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SPIRIT OF THE STONE

On the world of Myrial, the mysterious Curtain Walls have begun to fall and
the realms and races that have been carefully separated from the beginning
of time are now confronting each other, with terrible consequences. Hideous
winged creatures have attacked the city of Tiarond, turning its streets and
public squares into akilling ground. As bewildered groups of survivors flee
the city in all directions, others make the treacherous journey to the sacred
Temple, where the ancient power that can save the world lies hidden.
Meanwhile, two women warriors and a brazen firedrake journey to the realm
of the Shadowleague, taking with them a Dragon Seer’ s tel epathic
knowledge that might be used to repair the Curtain Walls. Y et not even that
will be enough.
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For before the Shadowleague can act to save arapidly unraveling reality, it
must decide if it will trust aruthless exile with a bloody past who can bring
order to Myrial—or hasten its harrowing descent into annihilation.

PERILOUS SIEGE

Having gradually worked her way from the bottom to the top of the house,
the silent thief emerged from a doorway in the upper story and slipped down
the hall. She had thoroughly searched the very last bedroom and could put
off the journey through the dark streets no longer.

The snick of the backdoor latch sounded unbelievably loud in the still night
air. Alianafroze in the doorway, then opened the door just a chink: enough
to check her surroundings. Seeing nothing to alarm her, she slid through the
narrow opening, moving with care, sticking to the wall of the house until she
had gained the shelter of the alley dividing the high walls of the mansion
from those of the next.

All too soon the passage opened out into the wide spaces of the Esplanade.
Normally the square was illuminated. Tonight, however, there was no one to
kindle the lamps, and beneath clouded skies the open spaces were almost as
dark asthe dley.

Aliana summoned all her courage, hoisted the heavy backpack containing
her spoils higher on her shoulders, took a deep breath, and ran. She had gone
only afew steps when she sensed rather than saw the first shadow move
across the sky. Then the rooftops of the surrounding houses seemed to come
alive as countless winged shapes lifted out of the blackness into the faintly
glowing clouds.

The thief swerved and doubled back as thefirst of her attackers folded its
wings and plunged toward her. Terror sent ice and fire along her veins. Time
seemed to slow to a crawl. Nothing existed beyond herself and the menacing
creatures dropping with deadly speed to intersect with her. They were
gaining on her. She would never makeit....
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SPIRIT of the STONE

CHAPTER 1

Nightfall

Dawn was still along way off when Seriema and her companions escaped
from Tiarond. The horses galloped through the waterlogged fields of the
townlands, threading their way between the ghastly pyres, the biggest of
which still smoldered with adull red glow, the others extinguished by rain
and snow. As she raced away from the beleaguered city, it took all Seriema’s
self-control to keep from looking back over her shoulder. She was certain
that the horror she had left behind must be following.

It was raining: a cold, thin rain that chilled exposed flesh and penetrated
clothing like steel needles, but being wet was the least of Seriema’s
problems. On this dreadful day, the bastions of power, wealth, and privilege
she had built around herself had come crashing down, and she had turned
from the richest woman in Tiarond into a homel ess vagabond, her future
uncertain and her survival hanging by athread.

Only pride sustained her. She was angry, hurting, and afraid; she wanted to
weep, to curse, to shriek like a harridan—~but no matter what setbacks the
world might hurl at her, she was determined to face them with courage and
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determination. Seriemawould rather walk barefoot over broken glass than
give way to weakness and fear before her new companions, but it was hard
to keep up her mask.

Disconnected images from the last few hours kept flashing through her
mind. Pain and terror. The taste of blood and the stink of her own fear. The
face of the man who had attacked her, contorted with rage and hatred. The
hideous winged creature that had hurtled through the shattered window,
moving preternaturally fast, its fanged maw agape and dripping gore.
Marutha, the old housekeeper who had played such a significant—and
vocal—part in her upbringing, lying dead on the kitchen floor, her grey hair
clotted with blood, brain, and bits of bone. Seriema stifled a sob. She had
sent the old woman away in the midst of aquarrel, and the last words
Marutha had heard from her beloved mistress had been harsh, and spoken in
anger.

“Don’t think about it,” Seriema ordered herself. If she fell apart now, she
would be lost. “ Concentrate on practicalities—like where that trader is
taking us, and what he plans to do when we get there.” That was better. She
could do nothing to change the past, but her future, no matter how uncertain,
was something she could influence. Urging her horse onward through the
gathering gloom, she went to speak to Tormon.

My child. My child. My child. My child. The hooves of the racing horses
pounded out the words. Tormon held tightly to the blanket-wrapped formin
front of him: so small, so infinitely precious.

| have you back, my little Annas. I'll keep you safe. So long aswe're
together, nothing else matters. Who cares what happens to their accursed
city?

Bold words—yet a shudder ran through the trader as he remembered the
winged abomination in Lady Seriema’ s mansion, and the unclean swarm of
its brethren thronging the sky. His mind replayed the screaming as the

hel pless Tiarondians were slaughtered, trapped in the enclosed confines of
the Sacred Precincts like sheep in a pen. Tormon clutched Annas even
tighter, until the child whimpered and wriggled in protest.

Why should | trouble myself about their fate? They killed Kanella, my
lifemate. They deserved to die.

In his heart, however, he knew it wasn't true. Those Tiarondians were
ordinary men, women, and children. They had not murdered Kanella. Zavahl
had done that—at |east, he had ordered her death. And now the Hierarch
himself was surely dead. Elion, the mysterious young man Tormon had
encountered on the trail last night, had planned a rescue for reasons known
only to himself, but the trader was sure he had no chance of succeeding. No,
Zavahl must either have been sacrificed on the pyre to appease an angry god
or killed by the monstrosities that even now assailed the city. Tormon hardly
knew which he would prefer. Death by fire must be an agonizing end—but
in this climate, the smoke from damp fuel would suffocate Zavahl before his
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flesh could sear. Perhaps the skyborne invaders were the better option. He
imagined the Hierarch writhing and screaming, his body ripped open, the
feral creatures clawing out his eyeballs and quarreling over the glistening
lengths of hisgut...

Once, the trader would have been shocked to the core by such bloodthirsty
thoughts. Not anymore.

Night had fallen. The hooves of the laboring horses splashed through the
thick mud that stretched beyond the city. Tormon tried to keep his eyes fixed
directly in front of him, for on either side the great pyresloomed, their
smoldering glow casting a dim, smoky light into the darkness. The charred
remains of bodies were still hideously distinct, despite the gathering gloom.
He tried to protect Annas from the dreadful sights, turning her face into his
chest and pulling up her blanket to form a shield.

A shadowy shape loomed up at his side and resolved itself into Lady
Seriema, astride the great black horse that was the twin of hisown. In his
preoccupation, the trader had almost forgotten the companions of his flight.
Presvel, the Lady’ s assistant, shivered in stylish city clothes that were as
unfit as their wearer for such ajourney. He rode double with a young lass,
unknown to the trader, whose hair was a mass of silvery-blond curls. Then
there was Scall, the long, skinny youth who had attached himself to Tormon
for good or ill. And, of course, the Lady Seriema herself, until today the
most powerful merchant in Tiarond.

The woman who now approached the trader, her white face blotched with
ugly bruises and spattered with mud and gore, her coarse brown hair flying
loose in awitch’ stangle, was unrecognizable as the well-groomed, richly
clad head of the Mercantile Association and Miners Consortium. Her
dishevelment was scarcely surprising, however. Not an hour ago, she had
been attacked in her own home by a madman. She had been beaten and
almost raped. Her city had been conquered by ravening monstrosities from
the skies. Seriema had lost everything: wealth, home, rank, and empire.
Everything but her life and her indomitable pride, Tormon realized, noting
her sword-stiff spine, her steely gaze, and the hard, grim set of her mouth.
She had mastered her emotions astightly as she held in the powerful horse
she rode, and the trader shuddered at the effort it must be costing her.

Seriema’ s voice betrayed no sign of the strain she must be feeling. Pulling
her horse abreast of his own, she leaned across so that she could be heard
over the thin whine of the rising wind. The trader could almost see the
guestion on her lips.

Oh, please don’'t ask me what we' re going to do now, Seriema. Why should |
be able to answer that any better than you can?

“Where are we going, Tormon?’ The words came slurred from her bruised
and swollen mouth. “Do you have a plan in mind?’

Why in Myrial’ s name does it have to be me who comes up with a plan?
Up to this point, the trader had been concentrating on what he did not want.
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He never wished to see Tiarond again. He didn’t want his child to be put at
any further risk, and he had absolutely no desire whatever to lay eyes on any
more of the fell creatures that had attacked the city. All reasonable goals, as
far as they went—but it had taken Seriemato remind him that he needed
something positive to put in their place.

Away. Go far away. The rest could wait. All Tormon wanted right at that
moment was to put as much distance as possible between himself and
Callisiora s capital city, with its palitics, its arcane ceremonies, its secrets
and intrigues—and its Hierarch, who thought nothing of murdering ayoung
wife and mother in cold blood. He hoped this rain was also falling higher up
the mountain, for even now it would be sluicing away the snow that had
choked the pass the previous night. Maybe, for once, the wet weather might
actually work in hisfavor.

The trader called the othersto him. “I’m taking Annas over the Snaketail.”
Even as he spoke, the plan took shape in his mind. “We'll be safe among the
reivers of the eastern hills. You can ...” Herealized that Seriemawas no
longer listening. Instead, she was looking back over her shoulder, her
expression a peculiar mixture of relief and dismay. Tormon, following the
direction of her gaze, felt his heart contract with dread. Unbelievable as it
might seem, given the utter chaos in the city, they were being pursued.

Glancing back, Seriema saw a cluster of bobbing lights as a knot of
Godsword soldiers, each one bearing a smoking torch, burst out of the city
gates. Even at this distance, it was clear that they were following the muddy
track of the fleeing travelers, and moving at a tremendous pace. The reins of
her horse began to dlip through hands that had suddenly turned damp, and
she clenched her fingers tighter round the slippery leather. Surely that was
Blade? She squinted, trying to peer through the murk of drizzle and smoke.
A curse on thisimperfect eyesight!

She was torn at the thought of encountering the Godsword Commander.

How can | face him, looking like this? was the first thought that shot into her
mind, followed by a blaze of anger at her own stupidity. You fool! He
doesn’'t care what you look like. Why should he? You' ve served your purpose
now.

Seriemawrithed at the memory of such gullibility. Blade had used her asa
cat’ s-paw in his vendetta against the Hierarch and she—or rather the plain,
lonely old maid concealed beneath her veneer of confidence and power—
had let him. Flattered by the attentions of the powerful, charismatic
Commander, she had walked into his trap with open eyes.

How can | face him after | let him make such a fool of me? Y et despite her
mortification, there remained a part of her that observed the approach of the
Godsword troops with relief. It's all right now. I’m safe. Lord Blade will
deal with thiscrisis. He'll take care of me.

Tormon’s curse cut across her deliberations. It was the first time she had
ever heard him swear. There was fear in his eyes when he glanced down at
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his daughter—but that oath had contained a good deal of anger, too. Seriema
felt an unaccustomed stab of guilt. She had been so preoccupied with her
own selfish concerns, she had forgotten that Blade represented danger to the
trader and his child. Though she had no idea what lay behind his actions, the
Suffragan Gilarra had told her that the Godsword commander, together with
the Hierarch Zavahl, had been responsible for the murder of Tormon’s wife.

Tormon glanced behind once more, and shook his head. “It’s no good.
They’ll catch usin no time. The Sefrians are built for sustained power, not
bursts of speed.”

Seriemaknew he was right. The Godswords, on their lighter, faster mounts,
were catching up already. She turned back to speak to the trader, but he had
dropped behind to ride with Scall, who was still insisting on leading
Tormon’ s ridiculous donkey. The two drew close together for a moment,
then the boy fell back, seeming to melt into the dusk, and vanished into the
shadowy, smoke-wreathed area between the pyres.

When the trader turned back to Seriema, his arms were empty. There was a
bleak ook on his face as he loosened his sword in its sheath. Sheredlized
that having done all he could to save his child, he was determined to take his
revenge on as many of the Godswords as he could manage: perhaps upon
Blade himself.

No! Don’t hurt him.
Yes! Let me help you.
How she cursed her ambivalent heart.

Then there was no more time for thought. The Godswords were upon them
in a blaze of torchlight, the hooves of their racing horses throwing up gouts
of mud to either side. Seriema gasped in utter disbelief as avoice cried:
“Clear the road, you rabble.” Then her horse was shouldered aside by the
sheer press of riders as the column of soldiers barged past the travelers
without a second glance. Within moments the Godswords were gone,
hurtling up the road toward the pass.

The little mud-spattered band was left by the roadside, staring at one another
in bemusement. Presvel frowned. “What was that about?’ He was aware of
the trader’ s plight, Seriema knew, owing to his unfortunate habit of
eavesdropping on her business. She suspected that his feelings were
somewhat similar to her own: glad that Tormon and his daughter had
escaped Blade' s notice but also partly dismayed at Blade' s departure. The
Godswords represented authority, security, and order, al of which had been
the keystones of Presvel’s existence and her own.

There was a stir of movement among the shadows, and Scall slipped out
from between the smoking pyres on hislittle chestnut mare, the tired donkey
trailing after. He returned a scowling, rumpled child to her father with an air
of relief. Annas, wriggling herself comfortable in Tormon’s arms, appeared
to share his sentiments. “He put his hand over my mouth,” she complained
shrilly. “And it was all dirty.”
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“Well, you wouldn't keep quiet,” Scall said defensively. “Anyway, alittle
bit of dirt never hurt no one.”

Annas was not to be quashed so easily. “Y ou taste horrible!
“If you hadn’t bit me, you wouldn’t know that, would you?”

The child had spoken! Seriemaglanced at Presvel and saw her own relief
and surprise mirrored on his face. While Annas had been in their care, she
had never spoken a single word, and they had worried lest her mind had
been permanently damaged by witnessing her mother’ s death. In that
moment, Seriema made a decision not to tell Tormon.

Too much has been happening for him to even realize that the little one had
never spoken. Thank Myrial he will never need to know how close she came
to losing her wits. The poor man has burdens enough without that.

Catching Presvel’ s eye once more, she gestured at the trader and put her
finger to her lips.

Tormon had been completely unaware of the unspoken exchange between
Seriemaand her assistant. As the soldiers had rushed by, he had glimpsed
the rearmost rider, who rode alittle more slowly than the others, apparently
because he had difficulty managing his horse. Elion? Out here with Blade?
What is going on? His thoughts followed the Godswords up the trail, until
the squabble between Scall and his daughter jerked him back. “Quiet,” he
growled. “Thisisno time for your nonsense. I’m trying to think.” He nudged
his horse closer to Seriema’ s mount. “Y ou see alot of Lord Blade. Have you
any ideawhat he’s up to, my Lady? | don’'t understand why he should go
tearing off up the mountain like that when the city isin danger.”

Seriemadrew herself up in the saddle. “What makes you think that | have
any connection whatsoever with Lord Blade?' Her voice was whetted steel.
“Whatever you may have heard, it's a pack of lies.”

The trader looked at her in surprise. What ails the woman? Well, whatever it
might be, he had no time for it now. He had a decision to make—but was
there really anything to decide? Since Blade was at large in the vicinity of
the Snaketail, Tormon and his party had run out of alternatives. He turned to
the others. “ This changes everything. It will be too dangerous to go over the
mountain now. I’'m taking the cliff road down from the plateau to the
lowlands, but the rest of you may want to take your chances elsewhere. The
way will probably be guarded, and it’ [l be a nightmare in the dark, but...”

“Tormon, what are you saying?’ Seriema interrupted. “You can’'t take the
lowland route. Didn’t you know? The floodwater draining down from the
plateau has turned the trail into atorrent.”

The trader turned cold. “ Are you sure? Maybe it’ s not as bad as you think. It
could be passable with care—"

“We don’'t know. The folk who tried it never came back to report. We
presume they were swept away to their deaths,” Seriematold him flatly.
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With flashing eyes and lifted chin, suddenly she was the imperious great
lady once more. “To try that path would be suicide. Y ou can drag the others
to their deaths if they’ re mad enough to follow you, but Presvel and | are
staying right here.”

“Damn and blast!” Tormon turned his gaze up to the mountain, where a
string of tiny lights showed the Godswords beginning to ascend the winding
road. He took a deep breath. “I’m going to try it anyway. As Lady Seriema
pointed out, you folk have another choice: you can follow the Godswords if
you prefer, or wait here for their return. If you go back to the city with them,
maybe they can protect you. It’s up to you, but anyone who wants to join me
had better come now. 1 want to get to the edge tonight with some time left to
rest ourselves and the horses. If the cliff road is as bad as you say, | want to
wait until daylight before trying to go down.” Without waiting for
objections, Tormon turned toward the south and urged his horse forward.
Now that he had made his decision, he was anxious to press on.

There was a stir of movement at his side, and Scall came up abreast of him,
tugging the reluctant Esmeralda behind his horse. The boy was scowling.
“Were you just planning to leave this poor donkey?’

Tormon shook his head. “No, lad, and I’d no plans to |eave you behind,
either. It was important that you chose for yourself, but | was counting on
you to join me, and I’m very glad to have you aong.”

“And what about the other Sefrian? They’re apair. You can’t break them
up.”
The trader chuckled. “Just wait for amoment.”

Even as he spoke, Seriema came galloping up, splashing mud in all
directions. Behind her came Presvel and the girl, their horse working hard to
keep up the pace with its double burden. Judging by the stormy expressions
on the faces of the Lady and her assistant, a short sharp quarrel had taken
place—and, evidently, Seriema had lost. “Damn you,” she snarled at
Tormon. “Y ou leave us no choice.”

“That’sright, Lady. Just as Blade left me with none.”

High on the mountain, the two women and the firedrake stood high on a
slope above the trail to the Snaketail Pass. Veldan and Toulac were
stretching their legs, and giving Kaz' s back arest after their headlong race
across the upper sopes. While they paused, the firedrake was using the time
to scan the track below for any signs of pursuit. In his darksight, the route
lay quiet and peaceful, and to human senses, seemingly unoccupied behind
the drifting vells of rain. Nevertheless, Kaz was far from convinced. “There
are soldiers somewhere nearby,” heinsisted. “It’s awonder you can’t smell
them yourself—they stink of iron, unwashed sweat, and old blood.”

This news came as no surprise to Toulac. It was exactly what she’ d been
expecting. “Didn’'t | tell you, girlie?’ she asked Veldan. “ That son of abitch
Blade would never sit tamely in Tiarond without at least trying to catch us. |
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bet you he'll be racing up the mountain himself, to see if he can get ahead of
uson thetrail.”

“That’s mucked it.” Veldan growled alurid curse that could have come
straight out of Toulac’s own mouth. The veteran looked at her in approving
surprise. Despite the instant friendship that had sprung up between the two
women, they really knew very little about one another. In the three days of
their acquaintance, Veldan had spent much of the time unconscious after her
encounter with the landslide. She was still recovering from the battering she
had taken, and until now had been fairly quiet and subdued. Toulac rejoiced
at the signs of returning health and confidence in her younger friend, and
looked forward to knowing her better. First, however, they must win their
way through the next few hours. Sitting up here in the freezing rain wouldn’t
accomplish anything.

Nor would taking unnecessary risks, and forcing the others to take them too.
Toulac, the old campaigner, was wise enough to know the difference
between want and need. They had been on their way back to the sawmill, to
rescue Mazal, her warhorse, who' d been left behind during the escape from
Blade and his men. She had persuaded Veldan to return, but if Kaz could
scent soldiers on the trail, it would be suicide to go back for an animal, no
matter how precious—and nothing short of murder to ask Veldan and the
firedrake to come with her.

It'sno good. I'll have to give him up. It just can’t be helped.

It was the right decision, but a hard one. Mazal was the last reminder of her
glory days asawarrior. He had been afaithful friend, had saved her lifein
battle times without number—and he was the very last of her old
companions-in-arms. Whatever happened, Toulac knew in her bones that she
would never be coming back to this place. She must abandon Mazal to an
unknown fate.

When she turned back to Veldan, the younger woman’'s eyes were on her
face. “Look, Toulac. If you still want to go back, we will. We have Kaz to
help us—we' || manage somehow.”

The veteran swallowed hard. “Don’'t be daft, girlie. We can’t go back now
and you know it. Let’s get ourselves away over the pass before we lose what
little lead we have.”

“Areyou sure?’

“Certain.” She turned away from Veldan, so that the younger woman could
not see her face. “Comeon, let’s go.” Using arock to boost herself, she
scrambled clumsily onto the firedrake’ s back.

Veldan was relieved that Toulac had given up her plan to rescue the horse.
She appreciated the extent of the sacrifice and knew better than to diminish
it by discussing the matter any further. It was time to get moving. Those men
that Kaz had scented could not be too far behind. “ Got your breath back,
Kaz? Are you ready?’
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“Any timeyou like, Boss.” He held out aforeleg, and Veldan sprang to his
shoulders. The graceful, fluid movement with which she usually mounted
turned into a scramble as clumsy as Toulac’ s ascent when her knee caught
on the recumbent body of Zavahl, who was bound across the firedrake's
back between the two women.

“Plague on it!” Veldan rubbed her knee where it had hit the side of the
former Hierarch’s head. He stirred and moaned, but she took no notice. Why
should she be concerned about hurting him? At their first meeting he had
flinched away from her scarred face as though she was too hideous to
contemplate, and called her a creature, as though she wasn’'t even human.
After that, shedidn’t feel she owed him any particular consideration. Had it
not been for the fact that he shared his body, however unwillingly, with the
consciousness of Aethon, Seer of the Dragonfolk, she would quite happily
have let him burn on the sacrificial pyre from which she and her companions
had saved him.

“Areyou ready?’ the firedrake’ s telepathic voice broke into her thoughts.
“Because | think | hear ridersin the distance.”

“Damn. Let'sgo!”

“Hold tight, ladies.” And Kaz was off with arush and a dlither, speeding
down through the trees toward the trail. No one had any doubts that the
Commander of the Godswords could not be far behind them.

For a man whose plans had been smashed to splinters, Blade was
surprisingly calm. He was amazed that he could contemplate this
setback—no, catastrophe—with such composure, and he had afeeling it
wouldn’t last. But surely anger would be forgivable—appropriate
even—under the circumstances. The Hierarch had escaped his clutches, and
though Zavahl was no great loss in himself, Blade strongly suspected that
the Hierarch carried within him the mind and essence of one of the
Dragonfolk, who might recognize the renegade former Loremaster from the
past, and betray him to the others. Worse still, there would be no chance now
of using Callisiora as a base from which to conquer the Shadowleague and
snatch the leadership from that hidebound fool Cergorn.

Before he' d realized what was happening, it had all slipped out of his grasp.
Those endless years of self-sacrifice and single-minded determination; all
the intrigue, the maneuvering and manipulating: all wiped out in asingle day
by a skinny, scar-faced woman and afiredrake. Not to mention a couple of
thousand deadly winged predators from the north, he reminded himself.
What were the odds against them turning up today of all days, to snatch
away the city that had figured so largely in his schemes? And worst of all
was the bitter knowledge that they had only come at all because he had seen
fit to tamper with the Curtain Walls.

It was almost enough to make one believe that Myrial was agod, after all.
Blade mastered hisrising anger. Rage would get him nowhere. Now he must
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think, plan, calculate how much could be salvaged from this disaster. The
path he had been traveling was closed to him, but he could always trample
out a new route. Experience—and expedience—had taught him that.

It was hard for his subordinates to see beyond the globe of amber light cast
by the smoking torches, but Blade was Mageborn, with the acute night
vision of hiskind. He took the head of the column, and led them unerringly
up the trail. Trustingly, they followed him. Once, he had been proud of this
efficient, disciplined body of fighters he had trained. Now, however, they
had become nothing more than the means to an end. It was vital that he
found the Loremaster and her firedrake partner, and stopped them returning
to Gendival with the Hierarch. They would return to the trail, of that he was
certain. The pass carved its way through a craggy wilderness of cliffs and
broken pinnacles that would surely be too much even for afiredrake. First,
however, they must make their way across from the far side of the mountain.
If he hurried, there was still a chance to catch them at the Snaketail.

Kaz came out onto the track, and Veldan turned cold as she saw the
glittering lights of torches, coming up fast. The approaching riders were till
afew hundred yards away, and once again, Veldan blessed the firedrake's
remarkable eyes as he changed focus to bridge the distance and bring the
figuresinto clear view. Just as Toulac had said, the Godswords were led by
their Commander himself. Digging his taloned toes into the ground for
leverage, Kaz swerved to the right, histail sending up a spray of soil and
gravel. As he shot up the track, Veldan sent him an urgent thought. “We've
got to delay them somehow.”

“Why worry, Boss? | can outrun those slugs anytime.”

“1 know, but you' |l be slowed right up in that narrow place on the trail, and
last time | looked, you hadn’t perfected the art of outrunning an arrow.”

“1I"m working on it—but you’ re right. Maybe we should hold them up a
little.” Kaz veered aside to where the tree-clad slopes came down to meet the
track. Abruptly he lashed his tail back and forth, scattering earth, stones,
broken underbrush, and a couple of sapling trees across the only route the
Godswords could take.

Veldan heard curses and shouts from the approaching soldiers. She glanced
back over her shoulder to see them closing the distance between themselves
and their prey. One or two of them were already lifting crossbows, and afew
bolts embedded themselves in the muddy track, short of the Loremasters
position, but too close for her liking. “Time to go,” she warned the firedrake.

Kaz ran on out of bowshot, speeding ahead of the Godswords until the trail
narrowed, and the tree-covered slopes gave way to steep crags on the right.
To the left, the distance between the track and the cliff edge had narrowed,
until the route now skirted the very brink of the precipice. It had taken the
soldiers afew minutes to get round the initial blockade, but still they were
following. To Veldan's dismay, Blade was far out ahead of the others.
Though he did not carry a crossbow, the look on his face boded ill for the
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women should he catch up to them.
“Oh, how | wish | hadn’t lost my own bow in that landslide,” she muttered.

“Never mind that—I have a better idea. Hold tight, girls.” Kaz reared up on
his haunches, with Veldan and Toulac clinging precariously to his neck
spines. He leaned against a battered old fir tree at the side of the trail pushing
hard. The roots, loosened by months of rain and wind, held but lightly to the
soil, and tore loose with a sound like the ripping of a gigantic piece of
canvas.

The firedrake sprang back hastily as the tree came crashing down across the
trail. “Not bad, en?’ he said smugly, and with ajerk that nearly unseated his
riders, he dashed off again at top speed. Confident that their pursuers had
been foiled for atime at least, and with their minds on the road ahead,
neither the firedrake nor the two women looked back to see the results of
their efforts.

Consumed by the urge to reach his prey, Blade was running far out in front
of his men, urging his horse on and on to greater efforts. Looking ahead, he
saw the firedrake pause at the fir tree, and realized what was about to
happen, but it was too late to stop. Hetried to rein his mount in but it had
caught his own wild mood, resisting his commands, fighting his control, and
running headlong toward disaster.

The tree came crashing down, and the horse shied violently aside. One leg
found a pothole in the rutted track, and the beast floundered and lurched to
one side with a scream of agony and the sickening snap of breaking bone.
Blade, thrown over its shoulder, hit the ground hard and rolled to escape the
crushing weight of his mount as it went down. Without warning, the ground
dropped out from beneath him. Disoriented by the fall, he had rolled right to
the edge of the track and over the precipice.

For a horrifying instant, Blade' s body twisted in empty space, then he struck
astony projection, slowing hisfall. Despite the jarring pain of impact, the
cold terror searing through him loaned him sufficient strength to jerk his
body round and slam it into the cliff, where he clawed at the rock for a
handhold. The escarpment became less steep as it dropped: he slithered

down its rough, sloping face for afew more yards until his scrabbling fingers
found a hold, bringing him up with ajolt that drove the breath from his
lungs, wrenched every muscle in his hands and arms, and threatened to
dislocate his bones from their sockets.

Fighting for breath, Blade braced his toes hard against the rock, trying to
take some of the strain from fingers that were braced into a narrow niche
where erosion had cracked the stone away. He was hanging on through sheer
willpower, though soon his ebbing strength would fail him. He knew he had
only afew minutes at most—nbut thankfully his men had caught up with him.
L ooking up with difficulty, he saw sparks of torchlight clustering at the edge
of thetrail. Voices came from high above him:
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“Did you see where he went over?’

“About here, | reckon.”

“Torchlight doesn't reach that far—it’s all shadows down there.”
“Don’t see no sign of him. Do you?’

“Nah. | reckon the bastard’ s still bouncing.”

There was a harsh guffaw, then another voice spoke, thistime with more
authority. “Well, sod thisfor alark. It was a stupid idea anyway, this wild-
goose chase up the mountain. Both Blade and the Hierarch are probably
frying in perdition by now, and serve them right, | say. Come on, lads, let’s
go back to the city and report to Lieutenant Galveron. We'll have problems
enough when we get there, thanks to those flying sons of bitches, but |
reckon we can do far more good in Tiarond than we can out here.”

They were actually leaving! Blade had always known he was hated, that his
men obeyed him out of fear, not love. It had never mattered to him until
now. But surely if they knew he was still alive ... He opened his mouth to
shout—but no sound would come. He had never asked for help since he had
ceased to be Amaurn; since his beloved Aveole had been torn from him
forever. He couldn’t do it now, not even to save hisown life. Couldn’t
humble himself, let go of his pride, betray a weakness.

You fool. What good is your prideif it gets you killed? Across the void of
years, Aveol€ s voice came back to him, and for amoment it seemed that his
beloved was there beside him. His men were leaving. Thiswas his only
chance.

“Help. I'm down here. Help me!” It was as though the words ripped their
way with bloody claws out of the depths of his being. Even as he shouted, he
plespised himself for the moment of weakness that had lured him into giving
in.

For amoment there was nothing but silence, then the voices came again.
“Was that Blade? Did you hear him?’

“l didn’t hear athing, and nor did you.”

“Leave him be. Vicious bastard—we're better off without him.”
“You'reright. It was probably only a bird or something.”

“Well if it wasn't it had better learn to fly pretty bloody quick!”

The voices faded, and diminishing hoofbeats sounded on the trail. They had
left him deliberately, knowing that he needed help, knowing he would die
without it. Blade, consumed by anger at their treachery, suddenly felt his
fingers dlipping...

Terror speared through him again as he dropped, slithering down the cliff
faster and faster, tearing his fingers on the unyielding rock as he scrabbled
frantically for another hold. His headlong slide was brought to an abrupt halt
as hisfeet hit alevel surface. His knees buckled and gave way beneath him,
and he found himself kneeling on a narrow shelf of rock, barely wide enough
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to accommodate his body. Reaction set in and he doubled over, gasping for
breath, his body racked by tremors as his muscles unlocked. He pulled
himself up short when he realized that the harsh, quick rasp of his breathing
stood in danger of turning into hysterical laughter or sobs. Since losing
Aveole, he had never alowed freerein to hisfeelings. Emotions only led to
confusion, mistakes, and endless pain, and he had no intention of making
himself so vulnerable. Not ever again.

Nonetheless, Blade was incredulous, then euphoric at his own survival. He
had doneit! For the second timein hislife, he had cheated amost certain
death. But as the redlity of his situation began to sink in, he sobered quickly.
He was marooned halfway up a cliff face with no food or water, and a
bruised, battered body that was beginning to stiffen and ache from the
punishment it had taken. Even if he managed to make it back up to the trail,
he was miles from anywhere, and he had no horse. Worse still, he had lost
his grip on the city he had striven for so long to control, and al his plans
werein ruins.

WEell, he had pulled himself out of worse situations before. If he' d been the
kind of man who was daunted by setbacks, he would have given up on life
years ago. So what if his men had chosen to betray and abandon him? They
would pay sooner or later. Blade had along memory for grudges. In the
meantime, he would damn well manage without them.

Shakily, he got to his feet, balancing precariously on his narrow perch. He
had been arenegade L oremaster, then the Commander of Tiarond's
Godsword troops—what would he become next? Only time would tell.
Gritting his teeth, Blade hunted for his first hand-and footholds, and began to
climb.

CHAPTER 2

Hard Lessons

As the Godsword troop departed, Elion doused historch in the mud that
covered thetrail and hung back, guiding his horse into the shadows beneath
the fallen tree. He could make out the progress of the soldiers from the
movement of their lights in the darkness, and it was clear that without Blade,
the soldiers had abandoned their orderly double file and had set off down the
mountain in a shifting, loose-knit bunch. That suited the Loremaster just
fine. With luck, everyone would think that the missing trooper was riding
with someone else, and his absence would not be noticed. In their hurry to
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get back to the city, it was highly unlikely that anyone would think of
stopping to count heads.

While he waited for their lights to pass out of sight, Elion sought the mind of
his fellow Loremaster.

“Veldan?’

“Elion!” She sounded relieved, and he could understand why. Though there
had been no love lost between them since their last disastrous mission, the
Shadowleague was a brotherhood, and they were part of that family. Set
apart as they were from the rest of the world, L oremasters were accustomed
to supporting and helping one another no matter what personal animosity
might lie between them, and such bonds were difficult to break.

“Elion—are you al right? Where are you?”

“Where in perdition do you think I am? On the wrong side of your blasted
tree, of course.”

“Damn.” Behind her thoughts he could hear her chagrin. “Elion, 1—"

“It wasn't her fault, you streak of slime.” With asnarl in hisvoice, Kaz cut
in over what was clearly going to be an apology. “ The tree was my idea, |
did it to protect myself and my partner, and you’ d better believe me when |
say that saving your miserable hide was the last thing on my mind.”

“Kaz, shut up. Bickering and insultswon’'t help.” Veldan sounded distracted.
“Elion, isthere any way you can get through? Do you want us to come back
and help?’

“Over my dead body,” the firedrake growled.

Elion ignored him. “Y ou have Aethon safe?’

“Yes, we' ve got him. Though at the moment he' s trapped within the
Hierarch’s mind, and the wretched man just won't cooperate.”

“You'd think he'd be more grateful, considering that you saved hislife.”

“Wouldn't you, though? Still, there'll be time enough to deal with that
problem when we get out of Callisioraand into a place of safety.”

“That’ s the most important thing,” Elion agreed. “Y ou carry on, Veldan, and
concentrate on getting Aethon back to Gendival. I'll worry about the tree.”

As he spoke, he took one of the small, egg-shaped glims from his pocket and
twisted it between his hands. An eerie, greenish glow began to emanate from
the artifact, and by itslight he examined the fallen giant. “It’s all right,
Veldan.” He spoke with relief. “The situation hereisn’'t as bad asit |ooks.
There' salmost a space at the side, where the tree has torn away from the
bank. | just have some roots to hack through, then I’ [l be on your tail before
you know it.”

“If only you had Shree there to help, it would take no time.”

“1 know, but there’ s no sign of her. What could have happened? What in the
world could harm a Wind-Sprite?’
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“1 can’t imagine—but I’m not looking forward to facing the Archimandrite
once he knowswe'velost her.”

“Thanksfor saying ‘we,” Veldan, but ultimately it's my responsibility. Shree
was my partner on this mission, not yours.”

Veldan paused. “Look here, Elion. Do you want me to tell him for you? |
hadn’t planned to contact Gendival until dawn, though. At the rate Kaz
travels, we should at least have reached the Curtain Walls by then. Cergorn
isn’t likely to be too happy about anything we have to tell him, but if we're
safe in our own lands with Aethon when he hears from us, that would be
some good news, at any rate.”

Surprised and grateful, Elion could only stammer his thanks.

“And inreturn,” Veldan went on, “you’ll back me up over Toulac, won't
you?”’

“You might as well ask me to put my head between a bear’ s jaws, and have
donewith it,” Elion complained. “All right. It'sthe least | can do. Under the
circumstances, | think we' re better off sticking together—though | don’t
know what the fuss is about. What’ s one old woman more or less? Still, you
know her better than | do. If you think she’ [l make a Loremaster, I’ [l back
you up, and reserve my own judgment until I meet her.”

“What happened to the Godswords?’ Veldan changed the subject. “Since
you have the chance to talk to me like this, | presume they’re gone. Are we
safe from pursuit now?”’

“Yes, you don’'t have to worry anymore. Kaz' s little stunt certainly solved
that problem for us.” He went on to tell her about Blade'sfall, and how,
without their leader to drive them, the Godswords had lost no timein
returning to Tiarond.

There was along moment of silence before Veldan spoke. “ So that’ s the end
of Blade. You know, | can’t help but feel there’ s something amiss
somewhere. His death was just too quick and ssimple. There was such a sense
of power about the man. Somehow | thought he’ d be alot more difficult to
kill.”

“Well, dropping somebody over a precipice will usually do the job,” Elion
replied with forced cheerfulness. He pulled out his sword and began to hack
his way through the tangle of roots, deploring the damage he was doing to
the weapon in the process. Well, there was no other option. He would just
have to get the smith to put an edge back on the blade when he reached
Gendival. And on the subject of blades, he was glad that he had not told
Veldan that the Godsword Commander had survived the fall, and that he had
cried out for help. There was no sense in worrying her for nothing, and
besides, Blade was as good as dead. It was only a matter of time.

It wasn’t Scall’ sidea of fun to pick hisway, for the second time in as many
days, along a muddy trail on a cold, damp, winter’ s night. The going was
dlick and treacherous underfoot, and Tormon, leading the group, had been
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hard-pressed to find his way across the plateau in the dark, with the dim
glow of the smoldering bonfires as his only guide.

At least Scall was not alone, as he had been when Smithmaster Agella, to
whom he had been apprenticed, had sent him up the trail to Mistress
Toulac’ s house, in hopes of securing him a better future. Whereis Agella
now? Scall wondered, remembering the massacre in Tiarond and the
dreadful screaming borne on the wind from the Sacred Precincts. Had the
Smithmaster survived? What of his parents and his sister? If Felyss il
lived, she was awidow. He had glimpsed Ivar’ s body in Lady Seriema’s
room, and in shock, had almost given the game away. Luckily, the attack of
the skyborne demon and the subsequent escape with Tormon and the others
had given him time to work things out. Clearly, the slaughterman had
attacked and almost killed the Lady Seriema, but why?

Scall had no idea, but he was sure of one thing. With the future so uncertain,
his survival depended on the folk who rode with him that night. Besides, he
owed Tormon debts of gratitude and of guilt, and he respected and pitied the
newly widowed trader. He had never liked his sister’ s husband, having been
on the receiving end of the slaughterman’s temper more times than enough,
when he had lived beneath hisroof. Ivar was no great loss to the world as far
as Scall was concerned, and he wasn't about to alienate these new
companions by claiming kinship with one who had nearly murdered the
Lady Seriema.

In the darkness, the travelers almost missed the guardhouse at the top of the
cliff road. A single lantern, veiled by mist and rain, was al that marked the
location of the building. Scall waited for the door to open, spilling light
across the carved wooden rails of the porch. At any moment he expected a
voice to cry, “Who goes there?’ Nothing happened, however. The
guardhouse remained shuttered and silent; dark apart from the dim lamp that
swung above the door. Beckoning Scall to him, Tormon handed over his
slegping child, who had succumbed to exhaustion long before. Annas stirred
and whimpered in the boy’ s uncertain grasp, but did not wake. The trader
dismounted and climbed the porch steps, and Scall heard arattle as he tried
the lock.

“Curseit.” After amoment Tormon came back down the steps. “It’ s locked.
The guards aren’t here, though, and that’ s the main thing. Clearly they went
to the ceremony and never came back.”

“That's all very well, but what shall we do now?’ Lady Seriema demanded.
“We can't stay out here all night in therain.”

“Wewon't have to.” Tormon took back his child from Scall, then turned to
lead his horse along the front of the building. “ There' s a stable tucked away,
around the side. They won't have bothered to lock that, | hope.”

It was very dark around the corner of the guardhouse. Scall groped his way
along, leading his chestnut mare and the tired little donkey. He kept bumping
into the othersin the darkness and was nearly knocked sprawling by the
Lady Seriema’s gelding. Blessedly, there came the rattle and scrape of a
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latch, and the creak of hinges. A moment later a square of yellow light,
partially obscured by the backside of Tormon’s horse, sprang up in the
darkness. Scall’ slittle chestnut, smelling the hay and grain inside the
building, jostled forward eagerly for her share.

The stable was roomy and dry, with space for adozen horsesin stalls on
either side of along passage. At the far end, a door led to atack room with
pegs for saddles and harness, and bins of fodder along the wall. Though the
place was not what Scall, in better days, would have called warm, it was
luxury compared to the chill, wet night outside—and there was even better
news to come. Beyond the fireplace was another door which, though locked,
yielded when the trader put his shoulder to it. Beyond was the barracks for
the resident guards, with bunk beds, another fireplace, and cupboards that
held atreasure trove of items for the needy traveler: spare clothing, weapons,
and, above all, food.

Tormon settled Annas into one of the bunks and tucked the blankets around
her while Scall lit the fire—atask at which, having served his apprenticeship
in a blacksmith’ s forge, he was very proficient. The trader hesitated by his
daughter’ s bed, plainly reluctant to leave her alone while he tended to the
horses.

“I"ll watch her, if you like,” said the young fair-haired girl who had come
with Presvel. Seeing his doubtful look, she added, “It’ s all right—I don’t
know anything about horses, so | won't be much use to you there, but I'm
used to children. | had little brothers and sisters of my own before the black
lung took them. Besides, | want to do my share. | don’t believein being a
burden on people.” She spoke the last words defiantly, with such a cold,
closed expression on her face that Scall stared at her in surprise.

Tormon simply nodded. “Very well—and my thanks to you. What are we to
call you?’

“My nameis Rochalla.”

“Well, I'm Tormon, and thisis Scall. And now that we all know one another,
let’ s get ourselves settled down for the night. While we' re seeing to the
horses, do you think you could get us something to eat, Rochalla?’

“Of course.” For thefirst timethe girl smiled, and Scall suddenly realized
how pretty she was beneath the dirt that splattered her face. He wished he
could think of an excuse to stay in the barracks and help her, but
unfortunately, there was work to be done, and he knew better than to shirk
his duties. Already learning Tormon’s ways, he settled his mare and the
donkey into adjacent stalls, and set about making them comfortable for the
night.

“Look at this!” The trader was visible through the tack room doorway,
lifting the lids of the bins and peering inside. “ Thanks be to Myrial, the
Godswords actually have grain for their horses.”

“Blade’ s horses are more fortunate than the people of the city. Their only
option isto starve.” The blond girl had appeared in the doorway of the
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barracks beyond the tack room, a scowl! on her face. “ Still, who caresiif little
children die of cold and hunger and disease, so long as the horses are all
right?’” With that she was gone. Presvel took a hesitant step, asif to follow
her. Then, with a helpless shrug, he went back to tending his horse, but Scall
noticed that his eyes never strayed far from the doorway through which
Rochalla had vanished.

Seriemawas staring at her assistant, and her cold, angry countenance made
Scall shudder. With her attention fixed on Presvel, she made no effort to care
for her horse, and the gelding nosed around its empty manger and began to
fidget and stamp. Tormon, returning from the tack room with fodder for his
stallion, frowned. “We care for our own horses while we travel, my Lady,”
he said quietly. “ Avrio has carried you al this way through the rain and

mud. The least you can do to repay him is see to his food and comfort now.”

Seriematurned on him, eyes blazing. “Damn your horse. At least the beast is
only tired and hungry. That’s just the start of my problems. | lost everything
today. My home, my livelihood, my place in the world—everything.”

Tormon’s expression grew hard. “Every one of us here haslost both loved
ones and our placein theworld,” hetold her harshly. “I lost my home and
livelihood as you did. | also lost my lifemate, the woman | loved more than
lifeitself. Do you see me standing around whining? Is anyone elsein this
party shirking their responsibilities?’

Seriemaflushed an ugly shade of red, and Presvel stepped in to defend her.
“That’s not really fair, Tormon. Remember what she went through today.
Don’'t trouble yourself, my Lady. I’ll take care of the horse.”

“You'll do nothing of the kind. Y our own animal isin need of attention,” the
trader said firmly. His expression softened alittle. “I know the Lady had a
tough time today, Presvel. But that’s why she needs useful occupation, to
keep herself from brooding.” He turned back to Seriema. “It’s for your own
good—and I’ m speaking from experience, believe me.”

Judging by Seriema s truculent expression, she hadn’t listened to aword he
had said. “It’s your horse—you take care of it if you're so concerned. I'm
cold and I'm tired, and | ache all over. I’'m going to sit by the fire.”

Tormon’'s mouth tightened. “ Suit yourself, my Lady, but | hope you' re good
at walking. Because if you don’'t take care of that horse tonight, you won’t
be riding it tomorrow.”

For along moment the two of them locked eyes.

Watching the battle of wills, Scall held his breath. At last Seriematore her
gaze away and stalked off to the tack room, her movements jerky with anger.

Great Myrial! the boy thought. She's still defying him. He wondered what
would happen to her on the morrow. Though he had not known Tormon
long, he knew already that the trader was a man of hisword.

Suddenly Seriema reappeared in the tack room doorway with a bucket in her
hand. Without meeting anyone’s eyes, she stalked past her companions as
though they did not exist, went into the gelding’ s box, and began to tip feed
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into his manger.

Scall stared at her, eyes popping—then jumped as Tormon’s hand came
down on his shoulder. “Son,” the trader said softly, “mind your own
business. Have you no work of your own to do?’ Then the hand was gone.
Hastily, Scall turned back to his little mare and began to groom her as
though his life depended on it.

Seriema stared at the Sefrian gelding and bit her lip. A surreptitious glance
around the stable showed her that everyone else was hard at work, though
they displayed varying degrees of competence, and Presvel, at least, was
tackling the job with distaste written all over hisface.

Though her pride would not let her admit it, Seriema was feeling very sorry
for hersalf.

Am | the only one who has never done this before? Isit only me who doesn’t
have a clue? What do they expect of me? My father had very strong ideas
about our station in the world, and | wasn’t brought up to do this sort of
menial work. The groom brought my horses to the door, all ready to ride,
then took them away again when | was finished. | don’t know where to start
with all this brushing and feeding.

Across the passageway, Tormon’s scruffy young lad was working away on
the pretty little chestnut mare. Seriema sneaked a sidelong glance at him and
gritted her teeth.

Am | going to be bested by a scruffy urchin from who knows where? If he
candoit,socanl.

Clumsily, she began to copy Scall’s actions, her aching body protesting
every movement, but after a while she wished she had been the one riding
the little chestnut. There seemed to be an awful lot of this big black horse to
groom.

“You've never done this before, have you?’ Tormon had appeared beside
her.

Still angry with him, Seriematurned her face away. The trader, who had
aready finished his own beast, began to complete her inefficient work with
swift, sure hands. “| realize thisisn’t easy for you, my Lady, but you have to
understand that these wet and weary animals are our only way out of here.”

Seriema continued to ignore him, but he went on speaking softly,
nonetheless. “In these endless days of cold and damp, it’s hard to keep
horses fit and healthy, especially when there' s so little fodder around for
them. It’ s vital that we take good care of them, because they are our only
lifeline. If we lose them, we won't find replacements easily.”

Somehow, without her realizing, he had taken over Seriema’ s task
completely, letting her lean back against the partition and rest, while she
watched and learned from an expert. Because her pride would never alow
her to do anything badly, she observed him closely, vowing that next time,
she would do better. An essential fairnessin her acknowledged that Tormon
was right about the horses being alifeline, and she shivered, suddenly
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feeling very lost. It was only just beginning to come home to her that she
was now a homeless wanderer in the wilderness, and though the notion
seemed too terrifying to bear, her common sense and the ruthless practicality
that she had cultivated over her years as merchant told her she would have to
get used to the idea pretty damn quickly. It began to dawn on her that staying
alivein this hostile new world would be alot more complicated than just
taking good care of the horses, and if she wanted to survive, she would have
to learn awhole new set of skills.

While she had been coming to terms with these harsh realities, Tormon had
finished rubbing down the horse. As he left the beast with afinal pat he
turned to face Seriema, continuing where he had left off as though his
thoughts had been bridging the long silent pause between them. “Besides,”
he said bitterly, “these Sefrians belonged to Kanella, my lifemate, and she
loved them like children.” The open anguish on his face twisted in Seriema’s
heart like a knife. He took a deep breath as if to speak again, then shook his
head and stumbled out of the stall, his head bowed down as though the
burden of his grief were a crushing weight across his shoulders.

Farther up the mountain, it was deep into the night before a hand—filthy,
broken-nailed, and bloody—came groping up over the edge of the cliff. With
alast gargantuan effort, Blade pulled himself over the brink of the precipice.
Lacking the strength even to get to his hands and knees, he rolled away from
the perilous drop and lay under a bush, trying to gasp enough air into his
burning lungs while his aching muscles cramped and spasmed, and his body
shook with fatigue.

No one else could have done it. Only Blade' s relentless, driving will had
brought him safely to the top. For hours he had inched his way up the
unyielding cliff face, unable to rest, not daring, even for an instant, to relax
his grip, his concentration, or the agonizing tension of his muscles. The toes
of hisboots were worn right through from scraping the rock in search of the
tiniest foothold to help support his weight while one hand groped
desperately for another crack in the weathered stone. His fingertips and nails
were torn and bleeding from being jammed into a thousand tiny crevices,
and the palms of his hands were blistered and raw.

Even in his exhausted state, Blade burned with the white-hot fury that had
driven him for every step of hisclimb. As he had clung to the perilous rock
face, he had used his anger as a spur to drive himself onward. His prey had
escaped him. His plan to rid himself of Zavahl had perished. His men had
defied his orders, had betrayed him, had deliberately left him to die. Now
that the former Commander was safe on level ground, however, he knew he
must be calm and calculating, must put hisrage aside, lest it cloud his
thinking. It took very little reflection to tell him that his alternatives were
down to three: one of which, smply leaving this benighted land altogether
and starting again elsewhere, he did not count as an option at all. That aside,
he could either return to Tiarond and try to wrest back the reins of
power—and there seemed little point in that with his men in a state of open
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mutiny and the entire surviving population penned like sheep within the
Temple—or he could follow the trail of the girl and the firedrake and return
to Gendival.

A shiver went through Blade at the very thought: athrill compounded of
pain, excitement, and dread at the thought of seeing again the Valley of the
Two Lakes, which had once given alonely wanderer ahome. Gendival, a
place of beauty and danger, with its memories of ambition and failure, love
and loss, had always maintained a special hold on his heart.

Blade smiled grimly.

After all these yearsthe exile will return. And if Cergorn gets his hands on
me, I’ ve no doubt he'll be only too glad to welcome me with the execution he
was forced to postpone for so long.

Thiswas not the return that he had imagined. He had planned to enter
Gendival at the head of an army and to strike with the swift, deadly precision
of a serpent, for no matter how many soldiers were at his back, the key to
conquering the Shadowleague was speed and surprise. Once Cergorn and the
most powerful of his supporters were out of the way, the rest would be
easy—at least, that had been his original strategy. Now, all alone and with
his power base gone, he would have to come up with a new scheme, and to
have any hope at all of succeeding, it had better be a damn good one.

Had Blade been alesser man, he would have huddled beneath his bush on
that stark mountainside and wept for the ruination of so many years hard
work. Instead, he turned his mind to hisimmediate goal: survival. The night
was bitterly cold, with the rain turning back to sleet, and he was soaked
through and chilled to the bone after hislong climb. Also, he was exhausted,
on foot, and far from help. If he did not find shelter soon, there’ d be little
point in making any plans for the future.

Luckily, the sswmill was within walking distance, and he had no doubt that
the handful of troops he had left on watch there would have slunk back to
Tiarond by now with the rest of their treacherous brethren. It was unlikely
that they would have left any food behind, but he could have afire at least,
and rest in comfort. All he had to do was reach the place.

Slowly, after several attempts, Blade managed to pull himself to his feet. At
least | still have my sword, he thought, as the scabbard tangled itself between
unsteady legs, ailmost pitching him back onto hisface. Only afew steps
away a humped shadow, a blacker clot of darknessin the night, lay on the
ground, unmoving. It was the body of his horse. There had been no hope for
it—he had heard the snap of its leg breaking even as it went down with
him—and clearly one of his men had put the animal out of its misery before
they left.

At least they showed the poor beast some mercy, even if they had none for
me.

The former Commander knelt beside the horse's body and fleetingly stroked
its cold neck in farewell. Though he bore little love for hisfellow humans,
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his fondness for horses was a weakness he had always been careful to
conceal from his Godsword soldiers and the world at large, for since
Cergorn’svictory and Aveole'sloss, it had suited his purposesto cultivate
the reputation of a cold, stone-hearted monster who inspired fear and awein
the hearts of those he met.

This horse had formerly, in the secrecy of its master’s heart, been called
Windsong. Now the strong, fleet, spirited creature was nothing more than a
lump of dog meat, and Blade, after one last, regretful farewell, put it out of
his mind and turned his thoughts to the future. The Godsword horses never
went forth from the Precincts, even on routine patrol, without their
saddlebags containing fire-making equipment, a spare knife, a covering of
flexible oiled hide, and emergency rations. Having looted his mount’s corpse
of these essentia items, he cut himself arough staff from the very tree that
had almost ended his life when it fell and, leaning on its somewhat flimsy
support like an old, old man, staggered away down the trail.

CHAPTER 3

Sanctuary

Theinterior of the Basilicaresembled a battlefield in the aftermath of a
fierce affray. Well, Smithmaster Agellathought, that’s not so far fromthe
truth—and a poor showing we made in the fight for our city. Throughout the
immense building, the dispossessed Tiarondians who had been fortunate
enough to survive the attack of their winged assailants were encamped on
every spare inch of floor. The elderly and the injured sat or lay wherever
they could find a space, the lucky ones tended and guarded by friends or
family, the other desperate souls in continual danger of dying from shock,
neglected wounds, or simply being trampled to death by their heedless
fellows. Already some people were quarreling viciously over afew inches of
precious space, and frantic folk pushed between the crowded bodies,
searching for loved ones who had been lost in the stampede for safety.

The noise was deafening. The moans of the wounded and the wails of the
bereaved echoed beneath the vaulted roof. Many of the Tiarondians were
screaming and sobbing in shock and fear, while others cursed aloud. Small
children howled, uncomforted, in the arms of stricken parents. From every
side, people shouted the names of the lost, hoping against hope that those
they sought had survived the bloody onslaught.
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Asfar as Agella knew, the only surviving member of her family was Felyss,
the daughter of her sister, though hopefully the girl’ s brother, the
Smithmaster’ s former apprentice, was also still alive.

Thank Myrial | sent him up the mountain before this disaster happened. If
only he reached safety with Toulac, he'll be all right. My old friend will take
good care of the boy. There's no one better in a crisis. I’ ve got to
concentrate on Felyss now. I’'m all she hasleft, poor soul.

Agella shuddered as an image flashed into her mind: the girl’ s parents, torn
to pieces by the winged fiends that had laid waste to the city. And if it hadn’t
been for Galveron, she and Felyss would be lying out there among the
carrion, too. They owed him their lives.

Agella s opinion of the young Lieutenant, always high, had soared to a new
level today. Throughout the attack he had kept his head, staying outside until
the very last minute, fighting afierce and fearless rearguard action to save as
many of the Tiarondians as possible. They had been the last to make it, she
and Felyss, falling through the Temple doors with Galveron on their heels,
protecting them to the bitter end. Once they were safe inside, the Lieutenant
had actually kept the new Hierarch waiting while he took a moment to find
them a quiet corner in alittle alcove that had remained unclaimed because of
its proximity to the Temple doors. Though they weren't far enough away
from the entrance for Agella s peace of mind, the building was so packed
with people that it was impossible to get any farther inside, and at least here
they could keep out from under the feet of the milling throng.

Galveron had brushed off Agella’ s thanks with his usual diffidence, his eyes
going to Felyss, who leaned weakly against the wall with her eyes closed,
gasping for breath. She was pale as a corpse, and her hair, burnished copper
like that of her aunt, was spattered with blood from the fight at the Temple
doors, as were her face and clothing. Suddenly he frowned. “Isn’t thisthe
girl who—"

Agellaremembered then that he had been the one who' d intervened when
Felyss had been set upon and raped outside her own home by a gang of the
Lady Seriema’s bullies. She held up a hand to forestall him from saying any
more, but tempered the gesture with asmile. “Yes, thisis Felyss. | hope you
won't have to make a habit of coming to her rescue.”

“Sodol.” He addressed Felyss directly, though she seemed to be taking
little notice of what was going on around her. “Right now, things must seem
bad beyond imagining, but if you' re anything like your aunt Agella, it’ll take
alot to daunt you. Just hold on tightly to your courage and dignity and hope,
and you' Il get through somehow. We all will.”

To Agella s astonishment, the girl opened her eyes, and anger flashed from
them as she glared at the Lieutenant. “Courage, dignity, and hope!” she spat.
“And where am | supposed to find them? They were torn away from me by
Seriema’ s men. Let’s all be brave and stick together and everything will be
all right? Do you realize what you' re saying? Didn’t you see those things
out there, and the corpses and the blood? Everything will be all right,
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indeed! Get away from me, and take your stupid fairy stories with you!”
“Felyss!” Agella protested.

Galveron smiled. “See? You' ve already got your fighting spirit back, and
that’ s the hardest step of al. The dignity and hope, and al the rest, will
follow.” Heinclined his head to Agella. “I must go now. The Hierarch will
be needing me. There'salot to organize.”

“Weéll, if | can be of any help, just let me know.” Agellatook hisarm,
looking at him with a slight frown. “Y ou should really get those bites and
scratches seen to first, though. Some of them look nasty.”

“All in good time. You and Felyss take care of one another.” With that, he
was gone.

Gilarrawas overwhelmed. Now that she had become their leader, it was up
to her to act, but what could she possibly do to alleviate such suffering and
terror? She herself was still reeling from the events of this dreadful night,
and she wanted nothing more than to clamp her hands over her ears and run
to the sanctuary of the Hierarch’s quarters, far above the pandemonium in
the Temple. She longed for the comfort of her own little family: her lifemate
Bevron, and Aukil, their little son, who were aready installed upstairsin
safety. Fortunately, they had been spared the carnage in the courtyard. She
had refused to allow them to witness her conducting Zavahl’s Sacrifice, and
had shamelessly invoked her new authority to excuse them from the
ceremony, sending them to the Hierarch’s chambers to keep them out of the
way and out of sight.

Maybe that’ s why the Great Sacrifice was such a disaster, prompted an
insidious voice at the back of her mind. Your very first ceremony—and you
cheated Myrial by giving special favor to your family. What if thisentire
tragedy is your fault? A chill went through her. For the first time, she truly
began to appreciate the burdens of responsibility and conscience that had
haunted her predecessor, and driven him so hard. Had Zavahl been right al
aong? Maybe it was better if the Hierarch remained alone, isolated from the
loves and family ties that might conflict with his duty to his God. Gilarra
clenched her fists.

No! It can’'t betrue! | can have both my family and Myrial—I can balance
my responsibilities. | must.

Suddenly, the longing for her loved ones overwhelmed the new Hierarch.

Maybe | could go up to Bevron. Just for a little while. Surely I’ll be able to
cope much better when I’ m rested.

Myrial only knew, she needed the respite—and surely folk would have more
confidence in her if she looked like aHierarch at least (even though she
didn’t feel like the leader of a nation as yet, and wondered if she ever
would). Her rich robes of office were ripped and tattered, and plastered with
muck and gore. Her face was stiff and sticky with dried blood from the
injury she had sustained in the courtyard, when the platform had collapsed
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beneath her and she' d been hit by a piece of flying debris. The cut across her
forehead was stinging furiously, and her head throbbed from the blow.
Gilarra dlipped through the shadowed doorway that led to her quarters, and
hurried toward the stairs.

I’ll just slip upstairs for a few minutes, and sort myself out. After all, it’s not
asif I’'mrunning away. I'll beright back. In just a little while...

“Lady, don't.” Galveron was standing at the bottom of the stairs.

Gilarrafelt herself coloring. “I was only going to change. How can | talk to
them looking like this?’

“If you don’t mind me saying so, Lady Hierarch, that’ s exactly how you
should look,” the young Godsword officer replied. “I know these people.
Right now, it would be a big mistake on your part to come before them all
neat and spotless, and clad in rich, warm robes. When they see you now, hurt
and filthy and disheveled, they’ll know that you’ re one of them. They will
understand that you share their suffering, but you’ re still willing to pull
yourself together somehow and keep fighting with all the courage you
possess. It simportant to them, Lady. They’ Il respect you all the morefor it,
| promise.”

“But what can | say that could possibly help folk in such straits?’

“It’'ll cometo you, I'm sure. You have agreat deal of compassion in you,
Lady Hierarch, and that is what they need right now. Y our heart will tell you
what to say, and how best to reassure them. Once they know they still have
leaders to take responsibility for their well-being, they’ Il be much happier.”
He pulled arueful face. “That’ Il give us alittle time to work on the
mountains of problems that face us.”

Gilarralooked at his bloodstained clothing, the shadows of tiredness beneath
his eyes, the bites and scratches on his face and arms. She was impressed by
the speed with which this young man had pulled himself back from the brink
of catastrophe and was already taking thought for the future. Furthermore,
she knew that he was right about her own responsibilities. She reminded
herself that many others had not been so privileged or so lucky as she had
been, to have her family alive and safe. If she did not act soon, the distress
within the Temple would turn to panic, and then, inevitably, to violence. The
new Hierarch sighed. “You'reright,” shetold Galveron. “I'll go at once.”

As she mounted the steep corkscrew of oaken steps that led up to the high
pulpit, Gilarra was shaking so hard that she was forced to hold tightly to the
curving rail to keep her knees from giving way. When she reached the top
and looked out over the crowd, her courage faltered. As soon as she began to
speak, those hundreds of eyes would turn toward her, for the Temple had
been designed with great cunning in ages past, so that even the lowest
whisper uttered on the pulpit could be heard quite clearly throughout the
massive chamber.

What can | say? Where can | find the right words? Oh Myrial, how can |
help them?
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“Your heart will tell you,” Galveron had said. It was all right for him,
standing safe down there on the ground, waiting for her to begin. As she
looked down at him, he caught her eye and made an encouraging gesture.
Unableto put it off any longer, Gilarratook a deep breath and began to
speak whatever came into her mind, just hoping that the right words would
come to her in thistime of need.

“My people. My own, dear friends. Listen to me! You are safe now.” She
paused deliberately, to let that truth sink in. “Y ou are safe.” By thistime,

silence had fallen in the cathedral. A host of faces were turned up toward

their new Hierarch, like flowers seeking the sun.

“l promise you that here in the House of Myrial, His children will be
succored and sheltered while we find the answers to this calamity that has
beset us.” As she looked down on them, Gilarrafound her eyes blurring with
tears. Though there would be more than enough to feed and shelter, there
were so few of her people down there. Fewer than two thousand were al that
remained of agreat and thriving city. There was a catch in her voice as she
continued.

“Right now, you are angry, grieving, shocked, and deeply afraid. Most of
you are missing loved ones and friends. | know it’s natural to want to search
for them among the survivors, but for now, | implore you to stay where you
are. Our first thought must be for the hurt and wounded. | want all healers,
apothecaries, midwives, and herbalists—anyone with any experience of
healing whatsoever—to report to the Silver Chapel off the east aisle of the
cathedral. As soon as they have been organized, these healers will pass
among the crowd to identify and treat those who need their care. The
seriously injured will be taken to the guardroom at the rear of the Temple,
where there is afireplace and a supply of water.”

Gilarratook a deep breath and leaned down toward the refugees. “ Due to our
foresight and planning in the Sacred Precincts, emergency food supplies are
available, and rations will be distributed shortly, as soon as we have some
kind of system in place. Also, Priests and Priestesses from the Scriptorium
will be sent to take down the names of every one of you. That way, friends
and families can be reunited without this endless, hopel ess searching through
the crowds.”

She could feel the change in atmosphere now. The panic-stricken air of
confusion, anger, and fear was fading, and they looked to her with trust and
dawning hope.

Dear Myrial, so many desperate people are depending on me. Please don't
let me fail them.

“Asyou can see’—she found her voice again—*“there is much to organize:
healing, food, bedding, drinking water—not to mention sanitation. This can’t
all happen at once, so | beg you to be patient and forbearing.” Her eyes
swept the crowd. “1’m going to need a number of volunteersto assist mein
arranging these matters. | know that those of you who are lucky enough to
be with your families won’t want to leave them, but if anyone else would
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liketo help, or if anyone has any special skills they think would be useful in
this emergency, please report to Commander Galveron.”

Gilarra stretched forth her hands and made the ritual gestures of Myria’s
blessing over the crowd. “1 won't detain you in formal prayers now, my
children, because we must tend to our wounded as soon as possible, but my
love goes out to you all, and | will pray unceasingly for our safe delivery.
May the next few hours bring us comfort and hope renewed.” With that she
turned and left the pulpit.

For a moment, the silence stretched out, then from the crowd, alone voice
called out. “Long live our Lady Hierarch!” Cheers and cries of approval
broke out among the rest of the assembled refugees, and Gilarra could hear
relief in their voices.

Galveron was right. They just wanted someone to take charge. But Myrial
help me if | should fail them as Zavahl did. They'll tear me apart.

Now that she no longer needed to show a brave, confident face to her people,
the new Hierarch felt weak and giddy with relief. She found her legs starting
to tremble beneath her, and stumbled, slithering down the last of the steep
pulpit steps. The strong arms of Galveron caught her at the bottom. He
looked down at her, frowning.

“ Commander Galveron?’ he hissed. “Why, in the name of all that’s holy,
didn’t you warn me that you were about to heap such honors and
responsibilities on my head?’

Gilarrapulled away, and stood astall and straight as her scant inches would
alow. “Had | thought of it before | got up to speak, | would have warned
you, but the idea only came to me when | was up there on the pulpit.” She
noticed that beneath the crust of mud and dried blood on his face, Galveron
looked very white, and she realized how terrified he must be feeling. Her
own responsibilities were new enough to let her feel nothing but sympathy
for the stunned young man. Nevertheless, though she pitied him, she was not
about to relent in the matter of his sudden promotion. She needed him too
much for that.

The Hierarch turned back to her new Godsword Commander. “Galveron, |
know what an enormous burden I’ m placing on your shoulders. Am | not in
the same position? We will both have to learn to function in anew role, and
we' |l have precious little room for making mistakes—"

“Asyou just did?’ The edge of anger had gone from Galveron’s voice.
“What? | did not!” She bit her lip. “I didn’t—did | ?”’

“1 always understood that the gender of Myrial was supposed to change if
the sex of the Hierarch did.”

Gilarra's mouth fell open and she felt her face start to burn. “Oh, blast it! In
all the panic | completely forgot about that.”

“Never mind,” Galveron reassured her. “ Such details will be the last thing on
anyone' s mind at present. No one will care.”
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“Just so long as Myrial doesn’'t,” Gilarrasaid dryly. “But this only goes to
show how much | need your help. Who else would have sufficient wits about
them to think of such adetail at thistime.” She laid ahand on hisarm. “|
know thisis hard on you, Galveron, but | have no choice. Blade is no longer
here, and even if he should return, | don’t trust him. He works toward his
own ends, and | need someone | can rely on to work toward mine. Between
the two of us, I’'m relieved that he chose to |leave when he did, and if he does
return, he'll find himself under arrest for treason and deserting his post in an
emergency. Do you understand me?’

The new Commander’s eyes widened, and a slow grin broke across his face.
“By Myrial! You're not daft, my Lady Hierarch, are you?’

Gilarra grimaced. “ Sometimes I’ m not so sure. | think anyone would have to
be daft, as you put it, to attempt to lead in such adesperate crisis. I'm
beginning to understand Zavahl alittle better now, when it’stoo late. | can’'t
shake the feeling that I’ m just hanging on by my fingernails, and whatever |
do, it will never be enough. But the mantle of Hierarch has fallen on my
shoulders now, so I'll just have to do the best | can.”

“You'll do agood job. You'll cope much better than Zavahl would have
done. Over thelast year or so, we could all see him falling apart.”

Gilarra shook her head. “Myrial help Zavahl, he was such a driven man. |
wonder what has become of him.” She shuddered, drawing her mantle more
closely round her shoulders. “Galveron, what could it have been—the
dragon-creature that snatched him away? The same beast that the traders
found on the mountain?’

“1 don’t know what else it could have been, unless suddenly there are a
whole host of Dragons infesting Callisiorain much the same way as those
winged horrors have done.” Galveron looked grave. “I’ll tell you one thing,
though, my Lady. | would rather have a crack at apprehending the Dragon
than arresting Lord Blade, should he return.”

“If hetriesto return to the city now, our winged attackers are likely to take
that worry from your shoulders. Besides, we have more pressing matters to
deal with.” Gilarrarubbed a hand across her eyes, her head buzzing with
weariness. She felt daunted by all that remained for her to do.

Galveron nodded. “You'reright, and | suppose we' d better make a start.
There s so much to do, it’ s difficult to know where to begin. There’' s one
good thing though, my Lady. At least everyone is safe here, and under
shelter.”

Galveron was wrong. Outside the Sacred Precincts and beyond the tunnel, in
the washhouse of awool merchant’ s mansion near the Esplanade, something
stirred in the shadows. The girl who had taken cover there, cowering
terrified behind the copper as the dark shadows of the skyborne menace
flickered past the soap-smeared little window, began to move at last. Aliana
gasped as the circulation returned, scalding and tingling, to limbs that were
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numb from being confined for so long in such a narrow space. She rubbed
frantically, got to her feet too soon, and staggered like a drunk out of her
hiding place, colliding with the handle of the mangle in the darkness.

“Ow!” Alianabit back a curse and rubbed at the painful spot on her hip.
Another bruise to add to her colorful array. Oh well, it was all part of aday’s
work for athief— though on this particular day, and the night that was now
following it, her work had included an unexpected new set of opportunities
and dangers.

At the time, her plan had seemed infallible. The gang had only to wait until
everyone else went to the Temple for the Great Sacrifice, then the whole city
would be theirs, ripe and ready for the taking. No one would be around to
stop athief. Even the poxy Godswords would be expected to attend this
particular ceremony, right down to the last accursed man. What could
possibly go wrong?

The answer to that question had come swarming out of the clouded skies,
and had been more horrific than athief’ s darkest nightmares. Aliana,
frustrated in her original plan of robbing Tiarond’ s richest merchant by the
sound of some kind of commotion going on in Lady Seriema’s house, had
been sneaking along behind the mansions on the far side of the Esplanade,
deciding which to ransack first. A shadow had passed overhead, no more
than aflicker of movement at the edge of her vision, but enough to send her
diving for cover. Ever since then she had been hiding in the merchant’s
washhouse with the smell of soap tickling her nostrils as shelistened in
terror to the screams that resounded from the nearby Precincts. Every now
and then, through the smudged windowpane, she had glimpsed the winged
shapes that thronged the skies overhead, as the attackers fanned out across
the city.

Aliana sfirst, panic-stricken impulse had been to run: to flee for her very life
back to the safe refuge of the gang’s headquarters, but second thoughts had
brought her to her senses. To run while there was still light in the skies and
those dreadful creatures, whatever they were, circling like vultures overhead,
would be crazy, would turn her into prey. No, surely it would be better to
wait until darkness fell, then she could stay under cover, hiding in the
shadows and working her way back across the city house by house, until she
finally reached home.

I’ll be safe there, and so will the rest of the gang if they can make it back.
Those creatures will never find us in the Warrens. All we have to do is get
there.

Through the following hours she had tried to cling to those convictions while
she huddled, trembling, growing more afraid with every passing moment:

not only for herself, but for the other gang members, and in particular her
twin brother Alestan. Had he found shelter in time, as she had? Or had one
of those voices, screaming in agony, belonged to him? Was he lying
somewhere dead even now, his body savaged beyond all recognition? Would
she ever see him again?

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Furey,...eague_02]_-_Spirit_of the_Stone_(V1)_[html].html (33 of 297) [10/15/2004 12:59:34 PM]



SPIRIT OF THE STONE - SHADOWLEAGUE 2 - MAGGIE FUREY

Now that night had fallen, she could find out. She must leave her hiding
place and risk herself in the open at last.

Judging by the horrific screaming, now dwindled to an eerie silence, that had
come from the Precincts, the attackers were alethal adversary, but Aliana
had no doubts about her ability to move, unseen and undetected, through the
city. Was she not a Grey Ghost? And aleader at that? She was proud of the
gang that she and Alestan had created, pulling together the best of the city’s
thieves, persuading them—~by far the most difficult part of the entire
operation—to work together for the good of all, then forcing them to live up
to her own exacting standards.

The Ghosts must move unseen through the city, must leave no trace of their
presence, must never be noticed or caught. Any member who was captured
would be banished forever from the gang, and from the safe haven of the
Warrens, the labyrinth of cavernsin the spur of the mountain that formed the
eastern boundary of Tiarond. From time immemorial, these caves had been
the last refuge for the city’ s facel ess ones: the homeless, the hopeless, the
dispossessed, and the criminals. So-called decent folk avoided the place, and
even the Godswords preferred to behave as though the Warrens had never
existed. None of them would venture within. So far, not asingle one of the
Grey Ghosts had been taken—and Aliana, the founder, with her brother, of
the gang, had no intention of being first.

It was an odd road she had traveled to find herself here. She and Alestan had
been the offspring of a merchant, and had once dwelt here, in the upper part
of town. Aliana still had vague memories of her life at that time. Her mother
had died bearing the twins, and her father had lavished his love on his
children instead. Rich and well educated, they had seemed destined for a
successful, happy future, but when they were nine years old, hehad diedin a
burning warehouse down by the docks when a cargo of wool had caught fire.
Their uncle took over the business, ostensibly managing it until the children
grew up, but he lacked his brother’ s head for commerce. Within ayear he
had hung himself to escape his angry creditors, and the children had found
themselves in the streets, homeless, penniless, and lost. Being accepted into
the Warrens had saved their lives, and through a combination of confidence
and daring—the ¢ hallmark of the merchant classes—and the education
given them by their father, they had eventually risen to become the leaders
of agang of thieves that supported those members of the community of the
dispossessed such as the elderly and infirm, who could not feed themselves.

Asleader, Alianareminded herself, her responsibilities went further than
setting an example. Now that they had found the city, those creatures, with
their advantage of flight, would be very difficult to dislodge. Asfar as she
could see, they would be around for the foreseeable future, and she must
make plans accordingly. Though surely the Warrens would be safe, this
situation stood every chance of turning into asiege. The Ghosts would need
al the foodstuffs they could lay their hands on to sustain them through the
difficult times ahead, especially if it became too dangerous to venture
outside. Since she was here anyway, she might as well go into the house,
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where she could take advantage of whatever pickings there were to be had.
She would gather together all she could find on her way home and pray that
the other members of the gang would have the sense to do the same.

Moving stealthily, with one eye on the perilous skies, the thief crept out of
the washhouse. Keeping to the edges of the courtyard, tucked into the
shadows cast by those nice, high walls, she worked her way round to the
servants' door of the mansion. Though deploring the extra minutes it cost
her, she paused to pick the lock, manipulating the mechanism by touch while
her eyes searched above her head for danger. It would have been easier, and
quicker, to break the kitchen window, but she was a Grey Ghost, and she had
her standards. To the continuing bafflement and frustration of the
Godswords, the gang never damaged any property, never left any clues, and
always left a house as though no one had ever been there at all. Besides, the
sound of splintering glass or the sight of a broken pane might alert the
predators to her presence.

A shadow passed overhead, and she dropped, curling her limbs beneath her
to become just another patch of formless shadow by the kitchen door. Aliana
was an expert at hiding in plain sight. When the skies were clear again, she
went feverishly back to work, and shortly afterward the back door eased
open acrack, just enough to let her enter. She darted inside, closing the door
behind her quickly, and leaned against the cool, thick wood. Wiping a mist
of sweat from her forehead, she waited until her hammering heart had
slowed before bolting and barring the kitchen door. Once all was secure, she
turned back to the room and its contents, and began her night’swork in
earnest.

The kitchen was her first priority. She looted the larder of everything edible,
then turned her attention to the food and drink stored in the cool cellar,
taking a bottle of spirits (for medicinal use, she told herself), but leaving,
with deep regret, the contents of the merchant’ s extensive wine collection.
She noted, with aflash of anger, that the elite of Tiarond found it alot easier
to come by sufficient food than ordinary folk. Well, it was high time that
some of this largesse spilled over into the Warrens. Everything that she took
went into the backpack—carefully designed to lie flat beneath a cloak when
empty—that strapped across her shoulders and left her arms clear to climb or
fight.

From the kitchen she began to go through the house, systematically
searching every room for any small valuables that were light enough to
carry, for thiswas a perfect chance to make the Ghosts wealthy beyond their
dreams, if only the Godswords would make themsel ves useful for once and
restore order to the city.

The Godsword soldiers, |eft to keep watch in the old woman’ s house at the
sawmill, had deserted their posts, just as Blade had expected, leaving the
door swinging open to let in the cold wind and the rain. Though the building,
dark and abandoned, had an oddly forlorn look, it still seemed to hold out
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both welcome and hope to aweary wanderer in the night.

Reaching the mill had taken the last dregs of Blade' s strength; indeed, he
had completed the final part of the journey on willpower alone. He staggered
up the porch steps on legs that would barely support him and collapsed
across the threshold, barely able to believe that he was safe at last. After a
moment, he pulled himself al the way into the kitchen and kicked the door
shut behind him, shutting out the cold, dark killer of anight. He had reached
shelter not a moment too soon. His head buzzed with exhaustion. Every inch
of hisbody hurt from hisfall down the cliff, and that grueling, terrifying
climb back to safety. Icy slush had soaked through the holes in his boots, and
his feet and hands were numb with a chill that seemed to be eating into his
body, all the way through to his heart.

In the darkness of the kitchen, Blade spotted a faint, red glimmer in the
fireplace. Thefire his faithless troops had kindled was still aight! On hands
and knees he scrambled across the room, and feverishly began to stuff twigs,
wood chips, and bits of bark from Toulac’ s kindling box into the grate,
almost smothering the feeble glow of the embersin his haste. After an
eternity, the fragments smoldered and caught alight, the tiny flame
brightening the shadowy room. Blade' s world had shrunk to that tiny golden
flicker and the need to keep it alive. Patiently he built the fire, gaining
Immense satisfaction from the simple task—one that the exalted Godsword
Commander had not attempted for many years. Though his fingers were
clumsy at first, unresponsive as blocks of wood and shaking from the cold,
his touch became more sure as the fire began to grow. The extra heat brought
the blood back to his hands and face as he piled the logs high, and the fire
grew to a healthy blaze.

Blade could not remember when he had last slept. He had spent most of the
previous night chasing around the mountain in pursuit of that accursed
firedrake, then during the day that followed he had returned in triumph to the
city with the captive Hierarch, only to see Zavahl snatched from his grasp
and rescued from the very sacrificial pyre.

The attack of the winged demons, the panic in the crowd, the mad dash up
the mountain in pursuit of the fugitives—all of these memories seemed to
blur together as his eyes began to close. He managed to stay awake long
enough to pull off his boots and stand them on the hearth to dry. Rolling
himself in the hearthrug, he lay down in front of the fire, unable to stay
awake a moment longer.

As Blade sank into sleep, one last thought nagged at him. He had done
something else today: an act of great importance. But what? He was too tired
to concentrate, his brain wouldn’t focus. It was no good. He felt too drowsy.

Maybe when I’ ve rested, I' [l remember ...

Then, as his consciousness ebbed away, it came back to him. The Wind-
Sprite! He had trapped the Elemental, another agent of the Shadowleague,
within an object of rare power: an heirloom of the Mageborn race he had | eft
so long ago. The artifact, resembling a pouch, formed from some
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mysterious, silvery material, was aremnant of some former age, before the
Magefolk had lost their powers. Perhaps it might even have belonged to the
unknown race who had created this world. It had the capability to remove its
contents a step beyond physical reality, enclosing them in a pocket of
elsewhere that existed beyond the boundaries of existence asit was normally
perceived.

The device was unique and priceless, its Loremaster prisoner even more so,
now that Blade would be heading back to Gendival in pursuit of his quarry.
Among the Shadowleague he was still a condemned man, and if he must
contend once more with the Archimandrite Cergorn, it would be useful to
have a hostage. Unfortunately, both the pouch and its captive were exactly
where he had |eft them, in the Commander’ s chambers, back in the
Godsword Citadel—and there was nothing he could do about it. Nothing at
all.

The sound of Blade's own curses followed him down into his dreams.

CHAPTER 4

The Grey Ghost

Having gradually worked her way from the bottom to the top of the house,
the silent thief emerged from a doorway in the upper story and slipped down
the hall. She had thoroughly searched the very last bedroom of the wool
merchant’s mansion, and could put off the perilous journey through the dark
streets no longer. It was time to go.

The snick of the back door latch sounded unbelievably loud in the still night
air. Alianafroze in the doorway, then opened the door just a chink: enough
to check her surroundings and no more. Seeing nothing to alarm her, she slid
through the narrow opening, moving with care, sticking to the wall of the
house until she had gained the shelter of the alley dividing the high walls of
the mansion from those of the next. She threaded her way through the
narrow gap, glad of the swags of ivy that overhung the walls on either side.
As athief, she felt better with darkness and secure cover around her.

All too soon, the passage opened out into the wide spaces of the Esplanade.
Normally, the square was illuminated at night by many lanterns that hung
from walls and buildings all around, and Aliana would not have dreamed of
crossing that brightly lit expanse. Tonight, however, there was no one to
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kindle the lamps, and beneath clouded skies the open spaces were almost as
dark asthe alley had been. The only light came from the Precincts, where
many torches and lanterns had been kindled for the ceremony. Though their
light could not be seen directly beyond the high canyon walls, it shone up
out of the great stone bowl to be reflected from the low cloudsin afaint,
diffuse glow.

Alianahad a choice. Should she take the safe but slower route, working
around the edges of the Esplanade from one building to the next, hugging
walls and flitting between shadows like the ghost for which she was named?
Or should she take arisk, and make a quick dash across the open space? It
would save so much time, and tonight she wanted very badly to be home, to
find out whether her beloved brother had survived the onslaught, and to see
how the rest of her gang had fared.

She hesitated—a rare event indeed. Her brother Alestan was usually the
careful one, weighing up all possibilities and risks, while she preferred to act
on instinct. The thought of him, however, was enough to spur her to action.
Aliana summoned all her courage, hoisted the heavy backpack containing
her spoils higher on her shoulders, took a deep breath, and ran. She had gone
only afew steps when she sensed rather than saw the first shadow move
across the sky. Then the rooftops of the surrounding houses seemed to come
alive as countless winged shapes lifted out of the blackness into the faintly
glowing clouds.

“Shit!” Thethief swerved and doubled back as the first of her attackers
folded its wings and plunged toward her. She gained the mouth of the alley
with inches to spare: she could feel the wind of its wings even as she made
her dive for cover. As she had hoped, those wings, spread wide to break the
speed of its headlong descent, would not fit across the passageway, and the
creature was forced to pull up short with a hiss of rage.

Aliana sped along the narrow lane, protected by the constricted space and the
overhanging eaves of the houses on either side. She could hear the fiends
above her, caling to one another with hisses and harsh, guttural cries as they
hunted. She dreaded reaching the end of the alley, for then she must cross
the backyard before she reached the kitchen door, and in that open space she
would be at their mercy. When she had left the house, had she locked the
back door behind her? She couldn’t remember. If she couldn’t get inside, she
would be finished.

Breathing afrantic prayer, Aliana flung herself across the gap. A screech of
triumph came from above, and she glimpsed three dark shapes plummeting
toward her. Terror sent ice and fire aong her veins. Time seemed to slow to
acrawl. Nothing existed beyond herself and the menacing creatures
dropping with deadly speed to intersect with her. They were gaining on her.
She would never make it...

A shriek rent the air as two of her attackers, carelessin their haste, crashed
into one another and fell in atangle of limbs and leathery wings. The third,
aready low to the ground and swerving to miss the collision, flew right into
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aclothesline and was hurled to the ground by its own momentum. Those
extrafew seconds were all Aliananeeded. Her fingers closed around the
doorknob and, mercifully, the door opened at once. She flung herself inside,
slamming the bolts home for the second time that night, and dropping the bar
into its socket.

There was no time. As Alianalooked frantically around the room, she saw a
dark silhouette in front of the window and heard splintering glass. She didn’t
wait for them to enter. It was dark in the kitchen, but she remembered from
her previous explorations that the cellar door was open to her right. Within
an instant she was at the top of the cellar steps, bolting yet another door
behind her—for all the good it would do. As she picked her way down the
stone steps into that lightless hole, she heard bangs and crashing from above
her: the deadly winged horrors wrecking the kitchen as they searched for her.

How did they hunt? By hearing or sight or scent? Aliana wished she knew.
She didn’t darelight a candle in case the tiny thread of light around the
edges of the cellar door should give her away. She had already made one
deadly error. The predators had arrived at twilight and she had simply
assumed that they were daylight creatures. How could she have known that
they were denizens of the night?

That'stornit. I'll have to stay here until morning—if | survive that long.

Above her, she thought she could hear a snuffling and scratching at the cellar
door, and a shudder went through her. Her thoughts raced in mindless panic.

They' ve found me! What shall | do? Where can | hide?

WEell, if she had been discovered, there was no point in groping around in the
darkness any longer. With unsteady fingers she hunted for the candle stub
that she always kept in her pocket and wasted precious time in trying to
strike a spark. By the time she finally got the wick to catch alight, the
scratching at the wooden panels had turned to a series of heavy blows that
rattled the door in its frame.

Alianalooked wildly round the cellar by the flickering light of her small
flame. She remembered from her earlier search that coal and kindling were
kept in thisfirst room. Beyond, through the doorway at the far side, there
was the wine cellar and foodstore. Beyond that was nothing but a stairway
leading down another level to the family crypt, with its tombs hewn from the
rock of the mountain and sealed with great stone slabs. Too late, it dawned
on her that in taking refuge down here, she had effectively trapped herself in
adead end.

She ran toward the farther doorway, hot wax spilling over her hand with
every step. The hammering at the door grew louder. A quick glance over her
shoulder showed her the sturdy planks shuddering and bending beneath each
impact. All at once, the timbers shattered under one last gargantuan blow,
and the creatures were in the room with her.

She didn’t stop to count them, but fled into the foodstore. Even though flight
seemed hopeless, Alianawas driven by stark terror: the mindless, animal
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urge to flee from her hunters. She carried no sword—there was little need for
such aweapon in her line of work—but she had her long dagger at her belt
and small throwing knivesin arm sheaths. As she ran, she drew her dagger
with her free hand. All she could do now was prolong the final moments of
her life, but when they finally cornered her, at least she would go down
fighting.

There was no lock on this door. The thought of blocking it with crates and
casks flashed through her mind, and was discarded. There was no time. The
horrors were already coming through the doorway behind her, their avid
eyes glittering red in the candlelight, their lips curling back from jagged
fangs, and their talons extended at the end of long fingers, ready to grasp and
tear. The foremost leapt toward her, and there was the sound of ripping cloth
asits claws caught at her arm, ripping her sleeve and slashing across the
flesh beneath. She took awild swipe with her blade across the creature' s
face, and it fell back shrieking, its hands clasped over its eyes. The two
othersfell on it, their snarls echoing through the underground chamber and
mingling with the screams of the fallen one. The reek of blood and ordure
filled the air asthey tore out great lumps of its flesh, swallowing the gobbets
wholein their greed.

Aliana, ignoring the pain and the blood that dripped from her savaged arm,
backed away from them, terrified that any sudden movement might attract
their attention back to herself. Slowly, she edged toward the last set of steps,
which led down to the family vaults. Perhaps if she could hide down there,
these monstrosities would sate their hunger on their former comrade and
forget about their original prey. It was a dender hope, but it was al she had.

She reached the head of the staircase without being noticed and was creeping
carefully down when her foot slipped on the steep stone stairs and she fell,
dropping her candle and hitting each step with a bruising impact. The iron-
barred grille at the bottom burst open, catapulting her through, and she heard
ahowl of rage from upstairs as the creatures discovered that their prey had
escaped. Acting on instinct Aliana staggered to her feet and kicked the door
shut. As she did so adim half-light filtering down the passageway from the
tombs picked out the silvery shaft of a key in the lock. Even as the winged
horrors came hurtling down the stairs toward her, she reached between the
bars and turned the key, then snatched it out of the keyhole and retreated just
before they could reach her.

It soon became clear that the iron bars would be sturdy enough to defend her
from the predators, and Alianafelt sufficiently confident to retreat down the
passageway, out of their sight. She hoped that the corpse of their companion
would lure them back upstairs, and maybe if she stayed quiet and hidden,
they would forget about her, or get tired of waiting and leave in search of
easier prey. She hoped so. Otherwise, she was doomed to starve to death in
here. That, however, was the last of her concerns at the moment. Now that
there was no longer any need to flee, she was desperately weary, her body
one single knot of aches from her fall down the stairs. The wounds in her
arm, though not too deep, hurt as though three searing brands had been laid
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across her skin. Weaving like a drunkard, she staggered away from the door

and made her way into the first vault she came to, where she discovered that
the faint illumination that had so puzzled her came from small votive lamps

that burned on top of the tomb. She was glad of the light—and following her
recent experiences, the dead no longer seemed to hold any threat for her.

Stumbling forward, Aliana sank down gratefully onto the smooth, flat
marble top of the tomb. She unslung her heavy pack from her shoulders,
wincing as the straps slid down her injured arm. Rummaging inside for the
brandy, she used it to flush out her wounds, catching her breath and
swearing vehemently as the liquid stung in the open cuts. With any luck, the
spirits would help prevent the lacerations from becoming infected, for
Myrial only knew what sort of filth those abominations carried on their
claws.

Too spent to worry about her hunger and thirst, Aliana glanced around the
dim, bare little chamber, wondering where she could sleep. Somehow, the
top of the tomb seemed too exposed, and too disrespectful to the dead— for
though she refused to be afraid, alast vestige of awe and superstition made
her uneasy in this silent, lifeless place. But sleep she must, for her head was
swimming and her eyelids had begun to close of their own accord.
Trembling with fatigue, Aliana curled up in acorner and her last thought,
before she fell fast asleep, was of the long-dead merchant who occupied this
grave of stone. Even though she was a thief and an intruder, she prayed that
he would take pity on her, and that his spirit would watch over her for what
remained of the long, dark night.

Contained within Blade' s relic of the ancient Magefolk was timel ess,
limitless night, in aregion one step removed from the normal, physical
world.

She could see nothing.
She could feel nothing.
She could neither hear nor make a single sound.

Thirishri hung suspended in alightless void, deprived of information from
any of her senses, her criesfor help stifled by the dead nothingness around
her. All she could feel was anger. Anger at the so-called Lord Blade, whom
she had discovered to be none other than the renegade Loremaster Amaurn.
Anger a hisinterference in the affairs of Callisiora and the whole of the
world beyond, for now that she had discovered his whereabouts she had
begun to suspect that some ancient power lay hidden beneath Tiarond, and
that the turncoat was somehow behind the crisis that affected the whole of
Myrial. Most of al, however, the Wind-Sprite was angry at her own
culpable stupidity, which had allowed Amaurn to trap her so easily and
imprison her in this dimension beyond her own, from which she could not
escape to share the vital information she had obtained.

Through the crimson shroud of Shree's anger ran athick black thread of
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terror. Time had no meaning in this nightmare place; she might have been
here for aminute in her own world' s measure, or athousand years.
Countless gquestions circled in her mind. What was happening to her world?
What had become of her friends and fellow Loremasters? What havoc would
Amaurn wreak next? If she ever managed to escape from this place, would
her former companions still be alive? Would she even recognize the world
she had once known?

And how long do | have before my sanity is eroded away completely?

Whenever thislast thought overwhelmed her shetried to flee, hurtling
blindly through the void, trying to escape this terrifying nothingness. But
with no sensation of motion, no feeling of speed, and no change in her
surroundings, how could she be sure that she had moved at all?

| haveto get a grip on myself. If | don't, I'll lose my mind.

The prospect of insanity was enough—at present—to quench the Wind-
Sprite’ simpending hysteria. “ Steady, Shree, steady,” she told herself in the
recesses of her mind. Fighting for calm, she deliberately distanced herself
from the feelings of terror. Concentrating hard, she created in her mind a
stronghold, impregnable and secure against the empty darkness with which
she was surrounded. She formed it from memories of happiness, the
contemplation of past triumphs and successes, the warm recollection of love
and companionship from the many dear friends she had made along the way.
In her mind she built her fortress big and strong and bright, and topped it
with a bold, high tower wrought from future plans and dreams, with a
shining beacon of hope burning brightly above.

The structure kept the void at bay, and was arefuge from the fear and

hel plessness of her position. Within her shining walls she could think clearly
once more, and keep arein on her wild imaginings. It ensured her sanity, for
awhileat least, but it could not help her to escape her prison. Nothing could
do that. Thirishri knew she would have to wait until Blade freed her—and
how likely was that?—or her friends came to the rescue. And before they
could help her, they would have to find out where she was being kept and
wrest her prison from the renegade’ s hands.

For awhile, the dread that she would never be rescued threw her back into
doubt and confusion, and all her fears came crowding back, battering at the
refuge she had so carefully constructed. Feeling the foundations of her
fortress beginning to shudder, Shree firmly turned her thoughts elsewhere, to
memories of light and warmth and love. With nothing else to do, she drifted,
secure in the citadel of her own determinedly calm thoughts, keeping her
consciousness away from the terrifying, formless void around her, not
knowing whether she was actually moving or at rest. Instead she immersed
herself in her dream landscape, using the reference points of her imagination
to construct an environment that made some kind of sense.

When the light appeared, the Wind-Sprite could not believe it. She emerged
from her thoughts to see afaint glow, like distant sunlight, but instead of
relief, her initial reaction was one of panic.
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It's happened. I’ ve lost my mind. Blade has won, and I’ ve gone mad!
“No you haven't.”
And now I’ m hearing voices!

“No you aren’t. Well, actually you are, but it’s my voice you' re hearing, not
your own imagination. Did you really think, considering all the years the
Magefolk have possessed this device, that you would be the only prisoner in
here? Come, Wind-Sprite. Follow the light. Y ou have no idea how good it is
to have company after all thistime.”

Unsure, only half-believing that what she' d heard had come from outside
herself and terrified of the consequencesif it had not, Shree drifted slowly
forward, toward the distant glow. Insane or not, she felt weak with relief at
the sight of something beyond the endless darkness. As she moved forward,
the light brightened around her, and then, without warning, she burst into
brilliant sunshine, drifting over alapis-blue ocean.

What in the name of wonder ... ?

Then Thirishri was jolted from her speculation by the sight of land. There
was an island in the distance, seemingly floating on the tranquil breast of the
ocean. It was long, narrow, and curved in a sickle shape, with great masses
of trees that softened the contours of its slopes like banks of silver-green
cloud. Near one end stood a single mountain peak, its harsh crags standing
proud from the groves of trees around its feet. In some places, the land was
bordered by shining golden beaches, in others by soaring cliffs of the
mountain’s reddish stone.

The sight of such glorious beauty should have heartened her, but instead, all
Thirishri’ s hopes were crumbling into dust.

I’ ve gone mad after all. | might have known. How else, in the midst of this
Magefolk prison, in this other, dark dimension, could | be seeing the
birthplace of my people, and my childhood home?

“Becauseitisn't.” Again, the other voice wasin her head, much stronger this
time. It was authoritative, soothing—and most definitely female.

“What? What do you mean, it isn’'t?’

“Come down to the west coast, the place that’ s alabyrinth of inlets and bays.
Y ou know where. Come down, and shed your fears, Wind-Sprite, and
everything will be explained.”

Sane or not, she had no choice other than to go along with this. Shree drifted
down, riding the warm winds to the place the other voice had mentioned, the
series of headlands beyond headlands and bays within bays that made a
fascinating puzzle of the western coast. There, nestled in the curve of an
inlet, a big white house had been constructed, surrounded by trees and a
glorious garden of vibrant flowers, and fronting onto a wide green lawn that
ran right down to the beach.

That's a human dwelling! It was never there before.
Suddenly, Shree began to feel better, her fears of insanity dissipating like
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smoke. Surely there was no way, even if she'd lost her mind, that she would
have imagined such an unlikely building in her childhood home. But as she
drifted closer, she began to wonder. Could it really be possible that here, in
thisformless void, there could really be awoman sitting on the terrace of a
white house that overlooked the ocean? Could that really be a small white
table in front of her, and on it, what looked suspiciously like a cup of tea?

At that moment, though Shree was not a creature who existed in a spectrum
that could be registered by human eyes, the woman looked up and noticed
her. Lifting a slender arm, she waved and beckoned the Wind-Sprite down.

It was still dark when Zavahl awoke from a nightmare of bewilderment and
horror, only to find that the reality of his situation was worse than his darkest
dreams. He lay bound across the back of some huge, swift-moving creature
whose unaccustomed motions jolted his bones with every stride. It was hard
to think with his head hanging down so that the blood pounded in his
temples. What had happened? Had he died after all on the sacrificial pyre?
Was some demon, even now, bearing him away to infernal punishment for
his failure as Hierarch?

Then, from above him, came afemale voice, pitched low. Another woman
answered with a quiet laugh, and Zavahl stifled a cry as memory came
flooding back. A series of digointed images flashed through his mind: the
canyon of the Sacred Precincts darkening under a clouded sky; the swelling
murmur of the crowd as he was led forth from the Temple; all those avid
eyes, bright with expectancy, as though they wanted to suck out hislife
before he even reached the pyre. He remembered stumbling on the logs that
rolled and shifted underfoot as he was manhandled to the stake by
expressionless Godsword guards; the bite of ropes that bound him into place;
the night wind and the drizzle striking, clammy and chill, through his thin
white robes. Gilarrawas fidgeting beneath her heavy vestments, looking
nervous and distressed; Blade' s normally impassive gaze was burning with
triumph as he looked on. Zavahl’s mind tried to slide away from recalling
subsequent events: Gilarra, white-faced, moving through the ritual; the flash
of fear and uncertainty behind her eyes when the sacrificial fire would not
kindle ...

Then suddenly, chaos as the huge creature burst out of the Temple. Zavahl
crying out, terror like a bolt of icy lightning through his body as the pyre
ignited beneath its fiery breath. Suffocating smoke and the searing heat of
the flames against his skin. The monster reaching for him, snatching him
safely from thefire, stake and all, and dragging him into the Temple. The
two women had been waiting there—the crone from the sawmill and her
companion, the younger, scar-faced bitch. Beyond that, his recollections
vanished in hazy confusion.

He was uncomfortable, disoriented, and afraid. Though they had wrapped
some sort of cloak or blanket over histhin sacrificial robe, it afforded little
protection against the piercing cold. The burns on his skin, superficial
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though they were, stung like perdition, and his arms and legs were cramped
into knots of pain from being bound for so long in one position. He was
wedged between the two women on the monster’ s knobbly back, and could
see nothing in the darkness. Where were they taking him? What did they
intend to do with him? A shiver of fear ran through him. He was completely
at their mercy.

Zavahl could have wept. The Sacrifice had been his one last chance to
redeem himself, to give hislife for his people and somehow make good the
mistakes that had caused Myrial to turn His face from Callisioraand its
Hierarch. He had come so close to escaping all the wretchedness that had
beset him: the crushing weight of his responsibilities and the burdens of his
failure and guilt, and the perfidious machinations of Lord Blade ...

And then, just when it seemed that things could get no worse, he heard the
Voice again.

“Hold on to hope. All is not lost.”

Zavahl groaned. If he had died on the pyre, as Myria had clearly intended,
he would finally have been rid of this fearsome demon that possessed him.
Why had those two accursed harpies interfered?

“ Trust the women. They mean you no harm. They saved your life, and
mine.”

“l didn’t want my life saved!” The words burst out of Zavahl.

“Well, of all the damned ingratitude!” It was the rough voice of the older
woman. “Make no mistake, matey, if there had been any choice, we'd have
let you roast like the pig you are. Shall | hit him again, Veldan? Or he'll be
whining all the way to wherever we're going ..."

“Just leave him,” the younger woman advised. “Right now, we don’t know if
Aethon feels the same pain as his host does, and | don’t want to risk hurting
him. Besides, we're ailmost at the Curtain Walls now. After that, it doesn’t
really matter if Zavahl whines, moans, bitches, and complains all the way to
Gendival.”

“Myrial’ s teeth and toenails! Y ou mean we have to put up with this useless
lump feeling sorry for himself the whole time?’

“You won't have to put up with him for long. We should arrive early the day
after tomorrow—in fact it’s almost tomorrow now, because the sun will soon
be up—so you'll only be stuck with Zavahl for alittle over aday.”

“Thank goodness for that,” Toulac muttered.

Veldan gave a bitter laugh. “Oh, thisis nothing. If you think Zavahl is
drowning in self-pity you should try spending sometimein Elion’s
company.”

Zavahl had been about to speak up, to protest at the way he was being
treated and ask them what they meant to do with him, but the grim edge to
the younger woman'’ s voice was enough to change his mind. No, better to
stay silent. If they believed he was asleep once more, or unconscious, they
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would speak more freely in his hearing, and might give away some
information he could use in alater escape. Even though his life had reached
its lowest ebb, their mocking talk about his whining had stung, and he was
surprised to learn that he did, after all, have some scraps of pride buried deep
within.

He tried not to think about what he’d do if he did win his way free. Go back
to Tiarond and be sacrificed? Now that the Eve of the Dead had passed there
was little point in that. It was too late to intercede with Myrial on behalf of
his people, and after all hisfailures, there was no chance that he would be
accepted back as Hierarch. Besides, having schemed for so long to get rid of
him, the Godsword Commander never would alow him to return. The one
enjoyable aspect of his escape had been catching the briefest glimpse of
Blade' s face, no longer impassive but contorted with shock and rage. No
matter what happened, at least he had won free of his most deadly enemy.
That thought was a comfort to him as consciousness drifted away once more.

Zavahl had closed his eyes to darkness. He opened them to light, and for a
joyous moment it seemed that a miracle had happened. At long last, the sun
had risen over the beleaguered land! Then he heard a sound like the thunder
and hiss of athousand waterfalls, and realized that he was not seeing the
clean, natural light of dawn, but the flickering, changeful glow of the Curtain
Walls. His captors had brought him right to the boundaries of Callisiora.

Suddenly, everything became clear. Why, the women and their unnatural
companion must be in the pay of the eastern reivers! After all, didn’t those
uncivilized hill clans still permit female warriors? And surely the old crone
from the sawmill had been well-known as a mercenary. There was no love
lost between the reivers and the Godswords— obviously the Easterners had
decided to kidnap him, to strike some kind of blow against Blade. The clans
were too barbaric and ignorant to understand the ramifications of their deed,
and in any case, the hand of Myrial had always lain but lightly on them. He
knew perfectly well that in secret they worshiped other, primitive gods of
their own devising.

Yes, it al made sense. He had no doubt that he was right, in fact he felt
stupid for not realizing much sooner where he was being taken. After all,
where el se could the women be heading? Once through the Snaketail and
down the mountain, the only passable routes wound among the eastern
hills—afact not lost upon those larcenous reivers. Then, within his head,
Zavahl heard the laughter of the demon.

“Wait,” it said. “Just wait and see!

In that moment, Zavahl realized that the women had not turned to take the
southbound trail that led beyond the ridge, but had kept going straight ahead,
into the steep-sided vale that terminated in the Curtain Walls. His innards
clenched into a cold, tight knot of fear. It was many years since he had
visited the borders of the world but there seemed to be something different
about the barrier. The ever-changing colors had become oddly clouded, with
an ugly, curdled look about them, and the roaring sound that he remembered
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was overlaid with an earsplitting crackle and hiss. Had the disturbance in the
wesather affected Myria’ s boundaries, or had it been the other way around?

Zavahl was a helpless passenger on the strange creature, which carried him
inexorably closer to the vast sheets of energy that cut across earth and sky.
Asthey closed with the barrier, the buzz rose in pitch to an intolerable
whine, and he felt an unpleasant tingling sensation, as though biting ants
were crawling all over his skin. What were the two women playing at?
Overwhelmed with panic, he began to struggle violently against his bonds.
“Stop,” he cried. “For Myrial’ s sake, please stop! Have you gone mad?’

The monster let out a bellow of protest and stopped abruptly. It swiveled its
head on itslong, sinuous neck until it was glaring right into Zavahl’ s face
with ominous red eyes. A low snarl rumbled in its throat.

“Kaz saysif you don’t stop kicking him in theribs, you' re breakfast.” The
scar-faced woman—V eldan, he remembered—sounded amused. “And |
think you should be warned that he's afiredrake of hisword.”

Zavahl ceased his struggles immediately. Though firedrakes (whatever they
were) had not featured in any aspect of his education, he had discovered an
instant respect for the size of their teeth.

“Wise decision,” said the woman. After amoment’ s pause, she spoke again.
“Look, just stop fighting us, will you? It would be easier on everyone,
especially you. | know you don’t understand what’ s happening yet, but we'll
see that you come to no harm.”

When he did not answer she shrugged and spoke again to her companion.
“Areyou ready, Toulac?’

The older woman'’s voice was gruff with excitement. “I’ ve never been more
ready for anything in my life.”

“Then let’s get out of this benighted place.”

Suddenly the monster was dashing toward the barrier. Zavahl closed his eyes
instinctively but the women’ s earlier mockery was still fresh in his mind,

and he forced them open once more. If he was about to meet his death, at
least he would look it in the face. He braced himself for the collision—but it
never happened. Before his disbelieving eyes, the Curtain Walls parted and a
gap appeared. Without hesitation, the firedrake sped through. Beyond
Callisiora. Beyond all that Zavahl had known and trusted and believed in.
Beyond everything that had given hislife meaning and purpose.

Toulac let out awhoop of triumph that could even be heard above the
firedrake sjoyful bellow. “We did it! Myrial in an alehouse, what an
adventure!” She reached forward across Zavahl and clapped her companion
on the shoulder. “And | owe it all to you, girlie.” Her voice was soft but
brimming with jubilation.

Veldan looked back at the older woman. “ Thisis only the beginning, Toulac.
Just wait till we get to Gendival!”

Zavahl began to shake from head to foot. His heart pounded strangely in his
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chest. He gritted his teeth and shut his eyestight.

No! Thisisimpossible! Myrial made our world, and bounded it with light.
Beyond that there is nothing. Nothing! Thisisn’t happening. It can’'t be
happening!

Then a comforting notion struck him.

Wait. You were moving fast and from this position you could see very little.
You can’'t possibly have passed through the Curtain Walls—you must have
been mistaken. Yes, that must be the answer. Somehow, at the last minute,
you must have blinked, or briefly lost consciousness. This loathsome
creature must have turned aside. Your captors must have climbed the ridge,
or taken some little back trail between the hills that you know nothing about.
Right now, you' re heading into the eastern hills toward the lands of the
reivers, just as you thought. Of course that’s what has happened.

And what of the women, and the brief conversation he had overheard? Well,
Zavahl must have misheard them, or misunderstood. Or perhaps they
weren't quite right in the head. After all, there was afair likelihood of that.
One was practically senile, and the other hideously scarred—yes, it al made
perfect sense. He closed his mind to them and shut out the sound of their
voices, refusing to listen to their ravings any longer.

Gradually, Zavahl stopped trembling and opened his eyes. Leaving
Callisiora? What afool he had been. The whole business of his kidnapping,
following Blade' s treachery, must have affected him far more deeply than he
had realized. Passing through the Curtain Walls indeed. What absolute
nonsense! And when the faint glimmer that preceded dawn appeared in
utterly the wrong quarter of the cloudless sky, Zavahl shut his eyes firmly
once more and refused to look.

CHAPTER 5

The Listeners

Veldan lit the fire in the wayshelter and sat back on her heels, letting the
welcome light and warmth wash over her scarred face. After anight’s hard
travel she was aching, cold, and hungry, her eyes scratchy with
weariness—but oh, it felt good to be back over the border and safein
Gendival at last! For the first time in months she could truly relax. No need
here for the habits of wariness, caution, and vigilance that were trained into
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every member of the Shadowleague until they were second nature.

Careful! Veldan warned herself. Never let your guard down all the way. Her
eyes strayed to the prisoner who sprawled, apparently sleeping, on the bed at
the far side of the shelter. Though they had loosed his bonds, she and Toulac
had taken the precaution of securing him to the bed with a short length of
chain locked around one ankle—not because they thought he could escape,
with Kaz just outside, but in case he found something among the shelter’s
supplies that he could use to harm himself. For Zavahl had fought her all the
way from his native land, despite the fact that she had saved him from a
hideous death on a sacrificial pyre.

Rot him! the Loremaster thought. If only he would cooperate. Surely he can
see by this time that we aren’t his enemies? Y et, looking at the former
Hierarch, it was impossible not to pity him. His skin was grey with
weariness and disfigured by bruises and a vicious burn. Anger, frustration,
and bitterness had stamped their mark in each harsh line of hisface.

Poor fool. If only he'd let us help him. The thought surprised her. Until now,
she' d spared no sympathy for the wretch—not since he had flinched away
from her scarred face on the first night of their meeting, refusing to even
recognize her as human. As yet, she had scarcely had time to come to terms
with her disfigurement, and his reaction had cut deep. She had responded
with anger and resentment, and it had been all too easy to see Zavahl as
nothing but a burden and a hindrance.

Veldan stared into the fire as her thoughts unwound. For the first time, she
considered his predicament, trying to understand a little of his fear and pain,
and the dreadful uncertainty of being kidnapped by strangers, and taken, for
some unfathomabl e purpose, to an unknown place. She realized
uncomfortably that she was treating him no better than he had treated her at
the time of their first meeting—indeed, the thought of his suffering had
given her an obscure sense of satisfaction.

“Plague on it!” the Loremaster muttered. Though these new insights had not
made her like Zavahl any better, she had begun to understand that he could
never be brought to cooperate if he was allowed to remain in his current state
of fear, distrust, and sullen defiance. And cooperate he must. In his hands
was the fate of the Dragon Seer, along with all the irreplaceable history and
lore of the Dragonfolk, spanning uncounted generations. With a shudder
Veldan remembered her last view of the Dragon’s body, as she and her
companions had climbed the approaches to the Snaketail Pass: the dull skin
and sunken flanks, the crumpled wings and one great, jeweled eye with its
lustrous sparkle forever dimmed. There could be no going back for Aethon.
His body had perished beyond all hope of restoration. All that remained of
his mind and spirit were trapped inside the head of a half-crazed man whose
beliefs denied his very existence. And the very future and continuation of the
world might depend on the Dragon’ s memories.

Somehow, Zavahl must be brought to understand what was at stake.
Someone would have to try to gain his trust. Veldan rubbed her forehead.
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Why me? she thought with a weary sigh, but really she—and every
Loremaster who had ever lived—knew the answer to that.

At avery early stage of her training, Cergorn himself had spelled it out for
her. “If you want to be a Loremaster, you’ d better get used to the idea that
you' re going to spend a good deal of the rest of your life doing thingsyou'd
rather not. They will range from inconvenient, right through uncomfortable,
painful, and downright distasteful, but there’ s no avoiding them. If you can’t
cope with that, you' re not worthy to be a member of the Shadowleague, and
you won't be part of it for long. We have to take care of thisworld as best
we know how, and mostly that involves clearing up other people’ s messes. If
the idea doesn’'t appeal to you, get out now and save us all alot of time and
trouble.”

Veldan looked back to the huddled figure on the bed.

| supposeit’sworth atry. But frankly, I’ d rather face the danger of rescuing
the bastard all over again than try to make friends with him now that | have
him.

She cleared her throat. “Zavahl,” she began, “I know you’ re not asleep, but
that’s all right. Y ou don’t have to speak if you don’t want to. Please listen to
me, though. Don'’t shut out what | have to say because you're frightened. It
may be difficult to believe me right now, but truly, we mean you no harm.
We need your help for alittle while—just as you need ours. After that, you’ll
be free to do whatever you want.” She paused, hoping in vain for some
reaction from the unmoving figure on the bed.

When no response was forthcoming, Veldan shrugged and went on,
nevertheless. “Y ou must be wondering why complete strangers would go to
the trouble of kidnapping you. How can we possibly expect you to assist us,
and what in the world can we do to help you? I’ m sure you must have a lot
of questions at this point,” she prompted. “If you want to ask me, I'll try to
answer as best | can.”

More silence. But the Loremaster was almost certain she could see a glitter
between Zavahl’ s eyelids as he watched her covertly through his lashes.
WEell, at least she had hisinterest. It was a start. Quickly, she looked away
from him again, staring into the fire as she continued to speak. “ The other
night you called me ademon.” It was hard to keep the emotion out of her
voice, to retain the same soothing tone. “I’ m nothing of the kind, you know.
I’m as human as you. | expect you can see that, now. In fact, | probably
seem quite normal now that you've met my friend Kazairl! No one knows
where he came from. He hatched from an egg that my mother found when |
was alittle girl, and has been my true companion all my life. Of course, he
can’t be unigue. He had to have parents somewhere, but hisorigins are a
complete mystery. | know it may be hard for you to accept, but heis an
intelligent, thinking being—and he's not a monster. At least,” she added
with awry smile, “not once you get to know him.”

There was a sharply indrawn breath from Zavahl’ s corner. Veldan could see
the struggle in his face as he forced himself not to speak.
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“When | met you that first time,” she continued, “you said there was
something in your head. That must have been terrifying for you. But have
you stopped to think that the poor being trapped within your mind must be as
scared as you? After al, he doesn’t have so many choices. He'sjust a
passenger—a captive, in away. He' s within you because his own body has
perished, and he has nowhere else to go. Y et apart from frightening you, he
hasn’t threatened you in any way, has he? Y ou still have control of your
body, and your thoughts are still your own. But if we hadn’t rescued you, if
you had died on that pyre, he would have perished too, over something that
was hone of hisaffair. You're an intelligent man and, as the Hierarch, surely
you' re not without compassion.” (Privately, Veldan doubted that, but at any
rate, it seemed worthwhile to plant the suggestion.) “Can you put yourself in
his place? Can you imagine how utterly terrified he must have been in those
last few moments, asthey tried to light the fire?’

Again, there was no response from Zavahl, and Veldan decided to quit while
she was ahead. Though he had made no sign, she knew he had been
listening. “You get some rest now,” she told her captive. “There' swater in
the bucket beside the bed, and a mug to drink from. I’ ve left a couple of
clothsin case you want to wash, and there’ s another bucket at the foot of the
bed in case—well, in case you need to go. Y ou must be pretty desperate by
now, | should imagine. When it sready, I’ll bring you something hot to eat,
and then maybe you’ll start to feel better. Y ou' ve had arough time this last
day or so, and | know we haven't helped. I’m sorry about that, but truly, it
was hecessary. | hope that in time, you’ll understand.”

As Veldan left the shelter, the sun wasjust rising and, gratefully, she turned
her face to the warmth and light. She almost found herself feeling sorry for
Zavahl—until the astringent voice of Kazairl broke into her thoughts. “ Save
your pity, Boss. That one’s abad lot, Toulac says, and not to be trusted.
Personally, I’m prepared to take her word for it.” Though he spoke harshly
of Zavahl, there was an undertone of smug satisfaction in the firedrake’'s
voice that clearly had nothing to do with his opinions of the unfortunate
captive.

“You're going hunting?’ she asked him.

“1 certainly am. I'll be back in no time, sweetie, so tell Toulac to get thefire
pit stoked up. Breakfast ison its way.”

Though Veldan would be glad of some fresh meat for breakfast, she had to
shake her head at the firedrake' s attempt at subterfuge. To her, he was as
transparent as air. He knew full well that she planned to contact the
Archimandrite, and was making himself scarce.

Oh well, he wouldn’t help in any case. It will be difficult enough to placate
Cergorn, without contributions from a tactless, short-tempered firedrake.

With asigh, she walked away from the camp and headed for the brow of the
hill above the wayshelter. She wasn’t looking forward to this at all.
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The listenersin the Tower of Tidings were all young, even as those matters
were reckoned among the oddly varying races of the Shadowleague, and a
strange combination of creatures besides. Nevertheless, they were awell-
seasoned team who had been picked out from an early age for their strong
telepathic gifts and trained assiduously with other youngsters who boasted
the same talent. In the fullness of time they had banded together to form
thelir trio, through friendship and a natural compatibility of skills. They were
honored that Cergorn had set them to listen that day, because it showed how
much he valued and respected their abilities, but they felt the responsibility
keenly. None of them dared to contemplate the wrath of the Archimandrite,
if they should miss an all-important communication from the missing
Loremastersin Callisiora.

Bailen, a heavyset young man with light brown hair tied back in along,
unbraided tail, sat at the window, his blind eyes unfocused on the growing
daylight outside.

“Is he till down there?’ asked Vaure from the fireplace.

“1 expect so. He' s been pacing around the bottom of the tower for hours.”
Bailen shrugged. “Dessil, may | borrow your eyes for a minute?’

“Surely.” Dessil, though his mouth was not well adapted to reproduce
human speech, could communicate clearly, like all Loremasters, from mind
to mind. He looked like alarge otter, but in fact was one of the Dovruja, or
race of riverfolk from the wastelands of Liatris. Like the Dobarchu, their sea-
dwelling brethren who dwelt among the clustered isles and the long
peninsulathat formed the land of Nemeris, they were bright-eyed,
intelligent, and clever, with surprising dexterity in their little webbed paws.
He flowed across the room with his customary undulating motion, pushed
against Bailen's knee, and put his forepaws on the sill, peering out and
down. Bailen put a hand on the otter’ s smooth, flat head and linked minds
with hisfriend. An image came into his mind, seen with Dessil’ s vision, of
the large, dappled grey centaur, seemingly pacing a groove around the
tower’ s base.

“Oh, he's still there al right,” the human reported. “ At this rate he' s going to
wear away the turf in aring all round the tower.”

“Well, | wish he'd stop it.” Sitting amid the flames in the fireplace, Vaure
the Phoenix ruffled her bright, glowing plumage in irritation, sending a drift
of sparks up the chimney. “He' s beginning to get on my nerves. Thank the
Lords of Creation he can’t climb those stairs!”

“You'reright,” Dessil agreed, though he himself was pattering back and
forth across the room. “It’ s sufficiently off-putting to have him lurking
around down there, without having him sitting right on top of us.”

“You can’t blame the Archimandrite for being worried, though,” said the
reasonable Bailen. “It bodesill indeed that those Loremastersin Callisiora
haven't reported in yet—especially Thirishri. Such a senior member of the
Shadowleague should understand the importance of keeping us well
informed herein Gendival.”
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“But they aren’t necessarily in trouble,” the Phoenix argued, spreading her
glowing wings. “If anything had gone wrong, Thirishri would certainly have
reported back to us.

So what’ s there to worry about? After all, what could possibly harm a Wind-
Sprite?

“1 agree.” For amoment the otter stilled his quick, restless movements.
“Shreeisin no danger, and with her to help them, | doubt the others could
have come to much harm. And | must say, thisistypical of Cergorn,” he
added bitterly. “ All this fuss and commotion over a handful of humans and
one accursed Dragon, while my Dobarchu brethren are being slaughtered in
their thousands down in Nemeris, and nobody lifts afinger.”

“1"m sure he will send someone,” put in Bailen the peacemaker, “but these
catastrophes are taking place the world over, and the Archimandrite has so
few folk to spare...”

“Oh, don’'t give me that old tale!” Vaure snapped. “He didn’'t have any
difficulty sparing two teams of Loremasters to get Aethon here safely.”

“And by the look of things,” Dessil added, “ even those two teams couldn’t
manage such asimplejob. | don’t know what the Shadowleague is coming
to these days, but if Cergorn doesn’t wake up his ideas—"

“Listen!” Bailen held up his hand. “There' s something comingin. It's
Veldan.”

One of the advantages of being a Listener was that they always got to hear
the news first, though a special oath of loyalty and secrecy was demanded of
them, preventing them from repeating what they had heard to the
Shadowleague at large. Cergorn kept control of the flow and dissemination
of al information that came in, and though Bailen and his companions often
agreed that they might handle things differently, they kept their opinionsto
themselves. And when the tidings were bad, they often got to hear things
they would rather have been spared. Bailen, acting as focus and interface for
the trio, felt his heart sink as he heard Veldan’ s burden of news, and when
Cergorn remained grimly silent in response, his heart went out to her as she
kept talking, in a desperate attempt to fill the void caused by the
Archimandrite’s pain at the loss of his partner.

“Goodness knows how we' re going to get that wretch Zavahl to cooperate
with us. He' s not reacting well at all, and we' ve had neither the time nor the
opportunity to cosset him. He was bad enough when he just had Aethon and
Kaz to deal with. He's convinced that the Dragon is a demon trying to
possess hismind. The real trouble started, though, when we brought him
through the Curtain Walls. He seemsto be in a sort of stupor now. | think he
can’t cope with the disintegration of his beliefs, so he's retreating into
himself.

“Asfor Shree,” she went on, “I’m sorry, Cergorn, we just don’t know what
could have happened to her. She went off before dawn yesterday to scout,
and we haven’t heard from her since. But what could harm a Wind-Sprite?
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What has enough power? And how could we fight such a thing?’

Cergorn was still stunned by the news of Thirishri, but the Listeners sensed
his anger and felt the strength of hiswill as he struggled with his grief and
pain. At this range there should have been little need of their assistance, but
the Archimandrite, in his efforts to control hiswrath, was neither sending
nor receiving clearly, so they worked together to amplify hisreply and send
it back.

“Come home immediately. Give the Godswords the dlip as fast as you can
and get back here. Once you're all back in Gendival, we'll find some way to
deal with this mess.”

“Did he hear me properly?’ Veldan asked Bailen privately. “1 told him Elion
had to give the Godswords the slip, not us. Kaz and | are back through the
Curtain Walls already.”

“Never mind,” Bailentold her. “Cergorn is upset over Thirishri—I don’t
think he’ s taking everything in right now. Y ou just carry on with what you
have to say, and I'll straighten the details out with himin alittle while.”

“Thanks, Bailen. This may not be the best time, but | have some other news
to break that might distract him alittle from Shree.” Once again, Veldan
addressed herself to the Archimandrite. “ All right, Cergorn. I’ ll see you
soon— with company. I’ ve found you a new Loremaster.”

“What?’ exploded the centaur.
“1 think that got his attention all right,” Bailen put in dryly.

“We'll be back as soon as we can,” Veldan put in hastily. “Though we had
to rescue a horse first. But then we decided not to—" Sherealized that she
was babbling and shut up hastily, before she dug herself in any deeper, but it
was too late.

“A horse? What the blazes do you think you're playing at, girl? Y ou get
back here at once!”

“Now you've doneit,” Bailen said. “1 think he misheard that last part too.
He thinks you’ re going chasing off after a horse now. Y ou’ d better go,
Veldan, before things get any more confused. L eave me to sort this out—and
take your time about resting up. Hopefully, by the time you get back,
Cergorn will have calmed down. If he hasn’t, you might want to start
thinking about a new profession.” Though his blindness kept him from
traveling beyond the Curtain Walls, and he was greatly respected as a
Listener, Bailen could not help but envy, alittle, the freedom and adventure
of Loremasters' lives. Though he liked Veldan, the temptation to needle her
was just too much. “I’m sure there must be lots of opportunities for an ex-

L oremaster.”

“Curseyou, Bailen,” Veldan snapped. “ That’ s not even remotely funny.”
Then she was gone.

“Curse you, Tormon—have you lost your mind? I’m not going down there!”
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Rochalla stared in horror at the road from the plateau to the lowlands. Born
and bred in Tiarond, with the care of her little family taking up al her hours
and attention, she' d had neither the time nor the inclination to take an
interest in what lay beyond. How she wished she could have remained
forever in that blissful state of ignorance.

She had been told that the road | eft the city, crossed the river, then ran
alongside the mountain torrent for a couple of leagues until both vanished
over the edge of the plateau. She had not, however, been prepared for the
reality. It was difficult to accept the sheer scale of what she was seeing. The
cliffs plunged endlessly down, and whatever lay at the bottom was lost in a
layer of what she recognized, to her great dismay, as clouds. How in
Myrial’s name could she be looking down on clouds? It just wasn't natural.

From the position of the guardhouse, which was set some dozen yards back
from the brink, the road had seemed to disappear completely in a morass of
water and mud that ended abruptly at the edge of the drop. Now, Rochalla
discovered that the route ran between two tall pillars, then snaked abruptly
left down the cliff face, heading back toward the river and following a
natural ledge in the rock. In these rains, it had turned into an additional
watercourse that flowed swiftly with brown, turbid water that looked to be a
foot or two deep. Her eyes followed the route she was about to take along
the side of the cliff, and she received her second shock. Theriver, engorged
after so many months of rain, flung itself over the precipice in a spectacular
waterfall. With a sound like thunder, the seething waters leapt out into space,
heavy and sleek where they poured over the brink, churning and foaming as
they descended, and dissipating into fine white spray far, far below. The roar
was almost deafening, and the raw elemental force of the plunging water
made the ground tremble underfoot.

From Rochalla s cliff top vantage, the road, looking frail and insubstantial as
a cobweb that clung to the face of the rock, headed unerringly toward the
waterfall and disappeared into that boiling welter of foam. She stepped back
hastily, her stomach churning. “We can’t do it. We'll bekilled!” She could
hear her own voicerising in panic and felt like afool, but she couldn’'t help
herself.

Tormon gave her a sympathetic look and patted her clumsily on the
shoulder. “Don’t fret, lass. This route scares the pants off me every spring,
and in normal timesit’s not nearly so bad asthis. The road doesn’t usually
go under the falls—it tunnelsinto the cliff and switchbacks down for afew
hundred yards, then it comes out farther away from the cataract to pick up a
fold in the cliffs, where there' s atrail, of sorts. There’'s only one thing to
worry about, really: whether we can use the tunnel entrance because the
waterfall is so swollen with therains. Scall and | will go down in a minute to
check that out, and if it isn't passable, we just can’t go thisway and that’ s all
thereisto it. Come on, Scall, let’ s take alook. We can't loiter around up
here all day.”

He turned to the others, who stood in aforlorn huddle, protected from the
drizzle by soldiers' sturdy cloaks, which they had found in the guardhouse.
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“Those accursed creatures are still in the city, remember,” he went on.
“Before they think of hunting farther afield, we want to be well gone. Leave
the horses inside until we need them. Y ou may as well go back too, for
there’ s no point in everyone standing out here in the rain—only one person
needs to stay out here and watch. Keep a good lookout, and if you see
anything bigger than a sparrow in the air over Tiarond, get back into the
barracks as fast as you can and make sure the windows are shuttered and the
doors are all locked. Rochalla, can you take care of Annas until we come
back?’

“Of course.” Rochalla, almost swamped by a cloak designed to fit a man half
again her size, smiled at the little girl and took her hand. “I’m sure we can
think of a game or two to pass the time.”

Down went Scall and the trader, with the dark, wet cliff rising on their |eft
hand. Unguessable ages ago, the road had actually been carved by hand into
the steep rock face, and so a Up of weathered stone overhung the narrow
way, partially sheltering them from the miserable drizzle that was growing
heavier by the minute. The terrifying drop, mercifully shrouded in clouds
and mist, fell away on their right. On that side, the road was bounded by a
shoulder-high wall, which was a comfort until Scall noticed that the
crumbling mortar between the stones was steadily being washed away by the
relentless floodwaters. He placed little faith in its ability to hold him if he
should slip and fall against it, and it seemed afrail and chancy thing to be al
that was standing between him and certain death at the bottom of the
precipice. Ahead, filling his entire field of vision, was the waterfall, which
seemed bigger and more intimidating the farther they descended. With every
step, the thunder of the plummeting waters grew louder, throbbing and
pounding in Scall’ s head until he felt dizzy.

Though the torrent was not too deep, Scall found it difficult to keep his feet
in the swirling floodwaters that ran like ariver down the road. He and
Tormon dlid and slithered down the steep incline, grabbing each other when
one of them dlipped and supporting themselves with new staffs that had
enjoyed a previous existence as spears. Presvel had found the weapons
earlier that morning, propped in a corner of the barracks, and had suggested
cutting off the heads to make walking sticks. “Forget that,” Tormon had
growled. “I’m not going to pass up any weapon we can lay our hands on.
They’ll do just aswell for walking sticks with the business end attached, and
we might be glad of those blades before we' re through.”

Scall shook his head at the memory. Those bookish folk from the city had no
idea. (He conveniently forgot the fact that, until the last few days, he too had
spent hislife within the walls of Tiarond.) It was a good thing the party had
two practical men along, in the shape of Tormon and himself.

The din of the falls was growing too loud for further conversation—which
was fine by Scall. He had been thoroughly damp when he started, from the
fine, misty drizzle that hung in the air, but as he approached the churning
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torrent he found himself dripping, his hair and clothing saturated by heavy
spray. A cold wind began to blow, growing stronger and stronger, created by
the movement of the tons of water hurtling down.

Scall’ s heart quailed to be so close to such unfettered power. If he were
washed away into the cataract, it would mash him to a pulp just as
effortlessly as he would crush an insect.

Just how far are we going, anyway? If we don’t reach the tunnel soon, we're
going to end up right underneath the falls.

Over recent months, the water draining down from the plateau had increased
the volume of the waterfall, widening it until, to Scall’ s dismay, it extended
well beyond the access to the tunnel road. Now that he was only afew yards
away, the roar of the cascade had reached a deafening crescendo, and the
force of the plunging waters sent tremors through the stone beneath their
feet. Tormon jerked at Scall’s arm to get his attention and pointed, gesturing
toward the road ahead. It was difficult to see through the haze of flying
spume that filled the air, but when he looked closely, there seemed to be a
darker patch ahead where the road clung tightly to the cliff. Was that the
tunnel mouth?

The trader gestured for Scall to stay where he was. Clearly he meant to go
ahead by himself, into that welter of frothing water, to investigate. Scall,
weak-kneed with fear, would have been more than happy to let him—~but
suddenly the face of Annas, small and scared, flashed into his mind. Tormon
was the only family she had. If the waterfall swept him away, thelittle girl
would be al alone. “Stay here! I’'ll go.” Pulling at the older man’sarm to
hold him back, Scall pushed past Tormon and plunged ahead into the curtain
of churning spray.

Gasping and half-blinded, he felt hisway along, guiding himself with his left
hand on the rough, wet stone of the cliff. He was horribly aware of the
weight and speed of the falling water on hisright. The falls seemed to suck
at him, trying to draw him down to be crushed and mangled in their depths.
There was so much water in the air that it was difficult to breathe. The
tumult was like the stampeding hooves of a thousand giant horses, repeated
endlessly and without respite until his head felt asif it must burst. Still he
stumbled doggedly forward, protected from the worst of the deluge by the
lip of rock that overhung the road. He constantly tested the broken surface of
the road with his staff, and inched his way toward the patch of darkness he
had glimpsed from beyond the waterfall.

Suddenly hisleft hand groped in empty air. The solid wall of rock had
vanished, and he staggered sideways into a deep, dark void. He had doneit!
He had conquered his fears and beaten the odds. It was possible to get into
the tunnel from the cliff road, despite the peril of the swollen falls—and he
had been the one to proveit.

Scall’ s heart swelled with pride. He was no longer Smithmaster Agella's
clumsy, failed apprentice. In Tormon’s group he was an important, hel pful
assistant to the trader; far more useful than that high-and-mighty merchant
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woman, or that bookish townie, Presvel. Sternly, he reminded himself not to
exult too soon. He had to check that the rest of the way was safe before he
could go back in triumph to the others. Sloshing through water that covered
his feet, he groped his way into the tunnel for afew yards, to get well clear
of the spray from the waterfall outside. From his ex-Godsword backpack he
took atorch, also “borrowed,” like so much of the group’s new equipment,
from the guard post at the top of the cliff. He wedged the brand upright
between his feet to leave his hands free and, after some fumbling in the dark
with histinderbox, finally managed to get it alight, almost singeing his
eyebrows in the process. He had failed to take into account the fact that the
sloping tunnel acted like a chimney, and a steady wind, blowing upward
from below, set the torch flames streaming out like banners.

Still coughing and spluttering from the smoke, Scall held up his makeshift
light and looked around him. The passage was some ten feet wide, hewn by
hand from the rock, with the arching roof about the same height at its apex.
The dark stone glistened with moisture, and drops of water falling from the
roof glittered like diamonds in the flickering light of the torch. The floor felt
rough under his boots—a safer surface for carts and horses, he reckoned,
than dlippery paving, especially on such a steep slope. Aswith the open trail
above, ariver of swift, murky water, almost reaching his boot tops, ran down
the road, the ceaseless liquid babble of the flowing water echoing with a
hollow tone in the narrow confines of the tunnel.

Sternly, he reminded himself not to waste time. He had responsibilities. The
others would be waiting for his return, and Tormon would still be shivering
on the wet, uncomfortable ledge outside, worrying in case something had
gone wrong. Besides, torches didn’t last forever.

Having proved that the first part of the route was passable, Scall was
tempted to go back at once, but Tormon’ s training was beginning to take
effect. Had the trader been standing here, he would continue on down the
tunnel, to make sure that it had not been blocked, and that the road was still
safe for the horses. Obviously, there would be absolutely no point in risking
the precious beasts on the narrow cliff path unlessit was certain that they
could get al the way down.

He looked down into the cold, dark depths and shivered—but Tormon and
the others were depending on him. “Come on,” he told himself, speaking
aloud to bolster his courage. “Let’s get on with this.” With his heart beating
fast with excitement and fear, he lifted his torch high and set off into the
unknown.

CHAPTER 6

Dark and Grim

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Furey,...eague_02]_-_Spirit_of the_Stone_(V1)_[html].html (58 of 297) [10/15/2004 12:59:34 PM]



SPIRIT OF THE STONE - SHADOWLEAGUE 2 - MAGGIE FUREY

Blade woke to daylight, furious that he had given way to his exhaustion.
How much time had he lost? A glance at the fire, sunk once more to adimly
glowing bed of ashes, reassured him that only afew hours had been wasted
in slumber. Besides, what €l se could he have done? Despite possessing the
robust, quick-healing constitution of the Mageborn, he had pushed his body
to the very limit over the last day or two, and there was no way he could
have gone any farther without rest.

He wasted no time on self-recrimination. What was done was done. It was
more important to get the fire going again. Now that it had died away, the
temperature in the room was dropping rapidly. With agroan, he rolled over
to free himself from the rug that was wound around his body and struggled
to his knees on the cooling hearth to repeat hisfire-building task of the
previous night.

Though the embers had sunk even lower thistime, Blade was not hampered
by cold, exhaustion, and weakness, and he soon had the first flames
crackling up through his newly placed kindling. Only when a blaze roared
up the chimney did he pause to assess the damage he had inflicted with that
idiotic fall. Though he' d suffered scratches, scrapes, torn clothing, and now
had a body which felt as though it had been squeezed in a giant fist, he knew
how lucky he had been. Cuts and bruises would heal, but right now his
mangled corpse could be at the bottom of the cliff, afeast for insects and
crows. Even worse, he might have been lying down there with broken legs
or back, facing along, slow, agonizing death.

Blade was still very much alive however—and ravenously hungry. By the
side of the hearth was a soup pot, its cold contents concealed by athin scum
of fat. He broke the pallid surface rather gingerly with a spoon, not looking
forward to what he might find. His men would already have gone through
this place like a plague of locusts in search of anything edible. That they had
left this behind did not bode well. The soup—he supposed he must call it
that—was a thin, greyish slop containing stringy odds and ends of meat and
great indigestible-looking chunks of root vegetable. Blade dipped a tentative
finger into the mess, tasted, and grimaced. Had his men been using the soup
kettle as a piss-pot, rather than going out into the cold winter’ s night? He
wouldn’t put it past them, and really, the taste was so disgusting that it was
impossible to tell. Nevertheless, he hung the pot back over the fire and
waited impatiently with growling stomach for the contents to warm through.
When it was ready he devoured every mouthful, and wished that there was
more.

With great approval he discovered the water supply that was piped into the
kitchen. Having drunk deeply, he set about cleaning up his cuts and scrapes
as best he could, rummaging through Toulac’ s belongings until he found a
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pot of the all-purpose salve used by most ordinary folk. Having tended to his
hurts he turned to his clothing, brushing off the mud and cobbling together
the biggest rents with a needle and thread. Unfortunately, there was little he
could do about his ruined boots, other than stuff the toes with scraps of old
leather and rag and hope for the best.

Now that he had rested and, after afashion, been fed, Blade’ s robust
constitution was already beginning to recover. Now that he felt better, his
mind began to work furiously. There could be no altering the decision he had
made last night. Now that his men had revolted, Gilarrawould never let him
return to Tiarond. He had given her the throne of Callisiora, so he was
superfluous to her needs, and she—quite rightly, he was forced to
admit—would see him as nothing but a threat. The other obstacle in his path
was the horde of skyborne abominations that had attacked the city. Though
he couldn’t remember encountering this particular species during his
Loremaster days, it was clear that the invaders would spread far and fast
through Callisiora, and nothing would stand in their way. What was worse,
while the swarms of voracious predators held Tiarond he couldn’t even
sneak or bribe hisway back into the Godsword Citadel to collect the captive
Wind-Sprite, who had figured so prominently as a hostage in his plans.

No, he must abandon his schemes for Callisiorafor the present, at least, and
return to Gendival. Hopefully he would be ableto lie low, undiscovered by
Cergorn, until he found some aspect of the current crisis that would work to
his advantage. Something would turn up, he knew. It always did. Besides,
there were other reasons to go back. He still had some unfinished business
with Zavahl, and most important of all, there was the mysterious female
Loremaster. Blade told himself that he wanted to pay her back for wrecking
al his plans—but in his heart, he knew that his motives were far more
complex. Ever since he had first set eyes on her, her face had haunted him
with its resemblance to Aveole, hislost love. For once, he didn’t want to
think about the implications of that. Not yet. He would wait until he found
her again.

It was all very well to think of finding her, but how could he catch her? He
knew all too well how swiftly the firedrake could travel. In no time they
would be back in Gendival with Zavahl, while Blade, formerly the hunter,
had turned into a fugitive. He must cross the intervening miles on foot:
friendless, foodless, ill equipped, and poorly clad for such aventure. He
would succeed eventually, he had no doubt, but the journey would be
difficult, slow, and unpleasant. Surely there must be a better way? If only his
poor horse had not perished! Frowning, he gazed into the fire, ransacking his
brains for a solution.

Blade had been wishing so hard for a mount that when first he heard the
whinny of a horse, he was sure he must be dreaming. Or was someone
coming? He leapt to hisfeet in alarm, but there was no sound of approaching
hoofbeats. No, the animal was nearby, stationary by the sound of it, and
almost certainly in some kind of distress. Suddenly, he remembered Toulac’s
warhorse, which had been quartered in the kitchen when first he had come
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here with his men and the captive Hierarch. In aflash he was out of the door,
running across the yard to the rickety barn.

The horse was tied up in the drafty wooden building. When it saw him it laid
its ears back and plunged, fighting as hard as a hooked salmon to break its
tether. On close inspection, Blade was delighted with his discovery. When
he had been there the first time, he had been too preoccupied with other
matters to pay much attention to the beast, and because its owner had been
long in the tooth, he had assumed that her mount would be the same. In
reality, however, the warhorse was not so far past his prime, and given the
circumstances of the last |ean year, it had been kept in excellent condition.
Like the best of its kind it was graceful and strong, clean-limbed but very
powerful, regal with astallion’s bearing and pride. Its large dark eyes, filled
with intelligence and fire, were well set in a shapely head, and its pale coat
was beautifully marked with darker dapples that clouded its quarters. Its
mane and talil, if the tangles and mud were combed out, would be cascades
of shimmering white. For the first timein along while, Blade found that he
still could smile, and mean it.

Thiswas a stallion and awarhorse, and must be treated with caution.
Usually such animals were trained to allow strangers close enough to tend
them, for how else could their owners put up at inns? Any attempt to ride
one, however, would result in adisplay of violence that could end with the
would-be horse thief killed or crippled by those formidable teeth and hooves.
Trained fighting horses were a very valuable commodity, and it was only
common sense on the part of the ownersto make their property as
unstealable as possible.

The animal, tied in one place for so long, was suffering through thirst and
hunger. While it drank deeply from a bucket that Blade had cautiously
placed within its reach, he searched the place for fodder. Finally, when he
had just about given up hope, he found a good supply of hay and corn in the
house, where they could be kept dry more easily. The old woman must have
been more wealthy than he had guessed to be able to stockpile those
amounts in times of shortage. It was also plain that she must care avery
great deal for the horse.

Once the grey had been made comfortable, Blade embarked on the next step.
Though he knew subtle techniques to train the horse to accept him, he lacked
the time for them. He had lingered long enough there already. No, this
occasion called for the skills of aLoremaster and telepath, rather than those
of a horseman. Reaching into the animal’s mind, he found the simple image
of Toulac; the sight, the scent, and the sound of her as a horse would
perceive her. He then located the image of himself, recent and superficial,
but present all the same. Gradually and skillfully, he manipulated the
thoughts of the simpler beast, merging the two images until he was linked in
its mind with the same bonds of affection and trust that it shared with its
owner.

Blade spent alittle time—as much as he dared afford—
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in grooming and handling the warhorse, staying close and talking softly all
thetimeto let it grow accustomed to his smell and his voice. He found its
tack, again stored in the house for safekeeping, and readied the animal for
the road. It took far less time to pack for himself, as his possessions were
few, but he filled his water bottle, and took some woolen socks and a pair of
worn leather gloves from the old woman’s chest. A couple of thick, warm
blankets from her bed completed the equipment for hisjourney. He pocketed
the pot of salve, and filled a small sack with grain for the horse. Food for
himself, unfortunately, would just have to wait. Well, he would manage. He
had gone hungry before, and taken no lasting harm.

Once he had strapped his scanty belongings behind the saddle, Blade led the
horse from the barn. Outside in the yard he mounted cautiously, taking his
time and waiting until the animal was ready to accept him. Though deep
within he wanted to how! with frustration at all these additional delays, he
knew that they were necessary, and was very careful not to betray his
irritation to the warhorse.

When he finally hoisted himself into the saddle, with much protesting from
his stiff, bruised body, the beast stood tense for a moment, its ears laid back,
Toulac' straining at war with the new instinct to trust Blade that he had
placed so carefully in its mind. He waited patiently, again reaching into its
simple thoughts to reinforce the new bond he had created. After a moment it
shook its mane and relaxed its rigid stance, and he knew that he had won.

“All right, my boy—Iet’s go.” He urged the warhorse out of the yard and up
the trail toward the pass, his spiritsrising with every step. It felt good to be
in pursuit of his quarry once more, and to have such a magnificent animal
underneath him. The irony was not lost on him, that he was using Toulac’s
own horse to catch her. “This makes us even, you old baggage,” he
muttered. “Y ou and your companion robbed me of Zavahl, and I’ ve stolen
your precious horse.” Already, he had decided to keep the beast. There
would be plenty of time to tinker further with its mind before he caught up
with the women, and soon he would be the only master it would accept.

As he continued to make his way up the trail, Blade reached the place of the
mudslide, where the body of the Dragon still sprawled beside the track. The
sight of it turned his thoughts, once again, to the former Hierarch.

I’mon your tail, Zavahl. I'll find you soon, and when | do...

But he was surprised how little venom he could summon. Following the
events of the previous night, Zavahl had slipped along way down Blade's
list of priorities. Now his thoughts were all turned toward Gendival and the
|eadership of the Shadowleague.

As Blade passed the narrow side canyon that had been filled with detritus
from the mudslide, he glanced down through the gap at the river, which, in
this particular spot, raced through a narrow defile, far below. With an
exclamation, he checked the grey warhorse and stood up in his stirrups,
craning to see alittle farther. Trees, boulders, silt, and rubble from the
landslip had partially blocked the flow of water, and these had clearly been
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supplemented by fallen timber and other debris that had been washed down
the flooded river, until atangled pile of flotsam lay athwart the flow,
reducing it from atorrent to atrickle. The natural dam must have been
building up since the landslide, Blade thought with some surprise. Certainly,
the flow of the river hadn’t been so badly affected yesterday. But now ... He
looked above the obstruction at the amount of water that churned and
swirled behind the barrier. Eventually, the increasing pressure would burst
the barrier apart, and when that happened, the entire bulk of the pent-up
torrent would come smashing downriver in asingle, monumental wave.

Blade glanced up at the sky. The clouds were dark and lowering, carrying a
heavy burden. Already the drizzling rain had turned into a harder, thicker
downpour, and the wind was beginning to gust, driving the black cloud
before it, over the top of the pass, promising much worse to come. He
imagined the waters spreading out across the plateau and sslamming into the
walls and bridges of Tiarond. That ought to be interesting. He was almost
sorry he wouldn’t be there to see it. With asmile, he urged the horse forward
and went on hisway, leaving the thrashing turmoil of water behind, and
consigning the city to its fate.

As herode toward Gendival, Blade found himself whistling, despite the
merciless rain that blew into hisface. The last few years had been too easy.
It would be most enjoyable to face areal challenge again. Y es, even though
the odds were currently stacked against him, today he had taken the first
steps on the long climb back to power. And best of all, there were certain
people, even here in Callisiora, who would support him every inch of the
way.

Like all the lands of Myrial, Callisiora had its own resident Loremasters, and
Blade could not have kept hisidentity secret from the Shadowleague all
these many yearsif he had not managed to get his own supportersinto these
critical positions. It had taken some skillful maneuvering in the
beginning—so many agents had met with fatal accidentsin the first few
years that Blade was astounded that Cergorn hadn’t become suspicious and
made a thorough investigation of the matter. Complacent fool! He didn’t
deserve to be Archimandrite. Well, it was the centaur’ sloss.

Blade felt a surge of excitement. At long last, his time had come. He
considered the Loremasters—my Loremasters, he thought—in the south and
east of Callisiora, one who dwelt near the warm seacoast, and the other
among the eastern reivers. (The third, who had dwelt in Tiarond itself, had
died recently of the black lung fever.) His southern agent was too far away to
be of much immediate use, but the reivers were conveniently close to the
Curtain Walls, some little distance to the south on the other side of the
Snaketail Pass. As soon as he was over the mountains, he would send his
thoughts out on a tight beam, and make contact with Grim.

They were hardy folk, the eastern reivers. We have to be, Dark thought
ruefully, considering the conditions under which we live. The thick, sucking

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Furey,...eague_02]_-_Spirit_of the_Stone_(V1)_[html].html (63 of 297) [10/15/2004 12:59:34 PM]



SPIRIT OF THE STONE - SHADOWLEAGUE 2 - MAGGIE FUREY

mud clung to his feet as he tramped aong the track to the little settlement
with its scattering of primitive homes: low stone dwellings that were half-
sunk into the ground, and roofed with sods. The sharp smell of smoking turf
fires and breakfast bacon frying mingled unhappily with the reek of
excrement, both animal and human. Muck-plastered pigs roamed loose
between the houses, and chickens and mongrel dogs scurried here, there, and
everywhere. Children darted about, playing some complicated chasing game,
their exuberance unhampered by the misty grey drizzle—until Dark and
Grim, his master, approached. As the two black-cloaked Summoners drew
near, their faces hidden by the gruesome masks made from real human
skulls, the youngsters scattered, their shrieks now of genuine terror, and
vanished into the low, turf-roofed homes like rabbits into burrows.

“Their mothers say that if they are bad, the Summoners will get them,”
commented Dark’ s master, with awry twist to his mouth. “Did you know
that?’ He was using mental speech, atalent that set himself and his assistant
apart from their fellow reivers, and even their fellow Summoners from the
other clans.

Dark shrugged, and replied in equal silence. “ Of course | do. My mother
used to tell me exactly the same thing. When you picked me out to be your
successor, | just about died from sheer terror on the spot.”

“And after al thistime? Knowing what you know now, are you sorry |
chose you?’

“Ask me again in an hour or two.” A shiver ran through the young man.

“l understand.” There was sympathy in Grim'’s eyes, seen through the dark
holes of the bony mask. “Y ou’ ve been dreading this day for long enough,
and no doubt you’ ve spent sleepless nights agonizing over the morality of
this blackest aspect of a Summoner’slife. When it’s all over, though, | hope
you'll feel somewhat different. It doesn’t get easier with time, but after a
whileyou'll learn to detach yourself alittle and see the necessity, and indeed
the mercy, in what you do.”

“And you' ve known of my doubts all thetime.” Dark thought he had been
doing agood job of concealing his dread, but as usual, his perceptive mentor
had seen right through his hard-earned professional facade.

“My dear boy, every Summoner worth the name since the start of time has
felt the way you feel. But the only way to truly understand is to go through
the experience yourself. Today isyour greatest test, and will prove once and
for all whether | was correct—or otherwise—in my choice of my successor.”

“I"ll do my best, Grim.” The younger man took a deep breath. “Come on.
Let’'sget it over with.”

Thelong, low dwelling was indistinguishable from any of the othersin the
settlement. The Summoners pushed back the coverings from the doorway:
first the flap of thick, stiffened hide, then the heavy inner curtain of felted
wool. Once inside, Dark paused to et his eyes adjust to the gloom, for the
narrow dlits of window let in little light, and the fire was smoldering dully in
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the fireplace, as though it had been affected by the atmosphere of sorrow and
despair that pervaded the room.

A woman awaited them, her back bent through long years of labor, her hair
streaked with grey. Dark saw her flinch away in terror asthey entered, and in
aflash of understanding, saw himself and his master through her eyes. She
only saw the ghastly skulls that masked the two men, giving them an air of
anonymity, of mystery and menace. She did not see Grim’s shrewd but
kindly glance. To her, there was no sign of his seamed face, like hewn
granite, and the profile resembling that of abird of prey, and she had no
knowledge of the lines carved by humor on either side of his mouth, and the
compassionate nature the old man so carefully hid. In his own face, Dark
knew she would not see the beginnings of those chiseled, ascetic features,
and the same stern expression that he seemed to have absorbed, through the
years, from his master. She would not see his comparative youth—and,
thank all that was sacred, she would see no sign of hisfear.

Despite her own fear of their forbidding aspect, she kept her feelings under
control, inclining her head deferentially to the two Summoners. “My
grandson is yonder, in the next room, good sirs.” She gestured for them to
precede her. As he entered the cramped little bedchamber, it took all of
Dark’ s self-control not to run in the opposite direction, out of this house and
far, far away across the hills.

The child had been ill for some time. Beneath the rumpled blankets of the
bed, the silhouette of the little body with its wasted, sticklike limbs, could
barely be seen. The face was hollow-cheeked and bloodless. Dark already
knew it was hopeless, but nonethel ess he looked at his mentor, reluctant to
admit defeat. Grim gave a barely perceptible shake of his head before
turning to the anxious parents, who kept vigil at the boy’s bedside. The
mother, her face pale beneath a straggle of unraveling dark braids, looked
barely out of childhood herself, though her boy must have been about five or
six years old. The father, little older but already showing the lean, weather-
beaten aspect of a seasoned warrior, looked at the old Summoner with a
naked pleain his eyes. Both had been weeping. Both were clearly afraid of
the two gridly figuresin the cloaks and masks.

From his bed, the boy whimpered and moaned, breaking the silent tableau.
His eyes were dark and wide with agony, hislittle body twisted and tense.
His hair clung in spikes to his sweat-dlick face. Grim beckoned to the two
young parents. “Come,” he said gently. “ Say your farewells and come away.
The boy isin great pain now. Let him go. It istime for him to sleep.”

With one last, desperate look at his son, the father left the room obediently,
but the young mother let out a single, choking sob. “No!” she cried fiercely.

Grim’svoice grew stern. “You must,” he replied. “ Can you not see how
cruel it is, to let him linger thus?’

The woman bit her lip and nodded. “I understand that,” she whispered. “But
| want to stay with him. He'll be afraid of you. | won't let him go with only
strangers—such terrifying strangers—to send him on his journey.”
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The old Summoner looked at her steadily. “ Are you sure you can bear it? All
your strength will be needed, for you must not give way to your grief in the
presence of the boy. That would only make his passing harder.”

The girl straightened her thin shoulders. “| am a daughter of warriors. | am
strong enough. Heis my only child, and | will bear it for his sake.”

Grim nodded. “So be it.” He placed the mother at one side of the child’s bed
and beckoned his assistant forward to the other.

Dark swallowed hard. For the first time, he must conduct a Passing on his
own, and the circumstances were not at all as he had imagined they would
be. It was one thing to assist an elderly person, their enfeebled body weary
after so many long years of toil, to lay down their burdens and go to awell-
deserved rest. He had expected that to be hard enough. But it was another
matter entirely to snuff out the life of alittle boy who should be outside
running and playing, with all hislife before him. And to make matters
worse, he had the grieving mother at the bedside, looking on.

“Have you lost your mind?’ Again, he used mental speech. “Why did you
say she could stay? Thisisall | need.”

“Would it be fair to deny her?’ His mentor’ s voice sounded serenely in his
mind, its gruff intonations exactly the same as when he spoke aloud. “What
are you worrying about, Dark? Y ou know you’ re more than capable of
conducting this Passing. But get a move on, my young friend. This delay
only creates further torment for everyone concerned.”

Dark stepped up to the bedside and saw the child gasp and flinch away from
the black cloak, the necklace of bone—and, worst of all, the mask made
from a human skull.

Damn. Thisisridiculous. Just this once, for a little boy, we can bend the
rules. He reached up behind his head to unfasten the mask, but was
forestalled by athought from Grim as forceful as a hammer-blow. “ Stop
that! Leave the mask alone!”

“But surely for achild ...”

“Never, under any circumstances. You know aswell as| do that the masks
are there to foster awe and fear among the people. While we wear them, we
are more than mere men. While the reivers never see our faces, they can only
imagine what lies beneath these ghoulish coverings of bone, and the worst
that man can imagine is always more terrifying than reality. Now stop
wasting time, Dark.” Grim’s mental tone was not unkind. “Procrastinating
won't make it any easier, I'm afraid. It’ s best that you face up to your duty
and do what you must do.”

His mentor was right, Dark knew. His own reluctance was making him
postpone the inevitable, but all this delay would only serve to increase the
child’ s distress.

“It'sall right,” he said softly to the boy. “Don’t be frightened. It'sonly a
disguise—like a masquerade. If you think thisisugly, you should see what |
look like underneath!” Thankfully the youngster responded to the jest, and
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the ghost of a smile crossed the thin little face. “Now,” Dark continued, “I'm
going to make the pain stop, all right?’ He kept his voice low and soothing.
“1’m going to touch you gently, right there’—he laid hisfingers on the little
boy’ s forehead—" and soon the pain will leave you. Y ou'd like that,
wouldn’'t you?”

As he spoke, the young Summoner’s mind was probing the child’s brain,
locating and blocking the centers of pain. All at once the child relaxed, an
incredulous smile flooding his face. “ There,” murmured Dark. “That’s
better, isn't it?” He took a deep breath, fighting to keep his voice steady. He
could feel his hand trembling against the youngster’s skin.

“Thank you.” The little boy’ s voice was afaint, scratchy whisper.

Dark blinked back tears, thankful that the mask hid his face. “Sleep,” he
murmured. Swiftly, he located the deep centers that controlled heartbeat and
breathing. The boy was already so weak that there was little |eft to do. His
eyes closed as Dark sent sleep to him. Then slowly, gently, the Summoner
stilled his breathing and stopped his heart.

Dark got up from the bedside. “It'sdone,” he said, his voice harsh with the
strain of keeping back his unshed tears. “Heis at peace now.”

Sobbing wildly, the mother flung herself on her son and took him in her
arms. Grim touched his assistant’ s arm and motioned for them to leave the
room.

In the outer chamber, the father sat at the table, hunched over an ale cup.
Tears were streaming down his face. The old grandmother sat by thefire,
plainly disapproving but not daring to speak.

“Beware.” Grim’swarning echoed in Dark’s mind.

Suddenly the man flung himself away from the table, overturning his chair
and spilling his ale as he lurched toward them. “Monsters!” he roared. “Y ou
murdered him!”

Grim raised his hand and the distraught man stopped dead, straining against
an invisible barrier. Dark looked at his mentor with new respect. Planting the
illusion of an unseen wall in a nontelepath’ s mind was far more difficult and
complex than the mind-speech the Summoners used between themsel ves.

“For shame.” Grim spoke sternly. “Do you think we would have let him go

if there had been any alternative? Y ou know full well that thereis no cure for
the wasting sickness. Y our son is free from pain now, and has gone to join
the Guardian Spirits. Is that not better than suffering, day upon day without
respite, agony beyond all comprehension?”

The man’s eyes dropped. Then the words burst out of him in aflood. “But he
was s0 little—so young. Why should he be taken?’

Grim sighed. “I know,” he said softly. “Truly, | understand your anger.
Thereisno justice in such atragedy. But go to your wife now. Y ou must
comfort each other through the difficult days ahead.” With that, he turned in
aswirl of black cloak and left the little house, hastily followed by Dark.
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When they were out in the clean fresh air, the young Summoner took several
deep breaths, trying to steady himself. But the ordeal was not over yet.
Outside the door stood a knot of waiting villagers, clearly neighbors of the
tragic family, standing silent in therain. They fell back respectfully as the
Summoners left the dwelling, but Dark could fedl the hostility in the air like
blades of steel aimed at his heart. It took all his courage to walk away, his
unprotected back toward the danger. The skin between his shoulders
crawled, expecting at any minute to feel the impact of a missile, or worse
still, aknife. Behind the Summoners alow swell of sullen muttering broke
the silence. Dark made out the words “ murderers,” and “ghouls,” among
other epithets.

The two men walked back up the narrow vale, blown along by the gusting
wind at their backs. The high, steep slopes on either side were a soft mix of
purple, amber, and green, the same shades as the multihued cloaks the
reivers wore—if they weren't Summoners, Dark thought ruefully,
condemned to eternal black. Unlike the thick reiver cloaks, however, the
mantles of the hills were thin and threadbare, allowing the raw bones of the
earth, the outcroppings and crags of pale limestone, to show through. Sheep
grazed here and there, wet and depressed-looking amid the swatches of
heather and bracken on the steep fellsides, their thickening winter fleeces
dark and heavy with therain.

The shaggy white cattle, mainstay of the reivers, grazed the valley floor,
guarded at all times by watchful riders whose job was to protect the valuable
animals, to keep them out of the well-fenced pockets of crops—mostly
barley, roots, and hardy winter greens—that grew in every sheltered pocket
of land, and not least, Dark thought wryly, to protect the human settlers from
the beasts. The cattle were of awild, ancient, barely domesticated breed,
known for their uncertain temper and tendency to attack without
provocation. They would encircle the unwary victim, then all point
themselves toward the intruder—and charge. Even the wolves who roamed
the fellsin winter treated them with caution, giving them a wide berth when
possible, and concentrating on the more vulnerabl e sheep.

Once the Summoners had | eft the settlement behind them, Dark struck away
from the main track, wanting to be alone for awhile with his turbulent
thoughts. He had only gone afew steps when his mentor called him back,
aloud thistime, his rough old voice carried on the wind. “Best stay together
for now, my young friend. Y ou can weep when we get home. Though we're
usually held in sufficient awe and fear to protect us, the father of that boy
was wild with grief, and there' s no saying that we might not be followed. |
don’t want you meeting with an accident in alonely place.”

Dark was horrified. “But surely they wouldn’t dare ...” Nonetheless, he fell
quickly back into step beside the older man.

“Time was when they wouldn’t dare,” replied Grim, “but those who claim
their authority through the supernatural, be they Summoner, Seer, or the
Hierarch himsalf, will find that authority waning in times of natural
disaster.” Heraised his eyestoward the rainy heavens. “It was ever thus.”
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“But | thought it would be the opposite,” Dark protested, “that the people
would turn to their spiritual leadersin the hopes of some divine
intercession.”

“Oh, they do, lad. They do—at first. But when the disaster goes on aslong
as this one has without respite, they start to lose respect for us, and from
there it’s only a short step to being blamed. | hear that the Hierarch in
Tiarond has already fallen foul of the wrath of his god-fearing congregation.
They planned to sacrifice him last night.”

“But that’sterrible!” Dark was genuinely shocked. “ And they have the gall
to call us barbarians.”

The older man shrugged. “Y ou live by the gods, you die by the gods.

There' salesson in that for you, my young friend, even though our own
Guardian Spirits are nothing like their Myrial that they keep trying to foist
upon us. The gods may differ, but people are the same the world over. In bad
times like these, stay on the main trails, don’t wander a one—and watch
your back.”

As the Summoners trudged back up the valley, Grim couldn’t keep from
looking at his student with a series of surreptitious, anxious glances.

Dark istaking this badly. Of course, we all do, the first time we have to end
a life, but then most Summoners do not have the abilities—and
burdens—that have been given to the two of us.

He remembered how pleased he had been to discover Dark, alad with rare
telepathic abilities similar to his own.

Before that, | always thought that | would be forced to train an ordinary lad,
as the other Summoners do, in the uses of herbs and potions, both for

healing and for imposing our will—ostensibly the will of the Guardians—on
others, and in the misdirection and sleight of hand that makes the majority of
my kind appear to possess such arcane and mystic powers. At the time, |
thought it was a miracle to find Dark, as though the fates had sent me my
true successor. | never stopped to consider whether this was the best future
for him.

It was different for me. Much easier. | was discovered by the Loremasters all
those years ago, and became one of the Shadowleague. After I’ d been to
Gendival, the world became a different place.

Grim sighed, losing himself in memories, recalling the excitement and the
frustrations of his Loremaster training. He had learned so much in
Gendival—most of which he was not permitted to take out into the world
and use. Dissatisfaction with this state of affairs had led him to his
association with the brilliant, charismatic Amaurn. Lacking the courage to
stand up and be counted, he had become one of the renegade’ s many covert
supporters.

Which was just aswell, in the end. If | had been brave enough to declare
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myself openly, | would never have become Loremaster for eastern
Callisiora, and Blade wouldn’t have a secret supporter among the reivers.

Over the years, Grim had been impressed by the determination with which
the former Amaurn, now calling himself Lord Blade, had managed to work
himself into such a position of power. And though he was forced to move
very slowly and carefully, lest Cergorn’ s suspicions be aroused, he had
recently begun to release information to the Tiarondians—the most notable
of these little gifts being blasting powder, an innovation the miners had
welcomed with open arms. He had also managed to insinuate his own people
into all three of the Shadowleague postsin Callisiora: in the east, in the
south, and even in Tiarond itself, although the old woman—ostensibly a
priestess at the Temple—who had filled the pivotal post in the city had
recently died, and because of the current crisisin the world, had not yet been
replaced by Cergorn. Grim himself, using his own private and most unusual
messengers, had been sending word out to Amaurn’s supportersin Gendival,
encouraging one of them to volunteer for the post.

But | wish he' d make his move soon. What can be holding Blade up now?
Surely things can’t get much worse—not unless the Curtain Walls collapse
entirely. If only Cergorn could be forced to release some of the knowledge
that he guards like a dog with a bone, so much suffering could be avoided.

Once again, Grim looked across at his companion, who trudged along, his
head down, his gaze turned inward. Anguish and turmoil showed clearly on
his face. Bitterly, the Summoner thought of all the medical lore collected at
Gendival, much of it unexamined and unstudied for years beyond counting,
because the Shadowleague had decreed that it could never be taken out into
the world and used.

Was there something in all that vast treasure house of information that might
have saved that little boy’ s life, instead of saving him from further suffering?
Dark isa good man, talented and sensitive. Why can’t | give him useful
knowledge to preserve livesinstead of ending them? Why can’t we put our
unusual abilitiesto better use? Instead we conceal them by taking ridiculous
names like Grim and Dark to disguise our humanity, we hide behind these
outrageous death’ s-head masks, and we must bury the true nature of the
power we possess amid all these ridiculous arcane ceremonies and mystic
rites, to hide our true nature from a bunch of ignorant and super stitious
people.

Again, Grim looked at his assistant’ s anguished face and shook his head. It
wasn't fair that Dark should have to suffer such needless pain. He deserved
so much better than this.

Blade had better make his move soon. I’ m not sure how much longer we can
go on likethis.
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CHAPTER 7

The Dreamer

What’ s wrong, Boss?* The mental voice of Kazairl followed close upon the
end of Veldan’s communication with the Listeners. " Did old horse-arse give
you trouble?

“Not half as much as| gave him, apparently,” Veldan said ruefully. “The
news that Shree was missing hit him hard. He was so angry, | don’t think he
heard half of what | said after that.” Quickly, she changed the subject. “Y ou
weren't away long—I take it the hunt went well?”

“Naturally.” He even sounded as though he was smirking. “Breakfast ison
itsway, sweetie. Toulac is starting it roasting in the outside fire pit even as
we speak.”

“Thanks, Kaz.” The firedrake deserved his breakfast, Veldan thought, as she
started back down the hill. He had brought her and the others all the way
from Callisiora to the haven of this wayshelter. And though he was as weary
as any of them, he had hunted for them all. As she directed her thoughts to
him, her mouth filled with afleeting taste of fresh blood and greasy fleece.
“Ugh!” She spat on the ground. “ Sheep.”

“1 know,” Kaz said ruefully. “ Stupid creatures! I’ [l be picking wool out from
between my teeth for days. But there’ s not much else out here for me, Boss.
Cute little bunnies aren’t much use to someone my size.”

“Just so long as you don't start coughing up furballs al over Cergorn, like
you did last time,” Veldan warned him. “I don’t think our glorious |eader
ever got over the affront to hisdignity.”

Kaz snickered. “How can somebody with a horse' s backside worry about his
dignity?’

Somehow, the L oremaster managed to smother her laughter. Kaz had little
regard for authority—even that of the centaur who led the Shadowleague,
and who was therefore one of the most important people in the world of
Myrial. “Y ou behave yourself with Cergorn,” she told her partner sternly.
“Heis Archimandrite after al, and we'll be in quite enough trouble when we
get back, without you stirring up more.”

“Me?’ Kaz was al injured innocence. “Y ou wound me, Boss. Asif | didn’t
always treat old horse-arse with the utmost respect.”

Veldan sighed, and decided not to pursue the conversation any further. It
would only encourage him. Luckily, she was saved from having to reply by
acall from Toulac outside. “There's someone coming, girlie. | think it must
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be that friend of yours.”

Almost in the same instant, there came alow growl from Kaz. “It’s Elion, all
right—and the day | sprout wingsistheday I’ll call himfriend.”

Elion came slowly over therise on histired horse, following the scent of
roasting mutton that threaded the breeze. Below him he saw Veldan, on her
way down the hill toward the wayshelter, and her broader, grey-haired
companion, sitting close to the smoking fire pit looking after the food.
Nearby, Kaz lay dozing in apatch of sunlight by the warm shelter wall. He
lifted his head as the newcomer rode up, and Elion caught the flash and
glitter of his eyes.

Veldan looked up at her fellow Loremaster’ s approach. “You're abit early,
I’m afraid. Breakfast isn’'t ready yet. But I’ m sure when it’s done, we'll let
you have some.”

The firedrake gave Elion adirty look. “Personally, I’d let him starve.”
“Oh, shut up, Kaz.” Veldan sighed. “Can’'t we have alittle peace for once?’

“1 suppose so,” her partner conceded. “If you insist. You' ve had a hard
enough morning aready. And just for you, I'll even let slime-bag there have
some of my sheep.”

“Don’'t put yourself out on my account, you overgrown reptile,” Elion
snapped.

Veldan's companion, who had been turning the mutton, leapt to her feet,
interrupting the unpleasantness before it escalated any further. Wiping her
greasy hand on the leg of her pants, she held it out to Elion. “I’'m Toulac.”
She spoke aloud, and he remembered that she could hear thoughts very well,
but did not know how to broadcast yet. “It’s good to meet you face-to-face at
last,” she went on. “Here, sonny, give me that horse of yours, and I'll seeto
him while you sit down and rest yourself. Y ou look like death warmed

over.”

“He looks like vomit warmed over,” muttered K az.

Veldan cast her eyesto the heavens. “ One big, happy family—that’ s us. For
goodness’ sake sit down, Elion, and stop hovering like that. | presume you
are staying?’

Elion didn’t need telling athird time. Mumbling his thanks, he pushed the
reins of his horse into Toulac’s hand and simply let his knees buckle. It felt
wonderful to sink down onto the soft, fragrant turf. He was so hungry that it
was al he could do to keep himself from tearing bloody chunks off the
underdone roast and gulping the meat down like a starving dog. To take his
mind off his stomach, he got Veldan to tell him of her recent conversation
with the Archimandrite. Her account of Cergorn’s reaction filled him with
dismay.

“1 don’t know what you expected,” the firedrake said.
“You lost his partner—he was hardly going to be pleased, was he?’
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“| did not lose her!” Elion shouted. “ She damn well lost herself, and | don’t
see why | should take the blame for it.”

“ And you seem to have mislaid that favorite little chestnut mare of his,” the
firedrake went on, undeterred. “He' s not going to like that.”

Elion scowled. “Then he'll just have to lump it. This horse might not be so
fast or so good-looking, but at least it’s placid, and doesn’t roll, kick, and
bite.”

Kaz snickered. “ That won’t cut much ice with Cergorn. Y ou’ ve probably
given away one of hisgirlfriends.”

At this, Veldan finally intervened. “Kazairl! That's enough. It’'s bad enough
to joke about the Archimandrite, but to accuse him of unnatural practicesis

going much too far. You're never careful enough, and who knows when you
might be overheard?’

“Ah, comeon, swestie...”
“| don’t want to hear it!”

The meal was a good one, with Kaz's mutton, potatoes from the
wayshelter’s stores baked in the ashes of the fire pit, and apples to follow.
Eventually Toulac stretched her legs out in front of her, sighing with
contentment. “1 suppose someone had better take some food in to Zavahl.
After we went to al that trouble rescuing him, there’ s no point in starving
him to death now.”

“If he'll eat it,” Veldan said sourly. She half rose, but Elion waved her back
down again. He was very curious about the man who had been partially
responsible for the murder of Tormon’swife. “Stay where you are,” he said.
“Ill take care of it.” Seeing her surprised look, he added, “It’ sthe least | can
do, after you ladies and Kaz provided such agood meal.”

“You know, that might not be abad idea,” Toulac said thoughtfully. “He
seems to think we' re a couple of harpies, and | don’t think he likes women
much in general right now. Maybe if we keep on taking a tough approach,
you can be the Kind One. If we can get him to make friends with even one of
us, we'll have made an enormous breakthrough. Y ou're still wearing a
Godsword uniform, too. It might make him trust you more than he trusts us.”

“1 wouldn’'t be at all surprised,” Kaz muttered. “It’s already clear that the
human is a complete and utter imbecile.”

Zavahl had fallen asleep at |ast, and the Dragon Aethon seized his chance.
Any attempts to address his troubled host directly resulted in panic. It was
imperative that he find a more subtle way to communicate, so that he could
help them both. Now, if he could only insinuate himself into the human’s
dreaming mind, it might somehow be possible to gain histrust.

It was not an encouraging beginning. Aethon had expected to find himself in
a symbolic landscape of thought while he tried to merge with the
unconscious mind of his sleeping host. This was quite normal in making the
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adjustment to an alien species. The symbols, however, would be atrue
reflection of Zavahl’s waking mentality, and the Dragon was far from
encouraged to find that the hinterland of his mind took the form of alake of
turbulent dark water, hemmed in by obdurate mountains. A tempest whipped
the surface of the tarn into a froth of waves.

Well, what did | expect? | should know by now what kind of character I'm
dealing with. But if I'd known it was going to be like this, | wouldn’t have
been quite so impatient for the human to fall asleep.

But Aethon knew that there was no alternative. With a shudder, he stepped
into the lightless mere and sank beneath the surface.

Zavahl was dreaming. The Dragon hovered, an invisible presence, waiting
for eventsto unfold. Perhaps this way he might find a key to unlock the cage
of fear, mistrust, and superstition in which the former Hierarch had isolated
himself.

The dream itself seemed fairly straightforward and predictable. Wearing the
rough garments of a servant, Zavahl was scrubbing the broad, stone steps of
the Basilica of Myrial. Gilarra, resplendent in the Hierarch’s formal robes,
stood over him at the top of the steps, obstructing the way into the building.
She was talking to the renegade Amaurn, now wearing a Godsword uniform
and calling himself Lord Blade. As he looked on, Aethon’s hopes kindled.
He had ssimply hoped to enter Zavahl’s dream and speak to him in some
appropriate guise, to help the troubled human to accept his atered
circumstances a little more readily, and to put histrust in his new
companions. But if the former Hierarch was dreaming of the Temple, this
would be an incredible opportunity to find out more about the secret access
to the core of Myrial that must lie beneath.

Carefully, the Dragon introduced his presence, sipping into the fabric of the
dream. He appeared as atall, magnificent human figure who glowed with a
shimmering aura of refulgent light that obscured any features that might
clash with Zavahl’s own image of his God. As he approached, he just had
time to glimpse the terror and awe on the former Hierarch's face before the
wretch prostrated himself on the ground, crying, “Myrial, have mercy!
Forgive mefor failing you.”

Thisis going to be more difficult than | imagined, Aethon thought. I’ ve
never been forced to impersonate a deity before. He was about to step
forward when he realized, to his dismay, that he was not too clear about the
articulation and positioning of his human limbs when they moved.

Very clever, Aethon. Now what?

In the end, he settled for hovering an inch or two above the ground, hislong,
flowing robes covering any mistakes that might betray him. “Be at peace,
Zavahl. Come, cease this unseemly groveling and look at me.”

Slowly, asif he scarcely dared to believe what he had heard, Zavahl lifted
his face out of the dust and raised his eyes to the vision of splendor. “O great
One...”
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“Speak, my faithful servant, and do not be afraid.”

“All-powerful Myrial, if you are not displeased with me, why are my people
suffering? Why are you punishing them and me?’

You would ask that.
“You are not being punished, Zavahl.”

“But what of thisendlessrain? Isit not aresult of my mistakes? My
faillure?’

Had it been possible, the Dragon would have shaken his head. It was
difficult to be patient with a man who was suffering from his own inflated
ideas of self-importance. When an individual assumed such power, there
came an equivalent amount of guilt when things went wrong. “Y our mistake
lay in trusting Lord Blade,” he told the former Hierarch. “While you were
preoccupied with self-centered concerns about your own purity and piety,
you handed him power on a plate.”

“Great Myrial, | am unworthy...”

“Oh, shut up.” Aethon finally lost patience. “In the course of their lives,
Zavahl, everyone is guilty of a certain amount of folly. So long as you don’t
make a habit of it, the results can usually be rectified, given time.”

“Merciful One, how may | atone...”

At last! “Walk with me into the Temple, Zavahl, and we will continue our
talk.”

The woman in the rich robes, who had assumed the Hierarch’ s place, had
vanished from the top of the Temple steps, and Zavahl and the Dragon
masquerading as a God could now pass unhindered. Curious to see theinside
of this elaborate human edifice, Aethon followed the dreaming
consciousness of his host through the great doorway and into the shadowed
gloom beyond—to discover alavishly jeweled interior that filled him with
incredulous delight.

The Dragonfolk, whose actual language was made up of music and patterns
of pure, colored radiance, loved jewels, which transformed light into such
lovely colors and made it shift and shimmer like aliving thing. Deep in
Aethon’s accumulated racial memories were recollections of Dhiammara, a
glorious city carved out of colossal gems, set in the midst of adazzling
jeweled desert. It was the original dwelling place of the Dragons on their
homeworld, the place whence all Dragonkind had originally sprung.

Aethon was staggered by the opulence of the Basilica sinterior, and alittle
surprised that humans could have produced such awealth of rich beauty.
Intriguing jeweled mosaics encrusted the double row of pillars that marched
down the center of the massive building, and tapestries embroidered in gold
and dazzling with gems hung at intervals along the cold stone walls, turning
them into a blaze of color in the light from the many lamps of silver that
suspended above the echoing vault like a galaxy of stars.

The Dragon had never suspected that humans could be capable of creating so
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much beauty, but there was more to the fascination that the place exerted on
him than mere aesthetic appreciation. The sparkle and glow of colored
radiance seemed to form an evocative pattern that was trying to speak to him
in his own language of light, delivering a message that was just beyond his
comprehension.

“Holy Myria?’ The former Hierarch was standing beside a screen made of
filigree silver. It must conceal something of great importance, judging by
Zavahl’ srestless, shifting stance and the nervous tension that showed clearly
in every line of his body.

Aethon swallowed hisirritation at being distracted from the cryptic message
of the gems. “Y ou have something to ask me, my servant?’

Zavahl looked down. When he spoke his voice was shaking but defiant.
“Why did you stop communicating with me? Why did you turn your face
away? Why did your Eye become dark and silent?” Now that he had screwed
up enough courage to ask them, the questions came blurting out of himina
rush.

The Dragon felt atwinge of panic. Suddenly hisimpersonation of Myrial,
which had seemed such a good idea at the time, stood in danger of being
unmasked.

Communicating? Eye? What in all creation is the crazy human talking
about?

Then he remembered Zavahl’ s earlier dream, which had given him hisfirst
inkling that a secret lay beneath the Temple. There had been something
about an eye then too, but the detail s had been vague and misty, obscured by
adreamscape of confusion and pain. He was gripped by excitement. If
something had really been communicating with Zavahl, something that he
looked upon as a manifestation of his God, then surely he must, without
realizing it, have found away to tap into the artificial intelligence that kept
thisworld in balance.

Belatedly, he turned his attention back to the human, while his brain raced to
formul ate some plausible answers that might also lead the former Hierarch
into revealing the information that he so desperately needed. “A God may
sometimes test the faith of his servant,” he said cautiously. “L et us go to the
Eye, Zavahl. Take methere, and in its presence let us discuss this matter
further.”

Zavahl gave him a puzzled look, but nodded in acquiescence. Aethon felt a
shiver of excitement as the human pushed back the delicate screen to reveal
adoorway that contained only blackness, like the entry to an endless void.
Darkness swallowed up the former Hierarch, and the Dragon followed.

It'sonly adream. | can’t cometo any harm, and | can leave at any time |
like.

He repeated the words over and over as though they were a charm that
would protect him from whatever nightmares inhabited this sinister place.
Doubt began to assail him. How did he know this place existed in reality,
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and not just in the human’ s troubled mind?

I’ll just haveto take it on trust. It feelsso real, I'msureit’s coming from his
memory, not his imagination. Besides, what sort of ridiculous coincidence
would it be if Zavahl had invented the very thing we' ve all been seeking for
so long? No, it's far more likely that thisdreamistrue.

He remembered the mysterious message that the jewels had been trying to
convey. Was there a connection? Surely there must be!

They passed over the black abyss, though Aethon only knew it was there
because he picked up the thought from his human companion’s mind. He
stopped when he felt Zavahl stop, wondering what was going to happen
next. He heard a click that broke the profound silence like the crack of a
whip. Then asound, like the sigh of agreat wind in treetops, set the air
vibrating al around. Asif awakening out of nothingness, avast red circle
appeared, set on its edge, with the black void still inits center. Asit grew
brighter, Aethon glanced across at Zavahl’ s face, which had the stillness of
intense concentration. In front of the former Hierarch was a plinth, with a
depression at the center, into which he had fitted the great red stone of a
ring.

Ha! That stone must be the key.

Asthe circle grew in brightness, the Dragon was just leaning forward for a
closer ook at the crimson stone when suddenly a voice was heard across the
void.

“Sir? Wake up. I’ ve brought you something to eat.”

The chamber collapsed and vanished as Zavahl was pulled back to
wakefulness by the intruding voice. Once more, Aethon found himself a
hel pless passenger in the human’s mind.

| don’t believe this! Why did you have to come in just then, you stupid man?
| was so close to finding some real answers!

Whoever the intruder was, the Dragon cursed the day he had been born. Now
he would have to bide his time, helpless and hidden in Zavahl’s mind, until
the tortured man dreamed again.

“Cergorn, calm down.” Syvildathrew up her hands in exasperation. “You' ve
got to be patient. Y ou don’'t know half the story yet.”

“1 know that my so-called Loremasters have made an appalling mess of their
mission. And to think | trusted them. | can’t believe this of Veldan. Has she
gone mad? What in the name of all creation does she think she’s playing at?
She knows that it’s against our strictest laws to bring strangers here.”

Syvilda gave aworried glance around the lakeside on which they stood. No
one seemed to be nearby, but with the Shadowleague, you never knew for
sure who might be listening. “Look, don’'t you think we' d better discuss this
behind closed doors?’

The Archimandrite, as was his wont when he was angry or worried, was
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pacing up and down, digging up clods of turf with his hooves. “I don’t want
todiscussit at al. You're the one who' s discussing it.”

“Oh, for goodness' sake, Cergorn! | don’t understand why you' re being so
childish. Why, we practically raised Veldan. Y ou know very well that she
wouldn'’t be bringing those people here without a very good reason. She's
always respected our laws. Why else would she want to break them, unless
she had to?’

Cergorn stopped and looked at her, and when Syvilda saw the expression on
his face, a shiver ran along her spine. “What about her father? He was an
expert at breaking our laws, and her mother broke quite afew of them too,
before her death. Maybe blood will out, Syvilda. That’s what worries me.”

Now Syvilda was both worried and alarmed. “Have you actually listened to
what you're saying? That is the biggest load of nonsense | ever heard!”

Cergorn shook his head. To her dismay, he was wearing what she always
thought of as his mulish expression. “And what about the firedrake? Y ou
know very well he doesn’t give two pins for the law when Veldan' s welfare
and wishes are at stake. | can't take the risk, Syvilda. Everything is breaking
down around us. Not just Shadowleague edicts, but all rules, all reason, and |
can’t seem to stop therot. | can’'t have my Loremasters adding to the chaos,
and if | don’t make an example of these three, the others will start to think
that they can take shortcuts and put their own interpretation on our laws.”

Syvilda sighed. She had tried suggesting to Cergorn that, in the face of this
crisis, greater flexibility might be the answer—it was certainly what many of
the other members of the Shadowleague were saying behind his back, but
dared not tell him to his face. Unfortunately, the Archimandrite was under
tremendous pressure, and his reaction to the current instability wasto try to
regain lost ground by clamping down as hard as he could on anyone who
tried to deviate from the letter of the law. Remonstrating with him seemed
only to make him more firmly entrenched in his position, but she supposed
she’' d have to keep trying. In his current mood, no one else dared to disagree
with him—at least not aloud.

“But Cergorn, if Aethon really transferred his mind into this other man’s
body, what else could Veldan do but bring him?’

“Don’'t beridiculous,” Cergorn snorted. “Whoever heard of such athing?’

Syvildatook adeep breath. “1 did, as a matter of fact. Isn’t that exactly what
the Dragon Seers do when one of them dies? Transfer everything to their
successor?”’

The Archimandrite sighed, and rolled his eyes in exasperation. “Of course
they don’'t. How could they? Y ou’ re completely missing the point. Think
how many generations of Seers there must have been and just imagine what
acrowd of individuals would all be trying to share one body. No one could
tolerate those conditions for endless centuries, and stay sane. It'sthe
memories that get transferred. The actual spirit and personality of the Seer
passes on the way we all do.”
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Syvilda stared at him. “Are you trying to say that Veldan is lying? Because |
refuse to believeit.”

“I’m saying that she’'s mistaken. | think she’'s so distressed at having lost the
Seer that she has misinterpreted the ravings of a madman into the biggest
case of wishful thinking | ever heard. And if she believes, that will be good
enough for Kazairl.”

“And what about Elion? |s he mistaken too?’ As soon as the words | eft her
mouth, Syvilda wished that she could take them back.

“ Elion? Since Melnyth was killed, Elion has turned into a walking, talking
mistake. To think | actually sent that imbecile to help the others. And now
look what he's done to my partner ...”

“Cer, you'reraving. Asfar as| can tell, Elion didn’t do anything to Shree. |
don’t see how you can blame him if she went off on her own. What was the
poor boy supposed to do? Sprout wings?’

“He shouldn’t have let her go.”

“She’'sa Senior Loremaster. Elion didn’t have the authority to stop her doing

anything she wanted. And you know what she’s like. She always suits
herself, no matter what.”

“You've never liked my partner, have you? Y ou were always jeal ous of her.
| suppose you're glad to see the back of her.”

Syvildathrew up her handsin despair. “I’m going. There's no talking to you
when you're like this. But | warn you, Cergorn, the last time | saw you in
this mood was when we had that challenge from Amaurn—and look what
happened then. Frankly, you were lucky to retain control of the
Shadowleague, and you can’t count on it happening again. Unless you ease
up on everyone, you' re going to find yourself with no supporters at all.”

Cergorn glared at her. “Don’'t be ridiculous. Stability is all that can hold the
Shadowleague together in the face of this crisis, and the Loremasters—apart
from the inevitable few malcontents—have the sense to realize that.”

“You'refooling yourself,” Syvilda said sadly, as she turned away. “1 only
hope you come to see that, before it’ s too late.”

Up in the Tower of Tidings, there was a moment of stunned silence among
the three Listeners. Then the uproar broke out.

“Did you hear that?’
“Can you believe the things he said?’

“1 feel sorry for poor Veldan and the others. Little do they know what's
waiting for them.”

“Do you think we should warn them?’

Vaure the Phoenix took charge. “No. Sadly, we can’'t warn them. It’ll alert
Cergorn that we're spying on him. Are you sure you got everything,
Bailen?’

The blind man nodded. “One of the few advantages of not having eyesis
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that you really learn to develop your hearing.”

The Dovruja, Dessil, sat up on his hind legs, looking more otterlike than
ever. “1 don't like this. Whatever you might say about Cergorn, he always
used to be just. Maybe part of this behavior is his anger at losing his partner,
but that’ s not the point. If he's starting to pick on Veldan, of al people, then
any of us could be next.”

Vaure flew out of the fireplace, trailing atail of sparks behind her like a
comet and scattering ashes in her wake. “Maskulu had better hear about this
at once,” she said. “It may be that the time for a change of leadership is
coming sooner than we thought.”

“Vaure, are you sure?’ Bailen was always the cautious member of thetrio.
“The Gaeorn can be such a hothead. With the world falling into chaos just
now, will upheaval and strife within the Shadowleague not do more harm

than good?’
The Phoenix, perched on the windowsill, shook her golden feathers. “Dessil,
what do you say?’

“1 say go. What'’ s the good of our possessing all this ancient knowledge if
Cergorn is determined to keep suppressing it? We'vetried hisway. It
doesn’'t work. Things can’t get any worse for my people with a new
Archimandrite, and they might just get some effective help for a
change—while some of them still survive.”

Vaure turned back to the human. “Well, Baillen?’
He sighed. “All right.”

“Good. Cover for mewhilel’m gone.” With aflip of her wings, the Phoenix
was out of the window and away.

CHAPTER 8

Dead Meat

After Tormon and Scall had vanished down the cliff path, Rochalla started
back toward the guardhouse, but was pulled up short by the child dragging at
her arm. Annas had her little feet planted firmly in the mud, her face flushed
and mutinous. “I’m not coming.” The child glared defiantly at the older girl.
“1’m staying here to wait for my dad.”
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Rochalla sighed. “But lovey, we're getting wet. Y our dad won'’t thank you
for catching cold, you know. Now that would be silly, wouldn’t it?”’

“Don't care.” With her little boot, Annas kicked at the mud.

“Come back by the fire where it’s warm,” Rochalla coaxed, “and let’s see if
the guards have hidden any sweets somewhere amongst their stores. I’'m sure
they have some squirreled away that we never found.”

Annas never wavered. “1 can't,” she said stubbornly. “I’ve got to stay here.”

“But he'll be back soon.” With an effort Rochalla managed to keep the
impatience from her voice. “Why do you have to wait right here?’

The child bit her lip and looked at the ground. “ So he doesn’'t get lost,” she
said in atiny voice. “When he went away before he got lost, and the bad
man put his hands around Mama’s neck. She fell down and | never saw her
anymore...”

S0 he doesn’'t get lost. The words went right to Rochalla’' s heart. She knew
that Tormon’s wife had been killed within the last few days, in
circumstances so dreadful that no one had dared discuss them. But she had
never stopped to consider the effect that such horrors must have had on the
poor child, who had been forced to face up to the insecurities of a cruel
world at such an early age.

“Please let me go down,” Annas whimpered. “1’ve got to find Dad.”

Rochalla gave up the argument. She could see that the little girl was
genuinely in distress. “All right,” she said. “I'll tell you what—we' Il wait
right here at the top and watch for him coming back. Is that good enough for
you?”’

“Oh, thank you!” Annas hugged her.

Presvel had returned to the warmth and shelter of the guardhouse, but
Seriema, who had accompanied him, came back to fetch the others, sloshing
determinedly through the mud, clearly irritated that Rochalla and the girl had
not followed Tormon’ s instructions. She shivered, pulling the folds of her
hood farther up over her damp hair. “I don’t know why you're letting her get
away with this. For Myrial’s sake, bring the wretched child inside. Don’t
you realize that if any of those winged fiends come out of the city, you're
making targets of us al, standing there in the open like that?’

Rochallafelt herself flushing. Her attention had been so focused on the child
that she had never considered the possible danger of their position. Seriema
had made her feel like afool, and she burned with resentment. “Why don’t
you mind your own business,” she snapped. “Can’t you see that Annasis
worried about her father? Y ou power-crazed old maid! Are you so dried-up
that you can’t understand simple human emotions like love and fear?’

Seriema’ s lips tightened, but she did not lose her temper. Even in the heat of
the moment, Rochalla had to admire her control. “I understand a good deal

more than an ignorant girl who'’ll never be anything more than a nursemaid,”
she said coldly. “I know that the child will catch a chill by staying out in this
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weather. And it’s about to get worse. Look over there.” She gestured toward
the mountain, itstop hidden in low, black cloud. Rochalla saw her face
change. One hand went to her mouth, and her eyes widened with horror. “All
that rain on the mountain,” she breathed. “ The river—can you hear it?’

In the distance was a low, roaring sound, growing louder, like agreat gale
blowing. Wasit Rochalla simagination, or was there atremor in the earth
beneath her feet?

Seriemawas quicker on the uptake. “Get the child into the barracks. Quick!”
Seizing the arm of the protesting Annas, she yanked the wailing little girl
across the mud and all but threw her bodily into the building.

“Leave her alone, you bully!” Rochallaflew at her like afury, to be stopped
in her tracks by aresounding slap.

“Look over there. See that water spreading thisway? The river has burst its
banks. Get inside. Now!” Pushing Rochalla toward the open doorway, she
picked up her skirts and began to run in the opposite direction.

“But where are you going?’ Rochalla called after her. “Comeback!”

“Tormon and the boy. Somebody’s got to warn them.” Seriema flung the
words over her shoulder. Then she was gone, scrambling down the
treacherous, dlippery path asit dropped away over the cliff.

The wave had come racing down out of the narrow valley of the Snaketail
Pass, a great upswelling of water as high as aman. When it reached the level
plateau the water spread out rapidly, itsterrifying pace slowing somewhat,
but the forward momentum of the current carrying on. A great wave
smashed into the city walls, and spray flew high into the air. One section of
the wall, its foundations already undermined by months of ceaselessrain,
collapsed with a splash into the swirling, muddy waters that were already
flooding the riverside warehouses and carrying away the flimsy, wooden
slum dwellings. One by one, the smoldering funeral pyres on the plateau
were extinguished, and faggots of wood and decaying, part-burned corpses
were borne away on the flood that spread farther and farther outward,
thundering inexorably toward the cliffs at the plateau’ s edge.

Rochalla, hypnotized by the power and destruction, realized that the waters
would soon be at the guardhouse, and came out of her trance with ajerk. She
darted inside, slamming the door behind her, just as Presvel, with Annas
tugging him by the hand, emerged from the stables. “What’s going on?’ he
asked.

“Theriver!” Rochalla gasped. “A flood...”

“Where's Seriema?”’

“Gone—she went to warn Tormon. | couldn’t stop her!” Guiltily, she
realized that she had never tried.

Presvel turned pale. “ She'll be killed!” He ran to open the door, but Rochalla
stepped in front of it, barring hisway. “Let me out!” He tried to push her
aside, and they struggled. “1 must help her!”
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“No, don’'t open the door! It'stoo late ...”

With acrash, the wall of water hit the guardhouse. The impact made the
whole building shake. Annas clung to Rochalla’ s skirts, mute with terror,
while in the stables, the horses whinnied and stamped uneasily. Presvel,
shaking visibly, turned to her, moving with the slowness of shock, his eyes
dark and wide. “My Lady,” he whispered. “ She'll be...”

“Shut up,” Rochalla hissed, gesturing to the child, who still clutched her in a
terrified grasp. Through the window, she could see the water pouring over
the edge of the cliff. The trail would be deluged, the tunnel filled with water.
Tormon, Seriema, and Scall would be swept to their deaths—how could it be
otherwise? Poor little Annas was truly an orphan now. A pang of grief went
through Rochalla. Lately she had suffered so many losses—why should
these people she had known for less than a day affect her so strongly? Y et
they did. Adversity had forged a bond between them, making them almost as
much her family as the children she had buried in the graveyard.

For amoment, Rochalla' s eyes blurred with grief for her lost companions.
Then another thought struck her. Only Tormon, Seriema, and Scall could
control the horses. Presvel was an indifferent rider at best, and before
yesterday, she had never been in asaddle in her life. The two of them had
just gone along with the others, mainly trusting their horse to stay with its
companions and hoping for the best. They had never even been off the
plateau, and had no knowledge of the wider world beyond their city. Only
Tormon had any idea where they were heading. He was the only one who
had ever traveled far beyond the boundaries of Tiarond.

Rochallalooked at Presvel, who slumped against the wall, hisfacein his
hands, still reeling from the sudden loss of Seriema. It was no use looking to
him for help. She yelped, looking down as freezing water poured into her
shoes.

“Rochalla?” Annastugged at her skirt. “My feet are all wet.”

The floodwaters were in the room with them, creeping under the door and
rising rapidly. A shudder ran through Rochalla, and she hoisted the child into
her arms. Already, the dirty water was lapping round her ankles and rising
rapidly. What will become of us? she thought despairingly. Where will we go
now? What shall we do?

Tormon, with al his attention fixed on the tunnel beyond the waterfall, had
no idea of Seriema’ s approach until he felt her hand upon hisarm. The roar
of the descending waters seemed to be growing louder, so deafening that he
almost had to read her lips, but the expression on her face told him all he
needed to know. They werein trouble. Rain in the mountains. Theriver in
gpate. Annas! Tormon’s blood turned to ice. He made as if to start back up
the path, but realized that it would already be too late. In a dozen places
along the cliff face, the water was already coming down in filthy brown
torrents. At any moment, it would pour across the trail, and a part of its
volume would be diverted by the path, into the tunnel.
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Tormon grabbed Seriema’ s hand. “Run!” But no one could run behind the
waterfall. Despite the need for haste, they were forced to sidle along, pressed
tight against the cliff. Tormon, flinching back from the raw power of that
inexorable deluge, realized that since Scall had gone through there the
torrent had grown considerably, increasing in force.

Asthey burst into the dark and cavernous tunnel, Tormon tugged on
Seriema’ s hand. “Up there,” he shouted. “Climb!” In the faint light that
filtered through the entrance a rusted ladder could be seen on the right-hand
wall, leading to a metal walkway near the curved ceiling. Without hesitation,
the woman bundled up her skirts and began her ascent. Already the water in
the tunnel was degpening, swirling around Tormon'’s knees, the strength of
the current threatening to pull hislegs out from under him. He knew with a
sinking certainty that this was only the beginning. He took a deep breath.
Cupping his hands to his mouth, he shouted: “SCALL!”

As he had hoped, the tunnel magnified his voice and carried it downward.
Faint and far away, he heard avoice. “Tormon?’

“Floods coming. Climb, boy. Climb to the walkway. NOW!” Without
waiting for areply, he followed Seriema up the ladder asfast as he could.

Not a moment too soon. The floodwater had reached the edge of the plateau,
and came deluging down from above. Though most fell harmlessly down the
cliff, some— enough—was caught by the jutting cliff path and funneled
down into the mouth of the steeply sloping tunnel, which acted like adrain,
sending the water rushing downward with alarming speed.

The torrent came spurting in with a sound like the ending of the world, a
rumbling roar that reverberated through the tunnel, magnified over and over
by the curving roof. Brown, churning water snatched at Tormon’s heels as
he scrambled up the ladder. Gasping for breath, he hauled himself up onto
the rusting walkway beside Seriema, who sat with her legs curled up beneath
her, her hands clenched tightly round the iron railings, peering down through
the half-light at the dizzying flow of water that hurtled past, not far below
her.

“Areyou al right?’ he shouted, noting the pallor of her face.

She nodded. “I’'m fine. My knees just went alittle weak, that’s all. It was
such a shock when all that water came bursting in. Even though | was
expecting it, | didn’t anticipate any thing like that!*

He was surprised that she'd admitted to her fear.

She was looking down at the water once more, with horrified fascination.
“Will it reach us, do you think?’

“We'd better pray it doesn’'t,” Tormon replied grimly, “Because there's
nowhere left to go from here. Sweet Myrial, | hope that poor lad managed to
get to safety in time.”

Seriemadid not reply, but the way she refused to meet his eyes was enough
to tell him that she held out little hope of Scalls survival.
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They had been here. Aliana looked round the devastated Warrens, and felt
herself begin to shake. She had been wrong about the thieves' lair being
safe. The winged ones, those foul abominations of the night, had found her
home. As she roamed through the silent passages and caves, scene after
scene of horror met her eyes. The awnings and crude partitions that had
been the fragile homes of so many desperate people had been torn down and
trampled. The pitiful belongings of the inhabitants were everywhere:
cooking pots with their contents spilled and congealed on the ground,
broken mugs and plates with their fragments strewn underfoot, patched
clothes and threadbare blankets in discarded, tangled piles. Everything was
spattered with blood.

The narrow, labyrinthine tunnels, painstakingly carved into the spur of the
mountain by generations of Tiarond’ s impoverished, forgotten, and
dispossessed, had turned from a sanctuary into a trap. The remains of the
inhabitants wer e scattered among their broken possessions. The bodies,
male and female, young and old, were torn, mangled, and dismembered.
Limbs were gnawed or missing, and guts ripped out. Many had been reduced
from human beings to mutilated lumps of meat, but there were others that
she recognized, from clothing, or some cheap trinket of personal adornment.
Or worst of all froma familiar and well-loved face.

And nowhere was there any sign of Alestan ...

Alianajolted awake, calling out her brother’ s name, tears streaming down
her face. For a moment she could not remember where she was, and the
terrifying experiences of the night before, when she’ d been pursued by those
demonic creatures and finally found sanctuary in this cold lonely crypt, al
became mixed up with the images from her nightmare until she hardly knew
where dreaming left off and reality began. Everything coalesced into asingle
thought: she knew, with absolute certainty, that she must get back to her
home and her brother as soon as possible.

In the minds of Tiarond’s prosperous folk, the Warrens were a disgrace and
a blemish on the reputation of the Holy City. The place and its inhabitants
were never discussed without curses and complaints, and preferably, they
were never to be thought of at al. But to the wretched beings struggling to
survive with no work, no homes, and no future, the caves in the massive spur
of rock that was the city’ s eastern boundary were arefuge sent by Myrial
Himself, the slender thread on which their survival hung. To thecity’s
thieves, the Warrens held a dightly different set of opportunities. The
labyrinth of caverns and tunnels extending far back into the mountain, part
natural and part chipped painstakingly out by hand over many generations,
were a hideout and a conundrum to baffle the most astute of Godswords, and
a perfect place to stash all kinds of loot.

To Aliana, on that dreadful morning after terror had come hurtling from the
skies, the Warrens were a distant dream to which she despaired of returning.
She had awakened, thirsty, stiff, unrested, and with a pounding headache and
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an arm that stung and burned. On the positive side, however, there was no
sign of her attackers save for the torn and mangled body of the one that had
been set upon by its companions, at the top of the mausoleum steps. Aliana
stepped over it with a shudder of distaste, irrationally and childishly scared
that it might somehow come back to life and snatch at her as she passed.

The rest of the house was similarly deserted, though the thief had to make a
painstaking search of the building from bottom to top and back again before
she could feel sure enough to let herself relax, even alittle. Though the place
seemed safe enough, when she returned to the kitchen she was all too aware
of the hole that gaped in the shattered window, where the winged fiends had
come bursting through. A shiver, from more than just the cold rain that was
driving through the window, went through Aliana, a cold prickling along all
her nerves as though someone had just walked on her grave. What are those
creatures? she thought. How can we ever hope to survive them? In that
Instant, she was certain that Tiarond was doomed.

If the situation was so desperate, it was even more important that she find
her twin and the gang of thieves who were all the family she possessed. But
Aliana knew better than to rush off without making careful preparations. She
knew all too well that the more dangerous the situation, the more likely it
was that haste would get her killed. In the kitchen she ate whatever she could
scrounge, determined, almost as an act of faith, to take the best of what she
had found back to the Warrens. She drank draught after draught of clean,
cold water, and poured an extra supply into a stoppered flask. After the
previous night, she wasn’'t going to take the risk again of being trapped
somewhere with nothing to drink. Thank Myrial | had the sense not to start
on the brandy, she thought. | feel bad enough this morning without that. She
found the cook’ s supply of willow bark, but decided there was no time to
infuse it properly. Her assorted aches and pains, and the slight shivery touch
of fever from those burning scratches in her arm would have to wait. She
packed the willow bark in her backpack, though. It would be needed in the
Warrens—if the Warrens were still there.

Having taken care of herself as best she could, she was ready to go, but it
took more courage than she knew she possessed to leave the dubious
sanctuary of the merchant’ s house. Assuring herself she was not putting off
her departure, that it was only wise to make one final check before venturing
out, Aliana turned away from the door and ran back upstairs for one last |ook
out over the route she would be taking.

The wool merchant’s house looked down over the city, and from the upper
windows she made a nervous scan of the rooftops and the skies. There was
nothing to be seen: no winged shapes crouching like gargoyles on chimneys
or wheeling through the air like sinister carrion birds. It must be near noon,
Aliana decided, accustomed, like all Tiarondians these days, to judging the
hour by the ambient light of a shrouded sun. Today the clouds were low, the
surging grey vapor driven down the mountain by agusting wind. The rain
was coming down harder by the minute, leaving water pooling on the ground
and the roof tiles dark and streaming. Would the downpour be enough to
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keep the fell creatures at bay? Their absence was unnerving. Though she
could not see them, she had a bad feeling that they weren’t too far away.
Perhaps they were mainly creatures of the night, only hunting in the hours of
darkness, like bats or owls. If so, it should be safe to move about during the
daylight. But it could get pretty gloomy at this time of year, she reminded
herself—especially when the clouds came down low. She didn’t dare stake
her life on the invaders sleeping through the day. Nonethel ess, the seeming
absence of the predators would give her a chance, at least, of getting home in
safety.

So what are you standing around for? Let’ s get going, while the daylight
lasts!

As she left the house, her eyes darted everywhere, her nerves stretched to the
breaking point, expecting, at any moment, that death would strike her from
above. At the mouth of the alley, the Esplanade stretched out before her, a
lethal open space to be avoided at all costs. Aliana swallowed hard, groping
for her courage. Ducking low and sticking as close as she could to the outer
wall of the mansion, she moved to her right and scuttled along the edge of
the square, hunched to make herself as small as possible, and running for
cover like aterrified animal. Never before had she felt so small, so
vulnerable, and so alone. By comparison to the vast open space, the wide
thoroughfare that led from the square seemed secure and almost cosy, but
still she stayed close to the right-hand wall, her eyes busy all the time, and
her muscles tensed for flight.

“Hssst—Alianal” The voice was so unexpected that she instinctively ducked
and rolled, coming up with aknife in her hand, before she realized that the
winged hunters couldn’t possibly know her name. Feeling angry and foolish
she glared around her—and saw a dirty hand beckoning from the shadows of
anarrow aleyway on the opposite side of the street. Alianaran, her heart
leaping with a hope that she dared not even name. Ever since her nightmare
of the devastated Warrens, she had been convinced, deep down, that her
brother must be dead. But Alestan was alive! For an instant she cared for
nothing else. Then her eyes became accustomed to the gloom within the
narrow passage, and she faltered, arms still outstretched, her cry of greeting
freezing on her lips.

Alestan was filthy and disheveled, his face and hands and clothing smeared
with mud. There was a dirty bandage bound around his forehead, and his
curling hair, sandy where his twin’s was tawny, was darkened and matted
with dried blood. But it was his eyes that told the true tale of suffering and
catastrophe. As he looked into her face, Aliana knew that she must
somehow, with some uncanny connection between their twin minds, have
picked up her nightmare from his mind. It had all been true. Her eyes strayed
beyond him to the huddle of weary, drooping figures, and she knew without
having to be told that this pitiful handful were the only survivors:. al he had
been able to bring out of the Warrens alive.

But he was safe! She saw her relief mirrored in her brother’s eyes. Laughing
and crying, the two of them embraced, oblivious of the pouring rain, only
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caring, in that instant, that the other was aive.

Eventually they pulled apart. “What happened to you?’ Alestan asked her. “I
didn’t think you could be dead—not at first, at any rate. But when you were
gone al night, and you didn’t come back, | thought...”

“1 got trapped in a house by those awful creatures.” Aliana shuddered at the
memory. “But what happened to you, Alestan? What happened in the
Warrens? Why are you all here?’ Her gaze went from him to the others, a
small, exhausted, woeful-looking group.

Gelinawas the oldest (“When | hit thirty | stopped counting”), a confidence
trickster who could become any character from a Priestess to a whore, break
men’s hearts at fifty paces, and charm gold from the pocket of the most flint-
hearted merchant (except, of course, for Lady Seriema). Today, for the first
time, she looked her age, with her shoulders drooping, her face grey and
drawn with weariness and grief, her rainbow gypsy skirts soaking, tattered
and daubed with mud and blood, and her wealth of dark hair hanging in
tousled strings. Tag and Erla, expert pickpockets aged eight and ten
respectively, clustered round her, clinging to her hands. Tosal, fifteen years
old, dight, towheaded, and the finest cat burglar in the city, had lost his
normal air of cocky ebullience, and huddled, red-eyed and shaking, close to
the wall.

The only one who seemed unmarked by the events of the previous night was
Packrat, whose thin, sneering countenance looked just the same as ever.
Alianawould have laid money on his surviving, though there were faces she
would much rather have seen in his place. His age was indeterminate,
anywhere between Aliana and Gelina. He described himself asaplain,
jobbing thief (“If it's not nailed down, I'll haveit.”). Anything was grist to
his mill: food, money, clothing, or anything else he could find that was
unwanted or unwatched. He would steal afarthing from a blind old woman
asreadily as he'd take afat purse from a merchant, and for profit he would
dit athroat or stick aknifein aback without blinking an eye. Even among
thieves, his methods drew comment and disapproval. He was unshaven as
aways, and his face had its usual, unhealthy pallor. His clothes and hair
were slovenly and unkempt, and Aliana had once commented that he only
washed occasionally so that his victims would not be able to smell him
coming.

Packrat, as she might have guessed, was the first to speak. “We got
slaughtered, that’s what happened. And before we go any further with this

touching little reunion, we should get off the street—that isif you don’t want
to be next.”

Alianafound herself shaking. Though she had known in her heart that the
others must be dead, it was still a devastating blow. And to be told in such a
brutal manner! She looked at Packrat with more than the usual dislike. “Pick
a house, then. Y ou're the expert at breaking and entering.”

He shrugged. “The way those flying bastards smash through doors and
windows, | don’t have to be.”
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They took refuge in a house nearby, ransacking the kitchen, then taking the
food upstairs, where they could keep alookout. The house, though not as
opulent as that of Aliana swool merchant, was large, beautifully furnished,
and solidly constructed, with good, thick walls that kept out the worst of the
damp and chill. They did not dare light afire, lest some watchful predator
should see or smell the smoke. They made a rough camp in the master
bedroom, with alookout constantly at the window to scan the skies and the
neighboring rooftops, while another was stationed in the smaller room next
door, which looked out on the rear of the house.

The thieves took turns to wash, and time to doctor one another’ s wounds as
best they could before they ate, despite the fact that all of them were
ravenous. It was as though they needed first to cleanse themselves, not only
of the muck and the blood, but also of the horrors and violence they had
witnessed during the hours of darkness. Some chance, Aliana thought
bitterly—but when it was her turn at the basin, she found herself scrubbing
at her skin just as hard as the others had done. Even the scruffy Packrat, for
once, seemed to feel the need of soap and water.

The otherswould tell Alianavery little about the loss of the Warrens. They
had only survived because they had still been out in the streets when the
creatures attacked. None of them wanted to say much about the destruction
they had witnessed on their return, but Alianafelt guilty but relieved that she
didn’t know the details.

Alestan laid aside the food that he had barely tasted and rubbed his weary
eyes. “Of course, we can't be sure that everyone is dead. Others may have
been like you, Aliana, and found shelter somewhere in the city. Maybe
they’ ll—"

“Maybe nothing,” Packrat snarled. “Even if they did makeit, do you think
they’ Il survive another night on the streets with those vicious sons of bitches
on the prowl? Do you think we will? Don’t be stupid!”

Alianaglared at him. “They may. | did—I know it’s possible. After dll, it'sa
big city. There sfood around for the looting if they look hard enough, and
there are lots of placesto hide. Why, with care it should be possible to
survive indefinitely—"

“Don’t fool yourself.” Packrat treated her to alook of utter contempt. “Face
it—the rest of the Ghosts are dead. And so are we. It’'s only a matter of
time.”

“There' s something else you haven't considered, Aliana.” Gelinacamein
from the other room, where Tosel had just taken her place. “ Right now those
killers are well fed. They don’t really need to put much effort into hunting
down strays. But there seems to be an awful lot of them. What happens when
their supplies start to run short? They’ |l make short work of any wandering
survivors then, you mark my words.”

“And in case you hadn’t noticed, that means us,” said Packrat. “Unlesswe
can think of something really clever before nightfall, we're just so much
dead meat.”
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When Zavahl opened his eyes and saw a Godsword standing in front of him,
his heart |eapt. Rescue! One of his own people had come to save him from
these madwomen with the monster and take him home. Then he woke up
properly, and remembered that he didn’t have a home, and the Godswords
were histroops no longer. His belly clenched with fear. Blade had come for
him! Knowledge of his desperate predicament came crashing down on him
once more. He could not go back to Tiarond; even in the unlikely event that
Gilarra and the ruthless Godsword Commander let him live, his own people
would most likely tear him to pieces.

The stranger in the black cloak was watching him closely. “You’ ve missed
the right time for the Sacrifice,” he said softly. “It won’t come round again
for another year. So even if you went back now, it would do no good.”

Zavahl sat bolt upright. “Who are you?’

The other put down the plate he was carrying and sat himself on the edge of
the bed. “I’m Elion. | hope I’m going to be afriend, though I'm afraid you
might have different ideas about that.”

“Areyou in league with those accursed women?”’

“Well, I'm not a Godsword.” The young man smiled. “I just needed to
borrow a uniform for awhile. Y ou know how it is.”

Guilt scorched Zavahl, who remembered one night long ago, when he had
abandoned the lonely asceticism of his life and gone down into the city with
his face and identity concealed by a mask, to sample the alehouses and
whores.

Don'’t think about that
“Areyou in league with the women?’ he persisted.

The young man shrugged. “There s no sense in denying it. We come from
the same place—apart from the old battle-axe—and we have the same
goals.” He leaned forward confidingly, and spokein alow voice. “It'sno
bloody picnic for me, let me tell you. Y ou’' ve already found out how
pigheaded, disagreeable, and downright difficult they can be. But these are
Inauspicious times, as you' ve seen for yourself. The world is falling apart
around us, and it’s our task to try and stop it.”

Zavahl frowned. “ Our task? How can that be? Surely the fate of the world is
in the hands of Myria?’

Elion started to say something, thought better of it, and started again. “Even
If that’ s true, don’t you think that matters have reached a point where Myrial
needs a little help?’

“What?” Then suddenly the former Hierarch, on the verge of raging at the
young man’s heresy, remembered his dream, in which Myria had spoken to
him, and told him that he was not being punished, he was being tested.

Could it really be true? Could this be the test? Did Myrial want him to
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denounce this heretic? Or help him save the world?
If I had only been allowed to dream a little longer!
“But—Dbut how could | possibly help a God?’ he said doubtfully.

Elion leaned forward. “Before we say anything more, will you answer me
one question? Are you willing to do anything to save your people?’

Thiswas not what Zavahl had expected, but he recovered swiftly. “If |
allowed mysdlf to be tied to a stake and burned alive, | should think that
answers your question.”

The stranger’ s grey eyes never left hisown. “Yes or no?’ he persisted.
“Think carefully before you answer.”

Zavahl was thefirst to look away. “I don’t know,” he whispered.
The young man only waited.

“1 had always told myself | would willingly die for my people,” Zavahl went
on bitterly, “but when the time came to stand by my vows and become the
Sacrifice, | was so terrified that | would have done anything in my power to
escape my fate, even if it meant condemning my own people to endless
suffering.” He dropped his face into his hands and began to weep.

“And then you did escape,” Elion said softly, “but since Veldan rescued you,
you'’ ve been racked with guilt about not going through with the Sacrifice.”
He hesitated. “Y ou can atone for that, you know. Y ou can help your people.
It won't be easy, that’s all. Y our whole life will be turned upside down, and
your most cherished illusions will be shattered. Y ou'll see thingsyou'd
rather not see, and be taken where you'’ d rather not go. It’ |l be tough and
unpleasant and frightening. It’ll hurt you, and make you question yourself in
ways you can’'t even imagine.”

Elion gripped Zavahl’ s shoulder. “But you won't have to go through it aone.
I'll help you al I can, and so will my companions. If you really want to
make amends, then here' s your chance, and if it involves some suffering
along the way—well, surely that’ s all to the good. Thisisyour one chanceto
make your peace, Zavahl: with your God, with your people, and with
yourself. And in the process, , you’'ll be doing something a damn sight more
useful and effective than letting yourself be burned at the stake. Besides, it's
possible that a great deal of good may come out of this situation. Y ou might
make new friends, or find anew life for yourself, or grow in ways that you
can’'t even imagine.”

The former Hierarch shook his head. “I just don’t know...”

“Come on,” Elion coaxed. “Zavahl, your lifeisat its lowest ebb. What have
you got to lose by helping us?’

My integrity? My immortal soul? My misconceptions? Or just my sanity?
Zavahl hesitated. In away this strange young man, holding out hope in one
hand and friendship in the other, frightened him more than Blade had ever

done. All hislife, his path, clear and straight, had been marked out for him.
Now that path had been washed away by ariver, flowing fast and wide, and
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Elion was asking him to take a deep breath and jump right in, abandoning
himself to be whirled away by the current.

What if | drown?
What have | got to lose? And what if thisis my chance to save my people?

All hislife, Zavahl had been aone. He didn’t think he could bear it any
longer. “All right,” he said at last. “Y ou have my word that I'll
cooperate—at least for now.”

Elion grinned and clapped him on the back. “Good man! Now, | know you
must have a thousand questions, but truly, it’s best that you save them until
we reach our destination.”

“When will that be?’

“We're going to rest here for afew hours, then carry on through most of the
night. We'll get there tomorrow morning.”

The news that their destination was so close cheered Zavahl immensely.
Maybe he had been mistaken after all, about passing beyond the Curtain
Walls. He was longing to ask his new companion, but did not dare. So long
as he said nothing, he could convince himself that he was still in Callisiora.

“Pox onit!” Elion broke into his thoughts at avery timely moment. “I
brought you some food, then | clean forgot about it.” Retrieving the plate, he
held it out to Zavahl. “I’'m sorry, it’' || be freezing by now. It should still taste
al right, though.”

It did. And suddenly, Zavahl discovered that he was starving.

CHAPTER 9

The Otherplace

Within the timeless void of the Otherplace in which she had been trapped,
the Wind-Sprite was discovering that she was no longer alone. Calm and
serene, the woman smiled up at avery baffled Shree. “Welcome, my dear.
How good it is to have company after all thistime. What a pity you don’t
drink tea—I’ ve spent an eternity getting the taste just right.”

Thirishri observed her with growing incredulity. She did not appear to be
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young, as humans reckoned these matters, but her face, with its aguiline nose
and high, sharp cheekbones, held a harsh, imperious beauty that was
unblurred by the ravages of time. Her abundant hair, hanging straight down
her back without a trace of curl or wave, was black streaked with glints of
luminous silver, though when she moved her head, Shree could discern the
gleam of iridescent colors, like the rainbow sheen on araven’swing. Her
eyes were gentian blue, the most deep and vivid shade the Wind-Sprite had
ever seen, and their color exactly matched the robes that draped and flowed
in soft folds over along and bony frame.

“Never mind thetea.” Shree’ s reply was brusgue to the point of rudeness—a
sure sign that she was feeling unnerved by this apparition. “Who are you,
and what are you doing here?’

“Asyou must already have guessed, | am a captive like you.”

“But where did all thislandscape come from? The ocean and the island and
the sun?’

The woman smiled again; that same, beatific smile as before, with a hint of
condescension that was beginning to set Thirishri’ s nerves on edge. “Why, |
made it, of course. | created it all, from memory and imagination, from
desperation and from loneliness and longing. Y ou know yourself how
terriblethevoidis...” Her voice had taken on a brittle edge, and the Wind-
Sprite saw her bony hand tighten around the thin white porcelain of the cup.
Her eyes, when she glanced up again from her knotted fingers, held a flash
of something very close to insanity. “To make my existence bearable, |
needed some kind of structure around me, so | remembered my favorite
place, somewhere full of warmth and light and color, and ‘built’ myself a
house. I’ ve been here so long—so very, very long—that my imaginings have
becomereal. At least, asreal as anything can ever hope to be in this place.”

Thirishri understood completely. Had she not done something very similar,
when she' d found herself and her thoughts at the mercy of the terrifying
void? But this poor woman must have been a captive for a staggering
amount of time, if her visualizations had taken on such a substantial and
consistent form! Following her train of thought to its obvious conclusion,
she asked: “But what if... 7’

“What if | should die? Would my little realm survive without me? Who can
say? But that won’t happen.” For an unguarded instant her face fell into lines
of terrible weariness, and her eyes held pain as bright and sharp and naked as
an unsheathed sword. “No one diesin here, my friend. We just go on and on,
unchanging for eternity. There is no easy escape route for us, no welcome
journey to oblivion and rest. In their great wisdom” —she spat the word out
bitterly—"“my people have created the ultimate prison.”

Shree froze as she floated in midair. “Your people?’

Again, the smile with its chilling hint of madness. “Oh yes, my dear. Do you
not know the identity of your cellmate? I’ m alittle hurt that my notoriety did
not withstand the test of time. | am Helverien, despised betrayer of my

people, and | was assured that my name would be cursed and reviled through
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al the generations of the Magefolk, to the end of history itself.”

In aswift change of mood she smiled mischievoudly at the Wind-Sprite, and
her blue eyes twinkled. “At least | certainly hope so,” she added wryly. “I
should hate to have gone to all that trouble and inconvenience, only to be
stuffed in here, out of sight and out of mind, and be consigned to obscurity.”

“All what trouble?’ Shree asked, puzzled. “What did you do, to deserve such
acruel fate?’

Helverien shrugged. “Well, the way things turned out, maybe it wasn't so
very dreadful, when all is said and done. It all depends on your point of
view. You see, in order to save the inhabitants of thisincredible world of
ours—at least, that was my reasoning at the time—I handed over all the
deepest secrets of the Magefolk power to the Creators. And as you probably
know, they used this knowledge to strip us of our magic and imprison us
forever.”

Thirishri was stunned. She had only half believed in the legends of the
Mages, an imperious and often merciless race possessed of incredible arcane
powers. Every child of every race had heard the tale in one form or another,
changed and distorted over the years by endless retelling, describing the fall
of the Wizards. how in their arrogance they had dared to challenge the Gods
themselves, and had been reft of their powers and exiled behind an
impervious barrier, so that they could no longer interfere in the affairs of the
world. Since most of Myria’ s inhabitants were ignorant of the extent and
composition of their world, the stories all took place “far away, inaland
beyond our own,” and most ordinary folk did not believe them. But most
ordinary folk, and indeed most of the Shadowleague, had not witnessed what
Shree had seen, far across the sea to the east: an impenetrable grey barrier in
the shape of a dome, covering avast area. What was beneath it? Land or
ocean? No one knew. But through the aeons it had endured; the only barrier
that the Loremasters were unable to penetrate, so impervious and adamant
that it made the other Curtain Walls seem like fragile gauze.

What had the Magefolk done to deserve such dreadful isolation? Were they
really so very dangerous? Avid for more information, Thirishri turned back
to Helverien, brimming over with athousand questions that tumbled over
one another in an incomprehensible gabble of mind-speech.

The woman laughed. “Patience, my friend. | will do my best to explain what
happened. It was our pride, of course, that was our undoing. Y ou see, the
Magefolk always tended to fall into two categories: the meddlers and the
conquerors. The meddlers meant well. They wished to use their power and
knowledge to help more primitive races to advance—without ever
considering that the Wizardly notions of advancement might wreak more
harm than good among folk with a different background. The conquerors
were much more single-minded. Clearly, the lesser beings had been created
to serve them, and so must be endlaved.”

She spread her thin arms in a helpless gesture. “ The consequences were
inevitable. When we came here, with so many other races in such close
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proximity, the temptation for both groups was overwhelming.”

“But how did they know?’ Shree interrupted. “Asfar as the Shadowleague
researches can discover, the races who came here had no idea of their true
origins. It was amost as though their memories had been tampered with,
somehow.”

Helverien nodded. “In most cases they were. The Creators wanted their little
breeding colonies to be happy in their new enclosures, not hankering after
influence, or conguest, or in some cases afew additions to their diet. There
are some pretty belligerent species on Myrial, as you know—Magefolk and
humans included.”

“But they aren’t the worst.” The Wind-Sprite was thinking of the Ak’ Zahar.
“Not by along way.”

“Maybe not, but apart from those who created this whole world, the Wizards
were probably the most powerful and definitely the most cunning. Because
of their powers, they found they could shield their minds from the memory-
wipe that had erased the collective pasts of other species. Because of their
magic, they were well ableto conceal all their schemes and activities from
the Creators. They carried out their research in secret and in stealth, and in
no time they had worked out away to penetrate the Curtain Walls. That was
when | got to know your lovely island, my friend. As Recorder to my
people, | had to witness their progress very closely, and some of my happiest
memories are of the times when we'd make surreptitious visits to the other
realms, to find out about our neighbors.”

She sighed. “If only we had been content just to satisfy our curiosity. Up to
that point, the meddlers and the conquerors had been in complete accord.
Their one goal was to break through the barriers that kept them isolated and
curbed their ambitions. Once that had been achieved, however, the two
factions began to disagree over the use to which the new knowledge would
be put. That was just as well for the rest of the world,” she added wryly.
“The fighting amongst themselves delayed their plans to invade the other
realms, and for that we can be thankful. Had their schemes succeeded, they
would have been like afox in a hen house.”

Helverien stopped speaking, seemingly lost in her own dark memories, and
Thirishri, moved by the sadness on her face, respected her silence. At last,
however, curiosity won out. “So what happened?’ She had a sinking feeling
that she already knew the answer.

The Magewoman looked up at her, amost as if she had forgotten that Shree
was there. “It couldn’t be allowed to continue,” she said flatly. “Or so |
thought at the time. | was the Chief Recorder and Archivist to the Magefolk.
My whole life’' s work had been filled with lessons from the mistakes of the
past. The discord between the meddlers and the conquerors was escal ating
toward full-blown warfare, and awar between Wizards is an appalling thing.
When | realized that we might destroy ourselves as well as the other races, |
could make no other choice. | went to the Creators.”

She leapt to her feet and turned her back on the Wind-Sprite, gazing out
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across the sparkling blue ocean that she had created from memory and
longing. “I truly believed it was for the best. If | had only known what the
consequences would be! We Wizards had forgotten, in our arrogance, that
the powers of the Creators made our own look like the fumblings of small
children. In our pride, we didn’t want to believe it could be so.” Shetook a
deep breath. “ Retribution was swift and terrible. They isolated our entire
realm behind a barrier far, far stronger and more dangerous than the Curtain
Walls. If they had only gone so far, | believe | could have lived with what |
had done—but the Creators took our punishment one cruel step further. The
barrier was not asimple energy field, as were the othersin thisworld. It also
acted as a thaumaturgic damper, absorbing and negating our powers of
magic. Without warning, the most important part of our existence was torn
away from us, and we were condemned to spend an eternity living

purposel ess, powerless, and devoid of hope.”

Helverien turned back to Shree, her eyes burning like blue fire with the
intensity of her emotion. “I don’t know what | thought would happen to me,
but somehow | had believed that the Creators would shield me from the
consequences of my deed.” She gave a short and bitter laugh. “How wrong |
was! But | only discovered that when it was far too late. The Creators,
builders of entire worlds, did not care about the fate of one small individual.
They left me with the people | had betrayed—and you know the rest. Many
of the Magefolk wanted to kill me for what | had done, but in the end, they
decided to condemn meto afar worse fate.”

“And if you could go back and do it all again?’ Thirishri asked her softly.
“Would you?’

“What do you think?" The Magewoman’ s expression grew bleak, and she
turned her face to the ocean.

“1"d like to think you would.”

“Well, you'd be wrong! Knowing what | know now, | would let well enough
alone, and the other races of the world would have to take their chances. If
the Creators had simply been content to imprison my people, | could
possibly have lived with the consequences of my deeds—notwithstanding
the terrible fate that awaited me. But our magic was as essential to our well-
being asfood, or love, or the air we breathed. Without it we are doomed to
live in a constant agony of spirit, and our lives are meaningless, joyless, and
bleak. Truly, | wish the Creators had slaughtered every last one of us, had
wiped out our race completely. It would have been afar kinder act than
condemning usto this eternal suffering.”

The Wind-Sprite gave her afew minutes to compose herself before
speaking. “Why do you think they acted so harshly?’

“Because we dared to challenge them. Because we were the only race who
could. You see, they were so much more powerful than the species with
which they peopled this world. They thought of us very much as we would
think of animals. Before we came to Myrial, each one of our races was under
threat in some way on our original worlds, through war or pestilence, or the
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destruction of our environment through overpopulation, or thoughtlessness,
or greed. The Creators brought us here to save us. In return, we were
expected to believe that our enclosures, the little realms within the Curtain
Walls, constituted the entire world. They didn’t expect a race with sufficient
power of its own to escape their memory-wipe, and they were astonished
and angered by our temerity and ambition.” A wry smile crossed her face.
“After al, you don’t expect the chickensto start plotting to take over the
farm, now do you?’

“1 thought you compared the Magefolk to the foxes.”

“So | did—you have a good memory, Wind-Sprite. But afarmisabad
anaogy, for it implies that the Creators wanted to use usin some way,
whereas in truth, we were simply specimens to them: a collection of rare and
curious creatures who were in danger of extinction. So they put us where we
would be protected from ourselves, from our own destructive impul ses—and
from each other.”

“It’s hard to imagine such power,” Shree said thoughtfully. “What did they
look like?’

The woman shrugged. “Whatever they wanted, is the short answer. Such was
their power. If they wished, they could take on the forms of any of the
creatures on Myrial, and awhole host of other strange and wonderful beings
besides. Sometimes they would appear as great globes of blazing light,
though I’ m pretty sure that wasn't their original form, either. | don’t believe
we ever saw the true face of the Creators. Sometimes | wonder if they even
remembered what it was.”

“1 wonder what happened to them?’ Thirishri mused.
“What do you mean?’ Helverien asked sharply.

“Well, powerful or not, they’re gone. | don’t know how unimaginably long
you'’ ve been trapped in here, but there has been no sign of the Creatorsin our
entire recorded history.”

“What?’ The Mage' s reaction was an odd mixture of dismay and hope. “But
what could have happened to them? And if they are truly gone, who is taking
careof Myrial? Thisis an artificial world, and because it contains so many
differing environments, all separated by the Curtain Walls, it must maintain
adifficult and delicate balance. With no custodians, the systems will
eventually start breaking down!*

“Tell me about it,” Shree said wryly. “The disaster you describe is already
happening, even as we speak, and our world is descending into chaos. Even
the Shadowleague is powerless—"

“Wait aminute. What is the Shadowleague?’

Thirishri was startled. “Y ou’ ve never heard of us?I’d no idea that you had
that much catching up to do.”

To her surprise, the Magewoman returned to her chair on the terrace, seated
herself comfortably, and poured another cup of the illusory teathat seemed
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to be forever hot and fresh. Once settled, she looked up at the Wind-Sprite.
“Well? Don't just hover around up there wasting time,” she snapped. “Bring
me up to date.”

“But that will take ages,” Shree protested.
Helverien shrugged. “Y ou had something else to do?’

The journey through the tunnel had proved to be alot less frightening than
Scall had expected. In fact, he was quite proud of hisfirst small adventure on
his own. At first he had inclined to be jumpy when his torch flame wavered
in the draft, sending shadows dancing and leaping up the wall, but it didn’t
take him long to realize, rather sheepishly, that all those furtive movements
glimpsed from the corner of his eye were just his imagination combining
with the continuous flicker of light and shade.

The tunnel, sloping steeply downward and hewn in a curving path through
the cliff, was ankle deep in running water, but so far his boots seemed to be
holding out. The biggest irritant was being hit on the head so often by the
freezing cold drops of water that kept dripping from the roof. The strong
draft that blew up the passage held the dank smell of damp stone, and the
place was alive with echoes that repeated the high, chuckling sound of the
running stream on the tunnel floor, Scall’ s breathing, and the sloshing of his
feet in the water.

High on the wall on his right-hand side, Scall saw a rusting metal walkway,
seemingly bolted into the stone, with iron ladders leading up to it at
intervals. A vantage point for the tunnel guards, he supposed, and wondered
iIf it would be a better idea to climb up there and walk along the tunnel that
way, to keep out of the water. It looked pretty rickety, though, and he didn’t
much like the look of all that rust. No, better stay down here on the ground.
After al, the horses would have to come down here, and they couldn’t climb
up on awalkway. He knew that Tormon had intended to check that the floor
was safe all the way down, in case there were any obstructions or
unevenness that could make the precious animalstrip or slip. He intended to
do just as thorough a check himself.

Just how long was the tunnel, anyway? In the flickering torchlight and
shadow, it was easy to lose track. Certainly there seemed to be a good deal

of light left in his torch, and that was the main thing. Even though he knew
there was nothing down here that could really hurt him, he didn’t much
fancy groping his way back up the tunnel in the dark. As he went farther, he
noticed that the passageway had gradually been growing narrower. At the
top, where he had started, the tunnel had been wide enough for two wagons
to pass abreast. Down here, though he knew it must really be wide enough, it
looked as though there was barely space for a single cart to scrape through.

Maybe they just got sick of chipping away at this endless stone. There' s an
awful lot of work gone into thistunnel asit is. Or maybe it was all narrow,
and they started to widen it at the top and something happened to stop them.
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| suppose I'll never...
At that moment, his thoughts were rudely interrupted.

“Floods! Climb, boy! Climb up to the walkway!” Tormon'’s voice came,
faint and distant, from along way up the passage. For an instant, Scall was
paralyzed by an ice-cold surge of panic. Then he heard a distant rumbling, as
though the tunnel was the throat of awild beast that had been awakened to
sudden anger. With a gasp he took to his heels, his feet kicking up great
sprays of water, historch, held high to look for the next ladder to the
walkway, streaming smoke and flame behind him.

It was impossible to wade quickly, but Scall did his best, ploughing as fast as
he could through a deepening stream of water whose guickening current
snatched at his ankles, then rose to pull at his knees. It was growing more
difficult to keep his footing on the slippery tunnel floor, and that reduced his
speed still further. What had happened to the next accursed ladder? The
distant rumble had grown into aroar, and the entire tunnel was shaking all
around him. Suddenly, to hisincredulous relief, the torchlight caught the dull
red of rusted metal rungs that led up to safety. But it wastoo late. Even as
his reaching fingers groped for the ladder, the torrent came crashing down on
him.

Everything happened at once. Asthe wall of water smashed into him hislegs
went out from underneath him and his torch flew from his hand to be
extinguished and lost. His scream of terror was choked off as water filled his
throat. Disoriented in the darkness and tumult, he flailed wildly, and
suddenly he felt cold iron beneath hisfingers as his hand caught hold of a
rough iron bar that almost tore the skin from his pam. Scall’ s fingers locked
around it. Sheer desperation gave him the strength to bring his other arm
around against the ferocious tug of the current and gain a stronger, two-
handed hold that would keep his head above the water. He hung there
spluttering, wondering how far up the ladder the flood had lifted him, and
how close he was to the walkway. Not far, he would wager. A tremendous
amount of water had come down al at once, and it must have lifted him
pretty high. If only he could climb up to safety—Dbut he dared not loosen his
grip from the rung he was holding, even for the instant it would take to reach
up to the next.

Time lost all meaning. Scall’ s universe had shrunk to that rusting metal bar
and histwo hands clamped around it. He clung on for his very life asthe
current tugged and battered at him, twisting his body so that time and again
he almost lost his grip, trying to snatch him back into his deadly embrace.
There, amid cold and dark and terror and confusion, he discovered strength
and determination he had never before possessed.

But human endurance could only go so far. As Scall’ s hands grew numb
with cold, he felt his grasp beginning to weaken. A powerful surge of the
current took him unawares, and his grip slackened and shifted. His fingers
were slipping, slipping ... Then the waters took him and whirled him away.

In that moment, Scall realized that the flood wasn't going to subside in time
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to save hislife. Here, where the tunnel was narrower, it was lifting him even
higher. Several times it threw him up against the roof, scraping his face and
arms against the rough wet stone. Painful though it was, at least it gave him
the chance to snatch a breath or two. The walkway that had been his only
hope wouldn’t be much good to him now. It must be submerged for sure.

Thisisit. ’'mgoing to die.

Scall’ s head was spinning from lack of air. He couldn’t hold his breath much
longer. Though it made no difference in the darkness, he closed his eyes. As
the current tumbled him over and over, he waited for the end.

It didn’t come—but something else did. Something hard and narrow, that
slammed into his body with bruising force, halting his headlong descent of
the tunnel. He found his face pressed up against the ceiling, where there
were afew inches of breathing space between the water and the roof.

What in Myrial’s name has happened?

Scall took agrateful gulp of air. Asfar as he could tell in the darkness, he
seemed to be wedged in the narrow space between the curving apex of the
tunnel and a horizontal iron strut, some kind of cross-brace that ran from
wall to wall. The current was pushing him against it, keeping him in
place—at least for the present. Carefully, inch by fearful inch, he moved into
amore secure position, straddling the narrow metal pole with hislegs while
clasping hisarms around it in a grip that would have throttled it for sure, had
it been flesh and blood. It said alot for his predicament that he found his
position almost comfortable, compared to what he had just been through. For
an instant his mind flashed back to his apprenticeship in the Precincts with
Smithmaster Agella, and he wondered what, in those halcyon days, he had
ever found to complain about.

Then he realized that the water was still rising, presenting him with a
dilemma. Should he continue to cling to his perch, and hope that the water
wouldn’t reach the ceiling and drown him, or should he let go, and risk being
carried out of the tunnel and, in all probability, straight over the edge of the
cliff? Not bloody likely! Scall decided to stay exactly where he was. He
would just have to hold his breath, and pray.

Another surge smacked into him, loosening his hold and almost knocking
him from his perch. Scall grabbed at the strut, kicking out frantically to get
himself back into a secure position. The sudden movement was a mistake.
The pole shifted beneath him, turning on its axis and almost tipping him off.
From above him came a strange and ominous grinding noise, like stone
scraping against stone. Scall, still hanging on with desperate determination,
frozein terror. Had the flood done more damage than he' d thought? Was the
tunnel about to cave in and bury him?

Then al at once, he realized that he could see. Below him, the waters raced
by in agiddy whirl, and he looked away hastily. Where was the light coming
from? With difficulty, Scall craned his neck around so that he could look
above him.
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“Holy Myria!”

A hole had opened in the ceiling above him, round as the pupil of an eye, its
perfect curves cleaving cleanly and smoothly through the stone to form a
tube that led up into the cliff. A faint, misty light filtered down the new
tunnel, subdued as moonlight, but changing in hue all the time so that at any
moment it might be blue or red, yellow, green, violet, or pearly white. If any
sound came from up there, it was drowned in the hollow rushing of the
slowly rising waters below. A warm breeze blew steadily down from above,
carrying a strange, fresh smell, partly spicy and partly chemical, like the
acrid odors of the acids and the caustics that Smithmaster Agella sometimes
used for etching. It made his nostrilstingle, and with difficulty, he
suppressed the urge to sneeze.

So what do we do now?

Scall looked at the flood that washed around his body, threatening, at any
minute, to drag him from his perch. He looked up again. In the tube a sturdy
ladder, made from some dark, shining metal that showed no sign of rust,
vanished into the misty light above. His stomach clenched at the thought of
climbing up into the unknown—>but he liked the alternative awhole lot less.
Moving with painstaking care, he reached for the lowest rung of the ladder,
getting one hand round it, then the other, and pulling himself right up out of
the water. For alittle while he clung there at the bottom of the tube, resting
his weary body and marshaling his courage to venture farther. If he stayed
there long, he wouldn’t have any strength left to climb at all. In alittle while
he moved on again, heading cautiously up into the light, unsure of what
might lie ahead, but determined to find out.

After climbing for a short distance, Scall ran out of ladder, as his mysterious
new tunnel made a sharply angled bend to become almost horizontal, leading
back into the mountain.

Back toward Tiarond? There’s no way | want to go in that direction!

But he clambered up anyway and flopped down grate-fully on the smooth,
dry surface. He did need aplaceto rest, if only for alittle while. Besides,
what if the water didn’'t subside in the tunnel below? What if he was cut off
forever from hisfriends? What if Tormon had been washed away in the
flood and drowned?

“Dear Myrial, no!” Scall whispered. Thiswas the first time since the torrent
had come thundering down that he’ d been able to think beyond his
immediate survival, and a chill of fear ran through him as he realized that he
could well be on his own. He sank down on the floor of this strange new
passageway and buried his face in his hands, fighting the urge to wail like an
abandoned child. His parents, his sister, and Agella might be dead, Tormon
might be dead. Would this nightmare never end?

“It will if you keep on sitting here feeling sorry for yourself, you idiot.” He
pulled himself up, speaking aloud in an attempt to bolster his courage. “I1t’lI
end in no time, with you starving to death. Is that what you want? Come on,
Scall, you don’'t know for sureif any of them are dead. They might all be

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Furey...ague_02]_-_Spirit_of_the_Stone_(V1)_[html].html (101 of 297) [10/15/2004 12:59:34 PM]



SPIRIT OF THE STONE - SHADOWLEAGUE 2 - MAGGIE FUREY

perfectly fine. Y ou survived those winged fiends, didn’t you? Y ou survived
the flood. Well, your family and Tormon might have survived too. And what
would Tormon think of you now? He lost his poor lifemate for sure, but he
didn’t give up, did he?’

Feeling alittle better for having given himself a good talking-to, Scall got to
his feet once more. Facing back the way he had come, he leaned over the
edge of the passage where the tube had come up, to check whether the
waters had receded in the tunnel below. Judging from the sound of the
running water, they had not. “All right, then.” Scall straightened his
shoulders. “We'll go the other way. At least it’s dry up here.”

The new tunnel was high enough for him to walk upright, though its sides
and roof still curved round to form a perfect circle. Only the floor wasflat,
as though a small section of the circle had been flattened out at the bottom,
to make for easier walking. The walls were lined with some kind of soft,
elastic material that gave slightly to his touch before springing back into
shape. It felt oddly warm beneath his fingers, like something alive, he
thought with a shudder. It seemed to be the source of the misty radiance that
suffused the tunnel and colored the wallsin a series of different hues. The
faint breeze still blew into his face carrying that odd, tantalizing scent, partly
spicy, partly sharp, that tickled his nostrils. Wondering what lay ahead, and
what would become of him, Scall set off into the unknown.

CHAPTER 10

The World in His Hand

The floods in the tunnel showed no signs of going down, and every moment
was an agony to Tormon. Seeing the savage power of the water asit rushed
by below the walkway, he feared that there was little chance that Scall could
have survived and felt heartsick at the thought that he had let the poor,
inexperienced lad go down into the tunnel alone, to die.

How many more of the people he cared about would perish? An image of
Kanella, his beloved lifemate, came into his mind, and Tormon buried his
face in his hands. He had let her down too, had abandoned her in the
Godsword Citadel, alone and unprotected, to be murdered. Now his
negligence had killed the boy. And what of Annas, up at the top of the cliff?
The floods would also be bad up there, and he had |eft her in the dubious
care of Presvel, abookish, hopelessly impractical city dweller, and Rochalla,
who, though she seemed to possess more than agrain of common sense, was
nonetheless a dlip of agirl, young enough to be his daughter’ s sister despite
her air of maturity. Were they still alive? Or had they already been swept
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over the precipice by the raging waters? It was torture to sit there: helpless,
trapped, not knowing.

A touch on his shoulder made him turn. Seriema put her face close to his ear,
to make herself heard above the sound of the rushing waters. “There will be
time enough for despair if we find out that they have perished. Until then,
there' s always hope.”

“Hope? What chance does poor Scall have, in these floods?’” Tormon
snapped.

Seriemaremained calm in the face of his bitterness. “Y ou succeeded in
warning him, at any rate. He had a chance to get up on the walkway, just as
we did. He' s probably sitting there now, as hungry as awolf, waiting for the
floods to go down and worrying in case we drowned.”

“| should never have sent him down there on his own, and—"

“By Myrial’s mighty muscles, what idiots we are!” Seriema leapt to her fest,
dragging the astonished trader with her. “The walkway! It goes right along,
surely?’

Understanding dawned for Tormon, and an unexpected surge of hope. “We
can useit to look for him right now. Come on, what are you waiting for?’

“You, to light another torch.” Seriema’ s lips twitched in amusement.
“Unless you can see in the dark like abat. We'll soon lose the light from the
tunnel entrance.”

“You'reright.” Tormon shrugged out of his backpack and fumbled inside.
“Great Myrial, | feel so stupid. There | was, worrying about Scall, and sitting
on the answer all the time.”

“Well, it’ s scarcely surprising that our brains are a bit slow. After the fright
we got we needed a little time to collect ourselves. Besides, we' ve been
through such alot this last couple of days, we can be forgiven for not
thinking like our usual, efficient selves.”

Tormon scowled. He couldn’t get the last few days out of hismind asit was.
He didn’t need Seriema reminding him how terrible they had been. Catching
sight of his expression, she looked away, biting her lip. “I"'m sorry. | didn’t
mean to remind you.”

The trader concentrated on striking a spark and lighting the torch with a bit
of smoldering tinder. “It’ s not your fault,” he said gruffly. “Everything
reminds me.” To hisrelief, shedidn’t tell him that things would get better, or
that time healed al hurts. She squeezed his hand gently as she took the torch
from him, and made it almost seem accidental. “Come on, let’ s find that
dratted boy,” she said over her shoulder, and led the way into the darkness,
her small, brave light held high.

Tormon glanced up at the torch to see how far it had burned down, then
|looked down again at the broken walkway in front of him. Here where the
tunnel narrowed, the flood must have risen higher in a great, violent surge,
and the platform had been sheared loose from the wall and twisted into a
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useless lump of metal by the sheer force of water.

“Damn! How could this happen!” Seriema sounded asif the disaster was a
personal affront. “ The merchants pay good money to have this tunnel
maintained!”

Never mind your bloody money! What about Scall?

The words had been hovering on Tormon’s lips, but just then he caught a
glimpse of Seriema’ s face and swallowed them unsaid. In a split second of
clear insight, he saw the little twist of aworried frown across her brow, and
realized that she didn’t know how to express her concern for the boy in any
other way.

And now they were stuck and helpless. They could go no farther. “ Scall ?’
Again and again Tormon bellowed into the darkness, hoping for areply.
“Scall!” But no answer came from the depths of the tunnel, above the noise
of theflood as it swept past them and away. Seriema sat down on the
walkway, regardless of the damp, resting her back against the tunnel wall.
“That’sit, then.” She sighed. “All we can do now iswait.”

The chamber came as a complete surprise. The circular passageway had
been so smooth, so featureless, that it had lulled Scall’ s senses amost into a
doze as he walked along. The changing colors and the ambient, misty light
had a soothing, hypnotic effect, as though he was passing through the
landscape of a dream. Then, without warning, he stumbled out of the secure
confines and into a cavern so immense that he had difficulty recognizing it
for what it was.

He came to an abrupt halt. “Holy Myrial!” he gasped, but his words were
swallowed up by the vast spaces that stretched on and on, in front, to the
sides, and even above him, until eventually the details were lost in shadow.
Scall blinked, and a shiver went through him, though the air was just as
warm as it had been before. Gone was the soft, confusing haze with its
changeful colors. Gone was the security of the enclosing tunnel. The cavern
was shrouded in eerie gloom, but on every side streaks and rivers of light in
ruby, amethyst, emerald, sapphire, and gold crawled and writhed across the
blackness of the walls like snakes. High above his head, cutting through the
air to bridge the cavern like spiderwebs were more of the narrow beams,
illuminating the darkness with their vibrant hues. The faint whisper of the
breeze had been replaced by alow thrumming that seemed to go right up
through the soles of Scall’ s feet, and sometimes the incandescent bolts
sizzled and hissed like lightning as they darted across the walls and leapt the
void above. Occasionally clouds of glittering particles would detach
themselves from one area and drift through the air to another location, where
they would settle like a swarm of scintillating bees.

Even more wondrous were the structures that covered the floor of the cavern,
some as big as houses, some as small as footstools, and others that were
every size between. They came in abewildering variety of shapes. blocks,
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pyramids, pillars, cones, spheres, and some that seemed to be formed from a
translucent, gelatinous sub-stance that could change its form completely,
from one moment to the next. Some were outlined in the same brilliant light
that roamed across the walls, others were suffused with softer shades. Some
shimmered with the iridescence of a pearl, while others sparkled as though
they were covered in flowing streams of jewels.

Scall had no ideawhat he was looking at, but it was very beautiful. He had
no sense of fear. All this strange sound and light and motion seemed to have
apurpose al its own that had nothing to do with him, but nothing he could
see or hear carried any feeling of menace. Lost in amazement, he wandered
through the cavern between rows of the shining structures, at first forgetting
his weariness and hunger in the weird, scintillating loveliness that
surrounded him.

After atime, however, the wonder and the proud feeling that he was the first
to venture where no Tiarondian had ever trod, began to pall. He was
footsore, hungry, and thirsty, and there seemed little chance of finding
anything to eat or drink in there. These glowing forms were all very pretty,
but he couldn’t eat them, and he didn’t understand them. Even such
incredible sights as this eventually got to be boring when there was nothing
elseto look at.

I’ ve got to go back. Thisisn't getting me anywhere. Maybe the floods are
going down in the tunnel by now. Maybe Tormon and the otherswill come
by, and I’ [l miss them!

The thought alarmed him so much that he set off at arun, back in the
direction he thought he had come. But either his wanderings had confused
him, or his haste had led him astray, because soon he realized that he was
out of sight of the cavern walls and hopelessly lost, with no idea how to
locate, in the midst of all thisimmensity, with its bewildering array of
structures and lights, the one small aperture that would lead him out.

He began to panic, running on and on through the maze of glowing forms
that covered the cavern floor, searching desperately for the way out. If he
kept on going straight, surely he must come to the cavern walls sooner or
later. Then he’d only need to work his way round and eventually he would
come to the exit, no matter how long it took. But it was impossible to keep in
astraight line, and to his dismay, it soon became clear that he must have
been running in circles. He charged out from between two rows of the weird
structures, into an areathat was quite obviously the very center of the
cavern.

Scall doubled over, gasping for breath and clutching at the stitch in his side.
He felt like bursting into tears. Maybe the useless blacksmith’ s apprentice
wasn't so far away after all. He had messed up again, but this time there was
no one to help himin his plight. But finding himself so badly astray was the
jolt he needed to calm him. He took deep breaths, and felt the racing panic
beginning to subside.

At least | know where | am now. Surely from here | should be able to make
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my way back to the edge and find my way out from there.

While he got his breath back, he looked curiously around him. In the center
of the cavern there was a dip, with abright, mirrored surface like alarge
silver bowl set into the cavern floor. Spaced at equal distances around the
rim were six great beams of light, each thicker than Scall’ s body, that shone
up into the air from openings in the ground. Each of them was angled gently
toward the center, so that eventually they must meet somewherein the air,
impossibly high above his head. The lights were the same pure colors that
Scall had been seeing throughout his weird journey: red, yellow, white,
green, blue, and deepest violet, like the sky at dusk. The colors changed
frequently in aregular pattern, as though each vivid hue was moving round
the circle in turn, so that the effect was one of sweeping waves of color that
traveled endlessly round the circle. It looked to Scall like some kind of vast
edifice: a gigantic, spinning tower formed completely from rays of light that
soared into the air and vanished high above, through an aperture in the
cavern roof.

Scall followed it up with his eyes until he felt dizzy.

Hastily he looked down again into the circle, and noticed for the first time
that in the center, at the bottom of the bowl that formed the light-tower’s
base, was a structure that looked like an enormous bubble. Its transucent
walls were covered in streaks and swirls of shining rainbow colors that were
constantly in motion, obscuring then revealing vague, tantalizing glimpses of
theinterior. It was, Scall estimated, easily big enough for three or four
people to climb inside—if such athing were possible.

| wonder if itis?
The thought was in his mind before he could stop it.

No! You don’t want to have anything to do with that. Just turn around and
go back to the edge, as you planned, and forget all about it.

But he had come so far, amost to the very heart of the mysterious cavern, it
seemed a pity not to investigate the very center, now that he was there.
Surely it couldn’t hurt to have onetiny peep at that strange bubble? He
sighed. Part of him was getting all too carried away, allowing him to
Imagine himself as a bold adventurer. “It’'ll al end in tears,” hetold himself,
guoting Viora, his mother, but he found himself creeping forward,
nonetheless, as though an invisible thread was reeling himin.

Scall’ sfirst concern was getting into the silver circle itself. The rays of
colored light were spaced well apart, but would it harm him to pass between
them? He found a space equidistant between two of the beams and |ooked
around for something to throw. In the end he settled for his belt. Unbuckling
it hastily, before he changed his mind, he threw it, with aflick of hiswrist,
between the two pillars of light, turning in the same instant to run and dive
for cover. After amoment, when there was no explosion—and indeed no
sign of anything untoward happening at all—he picked himself up, feeling
highly embarrassed and glad that there had been no one around to see him.
WEell, it seemed to be safe enough. He took a deep breath and marched
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determinedly between the two light rays, then down the shallow slope into
the bottom of the featureless bowl, diding alittle on the glassy surface.
Picking up his belt from where it had fallen, he buckled it back round his
waist, then crept up to the gleaming bubble.

As he made his approach, the colors swirled even faster, the rainbow hues
forming strange, unfathomable patterns on the curving surface. Scall
stretched out a hand, then paused. What would happen if he touched this
thing? What would it feel like? Would it burst, like an ordinary bubble?
Would it hurt him somehow?

Be reasonable. Nothing in this place has hurt you yet, hasit?
That doesn’t mean it cant start now.

Nevertheless, greatly daring, he reached out again and touched the wall of
the glimmering sphere. There was an odd, cool tingling sensation in hisarm
as his hand penetrated the surface—and disappeared as though it had been
cut off. With an oath, Scall sprang backward. His feet slipped on the smooth
surface of the silver bowl, and he ended up flat on his back.

Oh, for goodness’ sake!

He sat up, hardly daring to look at hisarm. But it felt all right, and didn’t
hurt.

Just ook at the bloody thing, and get it over with!

On close examination, the limb appeared to be perfectly normal, unchanged
in any way. Weak with relief, he scrambled to his feet and went back to
scrutinize the bubble, wondering whether his interference had affected it in
any way. The colors were more intense where he' d inserted his arm,
radiating away from the place in a starburst pattern that focused on his point
of entry.

Point of entry? Could this be the way to get inside? Just walk straight
through the wall? Could it really be that simple? The notion made as much
sense as anything else did in that weird place. Without giving himself any
time to chicken out, he closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and stepped right
through the thin wall of the glistening orb.

Scall opened his eyes.
Great Myrial, what have | done?

The bubble had vanished. He must have burst it when he came blundering
through—abut just what had he wrecked? He was sure that, like everything
elsein the place, it had been there for a special reason. How much harm had
he done? What would be the consequences of his rash act? He glanced
furtively behind him, imagining that some mysterious inhabitant of the place
might leap out and punish him, but the cavern remained as lonely and
deserted as before. After alittle while, his curiosity got the better of his guilt
and he turned his eyes back to the center, to see what the now-vanished
bubble had conceal ed.

In the very center of the silver bowl was a slender pillar that looked as
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though it was made from the same material. It came up more or lessto
Scall’swaist. Lying initsflat top were two items. what looked like athin,
silver mirror about a foot across with a narrow band of gold around the edge,
and asmall silver sphere about the size of awalnut. Curious, he picked it up,
cradling it in the palm of his hand—and almost dropped it as it suddenly
began to glow. Above the device, hovering in the air over his outstretched
hand, alarge, solid-looking image formed: a slowly revolving ball, colored
inirregular shapes of green, blue, brown, and gold. It was veined al over its
surface with a peculiar network of shining, blue-white lines. Scall didn’t
know what the image was supposed to represent, but it was very pretty. It
vanished as soon as he closed his fingers over the silver sphere, and when he
opened his hand again, a new picture appeared in the air. With a start, he
recognized his own city of Tiarond, nestled between the arms of the
mountain, with its muddy plateau, over which he’d ridden only the night
before, spreading beyond to end in the steep cliff with the river making its
waterfall over the edge.

Scall gasped at the realism of the picture, which was viewed from above, as
though he were an eagle flying over the tiny city. In his surprise, he
accidentally closed his fingers once again, and a new image appeared: a
broad, blue expanse, studded with irregular shapes of brown and green.
Remembering childhood tales of voyagers who had explored Callisiora’s
southern coastline, he guessed that he was looking at the ocean, with islands
scattered here and there. Again, he closed his hand over the sphere, and the
image disappeared.

“Great Myrial,” Scall breathed. He dropped the fascinating thing into his
pocket, for further investigation later, and turned his attention to the other
item on the plinth, the one that resembled a silver mirror. Thistime, he
picked up the object with more caution, not knowing what to expect. Unlike
the little sphere that lit up in his hand, the surface of this new device seemed
to darken when he picked it up, becoming featureless and black. As he
watched, strange lines of bright, strongly colored light appeared, forming
patterns that appeared at the bottom and moved slowly up the face of the
object to vanish at the top. Scall had afeeling that it might be writing,
though it was like no writing he had ever seen.

As if you would know.

When he was younger, his mother, ever ambitious, had had the local scribe
teach him his letters, but he had never progressed much further than that.
Unable to make head nor tail of what he was seeing, he put the mirror-thing
down. Its surface reverted to blank silver once more.

Oh, well. The two weird objects, the mirror-thing and the little silver
nutshell, were the only things Scall had discovered that he could carry away
with him. At least they would bear out hisimprobable story, and maybe he
could find some use for them in time. He unslung the compact, lightweight
soldiers’ backpack that he had taken from the guardhouse, and reached for
the mirror. As soon as he touched it the surface darkened again, as the
colored patterns began to form. “Onh, stop that!” he muttered, and dropped it
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into the pack, fastening it tightly inside. It was just the same as everything
else in the peculiar cavern: beautiful but incomprehensible and, asfar as
Scall could see, completely useless. Feeling dlightly let down, he turned to
leave. He' d had enough of the place. If he could get past the floods he was
going back to the world he knew.

He scrambled up the slippery sides of the bowl, rushing at the slope and
using his momentum to take him up. When he had reached the level ground
of the cavern floor, he glanced back for one last time—and let out his breath
in alow whistle. The bubble had reappeared. It was right there, back in
place, just asit had been before. Scall stared at it in amazement, as the truth
slowly dawned on him. It must have been there all the time—yet while he
had been inside it, he had not been able to seeit. It was only visible from the
outside, where it concealed the very items that he had so carelessly pilfered.
For a moment he felt his face go warm with guilt, then he scowled. “Well,
sod it. I'm not putting them back now. There sno one here in any case.”
Turning his back on the circle, he marched determinedly away.

By the time Scall had—»by trial and error and agood deal of
hunting—managed to find the exit passage, he was miserable and exhausted.
In aweary daze he stumbled along the tubelike tunnel, but when he reached
the point where the ladder went down into the normal route, he could go no
farther. Undlinging his pack from his shoulders, he used it as a pillow and
curled up on the warm, spongy floor of the passageway. As he drifted into
oblivion he was flooded by an obscure feeling of relief that, for awhile at
least, he could forget histroublesin sleep.

Back in the beleaguered city of Tiarond, Kaita wished she could escape her
troubles so easily. Sleep, however, was aluxury that she could not afford.
There was just too much to be done. Among the fortunate townsfolk who
had found sanctuary in the Basilica of Myrial, she had been horrified to
discover that she was the most senior of the surviving physicians. Such
responsibility was a burden she could well have done without. Since the
horrific death of her friend Evelinden, two nights past, she had found it
difficult enough to keep herself going from one hour to the next, without
having to worry about a multitude of shocked, stricken, injured
strangers—though their grief was as her grief, and their loss was similar to
her own.

Again and again the memories overwhelmed her. Before dawn the previous
morning she had been brought to the Hall of Healing to identify the rags of
clothing and remaining pieces of Ewie's hideously mangled body, which had
been discovered in the Precincts by a white-faced Godsword guard.
Afterward, crushed by grief and horror beyond bearing, she had accepted her
colleagues’ offer of a bed, rather than return to the lonely, empty home that
she had shared with her companion. Willingly, she had swallowed a bitter
sleeping draught. As a physician, she knew her friend had not died easily,
and the thought of Ewie’s agony and terror was beyond all bearing. She
would have done anything to escape the pain of mind and spirit; to
obliterate, for aslong as possible, the images of Ewie' s gruesome remains.
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Anything to put off the future, if only for alittle while.

They had awakened her in time to attend the Sacrifice. Under normal
circumstances, she would have been furious to find that even the poor
patients from the Hall of Healing were to be dragged outside in the damp
and cold for an empty, pointless ritual—as if burning that poor useless fool
of aHierarch was going to make the slightest difference to the plight of
Callisioral Theirony that Zavahl was the chief proponent of the religion that
was killing him was not lost on her. Kaita had stopped believing in Myria
long ago, but even if she had not, the ghastly fate of Evelinden—a woman
who had done nothing but good all her life—would have destroyed her faith
forever. Uncharacteristically, however, she kept her opinions to herself. Still
stunned by her loss, she had meekly donned her white Healer’ s mantle and
followed the others outside without a murmur.

She had her colleagues to thank for her survival. Distancing herself from the
whole fiasco, she had simply gone where she was taken, and they had kindly
stationed her in the shelter of the Basilicawall, to one side of the sacrificia
pyre. Because her position gave her such a poor view of the
proceedings—no loss as far as Kaita was concerned—there were few people
where she stood. Sunk deep in her own misery, and still hazy with the
aftereffects of the slegping drug, she had barely registered all the commotion
when the Hierarch had been stolen away. And when death had come hurtling
down out of the skies, the Godsword soldier who stood beside her had saved
her life by seizing her arm and almost hurling her through the Basilica doors.

Since then, Kaita had not been given a moment in which to worry about her
own griefs and troubles. The wounded had come thick and fast, along with
those who, though suffering no physical injuries, had undergone experiences
of such dread and terror that their minds would bear the scars for the
remainder of their lives.

The Healer was hampered in her work by the lack of medical equipment.
Antiseptics for wounds, painkilling medications, sleeping draughts, and even
such basic items as bandages and the wherewithal for stitching wounds— all
were in desperately short supply. Vestments, bed linen, and even curtains
from the adjoining priests’ quarters were torn up to make bandages, but the
other items were much more difficult to improvise—though Healers carried
abasic medical kit with them at all timesin a sturdy leather bag which was
either slung over a shoulder or clipped to a belt. Out of sheer habit Kaita had
picked hers up when she had |eft the Hall of Healing to attend the Sacrifice,
and even though the contents were woefully inadeguate given the sheer
numbers of wounded, she was glad that such an ingrained habit had stood
her in good stead.

Coupled with the scarcity of supplies was the lack of expert help. To Kaita's
horror only three physicians, all less experienced than she, and two students
remained from the Hall of Healing. Eventually she managed to round up a
motley assortment of others who ministered, in aless official capacity, to the
poor of the town: midwives who had picked up a knowledge of basic
medicine and crude surgery along the way; apothecaries and herbalists with
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an astonishingly extensive pharmacopoeiathat could be derived from among
the basic suppliesin the tithe caves; and lastly, those ordinary men and
women with the gift of knowing how to care for others. Every neighborhood
had one—the person to whom everyone turned in times of crisis, illness, or
death. Kaita had seen them time and time again and admired their empathy,
their reassuring capability, and their practical good sense, as they watched
over sickbeds with tireless concern, laid out the dead for their final journey,
and comforted worried or grieving families.

Though she knew better than to underestimate the value of the others
contribution, the brunt of the work still fell on her shoulders. When the less
experienced physicians were in doubt, or met with a patient with injuries
beyond their experience, it was to Kaita that they came, and she found
herself pulled hither and thither, with so many conflicting demands made on
her that she scarcely knew where to turn. All the time she was forced into
making choices: treating one person so that they might live invariably meant
neglecting another who would very probably die as aresult. Asthe hours
passed, a small but damning row of corpseslay covered at the back of the
Temple, and with her vision distorted by grief and exhaustion, the Healer
saw each one as atestament to her failure. It was as well that there was no
time for her thoughts to stray too far in that direction.

While the healers had labored on through the hours of darkness and the day
that followed, many others, directed by the new Hierarch and Commander
Galveron, were also hard at work to make the refugees more comfortable. As
she worked, Kaita noticed, at the edge of her attention, that people were busy
al around her, doing their part.

The heavy bow! of water that she was carrying slopped over Kaita' s hands as
shetried to pick her way through the crowds of folk encamped all over the
floor, heading for the guardroom at the rear of the building, where an
emergency water supply, drawn from the Temple' s own water system, had
been set up. The journey seemed to grow longer and more fraught with
obstacles every time she made it, and she could swear that this wretched

bowl grew heavier every time.

“Look out!” The warning came too late. The Healer collided head-on with a
hurrying tall figure in a Godsword uniform, and cold, bloodstained water
went over them both in adrenching cascade. The priceless gold bowl with
intricate chasing—part of the Temple paraphernaliathat had been pressed
into useful service—went clattering to the floor, masking the startled oaths
that came from both partnersin the collision. The taller, heavier man
knocked Kaita off her feet, and she cried out as her shoulder banged against
the doorframe. She would have gone down entirely, but her assailant caught
her, steadied her, and set her back on her feet. He turned out to be none other
than Commander Galveron.

“Why don’t you watch where you' re going?”’
“Why, you great, lumbering o&f...”
They spoke simultaneoudly, in the heat of the moment, and bit off their hasty
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words at the same time, both of them having the sense to realize that they
were frustrated, overextended, and overtired.

“I"m sorry.”
“It was my fault.”

Again, the words came out at exactly the same time. The tall man in the
Godsword uniform gave her atired smile and picked up her bowl for her.
“Come into the guardroom and dry out by the fire, Healer Kaita. Y ou’ re half-
drowned.”

“But | have to get back. There's so much to do.”

Galveron's expression hardened. “It can wait afew minutes. Apart from the
Godsword Citadel, the Basilicais the coldest, draftiest building | know.

Y ou’ re the most experienced healer we have left. It won't do anybody any
good if you get sick on us.” Taking her arm, he steered her firmly inside and
planted her next to the fireplace, peering intently into her face as he did so.
“When did you last have any rest? Or something to eat?’

Kaitareturned his close scrutiny in kind, noting his pallor, the weary slump
of hisbroad shoulders, and the bluish shadows beneath his eyes and at the
corners of his mouth. The bloody, untended lacerations on his hands and
face were scabbing over, with dirt and Myrial knew what else till inside the
wounds. The worst part of it was, she knew that she must look almost as
ghastly herself. She planted her hands on her hips and returned his stern look
with a steely one of her own. “And when did you?’ she countered.

“You have me there.” His attempt at alighthearted tone ended in aweary
sigh, and in aflash of clearheaded honesty, Kaita realized that he was
right—with regard to both of them. Neither of them would be able to
function efficiently if they didn’t remember to take alittle more care of
themselves. Instinctively the Healer in her rose up to take charge. “I’ll take a
break if you will,” she bargained.

Galveron began to protest, just as she had expected. She tilted her head to
one side and fixed him with the basilisk stare that usually quelled the most
recalcitrant of patients. After amoment, the Godsword’ s blustering ran down
into silence. He shrugged, and gave her a sheepish grin. “Very well,
Commander Kaita. You win. We'll both rest—and eat something.”

“And while | have you here, I'll also treat those wounds of yours,” Kaitatold
him firmly.

“Not fair. You're supposed to be resting.”

“Unless you really want to die of blood poisoning, of course.” That shut him
up, just as she had intended. Or so she thought.

“1 bet you say that to al the boys.”

“Just go and make yourself useful, and fetch me some water.” Kaita thrust
her bowl into his hands. As he crossed the room, she watched him with a
smile—and suddenly became aware that this was the first time she had
smiled since they had brought her word of Ewie' s death. Thank you,
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Commander, she thought. You make a damn good leader. She was glad that
there was a sensible man in charge. It would make her own work so much
easier.

CHAPTER 11

A Vulnerable Place

Thank Providence, she’'sfinally asleep.” Rochallatook one last ook at
Annas, who was curled up in her nest of blankets and pillows like a forest
creature in its den. Her round little face was flushed, and streaked with grime
and damp smears that gleamed faintly in the lamplight, from the prolonged
session of tears and tantrums when her companions would not let her go to
look for her father in the flooded area outside the guardhouse. Annas was too
young to understand about the deadly power of such a volume of water, or to
consider the dangers of floating debris, treacherous footing, unpredictable
freak currents, and the proximity of the cliff edge. She only saw that the
water, about thigh deep on an adult, was shallow enough to be waded
through. " And I’'m agood swimmer,” she had assured Rochalla, with an
earnestness that had almost broken the older girl’ s heart.

It had taken an age to soothe the frantic child, and even so, Rochalla knew
she hadn’t really succeeded. Eventually, Annas had argued, yelled, and wept
herself into a state of exhaustion, and had fallen asleep. “No doubt she's
recouping her strength so that she can start again tomorrow.”

Rochallatold herself wearily. “And how am | going to cope with her then?’

She didn’t realize that she had spoken aloud until Presvel replied. “ Dropping
the little horror off the edge of the cliff is aways an option,” he muttered
with feeling. “My poor damned ears are still ringing.”

Rochalla, standing balanced precariously on one of the lower beds so that
she could check on Annas asleep in the upper bunk, glared down at the man
who was perched cross-legged like atailor on the barrackroom table. She
opened her mouth for a blistering retort, then thought better of it.

Presvel isgrieving too. He and Lady Seriema have been close for many
years, and her loss is affecting him far more than he' swilling to admit, even
to himself.

“You know,” she said carefully, “Annasis going to need all the kindness and
understanding we can give her in the daysto come. | don’t see how Tormon
could have possibly survived that flood.”

“And neither could Seriema. That’s what you' re saying, isn’t it? From here,
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WE' re on our own.”

With one last look at the child, Rochallalet go of the edge of the upper bunk
and dropped down into afoot and a half of dirty water. “Ugh!” The
guardhouse, with its high veranda, had been built dightly above the level of
the surrounding plain, but its position had not been high enough to spare
them completely. They had spent afrantic half hour when the floods struck,
scrambling to gather together such basic necessities as food, drinking water,
dry clothing and blankets, lamp oil, fodder for the horses and—as a lucky
afterthought—some dry kindling and firewood. They had stored these
essentials in the upper bunks, hurrying to complete the task, racing the
water, which had crept beneath the barrackroom door and was rising higher
with every passing minute.

Now darkness had fallen, and the level of the flood was beginning to drop.
In the flickering lamplight, Rochalla could see afilthy tide mark, two or
three inches above the murky water that lapped against the walls. “ At least
i’ s going down now.” She was glad of an excuse to change the subject.
“Maybein afew hours timewe' |l be able to light afire and start drying
things out alittle.” She climbed up on the long table beside Seriema’ s
assistant, leaning over the edge to wring out her sodden skirt.

Presvel looked up with eyes dull and sunken with despair and weariness.
Every line of his hunched form spoke of defeat. “ And then what?’ he
snapped. “When the floods go down, just what do we do next? Where do we
go, and how? Because if you think that either of us knows enough about
horsemanship to control those hulking great monsters in the stable next door,
you' re sadly mistaken. W€ ve never been far beyond the city, we don’t
know—"

“Myrid’ s teeth and toenails!” Rochallawas so angry that only the presence
of the sleeping child stopped her from screaming at him. Instead, the words
came out in a hissing whisper. “Why in perdition are you asking me? Are
you expecting me—agirl only half your age—to take care of you, aswell as
Annas?’ She regretted the words as soon as they were out of her mouth, but
it was too late to take them back.

Presvel flinched as though she had struck him, and his defeated pose sagged
alittle further. “I suppose | asked for that,” he said quietly. “When | brought
you to Seriema s house | wanted to spare you any more toil and hardship. |
had such plans to take care of you. How could | have guessed what was
going to happen? Y ou put me to shame, Rochalla. | keep forgetting you're
SO young, because you always seem so capable.” He sighed. “| alwaysled
such a soft, sheltered life, | see that now. Y ou’ ve already been through so
much more than | have, and the plain truth is, you're far better equipped to
survive this disaster than | am.”

“But that doesn’t excuse you from trying,” Rochalla interrupted. She
accepted that there was truth in what he was saying, but was still impatient
with his spineless attitude of defeat. “1 had a pretty soft life too, until my
parents died. After that it waslearn or go under. | chose to learn, and so must
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you. | was the eldest in my family. | had to take care of the younger ones
because there was no one else to do the job. Y ou’re the oldest here, Presvel,
though admittedly we're in aworse mess now than | ever was, back in the
city. But in away, you're also better off than | was. At least you have meto
help you, and | can take care of myself. I’'m not about to go belly-up now,
even though things look so black, and I’m not letting you do it, either. Back
inthe city, | did whatever | had to in order to survive. Now you’'ll haveto
learn to do the same. Y ou can, you know. It's amazing what a person is
capable of, when they find themselvesin a corner.”

Presvel raised his eyesto her with agrateful smile. “Rochalla, you're
incredible. Do you know that?’ He put an arm around her shoulders and
pulled her close. She wanted to stiffen, wanted to pull away, wanted to
shout: “Y ou promised you wouldn’t make me do this anymore!” But the
survivor in her knew all too well that this was no time to bring any kind of
discord between them. The old, practical Rochalla reminded her that right
now, and for the foreseeable future, they only had each other. Besides, what
could it hurt? He could hardly take things too far with Annas in the same
room and liable to wake at any moment.

All of thiswent through Rochalla’ s mind in a single flash of indecision.
When the last of her family had died, she had vowed that she would be her
own woman in the future. While Presvel wasn't a bad sort, and she
appreciated al the kindness he had shown her, it was too soon since she'd
been forced to earn her living by being with men. The last thing she needed
now, either physically or emotionally, was any entanglement of that sort,
especially while she was still mourning her little sister. But Presvel had
brought her into this little group, and she still felt unsure of her place among
these others—especially the Lady Seriema! So despite all the promises she
had made to herself about starting anew and different life, she let herself
relax into his embrace. As she did so, her own words came back into her
mind like a mocking echo.

It's amazing what a person is capable of, when they find themselvesin a
corner.

In the Basilica, Kaita was thinking very much the same thing. It had seemed
to take forever, but as the long hours passed, the Healer had gradually
succeeded in establishing some order among the masses of injured
Tiarondians. The quarters of the Priesthood, which occupied the lower levels
of the Temple beneath the Hierarch’ s lofty suite of rooms, were pressed into
service for those most seriously injured. The skilled physicians and students
labored there. One of the smaller chapels had been put aside for those whose
hurts were more superficial, who were cared for by their families and by the
lesser healers of the town—apart from a select group of apothecaries and
herbalists who had been sent by Kaitato ransack the tithe caves for whatever
they could find. Their sole task was to produce whatever simple medications
they could concoct from the materials at hand. The upper guardroom had
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been commandeered to give them a private space in which to work, away
from the crowds and commotion in the Temple below. Having no idea that
two women and afiredrake had spent the previous night there, they were
puzzled by the fresh ashes in the fireplace and the gaping hole where the
door had once stood, but they were so pressed by the growing needs of the
injured that they had little time for speculation as to the cause.

Through the day, the Healer had caught glimpses of Gilarra scurrying about
from task to task. Several of the other surviving artisans and craftsmen from
the Precincts were all hard at work arranging for food, drink, and lighting,
grappling with the difficult and unpleasant problems of waste disposal, and
improvising screens, hangings, and pallets to make the vast, echoing space
of the Temple alittle more comfortable for the refugees who sheltered
within. Agella, the inventive Smithmaster, seemed to be needed in at least as
many places as Kaita herself, and Galveron’ s reassuring presence seemed to
be everywhere at once, giving assistance, settling disputes, and smoothing
difficulties that only moments before had seemed insurmountabl e.

At last, when night had fallen once more, the Hierarch called a meeting of
her chief helpers, to assess the progress that had been made. When she
received her summons, Kaita was tending to the broken arm of a child who
had stumbled in the crowd’ s panic-stricken stampede toward safety, and who
had come very close to being trampled. Her first sensation was one of
irritation. “I don’t have time for that nonsense,” she told Smithmaster
Agella, who had brought her the message. “ Tell the Hierarch I’'m much too
busy.”

Thetall, sturdy woman pushed back her shock of red hair and shrugged.

“Y ou and me both. I’'m trying to organize a clean water supply and waste
disposal, before you physicians have an epidemic on your hands on top of
everything else. But the Hierarch feelsthat we'll all be the better for taking
an hour or so out from our tasks to assess how we're al managing, and to
get an idea of the bigger picture.” She sighed. “| daresay she's right—it
makes sense to coordinate our effortsinstead of running around at cross-
purposes like a bunch of chickens. I'm only afraid that if | stop now, I'll
never be able to get myself started again.”

Alerted by arough catch in the other woman’s voice, Kaitatook her
attention away from the patient she was attending and looked properly at the
Smith. Agella’ s face was pale and haggard with weariness, but beyond that,
the physician saw the grief that shadowed her expression, and remembered
that almost everyone in the Basilica had |ost someone dear to them. She took
a deep breath and rubbed her eyes, trying to dispel the ache of fatigue that
was beginning to blur her thinking. When she replied, her voice was more
gentle. “All right, I'll come with you now. The sooner we have this meeting,
the sooner we can get back to our real work.”

When Kaitaand Agellaarrived in the Hierarch’ s quarters, somewhat out of
breath from having dragged themselves up the endless stairs, the physician
saw that she was not alone in her concern. Most of the faces around the

council table betrayed the same hollow-eyed exhaustion and, judging from
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their scowls and fidgets, none of them wanted to be there. Suddenly, Kaita
began to feel sorry for the new Hierarch. It’s hard enough, just taking
responsibility for the sick and injured, she thought. What must it be like to be
ultimately in charge? How can she bear such a burden?

In front of each place round the table was a cup of the strong black soldiers
tea that was also much favored by healers who kept long, late hours with the
sick. Gratefully, Kaitawrapped her stiff, cold fingers around the hot mug
and took a cautious sip of the scalding liquid, which had been sweetened
with a spoonful of honey. She watched as everyone sorted themselves and
took seats around the table, placing themselves more or less at random,
except that Commander Galveron sat at the Hierarch’ s right hand.

As soon as everyone was settled, Gilarra spoke. “Firstly, thank you all for
coming. | appreciate that this meeting has dragged you away from urgent
tasks, but at this point it's important that we gather together all our
information and expertise, so that we can work as efficiently and effectively
aspossible.” Shelooked gravely around at them all. “Make no
mistake—those of us sitting around this table hold the future of the
Tiarondian survivorsin our hands.”

Kaitalooked from one face to another as the Hierarch introduced each of her
hel pers. Beside Commander Galveron was a blunt-faced man of middle
years, with blue eyes and sandy hair turning grey. This was Sergeant Ewald
of the Godswords. On Gilarra s left sat Custodian Maravis, keeper of the
priesthood’ s extensive library, an elegant woman with silver hair and aface
of sweet, serene beauty that belied her advancing years. Beside her was a
tall, stick-thin woman with a sour expression and atight little mouth beneath
amass of grey hair piled on top of her head. Kaita's heart sank to find her at
the meeting, for this was Bergamia, self-elected spokeswoman for Tiarond's
apothecaries and herbalists. Though admittedly she was very skilled, she
held an unshakable conviction that she knew just as much, if not more, than
any physician. The Healer had crossed swords with her on several occasions
during the day, and the thought of another tussle with this stubborn, self-
important old harridan filled her with dismay.

The Hedler already knew Smithmaster Agella, with her sturdy build and
short-cropped hair of flaming red, and Stablemaster Fergi<t, tall and bony
with an iron-grey thatch. The big, fat, bald man with one arm was Flint, the
Godsword Quartermaster, and keeping a wary distance from him were two
plump little men of about Kaita' s age, with golden curls clipped short like
fleece and identical features. These inseparable twins, Telimon and Quiller,
were the Head Cooks at the Godsword Citadel. When Kaitaand Agella
entered, the general discussion around the table had concerned food, and
Gilarranodded to Flint to finish what he had been saying.

The Godsword Quartermaster spoke of the stocks of provisionsin the
storage caves, and the need for careful inventories and rationing. He had
been invalided out of active soldiering when he'd lost hisarm in a skirmish
with the eastern reivers. Not wanting to leave the Godswords, he had taken
the post of Assistant Quartermaster, and all the old passion he had reserved
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for the warrior’ s life he had poured into the organization of the Citadel’s
storerooms and supplies. After aremarkably short time he had replaced his
lazy superior, seemingly gaining weight with his promotion until he had
metamorphosed into the big, bald, hefty Quartermaster of today. Though his
manner was genial, his mind was precise, and he had no use for inefficiency
or disorder of any kind. It seemed to Kaita that he was looking on this
catastrophe as a personal affront as he discussed with Telimon and Quiller
the provision of communal meals for the refugees, and a place in which to
cook and eat them.

Luckily, the Temple had its own water supply. Near the bottom of the stairs
that led up to the Hierarch’ s quarters, another staircase went downward,
beneath and behind the Temple. It led to an underground lake, the wellspring
for the whole of Tiarond. From there, the water ran down through an
intricate network of pipes, and though only the richest folk in the upper
levels of the city had their own private supplies piped into their houses, there
Were pumps on every street corner, so not even the poorest folk had very far
to go, and any excess drained away into the river at the bottom of the slope.
Now the lake would be used to provide fresh water for the refugees. Waste
was another problem, though there were caves beyond the lake cavern
containing deep crevices and potholes, down which the ordure could be
dumped, and washed away.

Flint spread his hands. “It’s not ideal, but it’ s the best solution we've come
up with for the present,” he said. “ After all, we can’t have them crapping all
over the Temple.”

Kaita had no argument with that.

The meeting looked like continuing indefinitely, and hard as the Healer tried
to concentrate, she found that her tired mind kept straying. The talk was
mostly between Flint, Telimon, and Quiller, and concerned the provision of
acommunal kitchen down near the lake, and the organization of teams of
volunteer cooks. She let the discussion slide over her, until an interruption
from Galveron brought her back once more.

“If you'll excuse me,” he interrupted, “| believe we can leave the details of
provisioning in your capable hands. If the Hierarch will permit, we must turn
instead to matters of defense.”

As Gilarra nodded to him to continue, Commander Galveron continued with
an assessment of their current position. “ The good news is that we occupy a
very defensible place,” he said. “It’ s as though the folk who built the
Basilicadeliberately constructed it as arefuge. Because we're set into the
cliff, the Temple has only one external wall, and those few high windows are
all too narrow to admit an invader—even one as spindly as those flying
freaks. They are, however, ideal for my men to shoot through, and | have
archers stationed all along the catwalks beside them.” He gave atired grin.
“If the arrows hold out, maybe we can teach the enemy to avoid this area.”

“So we should be safe—at least for the time being,” Gilarra said.
Galveron’s smilefaded. “The Basilicaitsalf is secure, but there is one
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vulnerable place in our defenses that troubles me.”
The Hierarch leaned forward in her chair. “And that iS?’

“You're not going to like this,” he warned her. “We' re extremely fortunate
in that the Basilicais so old. | imagine they made the windows so small in
those days because there was no glassto fill the gaps, but it works to our
advantage now. The only other chambers with external windows were
constructed more recently, above the Temple itself: the Priests' quarters on
the level beneath this, and here in the Hierarch’s suite, on the upper floor.
Those openings are certainly large enough to admit those creatures. With
your permission, Hierarch, now that it's dark once more, | want to position
warriors and archers up here and on the floor below. It does no harm to err
on the safe side.”

“What? In my private quarters?’

“To protect you and your family, Lady Hierarch,” Galveron told her
patiently.

Gilarrarubbed her tired eyes. “ Of course. You're right, Galveron. Y ou must
do asyou think best.”

“1 haven't finished. Archersor no, this areais open to attack, and that puts us
al in danger. | feel that the risk is unacceptable and unnecessary. We ought
to abandon these two upper floors and pull down the ceiling to block the
stairwell...”

“What?’ The Hierarch leapt to her feet. “You can’t start pulling the Basilica
of Myrial to pieces! | have a duty to conserve this place for future
generations.”

Galveron shrugged. “May | remind you, Lady, that if those monstrosities
break through into the Temple itself, it’sunlikely that there’ll be any future
generations. Not from Tiarond, at any rate, and Myria only knows what will
become of therest of Callisioraif they gain afoothold and start to breed.”

Gilarrabit her lip. “But surely, if you put warriorsin this room, that will be
sufficient defense.”

“You' d be staking your life—and the lives of everyone in the Basilica—on
that assumption. Why take the chance? It’s only lifeless stone, when al is
said and done. When this crisisis over, there' |l be plenty of timeto rebuild.”

“When thisis all over, we'll have years worth of rebuilding in every
respect,” Fergist the Stablemaster put in quietly. Kaitarealized that he was
thinking not only of the Precincts, and the streets and houses of the town, but
also of his carefully nurtured studs and bloodlines, bred over generations and
now, presumably, gone.

And what of ourselves? she thought. All those sundered families, those
broken hearts and shattered lives; all the widows, widowers, and orphans
left alone. All those hopes and dreams and future plans, blown away like
leaves in the wind. So much talent and potential, so much knowledge and
skill. It will take a long time to put our city to rights, but how much longer
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will it take to repair the fabric of our society? Will we ever truly recover
fromthis blow?

In that moment her thoughts turned to Evelinden, and Kaita was smitten by a
grief so profound that she could feel the pain right through her body, deep
within her bones. Tears pricked behind her eyes, and she wiped at them
hastily, pretending that she was ssmply rubbing her tired eyes, and hoping
that no one would notice.

A loud crash jolted her out of her thoughts. Anicy wind gusted through the
chamber, blowing out the lamps and plunging the room into darkness. For a
moment, all was confusion, a nightmare filled with shadows and running
figures, backlit by the flickering flames in the fireplace. There were
screeches as chairs were scraped back, loud clatters as they overturned.
People were colliding, tripping, falling. There were screams and curses, and
the ringing scrape of steel as a sword was drawn. Kaita saw Sergeant Ewald,
who had been sitting closest to the window, launch himself at the attackers.

“Ewald, wait!” The Commander’s warning came too late. Three of the
winged fiends were already in the room, and another was just climbing
through the window. The foremost attackers converged on the Sergeant, and
with ahow! of agony, he went down.

In the corner, someone was screaming, loud and shrill.
That stupid Bergamia. Useless cow.

Automatically, Kaita started toward the injured Ewald, her Healer’ s instincts
overriding her sense of danger, but with avicious hiss, awinged shape
loomed up in front of her, its clawed fingers snatching at her eyes. Almost
too late, she leapt back, and the talons scored lightly down her cheek and
tore into her robes at the shoulder, tangling in the loose fabric. Kaitalooked
up into its ghastly face, and felt her blood congeal. The warped features were
twisted with rage. Fangs gleamed white in alipless, bloodstained mouth as
the creature snarled. Then, above the din, cutting through the panic and
confusion, came Galveron’s voice, loud and strong. “Flint, Agella,
Fergist—to me! Y ou others, get out! Kaita, run. Fetch help. Move!”

The voice broke the spell of frozen horror, and the creature, startled,
hesitated for one split second. The instant of doubt was just enough to free
her. Tearing herself loose from the clutching talons, Kaita ran.

Pushing past Telimon or Quiller, she wasn’'t sure which, Agella barged her
way toward Galveron. Though there had seemed to be little need in the
Basilica, she had been wearing a sword ever since her narrow escape from
death on the Temple steps, and she had persuaded Fergist to do the same.
Somehow, the proximity of cold steel had proved to be far more reassuring
than the thick stone walls of the building that sheltered her, and this attack
proved that her gut feeling had been right. Quartermaster Flint, ex-soldier
that he was, carried a weapon as a matter of course. As those with no skill at
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fighting cleared the room, the four defenders converged on the winged
shapes, beating them back toward the window so that they were impeding
the entry of their foul brethren outside.

One of the creatures screamed as Galveron’'s sword pierced it. It went down
in awelter of thrashing limbs and flailing wings. A clumsy two-handed
swing from Agella beheaded another of the abominations, and very nearly
did the same for Flint, such was the momentum of her blade, wielded with
the strength of pure panic.

“Watch out, missus,” roared the Quartermaster as he ducked. As he dropped
he thrust his short sword up into the belly of another foe. The creature let out
adreadful shriek as blood sprayed and guts slithered down to the floor. Flint
was grinning as he came up, histeeth gleaming white in a crimson mask of
blood. “By gum, it’sjust like the old days.” He turned to help Fergist, who
had not touched a weapon in years, and was being driven back by ared-
eyed, leather-winged demon armed with vicious fangs and lethal talons.
Flint’s sword drove into its back, and rammed home with such force that the
point grated against the narrow ribs. But unlike Fergist, not everyone had
escaped the onslaught. One of the corpses on the floor was human. Blood
matted the short-cropped fair curls. One of the twins, then—the Smithmaster
had no idea which. The throat had been torn out, and a pool of sticky blood
was spreading out from beneath the body.

As soon as one of the winged abominations fell, another clambered through
the window to replace it. Agella, fighting beside Galveron as they tried to
carve away through to Sergeant Ewald, felt that they were making little
progress at first, but when Flint came to their side, the three of them
managed to hold the invading creatures at bay while Fergist darted in and
pulled the fallen man out of the chamber. They heard his voice calling
urgently from the landing. “For Myrial’ s sake, hurry. They’re in downstairs
rooms, too. | can hear the fighting.”

“Retreat!” shouted Galveron. Moving with care to avoid tripping over the
limp-winged corpses or slipping on the blood that slicked the floor, they
backed toward the door—and not before time, Agellathought. Unused to
fighting, she was tiring fast, for her technique tended to rely on brute force
and adollop of luck, rather than the skill that Galveron and even the one-
armed Flint displayed. “If | get out of herein one piece, I’ll damn well learn
to do this properly,” she muttered.

“You'redoing fine,” said Galveron. “Get ready to dash out—we' re getting
close. I'll lam the door behind us.”

It wasin that instant, just as Agellathought they were going to get away
with it, that they heard the Hierarch scream.

CHAPTER 12
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Choices

When the winged predators attacked, the Hierarch had not obeyed
Galveron’s order and fled with the others. Aukil was asleep in the adjacent
bedchamber, with Bevron watching over him, and her first thought was not
for her own safety, but for that of her lifemate and their child. The bedroom
had no windows, so it would be safe from outside attack, but the only way
out was the way that she had come: through the Council Chamber, which
swarmed with the winged monstrosities. Unless she was quick, Bevron and
Aukil would be trapped.

Leaving Galveron and his fellow fightersto deal with the invaders, Gilarra
slipped out of the other doorway, running down the passage and up the short
flight of stairsto the bedchamber. She dared not call out, for fear of
attracting the predators’ attention, but she soon discovered that Bevron had
aready heard the commotion that was taking place in the other room. As she
burst through the door a chair came smashing down scant inches from her
head and splintered against the wall.

“Gilarral” Bevron sounded distraught. “I didn’t know it was you.”

“1 should hope not.” There was no time for unnecessary talk. “Where's
Aukil? We're under attack. We've got to get you out of here.”

“Mummy?’ The little boy came out from under the bed, dust-smeared and
with hisjerkin and trousers pulled on haphazardly over his nightshirt. His
mother ran to pick him up, and he laughed. “We're playing hide-and-seek,”
he told her happily. “Do you want to play too?’

“Not just now, lovey.” Gilarraheld him close. “We haveto go.”

Dreading the horrors that might be waiting, they hurried back down the
stairs and the corridor. Bevron, armed with the fireplace poker, wasin the
lead, and Gilarrafollowed with their son in her arms. It will be all right, she
kept telling herself. Galveron will get us out. But when they reached the
doorway of the lower chamber, her lifemate gave alow cry of horror and
stopped abruptly, so that she ailmost fell over him. Looking over his
shoulder, she saw the big red-haired Smithmaster vanishing through the
doorway with Galveron right on her heels. Everyone else had fled the
Hierarch’s quarters, which now seethed with the sinister winged shapes of
the predators. Unable to stop herself, she screamed. Immediately, the
narrow, bony heads turned in her direction, and gleaming red eyes fastened
hungrily on this new and helpless prey.

Gilarrawas paralyzed with terror, trapped in a body that seemed
disconnected from her brain. Bevron was tugging urgently at her arm,
shouting at the top of hisvoice, but she seemed incapable of movement, as
though her feet had been nailed to the floor. Aukil struggled in her tightening
grasp, wailing in pain and fear.
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Galveron swung round and she heard him curse. Y elling loudly to attract
their attention, he launched himself at the winged invaders, just as Agella
burst back into the room with a bloodcurdling yell, magnificent as an
avenging goddess as she bore down, sword in hand, upon the enemy. The
one-armed Flint, looking more capable but less enthusiastic, was right
behind her. Beckoning to Agellato follow, he slipped between the
Hierarch’s family and their attackers, while Galveron seemed to be
everywhere at once, his sword asilver blur as he clove a path through the
hideous creatures, leaving carnage in his wake.

“Come on!” the Smithmaster yelled at Gilarra. “Move your arse, you silly
bitch!”

It was the verbal equivalent of abucket of cold water, or aslap in the face.
Suddenly able to move once more, the Hierarch, with Bevron still hanging
on to her arm, scuttled around the edge of the room, staying close to the
wall, trying to be inconspicuous and keeping as far away as possible from
the enemy.

They amost made it. Only two of the foe remained; the others were either
dead or had fled, frightened off by the fury of Galveron’s attack. But just
when Bevron had ailmost reached the door, one of the predators broke
through the Commander’ s guard, raking its claws left and right in alightning
movement across his face, going for his eyes. Crying out, he doubled over,
clutching at hisface, his sword dropping from his hand. Both Agellaand
Flint were distracted by his plight, and before they could gather themselves,
the foul creature had dodged past them, snatched the child from Gilarra's
arms, and bounded back toward the window. Its companion, with a blood-
freezing snarl, converged on the wounded man.

“Help Galveron!” Agellashrieked at Flint. The other predator had reached
the window before she could catch up with it, and was balanced precariously
on the sill, the howling child clasped tightly in its arms. If she used her
sword and wounded or killed it, it could drop the boy or fall from its perch.
Gilarraheld her breath. The Smithmaster launched herself forward in a
desperate dive, her hand closing on the ankle of her quarry, even asit tensed
itself to spring aloft.

Y anked abruptly off-balance, the creature fell backward into the room, on
top of Agella. With ashriek of fury it twisted violently and turned on her,
casting the child away from it to free its deadly claws for use. Aukil’s head
hit the corner of the hearthstone with a crack that was clearly audible across
the room, and Gilarra screamed. Bevron was already moving. Darting across
the room, he sidestepped the struggling combatants on the floor and snatched
up the still form of his son. As he dashed back, Gilarra saw that Aukil’s face
was very white, his head dropping limply over his father’s arm. Was the boy
alive or dead? For an instant, the room darkened around her, and she felt that
she must faint, but she took a deep breath, willing the giddiness to pass, and
followed her lifemate and his precious burden out of the chamber.

Echoing up the stairwell came the sound of more fighting on the floor below.
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On the landing, the Stablemaster stood helplessly over the unmoving form of
Sergeant Ewald. His expression was a mixture of relief and, on seeing the
injured boy in Bevron'sarms, dismay. “Ishe... 7’

Bevron shook his head. “| think he' s breathing, but we need to get help for
him, and fast.”

Fergist nodded. “That goes for the Sergeant, too. Lady, if you could carry
your boy, then Bevron here can give me a hand to get Ewald downstairs.”

“Of course.” Quickly, Gilarratook her child. He felt so cold and heavy in her
arms.

He'll beall right. He will. Dear Myrial, let Aukil be all right.

At that moment the others came bursting out of the chamber, with Flint
leading a stumbling Galveron, whose hands were clamped tightly over his
face. Blood |eaked out between his fingers. Agellawas right behind them,
guarding their backs, brandishing a sword that dripped with gore. The
Smithmaster slammed the door behind them and leaned her back against it,
wishing she could have a moment, just to catch her breath.

Some chance.

“Do you have akey?’ she asked the Hierarch. “It won't delay them long, but
every minute helps.”

With difficulty, Gilarra shifted the heavy burden of her son to one arm, and
fished in the pocket for the large, ornate key. She handed it to Agella, who
fitted it into the lock, turning it with adecisive click. The Smithmaster
turned to Galveron. “Can you see at all?’ she asked him urgently. He shook
his head. “My eyes are full of blood.” He seemed dazed, and was trembling.
Shock, Agellathought. “1’ll help you,” she told him, and taking his arm, led
him down the stairs. Gilarra followed with the unmoving child in her arms,
and Bevron and Fergist brought up the rear, carrying Ewald between them.

One flight down, there was pandemonium. There were several exits from the
Priest quarters leading onto this landing, and it had proved impossible to
defend them all. Winged figures had broken through in several places, and a
cluster of Godsword soldiers, aided by civilians armed with whatever they
had found to hand, were defending the top of the stairs, in a desperate
attempt to prevent the invaders from gaining access to the crowded Basilica
below. Agella s heart sank. The foul invaders were clustered at the top of the
staircase in a seething knot, cutting her little group off from any assistance,
and blocking their escape route completely.

The Smithmaster’ s thoughts were racing. We're desperately short of
fighters, and those that we have are hampered by our wounded. We're not
going to battle our way out of this. So how in the world can we possibly
escape? Out of ideas, she found herself wishing instead that she were safely
back in her forge, hammering out a sword blade that glowed white-hot from
the fierce heat of thefire ... And just like that, she had the answer.
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She turned back to the others, who were clustering uncertainly behind her.
“When | say run,” she told them, “you run—no matter what is happening
around you. Don’t hesitate, don’t freeze, even though you' re terrified. You'll
only get one chance at this, and if you hesitate even for an instant, you'll be
dead. Galveron, you hang on to me, and I’ll take you through. Now, are you
ready?’ Without waiting for an answer, she lifted the nearest lantern from its
hook on the wall, and hurled it with all the strength of her brawny arm, right
into the center of the mass of predators.

The fragile lantern shattered and exploded into flame, spraying burning oil in
every direction. Shrieking, the winged ones scattered, beating frantically at
the fire that clung to their skin and flared in their stringy hair.

“Run!” Agellayelled at the top of her voice and, taking a deep breath,
plunged into the middle of the fire, dragging Galveron after her, and praying
that the others had the sense and nerve to follow. Flames leapt up around
her, and the heat was terrific. She dared not breathe the scorching air.
Blinded by smoke, she kept bumping into screaming predators, crazed with
terror, who scuttled mindlessly here and there. The biggest risk, in that
moment, was being clawed by mistake. Ignoring them, Agella ploughed
right on through and kept moving. Everything depended on getting through
at speed. Had she done the right thing? Or had she killed them all?

Suddenly there was cooler air around her, and she could breathe again.
Willing hands beat at her smoking clothes and the smoldering ends of her
hair. They pulled her through the crowd of defenders and guided her
stumbling steps to a safe place farther down the broad stone staircase.
Someone took Galveron from her, and led him away downstairs. The
Smithmaster sank down gratefully on the edge of a step, ignoring all the
commotion and activity behind her. The exposed skin on her hands and face
was stinging, every muscle in her body was aching from the exertions of the
fight upstairs, and she spluttered and wheezed as she gasped in lungfuls of
blessed cool, fresh air. It had never felt so good to be alive.

In amoment, Gilarra appeared, her face black with smoke and her hair
frizzled as Agellaknew her own must be. She coughed rackingly and sagged
under the weight of her son, but clutched him tightly to her nevertheless,
steadfastly resisting any attempts to take him from her. She faced Agella, her
eyes alight with anger. “ Of all the stupid ...” Then she seemed to collect
herself. “ Stupid and brave. Y ou saved us al. | never would have dared do
what you did.”

Behind her Bevron and Fergist came staggering through the crowd, bearing
the unconscious form of Ewald between them. They laid him down and
straightened their backs gratefully. Bevron went straight to his wife, and
they made their way downstairs to seek help for their son. Two Godsword
soldiers took up the burden of the Sergeant, and followed them. Fergist, his
face and bald head smeared heavily with soot, came and sat down heavily
beside the Smithmaster, putting an arm around her shoulders and hugging
her close. “Bloody maniac,” he said gruffly. “Agella, you' re amazing. Y ou
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have more in the way of ballsthan any man | know.”
“I’ll try to work that out and seeiif it comesto a compliment.”

A soldier, unrecognizable in his helmet and with his face smeared with
blood and smoke, almost tripped over them as he came clattering past. A
cluster of lanterns swung by their hooks from his hand, obviously pinched
from brackets all down the staircase. “Clear the stairs, you people,” he
ordered. “We' re going to burn those bastards out, and we' || need afast
retreat—we don’t need civilians getting in the way.”

“Well of all the bloody cheek!” Agella muttered. “Whose ideawas it to use
the lamps in the first place, I'd like to know?”’

“Best to let them get on with it,” Fergist told her. “We' ve done quite enough
for one day. It’stime we got some rest.”

“Too true.” She leaned against him, letting her weary body relax for a
moment, then heaved herself reluctantly to her feet. Hand in hand, they
began to grope their way down the shadowy staircase. Behind them they
heard the crash of shattering glass and the whoosh of exploding flame. A
blast of heat followed them down the staircase and from behind them came a
ragged cheer. “Just listen to those idiots,” the Smithmaster said. “I hope
somebody’ s already thinking of a backup plan, because we can’'t use up all
the lamps in the Basilica, and the fear of fireis only going to keep those
critters off the landing for so long. | wonder if we could—"

“Oh noyoudon’t, Agella,” Fergist interrupted. “Let somebody else come up
with agood ideafor achange. It's not going to be your problem—at least
not until after you' ve rested.”

“You could be right,” Agella conceded. “By Myrial, but I’m beat! What
about poor Ewald? Is he still alive?’

The Stablemaster shrugged. “He was before we took him through the fire—I
think. They ripped his belly open, though, and he looks in a bad way. We
can only keep our fingers crossed. He' s atough old sod, when al’s said and
done. What about the kiddy?’

“Who knows? His mother wouldn't let go of him long enough to let anyone
take alook.”

The Stablemaster shook his head. “It didn’t sound too good when hislittle
head hit the corner of that hearth. Still, if there’s any kind of a chance for
him, I’'m sure Healer Kaitawill pull him through. She's damn good, that
woman.”

“She’ d better be. She'll certainly have her work cut out today. There' s poor
Galveron, wounded too—and we need him, more than anyone else. He's
such anatural leader. Goodness only knows what damage has been done to
that left eye. He wouldn't take his hand away to let me see.”

They reached the bottom of the steps and, pushing their way through the
anxious crowd that thronged the doorway, came gratefully out into the light
and space of the Basilica. They had scarcely moved forward a step or two
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when they were pounced on by a distraught Telimon.

“Quiller—is he with you?’ he demanded, grabbing hold of Fergist’s arm.
“Heiswithyou, isn't he?’

The Stablemaster shook his head. “I’m sorry, Telimon. More sorry than |
can say. They killed your brother, I'm afraid. We saw him. There can be no
doubt.”

The little man’ s round face crumpled. “I thought he was right behind me,”
he whispered. “I was so sure he was right on my heels. There was such a
rush and such confusion, and we had to run so fast when those creatures
started appearing on the lower landing.” He choked on a sob. “1 panicked |
suppose, but if I'd thought for an instant that he wasn't following, I’d have
gone straight back, winged monstrosities or no. But | got down here, and the
Godswords wouldn’t let me go back up the stairs to look for him, and now
you say he’'sgone.”

“I'm sorry,” Fergist repeated helplessly. “If there was anything we could
have done ...” But Telimon was no longer listening. He stumbled blindly
away through the crowd, shaking with sobs, and people fell back
respectfully to let him pass.

Agellatook a deep breath to quell the tremor in her own throat. There wasn't
time for tears now—not even tears of sympathy. They wouldn’t help
Telimon anyway. He would have to find his own way through this. “Where
did they take the wounded?’ she asked a woman, anxious to take her mind
off the grieving little man by doing something useful.

“To the lower guardroom.” The woman was staring in astonishment at the
Smithmaster’ s singed and blackened appearance.

Ignoring her, Agellawent back to Fergist’s side. She looked across at the
guardroom door and shook her head. “I only wish we had more experienced
Healers, for poor Kaita' s sake if nothing else.”

He nodded gravely. “ Aye. She can only be in one place at atime, and with
three of them badly hurt all at once, she'll have to be making some tough
decisions now.”

Kaitawasin aquandary. If only more experienced Healers had survived!
She needed to be everywhere at once. She looked at the mess the predators
had made of Sergeant Ewald’ s belly and shook her head. He had lost a
tremendous amount of blood, she was certain that his guts had been
perforated, and Myria only knew what manner of filth had been on the
creatures’ talons. She beckoned Shelon, avery bright young man and in her
opinion the best of the less experienced physicians, to her side. He looked
down at Ewald’ sinjuries and gave alow whistle. “Holy Myria, what a
shambles! Do you redlly think you can get him through?’

“1 don’t know, but I’ m going to have adamn good try.” Kaitawas sick of
death taking her patients from her. It had happened all too many timesin the
first terrible hours of the siege. Besides, she liked the Sergeant. He was a
good man: kind, straightforward, and brave. Just the kind of man they so
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desperately needed in this crisis. He had been the one who' d come and told
her about Ewi€e' s death, and she had never forgotten his sympathy and
kindness on that dreadful night. “Keep an eye on his heart and breathing, and
keep mopping the blood out of the wound while | stitch,” she told her
assistant.

“He’' s unconscious now, but do you want to give him anything to make sure
he stays that way?’ Shelon asked.

She shook her head. “I daren’t. He' s having enough of a struggle to keep
going asitis.”

The Sergeant had been laid on a well-scrubbed table in the guardroom, and
the young Commander sat beside it, holding a pad of cloth to his forehead.
He'd refused to let Kaita attend to him until she had cared for his friend. She
couldn’t disagree with that, but she' d insisted very firmly that Shelon check
the extent of Galveron’sinjuries at once. It turned out that his eyes appeared
to be undamaged, but with one hand the creature had clawed the right side of
his face, tearing the skin along his cheekbone, and with the other it had
caught the skin of hisforehead, ripping it open to the bone just above his
eyes. The wounds must hurt like perdition, but he would still have his sight,
so that seemed a small price to pay. Kaitawould stitch him up when she had
time, but at the moment her worries were more for his old friend, who was
barely clinging on to life.

“Can you do anything for him?’ Galveron sounded anxious.

Kaitalooked at him squarely. “I’ll clean the wound and patch him up as best
| can.” Her hands were already busy as she spoke, flushing out the dreadful
injuries. “But you must have seen soldiers hurt as badly as this before. Y ou
know what the real chances are of him surviving.”

Galveron swallowed hard. “I owe him such alot,” he said softly. “He’'s been
better than a father to me, ever since | joined the Godswords.”

“Then you' d better pray,” Kaitatold him. “Goodness knowsiif it'll do any
good, but right now, he needs al the help he can get.”

“1 will,” Galveron promised, “but when al’s said and done, | would rather
put my faith in your skills.”

At that moment, Gilarra, with Bevron beside her, rushed up to Kaita,
clasping her sonin her arms. “It’s Aukil. He hit his head, and he won’t wake
up. Please, you must ook at him at once.”

The Healer shook her head. She was already beginning to stitch the
perforated length of gut and dared not even look up from the task. “I’'m
sorry,” she said, “but this man is barely clinging onto lifeasitis. | can’t
leave him now, or he'll die for sure. One of my assistants will look at your
boy, and I'll be with you as soon as | can.”

“But Aukil could be dying, too. Y ou must examine him at once!”

Kaita could not take her eyes from what she was doing to look at Gilarra's
face, but the woman sounded on the thin knife edge of hysteria.
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Wonderful. Thisisjust what | need.

“I’'m very sorry,” she repeated gently, “but | can’t right now. Surely you can
see how it is.” All the time she was speaking her nimble fingers were at
work, patching together the Sergeant’ s injuries with an increasing sense of
hopel essness. He had lost so much blood already, and despite her best
efforts, she had no doubt that there must be al sorts of muck inside the
wound.

Come on, prompted an insidious little voice at the back of her mind, you
know it’s hopeless. Where' s the sense in drawing this out? He hasn’t got a
chance. Why not spare him the suffering? You can end it painlessly for him,
right here and now, and attend to Galveron and the Hierarch’s child.

Asif in echo of her thoughts, she heard Gilarra’ s voice again. “Thisis
ridiculous! That man isgoing to diein any case!”

Kaita had had enough. “And so will that poor child, very probably,” she
snapped, “unless you stop hauling him around like a parcel, and let someone
tend to him.”

“How dareyou!” Thistimeit was Bevron.

Oh go away, Kaita prayed. | understand exactly why you' re doing this, and |
can sympathize, but please leave me alone.

Galveron came to her rescue. “Lady, | know you wouldn’t say such things if
you weren't out of your mind with anxiety,” he said gently. “Y ou know you
don’'t want Ewald’ s life on your hands. Healer Kaitawill be with you just as
soon as ever she can. Shewon't let you down.”

The reproof was very subtle, but clearly it had hit home. Out of the corner of
her eye, Kaita saw Gilarraturn away, and heard the sound of her muffled
sobbing. Her heart went out to the distraught woman, and she regretted that
she'd let herself be goaded into losing her temper. She raised her voice over
the general commotion in the guardroom. “Ameris, tend to the Hierarch at
once, please. I'll be there just as soon as | can.”

Then she glanced up and saw Galveron, sitting patiently beside hisfriend,
clasping the pad to his forehead with one hand, and holding tightly to
Ewald’ s pae, limp hand with the other. He nodded to her. “Thank you,” he
said softly.

“Thankyou,” she answered.

At last it was done. Kaita, shaking with exhaustion, washed the blood from
her hands. Ewald, still clinging on to life against all the odds, had been
moved to one of the guardroom beds, and Galveron sat beside him, still
holding his hand, his lips moving as he spoke softly. At first, she thought he
was praying, but when she grew closer, she realized that he was talking to
his unconscious friend, telling him how the fight had gone, what a good job
Kaita had done in patching him up, and how he would soon be on his feet
again. Asthe Healer approached, he looked up guiltily. “Am | doing the
right thing in talking to him?’ he asked her. “Should | be letting him rest?’
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“1 should say you’ re doing exactly the right thing,” she told him. “Right
now, he needs anything that will help him hold on to life.”

Galveron looked away from her. “You don’t really hold out much hope, do
you?’

“No,” Kaitatold him honestly. “On the other hand, I’m not letting him go
without afight. Now, let me see that eye of yours.”

“Not yet,” Galveron told her. “ Go and see the Hierarch’s boy first. We both
promised her you would.”

It turned out, however, that Ameris, the other assistant Healer, had the
situation well under control. “He should be all right,” she assured Kaita. “It
doesn’'t feel asthough he cracked his skull, though he' s going to have a
grandmother of a headache for afew days. He was conscious a little while
ago, and he's sleeping naturally now.”

“Thank Providence for that.” Her decision to stay with Ewald had been the
right one. And surely his mother would see now that she had been
overreacting. But when she went to speak to Gilarra, the Hierarch smply
looked at her coldly and walked away.

Hoping that matters would sort themselves out when the child was running
around again, Kaita returned to Galveron, trying hard to put the
unpleasantness out of her mind. “Now” she said firmly, “let me see to that
face of yours. If you want to save your good looks, you can’t put this off any
longer.”

CHAPTER 13

Homecoming

When the Loremasters and their companions came home at |ast, the Valley
of Two Lakes was bathed in the delicate shimmer of early-morning sunlight.
Because the hill country around Gendival was at a much lower elevation
than the mountains of Callisiora, the climate seemed, so far at least, to have
been less disturbed. The trees were just turning to the russets and golds of
autumn, which the slanting light kindled to a blaze of bronze and gold. The
sky was the cool, pale blue of an aguamarine, and the morning breeze was
fresh, with an autumnal bite. The scents of the countryside were an evocative
mixture of smoke, musk, and spice; so different from the sappy, green,
flower-scented fragrances of summer. Birds were everywhere, making the
most of the fruits, seeds, and nuts that were autumn’s bounty, before the
coming of lean wintertime.
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Toulac, riding on the firedrake behind Veldan, stretched her arms out wide
and took enormous breaths of crisp, aromatic air. Oh, to feel the sun on her
face again! She felt as though she was twenty again, strong and energetic
and hopeful. Only now did she realize how greatly the endless dark and
clouded daysin Callisiora had contributed to her sense of depression,

usel essness, and age. It was as though the bleak, grim conditions had
imprisoned her in a heavy carapace of iron that the sun had finally shattered,
allowing her to move and breathe once more. Despite lingering worry over
Mazal, and her sorrow at having to leave her beloved horse behind, she felt
asif she had been released from prison, or awakened from along night of
evil dreamsto face a new and glorious day.

She looked across at Zavahl, who was riding in front of Elion. Was he
feeling this same euphoria? Though he still wasn't smiling, it seemed to
Toulac that the grim lines around his mouth and eyes had relaxed alittle, and
he no longer confronted the world with a scowl on his face. She wondered
what Elion had said to him in the wayshelter. Whatever it was, it seemed to
have worked—and that young puppy had been insufferably smug about the
whole business ever since. He had even taken the chain off the former
Hierarch and let him have the freedom of the wayshelter while they slept,
though Kaz had taken his nap sprawled right across the doorway, just in
case. So far, however, there had been no trouble, and before they had left to
continue their journey, he had even come out to eat with them (while
keeping avery wary eye on the firedrake). Though he was still not happy,
and could not hide his resentment of Veldan and Toulac, Zavahl had
dropped his uncooperative attitude and seemed to be less terrified of the
situation in which he found himself—though the veteran wondered what
would happen when he came to the |akeside settlement of the Loremasters.
Veldan had warned her that she would encounter beings who were
extraordinary enough to make Kaz look very commonplace indeed.

It seemed that the Loremasters were having similar thoughts to her own.
While she had been far away in thought, they had clearly been conferring
amongst themselves. Asthey progressed farther up the lovely valley, they
came to an area where the lush bottom lands had been ploughed and
cultivated in places. Horses, sheep, and glossy cattle grazed the fields beside
theriver, so that Kaz hardly knew where to look. His hungry thoughts were
leaking into the warrior’s mind, making her own stomach rumble.

Veldan and Elion looked at one another, and a message passed between
them so quickly that Toulac missed it. Elion pulled up his horse, while Kaz
kept going until he was out of earshot. Veldan turned to talk to her
companion. “We decided it would be best if Zavahl went in blindfolded.
That way, we can introduce him gradually to the weird and wonderful
inhabitants of Gendival. His beliefs are firmly entrenched, and he hasn’t
coped very well so far with having them threatened. | think his sanity will be
at risk if we push him too far too fast, and goo