

M at han sends Davorshan to kill her. In the neantinme, Maya and D arvan reach the
Vall ey, where Eilin tells themof the terrible events, seen in her

scryi ng-gl ass, that have occurred. She also tells D arvan that his true father
is Hellorin, Lord of the Phaerie—a powerful race of Elenental beings exiled from
t he mundane world by anci ent Magefol k. Stunned by shock and grief, Muya and

D arvan turn to each other for confort and becone | overs. They stay in the
Val l ey, so that D arvan can learn nagic, hoping to find a way to fight M athan
Aurian, at sea, is using her powers to shield the ship fromM athan's search
They find whal es, and Aurian discovers powerful mnds of great w sdomthe

anci ent Magefol k race of Leviathan. Wen the crew attenpt to harpoon them
Aurian is forced to use nagic to save them Wth her shields down, M athan finds
her, and Eliseth conjures up a stormto sink the ship while Mathan attacks with
magi c. In the ensuing battle, Aurian blinds him

Aurian, Anvar and Sara are rescued by the Leviathan, and find that the storm has
bl own themto the mysterious Southern Kingdons. Sara has seduced Anvar,

remi nding himof the | ove they once shared, and he and Aurian quarrel. The
whal es put the |lovers ashore, and Aurian goes on with the Leviathan Ithal asa,
who teaches her the lost history of her people, and the other Mgefol k races.
Aurian |l earns about the mssing Artifacts: the Staff of Earth, the Harp of
Wnds, and the Sword of Flane—a naster-weapon created by the anci ent Dragonfol k
for one hand only to wield. Sadly, I|thalasa does not know their whereabouts, and
Aurian, worried about Anvar, returns to find hi mbut he has vani shed.

Anvar and Sara have been captured by the Khazalinm-a fierce desert race. Anvar
under st ands their | anguage—a Magefol k tal ent—but M athan's spell suppresses the
menory of his heritage. The captives are taken to Tai beth, where Anvar is sold
as a slave, and Sara goes to the haremof Xi ang, the ruler. Gven the chance to
becone a queen, she plots to use her beauty to ensnare Xiang, and callously
consi gns 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 entertai nnent of the Khisu
Xi ang. As sorcery is forbidden, she is bound with nagical bracelets that negate
her powers. Aurian is befriended by Eliizar, disillusioned Swordnmaster of the
Arena, and his wife Nereni. He nmentions a runor of foreigners in the city,

gi ving her hope that Anvar may be alive, but there is no escape fromthe Arena.



If Aurian beats her human foes, she nust fight the fearsone Bl ack Denobn, agai nst
whom no- one has survi ved.

In the neantine, D arvan, in the Valley, is |learning Earth-magic fromEilin and
swordpl ay 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
hel p, and he and Maya, along with Eilin, are magically transported to the realm
of the Forest Lord. Hellorin is deeply noved by the discovery of a son. He

expl ains that |ong ago, the Dragons gave the Sword of Flane into their keeping,
and now they nmust return it to the nundane world and guard it, ready for the One
to claim Once the Sword has been clainmed, 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 transforned into a Guardi an—an invisible unicorn. Only
D arvan can see her, and the One for whomthe Sword was made. D arvan brings the
W | dwood back to the Valley, nmaking it a haven for M athan'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 nust face the Denon—a fierce
great cat froman intelligent race. Aurian comrunicates nentally with her to no
avail, for Shia distrusts humans. The Mage nust place herself at the cat's nercy
before Shia clains her as a friend. For failing to slay her foe, Aurian's life
is forfeit, but Eliizar pleads with the Khisu for clenency. To Aurian's horror,
the new queen is Sara, who asks for Aurian's death, but Xi ang's son Hari hn begs
for her life, and he is forced to relent. Aurian and Shia conme under Harihn's
protection. Wile 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 clains 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 awesone battle with Death hinself for his spirit and her victory

unl eashes her magic fromthe 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 w dening between them They return to Harihn's
pal ace, but before she can warn Anvar of Sara's treachery, she is wounded by a
crosshow bolt. Xiang's soldiers have seized the pal ace!

Sara, desperate to keep the secret that she is already married to Vannor, has
not been idle. Anvar and Hari hn are brought before the Khisu and accused of
treason. Anvar learns that the new queen is Sara. Aurian, inprisoned in the
dungeons, heals her wound and escapes by magic, freeing Shia and Harihn's nen.
Wth Yazour, their captain, she stornms the throne room taking Xi ang prisoner.
Aurian offers Harihn the throne, but he will not accept it froma wonan, and
fears that power will corrupt him as it did his father. He frees Xi ang on
condition that he had his people are allowed to | eave the ki ngdom Anvar begs
Sara to join them but she nocks himand repudiates himcruelly.

Resentnment is growi ng between the Prince and Anvar, with Aurian trying in vain
to nmediate. Harihn decides to head for the |ands of the Xandim his nother's
peopl e, across the desert. Eliizar and Nereni, freed fromthe Arena, join the
fugitives. The desert, forned fromgens and gemdust, glows with its own intense
radi ance. The conpani ons nust travel at night, sheltering by day in tents, for
in sunlight the glare is too bright to endure. Anvar begins to contrast the
behavi or of Aurian and Sara, and realizes what a fool he has been.

In Nexis, Eliseth has tanpered with the weather, holding the land in an extended
wi nter. Vannor and Parric, with a band of rebels, are hiding in the sewers
beneath the city. Mathan, though blind, is recovering fromAurian's attack. He
convinces Eliseth that she is alive and in the South. Elewin, the Acadeny's
Chief Steward, a rebel spy, takes the news to Parric, who deternines to head
south in search of the Mage, but before he can do so, the rebels are attacked by
Angos, a nercenary in Mathan's enploy. 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

Val | ey.

During the desert crossing, Anvar quarrels with Harihn. His rage is strong



enough to break M athan's spell, and his powers draw himback to them His
spirit | eaves his body and returns to Nexis, where he snatches back his powers
fromthe Archmage. Aurian offers to teach himto use his newfound magic, and his
trai ni ng begins.

Meanwhi |l e, across the desert in the nountain city of Aerillia, the Wnged Fol k
are dying in the clutches of Eliseth's unnatural winter, which is spreading
across the world. Blacktalon, the corrupt High Priest, clains 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.

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

is stored for the rest of the desert crossing, and a nysterious portal opens in
the rock, snatching Aurian away. Wen she cannot be found, Harihn, fearing
magi ¢, deci des to abandon Anvar, with Eliizar, Nereni, Bohan and Shia. Anvar
despairs as Aurian's |l oss brings hone to himhow much he | oves her. Then he

di scovers that he too can speak with Shia. Wth her help, he finds the portal,
and enters it with the cat and Bohan. They are reunited with Aurian, and energe
in the abandoned city of Dhianmmara, home of the | ost Dragonfol k where they

di scover the winged girl, Raven.

On hearing or the plight of the Wnged Fol k, Aurian recognizes Eliseth's work,
and bl ames hersel f, but Forral's ghost appears, and | eads her across the city to
a tenple. Aurian finds a Dragon, and frees it froma spell. It tells her she
could be the One for whomthe Sword of Flane 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 G eat Wapons.

The Mage, reunited with her conrades, discovers that Yazour has left the Prince
and returned with horses, for they nust reach the desert's edge before the
season of |ethal sandstorns. But they have reckoned w thout Eliseth, who creates
an early storm Aurian's powers have vani shed due to her preghancy, but with the
help of the Staff, she and Anvar defeat Eliseth, and cross the desert safely.

But M at han has not finished with them.

Chapter 1
' Bet ween the Worl ds

That temeritous swordsnman!" grow ed Death. He was aware of all that went on in
hi s domai n, and coul d have stopped what was happeni ng, had he wi shed—but instead
he | eaned upon his staff, and with a wy and rueful snile that was not untinged
with respect, he settled dowmn to watch the efforts of the brave and stubborn
spirit that was trying to escape hi m—yet again.

The Door Between the Wrlds was ancient; its weathered wood as gray and heavy as
stone, the timeworn carvings on its panels obscured by the weight of years. Wth
a grimace, Forral touched the splintered gashes that scarred the beauty of the
compl ex, twi ning patterns—his own handiwork, fromthe first time he had tried to
pass this way. Enbittered by his nurder, enraged by the unguarded folly that had
led to his own untinely death, and frantic with fear for Aurian's safety, he'd
been in no nood for obstacles. No matter that it was forbidden for the Dead to
return to the Living—all he had cared about was his Mageborn | ove, and her
unborn child—their unborn child.

Agai n and again, the swordsman's bl ade (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 beconme weak wth
exhaustion. Only then, as he | eaned against the cold gray wood and wept for

Auri an, had he found the answer. Were no amount of violence would open Death's
portal, |ove—+f that |ove was strong enough, could take himthrough.

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 himwithin its silvery shroud. Although he'd | earned how to
pass this way, it did not nmean that he was permtted to do so. The swordsman



shrugged. As if that could keep himfrom Aurian. He renenbered the last tine
he'd seen her, in the Cty of the Dragons. She had been so sad and weary, with
tear-tracks snudging the dirt on her haggard face and her belly rounding with
child beneath her tattered desert robes. Tears canme into Forral's eyes at the
menory. It had torn his heart to be unable to hold her, to confort her, to nake
everything right for her again. Instead, he'd done the only thing he coul d-he
had shown her howto find the Staff of Earth. Death, the ruler of this eerie
realm had been livid at his interference.
As the swordsnman reached the end of the overgrown track that |ed beyond the
door, the fog dropped away to becone a silken film ankle-deep, where the path
opened out into the valley. Praying that he was unobserved, Forral strode the
fam liar way between rounded hills under a starry sky, with ground mist roiling
around his boots at every step. Sonetines, the way to the Wll of Souls seened
short, but at other tines, it seemed to take forever
" '"Forral —stop, | conmand you.'
The swordsman junped guiltily, and swore. The hooded figure had appeared out of
nowher e—a stooped old man it seened; gray-cloaked, and | eaning on a staff. He
bore an intricate lantern that cast a single, silvery beam As apparitions go,
this one seened fairly harm ess —but Forral blew better. "Let nme pass!" H's hand
went to his sword.
"You think to use a sword on ne?" Death chuckl ed, the rusty, wheezing sound
energing fromthe sinister depths of his hood. Hs hollow sibilant voice sent
|ike corpse-fingers crawling down Forral’s spine. "Forral, will you never |earn?
No matter how you try, you cannot go back! Wat good does it do to haunt her?
That one can manage quite well on her own—believe ne" The wy voi ce becanme soft,
cajoling, "Gve it up, for everyone's sake. You are not pernitted to |inger
here, Between the Wrlds. Go back where you bel ong, and consent to be reborn
That is the only way in which you can return to Aurian."
"Liar!" Forral spat, reckless now beyond all neasure, "You only want rid of ne
How wi Il rebirth get me back to Aurian? | woul dn't remenber her, and she won't
recogni ze ne What use would | 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? Wat if—=
"What ?" Forral bellowed. "That's obscene’
"Consider," Death purred. "In a brief span of Mortal tinme, you could be back in
her arnms, loving and loved . . . And perhaps, eventually, you m ght renenber who
once you were. Sonetinmes the nenories slip through ..."
For an instant, Forral was tenpted. He was so desperate to return to Aurian .
Then he thought about the torment that would be his if he did renmenber.
"Never," he snarled. "lI've been a father to that |lass, and |I've been her
| over+'mdamed if I'lIl be her son after that"
To his acute irritation, Forral caught the flash of a snile, deep within the
shadows of Death's hood. "Enough, ny belligerent friend —you pass the test."
"Test?" The swordsman scow ed. "What test? Just what the thundering bl azes are
you pl aying at?"
Forral gul ped, backing away hastily as the Specter suddenly grew, blotting out

the stars as it |ooned over him dark with nmenace. "Forral," the chill voice
hi ssed, "it makes a refreshing change to deal with a Mortal who has no fear of
me, and for that reason | indul ge your courage —but never forget, for an

i nstant, who | ant

Forral breathed again, as the Specter dw ndl ed back to hunman di mensi ons. "But
never believe that Death is not merciful," it said softly. "You and Aurian, and
your friend Anvar, formpart of a pattern that is yet to be resolved. Each of
you have net ne now, and been tested. Believe me, there is hope for you all."

Thi s was beyond Forral, and he was tired of being toyed with. "If you' ve
finished," he grow ed, "just get out of ny way." He took a deep breath.

"Pl ease," he begged, "I nust see Aurian!"

Death sighed. "Still you insist. Very well —but you have been warned. See her

you may, but | will not pernmit you to interfere again!"
The anci ent grove | oonmed dark on the shadowy hilltop, shrouding the secrets of
its hidden heart. Forral strode forward confidently, knowing his |love for Aurian



woul d al so cleave a path into this place, as it had opened the door Between the
Wor | ds. Deat h pushed hi m asi de—a | oat hsone touch that was no touch, like the
gruesone |lack of feeling in a scar. It made the swordsman quake to the depths of
his soul. "Allow ne," the Specter said with nock 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 tines, and the trees
nmoved silently aside to forma path. Forral, stepping in Death's footprints,
coul d discern, alnost beyond the range of his hearing, the rustling rmurnur of
their anger as he passed beneath the arching boughs. Cutching the nenory of
Aurian to his heart like a shield, the swordsnman told hinself he was not afraid.

The pool at the heart of the grove was just as Forral renenbered it. Cupped in
its hollow of soft, nobunded nobss, it lay silent; still and solemm in its awesone
power; all the worlds of the Mortal Universe in its starry depths. The swordsnan
thrust forward inpatiently-he had | earned, |ong 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, | tell you
once nore-you nmay only observe. You may not go back, and you may not interfere!
And if what you see in those waters brings you angui sh—aell, you were warned!"

"Al right!" Forral grow ed. Kneeling on the nossy brink, he |ooked into the
dark waters—and flinched, as always, as the starry Universe spun out at himfrom
the obsidi an depths. But he had the way of it now. Aurian, he thought, yearning.
Aurian, ny love . . . Though he remained firmly on the bank, the swordsnman felt
as though he were falling. Falling endlessly between the endl ess stars

Then the waters cleared; becane a mrror—-Ao—a picture that noved and |ived.
Forral saw pl aces, people, hours, days—all conpressed into a tineless whirl, in
a world that was heartbreaking in its sweet famliarity.

Bohan waited as he had waited for days, stubbornly keeping vigil on the ridge at
the edge of the desert. He was not al one, though—his conpani ons nmade sure of
that. One of the others was always with hi mene-eyed Eliizar, once the
swordnmaster of the Arena; or Yazour, the courageous young warrior who had fled
his Prince's service to join Aurian's odd little band. Al ways, always, they had
guarded the eunuch as he watched the enpty sands; never | eaving himal one. Bohan
was tornmented by guilt at having let themlull himinto | eaving 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 nmute, he was
al so stupid. Everyone, that is, except his beloved Aurian. Her kindness had won
his devoti on—but he had left her in the desert to die, together with his friends
Anvar and bl ack, flame-eyed Shia, the great cat with an intelligence that was
nmore than human

Though Eliizar had been forced to knock the eunuch unconsci ous to get hi maway
fromthe Mages, Bohan still blanmed hinself. 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
gem dust .

For a long tine, Bohan had clung to hope—agai nst all evidence, against al

sense. Hope had prevented him over the |ast few days, fromsinply setting out
into the desert and defying the others to use their weapons on him He had

al ways 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 succunbed to the reasoning of the others. | nust be stupid, after
all, the eunuch thought. | let them persuade ne: Yazour, Eliizar, and Nereni
with their cunning words:

"If she comes, she comes, Bohan. Nothing we can do now will help or hinder

that."



"I f anyone can cone 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. H ding his face in his hands, Bohan choked on a

soundl ess sob, and tears drenched the gauzy veils that covered his eyes to
protect themfromthe desert's blinding glare.

A hand, gentle in synpathy, touched his shoul der. He | ooked around to see
Nereni, Eliizar's wife, and her voice, when she spoke, was muffled with tears of
her own. "Conme 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
shoul der. "Bohan, wait! They cone! They cone!

The first one to reach the eunuch was the great cat Shia, wi th whom he had
fornmed such a nysterious bond. She threw herself at him purring ecstatically,
and despite his great strength, Bohan was hurled to the ground by her massive
wei ght. But when he heard Aurian call his name, the eunuch could wait no | onger.
Untangling hinself fromhis boisterous reunion with Shia, he hurled hinself over
the brow of the rise and plunged down through the steep cutting toward the fl at
expanse of the Jewel ed Desert, kicking up clouds of glittering gemdust as he
ran.

Auri an staggered toward him hel ped al ong by her fell ow Mage Anvar. She was
clearly exhausted; her bl ood-streaked skin was sneared with gl eani ng gem dust,
and her robe was a tattered rag. Wth tears stream ng down his face the eunuch
swept her up in a crushing enbrace, w shing desperately that he could tell her
that he had not wanted to abandon her in the desert; that Eliizar and Yazour had
made him | eave. He wanted to tell her how he had fretted and grieved for her,
and, once the sandstorm had bl owmn up, had despaired of ever seeing her again.
Instead, all he could do was enbrace her, putting all his heart into his eyes.
"Let me breathe!" Aurian gasped. She was | aughing and crying all at once, and
her face was radiant with joy. "Oh, ny dear, dear Bohan, I'mso glad to see
you!"

"And he is glad to see you." Yazour approached on noisel ess feet, his voice, as
al ways, soft-spoken and | ow. Hi s handsonme 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. "W
had to knock himsenseless to get himto | eave you, and Eliizar and | have been
forced to guard himever since to stop himfrom going back in search of you
VWhen the storm came, we could barely restrain hi mhe went conpletely wild." The
young warrior touched his bl ackened eye and gave a rueful shrug. "Wat a

bl essing you arrived when you did. | think he knocked out all of Eliizar's
teeth!"
"Not all —just some of them" Eliizar nmuttered through swollen lips. "And | can

spare themin 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, |'d have given ny eye to see you both
alive and safe after that storml Wat did | say?" he added in baffled tones, as
hi s compani ons col | apsed into gal es of |aughter.

"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 canp." She turned to the Mages. "Come, ny dears —you need a bath,
and a rest, and a good hot neal "

The eunuch gathered Aurian into his arns and carried her up the sandy bank, with
Ner eni's good-nat ured duckings followi ng himevery step of the way. Yazour and
Eliizar, still grinning, helped the weary Anvar clinb the steep incline. Bohan
had to step carefully to keep fromtripping with his precious burden, for Shia,
who had befri ended hi m 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

| egs as he went, rubbing against himand purring with pleasure at seeing him
agai n.

At the top of the rise was a narrow ridge, overgrown wth | ow thornbushes and
fat-1eaved succul ents, and dotted with scrubby, wi nd-tw sted pines that had



managed to survive the tearing blasts of the desert's |ethal sandstorms. At the
far side of the rise the | and dropped down agai n; and here, cradled in the arns
of along valley that swelled up on its further slopes to neet the foothills of
the mountains, a dense forest arose |like a vast green cloud.

Cradling Aurian gently in his great arns as though she m ght break, the eunuch
crossed the plateau, bearing the weary Mage al ong the rough path that had been
hacked t hrough the thornbushes. Then stooping low to avoid the vault of

over hangi ng 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 | ook of a true survivor. The trees were cypress and
pi ne; gaunt and darkly forbidding, but welcone after the harsh, arid Khazalim

| ands—and an unexpected bl essing had brightened their grimand ancient gl oom
Snow nelt fromthe dreadful winter that had | ocked the npuntains had threaded
the tenperate foothills with lively new streans that sped down the

boul der-strewn sl opes to form shining pools in sheltered hollows. Wth this
extra water, the forest had bl oonmed. Fl owers splashed col or wherever the eye
fell. Drifts of msty blue and lively pink; delicate, |lacelike white and
clusters of yellow gold like spilled coi ns—bl ossons 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 nake every breath a new
del i ght.

Havi ng spent his life in the arid Khazalimlands, Bohan was entranced by the
forest's beauty. After the desert, this shaded green woodl and seened a niracle,
and the eunuch smiled to hinself at Aurian's exclamations of pleasure as they
went on their way. He could hardly wait to show her all the wonders of this

ast oni shing pl ace!

The rough canp was not far fromthe 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 |l ean at an angle against its conpanions; its branches
safely anchored in those of its fellows to provide a rough, slanting shelter for
t he wayf arers.

"This is but a tenporary canp," Eliizar was saying, as Bohan set Aurian down
beneath the sheltering tree. He knelt to kindle a fire in the nearby firepl ace
as he spoke. "W are too near the streamhere—t is danp, and there is a risk of
floodi ng. W thought to build sturdier shelters deeper in the forest—Yazour
found a perfect clearing—but we could not nove while there was a chance that you
m ght conme." He | ooked up at the eunuch and sniled. ''Besides, Bohan woul d never
have pernmitted it!"

Ner eni, already advanci ng upon her cooking gear in a purposeful manner, shooed
her husband away fromthe fire. "WII| you fetch some water, Eliizar? They nust
be parched, poor dears, and | nust tend their hurts. Now where did | pack that
sal ve? And Yazour, | need some cuts fromthe deer you shot this norni ng—Bohan
can help you fetch it—and remenber to bring a haunch back for Shia. On second
thought, bring two. She | ooks starved ..."

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

The swordsman |istened with satisfaction as Eliizar showed his canp to Aurian
and Anvar. Here they could recover fromthe hardships of the desert, and, thanks
to the abundant gifts of the forest, prepare thenselves for the next step in
their journey. Everyone had been busy—even the horses, hobbl ed nearby, were
grazing as though their lives depended on it. Making up for their near
starvation in the desert, they had spent the whole tine eating, and the

i nprovenent in their condition was al ready visible.

Eliizar and his conpani ons 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 di scovered an unexpected talent for snaring
rabbits. As he noted their achievenents, Forral |ooked on with approval. He was
sure that Aurian would be safe here—for the present, at |east.

"And so we give the body of our brother Mage Bragar to the Fire, and his Spirit
to the Gods ..." The Archmage M athan intoned the closing words of the Death
Cerenony in a rapid nonotone that was utterly devoid of any respect for the late
Fi re- Mage, whose shrivel ed, scorched remains lay on the great stone altar of the
rooftop tenple on the Mages' Tower in Nexis. What a waste of valuable tine,

M at han t hought irritably—-Bragar, a stupid, shallow, overanbitious bully, had
done nothing to merit it

"And let himgo forth with our prayers and bl essings!" He snapped out the fina
words with a contenptuous curl of his lip, and raising his staff, let |oose a
single bolt of crinmson flame. It hit the corpse with an explosive flare that
seared across the cloud-dark sky over Nexis, nelting the glittering network of
frost that silvered the tenple's tall standing stones.

Bef ore Bragar's body had even begun to sizzle and snoke, M athan was striding
back toward the stairs that led down into the tower. As he passed Eliseth, who
stood huddled in a furred cl oak against the raw dawn chill, his glance raked the
Weat her - Mage, and he had the satisfaction of seeing her cringe away from him
her icy hauteur vani shed along with the beauty of her fornerly lovely face.
Seeing the weck of those once-perfect features, the Archnage smled cruelly.
Using the grail fashioned frompart of the Caldron of Rebirth, he had cast a
spel |l that had reduced the Wather-Mage to a stooped and wi zened crone. Eliseth
had been vain of her |ooks—he could not have found a better way to punish her
for attenpting to lure Aurian to her death, by creating a vision of the Mage's
murdered | over Forral. The ruse had failed spectacularly, resulting instead in
Bragar's deat h.

As he passed her, M athan saw cold hatred burning behind Eliseth's eyes, and
war ned hinmsel f that she would bear watching in future. For now, she would
obey—he had made sure of that—-but she woul d not stay cowed forever.

Wth a shrug, the Archmage went on his way, ignoring the Mage woman's venonous
| ook. He had much to do—the sight, in his crystal, of Aurian and Anvar energing
fromthe desert, had spurred himto action. They nmust be taken before Aurian
regai ned her powers—and the net was tightening around the unsuspecting
fugitives. H's puppet, the foolish young Prince, would be neeting the w nged
girl in the forest beyond the desert, and M athan planned to | eave his body and
travel there to control Harihn's mnd and nake sure he obeyed his orders. But
first, the Archmage needed to contact Bl acktal on, Hi gh Priest of the Wnged

Fol k.

M at han regretted that Bragar's burning would prevent himusing the rooftop
tenple to carry out the stark, arcane cerenony that used the Death-magic of the
Caldron, and pernmitted himto cast his mnd so far abroad, It would take nore
than one hunan sacrifice to give himthe power he needed to travel as far as the
Wnged Folk citadel of Aerillia. Still, he reflected with grimanusenent, it was
a bitterly cold day for working magi c out of doors—and Mrtals could be
sacrificed anywhere, after all.

"Where in the Sky-God's nane is that accursed Archrmage?" Bl acktal on screaned at
t he unresponsive crystal. "Answer me, you worthless stone! | demand to speak to
M at han! " Seet hi ng, he kicked the carven plinth on which the crystal lay. As the
darkly glittering gemspilled fromits wooden rest, he made a frantic dive to
save it, but it slipped fromhis straining fingertips. Hitting the floor in an
expl osion of sparks, it shattered into fragments.

"No!" the High Priest how ed. Dropping to his knees, he scrabbled at the
lifeless shards, scalding the air with curses. No matter what the provocation,
how coul d he have been so stupid as to destroy his only nmeans of comruni cation
with his ally? Blacktalon snarled with frustration. Wiy did M athan not answer?
He glared at his chanber walls, as though to west the infornmation fromtheir
dark, reflective surface. It was vital he speak with the Archmage. The killing



wi nter, through which he had gai ned and kept his supremacy over the Skyfol k, was
faltering.

Bl ackt al on rose, shaking out his dusty black wings as he hurried to the w de,
arched casenent. Maybe this tine 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
wat ched, a slab of snow slid down the roof of the Queen's Tower to vanish with a
runble into the chasm bel ow. Hearing voi ces, Bl acktal on | eaned out of the w ndow
to | ook across the city that he coveted. Wnged Fol k swept back and forth

bet ween the pinnacle towers, crying out in excitenent as they dodged the
snowsl i des. The sound of their joy was bile in the Hi gh Priest's throat,

Bl ackt al on was too preoccupied to heed the om nous rumbling overhead. Leaning
out as he was, the lunp of snow fromthe roof caught himsquare between the
shoul ders, knocking the breath fromhis lungs and splattering his bald head with
slimy slush. Ice slipped down the | oose neck of his mantle, and slithered,
mel ti ng and nmocki ng, 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 how ed, as he
danced about, trying to shake the snow out of his robe. "Were is that wetched
Ar chmage?"

Sl anmi ng the wi ndow shut, Bl acktal on cursed the |oss of magic that had afflicted
his race since the Cataclysm He'd spent hours poring over the wetched gem in
a frantic attenpt to stretch his mind across the nmiles that separated himfrom
Mathan. His efforts had resulted in nothing but a poundi ng headache and the

| oss of his precious crystal. It would take too |ong to nake anot her—and by then
he m ght have lost his hold over the Wnged Fol k al toget her,

Bl ackt al on was desperate to restore the dignity of his race. Before their
decline, the Skyfol k had been one of the four great races of Mgefol k—the
Guar di ans appoi nted by the Gods to oversee the ordering of the world. Before
they had been robbed of their powers in a disastrous nmagi cal war for suprenacy,
hi s people had charge of the elenent of Air, Together with the human W zards, or
Eart h- Mages, they cared for the birds and all creatures that were borne on the
wind, In conjunction with the mighty Leviathan, or Water-Mges, the world's

weat her had been under their control

The |l oss of this power was |ike a choking briar that had twined itself about the
High Priest's soul, growing greater with each passing year. The nenory of his
race's forner 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. "Wy did we never have conplete control of our elenent?"
Every act of significance was shared, either with those groundling Wzards or
the pathetic, softhearted Seafol k; the self-appointed consci ence of the world.

Bl acktal on's driven mind had never paused to consider that all Elenments and
their controlling forces were interdependent; all interlinking and supporting
one another in the conplex web of life. He was only concerned with hinmself, his
own race—and what they had | ost.

In his youth, the Hi gh Priest had been nore idealistic. The young Bl acktal on had
grown up in the sacred precincts of the peaktop Tenple of Yinze, dedicated to a
priestly life by unknown parents—the usual fate anong the Skyfolk for an
unwant ed child. But Bl acktal on had been different. The others, accepting their
fate, had become neek, obedient little priests, but he had al ways wanted nore.

H ghborn femal es had rejected himand the others, |ess proud and particul ar, he
despised. WUgly, gaunt, and ambitious, underestinmated by his teachers and
mentors, he had clawed his way to power to spite them achieving his ends,
within the Tenple, by becom ng too good a student to be ignored.

In truth, in his loneliness and isolation, Blacktalon aspired to the fanily he
had | ost, the security and acceptance he had been deni ed. Lacki ng know edge of
his true parents, he had fostered the best possible dreamthat he was truly a
bastard scion of the Royal line. Fantasies filled his head each night, in which
he took control of the Wnged Race and restored themto their fornmer glory—and
brought hinself to the position of supremacy in the world that had al ways been
deni ed him

Then had cone the witings. Put to cleaning the tenple by his superiors, who
were still desperately trying to instill some seeds of priestly hunmility in his



soul, Bl acktalon, nore zealous than npst in his anmbition, had discovered the
secret, hidden journal of I|ncondor.

It was obviously neant to be. The young, arrogant, accursed Mage, co-instigator
of the dreadful events of the Cataclysm whose very nane was taboo anong the
Wnged Folk, had left his solitary nmessage to posterity to be discovered by

Bl acktal on in a dark, forbidden niche behind the altar. And nothing, in the view
of the priest, happened by chance.

I ncondor had been fearless, nerciless in his anbition. Incondor had al so been
solitary and m sunderstood by the | esser beings around him Devouring the
journal obsessively, night after night in his danp little cell, it was but a
smal | step for Blacktalon to reach the obvious conclusion: that the journal had
been | eft as a nessage reaching out across the centuries, left specifically for
hinself to find. That he, in fact, was truly Incondor—newly reborn in order
that he mght bring his unfulfilled dreans of power to fruition at |ast.

Atimd rap at the door of his chanber interrupted the H gh Priest's nusings.
Wth a snarl, Blacktalon flung it open so hard that it rebounded on its hinges,
al nrost knocking his visitor off the landing platforminto the depths bel ow. The
messenger junped back hastily in a blur of white wings to avoid the plaque of
snow jarred fromthe porch above, and hovered, wary-eyed, out of danger

Bl ackt al on recogni zed himas Cygnus, a warrior-priest of the Tenple who had
eschewed the Way of the Sword for the Way of Healing. The High Priest's lip
curled in a sneer of contenpt—yet Cygnus was a |loyal, zealous follower, and his
physi ci an's knowl edge of poisons had come in extrenely useful of I|ate.

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

Bl acktal on's heart |eapt at the news. At last By Yinze, it had taken her |ong
enough—but she couldn't have chosen a better tinme. "I'mcomng!" he snapped—but
as he spoke, a muted tingle in his scalp pulled himback into the room The High
Priest turned—and gasped. On the wall opposite the window, a section of polished
stone was glowing with a dimand ghostly flicker. Even as he watched, the

| um nescence took on depth and definition, resolving itself into the famliar,
harshly carved features of the Archmage

Bl acktalon | et out his breath in a sigh of relief. "I will come as soon as

can," he told the young warrior. "In the nmeantinme, I amnot to be disturbed for
any reason! Is that clear?" He slamed the door on the startled nessenger, and
bolted it quickly.

"M at han, where have you been?" Bl acktal on was too anxious to formthe

di sciplined thought patterns used in nmental conmunication. "The snowis
melting!" he gabbled. "My winter is dissolving, and—=

"Shut up, Blacktalon, and listen." The Archnage's nmental voice seened faint and
far away. He sounded very tired, "Eliseth, my Weat her-Mage, has been attacked by
t hose renegades-—

"She was attacked? But was she hurt? Can she restore ny winter?" the High Priest
i nsi st ed.

"OfF course—f she knows what's good for her!" For a nonment, there was naked
steel in Mathan's voice, "I shall deal with the matter on nmy return. Mire to
the point, how fares that Queen of yours?"

Bl acktal on smiled. "Dead," he purred. "The poison worked perfectly."

"Excel l ent! Then you nust seize power with all speed. My pawn, Prince Harihn,

has duped your Princess into betraying the fugitives. She will lure themto the
Tower of Incondor—a superb idea of yours, that; it's perfect for an anbush—and
if you provide the warriors you prom sed, we cannot possibly fail! How soon can

you be ready?"

The inmage smiled: a self-satisfied, cruel smle that sent a shiver down

Bl ackt al on's spine. "Ready?" he gasped. "But the Queen has only just died!

have no time—=

"Then | suggest you hurry, Blacktalon. You'll have sufficient tinme to
prepare—eur fugitives nmust nmake ready for a journey into the nountains, and it
will take themsone time to reach the Tower. Take a firmgrip on your city, and
| eave the rest to me. Have warriors ready to carry out the anbush on ny word.
Oh, and Bl acktal on, | have no idea what has becone of your crystal, but rectify



the matter as soon as possi ble. Communicating like this is exhausting and
inefficient, and |'ve better uses for ny tinme and energy!" Wth that he was
gone, |eaving Blacktalon staring indignantly at a blank wall.

As the awareness of his surroundings returned, the Hi gh Priest heard a sound
that did much to soothe his annoyance at M athan's perenptory manner. Opening
hi s wi ndow, he heard a wailing of many voi ces, nourning the death of Fl amew ng,
Queen of the Skyfol k. Blacktalon allowed hinmself a brief smle of satisfaction
Then, conposing his features into a suitable expression of sorrow, he

strai ghtened decisively and went to the door. He had a great deal to do, and
according to Mathan, little time in which to acconplish it all, Stepping out
onto his landing platform the H gh Priest spread his night-black w ngs and
soared across the darkening void toward the tower of the Queen

Dark. Darkness and the snmell of wet horse—-both had become faniliar conpanions to
Parric since he and the others had been captured by the Xandi m Horsel ords, The
Caval rymaster cursed, but it was hal fhearted. Even his endl ess store of
profanity had run out of inspiration. He was hel pl ess, blindfol ded and bound,
and to be hauled Iike a sack of dung on one of the |egendary Xandi m beasts was a
dire humliation 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 hi m besi des. He had no way of knowing if she'd translate
his words correctly —supposi ng these savages woul d gi ve hima chance to speak
Behind him Parric heard the tearing sound of Elewi n's cough. The elderly
steward's illness had worsened during this grueling journey. He m ght not
survive it, for as far as the Cavalrymaster knew, Elewin and the others were in
a simlar plight to hinsel f—-bound and gagged, and with their eyes tightly
covered. Bereft of information, Parric fretted. Were are these bastards taking
us, anyway, he thought—-and how much longer will it take to get there?

The Caval rymaster bitterly regretted his rash decision to conme in search of
Aurian. How could he possibly find her in these vast, hostile lands? If only he
had thought to find out nore about the place from Yanis, the N ghtrunner | eader
who had befriended the rebels, and had been running an illicit tradi ng operation
with the Southerners. It had seened a good idea, at the tine, to beg a passage
on one of his ships. Parric cursed again-had it not been for the gag, he would
have spat. ldris, the superstitious captain who had brought them here, had been
reluctant to carry a Mage, and the situation had not been inproved by Meiriel's
abrasive arrogance toward the nan. It nade no difference that she treated al
Mortals in the same way—when his ship had been crippled by storns, Idris had
dunped Parric and his friends on the nearest strip of |and and abandoned them

wi thout even taking the tine to repair his broken nast.

Gods, I'ma fool! Parric berated hinself. Forral, his old comrmander, woul d have
been di sgusted. The Caval rymaster had abandoned his fell ow rebel Vannor to cone
on this fool's errand, |eaving the nerchant, with no experience of warfare, in
command. The Gods know what a ness he's naking of things, Parric thought
ruefully. I wonder if he found the Lady Eilin? | wonder if she'll help us? O
course she will, he conforted hinself. She's Aurian's nother! The Archmage
murdered Forral and betrayed her daughter—she's sure to be on our side! If |
could only find Aurian .

The horse paced tirelessly on. Parric, a horseman to his soul, found sone sol ace
in the appreciation of its snpboth stride. Powerful nuscles noved 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 al ong sl eek flanks and powerful
haunches. Ch, to ride this creature—to share such generous strength. Wy, this
horse coul d outspeed the very wind! Lulled by his nount's even paces and
conforted by the warm rough snell of horse, he dozed, and dreaned of riding the
wind ...

Parric jerked awake, as the ow that had roused hi mgave anot her 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 nust still be night—t was
bl ack behind his blindfold, and he could feel a cool, danp 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 himwhat his
eyes could not. Ah, the terrain had changed. The heady, crushed-hay fragrance of
the grassl ands had been replaced by the heavy nusk of forest |oam and he could
hear the rustling murnur of wi nd anbng branches. The body of his nount 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 nmurnur ran through the ranks of Parric's captors, and the
beast came to a halt. Geetings were called out, and a babble of replies in the
rolling Xandi mtongue. Parric did not have to know the | anguage to hear
curiosity and consternation in their tone. Dimtorchlight, interspersed with
passi ng shadows, flicked across his blindfold. Then his horse stepped forward
with an irritable snort, and they were noving again, clinbing |aboriously up the
paved road. The Caval rynaster gathered his wits in anticipation of neeting the

| eaders of the Horsel ords. Werever he and his conpani ons had been taken, they
had obvi ously arrived!

Chapter 2 The W ndeye

There were voices on the wind that whistled around the slopes of the Wndvei
Mount ai n, whi spering secrets across the stiff, frost-cracked grasses of the

pl ateau, long and wide and wildly beautiful, that was the heart's home of the
Xandi m This meadow, once |lush and green, and jewel ed with poppies and
starflowers in the sumer that seemed to have fled forever, was split by a
turbul ent streamrunning out of a dark, narrow valley that vanished into the
shadows of the mountain's linbs. Wthin this haunted vale lay the barrows of the
Xandi m dead. Only for a burial would the Horsel ords pass the avenue of standing
stones that guarded the valley's entrance, and only the Wndeye knew its secret
heart, the twisted spire of rock cleft fromthe nountain, which stood |ike a
tower at the valley's end.

The apex of the spire had been hollowed out in some |ong-ago age to form an
eyrie, open to the elenents, with walls of air and a roof of stone supported by
four slender pillars. This Chamber of Wnds was reached by a scanty stair of
crunmbling footholds cut into the mountain's face and connected to the spire by a
cobweb bridge of tw sted rope. Only a Wndeye would attenpt the risky clinb, and
dare the perilous crossing. Only a Wndeye woul d have the need.

The keening wi nd shredded the nisty weave of Chiamh's shadow cl oak, hurling
handful s of sleet into his face as he sat hunched and freezing on the chil

stone floor of the Chanber. He tried to ignore the storm s distractions,

rem nding hinself that he was the Wndeye of the Xandi m-bl essed (or cursed) with
the power to see beyond the vision of normal nen, to perceive and understand the
tidings of the winds. This storm he knew, bore nore tidings than nost. The
tortured, screaming air was swollen with portents.

The stormtore at his soaked and shivering body, flattening his tangled brown
hair across his face, and the young Seer flinched fromthe evil Power that rode
the wind |Iike the shadow of dark wings. Coming fromthe north, it had haunted
his nightmares -since the onset of winter. Slim strong fingers on the w nd

clawed himwith icicle nails. Eyes that held the merciless chill of eterna
winter glinted in the darkness. Silver hair flowed |like a deadly glacier, as the
snow- | aden wi nds formed the i mage of a face: flaw essly beautiful, its cold lips

curved in a cruel, nocking smle. Her gaze passed over him unseeing and

di spassi onate but painful as a blade drawn across his shrinking skin. Despite
the wi ndspun cl oak of shadows that conceal ed him he shuddered. If She should
find him.

Chi anh shrank down on the exposed platform w thdrawi ng deep into the el usive
dept hs of his shadowcl oak until the dark-bright shadow of her passing had sped
away across the mountains. Tonight there would be nore, he knew. Sonething had
forced himfromhis 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 Wndeye
swung his blurred, nearsighted gaze toward the nountains, drawn |ike the nether
poi nt of a | odestone toward the south.



A sense of chill dissolution, Iike a wave of icy water, washed over him Chiamh
felt his weak-sighted brown eyes nelting —glazing —turning to reflective

qui cksilver as his O hersight took control. The night turned bright and clear
around hinm the nmountains changed fromthe dense solidity of stone to glittering
translucent prisns; the withing winds became turbulent rivers of silver light.
The W ndeye caught his breath in panic and screwed his treacherous eyes tight
shut. Though it had been with himsince chil dhood, he would never get used to

t hi s unnervi ng change!

The lure of Vision tugged at him dermanding that he follow Chianmh bit his Iip,
bribing his undisciplined fear with the promi se of a jug of wine as soon as he
got down fromthis dreadful place. Fromthe past, he seened to hear the voice of
his bel oved Grandrma: "Eat your neat, Chiamh—then you may have t he honeyconmb" As
al ways, her menory eased his fear, and Chianmh sniled. What a fierce old |lady she
had been How wi se! How strong A warrior born, and the greatest Wndeye in the

hi story 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
col d-stiffened fingers, Chianmh opened his eyes, and directed the piercing silver
beam of his O hersight across the nountains,

Spur ni ng his earthbound body, the Wndeye's nmnd ripped | oose to soar al oft and
ride the unruly winds in pursuit of his Vision. Like a rainbow of jewels, the
transl ucent nountains spun beneath him A scattering of bonfire sparks seared
his eyes, each vivid light a single, living soul, O Goddess—it nust be
Aerillia, the Skyfolk citadel! He had spun too far Qut of control , . . Right
over the nountains to the crystal |acework of the forest beyond, with its
scintillant backdrop of desert sands ..

Far away, in the Chanber of Wnds, the breath fled Chiamh's body in one shocked
gasp. Mdre Powers! Another Evil One like a dark, withing cl oud—and two ot hers,
far to the south, in the forest beyond the nmountains! Their |ights shone clear
and bright, united in |ove and honesty and clarity of purpose—then suddenly they
were gone, eclipsed by a wave of black and overwhel ming force that reeked of
hatred and nmenace and nercil ess lust. Chianh shrieked, and fled. The forefront
of the wave snote hi mengul fed him Sonehow his awareness clawed its way back
into his body. Chianmh sobbed with terror, hiding like a child beneath his
shadowcl oak until the evil had passed.

It was a long tine before the shaken W ndeye dared rai se his head, but when he
finally | ooked out again with his silver gaze, the streaning 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 woul d happen when the Dark One reached
out to take themas he had foreseen? He had to hel p themthat was why he had
been drawn here tonight!

Chiamh's excitenent faltered, as dismay overtook him "How can you hel p then?"
he said aloud, in the way of those who |live alone, "You have no idea who they
are, what their purpose is , , . But you can find out—f you dare."

The stormwail ed and tugged at the Wndeye still, like a fretful child, its

vi ol ence woul d make a Seeing hard to control, the danger being that he was
likely to find out far nore than he woul d wi sh. Such visions were peril ous —yet
he had to take the risk. He alone of the Xandi m knew the cause of this grim

wi nter that paralyzed the |and, 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. Al one, he was hel pless, but if he could sonehow hel p those
bri ght Powers ...

Turning into the storm Chianmh wapped a piece of wind around his fingers. As
he poured his O hersight into the knot of air, it took fire, flaring into a

shi ning tangl e of noonspun silver. Wth the greatest he grasped it, then pulling
hi s gently apart, he began to stretch and nold the gl eam ng stuff unti
at last, between his hands, he held a glimering disc of silvery air. Narrow ng
hi s qui cksilver eyes, the Wndeye | ooked into the mrror

And the visions cane, a flood of inages that flickered and changed and ran into
one another in their urgent haste to reveal thenselves

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 nobuntains. A solitary tower, crunbling to ruin, and the

| ean, fleet shape of a running wolf. The Bright Ones—a tall wonman with hair of
bur ni shed red, her body rounded with child; the blue-eyed man who never |eft her
side; and behind them half glinpsed, the specter of a warrior, who hovered over
them protectively .

Anot her forest, far away in the North, that woke in Chianmh a conflicting tangle
of fear and | onging, and the wenching 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 hi gh 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 naker of m schief—the
face of Schiannath, the misfit, who had actually dared to challenge the Herdl ord
Phal i has for | eadership several npons ago, Chianh had no idea of his whereabouts
now, Hs failure had nmeant his exile fromthe tribe, and he had vani shed into
the nountains, together with his sister Iscalda—a particular cause of anger to
Phal i has, since the girl had been the Herdlord' s betrothed.

"Schi annat h?" The mirror rippled and cl ouded, as Chianh al nost | ost control of
the Seeing in surprise, Schiannath a part of this business? "O sweet Goddess,”
the Wndeye nuttered, "how in the name of your nercy can he be concerned with
this?" Wth an effort he steadied the i mage—and saw t he wonman again, her hair a
fl am ng banner, her body weathed in a rai nbow aura of magic. The Dark One
stretched forth his hand to take her, but the vision of Schiannath |ay between
themlike a barrier. She reached out to take the Sword, and destroy the Xandim.

"NO " Chianh shrieked. The mrror dissolved into m st between his fingers as he
col l apsed on the very brink of his eyrie, heedless of the lethal drop. To his

O hersight, the neaning of the Vision was horribly clear. Only the Bright Ones
could forestall the encroaching evil —but at the cost of the entire Xandi mrace.
The Seer wrestled with the conflicting possibilities, but whichever way his

t houghts turned, he came up agai nst one inescapabl e truth—whether or not the
Evil Ones succeeded, the Xandi m were doonmed. The W ndeye bowed his head, and
with tears stream ng down his face, he turned north, to | ook out across the
heart!| ands of his people.

He had forgotten that the Qthersight still held himin thrall. Chiamh's body
stiffened, left behind on the brink of the platformas his consciousness fled on
the wings of his hersight, arrowi ng down the valley along a path of silver
toward the source of the Vision, Across the snow scoured neadow of the plateau
he sped, followi ng the crystal course of the ice-locked stream down the broad,
shal | ow steps of the cliff path, beside the dianond-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!" Chianmh shouted in astoni shnent. There, approaching the
bl ocky fortifications of the Xandim he saw the prisoners.
Strangers from across the sea! A nman and a wonan, 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, Chianh could
not tell, Her mind was hidden fromhis O hersight by a cloudy |abyrinth of
madness.

The W ndeye was sure that the outlanders were sonehow connected with the Bright
Powers, And he also knew, with a chill of certainty, that as foreigners in the
Xandi m | ands, they would be killed out of hand, But they nust not die—er the

Bri ght Ones would be lost! The Vision was telling himto save then

But saving the strangers was easier said than done. How woul d he persuade the
Her dl ord? Chi anh knew he had failed to win the respect accorded to his G andam
She' d had the advantage of -venerable old age ... She had no al ways been ol d, but
she had proved herself as a warrior against the maraudi ng Khazalim He had never
done so and never woul d—+the weakness of his normal sight prevented it. Wy,
before he saw his eneny, he'd be dead neat! Face it, Chianh, he thought, you're



a | aughi ngstock—and so you hide in your valley, living in a cave like a hernit
They will never believe you—they' |l nock, as they have nocked so often .
Nonet hel ess, he had to try—and there was no tinme to lose! By the light in the
sky, half glinpsed between the scuddi ng cl ouds, Chianh knew that dawn was on its
way. Stifling his doubts, the young Wndeye scranbl ed down fromthe tower,
slipping and slithering and scraping hinmself painfully in his haste as his
O hersight faded back to his own defective vision. He fell the last few feet and
| anded, w nded and bruised, on a pile of gravel. Wthout waiting to catch his
breath, he picked hinmself up and pelted down the valley, stunbling and rolling
and getting up only to be tripped again by rocks and roots and hanpering drifts
of snow that massed in this narrow, sheltered place. But he kept on going,
driven by sheer determnation. The Bright Ones nust be hel ped! He nust get there
intime to save the strangers! Wth the forgotten tatters of his shadow cl oak
streami ng out behind him Chianh ran as he had never dared run before.
The W ndeye burst out of the woods at the |lower end of the valley, and passed
the standing stones that were its gate. The snooth, inviting grass of the
pl at eau beckoned, and he heaved a sigh of relief. No |longer did he have to worry
about breaking a | eg on uneven ground—en the plateau, he could really nove!
Chi anh stopped in the shadow of the great stones and collected hinself, turning
his attention i nward. Then—he changed.
To an observer, he knew, the transformati on woul d have taken place in seconds.
To Chiamh, tinme seemed to stretch—as did his body, his bones and nuscl es gai ni ng
atingling elasticity as they | engthened and grew thick and strong. There was a
monent of blurred confusion, as inpossible to register as the instant between
consci ousness and sleep—and in the |lee of the stones that had previously
shadowed a young nan, Stood a snaggy -naned bay horse

Chi anh pawed the ground, enjoying the power of his equine body, and the tapestry
of rich scents that swirled around him Hi s 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. Hi s eyesight, unfortunately, remained unchanged in
his O hershape—flatter in depth of vision and nore peripheral and enconpassing
than that of a human—but still as blurred as ever. Still, at least in this form
he had ot her senses that could, in some neasure, conpensate

Wool gat hering! Chianh snorted disgustedly. That was the trouble with this
shape—ene's t houghts tended to becone those of a horse, and the | onger one
stayed this way, the greater was the risk of losing all vestiges of human
intelligence. But enough! Tine was passing! At the far side of the neadow, he
woul d have to change back again, to descend the steep cliff path, but in the
meantinme it was worth it, both For the saving in tinme—and the sheer, exuberant
joy of the run. Wth a flick of his heels, the Wndeye was off, racing the w nd
across the plateau.

In the lands of the North, yet in a place unreachable within the boundaries of
the mundane worl d, the palace of the Forest Lord, with its treelike towers and
i nnuner abl e gardens and gl ades, |ay deceptively tranquil in a waiting silence,
within and upon its massive hill. Upon the craggy sl opes of the nmound, a ferny
hol | ow cupped a crystal pool, fed by a silvery filigree of water that tw sted
and tunbl ed down a stony precipice fromthe hei ghts above.

The Lady of die Lake sat by the water, conbing the silver-shot strands of her

I ong brown hair. Warily, the great stag watched her fromits thicket on the
other side of the pool; safe, he thought, and unobserved—until the Earth-Mge
lifted her eyes to himand snil ed.

"Do you prefer that form ny Lord?" Her voice was |ow and nusi cal

Hellorin, chagrined, stepped forth, shifting to his magnificent human shape.
Only the branching shadows of the great stag's crown above his brow remnai ned as
a reninder that this was no ordi nary Mage or Mrtal —for indeed, the Lord of the
Phaerie was nore than both. His feet, clad in high boots of supple |eather,
caused nary a ripple as he wal ked toward Eilin across the surface of the pool
"The eyes of the Magefol k were ever keen," he conplinmented her. "Mny's the



Mortal huntsman | have |ured and deceived with that shape."

The Lady Eilin | aughed. "Aye, and nmany's the Mrtal maid, |1'll wager, that you
have | ured and deceived with the shape you are wearing now "

Hel I ori n chuckl ed, and nade her a flourishing bow. "I have done ny best," he
told her loftily. "After all, ny Lady, the Phaerie have a certain reputation to
uphol d!'" Sitting down beside her on the fragrant turf, he turned to nore serious
matters. "I did not expect to find you here. Are you tired, then, Lady, of your
vigil?"

Eilin's browcreased in a frowmn. "Not tired. Lord-not weary, at any rate. It
hel ps to see what passes in the world outside. But oh, it galls nme to be reduced
to an onl ooker, when | long to be free—to go where | am so badly needed, and do
ny part"

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 unhappi ness.
There is nore, Elin, is there not?"

The Earth-Mage nodded. "The wi ndow in your hall shows nmy Valley," she said
sadly. "It shows Nexis, and all the northern lands—but it doesn't show nme Aurian
Day after day | bend ny will upon the thought of ny daughter, but she is nowhere
to be found! Where is she?" Her voice caught on a sob, "Trapped in this

El sewhere, | night not know if she died. Surely, if | cannot find her, then she
nmust be dead!"

The Lady's hopel ess weepi ng scal ded the Forest Lord's heart. Since |osing

D arvan's nother, the Mage Adrina, grief had been a constant conpanion to
Hellorin, and he sorrowed for Eilin's heartache. Putting an arm around her

shoul ders, he drew her close to his side. "Take heart," he told her. "Your fears
may yet be groundless. If you cannot see Aurian's inmage in ny window, it may
only nmean she has voyaged across the ocean to the south."

Eilin stiffened. "Wat?" Her head cane up sharply, a spark of irritation Iit her
eyes. "Do you nean your wetched wi ndow doesn't work across the sea?"

Hellorin, amused by her transformation fromsorrow 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 nuch
she remi nded him in that noment, of his dear Adrina! "Did you think to try to
| ook?" he asked her gently.

The Earth-Mage reddened. "Wy, yes!" she blustered, "I nmean—no! How the bl azes
should I know what the Southlands are like? | thought your w ndow worked in the
same way as scrying—+ concentrated on Aurian, and had she been in the south,
was relying on it to ne there!" To Hellorin's astoni shnment, she flung her arns
around hi mand hugged him "Gods," she cried, half in laughter, half in tears,
"what a relief it is, to hope again! For days |'ve been convinced . "

It had been ages since Hellorin had held a woman—ef any race—n his arns. After
the 1 oss of Adrina, he had never had the heart to do so again. As the Earth-Mge
| ooked up at him their eyes caught, and held—then Elin | ooked away. 'Tell nme,"
she said, in a voice that sounded strained and unnatural to the Forest Lord's
ears, "why the range of your wi ndow cannot see beyond the ocean?"

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

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

"I want to know " Eilin snapped; then her expression softened. "If the forebears
of the Magefol k wonged you, then only their descendants may nake anmends. And
since | amthe 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, |ong gone to dust, who had inprisoned his fol k 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 | ong ago, before the
Artifacts of the H gh Magi ¢ had been crafted, and the Magefol k had gai ned
ascendancy over the elder races who possessed the powers of the O d Magic.



The Lady Eilin |istened, w de-eyed, as Hellorin spoke of the gigantic Ml dai,

el emental creatures of living rock who lived in an odd but nutually beneficia
association with the Dwelven, the Smallfol k, who dwelt within their nountainous
bodi es and went out into the world to be their eyes and ears and |inbs.

"When the Magefol k wi shed to weaken the Ml dai, what better way than to separate
themfromthe Dwelven, exiling themin the Northern | ands where they could no

| onger reach the Ml dai, 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 Mdl dan —a nmd,
wild giant—who seized the powers of the Staff of Earth and used themto
fracture the |l and mass that was once both North and South together. He caused
the sea to enter, drowning the |ands between, with the |oss of nmany lives, both
Mage and Mortal alike."

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

vani shed fromour history,"

Hel l orin |l aughed sourly. "Then the nore fools you, to misplace such vita

know edge! Lady, are you not aware that the Mad One—the Ml dan who caused the
destruction—+s now the only one of his race to exist in the North? And had you
no idea that he still lives, chained and inprisoned by spells, within the very
rock on which you Magefol k built your citadel?"

"What ?" Eilin gasped. "In Nexis? Dear Gods, if the Archmage shoul d di scover this

"We nust pray that he does not," Hellorin agreed grimy. "M athan has al ready

pl aced the world in gravest peril by his profligate sunmoning of the N hilima
Mol dan, mad al ready, and bearing a grudge that has |asted centuries, mght not
care about limting his revenge to the Magefol k who inprisoned hinm™"

The t hought of the Ml dan existing all those years beneath the Acadeny was too
frightening for Eilin to dwell on. Wshing to distract her mnd with other
matters, she turned back to the Forest Lord. "You said that nmy ancestors used
the sea against the Mdldai," she told him "but what has that to do with the
Phaeri e?"

Hel l orin shrugged. "Little, in truth,” he admtted, "but when the Ml dan created
the sea that had not existed before, the Magefol k found that the power of the

A d Magic could not pass across salt water. Also, the catastrophe convinced the
Mages that el enental 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 smle softened the Forest Lord's scul pted nmouth. "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 wi th ancient nenory. "In winter, when the noon was full, we
rode across the land |ike conets, with our hounds, |ike ny Barodh, at our sides,
and the coats of our steeds glistening like noonlight. The Mortals woul d | ock up
their beasts and hide quaking in their beds when the Wld Hunt was abroad!"
Hellorin's voice shook with enotion, "The | oss of our horses represented the

| oss of our freedom Perhaps that was why the Magefol k took them-er perhaps, as
| believe, they wished to tane themfor their own use—as if they had a chance!
At any rate, when they exiled us, they forbade us our nmounts, which we |oved,
and sent themto the Southlands, across the sea where our magi c could not reach.
We only had time for one |last desperate spell to confound our foes, before we

| ost our steeds forever "

"What did you do?" Eilin asked breathlessly.

"To protect our precious nounts from conquest by Magefol k and Mortals alike, and
help them survive in an alien land, we gave them human form" Hellorin told her
"They becane—and as far as | know, they still are—capabl e of changi ng shape
fromhuman to equine at will." He |ooked at her sadly. "W will not 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 |ong ages, how
their race nmay have altered?" H's voice grew harsh. "Truly, Elin, if this
Magefol k interference has cost us our horses forever, all the endl ess ages will
not suffice for themto make reconpense!”



H s words, recalling the bitter ennity that had existed for so | ong between his
folk and hers, were enough to strain the fragile bond that had been buil ding
bet ween Forest Lord and Mage. Eilin was frowning, and suddenly, the evening
seemed darker. Hellorin shivered, wondering what damage he had unwittingly

wr ought .

The Earth-Mage twi sted her hands in her |ap. "Speaking of reconpense, Lord,
there is sonmething | have | ong been meaning to ask you ..."

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

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

"Aye, Lady, | recall it well—the first time we net," "You told nme then what |

al ready knew—that in dealing with the Phaerie, there is always a price. You

sai d—

"Remenber that this matter is not resolved between us. W will neet agai n—and
when we do, | will claimmy debt," Hellorin supplied.

Eilin flinched. "What made you say that?" she demanded. "How did you know we
woul d neet again? Had | wi shed to renege on our bargain, | only needed never to
sunmmon you—

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

"Thanks to which, | now owe you another debt for saving ny life!" Elin turned
anxi ous eyes to the Phaerie Lord. "How long will you keep ne in suspense? | ama
prisoner here, no matter how kindly a captivity it nmay seem How can | rest, not
knowi ng what you may see fit to ask of me?"

Hellorin sighed. "Eilin, | understand your concern. Sooner or later, a price
must be paid, for our Law cannot be set aside. Wiy, | was unable even to spare
my son and his bel oved, who paid a heart-rending price for ny aid with their
endl ess vigil in the WIldwod to guard the Smord of Flame!" He shook his head,
"But alas, | cannot nane what | would demand of you. This is not cruelty on ny
part—+ sinply have no idea what to ask, which in itself is strange, as if it
fornmed part of the workings of some destiny that | cannot foresee. Wen first we
met, | hated the Magefol k—+ scarcely knew you, and | had no idea of the

exi stence of nmy son. When you asked for ny aid, so many notions leapt into mny

m nd, to exact revenge on your kind through you! But"—he spread his hands "I
could not, | rmust hold your indebtedness agai nst sone future need,"”

"l see" snapped Eilin, "Your actions sty little for your trust in ne—and a great
deal for ny lack of trust in you!" She rose to her feet and strode out of the
clearing without a backward | ook

Eliseth sat in her chanbers, bundled in cloaks and huddl ed over a roaring fire.
Since M athan had set his aging spell on her, her bones had ached with the col d.
The Weat her-Mage stared into the blaze, her silver eyes reflecting the glare of
the leaping flanmes. Her body was wacked with shivers, but her hatred snol dered
on, un-quenched —and she woul d not endure this |oathsonme condition rmuch | onger
"Don't think you'll get away with this, Mathan!" she grated. Her rheuny eyes
tracked blurrily around the room registering drifts of shattered crystal that
twinkled frostily on the lush white carpet. After M athan had wought his

hi deous change in her, the Wather-Mage had smashed every mirror in her roons.
Avoi ding slivers of glass, Eliseth shuffled across the room |eaning on her
staff for support. Wth stiff, twi sted hands she poured spirits into a goblet,
cursing herself for succunbing to the dubious confort of drink- —the very thing
for which she had once derided Bragar

Bragar! Eliseth enptied 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, snoking face? Wiy did she still feel the ghost of
his claw i ke grasp on her hand's aged skin?
Bragar |oved you! Wwo will |ove you now, old crone?

That insidious, persistent thought! A snarl of rage bubbled up in Eliseth 's
throat. The goblet flew across the room inpelled by the force of her magica
will, to smash against the wall, its contents streaking |ike dark bl ood down the



pure white surface. "Ch Gods!" Eliseth buried her face in shaking hands, "Pul
yoursel f together!" she growed, "If you panic, you'll ruin your only chance!"
Taki ng another goblet fromthe shelf, she filled it and returned to the fireside
to wait. He would be comi ng soon. By now, he nust have di scovered what she had
done —and if she wanted to regain her youth, everything depended on the
approachi ng confrontati on,

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

Eliseth jerked upright, scranbling her wits to neet the ire of the Archmage,

M at han sl ammed his fist on the table, the genms that had replaced his burning
crimson with rage. "You have one nminute to begin restoring the winter in

Aerillia—before | blast you to cinders!"
This was her noment! 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 winkled, sagging shell? Do your worst, M athan—ah,
but |I forget, you already have!"

"You call that my worst?" M athan how ed.

The Weat her-Mage cringed and cowered as a roaring inferno | eapt 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 palns; clenched her teeth so hard to stop herself from
scream ng that she thought her jaw nust surely break, "It's just an illusion,"
she told herself. "An illusion!" But oh—the unspeakabl e pain!

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

El i seth shuddered, ignoring the insistent voice. Everything was at

st ake—everything, | nust endure, she told herself, | nust! But it was too
much—how coul d anyone endure such suffering? The m nd of the Wather-Mge
twisted and withed in panic within its cage of tortured flesh, desperately
seeking to end the agony.

And t hen—sonet hi ng changed.

Eliseth's senses reeled as her vision blurred and doubl ed. Though she coul d see
the inferno surrounding her, and beyond that the gloating of the Archmage, she
al so viewed the scene from above, as though she down from overhead. The
Mageworman, needing all her strength to fight the pain, closed her eyes agai nst
the di zzyi ng distracti on—and suddenly, she understood. As though her eyes were
open, she could still see the second scene—the view from above! In trying to

fl ee the agony, her nmind was trying to flee her body! Her crone's m nd had

al nost lost the solution, but her instincts had not |ed her astray! Eliseth

| aughed al oud as she gathered her remaining wits and slipped easily free from
her outward form

Oh, blessed relief! The Wat her-Mage paused, conscious only of the absence of
pai n, steadyi ng and bal anci ng the energies that forned her inner self. Then a
how of thwarted rage drew her attention. The flames had vani shed. Hovering
close to the ceiling of her chanmber, she | ooked down to see Mathan, 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 | could
only stay like this, she thought. But wi thout the arcane power generated by such
as M athan through the shedding of Mortal blood, a Mage could not sustain life
out si de her earthbound body for long. Due to the aged fragility of her nundane
form and the dreadful depletion of the energy she had squandered to withstand
the Archmage's onslaught, Eliseth could already feel herself weakening. She nust
go back, she knew, or remain |ost and bodil ess forever—but still she l|ingered,
hoping to drive Mathan into a frenzy as he saw the last chance to restore his
wi nter slipping away. Ah, now she had hi m where she wanted hinm Eliseth sniled
in satisfacti on—then shuddered at the thought of abandoning this glory to cage
hersel f once nore in the weak and achi ng body of the crone, "But it won't be for
| ong," she assured herself, as she swooped, closed her eyes—and sank back into

t he shackl es of her earthbound form



The Weat her - Mage opened her eyes, and M athan's tirade choked of f as though he
had been throttled. Fleetingly, Eliseth wished he still possessed his eyes: not
through any kindly feeling, but because the expressionless gens that had taken
their place rendered his face unreadabl e. 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? | defied you, and

I have paid. Wn't you put the past behind us? For still you need ny help, A
bargain, M athan—y youth for your winter. W nust trust each other now, for
with your aging spell, you'll always have a hold on ne—as | 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!" M athan spat. The Wat her - Mage
hid a smle. He's beaten, she thought triunphantly. She said no nore; only
waited for his rage to cool. H s surrender had conme sooner than she'd expected,
and Eliseth wondered just what had passed during his comunion with the High
Priest of the Skyfolk.

"Very well,"” M athan snapped at |last. "But be warned—ene nore attenpt to thwart
my plans, and | will use the Caldron to blast you so far fromthe living

Uni verse 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 seened to blur and shinmmer; 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 bl oom
of youth. Powerful blood coursed |ike wi ne through her veins, restoring

suppl eness and strength to stiff old nuscles,

"Thanks be to the Gods!" Eliseth |eapt to her feet, flinging off her swathing
cl oaks

"You'd do better to thank ne!" the Archnmage told her flatly, "Count yourself
fortunate, Eliseth, that | still need your aid to acconplish nmy plans!"

"What ever | can do to help you, Archnmage, | will," The Wather-Mage did her best
to sound chast ened,

M at han gave her a long, hard | ook, "Very well," he snapped. "To begin with, you
must undertake a task that | had planned to entrust to Bragar. Since your
meddling killed him you nust take up his work in his stead, He scow ed at her
"At least it should keep you frommschief for a while!"

Eli seth went to her cabinet and poured wine for both, M athan took the goblet

wi t hout thanks, and sipped before continuing: "I wanted Bragar to investigate

t he di sappearance of Angos and his nen. W nust assune they are dead —and
since their last nessage said they were tracking the rebels toward the Vall ey,
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
| over Davorshan, but despite her anger at his nurder, 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 seem ngly, had slain about two dozen hardened nercenari es!
Eilin was Aurian's nother, and obviously, they had underesti mated her power. The
Magewonman shivered. |Is this some new plot of Mathan's invention, to get rid of
me? she thought.

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

"No!" the Archnmage barked. "Use subterfuge—dse spies," he went on. "You're good
at such under handed wor k] But whatever you do, find out what is happening in

that Valley
"The only reason | do not ask you to go yourself,” M athan continued, "is that
need your skills to restore winter over Aerillia—but is it possible to keep the

worst of the storns away fromthe southern part of the nobuntains?"

Eli seth | ooked at hi mthrough narrowed eyes. Now what is he up to? she thought.
She frowned, trying to reconstruct the area in her nenory, for her ancient
charts had been lost in the destruction of her weather-done. "I think so," she
said at last. "The range broadens south of the country of the Wnged Fol k—f |
monitor the air mass carefully, those nountains forma natural barrier "



She frowned. "Wy?"

"Eliseth, if you think I'Il trust you with ny plans, so soon after your
treachery— the Archnmage began heatedly, but snoothly she forestalled him
"M at han, please, That was all a regrettable mstake, | only want to nake

amends, but how can | help you when | don't know what is going on?"

“I''l'l tell you nmy plans in nmy own good tinme." M athan snapped. "At the nmonent,
all you to know is that in order for ny trap for Aurian to succeed. she
must have access into those southern nountains. You will facilitate this, wll
you not?" His voice sank to a sinister purr. "For renmenber, Eliseth—the ruin of
your youth that | acconplished once, | can easily weak again!"

The Weat her-Mage net his gaze, her face expression* less. "I pronise, M athan,
that you will never again have the need," she lied. "You can trust ne, |
swear—for it's as nmuch to ny advantage as yours that Aurian should be captured.”
Eliseth turned away to hide a smle. And once you have captured her for ne,

M at han, she thought, you and Aurian nust | ook to yourselves!

Chapter 3 Raven's Fall

Wthin the pine-scented shelter of the fallen tree, Aurian rested against a

pi Il ow of packs and fol ded bl ankets. Shia dozed beside her, her |acerated 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 fromtheir trip through the
desert, had fallen across his face, noving lightly in tine with his breathing.
He deserved his rest, Aurian thought. He had saved their |ives when Eliseth
attacked, and for a half-trained Mage, he had acquitted hinself admrably.
Aurian's thoughts shrank fromthe fact that Anvar's devotion was based on

feelings far deeper than friendship. The nenory of Forral was still too strong.
Yet she had chosen to stay with Anvar, rather than foll ow the shade of her
murdered lover into death . . . Aurian shook her head as if to jolt away the

pang of guilt that acconpani ed 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 bl anket that had slipped fromhis shoul ders.

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

"Do you never rest?" Shia's nmental voice was tart, but Aurian heard an
underlying note of concern. The cat regarded her gravely w th an unblinking
yel | ow gaze. "Aurian—why nust you burden yourself so? The cub has a clai mon
you, true; but that other who concerns you is dead, and beyond your help." As
Aurian flinched fromher blunt words, Shia's tone softened, carrying an echo of
what the Mage had cone to recognize as a smle. "As for Anvar—you need not worry
about him The strength in himis growing all the time. He will wait."

"I never asked himto wait for ne!" Aurian objected.

Shia's projected thoughts held the equivalent of a shrug. "He will wait—whether
you ask himor not."

Auri an dozed again, and was awakened by the del ectabl e aronas of roasting neat.
Anvar was al ready up and about, hel ping 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 veni son she had prepared. Yazour, having seen
what was conming, had pronptly volunteered to go fishing. He returned near
suppertinme, whistling and enpty-handed, to a scolding from Nereni. "Wat could
do?" he protested innocently. "They were sinply 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 naggi ng at her—and now she realized what exhaustion
and the joy of the reunion had put out of her mnd. "Were on earth is Raven?"
she asked.

"Raven keeps wandering off to hunt in the forest," Nereni replied. "She brings



back birds and such, but | worry so! What if she should neet a wild beast?"
"You worry too much," Eliizar told his wife. "If a wolf or a bear should cone,
she has only to fly away]"

"That's true," Aurian agreed—but nonet hel ess, she wondered at Raven's solitary
behavi or.

Raven perched awkwardly anong the spiny branches of a fir, watching tw light
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 scow ed at the
sight. Accustoned to the |ong days of her nmountain hone, she could never get
used to the fact that the light faded so early fromthese wetched | ow ands,
The winged girl blinked back tears of frustration. It was not her kind of

hunti ng—skul king in a snother of trees. She m ssed the vast arena of the open
skies; her joy was in the speed and skill of the chase. Back in Aerillia, her

| ost hone, 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 enpty belly.
Now she knew-enly too well.

Raven cursed Bl acktal on, who had forced her to flee in terror fromher rightfu
pl ace as Princess of the Wnged Fol k. He had to be stopped—and by the Sky- CGod
Yi nze, she neant to do it. If her conpanions of the desert had failed her, at

| east 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 mod softened. She would show the others! Aurian, who would not |isten
to her plea for hel p—and Anvar, of whom she'd had better hopes

It was a sore point, but Raven forced the thought away as her growing belly
rem nded her to concentrate on the hunt. Waiting with wary patience, she wei ghed
a stone in her hand as she tried to peer through the |ayer of ground m st that
acconpani ed the forest dusk. There was a rustle in the bushes, followed by a
harsh cry ... Raven hurled her stone. In a blur of wi ngs the pheasant broke
cover and she launched after it with the clean swift grace of a hawk. Swoopi ng
on the bird, she grabbed it in an explosion of feathers and, with a practiced
jerk, broke its neck in mdair.

"Wl | caught, ny Jewell" The voice came |ow but clear, froma gap in the trees
bel ow. Raven's bl ood sang in her veins. Harihn had come at last! @owing with
excitenent, she turned in a breathtaking sideslip to angle down through the
narrow sl ot between the tangled boughs. It had been days since she'd seen

Hari hn, and it had been so lonely without him Her wings stirring the mst in
gossanmer swirls, Raven, panting fromthe exhilaration of the chase, swept down
to nmeet her |over.

Hari hn energed cursing fromthe bushes and ran his hands through his tangl ed
hai r, dislodging |eaves 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 fromhis canp in near-darkness. By the Reaper, this had better be worth it,
he t hought .

"Hari hn?" There was a rustle above his head, and a creak of branches—then Raven
| anded beside him The prince of the Khazalimhesitated, torn as al ways between
awar eness of her oddly alien beauty and revul sion at the thought of coupling
with a creature that was not human. Then the Voice was in his mind, spurring him
on inpatiently, "Get on with it, she suspects!”

Hari hn moaned, fighting the quick surge of his blood as his treacherous body
succunbed 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. Sonmetinmes, he wondered if he'd been right to trust
the Voice—but it had offered hi mwhat he wanted: power to gain his father's
throne, and revenge on Anvar for corrupting the loyalty of Aurian, who could
have brought hi m power, and so nuch nore

"Conme, what's wong with you? Take her, if it's what she wants!." the Voice



snapped. "We need her cooperation!"

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

Raven | ooked at her lover, hesitating. Harihn seemed strange tonight. H's
curling black hair was bedewed with silver droplets, turning himgray before his
time. He | ooked as though he had aged, she thought. His gentle features were

har d- et ched; as though an ol der, harsher face had been laid over his own. Hs
eyes blazed into her own, and for the first tine, she felt a pang of fear

"It's time," Harihn grated. Just that—no smile, or kiss, or word of wel cone.

Bef ore Raven coul d nove 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 wi ngs caught in the bushes. He tore at her tunic, stopping her protests with
brui si ng kisses, his hands mauli ng her breasts. Hi s knee was between her | egs,
thrusting themroughly apart.

"Hari hn—o!" Raven gasped.

Cursing her, he drew back his hand, and her cheeks flaned as he sl apped her into
silence. Tears | eaked down her tenples, ran cold into the tangled cl oud of her
hai r.

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

Hari hn flinched aside, deep gashes scarring his cheeks. "Savage!" he spat. His
bl ood dri pped hot on her face as he kissed her again, nore gently. "Forgive ne,"
he whi spered. "W were so long apart, and you are so beautiful "

H s hand squeezed between their bodies, slipped between her | egs—Raven whi npered
with pleasure and arched against him "I hate you," she gasped. "I hate you,"
she chanted over and over, to the quickening rhythmof their thrusting. "III

kill you! Oh!" Her tal ons gouged himas they climxed, ripping his robe and
scoring the skin of his back

They rolled apart stickily; filthy, bleeding, and bruised; gasping for breath.
Hari hn blinked, as though energing froma dream Raven watched through her

eyel ashes 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 danp skin.
"Poor child—ean you forgive me?" he mnurnured

Raven, in the aftermath of the passion that had seized her at the last, sinply
nodded. He had changed, just in time—as if, for a while, he'd been soneone

el se—and the real Harihn had returned to save her fromhumiliation. 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 snile of snugness as he

flinched. "I paid you back," she told him and the shadow cl eared from his eyes.
"Vixen!" he nuttered.
"It serves you right!" It was one of Nereni's phrases, and at the rem nder,

Raven shot bolt upright. "Yinze on a treetop! Nereni expected ne |ong ago!"

Hari hn's smle switched off. Like the sun passing through a cloud it
reappeared—but nore sinister, now As it had been at the start, when he had
taken her so violently . . . Raven flexed her talons, but Harihn nade no nove
toward her. "I have a surprise for you, Princess," he told her. "The Mages have
conme safe fromthe desert, and Nereni plans to celebrate with a feast."

"A feast?" Raven cried. "Wile nmy kingdom goes to wack and ruin, and not one of
themwi Il lift a finger to help me-"

"Hush." Harihn kissed her into silence. By the Reaper, what a credul ous fool she
was! "You have no need of them ny jewel, for our tine is ripe. You know | have
a powerful ally. If we help himcapture Aurian and Anvar, he will give you

what ever assi stance you need to recover your kingdom"

"I hope so. |I've had precious little help fromthe others.” The winged girl's
voi ce betrayed her bitterness, and in the darkness, Harihn smiled. It was so
easy to mani pul ate her! "Persuade your conpanions to head into the nountains 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



anbushed by ny folk."

Raven thought of Nereni, and hesitated. "Hari hn—you prom se they won't be

har med?"

"My dearest one, you have ny word." The darkness hid the lie in Harihn's face
Nereni's husband had betrayed hi mas had that renegade Yazour, and the eunuch
Bohan. They all deserved to perish, and Nereni with them Harihn smled at the
thought. Unable to resist the idea of taking her again, he stroked her hair and
bent to capture her |ips once nore.

Later, as he groped his way back to his canp, Harihn was still smling, while
Raven struck out for hone, flying high over the trees as the nountains faded
into night.

Wthin a short time, the Prince had stirred his canp into a frenzy of activity.
"My remaining warriors | eave tonight for the north, where | will join them
shortly," he told his household folk. "In nmy absence, you nust stay here and

amass supplies for us. Wnged folk will cone to take what you have gathered."
Hi s people, startled by this sudden change of plans, eyed their prince warily,
whi spering behind his back. He had never been the sanme since he had entered this
forest, and sonetines they had even caught himtal king to hinself, when he

t hought he was unobserved. And as for his association with the w nged
creatures—that went far beyond the pal e of decency!

Hari hn's behavi or had been growi ng ever nore bizarre. Soon after their arriva

in the forest, he had sent nost of his warriors, their horses |aden with
supplies, away north with a winged warrior as a guide, leaving his folk with
only a token guard—and now he planned to abandon them conpletely! But they were
Khazal im school ed in subservience to authority; and Harihn was their prince. He
had promised to return for them and with that they nust be content. Harihn's
peopl e si ghed —but they obeyed.

The Xandi m had never been a race that attached inportance to roofs and walls. It
had been fortunate, Chianh thought, that folk so lacking in the skills of
construction had round a ready-nade stronghold. No one knew who had built it;
the Wndeye's Grandam had attributed it to the ancient race of Powerful Ones,
fromacross the sea. Chiamh doubted that—+though its creators mnmust have wi el ded
i ncredi bl e power, for the fastness had survived the depredations of tine, and
not surprisingly. It would take nmore than passing centuries to hunble such a
solid construct.

Set in a deep enbaynent in the cliff, the fastness was a solid, nassive keep
extendi ng out of the towering curtains of stone that were part of the Wndveil
The buil ding formed a holl ow square around a courtyard, with the main living
areas backing on to the cliff. Though the fortress seemed i npressively |arge,
its size was deceptive, for the building had been extended back into the cliff
itself, with mile on nmle of corridors and chanbers hol |l owed out of the
mountain. In tines of need, the fastness was |arge enough to accommpdate the
entire Xandimrace—but its size was not its nost staggering feature. The entire
edifice, both inside and out—had been fornmed froma single stone!

The green slope below the fortress was scattered with other, |esser buildings.
Wth their outlines softened by growths of green, cushiony noss and gold and
silver lichens, they | ooked fromthe outside |ike rough-scul pted rocks that had
fallen fromthe cliff above. Their appearance, however, was deceptive. Chianmh's
i nvestigations had proved that the structures were not boulders at all. They
ext ended underground and seened, |like the fastness, to be outgrowths of the
mount ai n bedrock. Each of themhad a snmall, square door, and a hole in its top
to admt light and all ow smoke fromthe hearth to escape. Still nore astonishing
were the interiors, for the walls and floor were raised and ridged to form beds,
shel ves, and benches. Like the fastness, their origin was a nystery, but the
Xandi m accepted these structures as part of the | andscape. Unless the weather
was extreme, they rarely bothered with these ready-nade hones.

The Xandi mwere a hardy, active outdoor folk who preferred the freedom of
tenporary shelters in the sweeping foothills or the open plains to fixed
settlenents and walls of stone. As humans they hunted, fished, gathered, and
traded-when i n equi ne shape, their food grew in abundance around them They had



a basic witten | anguage of signs, but rarely bothered with such niceties.
Instead they told stories, the taller the better, and sang many songs. Their

hi story was sinply passed down by word of nouth, nmuch to Chiamh's frustration
He was certain that nost of it was nuddl ed, and nuch was m ssi ng.

The W ndeye arrived, soaked, bruised, and gasping for breath, at the nassive,
arching gate of the fortress. The building gave hima feeling or unease, as

t hough unseen eyes watched himfromunder its eaves. He | ooked nervously up at
its loom ng structure. The unusual silver veining in the rough brown stone

gl eaned softly in the aftergl ow of dusk, and in the deceptive ghostlight, the
towers and wi ndows, bal conies and buttresses of the building's fascia seened to
suggest, to Chiamh's inperfect vision, the dignified |lineanents of a craggy old
face. For the first time, he wondered why he had never thought of view ng the
fastness with his O hersight. The Goddess only knew what such a seeing night
reveal —but there was no time now for such frivol ous experinents.

First, he needed news of the outland prisoners. Had they arrived yet? Hs

vi sions were accurate as to context, but they could be confusing and uncertain
where tinme was concerned. And alt hough he was the W ndeye, Chianh | acked
sufficient standing with the Herdlord to enter the dungeons. The rescue of the
strangers nust be contrived after their trial, when they could be reached.

Besi des, the W ndeye wanted to know nore about them before he commtted hinself
further. Luckily, there was a way to find out what he needed—so | ong as the
strangers were already there.

It was tinme for the change of sentries—an infornal business at best, for the

i ndependent Xandi mtook badly to fornmality and regi nentation. Chianh sighed.
What a time to arrive, when he would have twice as many guards to deal with! As
he approached the sentries, Chianmh recognized the ranking officer as Gldras, a
muscl e- bound idi ot whose head was thicker than the stone of the fastness, and
his heart sank. Lacking intelligence and i magi nation, Galdras found great sport
i n nocking the nearsighted Wndeye. But the guards had already seen him and he
had no option but to go on. Doing his best to assunme the dignity of his station,
the W ndeye straightened his shoul ders and wal ked up to the group of warriors
who stood gossi ping at the gate.

As Chi anmh had expected, the nockery started before he had even reached the top
of the steps.

"Conme out of your hole, have you, little nole?" Galdras jeered, earning a | augh
from his conpani ons

Chi amh cl enched his teeth. "Let ne pass,
business within."

"Ch! The W ndeye has urgent business within! Wat is it, Chianh-have you cone
for your |aundry, by any chance?"

Chi amh ignored the sniggers as the guards nocked his appearance, filthy and
tattered after his headlong, tunbling rush down the nountain. Cursing the blush
that heated his cheeks, the Wndeye lifted his chin and nmarched determn nedly
inside—and fell flat on his face on the threshold, his |legs entangled in the
butt of a spear.

"Qops—sorry, Great One," Galdras snickered. H's eyes grew wide with feigned
terror. "Please don't turn nme into a horrible beast!"

The W ndeye picked hinmsel f up, rubbing the knee he'd cracked on the edge of the
stone steps as the guards how ed with laughter. Chianh's face burned. H's only
t hought was of escape, before his tornentors baited himfurther

"Do you intend to let themget away with that?"

Chi amh whirled, seeking the voice that had whispered in his ear. The guards were
convul sed with |aughter—surely it had not been one of then? The voi ce had
sounded rmuch deeper—el der, sonehow, than their sneering tones.

Gal dras had noticed his hesitation. "Yes?" The word was an open challenge. "D d
you want sonething, Chianmh? Directions to the bathing roons, perhaps?" Putting
his nose in the air, he held it between his fingers, and his appreciative

audi ence | aughed all the harder

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

he said softly, "I have urgent



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

"CGET BACK THERE AND DEAL WTH THI S!'™

It was no whisper this time—the roar nearly knocked himoff his feet. Surely the

guards had heard—but no. They were still holding their noses and meki ng stupid
j okes. Suddenly Chiamh had had enough. \Werever the voice had cone from it was
right! Though the stormhad faltered, the wind was still gusting round the

corner of the building—there was nore than enough for his needs. Chianh's vision
gl azed and then cleared as he summoned his Qthersight. Seizing a great double
handful of the shinmrering wind, he twisted it into the formof a hideous,

sl avering denon—and flung it into the faces of the jeering guards.

Galdras fell to his knees screaning. Sone nmen 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. Chianh | aughed. Before the
how s of the guards could draw the attention of those within the fortress, he
gat hered the vision back to hinself—and flinging his hands wi de, freed and
scattered the wi nds, dispersing the denon.

The guards picked thenselves up slowy, their faces an ugly mix of anger,
resentnment, and hunmiliation. By the stench, nore than one had soiled hinself.
The W ndeye chuckl ed. "Perhaps you should direct yourselves to the bathing
roons," he said brightly, and went inside.

The Ot hersight left Chianh as he entered the fastness—and with it went his heady
sense of triunph. H's revenge had been sweet and well nerited, but its aftermath
left himwith a sinking sense of shane. | was not given ny powers to abuse them
he thought, renenbering the fear and hate on the faces of the guards. | nay have
taught themnot to nock ne, but | made no friends today

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

"Who are you?" Chianh cried, drawi ng curious glances from passers-by within the
corridors of the fastness. There was no reply—-already he had | earned not expect
one. "I'Il get to the bottomof this," he nutter "if it's the last thing | do!"
But this was not the time indulge his curiosity. First, and nore inportantly,

W ndeye had to find the prisoners!

Chi amh | ooked around the entrance chanber of fortress, and shuddered. Coddess,
how he hated the place! H's body was danp with the clamy sweat of fear. As

al ways, he was aware of the tremendous mass a stone surrounding him which |eft
himfeeling stifled and crushed. As he stunbled along half blind, he felt |ost
and insecure—for bereft of the winds in this enclosed stone tonb, Chianmh was
forced to depend on his wetched inperfect eyesight.

In happier times, the torchlit corridors of the fastness woul d be al npst
deserted. Even the Herdlord spent little tine within, and nost 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 pernmanently, and that was all. Now, however, the sinister winter that
| ocked the land had altered the place beyond recognition, the Xandi m had brought
their nost vul nerabl e ki n—young, the sick, and the aged—+to shelter within stout
protective walls.

Children were everywhere, their noise alnost deafening in the constricted
passages as they played underfoot in the corridors, hurtling past Chianmh |ike
screeching projectiles. Gandsires and grandans, draggi ng bags and bundl es of
bel ongi ngs that turned the passages into a maze of obstacles, raised their

voi ces in querul ous protest against the youngsters, and did nothing but augnent
the din.

The news that foreigners had been caught in Xandi mlands had spread |ike
wildfire, arousing great curiosity. In addition to those who sheltered within
the fastness, many others had cone in the hope of seeing the strangers, and to
witness the trial that would take place on the norrow. Through overheard
snatches of tal k, Chianh discovered that the outlanders had al ready been brought
here, and inprisoned in the dungeons to await the Herdlord's justice.

It was with a tremendous sense of relief that Chianmh finally reached his



chanbers, after several false and confusing turns. He stepped inside, winkling
his nose at the nmusty odor. H s roons had not been cleaned since his last visit,
several nmoons ago. His feet sneared trails in the dust that coated the floor,
and the Wndeye sneezed, and sighed. This would never have happened to his
Grandam Her chanbers had been in the outer part of the keep, where there were

wi ndows to let in sweet breezes and the cheerful |ight of day. He, Chianh, was
forced to content hinself with this obscure rat hole deep within the bowels of
the cliff, but ... The Wndeye allowed hinself a smle. At |east this chanber

was conveniently close to the dungeons—and right now, that was exactly what he
needed. Once he contacted the prisoners, he mght find out at last their
connection with the Bright Powers—and al so, he hoped, sone clue as to the part
of Schiannath the Qutcast in what was to cone.
The W ndeye renenbered with shane his part in the exile of the warrior and his
sister. Wien Schiannath 's chall enge had fail ed, he had been cast out, according
to tradition—but |scalda, devoted to her brother, had insisted on joining him
Chi amh had been forced to use his powers to erase both their nanes fromthe
wi nd—and (supposedly) fromthe nenory of the tribe. The Herdl ord had added a
cruel twist to the punishnment of Iscalda, his betrothed who had abandoned hi m
out of loyalty to her brother. There was an ancient spell, passed from W ndeye
to Wndeye, that could prevent the change from horse back to human, trapping the
victimin its equine body. The Herdlord, wild with rage at her defiance, had
insisted that this binding be placed on |scal da.
Chianmh tore his thoughts fromthe nmenory. Though the deed had been forced upon
hi m by the Herdl ord, what he had done still filled himw th shame. But dwelling
on it would not bring himany nearer his goal of finding the prisoners!
Chi amh wal ked over to the wall and ran his hands over the stone, seeking a crack
in the snmooth surface. Though the building was made from a single, seanless
rock, these chinks were everywhere. The W ndeye suspected that the fastness was
ventilated through these tiny gaps that honeyconbed the stonework. Hi's
nearsighted vision was little use to him but over the years, his hands had
devel oped 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 Wndeye felt the famliar nelting cool ness as his Ohersight
took over. This tine, 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
, , Chianmh poured the nystic aware-of his O hersight into the noving thread of
air, and began to followit, his consciousness |leaving his body to slip like an
eel through the tiny chink in the stone, following the streamof air through a
| abyrinth of m nuscul e passages.
Chianmh crept slowy forward, feeling his way blindly through tiny fissures in
the rock. He followed the mnute changes in the flow, noving always toward the
noi some and danp. At last, after several false that led himto chanbers and
cells, his patience was rewarded. He felt a tingling sensation, as the air
around himvibrated with the odd burr of voices in a foreign
tongue. Triunphant, the W ndeye slipped his consciousness through a chink in the
rock—and found hinself in the deepest part of the dungeons, confronting the
outl anders of his Vision

Back and forth, back and forth, Meiriel paced the narrow linmts of her cell
There was no |ight—they had put her here, condemed her to the torture of

endl ess darkness in this subterranean tonb with its door that was | ocked and
barred with nmagic. Them Eliseth and Bragar. The Heal er clenched her fists unti
the nails cut into her palm and a bubbling snarl canme from deep within her
throat. They held the power nowthey and the blind, tw sted creature that had
mur der ed Fi nbarr.

Meiriel's lips stretched back in a feral snarl. "I know you, M athan," she

hi ssed. "You cannot deceive ne | see everything, down here in the dark. | see
you withe in the agony of those black charred pits in your head—the bl acker
pits in your soul! | see the child in Aurian's wonb—the nonster you created-the

demon that | rnust destroy .



During a wild and eventful lifetime, the Caval rymaster had di scovered that al
prisons | ook very much alike. Parric, no stranger to the cells of the Garrison
in his younger days, mght have been transported back in tine by the danmp stone
wal | s; the snol dering, snoking torch; the vermi nous, fetid straw in the coner.
But thanks be to the Gods, they were all together! Had he been inprisoned al one,
and left to contenplate the fate of his conpani ons, he m ght have given way to
his fear. As it was, he could look at the others for the first tine in days,
though the sight was not reassuring. Sangra's face was blotched with dirt and
brui ses; she | ooked resolute but grimin the dimlight. Elewin, his eyes dark
circled, was coughing bl ood. And Meiriel —cods, if only she would stop that

endl ess paci ng! She was muttering about death and darkness, her expression fel
and fey with madness. Now, Parric was angry. Mre than that, he was furious and
frustrated. He forgot his own peril —-he only saw his conpani ons, and how t hey
suf f er ed.

"Let me out of here!"™ The Caval rymaster hamered on the unyiel ding door. "Curse
you, let me talk to someone!" He spun, and rounded on Meiriel. "You speak their
| anguage! Tell them you bitch! Tell themwe aren't their enemes!"”

"Are you not?" The voice was soft and elusive—and it seened to come from

ever ywher e.

"Great Chathak!" Sangra breathed. "Is that real ?"

Parric gaped. The dungeon, already chill, had turned suddenly colder. Wnd bl ew
through the cell, clearing away the noi some danp. 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—ight through
hi s body.

Parric stepped back, his scalp crawing, his mouth gone dry. A ghost? Normally
the Caval rymaster woul d have scoffed at such nonsense—but after |iving through
the Night of the Waiths in Nexis, his belief in the Unseen had altered. His
bowel s tightened, and chills chased across his flesh. He found hinmself reaching
reflexively for the sword that had been taken from himby his captors.

"Who are the Bright Powers?" the apparition demanded and Parric was puzzled, for
the words seened to be in his own Northern tongue. Yet, watching the Ups of the
spectral figure, it was quite clear that it was speaki ng anot her | anguage.
Parric frowned. It seemed as though the words, on leaving the |lips of the ghost,
were somehow twi sting thenselves in the air, to cone to his own ears in a form

he coul d understand. The apparition was still speaking, however, and Parric
forced his attention away fromthe nmystery in order to concentrate on what was
bei ng said,

"I must know " the specter insisted. "Who are the Evil Ones, who ride the North
Wnds with winter in their train?"

"The Archnage M athan 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 Magefol k —and an
answer was nore than he could have nanaged, in that nonent.

The apparition frowned. "Wat is the Archmage M at han?"

The Caval rymaster was glad to leave it to Meiriel to explain the Archmage.
Unfortunately, the ghost seened scarcely satisfied by her ranbling account of

M at han' s perfidy.

"Explain!" it demanded. "You have spoken of the Dark Ones, but what of the

Bri ght Powers? Who are the Bright Ones, whom you have conme to assist?"

"l don't know about any Bright Ones, but |'ve cone |ooking for the Lady Aurian.”
Finally, Parric found his voice. He | ooked to Elewin for assistance, but the old
man was too far gone in fever to reply. The Caval rynaster was forced to take on
the burden of the tale himself, but it wasn't easy. He found hinself prey to a
growi ng 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 Conmander was murdered by M athan. Stunbling 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 themto undertake this rash, inpulsive



quest to find Aurian.

Wien he had finished, Sangra spoke. "Now we've answered your questions, what
about answering ours? Who are you? How can you wal k through walls? Whwy— But the
ghost had vani shed,

As Chi amh made his way back to his chambers, followi ng the fresher currents of
air through the crevices in the stone, his nmind was awhirl wth excitenent.
Though he still had gained no clue as to Schiannath's part in this business, he
had finally heard nost of what he wanted. The Dark Powers, the Bright Ones—at

| ast, all had been nade clear, and he knew now, nore than ever, that he had to
rescue these strangers fromhis own people. But how .

Lost in thought, the W ndeye was not concentrating on what he was doi ng.
Engrossed in a series of plans of increasing conplexity and inpracticality, it
took himsone tine to realize that he should have returned to his chanbers | ong
ago. Chianh cane 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 i dea where he was—and no nmeans of returning to his body.

Chapter 4
News from Wver nesse

When the Archmage had | eft once nore to supervise his Southern pawns, his
departure cane as a tremendous relief to Eliseth. Though M athan was gone only
in spirit, the atnosphere in the Acadeny was considerably |ightened by the
absence of his brooding thoughts, and the \Wather-Mage could relax at |ast.
Wthin the sanctuary of her chanbers, she felt her face with anxious fingers.

Her skin was smooth now, taut and sil ken where it had been rough and saggi ng

bef ore. Suddenly, she wi shed she had not smashed all the mrrors. What a joy it
woul d be to see herself, and not that hideous old hag! Thank all the Gods -but
then again, why thank then? Eliseth had saved herself through her own

cl ever ness.

Nonet hel ess, the Mage was quick to keep her word and restore the winter—a sinple
matter, though her weather-dome had been destroyed in the backl ash of the battle
with Aurian. Her spells had not had rmuch time to unravel, and it had taken only
alittle effort to rebuild them working fromthe open rooftop tenple on the
Mages' Tower, from which the ashes of Bragar had now been cl eaned.

Her work compl eted, Eliseth wandered downstairs, enjoying the supple response of
her young-again body, savoring the peace of the silent tower, \Wen she cane to
M at han's door, she stopped. Hi s body woul d be |ying beyond, untenanted and
hel pl ess while his mnd was away in the South, overseeing his plans for Aurian's
capture.

Eli seth stood at the door, studying the honey-rippled pattern of the grain. The
tenptati on was overwhelmng. It wuld be so easy , , , As she lifted her hand to
the latch, a blast of tingling cold snote her palm Fromthe corner of her eye,
Eliseth glinpsed the illusory shi mer-haze of a Wardspell. She snatched her hand
back with an oath, rubbing the pal magainst her skirts, | should have known, she
thought. The old wolf woul d never put enough trust in me or anyone else, to

| eave his body unguarded in his absence She wondered what spell M athan had

pl aced on the door, what fate woul d have been hers, had she been foolish or
unwary enough to lift the latch. It would be something unspeakabl e, Eliseth was
sure. Now that M athan w el ded the power of the Caldron ..

Shudderi ng, the Wat her-Mage nmoved hastily away, and continued her descent. The
next rooms she bel onged to Aurian. After a noment, Eliseth pushed open the heavy
door. The roonms were tidy—as tidy as Anvar, then the Mage's servant; had |eft
them on the night he had fled Nexis with his nmistress, Eliseth winkled her nose
at the snmell of mildew, The dank air of the roomwas 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 nol dering cushi ons had been ni bbl ed by
m ce.

The Weat her-Mage smiled. If the Archmage had his way, Aurian would soon



experience similar desolation within her soul! It's as well | didn't kill you,
Aurian, Eliseth thought. M athan can nake you suffer nore intensely than I
Turning on her heel, she left the dreary chanber without a backward | ook,
seeki ng her own roons on the floor bel ow.

Wil e the Mage had been busy above, one of the few remaini ng neni al s—a ragged,

pi nch-faced brat, had been cl eaning her roons. As Eliseth entered, the child
shot her a scared | ook frombeneath 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 | done right."

The scullion had done a fine job of restoring the chanber. The broken mrrors
had gone, and not a particle of glass renmained on the gleaning floor. The

furni shings had been dusted, and the |iquors and goblets put away. The stains
from her thrown cup had vani shed fromthe wall and a fire flanmed bright in the
cl ean-swept grate. Eliseth nodded approval At |ast! she thought. One of these
slatterns knows how to work. She disnissed the girl, sending her back to the
kitchen with orders for a neal to be prepared.

When Eliseth entered her bathing roomshe was further gratified. A fire had been
lit in the squat iron stove, the tub was filled with steaning water, and soap
and scented oils had been laid out for her. Fresh-laundered towels had been hung
to warm near the glow ng stove. The Mage was delighted. What a difference these
attentions make! she thought. Her naid had been slain by a Waith when M athan's
abomi nations had run anok, and since then they had been so short of help at the
Acadeny that she'd never found another. But this girl had potential

Eliseth snmiled. 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 scow at the
reminder. Spitting out a curse, she crunpled it into a ball and thrust it into
the stove, slamring the door on it as it burst into flanes.

As she slipped into the scented water, regret for the | oss of Davorshan tw sted
like a knife within Eliseth's soul. She missed the Water-Mage keenly. Under her
tutel age, he had grown ever nore talented, in magic and in her bed, proving a
willing, useful tool in her schenes until M athan had sent himto kill Eilin

and he hinself had been slain. Eliseth was glad of Mathan's sanction to

di scover the identity of his nurderer, for eventually she neant to avenge him
But in the nmeantime, Eilin's Vale remained a nystery fraught with direst peril
How to find out what was going on there? As the Mage lay nusing in the soothing
wat er, the seeds of a plan began to formin her nind.

Emergi ng sonetinme later, cleansed at last in body and spirit, Eliseth returned
to her bedchanber and put on a | oose robe of thick white wool. Having conjured a
warm breeze to take the last of the danp fromher hair, she curled up on the
white vel vet cushi ons of her wi ndow seat and began to brush the silvery strands.
It would take a while for the grimclouds of her winter to return to their place
over Nexis, In the meantinme, the heavens seened to be nmaking the nost of their
chance, A spectacul ar sunset flooded the Acadeny courtyard with honeyed |ight
and cool t blue shadow, turning the shattered shell of her weather-done to fire
and crimson bl ood, Bragar's blood. At the reninder of her failure and disgrace,
Eliseth drewin a hissing breath, "Just wait, Aurian," she snarled, "One day |
will have mnmy revenge!"

The topaz glory of sunset faded to the sapphire and anethyst of twilight. To
Eliseth's relief, night threwits shadow cloak over Nexis, hiding the ruin in
the courtyard, High in the deepening vault above, the dianond-points of stars
wer e begi nning to appear

"Lady Eliseth? Are you there?" There cane a tind tap at the door of her
bedchanber,

"How dare you interrupt ne!" 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 ne back, you guttersnipe!" she hissed. The girl's fists clenched
and behind the greasy tendrils of hair, her eyes flashed defiance. Eliseth

rai sed an eyebrow. It seened she had underestinated the little baggage! Wat a
diversion it will be, to break her to nmy will, she nused. "Wat's your nane,

chil d?" she asked



"Inella, Lady," rmunbled the brat.

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

"Wasn't here before."

Eliseth's hand itched to slap her again, but she kept her tenper reined. She
required fear and respect fromthe girl, but she al so needed her loyalty. Wth
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 smle, Eliseth divided the contents of the
tray, serving herself with generous portions of beef stew and steaned
veget abl es, but | eaving enough in the covered dishes to feed the starveling
child. She took one of the sweet apple pasties, spicy with cloves and ci nnanon,
and left the other for Inella. "Here, child." She handed back the tray. "Take
that off to a quiet corner and feed yoursel f—by the | ook of you, Janok keeps you

on slender rations! Report to ne first thing tonmorrow, and we'll replace those
di sreputabl e rags you're wearing,"

The dull, resentful | ook had vanished fromlnella' s face. Already, it seened
that Eliseth's ill-tenpered slap had been forgotten, "Ch, Lady—thank you!" The

child s eyes were bright with gratitude as she took the proffered tray, which
ti pped perilously as she curtsi ed,

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 himthat fromnow on, | shall want you as ny personal naid!"

When the girl, still babbling her gratitude, had departed, Eliseth sat down to
enjoy her first hearty neal since Mathan had cast her into the shape of a hag.
It was good, solid fare—a far cry fromthe broth and gruel that were all she'd
been able to manage with the toothl ess guns of an old crone. The Mage ate with
great appetite, but nore 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 snmled. She was sure the little maid would prove usefu
eventually. Mrtals usually did.

Eilin's Valley cupped the rich sunset colors like a handful of jewels. In the
glittering waters of the Iake, a unicorn disported in the shallows, striking
starbursts of spray from her boundi ng hooves and scattering a rain of dianond
droplets with her silvery horn. D arvan, watching, sniled. Gods, she was

br eat ht aki ng] The nopbst 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 |augh and sense of fun; her blunt combn sense
so richly mngled with conpassion; her slight, wiry formwith its strong,

sun- browned |inbs; her glossy dark hair, neatly braided warrior-fashion, or
lying loose in crinkled waves across a pillow .

As though he too were energing formthe waters of the |ake, D arvan shook
hinself free fromdreans of |onging as the unicorn approached, the deepening
twilight blue-silver on her nponspun hide, D arvan put his arns around her neck
and the two of them-Mage and M racl e—enbraced, sharing, for a nonent, their

| oneliness. How |l ong woul d this wetched isolation | ast? D arvan wondered, He
and Maya were doing all that his father, the Forest Lord, had asked. H s nagic,
augnment ed, he suspected, by the ancient powers of the Phaerie, had kept
Eliseth's deadly winter out of the Vale, which glowed with burgeoning life |ike
a solitary enerald set into the iron-locked |ands around. Trees, aware and
wakeful, filled the great bow frombrimto brim providing shelter, protection,
and sustenance for the enem es of the Archnage. D arvan and the Lady Eilin's

wol ves patrolled the Valley, protecting those who dwelt within frominvasi on and
danger. Maya guarded the | akeside, and the wooden bridge led to the island and
its

hi dden secret—the | egendary Sword of Flanme, forged in ancient tinmes by the
Dragonfolk to be the greatest of the Artifacts of Power.

D arvan sighed. Were it not for the accursed Sword . . . But w shes were

usel ess. The Weapon of the High Magic did exist, and until the One for whomit
had been forged cane to claimit, as had been foretold | ong 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 assune 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—er rather, the uni corn—audged himsharply in the stomach with her nose,
maki ng himtotter backward to keep his balance. "All right," D arvan told her

"I know. I"'mwasting tine with nmy foolish notions, while you want to take a | ast
| ook at your friend Hargorn before he | eaves."
Dar kness 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, snooth
surface of the water. D arvan held up the Lady's staff, and the trees parted
before him bowi ng their |eafy heads in homage over the path they had creat ed.
Toget her they |eft the | akeside, Mage and uni corn, vanishing into the shadowed
forest like the last, fading nenories of a dream

It was not far fromthe | akeside to the canp of Vannor's rebels. Though D arvan
and the unicorn were invisible to the Mortals, they remmined in the thicket that
edged the clearing. D arvan had tried, once or twice, to enter the canp, but had
been unnerved by the bl ank expressions of Vannor's fugitives, as their eyes

| ooked right through him It was |onely enough being invisible, the Mage had
deci ded, without being renmi nded of the fact.

Invisible or not, D arvan had done the rebels proud by way of a canp. Hi s father
had told himto shelter Mathan's foes, and he had done his best by way of
preparation, even before Vannor's folk had arrived. Wth the protection of the
trees uppernost in his mnd, D arvan had taken every precaution to elimnate 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
enbrace and intertwine, leaving hollows within their hearts where nen ni ght

live. D arvan made sure that a pile of deadwood appeared each day, transported
by an apport spell —taught himin his brief apprenticeship by the Lady Eilin
—+fromthe farthest reaches of the forest. Paths appeared wherever Vannor's
peopl e wi shed to go. The filbert and fruit trees, which throve by the | akeside,
had been cajoled into producing early harvests, and though the island, wth
Eilin's garden, was forbidden to the outlaws, D arvan had rounded up nost of her
scattered goats and poultry, and had | eft them where they had soon been found.
The young Mage smiled, renenbering how unnerved the rebels had been at first—and
how qui ckly they had settled in. Vannor's redoubtabl e housekeeper, Dulsina, had,
of course, been the first to point out that they were clearly being hel ped and
protected, so they ought to nake the nost of it—as indeed they had. D arvan's
haven, apparently, was a vast' inproverment over their hideaway in the sewers of
Nexi s!

It was with great reluctance that Vannor had eventually pointed out that this
idyll in the forest was acconplishing nothing. Accepting the need for tidings of
their enemes, and also wishing to increase his forces and bring nore people
fromthe city to this place of safety, he had decided that someone nust return
to Nexis. Hargorn, to Maya's pal pabl e di smay, had been selected for the m ssion
"Are you sure you have everything?" Dul sina asked Hargorn

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

"For goodness' sake, wonman," Hargorn protested, "l|'ve been packing for camnpaigns
since you were a little lass at your nother's skirts! O course | have

everyt hing!"

"Are you absolutely certain?"

Vannor, alerted by a famliar, wicked twinkle in Dul-sina's eyes, |eaned forward
expectantly.

The veteran sighed, and raised his eyes heavenward. "Food, water flask, change

of clothing, blanket, flint and striker . . ."He counted themoff 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 pull ed



out a small but bul ging | eather pouch. "Mney?" she suggested. "Or were you

pl anning to sing for your supper when you get to Nexis? |'ve heard your singing,
Hargorn—+ 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 |aughing.

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

"How is it ny fault?" the nmerchant protested. "You brought her al ong—you've only
yourself to blane! Besides, | disnmissed her | ong ago—but she refuses to | eave!"
"I ndeed, you did dismss ne—and cane back about ten days later, begging nme to
return because the house was falling apart around your ears!" Dul sina snorted.
Now it was Hargorn's turn to chuckle at Vannor's disconfiture. "It always ends
the same way," Dulsina told die warrior. "The truth is, he can't survive w thout
me!"

"Be quiet!" Vannor growl ed, putting an affectionate arm around her waist, "O
I"ll beat some sense into you, as | should have done | ong ago!"

Far from being inpressed by his threat, Dulsina howed with nirth.

"Stop | aughi ng, worman!"

"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.

"I'"ve known her nore than twenty years—and | haven't managed it yet!" Vannor

| ooked across the clearing at his housekeeper, who was checking the contents of
Fi onal 's pack. "On the other hand," he said, "I would place ny fortune, ny
children, and ny life in her hands without hesitation!" He shrugged. "To be
honest, Hargorn, | don't know what |'d do without her, |I'mglad she tal ked you
into smuggling her along with us—but don't you tell her so"

Har gorn chuckl ed. "I knew you'd see sense eventual |l y—at |east, Dul sina assured
me you woul d!'" The veteran smiled to hinself at the rueful expression on the
merchant's blunt and bearded face. What a pity, he thought, that Vannor is stil
obsessed with the menory of that sly little bitch he married! It's such a waste!
It's plain that he's fond of Dul sina—and by the |l ooks of it, | suspect she's
been in love with himfor years! A lovely, clever, sensible wonan |ike that is
what a man |i ke Vannor needs—not some common niller's daughter half his age who
was only after his riches! Hargorn sighed. Poor Dul sina—wasted on a fool without
the wit to appreciate her! Wiy, were | ten years younger, |'d court her nyself
—Aot that | think for a nmoment that she'd have ne!

Just then Fional approached, and the sight of the young man's angui shed
expressi on gave Hargorn second thoughts,

"Vannor, Dulsina is enptying nmy pack out all over the ground," the young archer
compl ai ned, He ran a distracted hand through his shaggy brown curls, "Tell her
to stop it!"

Vannor was sending the bowran to the Nightrunners with nessages. He wanted to

| et his daughter Zanna know that they were safe in the Valley—and al so, he

wi shed to arrange for Yanis, the N ghtrunner |eader, to be able to

Hargorn in Nexis, where the snugglers had an agent in conceal nent. Since the
escape of the rebels, Mathan kept the city well guarded. Myvenents were
monitored, so if Hargorn found fol k who wi shed to | eave—and Vannor was certain
he woul d—he wanted to be sure that the snugglers could get themout by river. At
the nmonent, however, it |ooked as though Fional would be lucky to get away at

al I'!

"You were supposed to pack this, Fional," Dulsina scolded, "not stuff everything
in'" She was hol ding 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 nake?" the bowran protested. "I was busy
maki ng new arrows—+ didn't have tinme for fancy folding!"

Dul sina sighed. "It's not the creases. If you fold things properly, like this,
you'll have nore roomfor food. You haven't put in nearly enough!"

Fi onal sighed, with the air of one who already knew that it was hopel ess. "I



thought | could shoot rabbits and birds on the way." The young archer was
justifiably proud of his skills, but Dulsina was uninpressed with his
practicality. "Have you forgotten it's winter out there?" she told him
"There'll be few creatures out and about on those nmoors—and besi des, you won't
have time to spare for hunting!"

Beneath his beard, the young nan reddened, and Dul sina patted himon the arm

"Never mnd," she said, "it was just an oversight. I'll fetch you sone extra
provisions . . ."

Vannor and Hargorn exchanged synpathetic | ooks with the younger man. "I know, "
the nmerchant told him "Believe ne, | knowbut the thing is, she's always
right!”

D arvan, watching from his hiding place, was di smayed. He had known that Hargorn
was goi ng—but Fional too! In addition to Maya, the archer had becone his friend
when Aurian had first taken himwith her on her visits to the Garrison. The two
of them Mage and Mortal, had di scovered a comon passion for archery—ene that,
in Darvan'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, renenbering how his own passion for Forral's dark-haired

second-i n-conmmand had taken himso conpletely 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, anong the rebels
seeking sanctuary in the Vale. Here, at |east, the Mage had been able to protect
his friend—but to think of himroani ng those freezing noors al one, exposed to
all manner of dangers . . . Yet Fional was a | evel headed young man who coul d
more than hold his own with a blade, and who was, of course, lethal with his
bow. Furthernore, he was an experienced tracker who was unlikely to | ose his way
on the nmoors-whi ch, of course, was the reason Vannor had chosen him D arvan, in
his heart of hearts, was aware of all these facts, but neverthel ess, he worri ed.
Oh, if he could only | eave the Valley and acconpany his friend, to see him safe!
But that woul d nean abandoni ng Maya—and besi des, he and the unicorn were unable
to | eave. They were Cuardians here, and had their allotted tasks to perform
Suddenly D arvan stiffened, alerted by. a disturbance anpong the nearby trees.
Sendi ng out his consciousness into the forest, he perceived the warni ng nessage
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, ny | ove—and
hurry!™ Wth 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

i ntruders m ght be.

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

Tarnal took a hurried step backward in the face of Vannor's rage. It had been
bad enough, the young snuggl er thought, entering this unnerving place. He and
Remana had been trapped for sonme time, pinned a tree by, a pack of the
meanest -1 ooki ng wol ves he had when suddenly the sheltering trunk behind himhad
simply picked up its roots and noved When he | ooked round again, the wolf pack
had sinmply vani shed, and a broad, |eaf-arched avenue had opened before him
headi ng down into the crater. Tarnal sighed, and cursed Yards roundly under his
breath. Terrifying though the encounter with the wol ves had been, it was not hing
in conmparison to having to tell Vannor that his daughter had vani shed.

"What the bl oody bl azes does Yanis think he's playing at?" Vannor's tirade

conti nued, unabated. "How could Zanna have slipped out l|ike that, unobserved?
VWhat a fool | was, to trust ny daughter to that halfwit inbecile! And as for you

" H's rage turned on Remana. "l thought you were supposed to be | ooking after
her. | trusted you, |-
Remana | ooked stricken. Tarnal sighed. Mght as well get it over with, he
thought. "I was on guard that night," he interrupted the furious nmerchant. "I

never thought she'd . . . And then she knocked me out ..." The words dried in
hi s mout h beneath Vannor's wi thering, contenptuous glare.

"She had tried this trick already with Tarnal, before you canme to join us."
Remana canme to the young man's rescue. "Honestly, Vannor, we never thought she
woul d do it again. But she had quarreled with Yanis, because she thought he



shoul d be doing nore to help you, and, | think, because he wouldn't take her
when he went south to trade. He went off to sea that sane day and didn't tell us
what had happened between them and Zanna never said a word, though | thought
she was rather quiet. She left that sane night."

Remana bit her lip. "If you blane Tarnal, you might as well blame ne, too. It
was | 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 | thought

we should cone at once to tell you. Gods, Vannor—+'msorry. Dul sina, you were
wong to trust nme." There were tears in Remana's eyes. "She left a note,
expl ai ni ng what had happened, and what she planned to do. She's gone to Nexis."
Vannor naintained a stony silence. Tarnal w shed he woul d do anything, even hit
himw th those tight clenched fists, rather than just stand there with that | ook
of loathing on his face. Dul sina stepped forward and took hold of the nerchant's
arm "Vannor, don't blame themtoo harshly. You know what Zanna is |ike—she
takes after you. There's no stopping her once she gets an idea into her head."
"And that nmakes it all right, does it?" Vannor grow ed, turning on Dul sina.
"They shoul d have taken better care of her! They—

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

"You're right." Vannor seened relieved to be doing sonething positive. "Hargorn,
there's a change of plan. You're still going to Nexis—but |I'mconming with you."
"Vannor, you can't!" Dulsina gasped. "There's a reward out on you. You'll be
recogni zed! And what about the rebels? You're their |eader—

"Then they had better choose another bl oody |eader!" The expression on Vannor's

face brooked no argument. "Dulsina, fill a pack for me. Fional, you' re stil
going to Wvernesse. Cet a couple of ponies fromthese idiots—t's the |east
they can do in atonenent, | should say"—he turned a scornful |ook on Tarnal and
Remana—"and bring my son back with you. I want him safe here with Dul sina."

"But— Fional stanmered

"Don't argue with nme!" Vannor roared. "Dulsina, is that pack ready yet? Wat's
keepi ng you, wonan?"

As Dul sina, for once knowi ng better than to contradict the nmerchant, cane

runni ng up, Tarnal swallowed hard, and went to Vannor. "I want to come with
you," he said firmy. Vannor scow ed at him "Cone with ne? After what you've
done? You've got a nerve, boy! Get out of ny sight. | never want to set eyes on

you and your Ni ghtrunner friends again."

As the travelers said farewell to their conpani ons and wal ked 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 coul d have stopped them he knew. For the son of the Forest Lord, it
woul d have been sinple to change the paths between the trees, and deny the
wanderers egress; to bring themback in a circle to the safety they had left.
But he woul d have been wong to do so. They nust play their parts in the fight
agai nst M at han, even as he must, and all he could do was pray for their safe
return.

Hargorn wi ped his numb and dri ppi ng nose across his sleeve. "By Chathak—+'d
forgotten how cold it can be out here!" he muttered to Fional, who would be

| eaving them for Wvernesse once they had cleared the trees. Remana and Tarna
woul d be following him once they had rested fromtheir arduous journey, but
Vannor had not permitted the archer to wait for them Once nore, Hargorn w shed
that the rebels had been able to bring horses to this desolate place. But in
these days of fam ne, horses were a scarce commodity, for nbst had been eaten

I ong ago. Unless he could find any on his journey to Nexis, he and the merchant
woul d be forced to go wthout.

Before the three men stretched the endl ess bl eakness of the noors, the bl ack
rock of their wi nd-scoured bones poking out in places froma ragged cl oak of
shrivel ed bracken and heat her, 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 cl ose, as though



huddl ed together for warnth. Goaded by the bitter, whining wind, their bare,

twi sted branches clawed at the cl ouding sky.

The archer nodded, his usually smling nouth twisted down into a grinmace, "It
was easy to forget—n there!'' Frowning, he turned to the ol der man. There was
no point in talking to Vannor, who had renmained grimy silent ever since they
had set out. The others did not dare nention their concern for Zanna in his
presence, and Fional wacked his brains for another topic. "Hargorn, what do you
think was protecting us in the Valley? Do you think it was Aurian's nother? |f
it was, why didn't she show hersel f?"

The veteran shook his head. "I've no idea, |ad—though | remenber Aurian saying
that her ma was a pretty solitary sort. Still, after all that happened, you'd

t hi nk she woul d show herself—f 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 com ng
out here with poor Maya ... |'ve been wondering, |lately, what could have becone
of then?"

"D arvan and Maya woul d never have stayed in hiding if they knew we were there!"
Fi onal 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
com ng out, and thinking back ..." He turned to the younger man with a w nk.

"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 woul d?"

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

"CGood | ad! Hargorn clouted the archer on the shoulder. "Tell you what—ence we've
done what we set out to do, and returned to the Valley, let's you and | get to
the bottom of the nystery once and for all!"

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

bar gai n.

"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
Ni ght runner wenches!"

Even in the gloom the young nan's face was darkened by a blush, and Hargorn
grinned. Fional was notoriously awkward where wonen were concerned. "Wuld that

I had the chance!' the bownan retorted. "Go well, you old villain—-and don't go
drinking all the ale in Nexis!"

Wth a parting salute, the two warriors, the old and the young, strode off in
opposite directions across the dark and freezing noors, each toward their
separate goals. Vannor strode along at Hargorn's side, wapped in an

i mpenetrabl e cl oak of silence.

Hargorn twi tched his heavy pack to a nore confortable position on his shoul ders,
and strode out with the steady, ground-devouring stride devel oped fromyears of
arduous marches. He was anxious to cover as nmuch ground as he coul d before dawn;
for although no enenies had conme into the Valley after the nmassacre of Angos and
his men, he had no i dea whether or not the noors were still being patrolled.
Fifty-two was a rare age for a soldier to reach, and the veteran had not nanaged
to get this far without a bit of comon sense and caution —and, in all” nodesty,
he thought—pure skill! In this business, knowi ng howto avoid trouble was as

i mportant as knowi ng how to deal with it!

Vannor, unfortunately, was trouble that could not be avoi ded. Hargorn shot a
worried, sidelong glance at the nerchant. This uncanny silence was due to
shock—and not surprisingly! Poor Vannor, |osing both his precious wife and his
bel oved daughter in a matter of nonths! Hargorn only worried about what Vannor
woul d do when the shock subsi ded.

Nonet hel ess, despite his concern for the merchant, and that poor daft girl, al

al one and in danger, the veteran found his spirits lifting with the prom se 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 sone nysterious power had been hel ping the
rebel s—but on the other hand, while they were lolling around at their ease, they
weren't doing nmuch to oppose the Archnage! In fact, the veteran thought,

what ever i s keeping us cocooned in there has taken us out of the fight as surely
as if we'd been inprisoned! It was a relief to have found, in Fional, an ally at
| ast! Hargorn had been forced to go very carefully within the Vale, and keep his
doubts to hinsel f. Sonmething was plainly keeping an eye on the outl aws—a
sonething that didn't want its identity to be known. You never knew, in that

pl ace, just what m ght be overheard. But Parric, or a real commander such as
Forral, woul d never have been content to sit still in the mdst of a nmystery,

wi t hout investigating further

Nor, cone to think of it, would Maya—and that brought Hargorn to his third, and
nost i mportant 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
fromher parents' farmin the south, and he had foll owed her increasingly
successful career with fondness and respect ever since. If she had cone to the
Vall ey with D arvan—and Maya had al ways acconpli shed what she set out to do—then
where was she? Wiere was the young Mage? What had happened to then? "Vannor or
no Vannor," the veteran nuttered, "one of these days, | 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

wor ked wonders with the materials at hand. The succul ent veni son was fl avored
with herbs. There was a stewwith a tantalizing aroma that, to everyone's
astoni shrent, turned out to be wild goat cooked with nosses and the bul bs of
certain flowers. Bohan had come back fromforaging, his round face bl otched and
swol len with stings, clutching a parcel of honeycomb wapped in | eaves. He had
al so brought several inpressively large trout with him earning Yazour a hard

|l ook fromEliizar's wife, "So they weren't biting, eh?" she accused the young
warri or.

Luckily for Yazour, Raven returned at that precise nmoment, her wings stirring up
cl ouds of snoke and ash fromthe fire and raising twin whirls of dust and pine
needl es as she | anded. 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?"

She rushed to assist the Princess, who thrust her gently aside, and turned to
the Mages with a smle. "By Yinze, | amglad to see you!" she said sinply.
"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 cl eaned herself as best she could in a
forest stream but Raven had known that there would be consternation at her

brui sed and tattered appearance. How fortunate it was that Aurian's words had
gi ven her the very cue she needed!

"How perceptive you are,” she replied, with a rueful grin. "Wen Nereni warned
me about flying after dark, | should have |listened! Gane was scarce— She held
up her solitary, mangl ed pheasant. "I m sjudged the swi ftness of nightfall—+hen
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 sal ves, and fresh clothing. The winged girl smled inwardly
at her own subterfuge. You have no idea how glad | am at your return, Aurian,
she thought, over the cheerful babble of greetings—for now | can put ny own

pl ans into notion!

As the companions ate, the talk turned inevitably to the future, and Elii zar
began to enlarge on his plans to build a nore el aborate canp in a better site
that Yazour had di scovered. Aurian was listening carefully. Anvar knew that now
she had rested and eaten, the restless mnd would al ready be pl anni ng the next
step in her journey,

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

"Though | hate the delay, we nmust make preparations before heading up the



mount ai ns. The horses nmust be rested for one thing—we're short of nounts since
Anvar and | lost ours in the sandstorm And apart fromfinding sone way to nake
warner clothing, we nmust lay in a stock of food—=

"Surely there is no rush, Aurian/' Nereni interrupted. "How can we trave

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 |ooked shocked. "Aurian, how can you set out
now? Do you want the little nite to be delivered in the mdst of a snowdrift?"
She | owered her voice persuasively. "It's |l ess than three noons nowsurely 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, CGods, they had only just survived the desert, and now this. Mist we

al ways be so driven? he thought. He understood her urgent need to take the fight
to the Archnage, but the child was her last link with Forral, Anvar | ooked
around the firelit circle, Yazour and Eliizar were nodding in agreement with
Nereni, Only Bohan, always faithful to his bel oved Aurian, |ooked unhappy and
torn. Only Bohan—and hinsel f. Aurian, as though reading his mnd, turned
troubl ed eyes to him "M athan knows where we are," she said. He heard the
uncertainty in her voice, "He may attack us here ..."

"He may, it's true." Renmenbering their last confrontation with the Archnage,
Anvar found it difficult to keep a | evel voice. "But so far we've nanaged, and
it's a question of weighing the risks. If you attenpt those nountai ns now,
you' |l certainly endanger the child.” He bit his lip and | ooked away, struggling

with his own conscience. "I want to advise you to wait, but with every day that
passes, M athan's advantage grows. |'Il help you in any way | can, Aurian, but
in the end, this nust be your decision. You know I'||l support you, whatever you
deci de. "

From hi s vantage poi nt beyond the Well of Souls, Forral was grinding his teeth
with frustration. That stupid | ad was goi ng about this the wong way "Wy don't
you help her?" he muttered. "If only |I had been there, | would have ..." Forra
hesitated. Just what would he have said to Aurian? Poor |ass—how torn she nust
be, between the need to protect her child, and the urge to hurry north to dea

with M athan'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 swordsnan was shamefully glad that the decision was out of
hi s hands. But what woul d Aurian decide? He peered into the Wl Il once nore,

anxi ously scanning the forest for a sight of his |ove.

Aurian hesitated, |ooking unhappy and grievously undeci ded. The wi nged girl,
sensi ng that the nonent was slipping away, knew she nust act quickly. "Aurian,"
She | eaned over and touched the Mage to gain her attention, "It would be safer
to | eave as soon as we can.!

"What do you nean?" Aurian swung around, scow i ng.

Raven took a deep breath. She had agreed with Harihn only to use this
information if all else failed, but seenmingly, she had no choice, "I discovered
sonet hing today, while | was out hunting," she told her. "Harihn and his fol k
are canped 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 him?"

"I't nust be the Prince," the winged girl replied hastily, "They were wearing
simlar clothing to you—and who else could it be?"

Anvar cursed, "Wy 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 ness! 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 nonent! "Anvar," she said persuasively, "it nmay not be so bad
as you think. There is a place in the nountains, a watchtower built by mnmy folk
|l ong ago, to mark the far boundaries of their kingdom Fromhere it should be

" She shrugged. "Sone fifteen to twenty days' travel on the ground, | would
guess. The building is secure and sturdy. W would be safe fromattack and from
the elenents, 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 chil d?"
As she saw the hope that brightened Aurian's eyes, Raven's guilt al nost choked
her. Think of Harihn, she told herself. Think of your people! But to | ook the
Mages in the eye and answer their questions calnmy, knowing all the while that
she was betraying them was the hardest thing that Raven had ever done.
"What woul d we do about food?" Aurian asked her
The wi nged girl shrugged, glad that she and Hari hn had thought out these
probl ems in advance. "There nmust still be some hunting in the
nmount ai ns—pt arm gan, goats, w nter hares and such. But for the journey, and for
settling in, we nust take all we can carry fromthis place. W can | eave a cache
of food here in the forest, and if we run short, or there is no gane to hunt
after all, | can easily fly back for nore."
"And think," Nereni added, "how good it would be for Aurian to have sheltering
wal | s around her when she cones to bear her child."

Aurian nodded, "Ch, | don't disagree. The problemis, what shall we do for
mount s? Anvar and | 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 | ooked at one another. Just as Raven was beginning to wonder if she'd
have to suggest everything herself, Yazour came to her rescue. "W could

al ways/! he said, with a wicked twinkle in his "steal from Hari hn. Not now, " he
added, forestalling their protests, "The last thing we want is the Prince's nen
conmbi ng the forest for mssing horses! But could we not do it when we are about
to |l eave, with Raven and Shia to scout for us?"

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

It was | ate when everyone went to bed. Because of Harihn, there were watches to
be organi zed, though Eliizar insisted that Yazour, Bohan, and hinself woul d
undertake them to allow Aurian and Anvar a good night's sleep after their
trials in the desert. Fromthe next day onward, Shia and Raven woul d keep watch
on the Khazalim to nmake sure that they stayed away fromthe conpani ons' canp.
Aurian was utterly relieved when at |ast she was able to curl up with Anvar in
one of Eliizar's rough shelters. Even so, her nind 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, "Wo knows? Qur friends have been working very hard since they got
here, but there's still a lot to be done."

"And in the neantinme, we nust |eave soneone free to keep an eye on Hari hn and
his folk, to nake sure they don't cone wandering in our direction/' Aurian

agr eed

Anvar nodded. "It's a big forest, apparently, and Raven says they're canped near
the northern edge. Presunably they plan to head north, so they probably won't
conme back this way . " He paused, frowning, "Sonething is bothering nme about
this. Why are they still at all? They were well ahead of us, and they took al
the gear that was stored in Dhianmara, so they nust al ready be equi pped for
crossing the nountai ns, Wiy are they del ayi ng?"

Aurian felt an unpl easant prickling between her shoul der bl ades, "Anvar, could
they be waiting for us? I mean, Yazour with horses, so they nust
known that we could get out of Dhiammara all "

Anvar shook his head, "Surely, if it was an anbush, they woul d have scouts
posted t hroughout the forest? And what better tinme 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 oursel ves!"

"To be honest, I'mnot in nuch better condition nowl" Aurian yawned. "I'm so
tired I just can't think straight!"



"You poor old thing!" Anvar teased her

"Poor old thing, indeed!" Aurian grow ed, but she was chuckling as she |ay down
besi de him

Forral, watching, sighed. Though he knew he was being foolish, and tried to be
generous in spirit toward his lost love, there were tines when her grow ng

cl oseness with Anvar seened a bitter betrayal. The longing in the swordsnan's

heart was an all -enconpassi ng ache. "It should have been ne . . ." Hs hand
crept toward the surface of the poo

"Enough." Forral shuddered as the chill nontouch of Death cl anped down upon his
shoul ders, hauling himaway fromthe Wll. "You have seen enough,"” said the

Specter. "Did | not warn you it would cause you pai n? Come, now. You know t hat
Aurian will be safe for atinme in the forest. Be content, and |eave the living
to their own concerns."

Hot words of protest formed on Forral's lips, until he renenbered his |ast sight
of Aurian, curled up at Anvar's side. He had told hinself that he was only
concerned for her safety—but Death was right. He knew she was safe now, and this
further watching ambunted to spying on her—which wasn't doing either of them any
good. Forral, grieving for the years together that he and Aurian had | ost,
suffered hinself to be | ed 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 enotional day. Perhaps it was the relative
cool ness of the forest, or Nereni's highly spiced stew, that nade the Mage dream
of Eliseth that night. Perhaps it was nore than that.

Aurian dreaned that the Wat her-Mage stood on the top of the Mages' Tower in
Nexi s, arns outstretched to the m dnight skies, calling down the stormfrom
boiling clouds that gathered above the city. In one hand she bore a | ong,
glittering spear of ice. Snow swirled around her, mingling with the stream ng
skeins of her silver hair as she clinbed up to stand on the | ow parapet that
circled the top of the tower, the cold perfection of her face alight with
exaltation. Wth a shrill, wild cry she | eapt—out, out and up, as the ice-w ngs
of the stormbore her aloft. And south she cane. South across the ocean, south
across the lands of the Xandim riding toward the nountains on winter's w ngs

Auri an awoke suddenly, shivering, her heart racing. "Stupid!'" she told herself
briskly. "It was only a dreanl 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. Wat
woul d happen to his body if he couldn't find his way back? Whuld it die? Wiat if
they found it, and thought he had died, and—

"Come now Such a premise is utterly ridiculous.'

The first tinme he had heard the nysterious voice, it had al nost scared hi mout
of his wits—but this tinme it was very different. Chianh had never been so gl ad
inall his life, to hear another living creature. "W are you? \Were are you?
Can you help me to get out of here?" he pl eaded.

"Had you been concentrating, you would not need ny aid." the voice scol ded.
"However, since you seemto be the only one of your puny race who can hear ne,
must assi st you—but let this teach you to be nore careful in the future! Watch
the air, little Wndeye—and follow ny light!'

Chastened, Chianh collected his wits, concentrating on the silvery strands of
moving air. He followed themuntil he came to a dividing of the ways—and gasped
as one of the strands split away fromthe others. G owing with warm gol den
light, the errant strand plunged sharply into a crack on the right. The W ndeye
followed, as it twisted this way and that through the network of fissures—unti
at last, with a squirmand a bound, Chianmh's roving spirit tunbled out into the
fam liar dusty clutter of his own chanbers

Weak with relief, the Wndeye returned to the famliar security of his body. As
he rubbed his cold, cranped linbs with shaki ng hands, he realized that he had
not thanked his mysterious benefactor, "Are you still there?" he asked



tentatively, sonmewhat enbarrassed to be speaking aloud to enpty air.

"I am everywhere within these wall s—and you need not speak al oud. Use your m nd,
as you have been doing."

"I + want to thank you for rescuing ne,
knew t he way, but—=

"How could | not know the way?" the voice retorted. "Though when nortals start
crawl i ng around inside nmy body—

"I nside what?" Chi anmh gasped.

Chi amh stamrered. "I don't know how you

The voice burst into great peals of |aughter. "Do your people lack all lore and
| egend, that they know not what they inhabit? Has the world forgotten the Ml da
so soon? | amBasileus, little Wndeye—the |iving soul of this fastness:

Tinme ran slow for the Moldai; tinme ran fast. Time, in the sense that Mrtals
understood it, did not exist at all for these ancient creatures of |iving stone.
The passing of a day was as the blink of an eye to them but the days ran into
one another in a changel ess eternity. The roots-of the Mldai ran deep into the
heart of the earth; their heads, decked all in caps of dazzling snow and veil ed
in skeins of cloud, were crowned with the very stars. O dest of the Od were the
Mol dai, the Firstborn; as old as the very bones of the world. In the birth pangs
of the world they had cone into being and they did not die-save the parts of
their bodies that were hacked away by | esser, heedl ess creatures.

"l can scarcely believe it!" Wshing that he had sone specific point to | ook at
when speaking to this peculiar entity, Chiarnh addressed the roomat |arge.

"Never in nmy wildest dreans did | inagine talking to a building."
"I amnot a building!. Buildings, as you call them are hacked and nurdered
chunks of our flesh piled upon each other by Mankind!. | and ny brethren are

living entities—and we take on these shapes of our own accord!"

The ire of Basileus was awesone. The walls of Chianh's chanber shuddered, and
the torches flickered in a sudden swirling draft. Fine dust pattered down from
the ceiling. The Wndeye hastened to apol ogi ze—he had al ready di scovered that
hi s new conpani on 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! Chianh's
mnd was reeling. On his return fromthe dungeons, he had groped his wy to the
kitchens for sone food, for he had not eaten since the previous night, and had
travel ed fast and far, both physically and with his Qhersight, in the
intervening hours. On returning with his food, the exhausted Wndeye had sl ept
for a while, but on awakeni ng he had been swift to resune this bizarre
conversation with Basileus,

One thing about nental comruni cati on—you could eat at the same tinme! Chianmh
stuffed bread and into his mouth. "You mentioned brethren—are there nore of
you?"

"Of course! Al the nountains around us are Mol dai! Your |ack of awareness

ast ounds ne—especially since you have actually dwelt within another part of ny
body!"

Into Chianmh's head cane a vision of his own spire, with the Chanber of Wnds on
top. The Wndeye frowned. "But how can be you, if this is you?" He gestured
around the room "How can you be in two places at once?"

Basi | eus sighed. "Raise your hand," he instructed. "lIs 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 fromthe other—but both of themare equally pan of you!. My

consci ousness resides within the entire Wndveil peak—and the roots of a
nmount ai n—-and a Mol dan—go out a long way!. It is the sane principle as you and
your hands. Both this place and the tower are parts of ne-as, indeed, are al
the smaller dwellings on the hillside."

"Real | y?" The Wndeye's curiosity was truly pricked. He had wondered about those
mysterious structures for solong . . . "Wiy did you build then?" He asked
eagerly. "Are they dwellings, as they seen? Wio were they for?"

The Mol dan's response nade himregret his curiosity. Chianh cried out, holding
his hands to his head, as a wave of grief washed over him a sorrow so profound



that it was nore than a nortal soul could bear. "Stop," he cried, tears
stream ng down his face. "I beg you—no norel"

"It nust be told," the Mdoldan grated. "Only by the telling, do we obtain
surcease . " In a voice that was heavy with sorrow, he spoke of the Dwel ven
the Smallfol k, the conpanions w thout whomthe Ml dai were wenchingly

i nconpl ete. "They were our brethren," he sighed, "and for them we nmade dwel | i ngs
fromour bones. W nurtured them we who were strong and wi se but rooted and
fixed. They cared for us, husbandi ng our |ands and guardi ng 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 nighty deeds, and news of
far-of f places." The Ml dan paused. "The arrangenment worked perfectly down the
ages, until the Wzards—those you call the Powers—ntervened."

Chi anh pricked up his ears. The Powers again? Surely this could be no

coi nci dence?

"I'n their arrogance," Basileus continued, "the Wzards created the Staff of
Earth. The tenerity of those puny creatures—to tanper with the H gh Magic in our
el ement /"

The buil di ng shuddered with the Ml dan's wath, and Chianh trenbled. "Wat did
you do?" he asked.

"What could we do? In vain we sent Dwel ven enissaries to protest—the W zards
told us to nmind our own concerns. Then— A shiver passed through the stone of
the fastness. "Then came the bl ackest day of our history. The Wzards were
experinmenting with the Staff, and Ghabal, the m ghtiest anong us, discovered a
way to tap its power. He used it to escape fromthe constraints of his stony
flesh. As a giant he appeared, a human form but the size of a nobuntain!."
Basi | eus sighed. "The power of the Staff proved too nuch for him He became
crazed and violent . . . He wanted, he said, to put a barrier between the Ml da
and the Wzards. In those days the north and south was a single |and-nass, with
no sea between—until Ghabal broke the bones of the earth, creating a rift
between the two | ands where once a fair and fertile kingdomlay." The voice of
the Mol dan was hushed with regret. "Thousands of lives were |ost as the seas
rushed in, and | believe that Chabal felt every death pang. They puni shed him
of course. Conbining their powers, the Wzards wenched the Staff of Earth back
to their own control, and used it to naster 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 inprisoned Ghabal's tortured spirit, sealing
it intolifeless stone. Then they cane here, and destroyed his body beyond hope
of returning.”

"Steelclaw " Chi anh gasped, thinking of the Haunted Mountain that |ay beyond the
Wndveil. No Xandi mwoul d set foot there—tegend said that anyone who spent a
night on Steelclaw would return insane, if they returned at all. The nmountain
itself was enough to di scourage the bravest or nobst fool hardy soul —chi amh had

al ways known that some unthi nkabl e disaster had befallen it. The rock had been
riven and twi sted, tortured and nelted, alnpst down to its roots, l|leaving three
jagged stunps to claw the sky. The very sight of it nade the Wndeye think of

pai n.

"Steel cl aw i ndeed, " Basil eus answered. "The remains of Ghabal, once the tallest
and fairest of us all! Had the Wzards let the nmatter rest there . . . But in
their wath, they punished us all. They took the Dwel ven—eur eyes and ears in

the land and the only ones, save thenselves, who could hear us—beyond the sea
whence they could not return. The Wzards sent them underground and |laid a spel
on them that if they enmerged into the light, they would perish. Wthout them we
have | angui shed in isolation, trapped in a waking dream But now, we rmay dare to
hope agai n—for the world is changing!. Not |ong ago, nmy mind began to awaken and
reach out again—to find you, though you were not the reason. The Staff of Earth
is abroad once nore! | feel it coning closer!" The Ml dan's tone betrayed his
excitenent. "Those Wzards are up to sonething, or |I'ma pebble! Little Wndeye,
know you aught of this?"

Chi amh frowned. "Perhaps," he said. "Last night | had a Vision, and now
Qut |l anders have appeared in our lands ..." Quickly, he told Basil eus what had
been happeni ng.



"I ndeed," the Ml dan agreed, when he had finished. "These matters cannot be
unconnected. And you believe your | eaders will execute these strangers?"
"For certain—that is our law"

"In that case, we nust act swiftly to save them.
"Coul d you help nme get themout?" Chianh asked eagerly. "Could you open a
passage out of the dungeon, nmaybe?"

"Al as," 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 el sewhere

"What ?" Chi anmh shrieked. "But their execution is not until tonmorrow "

"You have lost track of the hours, little Wndeye! You were long within ny body
finding the dungeons, and | onger com ng back. And when you returned you sl ept
before we spoke. By your lights, it is already tonorrow To save the captives,
you nust nove swiftly—f it is not already too |ate!"

Chapter 6 Steelclaw

In contrast to the close and narrow gl oomthat shrouded Chianh's Valley of the
Dead, the plateau of the Wndveil 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 Wndveil and its brethren. At its northern brink
the | and dropped, sweepi ng down across dark, pine-clad slopes to the verdant
plains, and finally, to the bright expanse of the sea. It was a w ndswept perch
bet ween peak and pl ain, belonging neither to earth nor sky—an open tenple,

desi gned by the Goddess for the contenplation of Her world, The Xandimused it
as their Place of Challenge and a court of justice. Only here, in this airy Hall
of the CGoddess, the stunning panoranma 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
pl ace of awe and nystery. In the narrows of the neadow, 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 m ddle years: bald, save for a silvering of
cropped hair at the back of his head. Hi s gaze was proud and unconproni si ng,
like a keen-eyed hawk. He held his years well; his belly was flat, his body as
muscul ar as it had been in his youth, when he first won the | eadership by Right
of Chall enge. Phalihas was his nanme, and he was Chief and Herdl ord of the
Xandi m

The Herdl ord stood by the hallowed stones, awaiting the prisoners, show ng no
movenent 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 Qutlanders. Awed into stillness by the num nous anbi ence of this sacred
site, they huddl ed together, whispering softly, in reassuring groups around
bonfires whose stream ng flanes were pressed flat to the ground by the gale.
Phal i has saw the restless dark shadows of their flapping cloaks, |ike the w ngs
of carrion birds, and the occasional vivid spark of brightness where fitfu
firelight caught a rough-hamrered tore or an arnband, or the polished beads of
stone or bone that they threaded into their braids.

To one side, in an uneasy, nuttering knot, stood the El ders; nen and wonen ol d
in wi sdom though not necessarily in years. Though any of them m ght advise
Phal i has, the final verdict would be his alone. They were present by |aw and
tradition, but this time, their contribution would not be needed. The matter
before himwas straightforward: strangers were not pernmtted in the Xandim

| ands, and the penalty for trespass was death. It was as sinple as that.
Phal i has sighed, and pulled his cloak nore tightly round his shoulders in a
futile effort to block out the icy wind. It was his own fault, he told hinself,
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 tinme, and
only his insistence on adhering to the | aw had dragged everyone out here. Though
he held to his conviction that traditions nust be upheld for the good of the
tribe, Phalihas had not realized that this trial would stir acute and painfu
menories of the last tine he had stood here in judgnent.



The face of Iscalda, his former betrothed, was seared into the Herdlord's
menory. Pale and wild-eyed with terror she had been; her flaxen hair—dnusua
anong the Xandi m—ef which she had once been so proud, had hung down around her
face in raveled snarls, as she had stood before himin this place, her face set
in a stony nask of defiance as she repudi ated the one who had condemmed her

bel oved brother to exile. Phalihas made a small sound of anger, a |ow snarl deep
within his throat, at the nenory of the one who had dragged his bel oved |scal da
down into ruin. Schiannath, he thought. If only |I had slain himwhen | had the
chance!

Al as, under Xandi m Law, execution was saved for strangers. The only time one of
the Xandimcould kill another was in the Rite of Challenge for Herdl ord—and
Schi annath had al ready undergone that trial. Though he had | ost, he had
survived, and the Challenge, by Law, could not be repeated. Schiannath, on

| osing, had not accepted his lot with good grace. A malcontent and a

troubl emaker, he had underm ned 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
sonmewhere, anong the trackless nountains. And Iscal da—did she still live? D d
she renenber 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 not hi ng
left of her but a junble of stripped bones at the foot of a precipice?

Wth a nuttered 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
himinto condemming her to live as a beast, he had been haunted by guilt and
bitter regret.

"The truth is," Phalihas sighed to hinmself, "that if it were pernmitted, | would
undo what | did that day. But it can never be."

Above the seething wack of the storm the sun was lifting her crown above the
j agged nmountains, and day crept forth on dragging feet to infuse the plateau
with a feeble, ghostly half-light. Across the neadow the prisoners were
approachi ng, bound and desol ate, between their guards.

Phal i has, glad to be distracted fromhis dawn-bl eak thoughts, observed the

Qutl anders as they were cast down before himand forced to kneel on the
iron-hard ground. They nade a strange group—the wiry little man whose very
posture spoke defiance; the tall, fair warrior-maid, whose ripe body prom sed

j oys uncounted, but whose eyes were cold and hard as an unsheat hed bl ade; the
old man, sick and fevered unto death, unless the Herdlord m ssed his guess—and
the other. The bony woman with the mad, fey eyes. Merely to | ook at her sent
chills down the Hereford's spine. He tore his eyes fromher and forced hinself
to speak, rushing through the sentencing in his hurry to get as far away as
possi ble fromher relentless, burning stare.

"You are here to answer the charge of trespass and invasion," he told them As
he spoke, he wondered whet her he should have had that wetch the W ndeye
present, in order that his words could be translated for the prisoners. Truth to
tell, since Chianmh had pronounced the words that cast |scalda forever into
equi ne shape, he had not been able to bear the sight of the half-blind Seer. The
know edge that he was being grossly unfair to the Wndeye—after all, Chianmh had
only been acting under his own orders—did nothing to inprove the Herdlord' s
nmood. What does it matter, he thought. Wthin hours, these strangers will be
dead—and whet her they understand the reasons for their execution or not, it wll
scarcely natter then!

Strai ght eni ng his shoul ders, Phalihas continued, in the age-old fornula: "You
need not speak, for you have no defense: you were caught by my warriors in the
m dst of an illegal act. The penalty for your crine is death . "

"How dare you!" The strident voice, cutting abruptly across his own, robbed
Phal i has of his carefully prepared phrases. The nadwoman! How did she cone to
know t he Xandi mtongue? Her eyes grew | arger—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 Herdl ord, |ooking shaken, his gray face twisted with rage, stood in a knot
of Elders who were gesticulating wildly and shouting at the tops of their

voi ces. What in the world had happened? The W ndeye strai ned his weak-sighted
gaze, but could see no trace of the prisoners. Had they been executed already?
Had they escaped sonmehow? "Graci ous Goddess," Chianmh nmuttered. "lriana of the
Beasts—don't let me be too late!" He took one | ook at the stricken Herdlord, and
gave up any hope of speaking to Phalihas. Instead he found a wi zened ol d
grandsire, who was standing to one side, sucking his guns and watching the
commotion with avid interest. "Wat happened? Chianh demanded, clutching at his
sl eeve.

"Hol a, young Wndeye! Mssed the trial? You missed a sight!" the dotard confided
with relish. "Herdl ord was passi ng sentence when up speaks that skinny wtch,
and denmands safe passage through our lands, if you can credit it!" The ol dster
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 whins of a bunch of
savages!"

"What ?" Chi anh yel ped, horrified,

"I't's true as |I'mstanding here!" The gransire nodded sagely, delighted with
his role as the inparter of such nmonentous news. "That big bonny wench is
nudgi ng 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 themout on the Field of Stones to be
breakfast for the slinking Black Ghosts, an'—Hey, come back ..."

Chi amh heard the whining voice trail off into the distance as he ran, as fast as
he coul d, past the standing stones toward his valley. Luckily the guards

woul dn't dare take the straighter route through the Vale of the Dead. As

W ndeye, he had access to a shortcut

The Field of Stones was not, in fact, a field at all, but an unusually |eve

area of the mountainside that was littered with nore of the low, flat-topped

hol | ow boul ders that appeared to be dwellings, though they were never used as
such by the Xandim for the altitude was too great, and the climte too harsh
Instead, the Horselords had found a nore sinister use for the structures.
Manacl es and chai ns had been bolted to the flattened tops, and Qutland prisoners
(usual Iy maraudi ng Khazalim captured on raids) were staked out here as
sacrifices to appease the fearful Bl ack Ghosts of the nountains.

The Field, with its grim associations of death and bl oodshed, was |ocated on a

| ong spur, high up the nountain, where the Wndveil was joined to its neighbor,
Steel cl aw, by a saddl e of high, broken rock known to the Xandi mas the Dragon's
Tail. Like the tortured stone of ruined Steelclaw, this sheer, knife-edge ridge
was twi sted and fractured partway along its length, preventing human access to
the ot her peak, but that was fine by the Xandim who never set foot there in any
case. Steelclaw was the haunt of the fearsome Bl ack CGhosts who ate hunman

fl esh—and the Ghosts could cross the ridge with no trouble at all

Chianmh's shortcut took himthrough his own valley, and so he was able to stop
briefly at his cave and put on an extra tunic and a warmer cl oak, 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 bul ky package to his back with rope. Then picking up a staff shod
with an iron spike, to assist himup the icy reaches of the nountain, the

W ndeye set off to rescue the strangers.

The secret way up the flanks of the Wndveil |ed past the place where the flinsy
rope bridge to Chiarnh's Chanber of Wnds was attached to the nountain. First
came the icy flywalk | edge that led as far as his bridge, then the cliff seemed
to fold over upon itself to forma narrow gully with towering walls that was
invisible fromthe plateau below. It slanted up the mountain's flank to
eventually merge with the main trail that zigzagged up fromthe plateau round an
outthrust spur of the Wndveil. For Chianmh, with his blurred, chancy vision, it
was a dreadful journey. Though he was accustoned to clinbing the cliff, its



sl ender | edges were glassy with ice. Even so, he preferred the perilous scranble
up slippery, precipitous rocks to the heavy going in the gully, where the way
was dar kened by the steep walls of stone, and he was forced to plough his way

t hrough wai st-deep pockets of drifted snow, and scranble around thickets of
stunted firs that had rooted thenselves in this sheltered place wherever there
was a crack in the rock

Weary and panting, his linbs nunbed and aching with cold, the Wndeye finally
arrived at the junction with the main trail—-and found, as he had expected, that
this would be the worst part of the clinb.

The gale slammed into Chianh like a giant fist as he left the sheltered gully
for the faint, icy track that snaked across the exposed nmountainside. On his

| eft, the bleak snowfi el ds sl oped steeply upward, with nothing, not even a tree,
to break the force of the wind. On his right —the Wndeye shuddered. Better not
to think of it! Stray too far in that direction, and he would be falling down a
sl ope that, though not a cliff exactly, was far too steep to |let himstop. There
woul d be an ever-qui ckening slithering plunge—dntil he reached the edge of the
cliff and hurtled to oblivion on the rocks at the bottom For the first tine
since he had experienced his Vision, Chiamh began to have serious doubts about
whet her the strangers were worth this trouble. Nonetheless . . . Cursing under
his breath, the Wndeye drove the spike of his staff down hard into the ice, and
took his first, tentative step along the perilous trail

After what seemed to be a lifetine, the track, clinbing steeply, curved sharply
to the left and rounded an outcrop of broken black rock. Chianh noted thankfully
that rocks had begun to appear on his other side too, cutting off the drop to
his right. As the way began to narrow, he heard voices, borne to himon the w nd
fromthe Field of Stone.

Thank the Goddess! Though he'd been forced to go slowy and carefully, testing
his footing with each step as he blundered up the slippery track, Chianmh had
reached the Field of Stones before the guards escorting the prisoners were ready
to depart. The last thing he'd needed was to neet them com ng back, and have to
expl ai n what he was doing up here! Blessing the shortcut that had bought himthe
extra time, the Wndeye slipped into the mdst of a cluster of boulders at the
side of the trail. Praying that the wetched guards would hurry, he settled down
to wait.

Luckily, the escort had no wish to linger until the Ghosts appeared. The snow
had begun to fall again, whipped into swirling flurries by the how ing w nd.
Wthin a short time, Chianmh heard the squeaking crunch of footsteps in the snow
as the guards passed his hiding place, cursing as they slithered down the
treacherous trail and grunbling in the typical nmanner of soldiers. Their
conplaints came to the Wndeye on the voice of the gale: "Because of the

Herdl ord and his accursed Law, we risk our necks in this storm..."

"Aye, and for what? The stinking Cutlanders will likely freeze to death before
the Chosts cone ..."

"Wy we couldn't sinply have run a sword through them down on the plateau, 'l
never know ..."

"I't would be a waste to run that wench through—not with a sword, at any rate! W
coul d have had some fun with her, had it not been so col d! "

Hearing the hectoring tones of Galdras, the Wndeye fought to suppress the hope
that the fools would fall over a cliff on the way down. Once they had safely
gone, he left his hiding place and made his way along the rocky track to the
Field of Stone—until a spate of curses and shrieks, com ng fromahead, nmade him
stop in his tracks. O Goddess—surely the ghosts could not have cone al ready?
Quaking with nmore than the deathly cold, Chiamh waited until the sounds had
ceased. Then he crept forward, nore slowy now, afraid of what he m ght find
upon the Field of Stones.

Parric lay spread-eagle and hel pl ess on the flat-topped Deathstone. The icy cold
of the shackles burned into his wists and ankles. By all the Gods, he thought,

I didn't know it could be so cold! Al ready the snow on the rock beneath him
which had nelted in its initial contact with his body, had frozen again, sealing
himto the stone. Already, as the lethal cold claimed his body, his anger



agai nst the Xandimwas giving way to despair. Anger had been better. At |east
with anger, you could fight—but how could he fight in any case, shackled and
frozen as he was?

Near by, the others were chai ned down on great boul ders of their own. Sangra was
somewhere behind him out of sight. Meiriel he could see fromthe corner of his
eye; now here, now gone behind the drifting gray curtains of snow. The

Caval rynaster bit down on a flash of rage. Due to sone strange effect fromthe
spel |l of tongues that the Mage was using on the Xandim he had been able to
understand her words at their trial, and it was likely that she had brought them
to this end. If she had only let himspeak to the ruler and explain that they
were only passing through his | ands, and wanted nothi ng, and woul d soon be gone!
Parric had worked it all out —but instead of translating his words, Meiriel had
flown into a typical Magefolk tirade—fust |ike the one that had got themthrown
of f the Nightrunner ship and into this mess in the first place! Her arrogance
had killed themall.

Elewin, to his left, lay gray-faced and unnovi ng, not even coughing now. Parric
was afraid that the grueling journey up the nmountain night have finished the old
nman.

"As this cold will soon finish us al

The Caval rymaster was unaware that

he had spoken al oud, until he heard Meiriel's shrill cackle from her nearby
rock.

"Ch, no, you stupid Mortal —+t won't be the cold that will finish you! That was
not the reason you were brought here! The guards were talking, | heard them.

There are Denons up here, Parric—Bl ack Ghosts that haunt this place. A
sacrifice, that's what you are—you and your pathetic Mrtal friends—but they
won't get nme\"

As the Magewonman spoke, the chains that shackled her wists and ankles flared
into painful brilliance and crunbled to dust. She scranbled, crow ng, to her
feet—and Parric's glad cry died in his throat as she turned her back on her
erstwhil e conpani ons and scuttled, with her tattered skirts fl apping
scarecrowfashion in the wind, away down the broken ridge toward the other
mountain. In no time, she was lost to sight anong the drifting snow. "My you

rot, you accursed Mortals . . . They won't get nme!" Her nocking cry floated back
to Parric on the wind, and he struggled furiously against his bonds, cursing
bitterly.

"Conme back, you bloody bitch!" Sangra was shri eking.

Then, once again, there was silence, except for the whistling nmoan of the wind
across the stones.

May Chat hak curse her! the Caval rymaster thought, | should have expected
sonething like that from Meiriel —she's a Mage after all, and nmad besi des.
Elewin warned ne fromthe start . , , But her betrayal pierced himlike a sword
to the heart, sonmehow setting the final seal on his fear and misery, Wat a foo
he' d been to conme south! Now he woul d never find Aurian—and still worse, he'd
dragged Sangra and Elewin along with himto their deaths. Al one and wetched,
Parric closed his eyes and wept—until, with horror, he discovered that the tears
had frozen, sealing his eyelids shut and blinding him At least | won't see the
Ghosts when they cone, he thought wyly, renmenbering Meiriel's words—and t hat
was a mistake. Now that his eyes were sealed, his inmagination took over

Parric began to hear noises com ng nearer and nearer —the hoarse huff of breath
through fanged jaws; the blundering, scraping sound of a massive body noving
anong the rocks, as it cane to rend his helpless body ... It was coni nhg—+t was
com ng! Parric gave a whinper of terror. "Dear CGods," he gasped, "no!" Then
sonet hing touched him "No!" he how ed, thrashing against his chains

"It's all right," a voice said hastily, in a tongue that was, and was not, his
own. "I am Chiamh. | came to rescue you."

"You festering idiot!" Parric screamed, on the knife-edge of hysteria. "I

t hought you were the bl oody Ghosts!"

"Sorry," the voice said cheerfully. Warmair, noist and snelling faintly of
herbs, tickled Parric's face as Chianh breathed on his eyelids to nelt the ice.
By the tinme he could open his eyes, his heart had stopped trying to clawits way
into his throat and he had recovered sufficiently to reel enbarrassed by his



outburst. Then all such thoughts were driven out of his mnd by the sight of the
round-faced, brown-haired young man who stood before him It was the
apparition—quite real and solid nowthat had visited himin the Xandi m dungeons!
After all that had happened, the Caval rymaster was feeling dangerously

overw ought. The "ghost" was gropi ng shortsightedly on the ground, and sonehow
the sight of that ami able, foolish face only fueled Parric's anger. "Wat do you
want with us anyway?" he snarled, unw sely, Chianh stood up abruptly, his grin
vani shing like the sun behind a cloud—and Parric saw the rock in his hand. For a
monent, the Caval rymaster ceased to breathe

Wth a quick jerk of his wist Chianmh brought the rock smashing down on Parric's
manacl e, Parric yelled, is the of the nmanacle bit into his Though he was
too nunbed by cold to feel the pain, he felt the flow of hot blood across his
hand, and knew it would hurt Iike perdition on, "They aren't |ocked, you

j ackass!"

"Ch," Chianh didn't bother to apol ogi ze—he ply started to pry with the hilt of

hi s at the stubborn netal catch, which his blow had bent sadly out of
shape. "Just as well, really," he added, as the clasp finally gave way, "because
it seenms the Ghosts have found us

"What ?" As the other wist canme free, Parric shot bolt upright, groping
frantically at his nanacled ankles with fingers that were too nunb to work

"Qut of the way." Chianh pushed his hands aside and quickly freed the renaining
chains. "Stay you quiet, ny friend—they're right behind you."

His skin prickling with dread, the Cavalrymaster turned to follow the Wndeye's
gaze. Not a man's length away fromthe stones were two of the Ghosts—not

spectral beings at all, Parric discovered, but great cats of an awesone size. He
swal | owed hard, seeing the size of their claws, like scinmtars of steel, and
their great white fangs as they snarled in a | ow and nenaci ng duet. The gl eam ng
pelt of one was stark black against the snow, the other was black with patterned
dappl es of gold. The blazing |lanps of their watchful yellow eyes filled with a
weird and arcane intelligence. Parric's breath froze in his throat.

"You know," Chianmh said in a soft, conversational tone, "I believe these cats to
be nore than sinple aninal s—and for all our sakes, let us hope I'mright." Then,
to the Cavalrymaster's horror, he appeared to go utterly mad. Advancing on the
Ghosts, he seened, to Parric's fear-glazed vision, to be tw sting his hands, as
though tying an invisible knot in the air. Both cats started, their gol den eyes
wi dening as they stared, with hackles rising —then, with bloodcurdling yow s,
they shot away as though Death hinself were hot on their heels,

"I was right" Chianh |laughed. "It takes imagination to be scared by an
illusion!"

Parric stared at him anmazed. "Wy did you save ne?" he whi spered. "Wat do you
want from me?"

"You had best ask the Goddess," Chianh replied shortly, "for I"'msure | don't
know. But our Lady of the Beasts has a task for you, and it was her Vision that
sent ne to you," Hi s sternness vani shed, as he put a shoul der under Parric's arm
to help himrise. "Cone, let us free your conpanions."

"About bloody tinme!" Sangra's voice cane faintly fromthe direction of her
stone, and Parric and Chianmh shared a grin.

"Here ..." The young man shrugged the bundl e from his shoul ders and unw apped
it, handing the Cavalrymaster a flask that, to his delight, contai ned sonething
very close to raw spirits that went searing down his throat like a bolt of

| i ght ni ng.

"Aah! Good!" Parric gasped. Seeing that Chianmh was already | oosening Sangra's
chains, he threw one of the young man's bl ankets around his shoul ders, and went
qui ckly across to help El ew n.

The old man did not nove as he approached, Elewin's face was sunken; his skin
was a sickly bluish-gray. As he | oosed the shackles, Parric found no signs of
breathing. "Ah Gods, no," he nuttered. "Poor old beggar ... Al this way he
came, and only to die—

"Let ne see!" Chianh pushed himaside. Lowering his shaggy brown head to the old
man's chest, he listened for what seened an endless tine, then put his face



close to Elewin's own. "Not quite gone, but close," he nmuttered. "Too cl ose for
nmy |iking, but

Chianmh laid his hands on the old nman's chest, then on his face—then he lifted
and noved themin a series of fluent gestures, seem ng, as he had done when he
bani shed the great cats, to be witing invisible figures in the air. Sangra,
wrapped in her blanket, approached with tears in her eyes, and the Caval rymaster
put an arm around her. They | ooked on, entranced, as CGhiamm's hands noved
fluidly across the old man's body, seemi ng —so distinct were his actions—to
cocoon it in some invisible weave from head to toe

After a time, Chianmh | ooked up, and Parric saw that, despite the dreadful cold
on the mountain, the young nan's face was glistening with the sweat of exertion
Chi anh nopped his brow, and reached out wordlessly for the flask that

still held, "It may hold I ong enough," he said, and took a | ong, gasping pull at
the liquor, "Your friend is old and tired and very ill, and this cold was al nost
enough to finish him But | have done . . . sonething that will keep the air
moving in and out of his lungs for the present. If | can keep him breathing
until we can carry himdown the nountain and back to nmy honme—well, ny G andam
taught nme rmuch about herb lore and healing. It nay be that we can save himafter
all. It is a hard thing to ask of you, but if you could spare himyour blankets

Parric | ooked doubtfully at Sangra. She was shivering, white-faced, and
bedraggl ed, and | eaned wearily against the stone as if her strength were
scarcely sufficient to keep her upright. Frankly, he felt little better hinself.
"Pox rot it!" Sangra muttered. She sighed, shrugged off her bl anket and handed
it to Chianmh. "Cone on, then," she said briskly. "Let's get off this blasted
mountain before we all freeze to death!"

Wil e they were wrapping the unconscious Elewin for his journey, Chianh suddenly
| ooked up, frowning. "What becane of your other conpanion, the madwoman?"

Parric scow ed, and shrugged. "Forget her," he said.

Chi anh soon realized that getting the sick old man down the nmountain was goi ng
to be appallingly difficult. H's conpanions were incapacitated by their own
weari ness, and they were al nost stupefied with the cold besides. Tinme and again,
as they crossed the slanting track across the snowfield, the Wndeye's heart was
in his nouth as one of the CQutlanders slipped, al nbst sending themnsel ves or
their unconsci ous conpanion hurtling down the precipitous slope to their deaths.
Time stretched into eternity as they crawied like flies across the endl ess white
expanse, two of them struggling along with the notionl ess body of the old nan
slung between them while the other took a turn to rest. It was as well that
their route was chiefly downhill. As it was, Chianmh found before too | ong that
he was forced to take constant charge of Elewin, while the others rested for

| onger and | onger periods, trudging behind. They had no idea how to nove safely
on a nountain, and their carel essness gave the Wndeye sonme nmonents of al arm
but at |east they had the sense to know that they nust keep going, though
Parric's face was creased with fatigue, and Sangra | ooked ready to drop
Nonet hel ess, she still had the strength to fetch Chiamh a telling clout that

al most sent all four of them over the edge, when he saw that the tip of her nose
had turned pink with inpending frosthite, and wi thout thinking to warn her, he
cl apped a handful of snow to her face.

By the time they had reached the branching trail that continued down the gorge,
a thick cap of dark stormclouds was rolling down the face or the nountain,
portendi ng anot her bout of evil weather. Wen Chi amh paused, it was as though
the ot hers had been puppets, and sone playful God had finally cut their strings.
Setting the old man down in the snow, they |eaned agai nst one another, saggi ng.
Chi anh coul d see that both of the Qutlanders were completely fordone. How coul d
they carry the old man through the rougher going of the defile? And what about
the approaching storn? If they could not get down before the blizzard hit, they
stood little chance of getting down at all

Sangra, shivering, her hair straggling around her face, gave the Wndeye an
accusing | ook, and cursed bitterly. "Is it very nuch farther?" she whispered.
Chi amh nodded, and the three of them | ooked at one another in silence. It was



Parric who finally voiced what everyone was thinking. He | ooked at Elewi n, and
bit his lip. "Are you sure you can keep himalive until we get himback?"

"I think so ..." The Wndeye hesitated. "But if | do, | will not be able to use
my powers to hold off the stormuntil we reach safety, which | otherw se night
have done."

The Caval rymaster | ooked down again at the old man, refusing to neet Sangra's
eyes. "Are you sure you can save himif we do get himdown?" he asked quietly.
For a nonent, the Wndeye's confidence wavered. Parric was asking himto nmake a
decision that mght either kill the old man, or kill all four of them Is it
worth it? he found hinself thinking. Is it worth the chance of preserving one
spent and fragile life, if the alternative is for us all to die here on the
nmount ai n? Then suddenly, into his head cane a vision of his G andam-and the old
woman was scowling at himfiercely. Chiamh flinched as though she had cl outed
himand stiffened his spine. "OF course | can save the old man, and we will get
hi m down," he said, with a confidence that he was far fromfeeling. As he spoke,
he was uncoiling the rope that had originally bound his bundl e of blankets.
"Help ne tie this around him the Wndeye instructed, the gradient is steep in
the gorge—+f we cannot carry him we nay be able to pull him like a sled."
"Don't be daft, man! Al that jolting around will finish the poor old beggar!"
the Caval rynaster protested.

Chi anh sighed. Parric was right, but the alternative was the one thing he had
been hoping to avoid. To change in front of these Qutlanders—to betray the
secret of the Xandim. . . Not to nention, he thought wyly, the risk of
breaking a | eg down there anong those rocks! But if the old nman was to be saved,
there was nothing else for it.

"Listen carefully,” he told Parric. "Don't be alarned by what you will see in a
moment —+' m going to change ..." He knew he should be explaining this better, but
the words were sticking in his throat. He hurried on, before they could ask
questions: "Tie the old man to nmy back and | will take himdown the gulley. Wen
we reach the bottomtake himoff again—+'Il need ny human shape to get down that
| ast part of the cliff "

As he had been speaki ng he was backing away fromthem trying to avoid their
puzzl ed eyes | est they should start asking difficult and untinely questions.
"Now, you fol k—stand back!"

And with that, the W ndeye changed. The shocked cries of his conpanions shrilled
loudly in Chiamh's equine ears, and their Qutlander stink burned his nostrils.
He began to trenble all over. Wat have | done? he thought wildly. Gitting his
teeth and bl owi ng hard, he edged nervously toward the others. He had al ready
betrayed the secret of the Xandi mthere was no goi ng back now.

Sangra was the first to recover from her shock. "Seven bl oody denons," she

br eat hed—and swal | owed hard. "Right," she said crisply. "Cone on, Parric—stop
dithering! Help nme get Elewin up and get these ropes tied—a horse is the one
thing you do understand!"

For Chi anmh, the descent of the gorge was a nightmare. He was unaccustoned to
carrying burdens in his equine shape, and though the old man's wei ght was slight
in conparison to the Wndeye's strength, the unfam liar bulk of the body

unbal anced him making it hard for himto pick his way down the slippery
track—especially with the added distraction of keeping El ewin breathing. Also,
inthis form he could feel the storm the pressure of its forefront prickling
against his skin and filling himwith the instinctive, animal urge to shed his
burden and flee. Before they were hal fway down the gully, a wild-eyed, shivering
Chi anh was dripping with sweat, despite the freezing weat her

"There, hush—t'Ill be all right soon. Soon we'll be down ..." Sangra's lilting
voi ce was | ow and soothing. A hand snoothed his neck, stroked his nose. Chianh
flung up his head and snorted in surprise—but her voice hel ped calmhim and her
touch was astonishingly pleasant.

"Sangra, what the blazes do you think you' re doing" The Wndeye heard Parric's
frantic whisper fromhis other side. "He's not a bl oody horse, you know "
Sangra's hand never paused in its gentle soothing. "For now, he is," she said:
Chi amh bl essed her under st andi ng.

When they reached the bottom of the gorge and renpbved his burden, Chiamh barely



had the strength to change back. Once he had done so, he slunped in the snow,
trenbling all over. Spots were dancing before his eyes. Sangra draped one of

El ewi n's bl ankets around his shoulders. "Are you all right?" she asked, her eyes
wi de wi th wonder.

He nodded. "Thank you for your help. As a horse it's hard to think straight

" H's words |lost thenselves in a half-shanmed smle.

Parric shook his head. "That was the nobst incredi bl e~ he began, but the W ndeye
cut himoff.

"Ask ne later." Snowfl akes were beginning to swirl around themin the rising
wi nd. Chiamh got swiftly to his feet. "Conme, we nust get down the cliff before
the stormhits.” In fact, he had no idea how to acconplish the final part of the
descent. That crunbling, icy |ledge would be difficult enough for him and he was
used to it, but for inexperienced, exhausted Qutlanders . . . Chiamh was crushed
by a weight of despair. After he had brought themso far
"Have courage, Wndeye, for | amalso the nmountain. Take up your burden and
trust me. | will not let you fall."
"Basileus!" Chiamh cried joyfully. Cearly, the others thought he had | ost his
m nd, and only the proximty of the storm persuaded themto trust himwhen he
assured themthat the | edge was not so difficult as it seened. Even then, they
woul d only follow himwhen at | ast he hoisted El ewin across his shoul ders,
staggering under the weight, and set off alone down the narrow path. Behind him
he coul d hear them swearing horribly as they began their descent.

But as Basileus had promsed, it was easy. It was as though their feet clung
tight to the stone of the | edge, as though a vast invisible hand held them safe
agai nst the rough cliff face. Chiamh's burden seened to wei gh nothing, as the
Mol dan's strength poured into himto take himover that |ast, desperate |ap.
Nonet hel ess, when they finally reached the pinnacle spire at the head of the
val | ey, the Wndeye had never been so glad in his |life, to see his hone.

Chapter 7
The Roof of the Wirld

The peaks beyond the forest turned fromrose to blazing gold in the sunri se,
Raven cane banking | ow over the canpsite, skillfully avoiding the trees. From
her vantage point aloft, she could see a great deal of early-norning activity,
Yazour and Eliizar were skinning two deer by the stream watched by Shia, who,
no doubt, had played an enthusiastic part in the hunting of the aninmals, Bohan
was coning through the trees fromanother direction with the rabbits he had
snared dangling linply fromone huge hand, while Nereni, cooking breakfast by
the fire, | ooked up and waved to her. The winged girl noticed, with a tw nge of
annoyance, that Aurian and Anvar were ni ssi hg—agai n.

Raven | anded, the whirls of wind fromher wings making the fire spark and gl ow.
She exchanged warm greetings with Nereni, and handed over her catch —+two
pheasants and a wild duck that she had caught napping farther up the course of
the stream "Where are the Magefol k?" she asked

"Fi shing, perhaps, or rounding up the horses.” Nereni gave her a cup of steam ng

broth in exchange for the birds. "By the Reaper, I'mglad we |eave tonorrow The
sooner | have walls around ne again, the better it will please nme!"
"And |," Raven muttered, thinking of Harihn. How she had missed him since he

had left for the Tower! For the better part of a nonth she had | abored like a
drudge, hel ping the others prepare for the grueling journey into the nountains.
As well as ostensibly keeping an eye on Harihn's encanpnent, she had hel ped to
build the rough shelters of woven boughs that were dotted around the clearing,
caught birds for Nereni to cook, and scouted for the hunters to | ocate deer,
wild pigs, and other game anong the trees. Her scratched and roughened hands
bore testinobny to the fact that she had haul ed wood and water as though she had
never been a Princess, and she had still found tine on top of these tasks to
hel p Nereni with her endl ess sew ng.

After the baking heat of the desert, the cold of the nountains had presented a
problem for the robes they had been wearing were too thin for these col der

| ands, and the clothing stored in Dhiammara to equip the Khisu's raids to the



north had been taken by Harihn. The conpani ons had been | ucky, however. At the
forest's edge, Bohan had found the desert tents that the Prince's party had
abandoned. Nereni, who had guarded her case of needles like a royal treasure all
the way across the desert, was making new cl othes for everyone fromthe silken
cloth, sewing it in double layers quilted with wool fromw | d goats, the fur of
rabbits snared by Bohan, and soft warm down from Raven's birds

It was tedious and pai nstaki ng work, which took up nost of Nereni's tine, and as
much as the winged girl could spare. The others hel ped as they could, with
Bohan, to everyone's astonishnment, producing nmiracles of deft and delicate
stitchery with fingers so thick that they obscured the needle. Aurian had proved
to be usel ess at sewing, and though she was now in no condition to help with the
heavi er work around the encanpnent, she had, to Raven's disgust, still managed
to find ways to get out of the detested chore.

The hunters, including Shia, had been bringing in all the ganme they could find.
Sone they ate, glad of it after the privations of the desert, but nost they
smoked and dried for the journey. Even the horses had been busy, foraging for
tender new grass. The inprovenent in their condition was visible by the day,
whil e the days had flowed past as swiftly as the forest's running streans—unti
at long last, just as Raven's frustration had reached breaki ng point, the Muges
had decided that it was time to | eave

"Surely we nust have enough now " Aurian | ooked at the pile of speckled trout
that glittered on the streanbank, and strai ghtened her aching back with a

gri mace.

"It's better than sewi ng, though, isn't it?" Anvar teased.

Aurian grimaced. ''Anything is better than sew ng!"
"Anything is better than your sew ng!" Anvar chuckled. "Apart fromits appalling
effect on your tenper, | had visions of your clothes falling to pieces on us

hal fway up a nountain!"

"And you could do better?" Aurian retorted.

"Not 1! We Magefol k may have many tal ents, but needl ework seens not to be one of
them sonmehow. "

Auri an had nanaged to escape the dreaded sewing by - taking up fishing, and so
it was that Anvar had mastered the art of trout-tickling at last; not in the
sea, but in the icy forest streans, with Aurian as his tutor. Forral had taught

her the skill long ago, in Eilin's |lake, and Aurian's heart was w enched again
and again by the nenory of her younger self, a skinny, tangle-haired urchin,
el bow-deep in the still |ake waters as she copied the swordsman's every nove,

her eyes filled with adoration, her face alight with excitenent. Ah, those had
been happy days! Now she was grown, and had drunk the bitter cup of grief and
hardship to its very dregs. Another head, blond instead of brown, nestled close
to hers as she peered into the anber forest streanms, with Anvar's brilliant blue
eyes straying fromthe waters again and again, to peer longingly into her face.
Anvar, seated on the streanbank, was cleaning the fish with quick, deft skill
"Are you coming with us tonight?" he asked her conversationally, as she bundl ed
their catch into one of Nereni's woven baskets.

Auri an knew that the question, casual though it sounded, was anything but, and
coul d easily provoke anot her of the squabbles that were all too frequent between
t hem nowadays. Since they had escaped the desert, Anvar's protectiveness was
beginning to grate on her —however, Aurian knew there were limts now, to what
she coul d do. "Wat?" she asked himin scandalized tones. "You want nme to go out
stealing horses? In the forest, in the mddle of the night, in ny condition?"
She grinned at the quick flash of relief in his face. "Got you!"

"Wetch!" He flung a fish at her, and Aurian clawed the slippery creature out of
the air just before it hit her.

"Do you mnd?" she protested. "W have to eat that!"

"In fact," she said, returning to their original conversation, "I intend to be
in bed and asleep by the time you | eave tonight, so don't make a noi se when you
go."

"I'"ll believe that when | see it!" scoffed Anvar. "Really, though, do you nean
it, Aurian? You don't m nd?"



The Mage | ooked at himgravely. "Anvar, | mind it nore than | can say. But what
use would | be? | can't move quickly, I'd find it hard to fight these days

But what if it's a trap? Have you thought of that? For the life of ne, | can't
see why Harihn's fol k have stayed here so long! And |'m anmazed they haven't
found us!"

Anvar shook his head. "How can it be a trap?" he argued. "They don't know we're
going to steal their horses, and with Shia and Raven guardi ng our canp, none of
them coul d have cone near enough to spy on us! If you ask ne, | don't think the
Prince is there at all"

"What ?" This was news to Aurian.

"Well, think about it. Raven had no idea of their nunbers, but when Shia
scouted, she said that half of them were nissing—pstly nmen-at-arns. You know
how cal | ous Hari hn was about |eaving us behind—+ think he's gone ahead with his
sol di ers, abandoning his housefol k who were likely to hold himup on his way
through the nountains. |f those people are trying to settle here, that woul d
explain the hunting and gathering, and their |ack of exploration."

"Dear Gods, | never thought of that!" Aurian frowned. "It would be just |ike
Harihn. If you' re right, it should make tonight's expedition much easier, but
all the sane ..." She | eaned across and laid a hand on his arm "Anvar, for

goodness' sake be careful, won't you?"

"COf course." He reached out to hug her—and Aurian, with a wicked grin, dropped a
fish, which she had been saving for just such a nonent, down the back of his

t uni c.

"Shia, are you in position yet?" Anvar peered through the bushes at the dimand
shadowy shapes that grazed, content and oblivious, in the clearing.

"How fast do you think | can nmove in this tangle?" Shia's terse nental voice
came back at him "Do you want me to scare the stupid creatures all the way back
to the desert?" There was a noment's pause, then: "I'min position now. Can you
see then®?"

"They're right in front of ne. Any sign of a guard on your side?" Because Anvar
possessed the night-vision of a Mage, he had been the one selected to go in
close with Shia to steal the Khazali m nounts.

"Only one—where Raven said he'd be," the cat informed him "The fool is fast

asl eep! "

"Perfect!" Anvar grinned. "Move in slowy, so that the horses don't get

pani cked. W don't want to wake him™"

"I know, | know "

In the bushes, Anvar waited. Sonewhere on the other side of the clearing, he
knew, Shia would be creeping up carefully on the Khazali m beasts. She was upw nd
of them and at any tine now. . . One of the horses flung its head up and
snorted, scenting the predator. Hobbled as they were, they could not stanpede.

I nstead, as the sense of unease spread from one beast to the others, they began
to nove in a tightly gathered knot away fromthe danger. Qut of the clearing
they canme, away fromthe sl eepi ng guard—and, Anvar thought with a grin, right
into his arns!

"Come, my beauties," the Mage crooned softly, slipping a rope around the neck of
the | eading horse. In normal circunstances, they m ght have tended to shy away
froma stranger, but now, with the cat at large in the forest, they knew that a
human meant protection. Anvar whistled softly, and Yazour, Eliizar, and Bohan
came nelting out of the forest to help him Cutting the hobbles on four of the
horses, they |l ed them away, back through the forest to their canp, where
everyt hi ng was packed and ready for themto | eave at dawn, before the Khazalim
di scovered their m ssing nounts.

Anvar, who could see better than the others, was in the |l ead. As he wal ked, only
part of his attention was given to picking out the best trail through the dense,
crowdi ng woodl and. He was consci ous of a sense of relief that the stealing of
the horses had been so easy, but at the sane tine there was a naggi ng suspi ci on
at the back of his mnd. It had been easy, all right—+oo bl oody easy! Just what,
Anvar wondered, is going on? Al things considered, he would be glad to get out
of this forest at |ast!



As the horses picked their way up a tortuous goat track in the dappled Iight
beneath the trees, Aurian |ooked around, saying a last farewell to the place
that had been her haven for the last nonth or so. Ironically, nowthat it was
time for the Mage to | eave, she was reluctant to quit the forest's shelter. But
it was not the beauty of the place that made her hesitate. It was pure fear
Since her powers had left her, Aurian's vulnerability terrified her alnost to
the point of paralysis. After nmonths of flight and fighting, her body had
betrayed her, forcing her to pause in her struggle. Her fears, however, energed
whil e she slept, filling her dreans with nightmare Waiths, horrific visions of
M at han's depradations back in Nexis, and the suffering of Raven's Wnged Fol k,
until she woke each ni ght, sweat-soaked and trenbling. The Mage had been

i mpossibly torn between continuing her journey, or remaining in safety in the
forest until her son was born, for now that she could feel his thoughts, the
reality of the child had truly come hone to her, and she had found herself
loving himwith a fierce protective-ness that had stunned her. She had found
hersel f unable, even, to confide in Anvar, and unbeknownst to her conpanions,
she had fought a tremendous inner battle in the forest to find the courage to go
on with her quest. The last thing she wanted to adnmit, even to herself, was that
her fear and indecision stermed fromthe | oss of her magic.

Now, however, Aurian could delay no longer. It was vital that she nmake sone kind
of stand agai nst the Archnage, and Raven's tower would be a step in that
direction. What other choice was there? She and Anvar perforce nust trave

north. The Mage was glad that the proxinity of the Khazalimcanp in the forest
had made the decision for her, but by Chathak, she was not |ooking forward to
this journey!

Al'l day the conpanions rode a twi sting course through the forest, scranbling
upward via the rough gane trails that threaded the increasingly rocky slopes. By
early evening, they had reached the end of the trees. Looking out across the

bl eak waste of boul der and scree that sloped up to the knees of the hostile
mount ai ns, the travelers decided to spend one last night within the forest's
shelter. Already the air was oninously cooler, and they gathered gratefully
around a cheerful fire, roasting rabbit and pheasant fromthe previous day's
hunt while Shia nade short work of a haunch of venison

After supper, Aurian offered to take first watch, afraid that if she slept, her
evil dreans would return. Sword in hand, she sat close to the fire, watching its
danci ng |ight nake ruddy shadow faces on the rough bark of the firs, and
wonderi ng what was happening to the friends and eneni es she had | eft behind her
in Nexis. Ever since her dream of Eliseth, she had felt uneasy—and the sight of
the continuing snow that cl oaked the di stant peaks had added to her disquiet.
Surely, if Eliseth is dead, her winter should be dimnishing by now? the Mage

t hought. Beyond the conforting ring of firelight, she could feel the | oomn ng
presence of the nountains, as though they watched her with unfriendly eyes. As

t hough they were waiting for her

As the Magefol k and their conpanions clinbed through the convol uted chai n of
val l eys that led up to the high nountain passes, the going becane nore difficult
as the biting cold increased. The barren, stony |andscape, hemred in by ragged
cliffs and unclinmbabl e sl opes of scree, was profoundly grim though sometines
they found a rare green valley, protected fromthe incessant, whining wind by a
trick of the cliff formations. They gladly stopped to rest in these havens,
giving the horses a chance to graze, and thenselves a respite fromthe
overwhel mi ng bl eakness of the | andscape. But as they went on, frost whitened the
trails with a slick filmthat made the horses stunble, and slowed their progress
to a snail's pace. The fear that soneone woul d sustain a serious fall was al ways
with them Bohan wenched a shoul der when his nount went down, and it was sheer
good fortune that his horse had not been | aned. Oten they were forced to clinb
on foot, leading the ani mal s—a grueling business that |eft everyone exhausted,
dispirited, and out of tenper by the end of each day's freezing march.

The journey took its toll on everyone. Food for humans and horses was rationed,
and there was never enough to sustain them against the enforced activity of the
climb and the deadly cold. Tenpers grew short anong the little band, and even



gentl e Bohan was often seen to be scowing. He had taken a marked dislike to
Raven, but without speech, was unable to tell themwhy. Anvar was deeply
concerned about Aurian. Day by day, she grew nore gaunt and hol | ow cheeked as
t he babe took her food for its own growh, leaving its nother all belly and
bone. Lacking the energy to talk, she no |onger refused his aid as she haul ed
hersel f upward step by step, leaning on the Staff of Earth that she clutched in
frozen, rag-wapped fingers. At night, though Bohan and Shia curled up beside
her and Anvar held her close to warm her body with his own, she never stopped
shivering. Anvar, to his increasing frustration, could think of no way to ease
her suffering, and he wished with all his heart that he could end the tormnent
that M athan was causing for his beloved, and countl ess ot hers besi des.

As the days went on, and the conpani ons continued their cold and m serable
climb, the thought occurred to Anvar again and again. Why shoul d Aurian risk
hersel f and her child? He had his own powers now, and the Mage had been training
hi mintensively before she | ost her magi c. Perhaps he could find some way of
fighting M athan by hinself. Had he confided in Aurian, she would have di sabused
hi m of such brave but foolish notions, for w thout the m ssing Wapons, the two
of themtogether stood little chance against the Cal dron, w thout bringing about
a war between two equal powers that could destroy the very world. But Anvar kept
his thought to hinmself, and the idea remained with him growing in his mnd |ike
a canker. This, he was convinced, would be the way to repay Aurian for his part
in Forral's death.

The conpani ons had been traveling for about a score of days when the blizzard
struck. Al nmorning as they had clinbed, |eading horses that were strangely
uneasy, Aurian had felt spits of snowin the wind—hard, tiny pellets that stung
her chapped hands and blew i n skeins across the rocks to collect, unnelting, in
every crevice. The sky grew bl ack and heavy, as though the clouds were sinking
to neet themas they clinbed. The force of the wind was increasing, and Raven,
who had been flying ahead of them I|anded suddenly by die side of the tired
Mages. "I think we should turn back," she said. "There's no shelter ahead—we're
nearing the top of the ridge, and it |ooks bad up there."
Aurian swore. The slopes around them were naked scree, and it had been the sane
| oner down. "There's no shelter for mles, the way we've cone," she said.
Everyone | ooked at one another, reluctant to | ose any of their hard-won
progress. Before a decision could be reached, the air was full of fat white
fl akes that bore down on themw th a shocking suddenness, so thick as to nake
breathing difficult, and cutting themoff from each other's sight.
"Stay where you are!" cried Yazour. Aurian reached out to grab Anvar's sl eeve,
and felt his hand clutch tightly at her owm. At her other side, she felt Bohan's
big hand grip her shoul der, and hoped that her other conpani ons had al so | ocated
each other by touch.
Eliizar's voice penetrated the rising how of the wind. "Stay together," he
shouted. "Tie the horses in a circle and get inside!" It was difficult to follow
his advice, blind as they were and with frightened horses to contend with, and
hands that were nunbed and clunmsy with cold. After a struggle, they found
t hensel ves huddl ed within the mnimal shelter of the circle of beasts as the
snow heaped itself around them counting one another by touch and afraid to sit,
| est they never rise again.
The conpani ons cl ung together, sharing each other's warnth, which was quickly
| eeched away by the nerciless wind. Aurian had | ong ago lost all feeling in her
frozen feet, and the cold was pervadi ng her body with a drowsy nunbness. It took
her back to her chil dhood, when she had searched for Forral in the endl ess snow
She awakened in the warm glow ng kitchen of her nother's tower on the
| ake, to see the swordsnan's anxi ous face | ooking down at her
"Aurian, wake up!" It was Anvar's voice. Aurian's dreamnelted |ike snow-eh dear
Gods, the snow! She opened her eyes with difficulty and pulled herself upright.
Anvar was shaking her. "Thank the Gods you're all right! You fell asleep, you
idiot! Had I not felt you go down . "
Aurian groaned. "I was having a wonderful dream. . ."



"I shoul d hope it was,
one you ever had!"
For the first time, the befuddl ed Mage noticed that she was hearing Anvar's

Anvar told her grimy; "because it was al nost the | ast

voice quite clearly. The wind had dropped. The snow was still falling, but nore
gently now, and Aurian could see her surroundings for a few yards around. Not
that there was much to see . . . Only snow, and nore snow-and her conpanions,

who were so encrusted with the dreadful stuff that they were difficult to
di stingui sh agai nst the stark white background.
Raven, with her race's inborn resistance to the cold, seened the nost alert of

themall. "We should be fairly close to the tower now," she said. "If you wll
wait, I'll fly up and see where we are."

Nereni sighed. "I wi sh we could have a fire. We all need sonething hot inside
us."

Ner eni, however, would have to go on wi shing. They had exhausted the sl ender
stock of firewood that they had brought with themfromthe | ast valley, sone
days previously. The conpanions had not long to wait, however, before Raven
returned. "I thought-so," she told them "The tower is at the far end of the
next valley. We should reach it before dark, except— Her face fell. "For you
flightless ones, there may be a problem..."

Gimand silent, the travelers urged their weary, frozen horses through
breast-deep drifts to the top of the ridge. Near the top the goi ng becane
easier, for the wind had scoured the snow away until it was only a thin
speckling over the dark rocks. They paused on the w ndswept ridge, |ooking out
over the next stage of their journey. Below them the way opened into a broad
sweep of valley, its stark, snow choked whiteness alleviated here and there by
dark clunps of twi sted evergreens, bent |like worn old nen by their wintry
burden. Above, oppressive with their |ooning weight, peaks |ike jagged fangs
shoul dered one another as though jostling to attack their puny human victins.
The Mage, | ooking out across the way they had to travel, felt her heart sink
Now t hat the conpani ons had reached the sumit, she could see only too clearly
what Raven, with masterly understatenent, had described as a problem The pass
bel ow them the only way down into the valley, was choked with snow.

"That's all we need." Aurian sighed. "How will we ever manage to dig our way
through that |ot?"

Shia, born and bred in the nountains, surveyed the snow cl ogged pass. "The way
| ooks very steep," she said. "An aval anche m ght sweep it clear, at |east
sufficiently for us to get down. If only we could start one ..."

"A what ?" Anvar squatted beside her, his cold hands tucked beneath his cl oak,
while the great cat told himof the nassive snow slides that sometinmes occurred
in the nountains, crushing everything that stood in their path. He frowned,

| ooki ng down at the pass. "Do you think it would be possible to start one?"

"Surely." Shia paused. "So long as you are willing to sacrifice the one who
starts it, for the risk of being swept away is exceedingly great."

"Ch." Anvar's face fell, but the great cat's words had set Aurian thinking.
"Anvar . . . Do you think you could set the snowin notion with the Staff of
Eart h?" the Mage suggested.

He turned to her, his face alight with excitement. "Aurian, you're brilliant!
That is ... if you wouldn't nind lending it to me agai n?"

Aurian shrugged. "If it's a choice between that and freezing ny backside off on

this accursed nountain, there's no question. But Anvar—for the sake of all the
CGods, be careful. The Staff has a way of taking over, it's so powerful, and Shia
just told us how dangerous this is. Think it through first, before you do
anyt hi ng, and—

"I know, | know" He grinned at her. "Don't worry, Aurian. |I'll be all right."
The Mage fumbled the Staff fromher belt and handed it to hi mand was seized
with m sgivings as she did so. These were different circunstances fromthe first
time he had handl ed the Staff, during the desert battle. Then he'd been fighting
for his |life—and he had al so had her steadying hand on the Staff to take up sone
of its awesone power. Me and ny bright ideas, Aurian thought. For an al armng

i nstant, she saw in Anvar what he nust have seen in her, when she had first won
the Staff. He seenmed taller, his body wapped in an aureole of power. His eyes



glowed with sapphire fire as he strode to the head of the pass, where the snow
deepened and the way began to drop toward the valley fl oor

"Stay back everyone," Anvar called cheerfully.

Aurian swore under her breath. She knew how it felt to hi mshe had experienced
this euphoria when she'd first held the Staff. Over his shoul der, she could

al ready see his spell beginning to take effect as a web of glow ng green lines
snaked their way through the snow, right down to the bottom of the pass. But he
only needed to dislodge a little of the snow at the top, Shia had said

"Anvar, don't ..." Aurian yelled.

The force lines flared with a blinding enerald light. Wth a runble growing to a
deaf ening roar, the snow began to thunder down the narrow defile, runbling and
rolling and crashing down in an inexorable wave as the ground shook and
shuddered and great clouds of powdered white crystals erupted into the air and
the plague of snow on which Anvar was standi ng began to nove, sliding forward,
down and over the edge. Anvar, flailing wildly to keep his bal ance, cried out
once in shrill desperati on—and was gone.

Chapter 8
The Tower of | ncondor

The ground shook and the ears of the conpanions were battered by the receding
roar of the aval anche. Snow, hurled high into the air, cane spattering down on
top of them Raven took wing like a startled bird. The terrified horses reared,
trying to pull their lead reins free of the eunuch's hands. One broke free and
shot forward, vanishing over the edge of the slide with a shriek that was
abruptly and sickeningly cut off. Bohan and Nereni had fallen to the ground
beneat h the hooves of the plunging animals, and Aurian fought to keep her

bal ance by hanging on grimy to the bridle of her wheeling nount. Then
mercifully, the world began to settle.

"Anvar!." Heartsick, Aurian scranbled toward the edge of the slide—but hands
were hol ding her back. After a frantic struggle she realized that Yazour and
Eliizar were hanging on to her arnms.

"Wait, Aurian," the young warrior told her urgently, "lest we |ose you too!"

As the echoes of the aval anche died away, Aurian, her knuckles clenched tight
agai nst her nmouth, stepped forward with Yazour and Eliizar, and | ooked down into
the pass. Crystalline clouds of powdered ice hung in the air as a silvery haze
above the snow slide, obscuring what |ay bel ow Raven | anded beside them "W

must wait until it settles." She sounded very subdued. "I can see nothing down
there. ™

Aurian cursed. "You wait. |'m going now. "

"Let me—+ can nove faster on that slippery surface."” It was Shia. "Foll owbut
take care, ny friend. W want no nore falls today!"™ Wth a bound, the great cat
was gone

Behi nd the Mage, Bohan and Nereni were picking thenselves up. Barring a bruise
or two, the eunuch seened unhurt, and went linping off to gather up the reins of
the horses. A shaken Nereni had to be helped to her feet by Eliizar. Her face
was streaked with tears, and bl ood poured froma cut in her forehead, where she
had been caught by a flying hoof. Aurian, nunb with shock over Anvar's

di sappearance—she woul d not let herself call it nore than that—found herself

thi nking that the woman was lucky to be alive . . . Wth that, the Mage's
thoughts returned to Anvar.

At the top of the pass, the rocky trail had been swept al nost bare of snow. What
was | eft had been snpothed and inpacted in patches by the aval anche until it

| ooked |ike glass. Aurian felt a shiver of dread. Automatically, she groped in
her belt for the Staff of Earth to hel p her bal ance—and stopped dead, her eyes
wide with horror. Dear Cods, if the Staff had been lost . . . Flinging caution
to the winds, she started down.

Luckily, Yazour caught up with her before she had gone nore than a step or
two—and even that had been al nost enough to send her hurtling to the bottom of
the defile. He caught her arm as she fl oundered for bal ance.

"Take care!" he scol ded, handing her one of the stout wal king staffs that Bohan



had cut for her conpanions before they left the forest. "You should have
wai ted." "But— Aurian protested.

The warrior hushed her. "I know," he told her sadly. "W have no choice,
however —ae must go slowy, if we hope to reach the bottomintact"”

Though Aurian was frantic with fear for Anvar, not to nmention the fate of the
Staff, it was inpossible to descend the pass with any speed. Visibility, between
the heavy gray sky and the steepening walls of the defile on either side was
poor, and the trail was like glass underfoot. She had to test her footing with
each step before she could put her weight on it, and to nake matters worse, she
was continually unbal anced by the bulk of the child she carried.

Partway down, they cane across the unfortunate horse. It |ay broken and bl oody
beside the trail, its neck and linbs wenched askew at inpossible angles. Aurian
turned away, with tight throat and clenched teeth, unable to stop herself

t hi nki ng of Anvar. Yazour's hand tightened on her arm One | ook at his grim and
pallid face, and Aurian knew that his thoughts were sinlar to her own. "Perhaps
we should wait for the others?" he suggested tentatively.

The Mage shook her head. "It's no use putting it off."

It was then, in that darkest of nonments, that Shia's voice burst into Aurians
mnd. “ Anvar is alive !”

It was as well that the aval anche had already spent itself. Aurian let out a
whoop t hat unbal anced her again, and sent her slithering dowmn the trail. Yazour
caught at her, and they slid for several feet before coming to an unsteady halt
agai nst the rocky wall of the defile, while Yazour blistered the air with
curses. Aurian hugged him "He's all right, Yazourl Shia says he's all right!"
Abruptly, the warrior stopped swearing. "You sorcerers! How in the Reaper's nane
did he manage that ?"

Anvar, lying half stunned in a pile of snow at the bottomof the trail, was
wonderi ng much the sane thing. Shia | ooked hi mover anxiously, poking himfrom
time to time with her great black nuzzle. "Nothing broken?"' she asked sharply.
"l don't think so ... | can nove ny arns and legs . . ."

"l suggest you nove them then, before you freeze!"

Anvar groaned, and used the Staff, which he'd clung to with all his strength
down every inch of the wild and terrifying slide, to help pull his aching body
to unsteady feet. Shia pushed her nassive body against him propping himas he
stunbled. "Idiot!" she snarled. "Aurian warned you to stay back!" She | ooked
back at hi mover her shoul der, her gol den eyes ablaze, and the Mage, his hands
buried in the thick, warmfur of her back, gave her a sheepish grin. Her nental
tones, though sharp with the aftershock of fear for him |acked the stinging
edge of true anger, and he knew she was thankful to see himalive and in one

pi ece, nore or |ess.

Anvar's head was still swimmng fromthe fall, and he sat down abruptly in the
snow, hugging the cat for nore than warnth. "I'mglad to see you too," he told
her sincerely.

He was even nore glad to see Aurian cone slithering down the track with Yazour,
whose face split into a grin of relief to see him The warrior clapped Anvar
hard on the shoul der, nmaking himwi nce, before fading tactfully back up the
slippery defile to help Eliizar with the horses, |eaving the two Magefol k al one
with Shia. The Mage | ooked wretched, a grimexpression on her ashen face. Anvar
braced hinself for the stormof her wath, certain that this tine, at |east, he
deserved it. "I'msorry," he told her. "You warned ne, and | shoul d have
listened."

The Mage dropped to her knees in the snow beside Anvar, wanting to curse him to
pound himw th her fists for putting her through this ordeal. But she couldn't.
When she saw himthere, blue-lipped and shivering, his clothing torn and wet,
his skin scraped and already beginning to bruise in places—aell, how could she
be angry when she was so glad to see himalive? She wanted to enbrace hi mshe



was al nost ready to weep with relief to see himsafe. But the sick feeling of
horror when she thought she had | ost himrenmained within her, like a ball of
lead in the pit of her stomach. Instead of his face, she saw the cold, lifeless
features of Forral, after the Waith had struck hi m down.

Aurian felt her hands beginning to shake. Rather than face the bl eak and
horrifying possibility of another |oss, she took refuge in briskness. "I
understand, Anvar. | should have known—the Staff has so nuch power! | renenber
how it was in Dhiammara, the first time | held it, and the city fell apart
around me . "

Anvar | ooked startled. "But that wasn't your fault! That was a spell of the
Dragonfol k, surely!"

"Wel |, maybe," Aurian conceded, "but even if the destruction had been ny fault,
I couldn't have prevented it! Wiat happened today was ny m stake, Anvar. Since
you' d already used the Staff in the desert, | thought you would be all right,

but that tinme, the power was channeled into the battle—t had sonewhere to go!
When you di sappeared in that aval anche—&ods, | thought ..."

Auri an knew she had betrayed hersel f when Anvar put an arm around her shoul ders.
"And Shia called ne an idiot!" he scolded. "Wy blane yourself? You trusted ne
with the Staff, you warned ne to be careful -how could it be your fault? In

fact," he went on, "it was the Staff that saved ny life, | think. Its power
seens to surround ne and cushion ne fromthe worst of the fall . . . | renenber
rolling and sliding, very fast . . . Thank the Gods, the worst of the aval anche
had al ready gone before | started to fall, or I'd have been dead for sure.”

Anvar, shuddering, fell silent.

Aurian didn't want to think about it. "Cone on," she said brusquely, "you
mustn't sit and freeze. Let's find you sone dry clothing in the packs. W ought
to go on now. W stand a better chance of surviving this night if we can find
the tower before dark." She hel ped the shaken Mage cl anber to his feet, and
retrieved the Staff of Earth fromhis grasp. Wthout |ooking back at Anvar, she
scranbl ed up toward the place where Eliizar and the others were bringing the
horses down the trail

Taken aback, and not a little hurt by the swift change in the Mage's deneanor,
Anvar cursed. "Gods help nme, I'll never understand her!"

Though he had been talking to hinself, Shia caught his eye. "Her behavior seens
perfectly clear to ne!"

"You can read her bloody nind!" Muttering under his breath, Anvar |inped toward
t he ot hers.

Eliizar was |ooking utterly disconsolate. "W |ost another horse, com ng down,"
the swordsman was telling Aurian, as Anvar approached. "Wen he slipped, | could
not hold him..."

"The ani mal broke its |egqg,

Yazour put in quietly. "W had to end its suffering

. ."He si ghed.

"I't wasn't your fault," Aurian consoled them "I thought we'd have trouble
bringing the horses down that trail. You did well to get the others down in one
pi ece. "

"Very true," Yazour told her grimy. He gestured at the weary, drooping beasts,

and Anvar saw that one was holding a foot carefully off the ground, and another
was cut about the knees. "We would have | ost those also, had it not been for
Bohan's strength to hold them back when they slipped."

Eliizar cheered up at Anvar's approach, and Nereni, her face bl oodi ed and

brui sed, gave a squeal of delight and hugged him Aurian, exam ning the injured
horses, left it to Nereni to plaster salve on his hurts and find himsone dry
clothing, and took no further notice of himat all

The descent through the deep-piled snow at the foot of the defile was as
grueling as the clinb to the pass had been, and it took the compani ons a | ong
time to plough their way through the congested drifts as they came down into the
val | ey. The sky began to darken as they struggled on, whether with dusk or

anot her storm Anvar had no ideas for he had lost track of tine in the blizzard.
In fact, it proved to be both.



The tower was situated at the far end or the Valley, perched atop a craggy,
tree-clad hill. By the tinme they reached the clunp of twi sted pines and saw the
sturdy shape of the building | oom ng above them snowflakes were thickening the
air once nore. Thinking of the freezing peril of the night, everyone worked to
gat her broken boughs, which they | oaded on weary horses for the |ast ascent of
the steep, slippery path.

The squat, crunbling silhouette of the ancient tower |ooned bl ack against the
sky. The door was frozen shut, and Bohan had to exert all the strength of his
m ghty nuscl es before the heavy slab of wood finally shuddered open with a
grating conplaint. The interior was pitch-dark, and the conpani ons, not know ng
what to expect within, hung back, reluctant to enter. Yazour tugged at Anvar's
sl eeve. "Anvar, can you nake a light?"

Chill ed and exhausted as he was, with his mind still nunbed by the shock of his
headl ong fall, Anvar had to force hinself to focus on the warrior's words.
Eventual Iy he nodded, and tried to summon the strength to create a fireball.
Not hi ng happened. He cursed and tried again, closing his eyes and concentrating

so hard that sweat sprung out to freeze on his brow, but still nothing happened.
Hs tired mnd sinply refused to obey his wll.
"Here—

Anvar opened his eyes to see Aurian holding out the Staff of Earth. After his
recent m shap, and her cool ness toward him afterward, he was astonished that she
woul d trust himagain with the precious artifact. "Are you sure?" Behind his
question were a thousand others. The Mage sinply nodded, and thrust the Staff
into his hand. Once again, Anvar felt its power running through himlike nolten
fire, as unquenchabl e hope rekindled in his heart. He lifted the Staff, and
heard nmuffl ed gasps fromthe others as its tip burst into sizzling flane,
lighting the way into the darkened maw of the buil di ng.

The conpani ons surged into the tower behind Anvar, and into the single, circular
chanmber that they found within. Bohan snatched a bundl e of wood fromthe back. of
one of the horses and. hurled, it into the gaping fireplace. Anvar thrust the
blazing Staff into the heart of the kindling, and everyone cheered as the wet
wood snol dered, sparked, and burst into flame. Only then did he allowthe fire
of the Staff to die. It was hard to surrender such glory. Wen he went,
reluctantly, to return the artifact to Aurian, she grinaced and shook her head.

"Keep it," she muttered, "for now at least. It's no good to nme while I"'min this
state. "

Oh, he was tenpted to accept her offer, but . . . "No," Anvar told her. "You
found it. You re-created it—by rights it belongs to you. You'll be able to use
it again inno tinme ..." But she had already turned away. Sighing, Anvar
carefully propped the Staff against the wall in a shadowy corner, where it would

be out of harms way.

The bare tower room soon warnmed with the roaring blaze and the steam ng heat
fromthe bodi es of the horses and conpanions that were packed inside. Wile
Nereni, who seenmed to have drawn a new reserve of energy fromthe presence of
secure walls and a fireside, raided their provisions to produce one of her
hearteni ng stews, and Yazour doctored the injured horses, Eliizar and Bohan nade
torches and went to explore. They returned after a short tinme with the news that
the tower consisted of three stories. Above the rough stone chanber was anot her
circular roomwith a flinmsy | adder |eading up through a trapdoor to the flat
roof above. Bel ow the ground-floor chanmber, down a narrow flight of steps, a
danmp but solid dungeon had been hewn out of the tower's foundations.

Supper was a silent affair among the weary, fam shed group, with everyone paying
too nmuch attention to the food to talk. As tine passed, however, and sone degree
of confort was restored, everyone began to relax—w th the exception of Aurian
and Anvar. Nereni had to press the Mage to eat, and she sat silent and
abstracted, not joining in their conversation.

Anvar was al nost as bad, and could do little justice to the excellent neal.
Later, when the others had drifted into an exhausted slunber, he found hinself
unable to sleep. His frustration with Aurian was reaching the point of anger

now. What was wong with her? Surely she couldn't be holding that fall against

hi n? True, he night have lost the Staff through his rashness, but all had turned



out well in the end! After tossing and turning for a while, Anvar gave up trying
to sleep. He kindled a torch and crept upstairs to the tower roof, seeking the
chill solace of the snow night to ease his thoughts.

Aurian awakened froma sleep that had been Iong in coning, disturbed by the
restless kicking of the child within her. Gunbling drowsily, she turned over to
find a nore confortable position and Shia, disturbed by the novenent, opened one
eye,

"Still brooding?" the cat asked pointedly,

Auri an sighed and sat up, heartily wishing for a bottle of the peach brandy that
she and Forral used to enjoy. Ch to get gloriously, obliviously drunk, and
escape, for a tinme, the tangle of conflicting enotions that consunmed her
whenever she thought of the only two nen she had ever cared for. Shia was stil
wat ching her waiting for an answer.

"A'l right," Aurian told the cat resignedly, "Wen Anvar fell in the aval anche
today | thought he was dead. It hurt, Shia, as it hurt when | lost Forral.

don't want to feel that way—-not ever again, not for anyone. Once was nore than
enough, " She swal | owed hard against a tightness in her throat. "Besides," she
went on doggedly, "I'mletting the whole ridicul ous business distract nme from
the fight against Mathan, and that's our chief concern. | don't need this,
Shia! It could cost us our lives!"

"So you withdraw from Anvar, and try to bury your feelings," Shia nused. "Well
in a smll conpany such as this, you cannot avoid him You nust send hi maway,
it seems, or go yourself."

Aurian stared at Shia, aghast. \What, face her quest alone, w thout Anvar? "But |
can't do that!"

The great cat sighed. "Wy nust you hunans conplicate matters? | suspect that
once you stop fighting your own feelings, your distraction will vanish." She

| ooked deep into Aurian's eyes. "Listen, ny friend. Wiy tornent yourself? This
nonsense proves once and for all that you do | ove Anvar. You have |oved him
since the desert at |east, though | suspect the seeds were sown | ong before. No
one lives forever, Aurian. | will not. | flatter myself that you would feel sone
measur e of anguish at ny | oss—do you wish to discard our friendship?"

"Wy, of course not!"

"Then why nake poor Anvar suffer?" Aurian felt Shia's nental equivalent of a
shrug, "After all," the cat went on slyly, "there is every chance that he nmay
outlive your!

Aurian, with a guilty glance at her sleeping friends, nmuffled her snort of

| aughter, "My dear Shia, what would | do without you? You have the nbst amazing
talent for making me feel better, while pointing out that 1'ma fool

"You give ne a lot of practice, you and Anvar!" Shia replied, "Go and talk to

hi mhe is on the roof," she added hel pfully, as Aurian, feeling lighter of heart
than she had done in a long time, sped up the tower stairs. She was so
preoccupi ed with thoughts of Anvar, that she never noticed that Raven was

m ssi ng.

Bl ackt al on was uneasy in the pinewod below the tower. It henmed himin on all
sides, cutting off the open sky and enclosing himso that he could scarcely
breathe. For all his race's resistance to the cold, he shivered as he tried to
peer through the whirling snow and tangl ed mass of that conceal ed his quarry,
"Is it not time we nade our move?" he whispered to the Prince, "My warriors
weary of this endless wait!"

"Be patient, you idiot!" Harihn snapped, "By the Reaper, H gh Priest, recall the
pl an! The Princess will come to tell us when they sleep. W must wait for her
wor d—then, when ny nen attack the tower, your warriors will go in from above
And Bl ackt al on—+enenber that | want themalive!"

The High Priest of the Wnged Fol k nodded inpatiently, biting back his
irritation. By Yinze—did his ally think hima conplete fool? But fear held him
back froma scathing reply. For behind the foolish, am able expression on

Hari hn's handsone face, there burned the harsh and terrifying gaze of the
Archmage M at han



"Hari hn?" Raven stunbl ed through the bushes, wi shing that the night were
lighter, so that she could safely take wing. It would be far easier, and |ess
pai nful , she thought, as she sucked bl ood fromyet another scratch, to |ocate
himfromthe air. By the eyes of Yinze, where was he?

To the winged girl's relief, the springy branches gave way before her at |ast,
and she found herself in a clearing. Raven frowned, puzzled—and stamnped in
irritation. Harihn had prom sed to neet her in a clearing close to the tower—but

this was obviously not the right one! Yet . . . Raven squinted into the gl oom
Was that not a novenent, over in the bushes on the opposite side? Surely that
shadow was not a tree, but the tall, straight figure of a nman?

"Hari hn?" Raven stepped forward—+too | ate, she heard the rustling behind her, and
on either side. Before she had time to take wing, a heavy weight hurtled into
her, bearing her to the ground and grinding her face into the snow and fallen
pi ne needl es. Then many hands were upon her, grabbing at her wi ngs and |inbs.
Though the winged girl struggled and fought, lashing out with flailing pinions
and clawed fingernails, she was hopel essly overpowered. Before she could cry out
for help, a hand seized her jaw, thrusting a heavy wad of cloth into her nouth
and tying it in place with another scrap of material. Her wi ngs, wists, and
ankl es were bound tightly with strips of |eather—but tighter still was the hand
of fear clenched round her heart. Harihn, she thought desperatel y—where are you?
Raven soon found out. A booted foot rolled her onto her back, and she | ooked up
through tear-filled eyes to see the face of her former lover! "Nol" The word was
only a muffl ed whinper through Raven's gag—+t was her mind that shrieked in rage
and angui sh. The Prince had betrayed her!

"Ah ..." The heart of the winged girl twisted within her at the sound of the
dry, famliar voice that had haunted her nightmares for so long. C oaked in the
dusty bl ack of his wings, the H gh Priest Bl acktal on stepped out from behind the
Prince. "Mne at last!" He knelt beside her, and Raven cl osed her eyes,
shuddering at his touch

"Get noving, Bl acktal on—you can enjoy your plaything later!"™ Harihn's voice was
harsh and cold. "My side of our bargain has been fulfilled, but we need to take
the others before your prey is secure!"”

"M nd your tone, when you address the new King of the Skyfol k!'" Bl ackt al on
snhapped stiffly—but neverthel ess, he obeyed, and got to his feet at once. Raven
stiffened at his words. King? But that could only mean her nother was dead! As
the sound of receding footsteps faded fromthe clearing, Raven cl osed her eyes
in utter despair, and sobbed.

The Mage had a trenendous struggle to haul herself up the rickety |adder to the
roof. Wien she saw Anvar, huddl ed out of the wind in the corner of a crunbling
enbrasure, her courage alnost failed her. But he | ooked up, aware, as al ways, of
her presence, and the sight of his sad, tired face strengthened her resol ve. She
crouched down beside him but her words were drowned by the how ing of the w nd.
"Cone inside, Anvar," she yelled. "You're frozen!"

The upper chanber of the tower boasted a fireplace, and a few cobweb-draped bits
of old furniture of peculiar design that nmust have been used when the W nged
Fol k mai ntai ned a guard. Anvar smashed a tall, backless stool against the wall
and flung the pieces into the hearth, lighting themwith a sizzling fireball. As
the flanmes flared up he began on the remains of a spindly table, and Aurian,
seeing his grimexpression, took an involuntary step back. His first words took
her conpletely by surprise

"Aurian, you are an utter idiot to risk that rotten ladder!. If you'd fallen,
you could have lost the child!" Then he seenmed to becone aware of what he was
saying, and turned away fromher. "Not that it's any of ny business," he
muttered, his voice thick with bitterness.

Aurian took a deep breath, and laid a hand on his arm "It is your business,
Anvar," she said softly. "That is—f you still want it to be."

For a nonent he sinply stood, unnoving. Then, he turned to face her. "Wat do
you nmean?" he asked.

Aurian swal | owed hard, her throat gone suddenly dry, "I should have spoken



sooner—after the desert, nmaybe, or certainly after the aval anche today. But |
was afraid," Her voice began to trenmble. "Ch, curse it!" she sniffed, w ping her
nose on her sleeve. She tried to pull away fromhim but he held her fast,

"You know, | don't think I'll ever break you of that revolting habit!" The anger
had fled from Anvar's face. He led her to the fire and sat her down on the fl oor
besi de the hearth. Taking pieces of the broken table, he fed themto the dying
flanes.

Aurian plunged on before she lost her courage, "I let you think I didn't |ove
you, but | lied. I was lying to nyself, too. | was afraid, because after Forra
was killed, | never wanted to go through that pain again! And we're in such
danger —=

"And that was the problen? You were afraid I'd be killed, too? Oh, ny dearest
love ..." Anvar put his arnms around her, holding her close, and at |ong | ast

Aurian gladly returned Anvar's enbrace, rejoicing in his touch, his closeness,
feeling the racing of his heart that natched the joyous beating of her own. But
there was one vital thing that she had | eft unsaid.

She took her face from Anvar's shoulder to look at him "I can't forget Forral,
you know, " she said softly. "Even if | could, | don't want to."

Anvar shook his head. "I don't expect you to forget him nmny |love, and neither
will I. Forral was a true friend to nme, and | honor his menory. Things have
happened so quickly since he died, and I'd rather you canme to ne heart-whol e,
than plagued by doubts ..."

Aurian reached out to touch his face. "I've had enough of doubts." She ran her
pal ns across the breadth of his shoulders, leaning into his enbrace—and
stiffened, as a scraping noise fromabove her head shattered the web of |ove and
I ongi ng within which she and Anvar had shel tered.

"Anvar—di d you hear that?"

Anvar's eyes were wide with alarm "It's on the roof ..."

The trapdoor in the ceiling burst open, its burden of snow dropping to the floor
with a slither and thunp as a blast of wintry air ripped through the faint
warnth of the room Wth a curse, Aurian scranbled to her feet as a pair of |egs
appeared on the frail |adder, Reaching for the sword that was al ways at her
side, she swung with all her strength in a wi de sideways swi pe, her wists
taking the inpact as her sword bit through flesh and wood alike, and into bone.
The | adder splintered as the man fell screaning, one | eg severed at the knee,
the ot her spraying blood, Aurian junped back clunsily, cursing the hanpering
bul k of her child, and Anvar steadi ed her as she fought for bal ance.

"Wnged Fol k! Anvar cried, as he pulled her away fromthe flailing wi ngs of her
withing victim Another figure dropped through the opening, wings folded to fit
the cranped space. Aurian tried to engage the new foe before he could recover

hi nsel f, but his sword was already in his hand, and he drove her back easily,
knowi ng she was di sadvantaged by the need to protect her unborn child.

I nexorably he pressed forward, clearing space for nore of the eneny to enter
Fromthe corner of her eye, Aurian saw Anvar dive under their flashing swords to
snatch the weapon of the first, fallen warrior, but she was forced to
concentrate on her own opponent—ntil a shriek of agony turned her cold. She
tore her eyes fromher assailant to glinpse Anvar pulling his bl oody bl ade out
of the chest of the next nman through the trapdoor, but another followed, kicking
the corpse aside. Another, behind him dropped lightly through the opening.
Sensi ng her distraction, her opponent |unged, alnost breaking through her guard.
Qddly, Aurian felt no fear—just a surge of anger that he was bl ocking her from
going to Anvar's aid. She twi sted her blade in Forral's deft, circling flick,
and as her eneny's sword went flying, she snicked his throat on the

foll owthrough, regretting it as his bl ood sprayed into her face. Freeing a hand
to wi pe her eyes and gagging on the netallic reek, she | eapt across his body—and
jerked to a halt as his hand closed in a dying spasm around her ankle, trapping
her foot in an iron grip.

Anvar had two opponents nowthey were attacking himmercilessly, backing him
into the lethal trap of the corner between the chi mey breast and the wall
Unable to free herself and with no time to waste, Aurian flipped a knife

| eft-handed from her sleeve with the deadly accuracy she had | earned from



Parric, and heard a grunt of pain as it sank hilt-deep into the back of its
target, between the great wings. The other warrior glanced around as his conrade
toppl ed—a fatal m stake. He doubl ed over screaming, clutching at the slithering
| oops of his gut, which had been ripped out by Anvar's bl ade.

Aurian severed the linb that held her with one stroke of her blade. As the hand
fell away she shot across the room pulling Anvar toward the door as nore foes
dropped through the trapdoor above. Soneone was hacking at the hole with a
sword, enlarging the opening. The chanber was becom ng inpossibly cranped, and
the Mages were forced to scranble backward over the bodies of the fall en,
fighting a desperate rearguard action. But when they reached the door, Aurian's
relief turned to horror as she heard the sound of fighting in the room bel ow.
They wer e surrounded!

Then the Mage renenbered Shia, and a wild hope rose in her heart—enly to be
dashed as she touched her friend's mnd. The reply cane brief and stilted, as
the cat fought for her life downstairs, even as Aurian was fighting for her own.
"Bohan fights—Eliizar hurt—an't reach you ..."

"Run, Shia!'" Aurian told her. "Take the Staff and run!"

"Have you | ost your mnd? |I'mnot |eaving you!"

"You nmust!. If we lose the Staff, we're finished!"

For a nonent there was silence, then: "I have it! | go!"

Aurian caught a blurred inpression of claws and bl ood as the great cat fought
her way to freedomthen she was gone, into the storm Soneone grabbed the Mage
from behind, jerking her backward, as unseen assailants cane pouring up the
stairs. A handful of her hair was seized and yanked, and she felt the chill bite
of steel at her throat.

"Drop your weapons!"”

Aurian recogni zed the voice that came frombehind her. Harihn! In | eague with

W nged Fol k? She stiffened with rage—and the blade bit into the taut-stretched
skin of her neck, drawing a trickle of warm bl ood. Fum ng hel pl essly, she |et
her weapon drop, and saw rage mingling with dismay on Anvar's face. H's sword
fell clattering to the floor as he was surrounded by wi nged warriors and dragged
away, struggling, to be held against the opposite wall. Aurian saw his eyes
flare bright with icy rage as he gathered his powers and

"Don't try it, Anvar," Harihn snapped. "At the first hint of magic fromyou, ny
warriors will slit her throat."

Aurian saw the fire in Anvar's eyes die away, his anger fading into a | ook of
bitter defeat. Then her hands were seized from behind, jerked back, and bound,
while Anvar's wi nged captors dealt with himin a simlar fashion

"How good of you to join ne." Smiling sardonically, Harihn stepped out to
confront the Mage. "Thanks to the treachery of little Raven, you are now ny
prisoners."” Ordering the knife to be renoved fromAurian's throat, he hit her
across the face. Unbal anced by the bl ow, she fell, but her guards caught her,
forcing her to her knees. Through the ringing in her ears, she heard a scuffle.
"Leave her alone— Anvar's yell was cut short by the sick thud of a blow, then
the Prince's hand | ashed across the other side of Aurian's face. Her head jolted
si deways, and she tasted bl ood where her teeth had cut into her lip. "I warn
you, Anvar," Harihn said nenacingly. "One nore nove fromyou, and she will be
the one to suffer!™

Hi s voice was not the voice of the Prince. Aurian |ooked up through tears of

pai n—and her heart turned to ashes within her. Those handsone, famliar features
were those of Hari hn—but the grimnmal evol ence that burned behind his eyes coul d
only belong to the Archnmmagel

Chapter 9 Schi annath

I he snow | aden wind hurtled through the narrow nountain like a river in spate,

power ful , inexorabl e—and deadly. The pass, a strait corridor between cliffs of

i ncredi bl e height, was the gateway to the ki ngdom of the Skyfol k. At the end of
the pass, a tower had been built high on a spur of rock, where in the past the
W nged Fol k kept a guard, A dark and tangl ed wood of pines bel ow the spur

provi ded f uel



The wi nd keened shrilly around the Tower of I|ncondor, prying with chill claws at
the solid stack of man-piled stones like a living beast, seeking to reach the
puny human wawi ors who had taken sanctuary within. Beyond the tower, the way
opened out into a broad sweep of valley, its stark, snow choked whiteness

all eviated here and there by dark, skeletal clunps of trees bent over |ike worn
old nmen by their wintry burden. Above the vale, oppressive with their | oom ng
wei ght, great peaks like jagged fangs shoul dered one another as if jostling for
the privilege of attacking the squat and sturdy buil ding that stood bravely at
their feet.

The nman who hid behind a pile of tunbled boulders at the nouth of the pass
spared the threatening nmountains not a single glance. He was nore concerned with
the strangers who were sheltering within the tower. In his cloak of silvery
wol f ski ns he was canoufl aged agai nst the snow and- shadow backdrop, as was his
horse, Iscalda, the white nare who stood patiently at his shoul der, show ng | ess
nmovenment than the whirling snow that piled in drifts around her feet,

Schi annath stared at the tower, silhouetted on its wooded nmound, and cursed
bitterly. O all the vile, unbelievable, inpossibly bad |uck! The abandoned
bui | ding was the best of his refuges, the only one in which he and Iscal da coul d
shelter in any degree of confort fromthis deadly, preternatural winter. H's
other lairs, discovered in nonths of wandering these inhospitable nountains,
were either dense woodl and thickets or caves: the forner were pathetically

i nadequate in this bitter weather, and the latter were danp and drafty, tending
to fill with choking and conspi cuous smoke if he Iit a fire. He and Iscal da had
made a | ong, perilous journey to this place in the teeth of the storm and had
arrived here wet, frozen, and unutterably weary—enly to find the tower already
occupi ed!

Once nore, Schiannath cursed the interl opers—whoever they were. And who coul d
they be? The Xandi m never came so far south. These |ands were quite outside
their provi nce—which was why he was here, The outlaw flinched fromthe menory of
his trial and exile, when the bunbling, half-blind young Wndeye had uttered the
spells that erased his name fromthe wind—and fromthe menory of the tribe. He
bit his lip to keep fromcrying his shame and agony al oud. Ch Goddess, why did
do it? he thought wetchedly. Why was it so inportant to ne, to be Herdl ord?
How had it cone about? Wiy had he al ways been the outcast: solitary anpong a
peopl e where the tribe was all; secretive anong fol k who shared everything? Tine
and again, the sharpness of his wits had got himinto trouble. He was cleverer
than the ot of them and they hated himfor it. Wll, a plague on them all
Curse his nother, for leaving himin the coastal settlenment with his father when
they parted, while she kept the children of her other mates with her in the
hills! If not for that, Schiannath would have grown up with his brethren in the
tribe. But when he a cone to the Fastness after his father's death, he had never
been able to settle, clashing with the Herdl ord again and again over his wld,
undi sci pl i ned behavior, until it had seenmed that the only way to be free of
Phal i has and his tiresone rules and restrictions lay in beconing Herdl ord
hinmself. Only his sister Iscalda had cared about him had tried her best to

di ssuade himfrom his folly—and, when that had failed, had insisted on sharing
his exile,

Gief pierced Schiannath's heart like a knife. The Xandi m had no death sentence
for their own; that fate was reserved for foreigners and spies. |Instead, they
haddone worse—they had taken his nane, and driven himout with curses and
stones. For defying Phalihas, |scalda had been transformed into her O hershape
of a white mare and | ocked forever in that state by the Wndeye. Now, she was no
better than a normal horse, with the needs, the instincts—and the m nd—ef a
beast .

H's throat tight with unshed tears, the outlaw gl anced over his shoul der at the
white mare, wishing that he could find surcease fromhis painful nenories. There
had been tinmes, in his despair, when he had thought of ending it for both of
themwith his blade, perhaps, or sinply by riding Iscalda over a precipice, But
he had never found the courage, There had al ways renmi ned that tiny,
unquenchabl e hope in the depths of his soul that one day he woul d sonehow find
the nmeans to change her back .



The mare nade a | ow chuckling sound deep in her throat and dropped her nose into
his palm |ipping gently at his fingers, Schiannath sighed, "I know, Iscalda,
I"mhungry too. Cone, it's time to go." He had another lair nearby, a small cave
set high in the towering walls of the pass. It would be cranped and
unconfortable, but he had left a small store of food there for energencies, and
dried grasses for Iscalda that he had harvested fromthe valley during the

| ong- gone days of m | der weat her

Schi annath gl anced up at the wi ndowl ess tower for one last tinme, scowing at the
thread of snpke that trickled fromthe crunbling flue. Curse them Wo were
these fol k? Wiy were they here? He hesitated. If they were not Xandim then they
could not know he was an outlawl If he clained to be a strayed traveler, they
woul d surely take himin!

Hope, painful in its intensity, swelled in Shiannath's heart. After nonths spent
with only Iscalda for conpany, the sudden hunger for people, for kind faces and
the sound of human voices and | aughter, overwhelmed himin a flood of desperate
| onging. Hi s | ean, weather-beaten face creased into its first smle in nonths,
as he took hold of the mare's bridle, and began to step out of his hiding place

A new sound drove himswi ftly back, like a hunted animal into its lair. Wth the
shar p- honed senses of a wild creature, he heard on the wind the sound of w ngs,
drumm ng through the valley toward the pass. Schiannath huddl ed behind the

boul ders, the mare tucked in behind him He was shivering, and not fromthe
cold. Had he becone a Wndeye, that the storm s tidings brought such dread
forebodi ng? Then, as he peered up beyond the stark |inbs of the tower's
encircling trees, the outlaw saw wi nged figures dropping fromthe sky. He caught
his breath in horror. By the Fields of Paradise, what were those abom nations
doi ng here?

Then to Schiannath's astoni shnment, a group of human warriors—who nust have been
wel | conceal ed to have escaped his careful observati on—had | eft the pine-wood at
the sound, and canme briefly within his sight as they fanned out toward the
tower. Schiannath heard a nutter of voices in a harsh, uncouth tongue, and
stiffened with rage. Accursed Khazalim Wat were they doing here? Wth a
nmuttered oath, he shrank back behind the rocks as the Skyfol k hovered over the
copse, then dropped out of sight amd its branches.

Common sense warned the outlaw it was time to |leave. |If the invaders sent out
scouts . . . Yet he lingered, drawn by curiosity and the irresistible urge to be
near humans—any humans—agai n. |scal da woul d warn hi m of approachi ng danger, and
with his know edge of the surrounding terrain, it should be easy to el ude
pursuit in the flurrying snow. So he stayed, and watched as the wi nged warriors
soared up to land on the roof of the tower, as the Khazalimscumwho seened to
be in |l eague with them assailed the door. It was an anbush! Woever mnight be
within the tower, Schiannath found hinself noved to pity for the poor wetches.

Yazour awakened abruptly, disturbed fromhis sleep by sone faint, unplaceable
sound. He opened his eyes, and gl anced around a strangely depl eted chanber. Shia
was stretched out, catlike, in the warmest place beside the fire. Bohan |ay
nearby, his head pillowed on the hearth, and Nereni and Eliizar were curled in a
tangl ed nest of blankets. But where were the others? He tensed in alarm until a
mur mur of voices fromthe floor above himtold himthe whereabouts of Aurian and
Anvar. Yazour smled. They were nmaki ng the nmost of the opportunity to be al one,
and who could bl ane then? That only | eft Raven—but why should she be m ssing? He
was rousing hinmself to go and investigate as the door of the tower flew open,
and Harihn's men burst into the room

Yazour sprang to his feet and drew his sword. "Foes," he roared. "Awake!" Hi s
heart clenched with the angui sh of betrayal as he recognized each faniliar face.
Before he left the prince's service, these had been the | oyal troops that were
his to command. Now he was their eneny. Yazour felt sick at heart. |f Harihn was
his captor, he could expect no nercy fromthe Prince. Then his foes were upon
him and there was no time for further thought.



Shia leapt up with a snarl as the door burst open. The first two nmen had fallen
to her claws before Yazour had drawn his sword, and then her conpani ons were
besi de her, defending each ot her agai nst the overwhel mi ng nunbers. Fromthe
corner of her eye, she saw Eliizar go down, and noved back to defend hi m —but
Bohan was already there, fighting with the strength of three. Nereni, shrieking,
darted in to hel p her husband, and in a nmonent Eliizar was up again, fighting
one-handed with the other clasped to his bleeding side, while Nereni, veiling
angry curses, was flinging burning brands fromthe fire into the knot of

Hari hn's nmen who were still forcing their way in at the door

The great cat clawed out right and left, with a deadly econonmy of notion,
inflicting dreadful injury on her foes —but there were so nany of then

Despai ring, she glanced back toward the stairs. Wiere were Aurian and Anvar? Wy
had the Mages not cone to hel p? Linking with Aurian, she saw the scene upstairs
through her friend' s eyes. Wnged Fol k, Aurian and Anvar captured! A bolt of
fear streaked through Shia for the safety of her conpanions, She was already
fighting her way toward the stairs when she heard Aurian's voice in her mnd,
telling her to run.

"Have you lost your nmind? |I'mnot |eaving you!"

"You nmust! If we lose the Staff, there will be no hope for any of us! Shia,

pl ease! "

Shia snarled with frustration. Abandoning the fight with reluctance, she |eapt
toward the shadowy corner by the chimey breast, where stood the Staff of Earth.
The great cat tensed herself, to close her jaws on the hated nagi cal object,
then: "I have it! | go!" Al though she was hanpered by the |ong, unw el dy object
that was clutched between her teeth, she was deternined to weak as much
destruction as she could nanage, on her way to the door

When Shia, with the Staff clenched in her jaws, erupted into action, Yazour
moved with the speed of pure instinct to take advantage of the confusion. They
wer e badly outnunbered here—t made sense to have as many of the conpani ons as
possi ble free, and on the outside.

Swi nging wildly, he hacked his way out behind the great cat, caring nothing, in
his desperation to escape, that these men had once been his conpani ons. The
crowded room had erupted into chaos. Swords were flailing, and men were falling
over one another to get away fromthe fearsome teeth and claws of the great cat.
The floor was slippery with blood, but Yazour, fighting for his life, gained the
door at |ast—and charged out into the freezing night.

Col d seared his lungs with every gasping breath, and the snow was thick and
treacherous underfoot, Yazour knew he'd be finished if he fell, yet dared not
risk slowing his pace. Behind him he heard a call for bowren. Reaper, no!
Wasting a breath on a curse, he faltered briefly, until the jolt of terror gave
new i npetus to his flying feet. He began to zigzag |like a hunted hare to confuse
the archers' aim his feet slipping on the treacherous ground with every turn.
Deadly shafts peppered the snow around him as the skin between his shoul ders
cringed in dread anticipation, expecting at any nonment to feel the inpact of an
arrow.

When it came, it blocked himfromhis feet. Fire in his left shoulder forced a
shriek fromhis throat, and Yazour went tunbling, over and over in the snow.

Schi annath had |istened, disnmayed, to the sounds of fighting within the tower,
and had wished with all his heart that he could go to the aid of the strangers
agai nst the accursed Khazalimraiders and filthy Skyfolk. Luckily, commbn sense
had prevail ed. He had no idea who the victinms were-why risk hinself? Yet if they
were fugitives, did he not have something in conmmon with then? Sone fellow
feeling?

Then the night erupted in a terrifying cacophony of snarls and roars, punctuated
by screanms of pain and fright. Iscalda reared in terror, pulling at her reins
and trying to break away fromhim Engaged in quieting the nare before they were
di scovered, he had failed to see Shia bolt out or the tower and vanish into the
wood. What he did see, when he turned his attention back to the fight, was a nman



fleeing in a staggering, zigzag half-run, downhill toward the pass. Even as the
out | aw wat ched, a Khazal i m bownan appeared in the doorway of the tower. Afraid
to call out a warning and draw attention to hinself, the outlaw could only watch
as the bolt flewhitting the man in the |eft shoul der.

The victim stunbl ed, driven off balance by the force of the bolt, and fell on
his face in the snow. Schiannath held his breath, willing the man to get back on
his feet. The bowran took ai monce nore, his fallen prey an easy target. The man
staggered upright—+he bolt flewand swerved wide of its target as the |ong shaft
| oosed by Schi annath entered the bowman's eye with swift precision and pierced
hi s brain.

Schiannath fell back with a curse, his hand slippery on the shaft of his bow
What had possessed hin? This was not his fight! But only when the victimnade
for the pass and staggered al nbst within touching distance, did the outlaw
realize the gravity of his error. The fugitive was Khazali mtoo! Schiannath |et
fall the hand he was extending to help the man and nelted into the shadows,

| etting himpass. Let the stormand the wol ves take care of the wetch. Let the
accursed Sout herners track their fugitive, and let himlead the bastards far
away from hi nsel f!

Aurian heard the scuff of feet on stone steps, and one of Harihn's nen entered
t he upper chanber, bowing to the Prince who had M athan's burning eyes. "The
tower is secured, Sire, and the Princess is in the hands of the Wnged Priest.
The others are in the dungeon, but the cat escaped, alas, as did the traitor
Yazour. | could swear that one of our bowren wi nged himas he fled, but we |ost
himin the storm™

"No nmatter. He will not survive out there for long!" The Prince shrugged,
dismissing the man with" a curt nod. Picking his careful way across the bodies
of the fallen, he crossed the roomto face Anvar, his face contorted once again
with Mathan's feral, pitiless expression. "Now, half-breed," he snarled, "at
last | have the chance to rid you of your miserable |ife!l But we need not
hurry—+ want Aurian to appreciate every lingering nonent of your agony!"

M at han wrenched Harihn's knife fromits sheath and stooped to thrust it into
enbers of the fire until the tip glowed red. Renoving the blade, he held it
close to Anvar's face. Anvar shrank back, white with horror, unable to take his
eyes fromthe searing netal. Sweat streaked his face, catching the crinson gl ow
as though his skin were already snmeared with blood. Wth a swift, swooping
nmovenment, M athan pressed the knife against his cheek, and Anvar screaned
horribly, thrashing in the grip of his guards.

"M at han, stop!" Aurian shrieked.

"Ah, so you recognize ne!" Wth a triunphant snmle, the Archmage renoved the

knife, and Anvar, linp in his captors' grasp, raised his head to | ook at her
A livid burn scarred his cheek, and his face was contorted with pain as he spoke
to her through gritted teeth. "Don't watch," he grated. "Don't . . . give him

t he satisfaction."”

"Ch Gods," Aurian whispered, her grief a physical agony as though she shared the
pai n of Anvar's burning.

The Archrmage put the knife back into the fire, watching her with a cal cul ating
expression, nocking her tears. He seized Anvar's hair, pulling his head back,

hol ding the knife a hairbreadth fromhis flinching face. "Now cones the first of
many reckonings, Aurian. Do you remenber burning out nmy eyes, so |long ago? Did
you enjoy your petty triunph? Now | intend to pay you back for that—an eye for
an eye! But not your pretty eyes, ny dear. Let Aiwar suffer in your stead!" His
hand ti ghtened on the knife hilt, poised to strike at Anvar's unprotected face.
"Leave himalone!" Aurian raged, struggling to escape, but her guards hurled her
down with insolent strength. She fought wildly, and with a curse, one of them
twi sted her bound arms up behind her back until she screaned with pain.

"Stop!" M athan dropped the knife, sweeping across the roomto thrust the nan
angrily aside. "She is not to be harned!"



To Aurian's relief, the pain in her arns subsided, allow ng her to breathe
again, and nore inportantly, to think. She knew she had very little tinme in
which to save Anvar—and very little choice about the neans she coul d enpl oy, no
matter how repugnant the terns of the bargain would seemto her. She struggl ed
to her knees, |ooking up at the possessed formof Harihn and trying to quell the
hatred that flared within her at the sight of Mathan's expression on his
handsonme face. "M athan!" she begged. "Don't hurt Anvar—t's nme you want. |f you
| eave himalone, I'll do anything you want—+ swear it."

The Archrmage twi sted Harihn's face into a sneer of contenpt, his eyes full of

wy amusenment. A chill went through Aurian, as she realized just how great was
his hold over her. "Indeed?" he nocked. "Whatever | desire, | can take,
including Anvar's life—and you! But | intend to possess nore than your body." He
dropped his voice to silken, caressing tones, and the Mage felt her guts tw st
with loathing. "I require your support and power to further ny plans. Put that
power at ny disposal, and I will spare Anvar's life. Indeed, the wetch will be

most useful as a hostage to ensure your loyalty, ny dear."

The horrific inplications of Mathan's words cut through Anvar's haze of pain.
"No," he shouted desperately. "Aurian—don't do this! Don't put yourself in his
power!"

"Silence him" M athan snapped, and one of the guards delivered a sharp bl ow
beneath Anvar's ribs that drove the breath fromhis body. Wile he fought, in
agony, for air, the Archmage turned back to Aurian. "Wl | ? Do you agree?"

Bl eak-faced, Aurian nodded. "I have no choice," she whispered. "Just don't hurt
hi many nore."

M athan smiled. "Very sensible,"” he purred. "The half-breed will ensure your
loyalty until the child is born, for it is too late to rid you of it now w thout
endangering your life." M athan chuckled—a chilling sound that rem nded Anvar of
the Death-Waith that had killed Forral. "More to the point, however," he went
on, "Anvar will act as a hostage for your continued obedi ence once |I've put an
end to the brat—for when you see it, you will beg ne to put it out of its

m sery! You see, your child is cursed, Aurian—+ cursed it nyself, |ong ago,
usi ng the power of the Caldron. You carry a nonster within you!"

Anvar saw the blood drain fromAurian's face. Her nouth opened, but no sound
energed. "You bastard, Mathan!" he screamed. "I'Il kill you for this, | swear
it

The Archmage | aughed again. "Swear away, Anvar—you're in no position to
threaten nme! You are in ny power, and you will help me to manipulate this
renegade slut! My problemlay in nmaking her use her powers for nmy benefit, once
I had killed her child. Nowit will be easy—since she has obviously transferred
her allegiance fromthat oaf of a swordsman to you." M athan snickered crudely.
"It nust be the Mdrtal stain on your ancestry-she could never resist defiling
herself with your sort!"

Anvar's mnd went blank with horror at the sinple cruelty of Mathan's plan. His
eyes went to Aurian, and he saw the sick dismay on her face. Not her chil d-her

| ast, precious link with Forral! He couldn't let this happen—and at |east he
coul d spare her the agony of choosing! He had provided Mathan with a hold over
her, but if he should die, that hold woul d cease. Aurian, once her powers were
restored, mght be able to protect the child after it had been born. Through his
mounting terror, he felt relief, and a dawning hope. His own |life mght be
forfeit, but it would be well spent, if Aurian and her child nm ght have a
chance!

Anvar nmade his decision. It was no good attacki ng M at han—he woul d only destroy
Hari hn's body, and the Archnmage was too close to Aurian. The backl ash of the
spell could kill her. But he had one other, desperate option

M athan's attention was | ocked on Aurian . . . Anvar's expression turned grimas
slowy, surreptitiously, he began to gather his powers for the last tine.

He felt his eyes beginning to flare with a dark and nuted glow fromthe nmounting
energies within him as he turned his magic i nward, upon hinself, to his own
destruction. Searing heat swept through hi mhis heart began to race and | abor as



hi s bubbling lungs clanored for breath. He felt his organs, his senses, falter
and start to fail . . . H's vision was clouding with a red haze fromthe
destructive power of the pent-up forces he had summoned. Unable to resist, he
sought Aurian's eyes before it was too late, trying to tell her, in a final,
appeal i ng gl ance, that he was sorry—and that he | oved her

It proved his undoing. Through msted vision, he saw her eyes w den with sudden
under st andi ng—and horror. "Anvar, no!" she shrieked. M athan, alerted by her
frantic cry, spun round with a curse. In a swift, brutal blow, his fist crashed
into Anvar's face. Shock and pain ripped through the Mage, dissipating the power
he had gathered so carefully. As he slunped against his captors, half stunned
and spitting blood, he was dimy aware that his body was stabilizing, returning
to normal. Wth a sinking heart, he realized that he had | ost his chance. Onh
Auri an, he thought despairingly, why did you stop ne?

M at han was berating the guards, spitting with rage. "You fools! | told you to
watch him™"

Anvar felt the grip of his warders tighten, their fingers bruising his bound
arnms. Using the pain as a focus, he wenched his slipping consci ousness back to
the room through the sheer force of his Mage's will.

The Archrmage had turned his anger on Aurian. "So nuch for that!" he snapped.

"What use will he be as a hostage, if the fool kills hinself at the first
opportunity?" Then he brought hinself swiftly under control, the cruelty of his
expression distorting Harihn's handsone face. "It seens, ny dear, that | nust

i npose a further condition on our agreenent. You know that ny powers wll not
transfer to this Murtal body. You have no nagic until your brat is born, and
that makes us even—but Anvar will always be a risk to nme that nust be dealt
with. Therefore, when your own magic returns, Aurian, you will renove his
powers, as | renoved them once before."

Aurian's face twi sted with angui sh as she fought agai nst overwhel m ng tears.

Never had Anvar seen her | ook so cowed. "Very well ..." she whispered. "If
that's the only way to save hi m—
"No!" In a flash of panic, Anvar recalled the tinme, long ago in his youth, when

M at han had torn away the power that he had not even known he
possessed—+enenbered the agony, the despair, the dread sense of utter

hel pl essness. It couldn't happen agai n—he woul d rather die!

Then he caught the obdurate glint in Aurian's eye, and cursed hinself for a
fool. O course she woul d never do such a thing! But distracted by pain and
fear, he had been slowto realize that she was engaged in a desperate ganbl e,
playing for time to save them both. For a noment, Anvar's pain vanished in a
gl ow of love and pride. Despite the appalling shock of the news about her child,
she had kept her head! He prayed that M athan woul d be deceived

"What are your plans for us, Mathan?" Aurian asked in a dull, hopel ess voice,
and Anvar knew she was trying to draw the Archnmage's attention away from him
Harihn's dark eyes glittered. "Anvar will be inprisoned el sewhere, as a surety
for your cooperation. | hope he knows better than to try any further tricks to
end his own life, for if he should succeed, | intend to nake you pay for his
folly in ways that neither of you could even begin to i magine."

Anvar shuddered. M athan could have thought of no better way to ensure his
conpl i ance.

"As for you," the Archnage continued, "you will be shipped back to Nexis once
your child is born-and disposed of. Once there, you will surrender to me—er see
Anvar di snenbered before your eyes!" Swiftly he bore down on Aurian, grasping
the front of her robe and ripping it apart. Naked lust |eered fromHarihn's
borrowed features, and one of the guards snickered.

"I can't think why you want her, Anvar," M athan taunted, "ugly and swollen as

she is with another's brat! Personally, | prefer to wait until she is in better
condition before | use her! Though perhaps | nmay give her back to you
afterward—+f you still want her!" He paused in calculated reflection. "Still,

why shoul d you not? You can have no objection to used goods. You were not too
proud to pick up Forral's |eavings!"

Anvar's heart burned at the sight of Aurian kneeling there, stricken and shaned.
Fi ghting back tears of rage, he glared coldly at M athan. "There speaks



jeal ousy," he sneered. "She was too proud to take you, was she not? Do your
worst—you' Il never defile this Lady, who is far beyond the reach of such as you.
Used goods? You deceive yourself! If you take from Aurian what she woul d never
give you freely, then the shame is on you, not her. You nmay take her body, but
you can never sully her brave spirit or touch her heart. No matter what you do,
you' ve already lost!"

The Archrmage stood as if turned to stone by Anvar's words, but they restored
Aurian's tattered courage. Turning away from M at han, she lifted her chin
proudly and spoke directly to Anvar, as though they were alone in the room "M
| ove," she said softly. "As long as | have you, | have hope."

Anvar | ooked at her, his heart in his eyes, "You'll always have me—+ prom se."

M at han spat out a vile curse, and gestured to the guards. One of themdrew his
sword, and clubbed Anvar hard with the hilt. Wthout a sound, he crunpled to the
floor as his captors loosed their grip,

"You said he wouldn't be harnmed!" Aurian cried.

"Did I?" Harihn's face was disfigured by Mathan's ugly scow, and Aurian saw
jealousy burning livid behind his eyes. "I remenber no such prom se. Anvar's
continui ng good health depends entirely on your future conduct toward ne,!' He

|l eered into her face, caressing her body. Though his attentions sickened her,
Aurian bore themwi thout flinching, concentrating instead on Anvar's words.
Cheated of his sport, Mathan ceased his tornment, and with a snarl of rage,
struck her until she sobbed with pain. "Wen | return, | expect to find you in a
nmore accommodati ng nood—for Anvar's sake," he snapped, and stal ked out, followed
by his nen who dragged Anvar's unconsci ous body away. Aurian's guards threw her
down, bound as she was, and left her lying on the cold hearth with its dying
fire, alone in her despair.

Yazour staggered through the pass, weak and faint from his wounds, buffeted
mercilessly by wind and driving snow, and no | onger even certain that he was

still heading away fromthe tower, Blood streamed fromthe bolt that pierced his
| eft shoul der, but amazingly, the pain had been nunbed away from his wound, and
fromthe tender bruise on his skull, and the sword cut in his thigh that he had

recei ved, alnost without noticing, in the heat of his fight to escape. Bl essed
snow . Kindly snow, to take away his pain!
VWhat am | doing out here in the snow? Wiy can | not renemnber? he wondered. It

seenmed to Yazour that was something he should be renenbering . , . Sone danger
, . Was he not running away from sonething or someone? But why worry? The
wonder ful snow woul d take care of him It lay all around him like a thick, soft

bl anket. It would hide him as his blankets had hidden himin his chil dhood,
when ni ght mar e- denmons had threatened from di e darkened corners of his room O
course! That was the answer! That was why he couldn't renenber! He needed to
rest! He would hide here, and rest in the soft warmsnow . , , Dropping to his
knees, the wounded warrior pitched forward, giving hinself gratefully to
darkness, and winter's deadly enbrace.

M at han swept downstairs, enjoying the disciplined vigor of the Prince's

yout hful body. He smiled to hinself, putting Anvar's disquieting words out of
his mnd. It would not be |ong now, before Aurian was rid of the nonster she
carried—then he would have her, with this wonderful new body that prom sed such
pl easure , , ,

When the Archnmage reached the | ower chanber, even the scenes of carnage that
awai ted himdid nothing to danp his spirits, though buried far down at the back
of his controlling mnd, he felt a faint stir of protest fromHari hn. The great
cat, it seened, had proved a form dabl e opponent. The roomresenbled a
battlefield, its floor amash with blood and entrails. Men were draggi ng bodies
out of the door, or tending groani ng wounded. M athan shrugged. So | ong as
enough renmained to guard his prisoners, the ills of these Mdrtals were none of
hi s concern

Bl ackt al on approached with a rustle of wings, his bald head gleamng in the
torchlight, his hooded eyes bright with satisfaction. "It went well," he said.



"The Princess has already been taken to Aerillia.”" He smiled. "Wen | felt the
touch of your mind that first night, it turned out to be a nost auspicious

meeti ng—for both of us."

"Indeed," Mathan replied brusquely, thinking that when he turned to the
conquest of the south, he would have to find a way to elinmnate his newally. In
a struggle for power, Blacktalon could turn into a dangerous opponent. However,

in the neantime . . . "l need a favor, Blacktalon," he said. "WII| you take this
wetch to Aerillia, and guard hin?" He gestured toward Anvar. "He is to be a
host age. "

Bl ackt al on shrugged. "Of course. The Wnged Folk will keep himsafe for you."
"Listen, Hgh Priest." Mathan held the other's eyes in an icy stare. "I nust

enphasi ze the ri sk—and responsi bility—nvolved in guarding this renegade. Anvar
is a sorcerer. He may be able to escape as easily as . "

"Be easy, ny friend," Blacktalon interrupted. "I have studied ancient records of
this sorcery of yours, and precautions will be taken. There is a cave in our
mount ai nsi de, set in sheer rock with a thousand-foot drop beneath. Believe ne,
it can only be reached by Wnged Fol k." He | aughed harshly. "Unless his powers

of sorcery extend to flight, he'll be safe enough. Food can be | owered from
above, and none of ny people need go near him"

M at han snil ed, betraying his keen sense of relief. "I chose well, in selecting
you as an ally," he said. "You will take the best possible care of ny prisoner,
will you not? Renenber, | need himalive—for now"

Chapter 10

Aerillia

Raven had been put back into the old turret roomin the Queen's Tower, with its
wal | s of rose-pink narble, that had been hers for all the years she could
renenber. It was unchanged, exactly the sane as she had left it when she'd fled
into that stornmy night—-how long ago it seemed now. There were her famli ar

furni shings: the rounded scoop of her fur-lined bed, where she had curled up to
sl eep so nany ni ghts beneath the shelter of her drooping w ngs; the sane warm
rugs on the floor; and the night table, made of scarce and preci ous wood, with
its mrror of polished silver. There, wought in a sturdy filigree of gleam ng
iron, was the tall backless stool with its cushioned seat, on which she'd sat
for hours by the wi ndow, watching the changi ng sweep of cloud and sunli ght
across the nountai ns.

There were her frayed old wall hangi ngs, which she had | oved too nmuch to have
replaced, with flights of Wnged Fol k soaring |ike eagl es across a backdrop of
snow- bri ght peaks and valleys that had once been green. In the wall niches
conceal ed behind them Raven found the favorite playthings of her chil dhood
still in place; old and battered now, but too beloved to ever throw away. The
only change in the roomwas the grille of sturdy iron that now barred the

wi ndow.

Her mind still nunmb with the shock of her betrayal, Raven surveyed the roomwth
an increasing sense of unreality. Her escape, and all the adventures that had
followed it, seened like a fading dreamanmd the old, famliar surroundings of
her chil dhood—er had that brief tine of freedombeen the only reality, and was
this the drean?

The chanber mi ght be the sane, but Raven had changed beyond all recognition from
the young innocent who had clinbed out of that sanme wi ndow sonme three short
nmoons ago. In that tinme she had grown up—and, it seenmed, grown old in bitterness
and regret. Oh Yinze, how she hated hersel f! How could she have been so blind,
so gullible, so false to her new friends! She had betrayed the conpani ons who
had hel ped her in the desert and taken her in as one of their own. She had
betrayed poor nmotherly Nereni, who had taken such good care of her. Wio had
trusted her. She had defiled herself, beyond all redenption, with an alien, an
out si der, a ground-grubbi ng hunan who had used and di scarded her like the
worthl ess offal that she had becone. And now she had cone full circle. She was
back in the vile clutches of Bl acktal on—and no doubt it was all that she
deserved



Her nother, the Queen, was dead. Due to the terrible and terrifying things that
had happened to her, that brutal fact had barely begun to penetrate the wi nged
girl's mind. Flanmewi ng had never been gentle and kind |ike Nereni—she was a
Queen, after all, with nmany responsibilities to occupy her mnd and time. She
had been forced to rear her daughter in a hard school, to fit her for her future
burdens—anong t he Skyfol k, the Monarch nmust rule and stand al one. Nonet hel ess,
Raven knew her nother had | oved her, and had shown it whenever she coul d.

FI amewi ng had been proud of her, and the winged girl's stomach turned sick at
the thought of how she had abused that pride. Did her nmother know? Did the dead
know everyt hing, once they had passed Beyond, as the Priests of Yinze clainmed?
Raven flung herself, weeping, onto her bed. "Mther, |I'msorry!"

The winged girl wept for a long tine, but at |ast the storm passed; she was too
drai ned and exhausted to weep any nore. Wping her eyes on the bed's fur
coverlet, Raven | ooked again around the roomthat was her prison. Food had been
left for her, but she was too sick at heart to eat. She felt soiled and defil ed,
and her tears had done nothing to wash the stain of guilt from her conscience.
There was wine on the table in a silver flagon. Raven poured a brinmi ng gobl et
and drained it in one gulp, choking slightly at the unfamliar burn in her
throat, and renmenbering, with a guilty pang, that Flamewi ng had never all owed
her to drink the stuff. But her mind was turning now fromthe guilt of the past
to the terrors of the future. Soon, Bl acktal on would be coming for her—and when
he did, she would do well to have her senses dulled as nmuch as possible.

Fat her of Skies—waould she ever feel clean again? Pouring nmore wine and taking
the cup with her, Raven wal ked through the curtai ned archway into her bathing
room where a hollowwth a drain hole at the bottom had been carved out of the
marble floor. A pull of a silken rope would send water cascading into the basin
fromthe great peaktop cisterns that caught up rain and snownelt fromthe
mountain stornms. Raven drai ned her wine and set the cup aside, then cast off her
wor n, nuch-nended | eather tunic—the very one in which she had originally nade
her all too brief escape. She turned it in her hands, |ooking at Nereni's neat
rows of tiny stitches with eyes that blurred with tears, then threw it away from
her with a bitter curse.

For a tinme the winged girl splashed beneath the icy cascade—she had often heard
Aurian speak wistfully of soaking in a tub of hot water, but such outlandish
human custons were not the way of the Skyfolk. The snowcold water helped to
numb the ache of her bruises where Harihn's men had anbushed her, but did
nothing to quell the pain within her heart. Inside, she was sick and shaki ng
with fear at the thought of Bl acktal on and what he would do to her now that he
had her in his power.

Once she had dried herself Raven returned to her chanber, and spent sone tine
preeni ng her disordered plunmage, sorting the ruffled feathers with her clawike
fingernails, and pausing often to sip more wine. It was |ong since she had
eaten, and the drink was nmaki ng her head spin. The sensation al arnmed her at
first, but Raven soon becane accustoned to it, and after a while, began to

wel cone it. The glimerings of a plan cane into her head as she preened. Not
much of a plan, to be sure, but it held out a slender hope that she m ght after
all escape the attentions of Blacktalon. By custom the Wnged Folk mated for
life, and not one of them would touch sonmeone who had al ready bedded with

anot her.

So deep in thought was she, that when Bl acktal on entered the winged girl was
slow to react. Wth hamering heart, she turned to face him The Hi gh Priest
said nothing. He sinply stood in the doorway, running greedy eyes across her
body, with a pair of goggling guards, warrior-priests in the livery of the
Tenmpl e, behind him Wtnesses, thought Raven. Perfect! But w thout the wi ne, she
coul d never have done it. Though Raven's skin crawmed to feel their eyes on her,
and the bl ood rushed scalding to her face for shame, she did not trouble to hide
her nakedness. She forced herself to Iift her head and | ook the Hi gh Priest
brazenly in the eye, though it was the hardest thing that she had ever done in
her life.

"You come too |ate, Blacktalon," the winged girl spat. "That is, unless you care
to soil yourself on one who is already defiled. Your fellow conspirator beat you



to the mark, Hi gh Priest, The hunan had ne-not once, but many tinmes! Raven heard
the gasp of horror fromthe Tenple guards, and forced herself to laugh in

Bl acktal on' s face.

Then the Hi gh Priest joined in the | aughter, and Raven knew she was undone. "So
Hari hn told nme," Bl acktal on chuckled, with a knowing leer. "He said that you'd
proved an apt pupil, my little Princess, and he hoped he had taught you
sufficient to keep ne entertained during Aerillia' s long, cold nights!"

As though he had cut her throat, Raven's l|laughter canme to a choking halt.

"You fool," Blacktal on sneered. "Had you chosen one of the Wnged Folk it m ght
have been different, perhaps, though with the throne at stake, | could stil
have forced nyself to take you . . . But as it is, what difference does a human

make? They are not our kind! You m ght just as well have been consorting with a
mount ai n sheep—and to as nuch effect!"”

He wal ked into the room and poured hinmself a goblet of wine, glancing as he did
so into the depleted flagon. "For shane," he nocked her, "wantonness and drink
Is there no end to the vices you have | earned anbng those groundling insects?"
He shrugged. "No matter. In the main, it is your hand | require—though your body
I will take in due course! Joining with the heir to the throne will establish ny
claimon the Kingship beyond all possible doubt—and by tradition, you nust cone
to that Joining A virgin—technically at least," He snickered, "Humans, as

sai d, can scarce be said to count! And since our Joining may not take place
until the noon has waxed and waned, because of the period of mourning for the

| ate | anented Queen, | nust forbear until that time —though the anticipation may
have pl easures of its own!"

Whi | e he spoke, Raven had been struck dunb by horror, but when she heard

Bl ackt al on nmock her nother's nmenory, her boiled up beyond controlling —and
beyond all w sdom "You abom nation!" She hurled the wine, cup and all, into the
High Priest's face, "You'll never lay a finger on nme while | live, | swear it!
And 1'Il see you rot in torment through all eternity before I'lIl join with you
Not all ny folk are loyal to you, Bl acktal on—you treacherous, nurdering upstart.
Do you think you'll hold me with your bars and guards? I'l|l be avenged on you
if—

Hi s blow sent the winged girl spinning across the room "Foolish, del uded
child." Blacktal on stood over her, shaking his head reprovingly. "Did you think
I would give you the chance to escape again, and |lead an insurrection?" H s eyes
were pitiless and hard. Raven shrank away fromhim and a shudder of dread went
through her. The Hi gh Priest pressed her nercilessly, playing with his victimto
prolong her tornent. "There are certain |laws of the Wnged Fol k, ny Princess,
that not even you can circunvent. \Who, anong your people, would follow a
crippl ed Queen?"

He beckoned to his warriors, and for the first tine, Raven saw that they were
armed with heavy naces. Her heart turned to ice within her. "No! she whi spered,
as they advanced. "No ..."

Bl ackt al on stood watching, calmy sipping his wine and savoring the sound of her
screans. The Heavy iron maces |lifted, over and over again, and cane snashing
down with all their weight upon the fragile bones of Raven's w ngs.

Afterward, Anvar could renmenber little of his airborne journey to the citadel of
the Wnged Folk Al that remained in his, mnd were vague inpressions: half

gli npsed shapes of four wi nged figures clasping the net above him darker

sil houettes agai nst the dark night sky, and the ceasel ess rhythm ¢ drumm ng of
their tirel ess wings; the disconfort of dizziness and nausea fromthe sw ngi ng
net; the piercing cold searing into his face as M athan's knife had done; the
latticed pattern of the net's coarse rope digging into his skin; fierce pain
fromthe burn on his cheek and the dull throb of bruises where he had been
struck and manhandl ed by his captors. But though the Mage was still half
stunned, fear and anger and desperation all conbined to keep his consci ousness
struggling back to the surface, again and again.

Anvar's first clear menmory was com ng back to awareness as though waking from
the clinging clutch of sonme dread nightmare, and seeing Aerillia in the dawn.
For a little while, all thoughts of his plight vanished fromhis mnd, for that



first sight of the city was utterly breathtaking. Mst of the sky was covered by
a thick layer of ominous cloud, the purple-gray of slate, but the rising sun

sl i pped through a narrow gap between the white-fanged backdrop of the nmountain
range and the darkly shrouded sky above. The delicate architecture of Aerillia
threw back the level rays of sunrise into the Mage's eyes, gleaning |like a
filigreed coronet of pearls across the craggy brow of the nountain peak. d oser,
and the towers and spires of the city took shape under Anvar's marveling
gaze—dnbel i evably delicate structures wought in the pal est of stone that

| ooked, fromthis distance, as fragile as spun webs of mlky glass. Now Anvar
knew from whence had cone the shimering stone with which the ancient buil dings
of the Acadeny had been wought. But the structure of Aerillia was so alien, yet
so perfectly beautiful , . . Notwi thstanding his own pain and peril, and his
desperate fear for Aurian, the Mage was | ost in wonder.

Carved fromthe living nountain, the pinnacle towers forned fantastic shapes and
structures that no earth-bound buil der would ever have attenpted. C usters of
dwel I i ngs seened to grow out of the sheer rock like the delicate corals that
Anvar had seen underwater in the warm southern bay where Aurian had taught him
to swm Ohers, of varying shapes, had been suspended |i ke bubbl es or drops of
water or icicles, hanging fromoutthrust |edges over a terrifying drop. Yet
others grew upward in spirals or helices or fluted, tapering spires, their

sl ender tips so high that they were veiled in tattered banners of | ow hanging
cloud. The stone of their construction glowed rose and creamand gold in the
delicate |ight of dawn, against the grimand threatening background of the

sl ate-gray sky—then the lowering cloud closed in like a lid, shutting off the
sun, and the city becane a waith of its fornmer self, sketched in brittle
penstrokes of silver and grisaille.

The wi nd was bl owi ng harder now. As the Mage, hanging in the net between his
captors, neared the city, he becanme aware of a desol ate, di ssonant keening that

ached in his teeth and ears, vibrating within the bone of his skull and chilling
his soul with an overwhel mi ng sense of oppression and terror. The sound grew

| ouder and nore shrill as they approached the city, until the clouds that veiled
the top of Aerillia peak were swept away like a curtain drawn aside. Anvar

| ooked up—and was transfixed in horrified disbelief.

There, on the utter pinnacle of the nmountain, |oomed a huge and ghastly
structure of night-black stone. Every inch of the asymmetrical, buttressed
nmonstrosity was carved with | eering gargoyle i nages of denobns, horned and beaked
and breathing fire, and winged, like great carrion birds wth decaying corpses
clutched between their claws. Anvar, fighting a desperate urge to vomt, found
it inpossible to | ook away. The hunched and tw sted edifice was topped with five
i nward-curving spires that raked the sky |ike ebon claws—the source of the

gut -wrenchi ng pain that throbbed with exquisite agony between Anvar's ears. Each
of the spires was pierced with a nultitude of holes, dark and round as the eye
sockets in a skull, and through these the freely noving w nds had been trapped
and strained and tw sted, then spewed forth in this distorted, tortured formto
how their agony at the unfeeling peaks.

The trenbling Mage was relieved when his Skyfol k escort bore himlower, and the
grotesque structure was lost to sight behind the towering walls of a precipice.
The sound, unfortunately, still followed to tornment him Below the |evel of the
city, the nountainside plumeted in a sheer, featureless cliff, curving round to
the western face of the nountain, and after a time, Anvar saw an opening in the
rock ahead, a gaping black maw with bristling stalactite fangs. The meshes bit
into his skin as his winged captors gathered up the net and flew directly at the
aperture, noving at trenmendous speed, and Anvar cringed, biting down on a scream
as the jagged rocks around the nouth of the opening came hurtling toward him
Too snmall! It's too bloody small! W're going to—

The air was knocked from Anvar's lungs as his net brushed the lintel of the
cave. As the Skyfolk let go, he went rolling over and over, carried forward by
his own nonentum entwined in the neshes so tightly that he could hardly
breathe. For an instant, the world turned dazzling black as he crashed into the
wal | at the rear of the cave.



The wi nded Mage heard a rustle of feathers as the Wnged Fol k stood over him
their half-spread pinions filling the space of the cavern and bl ocking the |ight
fromthe entrance. "Is he conscious?" one of them asked.

W ngs fol ded-Anvar blinked in the light, and saw a sharp-boned face above him
upsi de down. It nodded once with a jerky notion. "He wakes."

"Then |l et us make haste."

Anvar felt steel snick against his skin as they reached through the neshes of
the net to cut the ropes that bound him Then one by one they |aunched

t hensel ves quickly fromthe nouth of the cave—had the notion not been

ridicul ous, Anvar woul d have said they were afraid of hi mdeaving the Mage to
free hinself fromthe net as best he could as the hissing thunder of their w ngs
faded into the distance.

Stiff and nunb as Anvar was with cold and fatigue and all his hurts, it took him
a long, frantic age to free hinself fromthe tightly wapped neshes of the net.
So firmy was he entangled that nore than once, the Mage cane close to
throttling hinself as he withed and rolled on the cavern's uneven floor. Again
and again, he had to force hinmself, with a desperate effort of will, to cease
the panic-stricken struggling that was only binding himtighter, to relax, and
think it through, and try to twist hinself another way until the ropes that cut
into his body were sl ackened once nore. Though the open cave was col d i ndeed,
sweat was soon drenching his body and running down his face in rivulets,
stinging the blistered skin of his burned cheek. And all the time, as he tired,
hi s chances of freeing hinmself grew | ess and |ess.

When the Mage finally thought of the obvious solution, he was ashaned that it
had not occurred to himsooner. What was he doing, struggling |like a mndless
rabbit in a snare, or some common, hel pless Mrtal w thout nagic! What woul d
Aurian have said, if she could see hin? Ch Gods, the thought of her in Mathan's
power was an agony to him Anvar swall owed hard. Not now, he told hinself. You
need all your concentration to get out of this accursed net!

But first, he had to rest a little, to gather his strength. It was only then
that Anvar becane truly aware of the piercing cold within the cavern. He did his
best to ignore it, and occupied his nind instead with how best to use his powers
to achieve his escape. Reluctantly, he decided it would have to be Fire-not his
preferred el ement, and decidedly risky, so close to his skin. After Mathan's
torture, the thought of being burned again made his skin crawl and cringe with
terror.

Nonet hel ess, Fire it must be—and luckily, he would only need a tiny fireball.
That was all he had the energy to produce, and since his control was not too
good, the smaller the Fire, the |ess chance he'd have of inmolating hinself!
Craning his neck, the Mage | ooked down at his chest where the nmeshes were
wrapped tightly, three or four tines around. In order for himto ever get his
arnms free, that tangled mass of rope would have to go,

Biting his lip (how many times had he seen Aurian do that when constructing a
spell?), Anvar, with an effort, thrust the inmage of her face to the back of his
m nd, and reached deep within to find the wellsprings of his power. Ah.
Conpressing the magic that he found there with all the force of his will, he
crushed it tighter and tighter until it formed a tiny spark of fiercely grow ng
energy. In his mnd s eye, the Mage placed it where he wanted it, where the
meshes crossed each other on his chest—then he fed it with all the strength of
his love of magic, nurturing it, encouraging it to grow and bl ossom+fust a
little at first, then alittle nore . ,

There was a sharp snmell of singeing henp, then a whiff of snmoke. Before Anvar's
eyes, strand after strand of the twi sted rope began to bl acken and gl ow red,
breaki ng apart and unraveling thread by thread, with a little spark of fire
gleaning |ike a dragon's eye at each fractured end.

Then the Mage becane carried away with his success —er perhaps it was only that
the rope was tinder dry. Al at once, a section of the net the size of Anvar's
hand burst into flames. Wth a yell he rolled over and over, trying to douse the
fire—and the net burst apart to free his arms. His rolling had al nost quenched
the flanmes, and he beat frantically at the snoldering remmants until he was
certain that the fire was out. Half cursing, half laughing with relief, Anvar



sat up and began to undo the tangle around his | egs wi th shaky hands.

At |ast he was free, but Anvar had been bound for so long that at first his |egs
woul d not support him He crawled to the cave nouth, where a pile of w ndbl own
snow had coll ected at one side. Hi s hands had not been badly burned by putting
out his self-made fire, but he plunged theminto the soothing snow until all the
feeling of heat had been drawn away from his pal ns, and then plastered nore of
it onthe tingling skin of his chest, where the flanes had cone too cl ose for
confort.

That done, Anvar |ooked out fromhis prison, but the storns had closed in once
nore, and he coul d see nothing beyond the opening but dark gray clouds and
thick, slanting curtains of snow. How far it was to the ground, he had no idea,
but one thing was certai n—+f they had inprisoned himhere, it nust be too bl oody
far! At any rate, nothing could be done until he could see. Sighing bitterly,
Anvar crept back into his prison—and found that it was better provisioned than
he had expect ed.

Bl ackt al on, obviously, had sent nmessengers on ahead, |In one corner stood two
great crocks of water, and a generous basket of food. Beyond them stacked al ong
the far wall of the cave, was a large pile of firewod and kindling. Very
carefully, with the menory of his recent mshap all too clear in his mnd, Anvar
lost notime inlighting a fire. It took alittle trial and error with a snoking
brand to find the best spot for a blaze, where the swirling draft fromthe
entrance woul d bl ow t he snoke out of the cave, w thout freezing the Mage to
death in the process. After a tine, he found the ideal place, where the

| eft-hand wall of the cavern jutted out in a sloping spur, about half his height
at its highest point. Behind this outcrop was a sheltered corner, where the
snmoke fromhis fire woul d bl ow over the top of the spur and out.

Anvar was cheered by the fire—the saffron flanes brightened the gloomw thin the
cavern, and the crackle and snap of the burning | ogs hel ped to cover the
screeching, nerve-grating plaint of the hideous edifice on the peak. The fire
danced and tal ked and needed to be fed—it seened a living thing, and conpany.
Nonet hel ess, despite the fire, it was still bitterly cold within the cavern
Anvar wondered, for a tine, why his enem es should go to all this trouble just
to freeze himto death—until a nore detailed exploration of his cavern provided
the answer, an answer that froze his blood with horror

Not far fromthe food, in a shadowy corner at the back of the cave, lay a thick
pile of dark-furred ani mal skins, overlooked until the flanmes had thrown them
into light. Anvar, much relieved, went quickly across to take one—and snat ched
his hand back with a vile and livid oath. How well he knew that fur—ts depth
and t hi ckness and heavy, silky feel! Those bl oodthirsty freaks expected himto
wap hinself in the pelts of Shia' s people!

"Murderers!." he how ed. He struck his fist against the cavern wall. "1'd rather
freeze! I'd rather freeze to death a thousand tines over, than to wear the hides
of these slaughtered fol k!" Anvar thought of Shia, of her loyalty and courage;
her understandi ng and her sharp, wy hunor; the lithe and graceful beauty of her
sl eek, steel-nuscled form the glory of her glowing golden eyes . . . Shia with
her fund of cal m comon sense, who woul d have been the first to tell himto be
practical: to save his owm life. He had no ot her choice.

Anvar steeled hinself to place one of the furs around his shoul ders, though his
skin cringed away fromits touch as though it were still steeped in blood, and
its weight on his back was his own burden of guilt for profiting fromthe poor
creature's death. Had this been Shia's friend? Her mate—her child? Wth a
shudder, he forced the thought away from him The poor cat was dead, as were its
conpanions. His sacrifice could do nothing to bring it back to life, and he had
to survive. Sonmehow, he had to find a way to escape this prison and go back to
help Aurian. And if in doing so, he could strike a blow at the ones who had
conmmitted this atrocity, then by the Gods, he would at | east avenge these cats
who, by their death, had saved his |ife!

Anvar hid his face in his hands, fighting back tears. He had been unable, unti
then, to think of Aurian—the agony of |osing her had been so unbearable that his
m nd had shied away fromthe pain. The nmenory of Shia, and the pitiful remants



of her poor murdered kin, had served to trigger all his grief at |ast—but
survival was still the stronger inperative. H's dying of cold and hunger in this
accursed cave would not help Aurian. Anvar wi ped his face on his sleeve, in an
unconsci ous echo of his lost |love, and got up to heap nore wood on his guttering
fire.

By now, the Mage felt dizzy and sick with hunger and thirst. He found a cup
beside the water jars and drank deeply, filling the cup again and again, before
dragging his basket to the fire and runmagi ng through its contents. He found
flat cakes of npist heavy bread, plainly not nade fromgrain. But of course no
grain would grow up here. Perhaps it was sone kind of tuber, Anvar thought, as
he wolfed it down. Nereni had experinented with simlar foodstuffs in the
forest. There were chunks of roast goat, and the neat of some enornous fow that
had been delicately spiced and snmoked. No greens or fruit, but if Raven had
spoken the truth, Aerillia had been in winter's grip too long for such | uxuries.
At the bottom of the basket, Anvar round strong goat's cheese, and best of all,
a flask of thin red w ne.

When it canme to it, the Mage could sunmon little appetite. Hi s throat was dry
and aching and his stonmach churned, but he warned the sharp wine with a little
water in the netal cup, and drank it all. Then, heaping wood on his fire, he
made a nest of catskins in his sheltered corner, and curled up in them Though
he was hot and shivering with fever, Anvar fell asleep in a surprisingly short
time, clutching the thought or Aurian to his heart |ike a talisnan.

Chapter 11
Words of the Goddess

After what seenmed |ike hours spent in an agony of torment and despair, Aurian
heard the draggi ng scrape of wood on stone as the door of her prison was thrust
open on its solitary hinge. She ignored the sound. What nore could they do to
her? Anvar was |ost to her, taken she knew not where, and M athan had cursed her
child. She shuddered, fighting nausea, wondering what manner of nobnster she had
carried beneath her heart. Trapped in wetchedness, her battered spirit shrank
fromfacing her bitter defeat. Let thementer, whoever they were! Let M athan do
what he would with her—for he could do little worse than he had al ready done.
How had she ever dared hope to defeat hinf

Breaking into her msery, Aurian heard a horrified cry, and a stream of

hal f-articul ate curses aimed at the Prince, his followers, his relations and
ancestors. Nereni! It was Nereni, using profanities that normally would have
made the littl e woman bl anch and cover her ears. Aurian felt her lips twitch in
a smle, and was suddenly ashaned. If timd Nereni could sumon this nuch fire
and fight, how dared she, Aurian, a Mage and a warrior, give way to despair?
Aurian felt cold steel against her wists as Nereni cut the thongs that bound
her, and stifled a curse as the blood returned to her hands in a scal ding rush
Wth an effort, she opened swollen eyes.

Nereni's face was ravaged with weeping, but her eyes burned w th indignant rage
as she gathered the Mage into her arns. "Aurian! Wat have they done to you? And
you with child!'" Enraged beyond t hought of her own plight, Nereni turned on the
sol di ers who had acconpani ed her. "You—fetch sone water! Bring wood for a fire!
And get soneone up here to nend that trapdoor! W nay be prisoners, but we need
not freeze to death—er starve, either! You, you son of a pig! Find sonme food for
this poor |ady!"

One of the soldiers |aughed. "W don't take orders froma fat old hag!" he

j eer ed.

Nereni drew herself up to her full, insignificant height. To Aurian's utter
astoni shrent, she advanced on the soldier, bristling. "But you take orders from
the Prince, who told you that this |lady was to be cared for. Now get your |azy
backsi de through that door and fetch ne what | need, before | informHs

H ghness of your di sobedience!"”

The soldier turned suddenly white, and scurried off to do her bidding. "And
while you're at it," Nereni baw ed after him "get soneone up here to clean this

pi gsty!"



After that, things happened quickly. The corpses of the Wnged Fol k were dragged
away, and soldiers came to wash the worn stone floor. Someone brought wood, and
soon the air was filled with cheerful crackling as the growing blaze in the
hearth began to take the chill fromthe room One of the men brought a sack of
provi sions and utensils, which was snatched from his hands by Ner eni

When their guards had gone, Aurian stripped off her torn robe with a shiver of
revul sion, wapping herself in blankets fromthe packs that had been returned to
them Nereni gave her a cloth soaked in cold water to hold agai nst her battered
face, then began to busy herself at the fire. Under the kindly fussing of her
friend, Aurian felt the dreadful tension of her despair beginning to dissolve.
As icy water nunbed the ache of her bruises, she searched within for the shreds
of her courage, weaving themtogether into a cloak of adamantine will. Never
again woul d she cone so close to giving in! Had it not been for Neren

Aurian's chin cane up in the old stubborn gesture. She would not give in to
despair. She wanted her wits about her, ready to exploit any weakness in

M at han's plans. There nust be a way to save herself and Anvar. Ah Gods, and her
child! As if to renmind her of its presence and its plight, Forral's son noved
within her, and Aurian felt her heart go out to himin a flood of |ove and

sorrow. After all he had gone through . . . "Don't worry," she whi spered
fiercely. "No matter what form M athan put upon you, you're mne and | |ove you
I won't let that bastard kill you!"

At the sound of her voice, Nereni turned fromthe fire and handed the Mage a

steaning cup of liafa. ' 'You |ook better now," she said softly. "Aurian—did he
Wien | saw you lying there, | thought ..." She bit her lip.

"No," Aurian said wearily, "I'mall right—so far. He won't risk bringing the

babe early. But afterward ..." She sipped the stinulating drink, wincing as its

heat stung her bruised nouth. Her hands trenbled so that it took both of themto

steady the cup. As a distraction fromthe nmenory of M athan's uncl ean touch, she

asked for news of the others.

Nereni scow ed. "Your so-called friend the cat fought her way out and ran, and

that coward Yazour took the opportunity to follow her." Her voice was edged with

anger .

"Don't blame Shia—+ told her to go," Aurian replied firmy. "The Staff of Earth

is our one hope of defeating M athan, and someone had to take it to safety. And

don't bl ane Yazour for taking the chance to escape. Qutnunbered as we were, it

was the only thing to do. But are Eliizar and Bohan all right?" Aurian knew this

was the real core of Nereni's anguish, and waited anxiously for her reply.

"They put Eliizar in the dungeon, with Bohan," Nereni said shakily. "He was

wounded, but they would not let ne go to him" She shuddered. "They threw ne

down, intending rape, but the Prince stopped them He knew | would kill nyself,

for shanme, and he wants ne alive, to take care of you. That is why his guards

dare not harmne. Some Wnged Folk flew away with Anvar, and—

"What did you say?" The cup shattered on the hearth, splashing liafa into the

hi ssing flames. Aurian grasped Nereni's arms, until the ol der woman gasped with

pai n. "Wnged Fol k took Anvar? Do you know where?"

"Aurian ..." Nereni cried out in protest, but the Mage did not | oosen her grip.

"Where did they take him Nereni?"

"I'"'mnot sure," Nereni whinpered. "They spoke in the tongue of the W nged

Fol k—but | heard them nmention Aerillia. Then they put Anvar in a net and flew
off with him Aurian, you're hurting ne!" She burst into tears.
"Nereni, I"'msorry!" Aurian gathered the weeping wonan into her arns. "You' ve

been so brave—+ don't know what | woul d have done without you. But I'mso afraid
for Anvar, and | didn't know where they had taken him?"

"I know," Nereni sniffed. "I feel the sane about Eliizar, wounded and | ocked up
inthat terrible place. If only they would let nme see him"
"Don't worry—e'll work on it," Aurian conforted her friend. "If M athan woul d

| eave Hari hn alone sonmetines ..." She paused, wondering how to explain that the
Prince was not what he seened. "You see," she began, "Harihn is not.."

"H nmsel f?" Nereni brightened a little at Aurian's |ook of surprise. "I know,"
she went on. "Way do you think nmy fol k have such a fear of sorcery? Tal es of
possession are common in our |egends. Wen he saved nme fromhis nen, Harihn



seened hinsel f—then his face changed beyond recognition, and another, evil sou

| ooked out fromhis eyes." The trenor of her voice betrayed her cal m manner

"Has the Prince sold his soul to a denpn?"

Auri an shook her head. "I told about the Archnmage M at han, who turned his power
to evil. Well, he's in |league with Blacktalon, but he is also using the Prince's
body. M athan coul dn't achi eve such possession w thout Harihn's consent, so
suspect he offered the Prince his father's throne. An ally in the south would
benefit his own plans for conquest. But Harihn has no idea of the depth of

M athan's deceit. He is only a puppet now, dancing to the Archmage's every whim
I'"ve no synpathy for Hari hn—t serves himright—but your people will suffer, as

we all will, if we can't find a way out of this."

"But how can we?" Nereni cried. "He holds Eliizar and Bohan captive, and he will
kill themif we try to escape!"”

"l don't know," Aurian admitted. "That is, | don't know yet. He's hol di ng Anvar
host age too, but thanks to you, | have an idea of his whereabouts now Don't
worry, Nereni. If we don't panic, we'll think of sonething."

Wil e she conforted her friend, Aurian was analyzing the situation, as Forra
had taught her. Her plight was desperate. She was hel pl ess until her powers
returned with the birth of her child—-but woul d she have tinme to act before

M athan killed the babe? And if there was no way to free Anvar, so far away in

Aerillia, how could she nove agai nst the Archnage? Aurian's head began to ache.
She was brui sed, shocked, and utterly bereft, afraid to the core of her
bei ng—yet still she pushed herself to stay calm to think, to plan. It was vita

that she cone up with a plan.
"Aurian!" The voice in the Mage's mnd was tinged with desperation, as though
its sender had been trying to gain her attention for sone tine. Joy shot through

Aurian, so intense that it brought a lunp to her throat. Shia! 1'd forgotten
about you!"
"So | noticed," Shia said dryly. "lI've been trying to penetrate that ness you

call your thoughts for ages!"

"But | told you to get out of here!"™ Aurian protested.

"I'"'mwell hidden—and if anyone should find ne, may their gods help them " Her

voi ce grew soft with worry. "Aurian—how could | |eave w thout knowi ng what had
happened to you?"

Briefly, the Mage told Shia what had happened. Shia spat when she heard of
Raven's treachery and subsequent betrayal. "Little fool! | never trusted her

Not for nothing have the Wnged Fol k been our bitterest enem es for an age and
an age! But Aurian—how can you ask ne to | eave you in such peril? Can | do

sonmet hing to hel p?"

For a nonent, Aurian dared to hope. Then she renenbered Anvar, inprisoned in
Aerillia, and all hope perished. Even if Shia could free her and she coul d el ude
the Archmage, M athan nust sonehow be in contact with Blacktalon. If she
escaped, she knew that Anvar would die |long before she could come to him

Auri an sighed. Whatever nove she nade, M athan had her cornered. "No, Shia," she
told the cat. "They have Anvar as a hostage, and if you free ne, he'll die. A
you can do is take the Staff and—By lonor the Wse! Way didn't | think of it
sooner?" Aurian |aughed aloud, giddy with relief. Inspiration had cone to her in
a blinding flash.

"WHAT?" Shia's tone was sharp with exasperation

Aurian nmade an effort to stifle her giggles, hushing Nereni's baffled protests.

"Shia, listen carefully. W believe that Anvar is being held in Aerillia. Find
himas quickly as you can, and get the Staff to him He can use it to escape!"”
"I's that all?" Shia's voice was acid. "I sinply cross thirty |eagues of

mountains alone in winter, carrying this wetched nmagical thing that sets ny
teeth on edge. Then | penetrate the inaccessible citadel of the Wnged Fol k
without losing the Staff, give it to Anvar—supposing he really is there and that
I can find himand trust you've taught hi menough magi c to sonehow get us out of
there! Have | |eft anything out?"

"I think you've covered it all,"” Aurian replied with a smle. "If anyone can do
it, Shia, you can."



Shia sighed. "Very well, if this is what you want—but if | go to rescue Anvar,
what will become of you?"
The hopel essness of Aurian's position returned to her Iike a black and choki ng

cloud. "Shia, | don't know Things are bad, and likely to get nuch worse."
"Then | et nme get you out! | know |l can do it!"
Oh, it was tenpting! Aurian thought of Eliizar and Bohan, in the chill, danp

dungeon. She thought of Mathan's threat to destroy her son, and the vile touch
of his hands on her body. Then she thought of Anvar. If she gave in to her
fears, she would have killed him "No!" she insisted. "Get Anvar out, Shia, then

M athan will have no hold over me. He won't harmme until my child is born, and
when that happens, 1'll get ny powers back." Her words sounded hollow to
hersel f, but Aurian stiffened her spine. "Watever happens, | can bear it if

only Anvar can be rescued."

Shia sighed. "Very well, we'll do it your way. But ny heart quails for you, ny
friend—pl ease be careful ."

"I will, I promse. And you be careful, too. | knowtoo well the difficulty of
the task |'ve set you."

"I'f I can get ny teeth into sone of those stinking Wnged Folk, it will be well

worth the journey! Farewell, Aurian. I'll rescue Anvar, | swear, and we can both
cone back for you!"
"Farewel |, ny friend," Aurian whispered. But the cat was al ready gone.

In the ragged copse below the tower an ancient tree had fallen, its roots

wr enched out of the ground by the weight of its snow burden. Shia crept
stealthily out of the little cave that had been forned between the roots and the
rocky side of the knoll, every sense alert for signs of the eneny. She felt a
surge of grimhunmor as she glided forth, a slip of darkness on the shadowed
snow. How cl ever, to hide right under the noses of these stupid nen! Aurian had
insisted that Shia abandon her, and her heart burned at the thought—-but before
she left, the cat had plans of her own!

The eneny picket lines, for their horses and nmules, were a short distance away
through the tangle of trees. Shia crept close, her mouth watering at the

| usci ous scent. Horsemeat was her favorite food, but while traveling with
Aurian, she'd been forced to restrain herself. Her tail |ashed back and forth
restlessly. That's not why you're here! Shia rem nded herself. She laid the
Staff down carefully under a bush, where she could easily find it again, and
tensed herself to spring—then dropped flat, muffling a snarl of frustration

Two sol di ers approached the horselines, the sound of their grunbling borne
toward her on the wi nd, |oud enough for Shia to hear every word. Comunicating
with Aurian had given her some understandi ng of man-speech, and while she | urked
in the bushes, awaiting her chance to strike, she listened closely, hoping to
pi ck up sone useful informtion

"By the Reaper, it's not fair!" one man whi ned. "Wy should we freeze out here,
up to our balls in snow, while others toast their backsides in front of a
roaring fire?"

"Someone nust care for the beasts," the second guard pointed out. "Besides,
woul d rather be outside. That Priest of the Skynen made my flesh creep!”

"Al'l Skymen make ny flesh creep,” his friend agreed.

"Why did the Prince take up with then? And if he wanted to anbush the northern
witch, why not just stick a sword in her and be done with it? Then we woul d be
in the Xandi mlands by now, instead of freezing to death in this accursed

wi | derness! If you ask me, Harihn has lost his wits! He's never been the sane
since we |left the desert.”

Hs friend hushed himhastily. "Watch your tongue, Dal zor! If you' re caught

tal king treason, they'll have your head! Anyway, we shoul d be unl oading these
beasts and settling them Wat if the captain comes and we've not yet started?
It's too cursed cold to | ose skin to a flogging"

He began at the far end of the line, funbling at buckles with frozen fingers and
dumpi ng the packs on the ground. Still grunbling, his friend began to work his
way toward the other end of the Iine—and Shia. The animals were restless, their
coats danp with fear-sweat as they scented the cat nearby.



"What's got into the beasts?" Dal zor nuttered. As he approached the nearest
horse, it swung around, snorting, and barged into him knocking himflat in the
tranpl ed snow. Cursing, he struggled to regain his feet on the slushy
surface—but it was too |late.

Shia was on himin a flash, the hot ecstasy of eneny blood filling her nmouth as
her teeth sank deep into his throat. Then she was anong the horses and nul es,
snarling and |l ashing out with her claws. The frantic creatures screamed and
reared, panic lending themthe strength to pull their tethers fromthe ground.
They scattered, sonme headi ng back down the valley, but nost of them Shia
noticed, fleeing straight through the pass. She'd feed on horsefl esh yet!

The ot her guard was running, yelling for help. An uproar broke out within the
Tower, and the snow on the hill was washed with a gleamof dirty yellow Iight as
the door swung open. Dashing back to seize the Staff, Shia sped down the pass

I'i ke an arrow, congratulating herself as she went. She had | et them unl oad nopst
of the food, for she had no wish to starve her friends, but her attack had
effectively trapped the eneny in the tower! Had Shia been human, she woul d have
been grinning fromear to ear. The Prince and his men were stuck in this bleak,
hostil e spot—and when Shia returned with Anvar, she woul d know exactly where to
find then

For all his determination to | eave, Schiannath had |ingered near the tower,
unable to let go of this nystery.

Wy were the Khazalimfighting their owm? And what, in the name of the Goddess,
had the ni sbegotten Wnged Folk to do with it? Since it was obvi ous by now t hat
the fleeing man was not going to be pursued, the outlaw continued to |urk behind
his boul ders, his eyes fixed on the tower. The sound of fighting had ceased, and
after a time, he saw Wnged Fol k | eave, bearing a |ong bundl e between them
supported in nets. They headed northwest, toward Aerillia. So—they were taking a
prisoner with them Schiannath shook his head. Fugitives fromthe Khazalinf
Fugitives fromthe Skyfol k? Just what was goi ng on here?

"Forget it, Schiannath,"” he murrmured to hinmself. "You have nore inportant things
to think about. Like survival—-and the provisions the Khazalimhave left on those
mul es!”

The commotion in the horselines took Schiannath by surprise. He had been biding
his time, waiting until the last of the Skyfol k departed, and the tower settled
down to an uneasy peace. He suspected that the Khazali m—curse their name—waoul d
need sone time to restore order within, before sonmeone renenbered to unload the
horses. He had been just about to nake his nove, when the wetched guards
appeared, jabbering in their uncouth tongue, and began to unl oad the horses.

Schi annath swore bitterly. The chance of a lifetinme, and he had ruined it! Wat
was wong with hin? Al that food—and it had al nost been hi s!

The outlaw s nmouth watered. Dammed if he would let it go so easily! The guards
moved apart as they worked, the nearer com ng closer to Schiannath's hiding

pl ace—and t he scrubby thicket at the foot of the hill. If he could cross the
i nterveni ng space and get under cover while the man was distracted by the
horses, who seened strangely uneasy . . . Schiannath awaited his nonment. Leaving

I scal da, he darted forward, keeping |low, and dived into the bushes.

The t hi cket expl oded. Branches sprang back into his face as a huge bl ack shape
burst from beneath them Roars and snarls mixed with the screans of horses
assaulted his ears. The outl aw pi cked hinself up, his heart hamrering. Whatever
it was, it had gone—eut there. Schiannath groped feverishly for his bow, and

di scovered that it had been |lost in the snow. Goddess! How could he survive
without it in the wilderness? But his i medi ate survival was at stake now.
Drawi ng his' sword, he crept to the edge of the thicket—and stopped, transfixed
in horror.

The guard lay dead in a spreading pool of blood, his throat and half his face
torn away. Anong the horses, w eaking havoc with teeth and cl aws, was the flame
eyed shape of a denon! Schiannath sucked breath through his teeth in a hoarse
whi stle. One of the fearsome Bl ack Ghosts fromthe northern nountains! And he'd
| ost his bow

Even as Schi annath wat ched, the cat |eapt toward him He flung hinself backward,



knowi ng he was al ready dead—but the creature ignored him pounced on sonet hing
that lay nearby, and fled toward the pass, Schiannath's bl ood congeal ed,

I scalda! He scranmbled to his feet, hardly daring to | ook—but the nare had gone.
Unable to face the nonster, she had fled down the pass—n the sanme direction as
the cat was headi ng. Oh Goddess, save her

Now t hat the dread beast had gone, nmen were venturing out of the tower—but would
they dare the pass while the cat mght still be there? Schiannath doubted it. He
didn't relish the idea hinself, but he had no choice. Some of the horses stil
mlled in the lines, crazed with fear but unable to break free. The outl aw
dashed to the nearest aninmal s—a horse and a nmule that still bore its pack. He

| eapt astride the horse, severing its tether and that of the nmule with a sweep
of his knife. The horse plunged wildly, but no ordinary horse could throw one of
the Xandim Couting the naddened aninmal with the end of the rope, he sent it
racing towards the nouth of the pass, praying that he would be in tinme to save
Iscalda fromthe deadly cat.

Schi annath bent | ow over the horse's neck, narrowing his eyes in an attenpt to
find tracks in the tranmpled snow. The sky was thick with curdled gray clouds,
and though dawn was brightening the sky above, the cliffs on either side blocked
out the early light. The floor of the pass was still in darkness, and shadows
defeated his anxi ous sight. The outlaw strained his ears for any sounds of
pursuit above the double set of hoofbeats and their bew |l dering echoes that
reverberated fromthe surrounding stone. There was nothing. Fear of the cat had
kept the Khazalimfromfollowi ng—for a tine. Wth the frightened nul e draggi ng
behi nd him Schiannath urged his nount to a faster pace, followi ng the tortuous

curves of the stony pass—until he heard a sound that turned himchill with
dread. Sonmewhere ahead, a horse was screaning, raw and shrill, in an agony of
terror.

Fol | owi ng the choked, despairing sounds, the outlaw found Iscalda in a narrow
defile that branched off fromthe pass. The shrieks of the nare echoed between
the high walls; her flanks were streaked dark with the sweat of terror; her eyes
rolled, white-rimed, as she reared and backed away fromthe snarling terror
that stal ked her.

Controlling his own plunging nount with difficulty, Schiannath funbled for his
bow. Gone! Too late, he remenbered losing it when the cat had scattered the
horses. The feline's ears flicked back—+t was aware of him Schiannath | ashed
his nount, trying to force it onward against its will, steeling hinself to take
the terrible risk of riding this awesone creature down. The horse reared and

w enched itself away, afraid to approach the cat but goaded to a frenzy by his
bl ows. The rmul e went into hysterics, bucking and spinning on the end of its rope
until the two creatures were tightly tangled. the outlaw barely had tine to free
his |l egs, before the world flipped over as his horse went thuddi ng down. He
rolled clear, and | anded on hands and knees, |ooking into the blazing eyes of
the great cat.

"Festering ordure!" The curse was a whisper in his dry throat. The outl aw i nched
a shaking hand toward his sword, as the cat gave a low warning growl. Wth a
gasp, Schiannath froze. The cat growl ed again, nore softly this tinme, and began
to paw at sonmething—a |inp, dark shape that had lain, unnoticed, in the shadow
of the rock. So the beast had other prey! Renmenbering the warrior who had fled
the tower, Schiannath felt a shaneful surge of relief. If the cat had enough to
eat, perhaps it would et himgo ... Was there a chance that he could sacrifice
his fallen Khazalimnmunt and find a way to get |scalda out of here?

The gigantic feline, still standing over the fallen warrior, gave a shrill yow
that sounded, to Schiannath's tight-strung senses, alnost |ike inpatience.
Reaching down into the snow, it picked up sonething in its jaws—a stick, or
some kind of twi sted root, that glowed with a dazzling, pulsating enerald |ight,
Once nore, the flam ng eyes seared into his own. Enmerald and gold conmbined in a
di zzying whirl, and Schiannath was falling, falling into the |ight

The outl aw opened his eyes. One side of his face was a dull, nunb ache where it
had been pressed into the snow, his head throbbed, and his body was wracked with



shivers. The cat, thank the Goddess, was nowhere in sight. Loyal |scalda stood
over him her nostrils flaring at the stench of blood. The other horse |ay where
it had fallen, its legs tangled in the pack nule's tether, but the nule itself
had vani shed. Al that rermained was a trailing snmear of blood, a rut in the snow
where the body had been dragged away—and the animal's pack, left on the ground
near by!

"It's very stringy. | would have much preferred the horse!"

Schiannath leapt to his feet and drew his sword—but the voice had come from
within his nmind, not without!

"Even you woul d have tasted better than a skinny old nule—but | spared you for a
reason. Take good care of the stranger, human, for your life depends on it!."

Shia spat out the Staff with a grimace, and tore off another mouthful of the
mul e' s bl ood-warm flesh to take the taste away. The di scovery that she could use
the artifact to communicate with this stupid human had been tinmely and
fortunate—but oh, the magic in the wetched thing nade her teeth ache! The
thought of having to carry it for days on end nmade her shudder.

The cat peered out fromher hiding place—a narrow bay in the cliff where frost
had cracked out a great chunk of rock. The stone had fallen outward and
shattered, the pile of fragnents formng a lair tucked into the base of the
escar pnent. What was that human doi ng now? Ch, wonderful —+al king to his horse
Shia flexed her claws and snarled with frustration. Stop wasting tine on that
brai nl ess beast and hel p Yazour! she thought. She was bracing herself to pick up
the Staff and tell himso, when he left the horse and knelt beside the stricken
warrior. Ah, good. Once she had seen himstaunch Yazour's wounds and wap himin
a bl anket, Shia turned her attention back to the mule, which was not nearly as
stringy as she had claimed. Shia woul d need the sustenance. Now that Yazour
woul d be cared for, she could concentrate on her own journey.

WIld with rage, Harihn dashed up the tower stairs. lIgnoring the guards at the
top, he flung the door open so hard that it rattled and shook on its hinges,
"Accursed sorceress!! he shrieked, "Wat have you done to ny horses?"

Aurian's bl anket-draped formrose fromthe hearth with surprising grace. Tall
and regal, she faced the Prince, "Wy, Harihn," she said "I see you're back in
resi dence. "

He wi nced as her barb shot hone, and she saw it and smled. "Can we offer you
sonme |liafa, perhaps?"

"Offer me some answers!!' Harihn shouted, slamm ng the door on his smrking
guards, "Wiy did you bewitch nmy horses?" As he saw her struggle to suppress a
smle, his rage and frustration overcane him Forgetting Mathan's orders, he
rushed at Aurian, intending to strike the snugness from her face. He discovered
his mstake too late. At the last mnute, her hand shot out, grabbed his wist,
and twi sted. There was a wrenching pain in his armand Hari hn went tunbling head
over heels to hit the wall,

"You should be nore careful, Prince, Mathan will be displeased if you damage
his new body." Aurian's cool voice was |ike a goad. The Prince staggered to his
feet, rubbing his wist, his face contorted with rage. "You'll suffer for this!"
he shout ed.

"Your new tenant would not permit it!" Aurian retorted. "I know the Archnage, to
my cost! Don't cross him | warn you, or he'll make you sorry-as sorry as he has
made nme.'' Her expression twisted with bitter pain, and sonething like pity.
"What did he offer you? Your father's throne? And you believed hinm You invited
himin, you poor fool, and now he controls you. Now he has a foothold, he can

i nvade your body at will, forcing you to do his bidding. Wether you know it or
not, you're as nuch a prisoner as | aml™

Hari hn turned cold at her words. "You're wong!" he blustered. "W have an
agreenent! You are ny prisoner, and the days of your high-handed ways are done!
By the Reaper, you will learn your place! You will obey ne, or "

"But of course, Harihn," Aurian agreed sweetly.

The Prince, staggered by her capitulation, stared at her through narrowed eyes.
"You lie," he snapped. "Do you expect me to believe this pitiful attenpt to foi



my suspicions, and let you go—

Aurian laughed in his face. "Harihn, you're a bigger idiot than |I'd thought! The
Archmage hol ds Anvar hostage, and you have Eliizar and Bohan! Do you think |I'd

| et Anvar be killed? Wuld Nereni endanger Eliizar to help ne? If | sacrificed
my friends, how far would I get without a horse? You can't have it both ways!
Had | planned to escape, would | have scattered your beasts?"

Hari hn scow ed. How this wetched wonan tw sted words! But though it galled him
he had to admire her courage. Could he behave so calmy, in her position?

Fl eetingly, he regretted the ruin of their early friendship. If only he'd had
the courage to seize the throne she had offered him Wy had he flinched from
usi ng her sorcery, only to accept it from another, grinmer source? At |ast,
Harihn adnmitted the truth. It would have humiliated himutterly to receive the
crown fromthe hand of a woman. He | ooked up to see Aurian watching him her
expressi on grave and sad. "Then what do you plan to do?" he asked in a gentler
Voi ce.

She held out enpty hands in a gesture nore el oquent than words. "For the nonent,
there's nothing I can do."

Her words struck a chill through the Prince's heart. "Wat? You intend to |et
the Archnmage sl ay your child?"
"Ah;" said Aurian sadly. "I had wondered if you were still present, while

M at han possessed your body." She shook her head. "OCh, Harihn, this situation
grieves ne. W were friends, once, and | haven't forgotten how rmuch | owe you.
Wiy has everything gone so badly wong?"

To his astonishnment, Harihn found hinself noved by her sorrow, and as his anger
drai ned away, he was shaned by what he had done. He reached out to Aurian, his
lips trying to formsone kind of apol ogy—and then he felt it. A slick, hideous
probing within his skull, like icy claws sinking into his mnd. Wth a wench,
hi s consci ousness was shoul dered aside to become an observer, detached and
hel pl ess, sunk without trace within the depths of his soul, as the Archmage
returned to claimhis body.

"How dare you subvert ny puppet!" M athan's voice cane snarling fromthe
Prince's lips. Harihn, trapped within, saw Aurian's eyes stretch wide in dismy.

It wasn't nuch of a cave. Wth two horses inside, plus Schiannath and the man he
had rescued, it was hopel essly overcrowded, but at least it boasted good venting
for smoke in the crack-starred ceiling, and a large rock just inside the
entrance that could be rolled, with a wenching effort, to partially obscure the
opening. Also, no one in their right mnd would think of daring the narrow,
crunbling | edge that led up here. The surefooted |Iscal da could negotiate the
crunbling trail, but Schiannath had very nearly killed himself trying to get the
wounded man and that bl oody-m nded bag of bones that the Khazalimcalled a horse
up to the cave. After that, he'd had to go all the way down again, to w pe out
their tracks.

The outlaw returned to the cavern, numb-witted with fatigue, and took one | ast

| ook out fromthe entrance, set high in the cliff. To his left, the pass opened
onto a ridge that dropped to a sweeping valley, with the crowded ranks of
snow- cl ad nmount ai ns, awesone in their desol ate grandeur, beyond. There, to the
north, beyond that jagged barrier of stone, lay the Xandi m| ands. Schiannath
spat into the snow and turned away. To his right lay the dark throat of the
pass—and even as he | ooked, the harsh sound of Khazalimvoices floated up to
him cutting across the snow | ocked silence. He'd made it just in tinme! Gasping
with the effort, the outlaw quickly rolled the stone across the entrance then
sank to his knees, exhausted.

Schi annath was utterly spent, but there was no tine to rest. In the dimlight
that slipped through between the boul der and the top of the entrance, he groped
his way to the back of the cave. It was well provisioned—all of his hideouts
were. In the long nonths of his exile, Schiannath had been occupied with little
el se but survival. The mountains were honeyconbed with caves, and the outlaw had
a chain of several hideouts reaching fromthe Wndveil right across the range to
the tower. Each was stocked with hay and wild grains for Iscalda, harvested from
the valleys in a sunmer |ong gone; firewood brought up fromthose sane val es;



nuts and winkled berries, and snmoke-dried flesh of wild nountain sheep. Their

fl eecy hides, together with shaggy wol fskins fromhis hunting, provided warnth.
Schi annath had toiled endl essly through sumrer and autumm to stock his havens.
The | abor had served to dull his loneliness, and fatigue had taken the edge off
his despair. Now, in this fell winter, the caves were his key to survival —but
only today had he found the true reason behind his persistence in such seem ngly
poi ntl ess work. It had been the will of the Goddess.

The outl aw coul d think of nothing else as he piled tinder in the ring of rocks
that served as his fireplace, and lit a fire with the conpetence of |ong
practice. He put hay down for the horses, then turned swiftly to the unconscious
warrior. As he | ooked at that strong-boned Khazalimface, his wonder surged up
anew.

The Goddess spoke! She spoke to ne! The words sang in his head as Schiannath
tended the stranger's wounds. He stripped away the man's wet clothes and w apped
himin dry sheepskins; he snapped off the end of the crosshow bolt and drew it
forth point first. But when he seared the wound with the glowing tip of his
knife, the man's eyes flew open and he began to scream The outlaw clapped his
hand over the other's nouth and got his fingers bitten for his pains, but stil
he held on until the screans subsided. He doubted that the noise would carry
beyond the cave, but he was relieved when the nman slipped back into

unconsci ousness. Mking the npst of the chance to work unhi ndered, Schiannath
applied a wash of healing herbs to the wound, and did the same to the slice in
the warrior's thigh. "Any higher, ny friend, and they'd have gel ded you!" he
nmut t er ed.

As Schi annath bound the wounds, he savored the clean arona of the herbs, which
di spel l ed the nauseating reek of scorched flesh. The scent brought back a nenory
of the day he had fled the Iands of the Xandi mw th naught but his weapons and
the clothes, on his back, clinging dazed to |Iscalda's neck and bruised and

bl eeding fromthe stones they had hurled to speed himon his way. As he passed
the waystone on the Wndveil ridge that marked the borders of his land, there
had been a peculiar shimer in the air, and Chiarnh, the hated Wndeye, had

st epped forth.

I scal da, her human nenories still intact then, had reared, screaming with fury.
Schi annath had reached for his bow and fired—but his arrow went straight through
Chiamh's body to enbed itself in the snow beyond. "I deeply regret ny deeds this
day," the Wndeye whi spered, shanefaced. He sketched a blessing in the air—and
vani shed.

Apparition though Seer had been, there was nothing ethereal about the contents
of the bundl e that Schiannath found beside the stone. C othing, blankets, food,
and best of all, the pouches of Chianmh's healing herbs, [abeled with
instructions in the blocky Xandi m gl yphs—some for fevers, others for infections
or pai n-ease. Though Schi annath had not been able to bring hinmself to forgive
the Wndeye, he had often had cause to be thankful for Chianmh's gift.

Conming back to the present with a jerk, Schiannath laid a cloth soaked in icy
wat er across the livid bruise on the warrior's tenple. That could be a hurt nore
dangerous than the other wounds, but he could only keep his patient quiet and
hope for the best. For the first tinme in his life, Schiannath was confident that
his prayers woul d be answered. Had the Goddess not conme to him in the aninal
gui se of a Black Ghost of the nountains? Had She not tested hin? And had She,
Hersel f, not spoken to him telling himto save the life of this nan, who should
have been his eneny?

Schi annath was overconme by a thrill of religious awe. Perhaps there was a reason
for his exile, and that of poor |Iscalda! Ch Goddess, was there a reason after
all?

Yazour opened crusted eyes, to see the face of an eneny. H's stonmach clenched in
panic. |'ve been captured by the Xandim. Goping for his sword, he struggled to
rise —and cried aloud in agony. It felt as though soneone had thrust a flam ng
brand into his shoul der, and another into the nuscle of his thigh. The Horsel ord
pushed himgently down w th an adnoni shi ng shake of his head. "No. Do not."
Yazour recogni zed the words—all Khazalimwarriors who raided the Xandi m | ands



had | earned the rudi nents of their tongue. He squinted agai nst the flicker of
firelight that played across fanged stone—learly, the roof of a cavern. A
cavern that reeked of horses. Where am|? he thought. W is this man? By his
clothing and weapons he was plainly Xandim yet the stranger seened subtly
different fromthose of his tribe that Yazour had seen before. His skin was fair
beneath its weat hering, and he had wary gray eyes, crinkled at the corners; a
fine, high-cheekboned face with a curved and jutting nose; and a silver-threaded
mane of black curls.

Yazour's rescuer smiled, and offered hima cup filled to the brimwith water
Yazour had already discovered that if he nmoved his arm it hurt like perdition
where the bolt had pierced his shoulder. He took the cup with his good hand and
drank deeply, while the stranger supported his head with a gentle hand. The

wat er was very wel come. When he had finished, the young warrior lay back in the
nest of warmfurs that had been wapped around him conscious of the terrible
weakness that his wounds had caused. He wanted to ask the man a thousand

guesti ons—but before Yazour could get the first one out, he had slipped back
into oblivion.

Wien he awakened again, a savory snell was tickling his nostrils. Yazour's nouth
wat ered. The stranger mnust have been watching him He was there at the warrior's
side al nost before he had tinme to open his eyes, offering a cup of broth. Once
agai n he supported Yazour's head while he drank, with such solicitous care that
the warrior was remninded of his nother, who had cradled himwith sinilar
tenderness when he'd been ill as a child. H's nother, who had taken her own life
when Yazour was fifteen, after his warrior father had been killed in Xiang's
service, on a Xandimraid, by a Xandi m | ance.

Wth an oath, Yazour struggled away fromthe touch of the hated hand. Broth
spill ed down his chest as agony pierced his shoulder, and he nuffled a whinper
of pain with gritted teeth before falling back exhausted. He could feel a new

fl ow of bl ood seeping stickily through the bandage on his shoul der. Bandage?
Yazour had been too concerned with other matters to notice it before. H's thigh
was bound too, where a sword had caught himin his fight to escape fromthe
tower. The warrior frowned. This eneny had rescued him doctored his wounds, and
was trying to feed him.

Yazour's eneny was shaking his head. "No," he said firmy. "Do not ..." He said
an unfamliar word, and initated Yazour's struggle. "Not prisoner "

Ah, "prisoner." That was a Xandi mword the warrior understood, but he had never
heard the word that followed it. The Xandi m frowned, thinking, then reached out
a hand to clasp Yazour's own, snmiling at himwarnmy. Friend? Could he nean
friend? Yazour was not prepared to befriend one of the nurdering Xandi m who had
killed his father! He pulled back with an oath, then froze, wondering, too |ate,
if he had nade a fatal error. But his rescuer sinply sighed, and offered himthe
broth again, and this tinme, comobn sense prevailed. If Yazour wi shed to escape
and hel p his compani ons, he must regain his strength. He snatched the cup,

scow ing at the stranger when he tried to offer assistance again.

This might be a foe, but by the Reaper, he could cook! Yazour was ravenous. He
gul ped the broth quickly, burning his tongue. Loath though he was to ask favors
of a Xandim he held the cup out for nore, but the stranger shook his head.
"Bastard!" the young warrior rmuttered. Turning away, he pulled the furs across
his face and pretended to sleep again. In reality, he wanted tine in which to

t hi nk.

Why? Why had this Xandi m gone out of his way to save an eneny? Yazour hated the
stranger's race with all his heart, yet the son of a pig had saved his life! The
warrior turned restlessly, disturbed by the direction of his thoughts, and the
wound in his thigh pulled painfully. The wound that had been dealt Yazour by his
own people, his forner conpanions and friends. Reaper's curse, what a tangl e!
The warrior wondered if that was why the man had rescued him The Khazal i mwere
eneni es of the Xandim so Yazour was a victimof the stranger's foes . . . But
no, he thought. Even had he not recognized ne at first, he nust have known ne
for a Khazalimwhen he brought nme here—yet still he cared for nme! In the name of
the Reaper, why? Yazour could stand it no |longer. Rolling over, he pushed the
furs aside to | ook his benefactor in the eye. "Wiy?" he demanded in Xandi m



wi shing he knew nore of the |anguage. He gestured at the fire, the cave, his
bandaged wounds.

The man sniled, and held out his hand again. "Friend," he repeated.

Yazour was in the stranger's power, and besides, the man had saved his life. He
forced a smle, and took the proffered hand. "Friend," he agreed. For now, at
any rate, you Xandi m bastard, he thought.

Schi annath's patient was soon asl eep again, but he seened nuch inproved, and the
outl aw deci ded that it was safe to rest after his hours of watching. He stood up
carefully, there was only one place in the cave where he could do it w thout
knocki ng his head on the roof —and stretched the kinks fromhis |linbs. Then he
stirred the fire, prepared sone tea froml eaves and berries gathered in kinder
nmont hs, and ate a scanty neal from his hoarded suppli es.

I scal da whi ckered from her place near the cave nouth, and Schiannath went to
smoot h her sil ken neck. "Well?" he asked her. "What think you of our new

conpani on?"

The nmare snorted in a nanner so uncannily tinmely that the outlaw was forced to
muffle his laughter so as not to waken his patient. "I couldn't put it better
mysel f," he told her. "A friend, indeed —that Khazalimscunml" But the CGoddess
had commanded himto help this man, and so Schiannath woul d help him —for now,
at any rate.

Chapter 12
The Drunken Dog

The Drunken Dog, a typical dockside tavern if ever there was one, was the nost
squal id, insalubrious al ehouse in Nexis, Its wi ndows, broken tinme and again in
countl ess braw s, had been nailed over with a clunsy patchwork of boards, and
the taproom stank of snoke and grease and unwashed bodi es. The fl oor was slick
underfoot: a vile norass of sawdust, spilled drink—and, nore often than not,

bl ood. When the river was low, the air was thick with the noxi ous stench of dead
fish and sewage. The tavern's situation, down anong the wharves and warehouses
of the northern riverbank, would have been enough to nmake a strong man bl anch,
and a wise man turn hastily away; but even in this, the roughest of areas, the
Dog had a bad name—and was proud of it.

Only the desperate dared pass into the shadowy, reeking interior of the Drunken
Dog, where the City GQuards would rarely venture. Only the | owest of the | ow —the
gangs whose haunt was the darkened all eyway, whose trade was the quick
knife-thrust in the back and the chink of gold in a stolen purse. Only the

honel ess, stinking, red-eyed wecks whose | ove of ale had becone an addiction
Only the sorry, worn-out whores, pox-ridden, scarred, and too long in the tooth
to nmake an honest living froma better class of client. Only those who had

al ready sunk so low that they had nothing left to | ose—and Jarvas.

Jarvas sat in his corner near the ash-choked fireplace, his back to the wall and
an unencunbered |ine between hinself and the back door. It was the best spot in
the room within easy sight of the serving hatch to gesture for nore of the raw,
sour ale, and comuandi ng a vantage over the entire taproom It was his special

pl ace, and no one was prepared to dispute it,

Jarvas took a sip of the vile, cloudy brew fromhis grease-sneared tankard and
grimaced at the taste. It was the sort of stuff, he nused, that was absolutely
guaranteed to nmake a body ill—but that didn't stop him or everyone else in the
pl ace, fromdrinking it He was not usually the sort of man to waste his tine
wonderi ng why he cane here when he didn't have to—he knew his own m nd, and was
not nuch given to soul -searching. These days, though, with life in the city gone
frombad to worse, and, nore significantly, the recent |oss of his brother, he
was finding hinself in an increasingly gloonmy and pensive nood. He came here for
several reasons. First, because it was safe—the nmercenaries hired by the filthy
Magefol k had only tried to cone in once, and had regretted their rashness. He
came because he coul d—he was a big man, and while he didn't go | ooking for
troubl e, anyone unwi se enough to cross himpaid for it sooner or later. People
around here tended to respect him and it was known that Jarvas nade a good



friend and a nerciless eneny. Finally—and it said a lot for himthat he woul d
admt such a thing to hinsel f-Jarvas came here because he was |onely.

It made |ife hard when you were ugly, and big besides. Jarvas avoided mrrors.
It seenmed that when the Gods had made him they had been in a hurry, and just

pi cked up any features that lay to hand, with no thought for the result. H's
body was a gangling, uncoordinated, nismatched selection of parts. H s hands and
feet were too big for his frane—and that was saying a lot. H's chest was too
narrow for his broad shoulders and long legs, and as for his face ... It was a
nightmare. Hi s nose was too long, and his ears stuck out. Hi s pointed chin

| ooked out of balance with his broad forehead and heavy brows. H s eyes were a
muddy gray-green and, despite his best efforts, his dark, stringy hair always

| ooked unkenpt. In short, he was a disaster. Men tended to | ook on himas a
threat, and as for wonen—forget it! They wouldn't |ook twice at him Gven his
appearance, it was difficult for Jarvas to nake friends—yet friends he had, and
it was all due to the greatness of his heart.

Jarvas had his own place, down near the wharves. It consisted of two decrepit
war ehouses and a di sused fueling mill, which adjoi ned one another on a piece of
wast e ground that had once held sluns, burned down on the Archnege's order as a
potential plague spot in the Great Drought three years ago—fust about the tine
that Jarvas had inherited the property, split between hinself and his brother,
Har kas.

He had been surprised by the bequest-his famly had scraped a |living as bargenen
with an ancient, |eaky craft. He had always discounted tales of a great-uncle,
estranged by a fanily quarrel, who owned property on the riverside. Assuning
that it was wishful thinking on the part of his parents, he had given the matter
little thought. What sense did it nmake? No one wanted property along the north
side of the river. In the past, perhaps, when the docks had been thriving and
prosperous —before the weirs had been built and ships could cone all the way
upriver from Norberth—+t m ght have been different, but now? Wll, things had
changed, that was all. Jarvas was already in his late twenties when his uncle
had died. He had given up the barge trade by then, and had been earning his
living in the city for the better part of a decade, turning his hand to any work
that cane al ong. Wile working as a warehouse forenman for the Head of the
Merchants' @uild, he had managed to scrape up a little educati on—vannor believed
in learning, and made sure it was available for those of his people who wanted
it.

The nmerchant was a kindly nman, despite his awesone reputation, and having been
poor hinself, he was al ways keen to help his people get on in the world. He had
gone with Jarvas and Harkas to inspect their bequest—and it was well that he
had, When Jarvas | ooked at the abandoned buil di ngs on the charred waste ground,
saw t he soot-stained walls, the patched, |eaking roofs, and the gapi ng wi ndows
like the enpty eyes of a corpse, his heart had plumeted. H s uncle had not been
rich, that was certai n—these derelict shells were worthl ess! Harkas had cursed
bitterly, but Vannor had said nothi ng—sinmply wal ked over to the fuelling nill
and | ooked inside, crunching through fallen rubble and noving aside bits of
broken beam his forehead furrowed in thought.

Jarvas smled at the nenory of the great nmerchant, as he spoke the words that
changed the lives of two young nmen. "Good, solid stonework—this won't fall down
in a hurry! Beans need repl aci ng—you' ve woodworm t here —but what a buil di ng! See
the thickness of these walls and the sturdy structure—and the warehouses are
just the same, I'lIl be bound, Lads, it nmay not ook |ike nuch now, but | would
say you've been lucky!" He grinned at Jarvas, whose eyes were round with

ast oni shnent,

Har kas, the elder of the brothers, was uni npressed, "Wat do you nean, sir? How
can these old heaps be of any possible use to anyone?" he grunbl ed.

The twi nkl e vani shed from Vannor's eyes, and he gave Harkas a very strai ght

| ook. "Think it through, Harkas. | may be on the Council of Three, but |I'm
giving away no secrets if | say that this city is going frombad to worse. The
drought, and the fam ne and riots that followed it, should be a | esson to us
all. Wth this place"—he patted the soot-sneared stone—you'd be safe from
anything. Lads, with a bit of hard work you could turn these buildings into a



fortress! And burning was the best thing that could happen to this bit of

ground. Look! Already it's starting to bear!" He pointed at the seedling grasses
and patches of weed that had been qui ckened by the recent torrential rain.

"You could fence the land and build a stockade. The Gods know, there's enough
stone lying around fromthe hovels that were burned, and tinber aplenty in the
war ehouses—those beans will need replaci ng anyway, so you mght as well find a
use for the wood! The fuelling m |l has a water-supply—water piped straight from
the river—and with a bit of work, those old dye vats could be turned into
pigsties! Wth the vegetabl es you can grow, and sone chi ckens—

"Just a minute, sir!" Harkas interrupted, "You want us to become farnmers? In the
m ddl e of the bloody city?!”

"Way not?" Vannor s eyes were dancing. "Do you know how | made ny fortune? Wth
vision! | dared to think differently fromny fellows, to do things that got ne
accused of insanity by nmy famly and friends—but, by all the Gods, it worked!

Vi sion, that's what you need, |ads. |nagination!"

"And noney!" Harkas snorted, before Jarvas could stop him

Vannor had grinned, then. "Don't worry about the noney, Harkas—+'||l see you have
enough to get started,"

The nerchant turned to Jarvas, and clouted himon the shoul der. "You inpressed
me, lad, while you were working for ne, and while it pains ne to | ose a good

foreman, you deserve to nake sonething of your life. Besides, |'mintrigued by
the possibilities of this place. Call it an indefinite loan . . ." H's face grew
thoughtful. "Wth one condition. This place is too big for you, even with your
famlies—don't |look like that, Jarvas; you'll find soneone someday—and putting

it right is nore than you can nanage on your own."

Vannor | ooked at the brothers. "Have you seen how the poor suffer in this city?
And their only recourse, if they sink too low, is bonding!" He scowmed. "It
seens | can't put an end to it—but naybe there's a way around it! If the poor
had sonmewhere to go, where they could be safe and supported, until they worked
out sone kind of a future ..."

Jarvas had | eapt on the idea. "Yes, by all the Gods! They could help us grow
things, and get the place strai ght—and do odd jobs in the city so we can buy
what we can't grow ... In those warehouses, there'd be space for dozens of
famlies! Vannor, it's perfect!”

The pragmati c Harkas had taken nore persuadi ng, but eventually, Vannor's dream
had taken shape. The brothers' seeningly usel ess bequest had been turned into a
fortress, secure, inviolate—a self-contained snmallholding within the city walls,
with food and shelter, and the prom se of a future, A place where there was a
wel cone for the |ost, the honel ess, the destitute and the desperate

Jarvas felt his throat tighten with grief. O the three nen who had set that
dreamin notion, he was the only one left. Vannor had vani shed on the N ght of
the Waiths-—enly to turn up, quite unexpectedly, |eading the rebels who were
sworn to end the rule of the evil Archmage. Jarvas and his brother had hel ped as
they could with food and such, until the rebel base in the sewers had been
attacked by M athan's nercenaries, who had replaced the City Guard, Angos, their
captain, clainmed that the rebels had been wi ped out to a man. Certainly their
base was gutted and enpty—Jarvas had checked

Fol | owi ng the shock of Varnor's |oss, Harkas had been taken—ene of the
mysterious "di sappearances” that were striking terror into the hearts of the
citizens of Nexis. He had been on one of his usual nightly errands, collecting
spoi |l ed food, an increasingly scarce commodity in the city nowadays, for his

bel oved pigs. He had never returned. Those who vani shed were taken to the
Acadeny—that nuch was known—but it was wise not to ask too many questions, Those
who had tried, had vanished in their turn

Thanks to the Mageborn, two good nmen were |ost forever, and only the grieving
Jarvas had been left to carry on their work—and how long would it be before the
hand of the Archmage stretched out to hin? In the nmeantinme, the Dog was one of
his recruiting places—as good a one as any. That was why he cane here, night
after night, to welconme the needy into his own special kingdom

The Drunken Dog was not the sort of place that Hargorn would nornally have



chosen—to drink in a rathole like the Dog was sinply asking for troubl e—but the
swordsman was past the point of caring. He'd been working his way down through
the town, stopping at every tavern, to pick up information for the rebels on
what was happening in the city—and, nore inportantly, any word that m ght | ead
himto Vannor or his mssing daughter. Now he was running short of options—and,
nmore inmportantly, silver with which to pay his way. Vannor's neager supply of
coin had not lasted long. At least this festering cesspit ought to be cheap, the
veteran thought, as he stepped inside.

The fire and a scattering of feeble rushlights afforded the only illum nation,
but the fetid gloomof the taproomwas a blessing in a way, for shadows hid the
unwashed tankards, the cobwebs that festooned the lowrafters, the splintered
tabl es, the stained and knife-scarred walls. The snoky di mess al so drew a

merci ful veil over the drinkers—for this was the roughest al ehouse on the

quaysi de, and its custoners were rougher still.

In the absolute silence that followed his entrance, Hargorn gl owered fiercely
around at the occupants of the crowded taproom and fingered the hilt of his
sword in what he hoped was a threatening manner. It was usually the best way to
forestall any trouble, and as he had expected, the talk started up again very
qui ckly, as everyone suddenly rediscovered an interest in whatever they had been
doi ng.

The sol di er suppressed a smle. It never failed, he thought. Wy buy trouble? He
knew these fol k—he'd net their Iike in every town he had ever seen in his
wanderings. They were the scum of the city—-dock-hands, porters, and scavengers;
beggars, pilferers, and pickpockets; faded, aging whores both male and fenal e.
Their squalid lives left them few expectations: the Dog was warner than the
quayside; it was narginally safer than the narrow, unlit alleys where a nan's
life was worth a copper or two, and a woman's virtue, nothing at all. The sour,
wat ered al e was cheap, and the honemade grog—foul -tasting, but with a kick like
liquid fire, as Hargorn soon di scovered—was cheaper still What nore can they ask
for? the warrior thought bitterly. Wat nore could anyone want?

What nore, indeed? | know what / want, Hargorn thought ruefully. | want to find
out what the blazes has happened to Vannor! It had been so nany days since they
had entered the city and then split up-—at the nerchant's insistence. The
veteran had told himover and over that it was a m stake, but Vannor, distraught
over his wayward daughter's di sappearance, had refused to listen to a single
word of sense. "W can find her far nore quickly if we divide our efforts,” he
had argued—and finally, when Hargorn had | east been expecting it, had slipped
away Wi thout trace into the |abyrinths of the northern docks.

"The bl oody fool," Hargorn nuttered to hinself as he bought another flagon of
cheap brown di shwater fromthe sour, pinch-faced little runt of a servingnman. He
woul d have preferred nore of the grog, but ale would last himlonger. Once this
silver was gone, there would be no nore—not in Nexis, at any rate. Word woul d be
out on himnow. Once Vannor's coin had been used up; he had taken service as a
private guard for Quildsman Pendral —a fat, tightfisted, noney-grabbing little
bastard with sone very perverted habits, who had been one of the many nmerchants
who had allied hinself with Mathan's cause, in order to screw a quick profit

out of the poor suffering folk of the city- while there was still a profit to be
had.
Hargorn sighed. | nmake a | ousy spy, he thought, Vannor should have sent soneone

with |l ess of a tenper and better sense. Keeping his nouth shut in the face of
Pendral 's obscene greed had proved to be nore than the warrior could stand, and
he had taken to drowning his sorrows nore than he ought, given his perilous
situation. The last thing he needed was to draw attention to hinmsel f—but today,
Pendral had paid himoff for being drunk while guarding a warehouse, and the
insults of that arrogant |lunp of |ard had been nore than the veteran coul d take.
Adm ttedly, it had probably been a m stake to dunp the little turd headfirst
into that mdden, but—For a nonent, Hargorn's black nood was |ightened by a
grin. By all the Gods, it had been worth it!.

To Tilda, on a raw black winter's night, the tavern seened |i ke a dream of
confort. Business, bad since the Archmage had taken control of the city, was



sl acker than usual tonight, for the filthy weather neant that few fol k were out
and about. The twisting, narrow streets of Nexis were shrouded in a thick,
freezing fog that caught in her throat and set off the hacking cough that had
dogged her all wi nter. Enough was enough, Tilda had deci ded—why freeze your
backsi de off on a drafty corner for nothing?
On reaching the Drunken Dog the whore paused in the doorway to straighten the
dri pping hens of her petticoats and fluff out her danp, red-dyed curls. She'd be
mad to ply for trade in the Dog—+t was Dellie's patch, and Dellie was a mate—who
woul dn't think twi ce about flattening her if business was involved. Still, in
this trade, it always paid to be prepared. Sonetinmes, you just becane |ucky .
And as an aging streetwal ker with a ten-year-old son to support, she needed
all the luck she coul d get.
As soon as she entered, Tilda knew it wasn't going to be her |ucky night after
all. Evidently, she had not been the only streetwalker in Nexis to tire of the
m serabl e weat her—t | ooked as though the Dog were playing host to every drab
and catamite in town. For a single night, a truce had been decl ared, and nost of
the whores were chatting conpani onably around the tables, naking the nost of a
rare evening's relaxation. If only it could always be like this, Tilda thought
as she exchanged a hard-won coin for a glass of grog. We're all in the sane
boat, we shoul d be mates—but she knew better than to waste tinme on such daft
i deas. They all had to |ive—and conpetition for custonmers, even in a city like
Nexis, was fierce
Tilda was forced to squeeze her way to the tables through the tight-packed
crowd. In addition to the whores and regulars, a group of bargermen were playing
dice near the fire, and she glinpsed a shadow novenent in the darkest corner
and heard the | ow hum of nurmured tal k. Tilda | ooked away quickly, After years
on the streets, she could tell when sonething shady was afoot. If you wanted to
survive, you had to know when to turn a blind eye,
The nost interesting custoner, as far as Tilda could see, was a weat herbeat en,
gray-haired man in a heavy soldier's cloak. He sat alone, blind to everything
but his tankard. For a nonent, Tilda had hopes—but as she drew near, she saw
that his cloak was patched and threadbare, and he was scowing into his ale with
an intensity that turned her cold all over. Forget it, she told herself. That
kind of trouble, you can do without! Sometines the soldiers got |like that, she
knew. Al tw sted up inside, poor bastards—but after a few drinks, they would
take it out on whoever was nearest, and once they started, there was no stopping
them Gods, a friend of hers had been crippled for life by a drunken soldier! No
t hanks, mate, she thought, and was about to take her grog to a table near the
dice players, as far away fromthe gl owering warrior as she could get, when
suddenly she saw his face light up in the nost m schievous of smles.
How it changed him Tilda, charnmed by that quick, infectious grin, drew nearer
to the stranger, her curiosity aroused. Well, it couldn't hurt just to speak to
him surely? "Sir?" She laid a tentative hand on his arm
He swung around, with an oath on his |ips—then turned away as though she had
ceased to exist, and went back to glowering into his beer. He rubbed a hand
across his eyes in a gesture so abjectly weary that Tilda's heart went out to
him Grl, what are you thinking of? She chided herself. You're as daft as he
is! She'd seen grown nen crying into their ale before now—+t never neant

anything. Still, it was worth a try ... "You look like you could use sone
conpany, " she said softly. "Wn't | do? Just for tonight?"

This time, the soldier's expression was wistful. "Ah, lassie!" H s voice was
slightly slurred with drink. "You'd do all right and nore, but . . ."He

shrugged, and fishing in the pocket of his |eather tunic, brought out a few
scant coppers. "Right now, | couldn't even stand you an ale!"

"Ch." Tilda turned away, oddly di sappointed and angry at herself for feeling so.
Wiy, it had been years since she'd thought of a man as a person! A living, that
was all they were to her, and no nore . . . "Tilda, you're a fool!" she told
herself fiercely. "Don't you dare go soft on nme now" She turned toward the dice
pl ayers instead, but they had pocketed their wi nnings and left, while she'd been
wasting her time on some penniless stranger! "A pox on all bloody soldiers!"”



Tilda nuttered. Well, she might as well go-she couldn't afford to buy herself
anot her dri nk.

At that noment the tavern door banged open in a swirl of evil-snelling fog, and
a dozen or so of the nmercenaries that had replaced the original Cty Guard cane
hurtling into the room followed by an obese, squint-eyed little nan in the

gol d-stitched robes of a nmerchant. "There he is!" he squeaked, pointing at
Tilda's stranger. "That's the nan who tried to drown nme! Arrest the bl ackguard
at once!"

There was a thunderstruck silence in the taproom of the Drunken Dog as Guil dsman
Pendral gave orders to his troops. At a curt nod fromtheir captain, the
guardsnen fanned out to approach the soldier. It reninded Tilda of a hideous
scene she had once witnessed in the ranshackl e sluns, when a pack of street curs
had stal ked and slain a helpless child. But this was no helpless child. Wth a
steely rasp, the warrior drew his sword as he rose unsteadily to his feet.

Til da noticed, out of the corner of her eye, a general novenent toward the
tavern's back door, as the skulkers in the corner sneaked away. The room enpti ed
as if by magi c—even the servingman had made hinsel f scarce. The swordsnman was

pl ai nly out nunbered—and not wanting to share his fate, Tilda thought it wise to
make her own escape, while the guards were distracted. Quietly, she slipped out
of her chair, and began to creep toward the back door

She had never intended to | ook back—but despite her instincts of

sel f-preservation, her eyes were drawn toward the unfol ding scene. The guardsnen
gathered t hensel ves and rushed forward. Their swords crashed down—+to enbed
thenselves in the table in a deluge of ale as the stranger ducked and roll ed,
taking two of his assailants down in a tangle of arnms and | egs. Tilda gathered
her skirts to run, but a shriek of agony stopped her in her tracks. One of the
sol dier's opponents rolled screaming on the floor, a knife in his belly. Tilda
gasped, Wio was this man? Even drunk, his novenents had been al nost too quick
for her to foll ow

He had obviously scared the others. No one wanted to be the first to approach
him The remai ning guards nerged in a | oose senicircle around the stranger, who
stood at bay with his back to the serving hatch. "Wl ?" he taunted them "Which
one of you bastards wants to be next?"

It was a standoff—the soldier seemed drunk, but after the speed of his
reactions, Tilda doubted it. Then she saw the servi ngman—a flicker of shadowy
movenent behind the hatch-hol ding a short sword in his hand. He | urked behind
the stranger, prepared to do the guardsnen's work for them hoping, no doubt,
for a reward. He raised his arm.

"Behind you!" Tilda yelled. The stranger dodged barely in time. The sword caught
hi m a gl ancing bl ow on the side of the head, and crashed down to knock splinters
out of the bar as its intended victimspun away, vanishing fromsight as the
guards closed in on him By that tine, Tilda had problenms of her own. She had
done the one thing she had sworn not to do—attracted attention to herself. Hands
grabbed her from behind, pulling her arns behind her back.

"Cbstruct the Cty Guard, would you? You' re under arrest, bitch!" The voice was
harsh in her ear, followed by a glob of saliva that struck the side of her face,
and trickled, warmand slinmy, down her cheek. Her arns were wenched until she
cried out with pain—+then there was a sudden novenent in the corner of her eye
and the sound of a fist crunching into bone. The grip on her arns | oosened,
falling away so abruptly that she staggered—and was caught by anot her pair of
arnms, gentle, this time, and supportive. Tilda | ooked up into the ugliest face
she had ever seen. "Jarvas!" she gasped thankfully. Her captor had staggered
back, choking, with bl ood spurting between the fingers of the hands that were

cl asped across his face.

"That one won't be hurting any nore wonen for a while!" As he was speaking,
Jarvas guided her to a stool in the safety of the corner. Tilda watched,

open- nmout hed, as he seized a heavy branch fromthe woodpile by the fire, and
waded into the fray.

The stranger was still holding his owmn—but barely. Blood poured froma head
wound, where his left ear had al nost been severed, and trickled down his ribs,
staining his stout |eather jerkin. Though the fight had noved across the room



he was still at bay, with his back to a corner, but the guards—a dozen or
so—were closing in on him and Tilda could see that he was weakeni ng. Al ready he
was gl assy-eyed and reeling, and at any nonent

Then Jarvas was anong the guardsnen w el ding his sturdy bough in great,

t wo- handed sweeps. The outernost guards, unaware that this flailing giant was
descending on them sinply crunpled beneath the inpact of his blows. The others
turned, their swords upraised to nmake short work of this madman who dared accost
themwith only a branch against their |ong steel blades. It was a m st ake.
Seeing hel p at hand, the stranger seened to find new strength. Wth a wild yell
he was on them fighting like a dervish

Jarvas was |ike a man possessed, cracking his bough against arns and faces,
dodgi ng sword thrusts, and w eaki ng havoc anbng the guards. It | ooked, against
all the odds, as though the m smatched pair were going to pull off a victory

bet ween t hemwhen Tilda saw the fat toad of a merchant who had started all this
trouble creeping to the door, obviously going for help. The excitenment of the
fight had gone to Tilda's head. Wthout stopping to think, she picked up her
stool and crept up behind Pendral, cracking himhard across the back of the
head. The flinsy wood splintered on inpact, but the fat man went down |ike a
felled tree. Tilda whooped with excitenment. Thoroughly roused, she grabbed

anot her stool, and advanced on the remai ning guards, waiting until their backs
were turned then clouting them

It was easy—dntil the guards began to realize that their assailant was not a
giant or a warrior, but a small and inexperienced wonan. As one, they started to
nmove in on her. Tilda backed away, cold inside with the know edge that she had
bitten off nore than she coul d swal | ow.

"What in the Gods' name do you think you' re doing?" A strong arm w enched her

si deways, as a bl ade cane whistling down where she'd been standi ng. "Get back,
you idiot, and keep out of the bloody way!" Jarvas hurled her aside so hard that
she fell, and brought his cracked and shortened cudgel crashing down on the
wist of the man who had attacked her. Tilda picked herself up with an oath,
rubbing at bruises, grateful for her rescue, but absurdly annoyed that he had
been so rough and slighting. | was doing all right until then! she thought
angrily. 1'll show him She | ooked around for another stool —but the fight was

al ready over. The stranger grinned at Jarvas, over a pile of bodies. "Good
fight!" he sai d—and crunpl ed.

"Ch boll ocks!" Jarvas said. "Can you help me . . . ?" He frowed for a nonent,
then his face cleared. "Tilda, isn't it? I'll have to take himhone. It won't be
safe for us on the streets tonight—ot once word of this gets out." He paused,

| ooki ng down at her. "I'mafraid that also neans you, girl—you should have run
when you had the chance! Now you're in this as deep as the rest of us."

Tilda went cold all over. "I can't go with you," she protested, not wanting to
accept the greater inport of his words. "Wat about ny son? He needs ne—and
besides, I've got a living to nake!"

Jarvas | ooked at her gravely and shook his head. "Not in Nexis," he told her
"Not anynore."

Chapter 13
| ncondor' s Lanent

The great cat |inped across the shattered rocks of the valley, her faltering
feet trailing smears of bl ood across the cruel stones. Her massive form dwarfed
by the desolate immensity of the nountains, seemed pitifully frail to Anvar; her
protruding ribs cast stripes of light., and shade across the dull, matted coat
that hung on her sunken flanks. Her rmuzzle, where her teeth were clenched grimy
around the Staff of Earth, was covered in blisters and scabs, and saliva hung
fromher jaws in thick, sliny strands.

"Shia! Geat Gods, Shia!" Anvar cried, unable to bear the sight of the great
cat's suffering

She gl anced up at him her yellow eyes dull and gl azed. "Wat do you want?" she
said briefly, without a pause in her painful, nonotonous plodding.

"Shial! Where are you? Are you all right? Dear Gods, what happened to you?"



The great cat snarled around her nmouthful of Staff. "Do | ook all right?" she
snorted. "To answer your other stupid question—what happened to nme is that this
thing I'"'mcarrying is trying to kill ne by slow degrees—but it won't succeed,
whatever it thinks . . . And it does think—though not in the usual sense. The
process is nore like instinct—since | cannot wield it, it tries to destroy ne.
You Magefol k shoul d know about that..." She staggered, grunting with pain, and
began to speak again as she resuned her weary pacing. "As to where | an+'m on
my way! Aurian asked me to bring this wetched object to you, so that you can

escape Aerillia, and go to her aid...”

The vall ey seened to be filling with silvery mst that streanmed along its fl oor
like a relentless tide. Anvar was |l osing Shia. . , She was vanishing before his
eyes. "What are you doing here, anyway?" she snapped, "Stop this nonsense at
once and get back into your body! A fine fool I'll look if | drag this
horrendous thing all the way to Aerillia and you're dead! Don't you dare |et

Aurian down that way! She needs you...”
Shia and the valley were gone. Al that remained was the clinging, silvery fog
Whi ch cleared to show him Aurian, huddled by the fire in the squalid little
upper roomin the Tower of Incondor, the weary droop of her shoul ders bet okening
utter dejection. Anvar's heart went out to her. "Aurian- " he called,
longing to confort her, but w thout her powers, she could not hear him After a
time, she lifted her head, blinking, and he saw the yell ow ng bruises on her
face, left by Mathan's hand. Rage boiled within him It was vital that he
escape and rescue her—but how? What had Shia said? Get back into your body ..

drag this thing all the way to Aerillia and you' re dead .

Anvar gasped. "lIs that what's happening to ne? But | can't die now" Frantic, he
bl undered t hrough the viscous fog, seeking a way back to his body, nore

pani c-stricken with each nonment that passed. Help net sonmeone—eh Gods, | can't
get out . . . Help ne, please

"Conme on, |ad—brace up!" That gruff, gentle voice, with its nmenories of
reassurance and | ong-ago ki ndnesses, cut through Anvar's terror, warmng his
heart and stiffening his resolve like a draft of strong spirits. Anvar's terror
vani shed as fierce joy exploded through him

"Forral? Forral, is it really you? But you re—

"Yes, | am dead—and so are you, pretty nearly, which is why | can reach you."
Anvar coul d al nost see hi m now—the glinpse of a broad, shadowy figure through
the swirling msts, the ghostly glimrer that could only be that quick, flashing
smil e.

"Conme on, lad, we nust get you back quick, before they find out what |I'mup to.
I'"'mnot supposed to be doing this, you know "

There it was—that faniliar w cked chuckle. Anvar did not have to see Forral to
know that the old twi nkle was back in his eyes—just as it used to be when he and
Vannor had done sonething to outwit the Archmage. A callused hand engul fed his
own . . . Hwcan | feel this, if we're supposed to be dead? the Mage thought
wildly ,

There was a whirling sensati on—and Anvar found hinself back in the cave, |ooking
down at his own gray face, pinched and gleanming with fever. H s body was
twisting fretfully beneath the furs, and a white-w nged figure knelt over him
frowni ng, one hand on his heart,

"Better get in there qui ck—you don't have long!' Forral's voice advised him
Though he could not see the swordsman, Anvar felt the pressure of arnms around
hi s shoul ders, enbracing himhard. Forral's voice was pleading: "For the sake of
all the Gods, |ad—take care of Aurian . "

Anvar's head throbbed, and his mouth was dry and foul. He felt queasy, and his
body ached as though he had been brawing. It was only when he tried to struggle
upright that he saw the | ow, fanged roof of the cavern, and the youthful,

fi ne-boned face that frowned down at himbeneath a nmass of snowy, silken hair.
The figure was cloaked in fol ded white w ngs, and beyond him at the cavern's
entrance, stood an arnmed guard clad in black

"What — Anvar's mouth was so dry that the word stuck in his throat. Hi s chest
was constricted, and he could only breathe in shall ow gasps. He coughed, and
pai n knifed through his ribs. A cup was pressed to his lips, and he felt his



head supported by a bony arm Anvar drank eagerly, choking, not thinking beyond
the needs of the nmonent until his dreadful thirst had been eased. He opened his
mouth to speak again, but was interrupted.

"Hush, now. Save your strength. You were fevered, fromyour journey here, and
privations you had undergone before." The w nged nan frowned, suddenly seem ng
ol der. "The contagion settled in your lungs," he went on. "You were a feather's
fall from Wl king the Paths of the Sky

Anvar shuddered. No matter how you put it, he thought, dead is still dead!
Sonet hi ng was naggi ng at the back of his mind, but the Skyman was speaki ng
again, driving all thought away. "I nust | eave now he was saying, "but | have

built up the fire, and there is broth by the side of it, and wood to hand. At
all costs, you must keep warml There is nedicine in this flask, for your, cough

I will return when | can," he added, and with that he was gone, |eaving
Anvar gaping after him

There was pain, and only pain. It enconpassed her entire world. Raven |ay
crushed beneath the fearful weight and burden of the pain that rolled over her
in pul sing waves. She opened her eyes to see the leg of her night table, a
section of floor—and blood, so nmuch bl ood, spattered over every surface that her
tiny circle of vision could enconpass. Cunps of mangl ed bl ack feathers were
enbedded in the sticky nmass, and tiny splinters of bone. Raven retched, and
shrank fromthe sight, and the movement flayed her nerves with knives of fire as
she tried to will herself back into unconsciousness, to escape the nmenory of

bl ows poundi ng down on her, the agony of torn flesh and shattered bone. Oblivion
had been wel cone then. Wshing for death, she had enbraced the darkness as once
she had enbraced Hari hn. A self-nocking | augh, as bitter as bile, bubbled in
Raven's throat, and she flinched fromthe pain of it. Blacktal on had played her
for a fool. He had duped her again. Gven the refined cruelty of his nature, she
shoul d have known that death had been the last thing he had in nind for her. The
| ast, no doubt, in a long line of torments.

But no tornment could be worse than this fate, which had | ed Incondor to bitter
ruin. She would never fly again. The free exhilaration of the skies was denied
her forever. Ch, but that blackguard of a priest was cunning! In wedding her, he

m ght sei ze power as her Consort, but she would still be Queen, and al ways a
threat to him He could scarcely have kept her inprisoned—she and her nother
must still have supporters within the G tadel, This way, however, he would have

it all She was the last of Flanewing's line, but crippled like this, she would
never be permtted to rule. It was against the Law of her people. As long as

Bl ackt al on could get a child on her, he could spend a lifetine as Regent to a
puppet heir. And to keep the Royal line alive, her people would permt it. At
that point, of course, she herself woul d becone di spensabl e—dnl ess he decided to
keep her alive for his own anusenent.

Raven shuddered. Live? As a cripple, an object of derision, or worse yet, of
pity? And then it cane to her—and her laugh, a real laugh of triunph this tineg,
shrilled through the deserted room ©h, but she coul d beat hi myet—and how sweet
it wuld be, to fulfill her only remaining desire while thwarting her eneny.
Even the snall est novenent seenmed to take forever, Ch Mdther, it hurts! Mke it
stop] The room began to fade around her, and Raven bit her |ip, blinking hard,
and breathed as deeply as she dared, until her vision cane back into focus. In

t he background, she could hear the keening of the wind in the spires of the
templ e, Incondor's Lanent, her folk called that sound. The nightnare edifice of
the Tenple had been built to nmark his fall—-and his fate.

Incondor's Lanent . . . Now Raven coul d understand the angui sh of a sou
tornented, which lay within that frightful sound. Wth dreamy detachnent she

wat ched her hand—a white spider streaked with rusty blood—as it crept, inch by
pai nful inch, toward the spindly leg of the night table. At last the fingers
touched, then circled, the smooth, cold nmetal. Good. The |egs had al ways been
unbal anced—she renenbered naggi ng her nother to get it fixed . . . Raven braced
hersel f and cl enched her teeth. Don't pass out! she harangued hersel f. Princess
of the Skyfolk, don't you dare pass out! Then, as sharply as she could, she
pul | ed—



The shri ek expl oded agai nst her clenched teeth, enmerged as a whi nper that was
drowned by a crash of splintering crystal that receded as everything went bl ack
Bl ast you, Raven, don't pass out!. Somehow, the Princess clawed herself back
fromthe brink of the abyss by nuttering every oath she had | earned from Auri an,
until the pain had reached the point of nerely unbearable. She opened her eyes
again. And there it was. The cup of her crystal goblet had splintered into
shards, but the thicker stem had snapped off intact, as she had hoped, |eaving a
j agged, pointed edge.

She had wanted to drive it into her breast. But as she lay there, shaking, every
muscl e and bone unstrung, Raven knew she woul d not have the strength. Besides,
the hearts of the Wnged Folk were hard to find, protected as they were by the
great, keel ed breastbone that served to anchor the nuscles of the mighty w ngs.
Oh Fat her of Skies—why did they take nmy wings! At last, Raven pernitted tears to
escape her, for the glories that she woul d never know again. The exhilaration of
the hunt, soaring over endl ess changi ng cl oudscapes, swooping through drifts of
col dest gray to see the mmjestic nountains wheel below. . . And the |ight! The
pure, |anbent hues, which changed each hour of the day .

Drunk on the glory of a |long-forgotten sunset, Raven groped for the broken stem
of the goblet and gouged the jagged crystal across the veins of her
outstretched arm.

Cygnus sat reading, perched on the solitary stool in his tiny cell in the vaults
bel ow the Tenpl e of Yinze. At |least he was trying to read. The wind was stil

hi gh, and the screeching wail fromthe spires above could easily penetrate the
ells of solid rock that stood between the young physician-priest and the source
of the appalling sound. Cygnus groaned, though the sound went unheard agai nst
the general background din. |Incondor's accursed Lanent! Not only was it
interfering with his concentration, but the eerie hows had been setting his
teeth on edge for sone tinme. Mich nore of this, he thought, and I'Il bid fair to
| ose nmy mind! Blackest heresy though it mght seem Cygnus wi shed that the
creator of the Tenple nmight have considered the poor priests who had to live

bel ow

Apart fromthe torture of the Lanent, the young physician-priest had too nmuch on
his mnd to concentrate. The master physician Elster had al so attended the Queen
in her last illness, and Cygnus knew that she nust have recogni zed the effects
of the poison he had used on Fl anewi ng on Bl acktalon's orders. Only Master

El ster's savage glare and her iron grip digging into the bones of his wist had
let slip the fact that she knew what he had done-yet the depth of his respect
for his old teacher had prevented himfromblurting out the truth and betraying
her. It would have neant the death of his aged nentor-Bl acktal on's spies were
all over the Ctadel, and he had ears in every room

It was El ster who had been responsible for Cygnus eschewing his career as a
Tenmpl e guard for the Path of Light, as the Wnged Folk called the pursuit of the
healing arts. Wth a single act, the physician had changed his life forever
Cygnus, in those days, had been the carefree scion of a prom nent famly,

bl essed by a lighthearted spirit and qui ckness of both mnd and body. As was to
be expected in the caste-ridden society of the Skyfolk, he joined the Syntagmg,
the elite warrior guard of the Priesthood, and had prospered —until the day he
had al nost caused the death of Sunfeather, his closest friend.

The acci dent took place during a training exercise, in a violent mdair
collision that was entirely the fault of his own inattention. Cygnus, with the
airspace in which to correct his flailing spin, escaped the penalty of his

carel essness. Sunfeather, already unconscious fromthe collision, had pl unged
straight into the nountainside. Stricken beyond words, Cygnus had joined the
sonber knot of his cohorts gathered round the victim in tine to see his friend
stop breathing. It was then that Mster El ster had appeared.

Fragil e, aged, and di shevel ed from her hasty sunmoning, Elster had briskly
cleared a path through the crowd with a few sharp words. Her frowning,
fine-boned face was webbed with winkles beneath a mass of silken hair that was
dramatically streaked in ningled black and white. Her bony, angular figure was
cl oaked in folded wings with pied and boldly patterned plunage. Cygnus, with an



i ncreasing sense of disbelief, watched awestruck as she snote Sunfeather 's
chest and breathed into his lungs her own breath of life, until his friend was
breathing for hinself once nore.

Sunf eat her survived that fall, and to Cygnus it seened a nmiracle. Not only had
El ster spared himnmuch grief, but she had also freed himfromthe burden of a
lifetime's guilt. His admiration for the elderly physician was little short of
wor shi p. How had she achieved the mracle of bringing the dead back to |ife?
Suddenly, it seened to Cygnus a far nore worthy deed to save lives, rather than
to take them as he had been trained to do.

It had taken | onger to convince Elster that he was serious in his new ound
anbition. Only when he had resigned his post in the Syntagma and had
consequently been cast out by his famly, did she finally and grudgi ngly agree
to take hi munder her wing as her apprentice. She was certain that he would
never endure the |long years of arduous and conpl ex training. Cygnus had set out
to prove her wong, w nning her admration and affection in the process —until,
with the coming of the fell winter, he had abandoned her for another, nore
sinister nentor.

When the Wihite Death closed its jaws around their nountains, the Wnged Fol k
began to perish. Al around the bel eaguered Cygnus, the popul ation of Aerillia
succunbed to slow, lingering deaths fromcold, disease, and privation. The young
physi cian coul d not defeat the nonster—all the arts in which he had taken such
pride were powerl ess against it. Cygnus began to doubt hinself and his skills,
and the futility of all his actions closed over him leaving his spirit adrift
in a sea of darkness.

Drowning in a norass of bitterness and despair, Cygnus clutched in desperation
at the last, faint spark of hope. Blacktalon and his sacrifices. Because he had
nothing left to believe in, Cygnus slowy cane to accept the notion that if the
Hi gh Priest could sonehow restore the | ost Magical powers of the Wnged Race,
then at last it would be possible to performthe | egendary feats of healing
described in the ancient annals, Reluctantly at first, but with increasing

wi | lingness, he had come to accept Bl acktal on's tenets—and net hods of achi eving
hi s ends.

It had been sone tinme now since Cygnus had thrown his energi es behind

Bl acktal on's ruthl ess, anbitious schenmes, but by Yinze, Flanmew ng's death had
si ckened him She had fought for existence tooth and talon, incurring in her

st ubbornness nmuch suffering that she m ght otherw se have been spared. Cygnus
renenbered her, black-faced and vomiting, choking for air, her linbs tw sted and
convul sed al nbost to breaking with her dreadful agony. And yet she had stil
found strength fromsome i nner depths of endurance to curse Bl acktal on with her
very | ast breath.

Later that night, in the confusion that attended the death of a Queen, he had
slipped away, flying in the snarling face of a newy returned storm until he

was safely far fromAerillia. There, shivering on a lonely pinnacle, he had
finally begun to question his involvenent with the Priest—yet now, despite the
many days that had passed since that terrible night, he still had no answer to

the pronptings of his conscience.

Cygnus frowned. Despite Blacktalon's attenpts to eradicate it, runmor was al ways
rife within the Ctadel. It nust have been the guards who had assisted in his
capture who had first spread the tale of the captive sorcerer, and his mate who
was inprisoned in the Tower of Incondor. Nonetheless, Cygnus had been shocked
beyond speech when master Elster, in a trenmendous hurry, had appeared in his
chanbers to tell himhe was needed to attend the prisoner

“1"d go nyself,” the old physician added coldly, “But the Hi gh Priest has
forbidden it.” Her pied wings, with their intricate feathered fan-patterns of
crisp white and shimreri ng bl ue-green-black, were half raised in anger as she
darted the young nan a significant glance beneath her shaggy white-streaked

brows. “In any case, do what you can... Another pointed glare. The young man’s
breath had frozen in his throat. Elster’s disapproval was tangible, and it
still hurt himto think that he had fail ed her

Wel |, Cygnus had done his best for his old teacher. Squirm ng under his burden



of guilt, he had reported back to Blacktalon that the prisoner’s illness was
beyond his own poor skills, and that El ster would be needed. It was the best he
could do to ensure her safety, for since the death of the Queen, he had been
concerned about her fate. Wo knew what mni ght happen to her if she started
questioni ng Fl amni ngs’ s demi se?

Cygnus junped as the door to his cell crashed open, and an ashen-faced Tenpl e
Guard appeared. “Cone quick,” he shouted, dragging the physician off his stool
“The princess...Master Elster needs your urgent assistance!”

Cygnus coul d have wept when he saw her lying, tiny and frail and so al one,
sonehow, in the gore-splattered chanber. Her skin had a ghastly pallor, her

|l eft forearmbore a ragged, gaping gash. And her w ngs- oh, Father of

Ski es-were a crunpl ed, nangl ed wreckage of bl oody feather and bone. The
murderous urge to take hold of the High Pries and twi st his scrawny, winkled
neck overwhel med Cygnus...

“Pull yourself tighter! | can't keep this tourniquet on nmuch longer!” Elster’s
tense words were like a drench of icy water in his face. “Help ne lift her, *
she nuttered. “W nust do our noving and mani pul ati ng while she’'s sensel ess.”

The physician's voice was all brisk business, but one glance at her set,
gray-tinged face told Cygnus that Elser really needed to go straight to the

wi ndow and vomit.

To the relief of the young physician, the girl made no sound as they noved her
to the bed. “Cover he as well as you can,” Elser nuttered, frowning at the
injured arm “Shock and bl ood | oss are our chief foes — she nmust be kept warm”
She gestured at the small brazier that she used to boil water for her needles
and bl ades. “Stoke that as best you can — it won't put out nuch heat, but.” She
probed at Raven’'s ragged wound. “Normally, 1'd let you deal with this, but she
made a dreadful mess of these veins, and tine is of the essence.”

Cygnus straightened up fromfeeding wood into the tiny stove, his eyes wide with
horror. “She tired to take her own |ife?”

“What do you think? Elser was flushing out the wound with a cl eansi ng i nfusion
“l ook what those brutes have done to her wings!” Her hands always been the
steady hands of a master and a surgeon. Cygnus had never seen them shake
before. Elster took a deep breath. “Besides, she is not the Princess, but the
Queen — and we’d do well to bear that in mind as we work!” she added waspi shly.

Like a true master, Elster had herself back under control. Cygnus w shed he
coul d have the sane for hinself.
“Now.."” Elster muttered, bending | ow over Raven’s arm “Cygnus, wll you be so

good as to start cleaning up those wi ngs before the poor girl wakes? Take the
greatest care to piece tighter all that remains — the Queen nmay never fly again,
but cast me fromtop of Yinze's tenple if I'Il amputate! The poor child has
been nutil ated enough..!

Cygnus coul d bear no nore. The thought of one of the Skyfolk- the very
Queen-bearing two mangl ed stunps instead of her wi ngs was enough to finish him
At least he made it to the wi ndow before he started voniting.

“Conme on, boy! Are you a physician or not?” Elster barked.

Cygnus nade a superhuman effort to pull hinself together—and succeeded. He took
a long swig fromthe Master's waterskin, poured sonme of the cleansing infusion
into a bow to wash his hands—and bent grimy to the grisly, painstaking work of
pi eci ng together Raven's shattered w ngs.

"Wl | done, boy! | couldn't have done a neater job nyself!"

Cygnus blinked, w ped sweat fromhis brow, and | ooked up—er tried to. H s neck
and back seened to have frozen in position. Soneone had filled his eyes with

boi ling sand, and his aching fingers were rigid with cramp. A host of candles
and small oil |anps were burning around him their twinkling flames dancing in
the gl oom of a room gone dark, and outside the wi ndow, the sky was the rich and
vivid blue of alnost-night. Then, with a jolt of shock, he realized that it was
not dusk, but dawn!

The crack of his bones as he stretched was |ike the snapping of kindling.

El ster, red-eyed and haggard of face, was beam ng at him and gesturing at the
wi ng that was stretched out before him Cygnus |ooked at it, shaking his head in
di sbel i ef -—and suddenly his weariness was forced aside by an expandi ng gl ow of



pride and satisfaction. Father of Skies, he marveled. Did | really do that? Wat
had been a mangl ed mass of bl oody feathers and bone | ooked |ike a w ng again;
the mpjor skeletal framework was firmy splinted; the fragile bones that
supported the structure of the pinions were pieced together like a fledgling' s
puzzle and held in position by an intricate framework of slender spills of
wood—the |ightest he could devise. Danaged nuscle and torn skin had been
stretched back into place and secured with hundreds of tiny stitches.

The wing | ooked |ike a wi ng agai n—al nost. Cygnus, thinking back over his

handi wor k, renenbered bones chi pped and splintered beyond repair, and pieces
never found. Slippery curls of tendon that could not be reattached and rnuscl es
that woul d be forever weak—f they worked at all. Wether circul ati on had been
restored to the wings through the danaged vessels, only tine would tell. Even
now, his painstaking work m ght still have gone for naught. Cygnus felt his gl ow
of satisfaction turn to ash within him and turned away with an oath. "What
difference does it make in the end?" he said bitterly. "She will never fly
again."

El ster, who had been conpleting a simlar mracle of restoration on the other

wi ng, sighed. "That's right," she said mldly. "W might as well have saved our
time and just hacked the useless things off in the first place! The Queen is

crippled already—what difference will it nmake to her if she is deforned
besi des?"
Cygnus felt his face grow hot with shane. "I never thought of that' he
conf essed.

El ster raised an eyebrow "Ah, but that is why | amthe Master and you are not.
There are two things that the true physician nust never be w thout. Skill—-and
conpassi on. Al ways conpassion, "

Cygnus nodded, accepting the wi sdomof Elster's words. "But Master," he
continued neekly, ''what will happen when she wakes and di scovers the truth?"
El ster ran a distracted hand t hrough her black and white streaked hair, and
gestured bl eakly at the bandage on Raven's arm "You think she does not know

al ready?"

Cygnus nodded. "I guessed as nuch, Al the time | was working on that w ng,

was thinking: What if it were me? And | knew then, that in the Queen's position,
deni ed the skies forever, | would have no desire to live. And it seened to nme
that to save her life, | had to fix that wing so that it could be used again, or
it was all in vain."

The Master put an arm around his shoulders. "I know," she said gently. "I

wat ched you, as | worked—I aboring on those tiny fragnents with such

determ nation on your face—and | bled inside for the grief that you nust face
But all physicians, soon or late, cone to this pass, where the best they can do
will not suffice. My boy, only Yinze hinself could make her fly again. It would
have been kinder by far to have sinply let her die where she lay, as she nobst
surely wi shed. But she may not." Her voice grew hard, "Now that Flamewing is
dead, that frail, crippled little girl is the Queen—and she will be needed, if—
Wth a gasp, she caught herself up quickly. "If our folk are to have a ruler
Unfortunately, someone nust nake her see that—and the task will fall to us."
Cygnus opened his nouth, but after the murder of Flamewing and the nutilation of
her daughter, he could find nothing to say. Though he had been acting under

Bl acktal on's orders, Flamewing's blood was on his own hands. It was entirely due
to his actions that Raven nust live as she was: notherless, crippled—and Queen
Suddenly the sight of Raven's nutil ated body vani shed behind a blur of tears.
Cygnus buried his face in shaking hands, "I'msorry," he whispered. "Ch Gods,
I'"msorry!"

"So you should be sorry—but that isn't good enough,". Elster told him
astringently. "Yinze only knows what possessed you, Cygnus. You, a heal er—ny
nost tal ented pupil —+to becone involved in such evil! Wiy, with such skill at
your disposal, did you turn to destroying, instead of healing?"

Li ke fl oodgates bursting, it all canme pouring out of Cygnus—his doubts, his
despair, his feelings of inadequacy when the evil wi nter struck down his people.
"You say | have skill," he cried bitterly, "but had | been any use at all,



could have saved them | failed them Elster—+ failed ny people when they needed
me! And if ny way—the way that you taught nme—was no good, then what was left? |
was so desperate to acconplish sonething, and Bl acktal on seened to hold out the
only hope!"

Cygnus | ooked into Elster's eyes, and saw tears glinting faintly in the drear
dawn light. "Oh, you poor fool," she whispered. "Poor blind young fool. Wy did
you not talk to ne, and share your doubts? My dear boy, there is not a healer in
the whol e of history that has not entertained such dark thoughts at one tine or
anot her!" She shook her head. "There are ills and evils in this world that we
cannot heal, for all our w shing—but that is no reason to adopt them"

It was as though a void had opened beneath the young physician's feet—as though
nothing in his world would be solid or secure again. "I didn't know, " Cygnus

whi spered. "Master, | didn't dare share nmy doubts with you. You were so
reluctant to accept me at first ... | didn't know you' d understand ..."

Cygnus dropped to his knees at her feet, and held out his dagger in a shaking
hand. "Master, |'ve been an utter fool, and far worse than that." H's voice
sounded cracked and distant to his ears. "Take ny life, | beg you, for nothing
less will serve as restitution for ny wongs, or wash the stain of evil fromny
spirit." Cosing his eyes and breathing deeply, he waited for his nentor to take
the dagger and end his wetched existence.

"Ch no, ny boy—that's very dramatic, but it isn't good enough!" At the sound of
El ster's hunorl ess chuckl e, the young physician's eyes flew open in shock.

El ster plucked the dagger fromhis linp hand, and with a flick of her wist,

sent it flying out of the window, "Death is too easy a way out—you can dam wel |
live on and suffer, and take responsibility for your deeds |like the rest of us!"
Shaki ng her head, Elster |ooked sternly down at her gaping pupil. "A whole
lifetime won't be I ong enough for you to nake amends to this poor girl, so you
had better start at once!" Pulling a resisting Cygnus to his feet, she | ooked
deep into his eyes, "That is, supposing you truly wish to nake restitution for
what you have done." Her expression hardened, "Cygnus, if you still feel any
remai ni ng shred of loyalty toward the H gh Priest after his deeds this day, then
you shoul d stay away fromthe Queen in future—as far away as possibl e,

recogni ze poison when | see it, boy, | know you were responsible for Queen
Fl amewi ng' s death, and | find intolerable the idea of that poor girl being
attended by her nother's nurderer. That aside, if you still support Bl acktal on

after what he has done, then you are unfit to associate with any decent being,
| et alone the Queen of the Wnged Folk." Elster's eyes burned fiercely.

The young physician, withing with shane, found hinself unable to neet his
mentor's gaze, "l'mdone with Bl acktalon," he vowed. "I'Il do whatever you fee
is necessary to convince you of that,"

El ster | ooked at himgravely. "Brave words, boy—but can you put theminto
effect?" Her eyes glinted. "I want you to take care of Queen Raven. Be her
const ant conpani on, her confort, her support. She won't want to |ive, Cygnus—and
so it will be up to you to convince her otherw se."

Cygnus gasped. "I cannot! Elster, please, ask sonething else of nme! Wat can |
say to her? | cannot face her, with her nother's bl ood on ny hands!"

"Too bad." Elster was inexorable. "The nmore difficult you find it to face her,
the greater your chance of atonenent. |If you ever find the suffering too nuch
for you, Cygnus, try putting yourself in her place."

Her brutal words brought Cygnus up short. The chastened young physician bowed
his head. "I'Il try, Elster, he whispered.

"Don't try—do!" Elster told himbrutally. "That girl's life is in your hands,
Cygnus—don't nmake a mess of filings. You've done enough danmge al ready." She
tenpered her harsh words with the ghost of a snmile for him "If it's any

consol ation, boy, | have faith in you."
"I can't think why." Cygnus | ooked at Raven once nore. He took a deep breath,
and straightened his shoulders. "But | promise, Master, that I'll do ny best to

be worthy of your confidence."

"Thank Yinze—+ have ny pupil back!" Elster enbraced the young physician. Though
she grieved for his pain, she was sonewhat reassured by his crisis of

consci ence. She had | ong been di smayed by his espousal of Blacktalon's bizarre



anbitions, and had been appal |l ed when she had realized his part in the nurder of
the Queen. | ought to hate him the Master thought—but her understandi ng of
Skyfol k nature and the frailty of Skyfolk spirit had persuaded her that matters
were not so sinple. She was convinced that Cygnus had not fallen irredeenably
into evil—-and that being the case, if she could save himand bring back his
proper sense of values, it was her duty to do so. The thought of all the future
good he could do with his skills was enough to make the effort worthwhil e—and
besi des, though she would die rather than adnmt it, she was fond of him
Breaki ng the enbrace, Elster held her pupil away fromher at arms | ength. "Now,
go and eat," she told him "and have sonething sent up here for ne. And at all
cost, stay away from Bl acktal on until you can keep your feelings fromyour face.
You' ve done good work tonight—but alas, there is no rest for the physician. Your

other patient still awaits you, in the cave bel ow "

Cygnus gasped. "I had forgotten the sorcerer!"”

"Hush, boy," Elster cautioned himhastily. "Not so |oud!"

"But Master, | forgot to tell you— Cautiously, he lowered his voice. "I told
Bl acktal on his illness was beyond ny skills—test the H gh Priest shoul d decide

to kill you after you had seen what happened to the Queen!"

El ster gasped. "You were thinking of me?" She was astonished that it should mean
so nmuch to her. Sentinmental old fool! she scolded herself. Pulling herself
together, she turned her attention back to her pupil. "Is he, then?"

"I's he what?" Cygnus | ooked baffl ed.

"Beyond your not inconsiderable skills,. of course."

"No—though for a tine | thought otherwise! It was a fever, brought on no doubt
by cold and privati on—and nmuch m shandling by the Tenple Guards. For a tinme |
despaired of his life, but he is safe now" For the first time in that |ong,
weary night, Cygnus allowed hinself to grin.

El ster returned his smle. "Go and tend your patient, then. Afterward, get sone
rest, then come back here to sit with the Queen, and | will visit our nysterious
prisoner." Her eyebrow lifted. "Never having seen a human, |et alone a sorcerer,
I nmust confess to sone curiosity. A sorcerer, fromdistant |ands, with powers
such as we cannot fathom..." She shrugged. "Ch, never mnd. Just renenber what
he is, and take due care. And for Yinze's sake, boy," she added in a whisper,
"get himon our side!"

Cygnus nodded, nade as. if to go—then he hesitated, |ooking down at the Queen
Gief and rage twisted in his guts like a knife. "Master. . . . WIIl she be all
right?"

In that nonent, Elster seened to age so nuch that the young physician was sorry
that he had spoken. "Her body? Yes, it will survive. Her mnd? Yinze only knows
what will become of that,"

Chapter 14
Cont est of Queens

As Shia picked her tortuous way fromthe Tower of Incondor, clinbing up through
the ever-rising chain of valleys that led into the heart of the mountains, the
goi ng became harder and harder as the snow grew deeper and the biting cold
increased. It was a barren, nenacing |andscape, with its fanged and | oom ng
crags and bottom ess, shadowed gorges through which the wi nd came shrieking like
the death-wails of a thousand sl aughtered cats.

At first, Shia sonetines found shelter in caves and crevices that afforded sone
protection fromthe nerciless wind and its stinging burden of snow She gladly
stopped to rest in these havens, making the nost of a welconme respite from her
ceasel ess battle with the nountains. Sonetines she found gane—ean snow hares or
ptarm gan, or a cragfast sheep or goat—+to ease her relentless hunger. But as the
cat went on, shelter becane nmore scarce and the snow piled ever higher on the
stony trails and | edges, slowing her to a snail's pace, and maki ng each step a
greater torture.

Shia's neck and jaws ached fromcarrying the Staff of Earth. Its magi c burned
her, sending currents of prickling power swirling through her body to weaken
her, and confuse her instinctive sense of direction. Her nouth, where her jaws



cl enched around the Staff, becanme a mass of blisters and sores, naking it harder
to hunt and to eat on the rare occasions when prey could be found. Food was
scarce and hard to conme by on this freezing roof of the world. Day by day, the
great cat grew nore gaunt and hol | ow eyed, a shaggy bl ack scarecrow all skin and
bone. Lacking the energy even to think, she haul ed hersel f upward step by step,
dragging the Staff in |ocked and frozen jaws. At night she made snow nests to
conserve her heat, but Shia never stopped shivering, w shing that Bohan and
Anvar were curled up beside her, and that Aurian could hold her close to warm
her body with her own.

As time went on, Shia's suffering and wetchedness increased until she thought
that she nust be dying. Once, as she stunbled along in a kind of waking dream
she thought that Anvar wal ked by her side—and he was dying. Nonethel ess, he
still found tine to ask her a bunch of sensel ess hunan questions that irritated
her beyond all bearing. She told himin no uncertain terns to cease his

fooli shness and get back into his body—and seenmingly, he had, or at |east she
hoped he had.

When Anvar vani shed, Shia's bonel ess | egs coll apsed beneath her, and she lay for
sone time, quivering with shock and wondering if it could be true. Their powers
were fey, the Magefolk, and there was no telling what they mnmight do—but one
thing was certain. If Anvar had truly been on the brink of death, then she had
only been able to see himbecause she was in a sinilar ease

Uncl enching her jaws with an effort fromaround the Staff, Shia |ooked up at the
| eaden sky. Dying? But | cannot! | promised Aurian . . . Black specks were
whirling in front of her eyes. Only when a harsh cry drifted down from above did
her befuddl ed brain tell her they were real. Shia felt her heart kick into life
within her. Eagles! And if the eagles were circling . . . The great cat picked
up the Staff and tottered forward. Her nouth was watering.

Only their fear of the weirdly glowing Staff permitted her to scatter the
gigantic birds so easily. O herw se, she mght have joined the broken, frozen
corpse of the sheep as their prey. Shia, wincing at the pain of her blistered
jaws, spat out a wisp of oily, draggled wool and worried free a nmouthful of icy
meat, feeling it nelt to a stringy succulence in her nmouth. After the first few
difficult bites, she felt new energy exploding within her Iike a fountain of
fire, and bent to her nmeal in earnest, blessing her luck and the stupidity of
her bi vores who woul d wander along a narrow | edge in search of a nouthful of
greenery and get thensel ves stuck, unable to either go forward or turn around.
Goi ng backward was apparently beyond them and they would either panic and fall
or starve in place until they toppled—for which Shia, at the nonment, was

prof oundl y thankful. Wen her shrunken belly had been filled, she found a niche
-in the broken rocks at the foot of the cliff and dragged the Staff and the
remai ns of her prey inside, then settled down,-with enough food inside her to

|l et her withstand the cold, for her first good sleep in days.

As she lost all sensation of where she was, her mind began to drift . . . Back
to her kithood; to her first mating; back to the nonunental battle that had nade
her First Female of the Colony , , , Back to the day the Khazalimhad attacked
with bows and spears, and she had sacrificed herself to save her kits and her
people . , , Back to her capture, and the days of frustration, anger, and
hatred; the torment of the Arena , . . Back to the fight with Aurian, and the

utter relief of finding a mind that could communi cate with her own, and the joys
of friendship and freedom.

It was only the thought of her bel eaguered friends that kept Shia going in the
days that followed. It was vital that she find a way to rescue Anvar, for

ot herwi se, Aurian would never escape. Her child would be slain by the Evil One,
and she would rermain in his power forever —er be destroyed by him when she
refused to fall in with his evil plans, as the great cat knew she woul d.

Shia was torn. She neither knew nor trusted any direct route to the northwest—n
that direction, the nountains becane hi gher, steeper, and | ess and |ess
passable. In truth, that land could only be colonized by Skyfol k, and that was
where their popul ation was thickest. For many a | ong age they had been the
bitter enemies of Shia's people—she did not dare to risk going that way. So that
only left the route she knew, the western pass fromthe ravaged Steel cl aw peak;



a nore roundabout route, and one that led directly through the central territory
of the great cats.

In all her travels with Aurian, Shia had dreamed of goi ng hone. Mich as she

| oved her friend and Anvar, she m ssed her own kind—+t was |onely being the only
cat. Yet here she was, returning fromexile at last, and she could not stay. Ch,
she coul d have forgotten her friends, just dropped the Staff down the nearest
chasm-there were plenty of themand gone on her way, but she could never have
lived with herself afterward

The chief problem the cat thought wyly, as she went on her way, would lie with
her own people. Though the route to Aerillia lay through their |ands, they
guarded their territory jealously, even against the Chuevah—the solitary
wanderers of their own species, who did not belong to the Col ony.

These pitiful outcasts scraped a | one existence in the nountains—but usually not
for long. They were the rejects of the Col ony—the weak, the old, and in tines of
great est hardship, even the very young. Those who had contested for |eadership
and been defeated were Chuevah; those who had transgressed agai nst the Law of
the Col ony; those of the | owest degree who had been expelled when tines were
hard, and food was in short supply. There would be many of those now, Shia
thought. This dire, uncanny w nter nust have brought hardship on the Col ony,
even as it had crippled the society of the Skyfol k. The casting out of its
burdensone nenbers had originally been intended for the commbn good—a pruni ng of
the weak and usel ess so that the Col ony renmai ned vigorous and strong to survive
its harsh surroundi ngs. But perhaps, Shia reflected, the custom had progressed
too far. Wiy, she thought, with a tw nge of unpleasant surprise—+ am Chuevah
now | too am one of those poor solitary scavengers—+, who once was First!

The great cat knew that according to the customof her folk, she would be forced
to fight the current First Female in order to win her way through to Anvar—-and
woe betide her if she failed, for even if she should survive the battle, they
woul d not permt her to pass through their |ands. And | ook at ne! Shia thought
despairingly, Chuevah, indeed! Exhausted, half-starved creature that | am-what
chance will | have against such a strong opponent, the nost powerful fermale in

t he Col ony?

Shia had been traveling for nore than half a noon, skirting carefully around the
eastern boundaries of the Skyfolk territory, when she finally reached the

hi ghest passes that |ed over the crown of the northern range. The wind up here
was so strong that she could barely keep her footing, and it was snow ng so
thickly that she could barely see to the ends of her whiskers. The great cat
hesitated. Surely no one could cone through this and survive? Yet her instincts
told her that the stormwas steadily sweeping its way down the nountain. There
woul d be no shelter back the way she had come—and she had passed broken ground

|l aced with fissures and sudden drop-offs that would prove lethal to a cat that
could not see her path.

"Get noving!" Shia startled herself with the words, "If you stay here you'l
freeze and di e-then what will becone of your human friends? Everything depends
on you]"

Snow bl i nd and snow drunk, the great cat staggered forward, thinking of nothing
beyond putting one weary foot before the other. If she could only keep noving,
she m ght stand a chance ..

Hours passed in an unchanging nightnmare. Step by step, Shia staggered on into
the teeth of the storm not even sure, despite the uphill lie of the I and, that
she was heading in the right direction. Sone buried instinct maintained her hold
on the Staff; some lingering sense of self-preservati on nade her gauge each step
carefully, lest she plunge blindly into a crevasse. Beyond that, Shia knew
not hi ng. She was thinking, not of herself or her people, but of Aurian, of

Anvar, and of her friend Bohan, who had al ways understood her wi thout the need
for words. For them Shia kept going, walking a tightrope of Iife in the mdst
of conditions that would destroy her if she should falter

The blizzard ended so abruptly that it took her unawares. Shia had no idea how
| ong she had been ploughing grinmy on, her eyes fixed blindly on her trudging
feet, urging her weary, frozen body through breast-deep drifts. Suddenly she



| ooked up, blinking rine-encrusted eyes, to discover that the snow had gone, and
she could see at last. What’'s nore, she had reached the hi gher end of the pass!
The truncated, shattered face of the Steel claw peak and the | ands of her
peopl e lay before her! Wen she saw the familiar shape of Steelclaw, Ship's
heart turned over in her breast. There were SO nany nenories here . . . She was
home at |ast, but she was still as much of an exile as ever,

"Hol d, Stranger!"

Shia froze, one paw uplifted in md-stride. The sentinels came bounding out, one
froma ledge high on the cliff above the defile, the other from behind a broken,
boul der-strewn ridge. She dropped the Staff and sniffed the air, her whiskers
angling forward to pick up nessages of tenperature and the novenent of the w nd.
It would help to know the identity of her opponents.

The two bl ack ferales, sleek and well nuscled, stalked her, bristling, the fur
on their backs hackled up to a threatening ridge. One was a stranger to Shia, a
youngster, lithe, delicate, and wiry, who noved with the light-footed grace of a
dancer. The other, nuch ol der, was of stockier build, with powerful shoul ders
and a thick ruff of hair around her neck, alnost like a male. Shia, hiding the
surge of joyful recognition that flooded through her, | ooked the older cat in
the eye—a deliberately challengi ng nove.

"Do you not know ne, Hreeza? You, ny nother's den nate?"

The powerful old cat winkled her gray-flecked nuzzle and bared her fangs in a
snarl. "My den mate bred well and often. Do you expect nme to renenber every | ast
stray kit? You could be anyone, Stranger."

"What, you? Forget a kit that you helped to raise?" Shia' s ears flattened.
"Don't lie to ne, Hreeza—not even to save your own face!"

"WIIl you let her talk to you |like that?" The youngster's eyes were bl azing as
she addressed Hreeza. "And what manner of evil thing is that?" She pawed
carefully at the Staff of Earth, being careful not to touch its glow ng | ength.
Hreeza turned on her, one paw uplifted in threat, "Stay out of this!" she

hi ssed. Hesitantly, she advanced toward Shi a—and ducked her head to rub faces.
"l never thought to see you again!" Her nental voice was gruff with enotion.
"Nor |, you." Shia was purring with delight, but the older cat was ill at ease,
and Shia guessed that the chief cause of Hreeza's wariness was the Staff,

Sure enough, her nother's former den nate raised worried eyes to Shia's face,
"What is that thing?" she asked,

Shia did her best to | ook unconcerned. "A wetched piece of work, is it not?"
she said brightly, "Human nonsense, of course. Soon it will be gone, Hreeza,
promi se you. It need not concern our people. Wwo is First Femal e now?" she added
softly.

"Gristheena!" The word was a hiss. "Shia, do you seek to contest the |eadership!
In your condition?"

Shia gave her the nental equivalent of a shrug. "Wy else would | return?"
"Shia, you cannot!"

The great cat sighed—a bad habit that she had picked up fromher human friends.
"I't may not be necessary. | hope it will not, for as you say, | amin no
condition to fight But | have a prom se to keep —a debt of honor, to a friend
who saved ny life. Al | need is safe passage through your lands —if Gistheena
will consent?"

Hreeza snarled. "You know she will not! You saved us all fromthe human hunters,
Shia, with your courage and your sacrifice. To Gistheena, you will ever be a
rival and a threat —and what better chance for her to finish you than now,
while you are in this weak and weary state? Turn back, | beg you, before she
finds out you are here!"

"Too late." Shia's eyes glanced significantly over Hreeza's shoul der. The
younger cat had vani shed.

Though the vegetation on the | ower slopes of Steel-claw had once been burned
away in the cataclysmthat destroyed the peak, a new and vi gorous growth had



eventually conme to take its place. Before this winter, the feet and knees of the
nmount ai n had been swathed in lush green skirts of aspen, pine, and nountain ash
Dappl ed deer had sipped fromlinpid forest pools and sal non had fl ashed |ike
slips of rainbow through the silver foam of the tunbling streans. The woods had
been alive with birdsong, and squirrels had scanpered with swift and fluid ease
frombranch to branch.

Now, Shia could barely recognize the place. Hreeza |l ed her up the mountain
between the shattered trunks of frost-cracked trees that |eaned |ike dead bl ack
sticks, groaning beneath their burden of snow. The streans and pools were seal ed
and fettered in a prison of ice. No creatures noved within the stilted, brittle
under brush, or flickered through the straining boughs above. Al was silent,
still and dead; all color, all life, all hope, had been killed by winters white
mai l ed fist. There was no need for stealthiness on these | ower reaches. No cats
hunt ed here now —what was the point? Shia and Hreeza m ght have been the only
living creatures in the world. Had the great cat ever wavered in her
determnation to help Aurian and Anvar, all such thoughts had vani shed now.
Gipping the Staff of Earth nore tightly between her jaws, she snarled lowin
her throat, and vowed vengeance on those who had done this to her |and.

The truncated peak of Steelclaw was shattered and pitted into a | abyrinth of
canyons and caverns. Crevices and channel s honeyconbed the rock where thick
veins of ore had nelted and run off in the intense heat of the nountain's
destruction. Not that the cats were aware of Steelclaw s troubl ed history—they
simply found the peak a safe and perfect place to make their dens and rear their
young.

Hreeza still dwelt in the sane old den—a cavern that |ooked down into the
rock-strewn shadows of a narrow draw-where Shia had been born and raised. As she
tottered across the rocky threshold, the nmenories came floodi ng back of her

mot her, Zhera, long dead at the hands of the hunting Skyfolk, and her two
siblings, brother and sister, who had both perished in the Khazalimraid that
had made Shia a captive. Firmy, the great cat shrugged the nenories away. She
had no time, now, for such self-indul gence

Hreeza was digging in a pile of dirt and stones at the back of the den, and
energed within nmonents, dragging the entire carcass of a nmountain goat. "Here,"
she conmanded. "Eat! You have little time!"

Shia | ooked at the dead goat in startlement, then, at Hreeza's urging, fell upon
it ravenously, "You are well supplied/" she said, "I feared that during this

wi nter, there would be hardship for the Col ony,"

Hreeza licked at one of Shia's |acerated paws, "There has been great hardship,"”
she said harshly. "Gistheena has made many of our people Chuevah—npstly her own
enem es." She spat. "In addition, the Wnged Fol k have attacked us many tines,
hunting for furs, until only a handful of our folk remain!"

"then how cone this? A whole goat? " Shia indicated the dimnishing carcass, in
her m nd, she felt

Hreeza's cat equivalent of a shrug. "W were fortunate," the older cat told her.
"Some days ago there was an aval anche down the side of the western ridge that
brought down an entire herd of the stupid creatures—all we had to do was dig
them out! For a brief tine, there has been enough for all."

For a tinme she was silent, groom ng Shia while she ate, restoring warnth and
circulation to the big cat's nmuscles with a brisk and rasping tongue. "Shia, how
did you come to return to us?" she asked at |last. "How did you escape?" She
nodded at the Staff of Earth, which pulsed like a slender green serpent in the
corner. "And now did you cone into possession of that dreadful thing?"

Shia, satiated now, was growi ng drowsy. "It's a long and incredible tale," she
began dreanily, when—

"Come out, coward, and fight!" The cry of chall enge —a |ong, bl ood-freezing

yow —echoed from out side the den. Shia snarled; her hackles rose al ong her
spine. "I knew it would not take her long," she said quietly. Stiffly, she got
to her feet, "Usurper— cone!" she roared

When St eel cl aw had been bl asted, the force of the destruction had hol | owed out



the center of the peak, leaving only the clawike splinters of rock to snatch
vainly at the sky. Beneath their shadow | ay a bow -shaped depression |like the
pal m of that great grasping hand, its bottom hunped and twi sted in places by
snmoot h runnel s and strands of nelted and recongeal ed bl ack | ava.

Unnoti ced on his high perch, Khanu sat |icking his wounds on a | edge above the
canyon that for countless generations had served as the neeting place for the
femal es of the Colony. He should not have been here, of course—this was no pl ace
for mal es, especially young, uninmportant nmal es—but Khanu's furiously wounded

pri de had been eased by his small act of defiance. Today, he had tried,
ambitiously, to mate with Gistheena, First of the fenales, whose usual mate had
been slaughtered in the last attack of the Skyfolk. To his utter dismay, he had
battled his way through a nel ee of ol der, nore experienced suitors, only to be

i gnomi ni ously, and painfully —Khanu winced as he tried to stretch his tongue out
far enough to lick at the smarting claw nmarks on his nose—rejected by the
femal e hersel f.

Dusk was filling the snow arena of the canyon with shadows, but Khanu, cold as
he was, nade no attenpt to nove away. He had sonething el se to chew on besides
his humliation at the First Fenale's hands. Wth his rejection, and

Gri stheena' s open nockery, had cone the crushing realization that he was not as
important to his Colony as he once had thought hinself.

"But | don't understand!" Khanu nuttered sulkily to hinmself. "Males are

bi gger —+uml es are stronger! W take our pick fromthe first fruits of the hunt,
and the fenmal es stand aside until we have eaten!" While the young bachel ors
lived in a | oose-knit group until they succeeded in winning mates of their own,
each of the older, stronger males sel ected and served his own cluster of

femal es—oer so Khanu had thought until today. Now, -it seened, his world had
turned upsi de down.

Mal es did not hunt, and provide for the Colony, Males did not sit in the neeting
pl ace, and nmake the laws for the well-being of all. Males took no useful part in
the rearing and nurturing of the kits. Males, it turned out—and Khanu flinched
fromthe menory—di d not even select their nates. Ch, they battled fiercely for
the privilege; but the final choice, as Gistheena had inpressed upon hi m nost
forcefully, was always that of the fenale.

Fol I owi ng his rejection, Khanu had gone to talk with his own sire, Hzaral. A
scarred, near-toothless oldster now, the veteran of many nmating fights, Hzara
had | ong ago decided to withdraw from such fierce battles as attended the mating
of a First Fermale. He was happy with his own two agi ng nmates, one of whom was
Khanu's dam and kept to hinself.

"I's it true?" Khanu had demanded, bristling—and the whole bitter tale had poured
out.

Hzaral shook his heavy, gold-shot ruff, and turned his massive head away to
groom t he dappl ed gol d sunbursts on his flanks—+the distinctive markings that his
son had inherited. "Wat if it is?" he said indolently, turning to pierce the
younger cat with his topaz gaze. "Think," he told Khanu. "W are nal es. Wy
trouble with hunting, when fenmales do it for us? Why waste tine fussing with
their ridiculous |aws, or wearing ourselves out mnding unruly, squalling kits?
If fenal es believe such nonsense makes them nore inportant, who are we to want
to change things? W do very well as we are!"

"But we don't do anything!" Khanu had protested. "Especially in these tines of
hardshi p, we should be—=

In a blur of speed, Hzaral's great paw lifted, and cuffed him the force of the
bl ow sending himrolling over and over. "Learn wi sdom youngster!" Hzara

snarl ed. "The nal es are happy to have things as they are —and so, | suspect, are
the femal es. Can you imagine Gistheena allowi ng you to meddle with her
authority? Everyone has their place-how dare you try alter that! Do you wish to
end up Chuevah?"

Khanu was nulling unhappily over these nmatters on his | edge when he heard the
harsh, discordant yow of Gistheena's challenge. Wthin nonents, the neeting

pl ace began to fill with fermales: emerging fromthe triangular tunnel-nouth in
the southern cliffs of the bowl, leaping with dark, fluid grace down the rocky
cliffs, and pacing with dignified haste along the top of the spur that jutted



out into the crater. Like a breaking wavefront, the gigantic spur of black and
gl ossy lava ran down fromthe northern rimof the natural arena, comng to an
abrupt and jutting end alnost within the very center of the bow. Here, perched
in every niche and cornice in the rippled stone, the femal es congregated,
brought together by Gistheena's strident call. Though he could nake out few of
their words, Khanu could hear the swelling background nurrmur of their
excitenent. One word, however, was repeated again and again. "Shial" they were
saying. "Shia has returned!."

Khanu had been about to creep quietly away, afraid of being discovered by the
femal es in their own forbidden place. On hearing their talk, however, he
abruptly changed his mind. "They have no right to keep nme out!" he nuttered
rebelliously to hinself. "This is as much ny affair as it is theirs!" He shrank
down instead on his shadowy | edge, to nake hinself inconspicuous, and trenbl ed
with excitenment. This was one contest that he meant to w tness!

The neeting place was entered from bel ow by nmeans of a dark twi sting tunnel that
snaked through the cliffs at the southern end of the crater. Shia paced in
stately fashion through the darkness, not hurrying, conserving her scant energy,
tilting her head at an awkward angle to naneuver the Staff through the narrow
space between the crowding walls. Hreeza followed, nuttering inprecations under
her breat h.

The last of the gray twilight was glaring to Shia's eyes as she energed into the
meeting place. Though silence fromthe watchers was the rule on these occasions,
she heard a nmurmur of amazement, and, if she was not nistaken, delight fromthe
femal es on the spur, who were invisible in the shadows, except for a scattering
of gol den pinpoints where their eyes reflected the last |ight of day. Their joy
changed swiftly to protest and consternation as they noticed the eldritch,

pul sing glow of the Staff of Earth that she carried. | could have done w thout
this—any of it! Shia thought wearily. Swiftly, she set her burden down at
Hreeza's feet. "Take care of this for me," she said softly.

Hreeza gave the Staff a skeptical look. "I"Il guard it for you, Shia-as long as
| don't have to touch the hideous thing!'"

Then Gistheena was there. The First Female stalked into the center of the
crater: fit and nuscular, and as heavy and bi g-boned as a male. Shia renmenbered
that even as a kit, the younger cat had been a swaggering bully with scant
concern for others and an even shorter tenper. According to Heeza, little had
changed.

As Contester and Chuevah, it should have been Shia's place to speak first.

I nstead she renmined obstinately silent, never taking her eyes from the hul king
figure of the First Female, holding Gistheena' s glowering eyes with her own.
Long m nutes stretched by. The fl oor of the rocky bow sank deeper into shadow.
The two great females, hackles raised, stood eye to eye and glaring like
raptors.

As Shia had expected, Gistheena was the first to weaken. "Chuevah!" She spat
the word in contenpt. "You do not belong here on Steelclaw, the territory and
hone of the Col ony! Either fight or begone!"

I nwardly, Shia was |aughing. By breaking the silence, Gistheena had | ost
face—and everyone had witnessed it. Ignoring the swaggering cat as though the
First Femal e were beneath her notice, Shia lifted her head and addressed her

i nvisible watchers on the spur. "I did not conme here to fight," she said, "and
am not Chuevah—for | was never expelled fromthe Colony! Al of you except the
youngest know me! | am Shia, First Femal e—returned fromthe dead!"

"Save your breath, Chuevah—to fight!" Gistheena sprang. Shia tried to dodge,

but her weakened body betrayed her. The other struck her heavily, and they

roll ed over and over, |ocked together, claw ng, biting, snarling, one on top and
then the other. Fur flew up, floating like clunps of black thistledown, but
neither cat could gain a solid purchase. They broke apart and circled one
another, sidling, their eyes |ocked, fur erect, and lashing tails abristle.
Shia's flank was bl eedi ng, scored and stinging, where the other cat had cl awed
her. Gristheena's nose had been | aid open; she sneezed, spraying blood, and in
the instant that her eyes were closed, Shia cuffed her, left-right, across the



head, ripping an ear. Snarling, her face contorted to a denon-nmask, Gistheena
lifted a threatening paw and yow ed, a hi gh-pitched, bubbling wail from deep
within her throat.

Shia braced hersel f, expecting the heavier cat to rush her, but Gistheena was

nore wary now. Again, they circled. "Listen, fool," Shia told her. "There is no
need for this! Had you but listened . . . Gistheena, | do not seek to be first.
My path |lies el sewhere—

"El sewhere, in truth!" Gistheena spat. "In oblivion, Chuevah, if | have ny
way! "

Agai n she sprang. There was no tine to dodge—Shi a net her headl ong. Gistheena's
greater wei ght crashed into her and bow ed her over. Shia, pinned and
struggling, felt hot, wet breath on her neck as the other's fangs sought her
throat to crush and rend—but she had | eft an opening. Gasping, Shia enbedded her
hind claws in the soft flesh of Gristheena' s belly and ripped down—but she was
gone.

Shia rolled over and scranbl ed after her. Gistheena whi pped round to face her
opponent —but just too |ate.

Shia's teeth met in her tail. Gistheena turned, hissing and screeching like a
wounded eagle, but with her tail in Shia's jaws, she could not reach her
opponent's body—nor Shia hers. Shia braced her |egs and dug her claws into the
crunbling stone of the crater's floor, but because of her opponent's greater

wei ght and strength, she knew that she was likely to be overset at any m nute.
Regretfully, she chose her nonment and let go of the tail.

Unbal anced, Gistheena went rolling over and over—right across the Staff of
Earth as it lay on the ground. The great cat screaned as though she had been
scal ded and scranbl ed hastily backward, her whiskers bristling, her eyes
flashing fire. The western route out of the crater—up and over the spur, turn
back and down the canyon ri mwas suddenly unguarded, for until the contest was
settled, the other cats would not interfere. Shia seized the nonment, snatched up
the Staff, and ran.

Desperation gave such wings to her feet that she was on top of the spur in three
great bounds, with cats scattering out fromunder her flying paws. But Shia had
been m staken in thinking her opponent had been cowed by the Staff. The breath
shot out of her body as Gistheena hit her frombehind with all the force of a
snowsl i de. The inmpact knocked the great cat fromher feet, and the Staff fel
fromher jaws and went clattering across the stones. Gistheena' s claws scored
her flanks |ike firebrands, opening bl oody gashes, and one great paw raked
across her face, nissing her eyes by a hairbreadth. Choking bl ood poured into
Shia's nose and throat. She felt Gistheena' s massive jaws, with their gl eam ng,
ivory fangs, close around her wi ndpipe

Khanu had been watching the fight intently. He renenbered little of the

| egendary Shia—he had only been a kit when she had been taken—but at the sight
of her, his golden eyes stretched wide in admration. The cat was | ean and
scraggy, but hard-nuscled still—and oh, but she | ooked fierce! She was ol der
than hinself, but she was in her prine, at the height of both her fighting
capaci ty—and her sexual potential. Khanu, |eaning out fromhis |edge at a
perilous angle to get a better view of the struggle, and forgetting, in his
anxiety, that he had no right to be there at all, had willed her to win with al
hi s heart.

Unfortunately, exhausted and half starved as she was, Shia could be no match for
Gi stheena. Wen the heavier cat brought her down on the spur, Khanu's heart
plumeted. It was all over now. No one was nore surprised than he, when he found
hi nsel f novi ng.

Aurian, I'msorry. | failed you. Shia knew her death was very near now.
Bl ue-steel claws pricked the tender skin of her belly, preparing to rip it open
And a massive shape, a bl acker shadow in the gathering darkness, a



whirlwi nd of teeth and claws, smashed into Gistheena fromthe side, sending her
reeling, bleeding, toppling over the edge of the spur to the rocky floor of the
crater bel ow

The furious protest of the watching fenales rose to a yow ing crescendo.

"Run!" The voice came blasting into Shia's mind. "They'll be on us in an
instant!"

"The Staff!" Shia cried, groping with flailing paws anong the fl aking sl abs of
stone on the ridgetop

"Thi s?" said another voice. "I have it safe! Now run!" It was Hreeza. Shia's
heart | eapt with joy.

Wasting no nore time, the three cats fled; Heeza, Shia, and the strange cat who
had saved her life. Leaping across chasns, streaking perilously between the

boul ders that littered the mountain's ravaged western face, they ran as they had
never run before, the horde of fenales surging and raging at their heels.

Hreeza staggered the | ast few agonizing steps up to the top of the bluff, and
swept keen eyes across the broken slopes that they had just clinmbed with such
difficulty. "I believe we've shaken themoff our trail at last," she panted.
sai d nothing, but sinply stopped am d the knot of wi nd-bent pines that crowned
the bluff, and with a grateful sigh, allowed his aching linbs to coll apse
beneath himas he flopped to the snowfl ecked ground. He | ooked hopefully at
Shia, whose jaws were clenched in a deathl ock around the gl owi ng object that she
had taken from Hreeza on the first day, and had carried ever since. Khanu knew
that only sheer willpower had carried her this far.

Shia heaved a heartfelt sigh of relief at Hreeza's words. "I truly hope so," she
muttered. "I can go no further!" She |ooked |ike death incarnate, and old Hreeza
was little better. Khanu, a nonhunting male, who was unaccustomed to such
exertions, admitted to hinself that he too was in a woeful state.

For a day and a night, the furious cats fromthe Colony had clung to the trai

of the three fugitives, pursuing themrelentlessly down the shattered fl anks of
Steel cl aw, and on through the canyons and passes that threaded between the two
peaks to the west, where they had tried as best they could to keep bel ow the
snowl ine so as not to |eave tracks for their hunters to follow Since daylight,
they had begun to clinb again, and had penetrated into territories that were far
beyond Khanu's den. Above them | oomed anot her nountain, a disquietingly
different silhouette fromthe fam liar shape that Khanu had been used to seeing
all his life. Even as he watched, turgid snowcl ouds darkened the peak, rolling
I'i ke massive gray boul ders down the nountain toward him

Khanu had interfered in the battle of the Queens through bitterness toward
Gistheena, who had humiliated him through awe and respect for the | egendary
Shia, and her brave, hopel ess chal |l enge—and t hrough a desperate desire to prove
hi nsel f. He had never stopped to consider that his inpulse would cost himhis
future within the Colony. Now he too had becone Chuevah. The thought made him
trenbl e.

"I won't think about it—ot now," Khanu nuttered to hinself. He shook his heavy
bronze-bl ack mane, as if to dispel such terrifying thoughts. "Are you sure we've
| ost then?" he asked Hreeza, who disnmissed himwith a w thering gl ance.

"Wbul d | be stopping, else?" she snapped. "Keep your foolish kitten questions to
yoursel f, youngster!." Her eyes flashed anger. "Wy did you foll ow us?"

Khanu had enough sense to realize that hunger and weari ness were naking Hreeza
snappi sh, but he was weary too, and the old cat's dismssive attitude stung him

Lifting his head, he returned her stare. "I came with you because that was ny
wi sh. | came because of Shia—because | want to help her.”
"You want to help her!" Hreeza sneered. "You? A nmale? Wat possible use will you

be? Shia has no wish to mate—she has nore inportant matters to attend to! Wy
shoul d we burden ourselves with you? You cannot even hunt!"”

Khanu's teeth cl enched down on a snarl. "I can |learn,"” he bristled.

"Pah!" Hreeza spat her contenpt.

"Be silent, both of you!"™ Wth an effort, Shia unclenched her blistered jaws
fromthe Staff. Laying the artifact down, she | ooked fromKhanu to Hreeza. "It's
no use you fighting," she told themin the firnest of nental tones, "because



nei ther of you are coming with nme."

"What!" Hreeza | ooked t hunder st ruck,

"You heard ne."

For an instant, Khanu caught a glinpse of the stern and forceful will that had
made Shia a | eader and a | egend anbng her peopl e.

Hreeza, however, was | ess easily overawed. "Indeed?" The old cat's tail flicked
scornfully. "I say that | will come with you. If you would stop ne, be prepared
to fight!"

Shia's regal pose collapsed abruptly. To Khanu's astoni shnent, she sighed and

| aid her head on her paws. "Hreeza, | couldn't fight a snow hare at the nonent,
as well you know But you should hear ny plans, before you decide." She took a
deep breath. "I go to Aerillia, with the Staff of Earth, to save the life of a

human—and to confront our ancient enemnies, the Wnged Fol k."

It was as if a thunderbolt had hamered into the them In the concussive silence
that followed, Khanu, his mnd al nost paral yzed by horror, could only think that
Shia had gone utterly mad during her long exile. To clinb the unscal abl e
Aerillia peak? To venture alone into the stronghold of their bitterest and nost
deadly foes? And all to aid a hunman?

He saw Hreeza rub a paw across her face as though Shia had struck her. For once
the old cat was bereft of speech, and Khanu was shocked to see the shadow of
doubt in her eyes; she who had al ways been Shia's npst |oyal supporter. Sonehow,
the old cat's reservations stiffened his resol ve.

Khanu sucked in the breath that he had forgotten to take. "I will go with you,
Shia. My siblings were killed by those w ngborne nonsters—+ have sone interest
inthis matter." Khanu twi tched his whiskers forward in a feline grin, "I always
wanted to taste Skyfol k neat,"

"You will not go, foolish cub! And neither will Shia!" The words expl oded

crimson in a blast of rage fromHreeza's nmind, "Aerillia' Humans! Never have
heard such moonstruck folly! You won't even get past the foothills of Aerillia
peak! You will not go! I'"Il kill you first!"

Shia flicked her tail, the cat equivalent of a shrug. "Then you must kill ne,
Hreeza," she said calnmy, "But why go to the trouble? As you said, the W nged
Folk will likely performthat task-why have it on your conscience when you can
| et the Skyfol k bear the burden of ny death?"

Hreeza recoiled, hurt and confounded. "I just w sh |I understood!" she snapped,

""What is this Staff of Earth? Who is this human, that you should risk yourself
for it? Your exile has changed you, Shia, beyond all know ng, What happened to
you, while you were so | ong away?"

"I will explain, old friend, while we rest and eat—for though we are weary, eat
we nust. So in the nmeantine, if you have sufficient energy to fight me, it would
be better spent on finding us sone food!" Her eyes tw nkled w ckedly. "That is,
if youre still uptoit, Ad One!"

"Pah!" said Hreeza, unabashed. "I'Il find nore food than you will—+ who was
foraging and hunting before you were born!" The old cat winkled her nose and
curled back her lips, tasting the air. "W nust hasten, snowis comng." She
turned to Khanu. "Youngster, you had best come with us—f you truly wish to
learn to hunt."

As the cats crept through the stand of trees, Heeza, still bristling, took the
| ead. Khanu, meking the nost of the opportunity, approached Shia. "She will go
with you, you know," he told her softly. "Hreeza will go, and so will I.

What ever you say won't make me change ny mind."

Shia | ooked at him "I know, " she said wearily. "And fine fools you are, for not
listening to me!" Then her harsh thoughts softened, and took on a warm ng gl ow.
"Shanmefully selfish it may be—but in truth, | would be glad of your conpany.
have been far too long in exile, w thout the conpanionship of nmy own kind. But
know t his, Khanu—this matter is so urgent that if | mnust sacrifice you both to

the Wnged Folk, | will do so without hesitation, should the need arise."
The hair on Khanu's spine lifted, as a shiver passed through his franme. "The
Wnged Folk will have to catch nme first," he said stubbornly.

Chapter 15 The Refuge



I know Rermana is worried about the girl, Yanis, but | don't nuch like the notion

of risking our ships so close to Nexis," ldris grunbled.
Yani s | ooked across at Fional, and grinaced. The young | eader of the
Ni ght-runners had never |iked the pinch-faced, ill-tenmpered old captain, and it

had been inevitable that Idris would be the one who tried to spike his plans to
return to Nexis in secret and | ook for Zanna—and her father.

Yani s clenched his fists on the scrubbed, knife-scarred wood of the counci

tabl e, which, being in the great kitchen cavern of the N ghtrunners' lair, was
normal |y used for much | ess exalted purposes. The glowi ng cavern, with its row
of great fires, was the warnest place in the snugglers' hideout, and the neeting
was being held there for the benefit of Fional, who was still trying to thaw
out. The archer had cone staggering, half frozen, out of a howing blizzard that
morning, with the grimnews that after all this time, neither Vannor nor Hargorn
had returned to the Valley.

Yanis glared at the bristling Idris. "Qur ships?" the | eader of the N ghtrunners
demanded. "Since when were they your ships, Idris?"

The wi zened captain leapt to his feet and struck the table with his fist. "Don't
give me that, you young cur! | sailed with your father—aye, and your
grandfather, tool Fine men, both of them and they knew this was a conmunity!
Just because you're your father's son, it don't mean you can't be repl aced—
"Ch, and can he, now?" Remana spoke softly, but there was poi soned steel beneath
her tones. ldris caught her eye and shut his mouth abruptly, before sinking back
into his chair. No one, anong the N ghtrunners, would cross Renmana—and the ol d
captain knew it. To Yanis's surprise, his nother winked at him before turning
back to the bownen. "Fional," she asked, "have you any idea what the situation
is in Nexis now?"

Fi onal shook his head, and poured nore taillin fromthe pot on the table. He
took an appreciative sip of the steam ng beverage before continuing. "It took me
ages to get back here fromthe Valley, what with all the snow—and we were
isolated for sone tine before that. | thought that your information would be
nmore recent than ours.”

"I don't think so," Yanis demurred. "After the Archmage took control, | pulled
my agents out of there. It was just too bloody dangerous to risk good men. Mark
you," he added, "I've been having second thoughts lately. This wi nter-in-sumer
and the storns at sea have al nost put an end to trade, and we're just about at
the end of our resources. W'll have to do sonething soon."

"That bad, eh?" Fional said synpathetically. "You know, if you run short, you
coul d al ways send a nessenger to Dulsina in the Valley. W' ve enough and to
spare.”

Remana shook her head. "I don't understand. You' ve told us that the winter seens
not to extend to the Valley —but how can that be?"

"Dul sina thinks we're being protected sonehow-by the Lady Eilin, presumably’
Fional replied with a shrug, "but we can't work out why she won't show herself.
According to Vannor, Aurian always said her nother was a very solitary sort, but
all the same, it seenms strange to ne."

"Wl |, whatever the reason, I'mglad it's so," Remana said, "but this brings us
no closer to hel ping Vannor and Zanna." A frown crossed her broad face. "I fee
so responsible! If only I had kept a closer eye on the wetched girl—=

Yani s reached out to lay a conforting hand on her arm "Don't go bl am ng
yourself, Mam It was mny fault that Zanna left, and we all knowit. If only I
had agreed to her schemes for using our ships to help Vannor, instead of
listening to Gevan, and ldris here . . ." He scowWed at the old captain, "The

| east we can do nowis help find her—and that is not a matter open to debate.”
He paused, and | ooked round at the assenbl ed faces. "The question is: w thout
our agents in Nexis, how do we go about it?"

Idris still |ooked unhappy. "Very well. If we rmust, we nust—f only so we don't

| ose the partnership with Vannor that has served us so well. But is there no way
of managing it wthout putting our own fol k in danger?"

Yani s shook his head. "I don't see how-*

"I know " Remana, who had been deep in thought, suddenly interrupted him "W



need a contact who is already in Nexis, and | know the very man—your father's
old friend Jarvas, who runs a refuge for the poor folk of the city." She | ooked
at all of them her eyes sparkling with excitenent. "His place is right down by
the river, so we can sneak in easily, after dark, and—"

"Now just hold on there!" Yanis shouted. "Wat do you nean, we? If you think |I'm
taking you into the dangers of bloody Nexis, you'd better think again!"

Remana smiled sweetly. "But Yani s—Jarvas doesn't know you. He woul d never trust
a stranger, especially with things the way they are now. " Her eyes twi nkled

m schi evously. "He does, however, know ne . M

Across the table, Fional was grinning. "Did you know, Remana, that you're just
i ke your sister?"

Yani s put his face into his hands, and groaned.

The journey through the slushy alleys was swift and furtive. Even with Jarvas
taking the stranger's weight—Tilda had done little nore than carry his sword
and bedroll, retrieved fromthe wecked taproom and keep his cloak from
trailing in the nmuck—the whore had difficulty keeping up with the swift pace
that the big man set. By the Gods, she would be glad when they reached safe
haven! The shock of her folly in the tavern was beginning to hit her now "What
have | done?" she npaned to herself. "Wiy did | do it?" Sonme of the guards had
only been wounded, but sone were certainly dead—and once Pendral circul ated her
description, and that of Jarvas, they couldn't expect to elude arrest for |ong.
Til da cursed under her breath. Being a streetwal ker wasn't nuch of a life, but
it was better than being a fugitive! In the last hour, her life had fallen
apart. Her face set in grimand bitter lines, she trudged behind Jarvas through
the labyrinth of alleys that |led to his hone.

The sturdy fence of the stockade towered above Tilda's head, and in spite of her
growi ng dismay, she could not help but be inpressed. She had never been here

bef ore—she could | ook after herself, thank you, and took pride in doing so—but
of course she had heard of the place. Jarvas and his good deeds! she thought.
And where has it got hinP? Wien they reached the heavy gate, the big man whistled
a conplicated trill, and there was a hol |l ow scrapi ng sound as heavy wooden bars
were lifted out of their sockets on the other side. The gate swung open to a

bl aze of haloed torchlight that made Tilda's eyes water, as a cl oaked and hooded
figure materialized out of the fog.

"You're back early!" Then the woman's voice faltered at the sight of
Jarvas's burden. "Dear CGods, what's happened?" Tilda saw her small, shrouded
figure straighten as she collected herself. "I'lI|l fetch Benziorn at once," she

said briskly, and turned to go.

"Good | ass," Jarvas yelled after her. "Tell himthere's a wound needs
stitching."

"Al'l right." The woman vani shed into the swirling fog.

Jarvas carried the wounded stranger into the nearer of the warehouses. Tilda,
foll owi ng, gasped as she slipped through the narrow gap in the nassive door. The
fog made it difficult to gauge the building' s size fromthe outside, but inside,
the ground fl oor was an echoing vault, with shadows dancing on its walls from
the torches attached to the eight supporting stone colums that marched, two by
two, down the Iength of the hall. Tilda's first inpression was one of warmh and
I'ight. Lanps and candl es burned on | edges and niches in the rough walls of

i me-washed stone, and canpfires burned at intervals down both sides of the
spaci ous chanber. Wodsnoke rose in sluggish whirls, filling the roomwith a
choki ng haze that stung Tilda's eyes and stabbed at her throat, setting off her
cough again. She caught a brief inpression of people crowding around and a buzz
of questioning voices, but her eyes were watering so hard that it was inpossible
to see clearly through the snoky haze.

"Qut of the way—+'ve an injured nman here!" Jarvas roared. "May the Gods have
mercy! Wiich lackwit closed the wi ndows? Hey, you there!" He caught the eye of a
ski nny, snudge-faced urchin who cane pelting through the haze of snoke. "Lad,
can you clinm?"

" '"Course | can!" The scruffy brat nodded enthusiastically.

"CGood. Over by the wall you'll find a |adder. dinmb up to one of the high

wi ndows and open the shutters—and when you've done that, do the sanme with the



wi ndow opposite. A good cross-draft will clear this snbke in no tine!"
"A'l right, Jarvas!" The child raced off, calling for his friends to help him

"And don't go nucking about with that l|adder!." Jarvas turned to the whore with
a rueful grin. "I"mwasting nmy breath, telling that to a lad his age!. Are you
all right?"

"Snmoke! " Tilda nmanaged to wheeze

"Sorry about that—we'll soon get it cleared . . . Sonebody boil sone water—-and

scrounge up sone clean rags from sonewhere!" he bellowed to the roomat |arge.
Jarvas went to the far end of the room with Tilda clutching blindly at his

cl oak-hem and set the wounded man down on a pallet near one of the fires,
"Benziorn had better hurry/' he nuttered, as Tilda covered the injured stranger
with a blanket. "He's losing a |lot of blood,"

Til da heard the squeak and thunp of the | adder going up, and shrill squabbling
in childish voices. Their cursing didn't bother her—she had grown up with such
coarseness on the streets. After a few minutes her throat was soothed by wel cone
fresh air. The snpoke was clearing, but the windows were so hi gh—about the height
of three tall nen—that they kept the worst of the cold fromgetting into the
room

"A'l right—what have | got to patch up this tine?" The voice was deep and snooth
as velvet, but the tone was querul ous, and ragged with fatigue, "Some idiot
victimof yet another drunken braw ?"

Til da | ooked up to see a man of nedium height and indeternminate years, his fair
hair threaded with brighter strands of silver. Hi s expressive face, though drawn
and haggard with weariness, was |ean and well proportioned/: and pleasing to the
eye, but his light blue eyes were snapping with irritation. Wthout waiting for
an answer, he snatched aside the blanket that covered the stranger and cursed.
"Mel i sanda have nmercy—what a ghastly ness! Are you dimnits so inpossibly dense
that you; can't contrive a sinple bandage? You m ght as well have left the poor
bastard to bleed to death, and all owed nme a decent night's sleep for once. It
woul d have cone to the sane thing in the end! At |east he's unconscious, so
won't be plagued by the sound of his screans!"

Al the while he had been tal king, Benziorn was unpacking a bag that he carried
with him and handing his instrunents to the girl who had gone to fetch him who
energed from her volum nous cloak as a delicate pale-haired waif with a ruthless
streak of efficiency. She immersed the instrunents and bandages in boiling water
whi | e the physician cleaned the stranger's wounds, all the while keeping up a
conti nuous peevi sh grunbl e.

"His chest is no problem+the wound's a slice across his ribs, not a stab, and

his jerkin protected him. . . He's in shock from bl ood | oss, though—eoul dn't
you i diots have kept himwarner? Nasty head wound . . . If we nove fast and
we're lucky, we mght be able to save the ear . , . Wiat's keeping you, Enm e?"

he denanded

The blond girl sinply responded with a smle. "Ready now, Benziorn

"You! Woever you are," the physician snapped. "Fetch nme nore |ights! Candl es,

| anps, whatever! Hurry!"

Tilda jerked upright as she realized that he was addressing her. Jolted into
action by his perenptory tone, she scurried off to do his bidding. Wen she
returned to place her handful of garnered candles, as instructed, around the
head of the stranger, Benziorn was already stitching .with deft, econom ca
motions. As she cane close to him Tilda noticed a fanmiliar snmell on his breath,
and realized, with a shock, that the physician had been drinking, Dear Gods, she
t hought —what ki nd of place have | cone to?

Jarvas surveyed his little kingdom |ooking around at the scenes of squal or and
poverty. Some three dozen fanilies were canped within the hall, dividing the
space with sagging partitions of blankets, sacks, or whatever cane to hand.
Children slept together like puppies in tangled nests of blankets, while nothers
tended stewpots and sewed hopel essly at clothing whose original fabric was

i ndi stingui shabl e beneat h rai nbow | ayers of patchwork* O d folk, wapped in

cl oaks and shawls, snored in corners or conpeted with steam ng | aundry for space



at the fires, while groups of nen sat cross-legged in the |anplight, ganbling
for pebbles wth knuckl ebones. The topaz eyes of several cats blinked and
gleaned in the firelight. Somewhere in the shadows, a baby cried. Every face was
scarred and haggard with hunger and hardshi p.

Jarvas felt a presence beside him Tilda was |ooking at his people with horror
and pity on her face. "At least they aren't starving now" There was a defensive
edge to his voice. "At least they aren't freezing in the streets tonight!"
"There are so many of them" Tilda nmurnured. Conpressing her |ips, she | ooked
away. "Your precious physician is drunk she added in scandalized tones,

Jarvas nodded. "He usually is. Once, he was the best physician in Nexis. He nmade
a confortable living treating the nmerchants and such—dntil the night those

hi deous nonsters struck." He sighed, "Benziorn was away from hone, attending a
si ckbed, when one of the creatures got into his house and sl aughtered his wife
and children. Ever since then, he's been drinking—t cost himhis house and his
livelihood, and he was a stinking, starving weck when | took himoff the
streets," Jarvas shrugged. "We're lucky to have him though. Drunk or sober—he's
still the best!"

"I'mglad to hear it," There was a bitter edge to Tilda's voice. "I'd hate to
think we risked our necks for sone stranger, only to have himfinished off by a
drunken physician! Wiy did we do it? W nust have been mad!" There was a note of
shrill desperation in her voice.

Jarvas shook his head. "I'mblessed if | know" At the tine, it had seened the
only thing to do, but helping that one man had probably spelled the end of this
refuge for all these others! "It mght take a day or two for Pendral to find out
who | am" he went on grimy, "but after that, they'll be com ng here, for
sure." He sighed. "Get sone rest now, Tilda. First thing tomorrow, |I'll send
Emmie to fetch your son—+then we need to start thinking about getting out of
here! "

Tilda's home was in the mare's nest of squalid alleys, upcurrent fromthe great
white bridge that |eapt the river beside the Acadeny pronontory. Having been
sent by Jarvas to collect the streetwal ker's son, Emmie wal ked qui ckly through
the baffling maze, shivering in the chill of a danp gray dawn. Today, the stout
stick that she always carried for protection was being put to the use for which
it had been originally intended, for her sturdily shod feet kept slipping in the
deep layer of freezing, slushy nuck that slicked the cobbles. The all eyways
stank of rot and nil dew and decay, of hunman filth and hunman waste. Emie knew it
wel | the stench of utter poverty.

The dark hul ks of danp, half-derelict buildings with boarded wi ndows towered
over her on either side, cutting off nost of the |eaden norning light and
turning the narrow ginnels into threatening tunnels of gloom On each side of
her were doorways; sone had cracked and rotting doors that hung drunkenly askew
froma single rusting hinge; others were nerely dark and gapi ng hol es that night
have conceal ed any anount of dangers.

Emmi e hurried past these, her nerves strung tight, cursing Jarvas under her
breath for sending her on such an errand. This was the safest tine to visit

t hese poverty-stricken haunts, for npost of the inhabitants would be sl eeping
after their desperate deeds of the previous night, but Emmie felt uneasy. Though
the alleys were deserted, she inmagined hostile eyes in every gapi ng doorway.

A ancing around warily and checking the knife at her belt, she drew her
conceal i ng hood nore snugly over her tangle of pale gold curls, and wal ked on,
repeating Tilda's instructions to herself, over and over again. Gods preserve
us! she thought. What an appalling place to raise a child!

Suddenly, Emm e heard a bl oodcurdling snarl. One of the tilting doors in front
of her burst open, to reveal a huge and shaggy white shape, its lips winkling
back to reveal savage yellowed fangs and drooling jaws, its eyes kindling with a
menacing fire. Never taking those glaring red eyes fromher, the dog slunk out
into the street, plainly nervous but determ ned. Bl ocking her way forward, it
broke into a torrent of guttural barking.

Enmmie froze in her tracks, her heart hammering wildly, and took a firmer grip on
her stick. Tine seenmed to stretch as she noted the knobs and ridges of bone that
stuck out through the creature's dirty, mtted white fur —and the row of swollen



dugs that hung fromits hollow belly. Despite the danger, she felt her heart
contract with pity for this poor starveling nmother with a hungry litter to feed.
Emmi e understood a nother's instinct. She'd had a little one of her own, and
anot her on the way, when her husband, Devral, a young storyteller, had been
snatched by the Archmage's sol di ers and vani shed forever fromher life. The
shock and grief of his | oss had nade her | ose the baby too, and in the hardship
that followed, her little daughter had died of a fever. Suddenly she was swanped
by a wave of fellow feeling for the wetched creature before her

For all its size, the dog was young—full young to be a nother, Emm e thought,
noting its gawky appearance and the huge paws that seened to prom se further
growth. This was probably its first litter. Despite its skeletal, filthy
appearance, its eyes were clear and its matted coat thick. There was no sign of
mange or madness. In the pouch at Emme's belt was food—bread, cheese, and

meat —+ntended for Tilda' s son. No doubt the animal had scented her provisions,
and desperation had driven it to attack

"You poor thing," Emme nurnured. Well, she was sure that Tilda's brat could
wait to eat until she got himback to the refuge. Stealthily, her free hand
crept toward the pouch at her belt—but the novenent was injudicious. A swelling
snarl burst fromthe animal's throat, as it leapt to the attack—followed by an
agoni zed yelp as Emm e's stick whacked into its ribs with a hollow thud. Cowed
and whining, the bitch slunk back toward her doorway, glancing back frequently
over her shoulder as if trying to pluck up the courage to attack again.

"Ch turds!" Emme nuttered. She was shaking, and sick with an irrational guilt.
Swiftly, she funbled in her pouch, and drew out the package of food, ripping
away the cloth that wapped it. "Here, girl!" she called, and tossed her
provisions to the starving animal. The dog pounced on them drooling—and
suddenly | ooked up with bright eyes at her benefactor. The ragged, white-pluned
tail wagged once, as if in thanks—and then the dog snatched up the food and was
gone. Fromwithin the building canme a shrill chorus of high-pitched whines, as
the nother returned to her litter

I nwardly nocki ng her own softheartedness, Emmi e went on her way, pausing to w pe
her eyes, which had unaccountably filled with tears, on a fold of her cloak

"You idiot!" she told herself. "Haven't you seen enough human suffering, that
you have to get in a stew about a starving animal ?" She coul d i magi ne what
Jarvas woul d say, if he ever found out she'd given scarce and val uabl e supplies
to a bloody dog! Nonethel ess, her heart had been warned by the dog's seening
gratitude—and Emmi e knew that if she could |live the encounter over again, she'd
do exactly the same thing.

"Grince? Gince—are you in there? Your nother sent ne to fetch you!" Emm e
rapped hard on the flinmsy door, wincing inwardly as she called the poor child's
unfortunate name. ("I called himafter his dad," Tilda had said defensively. "At
| east+' m al nost sure that was his dad!") Emri e shook her head resignedly, and
knocked agai n.

She had been hanmering for some mnutes on the unyielding door, when there was a
grating noise, as if some heavy object were being dragged back fromthe other
side. The door opened a crack and a dark, suspicious eye peeped out.

"My ma said don't open the bl oody door for no body"

The young woman was just in tinme to get her into the door before it slamred shut
again. Such a stream of curses came fromthe ten-year-old child within, even

t hough she had thought herself inured to the | anguage of the gutter, Emme

wi nced. For all his talk, she could sense that the child was very nuch

afrai d—and not w thout reason, when his nother had failed to come hone.

"Don't be daft' she said crisply. "Tilda ran into a bit of trouble |ast night,
and that's why she didn't come back. But don't worry, she's safe, anobng friends.
My nane is Emrie—she sent ne to fetch you, so that you could be safe, too." Wth
that, she forced the door open. "Go away!" the child howed. "I'mnot going with
you, | want my ma!" He was cowering in the farthest corner of the single room
in a nest of verm nous rags that obviously passed for his bed, his dark eyes
scow ing up at her from behind a ragged fringe of black hair,



"Come on, Gince," Enmie wheedled. "Look—we don't have tine to waste. Your

nmot her is worried about you." She | ooked down with pity at the small and skinny
boy, and silently cursed Tilda. Wy, the child | ooked as neglected, wild, and
under nouri shed as that poor stray dog!

She approached his bedsi de and knelt down—and froze in horror as she saw the

wi cked glint of a knife in the snmall boy's hand.

"Bog of f!" the boy shrilled. "Don't cone no closer, or |'Il gut you!"

He nmeant it—that was certain. Emm e shuddered. What sort of life could do this
to a child? Her mind was racing. If she could only get himto trust her

Fl eetingly, she regretted giving her food to the starving dog... The dog! O
course! Enmie gave the boy her brightest of smles. "Ch, never mind old Tilda,
then. She can wait! Wuld you like to see sonme puppies, instead?" she asked

di sarmngly.

Gince's face lit up like a beacon. "Puppies? Really? Are they yours? Can | have
one?" Then the scow returned. "But ny ma won't let ne," he added sullenly.
Enmmi e grinned, adopting the boy's own |anguage. "Stuff your nm," she said
briskly. "If you'll put down that knife and cone with ne, you can have the whol e
bl oody lot!"

At first, Enmie was afraid that the dog woul d be gone when she approached the
building with the excited child in tow, she told Grince to wait outside, and
crept into the hovel with great trepidation. She need not have worried. The
white dog was delighted to see her—probably, Enmme thought, in the hopes that
she ni ght have nore food

"Good dog," she said softly, and put out a hand to scratch the soft white ears.
She was rewarded by a whine, and nuch tail-waggi ng, as the dog pressed close to
her and |icked her hand. A good-natured creature at heart, the young woman

t hought, delighted that her assessnent of the animal had been right. Once, this
dog had had a kindly owner—but what had happened to himor her? A quick search
of the room gave her the answer, The owner had died w thin the hovel —ef age or
si ckness, nost |ikely—and the dog had been living on the corpse ever since.

"Wel | ?" Enmi e asked herself, "Wat was she supposed to do, with pups to feed?"
Nonet hel ess, she found it hard to suppress her retching, as she took an old

bl anket and covered the well-gnawed heap of bones, before calling the child into
the room

Grince went into raptures over the pups—a notley lot, with one white beast |ike
its nother, and the others splotched with black. When Emrmie reached down to take
the little creatures, the bitch, weak with hunger, reacted with a trust that
touched her to the core. As they left the hovel, Gince danced around her,
unable to contain his excitement. "Are they mine?" he asked her, w de-eyed. "Can
I have themall ?"

O course you can,'' Emme told himrecklessly, She laid her free hand on the
broad white head of the bitch who paced at her side, and smiled, "But the dog is
m ne," she added firmy. Suddenly, she felt lighter of heart and nore at ease
than she had done since Devral had died.

It was nearing noon when Enmie trudged wearily back to the refuge, encunbered by
her burden of five squirm ng pups, their eyes not yet open, tied up loosely in a
rough bag that she'd nmade from her petticoat. Gince who had been hugely

i npressed by her resourceful ness —and the fact that she had kept her

prom se—lung lightly to her free hand, and the big white dog foll owed
trustingly at her heels. Dear Gods, Emm e thought, imagining the whore's
reaction on being presented with not one, but five puppies—TFilda is in for a
shock! And what on earth is Jarvas going to say when he sees this nenagerie?
"What the thundering blazes is that?" The horrified expression on Jarvas's face
at the sight of the white dog was not encouragi ng.

Grince shrank nervously behind Emme's skirts. She squeezed his hand and tilted
her chin in defiance, but the boy could feel her trenbling. "It's only a dog,



for goodness' sake!" she protested.

"Dog? It's nore like a bloody horse!" Jarvas snorted. "Enmie, you should have
nmore sense than to bring that creature here! Haven't we enough to worry about,
after ny idiocy last night? Aren't we in enough trouble? And how in the nane of
all the Gods do you expect to feed the wetched beast? W' ve |little enough to go
round as it is!"

But ny puppi es! thought Gince. He swall owed against a tightness in his throat.
Never in his short life had he possessed anything that really belonged to hi m—
and never had he wanted anything nore than those tiny scraps of life. Above his
head, the argunment conti nued.

"I''"l'l feed her frommy rations," Emme said firmy

"And that you bl oody won't!" Jarvas spluttered. As it is, you don't eat near

enough, without giving it away to sonme mangy dog! I'mtelling you, Emie—+ won't
have it!
Grince saw his newfound friend took down into the trusting eyes of the dog. She

took a shaky breath, "Very well,
we' Il go"

"no!" the howl of protest came from Gince. You can't go away! What about ny
puppi es?" Before Emmie could react, he had dived out, kicked Jarvas hard in the
shins, and dodged behind her again. "Leave her alone, you rotten old pig!." he
shrilled. "It's her dog, and they're ny puppies —and we're keeping them so
there!™

A long arm shot out, and the big man dragged Gince out frombehind Enmie's
skirts. Much as the boy wiggled and cursed, he could not escape fromthe
bruising grip of those strong fingers. Jarvas's eyes were glinting with anger
"It's all right, son." The snmpooth, deep voice was firmand reassuring. "Jarvas —
is this really necessary?"

Jarvas let go of the boy and turned to confront the man with silver-gold hair
who had wal ked up behind him his booted feet silent in the snow earth of the
stockade. "You have no right, Benziorn —" the big nman began angrily—-but the
other took himby the armand dragged hi m out of earshot.

Gince |ooked up at Enmie. To his astonishnent, her |lips were crooked in a
smle. "Benziorn is a good physician," she told the boy, "and we need hi m here.
I f anyone can persuade Jarvas to change his mnd, he can."

Gince watched the two nen tal king, their heads cl ose together, and bit his lip
anxiously. dad as he'd been of Benziorn's intervention, he only hoped that the
physi cian woul d be able to sway Jarvas in favor of his puppies. It |ooked as

t hough Emmi e was thinking the sane. Kneeling, she put her arns around the
thick-ruffed neck of the white dog. "It's all right," the boy heard her nutter
to the animal, "You'll have a hone with ne whatever Jarvas says!"

After what seened an age to Grince, Jarvas stanped off across the stockade,
grunmbling, while Benziorn returned to the waiting pair with a wy shake of his
head

she said tightly, "if we aren't wel cone here

"At least | still retain sone powers of persuasion! Really, if you weren't such
a good assistant . . ."the physician said to Emmie in nock scol ding tones
"Beni zorn, how can | thank you?" Emmie replied gratefully. " | had expected

Jarvas to be awkward but.."

Don't blanme himtoo harshly, Emm e.
other worries today, to be concerned about one stray dog. He -
"I't's not just one stray dog!" Gince piped up indignantly. "Wat about mny
bl oody puppi es?"

The physician sighed. " Jarvas has too many

"Grince!." Emmie scolded. "W're going to have to do sonethi ng about your

| anguage! "

"What | anguage?" the boy replied innocently.

Benzi orn squatted beside him frowning. "I think you know what bl oody | anguage,
you little wetch! Well, Jarvas doesn't allow swearing here—especially not in

front of ladies |ike Emrie. So you'd better apol ogize to her—er she m ght just
deci de to take those puppies back!"

He | ooked so ferocious that Gince gul ped nervously. "I —<+'msorry, Enmie," he
said in a small and subdued voi ce.

"That's better!" Benziorn smiled and ruffled his hair. "Now, let's go and get



those pups of yours settled. Wiile we still have tinme." He said the |ast words
in such a quiet, worried voice that the excited boy barely heard them

Leaving Emm e—after all, it was her fault—to cope with Tilda's hysterics on
bei ng presented with the five puppies, Jarvas crossed the echoi ng warehouse and
| ooked broodingly down at the injured trooper who had caused so nuch trouble.
"You know, our mysterious stranger's head wound may be nore serious than | had

t hought. He shoul d have regai ned consci ousness by now. "

"I's this your day for sneaking up on ne?" Jarvas shapped—but his irritati on was
danpened by the sight of the physician's haggard face and worried frown. For the
first tinme since the big man had known him Benziorn was sober. "Is it really so
serious?" Jarvas asked, feeling suddenly cold. "By all the Gods, if |'ve gone
and put everyone into danger to save him and then he dies on us . "

The physician knelt by his patient. "Hi s pulse seens a little stronger," he said
hopefully. "Maybe it's just his age, and bl ood | oss—not to nention bei ng haul ed
about outside in that raw cold!" Scranbling to his feet, he put a hand on
Jarvas's arm "Can | hel p?" he said quietly.

"Hel p? How?" The big man's voice was raw with bitterness. "I've bollixed things
up good and proper, Benziorn! Just look at this lot! Wiat's going to happen to
them when the soldiers cone? So far, we've escaped nmuch official attention—what
do we have, that anyone should want to bother us? But now?" H's armswept out to
enconpass his ragged little band of destitute Nexians, "It's only a matter of
time before Pendral's troopers find out who | aml A face like mine is pretty
recogni zabl e! "

"And it's a short step fromthere, for themto treat this place as a hive of

di ssensi on—and we know what that means!" Benziorn gave Jarvas a very straight

| ook, "My friend, | think we should prepare to evacuate."

The big man flinched from Benziom s words. "But " H's protest subsided as the
physi ci an rai sed an eyebrow,

"You're right, | know we should," Jarvas sighed, "I'mnot that daft! But to see
the ruination of it all " He | ooked agai n across the noisy, crowded, snoky
hal | —at the huddled old folk, enjoying the first food and shelter and security
that they had known in a long tine; at the little ones who played between the
fires; their present freedomfromfilth, starvation, and disease giving themthe
energy to get under everyone's feet with their riotous ganes. Wuld this be the
end of Vannor's dream and his own? Not while Jarvas had a breath left in his
body! Determ ned now, he turned back to Benziorn, "There is," he said quietly,
"anot her alternative, | could give nyself up,"

"No, you fool! You can't do that!" Benziorn, his eyes wide with alarm caught
Jarvas's armas though to detain himby main force. "Wat about Tilda? Wat
about the stranger you took such risks to save? Pendral nust know you weren't
alone in what you did!" His fingers pressed painfully into the big man's arm
"Jarvas—they' || torture you to find out the whereabouts of the others—and in the
end, you'll have no alternative but to betray them Believe ne, what you're
suggesti ng sol ves nothing!"

"Curse it-what can | do, then?" Jarvas shouted.

"Folk can't |eave Nexis wi thout perm ssion these days—shall | just cast ny
peopl e back out into the sluns?"

"They may be safer there than here, for the tine being," Benziorn rem nded him
gently. "Once this trouble has died down, it may be possible for themto return
—but | think you nust tell themto start packing up their belongings now If the
need should arise, they nust be ready to |eave. | would also |look to the
fortification of your stockade, and send the nore sensibl e youngsters out into
the surrounding streets, to give us early warning of the approach of soldiers.
Then, after dark tonight, it may be wise to start noving your people out of
here. "

Jarvas knew t he physician was right. But never, since his childhood, had he been
so close to weeping. It was not |ong, however, before Benziorn's precautions
turned out to be needed. By nightfall, there were soldiers at the gate.

Guards, dressed in the achingly famliar livery of the Garrison, dragged Vannor
up the spiral tower staircase, their booted feet striking harsh echoes fromthe



cold, hard marble. But even the stairwell was so nuch warner than the chil
outside . . . The nerchant felt hinmself sinking into a drowsy oblivion, and
fought to clear his mnd, to stay alert, to struggle—but his |inbs were bound,
and too nunb, in any case, to obey him He was utterly hel pl ess—and back in
M at han's power.
Vannor was taken to M athan's chanbers and forced down to his knees on the rich
crimson carpet. Waving the guards aside, the Archmage stood in silence, |ooking
down at the merchant with the glittering, expressionless gens that were his
eyes. Vannor shuddered. M athan's face had altered—the harsh hauteur of his
former days had been recarved into deeper |lines of bhitterness and cruelty. The
skin on his masklike face was waxen and unhealthy, and twisted into livid scars
around his gutted eyes. Only his claw i ke hands, rubbing and withing agai nst
one another, betrayed his glee. The nmerchant knew fear, the like of which he had
never before experienced, not even the Waith that had slain Forral had filled
himw th such terror, which nocked at hope and drai ned his courage as though the
|'ifebl ood were being | eeched fromhis very veins.
"So," M athan whi spered. "I have you at |ast."
"You won't have nme |ong, you bastard!" Vannor spat at the Archnage's feet.
"Vannor, you would be anusing, were you not pitiful," the Archmage nocked him
"You are correct, however; your presence will not plague ne long. In your case,
the end will conme nmuch sooner than you think—for who will help you now?" He
smled coldly. "Here we are, back where we started—but there is no Forral to
help you this time, and no Aurian to interfere! Your friends fromthe Garrison
are scattered or dead. You have no one, Vannor. No one but me. And before | am
done, you will beg for death a thousand tinmes. But first, | shall require sone
answer s—such as the nanes of your conpani ons, and where they are hiding."
The hissing voice, the glittering, nalevolent eyes, struck chills through
Vannor. The nerchant gritted his teeth and closed his eyes, but he could not
shut out Mathan's insidious, gloating voice that turned himsick to his sou
with loathing. The worst of his horror was not for his own fate—that (he
prom sed hinself, and tried hard to believe it) he could stand. But he knew t hat
sooner or later, he would tell the Archnmage everything he wanted to know.
Vannor shuddered. Blinded by his love for his daughter, he had betrayed his
friends. Mortal nen he could deal with, but this nonster wi el ded powers that
went far beyond Vannor's worst inaginings. A wave of nausea overwhel ned himas
he remenbered the hideous creature that had slain his old friend Forral, and
only the stubborn core of courage that had supported hi mthroughout a rough,
hard |ife kept his linbs fromtrenbling. Saving a mracle, his life could be
measured in days, at nost. And Vannor knew that those few days woul d be very
bad, indeed.
Nonet hel ess, he intended to go down fighting. Scowling, he |looked up into
M at han' s expressionl ess eyes. "Wiy?" he grated. "You're the bl oody Archnmage!
You know full well that you could pick whatever information you wanted out of ny
mnd as easily as picking up a piece of fruit fromthat bow over there. In fact
." Anot her shudder convulsed him "In fact, you nmay have already done it." Was
it true? Was it? Taking a ragged breath, he tried to control his racing
thoughts. "So why are you threatening me with torture?"
"For revenge." Mathan's smle rem nded Vannor of the snarling wolf that he had
seen so long ago in the Valley. "Revenge for all those years of being bal ked,
hi ndered, and opposed on the Council. And your suffering will be far greater
when you hear the words that betray your conpani ons comng fromyour own
| i ps—and know that you have failed them"
Again, the wolfish grin. "But there is nore to it than revenge, ny dear Vannor,
Consi der the sources of nmgical power. Abandoning the Mages' Code has brought ne
certain...opportunities. Bear in mnd, when you are dying in tornent, that your
terror, your agony and anguish, will all be serving to fuel ny nmagic and
i ncrease ny power."
Wth that, he Iifted his hand. Every nerve and nuscle in Vannor's body went into
spasm as a bolt of agony consuned the nerchant's spine like white fire. Vannor
toppled like a falling tree, withing on the crinson carpet as his spine arced



backward |i ke a tensioned bow. Though he bit his tongue to keep from crying out,
the last thing he heard, as his senses left him were his own agoni zed cri es.

Chapter 16
A Shadow on t he Roof

As Yazour slowly recovered fromhis wounds, his lessons in the speech of the
Xandi m continued. It was not so difficult as he had expected, for he already
knew a little of the | anguage—had been taught it, as all Xiang's officers had,
to equip himfor his scouting expeditions to raid the Xandi m studs. There were
certain simlar roots shared by the two tongues, which made the | earning easier
Besides that, the two nen had only each other for conpany, they had nothing el se
to do but tal k—and each of themwas bursting with curiosity as to what the other
was doing in this bleak and | onely place.

After several frustrating days, Yazour nmanaged, in halting Xandimthat relied
heavily on both mne and pictures scratched with a charred stick fromthe fire
on the snmooth stone floor of the cavern, to explain that he and his conpani ons
were fugitives fleeing the wath of the KhazalimKing—and that their captor who
occupi ed the tower was Xiang's son. On hearing this news, Schiannath grew
excited, and broke into a torrential spate of Xandimthat |eft Yazour conpletely
at a loss. After a good deal of repetition, and many attenpts to get his strange
conpanion to slow down a little, the warrior finally understood that Schiannath
too was an outlaw in exile fromhis people, though the nature of the
Horse-lord' s crine remai ned uncl ear

Yazour suspected that Schiannath was being deliberately vague on this point, and
it gave himsonme uneasy nonents, until he renenbered that this man had rescued

him fed him and tended his wounds. After all, Yazour reflected, | never told
himwhy we were forced to flee the Khisu. Schiannath nmay be thinking just as
badly of nme—yet still he shows ne unstinting care! It was a sobering thought.

Once the outl aw had di scovered that Yazour was an exile |ike hinself,

Schi annath's manner thawed toward Yazour a great deal, and despite his own
hostility, the young warrior found hinself responding in kind. Though the ghost
of his slain father would occasionally rise in his mind to berate himfor
befriendi ng an eneny, making himsullen and taciturn for a tine, the | evel headed
Yazour could not help but realize that this fornmer foe had proved a better
friend than Harihn's soldiers, those erstwhile conpani ons who had dealt himthe
wounds that Schiannath was doing his best to heal. For Yazour's recovery was not
straightforward. Sonetines, when his wounds flared into fever, Schiannath would
m X soot hing poultices and cool his burning face with icy water; sonetinmes when
the bruise on his forehead throbbed, the Xandi mwould give himinfusions of
herbs to still the pain. And at these tines, Yazour's confusion becane so great
that the young warrior felt as though his head—er naybe his heart—waas
threatening to break apart.

Yet the deepest part of Yazour's anguish was not for hinmself but for the
conpani ons he had left behind in the tower when he fled. Wiat had happened to
Aurian and Anvar? What of Bohan, and Eliizar and Nereni ? What had become of
Shia, all alone in this wintry waste? And worst of all, why was he stranded here
on his back, helpless as an upturned turtle, when he should be out there hel ping
t hen?

As the days progressed, the warrior's frustration festered within him H s outer
hurts were nmending slowy, but the wounds to his spirit grew ever worse. Yazour
grew terse and fractious, |lacking the words and the inclination to explain to
Schi annath that his anger was turned upon hinself. The fragile bond of trust
that had been grow ng between hinself and the Xandi m was strained to breaking
poi nt, and Yazour even resented Schiannath's hurt and bewi | dered expression as
he tried to answer his conpanion's unspoken needs, and was rebuffed again and
agai n.

Matters finally canme to a head between the two nen on a wild and bitter night,
while the latest in a | ong succession of vicious blizzards was venting its

spl een on the surroundi ng nountains. Schiannath | ay sl eeping near his bel oved
mare, but Yazour was tossing in the grip of a grimand stubborn wakeful ness that



refused to yield and let himrest. Al his thoughts were of his |ost conpanions;
he was tornented by bl oodcurdling visions of his friends being tortured and
broken within the tower, of Aurian being used and nmanhandl ed by the Prince.

Al at once, it was too nuch for the warrior's guilty spirit to bear. "Reaper
take me—+ can lie here no longer!" he nuttered. "I nust overcone this weakness,
and make nyself strong enough to rise!" The tim ng was ideal —Schi annath was

sl eeping deeply. If Yazour was quiet, he could get hinself up and noving before
t he Xandi m becane aware of what he was doing and tried to stop him

Yazour sat up, catching his breath against the stab of pain fromthe arrow wound
in his shoulder. But it was better, he pronised hinself—-a nere few days ago, he
woul d not have been able to nove that armat all! As he waited for the pain to
subsi de to a background t hrobbing, Yazour |ooked around the cave, seeking
sonething to support the weight of his injured leg. H's sword had been his
ori gi nal thought—but Schiannath had prudently hidden all the weapons away beyond
his reach. H's plan seened dooned to failure—but the young warrior had no
intentions of giving up so easily. The wall of the cave was sufficiently rough
and broken to provide himw th handholds . . . Yazour reached out with his
unwounded arm took a firmgrip on a solid-I|ooking projection—-and began to pul

hi nsel f slowy up.

Reaper's mercy! | had no idea it would hurt like this! Yazour clung to the stone
as the chanber whirled dizzily around him Sweat flooded his face and dri pped
stinging into his eyes. The weak nuscles of his wounded thigh were a knot of
scream ng agony. "Curse you for a whining weakling," he goaded hinself. "Call
yourself a warrior? You, the only hope of your poor friends!." denching his
teeth, he let go his handhold, and tried to shuffle forward.

One step . . . Two . . . The wounded | eg gave way as though the bones had turned
to water. The world tilted crazily—+turned upside down before Yazour could catch
hi s bal ance. He was sprawing on the floor of the cave, one hand in the
scattered enmbers of the fire. He snatched it back with a shriek of shock and
pai n, but his clothes were burning in a score of places. The horses screaned in
panic, pulling at their tethers, then Schiannath was there, wld-eyed and
furious, shouting profanities in the Xandimtongue. He pulled the warrior out of
danger, and flung the contents of his waterskin over both Yazour and his

snmol deri ng beddi ng. The fire went out in a choking cloud of snoke and ash, and
the cave was plunged into darkness.

The warrior heard the click of flint oniron. Atiny flane blooned Iike a flower
on the end of a torch, and bl ossonmed to illuminate the snudged and waxen face of
Schi annat h. The Xandi m wedged the torch in a crack in the rock and scranbl ed
over to Yazour, slipping a little on the slick and nuddy fl oor

"Fool! You were not ready!" Schiannath propped the trenbling warrior in his
arnms. "Are you much hurt?"

Yazour turned his head away fromthe Xandim and sobbed as though his heart were
br eaki ng.

It took Schiannath a long tinme to restore order to the weckage in the cavern
Yazour, wapped in dry wol fskins, and sipping one of the Xandi m s pai n-ease

i nfusions, could do nothing to help him The young warrior, burning with

hum |iation, had reached the depths of wretchedness. Wiat use was he, crippled
like this! He had even becone a plague and a burden to the nan who'd saved his
|ifel He avoided Schiannath's eyes, not knowi ng what to say.

Eventually, he felt a gentle touch on his shoul der. Looking around, Yazour saw
that the floor had been nopped cl ean, and the mended fire burned brightly. A new
pot of snow was nelting nearby, next to a bubbling pot of broth |eft over from
their last neal. Schiannath, drawn and weary, sat beside him holding out a cup
of the savory, steanming liquid. "Conme," the Xandimsaid softly. "Tal k. Wat is
this great need, that you nust wal k too soon?"
Yazour took a deep breath. "My friends in the tower,'
hurt, or even dead. | nust know . "

Schi annat h nodded gravely. "I understand your torment. | should have thought of
this sooner—but why did you not speak before? Set your mnd at rest, Yazour. |
will go nyself, tonmorrow night, and bring you news of your friends."

he said. "They may be



"Here nowtet ne take that," said Jharav.

Wth relief, Nereni surrendered the heavy basket, woven fromw thies that this
same man, who was now captain of the troops in Yazour's place, had gathered for
her fromthe outskirts of the coppice. O all Harihn's guards, Jharav had been
the nost kind and hel pful, keeping herself and Aurian well supplied with
firewood and nelting bow after bow of snowto | et them bathe. Nereni felt
sure, now, that his conscience nust be troubling him At first, she had despised
Jharav as deeply as she did the rest of Harihn's nen, but as the days of her

i mpri sonment had passed, her resentnent of the stocky, grizzled soldier had been
wearing away until she no longer saw himin the sane Iight as the rest of the
prince's troop. Jharav was a decent man—and Nereni suspected that he had thrown
his wei ght behind Aurian's persistent canpaign to et her tend to Eliizar and
the others. Some four days ago, Harihn had finally given in, and Nereni's heart
had been eased, a little, by the daily contact with her husband. She felt that
she owed Jharav a debt of thanks

Jharav lifted the basket as though it were filled with feathers, and | ooked at
her handiwork with an approving eye. "This is a fine piece of work," he told
her. "Your husband nust be nost appreciative of your skills!"

"My husband will be nore appreciative of the stewif he gets the chance to eat
it hot!" Nereni snapped. Kindness was one thing, but this anounted to
flirtation! The little woman was breathl ess with indignation. Wiy, this man had
a wife at hone!

Jharav chuckl ed. "Consider me chastened, Lady." He sounded conpletely
unrepentant. Taki ng her el bow, he hel ped her to descend the slick and narrow
stairway that twi sted down into the tower's roots.

The iron-bound door creaked slowy open, and a pale, ragged figure burrowed out
of the pile of furs in the corner like a sand rat emerging fromits hole.
"Eliizar!" Nereni flew across the filthy floor to enbrace her husband. Her heart
seenmed to catch in her throat as she felt the bony ridges of his ribs beneath
his tattered shirt. "But he's recovering now," she told herself firmy. "Each
day, since they let nme visit him his wounds are getting better."

"Nereni —are you wel|l?" Eliizar held her out at arm s |ength, peering anxiously
into her face.

Though she really wanted to bury her head in his shoul der and weep, Neren
forced herself to be brave for him "I amwell, my dear." From sonewhere, she
found a smle. "And Aurian is also well, and grow ng bigger by the day!"

She knew what he woul d ask next, and dreaded the question. Wiy nust he torture
hi msel f so? she wondered

"I's there any news of Yazour?" the swordsnan asked softly. Nereni shook her
head, not trusting her voice at the sight of the hurt on his face. He had | oved
Yazour like a son. By the Reaper, it tore Nereni's heart to see him so unnanned
by grief !

"Cone," she said firmy. She took his armand | ed himback to his nest of furs.
"Come, Eliizar, eat sone stew "

As Nereni checked Eliizar's wound, a |ong shallow slice across the nuscles of
his belly, and applied salve and fresh bandages, she thanked the Reaper for the
furs. She reflected, as she pulled bow s and spoons and the covered pot of stew
fromher basket, that undoubtedly these pelts had saved the lives of the two nen
in the danp and freezing dungeon. The Wnged Fol k had brought themtwo or three
days after the conpani ons had been captured, when she had conplained to the
Prince that the tower roomwas too cold for Aurian. But when the dark, |uxuriant
furs had arrived, Nereni's blood had turned to ice, and she wi shed, on the
Reaper's nercy, that she had never spoken. These were the pelts of great cats
just like Shia! Quickly she tried to keep the Mage from seeing them but she was
too | ate.

Aurian had flown into a rage so terrible that Nereni had expected her to go into
early | abor on the spot. She had flown at Harihn with such viol ence that though
she had been arnmed with nothing but her bare hands, it had taken several of his
guards to restrain her—and not before she had inflicted sone telling injuries on
t hem

At the sight of those accursed pelts, sonething had broken within the Mge.



Since that dreadful first night of their capture, she had remained as cool and
firmas a bastion of stone, and Nereni had drawn inspiration from her courage.
But after the furs had conme, the little woman had been kept awake all night |ong
by the stormof Aurian's bitter, heartbroken weeping.

Ner eni bl anmed hersel f. She had gathered every single fur and brought them down
here to Eliizar and Bohan, and the incident had never been referred to again.
The foll owi ng day, Aurian had been pale, but stern of face and cal mas ever. But
now, when Nereni |ooked at her, she saw an extra shadow of pain behind the
Mage' s eyes —and knew that she herself had put it there.

Once she was satisfied that Eliizar had mastered his enptions and was eati ng,
she di shed out another bow of stew and took it over to where the eunuch huddl ed
m serably beneath his own pile of furs. He had not been able to cone to

her +hose unspeakabl e brutes, afraid of his trenendous strength, had fettered
himto aring in the wall with | ong but heavy chains. He had remai ned unscat hed
fromthe fighting, barring the many brui ses where they had beaten hi m down at
last, but his wists, as thick as Nereni's arm above the el bow, had been chafed
and scored by the heavy manacl es, where he had tried desperately to pull hinself
free. Due to the danp and dirty conditions in the dungeon, they were now a
putrid nass of festering sores,

Bohan's plunp face was gray now, and hol | ow cheeked. Though he still had his
enornous frame, he had | ost so nuch weight that his wasted flesh seened to hang
fromhis bones like a beggar's suit of rags. Though the eunuch's hurts had been
| ess serious than those of Eliizar, he |looked in a far worse state. Nereni knew
why —she had seen this sane thing happen to prisoners within the arena. Chai ned
and hel pless, feeling that he had failed his bel oved Aurian, Bohan had sinply
lost the will to live.

Thanki ng the Reaper that the Mage had been spared fromseeing her friend in this
appal ling state, Nereni |let himhave his stew first—-how coul d she refuse him
poor man? Wile he ate, she conforted himw th news and nessages from Auri an,
whi ch seenmed to cheer hima little. Then, gritting her teeth, she bent herself
to the nauseating task of cleaning his sores.

It hurt himdreadfully, Nereni saw the pain in the rigid set of the eunuch's
face and the roll of his eyes; yet he sat there suffering patiently, and neither
flinched nor noved until she had finished. What nust it be like, Neren

wondered, to be in such pain and be denied the rel ease of crying out?
Nonet hel ess, she forced herself to be thorough. By the tine she had finished,
and was bandagi ng the |acerated wists as best she coul d beneath the nanacl es,
bot h she and Bohan wer e shaki ng.

Ner eni | ooked coldly at Jharav, who had been standing on guard by the door al
this tinme, watching without saying a word. "You are cruel, to fetter him See
this," she snapped. "How will he ever heal, with these iron bands that chafe and
infect his hurts?"

Hari hn's captain could not neet her eyes. "Lady, take your anger to the Prince,
for this was not nmy doing," he said abruptly. He bit his lip, and gl anced
uneasily at Eliizar. "For nmy part, | agree with you," he nurnmured, "But if |
value ny life, there is nothing I can do, and you nust not expect it of ne."
"Conme, Nereni, he is right," Eliizar put in harshly. "You cannot blane the man
for following orders—er if you do, you nust also take the blane with ne, for al
the atrocities that were conmitted in the Arena, to those poor wetches under
our care."

Ner eni shuddered, and turned away.

Wil e Nereni was visiting Eliizar and Bohan down in the cranped little dungeon
that was carved into the foundations of the tower, Aurian was neking the nost of
her absence to take sone wel cone air on the roof. Usually, the little woman's
protests about the state of the | adder was enough to deter the Mage from
clinmbing up here, but she had reached the point, she felt, where one nore day
spent |ooking at the walls of that dingy, cranped little chanber would send her
right over the into raving insanity,

Aurian sat, wapped in cloak and bl anket, beside the parapet of the tower,
letting the crunbling wall shield her fromthe worst of the wind. Every once in



a while, when she was tired of her thoughts, she would peer through a dip in the
crenellations at the uninspiring vista bel ow Though no sunset had been visible
t hrough the heavy clouds, the light was fading rapidly, flattening the sweeping
sl opes and shadowed crags until it | ooked as though a gigantic sheet of dirty
gray linen had been draped over the world.

It had been many days since the Mage's capture—fifteen, sixteen, nore, she

t hought, she could no | onger be sure. Aurian had never felt so desperate and
hel pl ess —ot even when she had been recovering fromthe wounds she had received
in the Arena, and had been unable to go in search of Anvar. Even then, though
she had been constrained by her wounds, at |east Harihn had been searchi ng!

The thought of the Prince fueled Aurian's anger. That treacherous bastard! she

t hought. That nonunmental fool! | should have stuck a knife in himback then,
when | had the opportunity, and taken nmy chances! The Mage fought agai nst an
overwhel mi ng wave of despair. Wiy did he do it? she thought. Wy did he betray
us? | saved his life when his father woul d have killed him Wat did | do to
make himturn against ne |like this?

Yet deep in Aurian's heart, buried am d her raging resentnment, there |urked a
shred of pity for Harihn. He had made his choice, had succunmbed to M athan's

bl andi shnment s—and now, in a way, he was as nmuch a prisoner as she. Had it not
been for her own desperate situation, and that of Anvar and her child, Aurian

m ght al nost have pitied him As it was, however, she wanted to tear out his
beating heart with her bare hands, and stuff it down his throat.

The Mage wi shed that she knew what had happened to those of her conpani ons who
were mssing; to Shia on her long and | onely journey—eh Gods, how Aurian's heart
had turned over when she had seen those accursed pelts! The thought that one of

them m ght have bel onged to her friend . . , But that was nonsense, she told
herself firmy. If Shia had been slain, Harihn woul d never have been able to
resi st bragging about it! She thought of Yazour. Was he even still alive? And
Anvar, inprisoned in the Ctadel of Aerillia . . . The Mage crammed her knuckl es

into her nmouth, and bit hard to keep back tears. Ch Anvar, she thought. How I

m ss you! And to nake matters worse, though she had cudgel ed her brains through
every sl eepl ess night since she'd been taken prisoner, she had been unable to
come up with a suitable plan to save Anvar, her child, or herself.

The Mage froze, as the thoughts of her child intruded into her mind. Even after

all this tine, it still startled her, and she was both al arnmed and di smayed to
find that her despairing thoughts were causing himdistress.
Aurian sighed. "Dearest, I'mall right." She sent out thoughts of |ove and

reassurance, but at the same tine, her mnd was racing. As the time for his
birth drew nearer, her son's thoughts were growi ng stronger and nore

articul ate—and unfortunately, nore perceptive to the turnoil of her own

enoti ons.

Aurian frowned. What could she say to hinf? How could she explain, in ternms he
coul d understand, why her thoughts held so nuch pain these days? Though she knew
that he had access to her enpbtions, she had always tried to shield her nobst
private thoughts fromthe child. Had the little wetch been eavesdroppi ng?

Goodness, she thought, | have to be nore careful in future,

Aurian wondered if this close nmental |ink would continue to exist after her son
was born. Less than a moon now, she thought, and I'lIl be able to hold himin ny
arms. Me, a nother! Dear Gods, | don't think I'lIl ever get used to the idea!

Less than a nmoon now, and you won't have the chance to hold him she reninded
herself, if you don't stop daydreaning and conme up with a plan to save him

What was that? Aurian tensed, hearing a new sound, from sonewhere close at hand,
above the wind' s thin whine, A scratching and a scrabbling that could only be
the scrape of |eather boots agai nst stone, followed by the spatter of falling
pebbl es and a muffled curse. The Mage drew in a sharp, hissing breath. Soneone
was clinbing the outside of the tower!

Dusk was falling fast now, In the last remaining light, Aurian saw a huff of
steaning breath rise above the parapet. Hastily, she rose to her feet and edged
back toward the trapdoor—then cursed herself for a fool. Woever was trying to
sneak into the tower was hardly likely to be any friend of Harihn's, or the
Archmage, For an instant, Aurian's heart leapt in an absurd and desperate hope.



Anvar! Coul d he have sonehow escaped? "Don't be ridicul ous," her compn sense
told her. "Anvar is too valuable as a hostage to have escaped wi thout ai d-and
it's too soon for Shia to have reached hinm." Aurian frowned. Could it be
Yazour? Her heart |leapt at the thought, but nonethel ess, the Mage had no weapon
to hand, and because of the need to protect her child, hand-to-hand fighting was
out of the question. It would pay her to be circunspect. Silent as a ghost,
Aurian slunk behind the tottering stack that housed the tower's crunbling flues.
@ ad of the conforting warnth of the rough stones beneath her ice-cold hands,
she peered out, round the corner, at the deserted stretch of parapet.

Aurian thanked all the Gods that her night vision, along with her Mage's

know edge of tongues, were the only powers that had not deserted her in her
pregnancy. The roof was shrouded in night's shadow-and then suddenly a darker
shadow det ached itself fromthe gl oom and dropped lightly down fromthe parapet.
Aurian stiffened. A single glance at the man's steal thy, skul king novenents told
her that he was not one of Harihn's people. Tallish, though not as tall as
herself, he had a |lithe, wiry body and dark silver-shot hair that fell in curls
around his shoulders and glinted in the faint snowglinmer, for the white drifts
that spread across the | andscape for mles around the tower prevented the night
fromevergrow ng conpletely dark.

The Mage watched with increasing curiosity, barely daring to breathe, as he
crept toward the trapdoor and knelt to peer down into the chanber that was her
prison. He would find it dark and enpty, Aurian knew, for she had forgotten to
light a torch before com ng up here, and Nereni was still belowwth Eliizar

The man paused, his head cocked, listening for the sound of voices bel ow. "Lady
Aurian?" he called softly. "Lady, are you there?" Again, the voice called
softly. "Do not fear me—+ cone fromyour friend Yazour."

Swift and silent, the Mage | eft her hiding place, and approached himfrom
behind. "I'm Aurian. Who the bl azes are you?" she hi ssed.

The man leapt up with a startled oath, and Aurian hushed himhastily. Before he
could grope for his sword, she had seized himby the el bow and dragged himinto
the shadowed | ee of the chimey stack. Still firmy holding his arm she used
her night vision to peer closely into his face. It was not a face to inspire
trust in a stranger. It was angul ar, bony, and unshaven, with a jutting nose and
crinkled crow s-feet at the corners of the hooded |ight gray eyes, which were
staring wide with shock as he tried to see her in what to hi mwas darkness.
Absurdly, Aurian found her nmouth twitching in its first smle in many days. Dear
Gods, she thought-no wonder he | ooks as though he'd seen a ghost! |f soneone had

crept up on ne like that.."I"'msorry," she told him surprised to hear the alien
sound of yet another |anguage com ng out of her nouth, "I didn't nmean to startle
you, | am Aurian,"

"Goddess be praised,"” the man breathed, "My name . . ." For a nonent he

hesitated. "My nane is Schiannath, Yazour sent ne to aid you, if I can."
"Yazour is all right?" The weight of Aurian's worries suddenly grew lighter.
"Wbunded, but recovering," Schiannath told her gravely. "The Goddess herself
told nme to help him | found himin the pass—he was being attacked by a great
cat, and—"

Aurian was suddenly seized with a delightful notion. "Did the Goddess sound,
wel |l ...nore irascible than you had i magi ned she woul d?" she interrupted

The man frowned, "Wy, indeed she did! But how did you know? Does she talk to
you al so, Lady?"

"You might say that,"” Aurian said wyly, She swallowed a chuckle, | wonder how
Shi a managed that? she thought.

To the Mage's astoni shnent, Schiannath dropped to his knees. "Lady, indeed you
are blessed!" he said, "In ny land, we revere those who are with child as the
speci al chosen of the Goddess Iscalda. | swear nyself to your protection, for
this nust truly be what the Goddess intended for ne, when she nade ne save
Yazour!" He hesitated. "But how may | aid you. Lady? | can scarcely fight a
tower full of guards, but maybe if you were able to clinb down . . ."He | ooked
doubtfully at Aurian's rounded shape.

"No, | can't," the Mage said quickly. "One of ny conpanions is being held



host age el sewhere, and if | escape just now, he will surely die. But there is
one thing you can do, Schiannath, that would help nme enornmously. Do you have a
weapon you could I end me? A knife, maybe? Sonething that could easily be

hi dden?"

"Of course!." Schiannath pulled a | ong, slender dagger fromhis belt. As she
took it fromhim a thrill of excitenent passed through Aurian. At |ast she was
no | onger unarmed and hel pl ess! When her child was born, she could protect him
"Schiannath," she said gravely, "I can't thank you enough for this. But where is
Yazour? Are his wounds too bad to let himclinmb? Can you give hima nessage from
me?"

"That nmuch | can do." Schiannath said eagerly. "He was desperate to come to you,
to the point of endangering his healing—so | offered to cone in his place, and
take back news of you, if | could.”

Ch Gods! Aurian thought, | wonder how nuch of the Xandi m|anguage Yazour can
speak? 1'l1 wager this poor man hasn't the slightest idea what he's getting
hi msel f into!

The Xandi m nmi ght have been reading her mind, "It still seens a miracle," he

sai d. "Yazour pronised nme that you could speak ny tongue, but he | acked the
words to explain, and | regret to say that | did not believe him Lady, the

|Ii kes of you has never been anpong the Xandi m —that nuch | know How cane you to
be fluent in our |anguage?"

The Mage bit her lip, renmenbering the Khazalimdistrust of sorcerers. Wre the
Xandi mthe sanme? If she told himthe truth, would she alienate this unexpected
benefactor? "Tell the truth," some inner instinct pronpted her. "If you lie,
he's bound to know-and that will damage his trust in you just as nuch as the

ot her."

Aurian took a deep breath. "Schiannath . . . Do you renenber that you swore to
protect me? Does that oath hold good, no nmatter what | am about to say to you?"
"Lady, you ask a great deal. How can | answer you, on sonething | have not yet
heard?" He hesitated. "Yet | gave ny oath—-and | do have some shreds of honor
left, no matter what sone may say! Besides, the Goddess spoke to ne. | know she
wanted nme to help you, one of her chosen! Say on w thout fear. \Wat dreadfu
secret can it be, that causes you such hesitation?"

Aurian |l ooked himin the eye. "I know your |anguage because | ama sorcerer."
She stopped speaking abruptly, and frowned. The word that had | eft her nouth
bore little simlarity to the Khazali mword "sorcerer,”" and had a slightly
different nmeaning. It had conme out as sonething that she could only translate as
"W ndeye." What the blazes did that nean?

Schi annath's face brightened with conprehensi on-he nade a strangl ed sound deep
in his throat, and Aurian, to her dismay, saw his face light up with joy. "A

W ndeye! Bl essed Goddess! Now | conprehend your plan! OCh, thank you! Thank you!"
To Aurian, his delight seemed out of all proportion, and the Mage's heart sank
within her. Ch no, she thought. Dear Gods, please don't |et him be another one

| i ke Raven, who needs ny powers to help him This is just too cruel

"Wait," she told himsoftly. "How rmuch of our story has Yazour told you?"

Schi annath shook his head. "Little, in truth. He is learning ny | anguage, but as

yet he lacks the words, | was hoping that you night nmake things clear for ne.
Lady. "
"Yes." Aurian sighed. "I think |I should. You have a right to know what you're

getting yourself into," She sat down, her back propped agai nst the warm st ones
of the chimey, and pull ed her ragged bl anket nore cl osely around her shoul ders.
"Well," she said doggedly, "this is howit goes ..."

Though the hours that stretched by until Schiannath's return were the | ongest
Yazour had ever spent, the Xandinis news, on his return, nore than made up for
the wait. Aurian was unharmed—for the present at least—and it was plain that
Schi annath had fallen under the Mage's spell, Yazour thought wyly. The Warri or
had never seen his rescuer so excited. dad as he was, however, to hear that
Aurian was safe and well, the renminder of the Xandims tale filled Yazour with
alarm Shia nmissing!. Raven a traitor! Eliizar and Bohan hurt and i nprisoned!
Anvar a captive of the Wnged Fol k! Before Schiannath had fini shed speaki ng,
Yazour was | ooking for a way to get to his feet, and dermandi ng his sword.



"No." Schi annath, shaking his head, was hol ding himdown with gentle insistence.
"Aurian says we wait."

"Wai t ?" Yazour was appalled. "How can | wait, when ny friends are suffering!
They need hel p! Accursed fool —you m sunderstood her!" Only when he saw the bl ank
| ook on Schiannath's frowning face did the warrior realize that he had been
shouting in his own | anguage.

Schiannath's eyes glinted. "She says we wait. Wen the child comes—then we
fight!"™ H's voice had taken on an edge of stone, and his fingers dug into
Yazour's shoulder with bruising force. "Before you fight, you nust heal," he
added pointedly.

Rel uctantly, Yazour subsided. "How will we know when the babe is born?" he asked
sul l enly.

"Each day | will watch. She will signal—-a flane at the wi ndow. Then—ae nove!"
Hs eyes were alight with excitenent.

Yazour sighed. More waiting! But Aurian was right. They were badly out nunbered,
and if she waited for her powers to return, she would be able to fight. In the
meantinme, it seened, he nust school hinself to patience —and try to get back on
his feet as quickly as he coul d.

Chapter 17 The Chal |l enge

Parric was drunk again. He had reached the point in his drinking where he knew
he was drunk, but didn't care. It had been his only solace in the |ong, dul

days that had been crawling by, since the Wndeye had rescued himfromthe
mountain. Parric, sitting on a snow |og outside the great stone spire crowned
by Chi anh's Chanber of Wnds, |ooked over his shoul der at the | oom ng Wndvei
and shuddered, renenbering that nightmare descent. He had al ways thought hinself
tough enough to cope with any crisis, but he had never fought a mountain before.

Oh CGods, that journey . . . Struggling through the endl ess snow, burdened by a
dying old man, with the stormhunting at their heels, and his own constant fear
that those nonstrous cats mght be tracking them. . . Fighting fatigue and
frozen linbs, and the paral yzi ng consci ousness that one fal se step m ght nmean a
| et hal plunge over the edge of a precipice . . . "Dear Cods!" Parric nmuttered
thickly. "lIs it any wonder |'m drunk?"

For the first time in his life, the Caval rymaster had found hinmsel f unequal to
his situation, and he was taking it badly. "Wat am | doing here?" he nuttered,
for about the hundredth tine. "I'ma plain, honest fighting man, | anm give ne a
sword in ny hand, and a good horse under me and | can handl e anythi ng! But when
it comes to nountains and giant cats and hal f-blind spooks who talk to the wi nd,

and then turn into bl oody horses in front of your eyes . . ."He closed one eye
and squinted carefully and critically at the |l eather flask he was hol ding. "Not
that he's a bad little chap, m nd you—and he nakes bl oody good nead . . . A bit

sweet for my taste, but it has a kick Iike a warhorse! Maya woul d have liked it
And there, of course, lay the true reason for his drinking. Parric was honesick
for Nexis, as it once had been, and would never be again. He m ssed the
Garrison, and his responsibilities as an officer. He mssed using his skills,
and teaching themto new recruits. Mst of all, he nissed the conpanionship; the
rough-and-tunbl e of weapons practice; the conradeship of drills and patrols; the
drunken nights spent in the Invisible Unicorn with Maya, Forral —and Auri an.
Parric was drunk because he was angry, frustrated, and, at the nonent, hel pless.
Though he was terrified for Aurian's safety, and desperate to reach her, the
Caval rynmaster was forced to bide his time until the dark of the noon, as the

W ndeye had so poetically phrased it.

"Wait," Chianmh had counsel ed. "You cannot go al one, across the mountains. Only
wait until the time is right, and you can go to the aid of your friend with an
army of Xandi mat your back. | have a plan ..."

There was nothing wong with the plan, Parric conceded grudgingly. Well,
hopeful |y not. The Caval rynaster knew nothing of Xandi m customnms, and had been
forced to take Chianh's words on trust—as he had been forced to trust the

W ndeye' s assurance, gleaned fromhis Vision on the wi nds, that Aurian would be



found at the Tower of |ncondor

Despite his frustration, Parric found hinself grinning as he thought of Chianh's
pl an. By Chathak—the lad didn't |ack for nerve! The Caval rynaster recalled the
ni ght when he and the young W ndeye had sat discussing plans in Chianmh's cave at
the foot of the spire. (If you could call it a cave—+n Parric's experience, a
cave was a hole in a cliff, or a sheltered hollow in the rocks, not a place
where t he furnishings—bed, benches, and tabl e—had seem ngly grown out of the
living stone.) For sheer audacity, Chiamh's schenme had taken the

Caval ry-master's breath away.

"You cannot count on aid fromthe Xandim" the Wndeye had said, waving the nead
flask vaguely in Parric's direction. Hs large, shortsighted eyes had been
squinting slightly, with drunkenness. "Wile nmy folk are fierce and swift to
defend thensel ves agai nst the Khazal i m marauders, aggressi on has never been part
of our philosophy." Parric fielded the flask with practiced adroitness, and took
a long swig as Chiamh continued: "Frommny Vision of which | told you, | know
that your friends the Bright Ones nust be hel ped. There is but one way to force
the Xandimto fight for you—and that is to becone their |eader yourself."
"What ?" Parric choked on his drink, and spluttered. Blue flames shot high, as a
spray of nead hit the fire. Chianh thunped himhel pfully on the back. "When the
moon i s dark, you must challenge the Herdlord for |eadership, according to the
way of our tribe," he said. "There may be difficulties, of course, for you are
an outl ander, and not as we are—but our |aw states that anyone may chall enge,
and the wi nner must be accepted as | eader—dntil the next dark of the noon, at

| east, when he nay be chal |l enged again, by sone other. Until that tinme, his word
is law "

"But Chianh," Parric had protested, "I daresay | can fight as well as the next
man, but what if—=

"Yes, | know. Phalihas has the advantage of his ability to change into
horse-form-but if you are a horseman, as you say"—€hi anh shuddered at the
word—t hen you will have an advantage over him You see, our tradition is that

the chal | enge nmust be carried out in equine shape, so if you can get onto the
Herdl ord's back and best him the | eadership will be yours."

Parric frowmed. "It's not a fight to the death, then?" The Wndeye shook his
head. "Not necessarily—but in your case, it will be! As you are an outl ander

the Herdlord will certainly try to kill you. Be warned. But to win the

| eader shi p, you need not slay Phalihas—enly force himto concede defeat."

"Ch, fine." Parric sighed. This is the craziest thing |I've ever heard, he was
thinking to hinsel f. Tonorrow norning, the young idiot will have sobered up and
forgotten all about it ...

Chi amh had done not hi ng of the Kkind.

The Cavalry nmaster was jolted out of his drunken nmenories by the sight of Chiamh
and Sangra, wal king toward himthrough the snow. The Wndeye | ooked cheerful as
usual, but the warrior had a certain hard |ook in her eye that she had been
reserving for Parric ever since he had taken up serious drinking. Didn't the
worman understand that this endl ess waiting was enough to drive any man into a
flask? Parric turned to face her, determined to be friendly nonethel ess. "How s
El ewi n?" he asked her. Sangra's expression softened a little. "Sitting up in
bed, eating stew, and conplaining bitterly about the acconmodation," she said,
grinning. "Gods save us, he's a tough old beggar! How Chi amh nanaged to pull him
back fromthe brink of death like that 1I'll never know" She snmiled fondly at
the Wndeye, and Chi anh grinned back at her through the flopping fringe of his
hair, then turned his attention back to Parric. "Conme." Wth unexpected
firmess, he prised the flask fromthe Cavalrymaster's clutching fingers. "It's
time to sober up, ny friend. The dark of the noon is only three days away!"
Meiriel, shivering in her hiding place anong the broken rocks at the head of the
val l ey, was awakened from a doze by the Caval rymaster's whoop of joy. Snarling
like a beast and nuttering vile curses, she peered out to see what was afoot,
and cursed again in disgust. Nothing. As usual. The three of them Parric, the
warrior girl, and the little Xandi m man, were standi ng together in a group,
waving their arnms and tal king excitedly. Talk, talk, talk—that was all they
ever did! Inbeciles! Miriel spat upon the freezing rocks. What was the point of



foll owi ng these useless Mrtals all the way down the accursed nountain, if they
did nothing! She needed themto |lead her to Aurian—and M athan's blighted
nmonster that lurked in Aurian's wonb . .

The Heal er roused herself, and blinked. By all the Gods, it was al nost

ni ght fal | —what had happened? Her |inbs had stiffened with cold and the expanse
of tranpled snow bel ow her hiding place was bare. A burst of panic forced the
heat back into her veins. Had she lost then? Had they gone without her? But no.
In the mouth of the Xandim s shelter in the base of the spire, she could see a
slip of flickering gold where the firelight was reflected on the snow. Meiri el
felt giddy with relief. As usual, they had done nothing. But this tine, it was
just as well.

Craw i ng on her hands and knees until she was well out of sight, Miriel slunk
back to her own cheerl ess shelter anpbng the broken rocks. Thanks to the Xandinms
habit of burying his supplies in caches, so that the frozen earth could keep
them fresh, she had found food and furs enough to ensure her survival. She could
wait those wetched Mrtals out, she told herself, if it took themforever
Sooner or later they would set off again in pursuit of Aurian—and when they did,
she woul d be cl ose behind. Soneone had to do what nust be done. In the fetid
darkness of her lair, Meiriel chewed on a sliver of raw neat and smled to
hersel f. Tonorrow woul d be soon enough to watch again.

"So what do we do now?" Parric knew he was chattering to keep his nervousness at
bay, and despi sed hinself—but he couldn't help it. The wi ndsong keened across
the shadowy vastness of the Wndveil plateau like a soul in tornent; the
snhappi ng tongues of the bonfires seened to be reaching out for him the
hostility of the crowds of Xandi mthat surrounded himwas a pal pabl e wall of
hatred and rage that conbined with the dark and wat chful presence of the
standi ng stone that | ooned above him. . . Parric was not an inmgi native man,

but this place nade his flesh creep

"We keep vigil," Chiamh replied, to the question the Caval rymaster had forgotten
he'd asked. "Make good your questions now, Parric, for once the sun vani shes
behi nd the shoul der of Wndveil, silence nust be kept until dawn, or the
challenge is forfeit. And when dawn cones—you fight!"

Parric shivered. "How will you know when the sun sets?" he asked. "You can't see
it behind the cloud."

The W ndeye shrugged. "We are the Xandi mwe sinply know," he replied,

Parric snorted. "Lot of nonsense, if you ask me," he nuttered, under his breath.
El eni n had heard him though, and chuckled. The old steward, despite Sangra's
protests, had insisted on conming, and was seated, a shapel ess bundl e wapped in
| ayers of furs, close to the fire. No doubt Elewin was feeling |ight-headed,
Parric thought, fromthe nmedicines with which Chianmh had dosed himto keep his

cough frombreaking the silence of the vigil. Stupid old coot, the Caval rynaster
thought. | should never have |l et himcone. If he nesses everything up with his
wheezing ..

Instantly, he was ashaned of hinself Parric knew that his nerves were nmaking him
irritable, but he couldn't help it. This was not the way he would normally spend
a night before a battle—no sleep, no food, no talk, and nobst inportant of all,
no drink! He thought back to the good ol d days, when he and Maya and Forra

would find a tavern before a battle, or sit around a canpfire just like this one
with a shared w neski n—several skins, if they could get them Parric sighed at
the menory of his

Conmander. Oh Forral, he thought. Werever you are, wherever warriors go when
they die, | hope you 're watching tonight] Help me tonorrow if you can, because
I"l'l need au the help | can get, and |'mdoing this for Aurian . . .

The shimrering sound of a horn rang out across the plateau. The W ndeye, casting
an eye toward the heavens, nudged Parric and laid a finger to his lips, to
signal that the silent vigil had begun. The Caval rymaster sighed, and tried to
turn his thoughts to nore positive subjects. So far, everything had gone as

pl anned. Yesterday, the Wndeye had cone down here to deliver his challenge to
the Herdl ord, who had accepted, as by |aw he nust.

"I't was not a popul ar decision,"” Chianmh had confided on his return. "No



Qut | ander has ever chall enged before, and the people were outraged. Had the
Herdl ord not encouraged his folk to nock, rather than protest, | would have been
lucky to escape with nmy life. Folk are already calling nme Chianh the Traitor,"
He had shaken his head sadly, Parric, |looking at him had thought that the

W ndeye had been lucky to escape in any case. He had cone back covered in

brui ses and cuts fromhurl ed stones, and caked fromhead to foot with pelted
dung, Sangra, on seeing him had al nbst wept with indignant rage—a rage that
echoed Parric's own.

Chi anh had brought back a surprise fromthe fastness that had |ightened Parric's
heart a little. He'd cone staggering back up the valley, long after nightfall
carrying a long, |eather-wapped bundle. Ignoring Sangra's protestations over
his brui sed and dung-spattered state, he had dunped his burden into Parric's

ar s,

"I wish | could have found your own weapons," the Wndeye apol ogi zed, "but they
were too well guarded. Still, at least you will not be forced to fight the

Herdl ord with your bare hands."

When t he Caval rynaster had unw apped the bundl e he had found two swords, one for
Sangra and one for hinself. They were nothing like the quality of his own | ost

bl ade, for the pastoral Xandi m possessed little skill at forging. Nonethel ess,
he was glad to have even this sharpened length of brittle, badly tenpered iron
bet ween hinmself and the Herdlord's hooves and teeth. If only the Xandi m hadn't
found his hidden knives—but perhaps he could nanage. Turning to the Wndeye with
a grin, Parric said, "Do you by chance have a grindstone —and any bl ades | could
turn into throw ng knives?"

The Caval rymaster was brought back to the present by a craw ing sensation

bet ween hi s shoul der bl ades, as though he were the focus of unfriendly eyes. He
| ooked across to the foot of the other stone, where Phalihas and his conpanions
were keeping their vigil. In the firelight, he caught the Herdlord' s eye, and
scowl ed. Phalihas held the | ook, his own eyes glinting with anger—and al r eady,
it seemed, the battle had begun.

The brazen cry of a horn cut through the thick wall of mist |like a shaft of
sunlight—but it was the only indication that dawn had cone. Parric stretched
stiff linmbs and rubbed his gritty eyes. By the balls of Chathak, he thought,

that was the longest night of my lifel. Until this solid m st had hidden the
canp of his opponent, the Caval rymaster had spent the night in staring contests
with Phalihas-—and so far, the honors had come out about even, Chianh handed him
a wat erskin and he took a sip—+t was the only sustenance all owed hi mbefore the
fight, though the Wndeye had told himthat a victory feast was in preparation
down in the fastness. Well, Parric thought, | have every intention of enjoying
that feast—and that will nean |'ve won! Heartened by the thought, he tipped the
remai ns of the waterskin over his balding head, in the hope that it m ght wake
hima little, and wi ped his face on his cloak, Chiamh nudged him "It is tine to
begi n' he whi sper ed.

Parric was puzzl ed-he had expected speeches, or sone kind of ritual, "Wat do
do?" he hissed,

"Wal k out onto the plateau. Wien the horn sounds, conbat will comrence—so be
ready. "

"What ? The horn sounds and | fight hinP Is that it? Shouldn't sonmebody say

sonet hing, at |east?"

Chianmh grinned. "I did that for you yesterday. Today you fight. Now hurry—and
may fortune go with you!"

Parric had barely wal ked a dozen paces, cursing the fog, when the harsh cry of
the horn pierced the grayness once nore. "Damation!" The Caval rymaster reached
with frantic haste for his sword, but before the blast had tine to die away,
there was a drumm ng of hooves on turf and a huge bl ack shape came swerving out
of the mst to his right.

It was on top of himbefore he could conplete the draw. Parric glinpsed the
flash of a white-rinmed eye as he dodged and rolled, expecting at any second to
be smashed by the poundi ng hooves. He heard the harsh rasp of tearing cloth, and



felt a hot and bruising agony in his shoul der where the great slablike teeth had
torn out a nouthful of flesh. Sonething dug into his side—& eat Chathak, he'd
rolled on his sword—and where was that bl asted denon horse?

Parric conpleted the roll and sprang to his feet, tottering on knees gone
strangely shaky. His foe had vanished into the nist again, playing cat and
mouse, Parric thought bitterly—and it had the advantage. He couldn't see it, but
with its sharper senses, it could hear him-and snmell the blood that streaned
down his armfromhis bitten shoul der. The Caval rymaster allowed hinself a sour
chuckl e. His eneny had come at himfromthe right, to disable his sword armbut
the creature had not noticed that Parric was |eft-handed. Quickly, he reached to
draw his sword—and his blood turned to ice. Inrolling on it he had bent the
ill-crafted bl ade—and the bl oody thing was jamed in its scabbard!

There was no tinme to think as hoofbeats welled up through the fog. The sound was
deceptive—he had no idea fromwhich direction it was conming, Parric barely had
time to dodge as the black stallion hurtled past, carving up clods of turf with
its feet. A flying hoof smashed into his knee, winging a curse fromthe

Caval rynmaster, but even as he swore, Parric was groping in his sleeve for a
knife, flicking it swiftly after the retreating figure in the fog. A screamtold
himit had hit its target, and a grin split Parric's face. The hours spent
reshapi ng and bal anci ng the bl ades with Chianmh's grindstone had been well|l spent.
"Take that, you black brute!." he nuttered gleefully.

Bef ore the beast could conme at himagain, Parric reached down and slid another
of the knives fromhis boot. The spilling of his eneny's blood had buoyed him
once again, as it had al ways done, the battle urge overwhelmed him singing in
his veins, |oosening his nmuscles and sharpening his senses. He no | onger noticed
his bruised and rapidly swelling knee, or the pain of his torn shoul der that

dri pped ribbons of blood onto the grass. Knife in hand, the Caval rymaster stood
peering tensely into the blind gray nurk, awaiting the next onslaught of his
eneny.

"Ch Gods, what's happeni ng now?" Sangra pulled at Chianmh's sl eeve.

Absently, the Wndeye plucked her hand away and held it in his own, "I can see
no nore than you," he told her, "but | inmagine the Herdlord is using the nist to
screen his attacks. Fromthat scream 1'd guess that Parric has wounded him at

| east. But whether our friend has al so been hurt . , ."He shrugged, "Wo can
say?"

Sangra grow ed a bl oodcurdling oath, and fell to |oosening her sword in its
scabbard with her free hand. "I hate this helpless feeling," she nmuttered, "If

only we could see . . ."

"Even if we could, we could do nothing," Chianmh rem nded her, "but | too would
feel better if | knew what was happeni ng. Besides, Phalihas is using this fog to
his own advantage ..." H's words were cut off by another runble of hooves, and
besi de him Sangra tensed, her strong, callused warrior's hand nearly breaking
the bones of his own, so hard did she grip it. The hoofbeats faltered; the thud
of an inpact came clearly through the nist. A nman's voice cried out in pain and
on the heels of the cry canme another enraged squeal of agony fromthe stallion
Sangra scranbled to her feet, taking Chianh with her. Fromthe Herdlord s canp
by the other standing stone there cane the slithering ring of drawn steel as the
shadowy figures of his conpanions |eapt up in answer to her sudden novenent.
"Sit down!" Chianh hissed, and pulled the frantic warrior back to the ground
besi de him

"A pox on this festering nist!" Sangra nuttered. She turned to the Wndeye with
wi de- eyed appeal . "Chiamh —you do sone kind of peculiar nmagic with the wi nd,
don't you? Can't you get this wetched stuff to bl ow away?"

The W ndeye was as shocked as if she had hit himwith a stone. "Me?" he gasped.
"Sangra, you don't understand—+ can work with the wind, but | cannot nake the
wi nd work! 6"

"You're right, | don't understand!" Sangra glared at him "But by Chathak's
britches, Chiamh—an't you even try?"

Once nore, the Wndeye heard the sound of hooves, stepping warily now, with a
faltering rhythm Through the mi st cane the sound of Parric's breathing, harsh,
ragged gasps that caught in his throat, as though the warrior were in pain, and



reaching the end of his endurance, The Herdlord is hurt, Chianmh thought—-but so
is Parric, Phalihas is circling, stalking, waiting, his nonent... Oh bl essed
Iriana, help ne... Help me bring a wind...

W thout sonme kind of breeze to work with, even Chianh's O hersi ght woul d not
function. He closed his eyes, trying to reach out with his other senses. . . The
nmoi st, turgid air resisted him thick and gelid, heavy and dead. Using his m nd,
the Wndeye pushed at it with all his strength. It was |ike trying to push the
Wndveil nountain. Chiamh felt his heart beginning to labor, felt hinself
trenbling with exhaustion. Sweat poured down his face and trickled, tickling,

along his ribs. Ch Iriana, he thought, Goddess, help ne. | need a mracle

And t he Goddess heard him

There was the faintest of sighs, like a distant woman's voice that whispered his
nane. Chianmh felt the gentle touch of a breeze, like cool fingers |laid against
his cheek. His heart leapt within himlike a river salnmon in the spring. Mre,

it needed nore . . . Wth all his strength, the Wndeye pushed . . . And opened

his eyes to see the mist dissolving, unraveling before his eyes in curling
strands.

"Chianmh, you did it!" There was the sweet, firmpressure of a nmouth on his own
as Sangra ki ssed him—and for a nonent, Chianh forgot all about the chall enge.

Parric shook his head and blinked. Is it clearing? he thought. Surely . . . Yes,
by all the Gods—+t is! The strengthening wi nd cooled the sweat on his hurt and
weary body, and with the passing of the gloony nmurk, the Caval rymaster took new
heart. Hi s opponent nust be tiring, too—and on his |ast pass, Parric had | aned
hi m

The stallion had cone charging out of the fog, and Parric was under its feet
before he had a chance to blink, The horse had reared above him intending to
crush his skull beneath those col ossal hooves—and had net Parric's knife,
instead, slicing down the inside of its foreleg and ained at its unprotected
belly. The horse had screanmed and wenched itself aside, |landing a gl ancing kick
in the Cavalrymaster's ribs and spraying himwith gore fromthe injured | eg—ot
hanstrung, as Parric had hoped, for his stroke had somehow gone awry—but |inping

badl y,
Since then, the Herdlord had treated himwi th greater respect. For a tinme they
had been circling blindly in the mst, but now, . . There, close by, was the

|l ooming formof the black stallion, its head hanging, its sides heaving, as it
bl ew puffs of steamfromits snorting red nostrils and glared at himwi th
furious white-rimmed eyes.

Parric gasped. For the first tine, he had a clear sight of his enenmy—and for a
monent he forgot that this was not a true beast, but one who could take on hunan
form As a horse, it was the nost beautiful, nagnificent creature he had ever
seen. The Caval rymaster |ooked in awe at the clean, powerful linbs; the finely
scul pted head with its wild, dark, intelligent eyes; the tremendous curving
sweep of the great arched neck; the liquid play of fine-etched nmuscles beneath
the mdnight coat that now was dull with sweat and bl ood, where Parric's first
knife had | odged in the thick nuscle of the haunches.

Thank the Gods | didn't manage to hanmstring hinm To destroy such a creature ..
A horseman to the very depths of his being, Parric felt his heart nelt within
himin a surgi ng wave of |onging and joy—until this glorious creature gathered
itself for one last, desperate effort, bared its great white teeth and charged
Parric had been expecting sonething of the sort—and now instinct took over. As
the horse came up to him he sidestepped quickly, ignoring the grinding pain in
his hurt knee, grabbed a handful of nane as the stallion hurtled by—and | eapt.
It was not a clean | eap. The wenched knee gave under him and the Caval rynaster
found hinself hanging on by his tightly tangled fistful of nmane, one | eg half
across the horse's back, and the other waving wildly in midair as he strove
frantically to pull himself up. Seconds stretched out into an eternity as
Parric, tensing his arnms until his nuscles screaned in protest, clawed hinself
onto the surging back, pulling hinself up inch by inch fromhis perilous
position in mdair. At last he nmade it, found his seat and his bal ance —as the
horse went berserk beneath him



The powerful body seenmed to expl ode across the plateau in a series of jolting
bucks that jarred every bone in Parric's spine and rattled the teeth in his
head. Twi ning his hands deeply in the long, flow ng nmane, he wapped his wiry

| egs around the horse's ribs and stuck to the stallion's plunging back like a
burr to a dog.

The creature reared, shrilling its fury—but Parric clung tightly, refusing to be
unseated. It tried to run, and nmade an incredible effort, despite its injuries.
The Caval rymaster clenched his aching teeth and concentrated on staying on. From
the tail of his eye, he caught blurred and dizzying glinpses of the plateau, the
nmount ai ns—and t he hundreds of Xandim hidden by the fog until now, who had cone
to watch the chall enge

Dear Gods, Parric thought incredul ously, how fast would he be if he were sound?
Never in his |ife had he ridden such a beast!. Though the stallion's abrupt,
arrhythm c paces were giving his own wounds a fearful jolting, the Caval rynaster
was oblivious to the pain. He whooped aloud in his euphoria. "Father of the
Gods! What a ride!"

But the stallion was tiring fast. His steps began to falter, and his sides were
heaving as his breath wheezed in and out. Eventually, he cane jerking to a halt
in a series of stiff-1egged bounces. Wth a sinking heart, Parric tensed as the
horse di pped its head and rolled over, its long black legs flailing wildly. The
Caval rynaster |leapt awkwardly to the side, to avoid being trapped beneath. He

| anded clunsily, and felt his injured knee give under himw th an agoni zi ng
crunch. Curse it! He rolled quickly aside, out of danger-—but by the tinme he had
struggled to his feet, it was plain that his opponent was finally spent.

Parric felt his throat tighten, as he watched the creature's pathetic efforts to
rise. "Perdition!" he nmuttered. "I didn't want it to end like this!" But his
attention was distracted fromthe struggling beast by an ugly nurmur of rage
fromthe watching crowd. The Caval rymaster swore, and struggled once again to
free his sword—but it was no good. The wetched bl ade was thoroughly janmed.
Then a frantic figure burst through the mlling ranks of the restive crowd, and
canme pelting across the grass toward him Behind the Wndeye, the crowd broke at
| ast and cane racing after himw th weapons drawn.

Chianmh, to Parric's surprise, ignored himconpletely. Instead, the Wndeye cane
to a panting halt before the stricken Herdlord and raised his hands in a series
of intricate, flowing gestures as he began to intone some words in the rolling
Xandi mtongue. It was as though the pursuing crowd had run into sone invisible
barrier. To a man, they stopped dead, their faces blank with horrified

di sbel i ef.

Parric glanced back at the Wndeye—and his stomach turned over. Chianmh's eyes
had changed, horribly, fromtheir usual soft brown, to hard, bright, blank

qui cksilver, giving his normal, rather daft expression a denonic, otherworldly
cast. Parric shuddered. What the bl oody bl azes was goi ng on?

At last; the Wndeye reached the end of his blood-chilling chant. Tears streaked
his face, and he | ooked as though he had aged a hundred years. As he approached
the Caval rynaster, sagging with weariness, Parric was relieved to see that the
silver seened to be draining away fromhis eyes, |eaving themtheir usual,
reassuring shade of brown. Wth his bruised ribs knifing himas he breathed, and
his injured knee stiffening now, and hurting like perdition, Parric could not
have run away if he had wanted to—and he didn't want to, he told hinself firnmy
"I't's only Chianmh, you fool," he told hinself.

The W ndeye took hold of his right hand—and it was all that Parric could do not
to flinch fromhis touch—and flourished it aloft.

"Hear nme, ny people,"” the Wndeye cried. "This day a chall enge has been given,
and net, according to our ancient law. | give you, O Xandim Parric—your new
Her dl ord

Jeers and curses cane fromthe crowd, and Chi anmh blinked anxiously. "Quiet!" he
yel | ed, abandoning his stately dignity of speech—and to Parric's amazenent, the
roar of the crowd was instantly hushed, "You all saw what | did just now " the

W ndeye continued. "I spoke the Wirds to trap Phalihas in his equine form unti
the spell is renoved again, | regret the deed, but it was the only way to ensure



my own safety, and that of the new Herdl ord and his conpanions. As yet, | have
no heir to ny powers , , ,"—he blushed self-consciously— so | amthe only one
who can restore Phalihas to his human state—as | will, | promise, eventually, In
the neantinme, those who deny the new Herdlord will share the fate of the old
one!"

Once again the crowd began to nutter restively, but he had them now. This tineg,
Chianh had only to hold up a hand for silence, and the Xandi m obeyed. Parric,
shaki ng now wi th pai n, and hunger and exhaustion, was w shing heartily that the
wr et ched W ndeye woul d just shut up, and |let him go sonmewhere qui et where he
could put his feet up and have a large and wel |l -earned drink while his wounds
were being tended. But even he was forced to listen closely, as though bespelled
by the W ndeye's words.

"My people,” Chianh said sadly, "you think ne a traitor for siding with

Qutl anders, yet | would not have done such a thing without a reason." He

strai ghtened, eyes flashing, his I ong brown hair blow ng back in the breeze. "O
Xandi myou nust make ready for battle. The Khazali m have crossed the desert and
fornmed an alliance with black sorcerers, and with our other foes, the warlike
Wnged Folk!. | have seen this in a vision—and | swear it is true!."

Chi anh' s next words were drowned in an angry roar of protest, and once again, he
was forced to bellow for silence. "W are not a warlike folk! he said into the
calmthat followed. "Though we can defend ourselves fiercely at need, we |ack
the organi zation and battle skills that have permitted the Khazalimscumto raid
us with inpunity in the past. But this tine it will be different!"

The W ndeye turned to Parric, who was staring at himin amazenent, "This

Qutl ander can |lead us, can teach us the skills we |ack. He seeks conpani ons who
were captured by the Khazalimscum and will offer us his aid until his friends
can be released, and our |ands swept clean again. At that tinme, he promises to
relinquish the Herdl ordship and | eave us in our forner seclusion, keeping the
secrets of our folk for all tine. O Xandim for the sake of our lands and the
future of our children, will you have hinP"

This time, the roar of assent al nobst knocked Parric off his feet. "Chiamh,
you've a way with words," he told the young man gratefully. The W ndeye shrugged
nmodestly. "Who woul d have thought it—east of all, ne!"

The crowd surrounded them staring curiously at Parric. Sone of the bol der ones
reached out to touch him Sangra, who all this tinme had been standing at bay
with her back to the standing stone, defending Elewin with drawmn sword, cane
pushing with the steward through the throng, her face aglow with relief. "Wl
done, Chiamh!" She pounded hi mon the shoul der

Sone of the Xandi m had gathered in a knot around the former Herdlord. To
Parric's relief, they were assisting the exhausted, injured beast to clinb
shakily to its feet, "Now that the people seemto have accepted ne, will you
change Phal i has back?" he asked the W ndeye,

Chi amh shook his head. "Too dangerous," he said flatly. "Not everyone may be
convinced—and in this state, Phalihas ensures our safety, for if he could speak,

he woul d oppose you. Qur forner Herdlord is a proud and stiff-necked soul!" A
grimace, |like the menory of old pain, shadowed his face—then, with an effort, he
brightened, "It will be time enough to restore hi mwhen we have done what we set
out to do—but now, O Herdlord, you have a feast to attend!"

"Thank the Gods for that!!! Parric said feelingly. Then his face fell. "Chiamh—+
won't have to make a speech or anything, will 17?"

"Where's the problenP" Sangra teased him "After a couple of wi neskins, we
usual Iy have trouble shutting you up!"

Chianmh, his lips twitching to hide a smle, hastened to confort the di smayed
Caval rymaster. "Don't worry, Parric—+ think | have said what needed to be said."
At last, his grin escaped him "Wat would you do without ne?"

"What, indeed?" Parric agreed. "And tonorrow, |'ll need you again, ny
friend—when we prepare for battle!"

Meiriel watched from her hiding place behind the standing stones as the |ast of
the Xandimleft the plateau, to acconpany the new Herdlord to his feast.
"Herdl ord, indeed!" she snorted—but at |east the wetched Mortal was finally



doi ng sonet hing! The Mage smiled to herself. If Parric nmeant to use the Xandim
to rescue Aurian, that nmeant he woul d be bringing her here—along with the
monst er she had spawned. "Wy, thank you, Parric," she crooned, "you've just
saved ne a long, hard trip through the nountains!. And when you return with
Aurian, | will be waiting!"

Chapter 18
Spirit of the Peak

And there you have it," Anvar finished. "That's the whole story-so far." He took
a sip of wine to noisten his throat.

El ster was | ooking at him her head cocked slightly to one side, her dark,

bright eyes fixed upon his face. She frowned. "Now | see why it took you so |ong
to trust ne with this."

Anvar nodded. "I had to be convinced, in the first place, that | could trust
you."

"And you trust me now?" Elster's eyes narrowed. "Gods, |'ve got to trust
sonmeone! " Anvar cried. "Elster, | nust get out of here!"

The physician sighed. Ever since she and Cygnus had begun to visit this
fascinating alien prisoner, her synpathy toward himhad grown at an al arm ng
rate. But to her shane, she had sinply | acked the courage to assist himin any
of his increasingly bizarre plans to escape. "Alas, Anvar, what can | do?" Her
wi ngs rustled as she shrugged. "My own |life hangs by a thread, and were it not
for my skills, Blacktal on would have had ne nmurdered long ago. As it is, he is
depending on ne to heal Queen Raven—

"How i s she?" Anvar interrupted. Elster spread her w ngs hel pl essly. "She

| ives—but she will not speak, and we nust force sustenance down her throat. Wen

we enter the room she turns her face to the wall. | see your eyes harden when |
speak of her, yet if you saw her | amcertain you would pity her. Though it is
difficult to tell, since she will not speak to us, |I'msure she is bitterly

ashanmed of what she has done,"
"As far as |'mconcerned, she brought her suffering on herself." Anvar's voice
was hard, "Don't ask ne to pity her, Elster. Though even | was sickened by what

was done to her, | can never forgive her for what she did."
"Yet if you could only see the poor child, your heart mght soften." Elster
shook her head sadly. "I cannot inmagi ne what effect your news woul d have on her

Perhaps it would do nmore harmthan good for her to know that her lover's m nd
was in thrall to your ancient eneny—

"Then you believe ne?" Anvar relaxed a little. "I wasn't sure that you would."

El ster took the forgotten goblet fromhis hand, and drained the wine in a single
swal low. "Ch, | believe you, Anvar. Too nuch of your tale rings true." Turning,
she groped for the flask in a dark corner beyond the firelight, and refilled the
gobl et before handing it back to him "I can also believe that the Hi gh Priest
has allied hinself to an evil sorcerer," she went on. "He is desperate to
restore the |ost magic of the Skyfol k, which perhaps is understandabl e. But

Bl acktal on's nmind has flown too high, and fallen into nadness." She gri naced.
"He is convinced now that he is a new incarnation of the dooned |ncondor."
"What ?"  Anvar's eyes opened wide in surprise. "Aurian told ne of Incondor, and
how he brought about the Cataclysm" He shook his head. "No wonder Bl acktal on
and M at han chose one another. Both have gone beyond the bounds of sanity in
their pursuit of power." Anvar |eaned forward and grasped the physician's wist.
"El ster, you've got to help nme escape!"

"Anvar, | cannot," Elster interrupted flatly. "Not now. | would assist you, as
woul d Cygnus, but Bl acktal on keeps a constant watch on our novenents. Besides,
what could we do? The only way out of here is by flight, and Cygnus and | have
not sufficient strength between us to bear you far enough to escape the warriors
that the H gh Priest would send after us."

"What about the other Wnged Fol k?" Anvar begged her, "Surely there nust be sone
who oppose the High Priest?"

"No one dares. The city is paralyzed by fear and suspicion, Anvar. Blacktalon's
spies are everywhere, and it is inpossible to discern who they may be. You nust



understand that there are many anong us who would wi sh to see the Skyfolk in the
ascendant once nore—at whatever cost." Elster sighed, "If there are those who
woul d hel p us—and |'msure there are—they dare not reveal thenselves. Anvar,
truly wish to help you, but you nust be patient. The tine is not ripe to strike
back at Blacktalon, If Cygnus and | were to contrive your release at this point,
we woul d be unable to rally opposition against him Not wthout the Queen, And
it would be clear to himwho had done the deed. W& would | ose our l|ives for
naught . "

"But you could cone with ne!" Anvar interrupted. "The Gods only know, we could
use you."

El ster's feathers hackl ed. "What—and abandon our rightful Queen? Wthout the
skills of Cygnus and nyself, Raven will die, for certain." Seeing the flash of
anger in Anvar's eyes, she rose to her feet. "You may not care whether or not
the Queen survives, Anvar—but | do. | must." Seeing him about to protest, she
took her |eave hastily. "I will return when | can," she pronised, and | aunched
hersel f, with unseemly haste for a Master and a physician, out of the nouth of

t he cave.

It was still dark, though a faint glimrer of dawn was begi nning to brighten the
bl eak sky beyond the nountains. Elster beat upward, feeling the icy wind go

whi stling through her feathers, banking in a wi de |ooping turn that took her
well away fromthe nountain's wall. To the physician's relief, a few scattered
lights could still be seen anbng the towers of the city, allowi ng her to get her
bearings and head for hone. She hated flying by night—the dangers could not be
underestimated—but if she wanted to visit Anvar undetected, it was the only tine
to do it, while the other Wnged Fol k were safely at rest.

Elster's home was located in a crunbling turret that clung to the side of an
ancient building in the |lower part of Aerillia. In Flame wing' s day, the
physician's quarters had been grander and close to the palace itself, but now
she felt safer dwelling in obscurity and anonynmity. A few |l eaks and drafts were
well worth suffering if it kept her out of the High Priest's way!

Landing with care on her snowy porch, El ster pushed open the door to her
roons—and hesitated, one hand on the latch, peering into the gloomwthin.
Surely | left a lanmp alight? she thought with a frown, and then shrugged.
Perhaps it had gone out in her |ong absence, or been blown out by one of the
whistling drafts. The physician had not gone three paces inside the room when
she was seized

"Why have | been arrested?" Bruised, bound, and guarded as she was, and facing
Bl ackt al on' s hard, expressionless eyes, Elster had to fight to keep her voice
steady. He knows, she thought despairingly. Onh Yinze—he nust know The physician
had never been inside the priest's high tower in the Tenple of Incondor, and was
unnerved by the tonblike bl ackness of the polished obsidian walls. Qutside, the
screeching plaint of Incondor's Lament swirled round the tower, sending shivers
t hrough the physician's body, and preventing her fromconcentrating her thoughts
to formsone kind of defense

Bl acktalon lifted a sardonic eyebrow. "Did you really believe you were the only
one prepared to fly in darkness?"

Elster stifled a gasp, and fought to keep her face expressionless. "Wat do you
mean, High Priest? A physician nmust often fly in darkness, if there is an

enmer gency—

Bl ackt al on burst into peals of mrthless | aughter—the nost chilling sound that
El ster had ever heard. "Elster, my spy was hiding just beyond the nmouth of the
cavern. He heard everything! Next time, if you insist on playing the innocent,
woul d suggest that you occasionally | ook outside whilst you are plotting with a

prisoner." Hs eyes glinted. "Not, of course, that there will be a next time for
you, | have Cygnus to keep Raven alive, though your unguarded words condemmed
hi m al so." He shrugged. "For now, however, | will permit himto keep his life-—

for as long as he is needed." Again, that mrthless snile.



The flash of rage as she realized that Bl acktal on was savoring her fear was the
only thing that kept Elster fromcollapse—until the H gh Priest's next words;
"It has conme to ny attention, Elster, that you are lax in your religious
observances. | have never yet seen you attend a sacrifice within the tenple.”

H s voice grew hard. "Tonight, at sundown, we will rectify that om ssion. You
shal | experience the next cerenpny-as the victinmP"

Even by the standards of an Imortal, it had been a long time. Aeons had passed
since the Mdldan of Aerillia Peak had | ast been wakeful. She gauged the
intervening centuries by the subtle differences in the society of the W nged
Fol k, who dwelt upon and within her body: the alterations in culture,

cl ot hi ng—and above all, the changes in the | anguage. The Mdl dan was accust oned
to such shifts. For her, the passing centuries were an eye's blink apart.
Nowadays, only events of great significance awakened her—onmentous tines, tines
of struggl e and change.

VWhat had wakened her this time? The Ml dan cast her senses forth, surveying the
domai n that was her body, roaming the flanks of the mountain that was her flesh
and bone, and outer skin.

Ah—significant. On the upper reaches of her pinnacle, the tenple whose
foundati ons were being |aid when she had |last |ost herself in the msts of

sl eep, had grown into a massive structure. The tortured rock, in the shape of a
cl awed and graspi ng hand, |ooked |Iike nelted, tw sted bone, and the Ml dan
shuddered, rem nded of the riven corpse of her brother, far to the east. What
war ped brain had designed such a hi deous edifice?

Bel ow the tenple the city had prospered and grown. Here, the delicate beauty
that she renenbered as typical of Skyfolk architecture had bl ossoned i nto many
new and incredible forms. In the past, the Ml dan had been indifferent to the
flitting Skyfol k who had col oni zed her after the departure of her own Dwel ven
popul ati on, |ooking upon themas trivial, epheneral beings. Now, for the first
time, she felt a snmug sense of pride in their achi evements. Apart fromthat

hi deous tenpl e on her peak, their works had done much to adorn and accentuate
her natural beauty.

Wth regret, the Ml dan wenched her attention away from her contenpl ation of
the city of Aerillia. It was then that she felt it—the slow, erratic approach of
a source of incredible power.

Dishes rattled in the upper city and possessions fell fromshelves as a thril

of mingled terror and delight ran through the Mol dan's massive form In her

|l onely tower, the captive Queen Raven twisted in her sleep, and cried out in
pain. In the Tenple of Incondor, Blacktalon |ooked up frowning fromthe
sacrifice he was about to dispatch, as the nenacing bl ack edifice shuddered on
its massive foundations. In the older quarter of the city, a crunbling parapet
toppl ed, and went crashing down the nountain's face in a cloud of snow

The Mol dan paid no heed to the puny beings that infested her slopes. Her entire
attention was fixed on the approaching Staff of Earth.

"Anvar? Anvar, can you hear me? For the last tinme, will you not answer?" Shia
wai t ed, her head cocked expectantly, for the space of many breaths, but no reply
was forthcom ng. Despondently, the cat turned back to her conpanions. "The human
must be asleep,"” she sighed. "I cannot wake him"

Khanu shook his mane. "So what do we do now?" he demanded. Hreeza lifted a heavy
paw and cuffed himinto silence. He whirled on her, eyes flashing balefully, but
Shia stopped his retaliation with a sharp comrand. She knew that although the
old cat was making a valiant effort to hold fast to her courage, Heeza was

di smayed, as were they all, by what they had found at the end of their journey.
Had Shia been human, she might have rail ed against the gods at the unfairness of
it. The long struggle up the stony knees and snowy breast of Aerillia Peak had
been difficult and toil sone, taking them several hard and hungry days of
travel i ng under the cover of darkness to foil the farseeing vigilance of their
skyborne foes. As the cats nade their slow ascent, the cultivated terraces of
the Wnged Fol k had given way to steep, sloping valleys clad in spruce and

hem ock, which thinned at |ast to reveal a stark and lonely |and of soaring
crags and snow scoured rock.



Shia and her conpanions had forced their way ever higher, going ever nore slowy

as the snow grew deeper, and the whistling winds grew ever nore chill. Despite
their thick coats, the cats were pierced through and t hrough by cold and hunger,
for all aninmal life had |ong since fled fromthe inhospitable upper slopes of

the peak. Gimy they had struggled on, Khanu and Hreeza driven forward by
Shia's threat to | eave them where they | ay, should they founder

This dawn had found the cats scranmbling in single file, up between the jaws of a
narrow, snow choked gorge. As they reached the top, the fanged crags dropped
away to their right, to reveal the | ower nountains of the northern range spread
out beneath them their jagged, snow capped peaks seeming to float |ike islands
on a sea of blood red cloud. The snoldering ball of the newly risen sun |urked
beyond t he hunched shoul ders of the nountains, glowering beneath | ow brows of
heavy cl oud that capped the sky above.

The weat her-wi se Hreeza growed lowin her throat. "I don't like the | ook of
that," she nuttered.

"I'f you don't like that, | suggest you take a | ook in the opposite direction.”
Shia's nental voice was choked. The old cat turned away fromthe bal efu

sunri se—and her breath grew still in her throat. Up, she |ooked, and up, at
soaring walls of stone

"Wl |, what do we do now?" Khanu repeated, keeping a wary distance between

hi nsel f and Hreeza. "I can't see how we could possibly clinb up there."

"I don't know." Shia glared at the Staff of Earth where it lay on the snowy
ground, fighting the furious urge, born of pure frustration, to chew the

wr et ched, troublesone thing into splinters. Her breath huffed out in a crysta
cloud as she sighed. "I suppose we nust wait until Anvar awakes—perhaps he knows
of some way up."

Hreeza | ooked again at the snooth, sheer curtains of stone that soared straight
upward and di sappeared into the clouds above.

Shia coul d sense a strange reluctance in her old friend s nmien, and wondered
what was conming. "Well?" she said at |last. "Are you going to chew on that
thought |ike an old bone for the rest of the day, or will you spit it out and
share it with us?"

The old cat refused to neet her gaze. "Are you so certain," she said slowy,
"that the human nerely sleeps? Wiat if he is dead?"

Flame kindled in the depths of Shia's eyes. "I will not accept that." Her voice
was | aden with qui et nenace. "Aurian's foes need Anvar as a hostage—why woul d
they kill hinP"

"Yet | sense your doubt," Hreeza persisted. "Anything may have happened. An

acci dent—a change of plan ... To stay up here, exposed to the weather and our
enemies is folly!"

"Anvar is not dead!" Shia bared her teeth, advancing threateningly on the old
cat.

"Way not wait a while, and see?" Khanu broke the tension between the bristling
fermal es. "After all," he added, "we did not cone all this |ong and arduous way
just to give up so soon. And while we wait for Shia's human to wake, we can

al ways explore the foot of this cliff. Perhaps there nay be an easier place to
clinmb, farther along."

Shia | ooked at himgratefully. Khanu was begi nning to devel op both the sharper
wits of a hunting fenal e and the commopn sense of an ol der, nore experienced
beast. Right now, she appreciated his intervention. It was inperative that Anvar
be rel eased before the birth of Aurian's child, in order to give the Mge
freedomto act to save the cub's life. The slow and difficult journey to this

pl ace had driven the great cat into a fever of anxious inpatience, but that was
no excuse for her unreasoning anger at Hreeza's prevarication. Wth unswerving
loyalty, the old cat had followed her all this way—enly to be defeated, in the
end, by this |ast unconquerable obstacle. Even if Khanu and | can find a way to
climb that cliff, Shia thought, Hreeza cannot—and she knows it. That is the true
reason behind her obstructive attitude—she can't bear the huniliation of being

| eft behi nd.

"You think there night be an easier way up el sewhere?" Hreeza was demandi ng of
Khanu. Bless him Shia thought, for restoring ny old friend' s hope—f only for a



time.

Khanu twitched his whiskers forward in the cat equivalent of a grin. "Wy not?"
he said cheerfully. "I certainly hope there is—for though you may be able to
scranble up there, the clinb is far beyond ny skills!"

"Let us go, then, youngster, and try to find a place that won't overtax you!"
Hreeza's eyes were bright again. Before Shia picked up her burden of the Staff
once nore, she briefly touched noses with the young nale in a heartfelt gesture
of thanks.

"Shia? Is it really you?"

Anvar's nental tones were ringing with joy and relief, though the cat was
certain that no one in the world could be nore relieved than she, to make
contact with the Mage at last. It was worth this | ong and dreadful journey to
feel his hope blaze up, renewed, when she told himthat Aurian had sent her with
the Staff of Earth.

"Dear Gods," Anvar cried, "I saw you, in a dream as you were crossing the
mount ai ns—but | thought it was only the fever!"”

But Anvar was anxious for news of Aurian, and could listen to nothing el se unti
she had told himwhat little she knew. Because of her stronger link with the
Mage, Shia hoped to establish nmental contact once Aurian's powers returned, as
did Anvar hinself. Wiether this would prove possible over such a distance, only
time would tell.

Unfortunately, Anvar could offer the cat no help with her present difficulty,
"The cliff is utterly sheer for as far as | can see,"” he told her. "To ny |eft
there's a waterfall, about the length of a bowshot away fromthe cave, but that
won't be much use to you—the torrent is very swift, and it doesn't | ook as

t hough you can get behind it."

"At least it will tell us where to find the human," Khanu pointed out to Shia.
Al t hough he could "hear" Anvar, he had not yet found the confidence to address
this alien creature directly.

"Your friend has a point," said Anvar, when Shia passed on the young cat's
contri bution.

"He certainly does," she agreed. "W've been searching since sunup, and found no
trace of any way to ascend. | was hoping for a tunnel, perhaps, but—

"No, it won't be as easy as Dhiammara. |'ve explored this cave thoroughly, and
there's no other exit. Gods! Shia"-Anvar's thoughts were tense with frustration-
"are you sure you can't scale the cliff?"

"Never fear, we'll keep looking," Shia told the Mage "These | ow cl ouds will
shield us fromany watchers above."

"These clouds are also ready to drop another | ot of snow on our heads' Hreeza
poi nted out, but no one was payi ng her any attention. Shaking her head in
dismay, the old cat linped stiffly in the wake of the others, as they set out to
search once nore

An hour later, Shia was wi shing she had |istened to Hreeza's warnings. The cats
had worked their way along the base of the cliffs until they found the nmassive
waterfall, and it was then, as they explored the churning green pool at the foot
of the cascade, that the snow began to fall.

Thi ck and fast cane the whirling, heavy flakes. Wipped into flurries by the
rising wind, they drifted deeply in the angle at the foot of the cliffs, making
it inpossibly dangerous to seek shelter there. Indeed, the only shelter on this
wi ndswept plateau lay far behind themthe gorge where they had nade their
ori gi nal ascent.

"Well, it's no use trying to get back there now Hreeza pointed out, "W would
perish long before we reached it," Despite her thick, shaggy coat she was
shivering violently, her black fur already plastered white with a clinging
sheath of snow. "We may as well keep going, and try to find a place to shelter
somewhere along the foot of the cliff."

Shia | ooked doubtfully at the growing drifts. "Even supposing there is shelter,
it will be buried out of our sight," She took a tighter grip on the Staff of
Earth. "There's only one thing to be done, | nust clinb up the cliff to Anvar
now, before this cold seeps the last of ny strength!



"Shia, you cannot! No one could hope to clinb that cliff!" Hreeza protested.
"Wbul d you die for naught?"

"Far fromit." Shia held the old cat's eyes with an unwavering gaze. "Hreeza,
this matter is greater than all of us. Anvar nust have the Staff, or not only
the lives of ny friends will be lost, but the entire world besides."

Shia's quiet determination robbed Heeza of words. She | ooked away from her

friend. "Very well," she nunbl ed, her nmental voice hushed with enotion. "You
must do as you nust, ny friend. But Shia—be careful. If you |lose your life in
this clinb, I nmust avenge you, and these new enem es of yours are too nuch for
one old cat to handle!."

"Shia, I will come with you," Khanu of fered eagerly.

"The great cat glared at the younger male. "You will not!"

"Way not ?" Khanu sul ked. "If you can do it, so can | —and you will need ne when
you reach the top. There are nmany foes upon that nountain, as well as Anvar."
Shia sighed. "Khanu, you may be right. But hear me out. | have good reason for
wanting you to stay behind, for if | should falter and fall, then you nust take

my place, and clinb with the Staff in ny stead."
Khanu's eyes grew very wi de, but he said nothing, Shia, taking his silence for

acqui escence, turned fromher friends with soft words of farewell, and began to
clinmb,

Anvar, safe fromthe blizzard in the cave above, was frantic. He cursed, and
drew a weary hand across his eyes. During his illness, the Mage had | ost track

of how many days he had spent in this accursed hole, but he was sure that the
birth of Aurian's child nmust now be immnent. Only sheer Magefol k stubbornness
had prevented himfrom giving up hope over these |ast days, and Shia's sudden
appearance with the Staff had seemed nothing |l ess than a nmiracle. Now, however,
it was as though the cup of hope had been offered to him by the capricious gods,
only to be dashed fromhis |ips once nore.

Shia's sendi ngs were becom ng progressively weaker; as the cats struggled on in
the teeth of the storm fighting their way forward agai nst the bone-piercing

bl ast of the wind that heaped the snow ever deeper in their path. Pacing back
and forth across the stony floor of the cave, Anvar raged against his

hel pl essness. Gods, if only | could help them he thought. There mnust be
sonething | can do! Then, as if to add to his torment, the rough old voice of a
strange cat flashed into his mnd, with a nessage that turned himcold with

dr ead.

"Human—we can find no other way up. Shia has to clinb up to you, so it will be
as well if you do not try to speak to her for a while. She will need all her
concentration, if she is to survive."

"Stop her! She mustn't do this!" Anvar cried. "lIt's not possible to clinb that
cliff!™ In his mind, he heard the cat's dry, hunorless chuckle

"It's too late to stop her. Already she clinbs. But bear in nmind that what is

i mpossi ble for a human nay not be so for a cat. Her claws can find the tiniest
crevices, and she can stretch her linbs for distances that a mere human could
not reach."

Then Anvar heard a note of doubt creep into the old cat's voice, "That is, if
her strength holds out." Hreeza's voice faded into a sorrowful silence.

Anvar rushed to the cave nouth and hung perilously over the edge, trying to peer
down through the layers of cloud and twisting veils of snow, h was hopel ess. The
storm obscured everything. Realizing that it would take Shia sonme tine to
acconplish her clinb, and that it would serve no purpose to stay out here and
freeze, Anvar returned to his fire. Numb with horror, he sat down, staring
sightlessly at the flickering, frost-blue flanes, and began to pray.

At the foot of the cliff, the old cat turned fromher conversation with the
frantic human—and found hersel f al one. Above her head she caught a flicker of
movenent, as Khanu's tail vanished into the blizzard. Hreeza's own tail |ashed
in anger. "Come back, you young fool," she roared. "Shia ordered you to stay
down here."

From above her, Khanu's voice cane strained and stilted as he struggled to

mai ntain his hold on the sheer face of the nmountain. "Shia was wong," he
interrupted flatly. "I have no doubt that she'll reach the top—and when she



does, she will need nmy help.” A note of cunning entered his voice, "O course,
if you were to tell her what |'"mup to, it mght prove a fatal distracti on—but
that is between you and your conscience, old one. Now | eave ne al one—this clinb
is harder than it | ooks."

Hreeza, snarling with frustration, turned away fromthe dreadful cliff. She had
no gods to invoke, and | acked the human relief of cursing. Her conpanions,

di scounting her as too old, worn out, and spent to attenpt the clinb, had not
even thought of including her in their plans. Driven by the urgency of their
quest, they had left her to survive the blizzard as best she m ght. Rage and
resentnent flashed through Hreeza, sending a surge of hot blood through |inbs
that were already growing stiff and nunb. Leave her to perish in the snow, would
they? Well, she'd see about that! There was life in the old cat yet—and she
woul d sell that |ife dearly, and on her own terns!

How | ong had she been clinbing? Shia had no recollection. Tine had stretched so
that eternity enconpassed this icy stretch of cliff to which she clung with the
strength of pure desperation; yet the boundaries of her world had narrowed and
shrunk to a scant few feet of stone, and the next, narrow chip or chink in the
rock that night provide a slender purchase for her blunted, shredded cl aws.
Shia's head was swinming with weariness, and the Staff, clenched in her aching
jaws, interfered with her breathing and obstructed her vision. Her |inbs,
unnaturally splayed to hold her close to the cliff and | ocked for so long in
that one position, felt as though they were strung together by strands of
searing fire that ran into her body to bind her laboring lungs in a viselike
enbrace. Wth her entire weight suspended from her claws, Shia dared not think
of the endless plunge to oblivion that awaited her should she weaken, even for
an instant. She very carefully kept her thoughts away fromthe
near-inpossibility of the task that she had set herself Instead, she sinply kept
on going, refusing to give in, fighting an endless series of snall battles for
each new burning breath, and noving |aboriously, one paw at a tine, inch by
inch, like a small black fly that craw ed across the face of that vast,
unyi el ding wall of stone.

"Shia?" Anvar's tentative voice cut across her concentration |ike a whipcrack
Jerked abruptly fromits of suffering, exertion, and endurance, the will of the
great cat faltered. Shia's weight seened to suddenly double, and her claws
scrabbled frantically at the slick stone surface as she slid for several inches,
al rost dropping the Staff, her claws digging deep grooves in the crunbling rock,
her heart |eaping into her throat, until she reached a spot where the cliff

| eaned slightly backward, and she could find her hold again.

Anvar's cry of horror still echoed around the rocks above her. Wen the pounding
of blood in her ears had quieted, Shia heard himcursing hinmself in an

uni nterrupted stream of oaths, in a voice that shook nore than a little. The
great cat |eaned her head wearily against the icy stone and waited for her
breathing to steady and her linbs to stop trenbling. In the neantine, she

di verted her thoughts fromher brush with death by telling Anvar exactly what
she thought of him It took quite a while, and by the tine she had finished,
Shia felt ready to go on,

Now t hat she was aware of her surroundings, the cat noticed that the blizzard
was sl ackeni ng—and she al so saw why Anvar had been forced to risk distracting
her .

"You need to nove across to your left now, Shia," he told her, "You were going
to mss the cave entirely,"

Shia forgave himat once. Above her, the cliff stretched on and on beyond the
dark blot that marked the cave nmouth, and Shia shuddered at the thought of
clinmbing endlessly, until her strength gave out and she fell —

"Stop that!" Anvar's voice cut firmy across her despairing thoughts. "Cone on
Shia," he wheedl ed, "you can do it now. Wy, you're alnost there!"

Hi s words put new heart into the exhausted cat Anvar was right, of course. Wy,
gi ven the distance she had already cone, this last little stretch would be
nothing! "At tines like this, | can see why Aurian is so fond of you," she told
the Mage gratefully, Buoyed by the warnmth of her friendship with this human,



Shia gathered the | ast dregs of her faltering strength and began to clinb again.
Wth one | ast weary heave, the great cat haul ed herself over the lip of the
cavern entrance, assisted by Anvar's strong grasp around her upper |inbs. At

| ong | ast she relinqui shed her precious burden, dropping the Staff of Earth at
Anvar's feet with a soaring sense of triunph, before collapsing bonelessly to

t he ground.

Shia lay, her chest heaving, her vision dimw th exhaustion, as Anvar's hands
gently snoothed the pain fromher cranped and trenbling linbs. His touch sent a
tingling warmh through strained and weary nuscles, and in its wake, Shia felt a
gl ow of well-being and energy renewed. As her vision began to clear, she saw the
haze of shimering blue round his hands, and realized that Anvar was using
magi ¢, as Aurian had done in the desert, to restore a neasure of strength to
her. After a few minutes, Shia stretched |uxuriously and sat up

Anvar ceased his ministrations to lay a gentle hand on the cat's sleek, broad
head. "That was a m ghty clinb, my brave friend," he told her softly, with a
catch in his voice. "Shia, | don't know how to thank you."

"Well, you'd better think of a way,'
intend to do it again!"

Shia retorted tartly, "because | don't

Laughing with pure relief, Anvar threw his arms around the great cat, huggi ng
her hard, and Shia rolled over on her back like a playful kitten, wapping her
great paws around him and rubbi ng her head agai nst his shoul der as the cavern
reverberated to the booning runble of her purr.

"Help ne .
Had it not been for that anguished mental cry, Anvar woul d never have noticed
the weak and pitiful whinper that accompanied it. The tiny sound woul d have
passed unnoticed in the midst of his joyful and boisterous reunion wth Shia.
"What the bl azes was that?" the Mage demanded as he di sentangl ed hinsel f from
the great cat's enbrace.

"I't had better not be who | think it is," Shia muttered wathfully as they
rushed to the cave nouth to peer out,

"Cods save us!" Anvar cried. "Another one!"

Shia peered past the Mage. "It's Khanu," she said.

Anvar coul d see the young cat hanging by his fore-paws just below the lip of the
cavern—n trouble and plainly at the end of his strength. Already, his grip was
begi nning to | oosen.

"Anvar, can you reach hinP" Shia cried.

The Mage was al ready on his stomach, |eaning out over the drop. "Curse it, |
can't—ot quite . . . But wait! | know "

Scranbl i ng up, Anvar dashed back into the cave and returned with the Staff of
Earth. Holding tightly to the head that bore the crystal, he | owered the other
end down to the terrified young cat.

"Grab this, and hold on tight!" Anvar instructed. As Khanu grabbed the Staff in
his jaws, the Mage linked his will with the m ghty powers of the Staff—-and
pul l ed, as though hooking a fish froma river, Khanu, the Staff held tight in
his jaws, came flying up the last few feet of the cliff, inpelled by Anvar's
strength augnented out of all proportion by the power of the Staff,
Unfortunately, the Mage had overestinmated the anount of force he would need. The
cat went hurtling into the cave past Anvar and Shia, Jolted out of his grip on
the Staff, he went rolling across the floor, narrowy mssing the fire, to fetch

up hard against the farther wall, where he lay, stunned, bruised, and breathless
as Anvar and Shia ran toward him
"You wetch! You idiotic young fool!" Shia was already snarling. "Did | not tel

you to stay behi nd?"

Khanu, in no state, as yet, to defend hinmself, |ooked utterly wetched, but even
as Anvar felt a twinge of sympathy for the young cat, the nerest flicker of
shadow across the bright cave nouth caught the corner of his eye. Damm! Skyf ol k!



Thi nki ng qui ckly, Anvar picked up the pile of catskins that lay by his bed and
flung them over Shia and Khanu in their shadowy corner. "Don't nove! Don't make
a sound!" he warned the cats, as just in tine he renenbered to hide the Staff
away out of sight.

The sound of Wnged Folk entering stilled Shia's shocked and furious protests.
Now that the blizzard had ceased, Anvar's guards were bringing his daily ration
of food, and the Mage cursed hinself for having forgotten

Thank the gods they didn't conme any sooner, he thought.

As soon as Anvar's captors had left, Shia and Khanu energed from beneath the
pile of furs as though they had been scal ded. Both cats were shaking with anger

and revul sion, and Anvar didn't blane them He knew how he would feel, if he had
been forced to conceal hinself beneath a pile of human corpses. Dropping to his
knees, he put an arm around each of the great cats. "lI'msorry," he told them

softly, "but it was the only way to hide you."

Khanu slunk into a corner and began to retch, but Shia glared balefully at the
pil e of catskins, "How nany skins would you say are there?" she asked Anvar, Her
voice held the bite of ice and steel

"Ten—a dozen, nmaybe/' Anvar told her. "To be honest, | needed themin order to
survive, but they filled ne with such horror that | never wanted to exam ne them
closely. | can't bear the sight of them" He shuddered.

The great cat | ooked at himgravely. "You are a friend of cats, Anvar. Those who
once wore these pelts would not begrudge you their use now. But as for those

mur dering Skyfol k—= Her gaze kindled like cold fire. "You have the Staff now,
Anvar —when do we start? | wish to kill today. The Skyfolk will pay for this
atrocity in blood."

Anvar had no quarrel with Shia's sentinments—he had wasted enough tinme Kkicking
his heels in this accursed hole, and he too had debts to pay. "But first you and
Khanu nust eat, and rest a little nore,” he told her. "Once | start this, | want
to be thorough."

Wi | e Shia and her conpani on shared the neat brought by the Wnged Fol k, Anvar

pi cked up the Staff of Earth and sat down beside the fire with the slender,
serpent-carved Artifact in his hands. At the Mage's touch, the green crysta
clasped in the serpents' jaws began to bloomwi th a growi ng enerald radi ance, as
the magically charged wood vi brated and hummed wi th such power that Anvar had to
exert every ounce of his will to keep the energy contai ned and danpened until it
coul d be focused. This Staff was Aurian's gift, and the key to his freedom
brought to himbeyond all hope by Shia's heroic journey. Buoyed by the thought
of his love, Anvar began to fornmulate his plans of escape and vengeance.

El ster, though she dared not help himopenly, had been lavish with her

i nformati on. Though he had only seen the edifice froma distance, Anvar knew
that the nenacing structure that crowned Aerillia Peak was the focus and seat of
Bl ackt al on's power, and the place where he would nost |ikely be found. Wth the
awesone power of the Staff of Earth that Aurian and Shia had nanaged, agai nst

all odds, to put into his hands, Anvar would be able to strike directly at the
tenpl e—right through the heart of the nountain.

Briefly, the Mage's lips curled back in the grimest of snmiles. Too |ong had he
and Aurian been helpless and inprisoned, Nowit was tine to turn the tables on
their foes. By all the gods, he was |ooking forward to this.

Chapter 19 Return to Nexis

Eli seth | ooked up fromthe scroll she was studying as the Archmage burst into
her chanbers wi thout knocking. For an instant, Mathan saw the dark Iine of a
frown between her brows, but she hid her irritation quickly beneath a mask of
sociability. Pushing the scroll down the side of her chair, she stood to greet
him and gestured to her maid, who had been sewing in the corner, to pour w ne.
"What has happened?" the Wather-Mage asked. "I gather, fromyour precipitate
entrance, that it nust be sonething of inportance.”

"Vannor has been captured." M athan swung around sharply at the brittle crash of
splintering crystal. The little maidservant was standing by the cabinet,

wi de-eyed with horror, the knuckles of one clenched fist held to her nouth,



| ooki ng down at the tw nkling shards that strewed the floor. Crimson w ne was
spl ashed on her skirts and pooled like blood around her feet.

"You clumsy little wetch!" Eliseth grabbed the unfortunate girl by the shoul der
and sl apped her sharply, twi ce. "That was one of a matched set! Hurry up and

pour sone nore—and get this ness cleaned up. You'll be beaten for this!"

"And you'll enjoy it." Mathan sniled cruelly, as Eliseth returned to him "How
very kind of her to give you an excuse."

The Weat her - Mage shrugged. "Who needs an excuse? Wiich is just as well, for she

doesn't provide me with many. To give the brat her due, she's the best maid |'ve
ever had."

"No matter." M athan shrugged asi de such uni nportant considerations. "Eliseth, |
have just nade the npbst useful discovery..." He went on to tell her of his
confrontation with the captured nerchant—and his excitenent, when he found out
the extent of the magical energy that could be transnuted froma Mrtal's pain
and fear.

Eli seth cursed disgustedly. "Wat? So you nean that all those human sacrifices
wer e unnecessary? We coul d have saved ourselves the trouble of procuring new
victims by keeping a handful of prisoners alive and torturing thenP"

"To a certain extent," the Archnmage replied judiciously. "For magic requiring a

massi ve Boost of power, however, |ike possession froma distance, | should think
that a sacrifice would still be required. Nonetheless, this discovery presents
some interesting possibilities. Some experinents will be in order, | believe—and

what better subject than Vannor himself?" His voice sank to a purr. "The nan is
tough- ni nded and physically strong. If we take good care of him | should think
he'll last a good long tine ..."

The Weat her - Mage nodded avidly. "Were have you put hin®"

"I had Aurian's old chanbers cleaned up for him" Mathan sniled at her
ast oni shed expression. "W shall want himclose at hand, and we nust take good
care of him+for as long as he | asts. Besides, the only other place we could have
put himis the archives beneath the library, and it would be easier for himto
escape fromthere—er even be rescued. No, | have himthis time—and he will not
escape again!"

Vannor opened his eyes and, for an instant, wondered where he was. Then his guts
clenched with terror as he renenbered his capture, and subsequent confrontation
with the Archmage. The aftermath of M athan's assault was still with him he
felt weak as a newborn colt, and his body throbbed with an all-enconpassing
ache. But his disconforts were lost in surprise as he took note of his
surroundi ngs.

The nerchant had been expecting a dungeon. Instead, he found hinself in a soft
bed that stood in a pleasant chanmber with green and gold hangings on the walls,
and a fire burning brightly in the grate. The furni shings were delicately
wought, their lines flowing and sinple, all their richness in the deep gl ow of
dark polished wood, Vannor shivered. What was the Archnage up to? Frankly, he
woul d have preferred the dungeon, "At |east that way, |'d know how things
stood," he muttered to hinself.

A cup stood on the night table by his bed. An experimental sip proved that it
contained taillin, still warm and |aced with spirits. Vannor could feel its
heat all the way down to his stomach. His body craved the warmliquid. Before he
had tinme to worry about whether the cup might contain anything worse, he had
drained it to the dregs. The liquid seenmed to put newlife into him Cursing,
the merchant dragged his stiff, aching linbs, still nmarked in places fromthe
ropes that had bound him out of bed. Blessing the huge fire that blazed in the
bedroom grate, he staggered across to the doorway that led into the next room
A fire burned brightly in the living chanber, too. Everything was neat, clean,
and wel comi ng—ust as he renenbered it fromlong ago. The old faniliar
surroundi ngs brought back the past so sharply that Vannor |urched agai nst the
doorframe, undone. A groan wenched its way fromthe very core of his being. He
remenbered dining with Aurian on several occasions, in this very chanber that
had once been her own. Aurian—and Forral. And where was Aurian now? Vannor
wonder ed. How was she faring? It nust be about tinme for the poor lass to be
bearing her child . . . And where was Zanna? Despite his best efforts, she was



still wandering at |arge sonewhere in the sink of vice and iniquity that the
city had becone. By the gods, if he ever got his hands on that wetched girl,
he'd—H s view of the room becane suspiciously blurred. Vannor rubbed his eyes
vigorously, and told hinmself he was suffering the aftereffects of Mdathan's

att ack.

Moving |i ke a sl eepwal ker, the nerchant checked the chanbers thoroughly. The
door was | ocked, of course, and he could get nowhere near the w ndows for

M at han's spells. Wen he tried to touch the crystal panes, there was a flash of
light, and his hand was engulfed in burning pain that shot up his arm It felt
for an instant as though he had thrust his hand into the fire. The fires in both
roons were guarded by a simlar spell. Vannor found by painful experinmentation
that he could throw logs into the flanes froma short distance away, but could
approach no closer than the hearth itself. That ruled out using fire as sone

ki nd of weapon, then—and there was nothing else in the chanber that could be
used at all. Even the bedcovers, with which he'd thought to hang hinself as a

| ast desperate alternative, sinply slipped out of any knot he tried to nake.
Swearing luridly and rubbing his stinging fingers, the nmerchant sank into a
chair by the fire, buried his face in his hands, and cursed hinself for a fool
Fear for Zanna nust have blurred his thinking when he had set out to find her
Hi s plan had seenmed so sinple at the outset! Return to Nexis, disguise hinself,
and nake surreptitious contact with sonme of his old and trusted connections
anong the nerchants. It should have been sinple enough to trace one lost girl
What he had failed to take into account was that one, at least, of his old
acquai ntances was no longer to be trusted.

Vannor cursed. Wi ch one of those bastards had betrayed hin? The city had
changed so nuch in his absence—another thing he had failed to take into account.
New opportunities had arisen under Mathan's rule, new chances to prosper and
becone rich—f you weren't too particular about the nethods used. The rich and
the poor were growing farther and farther apart in Nexis, and the nerchant had
been sickened to his very soul by the poverty, sickness, and squal or he had
witnessed. Others, it seneed, had | ess tender consciences. Mathan's immoral,
sel f-serving ruthl essness was spreading |ike an evil canker through Vannor's
city, and the nerchant was helpless to stop it. Stop it? Wiy, he couldn't even
save hinsel f! Though he had never been a man to give up hope, Vannor could see
no possible way out of this predicanent.

Al activity ceased as the Archmage strode into the kitchen. Janok, berating
sonme hapl ess minion, broke off short in the nmidst of his tirade, his face
betrayi ng both astoni shnent and fear. Wat was M athan doi ng here? He never

| owered hinself to enter the kitchen

"Yes, sir? How can | hel p you?" Janok bowed | ow, al nmost groveling. The head cook
had never forgotten that dreadful day so | ong ago, when he had carel essly

al | oned the drudge Anvar to escape and fall into Aurian's hands—and how M at han
had puni shed him for his nistake.
"Janok, " the Archmage barked, "I need a servant for a delicate and special task

I's there anyone anong this disreputable crew of |ayabouts and slatterns who is
reliable, trustworthy—and di screet?"

"I can do it, sir," a small voice piped up fromthe shadows. Janok scow ed. By
all the gods, were it not for the fact that she had the Lady Eliseth's
protection, he would teach that upstart little snippet a | esson she woul d never
forget!

The Archrmage was frowning down at the tangle haired young girl. "Are you not the
Lady Eliseth's servant?"

"Yes, sir." The maid bobbed another curtsy. "But | can nmake up the extra tine,
and |1've ever so ef-efficient, the Lady said." Beneath her tangle of hair, she
frowned. "At least, | think that was the word she used."

In spite of hinself, Mathan found that he was smling. Wat a droll little
creature she was. Perhaps she would be just the thing to anuse Vannor, and
soften his nood. "Well," he said, "if you are sure you can do this wthout

i nconveni ence to your mstress ..."

"Ch, | can, sir, | promse you. I'll work ever so hard."



Janok ground his teeth. Pushy little brat! Always toadying to the Magefol k and
putting herself forward!

"Very well," said Mathan. "I nust say, it nakes a refreshing change to see such
ent husi asm Janok, prepare a tray with food and wi ne—the best you have. You,
girl, will bring it upstairs to ne as soon as possible."

When the Archmage had gone, Janok turned on the maid. "Wy, you little—

"You touch ne, an' I'Il tell the Lady Eliseth," the girl shrilled, scranbling
deftly out of his way. Janok cursed her, but he was defeated for the nonent. He
was terrified of the Lady Eliseth, as were all the servants. But one day this
little bitch would slip up, and when she did . . . Thinking dark thoughts of
revenge, Janok went to prepare the tray.

Vannor, exhausted, frustrated, and in pain, had fallen asleep at last in the
chair by the fire. But he had scarcely closed his eyes, it seenmed, when he was
awakened by the sound of the door being opened, and the rattle of crockery.

M at han entered, followed by a small, slight figure staggering beneath the

wei ght of a laden tray. The nmerchant sprang to his feet, his first thought one
of relief that the Archmage was unacconpani ed by guards. Though where M at han
was concerned, that neant very little! "Wat do you want of me now?" he grow ed.
The Archrmage shrugged. "I nerely came to bring you sone food." He sniled
mrthlessly. "W nust take care of you, ny dear Vannor. It would be tragic to

| ose you too soon."

Turning to the mmidservant, M athan gestured for her to put the tray down on the
table. She lurked behind him head down and face averted. Then Vannor caught a
clearer glinpse of her. Though a ragged fringe of hair obscured nost of the

mai d's face, there was sonething so familiar . . . The nerchant gasped. Quickly,
he swung away fromthe Archnmage to hide his shock. The naid banged the tray down
onto the table, alnost spilling its contents, and with a scared glance at the
Archmage, darted fromthe roomlike a startled hare.

"I'f you've only cone to threaten me, Mathan, |'mnot interested," Vannor
snarled, to cover her retreat.

"Very well. The next tinme | cone, you nust be prepared for nore than threats."
Stiffly, Mathan stal ked fromthe chanber, |ocking the door behind him

When he was gone, Vannor shot across the roomto the tray, lifting the dishes
with trenbling fingers. Sure enough—dnder a plate he found a fol ded note,
curling and danp fromthe heat of the food. Carefully, the merchant peeled it
open, stifling his inpatience. The ink was beginning to spread in fuzzy lines,
but the hasty scrawl was still |egible.

Dad, don't worry. I'll get you out of here as soon as | can, but it may take a
whil e before I can think up some kind of plan. Be patient, | beg you. DON T DO
ANYTHI NG TO G VE ME AVAY

Zanna

Beneath the signature, blurred and dotted with tears, was a hastily added

scrawl: "I |love you."
A wei ght of worry suddenly lifted from Vannor's shoul ders. Quickly, he read the
note again, then threwit in the fire.' "WlIl, of all the sheer nerve! O al

the bl oody insane, ridicul ous, dangerous notions . he nmuttered. Then his
face broke into a grudging smle. Zanna! The little minx was spying in the
Acadeny, right under the very noses of the Magef ol k!

Vannor shook his head, half aghast, half admring.

"She's my daughter, all right!' he admitted to hinself. "Bl ess her and bl ast her
for her courage!"™ Wth that, Vannor bent to his nmeal with a better heart than he
woul d ever have thought possible.

The lean, fleet N ghtrunner vessel, with its sails of shadowy gray, slipped into
Norberth Port long after dusk and tied up to a derelict, unused jetty on the
south side of the harbor. This year's evil weather had all but put an end to
trade, and the town seenmed qui et and subdued, with few wi ndows showing |ights.



There was no sign of activity on the handful of ships noored on the north side
of the harbor, and the docks were silent and deserted. Renmana, standing in the
prow of the smuggl er ship, snuggled nore deeply into her heavy cl oak, and
shivered. Already it was getting on for autumm again, and this year they had
never seen a sunmer!

Remana t hought wistfully about Fional's description of the Valley, where this
eldritch winter held no sway. From al ong the deck, she heard nuffled rattles and
scrapes, and the creaking of rope as the ship's boat was | owered in the darkness
with a dispatch that betokened long practice. A figure materialized at her side
out of the gloom and Remana, expecting Yanis, was surprised to near the voice
of Tarnal, the devoted young N ghtrunner who had taught Zanna to ride.

"Are you ready to go, nma'an?" Tarnal whispered.

Remana nodded, feeling a tw nge of excitement—then renmenbered that Tarnal coul d
barely see her in the gloom "I'mready," she whispered. "Were's Yanis?"
"WAiting in the boat—he's still not happy about you going]" Tarnal replied. "Had
it not been for Gevan whining about taking a woman to do a nman's work, you'd
have problenms. But you know how Gevan gets under our |eader's skin!" He

chuckl ed. "Yanis will take you now, just to spite him"

"I't's not up to Yanis—er that idiot Gevan!" Renmna retorted in astringent tones.
She scranbl ed down into the rowboat, profoundly grateful she'd thought of
wearing britches instead of skirts—though her clothing had provided Gevan with
anot her bone of -contention. She sighed, annoyed because everyone thought that
Yani s had included her just to irritate his irascible mate. Ever since her
dearest Leynard had been drowned they had all wanted to wap her in wool like a
babe in arns!.

"Conme on, Manml." Yanis hissed. "What kept you?" H's words did nothing to inprove
Remana' s nood, but she took a deep breath and bit back the acid comrent that
sprang to her lips. Only by her actions would she finally prove her worth to the
men as a N ghtrunner.

Wth Gevan and Yanis at the oars, Tarnal keeping a | ookout in the bows, and
Remana, at her own insistence, steering, the ship's boat skirted the docks under
cover of the shadowed wharves, heading toward the springing span of the great
white bridge that marked the river's nouth.

Before long, the scattered | anps of Norberth had faded behind them Curls of

m st were rising fromthe dark water, shrouding the surface of the river with
glimrering silk. Peering ahead into the gl oom Renana caught the tip of her
tongue between her teeth and concentrated on her steering. |If she ran aground or
hit a rock, she would never hear the last of it fromthose wetched
smuggl er s—especi ally Gevan

Judging fromthe | abored breathing of the two nmen, it was hard work row ng
upstream against the current. It also took |onger than Remana had expected. Wen
at last she heard the roar of water rushing over the weir, she was greatly
relieved. Briefed by Yanis on what to expect, she steered the boat into a calm
banksi de pool beyond the swirl of the turbulent waters, and the two men
scranbled to steady the craft while she disenbarked. Wth nuffled grunts and
curses, they hauled it out and carried it up the sloping bank and around the
weir, returning it to the water in a place beyond the pull of the ferocious
current.

Remana lost all track of time as Yanis and Tarnal propelled the boat with
rhythm c strokes along the river's upper reaches toward Nexis. Despite the warm
gl oves that one of the old N ghtrunner grandnothers had knitter for her, her
hand that grasped the tiller was freezing—al nost as cold, in fact, as her feet
and her face. She was very glad when the first straggling buildings of Nexis
came | ooming through the nist. Suddenly Rermana jerked bolt upright, peering at
the torchlit scene that swung into view around a bend in the river. The boat
gave a sudden yaw as her hand tightened unconsciously on the tiller. "Wat in
the name of the Gods is that?" she yel ped.

Yani s spat out an oath and grabbed for the oar that had been wenched fromhis
hand by the boat's abrupt jerk. Fromhis scowl, Remana knew he had been about to
deliver a blistering comment on her steering, but, luckily for him had thought
better of it. Tarnal, however, had | ooked over his shoulder, and his startled



cry drew the N ghtrunner |eader's attention away from his nother.

"Yani s—+ook! They've rebuilt the old wall"

In Remana's lifetine, the city of Nexis had |ong since burst the constraining
bounds of its ancient walls. Their crunbling remains still existed to the north
and east of the city, where the steep, uneven | andscape had di scouraged further
construction, but generations of merchants had taken to building their hones on
the terraced slopes on the south side of the river, and the burgeoning city had
al so extended westward, where the |land sloped | ess steeply as the river w dened
and the valley opened out. But while Renmana had been away fromthe city, someone
had been repairing and extending the original fortifications with massive bl ocks
of rough-nortared stone, to about the height of three nen.

A new bridge spanned the river, a continuation of the new wall that clinbed the
south side of the valley in a series of stepped |lengths, to | ocop around the
mansi ons of the nerchants. Blocking the arch of the bridge was a huge barred
gate that slid down into sockets on either side. Above it, on the bridge, was a
sturdy building that presunmably housed some |ifting nechanism to permt
approved river craft to pass.

"How could they have built it so fast?" Yanis gasped. Quickly, he paddled the
little boat beneath the sheltering trees of the northern bank, out of sight of
any guards who m ght be stationed on the bridge.

"The Magefol k have done this/' Tarnal asserted. "It would take magic to get
those blocks into place!"™ He frowned. "But why did they do it? Surely, with the
powers at Mathan's comand, he can't be afraid of being attacked?"

Remana shook her head. "Perhaps this wall was built, not to keep people out of
Nexi s—but to keep themin." Whatever the reason for its construction, the new
wal | presented themwi th a problem Renmana frowned, utterly at a | oss. "How can
we get in to see Jarvas now?"

"We Nightrunners can get in and out of Nexis unseen," Yanis assured her with the
wi cked grin that rem nded her so nuch of his father. He nobored the boat inits
hi ding place, and |ifted sonething froma bundle of sacking in the bottom To
Remana' s puzzlenent, it was the shielded lantern that the snmugglers used for
signaling. Yanis | ed Remana and Tarnal along the bank toward the new bridge that
fornmed a barrier across the river. Near the bridge, he scranbled down the steep
bank, the others following with difficulty, clinging to tussocks of grass to
keep their bal ance on the rough and nuddy ground, and gl ad of the dappl ed
tree-shadow t hat shielded them from view.

Though she had been hearing the sound of trickling water for sonme tine, Remana
only realized where Yanis was headi ng when an appal ling stench al nost sent her
reeling. "Ch, no!" She scranbled forward to grab the snuggler's shoul der

"Yanis, you can't be serious! You're taking us through the sewers?"

Yani s chuckl ed. "Wy not?" he said. "Think of it as follow ng Dad's footsteps/'
Still chuckling, he led the way toward the dark, round hole in the bank that was
the western sewer outfall for the city of Nexis.

"Pox rot it! Wiy didn't | listen to you, Benziorn!" Jarvas groaned. "If |'d sent
these fol k away sooner, they would have been safe by now" Peering through a
chink in the stout wall of his stockade, he could see the glint of torchlight on
swords and spears, where Pendral's troops had surrounded his refuge. Already,
the captain had delivered their ultimatum |f Tilda, Jarvas, and the wounded
stranger were not delivered into their hands before the torch in his hand burned
down, his archers would set fire to the buildings within the stockade.

"You tried—+enenber?" Benziorn replied. "Even knowi ng the risks, they wouldn't

| eave. They didn't believe anything coul d happen, they're so used to thinking of

this stockade as a place of safety . . ."He shrugged. "Wat nore could you have
done? It was their own choice to stay and take their chances!" The physician
shook his head. "Jarvas, you' ve fortified this place too well! Is there no other
way out ?"

"Only the bloody river!" Jarvas replied. "And that's too deep and fast for nost
of this lot to manage!" Cursing bitterly, he slammed his fist into his palm
"Benziorn —+'1l have to give nyself up! There's no other choice!"

"Wait," The physician gripped his arm "Don't rush into this! Pendral is in the



pay of the Magefol k, and we know the Archnage is behind these di sappearances of
folk fromall over the city. There's no guarantee that giving yourself up wll
save your folk. Besides, it's not just you they want—what about the others? By
all the Gods, there nust be sonething we can do!"

Wthin the warehouse, folk were huddl ed together in terrified knots, Apart from
the bawl ing of the youngest babes, who seened preternaturally aware of the
tension in the air, there was utter silence. Wen Jarvas entered the chanber,
all eyes turned hopefully toward him expecting "answers, Expecting himto save
t hem

Enmm e cane running up, the white dog a shadow at her heels. "Jarvas," she said
urgently, "you and Tilda and the stranger, and Benziorn, to take care of him

must get out of here. It's you they want. Maybe, with you gone, they'll |eave
t he others al one."

The big man frowned. "I don't like it— he began

Benziorn interrupted him "Jarvas, she's right. It's the only way. The probl em
is ... How do we get out?"

"Through the sewers, of course.”

Al three of themturned at the sound of the strange voice. Jarvas gasped. "By
all that's holy—+t's Leynard's |ass! Were the blazes did you spring fron®"
The worman scraped a straggle of hair out of her face with a nuddy hand and
gestured toward her conpanion. "This is ny son Yanis, now the | eader of the

Ni ghtrunners. | heard what you were saying. W'll get you out the sane way we
came in, and we've a ship noored at Norberth to take you to safety."

She spoke in a brisk, matter-of-fact way that rem nded Jarvas of Emm e, and he
respected her shrewd sunming up of the situation

“I''l'l find Tilda and the boy . . ." Emm e vanished into the depths of the

war ehouse, the white dog foll ow ng.

"W've a wounded man to take' Jarvas told Yanis. "Can you help ne with hinP"
Wien she saw the face of the stranger, Renana went white. "Hargorn! What
happened to hin? WIIl he be all right?"

At that nmoment, there cane the thunder of heavy blows on the gate. Flam ng
arrows arched whistling overhead |ike a shower of shooting stars, sone falling,

still burning, to the ground within the stockade, sone thudding into the wooden
hal f-ti nmbering of the buildings, or |odging between the roof tiles to set the
beans snol dering beneath. The warehouse began to fill with snmoke. A wooden feed

shed in the stockade caught alight, and people were running, scream ng. As the
guards had planned, it was only a matter of tine before sonmeone pani cked enough
to open the gate.

Emm e bl undered, choking, through thickening snoke, trusting the dog to guide
her. Wth danger threatening, the animal would return to its litter—and where
the pups were, Gince, and hopefully Tilda, would also be. It was her only
chance of finding themnow Forcing her way forward blindly, with stinging,
stream ng eyes, Enmie was buffeted and knocked by crowds of panic-stricken
peopl e struggling to reach the door. Wthout the white dog's |arge and steadying
presence at her side, and the clutch of her hand on the thick ruff of its neck,
she woul d have been knocked off her feet in no time. The panic was contagi ous.
As she thrust her way to the rear of the warehouse, Enmie felt throttling
tendrils of fear curling tight around her hamering heart, and constricting her
t hr oat .

"BEmmi e? Is that you?" Tilda seemed to erupt fromthe floor at Emmie's feet, her
wi | d-eyed face al nost distorted beyond recognition by her fear, "Is Gince with
you?"

"I thought he was with you!" Enmi e struggled to | oosen the hysterical wonman's
grip on her arm

"No—+ sent himto find you! Then all the noise started, and the fires—=

Emm e swore with such crude savagery that Tilda gaped at her in shock

"Ti |l da—whi ch way did he go?"

"Don't know I |ost sight of him* Her words were cut short by a bl ood-freezing
howl fromthe dog, Emmie's heart turned over. Near the scattered enbers of die



fire, the white dog stood, whining pitifully, over a nmangled nmass of blood and
fur, The tranpled remains of its litter

"I couldn't stop them " Tilda gabbled. A whole crowd cane running through
here—there was nothing | could do—

"You stupid bitch" Emm e slapped her so hard that Tilda staggered. "Can't you do
anyt hing right?"

Hating herself for taking her own angui sh out on the streetwal ker, Enmi e stooped
and put her 'arms around the neck of the whinpering dog, who was nosing in

pat hetic confusion at the linp little bodies. "Cone on," she said softly.
"There's no point now. " The sight of the animal's distress tore at her. Dashing
tears from her eyes, she pulled the dog away, and after a nonent's hesitation it
tore itself fromits dead litter, and followed her trustingly.

"Let's go." Emmi e grabbed Tilda's arm pulling the wonan al ong in her wake.
"We've got to find Gince."

They found the boy with Jarvas, near the doors of the warehouse. "Quick!" the
big man said. "The others have gone on ahead. Stay close to nme!" Even as they
foll owed himacross the yard, the gates flew open, and the guards surged through
inaswlling, relentless wave. Over the sound of screans, Emmie heard Jarvas
cursing. He stopped, half turned as if to go back

Runni ng forward, Emm e tugged at his arm "Jarvas, don't! There's nothing you
can do for them now "

Benzi orn and Rermana were waiting for themin the doorway of the cavernous

buil ding that had once been a fuelling mll. "Hurry," Remana urged them "Yanis
and Gevan have taken Hargorn ahead."

Then to Emm e's dismay, Grince noticed that his beloved dogs were mssing, "My
puppi es!" the boy howl ed. "W can't |eave them " Tearing his hand fromTilda's
grasp, he ran off across the yard and vani shed into the crowd.

"Grince!" Tilda shrieked, and set off after him before anyone could stop her

She was recogni zed i medi ately. Enmie watched, transfixed with horror, as two
sol di ers pounced on her, and haul ed her, struggling and scream ng, away. Tilda
managed to free one hand and gouged at the eyes of one of the guards—and the
other plunged his sword into her belly.

Emm e covered her eyes, and cried aloud in angui sh. Remana's strong and
conforting armwent round her shoulders. "Gieve later," the N ghtrunner woman
murmured. "Right now, it could cost you your life." She was right. Emm e nodded,
and strai ghtened her spine, though her throat ached with unshed tears.

Jarvas had started forward, his face a rigid nask of pain as the guards fanned
out through the mlling, terrified throng, laying about themwth fist, boot,
and spear-butt, caring nothing, for the pain they were inflicting on old and
young, man and woman ali ke as they sought the fleeing fugitives. Emmie saw
Benziorn's mouth tighten as he bl ocked the big nan's path. "Not you, Jarvas," he
cried. "You're a marked man! 'l find the boy, and show others the way out!"
"Conme back!" Remana yell ed. She caught hold of Enmie as the woman was about to
follow "No! Have you all gone crazy? You' re his hel per! Hargorn needs you!"
Sonehow, Enmi e and Remana haul ed and cajol ed the stunned Jarvas into the mll,
and were al nost knocked off their feet by the din fromthe fluttering chickens
and terrified pigs and goats that were housed within. The flanes fromthe yard
filled the dimbuilding with a dancing, infernal |ight.

In the lee of the great stone dye vats, Remana stooped down to the floor. "Here
it is!" She tugged at Jarvas's arm "Feel for the |ladder. Got it? Now get down

t her e—qui ck!"

Looki ng over the ol der worman's shoul der, Emmie saw the square, dark openi ng of
the floor drain, with an iron grating propped up beside it. At Remana's urging,
Jarvas scranbl ed down, and Emmie, with a quick prayer, that the drop was not too
far, pushed the reluctant dog down after himbefore feeling for the crunbling,
rusted rungs of the | adder herself. The descent was mercifully short, and as she
reached the bottom Enmmie saw a glinmer of |ight.

Yanis stood with the blond young Ni ghtrunner on the wal kway at the side of the
drain, carrying a shielded |antern that cast skull-Iike shadows on his-pallid
face, As Renana descended, he thrust the lanp into Emie's hand and seized his
nmot her by the shoul ders.



"Where the bl azes have you been?" he shouted hoarsely. "Gods, | thought you'd
been taken!"

"Don't be an idiot!" Renmmna retorted crisply, then hugged himhard. "I'msorry,
Yanis, Really, son, I'mall right. Did they take Hargorn to the outlet?"

Yani s nodded. "Gevan's guiding themto the boat," He | ooked hard at his nother,
his jaw tightening, "I'mcounting on you to take care of them Mam Once we get
themto the river, Tarnal and | are com ng back into the city through the sewers
to | ook for Zanna and Vannor."

Remana's reply shocked Emmie. Gods, this N ghtrunner woman coul d swear just |ike
a man! For an instant, she thought that Remana was about to argue, but instead

the wonman stopped short in md-curse and nodded. "I understand, Yanis. You |ads
take care of yourselves, and bring poor Zanna back safely." Her nouth tightened
omnously. "I want words with that girl!"

Yanis grinned. "If there's anything | eft when Vannor and | have finished with

her!" He turned to Emme with a quick, flashing smle. "Conme on, lass, let's get
out of here."

Enmi e was surprised at his smle, and wondered that it should be there, after
all he had seen that night. For herself and Jarvas, there was no reason to
sm | e—not now, and for a long tine to cone. As she followed the others into the
dark and reeking sewers, with her white dog close at her heels, Emm e wept for
the ones she had left behind in Nexis.

Grince pelted back into the warehouse through the darkness and snoke, ducking
and darting and worm ng his way through the nelee of battling figures who took
little heed of one stray child. Not for the first time in his young life, Gince
thanked the gods that he was small and fast on his feet. Only his ability to
slip between the larger adult bodies saved hi mfrom bei ng tranpl ed underfoot.

I nsi de the warehouse, flanmes were com ng through the ceiling and clawing with
greedy fingers at the walls. The air was thick and stifling, and the heat was a
solid, scorching wall. But at |east the place was al nost enpty, now that folk
had fled the fire. Choking, Gince groped his way to Emmie's little nest of

bl anket s—and reel ed back in horror fromthe carnage that net his eyes.

"No!" Sobbi ng, he beat the ground with his fists, and screaned out curses. His
bel oved puppies, all tranpled to a mangl ed heap of fur! The heat was grow ng—t
was becom ng harder to breathe. An om nous roaring cane from above. Gince

gl anced up through stream ng eyes, and saw the flanes begi nning to consune the

support beans of the roof. Panic seized him He scranbled up, torun . . . And
saw a corner of the bl anket nove.
Grince grabbed, and ran. Ran for his life, as the beans began to sag . . . Ran

gaspi ng, breathl ess and blind, depending on pure instinct to guide himthrough
the snoke to the door. Sparks and flam ng bits of rubble landed in his hair and
scorched his scalp, but he barely noticed

Wth a triunphant roar of flane, the ceiling of the warehouse fell in upon
itself. The boy erupted fromthe doorway not a second too soon, a cloud of snpke
bi Il owi ng out behind himand flanmes scorching his heels. He fell gasping to the
ground, rolling instinctively to protect his precious furry burden, and with the
| ast of his strength, crawl ed away fromthe heat, one hand cradling the precious
pup, alive or dead, to his breast.

Grince sat up, coughing convul sively, and w ped his streani ng eyes. The

war ehouses were a blazing inferno; the courtyard was enpty of people. O the
living, at any rate. Retching, the boy turned away fromthe dark and tw sted

lunps, nost with their features still recognizable, that had been the fol k who
lived in Jarvas's sanctuary. Determ nedly, he turned his attention to the scrap
of fur that was still cradled in his arns. It was the white pup, his favorite.

Grince's heart |eapt—but he knew better than to rejoice too soon. The tiny
creature huddled in his arns, shivering, weak, and wretched. It needed food, and
warnth, and care . . . The boy | ooked wildly around him Where was Enmi e? She
woul d know what to do. Wiere was everyone?

Grince put the puppy inside the scorched rags of his shirt, too concerned for
the little creature to heed his own disconfort. Squaring his shoul ders

determ nedly, he set off across the tranpl ed, bloody courtyard to find Enm e.



That she nmight well be one of the scattered corpses that littered the yard was a
fact that he was not prepared to accept. He did, however, find his nother.
Tilda lay in the nud, her guts split open like a butchered pig, her enpty eyes
staring in stark horror at the snoky sky. Gince stood there, reeling, too
shocked yet for tears, unable to take his eyes fromthe ghastly sight. After a
time, the puppy squirned restlessly against his skin, its tiny scrabbling claws
bringing his nmind back to reality. This—this horror was not reality. This was
not his nmother! It couldn't be. She nust be sonewhere else, lost in the city .
He woul d find her, he knew, and in the neantime, his puppy nmust be cared for
Grince turned his back on the grim carnage of Jarvas's stockade, and noved
slowy, like a sleepwal ker, through the gates. Little nore than a shadow
hi nsel f, the young boy vani shed wi thout trace into the shadowy sluns of Nexis.

Chapter 20
The Sky-CGod's Tenpl e

Leave ne alone!" They were the first words Raven had uttered since her w ngs had
been destroyed,

Cygnus sighed inpatiently, and turned away from her. For days he had renmi ned at
her bedside, talking to her, coaxing her, conforting her, trying anything to
pierce the shell of desolation with which the Queen had surrounded hersel f. How
typical that now, when he had troubles of his own, she should finally respond to
his presence! A few nonents ago, he had been visited by the H gh Priest, and was
still reeling fromthe shock of Blacktalon's words. "Wat fools we were," he
nmoaned to hinself. Elster captured, and about to be executed; and hinself a
prisoner within Queen Raven's roons, awaiting a simlar fate when the priest was
done with his services! Suddenly, Cygnus had stopped wi shing for Raven's swift
recovery. Once she no |l onger needed him he could neasure his life in m nutes.
"Leave me alone, | said!"

The sharpness of Raven's voice jerked Cygnus fromhis bl eak thoughts, and he
felt an irrational surge of anger. "WIlingly—+f only | could!'" he snapped at

her. "Don't tell me you didn't hear Blacktalon. I'mas nuch a prisoner here as
you, so you might as well get used to it. |I shouldn't worry, though," he added.
"l doubt that I'lIl be around to trouble you for long. You have a longer life

than | to |l ook forward to!"

Stunned by the bitterness of his tone, Raven turned her head to | ook, for the
first tinme, at the young physician who had tended her so patiently. "I don't
want life," she said flatly. "Wuld you want to live like this? Wiy did you not
let me die, as | w shed?" Her voice lifted in a childish whine, and tears of
self-pity gathered in her eyes.

The drops of noisture went flying as Cygnus sl apped her hard across the face.
"You selfish little fool!" he yelled. "Do you think you're the only one

suf fering? What about your people? Wat about nme? What about El ster, who saved
your miserable life, and will die at sundown? You are the Queen! Instead of
lying there whining |like a coward, why aren't you trying to revenge yourself

agai nst that bl ack-w nged nonster?"

"Curse you! How dare you strike ne! How dare you speak to ne |like that? Have you
any idea what it's like to be crippled like this?" shrieked Raven. |ncensed
beyond all neasure, she tried to raise herself to strike back at him struggling
agai nst the heavy splinting that bound her w ngs.

Horror replaced the rage on the physician's face. "Don't! For Yinze's sake, lie
still!" Firmy, he pushed her back to her pillows, avoiding her hands that
clawed for his eyes. Raven struggled for a nonent |onger before hopel essness
overwhel med her, and she went [|inp.

Cygnus | et her go as though she burned him and the two young Skyfol k glared at
one anot her, breathing hard.

"Gods, | hate you!" Raven spat.

"l don't think much of you, either," retorted Cygnus. "But Elster and | put in a
| ot of hard work on those wings, and | won't have it undone by your hysterics.
Try that again, and I'll strap you down."

"You wouldn't! You— Raven was spluttering with rage



"Wuld | not?" Cygnus spoke softly, but the winged girl saw the obdurate glint
in his eyes, and shut her mouth abruptly.

"At least you're fighting back at last," the physician went on wyly. "Had

known it would be so effective, | would have sl apped you nmuch sooner."
"What's the point in fighting back?" Raven's despair returned to overwhel m her
Steeling herself, she | ooked Cygnus in the eye. "I'Il never fly again, will |?"

Cygnus shook his head, his eyes briming with synpathy. "Alas, Blacktal on was

too thorough. W saved your w ngs, but— Eyes bl azing, he grasped her hand

tightly. "Your Majesty—avenge yourself! Keep your hold on life until Bl acktal on

has paid for his msdeeds!"

"You don't know what you're asking," Raven cried. "Wat can | do, against the

High Priest? | amcrippl ed—hel pl ess! | was betrayed—=

"The way | heard it from Anvar," said Cygnus brutally, "you got what you

deserved. "

Beneat h hi s accusi ng gaze, Raven withed with shame. There was no escapi ng the

fact that he was right. She had caused her own undoi ng, by betraying the Mges
Then the inport of his words sunk in, and her eyes grew wi de with horror.

For a nmonent, tinme seened to stop for her. "What?" she gasped. "Anvar is here?"

Cygnus nodded. "I nprisoned bel ow the city. Perhaps the gods have given you one

| ast chance to redeem yourself," he added softly.

Raven cl osed her eyes. How could she help Anvar? It was inpossible. Yet for the

first tine since her capture, she felt a tiny seed of hope, buried deep within

her, begin to grow. "You're right/' she whispered. "There may be no hope for ne,

but at least | can try to undo the damage | caused." Openi ng her eyes, she

| ooked at Cygnus, as though seeing himfor the first tinme. "Perhaps we can think

of a way to save your life, too," she added, with the faintest ghost of a snile.

Li nnet crept around the edge of the parapet, her bare toes gripping the chill
crunmbling stone, her brown wings fluttering to hel p her bal ance on the narrow

| edge. Peeping around the corner of the old turret, she scanned the skies

bet ween her perch and the soaring, intricately structured towers of the roya

pal ace beyond. Good. As she had suspected, there was nothing between here and
the pal ace but enpty air. She had chosen the perfect tine for this forbidden
advent ure—whil e the grown-ups were all too busy picking up after the quake to
notice what a stray child mght be up to. Linnet grinned to herself, her face
alight with nmschief. The bizarre rococo forest of the palace's wildly el aborate
architecture formed a nysterious and fascinating | andscape—an irresistible
tenptation to an active, adventurous fledgling. For as |ong as she could
renmenber, Linnet had wanted to fly up there and explore this forbidden country,
but normally the royal precincts were so well guarded that she couldn't get near
the place. Today, however, her chance had cone at | ast!

Ducki ng back round the corner, Linnet waved to her compani on, gesturing for him
to conme ahead. Lark hung back scow ing, plainly uneasy about this expedition
Linnet bit her lip with vexation. She tried to nake all owances for the fact that
her brother was a whol e year younger than herself, but honestly, he could be so
dimat tines! "Cone on," she hissed at him "Hurry, while there's no one
around! "

Lark canme reluctantly, lower lip jutting unhappily as he dragged his feet al ong
the ledge. "We're going to get into frightful trouble over this,"” he warned her.
"Ch, stop whining," Linnet snapped, "or | won't play with you anynore." Wt hout
| ooki ng around to see the effect of her threat, she | aunched herself fromthe
turret and swooped toward the tenpting vista of rooftops beyond. He had better
be follow ng her, she thought, but she was unconcerned. Sonetines it seened that
the brat had been follow ng her around for the |ast six years—ever since his

bi rth.

Ducki ng around the side of the first tower that she came to, the wi nged child

| ooked for a convenient niche to hide in. Finding an arched al cove within the
shadow of a flying buttress, she slipped inside—and | eapt back with a startled
squawk as a hideous, contorted face |leered at her out of the gloom Flailing the
air with frantic wings. Linnet caught herself fromfalling—and scow ed at the
horrid but harm ess gargoyle that had startled her. "Father of Skies" she swore,



"Il tell Mdther that you were swearing again.
taunti ng.

Li nnet turned to glower at the little pest, who had followed her after all. "And
I"I'l tell her what you were doi ng when you heard ne," she retorted, grinning
smugly as she saw his face crunple with incipient tears,

"I hate you,!! Lark sniffled, "and |'m going home, And |'mgoing to tell on you,
see if | don't." His voice trailed away as he fluttered off,

"Crybaby!" Linnet yelled after him She was uni npressed with his threat—-he knew
she'd get himlater if he snitched on her. In the neantinme, she had sone
exploring to do. Wth a shrug, Linnet forgot her brother and plunged into the
mysterious forest of towers.

Expl oring, she adnmitted sone time later, was not as nuch fun without her little
brother to show off to. Linnet was tired, dusty, and ravenously hungry; her
nerves were strained with | ooking over her shoul der for |urking guards. The

wi nged child found a | edge to perch on and took a | ast | ook around her,
reluctant to adnit the palace was not nearly so exciting as she had expect ed.
"I't nmust be nearly tinme for supper," she consoled herself, "and besides, | can
al ways cone back another day." Linnet did not realize she had spoken al oud,
until a voice came fromthe w ndow above her head.

"Who's there? Yinze on a treetop—t's a child!"

A long arm shot out between the bars on the window, and Linnet, poised to flee,

Lark's voice was pert and

found herself held fast by the neck of her tunic. "I'msorry," she wailed, her
brain churning frantically in search of an excuse. "I didn't nean to!"

"I't"s all right," the voice said soothingly. "Stop flapping, child—<+ won't hurt
you. In fact, |I've very glad indeed to see you."

"You are?" Linnet craned her neck to | ook back over her shoul der at her captor
To her astonishment, he was smiling down at her. He had a kind face, she

t hought, and that shock of fine white hair that fell over his forehead was much
prettier than her own brown curls.

"Listen," he told her. "I have some fruit here. If you'll do a snmall favor for
me, you can have it all—-and | won't tell anyone that you've been here."

Linnet's nouth watered at the thought of fruit. She had not seen any since this
horrible winter had begun. "All right/' she told himquickly. "What do | have to
do?"

"WIIl you take a nessage fromne to your father?"

"I can't."” The child' s lip trenbled. "I don't have one anynore. The Hi gh Priest
sacrificed him=

"I"'msorry," the young nman said hastily. "WII| you take word to your nother,

t hen?"

Linnet's face fell. "I'lIl get into awful trouble if she finds out where |'ve
been."

"No you won't—you'll be a hero instead. Listen, child—+the Queen is here with ne,

| ocked up in this room=

"Don't be silly," Linnet snorted. "Queen Flanmewing is dead." She might only be a
little girl, but even she knew that!

The man shook his head. "Not Queen Flamewi ng— Queen Raven, her daughter. The

Hi gh Priest has captured her, and she's in dreadful danger, but if the people
find out that she's here, sonmeone m ght be able to help her." He gave her a

Wi nning smle. "And then you would be a hero, and the Queen would give you a
reward. "

"What sort of reward?" Linnet asked dubiously.

"' Anything you want!"’

"Anyt hi ng?" She wasn't sure if she believed him but he prom sed her so many
times that finally Linnet allowed herself to be persuaded. The wi nged man handed
the fruit to her through the wi ndow, wapped up in a piece of cloth, together
with a note for her nother. Wth the nan's warnings to be careful and to hurry
ringing in her ears, Linnet set off for home once nore, with deep mi sgivVvings.
Maybe she should just eat the fruit, Linnet thought, and throw the note over the
cliffs. For one thing was certai n—despite the nan's assurances, her nother would
puni sh her for sure, if she found out where her daughter had been



Anvar stood at the rear of the cave, breathing deeply, willing his hands not to
trenble. H's hands grasped the Staff of Earth so tightly that his bones showed
white through the flesh. "Are you ready?" he asked Shia. Fleetingly, he was

rem nded of the last tine he had said those words to her, when they had been
stealing Harihn's horses in the forest.

"For goodness' sake, get on with it!" The great cat's terse reply betrayed her
nervousness. She was huddl ed with Khanu near the nouth of the cave, in '"the |lee
of the jutting spur of rock behind which the Mage had his firepl ace.

"Brace yourself!" Anvar lifted the Staff. He felt its power pul se through him
like the beating of another heart, as he prepared to blast his way through the
core of the nountain. Excitement and exhilaration qui ckened his bl ood. At |ast!
A chance to escape this place—+f his plan worked. The Mage swal | owed hard, and
strai ghtened his shoul ders, as he cast aside all thoughts of failure. Wat could
stop him when he held the Staff of Earth?

Anvar pul | ed back his armand gathered his will to unleash the coiled forces of
the Staff—-but at the |ast nmonent, sonething made him hesitate. A shiver ran
through hi mas he suddenly renenbered the aval anche caused by his | ack of
under st andi ng of the power at his disposal—and his close brush with death as he
went hurtling to the bottomof the pass. If he tried to blast his way through to
the tenple with the Staff in the same unthinking way . . . The Mage shuddered
He coul d easily bring the nountain down on top of him Yet what other option had
he?

"Coward!" Anvar goaded hinmself, and raised his armonce nore. H s hand, holding
the Staff, began to shake. Into his mind s eye came a vivid vision of Aurian,
frowning and worri ed as she had been the day of the aval anche. She had begged
himto be careful then, but he had refused to heed her warnings. Slowy, Anvar

| owered his arm This tinme, he must do better. He would be no good to her dead.
He frowned, thinking hard. How woul d Aurian have proceeded?

Wwell, first of all, she would find out nore about the forces she was dealing
with . . . Renenbering the little that the Mage had taught hi mabout healing,
Anvar pushed his consci ousness out a short distance beyond the confines of his
body and probed into the rock with his healer's extra sense, nuch as Aurian had
done with the crystal doorway that had bl ocked their path beneath the Dragon
city of Dhianmara.

Li ke a probing tendril, his will slipped between the interlinking lattices of
the stone's inner structure, like a serpent wi nding through the tw ning branches
of a petrified forest. The stone was bonded in slanting |ayers that had cracked
and slipped in places, |eaving a weakness in the structure. Anvar took note of
it all, then, drawi ng back into his body, he sumoned the powers of the Staff.
Shadows sprang up around Anvar as the cavern blazed with blinding green |ight,
The neasurel ess force of the Hi gh Magic swept through him like a great crashing
wave, |ike the aval anche that had al nost swept himto his death . . . Anvar
gritted his teeth and strove to contain the power. A faint dew of sweat broke
out on his brow Releasing the Staff's forces a little at a tinme, he directed a
narrow beam of eneral d radi ance at the weak place in the cave's rear wall where
the layers of stone had slipped.

Smoke came curling up fromthe spot on the stone where the Staff's |ight blazed.
The rock began to gl ow and sizzle, and flakes of glow ng stone split away with

| oud cracking reports. Trenbling with the tension of keeping so much magic
contai ned and controlled, Anvar pushed with his will at the crumbling wall,
trying to widen and extend the newWy forning fissures. Piece by piece, the rock
began to fracture and fall away, the aperture w dening even as Anvar watched.
The interior of the cave began to darken with the twlight outside, but Anvar,
burrowing like a nole deep into the stony heart of the nountain, was oblivious
to everything but the tunnel he created, and the vibrant, glowing Ilight of the
Staff of Earth.

In the secret heart of the nmountain, the Ml dan was awake, tracing the path of
the Staff of Earth as it canme closer and closer. She had felt it like the
irritation of a crawing fly upon her outer skin as Shia had clinbed the

mount ain. She had felt it enter her, when the cat had reached the cave. She had



waited, with excitement and not a little fear, to see what woul d happen next.
Only when Anvar took up the Staff, did the Ml dan becone aware, for the first
time, of the presence of a hated Wzard! 'NO'' The nmountain shook with the

Mol dan's rage, Anvar, preoccupied as he was with controlling and guiding the
power of the Staff, paid no heed, except to believe that he was the cause of the
di sturbance, and to proceed with a little nore care. Shia and Khanu, cowering
beneath the backl ash of the magic, had other troubles to concern them High in
the city of Aerillia, startled Skyfolk took wing Iike a flock of hunted birds,
as buil dings cracked and shuddered, and boul ders and snow were di sl odged from
the face of the peak. But earthquakes were not unusual in this range. The
mount ai ns had turned in their sleep before, and no doubt woul d again. Raven and
Cygnus clung together in terror, briefly forgetting their aninosity as they
conforted each other. Elster, inprisoned in the cells below the tenple, hoped
that the walls would crack and free her, but to no avail. Even her prayer that
death woul d cheat the H gh Priest of her sacrifice remai ned unanswered.

Bl acktal on, preparing for Elster's sacrifice in the sacred precincts, took the
trenors as a sign of Yinze's favor.

The Mol dan withed in agony. The penetration of the Staff into her body was like
a bl ade driven deep within her. Fighting for control, she at |ast took hold of
hersel f, using her innate powers of the O d Magic to isolate and suppress the
pai n. Rage fl ashed through the ancient creature. Wat was that Wzard doi ng? How
dared he? She traced the slanting path, marked by a sliver of residual pain,
that reached far within her now. If he kept on in this line, the nonster seened
bent on gnawing his way right to the top of her peak

"W shall see about that!" The Mdl dan was unconcerned with the fate of the
Skyf ol k, uncaring about anything save this invasion by her ancient foe. And she
wanted the Staff of Earth, had wanted it since the fall of Chabal -but never had
she dreaned that it would fall into her grasp

The Mol dan of Aerillia Peak tensed herself. After all these endl ess centuries,
per haps she would be the one to free the Daelven, and rel ease her people from
the bondage of the Wzards. She only needed the Staff . . . But she could not
escape the fetters of her stony formwi thout it—and in this shape, how could she
acconpl i sh her desires?

The powers of the O d Magic held the answer. The Wzard night, at present, be
nmore than she could handl e, but a | esser creature could be nol ded and

mani pulated . . . Narrowi ng her vision down to the observation of the tiniest
bei ngs, the Ml dan searched within herself for a creature that mght suit her
ends .

Wth growi ng confidence, Anvar clove his way into the heart of the nountain.
Cccasionally he woul d pause, and with an effort, contain the power of the Staff
while he stretched forth his will to probe ahead into the wall of rock, seeking
the path that enconpassed the natural weak spots, and would do the |east damage
to the structure of the peak. He conserved his energy, only making the tunne
tall enough for himto stand confortably upright, though it tended to turn out
wi der due to the lateral bonding of the rock. Due to sone trick of the Staffs
power, he renmained aware of his position as he went, and could feel hinself
climbing up and up, gradually homi ng in on the peaktop tenple.

Thi s cranmped tunnel was a far cry both fromthe dark | abyrinthine cataconbs that
housed t he Acadeny's archives, and the wide, well-lit spiraling tunnels beneath
the Dragon city of Dhiammara. Both of those, at |east, had been safe and well
finished, their safety and solidity proven by the test of tine. For the first
time in a long while, Anvar thought of Finbarr. By the gods, he w shed the
archivist could be beside himnow Finbarr's delightful wit and boundl ess
curiosity would have given himcourage, and distracted himfromthe perils that
pressed so close; for here the tortured stone creaked and conpl ai ned around the
Mage, the rough-hewn floor was uneven and the walls askew. Stones and dust
continually spattered fromthe stressed and sagging ceiling. Water dripped down
frompockets within the cliffs, and the air was dead and heavy with the dank
scent of age and decay. The only illum nation was the disconcerting and
disorienting enerald light that emanated fromthe Staff of Earth, and thick,



dark shadows thronged close in the gl oom

At first, Anvar heard nothing above the humof the Staffs power, and the sizzle
and crack of disintegrating rock. The rustling patter of a nultitude of feet and
the sibilant scrape of scal es agai nst raw stone escaped his notice. Only Shia
and Khanu,. following the Mage at a wary di stance, saw the nassive shadow t hat
fell between thenselves and the green light of the Staff of Earth.

Luckily for Anvar, the Ml dan had never thought to take the cats into

account —such nere creatures were beneath her notice. The Mage was unaware of any
danger, before Shia's warning cry ripped through his mnd: "Anvar! Behind you!"
Anvar whirled instinctively, his free hand groping for the sword that El ster had
reluctantly smuggl ed down for him As he saw the horror that confronted him the
Mage's mi nd went blank with shock, and the blade turned to ice in his |lifeless
hand.

A horror, an abom nation, blocked the tunnel behind the Mage, its endl ess,
segnent ed bl ack body bl ocking the tunnel for many | engths behind him Al down
the length of its body ran a nultitude of |egs, each one ending in a barbed and
deadly claw. Dark scales glistened slimly, picking up the enmerald |ight of the
Staff and throwing it back to Anvar distorted into flashes of the sickly

| um nescence of decay. Eyes glittered, pinpoints of ichorous green, higher than
the | evel of his head. Feathered antennae waved wi |l dly; spiked conpound
mandi bl es clicked and clashed, cleaving the air as the creature reared up,

hi ssing evilly and eyeing the Mage with nal evol ent intent. Anvar swallowed, his
heart |aboring with terror, his throat gone suddenly dry. Wthout volition, he
began to back away—but it was too late. In a swift, scuttling dash, the nonster
was upon him

Anvar hurled his body to one side, flattening hinself against the tunnel wall
The sawt oot hed maw snicked past him carried inexorably down the tunnel by the
monent um of the massive creature's charge. He struck out with his sword as it
passed him and a spray of green sparks were hurled into the darkness as the

bl ade skidded of f inpervious black arnmor. As the backshock of the bl ow nunbed
Anvar's arm he struck again, wildly, hewing this time at the nultitude of
scuttling linbs. It did himno good whatsoever. The creature was too tough to be
killed by a bl ade—but it was also too clunsy to maneuver in the narrow tunnel,
or so Anvar though at first. Only as its sinister forked tail shot past him did
he realize that the creature had vanished into the wall ahead, noving as easily
through the rock as it had done in free air! Wiich neant that it was turning,
even now. It could be coning at himfromany direction .

Anvar waited, his danp skin prickling, attuned to the | east whisper of air or
the slightest sound that could betray the presence of the nonster. Shia and
Khanu j oi ned him noving soft and fleet on padded paws, and he wel coned their
arrival, but found little reassurance. The young cat's thoughts were a churning
mael strom of terror, and for once, even Shia was shaken and | ost for words.
"Back to back,' Anvar told them his thoughts, irrationally, a mental whisper
"I't could come fromany—~

Wth a tearing crack of tortured rock, the nonster erupted fromthe floor bel ow
his feet. Thrown aside by the buckling slabs of stone, Anvar and the cats evaded
the deadly clutch of those clashing jaws. The Mage was caught up in a maze of
writhing, chitinous coils as the creature tried to turn and get at himwith its
razored maw. Despairing, he struck out with the Staff, but the nagic was sinply
reflected fromthe slippery scales, dislodging a barrage of rocks fromthe walls
and roof. Anvar, caught up in the creature's charge, was slamed agai nst the
tunnel wall as once again the creature overshot its nmark and di sappeared into
solid rock.

"Khanu? Shi a?" Dazed and disoriented, Anvar groped in the darkness. He felt the
throb of incipient bruises, and registered the sting of many ninor cuts and
scrapes.

"l hear you, human.
mnd. "Shia is here—just give her a nonent to gather herself
It seenmed as though Anvar had waited no tinme, before Shia's voice rang crisply
in his inner ear: "Anvar, we nust find a way to fight this thing."

"I've already tried ny sword and the Staff. |'mopen to any suggesti ons—but

The unfamiliar voice of the young cat echoed in the Mage's



you'd better hurry."

For an instant there was nothing, then: "If its scales are inpervious, you nust
go for the eyes instead. They may be vul nerabl e+ hope!"

The Mage had no tine to reply. The creature was on himagain, roaring down at
him coming at himobliquely fromabove. "Die, blast you!" Anvar had no idea he
had screaned the words al oud. He had no consci ous thought of directing the
Staff. Yet in his hand the Artifact cane to life, blazing into i ncandescent
light. A high, thin screamtore through the tunnel. Steam began to erupt from
the creature's conpound eyes, which | eaked tears of greenish ichor. The

f eat hered ant ennae drooped, as |egs scrabbled weakly on the stone. The hi deous
creature's nonmentum slowed, and finally stilled as its head cane to rest against
the far wall of the tunnel

Yet Anvar knew he had only disabled the beast. Raising his sword, he dashed up
cl ose, and enbedded the blade to the hilt in one darkly glittering eye.

The nmassive creature withed, throwing the Mage to one side, but its death
throes were short-lived. Soon it subsided, twisting within the confines of the
tunnel, its ability to nove through rock conpletely gone. In the dying |ight of
the Staff, one massive conpound eye glittered nenaci ngly—then its |ight was
doused forever. The forked tail rasped once against the stone—and was still. As
the last dregs of Anvar's energy ran out, the light of the Staff of Earth was
quenched.

"I's it dead?" Khanu asked shakily.

"Gods, it had better be!" Anvar was breathing hard. "I don't think I could go

t hrough anot her bout like that!" He pulled hinself up into a sitting position,
his back resting against the slimy wall of his tunnel. "Shia—are you there? Are
you all right?" He was shivering, both from physical cold, and fromthe chill of
reaction.

"Both!" The great cat sounded subdued. After a tine, Anvar regai ned enough
energy to relight the Staff. Khanu was nearby, not far away by the opposite
wal |, but it took a few nonents |onger before Shia came into view, clanbering
over the dead nonster's noribund coils. "I sincerely hope," she nuttered, "that
there are no nore of these creatures lurking within the nountain.”

Anvar shuddered at the thought—but he would not give up when he had cone so far
Gat hering the last shreds of his strength, he pushed hinself to his feet and
lifted the Staff once nore.

The Mol dan of Aerillia was both dismayed and incensed that her attack had fail ed
so disnmally. She had thrown all her power into the creation of her creature, and
woul d lack the strength to enlarge another for sonme tinme to cone. Cbviously, she
had underestimated the power of this Wzard! She shuddered, as pain bit into her
guts again. Did the wetch intend to hammer his way right through to the hideous
edifice on her peak? For the first tine, the Ml dan began to wonder why. Over
the ages, the battles and disputes of the puny Wnged Fol k had been beneath her
notice: ever since the Cataclysm when they had |ost their powers of magic.
Since then, they had been of little nore account to her than fleas or lice. Now
that a Wzard had becone invol ved, however, not to nmention the Staff of Earth

What was this Wzard up to—and how could she turn it to the advantage of the
Mol dai ? The Aerillian Ml dan pondered, trying to ignore the painful pounding in
her guts that kept threatening to scatter her train of thought. One thing was
certain. Left at large, the Wzard would remain a threat to her for as long as
he possessed the Staff of Earth, Her chief problemlay in the fact that the
Artifact of the Hi gh Magic made himfar nore powerful than herself. Wthout the
Staff, she was incapable of taking the Staff by force—a ridicul ous, and

seem ngly insoluble, predicanent!

The Mol dan turned her attention back within her, to the puny creature that

wi el ded such awesonme power. Very well—-so be it. For now she would watch and wait
until she discovered the Wzard's plans. If force would not serve her, then she
nmust take the Staff by guile,

The wailing of Incondor's Lanment drowned the subdued and di scontented nuttering
of the congregation in the tenple. Blacktal on peered out from between the dark



curtains behind the great altar, surprised and not a little gratified to find
the massive chanber filling early, and fast. Skyfolk thronged the spaci ous nave,
and were even filling the airy galleries above. At last! thought the priest.
Finally, the Wnged Fol k must be accepting his rule. Flane wing' s death had
apparently tipped the bal ance, as he had hoped.

Bl acktal on waited in the narrow ant echanber behind the gol d-stitched curtains,
as his lesser priests carried out the service of worship for the Father of

Skies. H s heavily enbroidered formal robes rustled stiffly, their weight
dragging at his shoul ders as he paced back and forth in the narrow space. The
chanting and sung responses seened to drag on endl essly, and the High Priest
fought to stifle his inpatience at such nonsense. Power was the only thing that
mat t ered; however, if superstition kept the Skyfol k appeased, he supposed the
end nust justify the neans.

At last the time arrived for Blacktalon's own part of the ceremony. Hearing his
cue, he opened the wooden door at the rear of the chanber, and two Tenpl e Guards
canme forth, supporting the physician between them Elster's face was stark
white, and her jaw was set. She remained linp in her captors' grasp, dragging
her feet, refusing to assist themto take her on this final journey to the altar
and the knife. As she passed Blacktalon, life returned briefly to Elster's stony
face, "May Yinze blast you to oblivion!" she snarled. Eyes flashing, she spat
into his face.

El ster had the satisfaction of seeing the High Priest recoil fromher, He could
not | ose face by showi ng his disgust before the Guards, and had to renmin there,
glaring fiercely as the sliny trail of spittle trickled down his chin, while she
was dragged away. Elster smiled grimy. Considering the fate that awaited her

it seemed a puny victory—but it was satisfying, nonethel ess.

As she was dragged beyond the curtains and out into the tenple, she was further
buoyed by the reaction of the congregation. As one, the crowd rose to its feet
and hailed her. Elster blinked in confusion. Since Blacktal on had taken power,
she had made a point of avoiding the tenple, but fromthe tales she had heard,
her reception was unprecedented. Even better was the crowd's reacti on when

Bl ackt al on appeared. The physician could not suppress a smle at the livid
expressi on on Bl acktalon's face, as the Wnged fol k booed and jeered at him
Wthout waiting for the High Priest's command, the Tenple Guards fanned out
through the congregation, seeking to identify and isolate the troubl emakers. The
restive crowd fell silent, but behind their stillness lay a pal pable air of
anger and resentnent. Tension lay heavy on the tenple |ike a brooding storm
front. Even as the Guard fastened her down to the altar, the physician saw the

| ook of baffled dismay on Bl acktal on's face.

Di spensing with cerenony, the Hi gh Priest stood over her with lifted knife. For
Elster, tine slowed to a viscous crawl. The world sprang into vivid focus, her
brain registering every detail. Each pore in Blacktalon's face, each line of
anbition and discontent on his skin, stood out like a scroll, unrolled for her
to read. Elster felt the crowmd's restiveness beating The pul se of so nany hearts
beating together in a comobn cause thrumred through the tenple like a vibrating
harpstring. Then the world narrowed and di nmed, as the physician's attention
focused with hypnotic intensity on the glistening blade that hovered above her,
ready to strike. The knife arced down—

" Coward!"

"Traitor!"

"Where is Queen Raven?"

"W want the Queen!"

El ster was amazed to find that she was still alive, and further astounded to
find that the Skyfol k had di scovered Raven's presence in Aerillia. How had
Cygnus nanaged that? She opened her eyes to see the knife poised and trenbling,
a scant inch above her heart. Blacktalon's eyes flashed ire.

"Curse you!" the High Priest gasped. "How did they know?" He lifted the knife
once nore. "This tine, there will be no reprieve for you," he hissed, Elster saw
his upraised armbegin to nove, and shut her eyes.,

"We're close.” Anvar turned to the cats, who waited at his heels, at a



respectful distance fromthe Staff of Earth.

"Then finish it!" Shia's voice was thin with tension

The Mage nodded agreenent, knowing that the Artifact was causing her distress.
At | east she was better off than Khanu, who had remai ned strained and silent for
sone time, suffering the unfamliar disconfort of the Staff's nmagic.

At |ast, however, they had reached their goal. Only a thin skin of rock renained
to bar Anvar's access to the Skyfolk tenple. And the priest was there—he knew
it! Sonmehow, the Staff had made him sensitive to evil. The Mage could feel it,
like a stream of fetid waste, seeping through the rock above, and was seized

wi th an unconquerable urge to blast through the intervening stone. He raised the
Staff, and .

Lethal fragments hurtled through the constrained space in the Mage's tunnel as
the rock bl ew apart above him Shia and Khanu cowered, snarling. Seeing the lip
of stone, and open space above him Anvar leapt, his fingers finding purchase.
Haul i ng hinself upward, he found hinself hanging onto a rimof rock, peering up
into a vast chanber.

Pani cked Skyfol k were screanming, running, taking to the air, their w ngs
colliding in the constricted space. The Hi gh Priest stood over a bound victimon
the alter Anvar saw the blade flash domm . . . Vaulting fromthe hole, he

| aunched a bolt of enerald fire at the roof of the tenple. Flaring, the bolt

i npacted. Rocks rained down as the ceiling cracked and crazed. Bl acktal on
cursed—glanced up ... In that instant's distraction, his bl ow was defl ected,
and flew wide to slice the victims shoul der..

Two wi nged Guards swooped down on Anvar from above. Shia gathered hersel f and
sprang aloft in a mghty leap, taking one foe neatly fromthe air, ripping at
himwi th her claws as he hit the ground. Flashing into Anvar's mnd cane a vivid
picture of the pathetic heap of skins within the cave. Khanu caught the other
Guard as he |l anded, his jaws closing around the Skyman's throat. The air was
full of blood and feathers. As Shia whirled, seeking another victim the
remai ni ng Guards drew back hastily, and fled—enly to cone face to face with

anot her fl ane-eyed shadow that stood snarling in the open door- J way. Hreeza.
As he closed the distance between hinself ' and the shocked H gh Priest, Anvar
caught the old cat's triunphant thought: "Ha! There was an easier way up after
al|!"

Bl ackt al on shot one terrified | ook at Anvar, ablaze with the power of the Staff
of Earth, and whirled and fled behind the curtain. Anvar followed, reaching the
anteroomin tine to see the door slamas his foe escaped. Wld with wath, he
pursued the Hi gh Priest, alnmost wenching the door fromits hinges in his haste.
Wth the Staff of Earth to Iight his way, he hurtled down a narrow stairway and
raced through the maze of cataconbs beneath the tenple, follow ng the sound of
runni ng f oot st eps.

Conming to a place where the passage forked, the Mage hesitated. Which way had

Bl ackt al on gone? He thought he heard the faintest echo of footsteps com ng from
his right, and went that way. At once, the passage began to clinb again, and
soon Anvar found hinself winding his way up an endl ess spiral of narrow steps.
Up and up he clinbed, until his | egs were aching and he was gasping for breath.
There had been no sight or sound of Blacktalon for several m nutes, and Anvar
began to wonder whether he had taken the right path after all. The sharp bang of
a door slamming far above himfinally erased his doubts.

A window in the final |anding showed Anvar that he had clinbed to the top of a

| ofty tower. As the Mage had expected, the single door at the top of the
stairway was firmy | ocked. Cursing with inpatience, he unloosed a bolt of
energy fromthe Staff and blew it into splinters, charging into the chanber
beyond before the fragnents had tinme to settle, realizing his nmstake too late
as a knife cane flashing at himthrough the air. As cold shock drenched him
time seened to slow for Anvar. The bl ade floated toward him turning slowy end
over end . . . And went clattering to the floor as he activated his magica
shield just in tine. Gasping, Anvar | ooked up to see the Hi gh Priest, hunched
over a carved pedestal, screaming into a glittering crystal

"Archmage, Archmage—the prisoner has escaped . . . Ch curse you, answer ne!"



Sonehow it seenmed cowardly and wwong to use the Staff to slay this evi

creature. Wth a ring of steel, the Mage drew his sword. As Anvar stal ked him
Bl ackt al on backed away fromthe unresponsive crystal, and whirling, raced toward
the wi ndow, his wings already half extended. Even as his hands stretched toward
the | edge, the blade canme arcing down to bite into his neck. Blacktalon's body
crunpled at the Mage's feet. His head rolled a little way farther, the eyes
staring wide and aghast, nmarking that last frozen nmonent of horror when he net
hi s end.

Anvar wi ped his bl ood-streaked bl ade on a corner of the Hi gh Priest's robe, and
with a shrug, he turned away. So nuch for Bl acktal on—aow for M athan. Rash as it
m ght seem he wanted his eneny to know of his escape, because M athan woul d
tell Aurian. Sheathing his sword, he picked up the H gh Priest's crystal, and
summoned t he Archrage.

The gemflared into dazzling radi ance, which suddenly cleared to show M athan's
face. His astoni shnent that he had been summoned turned to horrified rage as he
caught sight of the sunmoner, "Anvar! How—-

"Bl acktal on is dead, Archnmage." Anvar's nental tone was hard as ice. "Now |I'm
com ng after you." Before Mathan had a chance to reply, he threw the crysta
out of the window, and turned to | eave the chanber.

Al this tinme, the Mol dan had been watching. Now, with the Wzard isolated in
the pinnacle tower, she could seize her chance at |ast! Sharply, the giant

el emental twitched her outer skin, concentrating on the rocks beneath that

sl ender spire of stone. The entire nountai n shuddered as Bl acktal on's tower
rocked, and cracked, and toppled with a thunderous roar to smash upon the rocks
bel ow.

Chapter 21
Ni ght of the Wl f

As the noon waxed and waned agai n, Schiannath had found it inpossible to stay
away from Aurian, much to Yazour's disnmay. Although the outlaw should have been
wat ching the tower froma safe distance, he would often creep closer in the dead
of night and scale the crunbling walls to talk with the Mage agai n. Though

Schi annath denied the visits, Yazour always knew when one had taken place. The
outlaw woul d return to the cave, bright-eyed and excited, and lie wakeful in his
bl anket s when he shoul d have been resting before resuning his watch

Fol ly! Yazour found such rash behavior difficult to countenance. Schiannath was
pl acing hinself, the Mage, and their entire plan in jeopardy! Yet, until he was
back on his feet again, the warrior could do nothing to intervene. \Wat
concerned himnost was the fact that Schiannath was |ying about his actions. As
far as Yazour was concerned, such secrecy boded ill. Al he could do in return
was to indulge in a secret of his own—whenever the outlaw was absent, he would
exerci se and work the nuscles of his injured | eg, always testing, always pushing
hinself to the limts of pain. He had carved a forked and sturdy bough fromthe
firewood pile into a nmakeshift crutch, and already he could nanage to shuffle
slowy around the cave. But to his increasing frustration, the long road through
the pass to the tower renained beyond himuntil he finally found the answer on a
rare, still, nmoonlit night, when the snow was all dianond dazzle, and the |onely
cries of hunting wol ves swooped between the glimrering peaks.

Schi annath was going to the tower again. Though he had denied it as al ways, his
face a picture of innocence, Yazour had sensed his conceal ed excitenent as he
hurried away, and the warrior had been hard-pressed to keep hinself from
violence. Ch, the fool. The utter fool! Cinbing the tower was one thing beneath
the bl ack shroud of a clouded sky—but tonight! Everything that noved agai nst
this bright backdrop would be visible for mles around!

Just what was Schiannath's fascination with Aurian? The outlaw refused to
say—but Yazour could not believe that the Mage woul d be encouragi ng such arrant
folly. Unfortunately, wi thout giving Schiannath away, she would be unable to
prevent his coming. Yazour cursed the outlaw roundly. Sonmehow, Schiannath had to
be stopped! Turning, he groped beneath his blankets for his crutch



Toni ght, Iscalda was both irritable and worried. Schiannath had been | eavi ng her
behi nd when he went to watch the tower, taking the spare nount instead, and—oh,
hum |iation! —tethering her within the cave lest she try to follow him He was
afraid of risking her, she knew. An increasing nunber of wolves were now hunting
in the vicinity, drawn, in these desperately hungry tines, by the scent of the
tower garrison's food. Schiannath was al so afraid that the Black Ghost was stil
somewhere in the area, though Iscalda, had she been able to speak, could have
told himthe great cat was | ong gone.

Men and their folly! The white nmare snorted. And what was he up to with this
worman in the tower, the one who clainmed to be sonme sort of Wndeye? |Iscal da had
her doubts about that. It seened too good to be true! She did not dare |et
hersel f hope that one day she m ght be returned to her hunman shape, yet
Schiannath plainly believed it—and as his excitenent had increased with the
passi ng days, so had lIscalda's disquiet. Was he truly so fascinated with this

W ndeye because of her powers? Or had it something to do with the wonman hersel f?
Was she truly a Wndeye? Had she bespelled hin? Wy else would the idiot have

ri sked going to her tonight, when there was no darkness to hide hinf

To distract herself, Iscalda turned her attention to Yazour. The Xandi m were

m staken in their belief that when one of their race was trapped in their equine
form they becanme m ndl ess beasts—she knew that now. True, the aninmal instincts
took over when danger threatened, such as the attack of the great cat. The
only-thing in her mind then had been flight. But by and | arge, Iscalda's

t houghts remai ned her own. It was sinply that in this form she had no way of
communi cati ng; and besides, it was easier on poor Schiannath to think of her as
a beast. At least he only had hinself to worry about, wi thout tearing hinself
apart over her angui sh.

I scal da wi shed she could comunicate to Schiannath her trust in this young
Khazal i mwarrior that he had rescued. This was one occasion when her anim
instincts had proved a bl essing. Horses knew a good man frombad, a friend from
foe, and this one, she knew beyond all doubt, possessed great goodness of heart,
despite the fact that he had been born a foe of the Xandim |scal da had been
observing himclosely. He interested her nore and nore. She had kept an
approving eye on his progress as he willed hinself back to mobility, for she
knew that he too was worried by Schiannath's behavi or—and that he had been
horrified by the outlaw s plans to scale the tower on this moonlit night.

The white mare watched intently as the young warrior came staggering across the

cave, still propped by his crutch. The | eg was begi nning to bear hi mnow, but
fromthe tw sted expression on his face and the sweat that sheened his pallid
skin, she could see that the pain was still intense. If he wanted to foll ow

Schi annath, he would have little chance of even getting down fromthe cave, |et
al one traveling through the pass.

It was then that |scal da had her idea. Wiy not? She al so wanted to foll ow

Schi annat h—and Yazour could untie her halter. They could hel p one another! Yet
the white mare shuddered at the sudden realization of what she was proposing to
do. It was a rare thing for a Xandim in human shape, to ride another in
horse-form It was a matter of the greatest intimacy, and only ever done in

ti mes of need, such as when one of the parties had been injured—er when the two
concerned shared the closest of relationships. To let a stranger—a hunman- nount
her! 1t was unthi nkabl e!

Yet was Yazour truly a stranger, after all this time they had spent together,
mewed up within the cavern? Did she not find herself liking the young warrior?
And was this not a tine of direst need? Iscalda braced herself, |I can do this,
she thought, | can do it for Schiannath. Yazour was tottering toward her,

pl ainly heading for the cave mouth. Iscalda whinnied to catch the young
warrior's attention, and di pped her knees, so that he m ght nount.

She heard Yazour's surprised exclamation and wondered what he had said, for he
had spoken in his own |anguage. At a guess, he m ght be cursing Schiannath for a
liar—for the Xandimhad told himshe was a one-nman horse, and warned him at his
peril, not to approach her. Then she felt his touch on her neck, and shivered,
struggling with the overwhel mng instinct to fight or flee. Yazour spoke to her



softly, urgently; and though she could not understand him |scal da concentrated
with all her mght on his soothing voice.

Yet when she felt the warrior's weight on her back, only the halter restrained
her. Iscalda shied violently, only to be brought up sharply by the painful tug
of the rope. The crutch, which Yazour carried with him banged agai nst her
flanks and she felt his weight lurch forward, as he ducked to avoid the | ow roof
of the cave, and she heard himcurse sharply. Then he spoke again, |ow and
gently. H's hand snoothed the danp arch of her muscled neck. Trenbling, the
white mare subnitted

After a time, she felt Yazour relaxing, and at |ast, he trusted her enough to
untie her halter. Anger flashed through |Iscalda, as he | ooped the |Iength of rope
around and fastened it to the noseband at the other side, to forma crude rein.
Did he not trust her? Yet she had seen the horses of the Khazalimat the tower,
and renenbered that these humans draped all kinds of pads and straps and buckl es
over their poor nounts. Very well, Yazour, |scalda thought. Keep the wetched
rope if it makes you feel better—but if you start pulling at ny head, 1'll pitch
you of f onto your own! Wth that, she took a tentative step, adjusting to the
unfamiliar presence on her back, Yazour seened as nervous as hersel f—and she
woul d need to be careful, she knew, because he could not grip with his injured
leg. Blinking, the white mare energed into the dazzling nmoonlight with her new
rider, and began to nake her way toward the tower.

Aurian had finally fallen into an uneasy doze. Sleep was hard to come by, these
days—her child, nearing the tine of his birth now, had been grow ng ever nore
restl ess. The babe had turned now, and Aurian had been bothered, this |ast day
or two, by a nagging backache and twi nges of cranp. Did this nean that the child
was due at last? Wth no experience of childbirth, Aurian had no idea.

St ubbornly, she had refused to confide in Nereni, for she was out of patience
with the little woman's ceasel ess fussing. The Mage knew that this was mainly
due to concern for Eliizar and Bohan, but it didn't help. Aurian had worries
enough of her own to cope with, for she knew now that the margin of safety, for
hersel f and Anvar, not to nention her son, was severely limted.

These days, the Mage was increasingly out of patience: with her pregnancy, her
inability to cone up with a useful plan, with Nereni's fretting about her
husband and Yazour—and with that idiot Schiannath, who woul d insist on visiting
her, breaking her necessary rest to talk through the night, though she had
stressed the danger tine after time, and forbidden himto no avail.

Toni ght, though, when she had | ooked out at the glinmrering noonscape fromthe
parapet on the tower roof, Aurian had been certain that he would not corne.

Per haps because for once she feared no di sturbance, she had fallen asleep at
last. And sinply could not believe it when she was awakened by a famliar
scratching on the trapdoor. Wth a curse, the Mage turned over awkwardly in her
bl ankets, and struggled to her feet. "Has he |lost his m nd?" she denanded.
"Don't open it!” Nereni hissed, fromher corner. "Let himtake his chances, if
they discover him" She neither |iked nor trusted Schiannath—a Xandim an eneny.
The Mage knew she feared reprisals if Aurian was caught with him and was
concerned lest Eliizar suffer,

"Ch, don't be daft," Aurian said wearily, "Schiannath is our contact with
Yazour, and our only chance of outside help. It won't do us any good if he's
captured. | just wish | could knock sonme sense into his head! Do nme a favor,
Nereni, and listen at the door for me while | get rid of him" Wth a struggle,
she haul ed hersel f awkwardly up the creaking | adder, and funbled with the |atch
of the trapdoor, feeling Schiannath's firm strong grasp around her wist as he
hel ped her onto the roof.

Wth the skies so clear, it was bitingly cold outside, and the gray stones of
the tower glistened with a network of rine. The Mage could hear the eerie cries
of the wol fpack, com ng closer and cl oser.

"VWhat the blazes do you think you' re doing?" Aurian snapped in a furious

whi sper, pulling Schiannath into the shadow of the chi mey stack. "Tonight, of
all nights! If the Wnged Fol k conme, you'll be visible for nmiles!"

"But Lady, the Skyfolk only fly during the day—you told ne so yourself!" Hs



disarming snile flashed white in the nmoonlight.

"I said they don't fly in the dark, you jackass! It's as light as day
tonight—and | know that Harihn is short of supplies Wiat in the nane of the Gods
possessed you, Schi annath?" Aurian could cheerfully have strangled him Already
she knew what his reply would be, and she was right.

"Lady, you are my only hope of restoring my sister Iscaldal" H's fingers bit
tightly into her wist, "Your time is so near now You will not let ne rescue
you, yet how can | stay away, never knowing if you are safe ..."

"I'"d be a bloody sight safer if you would stop pestering nme, and watch for ny
signal froma safe distance!" the Mage replied through gritted teeth,

"Schi annath, get out of here, and don't cone back until it's—=

"Auri an—sonmeone cones!" Nereni's voice was an urgent whisper,

Aurian cursed, and tore her hand free fromthe Xandim s grasp, "Stay quiet unti
they' ve gone!" she hissed at Schiannath, and scranbled toward the | adder. C unsy
with haste, she felt her foot slip on a worn rung, and |landed with a jarring
stunbl e, barely catching herself upright with a hand on the splintery wood of
die | adder. Sonewhere within, she felt a catch of pain—but its inport was | ost
in the wave of horror that overwhel ned her as she turned toward the door

M at han was coni ng! She knew the sound of those om nous footfalls on the stairs;
and though her powers were gone, she could feel, even through the closed door,
the pul se of his mnd, ablaze with a deadly wath. Qutside, the wolves were

gathering, their shrill, lonely plaints sounding all around the tower while the
f oot steps cane cl oser.
The door flew open. On the threshold, wearing Harihn's body like an ill-fitting

cl oak, stood the Archrmage.

Hari hn's handsonme features were pulled down into harsh, grim planes and hol | ows.
H s dark eyes were overlaid with a furious, fervid glitter. "Qut!" He snapped
the word at Nereni. Wiite-faced, and with a terrified glance at Aurian, the
little woman scurried to obey. Kicking the door shut behind him M athan turned
slowy to face the Mage.

"How di d Anvar escape ne?" His voice contained such a depth of deadly fury that
Aurian trenbl ed, even as her heart |eapt for joy. Anvar had escaped! Her plan
must have worked! Breathing deeply, she tried to cal mand nmarshal her roiling

t houghts, but she could not, could not keep her joy from showi ng on her face.
Red fire kindled behind M athan's eyes, "Curse you! You knew of this!" His

headl ong rush carried her with himacross the room Careless of her condition in
his rage, he slamred her against the wall and held her there, his fingers,
tensed like claws, biting like iron into her shoulders. Once again, Aurian felt
that stabbing clutch of pain within her, and gasped.

"How di d Anvar escape?" M athan's hand | ashed out, knocking her head to one
side. "Tell nme! How did he throw down the Tenple of |ncondor? Wat did you find
on your travels that could so increase his power?"

H s eyes blazed into her owmn—and buried within their scal ding depths, Aurian saw
a flicker of doubt, a shadow of fear. M athan struck her again, and seized a
handful of her hair at the nape of her neck, twisting cruelly. Aurian clenched
her teeth. Though her eyes were blurred with tears of pain, she would not cry
out. She | aughed instead, harsh and shrill, for the tension of the nonent
demanded some rel ease; and drawi ng back her head, she spat into his face.

"Can this be fear | see?" Aurian taunted. "The great Archmage M athan—afraid of
a lowy half-breed servant? Your one mistake lay in underestimting Anvar—which
surprises me, since you fathered himyourself." She flung her know edge in

M at han's face, and watched himturn white.

"Liar!" he howed. "I know the extent of Anvar's powers! | possessed them nyself
| ong enough! What did you find on your travels, to match the power of the

Cal dron?"

Aurian was cornered, driven to desperation by her need to protect the secret of
the Staff of Earth. "Nothing!" she shrieked. "Anvar needed nothing, save his
hatred of you! And that's all you'll ever get fromnme, Archrmage! Naught save
hatred, and undyi ng contenpt!"

M at han seemed to shrink before her. Since he had |ost his eyes, the subtleties
of his expression had becone difficult to read, but the Mage was astonished to



see his features drawn down in lines of anguish. "It hurts, you know," he said
softly. "You have no idea how nuch it hurts when you turn away from ne and
shudder at ny touch'

The Mage was so staggered by his adm ssion that she found her voice at |ast.
"Good," she snapped. "Now you know how it feels. You never cared how nuch you
hurt ne when you nmurdered Forral —you don't care that you're hurting nme now, with
what you' ve done to ny friends and Anvar, and what you're threatening to do to
my child. Did it never occur to you that | woul d despise you for your fou

deeds? Are you really so lost to all sanity?"

Aurian steeled herself, waiting for the stormof his wath to break over her. It
did not happen.

Sadly, M at han shook his head. "You |oved ne once, when you were

younger —+enmenber that. And notwithstanding all that | have done, Aurian, | have
never stopped |oving you."

Aurian's mnd was reeling, refusing to accept that in his ow sick, tw sted way,
M at han still |oved her. Inages flashed through her nmind of her youth, when the
Archmage had been a father, her beloved nentor. Before Forral had returned, and
come between them Was that when the good in M athan had begun to wither? O had
the sickness started | ong before? The Mage ached inside for those first, good
years—but that did not change her feelings now The thought of her child and the
menory of Forral's dead face strangled any pity for Mathan. "And | have never
stopped hating you," she hissed. "Not since the day you nurdered Forral. |'Il

| oathe you until the day |I die."

M at han's expressi on hardened once nore. "W'Il| see about that!" H's hand cane
up to clench around her throat. "Mwve a nuscle, and I'Il choke the lying breath
fromyou," he hissed.

Wth a chilling certainty that |odged like a stone within her breast, Aurian

knew she had pushed himtoo far

Wth his free hand, M athan grasped her | oose robe at the neck and jerked it
until it ripped apart. Twisting her armin a cruel grip, he yanked her away from
the wall and flung her down on the thin pallet that served as her bed. Again,
the pain shot through her, worse this tine, making her cry out. In that hel pl ess
monent, M athan was upon her, kneeling over her, one hand around her throat
again, pinning her with all the strength of Harihn's fit and yout hful body.

Auri an, choking, her heart hamrering wildly, scrabbled frantically anong the
tangl e of bl ankets beneath her. Her hand cl osed around the |ong, cold shape of
Schi annath's dagger and she struck at Mathan's throat—but in that instant,

anot her spasm of pain disabled her, sending her arching and withing beneath his
hands.

The bl ow went wi de—the dagger grated on M athan's col | arbone, and drove into his
shoul der. The Archnmage shrieked in agony, and his hand around her throat went
linp, but Aurian was in no state to take advantage of his disabl enent. Doubl ed
over and gasping, she felt warmwetness fl ood the bl ankets beneath her

M at han sprang to his feet with a vile curse, wenching the knife fromhis

shoul der, and | ooked down on her with hard and mercil ess eyes. "Now cones the
monent at last," he grated. "Believe ne, Aurian, paynent is only put off—-and not
for long!" He rushed to the door, and flung it open to bell ow down the stairs.
"Worman—get up here! The child is com ng!"

Yazour had never guessed that it would take so long to traverse the tw sting
mount ai n pass. Seething with inpatience, he tried to urge the white nmare to a
faster pace, but Iscalda would have none of it. Had the idea not been so absurd,
it seemed as though she were being careful of his injuries as she picked her way
al ong the snowy defile.

Yazour, shivering in the unaccustoned cold away fromthe cave's warmfire,
tucked his hands into the tatters of his travel -worn cl oak, and wondered what to
do when he reached the tower. Desperate as he was to see Aurian, there was no
way he could clinmb the crunmbling outer walls with his wounded | eg. And supposing
Schiannath was still up there—how could he persuade the outlaw down fromthe
roof? "I'"'ma fool to cone at all," the young warrior adnitted to hinself.
Nonet hel ess, he nade no attenpt to turn back to the cave, Yazour had a feeling,



i npl acabl e but strong, that he'd be needed at the tower that night.

As the warrior's eyes made out the streak of noon-bright hillside beyond the
dark walls of the pass, Iscalda's pace began to quicken, Soon Yazour could nmake
out the tree-clad nound, so faniliar yet so strange after his | ong absence. He
could see the blunt top of the tower thrusting itself above the scrubby

woodl and, but coul d nake out no details at this distance. Then with a jolt that
al nost di sl odged himfrom her back, |scalda pricked up her ears and leapt into
nmotion. Fleet and silent as a shadow on the snow, the mare burst out fromthe
concealing cliffs and raced across the intervening stretch of valley fl oor
toward the shelter of the copse that cloaked the tower's hill

Oh, the thrill of that wild ride beneath the dazzling noon! Wen it was over,
Yazour cane back slowy fromthe exhilaration of Iscalda' s speed. Branch-whi pped
scratches stinging on his face, his trenbling fingers still locked in a swirl of
the white mare's nmane, he peered out fromthe hoary thicket at the top of the
hill and | ooked across the tranpled clearing toward the tower door, shut tight
against the cold. Aurian was in there—and Eliizar, Bohan, and Nereni! Yazour
twined his fingers nore tightly in Iscalda's nane. It was all he could do to
control hinself |like a seasoned warrior, and not draw his sword there and then
to stormthat guarded tower |like a fool who knew no better

But the tower guards were not Yazour's only problem Cutting sharply across the
nmoonlit silence, the grimhowing of the wol f pack broke out once nore, naking

I scal da stanp restlessly, and shudder. Yazour bit down on a curse. The wol ves
were far too close for confort—and where in the Reaper's nane was Schi annat h?
The wol fsong nust have drowned the whir of wi ngs. Before Yazour knew what was
happeni ng, he was plunged into darkness as great w nged shapes cane between

hi nsel f and the noon. "Reaper save us!" The words were whipped fromhis lips in
a gust of frigid air, and |Iscalda reared and backed into the shelter of the
thicket as the Skyfol k banked down toward the clearing. Struggling to keep his
seat on the mare's plungi ng back, Yazour glanced up in tine to see one of the
two Wnged Folk cry out sharply, and point toward the tower roof. He nust have
seen Schiannath!. The warrior cursed again. That idiot of an outlaw nmust be up
there, plain in the noonlight for the eneny to see.

One of the Skyfolk let go of the bundle that they bore between them and angl ed
toward the top of the tower. H s conpani on struggled on alone for a nonent,

di ppi ng sharply, then, with an uneasy glance at the rooftop, dropped his burden,
whi ch hurtled down into the clearing' s hard-packed snow and burst open,
scattering hunks of venison and other forest foodstuffs in all directions. As
the winged warrior went soaring to the aid of his conpatriot on the roof, Yazour
could only look on helplessly, ice-cold with disnmay. How could he help

Schi annat h now?

Schi annath, once Aurian had |eft him crouched tensely by the trapdoor,
listening intently, lest the noment should conme when he nust go to Aurian's aid.
Frozen with horror, he heard voices in an unknown | anguage, and the sounds of a
violent struggle. Wth all of his attention on the room bel ow, he never heard
the sound of approaching wi ngs. The outlaw was just reaching out to throw the
trapdoor aside, when there was a blast of cold air and sonething hard and heavy
hit him from behind, hurling himto the ground. Wry arns clutched at him and
fromthe corner of his eye, he caught the cold glitter of a bl ade

Gasping as a taloned hand tightened around his throat, Schiannath rolled, trying
to dislodge his foe. Throwi ng wi de one arm he knocked away the assailant's
other hand that was driving the dagger toward his breast. Though instinctively
he wanted to claw at the Skyman's throttling hold, he reached back instead, over



his shoul der, and drove his fingers into the eneny's eyes. Wth a shriek the

wi nged warrior |oosed his grip, and Schiannath scranbled round to | ash out at
him but as he spun his feet slipped on the frost-slick rooftop and his bl ow
went awry. The Skyman, however, was reeling, his hands clasped over his eyes,
his fallen dagger spitting sparks of moonlight. Schiannath recovered his

bal ance, snatched up the knife, and |unged, Wth another tearing shriek, the

wi nged nman tottered backward and vani shed over the | ow parapet, |eaving a black
snear of bl ood behind to mar the icy stones, Schiannath rushed to | ook down over
the edge—and realized his mstake too |late as a dark shadow fell across him
blotting out the noon's pristine rays. The Skyman had not been al one!

Aurian knew only pain, a crinmson sea in which she twi sted and struggl ed,
striving desperately not to drowmn. A wave of agony would take her, lift her
screamng, and finally cast her gasping on the shore—enly to be picked up and
snat ched back by another wave of pain, and lifted into tornent once nore. Her
only link to reality, it seemed, was the slender thread of Nereni's cal mvoi ce,
soot hi ng her and chanting advi ce—and the burning gaze of the Archmage, whose
presence | ooned above her |ike a black and om nous thundercl oud over the crinmson
sea. Once, during a brief interlude frompain, Aurian's m sted vision caught the
chilling gl eam of a dagger, ready in his hand for when her child should cone.

But birthing, for Magefol k, was never easy—and this babe did not want to cone.
The child's mind had caught Aurian's terror, and with all the stubbornness of
hi s Mageborn heritage, he struggl ed against his fate.

"Aurian—for the Reaper's sake—push!" Nereni's voice was swept away by the tide
as the Mage was swept up by another great wave of pain. She was snatched back by
sl aps that stung her face, and caught a bleared glinpse of Nereni,

tousl e-haired, white-faced, and frantic. "Aurian, you nust help him Help himto
be born, or you both will die!"

"No." Aurian turned her face away from Nereni. "Not for this. Not for M athan.
won't." The Mage's nmind fled her body, fled the sea of pain, fled through an
endl ess gray waste seeking Forral. Always, he had hel ped and conforted her.
"Forral ," she shouted desperately. "Forra
From somewher e ahead, she seened to hear the echo of a reply. Aurian strained
toward the di stant sound—but suddenly her way was bl ocked by a vast bl ack
shadow.

"You may not seek himhere. It is forbidden." Wth a chill, she recognized the
bl eak and dusty voi ce of Death,

"Let me come to him" Aurian cried, struggling vainly against the cloud of icy
bl ackness that constrai ned her.

"Aurian—go back." Death's voice was inexorabl e—but not unkind, "Now is not your
time, nor that of the child you carry. Go back, brave one—return and bear your
child.” Wth that, he cast her effortlessly forth, and Aurian went spinning down
i nto bl ackness.

Biting his Iip, Yazour cast desperately around in his mnd for a way to save
Schiannath fromthe attacki ng Wnged Fol k. Wunded as he was, how could he reach
the top of the tower? Then the night was split by a shrill, wailing cry fromthe
rooftop, and a dark, crunpled shape cane tw sting down through the air to smash
into the snow. The young warrior, his heart in his nouth, collapsed over
Iscalda's neck, linp with relief to see an explosion of dark feathers as the
body hit the ground—and then Yazour stiffened, as the how went on and on
Loopi ng up through the woodl and around the side of the spur, the wolf pack burst
into the clearing, drawn and naddened by the scent of bl ood.

The warrior's first pani cked thought was for the mare, but the starving wol ves
had sufficient to occupy them The stream of shaggy bodies divided, sone pausing
to tear at the Skyman's bl oody corpse, while others went for the contents of the
W nged Fol k' s bundl e—the chunks of venison that lay strewn across the snow.
Yazour saw a thread of |ight as the tower door opened a crack, then shut hastily
once nore. The warrior grinned to hinself. So, the guards had no taste for
fighting the wolf pack? Now that gave hi man—



Yazour's grin vanished abruptly as a screamripped out fromthe tower above,
Aurian! Forgetting Schiannath, Yazour drove his heels into the white nare's
sides and forced her out of the spiny undergrowh and across the clearing at

full gallop, riding down any of the wolves who stood in his path. Wth the
maddened pack snapping at his heels, Yazour rode the mare at full speed into the
tower door. The brittle old tinbers splintered beneath |Iscalda's weight and she
| eapt inside, springing lightly over the shattered planks, Yazour |ying | ow

al ong her neck to avoid the lintel. Behind her, the wolves cane pouring into the
tower, attacking any human in sight. Drawing his sword, the warrior waded into
the startled guards, cleaving a path toward the staircase. But due to his
wounded | eg, he could not |eave Iscalda' s back, and the nmare was hanpered by a
knot of attacking soldiers. The wol ves, however, were nore nobile, Yazour,
fighting for his life, caught a glinpse of great gray shapes |eaping up the
staircase, and bit down on a curse. The wolves would reach Aurian before him

Down, down, Aurian plummeted, screanming, to fall back into the sea of pain. She
was brought back to herself by loud and terrified cries from bel ow, which were
drowned by the snarls and how s of wolves. At that nonent, her agony peaked-she
was drowni ng at the crest of the crinmson wave—then abruptly the great sea

drai ned away, |eaving her spent and gasping, the only crinmson now the bl ood that
pul sed behind her closed eyelids. Distantly, Nereni's voice cried: "A boy!" And
then Aurian heard the wonman's terrified scream and M athan cursing.

The Mage wrenched her eyes open to see a stream of |ean gray shapes come
hurtling through the door. Then for an instant, the world wenched itself apart
in a blinding flash of dark-bright power, as though reality itself had been

hurl ed upward like a child' s handful of jackstraws, to cone down again and
settle in a brand-new pattern.

The terrified wolves hesitated in the doorway. Nereni screaned again, and
dropped the child into the furs as though it had burned her. M athan, distracted
for an instant by the animals, turned back to the hapl ess babe, unseen anong the
beddi ng, and as he lifted his dagger

Aurian realized that she was free at last. Reacting quickly, she reached for her
powers, lost for so |ong, and sumoned the wolf pack. Newy freed fromits
fetters, her magic blazed up within her like a fount of glorious fire. At her

bi ddi ng, the great gray shape of the forenost wolf leapt forth, striking

Hari hn's possessed body and hurling himto the floor. The dagger went flying in
a glittering arc as the wolves closed in. Aurian had time for one |ast glinpse
of Harihn's face, stark terror in his eyes, his soul his own once nore. Wth a
snarl of rage, Mathan's bodiless formfled the chanber, as the wolf ripped out
Harihn's throat in a fountain of blood. Downstairs, Aurian could hear the

dwi ndling screanms as the renmai nder of the wolf pack finished her guards. Neren
was cowering in a corner, sobbing and hiding her face.

Aurian, trenbling with reaction and sickened to her soul by the carnage, haul ed
hersel f upright, driven by one | ast desperate inperative—+to see whether Forral's
child had survived its horrific birth. Hardly daring to breathe, she turned the
furs gently asi de—and what she saw there tore a scream of agoni zed despair from
her very soul

Aurian's mnd refused to accept .the reality of what lay before her. Her sight
bl urred and darkened as she crunpled, and her spirit fled wailing into the

bl ackness.

Chapter 22
The Dar kest Road

He had been dream ng that the nountains had conme alive, Anvar groaned, and
opened his eyes to utter blackness that even his Mage's vision could not pierce.
What the bl azes happened? he thought hazily. One ninute he had been heading
toward the door of the tower; the next, everything was disintegrating around him
, ,» . Menory flooded back, and with a gasp, the Mage sat bolt upright—er tried
to. He couldn't nove. He was spraw ed, facedown, on a rough, uneven surface that
sl oped away beneath himso that his head was |ower than his heels. His left arm



trapped under his body, was conpletely nunb. Anvar hoped that the | ack of
feeling was due only to constricted circulation. H's right armwas outstretched

in front of him his hand still with its strangl ehold around the Staff of Earth.
The Mage took reassurance fromthe fact that he had not |ost the precious
Artifact. Extending his will, he sumoned the Staffs power, until a faint green

glimrer lit his surroundings. Anvar's breath caught in his throat. For an
instant, his mnd went blank with shock. Al around himwas a nass of broken
rock that was trapping himwith its weight.

Eventual | y conmon sense penetrated Anvar's panic, and it occurred to himthat
far from being crushed, he could feel no pressure at all. Then he renmenbered.
The tower room The High Priest's knife hurtling toward him ...And his shield. In
his haste to destroy his eneny, he had forgotten to lower it again. A wave of
giddy relief surged through the Mage. Close to hysteria, he |laughed al oud, then
shuddered at the narrowness of his escape. |If Blacktalon hadn't thrown that
knife . . . Then it occurred to Anvar that his relief was premature. The shield
had saved himfrom bei ng crushed, but he was still trapped beneath the ruined
tower, pinned down by solid rock. And his air supply nust be running out..

Wth an effort, Anvar forced hinself to stay calm It was ridiculous to panic!
Wth the Staff of Earth, he could easily blast his way out of this predicanent.
Wel |, the sooner, the better. Taking a deep breath of the stale, stagnant air,
he concentrated his will

"W zard—wait!"

Anvar blinked, and shook his head. Hearing things? Maybe the air was runni ng out
faster than he'd realized. 1'd better hurry, he thought. Gathering his scattered
wits, he tried again, and the green radi ance brightened as power thrumred
through the Staff.

"WAit! There is a better way."

The Mage started violently. M nd-speech was the |ast thing he had been
expecting, but there could be no nistake. The pitch of the voice, though
definitely not human, had been distinctly feninine. "Wio's there?" he asked
sharply.

"I't was no dream W zard. See—the nountains do awaken!'' The voice, though it
was only in his head, seenmed sonehow to resonate through the rocks all around
him Anvar felt his heart begin to race. "W are you?" he demanded. "What are
you?"

"I amthe elenental spirit of this peak." As the Mol dan expl ained her nature to
the Wzard, she felt his growi ng astoni shnment, and found it hard to suppress her
anger that his people had so quickly forgotten the once proud and m ghty race
that they had subjugated. Her determination to west the Staff away fromhim
har dened.

"Forgive ne," Anvar interrupted her, "I would like to hear the rest of your
tale, but first |I nust get out of this place. Humans need air . . ."

"Of course." The Ml dan gl oated. The fool was playing right into her hands!
"Perhaps | can assist you," Using the O d Mgic, she could lure himout of the
mundane world, in which she had no physical form save slow, constrictive stone,
and i nto anot her dinension: the El sewhere of such el enental beings as the Ml dan
and the Phaerie, Her formwas nobile there, and her powers woul d be
unconstrai ned!

Anvar's eyes wi dened with astonishnment as a bleak and pallid |ight began to
del i neate the narrow space that held his body. The rocks around hi mwere fading,
slowy retreating into the cold gray glimrer until they vanished entirely, and
the Mage could see nothing around himbut a featurel ess silvery haze.

"You nmay stand now. "

Stand on what? Anvar thought, |ooking down with a shudder. There was not hi ng
beneat h hi m but that gray nothingness. Wth an effort, he pulled hinself
together. He was obviously |lying on sonething...

"Yes, it will support you." The Ml dan sounded dryly anused.

I ncredul ous, Anvar scranbled to his feet, badly unnerved by the fact that,
despite his shield, she had been able to pick his private thoughts out of his
head so easily. For an agonizing nmonent, he was preoccupied wi th rubbing the

bl ood back into his stiff and tingling |inbs. Then



"Where are we?" he demanded. "Wat is this place?"

"El sewhere," the Mdl dan answered softly, in a cold, tight voice that sent
prickles sheeting over Anvar's skin. "No longer in the world you know. "

Anvar tensed, suddenly aware of the threat that lay behind the el enental's tone.

"Way did you bring ne here?" He struggled to keep his nmental voice level. It
woul d be a grave mstake to let this creature becone aware of his fear

"Can you not guess?" The icy tone took on the sneering sibilance of nenace. "In
this world, | possess another form unfettered by the bonds of stone. Here | can
move, and kill, and take the Staff of Earth fromyou!"

The gray bl ankness vani shed. Anvar found hinself standing on a slope of |ong,
tawny grass that seened to shinmrer in a rippling pattern, |ike w ndbl own corn—
except that no wind cooled the air against his face. Silence, a thick oppressive
absence of sound, hung over the | andscape like a pall. There was no sign of the

Mol dan. The Mage was conpl etely al one. Anvar, braced for a fight that had not
materialized, found hinmself at a | oss. Were was the Ml dan? What formwould it
take? From which direction would it cone? Wth an oath, he | ooked wldly around
hi m

The Mage found hinself on the high, sloping side of a nountain nmeadow, | ooking
down to where a river, its water gleaming with an odd greenish, mlKky hue,
rushed swiftly along the bottomof the vale to vanish over a precipice at the
valley nmouth to his left. To Anvar's right, the meadow ended at the feet of a
tall, dark pine wood; above the trees was a broken mass of junbled rocks and
crags. Before the Mage, on the opposite side of the vale, was a rough,

heat her-covered hillside that swept upward to a towering ridge. Behind him
towered soaring cliffs with the nountain's peak | oonmng dizzily above.

There was sonething unsettlingly odd about the light. Anvar blinked, peering up
at the sky and down at the valley again. The cloudl ess sky was a peculiar shade
of gold, flooding the | andscape with anber |ight, as though the Mage were

| ooki ng through snoked gl ass.

There was no sun—there were no shadows to |lend depth. Instead, the earth itself
was suffused with a faint but burnished gl ow, each stone, each bl ade of grass,
standing out clear and shimering with its ow inner light. Al except the pine
wood. The huddl ed trees were a pul sing knot of snoky darkness. Anvar
shuddered—yet of all the parts of this weird | andscape, the forest, with its
broken crags above, was the one place where he could hope to find sone cover
when the Mol dan decided to stop playing with him and attack

The t hought shattered the dreanmli ke spell of this eerie |and, and gal vani zed the
Mage to action. He had better come up with sonme kind of a plan—and fast!
Grasping the Staff firmy, Anvar straightened his shoul ders, and set off up the
val l ey toward the wood. He had not taken half a dozen strides when—

THUMP! The sound boomed across the valley, smashing through the silence like a
battering ram The earth shuddered under Anvar's feet, and an aval anche of snall
stones cane rattling dowmn fromthe crags above.

THUMP! Anvar's heart leapt into his throat and stuck there. He whirled wildly,
trying to place the location of the terrifying sound,

THUMP! From t he pine wood came- the crack of splintering branches, Treetops
waved wi |l dly, as though tossed by a violent gale.

THUMP! Sonet hing was energing fromthe forest, hurling broken pines aside |ike
kindling . . . The Mage | ooked up and up, a screamof terror frozen in his

t hr oat .

St andi ng upright on two heavy, thick-nuscled |legs, the creature was i mense.
Clad in tough gray-green hide, it was taller than the Mages' Tower in Nexis. Two
i ncongruously delicate paws, unnervingly |ike human hands, were held close to
the nonster's chest on stunpy forelegs. Balanced by a long, thick tail that was
hel d above the ground, the blunt and massive head, |arger than Anvar's body,
held great jaws lined with the sharp white spi kes of fangs. Two w cked,
glittering little eyes, brimmng with arcane intelligence, scanned the valley
and cane to rest on the Mge.

"l see you, little Wzard!" The famliar, gloating voice came, not fromthose
horrific jaws, but fromw thin the confines of Anvar's own mind. It was the



voi ce of the Ml dan.

There was no point in running—there was nowhere to run to. For one indecisive
second Anvar stood rooted to the spot—and then he renmenbered the Staff of Earth.
Gathering his will nore swiftly than he had ever done before, he called the
Staffs powers, and hurled a bolt of energy at the nonster

And not hi ng happened. His own will was unresponsive, and the Staff was dark and
dead within his grasp. Stunned and unbelieving, the Mage tried again. Stil
not hi ng. He might as well have been holding a plain stick of wood—and what had
happened to his own powers?

The vast jaws of the nonster yawned wide in a grinning void. In his mind, Anvar
heard the hi deous, nocking |aughter of the Ml dan. "Wuld you like to try

agai n?" the elemental sneered. "The Staff of Earth is of your world, Wzard.

Li ke your own magic, it has no power here, where the forces of the A d Magic
hol d sway."

THUMP! One great |eg swng forward, the nassive clawed foot sinking deep into
the earth beneath the creature's weight. Anvar turned, and fled. Wth deadly
speed, the nonster was after him Anvar could feel the jarring thunder of its

f oot steps shake the ground beneath himas it ran, its great |egs devouring huge
gul ps of ground as it rapidly closed the distance between them

Terror lending speed to his flailing linbs, Anvar hurtled downhill toward the
river; but he knew, even as he fled, that he was doonmed. There was no cover that
woul d hide him there would be no outrunning the Ml dan in its nonstrous shape.
Before himthere was only that strange, green river—and a plunge to oblivion at
the end of the valley where the churning green waters vanished fromsight in a
cloud of spune. Well, so be it. Rather a quick death, pounded on the rocks at
the bottomof the fall, than the sl ow agony of the nonster's jaws. And at | east
the Ml dan woul d be cheated of the Staff of Earth

As Anvar neared the riverbank, he could hear the nonster pounding cl oser and
closer. Its hot breath surrounded himin a noisome cloud . . . Wth one |ast,
desperate spurt of speed, Anvar gained the bank and leapt. The nmoiling green
flood took him snatching himright out of the creature's snapping jaws. A
bel |l ow of rage receded down the valley as the Mage was spun away.

Gods—how coul d this water be so cold, and not be ice? Even if Anvar had been a
swi mrer, he woul d have stood no chance in that swift, icy current. Gasping,
choki ng, he was whirled and buffeted in the flood, trying to snatch a breath
when his head broke the surface, trying desperately to hold that breath when he
was tugged beneath. Luckily the water was deep, and there were few rocks in this
stretch. Already, Anvar's linbs were achingly nunb. For a nonment his head
cleared the water, and to his utter horror, he glinpsed the nassive shape of the
Mol dan, running fast along the bank, keeping pace with him its glittering eyes
two burning pinpoints of rage in that expressionless, arnored face. But that was
the |l east of Anvar's worries. He was losing his battle for breath in the chil
wat er

Aurian! He thought of her yearningly as the icy water seared into his |ungs.
There was a nonent's dark confusion, then . . . Anvar found hinself, not
drowned, but breathing! Belatedly, he renenbered Aurian telling himof her
escape fromthe shi pweck, when her lungs had adapted to the water. Lacking his
own powers at that time, he had been unable to make the change, but this tinme,
mercifully, it had happened.

And happened too | ate. The current becane swifter, as the river narrowed between
strai ght banks of stone. Ahead, he heard a thundering, boom ng roar. The falls!
As he reached the lip, the Mage had tinme for one swift glinpse of the endl ess
drop below, and at the bottoma | ake that |ooked, fromthis height, like a small
green eye. Then he was goi ng over

A paw i ke great scal ed hand caught him squeezing the water fromhis lungs as it
snatched himfromthe very brink of the precipice. Again, there was that
moment' s pain and darkness—then Anvar, breathing air once nore, found hinself
being lifted, up and up, until he was on a level with the great toothed cavern
of the nonster's jaws. The little eyes glittered down at him inhuman and
pitiless; and once again, Anvar heard the Ml dan's voice: "So, little Wzard—+
have you at last!"



In the unearthly realmof the Phaerie, the Earth-Mage Eilin sat in the Forest
Lord's castle, gazing through the wi ndow that showed what was passing in the
human worl d. The deep, dark forest she saw. the wildwod that had replaced her
own wel | -tended Valley. Her gaze fell on the bridge that crossed her |ake, and
foll owed the sl ender wooden span across the shimering water to her own, dear
island. But it was desol ate and deserted now, her tower gone, replaced by the
massi ve crystal, disguised by nagic as an ordinary rock, that held the Sword of
Fl ame.

Sadly, Eilin turned her gaze back across the |ake, and saw, through the w ndow s
magi ¢, the beautiful unicorn, all formed of light, that was invisible to other
eyes. Sighing, she thought of the brave warrior Maya, who had dwelt with her for
a brief, happy tine, before being turned into this dazzling creature whose

pur pose was to guard the Sword

Eilin's gaze sped onward, through the forest, to where the young Mage D arvan,
Maya's | over and the Forest Lord's own son, watched unseen over the little canp
of rebels that had sought sanctuary in the wld-wod. Onward went her seeking
gaze again, to the city of Nexis, home of the Mgefol k, where Aurian had once
dwel t.

Suddenly Eilin started, gasped, and peered into the window nore intently. Wat
was the Archmage doing to the city? Al around the ancient walls, the townsfolk
were | aboring, urged on by cruel guards with swords and whi ps. G eat arches,
equi pped with barred water gates that could be raised or | owered, had been
constructed across the river on either side of Nexis.

The Earth-Mage grow ed a curse that woul d have astounded her daughter, had
Aurian been there to hear it. Mathan was rebuilding the city walls! Wat was
that evil creature up to now? Quickly, she turned her attention toward the
Acadeny—

"Eilin! Lady, come quick!" Wth a sound like a thunderclap, Hellorin, Lord of
the Phaerie, materialized right inside the chamber. Eilin spun, startled by his
unpr ecedent ed breach of Phaerie manners, and even nore anazed to see the Forest
Lord so agitated.

"Quickly!" he repeated, reaching for her hand. "You nust cone with ne! Sonething
unt oward has happened!"

"What ?" Frowning, Eilin pulled back fromhim but was no match for his strength.
Hellorin pulled her fromthe wi ndow enbrasure, and into the center of the room
"I feel the presence of High Magic." His voice was tense with excitenment. "A
Mage has sonmehow found a way into this world!"

"Aurian?" Eilin cried. Hope leapt like a flame w thin her.

Hel I orin squeezed her hand. "We will go at once, and see," he told her

In a blinding flash, the Geat Hall of the Phaerie vani shed around the
Eart h- Mage. She and Hellorin seemed to be flying through the featurel ess anber
heavens, the | andscape naught but a dizzying blur, far below her. Eilin's heart
beat faster. Her grip on the Forest Lord's hand tightened convul sively, and she
swal | owed hard and cl osed her eyes tightly. It helped. "Is—+s it far?" she
faltered. Their speed snatched spoken words away as soon as they were uttered,
so she switched to nental speech, and repeated her question

"Far, near ..." Eilin felt his nmental shrug. "Lady, in this world, the rules of
human di stance do not apply. | am searching for traces of the alien magic, and
as soon as | find it, we will be there."

It seemed an age to Eilin, before she felt herself being set down on the bl essed
ground, as gently as a falling | eaf As soon as her feet touched the earth, sound
returned—the thunder of massive feet, followed by a hideous cacophony of

bl ood-chilling snarls. Wth a startled cry, the Earth-Mage opened her eyes—and
saw a nonster. A

huge, terrifying, fanged abomi nation that stood on its hind | egs, towering up
and up ... And held in its great forepaw was a tiny human figure, its identity
unguessable fromthis distance. Eilin's mouth went dry. Was it Aurian? "No!" she
cried, and |l eapt toward the nonster, not know ng what she would do when she
reached it, but knowi ng she must do sonet hing.

A hand caught her, and haul ed her roughly back. "Stay here, Lady! | will deal



with this!" Hellorin's eyes flashed dangerousl y—then he vani shed, to reappear on
the riverbank, confronting the nonster. But this tinme, he had cast off his puny
human form Tall he towered, far higher than the creature, cloaked in cloud and
shadow with stars glinting like jewels in the branches of his great stag's
crown. Eilin gasped in awe. This was the first time she had seen the Forest Lord
revealed in all his mght and majesty. Lightning flashed fromhis angry eyes,
and his great voice thundered across the valley. "Ml dan—do you dare?"

The nonster recoiled. Geat fangs flashed white as it bellowed its defiance
Though it was using nental tones, its thoughts were so powerful that Elin could
hear themclearly. "Stay out of my business, Forest Lord. Let the Phaerie seek
their prey el sewhere! This Wzard is mne!"

"I think not," Hellorin said quietly. Eilin took an involuntary step backward,
her heart chilled by the depth of nenace in those few soft words. "Wuld you pit
your power against the mght of the Phaerie?" the Forest Lord went on. "G ve ne
the Wzard, Ml dan, and slink back into your nountain—ere | blast you beyond the
bounds of oblivion!"

"This prey is mne! Eilin heard a sudden note of doubt in the creature's voice.
Hellorin smled. "Put it down, then, Mdldan, and fight ne for it."

"NEVER' " The word ended in a snarl

The nonster snatched the tiny figure toward its nouth, opening those dreadfu
jaws . . . And fromHellorin's hand sprang a great bolt of blue-white fire that
struck the Ml dan, sizzling, right between the eyes. Wth a shriek, the nonster
dropped its prey. Eilin cried out in horror, but the Forest Lord' s great hand
reached out and caught the falling figure, laying it gently aside on the grass,
out of harm s way.

The nonster, neanwhile, seened to be shrinking in on itself. Snoke and bl ui sh
flame | eaked fromits eyes, and the jaws stretched wide in an endl ess scream as
its great tail thrashed in agony. Vivid lightning crawl ed, a | ethal network,
across its body, searing where it touched. Wth one |last shriek, the Ml dan

toppled, falling into the swiftly racing river. The chill green waters snatched
it greedily, and hurled it over the edge of the falls.

As if released froma spell, Eilin dashed forward and flung herself down on her
knees beside the prone formof the Mage. For a nonent, hope burned bright within
her . . . But the figure was not Aurian. The Earth-Mage frowned in puzzl enent,
taking in the dark-blond hair, the blue eyes that flew open in that nonent,
their gaze wide and stark with terror. "I don't know you," she ac-

Anvar was aching, bruised, and chilled to the bone fromhis inmersion in the
river. Hs battered body would not stop shaking, and his thoughts were awhirl
with shock. His mnd sinply refused to enconpass the reality of what had
happened. That vast shadowy figure, the giant hand that had caught hi mand borne
himto safety . . . Surely it had been a dreamsone ki nd of hall ucination
brought on by an extremity of terror. The words of this strange wonman seened so
i ncongruous, so-so ordinary after his last bizarre and terrifying ordeal, that
Anvar burst out into hysterical |aughter. Her angry scow and her exclanmations
of inpatience only served to make hi mworse. Hugging the Staff, which he had
clung to desperately even in the nonster's grasp, Anvar |aughed until the tears
ran down his face; until his ribs ached; until he ran out of breath and began to
wheeze.
A shadow fell across his tear-blurred vision: another figure had joined the
worman. Wping a sl eeve across his eyes, Anvar | ooked up—and recogni zed the
gigantic figure, dimnished nowto al nbost human proportions, that had defeated
the Mol dan. The Mage's laughter cut off abruptly. "It was real ..." he gasped.
Above the stranger's head, like an illusory shadow, hovered the inmage of a
branching antlered crown. Then the Mage's eyes fastened on that hand, the sane
size as his own now. The hand that had been vast enough to enconpass his body .
Slowy, he |looked up fromthe hand to those fathon ess, inhuman eyes. "Wo
are you?" he whi spered.
The man did not answer him but | ooked across at the worman instead. "M sorrow,
Lady," he said. "I had so hoped for you . . . But as this is not Aurian, then
who—



"Aurian?" Anvar's fear was forgotten. "Wat do you know of Aurian?" he demanded.
The woman's hand shot out to grasp his arm her fingers digging like claws into
his skin. "Wat do you know of her?" she rasped. Her eyes were blazing with a
savage intensity. "Hellorin said you were a Mage, but | know all of the
Magef ol k. You aren't one of them Wat do you have to do with ny daughter?"
"You're Eilin?" Anvar gasped. "Aurian's nother? Then where the blazes am|?"
"In ny realm" the deep voice of the man announced. He | ooked across at Eilin.
"I think we had better take himhone.” Wth that, he laid a hand on Anvar's
forehead, and the Mage knew no nore.

When Anvar awakened, he was curled in a deep, soft chair before a blazing fire.
A bl anket of sone peculiar fabric, Iight but warm was draped around him and he
was dressed in a shirt and britches nade fromsinilar stuff, their hue a

shi mering, changeful grayish-green, with a leather jerkin on top. For a

pani c-stricken instant, he |ooked wildly for the Staff of Earth, but to his
relief it was propped against the chair beside him Only then did he notice the
| ow tabl e of food and drink set out before the fire, and the figures of his two
rescuers seated opposite. Looking beyond them Anvar's eyes wi dened in
amazement. "Wy, it's just like the Great Hall at the Acadeny," he gasped.

The man chuckled fromhis seat across the hearth. "D Arvan's words exactly! Do
you still doubt, Lady, that he is a Mage?"

"D Arvan?" Anvar interrupted in perplexity. "D Arvan is here?" It was becom ng
nmore obvious by the mnute that this nust be a dream

"You know ny son?"

"What about Aurian?" The two strangers spoke together

Anvar | ooked fromface to eager face. "I don't think |I know anything, anynore,"
he si ghed.

An expression akin to pity softened the stern, scul pted face of Anvar's rescuer
"Here ..." He handed the Mage a brinming crystal goblet of wine. "Drink, eat,
refresh yourself. You are still not quite recovered fromthe shock of the

Mol dan's attack. | will tell you what you want to know, and then . . ."—his
expression grew hard agai n—you wi |l answer our questions, Mage. | amespecially

anxious to | earn how you cane by one of the Artifacts of Power."

“And where ny daughter is," Eilin added urgently.

The expl anations took sone tinme. Anvar, desperately anxious nowto return to
Aurian, was forced to take confort fromthe Forest Lord' s assurance that tine
held no sway here in this El sewhere that was the Phaerie realmand in truth, he
wanted to |l earn what the Archnage had been up to in Nexis, in the absence of

hi nsel f and Auri an.

If the Mage was staggered by the tale of Davorshan's death, and what had
happened subsequently to D Arvan and Maya, he was nore shocked by Eilin's news

that Eliseth was still alive. "Are you certain?" he asked the Earth- Mage.
"Aurian and | were positive that we'd killed her."

Eilin nodded. "I have seen her, in Hellorin's wi ndow that | ooks out upon the
world. | imagine that you nmust have felt the death of Bragar—+ saw the Archmage

conduct his burning." She | eaned forward anxiously. "But how did you cone to
believe you had slain Eliseth? Tell me of yourself now-and of Aurian."

The Earth-Mage cried out softly in astoni shment as Anvar told her that he was
M at han's son, a hal f-blood Mage, who had started off as Aurian's servant, unti
he recovered his powers after he and his Lady had fled to the Sout hern Lands.
Anvar wi shed, however, he had renenmbered that Eilin would not know about
Aurian's pregnancy, and Mathan's curse on the child. He never thought to
prepare her, but sinply blurted out the news. Wtnessing the shock and distress
that he had caused, he cursed hinmself for a clunsy fool

The Forest Lord gave her wine, and conforted her, and when Eilin had recovered
sufficiently for himto continue, Anvar brought his tale up to the present—-his

defeat of Blacktalon in Aerillia, and the trap that the Ml dan had set for him
"And now," he finished, |ooking pleadingly at the Lord of the Phaerie, "if you
could only return me to ny owmn world, | nust get back to Aurian. Surely the

child nust have cone by now, and she— The | ook on Hellorin's face stopped him
in md-sentence. To Anvar, the room suddenly seened very cold. "You can get ne
back, can't you?"



Hel lorin sighed. "Alas, | cannot send you back to your own world. It is beyond

my power. But . . ."A gleam brightened his fathonm ess dark eyes. "I can send you
beyond. Al ong the darkest road, Between the Worlds, to the Lady of the M sts.
warn you, the way is fraught with peril; but she has the power to return you, if
she will —and she al so holds the Harp of Wnds: one of the lost Artifacts that
you seek!™"

Exci tenment qui ckened Anvar's blood. The Harp! Another Artifact! Al ready he knew
that he would dare the danger and take that darkest road—but as he nodded his
assent to Hellorin's questioning gaze, it was not the Harp that occupied his
thoughts. It was the thought of returning, as quickly as possible, to Aurian.

Wuld that | could weep! But when Aurian blasted ny eyes, she destroyed all hope
of healing tears. Mathan sat before his fire, weary, stooped, and suddenly
feeling every year of the double century he had lived. Until their |ast
confrontation, the Archmage had been able to del ude hinself concerning the

magni tude of Aurian's hatred. But no | onger—the | ook in her eyes had pierced him
and driven himback Iike a spear through the heart. How could he win her back in
the face of such deep and deadly | oathi ng?

Now t hat he had been forced to face the truth, the nmagnitude of Mathan's errors
appall ed him | should never have killed Forral, he thought. That was ny first
and greatest mistake—and ny first step on the path that led us to this wetched
day. The Commander was a Moyrtal —auch though it galled nme, | need only have
waited . . . Had he not fled with Aurian, Anvar woul d never have regained his
powers. He woul d have renmi ned here, a lowy servant, and under ny control. And
the child—had it been born with Aurian's powers, it night have becone a great
Mage, an asset to our depleted ranks . . . But here, Mathan's spirit revolted
within him He sinply could not countenance Aurian's half-bl ooded Mrtal nongre
joining the exalted Magefol k ranks; no nore than he had been able to bear the
notion of Anvar—Yet—and M athan gritted his teeth, forcing hinself to face the
truth-Auri an and Anvar were practically the only Magefol k he had left. Thanks to
hi s bl unders on the night of die Waiths, Finbarr and Meiriel were gone, and

D arvan—wel |, he had been little use in the first place, but he was | ost now for
certain, Davorshan was dead, and Eilin had vanished fromall know edge. The only
Mage that M athan had to support himwas Eliseth, and the Wat her-Mage was not
to be trusted, Aurian was now his only hope—the only full-bl ooded Mage that he

still mght influence—and besi des, she was Aurian, and he had desired her from
the first. | nust win her back, M athan thought desperately. | nust—but how? Not
by killing Anvar, that was certain, even if the Mage could be found. That woul d

finish his chances conpletely. No, repugnant as the notion nmight be, Anvar nust
be spared—for the tine being, at |east. That should earn himAurian's gratitude,
and later, he could think of a way to cone between them And the child? M athan
shuddered, but pulled hinself together. He glanced across at the secret hiding
pl ace behind the wall, where the tarnished, corrupted remains of the Caldron | ay
conceal ed. Was there a way to reverse the curse? Could he find it in tinme?

"Curse you a thousand tines over! How could you | et her escape you!" The door

sl ammed hard agai nst the wall, shuddering and rebounding on its hinges. Eliseth
stood there, white with anger. "Damm you!" she spat. "I should have known all

al ong that you intended to betray and suppl ant ne!"

The years fell from M athan's shoulders |ike a cloak. Springing up straight and

tall, he flung a bolt of power at her that cracked across her face like a
whi pl ash, leaving an ugly, livid mark. "Be silent! For all your machinations, |
amstill Archmage here

Eli seth staggered, half turning, flinging her arms across her face. \Wen she

| owered them tears of pain were in her eyes, but she gathered herself to face
hi m squarely, her lovely features contorted with rage. "Archnmage of what?" she
sneered, "Have you | ooked out of your wi ndows |ately, M athan? Have you ever
thought, in all your endless travels of the spirit, to | ook dowmn and see what is
happening in your city? In the | ands you now rul e? You are Archnage over a
handf ul of ignorant, grubbing Mrtals—starving, sullen, and bitter with
resentment. Is this the power you sought so avidly and at such cost?" She



| aughed shrilly. "Wile you waste your tine nooning over that bitch |ike sone
drooling, foul-mnded dotard, your newwon enpire is falling apart around you!"
Inwardly, M athan recoiled fromthe venomin her voice. He was careful, however,
to let no trace of his dismay extend to his countenance. Rage, normally a
flash-fire explosion of wath, was building within himlike a slow red tide,
steeling his will and swelling his powers. For a nonent he |ingered, savoring

t he sensati on.

The Weat her-Mage, clearly expecting his usual swift response to such baiting,
seenmed taken aback. Her instant of doubt and hesitati on was her undoing. M at han
snared her eyes with his glittering serpent's gaze, holding her notionless and

aghast as he began to intone the words of a spell in a whispering, singsong
Voi ce.
"No!" Despite his control of her will, the word, no nore than a whinmper, forced

itself fromEliseth's throat. Her eyes were wild and wide with terror, her slim
white fingers clenching and uncl enching at her sides. As M athan | ooked on
smling coldly, her face began to change, its clear and perfect outlines
starting to crunple, blur, and sag—dntil abruptly, Mathan cut the spell off
short.

Eliseth, freed fromthe fetters of his will, sagged and stunbl ed, catching at
the side of the door to keep herself upright. As she regai ned her bal ance, her
hands flew instantly to her face—and her expression altered. Gasping, she flew
across the roomto the nearest mirror and stared at what she saw there,

M at han chuckl ed, Ten years, Eliseth—ten snmall years, A droplet in the endless
ocean of Magefolk immrtality. But what a difference ten years make to that
flawl ess face. |Is your body a little less firm perhaps? Alittle |ess straight
and slender? He snirked. "It's al nbst worse than being a crone, is it not, to
see those relentless signs of disintegration and the marks of tine,"

Eliseth faced him speechless and trenbling, and M athan knew that he had cowed
her. "The last tinme, when | aged you and you outfaced ne, you could do so
because you had nothing to lose. But | have learned fromthat nistake, ny dear
This time it will be different," His voice grew hard as stone, "Each tine you
transgress against ny will, ten nore years will be added to your age, | suggest
you think about the repercussions very carefully before you dare to cross ne
again. And Eliseth—I|eave Aurian alone. If you so nuch as raise a finger against
her, | will not let you die—but you will wish a thousand and a thousand tines
again that | had,"

As Eliseth, beaten, turned to slink away, he threw a sop to her with deliberate

and nmalicious cunning. "Incidentally, | have not discarded you in favor of
Auri an, whatever you may think. For all those ten additional years, you are
beautiful still." Crossing the room he cupped her face in his hands. Eliseth

gl ared back at him but he saw the steely wall of hatred behi nd her eyes
suddenly pierced by a sliver of doubt.

The Archrmage smiled inwardly. "Yes," he nurnured, "you are beautiful, indeed. |
may want Aurian to increase our dwindling race, and | nay need her powers to
further nmy plans, but she will always remain wayward and willful. | could never

trust her, Eliseth, and so she nmust remain a prisoner—while you are free, to
come and go and work at ny side." Deliberately, he let his snmile reach his face.
"You would make a fitting consort for an Archmage—f you prove that | can trust
you." Wth that he rel eased her

"Liar' Eliseth breathed—but there was a new |ight behind her eyes.

The Archrmage shrugged. "Tine will tell,"” he said. "For both of us."

As he heard the door close softly behind her, M athan chuckled. Had she taken
the bait? Time would tell, indeed.

Hearing the \Wat her-Mage cone storning down the stairs, the little maid fled on
silent feet, back round the curve of the staircase. Flinging herself through
Eli seth's open door, she grabbed her rag and began to polish the table

i ndustriously, breathing deeply and schooling her features into their usual,
expressi onl ess mask, while elation bubbled over within her heart. She had cone
up to clean Eliseth's chanbers as usual, but hearing voices fromthe floor
above, she, had crept as close as she dared, to listen. And by the gods, the

ri sk had proved wort hwhil e!



Eli seth cane stanping into the room holding a hand to her face. "lnellal" She
recoiled at the sight of the forgotten maid, and then collected herself. "Is
this all you've done, you idle slattern?" She ainmed a blow at the naid, who
ducked adroitly. Eliseth scow ed, but seenmed disinclined to pursue the matter
further. "Fetch ne sone wine," she snapped, and vani shed into her bedchanber.
"Yes, Lady." The girl bobbed a curtsy at her vanishing back, and ran to do her
bi ddi ng. Though her face remai ned expressionless, her heart was singing. The
Lady Aurian had escaped! By the gods, such news was worth the risk of being
her e!

Chapter 23
The Bridge of Stars

Iscalda, terrified by the ravening wolves, had fled the tower. Not even her |ove
for Schiannath could override her aninmal instinct to escape so nany foes, Down
the hill she raced, flattening her ears at the cries of the startled guards who
were battling the wolves. Hands reached out to grab her as she thundered past
the bel eaguered nen, but she was noving too fast to be caught. Across the flat
ground toward the cliffs, then through the narrow stony gates of the pass,

I scal da sped across the snow as though her feet were wi nged. The white mare had
no i dea where she was going. She sinmply knew she nust flee, as fast as possible,
far fromthe how ing pack and the scent of blood. Her hoofbeats echoing hollowy
in the narrow sl ot between the cliffs, Iscalda hurtled through the pass, up and
al ong the ridge beyond, and down into the valley on the farther side.

Concerned only with her fears, she was not |ooking out for danger. No sounds
reached her ears, above the drumm ng of her hooves. So it was that |scalda
rounded a rocky outcrop that thrust far into the valley floor, and ran headl ong
into the troop of riders

Xandi m These were her people! Even as she reared and tried to plunge aside from
the | eading horses, |scalda recognized old friends and conpani ons. Shamed by her
exile, ashaned to be seen in such a state of unreasoning fear, she whirled on
her hind legs and tried to race back the way she had cone. But a horse, black as
m dni ght's shadows, |eapt out fromthe knot of riders and raced after her. One
terrified glance over her shoulder told Iscalda the worst. Phalihas was after
her! In her consternation at seeing her former betrothed once nore, she gave no
thought to the strange figure perched astride his back

The mare was trenbling with weariness now. As the white heat of panic cool ed
fromher blood, her sweating |linmbs began to stiffen in the chill of the mountain
ni ght. The bl ack horse was gai ning: she could hear his hoof-beats com ng cl oser
and cl oser, and fromthe corner of her eye she saw his great dark shape nove up
besi de her shoul der.

Suddenly a hand reached out, and caught the rope that the wetched Khazal i m had
fastened around her head! Her head wenched cruelly, |scalda cane bucking and
skidding to a halt in a spray of snow,

"Whoa, whoa now. Easy, |ovey—there's a girl," The rider, still clinging tightly
to the rope, junped down fromthe Herdlord' s back and came round to her head,
Iscalda | eapt back with a snort of surprise. This wiry little man was no Xandi m
Why had Phal i has consented to carry such a creature? The stranger continued to
stroke her gently, and the mare stood trenbling, her ears twitching at the sound
of that rough voice that crooned soothingly in some foreign tongue, She rolled
one white rinmred eye to | ook round at the Herdlord, and wondered, with a fl ash
of anger, why Phalihas had not reverted to human form

"He cannot. He is bound with the sane spell as you."

Iscalda I et out a squeal of rage as the Wndeye cane into view. The Qutl ander
who had been riding Phalihas dodged to one side as her forefeet flailed around
his ears. Iscalda jerked the rope fromhis hands and charged at Chianh, teeth
bared, eyes flanm ng. The Wndeye did not flinch. Instead, he held up his hand,
and began to speak the words of a spel

And | scal da was sprawl i ng, facedown in the snow, as her four |egs suddenly
changed to two. Stunned, she struggled up on her el bows, |ooked down at her
hands-two human hands—and burst into tears of utter joy. Wen she lifted her



head agai n, she saw a hand extended to hel p her up. Chiamh was | ooki ng down at
her, his expression both apol ogetic and conpassi onate. "Phalihas is no | onger
Herdl ord," he said softly. "I have waited so long for this day! You' ve been on
my consci ence ever since you were exiled. Welcome back to the Xandim Iscal da."
I scal da ignored the outstretched hand, and | ooked at himcoldly. "And

Schi annat h?" she denmanded.

The W ndeye nodded. "Schiannath's exile is also revoked." Narrowing his

nearsi ghted eyes, he peered around him "Were is he?"

"Light of the Goddess!" |scalda scranbled to her feet. "I left himin the tower,
with that wonman!"

"Wman?" Chiamh’s gaze suddenly becane intense. "A captive?"

| scal da nodded. "How did you know?"

But the W ndeye was no | onger |ooking at her. "Parric!" he yelled. "I think

we' ve found her!"

Schi annath, in his equine shape, nmet the Xandimarny on the ridge. He had
finally bested his second wi nged opponent on top of the tower, only to | ook
down, alerted by the commotion below, to see the wol ves w eaki ng carnage anong
Hari hn's struggling guards—and the white shape of |scalda, streaking away into
the woods. Wth an oath, he had scranbl ed back down the side of the tower,
forgetting Aurian and Yazour—forgetting everything in his anxiety for his

bel oved sister. Once away fromthe guards and wol ves, he had changed into his
equine form and galloped after her, following the |ine of tracks that stitched
the long, clear sweep of snow between the bottomof the hill and the pass.

As he breasted the top of the ridge Schiannath stopped and stared, anazed at the
array of horses and riders picking their way up fromthe floor of the valley.

Wil e he was still hesitating, unsure whether to stay or to run, he heard a
clear voice calling his nane. A beloved voice that he had never thought to hear
again, "lscalda!" he cried, forgetting, in his joy, that he still wore his

equi ne shape. The word cane out as a long, high-pitched whinny, and Schi annath
changed hurriedly back to his human formas his sister cane running up the hil
toward him

It was too much to take in all at once. Schiannath, an outlaw no |onger, |ooked
incredulously fromface to face, as the Wndeye began to explain the changes
that had been taking place anong the Xandi msince his exile, Iscalda, nestled
into the curve of his arm was grinning nore and nore broadly at her brother's
benused expression.

Suddenly a bal di ng, bandy-legged little man thrust his way to the front of the
crowd. "Were's Aurian?" he demanded sharply. H s words, despite clearly being
in a strange tongue, were sonehow understandabl e, and Schiannath realized that
the Wndeye nust be using sonme formof spell to translate the foreign speech,
"Aurian?" Schiannath gasped. "But how+

The stranger was scow ing, "Wo else?" he barked, "W can waste tinme with

pl easantries later. Show us die way to the tower that your sister nentioned."
Turning on his heel, he sprang in one fluid notion to the back of the great

bl ack stallion that was Phalihas in equine form

"What do you think of the new Herdlord, then?" Chiamh chuckled softly in

Schi annath's ear.

He turned to gape at the Wndeye, "That is the new Herdl ord? He defeated
Phal i has? Light of the Goddess-how did it happen?"

Chi anh shrugged. "W live in strange and nonentous tinmes, ny friend—and as wel |l
for you that we do! At least, by the grace of Parric, you and |Iscalda are no

| onger exiled."

"Are you two going to stand there talking all bloody year?" roared the new
Herdlord. Wth a guilty start, Schiannath renenbered Aurian, at the nmercy of the
wol ves. WAsting no nore tine, he changed back into the shape of a great, dark
gray horse. Waiting only for Iscalda to | eap onto his back, he set off at a
gal l op, back toward the pass.

Auri an awoke. An obscure, bitter darkness clouded the edges of her mind like the
dregs of a nightmare beyond recollection. She had no wish to remenber. Her mnind
was nunb, registering only the sinple, inmedi ate nessages of her senses: the



dank, mldewy snmell of the tower room the rough walls of gray stone stained

bl ack with soot above the bracket where a torch burned with a fitful, snoky
flane. The dying enbers in the hearth, like a scattering of rubies. Pain,

di sconfort, and an urgent need to relieve herself.

The Mage struggl ed across the chanber to the drafty drain in the corner, stil
carefully guardi ng the nunbness in her nmind. She mustn't think—ot yet. To think
woul d send her over the precipice of nadness

Using the wall as a support, Aurian nade her way to the hearth, where a bow of
wat er was keeping warmin the ashes, and cloths to cleanse herself |ay nearby.
Met hodi cal | y, Aurian heal ed the danage to her body, concentrating hard upon the
task. It was difficult. She was still very weak, and the effort |eft her drained
and shaki ng.

Only then did it suddenly cone hone to the Mage that her powers had returned.
Wth a cry of triunph, she leapt up, ignoring her staggering feet, and | aunched
a bolt of fire at the ceiling to explode in a vivid shower of sparks. Ch, the
sheer, breathless, glorious relief! Laughing and crying for joy, she foll owed
her starburst with a blue fireball, another in red, then a green, juggling the
spheres of incandescent |ight as she had done when she was a child.

Only exhaustion limted her exuberant display. Aurian sank to her knees on the
cooling hearth, belatedly wondering where everyone was. Concern overshadowed her
triunmph. Whether the battle with the guards had been won or lost, surely Neren
shoul d have been here! And who had renoved the Prince's body, and washed her
chanmber cl ean of bl ood? As soon as she caught her breath, she would investigate

From the nest of cloaks where she had been sl eeping cane a nuted whine. Aurian
froze, appalled; the hand that had so joyously |oosed her nagic clenched in a
whi t e- boned knot. Ch Gods! It had been no ni ghtmare: she had known that fromthe
start—but to face it now, so soon
It came agai n—the fretful whinper of an animal in distress. The sound, too
urgent to be ignored, stabbed |like a knife into her heart. The Mage braced
hersel f, wal ked slowy across to the makeshift bed, and | ooked down at her son
Her breath congealed in her throat.
He was tiny. Small, pathetic, and bedraggl ed; his eyes sealed shut like all
newborn wol f cubs, his body covered in dark gray fuzz. He crawled weakly in a
blind circle, whinpering, seeking the |ost warnth of Aurian's body. The Mage,
respondi ng autonmatically to his hel pl essness, reached out a hand toward the cub
It hovered, trenbling, just above his body. She couldn't touch him She
couldn't. Anger scoured through her: rage and grief and gray despair. Was this
what she had carried beneath her heart through |ong nmonths of struggle and
angui sh? Was it for this that she had | ost her powers, when she needed then? WAs
this blind, mewling scrap of fur her sole | egacy of the |ove that she and Forra
had shared? It was all too nmuch for her. Retching, shaking, sick to her very
soul, Aurian turned away ..
And, for the first tine since he had | eft the haven of her body, she felt the
bright, tentative touch of the child-nind on her own. He was cold. Cold and | ost
and blind and hungry—and human. Human! Aurian had known wol ves from her
chil dhood, and these were not wolf thoughts. Not aninmal thoughts at all. H's
body m ght be that of a wolf cub, but his nmind was the nmind of her son. Her son
"My baby!" Aurian's voice broke on the words as she lifted the wolfling,
cradling himto the warnmth of her body. Warmtears of relief flooded her face.
H's joy, the joy of her son, flooded her nmind as at |ast he found his nother.
Gods, but he was cold! And no wonder! Aurian, appalled by her neglect and
suddenly fiercely protective, was gal vanized into action. Cradling her son
cl ose, she crossed to the dying fire. Feverishly she hurled logs into the
fireplace with her free hand and ignited themw th a quick-hurled fireball
feeling again the incandescent blaze of joy as her newly recovered power surged
t hrough her. Then she returned to her bed and sat down, awkwardly pulling one of
the cl oaks around her shoul ders. How coul d she not have noticed before how cold
the room had becone?
Hunger. Ravenous hunger pul sed fromthe thoughts of her child, and for a nonent
Aurian hesitated, at a |loss. This business of notherhood was all new to her. But



the child was hungry . . . Aurian shrugged, and put her son to her breast. Well
she thought, | expect we'll |earn together

It was a struggle, but the instinct to feed was strong in the wolfling, and
Aurian, with her Healing magic, could adapt herself a little. They nanaged
eventual |y, hel ped by their unique m nd-bond, and the deeper bond of |ove that

| ay between them Aurian | ooked down at the cub as he fed. Little wolf, she

t hought, renenbering an old childhood tale that Forral had told her; about a
Mage-child who had | ost his parents in the w | dwod, and had been reared by

wol ves. He had gone on to beconme a mghty hero, and his nane, in the O d Speech,
had been Irachann—the Wl f. Aurian smled wyly to herself at the way the tale
had been reversed. Irachann, she decided. |I'Il call himWlf.

The cub had fallen asleep in her arns. As the Mage sat, |ooking down at him she
cast her mind back over the confusing welter of events that had attended his
birth. The wolf, she thought, renenbering the great gray shape that had | eapt,
snarling, across her chanber. It was the wolf that saved nme from M at han, when
it tore out Harihn's throat. But surely, before the wolf had cone to her aid,
she had heard her child's first cry—the thin, unnm stakable wail of a human
infant! And she renmenbered—eh, now she renenbered Nereni's voice crying "A boy!"
The Mage recal |l ed the day of her capture, when M athan, in Harihn's body, had
reveal ed that her child was cursed. "Wen it is born," he had said, "you wll
beg ne to kill it."

Aurian swore viciously as the neaning of those words becane all too clear. Her
child had been born human—before she'd seen the wolf. Forral's son had taken
the shape of the beast. So that was the nature of M athan's curse!

There nust be a way to change hi m back. But though Aurian tried and tri ed,
probing the tiny cub with her Healer's sense, the child remained in the shape of

a wlf. | will change hi mback, though, Aurian thought. Wen M at han cursed
Wl f, he had the power of the Caldron to draw on. Once | regain the Staff of
Earth . . . Her thoughts flew to Anvar and Shia. How coul d she have forgotten

then? Aurian tried to reach out with her mnd to her mssing friends, but to her
di smay she could not find an echo of response, no matter how hard she tri ed.
She was interrupted in her attenpts at communication by the sound of a sudden
commption in the roomdownstairs. Not nore fighting, surely? Carefully placing
the cub back in its nest of blankets, Aurian ran to the door—and as she opened
it, it suddenly struck her that she was free. Mracul ously, unbelievably free!
At | ast she could |l eave this hated chanber, and never have to | ook on it again!
Aurian ran to the top of the stairs and | ooked down into the | ower room of the
tower. She saw Schiannath in the doorway, arguing with Yazour. And behind the
Xandim sword drawn and cursing inpatiently . . . "Parric!" Aurian shrieked
"Yazour, let himin!"

For a nmonent, Parric sinply stood there gaping, taken aback by the subtle
changes in the Mage. What a fool he had been! Al the tine he had been
searching, he had entertained a romantic picture of hinself as the dauntless
hero coming to rescue a lost and frightened young girl. He was conpletely
unprepared for the new maturity in her haggard face: the firm wy set of her
mouth and the grimand steely glint in her eyes.

Suddenly, the years rolled back and the Caval rymaster remenbered returning from
his very first campaign. The face that had | ooked back at himfromthe mrror
then had reflected these sane changes. She had been tested, then, by pain and
adversity—and by the | ooks of her expression, had given back as good as she'd
got. Flinging wide his arns, Parric gave a whoop of joy, then he was running
upstairs and she was running down. They net in the mddle with an inpact that
threatened to send both of themcrashing to the bottom and stood there, hugging
the breath from one anot her

"Parric! Ch gods—+ nust be. dream ng!" The Caval rymaster felt Aurian's tears
soaki ng his shoul der—and that made himfeel better about his own stream ng
eyes. Before she and Forral had cone into his life, the Caval rymaster had
spurned tears as a sign of weakness, but now he knew nuch nore about | ove—and
loss. It was not the only way in which, he had grown, he reflected. He had
commanded an arny, however unwilling, of his own, and had brought them safely



through the perilous nountains to ... Wat?

Aurian was trying to tell himso nuch, all at once, that Parric couldn't
conmprehend it all. The npbst startling piece of news was that Anvar al so seened
to be one of the Magefol k! Despite the fact that Meiriel had told hi mabout

M athan's curse on the Mage's child, he was alarned at first, thinking she had
| ost her mind, when she dragged hi mupstairs and showed himthe wolf cub

D smayed, he was trying to take her arm to steer her out, when he felt a gentle
hand on hi s shoul der

"The child is there. It is human." It was the voice of the Wndeye. Parric
turned to see Chiamh standi ng behind them his eyes once nore that al arm ng,
reflective silver, as he gazed at the cub with his O hersight.

Aurian's eyes w dened at the sight. "Wo's this?" she asked Parric.

"A very good friend," the Cavalrymaster told her. "He saved our |ives when we
were captured by the Xandim" Wth that, he introduced Chi anh, whose eyes, by
now, had cleared to their nornmal shade. To Parric's anusenent, the W ndeye

| ooked awest ruck.

"Lady." Chianmh bowed deeply. "I amgreatly honored to neet, at |last, one of the
Bri ght Powers that | saw so | ong ago."

"You saw ne?" The Mage's brows creased in a puzzled frown. "Were? Wen?"
Chianmh told her of his Ohersight, and the vision he had beheld that storny
night so long ago. Parric could see that Aurian was fascinated by the Wndeye's

brief account of his powers. "I nust hear nore about this," she said. "In fact,
we all have so much catching up to do . . . But first, | want to try again to
contact Anvar." She bit her lip. "I"'mworried, Parric. | thought 1'd be able to
reach himonce ny powers returned, but so far, | can't. If you want to wait
downstairs, I'll join you inalittle while."

"Lady?" Chi anh caught hold of the Mage's arm "May | assist you? My O hersi ght
can reach across nmany mles."

Aurian smled at himgratefully. "Wy, thank you, Chianmh. Ri ght now, |I'mso
anxious to find Anvar that I'lIl take all the help | can get."

The wind was gusting fitfully as Aurian and Chianmh clinbed up through the
trapdoor to the tower roof. The brooding sky in the east was begi nning to show
the pale glimer of dawn, and the Mage could feel the hint of noisture in the
air that presaged another fall of snow. As she rounded the corner of the chi mey
stack, Aurian was startled to hear a faint npban, and saw the figure of a w nged
man, rolling and withing in a glistening, dark patch of what |ooked to be his
own bl ood.

"Skyfol k!'" Chiamh hissed. Aurian heard the scrape of steel as the Xandi m drew
his knife.

"No, wait!" She stayed the Wndeye's hand. "We nmay need himto take a nessage to
Aerillia." Squatting down beside the Skyman, she reached out with her Healer's
sense to determne the extent of his injuries. He was not hurt as badly as she
had feared. The sword cuts fromwhich he had | ost the bl ood were not
|ife-threatening, though he had taken a very hard knock on the back of his head
that had left himstruggling for consci ousness. Quickly, Aurian tore strips from
the hem of the blanket that she was using as a cloak to bind him hand, foot,
and wi ng, before she bent to her work of Healing.

Once she had attended to the wi nged nan's wounds, the Mage crossed to the
parapet with Chianmh, and stood, |ooking out across the nmountains, facing

nort hwest where the sky was darkest. For a tinme, she tried with all her strength
to stretch her will out across the mles to Aerillia, calling and calling to
Anvar and Shia, then straining with all her might to hear an answer. But there
was not hing. Di smayed, she turned back to the Wndeye, who had been waiting
patiently beside her all this time. "I can't hear a thing," she whispered.
"Maybe the distance is just too great for nmental conmunication, but—chianmh, I
think that sonething has gone terribly wong."

The void was gray and featurel ess, sheathed in ghostly, clinging mst. Anvar
hesitated, nmonentarily at a loss as to which way to proceed. Behind him he
heard the conforting tones of Hellorin's voice. "Take three steps forward,
Anvar —and do not | ook back. You'll find that the way will becone clear to you."



Anvar shuddered at the thought of stepping out into that form ess nothingness,
yet ... The Forest Lord nust know what he was doing. He had opened the way into
this Place Between the Wrlds, cleaving the fabric of

reality with an outstretched hand to produce this eerie doorway.

"Take courage, young Mage—this is a safer road than the one you traveled with
the Mol dan—which admttedly is saying very little."

The rueful hunor that |urked behind the Forest Lord's words heartened Anvar

Besi des, the Mage remi nded hinself, this was the only way back to his own
wor | d—and Aurian. He had already said his farewells to Eilin and Hellorin, so
there was no reason to linger. Anvar swall owed hard, and stepped forward into
the gray msts. The glimer of warmlight fromthe Forest Lord s chanber was cut
of f abruptly as the Door Between the Wirlds cl osed behind him destroying all
hope of returning or retreat.

From sonewhere, Anvar found his courage and marshal ed his racing thoughts. Three
steps, had the Herd-lord said? Well, so be it. The ground, if ground it could be
called—ertainly it was not earth—-had a soft, clinging resilience beneath his
feet. Counting, Anvar began to pace

At the third step, the gray m st vani shed. The uncertain surface beneath his
feet took on the reassuring solidity of stone. Anvar, startled, raised a hand to
his face, and saw his fingers, as he had seen them once before, weathed in a
ghostly glimmer of blue Magelight, as though his magi c had taken on a physica
formof its own, to cover his earthly flesh. He experienced a fleeting flash of
menory—a vi sion of a carven gray door—and then the thought was gone. Gimy
practical once nore, Anvar lifted the glinmering hand to illumnate his
surroundi ngs.

He was in a tunnel: a narrow corridor roughly hacked from sone hard, gl eam ng,
faceted bl ack rock. To his astonishment, it was scored along its length, at
roughly eye level, with strange, indecipherable runes and angul ar pictures.
Anvar, noving slowy along the length of the tunnel, gasped. There, outlined in
the gl eam of his Magelight, was the entire history of the Catacl ysn

Marvel ing, the Mage followed the tale to its end, where Avithan, once the son of
the Chief Wzard but now called Father of the Gods, had |led his followers, the
six surviving Wzards, to seek sanctuary Between the Wirlds, by the Tineless
Lake. And in the final picture

The depiction was in a different style fromall the rest. It showed a

face—fenmal e—surrounded by a swirling nane of hair, cunningly carved so that it
caught up Anvar's Magelight and gl owed back at himwith a frosty gleam The
face, hawki sh and hi gh-cheekboned, reninded the Mage of Aurian, but it was

ol der, sonehow, and different, in a way he could not place. The great, fierce
round eyes were not the eyes of a human, but an eagle. They seened to hold
Anvar's gaze, piercing deep into his mnd, uncovering his innernost thoughts

The Mage had no idea how | ong he stood there, spellbound and entranced. He

| ooked up at last to see a different light before him framed in a yawni ng nmaw
of bl ackest stone. A sky of deepest indigo, sprinkled with bright stars. Wth a
gasp of relief, Anvar left the unnerving carving and hastened outside.

Anot her shred of menory, vivid and brief, flicked through Anvar's mnd. The

bl ack, curving backs of hills, shoul dering one another, outlined against a
starry sky . . . But this time, it was nountains. A peaceful valley, its
swelling flanks clothed in a fragrant patchwork of bracken and pine, and cupped
like a jewel, a calmand starlit |ake.

As he reached the tunnel nouth, sone sense of circunspection returned to Anvar
He crept cautiously out, |ooking about himand |istening hard, to energe upon a
narrow beach, all covered with snoothly rounded stones about the size of his
clenched fist, sloping down to a strip of shingle that fringed a deep-cut bay at
the head of the |ake. There was not a sound, except the mnurnurous | apping of
wavel ets and the rhythmc rasp of rolling shingle at the water's edge.

At first, the Mage felt horribly exposed upon the open beach, yet as the
peaceful stillness of this place seeped gradually into his soul, he felt his
spirits lighten, filling himwith a cal mconfidence and sense of certainty. Hark



| ake seenmed to draw him washing away all the pain and anxiety that had been his
constant conpani ons over these last nonths, and replacing themwith a lulling
sense of warnth and wel cone.

Anvar wal ked down to the edge of the nere and | ooked into the still, dark
waters. For a nonent he experienced a giddy sense of disorientation. Stars, he
saw—dept h upon depth filled with endl ess stars, as though, instead of | ooking
down, he |ooked up and up into the infinite night sky. Just stars, reflected in
a | ake—and yet

It took a nonment for Anvar to identify that naggi ng sense of wongness. Wth a
gasp, he looked wildly up at the sky, then down into the | ake again. Then
cursing, he scranbled back, away fromthose waters as though they had been
deadly poison. The stars! The stars were wong! The sky that was reflected in
those obsi di an depths was not the clear night sky above!

The wind was rising. A clunp of reeds at the | ake edge began to rattle and

whi sper, hissing with wild laughter. The | ake's reflected stars were lost as the
wat ers grew choppy. Snall waves, growi ng |larger, charged the strip of beach |ike
cavalry, white tossing manes at their crests. Anvar, still backing, turned and
ran/or the secure shelter of the tunnel—enly to fetch up agai nst a bl ank, bl ack
wal | of stone.

A grating runble, growing to a thunderous roar, mnmade the Mage turn back again,
toward the lake. In the center, the waters were boiling, bubbling, rising up in
a sleek and tw sting hunp. A great black fang broke through the tortured
surface, flinging the waves aside in a vast white blossom of foam Huge arcs of
spray glittered skyward, clawing at the stars with silver fingers before
crashi ng back, spent, into the |ake.

Up fromthe wind-tossed waters of the nere, an island rose. A towering bl ack
crag like a decayed and jagged tooth. Lake waters, churned from black to vibrant
white, cascaded fromits rising flanks.

Anvar, flattened against the sheer cliff at his back, shrank away as great waves
thundered up the beach toward him H's old fear of water, of drowning, alnost
swanmped his senses—until, after a nonment's choking

terror, he realized that though the waves were crashing at his very feet and
spray and spune | eapt up around his head, his skin and clothes were still dry,
as though protected by sone invisible barrier beyond which the waters dared not
go. The breakers stopped just short of him like ill-used curs that darted in to
snap at his boots, but were afraid to cone any cl oser. Was he bei ng warned?
Gitting his teeth, the Mage remni nded hinmsel f why he had cone here. Only the
Cail |l each, the Lady of the Msts, could send himback to his own world. Only
through her grace could he win the Harp of Wnds. He could only acconplish these
things by nmeeting with her —and now, it seemed, he had attracted her attention
Wl |l and good ... or so Anvar tried to convince hinmself. But the Lady of the

M sts was one of the Guardians: far above those that Magefol k | egend had naned
as gods. Her powers transcended even those of Hellorin, for the Phaerie nerely
wi el ded the powers of the O d Magic. The Cailleach was one of those powers

i ncarnate —and she had the WIld Magic, npost dangerous of all, at her cal

besi des.

By this tine the island had enmerged conpletely, and the waters were beginning to
settle. Anvar's strip of shingle was slowy appearing, oddly reconfigured, as

the | ake grew calm The valley becane still once nore—but without its forner
sense of peace. Now the atnosphere was tense with brooding anticipation
Anvar waited . . . and waited, until he could bear the suspense no |longer. It

seemed as though time, and reality itself, must snap, twanging |like a frayed and
taut-stretched bight of rope. Then the Mage renenbered how Aurian had won the
Staff of Earth, and what she had told himof her encounter with the dragon
Not hi ng had happened until she had taken action, and broken the spell that took
the gol den Fire-Mage out of tinme .

Anvar braced hinself. It was obvious that the Caill each was aware of his

presence. The next nove, then nust be up to him "Lady, | amhere," he call ed.
"I'n the name of the ancient Magefol k, the Wzards that once you sheltered, |
greet you."

There was no reply—not in human tongue, at any rate. Instead, just as Anvar was



begi nning to wonder what to do next, a skein of fragile nusic crept out across
the lake. An alien nusic so wild, so ethereal, so heart-breakingly beautiful
that the Mage found his throat growing thick and tight. H's sight blurred with
tears, and all unknow ng, he wi ped themaway with his sleeve in an unconsci ous
echo of Aurian's childlike gesture.

It was the nmusic of a harp. As each note drifted, clear and perfect, across the
darkling waters, it becane visible to Anvar's sight: a cascade of nusic like a
starfall with each crystal note a clear and perfect point of |ight. The Mage

wat ched, lost in wonder, as a bridge of song arced forth across the stillness of
the mere.

As the last, entrancing phrase chined to a close, a final cluster of stars fel
to the stony beach, grounded, and took hold. The Mage took a deep breath, closed
his fingers tightly around the Staff of Earth, and stepped onto the bridge of
stars.

Chapter 24
Lady of the Msts

The W ndeye patted Aurian clunmsily on the shoul der, and she wel comed his gesture
of synpathy. "You say your conpanion, the other Bright Power, is in Aerillia?"
he asked her. The Mage nodded, unable, despite her worry, to keep fromsmling
wyly at his description of Anvar. She'd taken an instant liking to this
round-faced, shy young Seer with the delightful snile.

"You said earlier that you m ght be able to help me. How?" she asked.

"I will use ny Ohersight to ride the winds to Aerillia," the Wndeye told her.
"There, with luck, | should be able to | ocate your conpanion.”

Auri an wat ched, ammzed, as silver flooded Chiamh's eyes. Leaning on the parapet,
he rel axed, all expression |leaving his

face, and the Mage realized that his consciousness had | eft his body. Suddenly,
she was seized by an idea. Breathing deeply, she rel axed her own body and
slipped easily out of her nmundane form

Chi anh was still hovering above the tower: a golden swirl of incandescent |ight.
She saw his astonished flicker as he noted her presence. "Can you hear nme?"
Aurian asked him In their physical forns, she had not thought to try nmenta
communi cation with the Wndeye, and for a noment, entertained sone doubt about
the extent of his powers.

"Lady, yes!" His nental voice rang out, clear and joyous. "How beautiful you

| ook: a being of light, just as | first saw you in ny vision."

In her anxiety, the Mage had little time for conplinments, however pleasant, but
she could not bring herself to be angry with the Seer. "I wondered, Chianh—oul d
you take me with you when you ride the winds to Aerillia?" she asked him

"Let us try!" As if he were extending his hand, the Wndeye held out a

gli mering, |um nescent tentacle, and Aurian stretched out a simlar strand of

her own being to touch it. The two lights net in a flash of warmbrilliance, and
suddenly, the Mage could see the world as Chianmh saw it with his Ohersight. She
gasped with amazenent to see the mountains, |like translucent, glittering prisns,

and the winds as turbulent rivers of glow ng silver.

"Are you ready?" Chiamh's voice rang proudly in her mnd, and Aurian knew t hat
he had sensed and appreci ated her delight.

"I"'mready," she replied.

"Then hold on tight!'' The Wndeye stretched out another glowing |inb and
snatched at a strand of silvery wind. The next mnute, they were being borne

al oft over the mountains at an incredi ble pace, riding on a streamof |ight.
"This is wonderful,” Aurian cried exultantly. Attuned | o Chianh's thoughts while
they touched, she could also feel his joy in the wild and exhilarating ride.

"I never knew it could be like this,"” he replied. "A ways, before, | have
voyaged alone, and it was lonely and not a little alarmng. But this . . . Lady,
what a gift you have given nme. | wll never fear ny powers again!"

Aurian was glad that she had hel ped him for he too had given her an amazi ng
gift by taking her on this journey. It was one of the mpst incredible
experiences of her life, only marred by the shadow of concern, always at the



back of her mind, for the fate of Anvar and Shi a.

"Here is Aerillia, far below us," the Wndeye said at last. To her astonishnent,
Aurian saw what seened to be a cluster of brilliant sparks far bel ow her, and
recogni zed them with a start, as the nyriad |life energies of the Wnged Fol k
who dwelt atop the soaring peak

As the Wndeye swooped down cl oser, Aurian strained to nake out details of the
peaktop city. Now, the weird, prismatic effect of Chianh's augnented vision was
a deci ded di sadvantage. "lIs there any way | can get mnmy nornmal sight back?" she
asked him

"Surely." Chianmh's nental tone was tinged with regret for the end of their
journey. "You are here now-at |east, your inner self is here. Sinply let go, and
you will see normally. | will stay close at hand, to take you back when you wi sh
to go."

Thanki ng the Wndeye, Aurian withdrew the attenuated tentacle of |ight, severing
her connection with Chiamh's inner form Looking down, she gasped. On the

hi ghest pi nnacl e of the nountain was the shattered shell of a peat bl ack

buil ding, with Wnged Fol k wheeling all around it in panic. It certainly |ooked
as though Anvar had regained the Staff! But why in the world woul d he not answer
her ?

Lowering her inner formtoward the ground, Aurian tried calling for Shia,
instead, and at |ast she got an answer. "Were the bl azes are you?" the Mge
demanded, brusque in her anxiety, "Wat happened? Where is Anvar?"

"I'"'mhiding," Shia replied grimy, "w th Khanu, another of ny people who cane to
help ne. W are in the passages below the tenple. There is no one to explain to
these wi nged nonsters that we cane to free them..."

Col d dread swept through Aurian as she heard the hesitation in the great cat's
voi ce. "Wy could Anvar not explain to then? Were is he?" Her nental tones
began as little nore than a whisper, rising to an anguished cry. "Were is
Anvar? He can't be dead! | would have felt it!"

"You are right." Shia's matter-of-fact voice helped to cal mthe distraught Mage.
"I kept in contact with himwhile he pursued Bl acktalon fromthe tenple. The
priest fled to a tower, where Anvar slew him Then there was an earthquake—not a

natural phenonenon, |'msure ..." Shia's nental tones betrayed her puzzl enent.
"When the tower collapsed, | lost contact with Anvar's mind, but it did not fee
like death ... It felt simlar to that tine in Dhiammara, when you were caught

in that magical trap and swept away into the nmountain. It was as though he

si nply vani shed, "

"Dear gods!" Aurian was stunned. Wat coul d have becone of Anvar? Was it sone
trap set by Mathan, to steal the Staff? But surely the Archnage was currently
out of the reckoning, having been hurled so abruptly from Hari hn's body when the

Prince was slain, "Listen, Shia," she said abruptly. "I nmust find a way to get
to Aerillia. I"'mnot in nmy body right now, but—=

"Then the child has been born?" Shia asked anxiously,

"Yes, and we're all free now, Harihn is dead—but 1'll tell you later, 1'll find

a way to reach you as quickly as I can,"

"I hope so. W are trapped down here, and soon nust be discovered. Aurian,
before you leave ..." Quickly, Shia told the Mage what had happened to Raven, It
made grim hearing, but the Mage had too many other anxieties to waste pity on
the girl who had betrayed her. Still, the information could come in very useful
The seed of an idea began to formin Aurian's nmind, "I rmust go now," she told
Shia hastily, "Take care, ny friend, until | return,” Wth that, the Mage sought
Chi anh once nore, to return her to her body as quickly as possible.

The reunion that took place within the tower was boi sterous, as Bohan rushed to
enbrace Aurian, tears stream ng down his face, while the Mage tried to concea
her dismay at his wasted appearance, and the sores that disfigured his enornous
Iimbs. Her heart hardened against Harihn all over again, and in that nood, she
found it quite easy to deal ruthlessly with Raven

She had Parric and Schiannath bring the wi nged prisoner down fromthe roof, and
while a reluctant Nereni served hot soup and liafa to revive him the Mage told
him w thout preanmble, of Blacktalon's death. Though he turned white at the



news, Aurian thought she detected a glinmrer of relief in his eyes, and hoped it
woul d nake it easier to gain his cooperation. In fact, she had already won his
gratitude for Healing the wounds that Schiannath had inflicted, and when she
offered to set himfree to return to Aerillia, if he would deliver a nessage to
Raven, he gave his pronise readily.

As she stood in the doorway watching the Skyman take off into the snow | aden
clouds, the Mage felt a presence behind her. Yazour was at her shoulder, plainly
troubled. "Aurian, is it wise to put your trust in Raven once nore?" he asked
her .

Aurian shrugged. "I have no choice,"” she replied. "I nust get to Aerillia in
person if | want to find out what happened to Anvar. Besides, what choice has
she? From what Anvar told Shia about the danage that had been done to Raven's
Wi ngs, ny Healing powers are the only hope she has of ever flying again. And if
she wants ny help, she'll bloody well have to cooperate and send her w nged
warriors to bring us to Aerillia."

"And who will you take with you?"

Aurian smled at the warrior. "That sounds |i ke one of Anvar's questi ons—not
really a question at all."

Yazour nodded. "I wll go—dnless you do sonething drastic to stop ne."

"Yazour, | don't have to do anything drastic. Your wounds woul d be enough."
Seei ng the grave expression on his face, Aurian stopped teasing him "Now that |
have ny powers back, however, | can Heal those for you in no tinme." She laid a
hand on his arm "I want you to cone with nme, Yazour. Apart from Anvar, there's
no one else I'd rather have at ny side. As for the others— She sighed. "Well,
1"l certainly take Chiamh, but | don't know about anyone el se. Not Eliizar and
Nereni, for certain. After what they've been through | can't part them and
need Nereni to stay here and take care of Wolf."

The Mage heard Yazour's sharply indrawn breath. "Lady, you nay have trouble
there," he said.

"Tell me." Aurian appreciated the warning. Since her return, she had been
puzzled, and not a little hurt, by the reticence of Eliizar and his w fe. Though
he had clearly been genuinely pleased to see her, the forner Swordmaster said
little, and seened to shrink away from her touch, while Nereni had nanaged to
avoid the Mage by pretending to busy herself with the supplies that their guards
had | eft behi nd.

Wth a light touch on her arm Yazour drew Aurian to one side to | ook back
through the doorway into the firelit tower room "Have patience with them Lady.
They are troubled by the wolfling." He indicated the sleeping cub, now snuggl ed
in a blanket and cradled in the arns of the beam ng eunuch, who was delighted
with the tiny creature. A slight frown creased the young warrior's forehead. "I
must admit, Aurian, when you told nme— He broke off his words and the Mage felt
a shiver pass through his lithe frane.

"I't'Il be all right, Yazour," Aurian reassured him "Once | get the Staff back
fromAnvar, it should be possible to revoke Mathan's curse."

"l hope so." Yazour |ooked sadly at the wolf cub, and put an arm around the
Mage' s shoul ders. "Poor Aurian! After all your long waiting, and |osing your
powers, to be faced with this, instead of the child you | onged for "

In the face of his synpathy, Aurian felt a tightness in her throat. "There's
not hing wong with Wl f!" she said fiercely. Yazour recoiled in surprise at her
vehenence, and she shot himan apologetic |look. "lI'msorry," she sighed. "How
could I expect you to understand? And worse still, how can | reassure Eliizar
and Nereni with their fear of magic?"

That was only one of Aurian's problens. Before the Skyfol k returned, as she
prayed they would, to bear her to Aerillia, she had to sonmehow reassure the
Swordmaster and his wife, find some form of sustenance for her child in her
absence, and nmake some provision for Harihn's surviving guards, who, thanks to
the Caval rynaster and his peculiar arny, were now | ocked safely away in the
dungeon bel ow. And where would Parric and the Xandimfit into her plans? Wth a
wy smle, Aurian renenbered Forral's advice fromlong ago

"Take things one step at a tine, and deal with the first thing first. Then



you'll find, nore often than not, that the rest will fall into place."
Unconsci ousl y, the Mage resuned the burden of command that had slipped from her

whil e she had | ost her powers. "Right!'' she said decisively. "Yazour, | want
you to go now, and talk to Harihn's troops. You conmmanded t hem once—they shoul d
still trust you. According to Parric, it's nore than even he can do, as

Herdl ord, to persuade the Xandimto give sanctuary to their foes, but all is not

lost. Many of the Prince's soldiers left |oved ones behind in the forest, and
it's arich and sheltered | and between the desert and the nountains. Say that
we'll set themfree when we depart, and tell themto return to the forest and
settle there." For an instant, her face lit up in a mischievous grin, "Wo
knows—we may eventually be responsible for founding a whol e new ki ngdom "

"Lady, thank you!" Relief was plain on Yazour's face. Aurian knew he had been
worryi ng about those of his people who had remained in Harihn's service. Wth
alacrity, he left her, heading for the dungeons.

As for her son . . . Aurian wal ked out alone into the thicket that surrounded
the tower, and sent forth her will to sumon the wol ves once nore.

The pack had not strayed far fromthe tower, and were back with the Mage in a
very short tine. After a brief conference with the dom nant pair, Aurian found
anot her couple (for wolves, |like hawks, had a |ife bond and stayed together) who
would be willing to | eave their brethren and tol erate hunmans, in order to help
her rear her son. Though the wol ves were between litters, Aurian's Healing
powers soon nade it possible for the female to produce the mlk that the tiny
cub needed. Leaving the pack | eaders with her heartfelt thanks, Aurian returned
to the tower, with Wl fs new foster parents gliding like silent shadows at her
heel s.

Unfortunately, persuading Eliizar and Nereni proved to be nore difficult. Only
by threatening to leave the little one here in the wilds with the wolf pack did
Aurian finally succeed. Nereni's doubts hel ped solve the problem of Bohan,
however, Aurian did not want to take himto Aerillia with her, yet she had

envi sioned having difficulty in persuading himto | eave her side again, and was
reluctant to hurt his feelings. As it was, the eunuch had al ready becone
fiercely protective of the wolfling, and readily agreed to stay as bodyguard to
t he cub.

By the time she had also dealt with Parric, who was fumi ng because as Herdl ord,
he was forced to remain with the Xandi mand could not cone to Aerillia with her,
Aurian was heartily sick of all the wangling, and in a fever of anxiety over
the fate of Anvar. To distract herself, she Heal ed Yazour, and did the sane for
Eliizar (despite his obvious reluctance), Bohan, and El ewi n, who was suffering
fromthe effects of the long, swift journey through the mountains with the
Xandim Parric had wanted to | eave the old steward behind at the Fastness, but
Chi amh and Sangra had persuaded hi mother-wi se. Not all of the Xandimhad come
with Parric's force, and not all were convinced of his right to the Herdlord's
title. Had Elewin been |left at the Fastness, he woul d probably not have survived
to see his friends return, As it was, he insisted, just seeing Aurian again had
rej uvenated hi m beyond belief, Aurian knew, however, that he was deeply

di sappoi nted at not seeing Anvar, and shared her concern over the fate of the

nm ssi ng Mage.

Nereni had prepared a neal, and while they all ate, crowded into the tower room
and hal fway up the stairs, the conpanions had a chance to catch up on what had
happened to one another during their |ong separation. But though Aurian was gl ad
to be reunited with her long-lost friends, her relief, when she heard the

t hunder of wings that presaged the returning Wnged Fol k, knew no bounds.

The bridge of singing stars was a scintillating | acework rainbow that |eapt the
dark waters of the Tineless Lake fromshore to island. As Anvar had expected,
the stars were as solid as stone beneath him What he had not expected, was
their response to the touch of his feet. Wth each step that Anvar took across
the bridge, the starstones rang with their unearthly nusic. Each footfall struck
a different chord, until he found hinmself stepping deliberately, here and there,
with varying rhythm creating fromthis magic bridge his own song: his own

soul -si gnature



The nearer Anvar drew to the island, the nore he felt a Presence, great and
power ful, brooding on the other side. The closer he cane, the nore his own

sel f-song devel oped, and the nore the Presence seened to hear, awaken, and
approve of the music he created.

The bridge grounded on the island, on a | edge of obsidian stone. Wth a

wr enchi ng pang as profound as grief, the Mage stepped off the arch of song. At
once, the nusic was cut off. Silence fell like a hamrer blow. Before Anvar's
horrified eyes, the bridge shi mered, shivered, and disintegrated with a gentle
sigh. A shower of stars spattered hissing dowmn into the nere, filmng its
surface with coils of m sty steam and |eaving nothing behind but an aching
absence in the depths of Anvar's soul. Turning sadly away fromthe destruction,
he saw a curving path that sloped up fromthe | edge and vani shed from vi ew
around the flank of the island. The Mage sighed, and | eaning heavily upon the
Staff of Earth, he began to clinb.

Round and round the pathway tw sted, cut snooth into the craggy cliffs as though
the basalt had been soft as butter. The way seened endl ess. The Mage was gi ddy
and gasping for breath by the tinme he reached the sunmit, where the path ended
abruptly at the face of one | ast, sheer pinnacle—and the black nmouth of a cave.
Anvar felt the tingle of magic in his fingers, and lifted a hand that was

i med, once nore, in flickering blue Magelight, and illuninated his way into
the cavern

It was as well that he had the light. A few short paces within, the cave ended
abruptly in a solid wall—and a gaping pit that plunged down into darkness at his
feet. His heart hammering wildly, Anvar knelt gingerly at the brink. The gl owi ng
blue light reflected off the edges of a spiral of steps, cut into the rock and
| eadi ng down and down into the core of the isle.

"I don't bloody believe it!" Anvar exploded in a flash of tenper to rival the
worst of Aurian's rages. Cursing viciously, he set off down the stairway,
dwel I ing on dark and bal eful thoughts about the benighted idiot who couldn't
just nake a tunnel straight through the rock at the base of the island.

Anvar's grousing was cut short as he realized that he was no | onger within the
isle at all. At the bottomof the steps, he found hinself in the nidst of a
forest. A perfect forest—arved in stone! The Mage stopped dead, gaping. The
illusion was flaw ess. Each bough, each twi g, each delicate jade | eaf was
perfectly and intricately carved, right dowmn to the tiniest detail. Stone birds
perched here and there, caught with throats swollen in md-song, their w ngs
hal f opened as though poised to take flight. Mnute stone caterpillars | ooped
al ong the slender twigs. Blossons of translucent quartz opened in shining
clusters along the boughs and a cool, silvery light filtered down between the
trees, its source obscured by the | acework of |eaves above.

The voice, when it cane, was feninine, and nbst unusual: not old, not young, it
managed to sound lilting and nel odic, yet deep, harsh, and rasping, all at the
sane tine.

"Wl cone to the wood in the heart of the stone—er the stone in the heart of the
wood! Which is it?" The weird voice chuckled. "Conme, young w zard! Foll ow your
nose, for in this place, all paths lead to ne!"

The sense of power in that voice was overwhel mi ng. Though all of Anvar's
instincts were screaning at himto turn and flee, as far and as fast as
possi bl e, he knew there could be no returning. Wth a little shrug, he began to
wal k, on and on, between the endl ess ranks of trees.

St one trunks, stone branches, birds and insects—all were clearly and eerily
outlined in that deceptive dappled |ight that cane from sonewhere beyond the
wood. The Mage felt overawed by the vastness of this place; as though he were a
little child strayed into sone great ruler's pillared hall. Though the magic of
this tinmeless place kept himfrom being troubled by hunger and thirst, his |egs
were growi ng weary and his feet throbbed in his boots. Anvar strove to ignhore
the disconfort. He nust keep his mnd alert and ready for the comng
confrontati on.

The trees cane suddenly to an end. Anvar stunmbled out into a vast open space—a
gigantic cavern, perhaps, though it was difficult to tell, for the place was so
huge that its boundari es—+f boundaries there were—were lost in the farthest



shadows. The ground, furred to resenble nbss by tiny, prickling spikes of
crystallized mnerals, swelled upward in a gently curving slope fromwhere he
stood. At the sumit was the npbst gigantic tree that Anvar had ever seen, its
girth greater than the nmssive weat her-donme at the Acadeny, its trunk far taller
than the Mages' Tower, soaring up and up to finally be lost in the shadows far
above. And Anvar had found, at last, the source of the diffuse silver light that
had illum nated the forest. Though all the space around was enfolded in the

wi ngs of shadow, the tree itself glowed richly fromw thin, as though filled

wi th captured noonlight.

The imensity of this ancient titan outraged Anvar's senses. In order to

mai ntain his reeling wits, he |ooked only at the |ower part of the tree,
concentrating on details. Stone or wood? Even as the Mage drew closer, it was
impossible to tell. The fabric of the tree had that sane dense gray graini ness
of the carven Door Between the Worlds, which had led himto the Well of Souls.
"Wel | perceived, O Wzard! The Portal to the Well of Souls was indeed nmade from
a bough of this tree. But how cane you to tread that perilous road? And why are
you still here to renmenber it?"

Anvar, startled by the voice, |ooked up into the tree.

And there, at about the height of three nmen fromthe ground, where nothing had
exi sted save the plain and featureless trunk, was a door—a circul ar door that
resenbled a knothole in the wood. A rough stairway, seenmingly a natural part of
the tree, rather than steps that had been cut there, slanted in a curve up to
the portal fromone of the i mense roots. The stairway curved out and w dened at
the top, to forma |l edge or platformoutside the door

The door swung slowy open. There, franmed in the shimering golden |Iight that
shone fromthe tree's interior, was a ... Anvar blinked, and rubbed his eyes.
The figure was an eagl e—no, an ancient crone . . . No. It was the nobst beautiful
woman he had ever seen.

The deceptive figure was clad fromhead to foot in a cloak of black feathers,
cow ed and fringed with white. For an instant, Anvar's vision blurred and he
percei ved an eagle once nore, then his attention shifted and he saw a wonan,
with the face of the carving he had last seen in the tunnel that led to the

Ti nel ess Lake, What he had mistaken for a com of white feathers was her
swirling nane of snowy hair. Her eyes . . . Anvar had expected themto be

hawk- dark, or eagle-gold, but instead they were pale, alnost colorless, matching
and blending into her white face and wintry hair, They fixed upon the Mage with
unnervi ng regard.

"Well? | asked you a question. How cane you to pass Death's portal, and
survive?"

In the face of the Cailleach's inpatience, Anvar scranbled together his
scattered wits. He bowed | ow before he answered. "Madam the answer to your
question | think you know al ready, Did you not search through all the contents
of ny mnd, while | was captivated by your inmage in the tunnel?"

"Captivated, eh?" The nponstone eyes held a gl eam of approval —and sonet hi ng
nmore. "As well as being perceptive, you have a clever way with words, young

Wzard. And you are right, of course. herw se, | mght have thought you had
conme to relieve ny lonely exile." Her brief smle was cut off before it could
reach her eyes, and her expression grew cold. "As it is, | amwell aware that

you have cone to steal the Harp fromne."

"Steal, Madan?" Anvar strove to keep his fear fromshowing on his face. "That is
harsh. | had hoped, yes, to persuade you to give it to ne. It was nmde by
Magefol k in the mundane world, and there it truly belongs. | desperately need to
take it back with me, to save ny world fromevil."

"What, all by yourself? Are you sone mighty hero, then, all set to save your
wor | d?" There was no disguising the nockery in her tone.

Anvar, al nbst stung to making sone rash retort, controlled hinself just in tine.
It would not do to forget how powerful, how dangerous, this creature truly was.
"Not a hero," he told the Cailleach. "I never wanted this —any of it—except ny
powers, and Aurian. Especially Aurian. But it's better than using the Harp for
destruction, is it not? It's better than letting such a thing of wonder nol der



here, unloved and unused, far fromthe world of its creation. Even now, | hear
it, calling out to ne like a lost child, begging ne to take it home." As he
uttered those | ast words, he realized that they were the truth. The thrilling
starsong had not died with the bridge, but still murnured softly, somewhere in
the back of his m nd. But now the nusic carried words: half conprehended yet
comng clearer all the tine.

The Cailleach raised an eyebrow. "The Harp sings to you?"

But Anvar heard the trenor of doubt behind her nocking tones, saw her eyes flick
away, infinitesimally, before com ng back to pierce him And yes, the Harp was
singing to him with the crystal starry nusic of the bridge, fromthe hinterland
beyond hi s consciousness. And it told himhow to answer her. "Of course it sings
to me. You know it does. Who kept the waves of the |ake from harmi ng ne? Wo
built the bridge of stars to bring ne here? At first | thought that was your
doing, but now | know better." Anvar lifted his head, and | ooked her in the eye.
Hi s glance flicked across the Cailleach's pitiless raptor's gaze, and they
clashed like two slender blades of steel. The Lady was the first to | ook away.
When she | ooked back, she was sniling.

No trace of the crone, now. No trace of the eagle. Her face was flaw ess,
yout hful, and alluring. Beautiful. Irresistible. Anvar's heart beat faster.
"Fool ," sang the Harp, in the back of his mnd. "Dupe. Beware deception ..
Just as the power of the Staff of Earth had a distinctly masculine aspect, the
tone of the Harp felt indisputably feninine.

"Where are you?" the Mage called back to it, using m nd-speech. "How can | find
you?"

"Wthin. Wthin ..."

Anvar grinned up at the Cailleach. "Wy don't you invite nme inside?" In her

eyes, he surprised a flash of victory. She beckoned himup the curving
staircase, and as he entered the num nous gol den gl ow beyond the portal, he
heard the door spring shut behind himlike the steel jaws of a trap

The gol den |ight was rmuch brighter inside. It dazzled his eyes, burned into his
brain. It was like falling into the heart of the sun. Anvar staggered forward,
blind, dazed, disoriented. He heard the triunmphant cackle of an old hag's

| aughter—er was it the harsh cry of a bird of prey? Arns tw ned around hi s neck,
pul l'ing himdown; clawed nails like talons inpaled his skin. An undul ati ng body
clung to him pressing against his flesh. Mist |ips fastened on his nouth,
sucking at his breath, drawing the life-force fromhis body. Anvar struggl ed,
fighting for breath, drowning in the tidal wave of the creature's |ust

"The Staff, fool! Use the Staff, before she takes it fromyou!." The song of the
Harp cut shrill across his reeling consciousness. Such was its power that Anvar
obeyed instinctively. He lifted his right hand, and brought the Staff of Earth
crashi ng down upon the head of the clinging succubus.

The vanpire | over vani shed. The air was split asunder by a hideous shriek, as
the world plunged into bl ackness.

Chapter 25
Heal i ng

It was full night by the tine Aurian and her w nged escort reached Aerillia. The
Skyfol k who were bearing her were plainly unhappy about the risk of flying in
darkness, and to conpound the problem the peaks were snmothered in | owlying
banks of cloud, reducing visibility to nothing.

The Mage coul d hear the nuttered conplaints of her bearers as she dangl ed
perilously below themin the swinging net. And they thought they had probl ens!
She snorted in disgust. O all the insane, ridiculous ways to get from one pl ace
to another . . . The rough rope neshes dug into her body and the raw, danp chil
had pierced her to the very bone, despite the blankets in which she had w apped
herself. And for someone afraid of heights, this was definitely not the way to
travel! Aurian was whol eheartedly gl ad of the darkness, and obscuring cloud, so
that she could not see how far she would have to fall, if these winged idiots
shoul d accidentally drop her.

"Aurian? My friend, is that you?" They nust be nearing Aerillia at last. Hearing



Shia's nental call, the Mage forgot her fear in her concern for her conpanion
Shi a sounded unhappy, and unusual |y subdued. "Are you all right?" she asked the
cat.
"Khanu and | are cold and cranped and hungry. W daren't even try to dig our way
out, for fear of attracting attention. There are Skyfol k down here searching

For Anvar as well as ourselves." Shia's despairing tone told the Mage that
Anvar had not yet been found.
Shuddering, Aurian tried to banish the cold hand of fear that clanped around her
heart. I'Il find him she told herself stubbornly. | know he isn't dead—+ woul d
have felt it! Firmy, she put that worry out of her mnd for the present and
turned her attention back to Shia. "But in the nmessage | sent, | told Raven to
tell the Wnged Fol k you weren't to be harned!"
"Pah!" spat Shia. "She already betrayed us once. |I'd put as nmuch trust in Raven
as | would put in the rest of these murdering skyborne fiends!" There was a | ong
pause—so | ong that the Mage began to worry, then an unknown voi ce—anot her cat,
for sure, but definitely male, broke in: "They killed Heeza."
"We failed her," Shia added bitterly. "W could not come to her intine." Into
Aurian's mnd cane a vision of a great cat standing at bay in a ruined buil ding.
Her bl ack nuzzle was frosted with gray and her novenents were stiff with age,

but her eyes were still ablaze with courage and defiance. A crowd of Wnged Fol k
were closing around her, armed with stones and knives. "It took her a long tine
to die." Shia's nmental tones were alnost inaudible. The picture broke up and

vani shed as Shia | ost control of the vision, and Aurian's heart was overwhel ned
by the agony of the great cat's grief. A wave of anger rose up in her against
the Wnged Fol k who had done this dreadful deed.

"Can't you fly any faster?" the Mage shouted at her w nged bearers. She was
desperate to reach Aerillia now,

to confort her friend. "I"mconmng!' she told Shia. "W're al nost there. Just
hold on a little | onger."

Eventual Iy, Aurian saw the hal oed gl eans of many lights shining dimy through
the pervasive murk. Aerillia at last! Relief washed over her—but it was
short-lived, as a great dark shape cane hurtling at her through the fog. A

| eering gargoyl e face | ooned cl ose, and hard stone struck her hip as the net
crashed into the edge of a buttress. Aurian heard her bearers curse as they
skimred the top of the tower with which she'd collided. Her heart |eapt into her
throat as the sound of wi ngbeats faltered above her and the net gave a downward
lurch. Then the Skyfol k steadi ed thensel ves, though the net, with its horrified
passenger, was spinning beneath themfromthe force of the inpact, while the
Mage indul ged in sonme inventive cursing of her own.

Aurian's invective was cut short as she was dunped, none too gently, on a pile
of excruciatingly sharp-edged rocks. Blast these bl oody Wnged Fol k! she thought
sourly, trying to scranble her way out of the tangled nmeshes. They're supposed
to be expecting us! Wiy didn't they bring out some |ights? Her escort seened to
be thinking along the sane |lines, judging by the choice, unflattering phrases
that were being called out in the Skyfol k tongue. By the tine that Aurian had
managed to di sentangle herself fromthe net, she saw sone half a dozen | anterns,
faint glimrers in the swirling fog, bobbing toward her at ground | evel

In the growing light, the Mage saw Chi amh and Yazour struggling out of their own
nets, and breathed a sigh of relief. Then she turned her attention to her
surroundi ngs. There was little to be seen through the mst, but Aurian could
make out the | ooning shapes of broken pillars above piles of shattered stone.
She recogni zed the ruined tenple that she had seen when her spirit had ridden
the winds to Aerillia with Chiamh.

There was no time for further thought. The Skyfol k del egati on were approachi ng.
WAl ki ng between four armed guards were two figures of a different stanp—an aging
worman with a strong-boned face and a determ ned expression, her w ngs and hair
tied in dramatic patterns of black and white, and a pal e-ski nned, white-w nged
man wi th dark holl ows of sl eeplessness beneath his eyes, and a shock of snowy
hair that was belied by the youthful ness of his face.

The guards drew back as the two Wnged Fol k approached the Mage, inclining their
heads and extending their wings in the Skyfol k equival ent of a bow "Lady



Aurian," the worman said. "I am Master Physician Elster. Queen Raven sent us to
greet you. She cannot nove from her bed—not with her wings so badly injured.”
She gl anced behind, to nmake sure that the guards were out of earshot. "Nor woul d
it be wise," she added softly, "for her to appear in public in her current
condition. Thanks to the unlikely assistance of a straying child, who took a
message out for Cygnus"—she indicated her white-haired conpani on"—the peopl e of

Aerillia know that the Queen was held prisoner by Bl acktal on. They do not know,
however, that she is incapable of flight, and therefore of ruling. Should this
be di scovered, trouble would ensue, for this fell winter is still upon us, and

not all our folk were opposed to the High Priest. Some saw himas the harbinger
of a gol den age, when the Skyfolk would regain their old supremacy— She threw
up her hands in a gesture pf despair. "Lady, we stand on the brink of civil war,
and only you can save us."

Aurian thought of the death of gallant Hreeza, and Shia's grief. She renenbered
the pile of catskins brought by the Wnged Folk to the Tower of |ncondor, where
she had been inprisoned through Raven's treachery. In that nonent, she cared
little whether or not the Skyfolk nation collapsed . . . Except that, against

M at han, she needed all the help she could get. And at least, as a price for
hel pi ng Raven, she could put an end to the slaughter of the cats once and for
all, and perhaps nake peace between the two warring peopl es.

Aurian brightened. At |east Shia's poor friend need not have died in vain.

Feel ing nuch better about the whol e business, the Mage turned back to El ster
"OF course I'Il help you," she prom sed, "but before | see Queen Raven, | nust

| ocate sone friends of mne." The white-haired Cygnus noved as if to protest,
but Aurian

Quelled himwith a steely glare. “as soon as | have found ny friends—and not a
m nute before," she said firmy. "Now, show ne the way to the passages beneath

the tenple." She beckoned to her conpani ons. "Chianmh, Yazour—eone with ne,
pl ease." The words had scarcely left Aurian's |ips, when
"1 come!"

The Mage was bow ed off her feet by a massive flanme-eyed shape that was bl acker
than the darkness. As she went down, Aurian glinpsed, fromthe corner of her
eye, another cat that pulled up just short of Shia's joyful |eap—then Shia was
on top of her, purring |ike approaching thunder, her dark nuzzl e rubbing
Aurian's face as the two enbraced.

"No!" The voice belonged to Chianmh. It was followed by a tearing, high-pitched
scream

As the Mage and Shia | eapt apart, Aurian saw the w nged guards cowering, arrows
dropping fromtheir crossbows and clattering to the ground. The W ndeye was
standing at bay between the cats and the terrified Skyfolk, his eyes flaring
bright silver and reflecting the flickering torchlight, his hands tw sting
skeins of the mst-heavy air. Loom ng over the Wnged Fol k was the hi deous shape
of a denon.

"Drop your weapons," Chianmh shouted, "or ny creature will attack!" As swords and
crosshows clattered to the ground, the Wndeye gl anced back toward Auri an.

"Lady, they were about to kill your friends," he grated.

Red rage coursed through the Mage, but she had no tine to indulge it. She could
see the strain on Chianh's face as he strove to maintain his dread apparition in
the sluggish air. Aurian | ooked at the denon with a shudder. It was far too
rem ni scent of the Death-Waiths for her |iking, but she had to admt that it

was incredibly realistic. She turned to the cowering Skyfolk. "If anyone so nuch
as threatens the lives of these cats, we will turn this aboni nation | oose on the
city of Aerillia. Have | made nyself clear?"

"As you wish, Lady. | give ny word that the beasts will not be harned." Elster
was ashen, her face taut with anger, but Aurian suspected that the physician's
wath was ained at the guards with the crossbows, rather than at herself. Sure
enough, she turned at once and began to berate the bowren, and Aurian smiled to
hersel f. She knew that the woman was maski ng her fear with anger.

Wth a sigh of relief, Chianmh dispersed the airs that had formed his nonster,
and the silver drained fromhis eyes. Aurian put a steadying arm around him as



he sagged with exhaustion. "Thank you, ny friend," she said softly.

The W ndeye | ooked at Shia, his brown eyes wi de with wonder. "Wen you told ne
of the cat that was your friend, | had no idea you neant the savage Bl ack Ghosts
of our mountains!"

"Savage, ny eye!" snapped Shia. "All we ever had fromyour kind was arrows and
spear s—ever since the days you first invaded our mountains and took our | ands!
True enough, nost of your fol k have neither the wits nor the wherewithal to
conmmuni cate with us, but you and your predecessors could have done so!"

"Mt her of the beasts!" Chianmh cried, putting a hand to his head. "She did
speak! When she |l eapt on you, Aurian, | was sure | heard her cry out to you in
friendship. That was why | hel ped—el se | might have thought she was attacking
you, too!"

Aurian smled. "You two can talk later, and work out peace between your peoples,
| hope. Right now, though, our hosts look inmpatient. | think we had better see
Queen Raven." A hard edge crept into her voice, and at her side, Shia snarled.
The Mage laid a conforting hand on the great cat's head. "I know, ny dearest,"
she sighed. "But if we're to find Anvar, we need her support, and that neans

hel ping the wetched girl."

"Aurian?" Chianh tugged at her arm "I think | rmay be able to assist you in your
search. May | stay here and nmake sone investigations while you are with the
Queen?"

The Mage gl anced questioningly at Elster, who nodded. Aurian thanked the
physician, and turned back to Chiamh. "Wat do you nean, investigations?"

He shook his head. "I would rather not say at this point, and there is no tine
for long explanations. | will return to you as soon as | can—ertainly before
the dawn." Wth that, Aurian had to be content. She knew the young W ndeye could
be trusted. She | ooked back at the sturdy w nged bearers, who were readying nets
to take her with the rest of her conpanions across the gulfs of air to the roya
apartments, and sighed.

Raven had been dreading Aurian's arrival. She had al ways been considerably in
awe of the tall, flame-haired Mage, and now that she had given Aurian cause to
hate her . . . Raven shuddered, and gasped with pain. Even that small novenent
sent agony | ancing through her ravaged, splinted wings. If only she can help ne,
the winged girl thought desperately. Unfortunately, despite Aurian's prom se,
she had no confidence that the Mage woul d do anything of the kind. Wre our
situations reversed, Raven nused, | would not help her . . . Then the door of
her chamber opened, and the subject of her thoughts wal ked in.

For a monent, their eyes |ocked, then: "Don't dare to pity me” Raven snapped,
before the Mage could turn away, as others had, with that expression in her
eyes.

Aurian merely shrugged. "You brought it on yourself," she said coolly, and the
wi nged girl clenched her teeth with anger. It was even nore galling that the
Mage had noticed. Aurian raised an eyebrow. "Mke your nmind up," she said
brutally. "I didn't come to waste synpathy on you, Raven. | cane to Heal you, as
I prom sed—and then we'll see what you can do to nake anmends for betraying us
all." The Mage's stern words were echoed by a | ow and nenaci ng grow, and
Raven's heart sank to see that Shia, together with another cat, had acconpani ed
Aurian into the chanber. She was further dismayed to see Yazour behind them his
eyes like a naked bl ade. The winged girl flushed beneath his withering glare. As
far back as the forest, the young captain had made it clear that he was
attracted to her. Wien she had repeatedly spurned his tentative advances, his
feelings for her had soured. She was astoni shed, therefore, to see his face turn
pale with shock as he took in the extent of her dreadful injuries. He shook his
head, di smayed, and tightened his lips as though he did not trust hinself to
speak.

"Lady, must these animals be in here?" Cygnus, entering with El ster, was
frowni ng. He sidled across the chanber, putting the w dest possible space
between hinself and the intinmdating cats, to hover protectively by Raven

"Yes, they nust" Aurian replied shortly. "Now get out of the way, and let ne get
on with this."



"What ?" El ster | ooked startled. "You intend to heal her now? Just like that—with
no preparation or anything?"

"Well, | nmust adnit, a hot drink would have been wel cone on this freezing night,
but since no one has offered . " The Mage shrugged. "Yes, I'mgoing to do it
now, and | want you two out of here." She | ooked hard at the remains of Raven's
wings. "This will be tricky, and if I'minterrupted or distracted while

rebuild the wings, she could end up in a worse state than before | started."
Raven saw the bitter disappointnent on Elster's face, and a flash of angry
denial in the eyes of Cygnus. For a nonent she was tenpted to insist that they
stay. Alone, she would be utterly at the mercy of Aurian and the cats.

The Mage was | ooking at her with one eyebrow raised and a challenging tilt to
her chin. "Well, Raven?" she asked softly. "WII you trust ne to keep ny word—er
not ?"

"Do not permt this, Your Majesty," Cygnus urged. Elster said nothing, but she
al so | ooked unhappy. The winged girl hesitated—but only for a nonent. "I owe you
my trust," she answered softly, "and nuch nore than that."

The Mage nodded briefly, accepting the sentinment behind the words. Raven turned
to the protesting physicians. "CQut," she said in inperious tones that she had

| earned fromher nother. "Do not return until you are summoned."

"Actually ..." Aurian was frowning thoughtfully. "One of you nust stay. In order
to repair that wing, I'll need a perfect exanple to work from" She gestured to
Elster. "It had better be you—-you're | ess excitable than your friend."
"Lady—no!" Cygnhus protested. "I too am a physician. Wuld you force ne to mss
such a mracle? It isn't fair to exclude only ne, out of everyone in this
chamber . "

Aurian sighed. "Ch, very well." She | ooked at Yazour. "If our physician here
utters a single sound, | want you to cut his throat."

Yazour, grinning evilly as he slipped a |long, keen dagger fromhis belt, |ooked
as though he would be only too happy to oblige, and the protest that Raven had
been about to nmake died abruptly on her I|ips.

As the Mage began to work, there was conplete silence in the chanmber. Afterward,
Raven had few clear recollections of the Healing, but what stood out ever
afterward in her nenory was the sudden, shocking cessation of pain as Aurian
laid a gentle touch upon her wings. In the absence of the agony that had been
her constant tornment, the winged girl was bathed in a warm fl oating wave of
euphoria, her body gloriously relaxed as though it suddenly had becone

wei ghtless. Nothing in her life had ever felt so wonderful. Drowsily, she |et
her mind float free, barely feeling the lingering tingling glow as the Mage's
hands passed over the shattered wings, and the force of Aurian's nagic sank into
mangl ed ti ssue and splintered bone, straightening and healing the damage

Bl ackt al on had wrought.

If only she could al so heal ny m nd, Raven thought, of the grief | feel for ny
nmot her—and for Hari hn, despite the fact that he betrayed ne. If only she could
heal ne of the guilt | feel at betraying the Magefol k, and poor Nereni . . . Yet
under the benison of Aurian's Healing touch, even such bitter thoughts had
little power to hurt the winged girl. Perhaps, if she could find a way to nake
anends, she might be truly forgiven... On such a note of hope, Raven's m nd
drifted away into dreans.

"That's it—finished." Aurian straightened her aching back, and rubbed the | ast
traces of blue Magelight from hands that had begun to shake with tiredness and
tension. The repair of Raven's intricate w ngs had been by far the nost
difficult Healing she had ever attenpted. The Gods only knew how long it had
taken! Rubbing her stinging eyes, the Mage gl anced out of the w ndow. Although
it was still dark outside, she could sense that peculiar lightening of the air
and the spirit that cones when the night has turned toward the dawn.

Aurian turned away fromthe w ndow, belatedly aware that no one had replied to
her comment. Raven was asl eep al ready, Shia and Khanu were al so sl eeping, curled
tightly together in a corner, black on dappled black and gol d. Yazour was
runmagi ng behi nd enbroi dered curtains, peering into the al coves they conceal ed,
"They nust keep sonme wine somewhere in this room" he muttered,



Cygnus and El ster were staring, nouths agape, at Raven's wi ngs. "Ilnpossible!"
whi spered the young physi ci an.

El ster shook her head. "No! she contradicted. "It was truly a mracle." For the
first tine, she snmled at Aurian with genuine warmh. "My Lady, how can we ever
reconpense you for saving our Queen?"

The Mage grinned back at her. "Well, to begin with, sone food and wi ne and a
warm place to rest would hel p," Having expended so nmuch energy in Healing Raven,
she was saggi ng with exhaustion. "Tonmorrow ' she added wyly, "I'Il talk to

Raven, and | et you know what el se,"

"What now, Aurian?" Yazour, about to fling hinself on the spindly, backless
couch, took a second |look at its delicate construction and | owered hinself nore
ci rcumspect|y.

The Mage eased her worn boots off and lay back in the central holl ow of the
peculiar, circular bed. "Let ne eat and rest for a little while, and as soon as
we have sone daylight, we'll try to find out what happened to Anvar."

Aurian reached out to the low table that stood by the bed, and took another

pi ece of the heavy, soggy bread that seenmed to have been nmade from ground-up
tubers. She grimaced as she swal |l owed. "Gods, they are short of food," she
commented. "If the Wnged Folk are so desperate, no wonder Bl acktal on managed to
gain his hold over the city."

Yazour grunted a sl eepy response. His eyes were already closing, and briefly,
Aurian envied him Forral had taught her, long ago, the warrior's trick of
snatching brief nmonments of sleep wherever possible, but though the circul ar
tower chanber, with its thick, draftproof hangi ngs, woven matting, and

snmol dering iron brazier in the corner, was the warnest place she had encountered
since | eaving the desert, and she was finding it increasingly difficult to stave
off the urge to sleep, she knew there would be no real rest for her until she
found her fellow Mage. Aurian took a sip of the thin, sour wine that was al

that was left in Aerillia, and wished in vain for |iafa. Wen a di sturbance on
the | anding pl atform outside heral ded the arrival of Chiamh, she wel comed him
wi t h undi sgui sed relief.

Shia opened a sl eepy eye as the Wndeye entered, and came sharply to attention
The cat was as anxious as Aurian to find some trace of Anvar. Chianmh dusted
flecks of snow fromhis cloak and stood shivering by the brazier, warnmng his
hands. The Mage passed a cup of wine to him "Did you find anything?" she asked
urgently.

The W ndeye shrugged. "I have news indeed—but good or bad, | cannot say. Have
you heard of the Ml dai, Lady?"

"The giant earth-elemental s?" Aurian frowned. "Only in the ancient |egends of
the Cataclysm | thought the ancient Magefol k had sent them out of the world,
along with the Phaerie. What have they to do with anything?"

"More than you think." Chianmh answered. "The Ml dai were not sent out of the
world, but nerely inprisoned, sleeping, in the nountains that are their nundane
fl esh and bone." He laid an urgent hand on her arm his nearsighted brown eyes
blinking up at her earnestly. "Aurian, the Ml dai are awake once nore. In ny own
I ands, | have spoken several tines with the Ml dan of the Wndveil Peak. And do
you know what has awakened then®? The finding of the Staff of Earth."

Aurian stared at him aghast. "What? You nean these things are on the | oose
again? And it's all ny fault?"

"Not on the | oose, exactly—not in this |level of existence, at any rate," Chianh
told her. "But they are awake now, and powerful —and not all have the good
intentions of ny friend Basil eus, the Wndveil Ml dan

Aurian saw his hesitation, and shuddered. Already, she had a sinking feeling
that she knew what his next words would be. "Are you trying to tell me," she
said softly, "that there's one of these elenentals here in Aerillia?"

"There is," the Wndeye answered grinmy. He could barely neet her gaze. "The
Staff of Earth would prove an irresistible tenptation to such a creature. Though
this peak is unm stakably a Ml dan, its consciousness is absent fromthis world,
| fear it wanders other real nms, far beyond this nmundane plane—and that if you
say your friend is not dead, | fear that it has taken Anvar with it, to west
away the Staff. If it succeeds ..." The Wndeye shuddered. "Wo can say what



wi ||l become of our poor world."

Chapter 26
A New Day Dawni ng

Aurian | eaned against the icy stone balustrade of the |anding porch, watching

the sky grow pale in the east. In the bleak dawn twilight, the city of Aerillia
| ooked alien and nysterious, with its buttresses, and carvings both grotesque
and beautiful; its |acework arches that pierced the stone at randony its spires

and hanging turrets; and its utter |lack of streets or any structure that was
regul ar or level, and would give it a sense of order to the human eye

The Mage pushed back the hood of her cloak and shivered, letting the icy dawn
wi nd cut through the cobwebs of fatigue in her mnd. She was trying desperately
to think of some way of reaching Anvar in time to help him+f it wasn't already
too late. If her fellow Mage was al ready beyond the confines of the nundane
worl d, she would not know if he died there. Wetchedly, Aurian dropped her head
onto her outstretched arnms. "Damm you, Anvar," she sighed. "Wy did you have to
go and do this, just when | had finally admitted to nyself that | |oved you?"
Aurian felt helpless and frustrated. Chianmh's words had filled her with di smay
and dread, for without the Staff of Earth, she could not pass into the real ns of
the High Magic, to go to Anvar's aid. And m xed with the dreadful, clutching
fear she felt for the Mage's safety, there was an even deeper terror. If the
Staff of Earth should be |ost, she had nothing left to fight with. No matter
what she did, M athan woul d have won al ready.

The Mage blinked in the brightening light, and tried to tell herself that the
blurring of her vision was just tiredness, and not tears, Suddenly, Aurian
froze, narrowi ng her eyes against the dazzling dawnlight. That was not the |ight
of the sun! It was brighter, nore colorful. Geat spars of jeweled Iight |eapt
skyward like an aurora. It was comng fromthe wong direction: not east, but
northeast —fromthe ruins of the tenple!

Wth a stifled curse, Aurian whirled, shouting for the Wnged Fol k that El ster
had provided to be bearers and nessengers for the unwi nged visitors in their

|l ofty, inaccessible tower. "Hurry," she cried, as they emerged fromtheir
chamber rubbi ng sl eepy eyes, "Bring your nets! | mnust get to the tenmple at
once!"

The interior of the Cailleach's nmassive tree was dark even beyond the conpass of
a Mage's night vision. Anvar groped in panic for the door, to let sone |ight
into the chanber, but flail though he m ght through the cloying darkness, his
seeki ng hands net only enpty air. Wth a nmuttered curse, the Mage poured his
powers into the Staff of Earth. The gem between the Serpents' jaws flared into
life, sending shadows fleeing fromits enerald blaze. But its nagic did not
belong within this tineless world. Sone other will opposed it: a power mnuch

ol der than the Staff, and far, far stronger. The great gemflickered, its

radi ance sinking to a wan, sickly, firefly spark

Bef ore Anvar had even had tine to take note of his surroundi ngs, the darkness
crowded round hi monce agai n—all except for one pale slip of |ight at the edge
of his vision.

The Mage turned, frowning. Wiat was that? As his eyes fell on it, the phantom
glimer brightened and expanded, the slender bar of light widening like a
casenent being slowy opened fromanother world. Anvar stiffened. Was this

anot her of the Lady's tricks? The line of light withed, becom ng curved and
fluid, transformng into a succession of famliar shapes; a swan, a crown, a
rose, a leaping salmon. And finally, a harp

The light flared to i ncandescent brilliance, |leaping out in a thick, dazzling,
opal escent beamthat fixed upon the Mage |ike a pointing forefinger. Anvar gave
a wordl ess cry of rapture. The unearthly song of the star nusic fl ooded his mnd
as the power of Gramarye coursed through his body, consuming him turning his
racing blood to nolten fire. Not even when he'd wielded the Staff had he known
such glory! A sense of Tightness, of belonging, washed over himfrom sone
external source, and was echoed in his heart as he accepted the power of the



Harp, and the Artifact claimed himfor its own.

Wth a wenching snap |ike a whiplash across his soul, the Iight shut off
abruptly. It was as though his heart had been torn out of his breast. Anvar,
dazed and bereft and tingling fromthe aftershock of so nmuch power, came back to
his senses with a jolt. He still did not possess the actual Harp, Even though it
had clained him it was not yet his to wield, And where, in all this tine, was
hi s eneny? Had he destroyed her with the Staff? Anvar doubted it. No doubt she
was sonewhere nearby, recouping her powers—and when she returned, he had better
be ready.

"I will unseal your eyes," whispered the starry voice of the Harp. The dazzling
afteri mages of the beamcleared fromthe Mage's sight. Anvar, blinking, saw a
vast, circular chanber that enconpassed the interior of the tree trunk. He
perceived the walls with a different vision now No |onger that silvery amal gam
of wood and stone, they were translucent, |ike sunlight shining through a shell
Wthin, he saw the pulse of the tree's life noving up, in slender, nacreous
streams, through channels in the trunk. And there, on the opposite wall from
where he stood, he saw the silver outline of a harp. It glittered dimMy, as

t hough subrerged within the wood |ike a sal non beneath the surface of a river
Anvar's heart |eapt. Running across the chanber, he thrust the Staff into his
belt and pressed his hands against the wall, feeling for the outline of the
Harp. To his utter astonishment, his fingers sank into the wood, as easily as
slipping into water. The song of the Harp swelled to a crescendo in Anvar's
mnd, "Free ne," it sang. "You nmust free ne . , ."

The Mage took a steadying breath, and plunged his fingers deep into the tree.
Hi s hands cl osed on an irregular shape, and his fingers felt the smoboth swirling
outlines of carvings. A paean of joyful starsong flooded Anvar's mnmind as he
lifted the Harp free fromits prison and held it aloft in triunph.

The Mage could not take his eyes fromthe Artifact. He was spell bound and

awest ruck by such beauty. The Harp was fornmed, not fromwood, but from sone
strange, translucent crystalline substance that glittered |like dianond in the
fire of its own internal light. Carved around the frane was an endl ess,
ever-changi ng series of wi nged shapes: birds of nany different species from
lowy wens and sparrows to great, mmjestic eagles and swans. Turning the frane
in his hands, Anvar saw owl s, bats, glittering nmoths, and iridescent

dragonflies. Hi s fingers passed, not wi thout a shudder, the tiny shape of a

wi nged woman. Al|l creatures of the air paced the Harp of Wnds, franmed in fluid
swirls of silver that seenmed to be the very wind incarnate. In all his life,
Anvar had never seen anything so perfect. Except for one thing. The glittering
frame bounded naught but enpty space.

"Ch gods—where are the strings?" In his dismay, Anvar did not realize that he
had uttered the words al oud. A cackling laugh canme from behind him and the Mage
whirled in alarm

The Lady of the Msts stood there, her face young and flaw ess, her hair
frost-white against the bl ackness of her feathered cloak. "Did you really think
it would be so easy, Wzard?" she nocked him "Just reach into the tree and take
it? Wiy, any idiot mght have done the sane!"

"I think not," Anvar retorted coldly. "Not w thout the Harp's consent." He
detected a gl eam of approval in the Cailleach's eyes.

"As | remarked earlier, you are a nost perceptive Wzard," the Lady answered,
"and an honorabl e opponent. | would have you know | do not fight you willingly
—but | amcharged to protect the Harp, and that | nust do. Only one who is truly
worthy may win it, for it is a perilous thing indeed to be returned to the
mundane world."

"And?" Anvar's reply was a chall enge.

The Lady snmiled. "So far, you have succeeded in your first two tests. You
overcane the succubus, and then won the Harp's acceptance so that you could free
it. Believe ne, Anvar, had the Harp not willed it otherw se, you would have died
in agony the instant you put your hand into the tree. Now, |ike the Staff of
Earth, the Harp of Wnds nust be re-created. You hold the frame, Wzard-with
what would you string this Artifact of the H gh Magic?"

The Harp was no help. In the back of his mind, it sang: "You nust conplete



me—ake me whol e once nore."

"How?" asked Anvar

A shimering sigh cane fromthe Harp. "I may not tell.'

Anvar | ooked at the Cailleach, aghast. He knew in his heart that she spoke the
truth. He had known it all along. But how to acconplish his task, and win the
Har p? Renenbering Aurian's tale of her encounter with the dragon, he asked: "My
I ask questions?"

"No," the Lady said. "You nmay not."

"Then give ne tinme to think." But for all the churning of Anvar's restless mnd,
he coul d come up with nothing. This was ridicul ous, he thought. Wen Aurian had

descri bed her ordeal, it had sounded so nuch easier than his own!

"Whay not give it up?" The Cailleach interrupted his train of thought. "Stay
here, instead, and be ny love. | can be any woman-all wonen ..."

Before Anvar's eyes, she began to change, her flaw ess features altering, her
hair changing color, tine after tine . . . Wth a pang like the twinge of an old
wound, Anvar saw Sara. He saw Eliseth's cold and perfect beauty, and saw his

nmot her as Ria nust have been in her youth . . . The succession of wonen went on

and on, each nore beautiful than the last. Angrily, Anvar turned away. "Stop
doing that!" he snapped. "Fair you m ght be, Lady, but | have no interest in
remaining here with you. My heart is already given—el sewhere."

"I ndeed?" the Lady said silkily. "Fromwhat | gl eaned of your thoughts as you
approached the Tinel ess Lake, your |oved one's heart is also given—and not to
you."

"That's a lie!" Anvar cried. "She needs tine, that's all!"

"How nuch time? A nonth? A year? Forever? Your Lady is intractable, Anvar, and
grief has turned her fey. Can you be certain she will ever betray the nmenory of
her dead lover? And with the one who, indirectly, caused his death?" The power
of the Cailleach's voice was insidious. Her noonstone eyes held the Mage's gaze,
hypnotic and glittering as a serpent's stare. He wanted to protest—to deny what
she was saying, but he could franme no words, for she had touched with crue
precision on the dark core of doubts in the depths of Anvar's soul

"Way risk it, Anvar? Wiy take such a chance, when | can be everything that
Aurian is—and nore!" As the Cailleach spoke, she was changi ng form agai n—and the
Mage found his bel oved standing before him Aurian, as she had been long ago in
Nexi s, before hardshi p had nade her haggard, and grief and her desire for
vengeance had put that steeliness into her gaze. Instead, Anvar found her

| ooking at himhimwith an expression in her eyes that had al ways been reserved
for Forral. Anvar tightened his fingers around the frame of the Harp, to stop
hi s hands from shaking. Aurian took a step forward, her arns outstretched to
enbrace him "M dearest love ..." she breat hed.

" As long as | have you, | have hope." As the Mage's last true words to him
echoed in Anvar's nmind, the Cailleach's spell was abruptly broken

"Get away fromnme," snarled the Mage. "Wiat need have | for a shall ow
substitute, when | have ny Lady's love in reality?"

In a blinding flash, the vision of Aurian vanished. The Caill each stood before
himin the formof an old wonman —and to Anvar's utter amazenent, she was
smling. No |onger the seductress, no longer a mghty figure of awe and nmjesty,
she | ooked like a wise and kindly grandnother. "Wzard, you have passed the
test," she said softly. "Indeed you are worthy of the Harp—for only sonmeone with
a loving, faithful heart could be trusted to take such power out into the world
once nore."

Taking a silver knife fromher belt, the Lady of the Msts cut off a |lock of her
I ong hair. Reaching out to the Harp, still clutched in the startled Mage's
grasp, she passed her hand across the glittering Artifact, The snowy | ock

vani shed, transfornmed into a waterfall of silver strings that bridged the
crystal frame. Power blazed up within Anvar, as his nind was flooded with joyfu
star-song. Geen light blazed up fromthe Staff of Earth in his belt, to join
the silver incandescence of the Harp. The Lady raised her hand in farewell

And Anvar found hinmsel f standing on a snowy nountaintop, |ooking at the sun
rising over the city of Aerillia, One |ast nessage fromthe Caill each echoed in



his mnd —and in his hands was the Harp of Wnds.

The Skyfol k bearers were terrified of the growi ng blaze of incandescence within
the shell of the tenple. Only the fact that they were even nore afraid of

Aurian, made themtake her there at all. They dropped her, net and all, into the
m dst of the ruined building, and fled as if for their very lives.

The Mage rel eased herself fromthe neshes of the net, and began to pick her way
across the stretch of rubble and shattered stone toward the source of the
unearthly light. Her sword—her dear, famliar Coronach, which she had recovered
safely fromthe Tower of Incondor, was in her hand, but she found herself
desperately m ssing the reassuring power of the Staff of Earth. She had no idea

what |ay behind the flaring knot of rainbow brilliance—but for certain, it would
be beyond the scope of any human weapon. But despite the fear that set her heart
racing, Aurian went on into the heart of the blaze, irresistibly drawm, like a

moth to a candl e.

As the Mage wal ked forward, the scintillating radi ance began to shrink and

coal esce to forma human shape, clad all in blinding light, A long-Iinbed,
rangy, heartbreakingly famliar figure ..

"Anvar!" Aurian cried. Then she was running forward, ignoring the stones that
tilted perilously beneath her feet, her heart flying ahead of her across the

i nterveni ng space. Then they were enbracing, both of themlaughing and crying
and trying to talk all at once,

"l thought I'd never see you again!"

"Thank the gods you're safe!"

"I's the child all right?"

"Where have you been?"

As their words tripped over one another, both of themstarted | aughi ng again,
clinging to one another as they rocked with the slightly hysterical mrth that
stemmed frompure relief, Aurian dashed away happy tears, and | ooked into
Anvar's face. H's blue eyes connected with her own like a flare of |ightning,
and Aurian trenbled, half amazed by her own longing. "My dearest love ..." she
br eat hed,

Anvar pulled her toward him and as his |ips touched her own, she felt the
sudden flash fire of desire spark between them-that same expl osive, powerful
surge of love and | onging that she had used unknow ng, so long ago, to rel ease
Anvar fromthe clutches of Death in the slave pens of the Khazalim And, just as
it had happened then, their very souls seened to touch—to neet and neld, as
Aurian felt Anvar's joy, and her own, conmingling to lift themboth on the

bri ghtest of w ngs

Auri an gasped. No one had ever told her it would be like this between Magef ol k!
Having fornerly had a Mortal |over, she had never known that this deep, intense
I i nkage of hearts and minds and enotions exi sted. The Mage felt Anvar's anmazed
delight in her mnd, matching and augnenting her own dizzy joy. H's nouth
fastened on hers with a greed that matched her own as his hand expl ored her face
and body, kindling a desire she had m ssed so | ong. They never noticed the
sharpness of the stones as they sank to the ground, their cloaks their only
shelter. And there, in the remains of the Tenple of Yinze, in the ruins of an
evil priest's dream Anvar and Aurian fulfilled at last a love that had started
with the seeds of need and nutual dependence, and taken them hal fway across the
wor |l d, through friendship, into passion.

By the tinme they were ready to notice anything beyond each other, the sun was
al ready hi gh enough to peep over the shattered walls and into the ruined tenple.
Anvar sighed contentedly and reached over to brush a wayward curl from Aurian's
gl owi ng cheek. "You were well worth waiting for," he murnured softly into her
ear.

Aurian grinned wi ckedly, "Suddenly, | can't inagine why | nade you wait so

| ong!"

"You weren't ready, ny love,'' Anvar said seriously-then he grinned back at her
"Apart, of course, frombeing the nost irritating, stubborn, contrary wetch—
"Well, of all the nerve!" Aurian spluttered—but he stilled her protest with a
ki ss.



"What happened to the child?" he asked her, when they could breathe again.

For an instant, Aurian's expression clouded—then she lifted her chin

det erm nedl y.

"He's beautiful,"” she said firmy. "And he'll be all right, | know he will, just
as soon as we work out a way to get Mathan's curse lifted."

Anvar |istened, with increasing sadness and concern, as Aurian told himabout
Wl f. He was about to reply, when

"Wl cone back, Anvar!" The voice in his nind came from Shia, of course, and
Aurian's wy snmile told himthat she was listening, too. "Aurian—+ should warn
you that they have started to | ook for you," the great cat went on, and then her
voi ce grew smug. "Otherw se, of course, | should never have dreanmed of

i nterrupting you—

"You were listening!" Anvar felt his face growing warm and | ooking across at
Aurian, he saw her bl ushing, too.

"One could hardly help but hear you," Shia snorted. "I would say that your
enotions were broadcasting clear to the | ands of the Xandim" Her nental voice
grew softer as she stopped teasing them "I amso very happy for you both.
Unfortunately, the world will not wait for you. Raven wants to tal k—=

"Al'l right, we're conmng/' Aurian sighed resignedly. "That is, as soon as we can
flag down some Wnged Polk to bring us across,"” She rolled over, and swore,
"Quch! What on earth am| |ying on?"

"Ch gods," yelped Anvar in dismay, "It went right out of nmy mind. The Harp,
Aurian! ! have the Harp of Wnds!"

"What ?" Aurian yelled. "Why the bl oody blazes didn't you tell me before?"

Anvar grinned, "Well, | was somewhat distracted before . . . Here, let's get
sone clothes on before we freeze, and I'lIl show it to you

"First things first," Anvar returned the Staff of Earth to Aurian with a
flourish, "I believe this belongs to you, Lady."

Aurian's expression of joy and relief as she took the Staff made Anvar smile.
Then he held out the Harp to her, and her eyes went w de with wonder as she
beheld its shimering beauty.

"Ch, Anvar , . ."

Aurian reached out to take the Harp of Wnds—and as she did so, Anvar was seized
with a strange and powerful reluctance to |let the Artifact out of his hands. The
Harp too seened to object to a change of ownership. Jangling vibrations ran
through Anvar's body as it thrumred discordantly. "No . " it sang to him
"No!" Alnpost of its own volition, it seemed to jerk away from Aurian's

out stretched hands, and Anvar went rigid with alarmas he saw her frown. A

shadow seened to fall between them. . . Then Aurian relaxed, and shook her head
with a wy grinmace. Once, nore they stood in sunlight, and Anvar breat hed agai n.
"Well, it certainly knows what it wants—and that doesn't seemto be ne," said

Aurian ruefully. "How daft of me—+ should have known. Everything fits, Anvar.
You won the Harp, just as | won the Staff-and frankly, of the two of us, you're
the nmusician." She took a deep breath. "It couldn't have worked out nore
perfectly."

Anvar was anazed and hunbl ed by such generosity of spirit. "But you were
supposed to find the Artifacts," he protested. Aurian shook her head, "No one
ever said that, neither the Dragon nor the Leviathan. They just said that all
three were needed. The Dragon did say that the Sword woul d be mine, but as for

the others . . . Anvar, I'mtruly glad you have the Harp. After what we've just
shared, | couldn't bear to think of the Artifacts coning between us,"

Anvar hugged her—gods, it seened that he couldn't get enough of touching her
"You'll be able to use the Harp, if need be," he promised, "I'lIl nmake it behave—
it's just that it's newto ne yet."

Aurian nodded gravely. "I know just what you nean. Wien | think of the struggle

I had to master the Staff at first . . ," She sighed. "And speaking of

struggles, it's time we were noving. W need to have nmatters out with Raven,
then | nust get back to WIf. And if we can enlist the help of the Xandim..."
She hesitated, her green eyes seening to ook far off into the distance.

"Then what ?" Anvar pronpted gently.

Aurian's expression grew hard. "Then we go back north, to Nexi s—and deal with



M at han once and for all —and Eliseth." She shivered. "CGods, |'mso sick and
tired of this endless winter of hers."

Suddenl y, Anvar had a wonderful idea. He was so brinful of wonder, and joy, at
Aurian having accepted their love at |ast, that he wanted to give her sonethi ng—
sonme great, and wonderful, and special gift ... He turned to the Mage and
grinned. "Your wish," he said cheerfully, "is nmy conmand."” And lifting the Harp
of Wnds, he began to play.

The wild, unearthly starsong of the Harp swirled forth, as the power of the High
Magi ¢ pul sed t hrough Anvar and went spiraling out into the world. H gh on the
roof of the world, the snow of Eliseth's winter began to nelt, and the thaw
spread out and out, across the territory of the cats and the | ands of the
Xandim In the Jewel ed Desert, the lethal, raging sandstorns faltered, and gem
dust fell to earth like pattering rain. Warmwi nds alive with shinmmering nusic
spread across the ocean, as spring, at Anvar's behest, came to the north-1lands
at |ast.

As Aurian realized what Anvar was doing, a slow smle spread across her face.
For an instant, she renenbered the filthy, beaten, cowering servant she had
rescued so |long ago, and she thought her heart would burst with | ove and pri de.
And she too wanted to give hima token of her |ove.

Putting a hand on Anvar's shoul der as he played, Aurian summpned the powers of
the Staff of Earth, and placed its heel upon the ground. And as its enerald
radi ance bl azed forth, the nmountains and the | ands beyond grew green. Trees
burst into |l eaf and bl ossom and fl owers sprang up beneath them cloaking the
earth in vibrant hues as chains of sorrowing winter fell away, and the | and,
|ike her heart, was reborn.

Aurian's mnd was awhirl with exultation. She grinned, imagining the wath of
the Archnmage. Though nuch renmi ned to be done, at last, at long |last, she and
Anvar had struck the first real blow against M athan,

And far away to the north, in a high tower in the city of Nexis, Eliseth
trenbl ed.



