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To Brian, who helped me to get it right

Esse Quam Vi deri

Yet fol k who know Aglirta of old will know al ready what befell next.



For the peopl e were unhappy.

The barons were no better than they had ever been

Sly tongues of evil were busy in the |and

Fel | magi c had corrupted those who sought and wielded it
Wt hout ever weakening their eager hands

This could be alnost any year in Aglirta

So be thankful for the bards and heral ds

Who | ook upon the Vale that is so fair

And yet so seem ngly gods-cursed

For they at |east help us keep our disasters straight.

From A Year-Scroll of Aglirta
By Jal rek Hal ant han
Scribe of Sirlptar

Pr ol ogue

A hard, sudden rain was |ashing the rooftops of Sirlptar as the cane down,
driven ashore by a home-harbor wind. The stormrattlie on the slates and tiles
of hundreds of roofs quite drowned out the customary chi mey-sighs for which
t he Sighing Gargoyl e was named. Fl aeros Del canper could barely hear his own
harp notes, but—-nhewly esteened bard to the court of Fl owfoam or not—this was
his first paying engagenent in the City of River and Sea, and he sang on wth
det erm nati on.

Yet even he knew, as he lifted his voice in the refrain of his newest ballad
about the Lady of Jewels and the Fall of the Serpent, that he mght just as
wel | have saved his breath. Not a man-jack was |istening.

Every patron of the Gargoyle was bent forward over the table that held his
tankard, |istening—er talking—ntently. The nutter of voices held no note of
happi ness.

"And so 'tis another year gone, and how s Aglirta the better for it?"

"Aye, harvests thinner than ever, half the good nmen in the | and dead and
rotting when they should be plow ng or scything-and now we have a boy for a
ki ng!"

"Huh. No joy there, yet he can hardly be worse than what we've had, these
twenty sunmers now-wi zards and barons, w zards and barons: villains, all!"

"Aye, that's so. Wzards have al ways been bad and dangerous—tis in the
breed, by the Three!"

"So we thrust a pitchfork through every mage we spot, and what then?

Wio of our Geat Lord Barons can be trusted not to |ash out on a whin®
They've all been little tyrants to put the nost decadent kings of the old
tales to shane!"

"And here we sit, thinner and fewer, every year, while their madness rages
around us and Aglirta bl eeds.”

An enmpty tankard thunked down on a table, and its owner sighed gustily,
clenched his hand into a helpless fist, and added bitterly, "And the great
hope of the common fol k, Bl oodbl ade, turned out to be no better than the
rest."”

An ol d scribe nodded. "All our dreans fallen and trampled," he said sadly,
"and no one cares."

A drover shot Flaeros a | ook so venomous that the bard's fingers faltered on
hi s harpstrings, and growl ed, "Now we have sone boy for a King, and his four
tame overdukes scour the countryside for barons and w zards who took arns
agai nst hi mand who cares for us?"



To Conquer a Ki ngdom

The rattle of keys awakened an echo in that dark and stone-walled place, and
then a heavy door scraped open, flooding torchlight into a danp darkness that
had | asted for decades. A d Thannaso, who kept the | ocks and hi nges—and the
manacl es that waited on the gigantic wall wheel w thin, gleamng nowin the
| eaping flames—el|l oiled, was as blind as deep night, and so had no need to
[ight his way when he worked.

A lithe, slender man who wore skintight garb of soft, snoky-gray |eather on
his body and a half-snile upon his darkly handsone face held the torch high
and behind his own shoulder, to peer into all corners of the cell. Alittle
wat er was seeping in high on the south wall, glistening as it ran down the
stone, but of intruders—beyond a small, scuttling |egion of spiders—he saw
none. Craer Del nbone was one of the best procurers in all Asmarand... which is
to say that after too many years of escapades enough for a dozen thieves, he
was still alive. If Craer's bright eyes saw no intruder, none was there.

The woman who foll owed at his el bow saw not hing either. She was rnuch of
Craer's size, and noved against himwith the famliarity of intinmate
conpani ons, but she was no thief. Tshamarra Tal asorn was a sorceress froma
proud fanmily of Sirlptar, the last of her |line-and her tongue could be every
bit as sharp as her wits, as Craer had learned to both his fascination and
cost. His "Tash" wore garments cut like his but of shi merweave and silk, that
fl ashed back torchlight every bit as much as her |large and alert eyes. She,
too, saw no peril in the cell —+hough nost of her thin-lipped attention was
bent upon the burden being carried behind her

That burden was a large, stout man in rich garnments, frozen in a pose as
stiff and rigid as stone save for his furious eyes—eyes that darted this way
and that, seeking to see all as one does who knows he will soon have very
little to | ook upon at all. An armaragor of great size and thews carried the
straight, immbile man, with the | egs-steadying aid of a slightly smaller
ol der warrior who strode along with the easy authority of one born to comrand.

Hawkril Anharu was a gentle giant of a man, unless one crossed blades with
himin battle. He carried their captive as lightly as if the man wei ghed
not hi ng, and had to stoop and turn his broad shoul ders at an angle to pass
t hrough the narrow door of the cell. He resenbled an am able bull in arnor
nore than anything el se.

The formerly raven-dark hair of the ol der arnored man behi nd Hawkril was
goi ng gray and white now, but Ezendor Bl ackgult—ence infanmous across Asnarand
as "the Baron Bl ackgult,"” a dashing warcaptain, decadent noble, and seducer of
| adi es high and | owwas still handsonme ... and every bit as alert, as they
nmoved t hrough the dungeons, as Craer at the front of the band.

A radi ance far paler than the torchlight flickered about their captive's
head—the light of magic, lancing forth froma nolded stone carried in the palm
of a tall, slender woman who wal ked at the rear of the group. Above a slight
frown, her eyes were also fixed upon her captive.

Enbra Silvertree had once been best known as "the Lady of Jewels" for her
el aborately decorated gowns, but she much preferred the sinple |eather
breeches, warriors' boots, and open silk shirt she was wearing now. Her | ong,
dark hair swirled untamed down her back as if it was a half-cloak, and nen
best knew her now in Aglirta as the nost powerful sorceress in the |and.

Li ke the others who wal ked with her, she was an Overduke of Aglirta—and |ike
them she was carrying out a distasteful but necessary duty this day. Her gaze
never |left their dark-robed captive as Hawkril swung the frozen-linbed man
upri ght —-boot s uppernost—-as if he weighed no nore than the petals of a flower.

Craer and the Baron Bl ackgult deftly plucked and fitted dangling manacl es,
the sl ender procurer trying the smaller key Thannaso had surrendered to himin
each cuff. They | ocked and unl ocked flawl essly, and with a nod to the baron
Craer fitted themto the arnms of their captive, then accepted Bl ackgult's
cupped hands to boost himto where the procurer could reach hi gher manacl es,
and so secure their captive upside down to the great wheel on the cell wall



A trenmor ran through those |inmbs as they were secured—gods, but the man nust
be part dragon, to struggle so in the thrall of Dwaer-magic! —and Enbra | et
out a sigh of pain. Hawkril gave her a quick glance as he stepped back from
t he chai ned man, but she gave him a reassuring smle through the ribbons of
sweat now running freely down her face.

"I"'mready," the shorter, darker woman nurnured at Enbra's el bow, and the
sorceress gasped and nodded, gesturing to her to proceed. Tshamarra Tal asorn
snoot hly cast a spell, stepping forward at the end of her weaving to hold her
spread hands on either side of the chained man's head-just outside the
flickering aura of Enbra's Dwaer-spun magic.

That light pronptly faded and Died—enly to be replaced by a brighter, nore
gol den radi ance flooding from Tshamarra's fingers.

"Spare your trouble," the chained man said, nore wearily than bitterly. "I'm
not going to try anythi ng—ot with a Dwaer-Stone that can blast ne to
spatters, or cook my mind |like spittle sizzling into a fire, close enough to

al nost brush my nose. I'mguilty of occasional ambition, not utter
fool i shness. "
"Indeed. Wzards rise and fall in the Vale as the years pass," Baron

Bl ackgult said, "and the Serpent returns, and the Facel ess and outl ander nages
ali ke cl ash and schene—and yet the Master of Bats |ives on. Powerful enough to
hurl back those who'd seize your power by force, and wi se enough not to step
into anyone's trap."

"Save yours, Band of Four—and Bl ackgult. O are you a nmenber, good Baron
and this wench whose magi ¢ now constrains ne the fifth, the outsider? |I'd not

heard that the boy king was proclai ning new overdukes . .. but then, I've not
had the | eisure to hear or see much of anything in the Vale this |last while,
with you hunting me. And if, as you say, |I'mso wise as not to put a foot

wrong, why this chasing and capturing? | was unaware that |1'd slighted the
Young Maj esty. \What quarrel has he with nme?"

"None to speak of, Hul daerus," the Baron Blackgult replied grimy. "Yet your
power is a danger to Aglirta of the sort we can no |onger ignore. Wth

shapeshi fters busy and dozens of threats still nenacing the River Throne |ike
drawn bl ades, it's time—and past time—+to scour the realm collecting foes of
the crown ... or w zards who refuse to kneel to King Raulin and pl edge

loyalty. Your refusal was, you nust admit, rather spectacul ar."” He exam ned
one of the chains critically, and told it, "At last, we're gathering enem es
before they show up in the Throne Chanber with swords or flaring spells in
their hands."

The Master of Bats made a face, his hands trenbling fromthe force of a
surreptitious attenpt to tear free of his manacles. "So if | go upstairs right
now and kiss the royal slipper and say the right words, | can go free? Surely
"twoul d have been easier to try that first, ere—=

"No, Arkle Hul daerus," the Lady Silvertree said softly but firmy. "Things
m ght be different if you neant your pledge, and so swore loyalty in al
heartfelt honesty, but this Dwaer can power spells |I'd not dare to weave—er
trust—by nyself, and it has told ne one thing very clearly, nore than once
since your capture: You feel no shred of loyalty or fair feeling to the King,
or to Aglirta.”

"So that's why you were forever asking ne to swear fealty, or if | woul d—er
could," the chained wi zard murrmured, his face now flushed deep red fromhis
i nverted position. "I thought you neant it as sone sort of taunt."”

"No," Enbra told himcalmy, "you thought nothing of the kind. You thought
we were trying a new spell on you, to urge you to loyalty. You al so thought
that we were a ot of fools who'd be tyrants if we weren't so addle-witted,
that this Dwaer was wasted in our hands, and that you'd been very clever thus
far to hold back when Serpent and Dragon were contesting on Fl owfoam and in
the troubles before that. You then went on to think that you were quite clever
enough to weather this latest storm of foolishness on our part, and break free
with the aid of the three bats that, even now, you're concealing upon
yoursel f."



"My, ny, that unlovely lump of rock shows you everything, doesn't it?" the
Master of Bats replied, nore wearily than nockingly.

"Three bats?" Craer snapped. "Where? | felt himall over, good and proper
and graul if | think he could have hidden even one of the little chitterers
fromnme. Wiere did he hide then"

"Right now," Enbra replied, "they' re under his manacl es, where the netal
wi |l best hide themfromus. Before, when you were searching, they were in a
dark place we all have, that's fashioned for expelling what our bodies are
ready to be rid of."

"Wy, " Tshamarra nmurnured, "am | unsurprised?" She watched Craer slip a | ong
dagger under one manacle and slide it around the trapped wist swiftly. A dark
Wi ng twitched nonentarily into view, and then its owner expl oded out of the
ot her side of the manacl e—and burst into bl ood that becane threads of snoke in
an instant, as Enbra frowned, waved a hand, and her Dwaer flashed.

Anger darkened the face of the chained man, but he | aunched no futile
struggle this time. Craer drove forth the other two bats, and they nmet simlar
ends. "He can fashion nmore of themfromthis, can't he?" he nurnured, plucking
at the wi zard's dark and nmuch-crunpl ed robes, and holding up his knife
meani ngful l y, but Enbra shook her head.

"No, Craer," she said. "I'mnot going to be so cruel as to |leave a man bared
down here, to shiver in the dark and be dead in two hand-counts of days."

"No," the wizard told her flatly, "you're only going to be cruel enough to
let me starve here, forgotten, until ny bones fall out of these chains one by
one onto yon fl oor—dnl ess, of course, this dungeon has craw i ng gnaw wor nms or
other little wel conm ng beasts who'Il cone out to feed as soon as you take the
torch away."

"I"'ve alnmost as little liking for this as you do," Ezendor Blackgult told
hi m heavily, "believe me. Or not, as is your right. You'll be fed regularly,
rotated upright, and we will visit you fromtinme to time, to ask questi ons—and
perhaps, if your manner pernmits it, share news with you of events in the
Val e. ™

"You realize," the wizard asked calmy, eyes nmoving fromface to face,
dangerous a foe you're making, don't you?"

"Hul daerus," the Lady Silvertree replied coolly, "we know how dangerous a
foe you already are. You may have forgotten your casual cruelties at |ndraevyn
and since—as they seemto matter so little to you—but | haven't."

Eyes that held coiling flanes of fury fixed on hers, but their owner's voice
was as icily calmas Enbra's as he responded, "And so 'tis tinme for you to
practice casual cruelties upon me now, is that it?"

how

"I can cast a spell upon you that will keep you in dreans, if you desire,"
the Lady of jewels replied gently. "It will seemas if no tine is passing, in
the tines when you're not being actively roused by someone."

"No," the Master of Bats said firmy, "I would rather hang here and brood.

Perhaps | can cone to see ny folly and even to enbrace King Raulin
Castl ecloaks in my heart, if you |l eave ne here | ong enough. Perhaps."
"You're refusing a spell of dreamsleep," Tshamarra Tal asorn asked
carefully. "Are you sure you want to do that, Master W zard?"
"Quite sure, Lady," the upside-down man chained to the wheel replied

politely. "I amthe King's captive, arrested and brought here to ny
i mprisonnent by his |oyal overdukes, ny freedomtaken fromne to make Aglirta
the safer. | want time to think on that."

"Very well. W shall depart, and |l eave you to it," the Baron Bl ackgult said,

and turned away.

Craer watched the chained nman carefully, and saw what he'd expected:
Hul daerus open his nouth to say sonet hi ng—anyt hi ng—+to keep their conpany
| onger. Thereafter followed the next thing he'd expected to see: the w zard
close his nouth again without saying a word, and snooth his face over into
careful inscrutability once nore.

Oh, yes, the Master of Bats was good at what he did. Conferring with a few
swi ft, wordl ess gl ances, the Band of Four and Tshamarra reached agreenment and



paced to the cell door together. Hawkril and Craer drifted to the rear, hands
on hilts, to watch their prisoner narrowy.

He stared right back at them his expressionless gaze al nost a challenge. As
Craer started to swing the cell door closed, the torch already behind himand
t he darkness com ng down, the procurer saw the captive w zard's nmouth tighten
in angry anticipation of whatever taunt Craer might |eave in his wake.

Craer shook his head, and said as gently as a nursemaid, "I wi sh you well,
Arkl e Hul daerus."

The heavy cell door booned, and the Master of Bats was alone with the chil
dar kness. Not a ki ngdom many woul d choose to rule.

He waited, listening intently for the scrapes of their boots on stone to the
away, as the darkness grew both heavy and deep around him
And waited, growing used to the small, faint sounds of his new hone. The

whi sper of seeping water flow ng down stone, the slight echoes his own
br eat hi ng awakened. And waited.

When at |ast he judged that tine enough had passed, and young and tri unphant
overdukes of the kingdom couldn't possibly have patience enough to still be
lingering outside the cell door of a prisoner they knew to be hel pl ess, Arkle
Hul daerus murnmured the word that rel eased a spell he'd cast a dozen years
back—and held ready fromthat day to this, through all the tunult since.
"Maer | ruedaunt, he told the darkness calmy, and patiently endured the
creepi ng sensation that followed. Hairs pulled free of his scalp and slithered
snakel i ke up his inprisoned linbs, to the place on his left shin where the
| eggi ng under his boot had been so carefully soaked in his own blood: a place
where that dark fabric was already stirring and roiling, rearing up ..

Three bats lifted away from his manacl ed body, whirring reassuringly past
his face at his bidding, and the Master of Bats smiled into the darkness.
There was a jailer's slot in that door, to |l et soneone outside peer in at
prisoners, and in a nonment or four his three little spies would be out and
about in the cellars of Flowfoam watching and prying. He'd have to take great
care to keep them unseen as he saw where the little thief Del nbone returned
t hose keys to, but th—

Sudden fire exploded into his mind, and in its shattering pain he felt first
one bat, and then the next, torn apart. Desperately he tried to claw at the

last one with his will, snatching it back from¥from—
"Not so subtle after all, Master of Bats," Enbra Silvertree whispered in his
mnd, as the last of his bats flared into oblivion. "I barely had tinme to get

confortable out here.”

Furiously the manacl ed wi zard thrust out at the sorceress with his will,
seeking to hurl her out frombehind his eyes, but the magic that had | anced
into him | eaping back along the links of his own casting, seared agonizingly
wherever it went, and he was failing, quailing.

"I"'mnot here to nelt you witless," the |lady baron said crisply, "or to
bring you tornent, Hul daerus—ust to relieve you of all the magics you have
ready to work mischief with. My thanks for providing so swift a road into your
mnd. This at |east means | can | eave you wits enough to remain yourself, and
able to work magic in years to cone."

"Mercy," the chained wizard hissed, his voice thin with warring fear and

hatred, "I... | beg of you, wench!"

"Most charningly begged, to be sure. Rest easy, Huldaerus. |I'mnot here to
wor k you any personal harm just to do away with any other little surprises
you may have for us ... there.”

The Master of Bats felt several tiny, icy jolts as other prepared magics
were forced into wakeful ness and then broken and drai ned away ere they coul d
take effect—and then a curtain seened to roll back in his mnd, and he was
left with a fair and sunlit view down the Vale from Fl owf oam not |ong after
dawn, as the last nmists stole away |i ke hastening waiths above the mghty
Silverflow on some day in the past. The tiny figures of wonen come down to the
banks to do their washing could be seen at the first bend. He peered at them
trying to see their faces and hear the chatter amd their laughter, as a



waterswi ft fl ew past overhead, and

"I'"ll leave you this scene to brood upon," Enbra's voice said to him wth a
warnt h and cl oseness whose affecti on shocked Arkle Hul daerus.

That and the shock of the blow of Craer's flung frying pan that had felled
hi m hours before in the nmidst of his spells, with the Four all around him had
shaken the Master of Bats nmore than all the events of the year before this
day. He shivered hel pl essly.

And then she was gone, and he was al one.

Truly alone, the last of his ready magic stripped fromhimand with no bats
| eft whose eyes he could borrow. He plunged once nore into that view of the
Silverflow, with msts he could alnobst smell and merry converse he could
al nrost hear—and then thrust it away again angrily. There would cone a tine
when he would need its sol ace to keep away despair or even nadness, but for
now he had better things to think about.

The bitch had at | east been true to her word. She'd refrained fromblasting
his mnd and | eaving hi munable to work magi c or know who he was. Ah, no. He
knew all too well who he was.

He was a hel pl ess, spell-drained wi zard chai ned upside down in a dungeon
cell under Fl owfoam Pal ace. The begi nnings of a dark storm of a headache were
begi nning to rage now, as the echoes of that frying pan bl ow were made
nonstrous by the bl ood pounding in his head. The Master of Bats clenched his
teeth and spat a single furious obscenity into the surroundi ng darkness.

Rage and pain clawed at each other, doing battle inside himas he hung heavy
in his chains, nunb in sonme places and throbbing in others. Groaning fromtinme
to time, Arkle Huldaerus drifted in their storny grip, letting hinself be
driven this way and that.

He slept, or thought he did. Yet it seemed that he'd not been alone with the
darkness all that [ong when |ight arose around hi m again.

A cold, blue-white glowthis time, with none of the warnmh of firelight. It
cane fromthe wall of the cell across fromhim hitherto hidden in the
dar kness, and it was noving. Myving?

Hul daerus stared at the glow. Was he asleep, and this a dreamfancy, or was
that bitch Silvertree—er the other one, her slyskirt sidekick—at work with
spells on his mnd, trying to drive himinto raving?

The gl ow had a shape now, as it stepped silently out of the solid wall-the
shape of a skeleton, with two tiny stars of cold flane twinkling inits
eye-sockets. Those eyes | ooked at him and the chained wi zard knew an ol d and
fell intelligence lurked behind them mrth that betokened good for no
creature alive within them A hand whose floating bones should all have
clattered to the floor waved jauntily at him the bony feet strolled across
the cell, and the hand sketched another wave in his direction as the skeleton
nmelted into the waiting stones, its glow dinmring, and . .. was gone.

Arkl e Hul daerus blinked at the darkness that reigned unbroken under his nose
once nmore, shook his head, and sighed. This had not been a good day, nor did
the norrow hol d bright prospect.

He al nost envied that skeleton its freedomto wal k through walls.

The young man's bald head was slick with sweat despite the chill of the
cavernous chanber. The snake fang-adorned bottom edge of his high-collared
robe swirled above bare feet as risen magic played dancing white fires around
them shinmering across the mirror-snmooth floor of the vast room A pattern of
intertwi ned serpents, jaws agape, encircled his w de sl eeves, and scal es were
visible on the glistening flesh of his forearms and the backs of his hands.

The man took two neasured steps forward, nurnured an incantation, and flung
up his hands as if to cradle a |large gl obe of enpty air. Wite sparks craw ed
tentatively fromhis fingertips to shape that sphere... and swirl about it...
and then rise in tendrils around the Serpent-priest, building to silently
ragi ng bri ghtness.

That growing light was reflected in the steady, watching eyes of two tiers
of benches of expressionless priests along the chanber walls, well back from
t he spel l weaving priest.



The col d radi ance brightened as the incantation crafting it rose in
vol ume—bri ght ened and grew, becoming slowy withing spirals of tentacles
around the priest... and then coal escing into serpentine bodies shaped all of
sparks. As those swayi ng serpent-forns grew snake-heads, they began to glide
around and around the bald priest in an undul ating, quickening dance.

The watching priests made not a sound, but sone | eaned forward eagerly. Not
one | ooked away, even for an instant, as swiftly building spells erupted into
bright bursts, one flaring atop another as the priest who stood alone at their
heart cried phrase after phrase, his voice I oud now with confidence, his
fingers withing |ike excited snakes in ever nore rapid weavings.

VWhi te sparks sheaDi ed the spellweaver's body, drawing in about himin thick
coils, until it seemed a forest of |large and ever larger serpents was |ovingly
encircling their creator. Their twining force slowy lifted the priest off the
floor until he stood upright on enpty air alnost his own height off the
ground, hands still furiously shaping spells.

Each new magi c reached up, straining toward the lofty ceiling of the
chanmber. The unfol ding spells seened to draw upon sonething up there, unseen
in the darkness, that sent down spiderweb-thin |lines of force—force that
bl ossomed into cold, bright fire when it touched the silently raging serpents
woven by the |lone priest.

In the heart of the light his incantations gasped and stammered on. Sweat
drenched him and his racing fingers were trenbling now, his body shuddering
as if fighting to stand agai nst the snatching gusts of a gale.

A spell burst into a sudden shower of sparks, and there came a sudden, brief
mur mur —part consternati on, and part satisfaction—fromthe watching clergy as
the bald priest convul sed, shrieked sonething despairing, and clawed at the
air as if to ward off a pouncing nonster

Sparks fell, and there came another expl osion, bright and then dark

notes of fire raining down in all directions as the spellweaving priest
sobbed bitterly. Burst after burst, in swift succession, tore the dancing
serpents into a swirling cloud.

At its flickering heart the | one, sweat-soaked figure frantically waved
fingers grown inpossibly long, trying to shout words with a voice that had
suddenly tightened into a |Ioud hiss. A forked tongue darted from grinaci ng
lips as the sparks raced aloft to shape many bright serpent heads—which then
struck in unison, lashing down at the wildly gesturing man with terrible
speed.

The bal d priest screanmed under those fangs of light, high and shrill. His
suddenly long and rubbery arns fl apped helplessly in the brightly boiling
radi ance—and then caught fire in a |l ong gout of flane.

He screaned agai n, dancing grotesquely in the rushing conflagration, flesh
nmelting and receding frombones with horrible swiftness. Smaller explosions
bl oomred and rolled all around that capering figure, and in the wake of each a
freed spell fell away fromthe doomed priest and becane a ghostly white
serpent of flickering force, withing and undul ating in uncanny sil ence.

Wthin this ghostly circle of swaying heads and |ashing coils, the dying
priest danced on, his flesh nmelting. H's screanms becane raw, faint and
feeble... and he sank to the floor, still dancing-jerking back and forth,
hel pl essly and horribly, like a stick puppet flailed about at a market fair
for the anusenent of small children.

Sprawl ed on the dark stone, the priest nelted swiftly down to near bones-and
as he becane nmore skeletal, the freed, slithering spells dancing around him
moved in, coiling into and out of the withing bones. Were they passed, bones
parted, dissolving into streaners of smoke, and shifting ... tw sting..

The skel eton was soon little nore than a flanm ng skull atop a whirlw nd of
tunmbl i ng bones—enmai ns spun into the undul ati ng shape of a serpent by the
ghostly Serpent-spells.

The fadi ng serpent-shape coiled, reared nenaci ngly—and the skull atop it
expl oded in a puff of bone-dust. The bones bel ow faded, and out of that
writhing collapse rose the |ast glowi ng wisps of magic, drifting up to



what ever it was that hung high overhead in the darkness.

There they shone for one whirling nmonent around a nmottl ed, hand-sized stone
floating alone in mdair. @owed, and then sank into the stone, to glow no
| onger.

As darkness returned to the ceiling, the watching priests | ooked down from
where the wi sps had gone, tightened lips grimy, and sighed—sone wth
wi st ful ness, and many nore with relief.

"This failure was not unexpected,"” one nman said into the silence, his cold
tones loud, firm and flat. "Shall we resune?"

Anot her priest lifted a hand. "W shall—and with CGhul dart gone, and his
boasts and clains with him one thing is certain: None of us has the mght to
master the Thrael. The Great Serpent is cone not back anmong us. Yet."

A third, younger priest asked, "Could sone of us not cast a few spells of
the Thrael each, and so weld together a ruling council from anmong our ranks?
Need it be one nman?"

The first priest rose to his feet and replied, "There | hear the voice not
just of you, Lothoan, but of all your ilk: the young, eager, and restless
anongst us, who thirst for power and see change as no concern at all if it
Wi ns us nore power swi ftly. Hear me, now, all of you younglings. Hear and
| earn”

Caront hom "Fangnaster" turned slowy to survey all the robed nen on the
benches. No women sat in the chanber; he and the knives of elder priests of
like mind had seen to that. She-priests were vicious and treacherous, but
alluring; there would be time enough to enmpower such when it cane to open
strife, and such qualities could serve the Brethren—and be the ready excuse
for slaughtering the wonen as soon as it becane needf ul

"The Serpent who spawned us all was never a god. He was a nortal man, a
great wi zard—as were all his successors, Great Serpent after G eat Serpent.
None of us particularly loves serving a tyrant, but this is howit nust be.
Only one being can be master of the Thrael at a tine. Once cast, the Thrae
exi sts as a web of magi c whose backl ashes slay many linked to it if someone
tries to west control of the Thrael fromits creator, or craft a second
Thrael that cones into contact with the first. Wien we pray to the Geat
Serpent, we send calls along the Thrael to him calls he can hear. If he
chooses to do so, he sends us back spells or healing energy or raw power,
drawi ng on his own mani fest power—which is that of all of us who are touched
by the Thrael. Literally, our lives, and those of the sacrifices we slay in
speci fic ways, enpower the Thrael and the G eat Serpent, and he returns power
to us as he sees fit. Forgive this blunt speaking, but '"tis tine and past tine
you heard it shorn of all the 'holy' nonsense we nust always cloak it with, to
conceal this central secret fromlay believers."

Car ont hom si ghed, threw back his head, and continued, "So | say again: The
Serpent was a man, not a god. Great elder magics create his recurring
mani festati on, and that of the Dragon who opposes him Divine magics, if you
pref er—mgi cs we no | onger understand or know how to control, augment, or
destroy. Fromthe Serpent we have his teachings, the secrets of the Thrae
spells and of its working—and the sacred witings of what has gone before,
whi ch stand as lessons to us in what to do and not to do to win power."

He strode slowy al ong the benches, neeting the gazes of sone priests
thereon directly, and added, "Werefore this council is nmet. As always, we
must scherme and work and refine our plots, when seeking to win greater power
in Aglirta—for no god aids us. W all saw Chuldart try and fail to craft the
Thrael, and witnessed his fate—and | feel no shame in admitting that,
overamnbi ti ous foolishness aside, Chuldart was the nost confident and powerf ul
seeker anongst us who desired to naster the Thrael. None of us is powerful
enough to survive those castings."

The second priest rose. "Every word you utter is blunt truth, Caronthom It
shoul d be clear to even the youngest and nost restless anongst us that this
council's nost urgent business has now been determ ned."

He began his own sl ow wal k al ong the benches. "You know ne as Raunt hur the



Wse. Hear now ny | atest wi sdom and know it for no nore than truth. We cane
here to discuss howto win power in the Vale, but could decide nothing unti
we saw if Chuldart could ascend to the rank of Great Serpent over us. H's
failure means we nust find and recruit a w zard powerful enough to becone the
new Great Serpent, so as to conquer Aglirta at last. Each of us—even as we
wor k against the officers and authority of the boy ki ng—ust seek suitable nen
to become our | eader. To borrow the words of the A d Viper who taught
Caront hom and nysel f, 'The tyrant we nust obey nust be found.' "

One of the younger priests nmoved restlessly, and Caronthom pounced.

"Yes, Thul dran? Speak!"

The young priest flushed and | ooked down. Both elder priests moved to stand

side by side and glare at him After a long, unwilling tine of glancing up
into their hard gazes and shrinking away and then | ooking up again to find
their stares still fixed on him Thuldran said reluctantly, "I—+ like this

not. We're to invite an outsider to power over us? Risking possible betrayal,
and a rul e none of us may favor?"

"Well said," Raunthur replied. "O course none of us welcones this
situation. 'Tis right not to want or trust an outsider as our Geat Serpent.
To avoid disaster, all of us elder priests know very well that we nust choose
the right outsider. Finding and guiding himinto office over us will be
neither swift nor easy."”

"In the meantinme,"” Caronthom added, "be aware that we shall be ruthless in
purging all msdirected anbitions fromthe Brotherhood. W elders are mages of
some acconplishment; those who were not were the ones who perished. W may
cower before the Thrael, but until it has been raised anew by a G eat Serpent,
we shall rule the Brotherhood. Speak freely, dispute freely—but obey when we
speak orders, or we shall strike you down. In this |eaderless time, treachery
and internal strife are weaknesses we can neither afford nor tolerate. Heed ny
words, or die."

There was a stillness along the benches now that sang with tension. Raunthur
smled softly into it. "That's not to say we desire any of you to sit in
hiding and wait for a new G eat Serpent to cone calling. Far fromit. As we
sit gathered here, we're still the strongest, smartest force in Aglirta, and
we shall not be idle. If blustering idiot barons can hold power in the Vale,
so can we."

"And so," the Fangnmaster added smoothly, "we desire every one of you to aid
in our chief plot to bring down the boy king. Sone few anong you, |'ve no
doubt, have already gained hints of what this is. Mdre than one of you is
guilty of excessive prying in this regard that I'lIl henceforth reward with
death. To quell consum ng curiosity, know that before departing this place
you'll be furnished with a spell. OQhers will follow brought by fell ow
Brothers of the Serpent along with strict instructions as to when to use them
and when they are not to be enpl oyed."

For the first time, the old priest who'd taught so many of them allowed a
smle onto his face. "The first spell infects drinkables with sonething akin
to the venom of some rare sorts of snakes, but stronger. Mst who inmbibe
succunmb to 'the Mal ady of Madness' told of in ancient times, the Beast Plague
that makes victinms |lash out at others ere they die. Spread anong Aglirtans
with the words of 'divine punishnent for msrule' you shall whisper, this wll
serve to weaken the rule of Flowfoam Wien the tine is right, all of you shal
be properly placed, up and down the Vale, to supplant the |ocal authority of
t he boy king."

Raunt hur spoke up. "So nmuch is the plan-so | et your various spyings cease.
You shall all hear the unfol ding details anyway. Sal aundi us?"

An old priest with a scarred face rose fromthe benches, nodded respectfully
to Raunt hur and Caronthom cleared his throat, and said stiffly, "My tests
have been a success. The spells |I've worked with can now break the effects of
the venom spell, repeatedly and reliably. I—-ah—+there is no nore to say." He
sat down agai n.

The Fangmaster nodded. "Arthroon?"



A darkly handsone priest rose, smled coldly, and announced, "Bel gur

Arthroon, fromFallingtree. The village is small, and accordingly |I've been
careful to enspell only a select few wi ne decanters and buckets of water. The
results thus far are: success in every attenpt. 1'll soon be able to report

fully on dosages and anounts of various sorts of drink to achieve specific
results. As with all such castings, one nust follow specific instructions or
practice much to acquire a feel for the task."

The Fangmaster nodded, and Arthroon sat down again. "We' ve been absent from
our hol ds and posts around the Val e | ong enough,” Caronthomsaid firmy, "so
let this council now entertain any other questions, concerns, or desires of
the Brethren. Speak, Brothers, ere we break this assenbly and confer upon each
of you a scroll that holds the venomspell."

No one rose, but an eager restlessness fell upon the benches. Mre than one
priest |leaned forward as if the prom sed scrolls could be snatched fromenpty
air as a hawk takes a field rat. Caronthom watched, and smiled again. "Then
let this council be at an end. Raunthur?"

The el der priest who was called the Wse strode to a door that gl owed
briefly as he placed his hand on it and then groaned slowy open by itself.
"Scrolls, one to each," he said curtly. "No pushing."

Had any priest there dared to denonstrate so fatal a failing as a curious
eye, he m ght have seen a younger priest clutching his precious scroll stride
swiftly down a dark and little-used passage, duck through a lightless door and
up a stair, and then pass through another door that glowed wth
guardi an-spel |l s every bit as powerful as those Raunthur had used to safeguard
the scrolls. Once through it, the young priest extended an armthat reached a
full three feet farther than his other arm-er the arm of any human-shoul d have
been able to, and pushed at one end of a particular block in the stone wall.

It pivoted, swi nging open to reveal a cavity behind, and into this he thrust
the scroll-and after it, his Serpent-robes.

Once the block was cl osed again, the naked priest turned away, his face and
body sliding into something quite different than it had been. Again he reached
out an armthat becane nuch | onger than any human arm had any right to be, and
opened anot her pivoting bl ock. A snock, trews, and boots were plucked into
vi ew and donned, deft fingers sketched guardi an spells over both bl ocks and
the inside of the door that had all owed adnmittance to this passage, and a farm
| aborer took six steps, nade a particul ar gesture, and caused a whirlw nd of
coiling light to spiral into being in the enpty air. Through it he stepped—and
vani shed, the spiral eating itself in his wake.

Only then did a dark, unseen watching eye floating high in one corner of the
passage end blink twice, and performits own vani shing act.

Its far end wi nked out in another chamber not far away, where another priest

stood holding the scroll he'd just been given. "Well, well,” he murnured. "A
danger ous shapeshi fter anmongst us. Dear me. Sonething will have to be done
about that."

His face nelted and slid into quite a different visage. "Conpetition can be
so harnful ."
"Remind me," Hawkril runbled, "why we nust go riding blindly through the

Val e again, offering ourselves as targets to all, to search out Dwaerindim
Can't you just use your Stone to seek them from af ar?"
Enbra sighed. "I can, yes, but unless the bearer of a Dwaer uses it for a

very great magic, or is in the act of calling forth its power, or knows no
better and is carrying it awake and aflanme—for a light in a dark place, say—+
cannot see it. If | touch not the powers of ny Stone, and keep it hidden
someone usi ng anot her Dwaer to seek it could stand beside me and not know
carried it. Some tricks offer thenselves to anyone who can use two Dwaer in a
search, but even then, nust be very close to a sought Stone."

Tshamarra nodded. "Mre than that: One can only see raw Dwaer-power from
afar—+f its wielder uses it only to power spells of their own casting, one
sees nothing."

"What if we sat you in a tower sonewhere, guarding and feeding you, and you



spent days using your Dwaer to search?" Craer asked.

Enbra gave hima smle that held little mirth. "My Stone would be awake all
that time. Someone—er somnet hi ng—woul d al nost certainly see me, and cone to
snatch a Dwaer and slay."

"Thereby coming within our reach,” the procurer responded triunphantly,
all owi ng us to choose the battlefield!"

The Lady Tal asorn sighed. "I doubt they'd herald their arrival, ny lord.
They'd watch and see just where we all were, and how best to slay us. The
first you' d know of any battle would be a Dwaer-bl ast separating you from your
bones. "

Craer | ooked at her—and suddenly beaned fromear to ear, saying brightly,
"My, but the Vale's lovely this tinme of year! | feel a sudden |longing to take
horse and ride."

Bl ackgult had said nothing, and continued to do so, but he did—
al nost —snmi |l e.

and

2

St ones Hunted, Troubl e Found

The bl acksmith shook his tongs to make sure of his grip, lifted the cooling,
darkening bar, and thrust it into the bucket of oil. There was a roar of
hi ssi ng snmoke—nto which he spat thoughtfully—and he set his hamer down,
straightening with a grunt. "Be ye ready?"

Two nmen | ooked up fromtheir last tightenings of the straps and buckl es that
held the great draft horse. "Aye, Ruld. He's in the harness."

The smith nodded. "Well, then, let's be about it. 'Riverflow stops for no
man,' as they say."

"Aye," both farners replied, conpleting the saying nore or | ess in unison
"Not even if the R sen King commands.' "

Rul d snorted as he strode across his cluttered snithy. "Sone 'Ri sen King'!
Ri sen and gone, like that, an' sonme fool lad sitting the throne in his place.
If they were going to choose any green youngling standing by, they'd ve done
better to pick a farmer—an' at |east have sonmeone who knows crops 'n' harvest
and such."

"Aye! Better a Sirl peddler than this boy king," Anmert Branjack agreed,
patting the vast flank of his horse in a manner that was neant to be
reassuring. "They m ght as well have chosen a farfaring nerchant fromhalf the
worl d away! What were they thinking"

"Ah, that's just it," his friend Drunter said, spitting thoughtfully into a

corner heaped with rusty scraps of old netal. "They don't think, up at

Fl owf oam |f they did, we'd not have half the real mdead, every third brute
calling hinmself baron, and the hissing snake-heads still |urking behind every
tree."”

"Hoy, now" the smith growl ed. "Untrustworthy as the rest an' bel oved of
tal ki ng menace they may be—but the Serpents pay good coin an' do no worse than
any baron, an' |'ve never had a baron fetch ne water before, just to be
hel pful an' not expecting anything in return!™ He wi ped his brow with a brawny
forearm blinked at the nails splayed out in his hand, and shook his head.

"B'y' Three, but 1'mhot today," he grow ed. "Don't know why... shouldn't be
wet as this, after so short at the forge . " He took a swig fromthe
| ongpi pe of water on the post two paces fromhis anvil, gasped, and shook his
head agai n.

"You be | ooking pale, Ruld," Dunhuld Drunter said helpfully. " Tis all that
wenching, |'Il be bound!™ He tried a grin, but put it away again sw ftly when
the bl acksmth only grunted.

"Ah, but at |east the weather's holding up," Branjack offered. "If this



keeps on as it |looks to, we'll have a good harvest, sure."

The smith spat and shook his head grimy. "An'" who'll bring it in, with so
many dead? Grain's nothing but a free meal for the gorcraws if it rots in the
fields. Sirl merchants won't pay to reap an' husk—an' won't pay fair coin at
all, if they can claimthere's a glut. Some of themare claimng that already,
an' not a plant in the Vale properly showing its own yet!"

"Ah, but Ruld, we've seen war and plundering outlanders and m srule before
t hi s—aye, and bad weather too—and there's still enough to fill every belly in
Fallingtree, and Aglirta yet stands around us. Oh, barons rise and barons
fall, and no doubt there's lives wasted and coi ns gone that could have been
saved if the Kingless Land never saw strife, and a good strong king rul ed well
fromFl owfoam.. . but what man alive has seen that, as the years and years
pass? Yet we still have a kingdomthat Sirl folk, for all their coins, covet
dearly."

"Aye," the smth shot back, a strange green and purplish hue washing
monentarily across his face, "yet | doubt ne not if Aglirta had seen | ess
fool i shness of barons and bl ood spilled needlessly, the Vale would rule
Sirlptar outright, long since, an' we'd all have coins to toss an' roll about
in"

"And then ye'd only charge a dozen tinmes what you do now, Ruld," Drunter
responded, "as would we all, hey? And where would this golden Aglirta cone
from where the gods nmake barons behave differently than barons have ever
done, anywhere? And kept the weather grand, folk friends to all, and the
reavers of all Darsar—aye, and the swindlers Sirl city breeds, too—far away?"

The smith shook his head |ike a horse seeking to drive off persistent flies,
and growl ed again wordl essly as he snatched up hamer and shoe, and approached
the horse strapped into the shoeing harness. "Tenpt ne not into clever
answers, friend Drunter,"” he grunted, as he hung the shoe over the usual hook
and caught up the massive hoof to be shod, "an' 1'Il spin thee no airy tales,
hey?"

"Wse words, Ruld," Branjack said quickly, wary of the smth's tone of
voi ce. "Wse words! We'd all do well to—=

The bl acksmith strai ghtened, shuddered all over—and then whirled around wth
frightening speed and | aid open Branjack's startled face with one strike of
t he horseshoe.

Wth a bubbling scream the farmer stunbled hastily back—and fell hard on
hi s backside. He | anded whi npering in fear and scrabbling to get up and out of
the way, but the wild-eyed, sweating blacksmith bounded past him hanmer in
hand, and smashed Drunter to the ground with a single blow

Dunhul d | anded hard, his skull crushed like an eggshell. Jaw dangling and
eyes gushing bl ood and brains, he for once—and forever after—had nothing to
say.

Branj ack screamed again as he plunged out the smthy door. Men were trotting
nearer, peering to see what was afoot, for Fallingtree was not so large a
pl ace that solid entertai nnent was to be had in generous plenty, and Ruld's
smthy was where nany of themwere wont to gather in easy conpany, to talk in
the din and gl ow where a nan they all respected worked and held just opinions
and shared themin a few short words, but suffered others to talk as | ong and
as freely as they woul d.

Branj ack cl awed aside the first man who tried to talk to hi mhich kept him
alive for as long as it took the blacksmth to slay that man, and the next,
and anot her after that. Then everyone who' d approached the smthy was running
away, and a sobbing, roaring Ruld was anongst themlike a wolf savagi ng
runni ng deer. One nan fell, spattering the ground with his brains, and then
another, landing like a hurled grainsack with neck broken and head I olling.
Swearing, a third tried to draw a belt-knife—and the smth rounded on himin a
roaring fury and battered himto the ground in a rain of bone-shattering,
brutal bl ows.

Branj ack made it nost of the way down the | ane ere the horseshoe in the
smth's hand laid open his snock across the shoulders and his skin with it,



and then struck one of his el bows a nunbing bl ow that spun hi m around.

Face to face with the staring-eyed smth, the farmer wasted no tinme in
trying to turn, but ducked under Ruld's arm and sprinted back toward the
smthy, seizing on sonme wild idea that the snmith wouldn't want to break his
own anvil, nor spill out the forge fire, so perhaps fleeting shelter could be
found behind them.

That thought died on the smithy threshold with Branjack, the shoeing hanmer
driven so deep through his skull that it al nost reached the top of his spine.

Howl ing, Ruld ran across the warm faniliar room bloody hamrer in one hand
and gory shoe in the other—and began to madly bel abor Drunter's draft horse.

It reared in the harness, belling and then screami ng as loudly as any of the
vill agers had managed, and then some—and at its third bucking plunge worn
straps parted, and it bolted, kicking out hard as it went.

The unshod hoof snmashed Ruld's ribs like dry kindling, hurling himback into
his tools with a crash.

The horse burst out through the hal f-door, still kicking hard, and the
bl acksmith rebounded to his feet in a dying daze, sobbing for breath, claw ng
weakly at the air ... and seeming to see the blood all over himand the

sprawl ed bodies of his friends for the first tine.

"No," he gasped bloodily, stunmbling forward with the hamrer falling fromhis
failing hand. Everything was going dim. ..

"No! Three Above, no ..."

But the Three weren't in a hearing nood, it seemed. Bucklund Ruld managed
two nore steps before he coll apsed on his face and D ed.

"The so-cal |l ed Band of Four have defeated all our Brethren could hurl at
themtw ce before, Brother Landrun—and prevailed. Don't be fooled by the
buf f oonery of Overduke Del nbone and the di mas-yon-post front Overduke Anharu
likes to present to the world. They're not the ineffectual fools they |ook to
be. "

"Yes, Lord—and knowi ng that, we shall—=2"

"W shall make very sure of what the Bl ood Pl ague gives us, before anything
el se. You and | test, observe-and al so watch over Scal ed Master Arthroon and
hi s Fangbrot her, Khavan, as they conduct their own far nore cl unsy
experimentations. You know the plague has no effect on a few, but plunges nany
i nto madness. Know this nuch nore: it transforms others into marauding
beasts. "

" ' Maraudi ng' ? Mad, or hungry, or consuned by the urge to slay all they
see?"

"Most of them yes. Yet, if our nmpbst secret tomes can be believed, sone may
be suited to serving us in a greater way."

"And this 'greater way'-?"

"Patience, and we'll see."

"But..."

"Landrun, which of us two is a Lord of the Serpent?"

"My," Craer Del nbone conmented, squirnming in his saddle, "but there's one
thing being a tirelessly roving overduke gives you a true appreciation of:
just how bl amed big the Vale is."

"l suppose,"” Tshamarra teased, "you'd prefer all the King's foes to
obligingly show up at court and line up to receive us?"

"Well," Craer reflected brightly, "t'would save wear on mny backsi de—and
spare the horses, too. We could sword the enemnmies of the crown by appointnent,
be finished by evening, and celebrate in the wine cellar."

"Thereby considerately saving servants the trouble of fetching us bottles up
and down stairs," Blackgult observed. "Your commendabl e consideration for
others surprises nme, Lord Del nbone—tis a side of you |I've not seen before."

"My good Lord Bl ackgult,"” Craer observed in shocked tones, "you amaze ne.
Why, you hired nme yourself as a procurer in your forces, some years back. Can
it be that you've forgotten the function of procurers? Poured out fromthe
brimming flask of your nenory the fact that procurers considerately relieve
persons possessing too many val uabl es—er val uing sane so carel essly that they



saf equard them not - of excess itens, and transfer those itens to persons who
think so nuch nore highly of themthat they're willing to pay to acquire
same?"

"Craer," Enbra observed pleasantly, "belt up. Procurer philosophy is far too
arch to be entertainnent even if one's tipsy—and all of us are very far from
that now. "

"Precisely why | evoked the inmage of the royal wi ne cellar at Fl owfoam"
Craer expl ained earnestly. "Scouring the realmfor missing barons and anyone
el se who may have a Dwaer-Stone is thirsty work."

"I believe King Raulin used the phrase 'crucial and exacting' rather than
"thirsty,' " Blackgult told his saddl ehorn calmy, "but your nention of
refreshment brings up a point we may as well debate now as later. Once nore we
ride through the Aglirtan countrysi de seeki ng Baron Phelinndar, the Stone he
presumably bears, and two ot her unaccounted-for Dwaerindim Various tersepts
and barons are denonstrably paying a mininmumof loyalty to the River
Throne—and despite our exalted tides, we are but five against all the forces
they may nuster. Accordingly, we should reach sone deci sions about where we
shoul d | ook next—-hmP-and how cl osely we should keep in touch with Raulin, to
guard agai nst courtiers either slaying or subverting him"

Craer sketched a bow. "My concerns exactly. As the overduke who's invariably
in the | ead when we get attacked-"

"This sounds all too much |ike a cue,"” Tshamarra murrmured to Enbra, peering
into the trees that shaded their wandering cart track on both sides.

"—and upon whom shall fall the weight of the blame should we ride
ent husiastically into a trap, it behooves ne to share sone of that blame by
i nvol ving the rest of you in some decision as to where specifically we're
headed. Now, sone prudent Aglirtans—killjoys and shutter-m nded sorts, to be
sure, but fellow citizens of this fair real mnonethel ess—el eave to the notion
of deciding where they're bound even before they set forth, but—=

"Browning's too quick for him" Enbra observed. "Strangul ati on, Hawk?"

"I'f you insist, Lady Love of mine," the hul ki ng armaragor runbl ed, "though
shoul d point out that he does have his uses. Cccasionally."

"—en the other hand, it has been observed by sages witing well before ny
time that if you expected a hireling to do nothing stupid, you' d not engage
the services of a procurer in the first place, and—=

"I'f he keeps this up," Blackgult observed, "his horse may strangle him"

Tshamarra shook her head. "Nay, drowning, definitely. Toss the rider, pin
hi m down with one hoof, enpty bl adder downwards—and 'tis done, sinply over,
and avoids all that chasing about |ooking for a handy overhangi ng branch ..
Ch, ny; such as the one approaching now"

Craer made a rude sound and a ruder gesture in her direction. "Really, Lady
Tal asorn, such an old ploy is unworthy of you. Even street urchins in dusty
backtrail villages like Fallingtree rise above such crude ganbits. My |
rem nd you that 1'mno |onger a nere vagabond and outl aw procurer, but an
Overduke of Aglirta, bright-belted and apt to—

"Be found loitering around ramnmshackl e whorehouses by night,"'
hel pful ly.

Craer gave her a wounded | ook, ignoring Tshamarra's urgent pointing gesture,
and said grandly, "Lady Baron Silvertree, that remark is simlarly unworthy of
you. | can perhaps overl ook the transgression of the Lady Tal asorn, hailing as
she does from an outland and sonme may say—though |I for one do not-—barbarian
culture, but your |ineage—

"I withdraw ny warning," Tshamarra told himwi th a snort, folding her arns
i n mock dudgeon. "Let yon branch have its way with you, sirrah!"

"—+s much grander and could even be said to rise fromthe very roots of
Aglirta, like that of ny former enployer Lord Bl ackgult here, and—=

Craer's horse trotted on, and the handy overhangi ng branch attacked.

Pounced, actually. The procurer let out a monmentary and sonmewhat strangled
yelp as it jabbed into his side and thrust himfrom his saddl e, but Craer was
as swift as many striking serpents, and twisted in the air enough to bat at

Enbra supplied



the branch and so propel hinmself onto the back of Tshamarra's mount, right
behi nd her.

Hi s personally painful arrival upon the high rear cantle of her saddle nore
than startled the horse beneath the Lady Tal asorn, and it reared, snorting in
alarm Enbra |aid a hand on her Dwaer to send a soothing spell if need be, but
Tshamarra was equal to the task of westling her nount back to head-tossing
conpl aint and then normal cy, despite Craer's distracting hands upon her, as
he—er so he insisted—erely reached for reliabl e handhol ds.

"D you think you could stop playing the fool, on this foray?" the Gol den
Giffon snapped at the irrepressible procurer

Craer gave the glowering old noble a nerry smle. "Lord Blackgult, in a

word: no. If nmy ... foolishness won me the tide of 'Overduke,' then | shal
clingtoit. "Tis not as if |I could do anything el se—and | refuse to becone a
grim stone-nosed old noble ... ah, like some folk | could mention. |If Craer

of the Waggi ng Tongue was good enough to rescue Aglirta fromitself thus far
that same Craer shall see the Real mof the Vale safely through the next few
days, as well. I'll not change into some bootlicking sobersides. Demand it of
me, and farewell enpty overduchal tide and good greeting to the outlaw life
once nore!"

Surprisingly, the Golden Giffon merely nodded.

The nonent the Lady Tal asorn's horse quieted and Bl ackgult rode up cl ose
enough to get a hand on its bridle and prevent it from bolting, Hawkri
spurred past and caught the reins of Craer's nount, bringing it to a gradua
hal t.

They gathered in a jostling huddl e of snorting horses where their trai
traversed a small and shady holl ow. Tshamarra sighed, |ooked left and right
wi th her hands on her hips as she sat in her saddle ignoring Craer's inpudent
gropi ngs, and announced, "This still | ooks to me like a place all too suited
for a brigand anbush."

Hawkril | ooked at his own |lady. "Well?" he runbl ed.

Enbra did something with the Dwaer that nade the air around themsing with a
hi gh, jangling note, and then shook her head. "W're alone.”

"Then let us confer,"” Blackgult said firmy. "Craer, get back to your own
saddl e. "

The procurer surprised themall by nodding and deftly doing so in silence,
wavi ng at Bl ackgult to speak

"Muckl ar was the market town we rode through this norn," the old baron said
promptly. "Ahead is Osklodge, where there's been no tersept's | odge since a
fire that raged when | was a boy. A nere trailnoot now. There, our trai
branches into ways no grander than this one, headi ng southeast to the town of
Stornbridge and west to the village of Jhalaunt. Unless things have changed
since our last halt, our Stone warns of no other awakened Dwaers within its

range. Still so, Enbra?"
The Lady Silvertree nodded, and Bl ackgult continued. "As to the second
concern, |'ve sumoned Fl aeros Del canper —ow reportedly on his way to

FIl owf oam+to0 stay by Raulin's side as both guardi an and spy, and called on two
certain courtiers to do the same. Men | trust, mnd you, after extensive

di scussions with them eavesdropped upon by Enbra and her Dwaer. They know of
each other and of Flaeros, but the bard' s unaware of their sworn duties. Thus

escorted, | hope to give young Castlecl oaks at |east a fighting chance agai nst
treachery in our absence."
Craer snorted. "I know not which of your trusts is the flinsier: depending

on the nusical flower of the Del canpers to do anythi ng—er counting on any
Tersept of Aglirta to remain |oyal when tenpted by al most any lure.”

"Judge not all nen as nursing as dark a nmind and norals as your own,"
Bl ackgult said rather sternly. "If we were all so self-serving, the Vale would
have drowned in shed bl ood | ong ago, and this would all be beast-country,
haunted by the restless spells of nurdered nages and roaned by desperate
outl aws. "

"Now there's as good a description of Aglirta as |I've heard in years,"'

Craer



remar ked.

Tshamarra nodded. "Forgive nmy forthright speech, Lord Blackgult,"” she
mur mured, "but many in other |ands would agree. 'Cursed Aglirta is not an
unfam |iar expression anywhere on the coasts of Asmarand.™

"No doubt, and not w thout reason, either, but surely we know better—and
work to make it doubly false.™

"We stray," Hawkril runbled. "Let us accept that the King is as well guarded
as we can manage for now, and return to our personal progress: across country,
or halt nigh OGsklodge for sone reason, or nore likely on to either Stornbridge
or Jhal aunt —but whi ch?"

"Stornbridge," Craer said pronptly. "Mre to do."

Enbra lifted one eyebrow. "Steal, you nean?"

The procurer blinked at her. "Lady Silvertree, you wound ne. You wound ne
deepl y—=

"Not yet, Lord Del nbone, but the fate you anticipate nmay soon befall if your
lips continue to spew such sly foolishness," Enbra told him "Quell the clever
comments for once and speak plainly. You favor Stornbridge. For other reasons,
so do I|."

Craer grinned. "More places to buy gowns, sleep in decent beds, and shop?"

"Now who wounds who? | thought nore thus: The larger place is nore likely to
house soneone with a Dwaer, given that our fellow folk of the Val e seem unabl e
to keep patient—and hi de treasures—for long."

"Sarasper managed it," Hawkril runbled. There was a little silence ere Craer
sighed and turned to |l ook upriver, as if his eyes could somehow pierce niles
of trees, hills, and riverbends to the grassy nmound on the far prow of
FI owf oam where their friend now | ay buri ed.

"He grew old doing so," Enbra said gently, "as did the Crow of Cardassa,
remenber ?"

Bl ackgult hal f-growl ed and hal f-snorted in agreenent. "I'mnot feeling al
t hat young nysel f, these days."

Craer grinned at him "And so you ride with us to regain your |lost youth. A
chance once nore to adventure, swagger, and rut again like a youngling!"

"Real ly? I's that why |I'm here?" The man who had once been best known across
all Asmarand as the Golden Giffon—the nost handsone and dashi ng of al
barons—asked nildly, as his saddl e creaked under him "In front of ny
daught er ?"

Enbra lifted her eyebrow again. "This hanpered you before?"

Her father gave her a smile that held nore than a touch of sadness. "I'm not
one of those who shows a different face to different fol k—+hough betinmes |'ve
been plunged into feuds and troubles for doing so. Many barons find such
bright-faced acting the easiest way to rule, but 'tis a weakness that doons
themin the long run, for greater ease on this day or that."

"But what about a baron's duty to his people?" Tshamarra asked quietly. "If
a baron invites the swords of a stronger neighbor if he says or does the wong
thing, what 'strength' is there in doing that thing—and doom ng many fol k who
have no part in his quarrel, or chance to speak in its unfolding, one way or
the other? | mean no di srespect, Lord Blackgult, but again: There are some in
other lands who lie and smile through their rage daily, to get along with
countrynmen and avoi d daggers drawn—and they | ook upon the Vale as a place
harmed by its ever-warring barons."

"So Aglirta is," Blackgult agreed gravely. "I've never claimed to be a wi se
ruler, or even fit to rule. In the Kingless Land, power fell to those who
could seize it. | used and misused it—throwing away far too many lives in a

m staken attenpt to snatch the Isles was only nmy largest folly—and the bl ood
of many men stains ny hands. Yet | know and adnmit this, where many of ny
smling, slydog fellow barons never did ere they were slain in strife that

their own treacheries kindled and nurtured. | enjoy what | do, and have from
the first. By standing proud, dealing bluntly, and paying the price for ny
m sj udgnents, | loved the passing days, and did the better for it—dnlike those

barons who cowered and schened and feared poi son and bl ades at their backs



nightly, and passed their days |ike anxiously quavering rats."

"My, nmy," Craer said. "And here | thought being a baron was all snarling
orders and beddi ng wenches and putting boots up on the best furniture. 'Tis
not so different frombeing a procurer by choice, after all."

"No, '"tis not," Blackgult agreed. "But | fear we've crept back to procurer
phi | osophy once nore, and the Lady Silvertree is quite right as to its arch
nature and | ack of daily usefulness to those not yet standing trial for their
m sdeeds. "

"Father," the Lady of Jewels said softly, "my nane is Enbra."

There was another little silence, there on the road, as Craer and Tshamarra
| ooked fromthe sorceress to the tall, still handsome baron

Bl ackgult nmade a little "say on" gesture with one hand. Enbra nodded and
told himslowmy, "Wre it not for Kelgrael's decree, | would have no claim
what soever to the name Silvertree. |I... was raised to hate you, schooled in
your villainies, and sworn to slay you if | could ... But |I've never been
anyt hing but grateful to you since the day your revelation freed nme from
t hi nking the bl ood of the brute Faerod Silvertree ran in ny veins."

Sil ence returned, broken only by a jingle of harness as a restless horse
tossed its head, until Ezendor Blackgult said quietly, "Yet an awkwardness
lies between us. Yes, | bedded your nother. Yes, | sired you in our joining.
Yes, | did the sanme in many beds—

"And barge cabins, and gl ades, and atop feast tables,'
was i gnor ed.

"—dp and down the Vale, with many a worman, and regret not one rutting. Wnen
are ny weakness, and nmy strength. Yet, |ass—Enbra—+ have only ever
acknow edged one child as ny own. You were my pride long before you grew in
grace and wonan-curves and sorcery, because you stood al one agai nst the Dark
Three and the nman you thought your father, and sonehow survived. Survived wth
a mnd of your owmn and a |loving nature, not a cruel echo of those who held you
captive, nor a broken slave. I... | long for your approval, and know I never
dare hope for it, for giving you to such a cruel rearing, and doing nothing to
deliver you fromit." He hesitated, and then added in little nore than a
whi sper, " 'Twas even in ny mnd to ..

"To wed me, once ny fa-Silvertree was dead, and his w zards too, and so join
our baronies," Enbra said calmy, nodding. "I could see it as well as the folk
of Silvertree could, as you wenched your way up and down the Silverflow. I
used to dream of your bursting into ny bedchanber with bl oody sword in hand,
and claiming me." Athin snile |lifted one corner of her lips. "Half
Aglirta-the femal e hal f—enbraced simlar dreams. Have you not seen the ol der
ladies twittering and whi spering as they gl ance sidelong at you, even now?"

Bl ackgult drew in a deep breath, as if a great weight had lifted fromhim
and protested mldly, "A der |adies? You wound ne. You wound ne deeply."

"Hrnnph," his daughter told him "Line up behind Craer—twill save nme on
sword-thrusts. | can pincushion the both of you with one shrewd stroke."

There were chuckles and stirrings anmong all four riders in the hollow and
Hawkril growed, "So is it Stornbridge? O Jhal aunt?"

"That sounds painful,"” Craer said to Blackgult, as they turned their horses.
"I"ve never so nuch as felt a swordtip in ny jhalaunt."

" '"Tis worse in the Stornbridge, believe you nme," Blackgult and Hawkril said
i n unison, and then broke off in startled and delighted | aughter at both of
their m nds seizing on the same cl everness at once.

Tshamarra and Enbra exchanged gl ances and shook their heads wordl essly.

Craer held up his hand-quelling the mirth in an instant—and cocked his head to
listen. "Wagons, nore than one," he said briefly, pointing ahead al ong the

Craer nurnured, but

trail. "Enough touching heart-baring for now, 'tis time to play grandly titled
her oes agai n. Overdukes nust inpress."”
Hawkril | oosened his sword in its sheath, and grunted, "Ready to play."

"Li kewi se," Tshamarra said, sliding her reins up her armand draw ng back
the sl eeves of her jerkin to give her slender fingers full freedom "Though
"tis sad we should expect a few carts to bring on swift war, | nust say."



Hawkril shrugged. "Aglirta," was his sinple reply.

As they rode forward, drawing apart out of wary habit to give each other
fighting roomshould battle burst forth, Enbra guided her mount close to
Bl ackgult's and laid a hand on his thigh for a nonent. "Father," she said,
"we'll talk nore later." Their eyes net, and she added swiftly, "Please?"

The Golden Giffon | ooked startled, just for an instant, ere he nodded
vi gorously and echoed firmy, "Yes. Please."

The di stant thunder of runbling carts and many pl oddi ng hooves grew | ouder
as the five riders rode downriver, up out of the hollow and over another
little rise and on. The creakings of protesting wood—the shiftings of old,
heavy-1 aden wood in worn | ashi ngs—becane audi bl e.

Probably just a few open carts . . . local Aglirtans running goods they'd
bought at nmarket home, or their own unsold wares on to the next town to try
turning coins there. The boy king's enthusiastic road patrols had at | east
brought this longtime habit back to the Vale, though nen still went in |arger
groups than in ol den days, and al ways wel | arned.

Anot her rise came and went beneath overduchal hooves, and into view cane the
expected: a trio of oxcarts, one open-topped and the others sporting | ow slung
weat her cl oak awni ngs, surrounded by a rough mul eback escort of tradesnmen and
carters. A few nodded and flicked their drive whips in the usual bobbing
salute to fellow travel ers, but nore than one |ooked tired and ill, reeling
pal e-faced in their saddl es and w pi ng away sweat .

"Hard at the flask yestereve, |looks like," Hawkril runbled, as they drew
steadily closer to the carters.

"Homebrew, probably,"” Craer nurnured, "to nake themthat sick. Mnd: they
won't be in good tenper. To the side, single-file, and grant themfull room™

Bl ackgult gave himan armused | ook, but it was Tshamarra who purred
sarcastically, "Really? | was so |ooking forward to riding head-on into yon ox
yoke, and the wagon behind, and watching it cleave |ike butter before ny royal
authority ..."

"This," Craer explained to Hawkril and Enbra, with a wave of his hand at the

Lady Tal asorn, "is the savage tonguework | nust endure every night behind
cl osed doors, and—
"No one could deserve it more richly, I'msure,"” the Lady Silvertree told

himsweetly, as the din of the wagons rose loudly around them "Wy, |—=

The forenost carter nodded curtly to Hawkril, who'd ended up at the head of
the colum of overduchal nounts—and Enbra's hand cl osed over her Dwaer out of
habit as the first wagon started to creak past.

The second carter on the near side of the group shuddered in his saddle,
| ooki ng decidedly green, and his eyes were nore than a little wld.
Tshamarra's eyes narrowed as she gazed upon him and she raised a hand as if
to ward off sonething, or to be nore ready to swiftly unleash a spell

That carter seemed to | ook up and notice themfor the first tine as he drew
level with Blackgult. H's jaw wavered as if he was having trouble formng
words he wanted to utter—and then he sprang fromhis saddle with a wild roar,
clawing at the baron's leg and stirrup as he cane down and snatching out a
| ong, curved knife.

The Golden Giffon punched himhard in the face with a fist that had the
hilt of a reversed dagger protruding fromits mdst, and the nman's head jerked
back Iike that of a child s doll

He fell under their hooves w thout a sound—+hough he m ght as well have been
bl owi ng trumpet calls for all that he could have been heard in the sudden roar
of a dozen throats. Men clanbered up onto carts, drew swords and daggers with
wi | d shrieks and shouts, and | eaped at the passing riders.

" '"Tis because we're overdukes, that's what does it!" Craer explained to the
unheeding world at large, as he drew a dagger and threw it in one snooth,
flashing notion, while drawi ng another. "Like deer we wander up and down the
Val e luring every passing man with a dagger to do us violence, helpfully
bari ng our breasts and behinds to themwith loud cries of '"Here | be! Strike
at me! Strike now |I'mthe best grauling eager targ— "



Craer swallowed his words in a desperate ducking novenent as a nuddy boot
swept toward his head. It belonged to a | eaping carter who'd plucked Tshanarra
fromher saddle with the sheer force of his arrival—-as her horse reared and
ki cked, and her desperate spell blew the man's head into spatters.

The bl ast spooked her horse into | eaping forward into a cart with a mghty
crash, and the world was suddenly a wild place of flying reins, |ashing
hooves, and raw scream ng nen.

Craer sprang fromhis saddle to rescue Tshamarra, who was rolling and
kicking in trail-dust am d plungi ng hooves and the bounci ng, headl ess corpse
of the man she'd slain. A carter sprang after him how ing.

The procurer struck aside a hoof with his shoulder, trying to get hinself
into a protective stance above the Lady Tal asorn, but another crashing hoof
nearly crushed her and sent him spraw ing.

He cane up right under a vicious stabbing downswi ng fromthe pursuing
carter, and drove his own dagger hilt-deep into the man—enly to have it
snatched out of his grasp by the carter's shrieking spasmof pain. As he
grabbed for the receding hilt, a lashing hoof nearly took his face off.

He threw hinsel f against that horse, |eaping as high as he could, and
managed to get its head turned in another direction, so that its bucking took
its deadly hooves away from himand his | ady.

Anot her carter was coming at him barking |like a hoarse, angry dog. Craer
ducked away fromthe first thrust of the man's rusty and rmuch-notched ol d
war sword, spraw ed headl ong to avoid being gutted by the second, and then
managed to kick the man into a fall before his warsword coul d reach
Tshamarra-who was grimy shoving a headl ess, gory body away so she could rol
out fromunder it.

Craer plucked his knife out of the groaning, tw sting body he'd left it in,
cut that man's throat, and sprang away in tinme to neet the carter with the
war swor d head-on. They crashed together like two rutting bulls, blade to
bl ade—and the procurer suddenly went to his knees, the man plunged hel pl essly
over him and Craer put a dagger into a passing crotch and cl anbered up to
open another throat before the scream ng becane too shrill.

Tshamarra staggered to her feet—and pronptly fell on her face again as a
| oose rein | ashed her across the chest and throat with a crack that nade
Bl ackgult, sword-wrestling with two carters, three wagons, and many pl ungi ng
horses away, wi nce and stare.

"Teeth of the Three!" Hawkril swore. "What's got into these nmad-heads?"

Soneone hacked at him and he turned aside the blow with his own bl ade. The
attacking carter snarled and hacked again, not even trying to protect hinself,
nore |ike an enraged drunkard than any sort of warrior

Steel clashed on steel anew, and the man staggered. Rather than slash the
carter's throat open or run himthrough, Hawkril reversed his sword and ranmed
its pormel into the man's hel m ess head. The carter crashed to the ground |ike
a falling tree

Hawkril felled the next roaring, wld-eyed carter who cane running his way
with a kick to the throat, ere turning in his saddle to nmeet Bl ackgult's grim
gaze. His onetine master pointed urgently over Hawk's shoul der, and the
armaragor whirled around in time to see a trio of carters tranmpling down the
awni ng of their own wagon to take up stances atop it as it crashed and
clattered past, hauled by oxen in a hurry to be sonewhere safer

Three bl ades thrust down at Hawkril. He snarled and struck two of them aside
with a savage swi ng, knowi ng even as he did so that the third was going to
slice at his unprotected throat—

Enbra shouted sonething, the Dwaer flashed in her hand-and the world
expl oded in blue-white fire that made every hair on Hawkril's tingling skin
stand out like a needle. Atop the cart three men stiffened into hel pl ess
statues and started to topple, as Tshamarra screaned, Craer cursed . .. and
Aglirta erupted in blinding, blistering flane.



3

A Pl ague of Magic

Peopl e called to each other up and down the nuddy | ane that ran through the
heart of Fallingtree, and their voices were high, fearful, and dismayed. Men
swore and snatched weapons fromwalls, or curtly ordered their younglings to
"Cet within!'" Too excited to whisper, wonmen cried the news over sty fences to
nei ghbors, and everywhere fol k were running.

"Now we'll see," soneone said nervously, fromthe trees where they watched.
A hand like an iron claw choked off his words, and laid a warning finger
across his lips. The soneone nodded violently, and made no nore sound, not
even when the bruising grip was gone fromhis throat.

Smal | groups of villagers were staring down the |ane at the distant spraw ed
bodi es where the flies buzzed. A few nen of Fallingtree traded expressionless
gl ances, hefted whatever served them as weapons, and then, slowy and
reluctantly, strode toward the dead. They | ooked |ike a doonmed warband goi ng
up agai nst a dragon, knowi ng they were dead men but wal ki ng forward anyway.

"Three | ook down!" the forenost gasped hoarsely, counting his slaughtered
friends. Drunter, and Gelgarth the mller's son, and Huldin... so nmuch bl ood!
Brains spilled like-like wet cheese ..

He retched, turning away hastily, and nore than one of his fell ows
swal | owed, | ooked aside, and stalked grimy on, past faniliar puddles that now
ran dark red. The rest of the villagers watched in pale-faced silence. No one
stepped forward to join the ploddi ng nen.

Fi sts cl enched white around weapons, they wal ked on. There was nore death on
the smthy threshold, and that terrible quiet reigned over all. Ruld' s hamer
woul d cl ang no nore.

The cobbl er who dared to be the first to step inside canme back out again
with a face that was green where it wasn't bone-white. He noved his lips tw ce
before the words canme out. "None left living. Fetch the priests.”

Slowy and reluctantly, but unable to stay back, the wonen and the bol der
children started to drift down the lane, until nobst of Fallingtree was
gathered in stunned bewi | dernent, staring down at the blood and carnage. Two
pairs of eyes watched that whel mi ng through the bushes that flanked the snithy
out house. "I'mwell pleased,” the owner of one pair murnured, fingering the
tiny serpent-pendant he wore under his robe. "The Ml ady comes down both hard
and swiftly. Now we'd best get gone—ence the bereaved start their weeping and
wai ling, the nenfolk'll |ook around for something heroic to do ... and that'l
nmean soneone to bl ame.”

"And we're the strangers, and so the cause,’

t he ot her watcher replied,

daring to speak at last. His throat still hurt; he rubbed at it gingerly as he
gl anced down the tiny trail that |ed past the outhouse, down to the creek and
the little pool where Ruld had been wont to wash off the oil, soot, singed

hair, and sweat of his daily labors. In all other directions the trees had
been thinned by nmuch cutting, and the brush was too thick for anyone to nove
about without maki ng much noi se. "So down al ong the water and out of here,
Bel gur —+hen where?"

The seni or Serpent-priest shook his head. "Qut here, Fangbrother Khavan, |
am ' Scal ed Master Arthroon,' or just 'Master.' Hear ny strict order: You are
not to go fleeing anywhere. Nor shall |I. W' d best escape notice for sone
time, lest these sinple folk turn on us, the only strangers, as the cause of
this, ah, 'dangerous puzzle' —but we nust remain. Qur work here isn't done. W
must still see if some fight off the Malady, not falling into war-crazed rage,
but instead are turned to beasts by it."

Khavan stared at his superior, and then nodded his head toward the gathered
villagers. "So that's the 'lost magic' that spawns the Beast Plague?" Bel gur
Arthroon stared at himin silence. "Unh ... Scal ed Master Arthroon?"

The senior priest smled coldly. "Indeed it is," he replied. "W nust know



who falls, who fights and is twisted into beast, and who w thstands it
altogether ... before |I go hunting barons, tersepts—and boy kings and
over dukes. "

"The Band of Four?" Fangbrother Khavan gasped. Arthroon's smle was as cold
as ever. "O course."

Sheets of roaring flame rolled out in a great wave, making horses rear and
scream and stray branches crackle and fall—-and then were gone, |eaving nothing

but snoke and a sharp burnt snell in their wake.

Thankfully, no trees fell and no field caught alight, though it m ght have
been better for the five riders on the trail if some had. Burning grass hides
relatively few brigands ... or lurking w zards.

Enbra peered tensely this way and that through the thinning snoke as the
| ast of the wagons bounced and rattled away into the distance, with no living
man |left to guide its oxen

Dead carters lay sprawl ed everywhere atop the grassy rise, in the dappl ed
shade of the dozen or so old thornapple trees that lined the trail here on
both sides. The Lady Silvertree nuttered sonethi ng over her Dwaer, stil
casting swift glances in all directions . . . but no lurking foe could she
find. The stunp-fenced fields certainly | ooked deserted.

"Whence cane those flanmes?" she inquired of the Vale at |arge, as her Stone
qui eted t he horses.

"Sorry," Tshamarra Tal asorn gasped, from her knees amd the rolling dust of
the road. "My spell. .. got away fromne."

"Ah, but you won't so easily get away from nme? Craer said gleefully from
besi de her, dragging her down atop him She slapped him hard, and then turned
within the space his flinch allowed and dealt hima shrewd blow in a tender
pl ace. Obligingly, he emitted a strangled chirp of pain.

"Let me up, dolt," she snarled. Craer's only response was a gasp. She
frowned at himas she clanbered to her feet. He tried to give her a snmile, but
Tshamarra turned her back on him clapped dust from herself, and peered about.

Bl ackgul t, Hawkril, and Enbra exchanged puzzl ed gl ances with her and each
other across the stretch of churned and littered trail that was fairly
carpeted with dead carters.

And at |east one who still lived. Hawkril used his sword to nudge the one
he'd stunned, but the man remai ned sensel ess, eyes closed and mouth sl ack and
drooling. A gentle slap with the flat of Hawk's bl ade brought no reaction

By then Craer had found his feet, wi ncing and straightening slowy. "So what
was all that about?" he demanded, voicing the bew | dered exasperation they al
felt. "They're not wearing scales or Serpent-tattoos or anything, are they?"

Hawkril drew on his gauntlets agai nst poison or creeping doings, and bent
again to the unconscious carter at his feet. "Nay," he said briefly, after
t uggi ng asi de none-too-cl ean clothing and peering here and there. He | ooked up
at Enbra from under bushy brows. "They were enspelled, though, aye?"

Hs lady frowned at him and then traded simlar expressions with Tshamarra.
"Tis likely, given the suddenness of their attack, unless we deem them al
trained Sirl actors—=

"And given the reckl essness with which they fought,"” Craer's partner put in,
swi ngi ng hersel f back into the saddl e of her now cal m horse.

Enbra nodded. "But 'tis too late to be sure. Only when spells are very
strong, or clash with other strong magics, or affect wards and ot her standing,
spells, do they | eave a taint of power behind that can tell us anything." She
surveyed the sprawl ed bodi es again and sighed. "If this befalls again and
we've tine and opportunity to cast the right spells before soneone so
war-crazed dies in the fray, we mght be able to find out."

Craer had been conducting his own search of a handy body—that of a tall
wel | -dressed carter he'd seen hangi ng back fromnost of the fighting, doing
nore swayi ng and sweating than anything el se. The man had the | ook of sone
weal th, so his purse mght come in handy.

The procurer had drawn on one of the pairs of soft, tight |eather gloves he
al ways carried ready in belt-pouches. Those gl oved hands had been gliding here



and there up and down the corpse |ike busy spiders, but paused suddenly. "This
one has scales,"” Craer reported grinly.

Enbra exchanged unhappy glances with her father this time. By the set of
Bl ackgult's jaw, he welconmed this news no nore than she did.

"Magic, then," she said softly, "but what nagi c? Another evil Serpent
sendi ng, probably—-but if not, whose dark reaching this tine?"

Bl ackgul t shrugged, and waved to Enbra and her fellow sorceress to ride with
hima little way on, to the crest of the rise.

Lacki ng shovels to do burials, Hawkril and Craer carried the corpses to the
deepest part of the ditch, the procurer busily expropriating purses and
servi ceabl e-1 ooki ng kni ves and daggers as they worked. Hawk propped the man
he'd stunned into a sitting position against a tree, a little way along the
trail fromwhere they put the dead.

"W haven't seen any Snake-lovers recently,’
t he ankl es of the corpse Hawkril was hefting.

"Ch?" the armaragor runmbled. "If they take off those robes and put on
somet hing that hides any scal es, how would we know? They don't have to hiss
and cackl e, do they now?"

Craer grunted agreenent as they let the body fall, and started back for
anot her.

The nerchant's wife set down her wi ne untasted. "Wat can be keeping hinf?
Lessra, go you and fetch the master! Tell himthe wine is poured, it grows
| ate, and we've a |ong day ahead on the norrow. "

Her mai dservant hovered attentively, awaiting nore instructions, until the
goodwi fe | ost her patience and snapped, "Go!"

Nat hal essra went, passing out of the candlelit chanber like a hurrying
shadow.

Her m stress sighed and gave the nearest candle a glare. Had Col bert got
hi nsel f drunk again? How long did it take a man to dress in his finest? Wy,
he'd pronmi sed her this night of Iove on and off for two nobons now Al ways too
busy, al ways anot her wagon to | oad or unload, until now there was just this
| ast night before the ride to Sirlptar, and she'd put it to him bluntly—nay,
begged himlike a comon trollop, alnmost intears . . . truly in tears, after
a frown had crossed his face. Wiy, '"twas as if—

Nat hal essra screaned

Hi gh, raw, and . .. cut off, abruptly. Wetly.

The goodwi fe frowned. "Lessra? Lessra! Wat've you found? Wat's he up to?"

There was no reply.

"Lessra?"

The candl es flickered, but no answer canme. Wth sonethi ng approachi ng a
grow the goodwi fe rose and nade for the door. If Colbert had finally taken to
pawi ng her own mai dservant right under her nose, she'd—

Sonet hi ng cane through the door before she reached it. Something | ow and
| ong-snouted, with fur that glistened with blood. Its claws |left bloody prints
as it came, noving slowy and heavily.

Two yel |l ow eyes gl eaned hungrily at her over what was dangling fromits
many-f anged jaws: Nathal essra's staring, blood-dripping head.

It flopped |oosely, still attached to one shoulder. The rest of the maid' s
body was nowhere to be seen; those fangs were | ong enough to pierce right
t hrough fl esh.

The beast was still com ng toward her nenacingly, as large as the table
behind her. As it came out into the full candlelight-long before she backed
into the table and | ost her footing and it | oonmed up over her—the goodw fe
screamned.

The beast was wearing the torn and shredded remants of a tunic, vest, and
br eeches.

Col bert's tunic, vest, and breeches.

The Brother of the Serpent repressed a shudder-hopefully before it was
noticed by the Lord of the Serpent who was standing beside him smling a soft
smile.

Craer said thoughtfully, taking



That hope died swiftly as the senior priest asked, "Direjaws not a favorite
of yours, Brother?"

"Ah, uh," Brother Landrun replied, swallow ng, "no."
The Serpent-lord snmiled and waved a di sm ssive hand. "No matter. |'mnot as
enanored of beasts as many Brethren, either. | prefer spellchangi ng those the

pl ague plunges into beast-shape into nore useful fornms." He fell silent,
obviously waiting for the Brother to ask what those useful forms m ght be.

Landrun did manage not to shudder this time. Every secret revealed to a
priest of the Serpent was one nore good reason why that particul ar priest
m ght |ater have to die. He was not enthused to | earn secrets.

Yet, eyeing his superior's snile, he knew he was being given no choice.
"I"ve been considering, Lord," he said hunbly, to excuse his slowness, "but I
cannot dunk of what those nore useful forms m ght be. This nust be the
'greater way' you spoke of, earlier. May | be permitted-?"

The Lord of the Serpent smiled in a way very sinmilar to the direjaws. In the
scrying-whorl, Landrun could see it had now torn out the goodw fe's throat and
turned away, dripping even nmore blood. "Of course. Wy | eave sone cobbl er or
herder plague-twisted into a direjaws or a wolf that prowl s at your bidding,
when he could act at your command, speaking just what you desire himto say—f
you know just the right spells-while wearing the shape of this tersept... or
t hat overduke?"

Bl ackgult and the two sorceresses had left Hawkril and Craer to the grisly
wor k, and now sat in their saddles at a pleasant spot on the trail where they
could l ook far down Silverflow Vale. Below, the broad, placid river glinmered
back sunli ght.

"So what do you think, Father?" Enbra's voice sang with exasperation

"The Serpents agai n—but rising in earnest—er a few priests working m schief
and vying with each other for command of the faith? Woever cast the spell is
gone, or in hiding watching us ... but was it a test of his spells, a strike
at overdukes blundering by, or a coldly planned first foray against the
crown?"

Bl ackgul t shrugged. "You know sorcery—and those who work it, whether they

trust in grimoires or scales and hissing-chants—far better than | do. | know
how best to swing a blade or bellow at others to do so, the backtrails of the
Val e, and reading and goading ny fellow nobles . . . Mist | now be your expert

on Snake-worship, too?"

"Giffon," Enbra snarled, "help me! I+ |earned spells well enough, but
precious little else, and Craer and Hawk now | ook to nme to be their
war - captai n! You roamed Aglirta for years before | was born, and as | grew up
i mprisoned in Castle Silvertree. Then you were regent, at the heart of the

court... whereas I'mstill |earning blind-basic things about Aglirta as we
travel, and know so little of what | should be doing that | often |ie awake
nights fearing I'lIl lead us all to our deaths—er doom Aglirta with a single
wrong word."

Bl ackgult gave her a long look. "I'mglad to hear that. Good rulers and

war | ords spend rmuch sl unbertinme worrying. Bad ones only fear for their own
skins. "
"Lord Bl ackgult," Tshamarra Tal asorn put in softly, leaning forward in a

creaki ng of saddle |eather, "must your daughter beg more, or will ny plea do?
Speak, | pray you! Tell us your feelings about the realmas it stands now, and
share somet hing of what you know of its doings . .. Please?"

Bl ackgul t sighed and threw up his hands. "And when |I'm dead, who'll you turn
to for advice then? The wind, to wait as battle comes down on you? Any smling
f oe?"

"Wthout your counsel," Enbra told himgrimy, "there's little chance of us
outliving you-l'mall too apt to get us all killed together."

The man who' d sired her | ooked away down the Silverflow for a nonment, and
t hen sighed again, |eaned forward conspiratorially, and said, "For a |ong
time, I've been in the habit of buying tankards for 'old friends' when
stopping at inns, so |l can listen to their talk. I learn as nuch from what



they stop saying or |ower voices on when they know who I amas | do from
what's said to me. Though | doubt this tactic will work for either of you,

gi ven your |ooks and the fear of sorcery nost fol k have, you might want to try
it in spell-disguise, fromtime to tine."

Enbra stirred, but Blackgult held up a staying hand and added, "I'm well
aware that time is what none of us have to spare, these days—hot when any
afternoon can hold an attack like the one just visited upon us. So |I'll share

what's nost telling of nmy learnings, this last while. Not that it should cone
as great enlightennent, mnd. Neither of you | asses are dullards nor
dreamnal kers through your days; |I'm sure you know as well as | do how unhappy
Aglirtans are, right now "

Tshamarra nodded. "The notion of a 'boy king' sits not well with them" she

said. "They long for peace and plenty.. . and feeling safe in their own |and."
It was Enbra's turn to sigh. "They long for gol den days none of us can
renmenmber, if they ever existed at all. Long years and many cruel and

cl ose-to-honme exanpl es have made them hate and fear barons and tersepts—and
Serpent-priests, too, for that matter. WIld tales have served w zards the
same, and built the Risen King into a shining crown of hope they now know is
shattered and gone."

The Golden Giffon nodded in agreement, and waved at her to go on

Enbra took a deep breath and obliged him "Bl oodbl ade was their new hope,
and he, too, went down into darkness-after show ng enough of themthat he was
no better than the barons he overthrew to sour Aglirtans on even new hopes."

She waved toward the river in exasperation. "That'll change ... folk need to
beli eve in new hopes, and they will again, as soon as sonething acceptable
cones along. Right now, though, tinmes are hard, brigands are everywhere, and
royal |aw and order scarce or unknown. W are all nost Vale fol k see of
FI owf oam or the hands of the King."

"Three help themall," Tshamarra commented, twisting her lips into a
mrthless smle as she gazed down at the beauty of the Vale laid out before
her, between the rising ranges of the Wndfangs to the north and the
Tal agl adad to the south. She peered at the haze in the distance that hid the
| ower baronies, Sirlptar, and the sea, and sighed. "Such a beautiful |and, and
such unhappy fol k. There's many a seacoast vill age where poor nen batde storns
to put to sea, to eat fish or starve, and woul d think thensel ves bel oved of
the gods were they delivered here.”

She swung her darkly beautiful head around to regard Bl ackgult with sad
eyes. "Yet it seens to ne that Aglirta always knows strife, and its folk are
al ways unhappy. Is this an affliction, a curse of w zards or gods? O are the
peopl e who dwell along the Silverflow all crazed?"

Ezendor Bl ackgult shrugged and gave her a crooked snmile. "You touch on a
guesti on sages and sinple nen alike-nyself, for one-have thought upon in vain.
Like all folk, we react with fury when outlanders point such things out to us,
debat e among ourselves with al nost as nmuch anger.. . and in truth know
not hi ng, whatever our concl usions. Sone say the never-ending strife of Serpent
and Dragon keeps the land restless, naking peace and contentnent inpossible.
Sone agree, saying the Three decree this, while others claim'tis all the work
of men. Still others hold that Aglirtans have | earned wi sdom fromthe viol ence
of the real mthough others across all Darsar deny or cannot see this—but many
say we are deficient, or gods-cursed, never to appreciate or be able to hold
peace, that we nust fight. Yet others say proudly that all folk of Darsar envy
and desire Aglirta, and constantly send agents to try and take it or at | east
win influence in the Vale, either covertly or by open force ... and that these
grasping nen are behind all of our strife. Whatever the truth in all these
words, they serve in the end as excuses for why the fighting must go on, no
matter what one Aglirtan or the next nmay do—so we may as well do as we desire,
or whatever we can get away with."

He shrugged again, and added bitterly, "Wen |I was young, of course, | knew
all truths with fire-graven certai nty—when | bothered to think at all beyond
nmy loins, belly, and the point of ny sword. Later, | saw |l was no nore than a



hot headed brawler .. . and then was caught in a Dwaer-blast that left me with
but the shards of ny nenories and ny thinking. Now |I'ma sinple soldier
i ndeed. "

He smiled at the Lady Talasorn. "I think many Aglirtans are like nme. They've
known so rmuch di sappoi ntnent and war that all they renenber is their anger and
their | oss—and how to fight."

" Aglirta is the anvil upon which all hamrers fall,’
quoting the old Val e saying.

"I don't think the "why' of the strife matters, particularly to those who
puzzl e when they should be sw nging swords, and so wi nd up dead," Hawkri
runbl ed, leading his horse to join themwth Craer right behind. "CQur task is
to defend the realm As always. How we do that is our puzzle."

"Qur task?" Tshamarra echoed. "As overdukes?"

"As overdukes," the armaragor agreed heavily. "Qur work is sinply put: Find
what ever crisis tightens its jaws about Aglirta now, and deal with it before
t he next hungry trouble cones."

"My only real conplaint,” Craer put in, as he swung hinmself back into his
saddl e, "is that overdukes seemto spend their waking lives riding hard from
crisis to another. Can't the things grow in bunches, or at |east on the sane
bush?"

"Now, Cleverfingers," Enbra said affectionately, "you'd m ss these endl ess
ri des—ho ho—f ever you weren't racing wld-cloaked across the realm"

"Whi ch brings us back to what | was yamering about before yon carters went
mad, " the procurer responded with something like triunph. "If discontent and
| awl essness anong Aglirtans are rife fromone end of the Vale to the other
and we' ve already harvested all the bad barons and dangerous w zards we know
of —hi dden Phel i nndar and his Dwaer excepted, |'ll grant-where precisely should
we now be racing to? Wuldn't it be easier to establish ourselves somewhere
pl easant that's well supplied with wine, platters of good food, and willing
wenches, and wait for the foes of Aglirta to come to us? We could rig up sone
traps or the like, to-"

"My Lord Del nbone," Tshamarra Tal asorn said in a dangerously silky voice, "I
hardly think |I mssed hearing you say 'willing wenches.' ™

"Ah, | was thinking of Lord Blackgult's confort, ny lady!" Craer replied
brightly and a shade too swiftly. "Truly! |I—=

"Craer," the Lady Tal asorn said coldly, "I can tell your lies fromseveral
hills away. | think you'll be sleeping in cooler and |onelier circunstances.
Thi s night and henceforth.”

The procurer winced and | ooked inploringly at Tshamarra, but she turned her
head away, to stare west, downriver

Enbra nur nur ed

"Cold place, this 'henceforth,' " Hawkril told the nearest tree trunk
conversationally, into the deepening silence. "I never liked visiting it,
nmysel f."

"The | ess said, here and now, on any personal matter between the Lady
Tal asorn and the Lord Del nbone, the better," Blackgult said firmy. "At the
ri sk of sounding |like sone doomtongued old father, let us speak only of other

things. | can see much crawming in Craer's future, and things growi ng only
worse if nore words are uttered now For all our sakes, let there be fair
feeling between us. Two of us were for Stornbridge, as | recall. Enbra, pray

give us the reasons a warcaptain m ght head there, rather than take the other
trail."”

H s daughter nodded. "As Craer started to say ere his tongue rode away with
him the easily identified foes of the crown have fled, fallen into our hands,
or lie well hidden. W need sone honest answers as to their whereabouts, or
doi ngs, or odd happeni ngs | ocall y—and about how Raulin is truly regarded by
the | ocal commoners, not what self-serving tersepts and barons and priests may
tell us of what the folk feel." She gave her fellow overdukes the begi nni ngs
of a smile and added, "Several of us know the Tersept of Stornbridge—aell
enough to take our neasures of him at least. He's a bit of a fool, weakling,
and drunkar d—agr eed?"



"Agreed," Blackgult said, as Hawkril and Craer nodded, and waved at her to
say on.

Enbra acquired a real smle. "Sone wi ne should | oosen his tongue enough—aith
you, ne, and Tshamarra all probing with spells, if need be—to get himto spout
some truths. Even if he knows nothing but the | ean of the nearest fencepost,
we should learn how the folk of his terseptry feel about the King, and Aglirta
in general. The ones whose words he hears, at |least. Perhaps we'll learn nore
than we want to know ... But we rust begin turning over rocks in the Vale
somewhere, now that all the easy chasing is done."

"There's one thing nore," Tshamarra added, a little hesitantly. "At the risk
of insulting you all by pointing out the rock-hurled obvious, we've been
hunting wi zards for a while now, and swording Serpent-priests along with half
the real mbefore that. If we see none now, it doesn't nmean we've scoured the
Vale of themall—+t just neans they' ve learned to be wary and keep hi dden. W
ride all over the realm and can tell when a face we | ast saw down in
Drungarth is now happily settled in Overenber—but villagers don't. They're
used to wandering peddlers and to folk fleeing this or that baron el sewhere in
the Vale comng to town, and won't suspect new arrivals of being anything nore
than they claimto be. Not all nmages—er Serpent-clergy—are arrogant,
swaggering dolts. Sonme can hide thenselves very well... and | suspect nore
than a few of them have |earned both caution and patience, these |ast few
years."

"Well said," Blackgult agreed. "Werefore we find the | oose-tongued and
anbi ti ous, and see what they can tell us. Stornbridge may of course know
not hi ng beyond what he likes at feasts and in his bed, and where his next sack
of coins is coming from... but folk desiring power would soon see that, and
try to use him If they have, we should at |east be able to get their names
and faces; ny magic is |aughable scraps set beside the m ght of you two
| adi es, and even | could get that much fromhim?"

"Well then," Hawkril runbled, nmounting up, "it seens we're agreed. Qur
chosen idiot's castle lies near enough to be easily reached before nmuch nore
of the day is fled—erazed passing carters willing—so let's be about it."

So it was that they took the eastern trail at Oskl odge, along the way
meeting with only a lone farmer wal ki ng beside his nule cart. He gaped at them
and then nodded, as one Aglirtan to another, maki ng no bows for overdukes but
al so refraining fromhow ing and charging at themw th a sword

"Bl essing of the Three," Enbra nurnured sardonically at that, and her
conpani ons gave her various wy expressions of agreenent. As they rode, they
saw a few fol k working in distant fields. Mdst straightened to stare, but only
one waved.

Fromtime to time gated farm | anes departed the trail, but as the overdukes
rode on, the trees on either side grew fromthin boundary stands one could see
rolling fields through to dark forests that entirely hid the farns.

As the light grew dimand green, Craer turned in his saddle and silently
signal ed Hawkril. The armaragor nodded and waved to his fell ow overdukes to
slow their mounts, be wary, and proceed as quietly as possible.

The procurer hastened ahead, opening up a | arge gap between his nount and
Hawkril's. Tshamarra heard the faint rasp of Blackgult drawing his sword
behi nd her. Frowni ng, she began to cast a slow, careful spell.

It was at about that noment that Enbra realized there were no nore birdcalls
and whirrings of wings on either side of them The forest had fallen strangely
silent.

Their own gear creaked in its usual nmanner as they rode on, but the sounds
were startlingly | oud now as the overdukes listened intently, peered, and ..
wai t ed.

Tshamarra suddenly stiffened in her saddle. At al nbst the sane nonent, the
distant Craer threw up his hand in a silent wave of warning.

Silence held for a noment nore—and then the trees flanking the trail erupted
into snarling nmovenent. Large, dark beasts burst out at the over-dukes through
danci ng branches, shredded | eaves tunbling—six-1|egged nonsters bigger than



bears, gaping great wide jaws |like the largest and ugliest lurgfish haul ed up
in Sirl nets. Mean and hungry red eyes flashed as the beasts hurled thensel ves
at the rearing, screaning overduchal horses.

Enbra cursed as she funbled for her Stone while trying to stay in her wildly
bucki ng saddl e—and Bl ackgult's bl ade sl ashed past her out of nowhere to hack
at nonstrous jaws reaching to close on her arm

Orange bl ood fountained fromthe beast's sliced snout, acconpani ed by a
I oud, pain-filled roar—a roar echoed by other beasts along the trail, where
Craer had raced his own frightened nmount back to join them busily hurling
daggers into red eyes and down beast-throats as he cane.

Hawkril stood up in his stirrups, reins bouncing free, and held his own
fearful mount steady by gripping its head in one iron-strong hand. Hi s other
hand swung his warsword, hacking tirelessly, the sharp steel rising and
falling in a blur soon marked by sprays of orange gore.

Tshamarra cried out and clutched at her head as three coldly hostile m nds
br oke her seeking spell and then fled from her thoughts again, as swiftly as
if three swords had slid icily through her—and as they departed, the surging,
uni fied beast attack broke apart into a growing flurry of nonsters fleeing in
all directions.

Branches splintered and cracked as hairy bodi es plunged through them
Hawkril riding hard in pursuit. Mre than one w de-jawed beast fell heavily,
squal ling, as the armaragor's blade hit home. Enbra called up a burst of fire
in the air under the nose of the only beast still menacing the two
sorceresses, as Blackgult pursued another on its ungainly scranble back into
the trees.

At the forefront of the chaos of frightened, plunging overduchal horses,
Craer cursed softly as a six-legged nonster wheel ed away wearing one of his
best daggers. Leaping fromhis saddle, he bounced once in the swirling
trail-dust, sprang forward, and | anded running.

Hi s sprint was short but swift: he caught the beast as it was shoul dering
between two trees in pain-wacked haste. Catching hold of his knife-hilt as if
it was a handl e provided by the gods, Craer haul ed hard-and found hinself
steered bruisingly by a tree branch up onto the thing' s surging, stinking
back.

Whi ch was about the tine he saw anot her beast-head turning toward himin the
tree-filled gloom jaws opening, and renmenbered that this was no bards
bal | ad—and t hat overbol d heroes seldomlive |ong.

Taki ng hold of his dagger with one hand and an overhead tree linb with the
other, Craer jerked, tw sted, and ended up dangling above enpti ness,
gore-dri ppi ng dagger in hand, as those wi de jaws reached up for him

He kicked out at hand-sized teeth, driving the snarling snout aside—and as
he swung away and it whirled amid a great splintering of small branches to
bite at himagain, Hawkril arrived at a run

The armaragor swung his great blade in both hands, down and in, like a
woodcutter seeking to fell a tree with one ax bl ow—and the beast roared in
pain and fell back, one leg al nost severed. Wailing, it fled into the trees,
di sappearing with many crashings.

Meanwhi | e, Bl ackgult was swi nging his own sword in a smaller but just as
tireless netal storm slicing and slashing at a beast as it turned its head
repeatedly to try to bite Enbra and Tshanarra

" '"Tis alnmost as if sonmeone's controlling it," he gasped, hacking a snout
al ready raw, diced, and dripping flesh in four places. Myaning, the beast
finally whirled and fled blindly through the nearest saplings, trunks
shattering under its weight.

And then all the beasts were gone, and the anointed Overdukes of Aglirta
were panting at each other across a bl ood-spattered ruin of hacked branches,
trenbling and snorting horses, and Craer's nocking comment, "My, but a strol
al ong a woodl and trail in Aglirta these days is apt to be awfully
entertaining!"

"Wwhat were they?" Enbra gasped. "l've never seen the |like before .



"Dl argar," Hawkril grow ed. "Beasts sonetines called running bears and
sometines w dejaws. OF the swanps ni gh El gart h—never seen in the Vale."

"So they were conjured?" Craer asked sharply. "By someone still out there?"
"Well," the Lady Tal asorn replied, "yes, and they were, but..."

"No awakened magi c or scrying near us," Enbra reported. "They've fled."

" Ser pent s?"

"Yes," Tshamarra said grimy. "Three of them guided those beasts, and broke

my tracing spell. Their mnds were . .. not nice."

Hawkril frowned. "The sane ones who turned the carters agai nst us?"

The Lady Tal asorn shrugged in reply.

"WIl they try again right away, do you drink?" Blackgult asked gently.

The sorceress shook her head. "They're nowhere near—gone by nmagic. One was
very angry, a rage born of fright. He won't willingly face us again until he
has better spells to hurl."

Craer rolled his eyes. "Then let's be on our way, before soneone el se
deci des overdukes are good hunting."

The five clapped spurs to their horses together. The still-frightened nounts
were only too glad to flee, galloping wildly over a ridge and out of the thick
trees. Their riders peered warily around when the horses slowed, snorting and
pawi ng, flanks stream ng with sweat.

Enbra | ooked to Bl ackgult questioningly, indicating her horse, but the
ol den Griffon shook his head curtly, and pointed ahead down the trail. Wnded
or not, the horses would have to wait for a chance to rest.

Not many words were exchanged as the overdukes descended out of gently
rolling hill farms, the trail often running beside a chattering brook that
garnered strengdi and size as springs joined it, until-over a broad green
shield of intervening forest-they could see the roofs of Stornbridge ahead.

It was a fair-sized place, a market-noot surrounded by several tw sting
streets of cottages. They could see gardens anid the trees, and many fol k at
work in them Wth the day well past its height, much of Stornbridge lay in
t he shadow of the tersept's castle, which rose like a cluster of stone |ances
out of alittle lake that served it as a noat.

"W' ve been seen," Craer announced, pointing at soneone only Bl ackgult saw
before the tiny, hastening figure passed into concealing greenery.

"Let's hope we won't have to fight our way through the town," Tshanmarra
commented. "My spells aren't endless.”

"Enbra," Blackgult asked politely, "have you such a thing as a
shi el di ng-spel | agai nst arrows?"

"OfF course," the Lady of Jewels replied, "but even with the Dwaer to source
it, I can't hold sonmething | arge enough to protect 711 of us on horseback, on
all sides, as we ride. Not w thout many gaps, albeit shifting and unseen. If
we stood tight together, nmore or |ess unnoving, yes, but..."

Her father held up his hand. "Forget it. 'Twas only a passing thought.
Perhaps |I'm being foolish ..."

Craer | ooked back at him "You mislike the | ook of yonder trees as nmuch as |
do?" he asked quietly, gesturing at the thick stand ahead, where the trai
pl unged i nto gl oom turning and descending swi ftly out of sight.

"Yes," Blackgult replied sinmply, reaching for the small, al nost usel ess
shield slung across the high back of his saddle. Hawkril already had his own
out. Enbra | ooked at Tshamarra, who gazed back and shrugged.

"As usual, nmy sweet curves are all my arnmor," the last surviving Tal asorn
announced—-as Craer spurred his nount to swiftness, the rest of themdid
i kewi se, and they thundered into the trees together

Here and there woodcutters' gl ades opened out on either side, but for the
nost part the forest was old, dark, and thickly grown, branches interlaced
above the road to forma dark tunnel. Werever their steep descent reveal ed
glinpses of what |ay ahead, it seened the five were always | ooking at the tal
towers of Stornbridge Castle.

Sli ppery |l eaves forced themto slow, and Hawkril grow ed, "Made for brigand
strikes," as he fell back to ride beside Enbra. There was no room for anyone



to shield her other side, even if they'd had arnored riders in plenty to do
such a thing. As it was, Blackgult fell back to let Tshamarra ride just ahead.
Craer was left alone at the forefront, and he thanked his conpani ons |oudly
and sarcastically for that as they plunged down through the |ast stretch of
forest, spurring nore swiftly again now as sunlight—and the waiting homes of
St or nbri dge—epened out ahead.

"We're turning into a lot of fearful shy-at-shadows,"” Enbra told her nman
ruefully as the trees grew thinner, and the piercing rays of sunlight nore
preval ent. Tangl el eaf and thrushtarn bushes grew thickly where the light fell

maki ng hedges on either side of the trail, and they could hear the thock of
axes on choppi ng bl ocks ahead, and the creaking of cartwheels. Hawkril nade a
smal I, nonconmittal sound and raised his shield higher

The next sound they heard was a |l oud hissing fromthe trees all around—and a
startled grunt from Craer as an arrow struck his shoul der and snatched hi m out
of his saddle, its bloody, glistening point comng out right through his back
as he fell.

Tshamarra screanmed and tried to ride right through Hawkril to reach the
fallen procurer. As their horses jostled, the armaragor's shield rai ded under
the crashing strikes of three arrows—and an arrowhead burst half through it,
to quiver not far in front of Tshamarra's nose.

At about that tine a shaft thudded into her horse, and it reared. The Lady
Tal asorn clawed at its mane to try to keep her saddl e as Enbra snarled an
i ncantation, Blackgult shouted something el se, and Hawkril sprouted an arrow
of his own.

As she saw hooves kick at |eaves overhead and started the long, slow tunble
down into darkness, Tshamarra screamed again. Arrows cane hissing down |ike
stormdriven rain .

4

A Stornbridge Wl cone

The circul ar wi ndow of the study overl ooked the finest and nost extensive
gardens in all wealthy and sun-warned Arlund. A gray-bearded, dark-browed nan
in sinple but expensive robes stood gazing in the direction of Aglirta,

t hi nki ng of that nigh-Kingless Land.

Dol mur Bowdragon did a lot of that, these days.

There were great disturbances in the flow of the Arrada, as if mghty nmagics
were being worked in secret.. . somewhere in Silverflow Vale. O course. Such
t hi ngs al ways befell in Aglirta, |and of reckless mages and those fell w zards
who called thenselves "priests of the Serpent." Which was why Dol nur kept
spel | -watch over that |ong, narrow green real mthat had one great river at its
heart-and not much el se to remark upon

So who in Aglirta was working sorceries that shook all Darsar . .. when the
priests were dabbling in poisons and bribery, and the forces of the king were
roundi ng up every wi zard they could find?

Such puzzl es were why he'd al ways watched Aglirta, and al ways would .
even if it hadn't been a place that had made his heart dark and heavy wth
grief.

Accursed Aglirta—the real mthat had swal |l owed nost of the younger
Bowdr agons. Cut down in eager youth, their bright magic |ost before they could
quite achieve mastery. .. just a handful anmong the ranks of all the dead and
forgotten wi zards who'd fallen in the ongoing strife that had been the true
rul er of the Kingless Land for as |long as Dol nur could remenber.

As long as his parents could have remenbered, too, and probably their
parents before that. Sensel ess, so sensel ess.

"They fled," he murrmured to the unheedi ng wi ndow, "because they were fools
who went | ooking for trouble. Fools near and dear to me, but no less foolish



for that."

The wi ndow was taller than a man, its frane set with gens inside and
out —Amssi ve cabochon-cut stones there to hold enchantnents that warded birds
fromthe glass and kept the single huge pane from breaki ng under the sharpest
weapon- bl ows Dol nur Bowdr agon had been able to test it with. He sniled at the
menory of the largest, strongest armaragor he could find running full-tilt
down the long cellar passage in full arnor, before leaping into the air to put
his entire weight behind a great swing of his two-handed battleaxe. In the
crash that had foll owed, the weapon had been chi pped and its w el der nunbed
and wi nded, but the glass had held firm unmarked. It was a good, strong
spell, one of the |last powered by the slowy ebbing Iife of the spell bound
wi zard entonbed alive deep under this house. Sonmeone called Eiyraskul, who'd
been a foe of Dolnur's father.

Dol mur woul d have preferred to source his lasting spells froman enchanted
ring, wand, or stone he could control rather than a slunmbrous nmage who mi ght
someday be freed of the binding enchantnments and come | ooking to slay
Bowdr agons—but w zards weren't obligingly sacrificing their own lives to craft
such treasures, these days.

Dol mur sighed aloud and told the wi ndow, "W nust work with what we have.
Yearning after desired dreans of what can never be is how the weak-m nded
waste their lives."

"I's it now?" cane a quiet voice frombehind him A voice that shoul d not
have been there.

Dol mur Bowdragon whirled around. To a wi zard, such surprises are
arnor - chi nks of carel essness or msfortune that usually mean death. But no man
can help but want to see his slayer or fate.

The ward-spells on the study and the house around it should have hurl ed away
non- mages and war ned Dol nur of the entry of any w zard powerful enough to
break them ... yet this robed man facing him wth the raven-dark hair and the
soft, knowi ng snmile, could be nothing else but a w zard.

An intruder standing in his own study, boots only a stride froma fl agstone
that bore one of Dolnmur's hurl-hard spells—that would snatch the nan straight
up to inpalerent on the spikes of the huge iron dragon-head candl e cluster
thrusting down fromthe ceiling above.

His visitor snmled nore broadly, and carefully stepped around that flagstone
as he paced forward. "Forgive the abruptness of ny intrusion—-and for that
matter the intrusion itself, Lord Bowdragon. | come with peaceful intent, to
make an offer, not to try spells with you."

"Then be wel come, Lord Nanel ess,” Dolnmur said calmy, gesturing to the
| ounges by the fireplace as he turned and wal ked toward them "Ofers al ways
interest me. WIIl you take wine? O hot serbret, perhaps?"

"Nei ther, thank you," his guest replied, follow ng. The stranger's route
took him across a certain cluster of flagstones—as Dol mur had intended it
to—but no alarmflourish of horn nusic swelled to fife. This was no intruder
then, but a "sending." Solid-seeming but illusory, and so of course unable to
drink. Able to spy on himfor nmonths, though . . . and wanting Dol nur to know
it, by the avoi dance of the hurl-hard flagstone.

"Then take your ease, and unfold your offer." The Bowdragon patriarch waved
his hand toward the fireplace, offering his unexpected guest any of four
| ounges—er the nore likely choice of standing against the mantel. Again his
guest surprised him taking a seat. There cane a slight rustling of robes and
a creak of furniture as he sat down, but Dol nur smiled inwardly. He knew of no
natural way to make that |ounge creak in that manner, given what it was nade
of —so his visitor nust be using magic to "supply" sounds, to fool Dol nur into
thinking this sending was solid. My, to have magic to waste so lavishly ..

Dol mur took a seat of his own, briefly entertaining the notion of using the
lingering spell that anplified his voice to summon servants to echo perfectly
the rustling and creaking, to signal to his guest his recognition of their
falsity, but—o. Mages whose greatest need was to inpress did such things, and
Dol nur Bowdr agon was years beyond the need to inpress.



O so he hoped. Assuming a relaxed pose, he waited.

"I"'mlIngryl Anbelter, a wizard once in the service of Baron Silvertree of
Aglirta. | supported himin his anbitions to rule the Kingless Land, and
confess mnyself | ess than enanored of the new King, the boy Raulin
Cast | ecl oaks—and of the overdukes and forner regent who crowned him They' ve
done me much injury, though ny sorcery has been powerful enough to keep ne
alive and allow ne to flourish since. These foes of mne have al so done nuch
injury to you, slaying nore than one Bowdragon without cause, warning, or so
much as fair salutation. Now they' re hunting wi zards, slaying or inprisoning
wi t hout cause—and when they've scoured Silverflow Vale cl ean of nages, they'l
look in this direction and others, and reach for you. Not for nothing do your
countrynen have the saying, 'Beware wi zards of Aglirta.' The overdukes watch
you even now, and remmin a nenace to you so long as they live."

"And so?" Dol mur asked calmy, wi shing he'd fetched a decanter, but not
wanting to interrupt this Amrbelter now

"I offer you a chance to avenge the deaths of your kin—and nore. |'mhere to
entreat you to join with me to overthrow and slay Aglirta's new King and his
over dukes. "

Si I ence hung between them after that. It lasted a goodly time, both robed
men staring expressionlessly into each other's eyes, before Dolrmur slowy
shook hi s head.

"As it happens," he told his unexpected visitor calmy, "I've no interest in
slaying any royalty or nobles, and even less interest in overthrow ng any
ruler. Mastering sorcery is enough for me, and takes nost of ny time—and
achi eving as much power as possible in these arts would seemto be my only
def ense when these Aglirtans, as you warn, cone |ooking for me. If they ever
do."

"Ch, they will, believe me. | know they spy upon you with magic, even now. |
say again: 'Beware w zards of Aglirta.' "

"Ingryl Ambelter, you are a wizard of Aglirta."

"Forgive ny correction, Lord Bowdragon: | was once a w zard of Aglirta,
neither born nor reared there, but merely hired by a baron of that real mand
cast aside when he deermed ne no | onger useful. I'mnow an exiled foe of
Aglirta.”

"Correction noted; yet | remain a man who desires neither to slay nor to
overthrow. Such actions create | aw ess strife, and the bani shing of such mnust
needs be by the inposition of newrulers ... and in being such a ruler, or
t hi nki ng nyself responsible for placing anyone in such a position, whether
t hey know of me or take counsel of me or not, are things in which | have no
interest."

"Not even if it delivers into your hands one or nore of the fabled
Dwaeri ndi n?" Anbelter held out his enpty hand, pal mup—and suddenly a nol ded,
round stone hovered or rather spun above it, acrawl with strange gl ows and
fleeting |ightnings.

Dol mur's visitor smled over it at the patriarch of the Bowdragons. "This is
but an illusion of the Stone | already control. I'"mnot foolish enough to
think I can control nore than two Dwaer. Werefore |I need soneone | can trust,
stand in comopn cause with, and respect, to wield the third and hopefully the

fourth Dwaer, once we win them | already know where one Dwaerindimlies: in
t he hands of one of the overdukes who seek us both. The Lady Enbra Silvertree
has it, and rmust be made to yield it... or neither of us is safe. | need your

hel p, Dol mur Bowdragon—and the reward for your aid could well be what w zards
of all Darsar dream of: an everlasting and m ghty Dwaer- Stone."

Anmbel ter held out his hand, and the Stone spinning above it drifted toward
the el dest l|iving Bowdragon. Small notes of |ight sparkled into life, orbited
it, and wi nked out again in an endl ess, excited cycle of eager power. Dol rmur

stared narrowmy at it, and then drew his head back and said bleakly, "No. |'m
not yet interested."
"Aha! Then the day will soon come when you are?"

"The day may cone when |'m changed enough to be overly tenpted by such



power," Dol mur Bowdragon replied in a level voice, "but it is not a change
shal | wel come. O encourage."

"Then-"

"Then begone, Ingryl Ambelter. Take your sending, and your spying, too, and
return nmy privacy to ne!"

Ingryl Anbelter nodded, and the wi nking Stone vani shed, |eaving him

enpty- handed once nore. "I respect your wi shes, Lord Bowdragon, and have no
desire to give offense or nmake of you an eneny. But by the names of your slain
kin, | entreat you to renenber ny offer. Should you ever desire vengeance
for—=

"Begone! " Dol mur Bowdragon snapped, rising to his feet. He took a swft,
threatening step toward Anbelter, but the sending only sat, smiling faintly at
him until with a sudden furious incantation Dol nur banished it.

He was breathing heavily as he went back to the wi ndow, and stared out at
t he garden without seeing a single tree or flower. "So it's begun," he
mur mured. "Far sooner than I'd like . . . But then, things always do."

Mout h tightening, he whirled away fromthe wi ndow, silently calling on the
bi nding to strengthen his wards. They sang and glowed in the air around him as
he added reluctantly, "Wherefore | mnmust nake ready. Time to earn ny share of
the fell reputation that clings to w zards."

Shuddering, Enmbra clutched her Dwaer to her breast and snarled out a
spel | —and the gale that roared out fromher swept away arrows |like dry |eaves
whirled away by a wi nter-heral ding storm

Hawkril | owered his head against the hissing flood of arrows and sprinted
forward, waving his warsword wildly as if he could bat speeding warshafts out
of the air with it.

He could not. One arrow shrieked al ong the arnor covering his shoul der and
bit home deep enough to hang from himas he ran—and the next slamred homne
right through the |lacings of his side-plates, driving the air from himand
spinning himhalf around. H s insides blazed up into nunbing fire as he
roared, struggling to keep going. Two nmore arrows found him an archer dodged
away through the trees in front of him and then a howing storm caught the
armaragor from behind and tried to hurl himoff his feet. Hawkril snarled at
the fire nowraging in his innards and | eaped forward, seeking to reach
another man in the trees—and the gale at his back plucked himright into the
forester. They fell heavily to the ground together, rolling and growing like
beasts . .. beasts trying to sink sharpened fangs of steel into each other

The Lady of Jewels watched her sorcerous wind how away fromher. It slapped
Tshamarra to the ground and rolled a groaning, cursing Craer away from Enbra,
too, but.. . '"twas that or they'd all be slain hosting half a dozen arrows
each, or nore

Bl ackgult was whirled to the turf with a snarl, and even Hawkril struggled
agai nst her rushing wi nd, staggering through the trees bent over in pain and
clutching at the arrows in him so Enbra reluctantly let it drop

As soon as she did, a fresh volley of arrows cane racing at her from al
sides—ainmed right at her, this tine!

Gasping, Tshamarra Tal asorn found herself able to nove again, the npan of
the gale dying as it slackened. She was wallowi ng in road mud, fighting for
breath, and couldn't even see if anyone was running up to stab at her
hastily she rolled over onto her back, seeing a brief whirlw nd of greenery
and rushing arrows and sun-dappl ed sky. Enbra's magic had left the air stil
roiling up twigs and old leaves, in a stormthat began i nches above her nose.
Sobbing for breath, Tshamarra tried to think of what spell she could use to
del i ver herself—and all the overdukes—fromthis now. She could hear a distant
Hawkril roaring in pain, gasping to match her own that nust be Enbra, and
Craer grunting with effort, grunts that noved rapidly away from her. She dared
not even lift her head to | ook, as arrow after arrow humed through the air
j ust above her

Enbra threw herself into the dirt. Sonething struck her el bow a nunmbi ng bl ow



as she went down—a burning that swiftly becane a tearing, sickening pain. She
bit at her lip to keep fromretching, her ears full of the vicious, wasplike
buzzi ng snarl of arrows whisking over her, only inches away. Her arrow struck

armfelt wet. . . wetness that was trickling between her fingers. She did not
have to | ook to know it was bl ood.
Vell, if Enbra's little gale was going to roll himlike an enpty tankard,

roll he would-into the trees where he mght at least find someone to bury a
dagger in. Anything to take his mnd away fromthe nunbing fire of the arrow
in his shoul der

Craer tumbled enthusiastically, drawing in breath for a whoop-and then
spending it in a curse as the gale suddenly died, leaving himall too far away
fromthe nearest tree, with novenment behind it that just had to be a bowran
shifting to see himbetter, so as to put an arrow-his next one—through a
certain stranded procurer.

"Graul ," Craer grunted, kicking off hard and tucking his head under so
tightly it hurt. The world whirled, his boot heels slamed into the ground as
he trailed his injured shoulder, and red pain blinded himfor a nonment.

He flung hinmself forward and out of that red mist, growing "Bebolt!" this
time, and rolled on, bruising his knuckles but not daring to let go of the
daggers clutched in both fists. If the—=Sargh!"—gods were willing, he'd live
| ong enough to have a chance to use them once he reached that tree

"Enough!" the Lady Silvertree spat, and furiously hurled her will up and out
at the trees above, willing the air to become not a gale, but a great hand
that woul d sl am and push

A hal f-heard heaviness rippled in the air, rolling outward from above her.
She heard Craer cursing softly, and then some startled, angry oaths from
farther away.

A trunk as large around as one of the thrashing, dying overduchal horses
cracked with a sharp, deafening sound. Enbra watched it topple-and as if its
fall had been some sort of cue, snmall branches splintered, tumbled, and then
were hurled away in all directions. Mdst of the other trees she could see
started to groan and then | ean away fromher, farther . . . and farther...

The ground heaved under Enbra as a deep root was forced to the surface. She
rode it upward in time to come upright and see fearfully crouching archers
| oosing a volley of shafts |ow al ong the ground at her

Setting her teeth—Fhree Above, but her armwas hurting! —Enbra slashed out
with a sudden gust of wind that snatched the arrows far off to the right, well
away from her conpani ons.

The trees all around were leaning slowmy outward |ike the spreading petals
of an opening flower. One fell as the groaning of tortured wood grew as | oud
as a roaring bull, and its crash spurred sonme of the archers to startled
shouts. Those angry, frightened cries were still rising when Enbra heard
somet hing el se: the sudden crashi ngs of heavy-booted men fleeing frantically
away t hrough dead | eaves.

Soneone screanmed in fear, soneone el se bellowed out a |ong, elaborate curse
like a battle cry—and a third soneone's rallying yell ended abruptly in the
heavy crash of a tree slamming to earth. Boots kicked wildly frombeneath its
trunk—briefly, ere they went linp and still. Human groans mingled w th | ouder
protests of tortured wood as Enbra's sorcery slanmed fleeing archers
hel plessly into tree trunks. Mre than one bow splintered in such colli sions,
and watching archers saw their fellows battered, cast fearful glances at
Enbra, and then rose out of their crouches to flee headlong into the forest.

The Lady of Jewels swayed on her tree root, hoping her armwasn't broken. It
felt weak and usel ess, and she needed peace and quiet to fight past the pain
and remenmber how to heal with her Dwmaer. 'Twas easy when no battle was raging
and a certain sorceress was unhurt, but right now ... Horns of the Lady, it
hurt!

Enbra's gale had slammed into Bl ackgult's horse, driven it back a few
stanping, frightened feet, and then—ence it reared obligingly—flung it over on
its side.



Qut of that snorting, pawi ng confusion the Golden Giffon sprang, in a |leap
that brought himto the ground in the lee of his rolling nount. Crouching, he
ran back down the trail the way they' d come, chased by two hissing arrows that
were caught and sent tunbling by the gale ... and then he was in the trees
with his sword in his hand, keeping | ow as he whirled around and fought his
way back toward Enbra, fromtrunk to trunk

Men with unfriendly faces and blades in their hands were waiting for himin
the lee of the fourth tree. Ezendor Bl ackgult gave thema grin that held no
hunor, and | aunched hinself into a charge.

When the gale died, his arrival anbng themwas its own storm Swordtips bit
t hrough his arnor soon enough, but nen were already down and dyi ng around him
by then, and he was on to the next tree.

He gave the nmen waiting there a cheerful snmile, too.

Qut of a blur of tears, Enbra shook herself awake, wondering how | ong she'd
been sliding into pain and letting her magic falter

Wl l, no archers were running toward her, at |east. Her comnpani ons were
huddl ed t oget her around her. As far as she could tell, Blackgult had suffered
only swordcuts. Everyone el se was nursing arrows ... but one by one they al

gave her the grimnods that told her they'd survive for now, if she needed to
fight on.

Throwi ng back her head to gulp in air—+t seened she'd have to quell this
thrusting-with-air magi c soon, or fall asleep for lack of sonething to
breathe-the Lady Silvertree called on her Dwaer to quiet and call back their
hor ses.

Two responded, snorting and tossing their heads as they came back into view
t hrough the shattered trees. Only Blackgult's horse | ooked unhurt, though
Enbra's own mount might be nore terrified than wounded. Craer's horse was down
and dead, Tshamarra's was dying on the trail behind them and the great beast
that bore Hawkril linped so badly that no one could ride it, perhaps ever
agai n.

Sunl i ght was fl ooding down into Enbra's new made cl eari ng—and as she | ooked
in all directions, seeking foes foolish enough to bend bows in her direction
agai n, she caught sight of some astoni shed woodcutters far off in the trees,
axes dangling forgotten in their hands as they gaped at her. None of them
| ooked angry or likely to attack. Rather, they |ooked as if they wanted to
stay a long, long way back fromso deadly a sorceress—eor perhaps dwell in a
l and that had never known wi zards, and never woul d.

Enbra turned to seeking foes again. Some of the archers had drawn their | ast
breaths in Darsar; their sprawl ed bodi es were al ready surrounded by buzzing
flies. Oher bowren had taken hurt but yet lived, and were feebly trying to
drag thenmsel ves away or at |east into hiding.

"Who conmands you?" the Lady of Jewel s demanded as she glared at their
frightened faces, her voice cold and |l evel. They froze in unison, but no one
seened in any hurry to answer, so she asked again.

Si | ence.

"Well, then," she said curtly, "I'll have to assume that each one of you is
the Tersept of Stornbridge—and guilty of treason against the R ver Throne.
Wherefore |I've no choice but to slay you all, one after another, starting
now ”

Taki ng a sl ow, purposeful step forward, she raised her hands above her head
in two dramatic claws, a gesture of nmenacing magic that was spoil ed by her
need to hold the Dwaer in one hand—and use its power to clunsily lift her
injured arm The resulting pain was so sickening that she staggered hel pl essly
si deways, and al nost spewed up the contents of her stomach.

Shuddering, the Lady Silvertree held herself upright by magic, swaying and
letting small sparks of light swirl around her. Those twi nkling notes neant
not hi ng and coul d unl eash no nagic, but Enbra hoped they | ooked i npressive.

More than one of the watching men m stook her tw sted expression for fury
rather than pain, and cowered visibly.

"L-lady," an older archer called hesitantly, from anmong them "how can we



win our lives? Wiat nmust we do to have you spare us?"

Enbra gave himthe col dest and nost steely | ook she could nuster. "Bring ne
Tersept Stornbridge—er the man who ordered this attack upon us, if that man is
not the tersept. Bring hi mnow

The man | ooked fearfully back over his shoulder, and so did some of his
fellows. It mattered not if they ever sumoned up the courage to obey her, for
now the Lady Silvertree knew which trees to blast to flanme and ashes if the
pain threatened to overwhel m her

Swayi ng, she turned toward that thick stand, on the far side of a wooded
hol | ow a good di stance down the road to the open fields of Stornbridge. "Cone
forth, Stornbridge!" she snapped, letting the Dwaer carry her quiet voice into
the trees like a biting weapon.

Silence fell again, and she added al nost |azily, hoping no one would realize
just how cl ose she was to collapsing, "Come forth. O die."

There was a stirring, and a man rode forth from behind the trees—bareheaded
and enpty-handed, slowing his nmount swiftly to a trot, and then to a wal k.
When Hawkril raised his blade warningly, he stopped his horse altogether

"That's not Stornbridge," Craer muttered, out of the side of his nouth.

Bl ackgult nodded, and smiled wyly when he saw that his daughter's eyes had
al ready narrowed in suspicion. He craw ed closer to her, so as to be within
reach if she fell. She thanked himwith the flick of an eye, her cold
expressi on never changi ng.

"Stornbridge," Enbra told the trees gently, "I want to see you, not your
| oyal armaragors and cortahars. 1've felt one of your arrows, and ny patience
is dwindling. Very swiftly."

The man who rode into view this time was |arger, and wore overly splendid
arnor—as did his horse, |lavishly enblazoned with the arns of Stornbridge:
scarl et hawk after scarlet hawk, perched on as many gil ded bridge-arches in an
unendi ng tapestry of barding and freshly painted arnorplate.

"Graul ne if it doesn't ook like a court costunme,” Craer nuttered
Tshamarra laid a hand on his arm and he winced as he tried to give her a
smile.

"I 4+ hunbly beg your pardons, Crown Lords and Ladies," the Tersept
Stornbridge said grandly, sweeping his arms wi de as he assumed an angui shed
expression. "Down bows, men of Stornbridge!™

He rode nearer, trying an uneasy snmile. H's elaborately curled
shoul der -1 ength | ocks of chestnut-hued hair warred with watery blue eyes and
an awkwardly broken nose. "Forgive nme, great Overdukes, but |'ve had to fight
of f so many brigands in this forest—here, before ny very gates!—n recent
days! |+ had no idea ... if 1'd heard even a whi sper you were com ng, or seen
royal banners, or heard heral ds' horns . "

"I's it then your customto greet any five swift and well-nmounted riders with
arrows? Sirl traders, perhaps, or Flowfoam heral ds?" Enbra snapped.

"well, I4+-—=

"Or any tersept or baron of the realm riding with his personal arnaragors?"

"Lady Silvertree," Stornbridge blustered, "as a tersept nyself, |I'm charged
by the same crown you serve and uphold with the duty of keeping safe ny roads,
| ands, and people! Arned folk riding hard and fast around here are brigands,
and if an honest man of Stornbridge doesn't put swiftly an arrow into any
bri gand he faces, he all too often dies!"

"I daresay," the Lady Enbra replied. "And | also daresay that if you judge
who's a brigand and who's not so swiftly, and with eyesight so poor, you shoot
down nore than your share of honest men of Stornbridge."

"Lady, | protest!" Stornbridge snapped.

"Lord, | bleed," Enbra snarled back at him and lifted her Dwaer
meani ngful ly. The tersept and the nen slowy gathering behind himstiffened in
uni son, and both Bl ackgult and Hawkril struggled to their feet and stood where
they could bl ock any charge or bowshot ained at the Stone or the slender arm
that held it.

Al of the overdukes stared coldly at Stornbridge, and he stared back at



them defiance warring with fear across his florid face. Hs words fool ed none
of them and he knew it.

"OfF course," the tersept said abruptly, raising his voice. "I quite forget
both ny manners and your peril. "You have ny word that you'll be both safe and
treated with all courtesy, as we tend you in Stornbridge Castle. Al
Stornbridge is ashanmed at this terrible mstake!" He turned and roared, "d ear
me yon wood-wagon! Let the overdukes be conducted to the castle with as nuch
gentle care and dignity as we can give them"

There was a general scranbling, all around the overdukes. Bl ackgult and
Enbra gl ared about as if expecting a stealthy bowshot or sudden sword-charge,
but —aside fromaverting their eyes fromthe sinmrering displeasure of their
overduchal guests—the Storn nen seened to be interested only in obeying
Stornbridge's orders in alnost frantic haste.

Amid the tunult, Hawkril reached out a long armand hauled his friend Craer
upright. Tshamarra sprang to help the procurer as he wi nced, swayed, and spat
bl ood.

"Well, now," Craer asked her from between clenched teeth, as firewod was
hastily swept off the wagon, and cloaks laid across its ness of bark and
splinters for them "did | not describe himrightly?"

" "A blustering man in overly splendid arnor,"' Tshamarra quoted in a
di sgusted nmurmur. "Yes, your words cover himquite well. Now keep still,

Craer! You've |lost blood enough!”

"Lady," Hawkril runbled, |eaning close to Enbra.

"' Enbra, Hawk," she whispered, her lips trenbling on the sudden edge of
tears. "Call me Enbra—and just hold on a little longer. Please." As hesitant
hands ushered them up onto the wagon, the sorceress cast a warning ring of
harm ess gol den sparks around herself, and in its mdst |eaned toward
Bl ackgult and nurmured, "Father, be ready if | falter. Tshamarra, hold to ny
hand. Together we nmust.. . nust..."

Heal . Tshamarra silently sent that word into all of their mnds with a
swift, sinple spell that kept themall |inked, so any attack, word, or gesture
one of them saw would instantly be shown to themall... and in that half-mazed
state they raided and swayed their way into Stornbridge.

Hawkril and Craer peered up at the loom ng castle, seeking to glinpse who
gazed down at them from w ndow and battl ement —but never saw certain servants
standing in the shadows behind the row of gawki ng mai ds who | eaned and jostl ed
along the sills. Four chamber knaves anong those watchers in the shadows
exchanged silent glances . . . and then slipped away. They hastened out of
Stornbridge Castle by rear doors, crossing its noat by bridges unseen fromthe
foregate where the wagon of wounded overdukes runbled along in the heart of a
hastily formed and untidy honor guard of battered archers and puzzl ed
woodcutters.

The departing chanber knaves did not hasten as nmen do when they flee in
fear, never to return. Rather, they hurried as nmen do who desire to deliver
reports amd the cottages of Stornbridge, and then hasten back to their castle
posts ere their covert expeditions are noticed by visiting—and sonewhat
bat t er ed—ever dukes.

Fangbr ot her Khavan peered at the muddy pastures of Bowshun rather sourly.
He' d seen nore than enough dusty, muddy, dung-reeking villages of backcountry
Aglirta to last himthe rest of his life. A thorny branch sliced ever so
gently across his nose as he turned away fromthe incredible stench of a
far-too-successful farner's pig mdden, and back to where Scal ed Master
Arthroon's iron grip on his shoul der was guiding him A crowd of intently
listening villagers, yes—guite possibly every last |ad and | ass of thinking
age in Bowshun—but even if they were hanging on every word uttered by a
Serpent-priest, this was very far away fromwhere nen dwelt who held real
power in Silverflow Vale.

Yet here they all were: a Brother of the Serpent he'd never seen before;
Khavan hinsel f; and cold, inplacable Scaled Master Arthroon. WAsting words on
dungheads dragged away fromtheir fields to stare unconmprehendingly at a



snarling servant of the Serpent.

"Know you," the man was ragi ng now, punching the air with his fists in
enphasis, "that the Dragon was evil. Yes, the good Serpent defeated it—but at
great |oss. Your worship, your coins, and your strong, honest hands are
needed! "

The Brother paused, |ooking around at his silent audience, waiting for at
| east a scattered cheer—and daring it to cone. The sil ence held.

"Wirship the Serpent!" he roared. "G ve us your support, that we may cl eanse
FI owf oam of this boy king and the foul, decadent Baron Bl ackgult who | urks
behind him telling you what to do just as he always has!"

A mutter ran through the crowd, a murmur of agreenment. The priest grinned,
t hi nking he'd broken the nmistrust and fear he'd seen in the villagers' faces

earlier. "Oh, | know sone of you dare not rally to our holy cause yet. You're
honest folk, and | adnmire that. Dutiful folk, dependable. You re the backbone
and ready hands and staunch heart of Aglirta ... and you'll know, when the

time comes, the right thing to do."

He | eaned forward to whi sper conspiratorially. Fromtheir conceal ment in the
bushes behind the crowd, Scal ed Master Arthroon and Fangbrot her Khavan mi ght
have been two statues—but the Brother of the Serpent wasn't speaking to them

"Some of you know already: the wi sest of you, those who see first what's

best for Bowshun, and for Aglirta. 1'll welcone you this very night, when the
moon falls upon Endel's d ade, to worship the Sacred Serpent with ne. In the
glade I'Il say nore, and together we'll gaze upon a glorious future for
Aglirta. | tell you that before you' re another sunmer ol der, the Kingless Land
shall be rich and mighty at last! Kmshall be rich and m ghty at last!"

He drew hinself up, robes swirling, and snmled dowmn at them "In the
nmoonl i ght, in Endel's G ade, you'll hear nore. Wse ones, |'ll await you
there." Wth one uplifted hand the Brother of the Serpent traced the sinuous

Sign of the Serpent in the air.
A few tentative hands echoed it—and he snmiled at their owners fromatop the
hayst ack, whirled, and stepped down fromits far side.

A breeze stirred, a bird flapped lazily over a nearby field, and still the
fol k of Bowshun stood still and silent, staring at the enpty hei ght where the
priest had stood in silence ... a silence that |lasted a very long tinme before

any of themstirred and noved away. It was even | onger before they started to
chatter, and for the first time, Fangbrother Khavan was i npressed.

He still didn't see what a few toothless old farners, dungpat-hurling
yout hs, and sunburnt dungheads of the fields could do agai nst arnored
cortahars of Aglirta. Now, however, he believed that they could be made to do
sormet hi ng.

And that, after all, was what priests were for

5

Feasts and Entreaties

This will be quite acceptable,” the Lady Silvertree said coldly, waving the
aged seneschal toward the door. He'd made the mistake of trying to be haughty
to her—she was, after all, no nore than a dirty and bedraggl ed woman cl ai m ng
some grand upriver title, and accompani ed by a handful of ragtag arnmsnmen and
vagabonds who could well have stolen all they'd brought—but his first glance
had proven to be wong. Very wong.

Seneschal Urbrindur was ol d enough to have felt the sharp edge of two
bar oni al tongues before the stornmy bluster of his current nmaster, and he knew
real nobility when he heard and felt it. This icy wench was noble, Three take
all. Was it his fault folk didn't |ook their proper parts anynore?

He strode stiffly out of the roomhe'd conducted the five wounded and
furious "guests" to, and stared at the door after it closed in his face for



only a brief, thoughtful moment before whirling away down the passage to
deliver several sharp blows with his rod of office to heads and shoul ders of
t he nearest handy chanmber knaves.

Then he stal ked off without a word to them ignoring the hate-filled gl ances
he knew they were giving his back. Such reactions were only fitting, after
al | —-and Seneschal Urbrindur was very strong on what was right and fitting.

"They made a right and fitting end of as many of our horses as they could.”
G oomly Craer surveyed the battered remants of their saddl ebags, flicking a
| ast splinter of arrowshaft out of a torn tangle of leather. "I don't doubt
roast horseflesh will feature promnently in tonight's feast."

"Later, Lightfingers," Enbra Silvertree told him her voice al nost pl eadi ng.
"I can't use the Dwaer if | fall senseless, now can |?"

Despite the arrows he still wore, Hawkril was at her side in an instant,
awkwardly cradling her shoulders to hold her up. Enbra sagged agai nst him
gratefully and asked, "Father?"

"Chairs, or to the floor together?" Blackgult asked, sword in hand as he
peered about the room seeking every possible spyhole and entrance.

"Floor, if we can get there gently."

Craer gave Enbra a leer. "Lady, | never thought |1'd hear you ask so
plainly."

Tshamarra rolled her eyes and brought her hand down, ever so gently, on the
broken shaft of the arrow that protruded from Craer's shoul der

He doubl ed up with a shuddering sob, and she |owered himthe rest of the way
to the floor tiles, murmuring, "Lord Del nbone, you nustn 't hurt yourself nore
than you have already. Please, submit yourself to my will for once, and behave
sensi bl y—and so live longer. Possibly."

Hawkril snorted at those honeyed words—and then hastily went to his own
knees as the | ast surviving Talasorn gave hima hard gl are.

"Close together," Enbra told them "so we can all touch." The Dwaer's power
isn't endl ess, she added silently, using the last fading tatters of
Tshamarra's spell. Not in so short a tinme. |'ve done much with it already.

"You certainly have," Blackgult murrmured into her ear as he |owered Enbra to
the floor. "Though if admittedly twi sted nenories serve me, 'tis nore a matter
of the wielder's mind reaching limts than '"tis a Stone becom ng exhausted. "

"Well, that's consoling,"” Craer hissed through cl enched teeth.

"We're being watched," Tshamarra whi spered, joining themon the floor. Mre
than once she gl anced straight up, as if to repeatedly make sure nothing
deadl y was plungi ng down fromthe ceiling.

"OfF course. Magic?" Blackgult muttered.

"No. Eyes. Moving, in the wall tapestry behind you."

"As long as 'tis just spying, and not darts that strike. W nust shield
Enbra, until—=

"OfF course," Tshamarra whi spered back, with a nmocking smile. "Magic?"

"No," Blackgult replied, in a ghostly parody of his 'old baron' grow .
"Those charming arnored curves of yours—augnmented by ny old bones."

The Tal asorn sorceress flicked an appraising gl ance up and down his body.
"Hhmph. Well-fl eshed ancient bones, |'d say."

The Golden Giffon struck a preening, fem nine pose that would have done
credit to the nost alluring of court |adies, and then rel axed back into his
customary wary lounging. "I'll take this side," he murrmured into Tshamarra's
anused—and ast oni shed—face. "See if you can cover the rest without letting our
stubborn lion of an armaragor rear up to try to do his duty no nmatter how
sorely wounded he is, for once."

"Lord Ezendor," Hawkril protested, from sonewhere beneath Tshamarra, but
Bl ackgult waved a quel | i ng hand.

"I"myour Lord no |onger. Ezendor, yes—and as your friend | tell you: belt

up and lie still. You've nore arrows in you than the rest of us put together
Enbra?"
"Forgive ny selfishness, but this will go best if I"'mfree of pain: Now,

Sar asper showed nme ... oh, yes



They felt her convul se, and then twitch and shudder fromfingertips to toes.
When it passed, Enbra opened her eyes, smiled—and let the healing flowinto
them like a warmand tingling tide.

As her four conpani ons groaned and gasped, feeling pain ebbing fromthem
Bl ackgult noved like an attentive servant in response to | ooks she gave,
gently drawing forth specific arrows at her bidding. Craer jerked when
surrendering his shaft, mewing in hel pless pain, but Tshamarra held himin a
suddenly iron grip when he mght otherw se have jerked awnay . . . and in both
near silence and a surprisingly short tine the healing was done, and they were
whol e agai n.

"We nust be very careful not to |lose that," Hawkril runbled, patting the
Stone as he flexed his arms and shoul ders experinmentally. "1'd not want to
return to the days of pilfering trinkets fromthe Si-"

"Hush," Enbra said severely, slapping his cheek gently with the tips of her
fingers. "The walls |isten, remenber?"

"They al so watch,"” Tshanmarra said dryly, "which |eaves ne in strong need of
Lord Del nbone tenporarily shorn of his usual pranks, |eering, and clever
comments, to hold up a privacy cloak whilst | bathe—hnm mntwater; they're
not entirely uncivilized here—and don suitable finery for the feast to cone."

"Ah, yes. Platters heaped with sl eep-potions and poi sons,"” Craer snirked. "I
hope the seasoning, at least, is to nmy liking."

"I'"ll be using nmagic and expecting to find taints with it," Enbra told him
turning to the saddl ebags with the Stone glowing. "Now, let's see what the
ent husi asti ¢ bowren of Stornbridge left us."

"Not much of this one," Tshanmarra said disgustedly, holding a torn fragnent
of gown up agai nst her. "Ruined."

Craer winked. "Fallen, perhaps, but I'd hardly say ruined. The gown's had

it, though."
The Lady Tal asorn gave hima cold and | evel look. "Lord Procurer, | believe
you're still on probation. Conduct yourself accordingly."

Craer glanced at Hawkril for synpathy, but the hul ki ng armaragor gave hima
grin, a wink, and the words, "Want to really unsettle our host? Wear that gown
yoursel f1"

"Thousands of men in Aglirta," Enbra told a ceiling thankfully still bereft
of plumeting dangers, "and | have to travel with two afflicted with the
delusion that they're uproariously funny jesters, fit for the courts of the
Sout h! "

Bl ackgul t turned. "Two?"

Enbra held up a warning hand. "Don't try to join their ranks. Just don't."

The Golden Giffon gave her a slow snile, and said nmerely, "This bids fair
to be an extrenely interesting neal ."

"But, nmy Lord Overduke," the cortahar stamered uncertainly, "ny lord the
Tersept gave us very specific ord—=

"So," the hul king armaragor growl ed, glaring down fromthe burly height of a
full two heads taller, "you choose to be as nmuch of a traitor to Aglirta as
he?" He hefted his warsword. "Well, then ..."

"Ah, there's no need for bloodletting," the knight said hastily. "I'm sure—=

"Hurrh," the mountainous man in arnor told himwth grimhunmor "So am|."

Behi nd a nearby wall, two nen in robes adorned with crawl i ng serpents traded
glances. " Tis working!" Brother Landrun hissed. "He must never've net Anharu
bef ore—three breaths, and he accepts that this is the overduke!"

The Lord of the Serpent arched an eyebrow and displayed his direjaws smle.
"But of course.”

The young page pressed into service as a herald stunbl ed over their names
and tides, but Blackgult said nmerely, "Enough, |ad. They know who we are.

"Overdukes,' all, is as fine a way of saying it as any. Show us our seats
and introduce these fine lords of Stornbridge to us, hmP"

The young man stared at him stammered sonething, and then hurriedly set
about doing just that.

"Lord Bl ackgult,"” Tshamarra hissed, "lI'mnot a noble of Aglirta, nor—=



"You are now," he grow ed, "for this night at |least. You can renounce your
title of 'Overduke' in the morning, but try doing so now and I'l1l paddl e your
bare behind—yes, in front of all these Storn nen. 'Tis the agreed-upon ritual
just ask Craer."

The Lady Tal asorn gave them both wi thering | ooks. Craer grinned like a
mani ac, but Bl ackgult nerely rai sed an uni npressed eyebrow. Surveying them
both for a long, silent nonent ere they turned to follow the herald, she
sighed and followed themto the feast table.

Five nen were already seated around its far end, regarding the over-dukes
expectantly. Six chanber knaves were ranged around the walls behind, but no
Storn woman coul d be seen in the room+though none of the overdukes doubted
that some of the eyes undoubtedly watching fromthe dozen or so high gallery
wi ndows were fem nine. The tier of open bal conies just above the chanber
knaves, however, were as deserted as nost of the places down the |ong feasting
table. It seemed the Tersept of Stornbridge had little interest in displaying
his humliation to his people.

The young herald | ed each guest to a specific seat, naned them and then
went to stand behind each seated man of Stornbridge in turn, reciting their
tides carefully.

Each overduke mentally shortened the fl ow of grand words—how nmany hi gh
of fices could a market town afford, anyway?—to sinpler names. The ol d,
bri stl e-whi skered man regarding themw th open hostility was the | oca
| ornsar, or captain of cortahars, Lornsar Ryethrel. The nore el egant and
urbane man beside himwas the castle official they'd already verbally duel ed
with: Seneschal Urbrindur. Next to Urbrindur, at the head of the table, was
the tersept. On Lord Stornbridge's other side was his younger and nore
handsome echo, a man who proved to be both the Scribe and Coi nmaster of
Stornbridge, one Eirevaur. Beside the scribe sat a scarred nountain of a man
wi th murderous eyes, who was introduced as the Tersept's Champion. Enforcer
nore |ike, Enbra thought silently. She suspected Chanpi on Phel dane was wel |
arnmed i ndeed under his satin shoul der robe. He | ooked at her as if she was a
brot hel -1 ass who'd set her price too high—a price he was | ooking forward to
forcibly | owering. Soon.

Bl ackgult had drawn the seat beside the gl owering chanpion. Across the
table, Craer would be sitting beside the |ornsar. Enbra caught Tshamarra's
gl ance, and rolled her eyes. Oh, this was going to be a jolly feasting, indeed

At a curt nod fromthe seneschal, the stammering herald withdrew. The
overdukes seated thensel ves, Hawkril casually swinging his chair up like a
wei ghtless toy to examine its | egs and undersi de—and Enbra not bothering to
hi de the faint singing sound of the Dwaer weaving a shield against archery
around them all.

"Stornbridge is honored by your unexpected presence anmpong us," the tersept
said with a sunny smile. "I apologize again for the m sunderstandi ng that
greeted your arrival so painfully, but trust we can dine together corthatly
and forge true bonds of friendship, as loyal fellows of Aglirta."

"That is also our hope and trust," Blackgult told himgently, raising a
goblet in salute but not putting it to his |ips.

Craer sampled his wine very lightly, and then thrust his | eg agai nst
Enbra's, under the table. Unseen beneath the tabletop she touched the Dwaer to
hi s hand and sent magic fl ooding into him

The procurer swayed slightly as the burning sensation of the poison passed,
and then sniled at Stornbridge. "You all enjoy nraevor in your wine? | find it
makes npbst vintages too salty, but perhaps this pleases |ocal Stornbridge

pal ates."
"You dare-?" Lornsar Ryedirel grow ed, turning upon him Craer gave hima
snmle that could only be described as sweet. "Ah, no, Lornsar, |I'mafraid

someone el se has been daring. Unless of course, you' d like to achieve that
sel fsane condition, by drinking of this goblet?"
He held it out, just beyond the lornsar's reach. The furious



capt ai n-of -guards slapped at it, as if to dash its contents across Craer's
face, but then abruptly—-at just about the tine the procurer's other hand,
under the table, put the very cold tip of a dagger agai nst the upper edge of
Ryethrel's codpi ece—fell still and silent, sweating suddenly.

"Or perhaps you, Seneschal ?" Craer asked mildly, preferring the goblet as if
Ryedirel had said and done not hi ng. When Urbrindur gave himonly stony
silence, he lifted his brows and added nildly, "Anyone?"

"Perhaps the entire cask was tainted," Tshamarra said lightly, handing her
own goblet to Craer. He sipped, nodded, and nudged Enbra under the table
again. Her healing was swifter this time, and was pronptly foll owed by anot her
spell unfamliar to him

The contents of Tshamarra's goblet pronptly burst into blue flames under
Craer's nose, so he put it carefully down. As he did so, his own gobl et
erupted, followed by those of the other overdukes. Those of the men of
Stornbridge gl owed briefly blue, but didn't ignite.

"My thirst seens to have quite fled," Enbra announced calmy to the
pal e-faced tersept, a dark challenge in her eyes. Under the table, she let her
spell fade, and the blue flanes died away. |If such menaces were going to be
proffered all night, she'd need the Dwaer for nore inportant things than feast
table tricks ..

"I 4+ know not how this could have happened, but— Lord Stornbridge
stamered, |ooking furious as well as frightened.

"Yes," Blackgult agreed, staring at him "I can well believe that. The
interpretation of orders all too often surprises those who give themas |'ve
| earned often down the years, to ny cost. Wy don't we exchange platters and
gobl ets henceforth, lords, and so quell all suspicions? | would like to form
friendshi ps here, this day."

Lord Stornbridge opened and closed his mouth without uttering a sound for a
nmonent, and then in al nost desperate haste gobbled, "Wy, yes, let's do just
that! | +—

"Can't think why that didn't occur to all of us before," Enbra finished for
hi m snoothly, coolly neeting the glares of the lornsar, the seneschal, and the
chanpion in turn. The coi nnaster nerely | ooked thoughtful

Tersept Stornbridge nodded in energetic agreement, and quaffed his

own—saf e—wi ne deeply. "If you don't mnd ny asking, and the answer's not too
delicate a matter . . . what fair wind brings you to Stornbridge? W are,
after all, far fromthe nost inportant banner-stand in Aglirta!"”

Surprisingly, it was Hawkril who made answer. "Lord," he runbled carefully,
"we have our duties to the R ver Throne, as you have yours. One is to travel
the Vale consulting with comon fol k, visiting nerchants, and local rulers
alike, as to troubles that need seeing to and needs and wants Aglirtans feel.
Even backcountry shepherds know Raulin Castlecloaks is a different sort of a
king, but they're mstaken as to how. 'Tis not that he's a | ad w thout royal
| i neage—tis that he wants to understand what's afoot in the Vale, hearing
fromboth high and | ow, and shape his decrees accordingly. Qur eyes and ears
are a part of that."

"Y-yes," Lord Stornbridge's snmle was sickly as he saw reports of arrow
vol | eys and poi soned w ne.

Evidently the seneschal had nore swiftly entertained simlar thoughts.
Seeing the tersept struggling for words, he asked, "Has the King yet shared
any views on what he sees for Aglirta in the seasons ahead? W're all weary of
warring barons, plundering nercenaries, and priestly strife, but what road can
Cast | ecl oaks—pray pardon, King Castl ecl oaks—see to take us out of all that?"

At that nonment, servants cane through the curtains behind the tersept
bearing steaming platters of roast boar, garnished with nedallions of
synraquess—the tart and juicy orange fruit so plentiful in far Sarinda, but
rarely seen north of El gardi

"We're noving first," Lady Silvertree replied crisply, breaking the custom
of not talking politics in front of servants, "to drive out, capture, or comne
to strict and exacting terms with all w zards of power in the Vale. Any



desiring to dwell in Aglirta nmust work closely with the crown—and not stand
behi nd, or hire thensel ves out to, any warlord hungry for the throne."

"Al'l wzards of power?" the |ornsar echoed derisively.

"Al'l, Lord Ryethrel,"” Enbra said firmy, giving hima |l ook like a
swordthrust. "Myself included.” A brief boiling of the air around them m ght
have just been a warning of the nagi c she commanded—er a spell seeking magics
and poisons lurking on the platters. Servants were bringing bows of nushroons
swi mming in spiced gol den sauce, now, and breads baked in fanciful shapes, but
Enbra gave themno visible attention. Mre inmportant to her conpani ons, her
foot sought none of theirs under the table.

"For the sanme reasons," Blackgult added, "we work agai nst Serpent-priests
who seek to instruct barons and tersepts. The King desires all who hold titles
at his pleasure to stand al one, making their own decisions so |long as they
obey his royal decrees—not follow the whispers of those known to oppose the
rightful rule of Flowfoam'

The | ornsar nodded as if satisfied, but the seneschal scow ed and asked,
"And i f one who happens to worship the Serpent presents us a fair idea or
sound proposal ?"

"Do as the King, his barons and tersepts, and yes, even overdukes al ways
do," Craer spoke up. "Consider why he offers his schene. What true gain does
it offer you? And what real benefit, to hin? If you accept or adopt it, what
el se has he noved you toward, and why?"

"There may not be any crinme in a particular idea or counsel,"” Tshamarra said
quietly, "whether it cones from Snake-lover, fell nage, or rapacious Sirl
trader. There is a crine, now, in not informng royal nessengers and heral ds
of such entreaties nmade to you. Normal private business dealings in the Vale
aren't our affair—but dealings with all w zards, clergy, and oudanders, and
all matters of acquiring magi c, weapons, arnor, and hireswords, are.

The tersept and his seneschal blinked, but the Coi nmaster shook a narrow
scroll fromhis sleeve and made a swift note on it, nurnuring, "That seens
prudent enough. "

The seneschal shot Eirevaur a | ook that had drawn daggers in it, but the
handsome young man nerely sprinkled a pinch of powder onto his ink to "set”
it, nodded politely and expressionlessly to Urbrindur, and turned his
attention again to the Lady Tal asorn

"I understand," Lord Stornbridge said gently to Tshamarra, his tone very
careful not to reproach or deride, "that you are both a sorceress and an
outlander. Howis it that the King trusts you?"

The seneschal nodded in satisfaction at this thrust—and Chanpi on Phel dane
| eaned forward, transforned in an instant froma coldly watchful statue to a
hungry hound straining eagerly on its |eash

"He has his good reasons," the Lady Talasorn replied nmldly. "As, |I'msure,
you have to trust those who serve you. W all have our own tests for loyalty,
do we not?"

Seneschal Urbrindur raised his goblet toward the ceiling and turned it, as
i f thoughtfully exam ning the shifting reflections of candlelight on its
gl ossy flanks. He seenmed al nost to be dreanming as he asked it softly, "And how
can one ever know when soneone mighty in sorcery has fairly passed a test of
| oyalty? What sort of test can stand untainted by magi c?"

"A test of deeds," Blackgult replied flatly, "when easy personal gain and
safety lies on one side and battle peril, pain, hardship, and loyalty sit upon
the other. Al of us who bear the title of 'Overduke' have passed such tests,
not knowi ng we were being tested." He helped hinmself to the platter before him

and added calmy, "If you persist in proffering threats and insults in the
presence of poisonings, ny lords, we'll have no choice but to regard you as
failing such tests ... and we all know what happens to traitors."

"Yes, | believe we do," Lornsar Ryethrel said softly, fromacross the table.

"They decl are thensel ves regent, and then get made overdukes, and ride up and
down the Val e speaking grand words and presum ng to pass judgnents on the few
Aglirtans who survived their personal feuds and willful wars."



Craer regarded the lornsar thoughtfully. "He's fromthe Isles.™

"I know," Blackgult replied, his gaze locked with Ryethrel. "He's the man
who burned down Sea Rock Hall on Nantantudi with dozens of his countryfolk
i nsi de—ost of them wonmen—because a few of ny warriors were searching the
pl ace, and he wanted the invaders he dared not face bl ade-to-bl ade dead."

The lornsar half-rose with a snarl-but cane to a gurgling halt as a thin,
whi sper-sharp bl ade appeared across his throat from nowhere. No hand held it;
it floated serenely with its keen edge against Ryethrel's wi ndpipe as if by...
nmagi c.

Craer looked at it with surprise. The weapon was his, but he hadn't—

The sheath, nigh his el bow, was enpty.

He | ooked up fromit with a frown into the eyes of Tshamarra, who gave him
an inpish little smle.

"The sinplest spells nmake the best table manners, | find. Don't you?"

Tersept Stornbridge had been fighting to find the right words to say during
these | ast few nonents; dismay, rage, and wi ncing fear racing across his face
i n clashing and reboundi ng successi on. Hi s chanpi on, however, was a far nore
direct man.

"Magi c!" Phel dane roared, and sprang to his feet, hands streaking to the
hilts of several knives as he | ooked past Blackgult at Lady Tal asorn

The Golden Giffon vaulted the table, hands flashing out to catch Phel dane's
wrists. The bull-necked Tersept's Chanpion was twi ce as |large and half as
ol d—but the graying baron held himeasily, even when Phel dane roared in fury
and wenched toward freedom as hard and as suddenly as he could ... and those
bl ades stayed unt hr own.

The lornsar lifted his hand in a sudden gesture, and the enpty bal conies
filled with bowren—but the Dwaer sang, and the archers pronptly slunped into
sl unmber, arrows and bows clattering down.

Phel dane snarl ed and brought a knee as broad as a tree trunk brutally up
into Blackgult's crotch—enly to screamin pain as the barbs on the Giffon's
codpi ece pierced his knee.

The champion fell back into his chair, sobbing. Blackgult kept firmhold of
Phel dane's wrists and stayed on his feet. He let glowered slowy around the
tabl e and at each of the uncertainly hovering chanber knaves beyond it, and in
a gentle voice that proni sed doom if doomwas provoked, announced, "I'mstil
seeking to make friends in Stornbridge, rather than fill graves. | hope you'l
all work toward the same ends." He | ooked | ongest at Lornsar Ryethrel, before
silently sitting down again.

The capt ai n-of -guards was purple and trenbling with rage, but Tshamarra's
spel |l kept the sharp, slender needle of steel at Ryethrel's throat, and he
sai d not hi ng.

Lord Stornbridge found words at last. "Lords and Ladies all," he began
favoring the table with another sickly smle, "I find Overduke Bl ackgult's
suggestion to be a nost sensible one, and—despite the unpl easant ness that
marred the arrival of Aglirta's overdukes in Stornbridge-believe that no
tersept nor baron in all the Vale feels a sense of loyalty as sharp and bri ght
as | do. | look upon the reign of King Castlecloaks as a new begi nning, a new
chance for our fair realm To have a king who's not asleep for centuries is a
great thing in itself!"

He tried a laugh that fell unappreciated into silence, and quickly faded—but
al nrost as swiftly caught up his own enthusiasm and went on. "Yet |'m nost
heartened by the news you bring, esteemed Overdukes! To have a King who
desires to know what we thi nk—even unto bl acksmiths and mushroom pi ckers! Such
wi sdom such a chance for a bright future! I—=

The tersept's endiusiasmfaltered for a nonment as he caught sight of Craer
eyeing his platter dubiously and exchanging a |l ook with Enbra, and her sw ft
unl eashi ng of Dwaer-magi c on the food, but again Stornbridge caught hinself up
into a beam ng snile, and gabbled, "I find nyself quite excited at the
prospect of new ideas, a closely guiding hand at work in the real m maki ng the
roads safe and settling the many petty disputes that divide one town fromthe



next, and famly fromfanily—not that you'll find any of that sort of thing
here in Stornbridge, mnd you! Ah, no, but | welcone you, brave Overdukes, and
hope you'll take a good | ook around, and talk to many folk, to see the true
quality of my stewardship!"

The tersept faltered again, and his undoing was nore serious this tine.
Hawkri|l and Tshamarra were both visibly struggling to restrain mrth—though
St ornbri dge had no way of knowing that it was not because of his ridicul ous
words, but due to the reactions to them of Coi nmaster Eirevaur (droll
eye-rolling inpassivity) and Seneschal Urbrindur (opennmoubi ed disbelief,
br oken by silent w nces of disgust).

St ornbri dge visibly weighed the consequences of reacting with anger to the
two miscreant guests, and finally asked, in a strained voice that held m ngl ed

col dness, stiffness, and diffidence, "lIs there, ah, some problemwth ny
sentiments | should know about? O some affliction or condition befalling you,
per haps?"

"Horns of the Lady," Undercook Mael ree whi spered, from her hard-won perch at
a high gallery window, "but this is better than a six-bard show "

M stress of the Pantry Kl aedra chuckl ed, and then nudged Maelree. "Ssshh.
Musn't miss a word!"

They grinned at each other and | eaned toward the sill, nade bol der by al
the tunult bel ow.

"Magi c woul d be the problem"™ Enbra told the tersept briskly. "Spying-spells
have just reached into this room"

"Wha— But who? Why? Stornbridge seemed genui nely astoni shed.

"To hear what we decide, obviously," Craer replied, in tones that
unm st akabl y added the words "you idiot" to the end of his sentence.

Tshamarra and Bl ackgult both shot puzzled | ooks at Enbra. "Able to pierce ny
shi el ding and el ude your probings for the sanme reason," she told themtersely.
"A reaching not directly to us, but rather to observe through the eyes and
ears of sonmeone in this room... the servant standing behi nd Coi nmaster
Ei revaur."”

Craer pronptly vaulted fromhis seat up onto the table, touching down once
amd the platters, and sprang fromit at the chanmber knave. Servants ran
forward to neet and stop him-all but the one he was seeking, who whirled
around and fled through an archway. The procurer sprinted in hot pursuit.

"Be careful, Craer!" Tshamarra called, rising.

Wth a triunphant snarl, Lornsar Ryethrel struck aside the hovering bl ade at
his throat and clawed at the hilt of his sword, eyes fairly flamng as he
gl ared across the table at Bl ackgult.

The Golden Giffon never noved. The flying needle, however, did—and Lornsar
Ryethrel found hinmself staring at its point, perhaps an inch away fromhis
left eyeball.

"Unl ess you' d prefer to | ose your right eye first?" Tshamarra Tal asorn
i nqui red sweetly.

The lornsar let go of his sword and sank back down into his chair in careful
silence, the hovering blade noving snoothly with him

"I see Chanpi on Phel dane has al nost recovered—-so long as he sits still and
puts no weight on his leg," Enbra said, every inch the noble hostess. "Perhaps
he could reflect on the ease with which | could enspell himto endl essly enjoy
the sensations he felt at the noment when he injured his knee ... and so
remain quiet."

"Graul you, you bitch\" Phel dane snarled. "You and all your bebolten
spel I s!'™ He reached furiously for his goblet—but the novenent was sudden
enough to send fresh agoni es shooting up his I eg. He hunched over, seedling
and whi npering, sweat dripping fromhis contorted face.

"Alternatively," the Lady Silvertree announced, "l could deaden your pain,
Chanpi on, though the actual injury would remain. Shall [?"

"Sargh upon you, worman! Sargh right in your grinning face!" Phel dane spat.
Wt hout warning or any change of expression Blackgult swng his armin a great
roundhouse bl ow that smashed into the warrior's face, leaving himreeling. H's



body pronptly twi sted and junped in spellspun pain.

The | ornsar and chanber knaves tensed as one, but Seneschal Urbrindur
snapped, "Steady! He nore than deserved that. Peace be upon this table!"

The Lady of Jewels gave Urbrindur a warm and gracious snile. "M thanks,
Seneschal . 'Tis such a pleasure to hear sense spoken anong all this fury and
bluster. I, too, would fain enjoy a civilized nmeal anmong nmen who reason and
debate to wi se ends, rather than snarling and showi ng teeth |ike dogs warring
over a bone."

The Tersept of Stornbridge | aughed again. It sounded no nore genui ne—and was
no better received—+than his previous efforts at mirth, but he soldiered on
i nto converse once nore, determ ned to sal vage sonmething fromthis disaster of
a day. "Wy, let us forthwith debate matters of Aglirta, then! As tersept, for
exanple, | feel a constant shortage of coins constraining nme fromhiring and
equi ppi ng nen enough to patrol the Storn lands as diligently as | would w sh.
Were the reinstituted crown taxes lower, | could hire nore nmen, and keep the
King's |l aw better. Fewer brigands woul d steal and fewer outl ander mnerchants
avoi d paying the taxes they should. The royal coffers would be as full, whil st
all benefited fromgreater peace and justice."

Enbra nodded. "Every baron and tersept feels so, and nost let us knowit.
Yet we've only to | ook back over these | ast ten seasons to know what happens

when every ruler, large and small, is free to buy armsnen. War over every
little dispute and di sagreenent—ai th crops ruined, nuch bl ood spilt, trade
tramel ed, no peace and safety on the roads, no justice for all, and in the

end death for al nost every baron and tersept, no matter how respected or wise
they m ght be. Renenber the Crow of Cardassa."

Lord Stornbridge signaled for his goblet to be refilled. "But Lady, we have
a king now, surely such bl oody days are behi nd us! Coul d—=

"We had a king then,'" the Lady Silvertree reninded him "M point stands.
Whoever sits the River Throne | ooks up and down the Val e and sees nany
keeps—such as this one—full of cortahars and armaragors, each with its own
rul er commandi ng their blades thus and so. If we give tax relief to those who
hire nore swords, what end can there be but nore war? Lord Stornbridge, do you
hire nore cooks and not eat?"

The tersept |ooked as if he wanted to snarl sonething angry for a nonent,
and then his face fell back into anxious uncertainty. "I—+—ady, you nust
realize | neant no dispute with the King's policy. |I nmerely—=

"Of course." Enbra lifted her untouched goblet to him "I quite understand.
| was nerely denonstrating how Fl omf oam nust regard matters from ot her sides,
when they can see the desires of all. 'Tis when we cannot hear, and thus not
know, of |ocal disputes or the wants and needs of Vale folk that we can't hope
to make the right decrees.”

"So you're saying you overdukes make decisions for the King, is that it?"
Those harsh words bel onged to Seneschal Urbrindur. "Or do you nmean a little
cabal of the w zards you've been gathering to Fl owfoam so diligently these

| ast few nonths? O senior barons, |ike you and Bl ackgult here?"
"My, my," the Golden Giffon told the platter in front of him "but | do so
enjoy civilized discussions. Seneschal, | find your ignorance anusing. You

seemto truly believe that senior barons—er a handful of w zards, for that
matter—oul d actual ly agree on anything!"

Unexpectedly, the Coi nmaster chuckled. After a noment of staring at himin
startlement, Tersept Stornbridge joined in. Hawkril nodded approvingly, and
noticed as he did so that smiles flickered across the faces of several chanber
knaves.

The seneschal didn't bother to | ook annoyed. He nerely waited for the ripple
of mirth to the and said, "Yet we have peace—ef sorts—n Aglirta right now
because of such agreenent, however reached. W al so know King Raulin
Castl ecl oaks is the son of a bard, a young lad of no | ands nor coins, wthout
i nfluence or armsnmen to his name to claimanything . . . least of all the
Ri ver Throne. W al so know that some fol k reached agreenment to crown hi mer at
| east not to sword himdown if he seized the crown for hinmself and proclai ned



hi nsel f Ki ng—and that sone folk, visibly including you overdukes, support him
on that throne, or he'd not still be there. Why choose a boy? Mght it be
because he's easily biddable, so you can shape Aglirta as you see fit?"

Enbra opened her nouth to speak, |ooking |less than pleased, but Blackgult
quelled her with a lifted finger and replied calmy, "That's indeed the npst
obvi ous expl anati on, soon occurring to anyone who considers such things. Had
you been in the Throne Chanber at the right tines, to see and hear for
yoursel f, however, you'd know that | could easily have passed fromregent to
Ki ng—and was both urged and expected to do so, by some—and that Hawkril,
here, was al so asked to take the crown."

The seneschal spread his hands. "Yet we only have your word for that, ny
lord. W were not there—nor were the najority of rulers and officers, up and
down the Vale. Myst barons and tersepts, in fact, were appointed by Kel grae
or by you as regent or by King Castlecloaks, and so owe | ands, coins, and
power to Fl owfoam wth very recent rem nders of how suddenly and fatally such
gifts can be taken away. Again, we bow the nore easily to your bidding
t hose who woul d not are those now dead."

Bl ackgult smiled. "So you'd have us change the way of the world, Urbrindur?
Tell the Three how to order things, differently than they've done these past
dozen centuries, at |east?"

"The Serpent-priests tried to do just that," Coinmaster Eirevaur said
unexpectedly. "Though they failed as conpletely and as spectacularly as did
Bl oodbl ade or any baron."

The Golden Giffon nodded. "Muntainsides grow no softer if you scream at
t hem-er hurl yourself against thema score of times or nore. |'ve | earned just
one thing down the years about trying to make | arge changes in Darsar around
us: Al such attenpts end up costing the lives of many."

Lornsar Ryethrel regarded himsourly across the table. "So what're you
saying to us, Overduke Blackgult? That all Aglirta should accept one |arge
change, the ascension of the boy king, and another: his new way of doing

things .. . because any third | arge change woul d bring much bl oodshed? That
seens to ne no nmore nor |less than the sort of nenace that barons have al ways
spoken to us: | can do what | |ike, because |I have the swords to back ne, but
if you dare try anything, you'll be the irresponsible butcher who brings ruin
to all Aglirta. I'mnot defying King Castlecloaks, nor belittling your m ssion
or authority . . . I'mnerely pointing out that to many of us, such pretty

talk seems to veil the sane old spiked gauntlet."

Bl ackgult smiled. "So it does, Ryethrel. So it does. In the end, for all our
hi gh- m nded schenes, it always conmes down to who can whel mthe greatest force,
does it not? I wish things were otherwi se, but they're not." He glanced at the
hunched- over Tersept's Chanpion. "Are they, Phel dane?"

"Graul you like a blinded boar, Blackgult," the chanpi on gasped, not | ooking
up. "Graul you and roast you in your own arnor, you whoreson wolf!"

Bl ackgult smled. "My fond | ove for you grows greater too, Phel dane."

"Lord Bl ackgult!" The Tersept of Stornbridge's voice was al nost a whine, his
pl eadi ng open. "Lady Silvertree! Harsh words and rough handling have you
entertained since arriving here in fair Stornbridge, and | hunbly beg your
pardon for that when there can be no real pardon . .. But tell me: Do you deem
us enem es of the crown for speaking with candor? Are we dooned, nerely for
our honesty?"

"No, Tersept, you are not," Enbra told himquietly. "W value the truth, and
knowi ng what folk really feel, over all the enpty fawning and false snmles the
Val e can give us. Do you think your views surprise us?"

St onbri dge regarded her silently, and then slowy shook his head. The Lady
of Jewels gave hima faint smle—and then, as a flicker of novenent from above
caught her eye, she called on the Dwmaer, the air sang and shimrered, and the
few bowren on the bal coni es who'd begun to stealthily reach for bl ades or
quivers fell back to sleep again, arnms dangling.

Wth one spell barely cast, Enbra called on her Stone for another, bringing
anot her probing spell down on platters all over the table. Faint sparkling



radi ances wi nked and crawl ed across the food. She put one |adylike finger into
some nearby gravy, eyes narrowed, and then carefully licked it and turned her
magi ¢ on hersel f.

"What is it?" Lord Stonbridge asked, as if he could not very well guess what
she was doing. "What's wong, Lady Overduke?"

"Many things, Lord," Enbra told him lifting grave eyes to his as she put
anot her gravy-coated finger in her nmouth. "Werefore none of us can be too

careful ." Sucking her finger clean, she added approvingly, "Your kitchens are
good. My thanks."
"Yesss," Undercook Maelree said fiercely, cranm ng a knuckle into her nouth

to quell the shriek of delight she felt rising within her. "She's done it!
"Tis in her!"

"Quiet, now," the Mstress of the Pantry nmurnured beside her-but it was a
gloating murnur. "We mustn't warn our overduchal heroes they' ve ingested the
pl ague until they've all tasted it."

The Undercook nodded, and drew back a little fromthe high gallery w ndow.
In the shadows the two wonmen exchanged soft, menacing smiles. "A good day for
the Serpent," Melree breaDi ed, her fingers digging into Kl aedra's shoul ders
with excited, bruising force.

The M stress of the Pantry did not tear free of the painful grip and strike
Mael ree across the face for daring to touch her person—and that in itself was
a neasure of how delighted she was.

6

Madness and a Tinmely Fl agon

Though | do what lovely ladies say, this will get me killed sone day,'
Craer Del nbone sang softly and nockingly as he plunged down an unfamliar
passage, the groans of the guard he'd just kicked in the crotch fadi ng behind
hi m

Bebolt that overenthusiastic cortahar, anyway! He'd del ayed Craer just |ong
enough to l et the chanmber knave he was chasing whirl into this side passage,
and through one of these ni gh-dozen doors. At least the fool had slammed it,
marking his trail that rmuch. Gaul and bebolt all

"Now, if | was a foolishly avid and attentive guard, 1'd wait about here..."
Craer murnmured, springing high to catch hold of an old torch-bracket as he
cane to a corner. He grasped it for just the instant he needed to sw ng
hi nsel f hi gh and hard—

Yes! A bl ade slashed at where his face and throat should have been, the
cortahar behind it snarling in cruel exultation. That snarl became a grow of
surprise as Craer flashed past overhead, kicked off the far wall, and flung
hi nsel f back in a twisting turn that brought his hand down hard on the guard's
neck.

The cortahar grunted in pain—a grunt that rose into a whistle of alarm as
Craer's waxed cord sl apped across his throat. The procurer caught the
garotte's far end, deftly pulled and jerked—and the gurgling, strangling
guard's head was driven into the passage wall.

The man reel ed, shaking his head and clawing at the air rather dazedly, so
Craer bounced as he | anded, bounding high to slamthe cortahar's head into the
wal | once nore.

This time the guard only nanaged to pull his face off the stone far enough
to blink—before he went down in a linp, untidy heap

"No, don't thank me," Craer told the senseless cortahar, retrieving his
garotte. 'Just enjoy your slunber. The Three know if you deserve it. M, |
just know what | deserve."

He ran on, sprinting hard but al nbst soundlessly in his soft |eather boots.
Their pointed toes were hard and sharp-sporting little crescentiformknife



bl ades of which Craer, their naker, was quite proud—but the soles were as soft
and supple as a high lady's boudoir slippers.

Behi nd any of these doors, Three take him the chanber knave coul d be
hiding. Well, a procurer's life wasn't for the peaceloving . ..

Craer snatched at the latch of the first door, but it wouldn't budge. He
shook it, whirling away w thout pause to another door a pace farther on and
across the passage. The first door yielded not a whit, and no sound of alarm
cane from beyond it—but the second door opened.

Dust, darkness, and linens: a closet. Craer snapped his garotte into the
gloomlike a whip, encountering nothing. The nonent he could see it was enpty
of cowering chanber knaves, he rebounded across the passage again to the third
door.

Thi s one crashed open to reveal three startled needl e-wi el di ng mai ds bent
over a sewi ng franme. They screaned in unison, so Craer gave them a rakish
grin, slamed the door on them and sprang to the fourth door

It was bolted, and shuddered under his attack. Frombehind it cane a
fem nine gasp of alarmand a low, furious man's voice: "Notjyrf, Thalas! You
prom sed this roomuntil candletriming, graul you!"

Craer grinned and flung hinself at the fifth door. It opened—and he hurl ed
hinself to the floor as sonething fanged and hi ssing spun right at hin

Hi s plunge took himto the very toes of his attacker, so he snapped his
garotte around handy ankles, jerked, and then shoved.

The man cursed, flailed his arns for bal ance, and caught at soneone else to
keep fromfalling. By then Craer was up the man's | egs and stabbing hard with
one of his handy knives.

The Serpent-priest shrieked and snatched out his own dagger-only to really
scream and conme to a shuddering, quivering halt, as Craer's knife transfixed
his other hand. The dagger clattered to the floor

Craer twi sted his blade, sending the priest to his knees in a sobbing how .
Wth his free hand the procurer grabbed the throat of the other man: the
chanmber knave he'd been chasi ng.

"I's this the man who cast the spell on you?" Craer hissed, shaking his knife
so the priest's bleeding hand was dragged cruelly through the air, trailing
its weeping owner. "Aye?"

"Y-yes," the servant choked, trying to shrink back through a wall to get
away fromthe procurer . . . and failing mserably.

"You know hi n?" Craer snapped, his hand tightening.

"N-no, Lord, truly! Hhe only arrived . .. castle ... tw days ago. | don't

even know his nane!"

Craer shoved the chanber knave, sending the man stunbling in search of
bal ance. The procurer used that tinme to pluck up the priest's fallen dagger—a
wavy bl ade with an open-jawed fanged serpent-pomel —and nenace the servant
with it, to make sure the man had no weapon and no chance to draw it if he
di d.

The knave shrank back, paling. "N-no! Mercy! 'Tis poisoned!"

Craer shook his own knife to keep the pai n-wacked priest hel pless, and held
t he snake-dagger up to the light. A stain that should not have been there—a
deep greenish-purple distincdy different fromblood, fresh or old-covered its
keen poi nt.

Craer thrust it at the chanber knave. As the servant screamed and tried to
claw his way up the wall away fromit, Craer reversed it and brought the
rearing serpent-head down hard on a cringing skull. The servant coll apsed
wi t hout a sound, blood trickling fromhis nose.

Craer nodded approvingl y—and then turned and drove the poi soned bl ade
hilt-deep into the belly of its owner, point-first this tine.

The Serpent-priest didn't even have tine to screamere he pitched forward on
his face and bade farewell to all pain, forever

"Well, Craer, you're the best," the procurer exclai med—and then nockingly
replied to hinself: "Wy, thank you. | hope they haven't eaten everything
that's free of poison before | get back."



Jerking his knife free, he strode back the way he'd cone, pausing only to
rap on a door and growl, "Thalas. Come out, or by the Three, I'"'mcomng in!"

"Thal as, you bastard!. You bl ack-pi zzled, lice-dripping, msbegotten son of
a she-boar!" cane the muffled but frantic reply, anid wordl ess fem nine wails
of alarm

Craer grinned and set off down the passage before anyone coul d energe.
"Yes," he told hinself fondly, "this is certainly going to get ne killed sone
day. But not this day."

He paused a swift step later, thinking of the first guard, who nust have
recovered by now. "I hope."

In a palatial chanmber of high dark bookshel ves, bl ood-red walls, and many
gi | ded wyvern-head carvings, a bl ack-bearded nan sat al one at feast.

The wine in his golden goblet was a shade darker than his crinmson robes-and
much darker than the flanes of hot anger in his eyes.

The servants knew better than to tarry once they'd set his steaning platter
bef ore Miul thas Bowdragon; the "Bl ackheart"” (a nane known across Arlund, though
never uttered in its unwilling owner's hearing) possessed both a hot tenper
and a cruel, violent streak.

Mul t has di ned al one by choice, for it was his practice as he lingered over
favorite dishes to gaze into saying-crystals and see what was unfol ding across
Asmarand. Their shifting glows lit a sharp-nosed, thin, and handsone face that
m ght have belonged to a king or a high priest, if not to a mghty w zard-but
to no softer man.

Mul t has the Bl ackheart often brooded over real and imagi ned slights that
both nen and gods sent his way. He was broodi ng now. Wy was his el der brother
Dol nur the nore powerful ? Dol mur the quiet, who wasted so nuch tine on
fripperies like flowers and ki ndnesses and the cares of others. How was it
that such a one commanded so rmuch nmore respect than his brothers w thout ever
resorting to open threats?

Oh, nen respected Mil t has Bowdragon well enough. They just all seened to
want to do it without ever neeting his eyes or dealing as friends or even
coming within his sight if they didn't absolutely have to. They treated him
with careful, wary courtesy, no trace of |ove—yet not the abject,
terror-driven haste a m ghty w zard should command by his very presence
ei ther.

He must study men of power nore closely. Wiat they said, their snall
manneri sns, their stride, garb, and manners of dealing. Wat good is being a
great wizard if you nust blast nen to have them obey you? O her mages need
only smile or frown, and nmen | eaped to do things unbidden, to keep them
pl eased or nake them sati sfied.

"That's the secret of the Three | nust learn,” Milthas nuttered, |ooking up
at the grimoires he kept closest. Ad, thick spell books penned by the nost
power ful archw zards of |ong ago: Coraumaunth, and Meljrune, and—

"The Three reveal their secrets in their own good time, Miulthas. |Is hunting
themin old tones your w sest course?"

Mul t has Bowdr agon whirl ed around, al nost upsetting his platter. "Wo
dar es-?"

An intruder clad like a traveling mage stood at the far end of the room
facing him Black hair, a soft and wi se snile-and one hand hidden fromview in
a slit-pocket of w zardry robes.

Unfam liar, yes, but Milthas had seen himbefore . . . through a
scryi ng-sphere. Yes! Years ago, when he still dared to | ook upon Aglirta,
bef ore—

"My name," the man said pleasantly, "is Ingryl Ambelter. | come in peace, to
make an offer | trust you'll find both profitable . .. and enjoyable."

Fear struck a chill deep in the Bl ackheart Bowdragon. It was only by the

strongest of trenbling efforts that he kept fromflinching, or showing terror
on his face.

Yet his unbi dden guest smirked, as if every racing thought Milthas westled
wi th was shouted al oud. Ch, he knew of Ingryl Ambelter, darkest of



Silvertree's Dark Three, and quail ed—and Anbelter knew it.

Mul t has Bowdr agon shook, willing mounting rage to overmaster his fear. How
had Anbelter reached this innernmost spellgirt chanber, passing wards w thout
cont est? What awesone power—2

The man had proclai med hinself Spellmaster of Silvertree—of Al Aglirta,
now, if Sirl gossip heard through the crystals could be believed—and sone said
he'd killed Baron Silvertree, the Risen King, and even the G eat Serpent!

Certainly he'd butchered dozens of Sirl mages, decades back, sending

sl ayi ng-spells by night... stealing through their wards unchecked, j ust
like...

The Bl ackheart drew a deep breath. It might, after all, be his last.

"Anbel ter," he echoed, keeping his voice steady, slow, and w thout any hint
of weakness-or welconme. "I|'ve heard that nane before. Faerod Silvertree's
mages . .. you were reckoned the nost powerful of those 'Dark Three.' ™

Hs visitor snmled. "Indeed, and rightly so." Anmbelter waved his visibl e—and

enpty-hand at the splendors around him "Your wards are anong the finest |'ve
seen, and yet..." He snmled again, and let silence fall between them

Mul t has | et his scrying-spheres fade to dark qui escence, not hurrying to say
anything that would further reveal his fears. Wth a thought he activated
wands hi dden here and there in carvings around the room If it cane to battle
between them ...

"Evidently not fine enough,"” he replied in dry tones, assum ng a rel axed
pose that just happened to cover the ring on his left hand with the fingers of
his right, so the faint glow of its awakening to hurl fires was conceal ed.
"You nentioned an offer ... ?"

"I propose alliance toward a specific end. This must needs invol ve sone
measure of trust between us. Hence this neeting, eyes to eyes, for both of us
to see if trust is possible ... or not."

Mul t has Bowdr agon regarded his visitor expressionlessly. "Unfold your
offer.”

"For years Aglirta has been where barons brawl, each kinging it over his few
farms and forests and cow pastures. The Vale feeds great Sirlptar, but is in
truth no kingdomat all—a place of battle madness rightly called the King-Iess
Land. Yet the true rulers of Aglirta have al ways been wi zards. Wzards who
warred with each other, using barons as willfully as barons use their |owiest

cortahars. | was Spellmaster of Silvertree, and even that greatest baron of
all bowed to nmy will—-and never knew he was doing so."
"And so?"

"And so | know the true nmeasure of Aglirta's might. If ever it stood united
under a strong king, a real king, Arlund would not be safe, nor Sirlptar, nor
any proud | and of Asnmarand; Aglirta could conquer all. Those who squabble in
the Val e could cone for you and all Bowdragons on the nmorrow, if sonmeone did
but unite and | ead them™

"The worlds of '"if' are countless, but even our npbst daring sea captains
rarely reach them" Milthas responded. "I'mnot afraid of cortahars, or
full-mantl ed armaragors, or even how ing hosts of hireswords. A few spells,
and— He made a di snissive gesture.

Ingryl Anbelter smled. "lIndeed. However, there's far nore to Aglirta than
swords—there's magi c. The ruins of a dozen cities of sorcery lie beneath the
green fields and wildwood tree roots of Silverflow Vale, and in fanmly crypts,
roadsi de hedges, and nany abandoned pal aces and hi gh houses. Mich magi ¢ has
been carried off down the years, of course, but far nore lies forgotten. Magic
enough to make those who wield it archw zards greater than any Darsar has yet
known. Fool - headed farmers turn over spellswords when they plow, and barons
toss aside everything not encrusted with jewels."

Mul t has Bowdr agon swal | owed, his throat suddenly dry. "And having stepped
through nmy wards as if they were | ess than wi ndow curtains, you need ny aid in
this matter .. . how?"

Ambel ter took a step forward—oving in utter silence, Bowdragon noted-and
said eagerly, "That's just it, Miulthas! Alone, | can make nyself the tyrant



king Sirl folk would have to fear—and the rest of Asmarand woul d conme to fear
once Sirlptar fell. This | can do already, w thout you or anyone. Yet | want
nore. Much nore.”

He took another step forward, and Milthas Bowdragon called up the powers of
his fire-ring. This could all be but a ruse, for Anbelter to get close.

The Spell master sniled. "Cal myourself, Bowdragon, and quell what you're
pl anning to hurl at nme. Believe ne, | have neans to prevent it." He waved his
enpty hand as if delivering a speech to an assenbly, and urged, "Hear ne! |
want allies, and | need friends. Friends to join ne in founding a new Aglirta:
a ki ngdom of wi zards!"

The master of Bowdragon Towers knew his eyes were narrowi ng, even as his
heart started to pound with excitenent. "You want ne to be one of your |oyal

subj ect s?"
"No! | see a council of mages, a high table of equals, with apprentices
serving beneath us and conmoners under all. A land as strong and cl ean and

peaceful as we can make it, so Aglirtans are happy and weal t hy, earning us
coi ns enough to live like kings and pursue ever stronger magics, maki ng new
books of sorcery to enrich all. \Wat say you, Bowdragon?"

"A compelling vision," Miulthas admtted, nodding. "Yet | still don't see why
you need me—er how | can be sure you aren't just seeking nmy death, and ny
paltry magics to add to your own."

Ambel ter smiled again. "I've never yet thought that any mage can be tal ked
to death. If | wanted you dead, a spell to snmash Bowdragon Towers woul d have
cone w t hout warning, and you'd never even have known who sent it. Mich magic
bi nds together walls and furniture around you, Milthas—and such nagi ¢c can be
twi sted or shattered at will, by those few who know how. But | don't need your
death. | need you alive, as a colleague | can respect and talk to, and work
with. As a friend."

He held out his enpty hand in the soothing gesture many wonen make when they

dare not touch the one they want to confort. "I know this is both sudden and
unsettling. You'll want tine to think, to consider all sides. | won't press
you for any pledge or agreenent this day . .. But | do believe that once you
consider all the inplications of this dreamof mne, you'll very much want to

be a part of it. Just think: to be free of swaggering sword-sw ngers and ow ng
your backside to sly-tongued nmerchants at last!"

"I already enjoy conplete freedomin such matters, thank you," Milthas
Bowdr agon answered rather stiffly.

The Spel | master shook his head. "Only through the work of your brother
Dol nur, whom you thus feel the same indebtedness to—and who can conpel you as
surely as could a tyrant king on your doorstep, or a merchant you owed every
stone of Bowdragon Towers to!"

"I believe," Milthas Bowdragon snarled, "that this interviewis at an end."

The Spell nmaster held up a hand. "Please, Milthas, take no hasty offense. |
meant not to anger you, but merely to honestly refute—and how often do you
hear anot her nage speak such plain truth to you, hhm® Is that alone not a
rarity worth having nore of ?"

The master of Bowdragon Towers gl owered, then nodded reluctandy. "You speak
rightly there. Yet | still know not what you desire of me. Has Aglirta not
taken | eave of its senses enough to enthrone a boy as King? Use your spells to
rule him and you have your kingdomw th no help fromne!"

Hi s visitor nodded. "I coul d-but would then be plunged into a struggle that
woul d lay waste to Aglirta even as | won it. Have you not wondered how this
unknown | ad came to be King? He's backed by the senior barons, Blackgult and
Silvertree, and the rest of the self-styled overdukes . . . and they're in
| eague with the nost powerful w zards left in Aglirta.™

Mul t has waved at his crystals. "Ch? |'ve spent some tinme scrying the Vale
fromafar, and have failed to notice any nages of note left there. In
Sirlptar, yes, but Aglirta?"

Ambel ter smiled again. "I trust you' ve heard of the Master of Bats?"

"Yes, but he's not Aglirtan, nor even in the Vale."



"Ch? Have you farscryed himlatel y?"

The Bl ackheart glared at his visitor, and then snapped, "So perhaps he's in
| eague with this cabal of FlI owfoam nobl es—what then? Surely you can snmte down
one wi zard, however notorious!"

"Ah, but there are many nore. | can defeat them yes, but once | work
openly, they'll be at me |like a pack of hungry wol ves, watching day and ni ght,
and the long struggle will begin. The shrewdest attacks cone froma surprise

source—such as yourself. Ton could snite down ny foes, seize their magics for
yoursel f, and be gone again before the rest even knew a death had taken pl ace,
| et al one who did the deed.”

"So who are these 'many nmore'? Are they all skilled enough to hide
t hensel ves fromnme, all these nonths?" Milthas waved at the scrying-spheres,
letting the ready fire of his ring show

Ingryl Anbelter smirked at it, then let his face grow very serious as he net
the angry gaze of his unwilling host. "Not all Lords of the Serpent perished
when the Great Serpent fell. Surely a mage of acconplishnent |ike yourself is
aware that the Serpent is no god like the Three, but an archw z-ard comuandi ng
a great web of spells. H's priests are nages-sone |ike you and ne, but nost
little better than the hedge-w zards of yore, who can be found in a threadbare
and usel ess carpet over nost of Asmarand, nuttering nysteries fromevery back
| ane. That web of magic, however, welds them

into a form dable army—a host that knows and watches ne, but |eaves its
backsi de unguarded agai nst you and others it knows not!"

"And how, " Mil t has Bowdragon asked very quiedy, discovering to his surprise
that he was sweating so freely that a droplet was about to fall from his nose,
"do | know they aren't watching you right now, listening to every word that
passes between us, and marking me as a foe to be struck down before ny platter
here has quite cool ed?"

"Ch," the Spellnmaster told himsoftly, "you need have no fear of that."
Slow y and casually he drew forth the hand he'd kept hidden in his robes, and
held it up as though faintly surprised at what rested in its palm a small,
nottl ed brown-and-white stone.

"I believe," he remarked, "you know what this is without nmy having to tel
you—er demonstrate, by, say, snuffing out all the wands you' ve awakened around
me, that little bauble on your finger, and every |ast Bowdragon enchant nment at
work in Arlund."

"A-a Dwaer - St one?"

Ingryl Anbelter smled broadly. "lIndeed, and nore. 'Tis very dangerous for
any |lone mage to carry nore than one Dwaerindim. . . but | know where there
are others. One could well soon be yours."

He took another step forward. "So you can surely see, friend Milthas, that |
can bl ast you to ashes at will—-and every other nage, baron, or plow farner in
all Darsar, too. |I've had this Stone for years, and have hurl ed down barons
and archw zards alike with it. |I could have done that to you and all the
Bowdr agons years ago. But that's not what | want, and not why | cane here."

He stepped back as a haze of tiny stars suddenly encircled the Stone in his

hand. "I want allies. Mre than that: | want friends. Think about that,
Multhas. 1'lIl cone calling again .. . and although I give you ny word that
refusing me will be a conpletely safe thing for you to do, | hope you'll join
with ne. Now fare you well. 'Twould be churlish of ne to let the Iast of your

feast grow cold."

And the nman hol ding the Dwaer seenmed to beconme a drifting, fading figure of
snoke-a figure that was gone before Milthas could think of something to say.
He stared at where it had been, and then cast a hasty spell to make sure
Anmbel ter wasn't tarrying, invisible.

When that magic told himhe was indeed alone in his nost private
chanber-and, what's nore, had been alone therein since he last invoked it,
right after sending out the servants who'd brought his feast—Milthas Bowdragon
at last found the right word to shout: "Dol nur!"

Hi s ol der brother infuriated and unsettled him In Dol mur's presence,



Mil t has always felt like a young and irresponsible child—a child being
silently judged, by one full of pity who always found hi mwanti ng—and reached
that finding with a conplete | ack of surprise.

Yet, a Dwaer! A mage of Aglirta stepping through his wards at will! A war of
mages and a real mof wi zards!

Tenptati on, very great tenptation. Anger, of course—-so nuch anger that his
hands trenbl ed as he shut down wands and fire-ring and snatched up his nost
powerful rod of nagics—but al so fear

Yes, bebolt it, he was afraid. Milthas Bowdragon whirled out of his
spell girt chanber like an angry bl ack tenpest, forgetting the last of his
feast conpletely in his haste to consult with Dol mur.

A last few wisps of steamrose fromthe platter, but there was no one |eft
in that chanber to see them

They were, however, observed by someone not in the room Soneone who al nost
squeal ed with excitenment as she wove spells in eager haste, barely able to
breat he over the racing of her own heart. By linking three of her uncle's

scrying-crystals in her ghostwatch-spell, its reach through his wards had been
subtl e enough to pass undetected these |ast two seasons—and why not? After
all, Multhas the Roaring-Bearded Stormwanted to be able to | ook through his

wards with them hi nsel f—and those same crystals could serve as anchors to a
tracer-spell.

If this Arbelter revisited Uncle Miulthas in the same room-and why not ?
Mul t has spent hardly a nonment anywhere el se, these days—she could, with |uck
magi cal ly foll ow hi mwhen he depart ed.

Uncle Multhas was a greedy, blustering fool. H's sneering superiority
blinded himto his own weaknesses as a wi zard, and to the carel essness that
woul d al ways keep hi m weak. Uncle Dol mur woul d never join anything that he
could not control, and her own father was as gentle as a bl ubbering
chanmber mai d, weaker in his sorcery even than Milthas.

No, if the Spellnaster of Aglirta wanted a real ally to win his
ki ngdom—even, perhaps, a consort? he was not that old and ugly, after all—-he
shoul d | ook past the el der Bowdragons, and see the nost capabl e of the younger
ones.

Hersel f. Mael ra Bowdragon, aquiver with excitenment now as her |ast deft
spell fell into place and conpleted the subtle web that should trace Ingryl
Anmbel ter, if he came again.

She drew in a shuddering breath, ran slender hands down over her hips to
wi pe themdry, and then hugged herself in sheer excitenent. This night be the
road openi ng before her at last. The road to power.

"And so," she whispered to her mirror, "there came the day at |ast when al
Darsar knew—and feared—the nanme of Melra."

The smile her mrror gave back to her then was truly frightening.

"I's there really much chance of Aglirta seeing the rise of another
Bl oodbl ade?" Lord Stornbridge asked, over the clatter of cutlery and the
sounds of eager chew ng. The boar was good, if he said so hinself. It had a
special something. . . yes, Maelree had outdone herself. Klaedra left all the
roasts to Maelree for good reason. Very good reason

The Tersept of Stornbridge sat back, snothering a contented belch, to hear
what reply these overdukes m ght give. They were as strange as Vale talk
claimed, to be sure.

Thank the Three for that. If he'd ever dared to treat old Faerod
Silvertree—er even this Blackgult, in the old days—as he'd done these fol k
this day, he'd be dead now, or screanming his slow agonized way toward a death
he'd be longing for. Stornbridge shuddered and put such thoughts fromhis mnd
as the Lady Silvertree told himquietly, "So |ong as Serpent-priests wal k
Darsar, and cast anbitious eyes on the Vale, they could set another Bl oodbl ade
on the bl oody road of swords that ends at Flowfoam 'Tis the task of us all to
stop that from befalling."

Al of the Storn nmen listened to her in better hunor than they had just a
few breaths ago. Good food does that to nmen—and so does soot hing magi c of the



sort Enbra had cast upon Phel dane. No one woul d have called the Chanpion or
the lornsar friendly toward their visitors, but they'd now found it in
themsel ves to be civil

Hawkril visibly brightened as a lithe, famliar figure strolled back into
the roomvia the archway he'd recently raced out through. Craer Del nbone held
a decanter in his hands, and wore a jaunty smile on his face. "Sorry |'ve been
absent this long," he told the table. "The best vintages take some tine to
find, in cellars so extensive." He inclined his head politely to Stornbridge.
"My complinents, ny lord. Refinement of palate |I of course expected of you,
but 1'd no idea your tastes ran so deep."

The tersept, who knew very well that his wine cellar consisted of a disused
pantry stacked untidily with a dozen or so kegs of whatever w ne was cheapest,
nodded with a sonewhat bewi |l dered snile. The little thief had obviously
pl ucked the decanter off the serving cart just inside that archway, but..
what was he getting at?

"You should try sonme," Craer urged his friends, setting the decanter down on
the table before them "Bites like a serpent, it does."

Bl ackgult regarded the ceiling for the briefest of nobnents, as both Enbra
and Tshamarra rolled their eyes. "Subtle, Craer, very subt;e," the Lady
Sil vertree nurmnured.

Craer shrugged nerrily, gave the lornsar a cheery smile as he took his seat,
and asked, "What did | mss? Barbed threats? Little gens of gl owering nmenace?
O just alittle tongue-fencing?"

Lornsar Ryethrel regarded his newly returned table conpanion sourly. "A
little peace and quiet. My lord."

Hawkril snorted with | aughter, and Tshamarra smirked at her platter and
said, "He's got you there, Longfingers!"

Craer regarded her haughtily. "That'll be 'Lord Longfingers,' if you don't
m nd. "

"Wuld it be inpolite of me to inquire, as seneschal of this castle, if the
Lord Stonbridge is, ah, short one chanber knave at this time?" U brindur
asked.

Craer gave hima bright smle. "No, and no. He has a bit of a headache, and

is sleeping it off—eonfortably, | trust. There's another man |ying beside him
who i s—er rather was—a. priest of the Serpent. A man who arrived here but two
days ago, | understand. He's dead now, and whoever pulls his own knife out of

hi m had best beware poison on its blade. Oh, yes, two of your cortahars need
some weapons practice, and someone named Thalas is being far too nercenary in
his rental of certain roons."

"I beg your pardon?" Seneschal Urbrindur asked, in the heavy tones affected
by those so scandalized that they're really doing nothing of the kind.

However, on the other side of the uncertainly smling tersept, Coinnaster
Ei revaur smiled, nodded, made a note, and rnurnured, "Thalas again. Thank you,
Lord Del nbone. "

Craer gave hima wink, and then addressed the seneschal directly. "No, I'm
afraid not."

Urbrindur gave hima baffled but nonethel ess di sapproving | ook. "You're
afraid, ny |ord?"

The procurer took a healthy nouthful of boar and sluiced it down his gullet

with a swig fromthe decanter. "I'mafraid | can't grant the pardon you've so
energetically begged for, at this tine. Still, the Three work in wondrous
ways, Seneschal. Perhaps | shall, sometine soon—f you can overcone this

regrettabl e tendency to judge everyone around you. Take fol k as you find
them—=

"Aye," Hawkril runbled, "take themfor all they' ve got, is the usua
Longfi ngers manner."

Craer shot his old friend a | ook that m ngled nock pain and shared mrth,
and continued, "—and enjoy life all the nore. Some w ne, perhaps? Atinely
flagon cones never anmiss." He waved the decanter, but Urbrindur shook his head
curtly.



"To continue, nmy Lord Stornbridge," Enbra said patiently, "we consider that
what's nost inportant for every noble of Aglirta is to take great care to not
follow the dark road of anbition favored by sone of their nmore foolish fell ows
in the past." She sipped daintily at her wine, and added, "There's no need for
anyone to go whel m ng arm es beyond what's needed to patrol his own territory,
or to conspire with others up and down the Vale in petty little alliances that
inthe end will only be mani pul ated by the Serpent-worshi ppers or anot her
Bl oodbl ade desiring to snatch the throne."

Bl ackgult nodded. "If every noble of the Vale kept loyal to the throne, and
bought peace with wi se decisions, ready swords, fair justice, and vigilant
patrols, Aglirta would soon know great ness again, and the peace would bring
prosperity to all."

"Your diligence on the road this day may have been m splaced, but it speaks
wel | for your regard for your own people, and for all Aglirta," Enbra added.
"Though this may surprise you, we are thus far well pleased with you, Tersept
of Stornbridge."

The Lord of Stornbridge visibly sat straighter and taller, |ooking
delighted. Craer saluted himw th the decanter, and then bounded to his feet
and skipped around the table. Chanmber knaves started forward uncertainly to
intercept him but the procurer was already refilling the tersept's goblet
wi th the bubbling words, "That's right! Celebrate! A nost excellent w ne,
this. You must tell us nore of life here in Stornbridge—the fishing, say, and
how t he crops are doing, and who stops by to trade in the market, and what
trade goods your people never see enough of. Let's stop all this snarling at
each other, put our boots up, and talkl"

"I + hardly know where to begin," the tersept told him a genuine smle on
his face. He raised his goblet, and then said in a rush, "I know wth a good
[ ong drink!"

"Exactly!" Craer agreed, sloshing wine into the seneschal's goblet despite
Ubrindur's irritated expression

"Tongue-1 oosening tine, eh?" the lornsar grow ed. "Well, why not?"

He held out his own goblet to the prancing procurer. " 'Tis not every night
we entertain overdukes!”

"Well, thank the Scal ed One for that? Undercook Maelree snarled, peering
down fromthe window "Ryethrel has it right—that's exactly what that little
foulness is up to! Get the tersept drunk and listen while he spills all. W' ve
got to do sonething!"

The M stress of the Pantry sniled serenely. "Already taken care of, Ree.
Josmer got ny signal."

The cook peered at her, brightening. "You nean—=2"

"I mean there's nothing our proud tersept |ikes nore than baked sugar tart
snot hered in rubywi ne sauce, a generous hel ping of which will very swiftly be
set in front of himand the rest. The tersept's only—that bitch is using her
magi ¢ to check everything put in front of any overduke—wi |l have Josner's
little addition. | give Lord Stornbridge about six yawns before he's facedown
in his tart and snoring."

"Kl aedra, you're a wonder!"

The M stress of the Pantry snmiled again, smugly this time. "I know The
Serpent-priest said the sane thing." She drew open her bodi ce—and the cook
gasped.

Kl aedra al ways wore a black silk ribbon about her throat; fromit a nunber
of keys hung on fine cords, riding within her bodice. Mielree knew t hose
keys—but she'd never before seen so many gl eam ng gol den coins as the row of
punched and | aced-together Carraglan zostarrs that hung down from one cord
between Kl aedra's full, tanned breasts, disappearing fromview beneath her
belt. Maelree blinked. She'd heard no telltale clinking, nor seen the rope of
ri ches noving beneath the tight, dark gown the mistress wore ... which nmeant
the Iinked coins nust be | ong enough to pass under that broad bl ack
cunmer bund, and descend still further. The priest had paid Kl aedra a fortune.

She shivered suddenly, wondering how |l ong he'd | eave Kl aedra alive to spend



7

Fangs in the Dark

Enbra rai sed anxi ous eyes across the table to her father, but said nothing.
She'd been vigilant with her magi c—+n fact, she was clutching her Dwaer under
the tabl e now, and setting her veins afire with yet another scouring-spell
Yet something was not right, inside her. Something that clenched and then
wri Di ed, moving deep in her gut, clinmbing .. . into her chest, leaving a trail
of twinges, as if sonething with sharp claws was moving wthin her

Bl ackgult grimly gave her the slightest of nods. Enbra drew in a deep
breat h—yes, she did feel odd—and tossed her head to take her hair back out of
her eyes. Air. She needed air.

She felt. .. warm Wirm and nunb. She reached for her goblet and turned her
head wi th apparent casual ness to | ook at Tshanmarra, whose eyes—ust for a
nonment - f| ashed back al arm

A warning that nmeant her fell ow sorceress was feeling the same disconfort.
So they might not have nuch tinme left, if she didn't—

"Your arrival at our gates somewhat surprised us," Seneschal Urbrindur was
saying in the lightly jovial manner with which veteran courtiers nake politely
nmeani ngl ess conversation, "given that you were seen in Glth not tw days ago,
headi ng west on the road to Sirlptar. O do you use magic to | eap about the
Val e, traversing entire baronies at a single step?"

"Someone's using magic," the Lady Silvertree told himsaid shortly, "or
perhaps just overly vivid imgination. W haven't been through Glth this
season. "

"Ch, now" the seneschal protested with a smle. "Your secrets are safe with
us! | hardly think a herald of Flowfoamis apt to invent a neeting with al
t he Overdukes of Aglirta, however passing, or m stake your faces."

"Whi ch herald was this?" Blackgult asked quietly.

"Thorntrunpet. He passes through Stornbridge often—so often, in fact, that
we' ve often suspected himof keeping a very close watch on us for sonme reason.
To report to the King, of course, but our |oyalty—=

"I's above question," Enbra said firmy. "At Flowfoam Lord Stornbridge's
regarded as one of the nost diligent and | oyal of tersepts.”

The Tersept of Stornbridge blinked at her in delighted surprise, and grew a
broad smle. "Well, ny lady," he said grandly fromthe head of the table, "it
gl addens ny heart to hear you speak so highly of my conduct. | assure you that
St ornbri dge stands ready, and ever shall, to ... toooooo . "

Enbra turned her head in tinme to see the Lord of Stornbridge Castle, already
noddi ng over his sinking goblet, topple in earnest—and | and nose-first,
splashing gravy in all directions, in his roast boar

"My lord?" she asked politely, as if nminor nobles of Aglirta fell into their
food and started snoring at table every evening in her presence. Enbra took
some snmall satisfaction in seeing the startlenment of the four Storn officers,
even the hitherto inperturbed Coi nmaster. Seneschal Urbrindur even | ooked
scandal i zed agai n—and for real this tine.

For a monent she thought Stornbridge was dead, or at |east in the process of
suffocating in his food, but he pronptly gave the assenbl ed di ners proof that
he wasn't, in the formof a soft and fluttery snore.

It was followed by anot her, succeeded by many nore. They didn't stay gentle
or muted, by any means.

"Sounds like a boar in rut," Craer commented anusedly, saluting the snoring
tersept with a raised goblet. Hawkril and Lornsar Ryethrel chuckled politely,
but the seneschal |ooked enraged again, and the Tersept's Chanpi on seened



scarcely |l ess hostile.

Seneschal Urbrindur lifted one hand in an obvious sign to the chanber
knaves, who advanced in silent unison

Bl ackgult and Hawkril cl apped hands to sword-hilts, and Enbra made her
vi sible hand gl ow with sudden warning fire—old flanes that scorched not hing,
but procl ai ned ready power.

The seneschal shook his head sourly. "Such won't be necessary, revered
Overdukes. We mean you no harm but we do desire that you retire to your
chanmbers now, as shall we. Qur Lord Tersept has been taken ill, and ‘twould be
t he hei ght of rudeness to continue our feasting and chatter with himlying
stricken in our mdst."

He nodded gravely to the lornsar and then the Coi nmaster, both of whom rose,
nodded farewells, and strode out.

Ei revaur spoke to sonmeone unseen as he entered an archway, and four
cortahars hastened forth fromit to lift Chanpion Phel dane, chair and all, and
convey himfromthe chanber. By his startled novenents and furious expression
this assistance took the Tersept's Chanpion entirely by surprise.

"Until the norrow, then?" Seneschal Urbrindur asked Stornbridge's guests, in
tones that were not—quite—a firmdism ssal, as the overdukes rose and gl anced
at the chanber knaves they each seenmed to have suddenly acquired. Those
servants carefully | ooked over overduchal shoul ders, never neeting the eyes of
Tshamarra or the Four.

"Until the nmorrow, " Bl ackgult agreed, showi ng no outward sign of the faint
nausea that was now cl ear upon the faces of his daughter and Lady Tal asorn
Craer and Hawkril both wore unreadabl e expressions, but their unaccustoned
sil ence bespoke their own troubl ed innards.

As the overdukes and their silent escorts set off together, the CGol den
Giffon asked the seneschal, "W're bedded in adjacent roons, | trust?"

"Ah, | fear not," Urbrindur replied, his voice archness laid soothingly over
qui et triunph. "The architecture of Stornbridge Castle unfortunately makes
such a courtesy inmpossible.™

"Il bet," Craer conmrented in clearly audible tones, and noticed a fleeting
smrk come and go on the face of the nearest chanber knave

"No strangers to inpossible courtesies, we," was Blackgult's formal reply.
Uneasy silence fell, and in its throes they were led up a spiral flight of
worn stone steps, in an echoing shaft that reached from an undercell ar past
six or seven floors to unseen battlenents above.

Ascending two |l evels, the overdukes were conducted down a long, dimy lit
passage. Its walls were studded with arched, nagnificently carved doors, sone
of which were flanked by pairs of lit lanmps hung fromceiling-rings, each with
a cortahar standing guard beneath. "Behold ne clearly, for I'ma target,"
Craer murnmured to Hawkril, who smled alnmpst as tightly as the chanber knaves
who bent close to hear.

Enbra was ushered through the first such guarded door, and had just tine to
give Hawkril a silent |ook of alarmand appeal as she left them Tshanmarra was
taken through the next, some sixty paces on and around a slight jog in the
passage from Enbra's chanber.

The servants took their three male guests up a back stair to another |evel;
Bl ackgul t's door awaited them across the passage at the top of it.

"Sleep well, my lords," he told Craer and Hawkril dryly, as he left them

The procurer and the armaragor traded gl ances and shifted their gaits,
Hawkri|l striding ahead so that his chanber knave had to hasten to stay with
him and Craer slowi ng so that the servant acconpanyi ng hi m unhappily fel
behind his fell ow

"This door is yours, my lord," the Storn servant told Overduke Del nbone wth
clear relief in his voice, as they reached another lanplit and
cortahar-guarded door. He swung the door w de

An oil lamp glimered softly on a stone-topped table flanked by a tall,
narrow chair carved into the |ikeness of an arch of leafy vines. A canopied
bed of simlar style stood to the right, and a matching wardrobe to the left.



Screens in distant corners discreetly concealed a tall mrror and a
"thunder-chair," respectively.

On a large table to Craer's left stood a ewer in a bath-bowl, and anot her
ewer with a pair of goblets. Before themon the gl eam ng tabletop Craer's
battered saddl ebags and their contents had been arranged in a neat row.
Not hi ng seened to be m ssing.

The chamber had neither connecting doors nor w ndows. Unbroken walls of
el egant dark wood paneling rose to a lofty ceiling on all sides.

Craer smled at those panels. They were relief-carved in splendid scenes
that offered a hundred hiding places for spyhol es—and had no doubt been
liberally endowed with such features. Sone might fire dart-traps to di ssuade
prying eyes or fingers, or even pernit access to small storage drawers. A room
like this was great entertainment to a procurer

"May | be of assistance, Lord?" the chanber knave asked the ceiling
carefully. Craer followed the servant's gaze upward, seeking traps, entrances,
and additional evidence of spyholes. None were evident.

So Overduke Del nbone gave his nost charming snile and said, "But of course.
Tell me where the various secret passages, traps, spyholes, firing ports, and
the |like are hidden, around this room"

"I... uh ... I..." The servant gaped at Craer as if he'd nmade an i ndecent
per sonal suggestion involving horses and ganefow and possibly the Tersept of
Stornbridge hinmsel f, reddened, and shook. Craer watched with a quizzica
smle, awaiting an answer.

The chamber knave regai ned his conposure, gave the procurer a | ook of anger
and in utter silence wheel ed around and marched out of the room

"Have a pl easant evening," Craer called nmerrily after him and then sighed
and began his exam nation of the roomfor those features he'd just nentioned,

muttering, "Which is nore than I'Il do, if my gut gets worse. Enbra's magic
can't catch everything, it seems. Sonething in the food." He shook his head,
and then his fist. "If | die spewing and filling yon thunder-bow, |'Il haunt
ny slayer and send himthe sane fate—enly worse. This

swear"

He cocked his head and |istened, gazing at the ceiling, but if the Three had
heard his declaration, they gave no sign of it. As usual

So here Craer Del nbone stood, in a den of foes who'd happily nurder him and
his four fell ow overdukes—whil st sonme fal se overdukes were evidently traipsing
around the Vale, working mschief... nmischief they'd be free to go right on
doing if the real overdukes quietly disappeared here in Stornbridge Castle.
The Facel ess might inpersonate a person here or there, for a short tinme, but
not five nobles riding around openly. The fal se overdukes were magically
di sgui sed Serpents, of course . .. and the road ahead was what it had al ways
been, in all of these dark little dances for the throne of Aglirta: stay
alive, and slay the Serpent-priests responsible.

Wth a sigh, the procurer exam ned his bel ongi ngs. They held no delights
unfamliar to him but 'twas sonmething to do until darkness came—and all the
slaying and simlar fun began

"I seemto have been crouchi ng behind bushes and trees forever,"
Fang- br ot her Khavan conpl ai ned i n a whi sper

Scal ed Master Arthroon gave himprecisely the cold and withering sort of
| ook he'd expected. "Wen the Great Serpent conmes, those who' ve been unwilling
to do what's needful will be those considered expendable. You'd do well to
renmenber that, Fangbrother.”

Khavan nodded and fl exed his cranping, protesting |legs by extending one in a
sl ow, soundl ess parody of a dancer's deep kick, and then drawing it back and
doing the sane with the other. The pain | essened but little.

They were crouching in the deep gl oomof a thornvine-filled thicket behind
Bowshun, on the edge of a little clearing where Aranglar the Waver and his
wi fe Thael ae split and stacked their firewood, kept their privy, and tossed
things that had rotted. The happy couple were in the clearing now, but
deci dedly not engaged in any of the activities they customarily used it for



Instead, they were trying to kill each other

Grunts and shrieks of effort, triunph, and pain mngled with the crashings
of their bodies rolling in underbrush, dead | eaves, and formerly tidy piles of
ki ndl i ng.

Ki cki ng, punchi ng, and gougi ng, Thael ae and Aranglar tore at each other's
hair, tried to smother each other, attenpted stranglings, butted each other
like enraged bulls, and even tried to batter each other's |linbs and heads
agai nst handy trees—while ignoring a handy ax buried in Aranglar's chopping
bl ock. Gaspi ng and shuddering, they snarled and spat, wild-eyed, and literally
raked and tore with their fingers at each other

Fangbr ot her Khavan wi nced, nore than a little sickened—and wel |l aware that
Art hroon was watching him The weaver and his wife were streaming bl ood from
dozens of places, now, and Thael ae had just gouged out one of Aranglar's eyes
wi t h hi deous ease.

Khavan set his teeth, gorge rising, and risked a | ook at his superior. The
Scal ed Master was smiling, obviously anmused at Khavan's disconfort.

"Come, Brother Softguts,” he purred. "W' ve seen enough of this particul ar
pl ague affliction. There's soneone else | want a | ook at. Keep | ow and qui et
unless you'd like to | ose your eyes too."

Skul ki ng around the fray, the two priests scuttled hurriedly back to
Arangl ar's cottage.

"Why the rush?" Khavan gasped. Arthroon's reply was to throw hinself flat
behi nd noss-covered rocks, catch hold of the Fangbrother's leg with crue
force, and drag his fellow priest down to join him

"Three people live in yon hovel, not just the loving pair we've been
wat chi ng, " he nmurmnured, ignoring Khavan's gasps of pain. "That gives us a good
chance of seeing a different plague effect than m ndl essly seeking to slay,
taking hold of the third person. Right about... now"

The ranshackl e back door facing them banged open, and an old man | urched
out, his winkled and unshaven face twisted in pain. He retched, clutched at
his ribs, bent over, and spewed what | ooked like a very large nmeal onto the
ground, groaning |like a woman astoni shed by the pains of her first hard | abor
Then he stumbl ed of f down the narrow track that Ied to the streamand the
deeper forest beyond.

"Who—2" Khavan asked, nmore in an attenpt to appear alert and interested than
out of any true interest.

"Thael ae's aging father," Arthroon replied, rising like a hunter stalking a
beast of which he nust be wary—and yet get very close to, to nake his kill.
"Follow quietly. 'Twould be very unwise to let himsee or hear us, if ny
suspi cions are correct."

Li ke wary ghosts they drifted along the trail fromtree to tree, keeping to
dappl ed shadows well behind the ol d man—who was staggering al ong feebly, bent
over like a man on the verge of collapse, but groaning with ever greater
vi gor.

Anon those groans becone rougher and deeper, until they were al nost grow s.
Khavan gave Arthroon a "what now?" | ook, but the Scal ed Master merely sniled
and continued his patiently stealthy pursuit.

The Fangbrother took care that his resulting sigh was silent. He was shaki ng
his head and hastening to catch up with Arthroon—and yet do so silently—wahen
the Scal ed Master held up a hand to indicate that Khavan should halt.

The old man was still wandering along the forest track, growing like a
beast, but now he was tearing at his clothing. As Khavan peered, he could see
hai r —+eddi sh- brown, profuse hair, not sparse gray and white-cloaking the man's
hands and neck. More of it could be seen wherever clothing had been torn
away-and "torn" was exactly the right word: the old man's fingers seened to be
| engt hening into claws! That stooped, frail body was growi ng taller
broadening to split its well-worn tunic

Khavan took a careful step back, but Arthroon whirled and gave hi m such a
glare that the Fangbrother froze, trenbling, and remained in that quivering
hesi tancy even when the old man—er rather, the thing that the old man had



become—stopped in its anblings, sniffed, raised its head to sniff again, and
then turned with a roar to confront the two priests.

That weat hered ol d face was gone, replaced by something with great
| ong-fanged jaws and a snout. The body below it resenbled sonme sort of
long-tailed bear, its only traces of humanity being a few rags of tunic and
the flopping remants of boots it still wore.

It strode forward slowy and nmenacingly, stalking the Serpent-clergy. " 'Tis
gathering itself to charge," the Scal ed Master observed, as calmy as if he'd
been identifying a flower in which he had no particular interest. Khavan eyed
it, gulped, and nore than agreed.

Hurriedly he cast a spell, alnbst stunbling over the incantation in his
haste to get it out. Khavan's hands tingled, his fingers went nunb-and the air
around them shi nmer ed.

As if his casting had been a signal, the bear-creature charged at them
howl i ng and snorting horribly. It swng those gnarled, |ong-clawed arns
forward and back as it cane.

Khavan retreated another step, swallowi ng hard. Was his spell not working?
Why hadn't..?

And then the shimrering before himcollapsed into sudden dark, solid
clarity. A shield of hissing, snhapping snakes was abruptly hanging in the air,
coiling and withing around each other, biting at the air, and slithering
al ong on nothing but enptiness.

The serpents formed a floating wall in front of both priests, nost of their
jaws reaching for the onrushing bear-beast. Forked tongues flickered and
bal ef ul eyes gl owered; a fearsone sight even to their creator

Khavan gasped in relief as he backed hastily away, trying to cal m hinself
enough to recall the incantation for his "lance of acid" spell—n case this
bear - beast burst through his conjured serpents, and he found hinmsel f facing
t hose | ong-tal oned claws directly.

Arthroon merely nodded in satisfaction as the nonster thundered up to him
and reared to awesone height, pawing the air. The snakes hissed in unison, and
it recoiled fromthemand then froze, wavering and hardly daring to wave a paw
at the floating, withing mass.

The snakes arched and | unged, seeking to reach this creature that | oonmed so

close to them.. and yet was just beyond the reach of their fangs. It roared
at them eyes wild—then turned on its haunches with a |ong, slobbering snarl
and plunged off the trail into the trees.

The Scal ed Master wore a faint smle as the crashings of the beast hastening
away fromthem faded into the forest. Khavan returned to his shield of snakes
al nrost as swiftly, fearing his superior nore than a beast who was no | onger
charging in his direction

He'd just reached the spot where he'd cast the spell when the receding
crashi ngs of dead | eaves, tranpled underbrush, and splintering dead tree |inbs
suddenly erupted into the challenging roars of two contesting beasts.

These were swiftly foll owed by nore crashings, a horrible snapping and
gnawi ng, roars and squeal s of pain, sharp splintering sounds, and severa
heavy thuds, as if large, hurrying bodies had fallen, rolled, and scranbl ed
about. Then the crashi ngs of noverment resuned, swiftly dying away into the
di st ance.

The Scal ed Master turned to Khavan. "Good. W've truly recreated the Bl ood
Pl ague of old. Some victinms fall to the Ml ady of Madness, but others turn
into beasts and forthwith attack all creatures they see.”

He wagged his finger at the Fangbrother like a tutor enlightening a
particularly stupid pupil. "Soon," he said flady, "Aglirta will be ours."

"Qurs?"

"Qurs," Arthroon repeated firmy, "to keep forever, once anyone who drinks
anything in this land is either under our protection or swiftly dead."

"And the overdukes?" Khavan dared to ask

"W shall see. They bide in Stornbridge, feasted by the tersept there. Sone
who bow before the Scal ed One serve at that table. Yes, we'll soon see.”



Lord of the Serpent Hanenhat her shook his head. "d unsy, Arthroon, very
clumsy. Let a plague-beast just wander and slay whilst you chatter? How t hen
is it a weapon in your hand? O for our faith?"

The bear-beast lay sprawl ed and dead, torn bloodily open by the
pl ague- nonst er Brother Landrun had been spell-tracking.

The nonster that was lunbering toward the Serpent-lord right now Another
unfortunate villager twisted into a new shape by the plague ... a
peak-stal ker, this one: all massive gray head and cl aws, stonelike skin, and
size and weight to overmatch any two oxen

The Serpent-lord shook his head again. Arthroon didn't even know of their
presence—and obviously cared nothing for the fate of the bear-beast, which

could have served the Brethren well in the days ahead. And such nen preened
under tides like Scaled Master these days. Ah, well.
"Be still, Landrun," he snapped. "Blunder forward now, and you may be forced

i nto anot her shape rather than yon stal ker."

Brot her Landrun froze and turned fearful eyes to his superior. Lord
Hanenhat her was smiling slightly as he wove his spell, but his eyes were as
cold as ever—and Landrun shivered nore than once as the peak-stal ker tw sted,
dwi ndled ... and was suddenly a nman.

Lurching and stunbling, it turned away fromthem into the trees. The Lord
of the Serpent smiled after it. "CGo, Tersept of Ironstone, and give the orders
| bade you," he said softly, "and war will soon rage in Aglirta agai n—ah
such a real mof blooddiirsty, restless hotheads!"

Br ot her Landrun swall owed. "And the real Tersept of Ironstone, Lord?"

"Ch, he died rather suddenly, |I'mafraid. You remenber what our pet direjaws
devoured by the roadside, |ast night?"

"A slithersnake as long as a wagon," the Brother of the Serpent said slowy,
frowni ng—and then | ooking horrified. "You nean—=2"

"Yes." The Serpent-lord' s smle wouldn't have | ooked out of place on the
face of the direjaws. " 'Twas a noble slithersnake, to be sure.”

Landrun fought down nausea. "But if no one can trust his lord or wife to
really be thenselves, then ..."

"We can spread bl ood-chaos fromone end of the Vale to the other,"
Hanenhat her replied, "and watch overdukes and boy ki ngs—and cl unsy Scal ed
Masters, for that matter—fall."

He chuckl ed. "Good feasting for sone. Cone, Landrun, we've work to do. You
need nore practice controlling these beasts. | think it's time a few sinple
farmers had their chances at playing overdukes."

There' d been just enough warmwater in the wash ewer for a pleasurabl e soak
in the dark. Craer had brought on that darkness the nmonent the bow on the
floor was full, by snuffing out the oil lanp. He'd long since lifted his
dripping feet out of the bow, dried themon the robe left ready, and pulled
on his boots again. He'd never so nuch as disarranged the rest of his
cl ot hing. Doing so would have been | ess than prudent, if even half the events
he expected to befall this evening started to happen

On his first stroll around the roomhe'd found the usual chanberpot under
the bed, in addition to the thunder-chair. He hooked it forward in case his
conpl ai ni ng i nnards desired sudden enptying. Then Craer stretched |ike a cat
and began to prow his unlit bedchanber, |ooking at the carved wall panels for
any hint of |anplight, an approaching candle, or the like. After a tine he
traced a particular carving with his fingertips, in a vertical line from about
t he height of his head to his knees. As he did so, a soft smile appeared on
his face, and he nodded al nost inperceptibly.

There came a soft rap upon his door. Craer took three swift steps to one
side of it, drewtwo of his knives, and used the point of one to pluck up a
spare boot fromthe table of belongings and toss it gently to the floor just
i nsi de the door.

There came no thrusting bl ade under the door or through the suspiciously
wi de gap down one of its sides, and no spell blasted through the doorway.
After a noment Craer called softly, "Wwo is it?"



"Me, you dolt," cane a familiar whisper.

Overduke Del nbone smiled in the darkness, sidled a few paces cl oser, and
asked, "And whom mi ght nme be, this tine?"

"You bastard,"” the soft whisper cane back. "You know perfectly well 'tis ne,
Tshamarra. "

"Ch? | know several Tshamarras," Craer whispered merrily back. "Were does
this particular one wear a scar shaped rather |like the mark of my bite?"

"On the underside of nmy left teat, where you bit nme, Craer. Now open this
damed door or I'Il blast it down!"

"Are you alone, and acting freely?"

"Yes, bebolt you!"

Craer sheabDied his knives, and then plucked up a third: the blade he'd
driven between two fl agstones just inside the door as a doorstop. Draw ng
forth the two wedges he'd slipped into the doorframe, he lifted the small,
ornanental brass bar Lord Stornbridge provided to his guests and swung the
door wide, noving like a knife-w el ding shadow to stay behind it as it opened.

Tshamarra Tal asorn stood al one in the passage, fully dressed in dark
| eathers like those many thieves favored—€raer |eered appreciativel y—and
bearing a small, shielded | antern. The two passage | anps fl anking Craer's door
seened to have gone out, and the guards standi ng under themto have suffered
some comon nisfortune that had left them sprawled on the floor. It nust have
been a silent m shap—but then, with the right magics, alnost everything can
become an "accident" of roughly the desired main effect.

"Pray excuse ny caution, Lady Tal asorn,"” Craer nurnured, as Tshamarra
stepped carefully into the darkened chanber. "One can never be too careful —a
drinking you seemto share with me, given your garb and deneanor. To put it
pl ainly, you nust be expecting trouble as much as | do."

"Even nore than that," she replied grimy, closing the door behind her and
| eani ng against it for a nonment in either weariness or nausea. "W nust find
Enbra without delay. | feel less than well; the food, of course."

Craer bent to his boot, plucked sonething fromwithin it, and held it out,
deftly untwisting a stopper. "Wuld you like sone? 'Tis half enpty already,
I"'mafraid."

"And this hitherto-unreveal ed drink would be—=2"

"My 'tinely flagon.' " Craer touched the metal to her palm His fingers,
cradling it, found her skin shockingly cold. "I bought it years ago in Sirl
town," he added with an inviting smle, concealing his alarmat her chill
"froma crone who swore 'twould purge all taints and poisons.”

Tshamarra lifted an eyebrow. "And you believed her? Are you in the habit,
Lord Craer, of believing the clains of old crones who keep shops in Sirlptar?"
"Lady Tal asorn," Craer replied with dignity, "she was of the Wse, and |I'd
just rendered her a service. Buying nyself arnor for the morrow, as it were. |
drank the uppernost half not |ong ago, and-see?—still stand before you. Have

all that renmins. Please?

Tshamarra nodded—and a sudden shudderi ng shook her entire body and | eft her
in an anxi ous crouch, halfway to her knees. "It can hardly nmake ne fee
worse, " she muttered, putting her lantern on the floor and taking the flask.
She sniffed it suspiciously, and then drank

The shuddering that seized her this tine was nmuch worse. Tshamarra gasped
reel ed, and put out a hand to clutch the wall, shaking her head and w nci ng.

"Ah," Craer said synpathetically, "forgive me. |I forgot; 'tis strong stuff."

"Tell me no tales | know not already." She fixed himwith tear-starred eyes
that were both bal eful and anused. "Let's find Enbra before this night brings
any nore fiery little surprises.”

Craer nodded, stepped to the carved wall panels where he'd traced a line
with his fingers earlier, and did something to a carved stag-head. The wall
split soundl essly and sagged open, to reveal utter darkness behind.

As Tshamarra lifted her lantern, the procurer gestured grandly at the
hi t hert o- hi dden passage its faint |light reveal ed. Then he made a gesture that
i ndi cated that Tshamarra should nove herself to one side, and then another



t hat bade her hood her |antern.

As the Tal asorn sorceress swiftly did both of those things, she saw Craer
draw a dagger fromone sleeve and glide to the opening, stepping to one
side—and then the flash and gl eam of the procurer hurling his bl ade sidel ong,
into and down the passage.

There foll owed a soft thud and a hiss of pain.

Then, softly and fromvery close by, a whisper of movenent cane to
Tshamarra's ears. She reared back fromit but did nothing else . . . and
al nrost i Mmethately saw a flare of light as Craer lifted the hood of her little
lantern just enough to get the wick fromanother lantern under it. He drewit
forth flam ng, and softly let the hood back down again, Tshanmarra watched the
wi ck bob across the roomin silken silence. As Craer settled the w ck back
into place and his | anp caught alight, they exchanged silent glances over its
danci ng radi ance. The procurer w nked solemmly, swept up his lit lanmp, and
strode back to the passage.

The nonent he showed hinself in the entrance, there canme the snap and cl ack
of bowguns—the hand-si zed crossbows so favored in Teln and the cities of the
Sout h—from down t he passage.

Craer sprang back, wielding the lantern Iike a buckler to strike aside the
darts that came hissing at him and grinning fiercely. Another trap
anticipated. The luck of the Three-which any good procurer knows is no |uck at
all, but the result of preparation, suspicion, anticipation, and a certain
ni nbl eness—was with him

And meking its usual nocking laughter. Flaming oil dripped between the
procurer's fingers, now, a dart had shattered the caul dron of the |anp.

Over duke Del nbone snat ched one hand free of his blazing burden—which nust
have been blistering the other—shook it to be sure it was free of flane and
oil, snatched sonmething fromhis belt, and hissed at Tshamarra, "M
chanber pot, under the bed! Fetch quick

She spun and fetched, and he shook what he'd snatched into it. "Flash
powder," she breaDi ed, conprehending.

Craer grinned at her as he snatched up the chanberpot, ran back to the
secret door, and hurled it around the corner, aimng high and dirow ng hard.

They heard it shatter against the passage ceiling—and Craer set his teeth
and flung the flam ng weckage of the oil lanp around the corner to join it.

Tshamarra hurled herself flat to the floor

Dar sar expl oded ri ght on schedul e.

The blast flung the Iast of the Tal asorns against the wall, bruising her
shoul der, but the room soon stopped rocking.

Tshamarra found her little lantern on its side, the floor already hot
beneath it. She righted it and unhooded it just enough to make sure it was
still it and unbroken

Craer gestured furiously to her to quench even that tiny flash of light, and
she did so, watching the dark shape of Craer crouching in the gl owi ng snoke.

The passage spewed that silently drifting snmoke in profusion, and the
procurer kept very low as he stepped into it, nmoving with the eerie silence
that so awed Tshamarra. Ch, she knew a spell that could quell noise, but she
could still hear her own swift breathing, the dying echoes of the blast stil
rolling and rebounding in distant, unseen passages, and even the faint roiling
of the air around her . .. but not Craer

She waited one | ong, drawn-out nonment, realized she was hol di ng her breath,
and carefully let it out in a gently nmeasured sigh, still waiting for—

The passage expl oded in a sudden bright inferno, and raging flanmes burst
back into the room Magical, they had to be!

Tshamarra ran frantically to meet them

"Craer!" she screaned-and the roiling flames spat a bl ackened, struggling
figure at her, spinning in a ball of flane!



8

Many an Unqui et Kni ght

The noon had not yet risen over Bowshun, so the night was very dark
VWher ef ore boots bl undered, branches snapped, and nen swore softly as they
gat hered by Marag Spring, halfway up the trail to Endel's d ade. They were
few, but all carried unsheaD ed, ready weapons.

" Er egar ?"
"Aye, Thunn. Who's with 'ee?"
"Braumdur," hissed a deeper voice. "Wth ny best blade: 'Twill be a pleasure

to let air into the innards of that snake-priest!"

"Aye," Eregar the hunter agreed, feeling his way to his favorite stunmp in
t he darkness. Then he stiffened and | eaned into the night, muttering, "Wo
cones?"

"Narvul ," cane the fierce reply, "with nmy ax!"

"Good. That's all of us. Time to sword this snake of a priest 'fore he has
time to wag his jaws o' ernuch, and turn our wives and |lads into strangers, and

set themto spying on us. | had a bellyful of that last tinme—and this 'Brother
of the Serpent' is far less sly-tongued and handsone than the snakes hissing
at us then. I'lIl be damed by the Three if 1'Il Iet Bowshun be torn apart
again by the likes of him"

"So you shall, indeed," said a new voice, dark laughter in its cold tones.

The four Bowshun nen barely had time to gasp before ale-brown fire bl ossoned
all around them

It it up Marag Spring, and showed the nmen of Bowshun each other frozen in
gasping terror-literally frozen, only their eyes obeying their utnost
straining efforts to nove. Though the brown radi ance was already fading, it
held themlike an iron-hard, unyielding clawand its source was a col d-eyed
man in robes now stepping carefully around trees until he could set foot on
the trail. OQther nen wal ked with him some in Serpent-robes and sone in the
notl ey arnmor of down-at-heel hireswords.

"Fangbrother,"” Scal ed Master Arthroon said in satisfaction, "make ready." A
robed priest snapped orders, and hireswords |unbered forward to each of the
four nmute captives, drew a knife, and | ooked to Arthroon. He nodded and said
flatly, "Now "

Four throats were cut with savage ease, gurgling bodies slunped and toppl ed,
and full darkness returned to the trail.

"Kick theminto the stream" Arthroon said sharply. "Of the trail, every
trace of them The noon's rising, and | want us gone from sight before the
good fol k of Bowshun answer the Serpent's call."

Fangbr ot her Khavan conjured up a glowi ng, floating serpent's head that noved
at his bidding. The Scal ed Master gave it a sour |ook but said no word of
rebuke, as the hireswords bent swiftly to work

By the time they were done, noans of awe and cries of "Look!" were com ng

fromdown the trail. The serpent-head had been seen
"OFf the trail," Arthroon ordered quietly. "Stop as soon as you cross the
spring." Obediently the Serpent-party nelted into the trees.

Col d bl ue noonlight was growi ng steadily stronger, and by its light the
silently watching Serpents saw fol k of Bowshun hasteni ng past the spraw ed,
unseen bodi es of four of their own nen, to reach Endel's d ade and hear the
Serpent's call

Mael ra came out of her scheming with a start. There! A throbbing, a tw nge
of awakened power!

Intruding magic was trying to enter the |argest scrying-crystal she'd
enspelled. It couldn't be Uncle Milthas, for her own covert use of his
smal l est crystal was at this very monent displaying a wavering i mage of him
hurrying up the staircase where Uncle Dol mur hung all those splendid
pai ntings, through veil after veil of Dolmur's strong wards.



She dared not continue that scrutiny for fear of being detected by whoever
was sending this new magic. For a noment she raged—-she rnust hear what Dol nur
said—and then |l et her magic | apse, waiting for the contact she knew woul d
cone. Maelra enptied her mind, seeking calmby holding to a nental picture of
gl owi ng fl anes.

For all her effort at control, she fell into a brief imagining of herself as
a

bal eful rat crouched at a corner where two passage walls met while a guard
cane tramping past. . . and then the contact cane.

The spy was probing all of the crystals, to give hinmsel f—yes, the nind-touch
felt mal e—rany vantage points rather than one, and better chances of hiding
from angry Bowdragons.

It was I ngryl Anbelter, come to spy on the Bowdragon brothers. Triunphantly
Mael ra pounced on his probe, riding rather than challenging it. Inages flooded
into her, and she waited, letting the scenes fl ow over her, doing nothing as
Ambel ter made his own reaching to Miulthas, found the hurrying bl ack-robed
wi zard, and witnessed the entry of the Roaring-Bearded Storminto Dol rmur's
i nner chanmbers. There cane a little lift of excitement in Ambelter then, and
Maelra used it to slip into his linkage, transferring her own spying from
Uncle Multhas to the Spell master.

Then she firmy wthdrew her awareness, returning to herself sweating and
eager. The spell lay ready, witten out for this noment, and she was pl eased
to see that her hand trenbled but little as she reached for it.

It took a noment to dare to whisper the first words of the incantati on—and
then the spell was unfolding, and there was no tine to | ook back, and this was
all so easy.

Alone in a plain and disused cellar of Maransur House in Arlund, Muelra
Bowdr agon fini shed her spell with a flourish, and began to magically trace the
Spel | master of Aglirta back to his lair.

"Lady | ook down, Hawk," Enmbra murmured, putting her hands over both of her
breasts to keep themfromgetting torn by passing hilts or buckles, "not your
anmor! "

" "Twoul d be wiser," Hawkril grow ed, settling heavily back down beside her
in the great bed. Though she couldn't see himproperly in the darkness, nade
all the deeper by the bed draperies, she could hear and feel that he was in
his feast clothes, now adorned with the crisscrossing belts and bal drics of
all of his blades scabbarded to him and his great boots were still on his
feet. "They'll have handbows when they cone for us, if nmy guess is right."

The Lady Silvertree sighed, patted her hip as she thought about how easily a
dart or arrow woul d pierce the | eather breeches covering themor the
still-unbuttoned jack she wore above it, and nmurrured, "And plenty of tinme to
fire them while I"mstill buckling and hoisting up plates and tightening them
around you ..."

"Lass, lass, you make it sound as if | wear nore barding than three horses!
| haven't spells or a Dwnaer-Stone to keep ne safe when traipsing around

St ornbri dge Castle barefoot, |ike you do!"

"I put ny boots on as | was taking the nightgown off," Enmbra told him
teasingly. "I thought you'd be |ooking."

The armaragor snorted. "I was." He half-drew his sword experinmentally and

added, "But for secret doors popping open, and panels sliding to show ne ready
bows, and such, not at your feet—er a pair of boots slung fetchingly around
your neck, either. You | ook marvelous in |eather, mstake me not, but your own
bare hide's far nore to ny liking."

Enbra smiled. Ah, but 'twas nice to be wanted. By the strongest and yet nopst
gentle man in all the Vale, too. "I wonder how long it'll take the senescha
to find nmy guards entranced, and charge in to hack apart the fell sorceress.”

Hawkri |l chuckled. "Well, we're certain to hear it when he does. You left the
usual blast-trap spell as your wel cone?"

"I did," Enbra said a little grimy. "How dare they give us roons apart? And
treat us like prisoners? After donning ny leathers, | put nmy gown back on over



them opened the door to stroll out—and they set steel to me, forbidding ne to
set foot outside ny chanmber doors until escorted out cone norning! Forbidding
me! What do they think 'Overduke' means, anyway?"

" 'Eneny,' probably," Hawkril grunted. "And after all, they'd be right about
that, wouldn't they?"

It was Enbra's turn to snort. "After someone tries to arrowfall us on the
road |ike a brigand, and then threaten and belittle us in converse, and then
feed us poison on our platters, that soneone should hardly expect us to think
of them as anything |l ess."” She sighed, and stroked his arm "I'm sorry, Hawk.
' msquawki ng |i ke a chanbermai d. Even after using the Dwaer twice, | don't
feel right. Sonething's still crawling through me. I... | w sh Sarasper was
here, to heal us all properly.”

"I wish that winter never cane again, and that everyone in all Darsar was so
happy and weal thy that they'd never have to raise sword or ax or hoe, and that
every day woul d have splendid weather, with all tables in every realm
const andy groani ng under the weight of food put there fresh and ready by the
Three wi thout anyone having to sweat in a kitchen," Hawkril replied, "but do
the gods listen to nme?"

"No," Enbra told himdryly, "they' re always too busy listening to Craer. His
tongue provi des endl ess entertai nnent enough." She yawned, and then turned to
bury her nose in the warnth of Hawkril's doubl et and added sleepily, "Wke ne
when the trouble starts.”

Hawkril reached a | ong arm across themboth to pat his lady's behind
af fectionately, and runbled, "To do that, |'d ve had to start slapping and
jostling you when you were about nine—and that's only counting the trouble you
personally started, on purpose.”

"Don't remind ne," the Lady of Jewels nuttered, yawni ng again. "W none of
us get to choose our |ineage, only whether or not we'll be like our parents.
That wasn't nuch of a—

There was a creaking or cracking sound fromone side of the room echoed by
a like sound fromthe other direction

"Under," Hawkril snarled in Enbra's ear in a clear order, giving her a shove
into the darkness. He plunged in the other direction, and Enbra heard the
scrape of his shield being plucked up fromunder the bed. She al nost |ost hold
of the Dwaer in her haste to get under the bed without transfixing herself on
t he dagger on her own belt—and by then, the clash of steel had begun
shockingly loud and very close on Hawkril's side of the bed, and the thunder
of many boots racing toward her was grow ng | oud i ndeed

"Craer!" Tshamarra hissed, rolling himover. "Craer! Speak to ne!"

The snol deri ng man under her hands made a husky, rattling cough, and then
spat something onto the floor and gasped hoarsely, "lI'malive. | think."

The Lady Tal asorn snatched back one of her hands fromhimas his |eathers
beneat h her fingers suddenly flared up into open flanme. She sprang up, whirled
to snatch the ewer of drinking water, and enptied it over him

The result was a |loud hiss, nuch smoke, and a sharper stink than had been
arising fromhimup until then. Craer groaned, and the sound al nost made
Tshamarra miss the scrape of a stealthy footstep in the passage.

She rose, quivering in silent anger, and stepped carefully forward in the
near darkness, as catlike as she knew how Though she coul d hear herself
nmovi ng, the noi se she made was far | ess than the stealthy sounds of someone
advanci ng cautiously along the passage toward her

The Lady Tal asorn noubDi ed an incantation, uttering all but the last word
She had few enough battle-spells left, and several overduchal lives m ght
depend upon not wasting a single one.

Behi nd her, Craer groaned again and rolled over, shedding flakes and ashes
of his scorched | eathers. He reached his hands and knees and swayed t here,
head down and softly spitting curses, arns trenbling in the aftershock of
vi ol ent magic. The stealthy advance in the passage conti nued.

Tshamarra watched with icy eyes, waiting . . . waiting . . .

Sonet hi ng noved am d the darkening snoke still eddying in the nmouth of the



passage, and the sorceress breabDied the |ast word of her spell as tenderly as
any |lover: "Harandreth."

And from her outstretched fingers streaked tiny teardrops of wiggling
flesh, surrounded by their own twinkling trails of force. They flew |ike
vengeful wasps, growing little fanged jaws and dark smudges of eyes as they
went. Plunging into the drifting snoke, they darted and—struck.

A hitherto-hooded | antern crashed into brilliant life as it tunbled, its
bearer staggering back with a hoarse cry and clutching at his face. Sonething
dark and wiggling was gnawi ng at one of his eyes, and he shrieked and tried
to tear it fromhis face. The skin of his cheek bul ged as he tugged—and t hen
his cries sank into desperate, strangled gurgles as another of Tshamarra's
spel | spawn darted into the man's throat, striking as hard as any arrow, and
started its own gnaw ng.

The shattered lantern spilled flam ng oil across the floor, and in its |ight
Tshamarra saw the boots of other stunbling nen—eortahars, a hostler, and a
chanmber knave, still in his livery—behind it. They seemed to have | ost any
ent husi asm for proceedi ng out of the passage as they hacked, tore, and sl apped
at her conjured attackers.

Tshamarra had never found the nore powerful spell that gave the w zard
casting it some of the life force drained by the spellspawn ... so the poison
ragi ng through her mght still bring her death before dawn. Wth that savage
drought bitter in her nmouth, the sorceress hel ped her dazed and burned Craer
to his feet.

He was dying, too, all because they'd taken one road at Oskl odge and not
another. Still, the Dwaer they were seeking and the foe wielding it m ght be
[ urking sonewhere in this cold, hostile castle. Aye, and perhaps Sirl | adies
were wearing their sashes a fingerwidth shorter this nonth, too .

St aggering under Craer's lurching weight, the Lady Tal asorn call ed back one
of her spellspawn to dart ahead of themand light a way to the door. It faded
and flickered, her spell al nost spent-which was why she had to get out of
here, and find Enbra and the Dwaer. It could power the sinpler spells for both
of them and old Blackgult too, if his wits weren't too waveri ng.

The spel |l spawn col |l apsed into sparks and then nothing as they burst out of
Craer's roomtogether, the procurer w ncing and cursing but running nore
steadily now, getting back his bal ance.

"On, Lightfingers," Tshamarra hissed in his ear, dragging himaround to the
right. "We've got to find Hawkril and the rest!"

"Hawk's this way, yes," Gaer gasped. "Blackgult... back behind .. . 'tother
way ..."

They rounded a bend in the passage, and lanplight flickered ahead. Standing
init, waiting with grimsmles and swords drawn, were a dozen cortahars, with
a handful of chanber knaves behind them

"Those who do rmurder in Stornbridge can expect but one fate," one Storn
guard call ed—as they started to stalk forward, in careful, menacing unison

Ezendor Bl ackgult had lived |l ong enough to earn hinself vivid dreans. Dying
faces, stabbing blades, cold battlefield nornings, and sl ender hands cl utching
ready daggers behind wel coming thighs. Al of these were famliar visitors,
frequently shattered with bright Dwaer-fire, renenbered expl osions, and the
hate-filled faces of shouting mages. Nor was the CGolden Giffon any stranger
to com ng awake shouting hinself, in a cold sweat or with a sleeping fur
clutched in his hand as if it were the throat of a hated foe.

But this time the pain seened real, as he was jolted fromdark slunmber by
agony as great as he'd ever felt before, a red tide of burning pain that
brought hi m awake and straining to rise—n a sticky wetness of his own bl ood
enlivened by two snarling faces above him in the glaring light of a lantern

Those faces bel onged to nmen he'd never seen before, but their intent was
cl ear enough. He was staring at the ceiling of his sleeping chanber in
Stornbridge Castle, between the tall and |ancelike cornerposts of his bed—ene
that | acked a canopy, thank the Three, or it'd be aflane right now, and
cooki ng hi m



The intent of the two chanber knaves above Bl ackgult was cl ear because their
hands were on the hafts of the two spears that had pierced right through
hi mene fromeither side; orderly fellows—+o pin himto the bed.

The el dest baron of Aglirta, and sonetime Regent of the Realm could only
withe as they | aughed and bore down. Already he was both nunb and afire, red
msts of pain threatening to overwhelmhimentirely.

"Bring that |anp herel" soneone snapped fromthe foot of the bed, as Ezendor
Bl ackgul t sl apped his hands agai nst the two spearshafts, and fought to cl ose
trenbling fingers around them They glistened with his own gore; his hands
slipped, and then slipped again. He funbled his way higher up the shafts as
the | anp bobbed around fromhis right to somewhere beyond his knees.

"Ah, the great Giffon struggles,” the sane voice gloated. "Fitting. Let him
t he struggling, knowi ng the Serpent has collected his life at last!"

A head came into view above Bl ackgult's knees—a bald, cruel head, of a man
who stood with the cow of his serpent-adorned robes thrown back. A small,
vertical coiling serpent was branded on one of his cheeks; it gave his snmile a
crooked appearance. The man was smling now, as he slowy drew a wavy-bl aded
dagger and held it up to the light for Blackgult to see.

Bl ood was flooding into Blackgult's nmouth. One way or another, this would
end soon. He'd accurnulated a few little tricks and magi cal gewgaws down t he
years, but nothing he could reach now, unless

He tried to shove hinmsel f up off the bed, and | earned two things: that great
pain can force an overduke to instantly retch and spew blood and bile into the
faces of anyone close above him and that his left side wasn't pinned to the
bed. That was the side where his boots stood, if someone hadn't noved them
and a sheath inside one of those boots held a very slimchance of taking his
slayers down with him

The chamber knave drenched in Blackgult's spew npbaned in disgust and tried
to back away, his weight |eaving his spear—but the Serpent-priest struck him
hard across the shoul ders, and snapped, "Let go, and diel!

In the hand that wasn't wall oping servants, the priest still held his
dagger. He smled down at Blackgult, turned the blade with |eisurely slowness
until its point nmenaced the pinioned overduke's breast, and then sl ow y—very

sl ow y—st abbed down.

That glittering point was nmoving far too slowy to pierce skin; the man nust
mean to slice away Bl ackgult's silken nightshirt, and | ay bare the overducha
chest for another thrust.

But no. As the bl ade descended, it seemed to withe, ripple, and grow,
twisting into ... a silver-hued snake-head, whose fanged jaws opened to bite!

Ezendor Bl ackgult was not a man to surrender to any fate. He caught hold of
the two spearshafts as high up as he could, and with a sudden jerk—and
agoni zed roar—of effort, he pulled the two enbedded spears toward each ot her

The chamber knaves hol di ng them st aggered, gave startled exclamations, and
t hen crashed together, shoulder to shoulder, with the priest's arm caught
bet ween them

The Servant of the Serpent screamed, his ringers springing open, and the
snake- headed dagger spun away to clang off a wall nearby.

Now. It had to be now Sobbing, Ezendor Bl ackgult kicked the servant on the
left off one spear, plucked it forth fromhinmself, and smashed it across the
face of the other chanber knave. Bl ood spurted as a nose broke, and the
servant roared and staggered back, |eaving Blackgult free to heave hinself
upward, and . . . tear . . . bloodily free of the bl ood-soaked bed.

The pain drove himto his knees, the world whirling around himin a yell ow
mst...

Shuddering, with one spear still through himand his hands like Iinp dead
t hi ngs, Blackgult felt for his boots—and nmanaged to knock t hem over.

"Lady, smile upon ne," he snarled, reaching again. "Od One, aid ne..."

He tried to get his fingers inside a boot, and fail ed.

"Dark One, smite ny foe," he prayed, trying—and failing—again.

Across the room the Serpent-priest wept and danced in pain, clutching at a



fl oppi ng hand that bespoke a shattered forearm

"Aid, fools! Aid, or taste the curse of the Serpent!" he spat, but the other
servants crowded into the bedchanmber doorway—and a hitherto-hi dden door, where
a section of the paneled wall stood open across the room-hung back, gaping,
swords and daggers forgotten in their hands.

The third time, Blackgult got his fingers into a boot and felt. . . the hilt
of the little dagger he kept sheabi ed there. Horns of the Lady! The wong
boot; his flask of healing was in the other one!

Across the room the Serpent-priest swayed, murrmuring a healing spell upon
hi nsel f, and Bl ackgult saw what lay right at the man's booted feet: that
snake- dagger .

Heal i ng-for both of them-would just have to wait. The CGolden Giffon plucked
forth his bootfang, hefted the spear until he got its far end up off the
floor, and |l aunched hinself into a lunmbering run across the chanber.

Wat ching servants murnmured as the butt of the spear caught the Servant of
the Serpent lowin the ribs, ruining his spell and slanming himinto the wall.
The pain of the inpact made Bl ackgult scream or chokingly try to scream
and he went to one knee, the yellow m sts flooding in again. Through them he
dimy saw the priest snatch up the snake-head dagger in his unhurt hand, and
glare at Blackgult, his eyes flat with hatred. "Now," he spat, "you're going

to dieln And he launched hinself into a run across the room

The overduke staggered to his feet, turned away fromthe onrushing
Serpent—and then at just the right time swung around to face him bringing the
spear butt into the priest's path again.

The Servant of the Serpent dodged aside to keep fromrunning onto the spear
Bl ackgult kept on turning until the priest was running al ong the bl oody
spearshaft, raising his armto reach out and stab

Bl ackgul t feigned faintness, bending his knees in a sagging that forced the
priest to reach farther and farther—and left his wist open to the sudden
sl ash of Bl ackgult's bootfang dagger

It nust have burned like fire. The fingers flew open, the snake-head dagger
spun away again, and the Serpent-priest opened his mouth to screamin pain.

Bl ackgult turned that shriek into a feeble bubbling with his backswi ng,
sl ashing open a holy throat with the tip of his bootfang.

Then he turned away, not waiting to see the priest fall, and staggered back
across the roomto where his other boot |lay. Wite-faced servants shrank back
from himand the bobbi ng, bl oody spear he wore, and when the Golden Giffon's
nunb fingers cane up fromthe boot carefully cradling a vial—-a vial that
gl owed when he pulled the stopper with his teeth-there was a general cry of
fear, and the roomenptied in a thunder of booted feet.

Ezendor Bl ackgult carefully drank down the icy-cold liquid to the last drop
It sooDied |ike velvet, cutting through the fire, and gave himthe strength he
needed, sweating and reeling, to tug the spear out of hinself. Sitting down
heavily on the bed as it fell, his own blood fountaining after it, he stared
dazedly at the walls. Everything was growi ng dark as the yellow m sts receded

Dul Iy he wat ched the snake- headed dagger turn back into an ordinary bl ade
agai n.

"Enbra, if | die, go on to glory! Blackgult is yours, or Hawk's if you
prefer, and may the Three protect you both," he gasped, tasting nore bl ood and
wondering if this healing would be enough ... and if he'd taken it in tine.

Enbra rolled and tw sted desperately under the bed, trying to get her |egs
under her and nove away fromthe edge-—where dark swordpoints were already
st abbi ng hungrily down through the straw mattress, |ike fangs reaching for her
face. The front of her jack was still unbuttoned, leaving only light silk over
her breasts and nothing over her throat—the dangling gorget kept bangi ng
agai nst her neck as she roll ed—and she had to nove fast. A monent nore and
they'd be sure her side of the bed was enpty, and be boundi ng up and across it
to stab Hawk from behi nd.

"Back!" she snarled, nore to focus her will than out of any need to incant,



and called on the Dwmaer furiously, thrusting all living things away from her
as hard as she could. There were startled shouts and wavering, fearful cries,
and the thuds and scrapes of boots ended abruptly—enly to be replaced by neaty
t huds of bodies striking walls and doors and each other. This din was
enlivened by a few shrill shrieks as nmen were inpal ed on the weapons of

others, or laid open by blades they were tunbling past.

Enbra set her teeth and rem nded herself that she hadn't wanted this
vi ol ence, any of it, and would just as soon dwell in an Aglirta where she'd
never have to lay hand on a Dwaer, and men had better things to do than
swagger around by night putting their blades through sl eeping guests.

Bearing down with her will, she held the unseen nen where they were, al
around the chanmber, and called on the Dwaer to do a second thing at the sane
time. She was getting better at this. Slowy. What she wanted was to hurl the
bed above her over on its side, freeing her to stand up, and that was such a
simlar force as she was al ready hol di ng unl eashed that she thought she could
manage it. To call on the Dwaer in this way she nust have cast spells that

wor ked very sinilar effects in the past, so as to recall just howit felt.
Recapture that feeling closely enough, and the Dwaer-result would copy the
| ong-gone spell. Luckily, hurling things about was sonething every novice
sorceress did, in her earliest days of working brutish "shove at the world"

spel | s.

The bed whirled up and crashed against a wall on the side away from Hawkril,
its posts splintering with | oud crashes. Judging by the thunder of its inpact,
men had been standing on it when its violent journey began—but as none of them
coul d have been Hawkril, she cared not a whit.

Enbra stood up, cradling the Danaer, and fromall sides canme little nmpans of
fear. Some radiance had | eaked fromthe Stone in her use of it, and now
outlined her in a softly flickering halo. Fromend to end of the Vale nen
heard tales of the Lady of jewels, and here she was, ampng them Frowni ng.

Enbra breaDi ed deeply, feeling the magic flow ng through her that kept al
of these armed and furious nmen notionl ess against the walls. Now to do
somet hing harder: cause the air to glow, to nmake her bedchanmber as bright as
day and show her where Hawk was, as well as all their foes.

Maki ng an object emt radi ance—what old grinmbires called a "cold torch"—waas
easy, a magic mastered early by woul d-be wi zards: it needed only the right
visual i zation and incantation, and a flane to "drink." The Dwaer could replace
fuel and conjuration, if she could hold a "m nd seeing" of the brightness,

t hus.

Slowy, in a silent, rippling wave, the air grew bright. The Lady Silvertree
saw her bel oved right away, and Hawkril managed a wink to tell her he was
unhurt. The shuddering of his neck and shoulders told her how nmuch it had cost
himto twist his head around so she could see his face. Around hi mand trapped
between him and the wal | —aere seven or so nmen of Storn. Dozens nore were
pl astered against the walls on all sides: chanber knaves in livery, men in
pl ai ner garb bearing Stornbridge shoul der - badges—verderers and st abl ehands,
per haps—and fully arnmored cortahars with the scarl et hawks perched on gil ded
bri dge-arches of Stornbridge bright upon their breasts. Al of them had bl ades
in their hands, and were staring silently at her in fear and hatred.

"Overduke Hawkril Anharu should be flattered, | suppose,” she murrmured. "So
many of you, all come to claimhis |ife—ust one poisoned, sleeping noble.
Whereas |'mthe surprise sent by the Three to twi st your scheme awy, as so
often befalls in life. Al of you cane here seeking to take the Iife of the
man | love, and | can't trust any of you not to try to take it again.
Wherefore 1'll now end yours."

She strode to where Hawkril was, turned her back on himto face the rest of
the room closed her eyes, and silently told the Dwaer what to do.

The force holding the nen against the walls was reversed—viol ently—and t hen
reversed yet again. Bodies slamred together in the center of the roomwth
| oud smacki ng sounds, clangs of netal, deep thuds, and one ragged cry. Then
they were hurled back against the walls w th another crash.



Agai n. Bodi es sl amred together, some still-conscious men having the sense to
throw away their blades. Swords clattered to the floor here and there, but
there were nore grunts and sobs of pain as the Storn nen sl ammed together once
nor e.

Many of the bodies leaving the walls this time hung linp, senseless, or
broken of |linmb. Mre of them nade wet or cracking sounds when they tasted the
stone walls once nore.

Har d- f aced, Enbra hurled them again, and again. Her gorge was rising, but
this was war, and she didn't want a man still able to stand or bend a bow or
t hrow a dagger when she rel eased Hawk and the seven Storn men trapped with
him Again. And again.

Many of the forms were shapel ess now, and trailed blood as they went. Mre
and nore of them slunped, not responding to her magic .. . which nmeant that
they rmust no | onger be l|iving.

Enbra Silvertree drew in a tremul ous, unhappy breath, strode to the center
of the roomw th the Dwaer ready in her hand, and ended her nmgic. She stood
somewhat off to one side of Hawkril, and as he staggered away fromthe wall,
she sent a gout of fire in front of hi mwashing over the groaning Storn nen
foll ow ng him

There were a few screans and struggles fromw thin those flanes, but npst of
the nmen toppled w thout a sound, bl azing.

When Enbra and Hawkril were the only noving things left in the room the
armaragor turned to his lady and murnured, "My thanks for ny life, Em Rem nd
me, please, never to get you really angry."

Enbra stared at him white-faced and trenbling—and then flung herself into
his arms, sobbing bitterly. Hawk held and rocked her gently as she wept,
turning her slowy around and around—-so as to look in turn through each of the
si x open doorways he could see, for any signs of nore attackers. He'd known
about only two of those doors when getting into bed.

The Dwaer, pressed between them was hard and cool. Hawkril stole a hand up
under it to make sure it didn't fall when they did draw apart—and di scovered
that one of Enbra's hands was cl enched around the Stone as tightly as any
beast's claw could grip.

The touch of his fingers on it made her draw back in alarmand glare at
hi mand then dissolve into fresh tears, and enbrace himall the nore fiercely.
Hawkril let her cry while his eyes roved about the chanber. H's arnor there
and there, his boots over yonder beside the shattered, facedown w eckage of a
war drobe with two crushed servants spraw ed half out fromunder it, and a
bl ade Em coul d probably heft over there, by the splintered weckage of the
bed.

When his | ady nastered her tears, Hawkril said gently, "Lady Silvertree,
"tis best we be going. W nust find the other overdukes and make a stand
together. Stand ready with the Stone whilst | salvage what we need, and think
you on whi ch doorway we should | eave this place by."

Enbra gul ped, sniffed furiously, gul ped again, and nodded. Her face was as
white as moonlit snow, but she managed a | opsided weck of a snile when he
| ooked at her.

Hawkril gripped her shoul der reassuringly for a noment, and then hurried to
his task, holding out his breastplate to her in the space of three breaths.
"Hand nme the Dwaer, and start buckling."

He stood patiently through the wild, helpless flood of |laughter and fresh
tears that foll owed—-and for that, Enbra knew, she woul d al ways | ove him

She buckl ed and tightened and adjusted as fast as she coul d, heedl ess of cut
or pinched fingers. For his patience and his kindness, nost of all, she so
| oved this great bear of a nan



| mpressi ng Overdukes to Death

Wake up, ny lord!"

The voi ce above the candl e was insistent and young. The Tersept of
St ornbri dge knuckl ed his eyes and grow ed, "What is it? Get that flane out of
nmy eyes, man!"

"CGet up! The castle's under attack!"

" The—what ?

"The overdukes are slaughtering your people, Lord-up and down the passages.
They're setting fire to things, too! You' re needed—before they bring al
St ornbri dge Castle down on our heads!"

Lord Stornbridge spat out a heartfelt curse and rolled to a sitting
position, running a hand through the matted nmess of his hair and recoiling
fromwhat he sawin his bedside mrror. A sword-hilt was suddenly thrust
between himand his reflection—a famliar sword-hilt. H s own.

"Your sword, sir," the servant said unnecessarily.

The tersept looked at it and then peered at the man, eyes narrow ng.
"Where're Alais and Jhaundra? | don't know you!"

The face of the man hol ding out the sword to himrippled and changed, and in
quite a different—and rmuch col der-voice its owner said, "Ch, but you do."

St ornbri dge wi nced. "Fangbrother Maurivan!"

"The sane," the Serpent-priest said coldly. "Now get up, strip down, and
stand away fromyour bed, or this'll hurt even nore than it should!"

"What will?"

"Move! "

St ornbri dge noved. He'd heard that tone of voice only twi ce before from
Mauri van, and each tine, nen had died for disobedience, or |ack of
anticipation, or for being a trifle too slow

When he was standing shivering in the darkness—for the priest stood between
himand the lone, flickering candl e-+he Fangbrother snapped, "Arns out! Legs
apart!"

"What're you-?"

"Silence!™

A moment | ater, this furious order was joined by the words, "And stand stil
unl ess you want to be nmai ned!"

Fri ghtened now, the tersept managed to keep still, save for sone
uncontrol l able trenbling. He nanaged to continue to do so even when he saw t he
pi eces of his own arnmor drifting toward himfrom various di mcorners of the
room floating along as if they could fly, and see. Maurivan's magic, of
cour se.

The Serpent-priest stood silently watching as plates clacked and skirled
into place, buckles did thenselves up, and boots thudded to the floor in an
unspoken command, right in front of the tersept's bare feet. He stepped into
them sweating in his arnor—and wi ncing as his noverments made nmetal dig into
hi m here and there. He'd never worn his arnor w thout any of its underpaddi ng
before, and it hung | oose and awkward on his body. Rattling, pinching—and

shar p.
He tried not to let his irritation—and a small, nounting worm of fear—show,
as Fangbrot her Maurivan held out the sword again, scabbard and all, and his

baldric, with its usual four daggers, cane flying silently up

"I"mready," Lord Stornbridge snhapped, putting up his hand to catch his
flying hel mbefore it could do sonething painful to him trying to get itself
down over his head.

"Wher e—2"

"The Lornsar's Forechanber."

"Ryethrel ? You' ve awakened him too? Then why couldn't he—=2"

"He's dead, that's why. He led a foolish attack on the one they call Hawk,
and died with all the others, spattered around the walls of the bedchanber you
put that man-nountain in. That bitch he beds keeps her Dwaer ready, and wastes



no tine inusing it."

The tersept opened his mouth to say sonething, found his mnd enpty, and
settled for clapping down his visor instead, and starting the painful tranp
out of his roomand down the stairs toward the |ornsar's roons.

He didn't bother to | ook and see if Maurivan was acconpanying him
St ornbri dge had no doubt that wherever he went and whatever he did, the priest
woul d be watching. He'd | ong suspected that the Fangbrother's eyes were al ways
upon him

That was no nore reassuring a thought now than it had ever been

'‘Just a little farther," Tshamarra gasped, hauling at Craer with all her
strength. He groaned and sagged back down a step. A hard-thrown sword cl unked
agai nst the paneled wall not far to his left, and the procurer snarled a
pai n-w acked curse and clawed his way up to join her, as nmore shouts canme from
bel ow.

They'd fl ed down one stair and then back up another, with cortahars in
pursuit. Tshamarra had no spells left worth thinking about—she could conjure
light, and work a minor illusion to make one face | ook |ike another, and that
was about it—and Craer was failing fast.

The | ower passage, where the two sorceresses had been given roons, was
craw i ng with dozens of cortahars, armsnen, and chanber knaves who held their
weapons awkwardly and | ooked like they'd rather be in bed several towers
di stant.

That left two overdukes on the run with rather slender choices. They'd fled
back up here, after sending nost of the castle men pounding of f down the
passage in pursuit of a false Craer and Tshamarra spun with the best Tal asorn
illusion spell she had.

The cortahars waiting outside Hawk's roomwere still there, and Craer had
stopped a swordpoint in his shoulder while killing two of them to wn
Tshamarra tine to yank open doors enough to find stairs up

That had sent the two youngest overdukes staggering along in the noonlight
and gl oom of an unfam liar upper level, trying to stay ahead of these few but
persistent Storn bl ades—and wonderi ng how pai nful their fate would be when
dawn cane and the rest of the castle woke up.

More doors had been opened, a few snoring servants awakened, and this | atest
stair found. It led farther up still, hopefully to some turret they could
barricade thensel ves in.

Tshamarra no | onger nmuch cared. She felt as if fire was raging inside her

Sweat was pouring off her so swiftly now that her boots were filling with it,
and its flow had brought nunmbness, a drowsy |ack of caring overnmuch about
anyt hi ng, and, under all, a growing anger. A wath unlike her own sharp and

sudden tenpers, but dark and hot and deep, rising |ike an incomng tide. She
could taste it at the back of her throat now, and wondered what woul d becone
of her when it rose to overwhel m her

Behi nd them came a sudden strangled cry, as if someone had suddenly felt a
sword slide right up through him and didn't know what to do. Tshamarra | ooked
back, conjuring light to see bhy.

That was exactly what had made that sound. A dying cortahar was sliding
l[inply down the steps as Overduke Bl ackgult, every inch the dark and sardonic
ol den Griffon despite being covered in dried blood fromboots to throat,
wi thdrew a glistening sword fromthe man's backsi de.

Behi nd Bl ackgult, Enmbra stood | ooking up at her, Dwaer in hand. "You're
readily traceabl e when you use magic," the Lady Silvertree called, "but you
nove too fast to be easily caught up to."

"Craer's hurt," Tshamarra called back. "Badly."

"We're coining up, lass,"” Hawkril runbled, from sonewhere below. "Wrry not.
The Giffon here was gutted |ike a half-butchered stag when we found hi mand
he's whol e now. "

Tshamarra | ooked down at Bl ackgult's face, as wet with sweat as her own, and
said quietly, "Or not, as that poison may have it."

Bl ackgult clinbed the steps to her. "Enbra took care of the poison, but yes,



| can see you're suffering the same taint or sickness | am Sone advice: Don't
ask her to try and cure you with the Dwaer unless you like feeling like you're
bei ng roasted on a spit—en fire inside and out."

"Leavi ng you as before, when it passes?"

Bl ackgult nodded. "As you see. Now, let's look at this lad of yours." He
bent and sniffed. "Smells cooked."

Tshamarra snorted. "Some conforting elder you are.”

"Lass, | leave that to Hawkril and ny daughter, who're anmpong the best
conforters in the realm I'mmnore your grim bitter old man whose dark rutting
past is catching up with him"

"Ch? Can | watch?"

Bl ackgult gave her a wolfish grin. "Ch, you'll live a while yet—+f you don't
say the right smart words to the wong person, that is.”

Enbra knelt over the procurer sprawl ed on the steps, and then | ooked at
Tshamarra. "Leave off fooling with ny father, now, and hold Craer. He may buck
and tw st—Father, take his feet—and I want you with ne, to feel and see what |
do. If your own sickness starts to twi st things, and | order you away, break
of f touching any of us just as fast as you know how " Wthout turning her
head, she asked, "Hawk?"

"Standi ng guard,"” cane the calmreply. "No Storn swords in sight yet."

Enbra sighed. "They'll find us soon enough." She bent her will, her |ong
dark hair stirred around her as if plucked by a wind no one felt, and the
Dwaer rose an inch or so fromher palmand started to spin.

Tshamarra hastily let her light spell |apse as the Stone tugged at it,
glowing with its own brightening fire—and Craer suddenly | eaped under her
hands.

"Hold him" Enbra snapped, as the procurer made a sound that was hal f-gasp
and hal f-sob, and wri Di ed under her. Wthout hesitation, she flung herself
atop himlike a farmlass westling a pig, clutching the Dwaer in both hands
and using her el bows, knees, and thighs to try to keep hi m down.

Tshamarra ducked her head to avoid Enbra's boots and clung to Craer's
shoul ders, biting her lip as she saw Bl ackgult being battered back and forth
by violently kicking feet.

And then, as suddenly as it had begun, the spasm ended, and Craer was
smling up at them "Mre, nore! Cothes off, Lady of Jewels, and let ne enjoy
this properly!™"

"He's better," Hawkril observed, as Tshamarra dealt the procurer an
af fectionate slap and he grinned unrepentantly up at her

"Up, Craer," Enbra ordered crisply, clanbering off him "Your |ady needs
you—tis her turn."

Tshamarra barely had tinme to blink before Craer sprang up and over her, to
clutch her wists as Bl ackgult pounced on her ankl es—and Enbra called on the

Dwaer agai n.

"You ... you know," Tshamarra gasped, as she bucked and twi sted and tried to
speak without biting her own tongue, "we'd be lost without this thing. |I hope
it has no limts we'll ever find ... W've been . . . calling on it heavily
enough ..."

Then white fire seened to stormthrough her, and she lost all neans of
speech or sight for a monment, as fire clained her

When she coul d see again, shuddering and drenched with her own sweat, Enbra
was saying gravely, "I hope so, too, because our only hope to see the norrow
is for us to stand together now, so we three can all source our spells in the
power of the Stone. Craer and Hawkril must be our merry warriors again,
guardi ng our fronts and backs—and no cl ever comments, please, Craer."

Over duke Del nbone | ooked mournful. "None? Not even a little one?"

"No," Blackgult and Hawkril said in sudden unison

"Gve the ladies a rest, Longfingers," the armaragor added. "They've got to
be thinking of spells and the Iike, not your jests, or we'll never get through
all this creeping around in the dark." He | ooked at Enbra, and added, "This
stair nust end in a turret—a trap for us if there're Serpent-priests or



wi zards about, 1'mthinking."

The Lady Silvertree nodded. "Agreed. You and Fat her work out where we go and
what we do; you know castles better than the rest of us."

"If we're trying to just stay alive," Blackgult put in, "getting to the
battl ements so you can spelljunmp us out of here would be the best schene—

t hough dangerous in itself, given cortahars with bows standi ng ni ghtguard."

"I heard an '"if' there," Tshamarra murnured, flexing her hands and wonderi ng
what could be wong with her to nake her feel so hot again, this soon after
bei ng Dwaer - heal ed.

Bl ackgult smiled. "Yes. W can try nmuch nore than that. If we find Lord
Stornbridge, we won't be far fromalso finding any Serpent-priests lurking in
this town or keep, if there are any at all."

"We' || probably have to wade through all of the rest of these Storn-heads to
get to the tersept,"” Craer said darkly.

"So, what're we waiting for?" Hawkril grow ed. "Even if we're still hacking
down seneschal s and tersept's chanpi ons when the sun cones up, we'll have

acconpl i shed sonet hing."

"So we go back down this stair,"” Blackgult said, "slay anyone we neet who
waves a sword at us—and put to sleep anyone running to raise the al arm about
our whereabouts. If we keep noving, stay out of places where we can be
cornered, and lead thema nerry dancing tour around their own castle, |I'd say
we can do fair damage to the ranks of Storn swordsnmen before we're done. If
you think you see a Serpent-priest, cry it out wthout delay."

"Ah," Enbra said with a sigh that was only half-nmocking. " '"Tis so nice to
have cl ear orders and a plan."

"Careful,” her father warned sardonically. "That |love of clear direction is
what's let evil nen rule large parts of Aglirta these last fifty sumrers or
so. "

Enbra stuck out her tongue at Blackgult. Surprisingly, he returned the
pl easantry, as he foll owed Hawkril down the stairs.

"They may be clumsy fools in Stornbridge," Lord of the Serpent Hanenhat her
observed, "but thankfully, the poisons of our faith are neither foolish nor
clumsy. | suspect Aglirta is short a few overdukes by now "

Brot her Landrun chuckled tentatively. Hanenhather's tenper had been chancy
these | ast few days, and his hands were raised to weave a spell right now.

"Begone, |ongfangs," the Serpent-lord said crisply, as a gl ow of quickening
magi c outlined his fingers, "and arise, Lady of Jewels. An Enbra Silvertree,
Landrun, far nore biddable to ny will than the real one will ever deign to
be. "

Landrun watched the furry, wolf-headed beast dwindle into a slender, shapely
human woman. Nude and pl acid, she blinked at themin blank bafflement, and the
Serpent-1lord rubbed his chin and said, "Those eyes seem wong, yes—ho fire
behind them Yet."

He raised his hands again. "Drag yon wench into the next room before you go
and fetch the rock-cat, Landrun. W don't want it gnawi ng on our |ovely
sorceress, do we?"

"Fetch the rock-cat, Lord?"

"Yes, Brother. Let it chase you in here, and then get out of the way—unl ess
you want me to transformyou into that little thief of the overdukes. Not nore
than two bites for the rock-cat, though, by ny reckoning."

Landrun cast a quick glance at the Lord of the Serpent. Hanenhat her was
smling faintly, as usual

"\Where now, Father?" Enbra gasped, as they drew breath at the head of a
stair nowlittered with bl eeding Storn bodies.

"Aye," Tshamarra agreed, panting. "We're listening with interest."

"Li stening, aye, but heedi ng?" Bl ackgult replied. "Now that would be rare
and bright. Hearken, then: W go to the end of this passage and through the
tower beyond, thence to the north gatetower, and descend it—-by the servant's
stair, not the grander one guards use. Then we doubl e back al ong the ground
floor and go hunting Serpent-priests. Above all, keep together."



Tshamarra frowned. "Wat north gatetower? | don't—=

"First rule upon entering an unfamliar castle," Hawkril rapped out. "Look
how it lies, and keep track of where you go, within."

Tshamarra sighed. "Things were much sinpler before | cane to Aglirta. Hold
out hand, accept what servant puts into it, and nove on."

"And that's just how kings get slain, here in the Vale," Craer told her

She roll ed her eyes in response, and pointed at Blackgult. "So we do as you
suggest. Let's nove!"

"Ah, at last" Blackgult and Hawkril said, nore or less in unison—and then
traded | ooks of surprise, foll owed by chuckl es.

Tshamarra | ooked di sgusted. "Men." "No," Enmbra corrected her. "Boys."

Their first guardpost was a drowsy, half-asleep armsnan who cane awake in
sudden alarmas Craer jerked his spear sharply out of his hands, sending him
spraw i ng—and Hawkril thoughtfully plucked up a couch every bit as |large as
the guard and dropped it on the man.

He groaned once, twi sted, and then sighed into sensel essness beneath it. The
overdukes were already racing on, through the door on the far side of the
guar droom and al ong anot her passage.

This way, at the narrowi ng end of Stornbridge Castle, had no half-towers on
its courtyard side, and its wall of w ndows |let an ocean of bright silver
nmoonl i ght into the room That cold radi ance highlighted sone frowning
portraits of presunably dead fornmer owners of Stornbridge, none of which so
much as noved-let al one attacked-as the overdukes ran past.

Then came anot her door, unguarded this tine, and entry into the gate-tower,
where voices coming up its two stairwells—which | acked doors of their own,
opening directly into the chanber they now crouched i n—+told the suddenly
cauti ous overdukes that folk were awake and about.

"Look, Chal ance," an exasperated voice was saying. "If they try to flee,
they have to come to South Tower, Storn Tower, or here. | can't see
hi gh- and- m ghty overdukes willingly plunging off battlements or bursting
t hrough wi ndows to plunge into the noat—or can | see themgetting all the way
around the castle to the other gatetower wi thout word comng to us, and every
cortahar we have being flung against them first. So they' |l be along, fear
you not. Qur task is to wait with our bows, keeping quiet and out of sight,
firing when we see the chance and only when we see a chance, until the bl ood
price of comng down this stair is so high that they take the other one—nto
the arns of the priests. We're to try to | eave one of the ladies alive but
unabl e to cast spells—break her wists and fingers, or cut out her tongue, or
suchl i ke. The Chanpi on was nost insistent about that."

"My, what a surprise," Enbra nuttered sarcastically. "He was the one
want ed anot her |ong | ook at, too."

"I'f I'd been mounting this guard,” Tshanmarra whispered into Enbra's ear
"I'"d have put a spying eye up here, so they can see our arrival and which
stair we take."

"Serpent-priests have a pet spell that hunts the spying eyes of others, so
they think everyone el se does the sane,"” Enbra breabi ed back, falling silent
and using the Dwaer to nmind-talk. "There'll be an eye somewhere, all right—y
bet 'tis above the other side of yon arch, to warn the priests if we use their
stair. | don't think they care what happens to the archers—and the archers
know it."

"And so?" Craer asked, touching Tshamarra's hand to join the silent
di scussi on.

"River of flame down the archers' stair, all of us screamlike we're in
agony, and then quick and qui et back out through that door and close it
qui etly—and wait for themto come to us."

Bl ackgult shook his head. "Good plan if there weren't dozens of Storn
crawl i ng around the castle behind us. 1'd say we send a fal se Dwaer flying
down the priest's stair, our own spying eye after it, but give a gout of flane
up above the arch first to take out their spying eye. Then Hawk with shield up
and Enbra behind himdown the archer's stair, flame at every turn in it to



take out bows before they can fire. Get to the bottom big rolling fireball
and then back up to join us and we go down the priest's stair after all
knowi ng how many priests are waiting to hurl doomat us. Keep | ooking at the
ceiling, Hawk and Craer—Serpents love to use a spell that drops biting snakes
on heads."

"Ugh. | hate snakes in ny hair," Tshamarra announced, in a mind-voice so
firmthat several of her conpani ons w nced.

"Agreed?" Blackgult asked. Their mnd-touch flared with accord, and they
hast ened.

The priests' eye was just where Enbra had thought it would be. It vani shed
in an instant, to the acconpani ment of shouts from bel ow—shouts that rose into
an excited crescendo when the Dwaer-Stone sailed into view Spells and hurled
weapons surrounded it in a cloud, snarled orders making it clear that at |east
one Serpent believed an invisible Enbra was flying and hol ding a Stone she
couldn't hide with magi c—and by then flames were roaring on the other stair,
and archers were running up its steps and firing before they had anyone to
shoot at and then boundi ng down and away again, just to avoid the fate of
sudden fire rolling over them

"Behol d, tower stairs," Blackgult gasped, after what seened an eternity of
runni ng and slaying later. "Up or down, |ads and | asses?"

"Down, " Craer grow ed, hefting bl ood-drenched daggers.

"Up," Enbra panted, "because it gives us nore choices of ways on, and
because the Serpents will be up high. Priests prefer to be above, | ooking
down, in command. You're a thief, and so think of skulking-"

"Lady Silvertree! 'Procurer,' please!" Craer protested, in mmcry of a
scandal i zed matron. "Agreed: up 'tis."

"Where we'll meet themteeth to teeth,” Blackgult said in satisfaction
get our first strike at our real foes."

"Conjure a shield first," Tshamarra panted. "One for each of us, to float
and flank Hawk's real one. There may be bows ready."

Enbra nodded, and they hurried up the stairs with unseen shields shi mering
bef ore them

The uppernpst passage was deserted, but the Lady of Jewels urged them on
"I'f we can get to yonder roomfirst and make ready by its doors, they'll be
com ng through in haste, thanks to all the fires we've set, and we can—

The door at the far end of the passage burst open, and armaragors in ful
battl e arnmor clanked hastily through, swords out. Seven—no, eight—knights,
with shields at the ready, formng a neat, practiced—and nenaci ng-wall. Craer
whi stl ed and grinned. "A proper fight at last!"

"Enbra! Shields high, on edge, and fly themforward," Tshanmarra hi ssed. "W
m ght just be able to break a Serpent-worshi ppi ng neck!"

The Lady of Jewels replied with a smile and nod, as Bl ackgult and Craer
hurried to flank Hawkril, and the two groups of arnored nen hastened to neet
each ot her.

Comi ng through the door behind the Storn armaragors, as the overdukes had
expected, were the Tersept's Champion, in gleanmngly magnificent arnmor, and a
haught y-1 ooki ng man in robes adorned with wiggling serpent designs. Chanpion
Phel dane drew his sword with a flourish and stood guard before the priest, who
rai sed his hands dramatically and began to intone a |loud, slowincantation.

"Lady | ook down, he's trying to inpress us to death," Tshamarra nurmnured.
Enbra chuckl ed at that as their unseen shields flashed over Pheldane's
shoulders ... and struck the priest's throat, edge-on, fromtwo directions at
once.

They did not behead the man—quite—but broke his neck in an instant, |eaving
a gurgling head to loll on suddenly bl ood-spattered shoul ders, ere the corpse
t oppl ed headl ong.

It struck Pheldane's arm and he whirl ed, aghast-at about the same tine as
Tshamarra snatched the magic of the invisible shields into a new spell, using
the Dwmaer to send lightning crackling through the Storn armaragors, a step or
two before their swords reached the trio of overdukes.

and



Hawkril and Bl ackgult sprang back, swearing, but the Lady Tal asorn's spel
had been precise: their foes were still alive—barely—but quite helpless. To a
man, the Storn armaragors crashed to the passage floor and lay there,
twi tching uncontrollably.

"Safe to proceed?" Craer called. Tshamarra shouted reassurance, and the
t hree overdukes rushed over the stricken knights to confront Phel dane, who
licked his Iips, backed away, and then turned to flee.

Craer raced past him eluding a wicked side thrust as he went, and spun in
mdair to fetch up barring the door with his blade raised. "lIs this a
Tersept's Chanpion | see before nme?" he taunted. "Or a craven coward?"

Phel dane snarl ed and hacked at him furiously. He must hew down this little
thi ef before the two arnored overdukes reached him and get out that door

Craer deflected one mghty blow The force of the next bent the procurer's
parrying bl ade and drove himto the floor, where he overbal anced onto his
back. The glittering point of the Chanpion's bl ade drew back to sl ay.

The procurer beneath it kicked out at the Chanpion's |egs before Phel dane
could skewer him The Chanpion staggered, roaring in rage, and al nost fell on
his face atop Craer—but caught the door handl e as he toppled forward.
Gathering his great strength, he plucked the door open, crashing it hard into
Craer's shoul der.

It was Craer's turn to roar, as bones splintered and the door drove him
hel pl essly across the floor. The Chanpi on wasted no time on trying to slay his
foe, but tranpled the procurer in a frantic rush to get out and away and-

Hawkril Anharu's diving | unge caught Phel dane's el bow, and whirled the man
around against the wall with a crash. The Chanpi on staggered, caught his
bal ance, and sprang for the door again—enly to find the edge of Blackgult's
bl ade barring his way, at throat height. Recoiling, Pheldane found hinself
spun around by Hawkril's hand, as the armaragor clanmbered up fromthe floor

Toget her, the two arnored overdukes herded the Champion into a corner, away
fromthe npbaning, withing procurer. It was Hawkril who w thstood Phel dane's
frantic sword blows with his own sword, while sparks flew and netal belled
deaf eni ngl y—and it was Hawkril who in the end ducked | ow and then cane | unging
back up in the sanme notion to bury his blade hilt-deep in the gap between the
Chanpion's gleaningly fluted codpi ece and the tasset beside it.

Phel dane screamed, fountaining blood and trying to beat Hawkril aside with
the hilt and quillons of his sword. The overduke stood firm

For a monent they stood nose to nose, the one quivering in agony and
di sbelief, and the other blazing with anger.

"M nercy," the Chanpi on gasped. "Get ne a healer, and chests of gold Il be
yours!! =

"You," Hawkril told himin a voice of doom "are all that is wong with
Aglirta. Men like you, who kneel to the Serpents and take their coin. | have

no use for chests of gold. Die, and so rid this fair real mof one snall
stain!"”

And he twi sted his blade, ramming it upward with all his strength as he did
so.

Phel dane sobbed in pain and stared w de-eyed at the ceiling, naking the Sign
of the Three with trenmbling fingers. But no healing stirred within him nor
shi ning cortahars appeared to deliver himfromhis foes. It seemed the gods
were as hard of hearing as al ways.

10
A Ni ght of Destroying Castles
Hawkril Anharu tw sted his blade again. The man transfixed on it sobbed,

choked, and then stared over the armaragor's shoul der at Tshamarra and Enbra,
sei zing the chance to gaze on beauty one |ast tine.



They stared col dly back at Onskur Phel dane as his gaze becane fixed, his jaw
fell slack, and his sword slipped fromfailing fingers.

Hawkril tugged out his blade and let the body fall. It crashed heavily down
the wall to sprawl beside the groaning procurer

"Bones broken," the armaragor snapped, |ooking from Craer up at the two
sor ceresses.

"No doubt. Did he damage the door?" Tshamarra asked wyly, as she and Enbra
hast ened forward. Hawkril and Bl ackgult stood watchful guard as the Dwaer
shone and spun again, and Craer came w ncing back to his feet, nuttering,
"I"ve got to get me ny own magic Stone, really | do!"

"Later," the Golden Giffon told himwith a grimsnile-as shouts arose from
t he passage behind them The overdukes whirled around.

Dozens of Stornbridge cortahars, bright blades gleanming in their hands, were
advanci ng toward them a Serpent-robed nan snapping orders at their rear
Craer eyed the forenost knights and observed, 'Just now, Lady Silvertree,
woul d be a very good time to do sonething destructive."

"Indeed,"” Enbra replied with dignity. "I'lIl turn this shielding into
somet hing deadly, if our friendly priest yonder doesn't—=

It seened the Lady of Jewels was fated never to confortably end a sentence
during this early norning excursion through Stornbridge Castle. Fire roared up
into a thundering sphere at the far end of the passage, a shouted comand made
all the cortahars scatter and crouch by the walls ... and the passage shook as
the ball of flanmes started to roll forward.

Enbra smiled. "He's bound to send at |east one nore firesphere, right behind
the first. W nust await just the right nmonent. "

"Mages al ways say that," Craer conplained, "and then never say what the
right monent is, or why. 'Tis all part of acting too nysterious for their own
good, or ours, | say . "

Enbra gave hima withering | ook and did sonething that made her Dwaer-shield
twinkle with tiny dancing notes of light—as the firesphere roared up to them

It thundered against the shield, intense heat |icking overduchal faces—and
t hen rebounded away, back down the passage, rolling considerably faster than
bef ore.

"So did he cast a second sphere?" Tshamarra murnured. Enbra gave her a
wol fish smle. "Touch the Dwaer here, and help nme steady the shield. W're
going to need—

The blast that snote their ears then made the stone floor |eap upward,
spilling themall onto hands and knees. Pieces of arnored cortahar were flung
through the air like rags, tongues of flane stabbed in all directions,
flagstones burst into deadly hurtling shards—and everything struck the unseen
Dwaer-shield with a force that drove Enbra and Tshamarra back up to their
feet, up and bowed over backwards as if unseen and brutally raging nmen were
shoving at their breasts and shoulders ... and then fell away fromthat
barrier, |eaving the overdukes and their end of the passage unhar ned.

Qovi ously, there had been a second sphere. Dust, flanes, and snoke roiled in
an inpenetrable cloud in front of them Then, am d shrieks of grinding,
rendi ng stone, the floor above gave way with a great, gathering roar—and
crashed down into the passage.

"Back!" Enbra screaned, turning to run. "I can't stop rolling sto—= Craer
stared openmouDi ed at the sight of riven chanbers fromthe fl oor above slowy
tilting and spilling their contents—furniture, tapestries, silver bows, and

portraits—toward him but Hawkril closed a nunbing grip on a |eather-clad
shoul der, plucked the procurer bodily off his feet, and ran hi mback al ong the
passage scant instants before a chunk of wall as |arge as a coach bounced out
of the cloud of destruction and tunbl ed ponderously toward them sheddi ng

bl ocks as large as their bodies as it cane.

"I believe," Blackgult shouted, as they ran down the passage together, "I
was going to have some words with you about destroying castles, daughter nine
Now | believe I'll need sone time to craft new words in that regard!" "C aws
of the Dark One!" Hawkril shouted. "The roof!" Tshamarra | ooked up, stunbling



and al nost sprawl i ng headl ong in doing so, and saw cracks—dozens of
cracks—aci ng overhead, bl ocks of stone already falling from between them
"Enbral "

"Just... get... yon door . . . open," the Lady of Jewels gasped, as they
neared the end of the passage. "I noved the shield ... to be a roof above us
but. . ."

Hawkril threw the procurer forward. Craer |anded running |ike the wi nd,
cl awed open the door, and then stood beside it |ike a servant, gesturing each
of his fell ow overdukes through with a flourish. Enbra tarried until [ast,
hol di ng up the shield-and then gave hima friendly swat to nmake hi m nove when
he started making silent "No, after dice" gestures. As she plunged through
the last of the ceiling came down with a crash

Panting, the overdukes turned and stared at the cloud of dust and tumnbling
st ones beyond the doorway.

"I'n answer to your question," Enbra said briskly, dusting her hands on her
hi ps and smling at Tshamarra, "yes, | do believe he did cast a second
sphere!"

The Lady Tal asorn laughed a little wildly, and then broke off suddenly.

"Il +4'mnot used to this much fury fromyou four. You're changing." Four
overdukes | ooked her way, and she added in a | ow voice, "And |I'm changi ng,
too."

"Later, lass," Blackgult told her gently. "Nowis the time to do and be. If
we're very good, this next little while, we may win ourselves tine to judge
and hone phil osophies. "

Craer | ooked up. "Warn ne when you get to then, and I'lIl go fetch w ne,
hey?" Then he turned his head. "Forgive ne, Enbra, but why can't we use the
Dwaer to trace the priests running around this keep?"

Enbra sighed. "In the countryside and nost towns and villages, of course we
could, but in any Vale castle there're so many enchantnments, old and new, laid
atop each other, that tracing all but a particular spell you ve seen cast and
hooked talons onto right then, is well-nigh inpossible. Add to that the echoes
of all the magic unl eashed here this night, and .. ."

The procurer nodded. "So we're back to sidling along with our blades out,
trying not to be seen. Right; sidle where?"

"W nust keep noving, even if we just blunder around and around the castle,"
Bl ackgult put in. "If we take a stand in one spot, or allow ourselves to get
cornered, the Storn folk can close in around us as they please. Standing stil
doons us."

"Now t hat | ast sentence,"” Craer said thoughdiilly, "would nake a court
sayi ng many a king mght be proud of."

Tshamarra rolled her eyes. "Craer! W're in a hostile castle, surrounded by
foes trying to slay us, and—=

"Enough, " Hawkril runbled, in a voice that made themall fall silent and
| ook at hi mwhereupon he gave thema little snmile, and started down the tower
stairs. "W go down a level, along to the next stairs, and back up to the
battl enments, aye?"

"I care not, so long as we get out of Stornbridge," Tshamarra snapped, "so
can find nore of this fun in the next village, and the next!" She glared at
Bl ackgul t. "Wy exactly did you nake me an overduke, agai n?"

"I needed soneone to hold Craer's reins," the Golden Giffon replied
unsm lingly, "and you seenmed willing. Now hush and trot |ike a good |lass." The
Lady Tal asorn gave Bl ackgult a | ook that prom sed she'd renmenber this—and not
fondl y—but did as he'd suggested.

When t hey opened the door on the first |anding bel ow, they saw only
dar kness. Enbra frowned and did sonething with the Dwaer. "Magical nmurk, this,
and newy cast.. . with many foes beyond, waiting for us." Craer grinned. "So
what're we waiting for, exactly?" Enbra found herself grinning back at him
She strode forward, her fellow overdukes with her

Li ght pronptly blossoned at the far end of the passage as |lanterns were
unhooded; in their glimrer the overdukes could see arnor gl eam ng on dozens of



pl at e-arnored cortahars, garnered around a famliar figure.

"Well, well, what have we here?" Seneschal Urbrindur's voice was |oud and
cold. "Traitors to the crown and murderers of honest Storn nmen, who break
guest-rights with the bl oodi est of crinmes, and nake war on us in our own
castle. The penalty for such behavior is no |l ess than death, and in the King's
nane | sentence you five false nobles to—=

Craer yawned, turned away politely to mask it with one hand, and then
whirl ed around and hurled a dagger with all the force he could nuster

It was a long throw, and the cortahars had time to see the flash of spinning
steel and get their shields up. The dagger clanged off one of them and shot
harm essly aside to clatter down a wall.

"Del nbone! Bring himto nme alive, but mainmed. For that attenpt on ny person
little man, your death shall be sl ow and painful!"

Craer yawned again. "You," he said severely, strolling forward, "have been
readi ng too many bad Sirl chapbooks. Next you'll be telling us that we nust
die, foul villains that we are, that Aglirta may live! O couldn't you afford
to purchase that particular tale?"

"Kill him" the seneschal ordered the cortahars curtly.
listen to his insolent nouthings.”

The Storn knights advanced in careful unison, adjusting shields and bl ades
to forma solid, noving wall. It was clear by their nutters and narrowed eyes
that they didn't |like the I ook of their foes.

Not that the overdukes were all that inpressive—+t was that they were
wal ki ng unconcernedly forward with no senbl ance of battle readiness at all
The two woren whi spered together |ike town gossips behind old Baron Bl ackgult,
and all three mal e overdukes seemed rel axed and smiling, slouching along for
all the world as if they were crossing a manor lawn for their third or fourth
feast of the day.

The two forces were perhaps six paces apart, with Craer busily buffing an
i nvisible blemsh on his shortsword on one sl eeve, when an invisible force of
frightening intensity plucked at the cortahars, tugging themirresistibly into
each other. They wavered, |eaning and struggling—and then crashed together in
a huge, ungainly, and silent knot.

An utter |ack of sound now reigned over the passage. Men shouted and dropped
their bl ades unheard, and Bl ackgult raised a hand as he smlingly sidestepped
the frantic, entangled knot of cortahars—and cast a silent spell Senescha
Urbrindur did not recognize.

He di scovered what it was as Craer and Bl ackgult closed in on himand he
turned with a pale attenpt at a sneer and tried to open the door into Storn
Tower, right behind him It was sealed as solidly as if it had never been
there. The wall was as unbroken stone.

The seneschal gabbl ed soundl essly, and then frantically clawed out various
daggers from about his person

As iron-strong hands encircled his wists and forced himto drop the two
kni ves he'd managed to funble forth, Ml vus U brindur discovered the spell of
silence wasn't absolute: if you were touching someone directly, the two of you
could hear each other. He could hear Bl ackgult right now.

"You were correct in one matter," the Golden Giffon told himal nost
jovially. "The penalty for treason is death, as is nurder done or ordered
agai nst nobility, by conmoners not acting upon royal justice. Overduke

ve no desire to

Del nbone will now enact sentence upon you."
Craer reached up, put the tip of a wi ckedly sharp dagger agai nst Urbrindur's
throat, and then said, "Ah, let himgo. It feels ill to gut a nman |like a hog,

when he's hel d—and besides, 'tis nore fun to chase him"

Bl ackgult nodded, rel eased the seneschal, and stepped back. Urbrindur stared
at the procurer for a nmonment, trenbling—and then whirled away, viciously
snat ching out and hurling sonething as he did so.

Craer struck the hurl ed dagger aside with his own drawn fang, watched it
bite deep into a wi ndow frame, and noted the greeni sh sheen on its thruming
bl ade. "Poi soned," he said contenptuously. "You snake."



The seneschal had run out of places to run to, and turned in a daze of
desperation as Craer threw his own dagger. It sprouted under Urbrindur's chin.
The seneschal stared at him gave an ugly, wet gasp, and then choked and
gurgled his dying way to the floor, as the five overdukes assenbl ed around

hi m

"Well, we're pruning the Vale of corrupt local officers, at least,"
Tshamarra observed, "though | suspect you'll be nore satisfied when
Stornbridge is dying, or the Serpents guiding him"

Enbra nodded. "Behind it all, in the Vale, if you set aside the lurking
Facel ess, 'tis always the Serpent-priests.” She indicated the door. "Shall [?
G ven that spells or drawn bows may be waiting for us the other side of it?"

"Ah, open it!" Craer growed. "I weary of creeping caution."”

"You," Tshamarra said severely, "wearied of sanity |long ago, and now seemto
be wearying of something else: continued life!"

Bl ackgult's spell nelted away before the gl ow of the Dwaer, and Enmbra spun
anot her spell into curling, drifting existence before she opened the door

Their first ook at Storn Tower was of a sunptuously furnished
room-el ot h-of -gold and red sil k adorni ng gl ossy-polished furniture.
Bookshel ves crammed with interesting-1ooking tomes ascended into di mess, and
the floor was covered with a lush rug bearing scenes of brave kni ghts swordi ng
a variety of fantastical beasts.

Seat ed behind an ornately carved table facing them were Coi nmaster Eirevaur
and two scribes, wearing black robes with the arnms of Stornbridge on their
breasts. Inpassive Storn cortahars in livery rather than arnor stood guard
behind their chairs, with spears held in formal rest position

Ei revaur gave the overdukes a half-smle and nod, folding his hands together
on the table. An array of parchnents |ay before him but there was no sign of
a weapon.

As Enbra stepped into the room her spell curled around her like a cloak
moving with her. She held the Dwaer as a high lady mght clutch a tiny purse
as she strode to the table, glancing briefly at the ceiling overhead, the
enpty stair curving up into it, the sinmlarly enpty stair |eading down, and
t he cl osed passage door across the room "Fair norn to you, Coinmaster," she
said politely. "Are you, too, under orders to slay us as traitors to the
real n?"

The scribe shook his head. "I1've refused to play such ganes," he announced a
trifle sadly, "and amtherefore under arrest mnyself, in the custody of these
two gentlesirs.”

He inclined his head to either side of hi mwhereupon the robed scribes cane
up out of their seats in lunges, spellspun disguises falling away in nonmentary
shi merings to reveal gloating faces, and flung serpents out of their sleeves
at the Lady Silvertree.

"Die, witch!" spat the two Serpent-priests, as fangs bit deep into Enbra's
breasts, and thrashing tails whipped to and fro exultantly.

The Lady of Jewels sighed, calmy pulled back a vacant chair, and took her
own seat at the table. The spell around her flared nmonentarily into
gol d-tinged white radi ance—and the two snakes burst into flam ng gobbets that
flared and then were gone into w sps of snoke before they struck the floor

Enbra stared coldly at one priest, and then the other—and they flared up
into flames too as her magic struck, scream ng for but a breath each ere they
becanme oily, drifting snoke

I gnoring her bleeding wounds, the Lady Silvertree asked wearily, "Am|
supposed to believe you knew nothing of their intent to slay nme?"

The Coi nmaster's face had gone very pale, but his answer was steady enough

"They did in fact discuss their intentions, which were to kill the Lords Craer
and Hawkril, and take the rest of you captive. They spoke of sparing your
lives in return for surrender of your noble offices and the Dwaer, but these
were apparently the schenes of others, conveyed to themas orders. | believe

this throwi ng of snakes was a personal invention—and it did cone as a surprise
to ne." He sighed. "Slay ne if you nust. I"'mguilty of my own crines agai nst



FI owf oam though they involve absent coins rather than bl oodshed."

"I believe you," Enbra replied, the Dwaer flaring into |life again between
them "Treat us with continued honesty if you would, Eirevaur, and tell ne:
What ot her orders regardi ng us have you been given? Were's the Lord
Stornbridge? Are there other Serpent-priests in this keep—and if so, where?"

"You're going to kill me, aren't you?" the Coinmaster asked in apparent
terror, as he pointed silently up at the ceiling and then spread his fingers
twi ce, counting out: Five. Then he touched the carved and pai nted arns of
St ornbri dge adorni ng the back of a chair recently vacated by a priest, and
poi nted up again. So—as far as Eirevaur knew, if he was dealing in truth—£ive
priests and the Lord of Stornbridge were above, either in this turret or on
t he adj acent battlements.

"Not yet—f you sit in conplete silence, unnmoving, until we say otherw se."
Enbra reached back as she uttered these crisp words, and when her fingers
brushed Hawkril's hip, she m nd-spoke: Say nothing. Touch the others, so we
can all mnd-talk.

He swiftly did so. Wen the overdukes had gathered cl ose together around
Enbra's chair, she m nd-said: W nust be very careful. Twi ce now,
somet hi ng—anot her Dwaer, | think, used in a way | know nothing of-has tried to
drain power fromthis one. | don't think the Serpents here have it, but
whoever does is watching us directly. Wat | want to do now is make this nman
an offer of escape, and after we've dealt with him one way or the other, we
three who can work spells will use the Dwmaer only to negate and oppose
Ser pent magi cs, whilst Hawk and Craer go up and reap priests and a tersept with
sharp steel. Agreed?

Can you send us al oft anot her way besides up yon stair? Craer thought back
at her. I'mbetting they've bows ready.

O course. W "Il need to peek at the battlenents, to properly see a spot to
deliver you to.

"Then let's take your road. Craer's reply was echoed w th wordl ess
affirmati ons from Bl ackgult and Tshamarra

Lass! Hawkril's mind-voice burst forth |like an angui shed shout. Those
serpents! How fare you ?

Hi s lady's mnd-voice sounded wy: Let's just say |'ve been rem nded how
pai nful venom can be, and how much |ike being on fire Dwaer-healing feels
like. 1'lIl live, |ove.

Then Enbra called on the Davaer with a force they all felt, and it spat forth
tendrils of thick mist. Qut of them she beckoned the Coi nnaster

The scribe rose, swallow ng several tines, and noved reluctantly around the
tabl e. When he was standing am d the overdukes-painfully aware that Craer was
hol di ng a dagger to his codpiece fromone side of him and Hawkril held
anot her bl ade not far fromhis ear on the other-the m st suddenly swirled al
around themin a sphere, and changed into sonething deeper and stranger

Enbra gave the trenbling Storn officer a steady |ook. "So, Inskur Eirevaur:
Do you prefer to live, this day? O die?"

"L-live, of course.”

"In Aglirta, making full report to King Castl ecl oaks on Rowfoam-er in exile,
to an anonymous alleyway in Sirl ptar?"

The Coi nmaster stared at her, swallowed, and said, "In exile. Nowhere in the
Vale is safe for ne, once they know ny treachery."

" 'They'? The Serpents?"

Ei revaur nodded nutely. The overdukes exchanged gl ances.

"Are they that w despread, then?" Craer asked. "Serpents in every village
and town?"

"Y-yes."

"How do you know that?" Tshamarra snapped. "They've told you, you' ve gai ned
t hat inpression, or—what?"

"L-l1ady, many of them have dined at Stornbridge, passing on reports and
orders. Threescore and nore, comng singly or in pairs. Add to that the nanes
of never-seen-here fellows they've uttered, they can't nuster |ess than



fourscore. They still come, often—and they're building up to sonething. | know
not what, but 'tis sonething soon and very inportant. Sonething they believe
is going to give them power over nearly every conmmoner of Aglirta."

"What sort of something?" Blackgult asked cal nly.

The Coi nmaster spread hel pl ess hands. "Lord, if | knew, 1'd tell you,
bel i eve ne. Something that will spread, and that—according to a report a few
days back that occasi oned nuch cel ebration anongst them the first time |'ve
seen them here drunk and nerry-has been tried somewhere in the Vale, and has
wor ked. "

"Coi nmaster Eirevaur," Enbra said, "have the thanks of Aglirta. Craer, give
hi m somet hi ng tangi bl e of that."

The procurer frowned at her. "Em. . . ?"

"Coins," the Lady of Jewels said bluntly. "Those purses you stuffed into
your boots not so long ago? A man needs coins to get anything in Sirlptar."

Craer gave her a hurt |ook, then took off one of his boots and upended it. A
slithering pile of purses spilled out onto the floor. He spread themw th his
fingers to make sure no daggers, |ockpicks, or the like had fallen out wth
them and then pulled his boot on again.

"And now t he other one," Enbra said flady.

"Graul ," Overduke Del nbone told his second boot, as he slid it off and
another pile of purses started to appear. "l suppose you want me to give hima
dagger, too?"

"No," the Lady of Jewels said calmy. "I can see from here that Coi nmaster

Ei revaur has a perfectly good one at his belt, and he wal ks |ike a nan who has
at | east one sheaDi ed down a boot. He also acts |ike the sort of nman who'd
carry at |east one hidden dagger up a sl eeve, probably nore. He nmight even
manage to stay alive in Sirlptar |ong enough to thank us."

The treasurer stared at her, and around at themall, disbelievingly, and
then down at the pile of purses.

Craer gave him a disgusted | ook and Enbra anot her, and plucked a wi nkled
carrysack of thin cloth fromhis belt. He tossed it into the air and let it
settl e over one heap of purses.

"Try not to spend it all at once,’

he grow ed, and turned away.

11

A Bowdr agon Cones Calling

A man whose robes bore the arns of Stornbridge stood blinking in the shadows
of a stinking nmoonlit alley in Sirlptar, a small but heavy sack of coin-purses
in his hands.

Though strewn with rat-haunted rubble fromthe coll apse of two buil dings,
the all eyway had been entirely enmpty of men-—blinking or otherw se—a nonent
bef ore.

At first, Coinmaster Eirevaur just |looked in all directions, fearing
i medi ate attack. Reassured by the still enptiness of his surroundi ngs, he
shook hinmself |ike a dog awakeni ng from dreans, and | ooked up at the sky in
wonder, smelling the sour sea air and reassuring hinself that yes, this nust
be Sirlptar.

Then he seened to recall that he was hol ding a sack of nobney—and that this
could be a danger in itself. Wth slow, exaggerated care, seeking to avoid any
telltale clink or metallic shifting of coins, he thrust the sack under his
robes and folded his armover it. Mving slowy and bent over, as if he was a
beggar or an old destitute, Eirevaur shuffled out into the nmoonlight and off
down the alley, seeking a place of safety-but too happy to entirely hide his
wi de grin.

He was away fromthe coldly spying Serpents at |last, and his cruel
i ncreasingly treacherous Storn fellows, too. Not far enough to be confortable,



of course. His first nmove nust be to take passage on a ship, and get well away
fromAglirta before it erupted in war once nore.

A scribe who could keep honest count could readily find work in any port of
Asmar and—and any port confortably distant from Silverfl ow Val e beckoned warmy
about now.

Coi nmaster of Stornbridge no | onger—gods, yes, he nust get rid of these arns
on his breast; best turn his robe inside out in this next doorway—+nskur
Ei revaur went on down the alley, daring to hope for the first time in nonths.

Qut of a doorway that had seened quite enpty when he passed it slid
somet hing that | ooked like a cat, only larger. It rose, shifting smoothly into
manl i ke stance, but remmined black and furred as it loped silently along after
Ei revaur, padding closer . .. and closer

When the scribe reached his chosen doorway and gl anced qui ckly up and down
the alley again, the loping thing had thrown itself onto its face in the
refuse, and he did not see it. It risked scarring no features on the littered
cobbles by its swift dive, for its otherwi se hunan head had a snoothly
featurel ess face

Once Eirevaur set down his sack and hoisted his robe up over his head,
however, the facel ess beast rose up fromthe cobbles |ike a great black claw,
growi ng huge fanged jaws and curving talons as |long as scinitars—tal ons that
reached out in alnost |oving anticipation

The nmoon was sinking, but would shine brightly on the high battlenents of
Stornbridge Castle for sonme time yet. Cccasional gentle breezes ghosted past
the nervous Storn cortahars who kept watch there, but the starry sky had been
cl ear since sunset, and bid fair to remain so.

O had, at least, until a nonent ago, when a drift of cloud as thick as
river-m st had unaccountably forned above the nmpat, curling around itself with
deceptive lassitude . . . and then suddenly flowed up the castle wall and
fl ooded through the nerlons, to drift anpbng the warriors.

There were words of wary alarm and a call through a turret w ndow for a
Serpent - pri est—but before any robed figure could stride forth to deal with the
nmysterious mst or inpart some sharp words to overly fearful cortahars, two
figures appeared in the lee of the mst, seenmingly born of nothingness, on a
part of the battlenents where the usual bored wallwatch sentries were absent
t hanks to the unusual gathering of fully arnored defenders around the turret
of Storn Tower.

"A snake'll be out to clear it soon,” Craer nurnured. "By then we nust be
right in their mdst, or "twill be farewell, surplus overdukes!"

The armaragor gl anced over his shoulder. "The one fromthe gate-tower's seen
us. He's ... aye, he's on his way here—with his alarmhorn.”

"That's unfriendly of him He's al one?"

"Yes," Hawkril said. "Should |—=2"

"No, we need himtaken silently. Hi s helmand tunic would be useful, too.

Get down here.”

The armaragor stooped, puzzled, as Craer laid hinself on the flagstones and
asked, "Did you bring that cloak the Coinmaster |eft behind? The one | pointed
at ?"

Hawkril snorted. "OF course. My mind nmay not follow yours down every devious
twist and trail, but | trust you—the Three al one know why." He plucked a
wadded bundl e of cloth from behind his shield-strap, and shook it out to ful
length. "Here 'tis."

"Right. Draw your sword and lay it ready here." The procurer patted the
flagstones just to his left. "Then keep hold of that cloak and Iie down on top
of me—and don't crush me, you great ox, or as | die groaning, |I'll curse you
to the doing something much worse. How close is our enthusiastically
appr oachi ng guard?"

Hawkril glanced again. "Starting along the last run of battlenents now "

"Good. Spread the cloak over us. | don't want himto see anything of nme but
nmy boots. Leave the talking to nme, and don't act startled."

"You're the madnan," the armaragor agreed am ably, |owering hinself



carefully onto his el bows and shaking the cl oak out over them both.

"Ready?" Craer nurnured frombeneath him "Shift your left arma bit, so
can peer out under it. Yes."

A moment | ater, he gasped in a high, feninine-sounding voice, "Ch, yes! Ch,
| ove ne! More! Mre! Don't stop, ny stallion! Oh, don't stop!"

Hawkril noved atop his friend as if they were | overs, hearing the nearby
scrape of a cortahar's boot coming to an uncertain stop

"Ch, yesss! Mre! Ch, give me nore of you, you great—eh, ohhh, ohhh!n Craer
cried, setting Hawkril to trenmbling with suppressed | aughter

"Graul!'" the cortahar exclainmed, his voice a nmix of disgust and wonder, and
t he overdukes heard the tip of a grounded sword grate on stone. "Who's that,
Orsor, and where did you find her?"

Craer laid a finger across Hawkril's lips, renminding himto be silent. "Ch,
my Horse!" he cried in apparent alarm sounding so nmuch |ike Enbra playacting
that Hawkril nearly collapsed into guffaws. "Someone's watching us! GCh, hurry!
Unh! Hurry!™"

He paused for a nonent, and then added with a girlish giggle, "Unless he's
one of your friends..."

"For ef at her above," the cortahar grow ed, |eaning closer. "Orsor, who is
this wench?" He peered, leaning on his sword as if it was a wal king stick, and
then stiffened. " You re not Or—=

The rest of whatever he'd intended to say was drowned in gurgling—the only
sound the Storn kni ght coul d make over the hilt of the dagger that had cone
whirling up fromunder the armaragor's armto bite deeply into his throat.

"Catch him Hawk!" the procurer hissed, and Hawkril spun around atop Craer
with fearsone speed to thrust a hand into the knight's gut ere he coll apsed.

"Stand himup and | ean hi m back,"” Overduke Del nbone added, springing to his
feet. "We need to keep his blood off the helmand tunic."

"Neither will fit me," Hawkril observed, plucking the helmfromthe dead
cortahar's flopping head before it could fall off.

The procurer snared the alarmhorn fromaround a |inp, dead arm and gave
his friend a sour look. "You just dislike Storn gear. Put themon." He gl anced
back al ong the battlenents, and snapped, "Lower him quickly! A snake-priest
is back there, sternly commandi ng Enbra's cloud to begone."

Hawkril did so, dragging the tunic up with one hand as he held the corpse's
belt firmy with the other. Craer swarmed over the garnent, and in another
breath had relieved the guard of two daggers and a sl ender purse. "Drop him
into the noat," he hissed. "Drop, don't throw"

Hawkril gave his friend a weary look. "I'mnot conpletely stone-headed, you
know. "

Craer blew hima nmock kiss. "I know, ny Horse."

Hawkril rolled his eyes and | owered the body between two merl ons, dangling
it at the full length of his armbefore letting go.

The spl ash was | ouder than they'd hoped it would be, and they both saw the
priest's head jerk around to stare directly at them

O rather, at Hawkril. Craer was crouching down behind his friend, hissing
"Act like a Storn cortahar standing nightguard.”

"Li ke an idiot, you nean?" the armaragor grow ed. "O do you nean stare out
fromthe walls with a bored | ook on ny face?"

"Bebolt him he's casting a spell! We'Il just have to hope Enbra quells it.
Stride toward himlike a guard. 1'Il be right behind you, but remenber: |'m
not here. No turning to | ook to ne—and no tal king, either! Breezes take our
words too far."

"Aye, Mdther. Any nore advice for the witless warrior?" Hawkril grow ed,
settling the cortahar's hel mover his head and snoot hi ng down the front of the
scarl et hawk-adorned tunic as he started wal ki ng, slow and purposeful, al ong
the battlements. "Like perhaps what you want me to do when | get nose to nose
with this particular hostile holy hand of the Serpent?"

"I'"1l think of sonmething," Craer nmuttered, froma foot or so behind the
armar agor' s shoul ders



"That's exactly what |I'mafraid of, Longfingers,"” came the dry, flat reply.

A few steps later, Hawkril finished refolding his cloak, tucked it back into
his shield, and added, "W're past halfway there, and yon priest's starting
toward us, now. Think faster, little thief."

"Anyone wi th hinP"

"Of course. Four cortahars. You don't think Serpent-clergy dare to do
anyt hi ng danger ous al one, do you?"

"Any bows? Handbows?"

"None | can see. Swords and grim| ooks—eh, and his spells, of course.™

"W have to trust in your |ady-love to break those. Mst all gone?"

"Aye, but Enbra's sending nore now. There're about a dozen nmore Storn swords
by the turret—that's who's calling to the priest. He's turning back to see,
and 'tis coming up over the battlenents like an eel, right in front of him
Aye, he's going to be mightily suspicious of this mst."

"My, mny, another chance to practice his mghty suspicion. How nice for him™"

Hawkril sighed. "Craer, as much as | love your famliar |eaden wit, how
about reassuring ne just a trifle? In the matter of just what, by all the
Three, |1'm supposed to do now? These battlenments are quite w de enough for
themto come at me six or seven at a tine, you know "

"Keep wal king. | need us to be nuch closer.™

"Craer! |'ve dined quite heavily enough fromyour 'Trust nme and ny
mysterious little stratagens, thick-headed warrior' platter. | can act far

nore effectively if | know what you're planning, and want nme to
do—bef or ehand! "

"Ah, a fair point. A fair point, indeed. There's just one little problem
Tall Post."

Hawkril waited, striding on. And waited.

Finally, he sighed and came to a stop, turning to peer out fromthe
battl ements.

"What're you doi ng?" Craer hissed, from beneath him

"Waiting for you to tell me what your little problemis, w thout ny having
to ask, 'And what woul d that be?" "

"Ah," the procurer responded jovially, "I'"mglad you asked that. The little
problemis this: | haven't the faintest notion what we're going to do,
bef orehand. | just go—and do."

Hawkril bent over and gave Craer a very cold | ook. The procurer smled
crookedly up at him bright-eyed, and spread his hands. "Wll," he added, "you

must admit that thus far every one of our battles has worked out all right in
the end, yes?"

The armaragor strai ghtened up and squared his shoulders. "Eight." Then
ignoring the frantically hissing procurer behind him he strode to where the
priest was furiously dispelling mst (with only passing success) and call ed:
"Orsor? Orsor?"

The priest turned and fixed himwi th a glacial glance. "Get back to your
post, fool! You heard the orders, did you not? \Whatever business you have with
Osor, it can wait. Co!"

"Sorry, Lord, but I'mafraid not," Hawkril replied. "Soneone calling hinself
the Great Serpent wants Orsor back at ny post right now 'No matter what' were
hi s words, and meani ng no disresp—

"The Geat Serpent? You're sure he called hinself that?"

"Ch, yes. Twice he said it, like he was afraid I'd not get the title right.
He's a right scary one, too, Lord—dh, neaning no disresp—

"Yes, yes! Were is he?"

"Orsor, Lord? | know-

"Not grauling Orsor, you ox-brained | umox! The G eat Serpent!"

"Ah. Here!" Craer said brightly, popping up over Hawkril's shoul der by the
si mpl e expedi ent of bounding up and perching on the armaragor's shoul der-plate
wi th both hands.

The Serpent-priest gaped at hi mand the procurer swung on Hawkril's
shoul der, launching hinself into a drop kick that put the toes of both his



boots into the cleric's throat.

That throat exploded in blood as the dagger points protruding fromCraer's
boot tips plunged into them The priest staggered backwards, head bobbling
| oosely on the shoulders it was al nost separated from

"Now |'mgoing to have to ask someone el se where Orsor is," Hawkri
conpl ai ned in nock exasperation, as the two cortahars able to see what had
happened through the billowing mst stared at themin amazenent. Craer put a
dagger through one of those open mouths, and then sprang off in pursuit of the
ot her kni ght, who whirled and fled into the clouds of mst. Hawkril bounded
after him draw ng his warsword.

Craer's favorite tactic in mst or snoke, he knew, was to dive at any ankles
he saw, toppling foes. Already, just ahead, Hawkril could hear the startled
grunts and thuds of nen falling. So as |long as he slashed with his bl ade above
Craer's head height, anyone he struck should be a foe. "Longfingers?" he
called, just to be sure.

"Fall en again," Craer sang back, and Hawkril grinned and waded forward,
slashing at mist, great blade-sweeps that cut only air once-tw ce-and thrice.
The fourth time, he struck flesh and arnmor hard enough to nunb his arns.
Soneone toppled with a wet, squalling sound, and a sword cl attered away across
unseen fl agstones.

Hawkril noved toward that noise, guessing Craer couldn't be crouching
anywhere that a sword could slide through uni npeded—and that a cortahar m ght
approach the sound.

Hawk' s boot soon struck the sword, and he pronptly hacked the nist around
himlike a madman, in case soneone charged. Wen not hi ng happened, he
carefully plucked up the sword, and hefted it to throw

Soneone cursed and then screaned, ahead to his right. Craer hanstringing or
neck- st abbi ng, no doubt. An unseen door grated open and soneone el se inquired
coldly, "What's going on out there?"

A Serpent-priest, for all the gold in Asmarand! Hawkril threw the sword he'd
just acquired as hard as he could at where the voi ce had sounded from
whi pping it end over end into the eddying mst.

He was rewarded with a strangled cry—and an angry shout. "Get that door
cl osed! The overdukes must be out there! Bownren, up here! Brothers of the
Ser pent, to—Eeeee!"

The scream that ended that cry was cut off abruptly by the slamof a heavy
door, which in turn was followed swiftly by an urgent call of "Tall Post! Over
here!"

"Coming," Hawkril runbled, hefting his warsword and advancing into the nist.

"Tall Post!" the call came again. Sonething was nmoving to his right.. . a
striding swordsman, taller than Craer ... hidden again by mst..

An arnored shoul der, the scarlet hawk of Stornbridge—and Hawkril thrust his
sword in under that armwth all his strength.

Hi s victimscreaned and thrashed, trying to turn and hack but pinioned on
Hawk' s bl ade... Hawkril shoved and tw sted his steel as he thrust forward,
trying to keep the man of f-bal ance.

The cortahar screamed again, far nore feebly, and dropped his sword,
stunbl i ng—and then sonething flashed in the nmist, the knight's head jerked
back, and Craer grinned at Hawkril over another slit throat. "G eetings,
Overduke Anharu. Charned, |'msure.”

"Tolerated, I'd termit," Hawkril grow ed, "but let's use your word. 'Tis
nore flippant, and that's fitting, hey?"

"l ndeed. Cone on!"

The armaragor hastened to follow Craer, off around one side of a turret
looming up in the msts. Its nassive walls sported frequent tall, narrow slit
wi ndows, all firmy shuttered with covers nmade of vertical rows of overl appi ng
shields. The door Hawkril could see was al so sheabDied in old shields, hanmered
flat and nail ed together.

"As quiet as you know how," Craer nurnured, "get up yon | adder onto the
banner platform W both need to get there without a sound to |l et theminside



know where we've gone. They'll be letting fly with everything in a nonent, and
we don't want to be here!"”

In careful silence Hawkril did as he was told. They reached the snall
banner-platformatop the turret without incident, and |ay down flat around the
cluster of banner-poles a bare breath before the door bel ow flew open wth
force enough to bang against the turret wall

The air was briefly full of the angry hum and thrum of dozens of bows. The
bowren inside the turret nust be noving with snmooth precision, firing in pairs
and then diving aside to let the next pair stand by the door, pair after pair.

Their reward was at | east two groans fromthe mst, as they shot down their
unseen fellow cortahars. Mst of the shafts cracked of f stones or whistled
down over the nmoat to thunp to earth as deadly offerings fromthe clear night
sky.

Behi nd the twang of strings, thudding of boots, and hissing of arrows, the
two overdukes could hear an angry, rising chant: Serpent-priests casting a
spell, probably to banish the mst.

A bright and evil green radiance spun forth like spiraling tentacles from
t he door bel ow when the chant ended. Those tentacles started to bl eed snoke
al nrost i medi ately, but mist fell away at their touch, and in a trice the
noonlit battlements were clear once nore.

Cl ear—and strewn with pools and smears of bl ood, nost of them adorned wth
sprawl ed, notionl ess cortahars.

Qut from behind a nerl on ducked a lone figure—Enbra, in a tattered and
bl oodst ai ned but gl owi ng gown, hol ding the Dnaer to her breast.

"Parley!" she called. "Lord Stornbridge, let's talk! There' s—=

Bows twanged and two shafts sped through the Lady of Jewels, vanishing as if

they'd never been fired. Another pair of arrows foll owed—-as Hawkril, raging up
to his feet atop the turret despite Craer's frantic clawi ngs, saw she nust be
an illusion, and sank down again, breathing heavily.

"Spare your arrows," Enbra cried. "I cone for peace, not nore bl oodshed!

Al ready you've slain nmost of ny fellows, and—=

The ball of raging flane that burst out to consume her roared al ong the
battl ements as far as the next tower, where the changing course of the walls
| eft nothing beneath the fire but air—so it plunged down to the noat below, a
fall that ended in a hissing that briefly drowned out all other sound except
Craer's snarl of "Keep still!" in Hawkril's ear.

The armaragor did just that. Together, the two waited for those in the
turret to emerge or send forth nore magic.

Instead, the turret shuddered under the sudden inpact of a spell fromthe
other direction, that flung fire past the overdukes. Startled shouts from
bel ow told Craer and Hawkril that the magic, whatever it was, was both
unexpected by the Storn defenders and that it had destroyed or flung open the
nmetal doors and shutters, handi ng sounds nmade inside the turret to the passing
ni ght breezes.

The response was predictable: another furious volley of arrows al ong
battl ements that—as far as Craer and Hawkril could see—ere occupied only by a
few openmoubDi ed Storn cortahars on wall guard duty. The few who survived that
hail of warshafts vanished in the heart of another ball of flanes.

"We're wearing themdown until they fall asleep, or we the of old age, is
that it?" Hawk whi spered.

Craer grinned. "You m ght just be right about that. Time to spice up the
cauldron."” He drew a steel vial frominside one boot, another fromhis belt,
and a strange little glass globe frombehind his belt-buckl e—a gl obe that
bul ged at the center of a short glass tube. Uncorking one vial, he slid it
carefully onto one end of the pipe. Then he repeated the process with the
ot her.

Hawkril smiled. "My armis | ong enough to reach down and t hrow yon assenbl age
to the floor inside the turret. The glass has to break, hey?"

Craer's answering grin was fierce as he handed over his contraption. "I
can't admit that. Professional procurer's secret, this."



Hawkril's snort was el oquent, as he | eaned over—and threw "d ose your
eyes!" Craer snapped.

Soneone snarling orders inside the turret broke off and screaned, "Down!
Get =

And the night exploded into bright white [ight. Hawkril waited for the
turret top to heave upward or shatter under them. . . but instead, all of the
turret's occupants began screan ng

" '"Tis only blindflash," Craer hissed. "Tine to get down there and thin
Storn ranks. The best way's to guide themout the doors with lots of 'This
way, ny lord" stuff. If they're cortahars, just keep going and tip them over
into the noat. Snake-priests we slay right away, and Lord Stornbridge we save
in case Enbra wants to use magic on him Oh—and watch out for priests turning
t hensel ves into snakes and slithering away. One of themjust told another to
try that magic."

Hawkril smiled and started down the | adder

"Anbel ter," the Baron Phelinndar said bluntly, fromthe chair by the w ndow,
"you're at it again."

The Spel |l master halted abruptly in his swift striding across the dimy lit
mai n cavern of their shared lair, his mnd full of sonething conplicated and
as yet inconplete called "the Sword of Spells." Putting such thoughts away
with an inward sigh, he swng around. "At what, nmy good Baron?" he asked
politely.

"Schem ng and nmeeting with fol k and casting spells and nani pul ati ng events
all over Aglirta and not involving nme in the slightest, or telling nme a single
thing. We have agreenent on this, renenber? | amnot a piece of furniture."

Ingryl Anbelter forebore to make the obvious reply |inking baronial
useful ness and inmobile itens of furniture. Instead, he cane forward into the
[ight of the wi ndow he'd tunnel ed out of the earth, glanced out at the
pl easant vista of the Vale it afforded, and took the other chair. "You're nost
correct, Phelinndar. My apologies; this is but long habit and no deliberate
attenpt to belittle you or |eave you ignorant or uninvolved. | assure you that
|'ve done a lot of drinking and scrying, but made very few.. . ah, aggressive
actions beyond the Bowdragon visits. You observed every nonent of those, |
trust?"

Phel i nndar nodded. "I did. Your spells worked admrably. Yet here | sit,
eating eggs and fryfish—+ kept some warm for you under yon done—whil st you
scurry and nutter. Wzards aren't the only folk in the Vale with brains or
i magi nati on—er Dwaer - St ones, either."

"Point taken," the Spell master agreed gravely. "Well, then, here's what |'ve
been t hi nki ng about —+hi nki ng, m nd, nore than doing. Thus far, I've nmet with
failure in all attenpts to sway the Bowdragons into action. Mich of ny present
scurrying, as you put it, involves trying to discover howto nmove theminto
aiding us—er if the powers of these remaining elders are feeble enough that we
can abandon attenpts to bother. Can we west their spell books and enchant ed
items fromthem and have done—er is that the swift way into another feud, and
nore peril?"

He waved a hand that bore many rings at the dark and yet sonehow gl owi ng
crystal spheres that floated in a curious, unnoving cluster above a snall
circular table across the room "You' ve made good use of the scrying-spheres

since | linked themto you, | trust?"
The baron nodded. "Unrest is rife, up and down Aglirta—nei ghbor turning on
nei ghbor in mad viol ence, fol k becom ng beasts and savagi ng everyone... it

can't be natural. Either the gods have cursed the Vale, or there's dark magic
at work. And dark magic either neans crazed w zards—an arny of them to cause
this much bl oodl etti ng—er the Serpents. Unless you believe all those bards
tal es about the Faceless rising to slaughter us all."
Anbel ter shook his head. "Oh, the Facel ess exist, to be sure, but this is
not their way. No, this is the work of the Servants of the Serpent."
Phel i nndar shook his head. "Why? Wiy destroy? Many a baron executes and
tortures and spreads terror, but to | oose sonething that harns nany



fol k—erafters who could make you rich, farmers who feed you, |oyal retainers
as well as those who'd snmile to see you dead-where's the sense in that? Wy do
t he Snake-1overs always lash out to do harmin all directions, |ike reckless
boys on their first sword-raid?"

The Spel | master shrugged. "Mad fol k, obeying mad orders? Wo knows?"

The baron | eaned forward in his chair suddenly, and burst out, "Ah, but we
must find out! How can we proceed if the Vale is full of reckless idiots who
coul d be unl eashed upon us at any nonent? O conmmanded to work sone idiocy
like burn all the crops or poison the Silverflowitself?"

Anmbel ter nodded. "There's truth in what you say. | nust confess |I've been
trying to ignore the priests and work around them+udgi ng that any sort of
assault would be attracting a foe to nmyself who could prove endl ess and
al | -consum ng of ny time—but yes, we should try to learn just who's |eading
the Serpents, and judge for ourselves their ains and probable forth-com ng
orders.”

"Precisely!" Phelinndar agreed, letting the Dwaer roll down his sleeve into
his hand and hefting it. "After all, what are half a dozen outl ander nages
conpared to an arny of ruthless fanatics already spread the length of the
Vale? If we can steer them.."

The Spel |l naster wi nced. "Experience tells nme they'd never be nore than a
treacherous weapon in our hands, at best. Yet knowi ng what they plan, that I
do agree to. Now, given their reckless and active nature, numbers, and the
magi cal know edge senior priests anong them undoubtedly possess, do we dare
risk scrying to find out? They may well be waiting for us to use the Dwaer for
such pryings, so they can trace it."

"They may al so be kings of far |ands, every one of them with their armes
arriving in Sirlptar right nowto bring themtheir favorite fresh norning
eggs, or eels, or tree-worns," Phelinndar snarled, "but | doubt it, and we
can't sit here growing old worrying about what they m ght—=

A shimering occurred then, in the air beside the Spellmaster's chair.

Ast oni shed, he snapped an incantation and raised his hands like claws to
snmite—never faltering when the rippling radi ances resol ved thenmsel ves into an
unfam liar, darkly beautiful young wonan who stood facing them her hands

cl asped together like a dutiful and abashed daughter being presented at court.
Long, raven-dark hair fell in a smoth sweep down over a clinging black gown.
Sl ender hips, great dark eyes—fl| ashing now fromone man to the other, above a
nmout h that opened uncertainly ..

The baron gaped at this apparition, who stood unharmed and seem ngly
unangered in the mdst of a lashing fury of spells hurled by Anbelter.
Phel i nndar even felt the Spell master plucking at the Dwaer—shich rose and
flickered in the baron's grasp—+o0 power greater scourings.

The air around the wench caught fire, flanes that raged and then fell to
ice, leaving behind the sharp stink of burning. Tiny |lightnings stabbed Iike
tavern-braw daggers ... and then fell away, |eaving the |ass unnoved.

A sendi ng, she nust be.

Ambel ter mastered his fear and astoni shment, and addressed the stranger
sharply. "I know not who you are, sending, but I amthe Spell master of
Aglirta, and | can destroy you—not nerely this your seem ng, but through it
your true self. |I intend to do this only after |I've traced you and brought you
here to us, to learn howit is that you found us, and all you know. .. and how
you can be nade to serve our pleasure. Prepare, rash one, to taste the first
nmonents of your doom "

The Dwaer tore free of Phelinndar's grasp and rose up before him spinning
and brightening. The baron let his hand fall, not daring to try to reclaimit.

"Lord Anbelter," their visitor said firmy, not nmoving, "these acts of
rough—and all too traceable, by those who even now search for you and the
Dwaeri ndi m—Amagi ¢ won't be necessary." For a nmonent Phelinndar thought she was
an immbile imge, a portrait sent to hang before them but then he noticed
she was trenbling—w th excitement, by the sound of her voice, not fear

"I"mcall ed Mael ra Bowdragon, and | believe you know nmy |ineage. | w tnessed



your neetings with ny uncles—and know who and what you are.”

The Spell naster's eyes narrowed. "And?"

"And | want you to know that not all Bowdragons are afraid of the Vale. 1..
| want to work with you."

Dark magic boiled up around them again. Hawkril w nced, staggered, and
dropped the bowran he was carrying. "Craer?"

"Keep at it," the procurer snapped. "Trust Enbra to quell such, or we'll
never be done here. |'ve not seen so nany bownen in one place since the
Isles!™ A splash announced the culmnation of his |atest guiding journey.

As the dark cloud faded, thinning rapidly, Craer cane back dusting his hands
together. "That's two dozen cortahars |I've sent swi mring. Possibly the first
bat hs they've had this season. You're cutting all bowstrings?"

Hawkri| nodded, and waved into the turret behind him "A dozen or so are
lying there yet—every tine | bend to reach for a bow, one of these damed
snakes tries to put its fangs in ny face. Wiy couldn't Em stop them turning
thensel ves into slitherers? | can't hack any of themw thout letting the rest
fang me . . . which | suspect would be a very foolish tactic." Wth a grunt he
heaved the linp cortahar onto a growing pile of senseless Storn warriors. To
drop theminto the noat now would be to slay hel pl ess men—but the nonment he
saw one novi ng, he intended to pluck and toss.

"Very foolish," Craer agreed, "and | don't know why. Qur | adies could

probably do nmore if they could touch the priests directly, but... | long ago
left the details of matters magical to others. | may be crazed enough to earn
my coins as a procurer-but I'mnot wolf-howing mad, |ike every nmage | know. "
Hawkril chuckled. "1'm sure Em and Tash will be happy to hear they're
how i ng mad—ust as |'msure they're listening to us now. "
"Truth," Craer replied with dignity, "is its own reward."

Hawkril swung around abruptly and dragged the third cortahar—who' d been
stealthily but vainly trying to draw a dagger that was no longer in its
sheat h—eut of the pile. Ignoring a stream of curses, he heaved.

There was a despairing, fading cry, and then a splash. Hawkril | ooked al ong
the moonlit battlements of Stornbridge Castle, but the surviving wall-guards
had | ong since di sappeared down various towers. "I hope no one's rallying the
Storn—

"Hush!" Overduke Del nbone said severely. "Don't give these snakes any
i deas!" He whirled around suddenly with a footstool in his hand, and flung it.

It crashed down into a corner as snakes whi pped and wiggled frantically
away. One of themwiD ed in pain, half-crushed, as dark blood slid like a
gl eam ng ri bbon across the floor

"Ch, dear, another Servant of the Serpent gone,'’
"Such a loss."

Overduke Anharu saw further novement out of the corner of his eye, turned
with a sigh, and haul ed anot her awakened cortahar out of his pile.

Protesting and cursing, the man clawed at Hawkril—enly to find hinself
sailing up, arns and legs flailing in the nmoonlight, and then down, down to
the waiting noat bel ow

"So where's Lord Stornbridge?" the armaragor asked, as the sounds of the
spl ash reached them "You think this whelnmng was all a trick to draw us here,
whi | st he goes to ground, or rides across the Vale to raise al arnP"

"No, he's here sonmewhere," Craer replied. "Behind one of these panels wth
t he highest Serpent-priests. These are underlings, left to delay and entertain
us whil st they cook up sonething especially dastardly. Something Em s probably
keeping a firmlid on."

A snake struck at Craer's face, mssing narrowWy. "That does it," the
procurer announced, heading for the door. "Hawk, |I'mburning this turret out.
Sooner or later, one of these slitherers is going to get us!"

Hi ssing sounds arose fromall around the turret. Hawkril swore and hurried
after the procurer.

"Hawk!" Craer snapped, fromthe door. "Run!"

Hawkril sprang into a thundering sprint as snakes boiled up into human

Craer said mournfully.



shapes behind him reaching and hissing, retaining their serpent-heads for one
| ast chance at a bite as they... caught hold of nothing, fingertips sliding
hel pl essly over curved arnor.

Snarling human faces were spitting out incantations as the armaragor joined
Craer out in the noonlight. The procurer flung a dagger, and then another, at
a dodgi ng priest who gave hima sneer—until Craer's third knife sprouted in
his eye.

Then the armaragor dived one way and the procurer hurled hinmself in another
scattering across the width of the battlenents as fire flared up in the turret
room-and roared forth to stab at them

Hot flames were suddenly all around Hawkril. He thrust his face tight into
his knees and rolled, his hair sizzling. The fire flung hi mover and asi de and
snarled on along the flagstones, |leaving himstaring at fresh flanes in front
of his nose: the wadded-up cl oak was burning. Hawkril shook the shield off his
arm as he scranbled up, fearing the next spell mght be a bolt of |ightning
instead of fire, and glanced across at Craer.

The procurer was flinging daggers through the turret door and wi ndows in a
constant streamof whirling steel, buying themboth time. Hawkril saw a
di scarded cortahar's sword lying on the flagstones. Plucking it up, he thrust
it through the blazing cloak, skewering the bundle, and then ran up to the
turret door and flung it inside, aimng high and far

The flam ng bundle struck a tapestry on the far wall and rolled down it, in
a spitting of sparks and flam ng scraps of cloth that gave Hawkril a nonentary
glinpse of three Serpent-priests weaving spells in hissing haste.

Anot her cortahar in the pile was noving, struggling to drag hinself out from
under the weight of his fellows. Hawkril yanked himfree, stood himup like a
child's doll, and ran himat the door as a shield. A few running steps away
fromthe doorway, the cortahar started to scream

A priest hit himwith a spell anyway—a beam of flickering dark fire that
al nrost cut the man in half, reducing a hand-wide slice of the man's gut to
bare bones, but |eaving the body untouched above and bel ow. Hawkril flung the
cortahar headl ong t hrough the door, bow ing over a shouting priest, and then
ducked low and ran in hinself.

Two priests backed away hastily, trying to get to where they could unl eash
spel s on the armaragor without endangering thensel ves—but Hawkril dived over
the dying cortahar and in under the table in the center of the room rising up
under it to fling it with his shoul ders, up and over

Its legs sent a priest flying, to twi st and groan against a wall. Craer cane
| eapi ng t hrough the door as the table cane down atop the tapestry, tearing it
and feeding the rising flanes. Craer stabbed the groaning priest and then
flung the same dagger-his |last-across the room into the face of the remaining
priest. It laid open the man's forehead and spun away. Gasping in pain, the
priest ducked out the far door of the turret and fled along the battlements.

"Right," Craer snarled, snatching up two broken bows, "burn the place!" He
pl unged after that |ast priest.

Hawkril cut down another tapestry and added it to the fire. Then he kicked
aside chairs and stabbed into dark corners, nmaking sure no snakes still |urked
unseen.

Qutside, the | ast Serpent screaned despairingly as Craer's second flung bow
tangl ed between his | egs, sent himcrashing hel plessly onto his face, and
Craer pounced on his back

A wall panel burst into Hawkril's face, hurling himback across the roomand
two nmen raced for the door that Craer had taken: a priest, face contorted in
fear and rage; and the Tersept of Stornbridge, in full arnor, with a gl eam ng
sword in his hand. Reeling, Hawkril ran after them

"Stop him" the priest ordered sharply. The overduke saw Stornbridge | ook
back nervously, run on a few paces, and then turn, sword flashing.

Hawkril didn't wait for the tersept to take a stance. He swerved, claw ng at
the night air for balance as Stornbridge slashed at him let the tip of the
tersept's sword whistle past himthen | eaned in, still running hard, and



slamed his armacross the tersept's throat.

Lord Stornbridge crashed over backwards and bounced, sobbing for breath and
feebly clutching at his wi ndpipe. Hs warsword clattered away, but Hawk ran
on. He had to get to the priest before that Serpent-lover had time to stop and
cast a proper spell, or he and Craer would be dead in a few breaths.

The priest |ooked back, and Hawkril slashed at the air between themw th his
war sword, not slowing a whit. The Serpent grimaced, and swerved toward the
line of nmerlons that guarded the noat side of the bat-denents. Hawkri
thundered after him still unsteady, his sword slashing back and forth.

"Fangbrot her Maurivan!" the tersept sobbed from behind Hawkril, his voice
raw and feeble.

The priest ran on, giving no sign he'd heard that cry—but in front of him
Craer rose up, grinning like a fox, and said nerrily, "Good evening, Serpent!
Shal | we dance?"

Fangbr ot her Maurivan swerved again, whirling to dive between two nerl ons.
Craer and Hawkril both sprang to the wall, peering, but there was no spl ash.
The robed figure plunged down, down-and vani shed in a soundl ess flash of
light, a noment or so before he should have struck the cortahar-strewn water.

"Magic!" Craer said scornfully. "Are we done?"

"Stornbridge," Hawkril growl ed, and they hurried back together

The tersept was on his feet, still clutching his throat, his recovered
warsword in his other hand. "Don't—don't you dare!" he croaked, backing away
fromthem

"Lord Stornbridge," Craer replied reproachfully, "we could hardly butcher
and mai myour faithful cortahars and these snakes you've made wel come in this
castle, and not exact the proper punishnent on you, now, could we? Hey?"

St ornbri dge noaned in despair, and then charged, hacking wildly at the
procurer. Craer dodged |eft—that magnificent bl ade smashed down on the
fl agstones, striking sparks—and then right—+the bl ade cl anged down agai n—and
t hen drop-kicked the tersept, aimng his knife-toed feet high

Those points skittered harm essly across the tersept's steel breastplate,
but sent Stornbridge back on his heel s—and Hawkril's lunge, arriving a nonment
| ater, caught himfl at-footed.

Thr ough the space between two plates of the tersept's splendid arnor the
armaragor's warsword bit, only going in an inch or so through the under
| earners, but Stornbridge reel ed back agai n—and Craer, still on the ground by
the tersept's feet, hooked his | egs around Stornbridge's ankle and flung
hi nsel f over on his side.

Lord Stornbridge toppled like a felled tree, crashing hard onto the
flagstones and | osing his warsword once nore. Hawkril kicked himhard, rolling
himclear of Craer, and then kicked himagain, forcing the tersept into a
frantic crawl that brought Stornbridge to his knees and then to triunphantly
seizing on two fallen cortahar's swords.

Wth a bark of triunph he spun around, blades glittering in both hands.
Hawkri| charged, smashing one aside with his own warsword and t hen ducking
after it, so Stornbridge's vicious thrust with the second bl ade stabbed only
air.

Hawkril kept on circling, striding around behind the tersept unti
Stornbridge was forced to wheel around, |eaving his back open to Craer

The procurer pronptly sprang onto the tersept's back and perched there,
slapping Stornbridge's eyes with his fingers until the frantic noble flung
hi nsel f over backwards to try to crush Craer on the fl agstones.

The procurer |eaped ninbly away, |anded, and then sprang back, landing wth
both feet together and as hard as he could on Stornbridge's right wist.

The tersept screaned as bones crunched audi bly and his fingers spasnmed open
letting fall one of his borrowed swords. Hawkril stal ked forward, his warsword
gl eam ng, but Craer called nmerrily, "Hey, now You got to carve up Phel dane,
and the lornsar, too, whilst declaimng grand doom—this one's mne!"

Hi s next bound brought himdown with crushing force on Stornbridge's other
wist—er rather, on a few fingers, as the tersept tw sted desperately away.



St ornbri dge screanmed again, rolling over, and then found his feet and tried
to flee, running desperately along his own battlenents in the noonlight.

Craer sighed and pursued, springing once nore onto Stornbridge' s back
O f-bal ance, the tersept staggered, still running but trying at the sanme tine
to claw the procurer off his back

Craer reached around and quite deliberately broke Stornbridge' s nose.

Snarling, the tersept came to a halt, el bowed Craer free of him snatched
out his own dagger, and slashed wildly.

The procurer grinned, just beyond the reach of Stornbridge' s fang—and then
sat down suddenly and ki cked upwards, slicing the tersept's armw th one of
hi s toe-bl ades.

St ornbri dge how ed, staggered—and then stabbed down in a blind, frantic
fury, again and again, seeking to bury his steel in the infuriating little man
beneath him Kick after kick thudded against the tersept's arnor as Craer
twi sted, rolled, arched, and spun, always avoiding that dagger. Eventually the
tersept lost his bal ance and staggered back until he fetched up against a
mer| on.

Panting, he glared at the procurer, gathered hinmsel f—and then rushed at
Craer once nore. The procurer ducked sideways, toward the crenellations, and
the snarling tersept whirled to follow, reaching out with his dagger—

H's wist was gripped in one strong hand, and another cl anped down on his
arm above it, tugging in the direction of his thrust, but also turning .
and, with a sob of sudden fear and disbelief, Lord Stornbridge was forced to
stab his own arnpit.

Moani ng i n pain, he staggered back along a nerlon, and felt the dagger
ripped fromhis fingers.

"Enough sport," the procurer told himquietly. "You' ve lived quite |ong
enough for a man who hurt ny Tshamarra, Stornbridge. Ch, yes—and betrayed
Aglirta, too. Die, now, and feed sone fishes. You might as well be of sone
use. "

Aline of liquid fire seemed to erupt across the tersept's brow. Blinking
t hrough his own bl ood, Stornbridge felt tugs at his arnpits as straps were
deftly cut. Striking out feebly with his fists, he drove his assailant away,
hearing a grunt of pain but also the clang of his own breastplate dangling and
cl ashi ng agai nst his other arnor.

Again the deft slicing, and this tine cool air touched Stornbridge's
sweating chest. His leathers! The little fox nmust have—

And then sonething that was both fire and ice together drove into his chest,
and he could no | onger breathe, could no | onger nove, could only sag into the
warm waiting chill...

Craer hooked one boot behind the tersept's knee and haul ed on the
dagger-hilt |like a handle, shoving—and the battlenents of Stornbridge Castle
wer e suddenly short one tersept.

From somewhere, Lord Stornbridge found the breath and strength for a dying
scream as the cold waters of the mpat rushed up to receive him

The spl ash was satisfying. Craer straightened up to trade glances with
Hawkri | —and their gazes were caught by a sudden tongue of bright flame flaring
into the night sky froma nearby hilltop. As they watched, it began to curve,
changing froma pillar of raging fire to a fiery serpent, swaying as its head
cast about for foes, forked tongue licking forth repeatedly.

"Al'l hail the Great Serpent," a weak voice husked from nearby. The overdukes
turned to see the priest Craer had felled earlier Iying on his side, with the
fire-serpent reflected in his dying eyes. The man swal |l owed, struggled to
speak as bl ood welled fromhis nmouth, and then nanaged a single word:

" Auncr aut hador ! "

As the two overdukes traded gri mshrugs of foreboding, they felt the
prickling of magic, and then the cold weight of hostile regard.

Sone Serpent-lover was watching themfromafar. Probably fromyon hilltop
because now they could also hear—as if borne on a faint w nd, but against the
breeze sighing over the battlements from behind them blow ng toward the



hill —hanting... a hissing chant: Serpent-worship.

Sudden shrieks arose in the castle yard below Hawkril and Craer | ooked
down, and saw cortahars and Storn fol k stabbing each other w th bl ades,
cl awi ng each ot her barehanded, and running wildly here and there.

Two strides took Craer to the dying priest. He slapped the man's face, and
those dull eyes flickered. "Wat's causing this? This butchery and fighting?
Hey ?"

Bl oody lips trenbled to shape a last smile, and the priest whispered
gl oatingly, "Blood Plague. The Bl ood Plague is cone at |ast."

12

A Surfeit of Plague

Fire | eaped up in the night. Flaeros Del canper stared at it—and then at
anot her tongue of flame, shooting up to scorch the stars sonme distance away,
probably at the next village. He frowned. "T'isn't festival time. What's going
on?"

There were only three other paying passengers on the trade barge. One was
asl eep, but the other two were gawking at the flames just as he was. "Wat's
goi ng on?" he demanded agai n, but one of them-+the trimbearded Sirl nerchant
in green—ust shook his head in silent bew | dernent.

The barge crew had been rowi ng steadily against the steady flow of the
river, keeping the barge to the nost placid bankside shallows, but they' d seen
the nightfires, too—and their response, w thout waiting for orders, was to
stroke nore swiftly.

For a monent the barge noved raggedly, and then settled into a new, faster
rhythm The breeze was qui ckening, too, and for the first time those afl oat
heard faint screans and shouts.

Fl aeros strode toward the barge captain, sitting on his high perch and
staring into the night ahead. Several of the hired Sirl guards noved to bl ock
his way, but the captain said a single quiet word and they drew back to all ow
t he bard through

Master Rold did not halt his ceasel ess scanning of the way ahead as Fl aeros
approached. He'd caught up a doubl e-ended netal spear from sonewhere, and was
holding it ready across his |ap.

Even before the bard could open his mouth to repeat his queston, the naster

of the Silver Fin gave hima flat stare and said, "I don't know either, sir
bard—but 1'd nuch appreciate it if you'd stand quiet and just watch and
listen, until | tell you different. Panic aboard makes our tasks no easier. So

| ook sharp for archers or others on the banks who coul d nenace us, and
ot herw se . "

"Keep nmy jaw shut?"

The barge captai n nodded once, and resunmed his steady scanning of the waters
ahead and the banks around them

Fl aeros sighed, then said, "Very well. | agree if you'll tell me one thing—
full truth, mind. | prom se not to share your answer with..." He waved his
hand to indicate the other passengers, now paci ng nervously as new fires
sprang up in the night—strange tall, narrow pillars of flame. The sl eeping man
had awakened, it seemed, and was goi ng about asking very much the sane thing
FI aeros had been.

The barge captai n watched those askings, sighed, and said flatly, "Ask your
one thing, Lord Del canper."

"Why are we on the water? Silverflow barges don't normally travel by night,
and | remenber us tying up and beddi ng down. Wen | canme awake, there were one
or two of these fires and we were under way again. \Wy?"

The breezes brought them nore screaming; the folk doing it sounded
terrified. "Is Aglirta at war?"



The barge captain shrugged. "As to war, the shouting and the fires, | know
no nmore than you do. Something's going on, aye, but all | can tell you is that
we cut our noorings in fair haste, and |left Sabbar dock as fast as we could."

Fl aeros cast a | ook back at the grimy rowi ng sailors, and saw sweat
glistening on themin the reflected firelight. It was a clear night, but nore
warm than chill, even right on the water. "Wy?" he asked again, when it
becanme clear the barge captain was in no hurry to say nore.

"Sir bard," the man asked reluctantly, "have you ever seen lions with two
heads, that turned into great snakes hal fway down their bodies, and slithered
along with no rear paws? O doings |ike wal king spiders as big as nul es, but
wi th dozens of snake-heads sprouting fromthe tops of their bodi es?"

"N-no," Flaeros replied. "The lion-things are known to heral ds, though, and
are called krimazror, or krimazrin in the singular. The desert backl ands of
Sarinda were once full of them the tales say."

"Ah. Well. That's very nice. Remind ne never to take it into ny head to go
faring into the deserts of Sarinda."

"Master Rold," Flaeros asked firmy, "are you telling me you' ve seen such
beasts this night? Here, in Aglirta? Real beasts, and not some w zard-spun
illusions to drive you off a dock he was keeping open for someone el se, say?"

"I saw no wizards," the barge captain replied stolidly, "or at |east, no nen
in robes who waved their arns as they sneered and decl ained, but | did see
beasts of both these sorts. Real beasts, Lord Del canper. They burst onto the
docks and bit the heads off some of the crew-and sl eepi ng passengers, too—ef
t he Tarat heena, out of Dranmaer. It was tied up next to us, and when a
lion-thing | ooked our way, | yelled at the lads to cut |oose and push off into
the Silverflow "

They were rounding a great bend in the river, and there were nore flames
ahead. Fl aeros shook his head. "I don't doubt your word, master—but | can
scarce believe it."

"Huh. You're not alone in that," the barge captain replied. "Now, Lord
Del canper, 1'd best devote ny full attention to avoi ding sandbars and sw nmi ng
nmonsters, and suchlike, so if you'll.. ."

"Of course," Flaeros said, turning away fromthe rai sed bow under the
wat chf ul eyes of the guards.

As he did so, a weird hissing call arose, faraway down the Vale, and seened
to sweep cl oser, picked up and echoed by unseen fol k-or beasts-nearer at hand.
As if in response, the pillars of flanme bent, wiggled, and took on the shapes
of serpents, snake-heads questing this way and that. Flaeros could just make
out the heads and arns of a ring of worshippers gathered around the base of
t he nearest bright serpent of fire.

It bent toward the bank, a forked tongue of fire licking forth, and Fl aeros
felt its heat on his face. Instinctively he shrank away, nurnuring, "I m ght
have known! Al ways, 'tis the Snake-lovers!"

A |l ow nmoban of recognition and fear arose on the barge. Fl aeros |ooked back
downriver, and then forward, and shook his head. Miuch of the Vale seened to
have erupted in whatever mschief this was.

Abruptly, a hay-barn perched high on the bank they were passing burst into
fl ame—a bl aze set by whoever was crying out in triunmph, not a serpent-shaped
fire, at least not yet-and in its sudden bright light, Flaeros and everyone
el se on the Silver Fin saw people running. Vale folk were fleeing other Vale
fol k, sonme of them staggering strangely.

St aggering, and sinking down into things that grunted and snorted and ran
now on all fours, reaching out with tentacles or crablike claws or spindly,
barb-1inbed tal ons.

Peopl e were screaning, people were falling and being eaten

"Three take us all!" soneone gasped, as a tall, elegant lady in a torn gown
ran down the bank, hotly pursued by two youths. Alnost at the water's edge
t hey caught and clawed at her, raking her face and arms into bl oody ruin. She
bit them snarling and pumeling, as the |last shreds of her clothing fel
away, and then flung herself atop one of them and held hi m down and dr owni ng



as she battled the other.

Fl aeros and his fellow travelers on the barge stared in horror as hair was
torn out and ki cks and punches thrown reckl essly. Everyone seened enraged, one
scream ng man even turning with a roar to bite and claw the nonster chasing
him Everywhere, folk were battling in barehanded, reckless savagery, |ike
maddened ani mal s.

"What' s happened?” soneone on the barge gasped.

"Magic," a barge guard said grimy, and spat disgustedly into the river.
"The sane blight that always afflicts Aglirta. Fell magic, fromw zard or
Serpent-priest. To rule it, they rush to destroy or mmimit. Until Aglirtans
rise up and rid thenmsel ves of such vermin, this is going to happen again and
again. My father told me it raged in his tinme—and here we are forty-odd
sumers later, and how far has the Kingless Land cone?"

"Well," Flaeros replied quietly, "they have a King now "

The guard | ooked at him "Hah! And do they heed hinf? Do the Serpents bow,
and the barons obey, and the people know peace?" He waved at the fires and
scream ng people on the shore, and added wearily, "Ch, for a true King! This
| and could be so great!™

"I think it is great," Flaeros said firmy, "to have survived at all. The
Dwaer - St ones | ost and | ost again, Faerod Silvertree and his Dark Three,
Bl oodbl ade, the Rising of the Serpent, the death of King Snowsar . . . Aye,

Aglirta has survived much."

The guard slowy surveyed the fires and the naddened fol k busily slaying
each other, and then grunted, "Survived? Wll|, aye, after a fashion, Lord
Bard. After a fashion."

They exchanged gri m nods as the barge slid on through the night of blood and
madness. Here and there, bodies were bobbing in the waters now.

"I's that you, Tash?"

"I't had better be," the Lady Tal asorn told Craer, as she swung around a
corner to enbrace him and unhooded a lantern. "W . . . we're a littie
weary. "

"Huh," the procurer nuttered, "you' re weary. Who's been sw ngi ng swords and
junping around like jesters while you three | ounged around humring to yon
Dwaer, 1'd like to know?"

"Charm ng as al ways, Overduke Del nbone," Bl ackgult observed from across the
chanber.

"One has one's reputation to maintain,'
el egant bow.

"Evidently," the Golden Giffon replied in weary rebuke. "W felt the
castings dwindle and end, so | presune the priests are all dead or fled, but I
hope you sent Stornbridge to a fitting end?"

"One priest fled, aye," Hawkril replied, shouldering into the room "and
Craer did his usual dancing justice upon the unlanmented tersept. But we've
some grimnews to report: The Serpents have unl eashed somet hing they call the
Bl ood Pl ague, all over the Vale."

Enbra nodded, | ooking pale and drawn. "It does seem w despread, yes. Fel
and m ghty, |aying nmadness on fol k who' ve never bent a knee to the G eat
Serpent as well as those who've cone to his altars, so far as | could see. The
altar fires . " She winced at the nenory. "W had to | eave off using the
Dwaer, or be overwhel med. So much magic, and so ... tw sted!

Craer nodded. "So, does anyone have anything trustworthy we can eat or
dri nk?"

Hi s fell ow overdukes stared blankly at him and then Bl ackgul t—fol |l owed by
Tshamarra, and then Hawkril—started to | augh.

"Wel |l ?" the procurer asked, folding his arns. "Are we now the nmasters of
St ornbridge Castle? Should we find sonme chanmber with food and drink that we
can readily garrison, and get sone sleep?"

"Now that is a very good suggestion, Craer," Enbra muttered, and there were
sounds of agreement anong the mirth of the others. "Before someone expects ne
to stagger around this interm nable castle, however, suppose we di scuss where

the procurer replied, sketching an



we might find such a place. If it helps, with what little | could tell through
the Dwaer, all the guards, servants, and Serpent-priests seem gone from
near by. "

Craer frowned. "Fear, or our hacking and spellhurling, or just freedom from
dead masters—eor did this plague touch them too?"

"Some of them vyes," Enbra replied. "Through the Dwaer, | saw one servant
cl aw anot her, without warning, and the two of themfell to fighting |like
beasts. "

"And 1," Blackgult added, "saw an arnsman in the castle start to stagger and
hunch over—and by the tinme he reached his fell ows, he was sonething lizardlike
and slithering. They put spears and swords through him of course, and then
tossed the corpse into the noat."

"M ght | suggest," Tshanmarra said quietly, "that before we take on all the
troubles of Aglirta, we see to ourselves? I'm. . . there's still sonething
wong with ne, inside, and it could well be this plague, or sonething akin to
it... and I know I'mnot the only overduke in such a state. W should use the
Dwaer to purge ourselves of its taint, if we can.”

"Eat, drink, and sleep—sleep above all,"” Hawkril grow ed. "Sone place you
| adi es can spell-seal."

"W need safe sleep nore than anything else right now " Enbra agreed. "But
where? Those kitchens are quite a stroll back that way. And how do we know t he
food' s untainted? And the water?"

"Sausages and pickles," Craer suggested. "Mad spel | weavi ng Serpent-priests
rarely take the time to stop and taint those."

"No nore splitting up," Tshamarra said firnmly. "Were we go, we go
t oget her . "

Hawkril | ooked at his lady. "If you' ve strength left to blast down a door or
two with the Stone, | propose we descend to the courtyard, wal k along to the
right tower to be close to the kitchens, and blast its door in. Take what we
want, and then ... Well, if we're far enough away fromany fires or fol k who
could start new ones, another turret-top room mi ght serve us as a refuge."

The Lady of Jewels sniled wearily. "Fine. Let's do that. Agreed, all?"

"Agreed," Blackgult said firmy, nore or less drowning out the affirmative
noi ses made by the others—so they went and did that.

Four guards nmet themin the passage outside the kitchens, grimy raising
swords and striding forward. Hawkril and Bl ackgult strode to neet them but
were still a good three strides away fromthe forenost guard when the nman
suddenly screaned in terror, went to his knees, and started to sprout fur

The over dukes backed away agai n—and so did the guards behind the stricken
one. Both sides watched in wary silence as arnor fell away fromthe hairy,

i ncreasingly wol flike body that quivered on all fours between them

After a time it roared, shook itself, and prow ed forward, snarling. Hawkri
and Bl ackgult took up stances shoul der to shoul der, and waited, but the beast
sprang right onto their waiting blades. A few noments of westling aside
snappi ng jaws, and wat chi ng bl ood punp, and the beast went |inp.

The overdukes traded gl ances, and then carefully stepped over the corpse.
The guards beyond eyed them uncertai nl y—and then turned in unison and ran

Craer grinned. "Ah, we've finally found the wi ser ones. | was wondering
where Stornbridge kept them hi dden!"

"What | don't want to know," Tshamarra nurnured from just behind his
shoul der, "is what sort of nonster the cooks have turned into."

The kitchen, however, proved to be deserted—abandoned in haste, by the | ooks
of things: spilled condinments, burnt food on cooling spits above the dying
coal s of untended fires, and half-sliced onions upon a none-too-clean cutting
bl ock.

Enbra sighed. "Go find your sausages and pickles."

"Hey, 'tis not that bad," Hawkril runbled, |ooking around. "There's one end
of a roast here not burnt-and sarrago stew, if ny nose doesn't fail ne."

"And it rarely does," Craer agreed, rummmagi ng. "Tash, grab yon pot, hey?
There's a wheel of cheese here, and roundl oaves in plenty. W'll not go



hungry, to be sure!"

"Couldn't we just garrison this roon?" the Lady Tal asorn asked. "Is there
somet hi ng especially scenic about a round roomup six or seven flights of
stairs?"

Bl ackgul t sighed. "We need a strong-walled roomthat we can't be burnt or
fl ooded out of, that gets air, preferably with only one or two entrances that
can't easily be blocked fromoutside. Ch, and with a floor sone of us can
sl eep on. There mght be suitable pantries hereabouts, but | doubt it."

Hawkril shoul dered a door open and peered in. "Hmm | feel |ess and |ess
ent husi asti ¢ about eating another feast in Stornbridge, no matter who's
tersept and how far across Darsar we've scoured the Serpents out. Phaugh, as
t hey say!"

"Agreed," Craer said, winkling his nose. "How about this next one?"

"Three preserve," Blackgult said grudgingly, after a nmonent, "but it seens
i deal ." He peered around agai n, and nodded. "Bear in m nd, though, that anyone
left in the castle will cone here foraging, ere long. W have to be able to
wedge this door against considerable force-and it has to be able to w thstand
a ram and lots of arrows."”

"Well, there's only one way to find that out, as they say," Craer comented
brightly. "However, there's a harder test yet."
" Hey?"

"Enmbra has to say aye to it. Naught else matters, hmm®"

"I"'mnot," the Lady Silvertree said frowningly, "quite so nuch of a surly
dragon as you make nme out to be, Craer." She | ooked around the old stone room
readi ng what was painted on some of the jars. "Qaunt. Sar-fruit. Gaddorn
Yes, this will do."

There was a general nurmur of approval +hat lasted for as long as it took
Craer to fetch two shallow tureens down froma kitchen shelf and present them
to Tshamarra and Enbra with the grand words, "Ladi es—your chamnberpots for the
night. No, no, I'Il accept no payment for this thoughtful service!"

"Tash," Enbra said wearily, "kick him Somewhere where it hurts.™

"More!" Craer said grandly, dropping two bul gi ng sacks besi de Bl ackgult and
trotting back through an archway again before his fell ow overdukes could say a
wor d.

Tshamarra sighed. "Been a day or two since he |ast had a chance to practice
| ooting, would you say?"

Enbra chuckl ed. "He's not done badly. | hope we can find a wagon in the
stables to carry all he's gathered."

"Lass," Blackgult said reprovingly, "wheels of cheese and kegs of wi ne are
Wi se booty to anyone. Be not so hard on the lad. W may even need yon chest of
coins—+f we need to buy a spare castle or two, for instance."

They stepped over nore sprawl ed and gnawed corpses, and Enbra shuddered.
Stornbridge Castle had beconme one great charnel house, with bodies |ying
everywhere, fires snoldering unchecked, furniture and bel ongi ngs broken and
strewn, and transforned folk prowing the roonms and passages in their
bewi | deri ng newfound lives as wild beasts.

By the cries of the suffering, unmlked cows, the town and the farns around
were in nuch the sane state. Anyone who' d survived the plague-fury had fled
far away or was keeping well hidden

"Let's hope some horses have been left uneaten," Hawkril nuttered, advancing
into the gloomof the stables cautiously, his drawn sword ready. Bright
scratches on his arnor bespoke the power behind the claws of the | ast beast
he'd battled. It had pounced on himfrom above—and it had been a long tine
since the armaragor had been taken that rmuch by surprise.

Sone stalls had been torn open, and dead and hal f-devoured horses lay within
nost of them Gimy Hawkril stal ked on, seeking danger first, and beasts they
could ride second. Two nonstrous things of many claws and turtlelike body
shells lay twisted together in death in one end stall, their jaws still |ocked
in each other's throats, and an evil carrion snell wafted dowmn fromthe |oft
above, but no foe renmmined alive to pounce or nmenace—enly trenbling, snorting



horses who were nore inclined to kick than to wel conme being led out of their
stalls into all the slaughter

"Seven beasts worth |l ooking at," Hawkril growl ed, returning fromhis survey.
"No wagons, Lord Del nbone."

"No wagons? Then we take every horse and saddl ebag. What we don't fill, we
sling over top, tied down, and take enpty—we'll find uses for them never
fear."

"Aye, I'I1l bet," Enbra nurnured. " 'Tis those in our path who own any-thing

attractive or valuable who'll have to fear."

"By the Three!" Blackgult agreed with a smile, in quavering nockery of a
doom sayi ng ol d nman

"Help me get reins and saddl es on these horses, you jesters," Tshamarra said
fromher perch on the rail of a stall above them where she stood eyeing a
horse al nbst as uncertainly as it was eyeing her. "If'tis not too nuch trouble
for you high-and-m ghty folk, that is."

"Lady Tal asorn," Enbra said in nock-offended tones, "everything' s too nmuch
trouble for we high-and-mghty folk. That's what's made Aglirta the glorious
center of peace and prosperity that '"tis today!"

Tshamarra gave her a sour |ook. "Get in here and show ne which end of the
horse | put this on, hey?"

"Hey, indeed," Enbra agreed. "Father?"

"OfF course," Blackgult agreed, striding into the stall, striking aside its
frightened occupant's deadly foreleg kick with one blow of a practiced hand,
and ramm ng hi nmsel f agai nst the breast of the horse, crowding it back until he
could get the bridle on. "Easy, see?"

Tshamarra and Enbra | ooked at each other and rolled their eyes in heartfelt
uni son.

Fires were rising here and there in Stonbridge town, and hal f-eaten bodies
and the stains of pools of blood were everywhere. The horses snorted and
danced, even under Dwaer-cal m ng, and their disgusted riders glanced around
warily in search of danger. No dogs barked . . . probably because they'd been
eat en, perhaps by the dark shapes that slunk from bush to bush and tree to
tree, following the five riders and their pack horses, but never com ng near

"So this is a Blood Plague,"” Tshamarra said slowy, |ooking around at the
devastation. "If it was what tainted us, it can be visited on folk in food or
wine ... but what is it, really?"

"Aye," Hawkril grow ed. "Foul Serpent-work, to be sure, but how? \What spell
and how to undo or stop it?"

Enbra sighed. "And so we're back to the problemthat always besets us: not
knowi ng." She held up the Dwaer. "If | knew what | was doing with this, and
how t o make sure the other three Dwaerindimwere |ost forever, | could rule
Darsar quite handily, were |I subtle and cunni ng enough."

She smled thinly at the | ooks she received. "Wrry not, friends—ot only
have | no desire to rule Darsar, |I'll never know this Stone properly. They
fight you, you know, quietly—things you' ve done before with them become harder
to renmenber how to evoke, not easier."”

Bl ackgult nodded. "That's true. |'ve never voiced it before, but... yes. The
Dwaer do fight their w elders."

Craer glanced at the nolded Stone in Enbra's hand with new respect. "Well
now, " he began, "that makes dreans of snatching one of these baubles for ny
own—

He was interrupted by a ragged shout from anong the cottages to their left.
A wild-eyed man charging at them pitchfork in hand, with several boys running
along in his wake. They cl utched stones, and echoed the man's roar of
chal l enge as he ran right at the horses, fork |evel ed.

"Hol d!'" Hawkril bellowed, drawing his sword, but the Storn folk didn't seem
to hear him Straight at the overdukes they ran

Enbra sighed, the Dwaer flared in her hand-and when the first stones cane,
they struck sonething unseen in the air and bounced away. The fork halted
suddenly in midair, causing its wielder to enit a startled "Ooof!" as he



fol ded up around it. The overdukes spurred their horses and rode away, up the
road where they' d been greeted by arrows the day before.

Today, there were no woodcutters, or bowren, though they all kept a sharp
wat ch as they rode up through the trees, headi ng back to Gskl odge.

"\Whi t her now?" Craer asked quietly, as the trees gave way to fields around
them No carts, no beasts in the high neadows; this part of Aglirta seened to
have enpti ed.

"d arondar," Enbra said firmy. "W go right back the way we cane."

"Well, that's a relief,” the procurer said with a smle, cutting into a
smal | wheel of cheese that seened to have fallen out of his saddl ebag into his
hand a noment before. " 'Tis nice to have a clear destination for once. The
barony of d arond, where they've at |east heard of decent w ne, food, and
hospitality."

Bl ackgult and Hawkril both cast |ooks at Enbra, but said nothing. If she was
choosi ng not to share her reason for heading to G arond with themyet, that
was all right. They had to search for nissing Dwnaer sonewhere—and seened to
have found sonething nore pressingly inmportant that just m ght be everywhere
in the Vale, so one direction was as good as any ot her

Mor eover, every last one of the Overdukes of Aglirta was weary of constant
wrangl i ng over deeds and destinations.

"W have the 'where,' now, but what shall we be doing there?" Tshanmarra
asked quietly, after they'd galloped along the road for sone tine, |eaving
Gskl odge behind and | osing all sight of Stornbridge.

Craer shrugged. "What we al ways do—draw our swords and chase them around the
ki ngdom "

Tshamarra smiled and sighed. "Yes, but doing what?"

"Causi ng troubl e, blundering along not knowi ng what to do next, and offering
ourselves as targets for all foes of the crown."

"Craer!"

"Well," the procurer told her with an ingenuous grin, "it's worked so far."

Br ot her Landrun cane up beside him and Hanenhat her sighed. "What do you
t hi nk, Landrun?"

The tentacl e that slapped across the Serpent-lord' s nouth did not—
qui te—break his neck. A second tentacle was already ensnaring his wists,
crushing themruthlessly even as it garnered themin, and a third w apped
around his wai st and snatched himup into the air, to stare hel pl essly down
at—at something that no | onger |ooked rmuch |ike Landrun at all

For one thing, it had no face. Just snooth flesh where eyes, nose, and nmouth
should be ... yet its voice was clear enough as it said coldly, "W Koglaur
are feared and hated enough in the Vale w thout your shapeshifting m schief,
Serpent-priest. Plague-nonsters are one thing, but making doubles of tersepts
and overdukes—er ki ngs—s our province. The, overclever Lord of the Serpent.”

The last thing Mel var Hanenhat her saw, as tentacles slanmed his head
floorwards at breath-snatching speed, was a trickle of blood com ng around the
corner fromthe side passage. Landrun's, of course.

"Wl l, Brother Landrun?"

"Ah ... isn't Overduke Anharu taller than that, Lord?"

The Lord of the Serpent peered at his nost recent transformation. The
armaragor did seemto looma little |less than the real Anharu did, in his
remenbrances, but.

"You may be right, Landrun," he said slowmy. "Make it stand beside our
Enbra. | should have done Bl ackgult first, because he's about half a head
taller than his daughter, and Anharu overtops himby about the sane ... or a
little less, perhaps. Hm™"

Br ot her Landrun hastened to obey-so quickly that there was a stunbling thud
as he hastened down the side passage.

He strode into view soon enough, |ooking none the worse for wear, and towed
the shuffling Anharu over to where the fal se Enbra stood. Neither of the
transformati ons | ooked at the other, but stood shifting aimessly from one
foot to another. Landrun gazed at them for a nmonent, and then returned to the



passage.

Lord of the Serpent Hanenhather peered narrowWy at the two fal se overdukes.
How much of the real Anharu's hul king size was his arnmor, bul king up those
massi ve shoul ders? O did folk really | ook closely enough at himfor it to
matter? Casting the spell took but a nonent, but getting the results right,
now . .

There was a guard at the Rowfoam docks that hadn't been there before—with
ready strung bows, too, the customary spears relegated to the banner-display
stands at the back of the docks. The dockl oaders and pages were frightened and
eager for news; barely had the Silver Fin tied up at the jetty than excited
whi spers arose in a hissing chorus, as every passenger and bargehand was
queri ed.

Fl aer os Del canper bounded up the steps before any servant could ply himwth
guestions of fires and sl aughter and maraudi ng nonsters. Hi s haste earned him
a barrier of crossed spears at the first terrace, with an officer of the guard
aimng a bowgun at him from behind them "Hold hard! Your nane and busi ness?"

Fl aeros frowned. "I amthe bard Fl aeros Del canper, of Ragalar; here in
FI owf oam at the personal invitation of nmy friend, the King."

"Your 'friend ?" a spear-wi elding guard asked skeptically, but his ol der
fellow guard had already lifted his spear and stepped back

"He tells truth,"” the veteran told both the officer and his fell ow spear man.
"This is the man who faced down the nobles, and nmade them swear fealty to our
new King. He practically ran this palace for a month or so, until things
settled down."

The enlightened guards eyed Flaeros with new respect, and the officer
cl apped his hand to his shoulder in salute as the bard nodded and resuned his
ascent to the palace. As he glanced up at Flowfoam its ravages now entirely
repai red or conceal ed, he was aware of cold and unfriendly scrutiny from
several sides—but who was so regarding him he could not see. He gave his
unseen observers a smile and a shrug, and went on into the waiting bustle of
the court.

The request to present hinself to the king earned Fl aeros a hard-eyed escort
of suspici ous guards, before and behind, and a thorough search of his person
for weapons. Lighter by the weight of his dagger, his best quill-case, and the
tiny trimmng knife he used for cutting quills, Flaeros was taken through
t hree guarded doors, so wei ghed down by the glares of guards that he found
hi nsel f noving sl owy.

Even when he reached Raul i n—seated behind a small desk, head down and
witing furiously, with piles of parchnents on both sides of hi mthe bl ades of
two bared swords separated them "My fairer days cone, Your Majesty," he said
gently.

Raul i n Castl ecl oaks | ooked up with a frown, trying to place the voi ce—and
when he saw Fl aeros, he snmiled broadly, tossed down his pen, and strode around
the desk to enbrace his visitor, |laughing in delight.

Even then, the guards kept their bl ades pointed at the bard' s back. \Wen he
turned, hugging the king, they noved in haste to keep behind himuntil Raulin
shooed them away wi th sharp words and wavi ng hands.

They took up positions about four strides distant, swords still drawn, as
the king gleefully swept a pile of wits and procl amati ons onto the floor to
free up a stool, and presented it to Flaeros with a flourish. Ginning, the
bard took his seat.

"Wne, sone of that Craul bec, and apples!" the king called, to a servant
nervously hovering just beyond the ring of guards.

Fl aeros rai sed an eyebrow. "Craul bec? Since when did you take a liking for
cheese strong enough to outreek dead goat ?"

"Since you left sone behind in the | arder when you went hone. Three Above,
but I'mglad to see you, Flaer! 1... |I've been going wi zard-witted here, what
with all"—€astl ecl oaks | owered his voice abruptly-"the troubles in these
halls. Wits and treaties are bad enough as daily fare, without all this ..

"Yes," Flaeros nurnured, leaning in close to the king despite the



stiffening, advancing reaction of the guards. "Tell ne: What troubl es? Wat's
been goi ng on? Wy all the nenaci ng swords?"

"Snakes," Raulin murnured. "Slithering into ny chanbers at night.

Three guards have died fromtheir venom and nore have been bitten. They
nmust cone by magi c—and you know who that nmeans—because it nmatters not where
sl eep, and how carefully the walls are chinked and sealed. |'ve even ended up
in bare chanmbers on rope-sling mattresses with nothing but blankets, and stil
they come. And folk here in Fl owfoam are goi ng nad! Wthout warning, tine and
again, a servant or courtier or guard who's been perfectly pleasant to ne for
months will draw a bl ade and start stabbing and hacki ng—at ne, or whoever's
nearest!"

As if the king's words had been a cue, an approaching platter of w ne,
cheese, and apples suddenly went flying, two terrified servants were flung
asi de, and a guard burst forward, waving his sword and how i ng.

Ast oni shed, Flaeros stared as the man charged right at them wld-eyed. Two
guards stabbed himfromeither side, were dragged along, and then frantically
wrestled with the roaring man, who staggered up to the desk, battering the
heads of the nen clinging to himwith his sword, and thrust out at the king.

Fl aeros swept up his stool and smashed the steel aside—and as Raulin
reluctantly drew his own sword and the snarling nman tried to claw his way
al ong the desk toward it, Flaeros swung the stool again, as hard as he could,
into the nman's head.

There was a dull crack, and the guard crashed down face-first onto the heaps
of proclamations, riding thembloodily to the floor and trailing the pair of
grimy clinging fell ow guards.

The bard and the king stared at each other and then down at the lifel ess man
at their feet. Then they lifted gazes to stare at each ot her again,
hel pl essly.

"I wish the Four were back here with us,’
know what to do."

Ki ng Raul i n whi spered. "They'l

13

Too Many Monsters

Tshamarra sighed as carrion-birds napped heavily away from sonet hi ng
spraw ed in the nuddy trail ahead, and sl owed her nervous mount. "I knew
d arond was a popul ous barony, but—gods—this nmany corpses? |Is there anyone
left?"

"Yes," Craer told her brightly, turning in his saddle. "The survivors!"

"And the worst of it all is,” Enbra nurnured from beside the Lady Tal asorn
"he thinks hinself funny."

"He is," Blackgult said from behind themboth, "so | ong as we're speaking
purely of looks. '"Tis his words and deeds that swiftly stray fromanusing to
annoyi ng. Yet the Three must | ove hi mdearl y—ahat other procurer takes such
care to be nmenorable and ever noticed? Mst skulk through life in hopes of
goi ng unnoticed and living |longer. Yet this mad Del nbone ..."

Tshamarra nodded. "Truth, bluntly put. So can ny Bel oved- of -t he- gods see us
all safely through this Blood Pl ague, do you think?" She waved a snall and
sl ender hand at carrion-birds pecking busily at several notionless lunps in a
field, and added quietly, "O repopul ate d arond?"

Craer turned in his saddle, growing a broad grin, and w thout sparing a
gl ance fromhis ceasel ess peering at their surroundi ngs, Hawkril grow ed,
"Lady, encourage himnot! D you know what you sai d? ' Repopul ate' hath but one
nmeans, renenber?"

Tshamarra rolled her eyes. "Spare us your conments and gestures,"” she told
her beaming man firmy, as he opened his nmouth to say sonething clever.
"Just—spare us."



"Shields up,"” Hawkril snapped. "Fol k watching us, in the trees.”

The two sorceresses haul ed at the unaccustonmed wei ght of the shields the
armaragor had insisted on strapping to their saddl ebags ere | eaving
Stornbridge, and | ooked at the trees ahead. The road plunged into their mdst,
and the two wonen exchanged wary gl ances, renenbering arrows hissing . . . and
t huddi ng home .

Tshamarra caught sight of fearful eyes and cowering bodies. "By the

Forefat her, Hawk, they're just. . . frightened folk, staring at us!"
"Aye," Hawkril agreed, waving his drawn sword so that everyone could see it
and standing tall in his saddle to peer farther into the treegl oom ahead. "The

problemw th this plague is—=

Soneone in the trees suddenly snarled and pounced on the man beside him An
unfortunate head was jerked back by a cruel tug on hair, a throat was cut, and
inits wake that same soneone how ed and | ashed out in all directions, stee
flashing under the boughs amid wild screans and the crashings of fleeing fol k.

"—this sudden falling into madness,"” the armaragor added grimy. "Prudence
is swept away, threats and good sense mean nothing, and so 'tis wise to keep
your shields up!"

Hi s last few words were snapped back over his shoul der as he spurred forward
to neet a wild-eyed man running out of the trees funbling with a | oaded
crossbow. Shaki ng hands checked the quarrel, a ceasel essly murmuring nouth
spoke reassurances to itself as the weapon was ai ned-and Hawkril's warsword
sl ashed the bow aside in a whirl of sliced strings, tunbling quarrel, and
severed fingers.

The man screanmed and ran, shaking his gory ruin of a hand and staring at

not hi ng.
Enbra w nced, even as Bl ackgult snapped, "Craer! Guard the ladies!" and
spurred past themto join Hawkril. Many fol k were coining along the w ndi ng

road ahead—fast. Eyes wild and unseeing, running hard, too winded for their
screans to be nuch nore than endl ess, raw groaning..

"What're they running fronP" Enbra nmuttered, clutching the Dwaer in one hand
and trying to manage reins and shield in the other

Hawkril | ooked back, guiding his nervously sidestepping horse, and the Lady
Silvertree saw that he and her father were carefully positioning thenselves to
shield Tash and herself. She | ooked to the other sorceress, and found
Tshamarra's eyes already on her. Tshamarra's face held the same hel pl ess
sadness she knew nust be witten across her own.

"Easy, now," Craer said frombehind them "Just don't go blasting things if
it bids fair to involve trees toppling on us, hey?"

Enbra risked a withering gl ance back at the procurer, and saw that the
slender little man had a dagger ready in one hand to throw, and a fistful of
glittering replacenent fangs in the other

And then the panting, stunmbling tide of Aglirtans was upon them Hawkri
grunting under the battering of so many men inpaling thenmsel ves on his | owered
swords at full run. Blackgult was using a broken | ength of banner-pole he'd
found at the stables like a quarterstaff, leaning lowin his saddle to thrust
and fend off. Al the overduchal horses were rearing, Craer cursing as he
fought to hold the lead reins of the riderless spare mounts. Tshamarra turned
to help him Enbra gathered herself to try to quell equine mnds with the
Dwaer in despair at her own ignorance of how to properly do such a thing, and—

The runni ng people were gone, crashing on through the brush and down the
road behind the overdukes. Several of the stragglers how ed and fell as the
five riders watched, only to rise sprouting claws and snouts, linbs shifting
and twi sting sickeningly under their skins.

Hawkril grimy kicked a dead but still gurgling man off his warsword and
told the Vale around him "This is the worst foul ness the Serpents have worked
yet —mki ng war on all Aglirtans, war-trained or not."

"Perhaps they've wearied of failing to conquer the realm" Tshanarra said a
little wearily, "and have decided to just destroy it. The wolves'|| dine well
this year."



"Aye," Craer agreed from behind her, sonber for once, "but | wonder if,
havi ng done so, they'll remain wolves?"

"Three forfend!" Enbra gasped. "If birds and beasts can carry this plague,
the land will never be cleansed of it!"

"We could just keep riding,
"to other lands, and ..."

"Aye," Hawkril snapped, "and do what? Wait for the plague to reach us there?
Leaving Aglirta torn and | aid waste? W' ve got to stop this, even if it neans
beggi ng and prom sing every |last mage in Darsar whatever they want to aid us
in breaking this magic!"

"Father," Enbra asked quietly, "are they all dead? O is there sonmeone down
but alive and likely to remain so until, say, dusk, that you could bring nme?"

"Quite likely," the Golden Griffon replied, sw nging out of his saddl e and
tossing her the reins to hold.

"Lady Enbra," Craer snapped, "l thought we Band of Four were |eaving the
'Cbey me, fools, for | ama great and nysterious mage' act behind us! W trust
you, yes, but | do expect you to tell us why? Wiy d' you need some poor wounded
i di ot ?"

"Well, | could say we have an inmedi ate and pressing need to learn what lies
ahead of us, mat drove all these folk to flight, but the truth is, Craer, |
can't learn anything nore about this plague-magic unless | can probe an
afflicted mnd with this" Enbra hefted the Dwaer, and added bitterly,

the Lady Tal asorn suggested in a small voice,

"\Whereupon |'I| probably |l earn nore about ny own ignorance than anything
el se.™
"You'll be sharing their wound-pain, if you probe soneone who's hurt,"

Tshamarra murnured, struggling to keep her horse quiet. "That much | do know,
frommy own m nd-touch magics."

Enbra nodded grimy. " '"Tis all right. I won't get lost in agony—'ll have
the remarks of an overclever procurer to anchor and goad ne."
Craer | ooked down, and then away into the trees, and sighed. "I'msorry, Em

| My tongue, it just rides away with me

He fell silent, and so mssed the | ooks of amazenent both sorceresses gave
him They'd never thought to hear any sort of apol ogy from Overduke Del nbone,
who delighted in saying the nmost nmerrily rude or scornful things to the wong
folk at the very worst of nonents, and—

Bl ackgult was turning over mpaning, tw tching bodies as Hawkril watched over
him a sword held ready to throw Suddenly there cane a fresh crashing through
the trees, and the Golden Giffon hastily backed away to where he coul d stand
free of corpses or al nost-corpses, and took up a defensive stance.

Anot her man burst into view, running raggedly. He was barefoot and
straggl e- bearded, and the honespun of a backcountry Aglirtan farmer, torn and
covered with mud and bl ood, hung fromhis Iinbs. He groaned with each breath,
his eyes wild—

"Craer!" Hawkril snapped. The procurer plunged fromhis saddle, raced
t hrough the underbrush, and took the running farnmer's legs fromunder himin a
deft tackle that spilled both of themthrough a thornbush, into a welter of
wet dead | eaves and noss-cl oaked, rotten deadfalls.

The man tried to rise and run on, arns flailing, but was too weak and dazed
to resist Craer's swift ensnarenent of his wists. The procurer hooked a | eg
around the man's thigh, rolled himover into a hel pless trussed state, and
kept himthere, panting, as Enbra rode carefully over and di snount ed.

"Thank you, Craer," she said warmy, clapping a hand to the procurer's arm
as she knelt beside them both.

" "Ware! He's changing!" Tshamarra snapped, pointing. The fallen man's |inbs
were acquiring scales, here and there—and as the overdukes stared, they
t hi ckened and short ened.

"But of course," Blackgult murnured sarcastically. "The Three cease not to
sm |l e upon us, hmP"

"You stand guard," Hawkril told him "and I'll hold the horses. Tash, watch
for anyone approachi ng, hey?"



"My," Craer said, shifting his grip to keep tight hold of the panting body
in his grasp as its shape altered, "this is a new feeling. Very strange."

"Don't get any ideas," the Lady Talasorn told himin a voice at once both
soft and iron-hard. 'Just don't."

The procurer gave her a swift, fierce grin. "I hadn't. Truly. But thanks for
that one. Hm"

"Belt up, Lightfingers," Enbra snapped, busily casting swift, wary gl ances
at the trees above and all around. Satisfied, she held out the Dwaer and put a
firmhand on the brow of the noaning farnmer.

The Stone in her hand gl owed, silence fell, everything was falling and.

She was plunging into warmred darkness, at once pulsing with life and
quivering with fear. It was a darkness that should be brighter, that knew this
and was al arned, and yet could not think, could not hold to thoughts, could
not. ..

Coul d not .

Shuddering, the Lady of Jewels threw herself over onto her face in the
forest | oam breaking the contact.

"Em " Hawkril cried, bending toward her with force enough to drag seven
horses in her direction. "Are you—=2"

"F-fine," his lady told him managing a wy grin as she rose with dirt al
over her forehead and an array of leaves in her hair and sticking to her chin.

"Just... whew It feels . . . different fromwhat afflicted us. 'Tis a nagic
that twists the mind—and its unraveling is beyond nme, without time and qui et
and the right books and such, to cast the spells I'll need. It seened al npost

as if the plague itself can sense, and think, there in his nmind

"A Serpent-priest, watching us through him?" Tash asked sharply.

"No, not that sort of awareness. Just the plague itself, stirring and
flowing. Craer, let himgo. He means us no harm-and no, he's not running from
anyt hi ng he remenbers, he's just seeking 'away' as strongly as he can cling to
t he thoughts he has left."

"Can he... give the plague to someone else, by biting or touching them
or... ?"

Enbra sighed. "I think so, Tash, but |I don't know That's why | wanted us in
G arondar. If the Three smle on us nore widely than they' ve ever been known
to do before, we just mght find some answers in certain books in the baronial
library there."

"M ght?" the Lady Tal asorn echoed with a snmile

"And howis it," Craer said gently, freeing the man and letting himstunble
away, "that you know the contents of a library in G arond? Not neani ng any

offense; I"'mjust ruled by curiosity, that's all."
The Lady Silvertree gave themboth a thin smle. "The 'mght' is because
t hose books may not still be there. Al ny knowi ng of darondan libraries is

that these particul ar books were once held by a previous Baron of @ arond
Anmbel ter wanted ny fa—that is, Baron Faerod Silvertree—+o send agents to steal
them |ong ago."

"There' ve been several Barons of darond since then," Hawkril runbled
gently.

"So we nustn't get too hopeful,
t hose books that you're after now?"

"Castings of, and notes on, sonme spells associated with the Bl ood Pl ague
that afflicted Aglirta I ong ago," Enbra replied. "Now please find us a holl ow,
here in the woods, or sone other place the horses can't easily get free from"

The procurer rolled his eyes. "But of course, lady fair," he fluted,
flawl essly aping the el aborate gestures of a mincing courtier as he strolled
forward. "M ght | ask why?"

"You mght," the Lady Silvertree agreed, and then chuckled. "l... saw enough
inside that farmer to know | nust use the Dwaer on us all, as soon as
possi bl e. The plague still lurks in us, awaiting future weakness to rage
agai n—and ready, even now, to spread to others we have dealings with."

"Ah. Upon reconsideration,” Craer announced solemly, "I've concluded that I

Craer agreed. "All right: what was or is in



won't ask you why, after all."

"Cet thee to a hollow" Tshamarra snarled, pointing into the woods.

The procurer rolled his eyes again and fled. H's return was al nost
i mediate. "There's one just beyond yon stunp. Go around to the right a bit,
to |l ead the horses down; there're noss-slick boul ders everywhere else. |If Hawk
and Lord Bl ackgult shift one of the dead trees down |like a bar behind us, the

horses' || be penned in. Right where their hooves can do us the greatest harm
mght | remnd you, if we get themscared. That is why you want a horse-pen
hey?"

"It is,
the hol | ow.

"Link to me, Tash," Enbra said gently, "and see just how !l do this."

"So | can do it to you?" Tshanmarra asked softly.

Bl ackgul t | ooked up sharply at something in her voice, and put his hand on
the hilt of his dagger.

Enbra nodded. "Last, after | purge you. On the ground, all of you nen."

Cheek to cheek and hip to hip, the two sorceresses touched the Dnaer to each
of their conpanions in turn. Each man shuddered, stared w de-eyed at nothing,
and then convul sed and started to flail and withe, clawing at the ground in
pai n. Craer whinpered, but the two larger men grow ed, |oud and |long, |ike
angry wol ves. The horses snorted and stanped nervously at that, tossing their
heads.

"Burning it back," Tshamarra nmurmured, going reluctantly to her knees and
t hen sinking down into a sitting position

"Yes," Enbra agreed. "No, right down. This'll hurt sone."

"No lie?" the last living Tal asorn replied sarcastically, giving the nearest
horse a doubtful |ook as she took herself to the ground. Then she bit her lip
at the Dwaer-touch, shook, and sobbed, thrashing and archi ng back and forth.
Enbra shiel ded her head froma root, and waited for Tash to recover.

The horses tried to bolt several times, and had taken to mlling about the
holl ow in great haste, neighing frantically and recoiling whenever Enbra used
the Dwaer to shove them away from a human shuddering on the ground, ere
Tshamarra Tal asorn drew in a deep, trenul ous breath, blinked eyes that were
awash with tears, and reached out to clasp Enbra's hand.

"I'm... I"'malnost ready." She drew in another deep breath, shook her head
with a rueful smle, and added, "Yes. |I'mready."

Sonmewhat unsteadily she found her feet, and with a flourish indicated the
ground where she'd been thrashing. Enbra sniled, handed her the Dwaer, and
[ aid herself down.

Tshamarra stared at the Dwaer in her hand with a sort of wonder, smiling
fai ntl y—and never saw Bl ackgult's burning eyes on her, as he clawed his way
upri ght on nearby rocks, and drew his dagger.

Li ke a patient nountain, Hawkril also found his feet, and eyed the horses,
wondering if he'd have to charge and westle them back to protect Enbra or the
still-groaning Craer.

Tshamarra drew in a deep breath, threw her head back like a | ass preparing
to dive deep into a pool, nmade the Dwaer flame, and plunged her hand down onto
Enbra's breast.

And the Lady of Jewels screaned

Loud and long and raw, the throat-stripping shriek of agony set the horses
into a thundering gallop away fromthe two wonen, at Hawkril's barrier tree.

The scream was pronptly answered by a roar of challenge from above, a great
t hunderous cry that echoed and rolled around the hol |l owand nmade the horses
skid to a stop and cower in a trenbling heap

Enbra wiDied in heedl ess pain, but the roar brought Craer back to cursing
awar eness, lying on his back and staring up at the suddenly darker sky.
Sonet hi ng huge and dark was blotting out the sunlight, vast w ngs spread.
Branches splintered and cracked under clutching claws far too |arge for them
to support, trees bent aside and then broke, and with dust-stirring beats of
its great bat-wi ngs the nightnmare came down to earth, stretching forth its

the Lady of Jewels agreed rather grinmy, and they descended into



heads to snap down at all the moving neals in the holl ow.

Yes, heads: three of them A dragon or nightwrmtw sted into a three-headed
abomi nati on such as had never been seen in Aglirta before. Tshamarra rose out
of the fires in Enbra's mind blinking in disbelief, the Dwaer forgotten in her
hand, as searing, smoking spittle fell like rain, and three scal ed necks
pl unged down at her, great jaws agape!

The Baron of d arond hadn't been naster of d arondar for very long. Riding
its streets was still a thrill, even if folk no | onger cheered at the sight of
him It was his, every balcony, spire, and nerlon of it. Ch, various of his
subj ects owned this house and that shop—but if he took a liking to a
particul ar building, a few nmonents of strenuous stabbing by his guards led to
t he goods of dead traitors devolving into waiting baronial hands.

Not that he wanted nost of the dirty, |eaning houses in d arondar. He was
used to grander buildings fromhis days as a courtier in Flowfoam The glitter
of gold, the sheen of expensive cloth, the cold fire of gens—all of these he
was used to seeing, but not actually having.

Not until now

His castle vaults held a coffer of gens and at |east three sacks of gold
coins as large as he was, as well as several chests of |esser coins. He'd
pawed t hrough them nore than once, despite the carefully expressionless
scrutiny of the ever present guards-Aw guards, now-and | ooked forward to
acquiring nore. Miuch nore. But he hadn't expected this nuch, so soon

Like a golden mirror the tray gleaned up at him He |ooked down at it,
seeing his own bright-eyed reflection peering up at—-at sixteen gl eam ng new
Carragl an zostarrs, their gold as rich as that of the thick, chased-edge tray;
ni ne rubies larger than his thunb; and a gold wistlet that rmust hold as mnuch
nmetal as fifty zostarrs.

"Beautiful, yes?" the Serpent-priest asked gently. "And all yours, plus rule
over half the Vale, if you obey me and not the dooned King in Fl owfoam"

The Baron of G arond | ooked up, suddenly dry-nmouDi ed. He'd sent his guards
away to make this a truly private audience at the priest's request, and now
there was no one to shield himagainst the spells of this man Arthroon—f he
was a man, and not some magi c-driven shell used by the G eat Serpent he
clainmed to serve

He licked his lips, and then from somewhere found the strength to ask, "And
if | refuse?"

Arthroon's cold eyes did not snile, even if the nouth below themslid easily
into a mrthful curve. "Then death will come to G arondar. The mad death of
t he Bl ood Pl ague, wacking you and all your courtiers with agoni es and gnaw ng
at your m nds!"

The baron | ooked again at the gleam ng tray, and then back up at the smling
Serpent-priest, and said carefully, "I've heard of this Ml ady, yes. Yet
d arondar has been spared the plague thus far, despite busy Val e nmerchant
traffic, and ny advisors assure me that spells laid on this town centuries ago
by the mage Laerlor keep such perils at bay, and will continue to do so." He
tried a smle at the priest, though he could not-quite-keep his eyes from
straying to the tray of riches again.

Bel gur Arthroon's own smle w dened. "Good Baron," he said gently,
"Laerlor's spells were broken seventy years ago, by the archnmage Col kuth of
Sirl ptar—better known today as the Skull That Does Not Sleep. Know this truth:
everyone in darondar is infected, including you! All that prevents the plague
rendi ng you, right now, is this!"

The priest's right hand shot forth fromhis left sleeve, cradling a rounded,
nottl ed stone-a stone that was glowing a flickering, pulsing white, and
hovering a finger-thickness above Arthroon's pal m

The Baron of d arond was not a |earned man, but courtiers heard nuch-and
even a fool could have felt the raw power pulsing fromthe stone. This was one
of the fabled Dwaerindim the War Stones ... the Stones of Power!

Sensi bly, he fainted.

Bel gur Arthroon's lip curled. So this was what ruled baronies in Aglirta,



these days. It was nore than time for it all to be swept away, in the rightful
rise of the Great Serpent.

He bent his will to the Stone, and used its fire to lash d arond

The sl umped man trenbl ed, hands openi ng and cl osing, and then swayed upri ght
in his seat again, wild-eyed. He started to scream but Arthroon choked it off
into a strangl ed, bubbling whistle, and forced the man to slap hinself.

The baron's head reeled, the eyes trapped and wild. Arthroon smiled grinly
into them and made d arond sl ap hi nsel f agai n.

And again. Then he forced the man to rise fromhis chair. Linbs tw tching
and jerking like a clockwork Carraglan automaton, darond fell over tw ce, but
the priest forced himto his feet again, stunbling and swayi ng.

"Thank ne for ny generous gift," Arthroon commanded, pointing at the tray
and letting slip his control over the baron's head.

@ arond burst into tears, but managed to stammer thanks through the flood of
sobbing terror.

"Silence," Arthroon snapped, not bothering to hide his disgust—and used the
Stone's magic to force the despairing noble' s obedience.

"Now, come!" he added, rising fromhis own chair with an angry swirl of
ser pent - ador ned robes. "We've nmuch to do!"

"Craer!" Hawkril roared, as gaping jaws cane down at himlike the descendi ng
roof of a cottage. "Throw your fangs at its eyes!"

"I"'mnot an idiot, Tall Post," the procurer replied, reeling to his feet and
snatching at hilts here and there about hinmself. "So have sone |ike advice:
Ht it with your sword! Use the sharp edge!"

"Shi el d-spell, Tshamarra!" Bl ackgult snapped, running toward her. "Use the
Dwaer!"

The Lady Tal asorn hadn't stopped to think or to weave magi cs. Aghast, she'd
sinmply lashed out with the fire still roiling around her m nd—and t he Dwaer

spat forth flane.

One of the dragon's jaws filled with bright fire, roiling flames that spat
and curled around its great fangs. Shuddering, that neck spasnmed and snat ched
its head away, |eaving just two—ene closing around Hawkril w th a vicious
snap, and the other turning to engulf horses.

Bel atedl y, Tshamarra tried to spin a shield, using the Dwaer to power what
she renenbered of such spells.

The result was a failure of whirling sparks, but it struck the descendi ng
snout |ike a great unseen fist, driving fangs aside fromthe terrified horses.

And then Bl ackgult was there, large and solid, slapping his hand to the
Dwaer beside her own. Hi's mind was |ike a great sharp sword, dark and know ng,
torn and yet stormstrong.

Rouse Enbra, he commanded. Use this, thus. He showed her bright threads
within the Dnaer's unfol ding power, and then his attention whirled away from
her, back to the dragon above them

It had drawn in its wings, arching its burned head in pain, but was breaking
trees down and aside with its great claws, settling down over the hollow |ike
a ceiling.

"What eyes, Hawk?" Craer conpl ained, springing fromrock to rock |like a nad
jester, trying to reach the lip of the hollow "There's this big scaled body
in the way! Hawk? Hawk? Hawk?

Only one side of the hollow was free of covering dragon now, and down
t hrough that remaining sliver of sky one head quested for prey, snapping
wildly. Blackgult struck at it with unseen, slashing edges of Dwaer-force,
short-lived whel mings that shouldn't rob Tshamarra of too much of the power
she needed to finish Enbra's healing and drag her back to wakeful ness.

The burni ng dragon-head was thrashi ng somewhere up out of sight, but the
third head hung over the hollow, closed and quivering-and Bl ackgult saw the
poi nt of Hawkril's warsword protruding fromit, dark with glistening gore.

The armaragor had wedged his bl ade across the jaws to keep from bei ng
crushed, and the dragon had bitten down on it anyway. Bl ackgult could see an
arnored arm st abbi ng and hacki ng behind the not-quite-closed teeth—-Hawkril was



still alive and had his dagger out.

"Cut its tongue!" he roared. "Hawk, cut its tongue!"

There, the pain would be greatest, and the beast should try to spit the
armaragor out, if only to bite himthe better

Craer snarled in satisfaction as his third hurled dagger slashed across an
eyebal | before spinning away. The dragon screaned.

Heads ringing fromthe din, Blackgult and Tshamarra westled with the Dwaer,
the Golden Giffon spinning a shield of shimering force to fend off dragon
jaws, and the Lady Talasorn to get Enbra back . . . "to join this mad mayhem"
she gasped al oud, ruefully, watching the head that held Hawkril shaking
violently, and the burned head swoop down again, trailing snoke, while Craer
capered about, hurling daggers in an enthusiastic and largely futile flurry.

Where by all the Three had this beast conme from anyway? It was obviously no
spell -spun illusion, but. .. Serpent-magic? The wilds north of the Silverfl ow
headwat ers went on for unmapped nmiles, rugged ridges of forests split by
rushing rivers and | akes beyond nunber, enough to hold a dozen real ns and
dragons to spare, but nothing like this had ever been-

"Where's Hawkril ?" a quiet voice asked, from beside her waist. Tshamarra
| ooked down, and drew in a deep breath of relief. Enbra was awake and
seem ngly whol e once nore.

"I nside yon head, fighting,

the Lady Tal asorn told her, pointing.

Enbra shivered, and then said briskly, "Father, unhand the Dwmaer. | need it
all." Wordlessly Blackgult conplied, and they watched the shinmrering of his
shield dart under the head. The dragon was still shaking it violently, rather

as a dog frees itself of water

That shimering flared into brief brightness, broke into two, and one half
soared up to slice at the dragon's neck like an ax bl ade.

Core sprayed, scales flew, the dragon roared—and its jaws sprang open.
Hawkri|l tunbled out, still hacking as he went, and fell onto the waiting first
part of the shield. Enbra lowered himswiftly away fromthe wildly thrashing
head—and used her inprovised ax of force to strike aside the burned head,
whi ch had nosed perilously close to the descendi ng armaragor

"A vicious beast," she nurnured, as they watched Craer scanper along the lip
of the hollow, easily evading snapping bites of the third head, "but clunsy.
Almost as if it doesn't know how to fight—er even use its jaws with any
precision. And there's no way it could have fed all that bulk to grow this
| arge and not be an expert with those fangs, if its mindis its owmn."

"Or if it's been a dragon for very long," Blackgult comented.

Enbra shot hima glance. "That's so, Father!" Then she | ooked at Tshanarra.

"My thanks for bringing me back. For now, at least, |I'mfree of the plague."
The Lady Tal asorn managed a pale smle. "I thought the Dwmaer made magi c so
easy. | know better now. Lady, | salute you."

Enbra smled wyly. "Hah! You think | know what |1'mdoing with this? | just
wi sh we weren't always fighting, so | could explore the inplications of half
the unl eashings | do. What if using the Dwaer harns Darsar in sonme way we
don't even know about ?"

"Later, Daughter," Blackgult said firmy. "There's this three-headed dragon
remenber ?"

Hawkril stumbled onto the rocks rising to the lip of the hollow, clinbing to
join Craer. Enbra whisked the shield that had carried himback up into the
fray, jabbing it into another neck.

The dragon recoiled, snatching its third head well away from Craer. Eyes
narrow ng, Enbra struck it again with both shimrering shiel d-wedges. The
dragon reared up, letting Iight back into the hollow and causing a fresh
frantic turmoil anong the trapped horses.

"Not a dragon long," Tshamarra nurnured. "Could it be the Dragon, sent by
t he gods and destined to oppose the Serpent? And if it's come again, is the
Serpent itself risen again, too? Can we spend our lives slaying that snake and
never truly kill it?"

The Lady Silvertree shook her head. "This is neither that dragon nor a rea



dragon at all, I'"'mthinking. As for the G eat Serpent, we can probably never
slay it. There'll always be both Serpent and Dragon, but their power cones
fromthe ame or fear or worship folk give them Shatter the priesthood, and
reduce fear of the Serpent to old tales, and the real Serpent won't be nore
than a big beast."

"Li ke this?" Tshamarra asked, waving at the rearing three-headed nonster

now snapping furiously if gingerly at Enbra's tornmenting force-arrows. "1'd
say this sort of big beast could destroy any Vale town, or even Sirlptar, if
it got going!"

"Not this big," Enbra snapped tensely. "Get down!"

Fromits great height the three-headed ni ght mare had done what she'd feared
it mght: surged forward in a clunmsy pounce, trying to bring down and crush
the flying things that were wounding it with its great bulk.

Hawkril and Craer dived away fromthe hollow, into the trees, and Enbra's
outflung arm sent the Lady Tal asorn over backwards onto her shapely behind and
whirling away, head over heels, down a nuddy, | eaf-cloaked slope into the
wi der forest.

She had a brief, confused glinpse of the Dwaer flaring into eye-searing
bri ght ness, trees toppling, a dragon-head-CGods, 'tis as big as a small
castle! —striking at soneone-Bl ackgult?—eff to her right, and then the dragon
screanmed again, and all other sounds were swept away ..

Her left armhurt. She was lying on it, twisted into a huddl ed tangle around
three | eaning tree trunks, and soneone was whi spering anxiously, "Tash? Tash?
Are you—=2"

"Alive?" she replied, finding her nouth full of blood. "I'mnot sure."

Craer's hand stroked her cheek tenderly. She reached up to hold his fingers
and keep themthere, leaning into his soothing touch with a contented rurnmur.

"What happened, lord of ny heart?"

"Well, |-what did you call ne?
H's voice was so swift with excitenment that Tshamarra Tal asorn felt a thril
of power. "Well," she purred, "lord of ny bed, anyway."

He di d not—quite—sigh, but the Lady Tal asorn heard his disappointnment, even
over the faint runble of Hawkril standing sone way off, conmenting in | ow
tones, "There was a tine when the bed woul d have been all you cared about,
Longfingers."

Craer made no reply to that. Instead, he bent closer to Tshamarra and asked,
"Can you nmove? Should | try to lift you? The battle's over."

"One of them anyway," she said wyly. "I—tift ne. | seemto be wedged..."

As her knee was turned, she gasped in pain, and Craer snapped, "Enbra, get
over here!"

"Not yet, Craer," the Lady of Jewels snapped back. 'Just hold her still—I'm
busy. "

"Graul and bebolt," Hawkril gasped. "How deep-?"

"Il live," Blackgult said shortly, his voice tight with pain. "Get the
beast dead first."

" '"Tis dead, or dying, Father," Enbra replied. "See? It dw ndles."

"Turn me," Tshanmarra hissed to Craer. "I have to see.”

The procurer's hands were tender, and therefore slow, but the Lady Tal asorn
was turned back to face the hollowin tinme to see the scal ed, three-necked
| unp subside to the size of a cowand a row of broken-off teeth, just the tips
of dragonfangs—selt at the sane rate fromthe punctured and battered
breastpl ate of the Golden Giffon.

Hawkril was hol di ng Bl ackgult up, though Enbra's father was bent over and
shaki ng with pain.

"Ribs, at the very least,"” the armaragor told his lady. "He's fading."

"Craer!" Enbra snapped, w thout |ooking, as she strode toward Bl ackgult wth
the Dwaer flickering in her hand. Was its radi ance nore feeble? "Hel p Hawk.

Get himlying down, gently!"
"A nmoment nore," Blackgult gasped, holding up a staying hand. "Look!"
Such was the snap of conmand in that |ast word that the overdukes all turned



to gaze at the sane thing: the great three-headed dragon nelting back into the
dirty, nuch-hacked body of a man, lying sprawled on the Ilip of the hollow wth
a |l ook of staring horror frozen forever on his face.

"The plague-magic," Enbra said bitterly.

Bl ackgult nodded. "Sone regain their proper shapes,"
in Hawkril's hands. "Qthers do not."

He swayed, and even as Craer |et Tshanmarra fall back against a tree and
sprang toward the man who'd once been his master, Blackgult groaned, bent
doubl e, and spewed forth bl ood of a hue none of them had ever thought to see
out of a man. His head shifted horribly, sliding into a | onger shape, a snout
with teeth that became fangs before their horrified eyes, armor sliding askew
as the flesh beneath it shifted and sank, becomni ng-

"Tash! To ne!" Enmbra cried, the Dwnaer flaming. "He'll try to use the
St one—he's reaching far it!"

Hawkril flung hinmself forward into a roll that mashed Bl ackgult's grow ng,
reaching tentacle to the ground, pinning it anong rocks and wet | eaf-|oam
Tshamarra Tal asorn clanbered up the tree she'd been | eani ng agai nst, took two
runni ng steps, and coll apsed with a scream of pai n—and Craer plucked her up
staggering, and ran on, carrying her clunsily to where the Lady Silvertree was
beginning to slowy walk in their direction, her eyes and concentration never
| eaving the man who'd sired her.

The Dwaer flared as she came, and Bl ackgult threw back his head and roared
in pain as a sudden gl ow of magi c washed over him His arnmor fell away with a
clatter, baring the scal ed shoul ders beneath. Bones wi D ed beneath that hide
as new | inbs burst forth, grew barbs, and expanded, reaching out. .. and
out. ..

Hawkril wresded with the tentacle beneath him struggled to his feet, and
| unbered toward Bl ackgult—as Enbra hi ssed anot her spell that sent sparks
raci ng over her father and bani shed his scal es.

Craer fell heavily, pitching Tshamarra to the ground. She craw ed over his
fallen formand on, claw ng her way across the forest. "I'm com ng, Enbral"
she cried—and caught her breath in horror as a tentacle raced toward her
sliding through the Iong-fallen | eaves |ike a black, wet tongue.

"Craer!" she call ed—and her man groaned to his feet behind her, plucked her
up by the hips, and staggered toward the Lady Silvertree, who was now
enshrouded by the whirling radi ance of another spell she was weavi ng.

As Enbra's nmagic grew in brightness and started to blaze ruby-red, Bl ackgult
roared in fresh agony, and grew nany eyes. G otesque and glistening, they
sprouted all over him of varying sizes but all staring in beseeching pain.
The body sporting them slunped, turned a nuddy hue, and many sucki ng nmout hs or
hol es opened in it, to the acconpani nent of horrible wet sounds.

Enbra hurled her spell a scant noment before Craer fell again and sent
Tshamarra crashing into her, and as the two sorceresses rolled and tunbl ed
toget her, the Dwaer spinning up out of Enbra's grasp, the thing Blackgult had
become roared in triunph or hopeful ness, and surged forward |i ke a beached
seat usk, seeking to reach the gl ow ng, hovering Stone.

Hawkril struck him shoul der to nonstrous bul k, and they crashed together in
a shuddering tangle that sent Bl ackgult struggling through a nightnmarish
succession of forns. Jaws appeared, snapped, flowed, and were gone, eyes rose
and fell atop tentacles and heads and dorsal ridges, tentacles and claws and
tal ons sprouted and nelted back into the ever-flowi ng flesh—and Craer flung
hinself into the heart of the anmorphous body, both boots first.

The thing that had been Bl ackgult shuddered and wailed, a high and horrible
wet fluting cry that sent its many jaws falling open and tentacled |inbs
col I apsi ng back i nto shapel essness, and fell back

It was still thrashing and roiling on the ground when two frantic hands
cl osed together around the glowi ng Stone. Two pairs of blazing eyes net, and
then turned with one accord to gaze at the ever-changi ng nonster. Muths
mur mured i ncantations in unison, hands shaped spells, and the Dwaer sang.

Radi ance after rushing radi ance burst over Blackgult and settled, and under

he grow ed, trenbling



their sway the slithering of shapes slowed and then halted, until it seened
like a puddle of flesh lay on the forest floor

Fl esh that slowy became pinkish again, and hairy, as it dw ndled. The
sorceresses went right on murmuring spells, advancing in careful unison as
Hawkril and Craer drew warily back, until they knelt an arm s reach fromthe
qui vering fl esh.

Slow y Enbra extended her hand, the Dwaer in it, out and down to the pool of
flesh ... as if offering it. The incantations continued unbroken as the Stone
spun very slowy in a grasp that gave it no such encouragenent.

As the armaragor and procurer watched with wary eyes and hal f -drawn bl ades,
the flesh seemed to shudder, and then bul ge upward toward the Dwaer. Like an
eyeless wormit rose, wiggling, and grew fingers, thinning itself into a

human hand .. . and reaching forth to touch the Dwaer

The Stone fl ashed, the pool of flesh seenmed to shiver and clench into a
wild, whirling variety of shapes . . . and then the hand |l ed dowmn into an arm
attached to a body with a famliar face . . . and Ezendor Bl ackgult was

blinking at them eyes like two coals in a shaking, sweat-drenched body that
was his own. Human once nore, he groaned, bent his head as the tears came, and
col l apsed onto his face, exhausted.

"CGet up,"” Craer snapped, picking up the nearest piece of Blackgult's arnor
and tapping the sprawl ed, naked man with an air of disgust. "I don't see why
you're weary—+'mthe one who's been doing all the work!"

14

Ri di ng Through Bl ood

Sparks raced around her, riding a surging power that |[eft Maelra Bowdragon
awed. Rushing magic swept her into its coils, whirling away the dark and
narrow st oreroom of magics that Uncle Milthas had al ways thought was his own
little secret, in a torrent of air and crackling lightning that |eft her
br eat hl ess.

When the chaos fell away, Maelra becane aware that she was no | onger
crouching in the gl oomof that hi dden Bowdragon storeroom She was sonmewhere
dimthat snelled of danmp earth, sonmewhere she'd never stood before—but that
was, yes, famliar. A place she'd visited as a sending: the abode of the
Spel |l master of Aglirta . . . and there he was, standing in the shadows
wat chi ng her.

Shivering with excitenent, Maelra net the cold and know ng eyes of Ingryl
Ambel ter. She'd seen such soft smiles fromnen before—sniles that |ingered on
t he sl eek curves of her body, but always fled when they |earned her heritage.
She' d never seen one surmounted by such a deadly gaze, though

Swal | owi ng, she held out her arnful of enchanted Bowdragon thi ngs—the
mrrors and coffers and daggers she'd obediently stolen for this man a nonent
ago. One slid in her cradling grasp, and she shifted her arns hastily to avoid
dropping it. This was real. She was truly here, sonewhere underground near the
river in Aglirta, far fromhone . . . and two short strides away from nore
power than she'd ever felt before. Her skin craw ed at its awakened, pul sing
pr esence.

"Come," the Spellmaster said with that sanme softly dangerous smile, holding
out a beckoning hand and cradling the gl owi ng Dwaer-Stone with the ot her
"There's much to do."

"Ah, aren't you going to ... uh, yes. O course," Mielra replied, hearing
the faint scrape of a booted foot on stone behind her, and casting a quick
gl ance over her shoul der.

Bar on Phel i nndar stood regarding her calmy, his arnmor gleam ng and his
sword raised-poised to plunge into her back! Yet already he was lowering it,
and a Dwaer-Stone was glowing in his other hand.



Maelra whirled back to face Anbelter, to see if these nen really possessed
two Dwaerindi mbut the Spellmaster's hand was now enpty. Trying to keep her
face expressionl ess but knowi ng Anbelter had seen her eyes narrow, she
swal | owed again and said, "Yes, we've rmuch to do."

"My father and all of our horses are just fine,' Enbra said sharply. "O so
t he Dwaer showed ne, Craer—and believe nme, it lets you feel as well as see.”

The procurer held up a hand. "Pillory ne not, Lady; | was merely pointing
out that our mounts all appear ... ah, restive."
Tshamarra sighed. "Well, wouldn't you be, Craer, if you were a horse?" She

waved one slimhand. "Look around us!"

The choice view of darond they were enjoying at that nonment included at
| east six clusters of carrion-crows, vultures, and worse. VWat was left of a
corpse presunably lay at the heart of each squawki ng, pecking group—and nore
than one plune of snoke was rising fromdistant barns and farmhouses. The
cottage nearest to them had al ready been burnt out, and now stood bl ackened,
roofl ess, and deserted. Livestock wandered aimessly, bawing their
di spl easure and loneliness fromtine to ti ne—except when arrows whistling from
stands of trees brought them thunderously down, and nen raced out to hack at
the twitching corpses, cut off legs or |arge hunks of runmp and ribs, and
hurried back to the trees again.

The only other living humans the overdukes had seen since |eaving the forest
had fled fromthemin terrified disarray, but the five had already learned to
keep well away from woodl ots and thickets. Evidendy the good folk of d arond
were not too witless with fear to ai mbows, and not too amrunition-poor to
stint on |oosing arrows at five mounted strangers.

Arrows hissed out of sonme trees now, arcing high into the air to thunmp and
thud into the ditch, well short of overduchal horses—er torsos. "Are we this
close to brigandry in Aglirta?" Craer snarled in disgust, turning in his
saddle to glare at the dark stand of trees the shafts had cone from

"Evidently," Enbra sighed. "Renmenmber, Craer, it takes three generations of
rel ati ve peace and order for folk to trust in kings and | aws and such. . . and
yon fol k have seen barons change with the passing seasons, armnies on the
march, | aw ess magi c hurled hither and thither, ceaseless talk of newrule in
FI owf oam Serpent-priests whispering in their ears every bebolten year—and now
a madness and beast-curse that no one defends them against or tells themtruth
about. Be glad they've got bows and the wits left to use them™

"Gah!" the procurer snapped, spurring his nount away. "You speak truth, |
know, but | don't have to like it!"

Tshamarra rolled her eyes and called, "Rein in, Lord Idiot! Wen the next
t hr ee- headed dragon cones, | want you right here at ny side, so you can die
with the rest of us!"”

Craer shot her a disgusted | ook back over his shoul der-and reined in.

Enbra gave Tshamarra a much nore respectful gl ance, and nurnured
"I npressive. "

What ever reply the Lady Tal asorn nay have been planning to make was | ost
forever in a sudden screamfromthe trees to her left. She turned to | ook
lifting her shield as swiftly as any warrior now, and beheld ... nore
striding-to-nowhere folk in torn and soiled garb. These Aglirtans were qui et
as they wal ked, but their shudderings and wild stares betrayed pl ague- madness.

"Don't be letting anyone bite you, I'mthinking," Craer said grinly,
hal f-drawi ng his sword

"Let's just keep riding," Hawkril growl ed. "There's nothing we can do for
this many fol k—except find the Serpent-priests and put a stop to their
pl ague- spreadi ng. "

"While there's sonmeone left alive in Aglirta, you nean?" Craer asked
bitterly, his hand still on his sword.

They urged their horses to a faster pace, and the snorting beasts seened
eager to conply; firmhands on the reins were required to slow themfroma
gal l op. More wandering humans shrank away at their approach-save for one man,



nore oblivious than the rest, who kept plunging into convul sions, rising again
to wal k normally, and then sinking down into spasns again. As the overdukes
rode up, they saw himfail to straighten fromhis latest withing, as
hai r —-beast hai r—suddenly sprouted on his body.

Craer hissed in disgust and drew his sword, but Enbra snapped, "Craer, stop
| need this one captured. Hawk?"

"Arrow to your bow, Lady," he runbled, spurring forward.

"What means he?" Tshamarra asked quickly. "I1've heard those words before."
"Ch. Od lovers' saying of the Vale," Enbra replied absently, her eyes on
Craer turning to spring fromthe saddl e on one side of the man, and Bl ackgult

raci ng snmoothly past to snatch the reins of the procurer's nount, while
Hawkril reined in on the other side of the now crouching, snarling man. "From
an old ballad: 'Lady, I'll be the arrow to your bow Command nme lifelong, in
all things' ... and so on."

"Ch," the Lady Talasorn replied, alnmost wistfully.

Enbra shot her a curious glance, and then | ooked swiftly around in al
directions to make sure no one—and no thi ng—was getting ready to attack or
pounce. Aside from obedi ent nmal e overdukes, that is.

The man | ooked like a wolf, now, his transformation into beast-shape al npst
conpl ete. And when he lowered his head and snarled thrreateningly at Hawkril
Craer deftly | ooped cord—a line he'd been carrying wapped around his wai st,
bel t - f ashi on—around the nman's | egs.

The man-wol f whirled around with a roar, snappi ng—and Craer shoved his sword
broadside-on into its jaws, just as Hawkril caught it by the neck with both
hands, straddled its back, and sat on it. The transfornmed man squirned and
thrashed. But Craer wound his line around all of his paws and then his snout,
pulling the cord tight, and Hawkril kept himpinned . . . and it was clear
that as long as they kept their positions, the man-wolf wasn't goi ng anywhere.

"Nicely captured,” Blackgult said, holding a snorting horse with either
hand. He | ooked at Enbra. "Want to practice, | presune?"

"Precisely." The Lady Silvertree held up the Dwnaer, and said to Tshamarra,
"I want you to ride ny mind as | try this."

As the Tal asorn sorceress nodded, Enbra turned her head. "If it works, and
we see another wolf, we'll try it again as you join me, Father. W have to
know how to purge the plague, and practice doing it, until forcing fol k back
to their own shapes isn't a battle against the Dwnaer but something we can do

readily."
The plague in their captive was subtly different fromthe | ast one they'd
felt in their own bodies . . . but having seen the man before he was forced

out of his own shape hel ped, the two sorceresses discovered. Their menories of
his proper self gave them something to nove himtoward as the Stone in their
shared grasp forced the man-wol f through a dozen or so transformations. The
Mal ady seermed to be watching them shifting to minimze their success but
havi ng no place to hide, and eventually being driven down to ... nothing.

When he was hinsel f again, the plague-magi c broken, the man stared at them
i n haggard, unshaven horror—and fainted.

Craer caught himby the sinple tactic of being under the man as he
col l apsed. "Well," he snapped, westling the man into a sitting position
"tis a quieter thanks than sone you've received."

Enbra gave hima wy snile. "The next wolf we see, we must try this again,
to see how we fare wi thout knowi ng the proper human formwe're trying to
restore.”

Craer rolled his eyes. "Exactly how many wolves am | going to have to cuddle
for you?"

"How many fingers have you left to count wth?"

Bl ackgult snorted as he handed Craer back the reins of his horse. "Now
that's a waste of time, Enbra: trying to trade witticisms with Lord Del nbone.
| take it the only way of learning howto fight down the plague is the hard
way—and t hrough such battles coming to understand the Serpent-nagics of the
Mal ady well enough to break then®"



Enbra nodded. "It. . . changes, each time |I contact it. Except..." she
frowned, and added slowly, "when the infections have come fromthe sane
source. | think. I'"mnot sure yet, beyond knowi ng the differences are there
and that the Mal ady seens to alter itself when assailed. So each battle's
different, but one |l earns what to do—the sane way armaragors master their
weapons, | guess."

Hawkril swung up into his saddle. "You forgot one small but crucial part of
achi eving weapon mastery that rmust prevail through all battlebl ood practice:
staying alive."

They rode on, practicing staying alive as they crossed the wooded ridges
that kept this part of Garond little visited by outlander merchants. It was a
country of small farns, rolling hills, and unmarked | anes-but now held a
wearyi ng harvest of corpses and fearfully skul king @ arondans, though
over duke- seeki ng arrows becane fewer.

The five rode even nore warily as their trail descended into broader valleys
where nore prosperous farms sprawl ed, but not a single cart or traveler did
they neet. It was as if the I and had been enptied, everyone rushing off
downriver to Sirlptar to sonme festival or other, leaving their farns and shops
and smthies to—

Wl ves! As Craer and Hawkril, in the |lead, rode around a bend where the
trail curved between two hills crowned by gnarl ed everenber trees, three
panting farmers sprinted across the road-with a nman-sized wolf | oping hard on
their heel s!

Its jaws were agape, the hindnost farmer only just ahead of them as he
crashed through a bl ackt horn bush, stunbled on uneven ground, and then
st aggered on.

Craer sprang fromhis saddle, right into the wolf's path. The beast blinked
at this obliging apparition, shied aside as if to race around it, causing
Craer's riderless horse to rear and then bolt, and then whirled in at this new
arrival fromone side, biting dowmn—ento the procurer's sword, helpfully
slamed flat, edge-on, into its jaws. Its strike bow ed Craer over, and he
roll ed over on his shoulders snarling like a wolf hinmself, putting his boots
into the beast's ribs to keep it frompinning himwith its weight.

H s toe-blades made it yel p—and then Hawkril was there, bounding fromhis
own saddl e to pounce on the beast. Wapping an armaround its neck, he shoved
aside Craer's sword and used his weight to roll the beast over on its back
putting an ungentle knee into those same ribs—the wolf yel ped agai n—and t hen
ranm ng his arnored forearm between its jaws.

"Forefather!" he yelled in pain, as it bit down hard enough to crush his
bracer deep into his skin. "This one's a right nonster!"

Freed fromhis own rolling on the road, Craer bounded up and reached a hand
into swat the wolf hard on the end of its nose, breaking its bite and sending
it into a helpless flurry of mngled sneezing and growl i ng. Hawkril shifted
his grip, getting both hands firmly around the shaggy throat, and bent the
struggli ng body back over his knee .

"I can't— Enbra gasped, as Dwaer-light washed over the struggling bodies.

"I can't find a man's mind at all, inside that, that. . . thing . "

"Daughter, that's a real wolf," Blackgult snapped, keeping his own firm hold
on the Dwaer, "not a plague-borne nonster!"”

"Graul!'" she gasped in horror, staring down at the westling bodies in the
road as their horses danced and Bl ackgult held them back fromfl eeing by main
strength. "Waat'Il |-—=2"

Her father gave vent to an exasperated grow of his own, and did sonething
to the Dwaer that made it burn in Enbra's grasp. She caught her breath and
hi ssed in pain, dropping it—and as it spun out of her hand to hang in mdair,
linked to the Golden Griffon's fingertips only by tiny crackling tongues of
energy, sonething like a flash of white lightning burst well beyond the fray,
spitting bolts back toward them

A monent later, Craer was hurl ed back between the horses like a small,
ragged ball, voice rising in fear as he spat an endl ess stream of curses.



Hawkri|l crashed into the ditch by the roots of an everenber tree, and the wolf
was flung the ot her way.

"What =" Tshamarra cried, looking wildly around for Craer as the Stone
flickered in mdair, raggedly lighting a sudden mist of its own spinning.

"Use the Dwaer to quiet the horses," Blackgult ordered her, "before the pack
beasts get all the way back to Stornbridge and Craer's nmount finds the next
barony or tries to leap the Silverflow and the mountains beyond, hm®"

Tshamarra gaped at him

"Use it!" he roared into her face—and she shuddered, gul ped, and reached out
for the Dwaer . . . which obligingly drifted toward her hand.

Enbra was al ready scranbling down from her saddle, the Dwaer forgotten
"Hawk? Hawk!"

"That's right," Craer announced sarcastically frombehind themall, making
Tshamarra gasp in relief and evoking a grow from Bl ackgult as her
Dwaer - gui dance wavered, "run to see if the nan as big as a horse and covered
in arnmor as thick as a castle door is hurt! Don't bother about the acrobatic
and incredibly clever Craer Del nbone, hurled away through the trees in great
peril to life and linb! Spare not a thought for the brilliant nind that
tricked the Tersept of Launsrar out of four horses and the pay-coach they were
hitched to! O the Seneschal of Morn Castle of his beautiful daughter
O "—the trudgi ng procurer caught sight of Tshamarra's startled | ook, and added
hastily—well, perhaps we'll not mention her, after all. Perhaps we'll dwell
instead on ..."

"Catching the horses and belting shut our overclever lips for a change,"”

Bl ackgult snarled, |eaning down fromhis saddle in a jangling of shifting
arnorpl ates to shake the procurer down to his fingertips.

Nose to nose they regarded each other for a nonent, ere the Golden Giffon
let go his tight grip on the procurer's throat, dropping Overduke Del nbone
back onto the road with the comrent, "Besides, you nmust have relieved Launsrar
of his pay-silver whilst spying on himfor me, so the chests in that coach
shoul d have been nmine—and | don't recall seeing one thin coin fromthem"

"Father, stop it!" Enbra screamed fromthe ditch behind Bl ackgult, bursting
into tears. "You may've killed Hawkril —dsing |ightning when he's all in arnor,
you idiotl—and all you can—

One great hand rose fromthe arnored form she was draped around and patted
her shoul der reassuringly, before lifting to stroke her hair. "Mlady," a
famliar voice runbled, "I live. 1=

"Hawkril!" Enbra flung her arnms around her man, heedl ess of the bruises his
arnor dealt her, and let |oose a flood of tears.

"—eonfess that | can't hear you, just now. . . my ears seemto be al
a-roar ... Is the wlf dead?"

Craer | ooked up fromhis exam nation of the snoking beast in the far ditch
wearing a grin that woul dn't have | ooked out of place on the face of the wolf
itself, and said, "Very." Then the armaragor's words sank in, so he stopped

talking, lifted his hand in a salute, and then made the circling,
poi nti ng-at-the-ground hand gesture Aglirtan warriors use to denote death.
Hawkril lifted an armout of Enmbra's swarmi ng enbrace to return the salute,

and Craer's eyes, follow ng the movenent, found thensel ves | ooking straight
into an unfamiliar face in the trees beyond. A dark-eyed, intent man,
wear i ng—Ser pent - r obes!

The procurer's favorite dagger was in his hand in an instant, and out of it
in the next, with a second fang comng to his fingertips even before he burst
into a racing sprint that took himacross the road, made Tshamarra's horse
rear in startlenent and Enbra gape at him and gained the far bank at a dead
run, bouncing fromtree to tree in his snarling haste to get to where—

—the Serpent was choking his slow way to the ground, with the hilt of
Craer's dagger under his chin and a | ook of hurt disbelief in his eyes. Craer
used his second blade to slash at the man's fingers, spoiling any desperate
| ast spell the priest mght have been trying to cast—and then saw a shi mering
in the air beyond the tree the priest had been crouchi ng behi nd.



There was a face in that roiling of the air, but Craer saw only the coldly
furious regard of one eye ere the shimering turned and shrank in on itself,
col I apsi ng i nto—

Not hi ng but a spark or two, as Craer savagely plunged his blade through the
air where it had been, snarling and hacki ng, hacking, hacking..

"Craer?" The voice behind himwas Tshamarra's, and it was |ow but laced with
al arm

The procurer whirled around, dancing to one side out of long habit in case
someone was planning to put a shaft or lance through himas he turned. H's
| ady stood al one, the Dwaer spinning above her |eft shoul der, shaki ng her head
with a wy smile on her face. "Did you see who it was?"

Over duke Del nbone shook his head. "A man, not soneone | know. He saw ne.

Anot her Serpent-priest, of course, probably this one's superior. That was a
tal king magic, wasn't it?"

Tshamarra nodded, and then enbraced him As their lips net, his hands
ti ghtened on her hips, and she murmured sonet hing wordl ess and held him
tighter, lips working against his, until—

"I can't think any of this is calmng the horses,’
fromjust behind the Lady Tal asorn

She stiffened, and Craer lifted his nouth fromhers to give his onetinme |ord
master a rather cold | ook. Blackgult crooked an eyebrow-and then grinned |ike
a pranksome | ad and turned away.

A startled Craer saw Hawkril smiling at himfromthe road, and Enbra sighing
and crooki ng a beckoning finger. The Dwnaer floated to her, and Tshamarra
turned swiftly in the procurer's arns, feeling it nove—and then rel axed. "Lord
Bl ackgult," she said after a nmonment, her voice holding a clear warning, "I
shal | devote some tinme, as we ride on, to considering what's npst suitable to
say to you."

"But of course," the Golden Giffon replied with a courteous bow, as he took
the reins of his horse and prepared to nmount. "1'd expect nothing | ess—and ny
as-yet -unspoken reply awaits you."

"Ch, thank the Three," Enbra observed sarcastically to the cl oud-studded
sky. " '"Tis wonderful to discover my father, under his arnor, fame, and years
of swaggering wooing, is just another Craer."

"Just?" Craer demanded indignantly. "Just? Lady Enbra, | begin to regret
deeply that | ever broke into your bedchamber to steal your gowns | do!"

"No," Hawkril rumbled, "you just regret that we got caught. | don't,

t hough." He grinned at his |ady, and added unnecessarily, "I can hear again."

Enbra | ooked at Tshamarra, and the two sorceresses rolled her eyes together

Bl ackgult observed calmy

"Bowdr agons have al ways been masters of magic," Maelra answered the
Spell master, a trifle stiffly. "We were archmages in Arlund before there was
an Aglirta, kingless or otherw se."

That earned her his soft smile. "How nice," he purred, in a tone that was
anything but. "Yet you'd do well to remenber that a tradition of sorcery and
mage-lore, while vital to all who work magi c, neans nothing to the
acconpl i shnents of any one practitioner. Do the Wse rule real ms, or advise
kings daily at court, or dictate policies by their very presence and feared
power s?"

He strode across the room and then turned and snapped, "No. 'Tis archmages
who can truthfully claimsuch acconplishnents. Twas an arch-mage that nade
this" he added, lifting the Dwnaer, "and now an archmage w el ds it—al ongside a
baron."

Those | ast three words sounded |ike a hasty addition to Maelra, and no doubt
they did to both of her hosts, given the way Anbelter flushed and the Baron
Phel i nndar strode swiftly to his side, to lay a firmhand on the Dwaer.

"I'n short, young Bowdragon, nmany may prance and take airs in their attenpts
to gather inportance and to cow warriors and petty rulers. But those who work
magi ¢ know better: beyond our ability to guide and harness the forces we cal
"magic,' we're none of us special. We're sinply masters of greater or |esser



amounts of techni que, experience—and power."

The Spel | master made the Dwaer flame, causing Phelinndar to flinch and
shrink back, favoring Anbelter with a dark look. " This is power, little one,"
Anbel ter continued, ignoring the baron. "Wth it, we're mghty; but even
without it, as nmen of Aglirta, we've nore experience and expertise in the
hurling of spells and of their precise consequences and effects than all of
your uncles put together. Your sire and his brothers practice magic at
| ei sure, exploring as they will—-but the good baron and | confront magic in
battl e al nost daily, and constantly work with it, straining spells to their
ut nost and reshaping them for new uses. Bowdragons may master magi c out of

pride, and take the time to hone castings and details we cannot.. . But if we
make a single mistake, 'twill mean our deaths—and yet here we are, very nuch
alive."

He took a step toward her. "If our paths are to run together for the nonce,
"tis best that you respect our power properly, so obedience to us will becone

your watchword, and pride in your heritage be set in its rightful place: a
confort to you, but not a throne you can relax upon, or a nmirror you can sneer
at yourself in. You should rightly take pride only in what you al one have
done—and the way to win such pride is to follow our orders, and in that doing
cone to be sonmeone your uncles will regard with awe."

The Spel | master gl anced at the baron, a silent signal that brought
Phel i nndar forward until they stood side by side once nore, each with a hand
on the Dwaer-Stone. "Watch, and taste just a little of the power we weld,"
Anbel ter added, as the Stone flared into brilliance that shoul d have blinded
Mael ra, but instead sonehow surrounded her with white, gleamng light—as if
she was envel oped in clear, interlocking genstones |arge enough to neet above
her head.

She gasped in wonder, narrowi ng her eyes in case this glory m ght becone a
flash to blind her—for she'd truly be an obedient slave to these two nmen then
if they desired her so—but instead each facet around her kindled an inner
flame that built until it becanme a different scene of sonewhere in Asnmarand.
Countrysi des seen fromcastle ramparts, seacoasts where boats wall owed past on
rolling waves, nossy and overgrown ruins in deep forests, dark fastnesses lit
by flickering torches, busy markets with cobbled streets ... all of them
wi ndows onto living vistas where birds flew, w nds blew, and folk strode and
waved and poi nt ed.

She cried out in pleasure, seeking to peer at several scenes at once. But
even as she did everything shimered, the scenes flowing into their
constituent hues, and she heard Ingryl Ambelter cry out—w th anger and
surprise, not pleasure.

"What is it?" Baron Phelinndar snapped, his voice sonehow di stant and
echoi ng.

Anmbel ter was closer. Maelra could feel as well as hear his reply as he said,
"Anot her Dwaer, very close by! W nust—=

Then their converse shifted, plunging into a bright but private thread of
t houghts, not voices, that Maelra could not follow She could still feel
t hough, through the rushing of shifting radiances and flow ng, swirling
power —and she behel d, across a dimess that could only be a place where the
power of the Dwaer was not present, a rising, rushing arc of power akin to
what she was caught up in, but sonehow subtly different..

That must be the other Dwaer, or rather its power unleashed—and this, here
besi de her, rising in urgency and brightness, nust be whatever Anbelter and

Phel i nndar felt they "nust" do with their Dwaer to ... to ..
Lash out, in a burst of ruby-red and defiant power that shook Maelra with
its mght even as it thrilled her ... clawike bolts that slashed at that

ot her flood, stabbing across the darkness between Iike fingers of Iightning,
seeking to disrupt!

Seeking, and succeeding. Wth a thrill that |eft her gasping, Melra
Bowdr agon wat ched that great arc of power split apart, riven asunder to thrust
streanmers and sprays of energy in all directions. A backlash slamed into the



flow around her, thrusting her up above the chaos of westling energies. Such
power\ Such ... By the Three, to be able to ride this, across all Darsar |ike
a roving dragon, slaying wherever it glanced ..

That other Dwaer-flow was shattered entirely now, curling in all directions
with a mghty grandeur, turning, turning

A scrying-whorl burst apart, shedding spinning arms with a fury that rocked
the cavern where a lone figure with a surprised and nelting face crouched over
it. Even as the whorl-blast plucked himfromhis feet and hurled hi mback, the
Dwaer in his hand spat forth a flood of sparks that becanme stabbing spears of
[ightning-bright bolts that raced all over the grotto, glancing back anid
showers of shattered stone, to stab through him

Wth a screamthat was nore rage than pain, the ever-shifting figure sprang
into the air, using the Dwnaer that was searing his hands as a flying steed to
take himup above the | ancing death. Snokes trailed fromhis bl ackened body as
he flew, snarling as he fought down his agonies to heal hinself and master the
roiling energies of his disrupted Stone once nore. Wiirling across the cavern
he cane, fighting, fighting . . . and prevailing.

Whoever had struck at himand 'twas not the Silvertree |ass, but sone
other—would taste the fire of a Dwaer wi el ded by sonmeone who knew how to use
it! The Kogl aur threw back a head that sported only a mouth to gasp away pain
and draw in deep gul ps of the lightning-reeking air, and came to a halt,
floating in the air high above the cavern. Snoke curled in the light of the
last few lightning bolts, as he sucked them back into the Dwaer in his hands
until it quivered, as red as blood and as angry as he was.

He turned his eyeless head as if he could see—er snell, in the sharp
snoke-stink—-his foe. Turned, stiffened, and acquired a grimsmle. Slowy he
l[ifted the Dwaer in both hands.

There were two, both with hands on the same Stone. Well, "twas tinme to |et
t hem burn! R ght about —ow

The worl d flashed and spl ashed, and Mael ra Bowdragon was suddenly back in
the Spellnmaster's lair, its flagstone floor rocking under her boots as wld
[ ightnings and showers of sparks burst fromthe Dwnaer in Anbelter's hands.

Yes, the Spellnaster's al one—the arnored form of Baron Phelinndar hurtled
away fromthat outburst of wild magic with a raw cry of terror and pain.

The very air crackled and flowed, forcing its shuddering through Maelra's
body—and suddenly she wanted nothing so nmuch in life as to be far, far away
fromit, sonmewhere safe fromthis dark cave where magi c that could bl ast
castles apart could at any noment veer a trifle and nake scattered ashes of
Mael ra Bowdr agon

She whirled around, to flee she knew not where, and from behind her cane the
roar she'd feared and expected: the sound of Ingryl Anbelter's voice raised in
anger. Wrdl ess, wet and bubbling anger, as if he was spewing forth soup or
wine and trying to snarl at her around it—a sound that |ent her even nore fear
and swi ftness.

Panting, she raced three steps before sonething terribly cold caught her
wrist and shocked her into instant immbility, frozen in nmd-run with one |eg
rai sed high and the other trailing behind.

She' d have toppled but for that icy grip—the one that swung her around to
face the Spellnmaster's angry face. "Don't you ever darel" he spat-the |ight of
unchecked magic spilling out of his eyes like bright smoke, hiding them from
her, and the sane roiling radiances spurting fromhis mouth like liquid flane.

Those bright energi es washed over her frozen face, and with a hel pl ess
foreboding Maelra felt sonething nore than the tingling of wild Dwaer-power
that had already stirred her |oins and set every hair on her body standing out
like so many whisper-thin spikes. A horrible creeping sensation rose within
her, an invading sonething that stole right through her, alive and aware,
| ooking at her with cold amusenment fromw thin as it cane .

Unabl e even to scream Maelra reeled inwardly, sick and terrified. So this
is what it feels |like to be dooned.

Anbel ter must be using his Dwaer to force hinmself on her, to lurk in her



body and spy on her fromwithin . . . Well, so nmuch for her fears that either
Anmbel ter or Phelinndar m ght rape her; would any physical violation be nmuch
nore than a dull irritation after this?

She stared into Ingryl Ambelter's gloating face, still unable to see
anything but flames of wild nmagic where his eyes and nouth shoul d be—and as
she watched, his horrific glee nelted into the Iikeness of a grinning skull
two tiny stars of cold flame twinkling in its eyesockets as it grinned at her

Those eyes that were no | onger eyes |ooked at her, and Maelra felt the
anused and fell regard of an old and wise intellect. Then one eye distinctly
wi nked, and the |leering skull nelted away and was gone, |eaving the angry face
of the Spellnmaster of Aglirta behind it, his dark eyes snapping as he shouted,
"Cbey me, stupid wench! On your knees, and be glad | don't just break your
pretty but useless little neck!"

And Mael ra Bowdragon went to her knees, lifting her hands in pleading
supplication as if Anbelter was an altar of the Three Gods. Her reverence
turned his shouting to glee in an instant, though his eyes still danced with
anger, and he recovered hinself as the |ightnings faded and the roomreturned
to nornal

Then he waved a hand, and the arnored, silent nmen who'd stood around the
wal s Iike statues took a pace forward in unison. Maelra stared at them
wi | dl'y, wondering what new horror was to be visited upon her. She'd thought
they were statues. Their eyes stared back bl ankly, out effaces whose flesh was
twi sted and drooping, like nmelted and then rehardened wax.

15

Lessons Gimy Learned

Enbra Silvertree shook her head to clear it, the Dwaer round and hard and
fam liar in her hands, the only reassuring thing in all this blood and battle.

It had been two deserted ham ets and the ashes of one burned cart with
gnawed-t o-t he-bone horses still harnessed to it |later when they'd stopped to
rest. She'd barely reached sone handy bushes for privacy when the attack cane.

It was sudden and al nost blinding, like bright ruby fire inside her head.
She gasped, staggered, and then . . . somehow ... nastered her Stone once
nore, feeling as winded and bruised as if someone had punched and ki cked her
repeatedly.

Enmerging fromthe bushes in a sort of weary daze, she watched her fell ow
overdukes standing by their horses—ooking at her expectantly.

' Three Above, when did | beconme Lord Master of this notley band of heroes?

The Three forebore to answer that silent question, and Enbra smiled grinly
and told her conpanions, "d arondar. As fast as we can. If 'tis at the other
end of this road, as it always has been, soneone there has a Dwaer, and is
using it right now Probably the same sonmeone who just tried to west contro
of this Stone away from me. And before you ask: I'mfine."

"A Serpent!" Craer snarled, leaping into his saddle.

"Anbel ter!" Hawkril growl ed, sw nging hinmself up onto his horse.

"Phel i nndar!" Tshamarra insisted, claw ng her way up onto her own nount.

"Anyone in Aglirta," Blackgult suggested with a quiet smle, his battered

arnor clanging as he | eaned down a hand from horseback to assist his
daught er.

The nonent Enbra was nounted, Craer spurred his horse into a gallop

"Ho, there!" Hawkril called. "How fast d'you want to stick your fool head
into the next Serpent anbush, hey?"

"Mght as well be swift, so Enbra can slay themthe faster and we can get
on," Craer called over his shoul der

"Hear me: Even if we ride these poor beasts until they fall over, '"twill be
next norning at the very |least before we see d arondar."



"So we'll steal fresh horses,"” Craer replied airily. H's horse snorted and
shied under him as if in answer to his words—but really to avoid stepping on
a dead horse sprawied in the trail, wearing arrows and surrounded by the bl ood
| eft behind by the scavengers that had torn open its belly and plucked out its
eyes. A skull and a few scattered bones beside it bespoke the fate of its
rider.

"Well, this one's free for the taking," Hawkril observed. "Hey,

Longfi nger s?"
Craer snarled and dug his boots into the flanks of his weary nount again.

Dwaer - power gripped the Baron of @ arond with viselike fingers.

"Trenblings and protests aren't reassuring to the good fol k of d arondar,"
Arthroon said firmy. "They much prefer snmiles and a show of reverence to the
Great Serpent to conme. So you, ny good and obedi ent Baron, will give them
that."

A sudden surge of pain and a forcible trip to his knees in front of the
gently smiling priest remnded the terrified baron that he was utterly under
the control of the Dwaer. Now it was forcing himup again, past the ornate
wi ndow t hat was di splaying nightfall drawi ng down over G arondar, to the
mrror.

"Snmooth out the winkles and square the shoul ders, there's a good baron,"
the priest purred, as the magic suddenly let go of arond s arns. He gaped at
his reflection, and then alnmpst frantically brushed and tugged and snooDi ed
turning side-on to better judge his appearance.

Lord of the Serpent Bel gur Arthroon nodded approvingly, took up his
snake- headed staff, and indicated the door. "Qpen it, bold Baron d arond, and
show your peopl e how devoutly you worship the Serpent."

The baron hastened to obey, as a drumstarted to beat in the courtyard
bel ow.

"Ah, we're just in time for the drinking of the plague-w ne," Arthroon
observed, prodding baronial shoulders with his fanged staff. "Down to the
courtyard, and kneel to the priest serving wine there."

Hel pl essly, the baron started down the stairs, fixing a smle onto his face
before the Dwaer could do it for him Smiling |like a snake, Arthroon foll owed
himdown into the rising chants and qui ckening drunbeats. It sounded as if al
@ arondar had come to join in worshi p—and service—to the Serpent.

Al fools, and all dooned. Yet if one was a priest of the Serpent, life was
good ... and could only get better

The spears canme down to bar his way. "Your nanme, and business in Fl owf oan"

"Sul dun Greatsarn, loyal warrior of the King, reporting back to Hi s Mjesty
under royal command to do so," growl ed the grim exhausted man in nud-smeared
and battered arnor.

"Whet her you are or are not a king's warrior, | very much doubt if he'll see
you if you try to enter the inner rooms of the palace dressed like that," the
guardcaptain told himcoldly.

Suldun lifted an eyebrow-and then took a pace away fromthe guards, back
down the steps. Spears swung around to nenace him so he descended bel ow t he
guards' reach, and took a horn fromhis belt.

Its call brought a dozen warriors racing down the steps, swords drawn. The
shi el dsar who | ed them glared at the guardcaptain. "Wat're you doing with a
royal horn?" he snapped.

The grim officer waved at the bedraggl ed and helm ess figure down the steps.
"Not hi ng, for | have none. He sounded it."

The shieldsar's head swng around. "And who are you, brig—eh. My pardon
Greatsarn. Come up! Qur orders are to take you straight to the King at any
hour !

Sul dun bowed his head and nobunted the steps past the guardcaptain's frozen
face, gently pushing aside spearpoints to do so.

He was very weary, but the shieldsar's guards practically swept himup in



t heir ent husi asm and haste, rushing himthrough guarded doors, along back
passages, and through nore guarded doors, until they arrived quite suddenly at
an unmar ked door guarded by warriors in glittering plate arnor, and stopped.

The shieldsar and the officer comuanding this doorguard bowed solemly to
each other, and the shieldsar and his nmen w thdrew. The gl eam ng of ficer
regarded Sul dun expressionlessly for a nonment, then opened the latch of the
door and waved the bedraggl ed kni ght through.

The small, narrow roominsi de had no other doors and rather sparse
furni shings, but was afire with the first rays of sunset spilling their gold
through two tall, narrow wi ndows onto a manyshi el ds board on the table between

Ki ng Castl ecl oaks and the bard Fl aeros Del canper.

As the door closed behind Greatsarn, both | ooked up, and Raulin sniled,
hooked a third chair out fromunder the table with his boot, and said
heartily, "Sit down, Suldun. Your |ook at the Val e appears to have been | ess
than leisurely. Tell us!"

Greatsarn waved warningly at the bard and the five glittering-arnored guards
ranged around the walls of the room but the king just grinned, propped his
el bows among the mniature forest of carved, spired manyshiel ds pieces, and
conmanded, "Speak freely."

Sul dun si ghed, and said, "Your Mjesty, | know of no soft way to say this:

W despread viol ence, death, and unrest now rul e the ki ngdom"

There was a sudden stillness in the room but King Castlecloaks nerely
nodded and gestured for nore, so Geatsarn unhappily added, "The Bl ood Pl ague
seens everywhere, even in Sirlptar—and so are the Serpent-priests, preaching
that they can end the plague if the people support them. . . support them
that is, in slaying you and all your nobles and courtiers. They gather arnies,
prom sing immunity fromthe Malady to all who fight under their banner, and
prepare to march on Fl owf oam'

"Again," Flaeros sighed. "And who've we left to defend it this tinme?"

A guard coughed. The bard and the king | ooked up at the sound, in time to
see that guard give thema nmenacing snmile—and drive the point of his sword
t hrough the throat of another guard.

That startled victimtoppled to the floor, gurgling, and all of the other
glittering-arnmored guards grew smles, drew steel, and advanced on the three
aghast nen around the manyshi el ds tabl e.

The guard conmander | ooked at his king over the glittering point of his
drawn sword and said al nbst gently, "Not us, kingless—and soon to be
lifeless—fools. W serve the Serpent."

The dawn mists were racing across the fields |ike hurrying ghosts when the
Overdukes of Aglirta rode into d arondar

Fol k gave them fearful or sidelong glances as their exhausted horses pl odded
bet ween outlying inns and cottages al ong what had becone a good wagon road
some hours back. A stone gate announced the formal edge of the town, and a
confused, sleepy crowd of arned men were milling about in its arch

"Smiles of the Three," Enbra murnured, "soneone's arned the farnmers and
shopkeepers. Craer, guard your tongue!"

Hayf orks and scyt hes waved i n hands obviously unused to wi el ding them Men
i n smocks and homespun crowded fearfully together with hireswords in notley
arnmor whom nost barons woul d have terned "brigands" at a gl ance—and all of
t hem shrank before the curt orders of officious nmen wearing
Ser pent - r obes!

"Enbra," Craer nuttered, "I don't think riding right into this waiting wall
of darondans is a W se—

A priest shouted an order and pointed at the overdukes. There was a general
roar—and a thrum of bowstrings. Blackgult flung out his shield in front of
Enbra's horse, which pronptly reared—as a handful of shafts banged agai nst
arnor and shi el ds and gl anced away.

"Good," Craer said, wheeling his mount, "they're terrible archers. Let's get
out of here before—=

Bl ackgult erupted in a roar and spurred his nmount forward, flinging away his



shield to stand tall in his stirrups and swing his sword with both hands in
great wild slashes of the air.

"Gods, he's gone witless!" the procurer yel ped—+n the instant before he fel
silent in horror and gaped at Tshanarra.

The Lady Tal asorn was al so upright in her saddle. Unlike Blackgult, she was
arched over backwards, and an arrow stood out of her breast—er rather, a
serpent as rigid as an arrow. As Enbra and Hawkril both snapped curses, she
reel ed and fell back over the high cantel at the rear of her saddle. Craer
screamed and spurred toward her

Enbra got there first. Hooking an arm around Tshamarra to keep her from
falling off her horse, she lifted her Dwaer and bl asted the serpent-arrow to
snoke. The frantic procurer saw its head vanish down to tunbling fangs, which
fell from Tshanmarra's breast as he reached for her.

"Hawk! Get ny father!" the Lady Silvertree shouted, eyes like flanmes-and
somet hing roared out of the Stone that swept the town gate clear of nen,

Ser pent -robed or otherw se. They were flung agai nst nearby buil di ngs nonents
before the raving Golden Giffon would have ridden straight into their |evel ed
forks and spears, and the brief, wet chorus of their thudding |andi ngs was

t hunder ous and si ckeni ng.

Ezendor Bl ackgult crowed in triunph and flourished his blade, while Hawkri
rode hard at himfrom behind. There was a wet gash on the Golden Giffon's
face, purple-edged around his welling blood ... Gaul, a serpent-arrow mnust
have sliced into him

Enbra mastered her anger |ong enough to spray lightnings at bows and faces
she coul d see behind them on bal conies of the tall houses of d arondar just
i nside the gate, and then turned her attention to Tshamarra and the gabbling
Craer.

The Lady Tal asorn's face was purple, and there was froth in her nouth. Craer
screamed sonething wild and wordl ess at Enbra, and she snapped, "Keep her in
her saddl e and keep her breathing—don't |et her choke on that, but don't I|et
her bite you! Get going back the way we cane!"

Enbra al nost tossed Tshamarra to the procurer, who nade a startled
strangl ed sound as his stricken | ady ended up draped over his head, and turned
her attention back to Hawkril and her father

The armaragor had just clapped a hand onto Bl ackgult's el bow and spun him
around, which brought his sword slicing over Hawkril's head. Hawkril caught
hold of it and punched Bl ackgult hard in his arnored gut, forcing the ol der
man to let go his blade and try to be sick, all down the arnorpl ates he was
begi nning to shed.

The Griffon snarled, or tried to, as Hawkril wesded their mounts around in
a wide turn and got them headed back toward Enmbra. Bl ackgult went on roaring
and ineffectually beating Hawkril's armwith his fists, but the arnaragor
caught hold of the baldric-strap that crossed Bl ackgult's breast under
now- m ssi ng arnorpl ates, and haul ed hi monward by main strength.

Enbra frowned, reached out with the Dwaer, and put her father to sleep

He sl umped onto Hawkril's arm and as the two arnored nen gall oped on, the
armar agor | ooked up at Enbra to reassure hinmself that she was the cause of
Bl ackgult's col | apse. "Wat now, En®"

"I believe "tis called 'retreat in haste,’ the Lady of Jewels replied,
pointing at the dw ndling horses of Craer and Tshamarra. "Catch them up as
fast as you can, and get them stopped. | nust heal Tash very swiftly, or we'll
| ose her."

The armaragor nodded and spurred past, growing, "Wy exactly were we in
such a hurry to get here?"

Enbra sighed and urged her mount after him spinning a Dwaer-shield agai nst
arrows for herself. "Wy, indeed?"

"Turn right, along that |ane!" the Lady Silvertree shouted, seeing a farm
track branch off into the trees of a |large woodlot. "Turn—=

O course they couldn't hear her. She used the Dwaer to snap the sane
command into all their ears—and saw the heads of both Tshamarra and her father



l[ift groggily in response. They turned, and she Dwaer-tw sted her shield into
a great cloud of mst to hide where they'd gone from anyone follow ng, after
risking a brief glance over her shoulder. A few horses were just enmerging from
the gate, bared steel glittering on their riders ..

"A leisurely overduchal grand pronmenade down the Vale, to be sure," she
murmmured bitterly, heading down the |ane.

It sprouted smaller side trails as it wound through the trees, a small creek
meandering to the right and farms to the left. Down the second trail —Enbra
used the Dwaer to give directions again—was a |larger wood. If a lane entered
it, there nust be at least a woodcutter's clearing they could use. She told
Craer to stop when he found one that didn't have dogs and hostile folk in it,
and get Tshamarra down to the ground and lying quiet there, as quick as he
coul d.

A few nonents of hard riding |later she saw a di m gl ade, an open place where
trees net overhead. Craer and Hawkril were westling saddl ebags of f horses
therein like madmen, and then shouting and sl appi ng each beast in turn to make
it gallop on and away.

They caught at the head of her own horse as she hauled hard on the reins to
bring it to a halt, alnost making it sit right back and fall over inits
weari ness.

"Down, ny lady!" Hawkril cried, snatching her down into his arns.

Enbra clutched the Dwaer. "Careful!"

"Cho!" he runbled. "Hear that, Craer? She wants us to start being careful
now At last!"

"Too bebolten late," the procurer hissed, his face white with anger and
worry. "She's dying, EmM Do something!"

The Lady of Jewels ran forward into the green gloom Blackgult sat ruttering

on the ground beside a small, still formlying on a heap of wood shavi ngs that
stretched to several woodpiles beyond. Tshamarra's breathing was a wet, liquid
sound, and her eyes were clouded over and nil k-white.

Enbra swallowed. "I'Il try," was all she could think of to say, as she

lifted the Dwaer.

Bel gur Arthroon | ooked up suddenly fromhis leisurely nmorning feast, his
head arrowing forward |ike that of a snake. The Baron of @ arond
managed—ust —Aot to shiver at the sight.

"A Dwaer!" the Lord of the Serpent snapped, eyes afire. "Very near!"

He rose in such haste that npst of the table's contents spilled onto the
floor, but he spared themnot a glance as he pointed at the nost capable
hi reswords the Church of the Serpent had been able to find, hereabouts, and
t he nost dangerous of his underpriests, too—even Fangbrother Khavan, a dog too
terrified to be disloyal. "Come!" he ordered themall. "There's sonething we
nust sei ze."

"Uh, Scal ed Master?" Khavan stammered. "T—the baron?"

"Stay with him" Arthroon snapped, "and obey him for his orders will be ny
own!" He lifted his Dwaer neaningfully and then hurried out, the nmen he'd
beckoned cl unping and clattering after him

As they reached the hall below, he nmade his first silent urging with the
Dwaer, causing the baron to turn to Khavan and say, "I've named Lord Arthroon
nmy successor here in d arond, should anything happen to ne. He's ordered nme to
tell you to punish ne freely, if | disobey you in the smallest way. O course,

if you act against his wishes, I'Il order you slain in his nane."
The Fangbrot her | ooked surprised, and Arthroon watched hi mthrough the
baron's eyes | ong enough to hear himsay, "Wll, then, d arond, serve ne that

roast fromthe table—and then get down on your belly like a rat and eat up
every bit of food that's fallen to the floor. You are forbidden to use your
hands when doi ng so."

"Yes, Lord," the baron gasped, whirling toward the roast.

Art hroon shook his head, smiled, and left themto it. By then, his swft
strides had carried himto where nen were scranbling to ready a horse.



"Leave it, and cone,"” he ordered. "We'll wal k—twon't be far. Qut yon gate.
Priests of the Serpent, forma ring around ne, warriors to the outside."

When they were wal king swiftly together, a storm of robes and arnored nen
that split the gaping d arondans |ike a bared blade as it streaned toward the
gate, he snapped, "Heed, nmen of the Serpent! Stint not in use of your spells
inthe fray to come. W nust surround our foe, and hurl all the batde-magic we
have, upon my signal! No spell is too deadly, and—f you'd like to live to see
i t—Aot hi ng need be saved for the norrow "

"Li e easy, Tash," Enbra murrmured, frowning over the gl owi ng Dwaer. Beneath
it, Tshamarra's bared breast rose and fell, the venomrising out of the gashes
made by the serpent-arrow s fangs, bubbling forth dark and glistening. "Easy,
now ..."

"I = Tshamarra gasped, eyes still clouded and unseeing. "I'mon firel"

A sudden convul sion nmade her jerk and thrash her |inbs, and from where he
was standi ng bendi ng over them both Craer burst out, "Enbra, can't you do
sormet hi ng?"

"Yes" Enbra told himcrisply, "and so can you. Get out of here and stand
guard agai nst the d arondans you know are com ng after us, and | eave ne al one

to do what | have to do. This isn't easy, you know | have to understand how
the venom works to learn howto drive it out, and then banish what it's done.
If I just attack the poison, |I'musing the Dnaer only as searing fire—against

Tash's bl ood, and inside her body!"

"Come, " Hawkril runmbled firmy, taking his friend by the shoulder. "You go
stand guard that way, along that track, and 1'll go yonder, where the |ane
curves by those trees.”

The procurer nodded reluctantly, then bent down quickly and ki ssed Enbra's
shoul der. "Thank you, Em" he whi spered, and was gone.

Enbra shook her head, smled-and then pounced on Tshamarra as the Lady
Tal asorn convul sed agai n, mpaning and jerking her linbs violently.

Westling with the smaller woman, Enbra lost her smile swiftly. The Bl ood
Pl ague and the venomwere at war with each other inside Tash, and Dwaer or no
Dwaer, Enbra hadn't the barest beginnings of any idea how to stop the damage
bot h were doi ng.

She plucked up the edge of Tash's undone | eather bodice and thrust it
between the teeth of the Tal asorn sorceress to keep her frombiting her own
tongue. Mbre venom bubbl ed forth.

Ever so carefully, with the point of her belt-knife, Enbra nmade a small cut
on her owmn forearm let her blood drip onto the | argest wood chip within
reach, and then used another sliver of wood to transfer sone of the venom from
Tshamarra to her blood. As they swirled together with the faintest puff of
vapor, she sl apped her hand down on her Dwaer, cast a quick glance around to
make sure no woodcutter or |urking Serpent-priest was approaching, and then
wor ked a spell that took her down, down .

into the hot red pool where the venom was spreading, curling out |ike
snoke into the ruby sea fromthe first oily ropes of its arrival. Thus the
poi son changed the blood, and so it spread, changing this, and that.

But how was the plague changi ng both bl ood and venon®? Surfacing from her
magic into the relative brightness of the glade and blinking around again to
make sure no peril approached, Enbra took Tshamarra's own knife, nade a
simlar cut on Tash's arm used another wood chip to add this new blood to the
m x, and went down into the tiny ruby sea again to watch.

Ruby sea and sky, all one, and this purple, heavy hue nmust be the pl ague—er
rather, what plague did to blood, for around it the rest of Enbra's bl ood was
turning the sane hue, crunbling into the spreadi ng darkness with silent,
frightening speed .

Wth the Dnaer she risked trying to twi st the blood-m x, thus—and did
somet hing that made the wood chip shudder. Hastily she stopped, and instead
strove to fight the darkness by changing it to match sone of the blood it
hadn't reached yet. The darkness thinned and shrank, and triunphantly she



repeated the process, eating away at the still-spreading purple gl oomagain

and again until it was reduced to a tiny note. No natter how she tried to
alter that note, it remained, spreading forth again and agai n—dntil at | ast,
in rising anger, she burned it with a tiny burst of Dwaer-fire . .. and it
vani shed, |eaving only untainted bl ood behind. Venom and pl ague were both
gone.

She' d done it!

Enbra sat back on her heels and snarled wordless triunph at the | eaves high
overhead. Then she | eaned forward to use the Dwaer on her friend-and was
startled to see a tiny wisp of flame escaping from Tshamarra's |ips,
bl ackening the leather as it hissed past.

Frantically Enbra called up the power of the Dwaer and dove "into" Tash,
shaki ng her head. "Sarasper was the healer,” she nuttered. "I'mnore like a
chanmber mai d who only knows where to hurl buckets of water to clean by crude
rinsing, and naught else."

There was no one there to hear her but the silent Tshamarra and her father
who' d cone awake with the bani shing of the plague fromthe sorceress. He
| ooked sharply up at Enbra with eyes that seened to see nothing, and
announced, "Mich cleansing is needed before the Vale can be what it was. If
the Vale can ever be what it was."

"You," Ingryl Anbelter told Maelra with a smle, "are going to Fl owfoam for
us." The Spell master swayed slightly as Dwmaer-magi c crackled in the air around
him The nelt-faced nmen | eaned forward, as if lured by it.

"I need you to fetch nme sone bones fromthere," Anmbelter explained sweetly,
as if to an idiot child, "and bring them back here. Ch, and kill the King
whi | e doing so, and carry his crown back to us, too."

"Some bones?" Baron Phelinndar frowned. "What magic're they for?"

"Atraditional weaving," Anbelter replied soothingly. "Part of being
Spel | master. The crown, my dear Baron, is for you

He turned back to Maelra. "Well, my dear? 'Twill be dangerous, but we'l
both be with you, via spells, to guide and warn; you needn't be frightened."

Though she knew his reassurances nust be false, Maelra's heart |eaped with
excitement. "Wen do | start?" she asked eagerly—and saw Phelinndar's eyes
nar r ow.

Anmbel ter's excitenment, however, matched her own. Nodding in satisfaction, he
strode forward, put a hand to the bodice of her gown, and tore it down and
away from her in one great w ench.

She | ooked at himw th her great dark eyes, trying to read what |ay behind
his own fierce gaze. H s eyes were on hers, not on her bared body. Hurriedly
she slipped her arnms out of the rag that remained, to stand before him nude
but for her boots.

He was not standing and surveyi ng her—+hough the baron was—but was al ready
whirling away fromher to snatch and tug plates of arnmor fromone of the
nel t ed-faced nen.

Turning back to Maelra with a battered and stained shoul der-archplate in his
hands, he regarded her slender hips coolly, nodded, and held it out to her, to
put on.

Wth a rustling of |eaves, Craer Del nbone thunped down into the clearing,
fresh bl ood glistening on his sword. He waved at Enbra and call ed cheerfully,
"Visitors! See?"

When Enbra | ooked up, he waved his bl oody sword and ran back into the trees,
headi ng back to his tree-linb perch to await the arrival of the next hurrying
Ser pent - band.

"Back to the merry slaughter once nore,’
the noss of the nearest tree trunk

Enbra wat ched the procurer go, her lips growing thin, and then turned and
shapped, "Father!"

Her father was plague-addl ed; the arrow s venom was wor ki ng on him

he murrmured, w ping his sword on



differently than on Tash. Thank the Three—that was why he was still alive.

When her call garnered no reaction, she raised her voice and hail ed him as
Bl ackgult, and then as the Golden Giffon.

He turned his head. "Yes, ny page?"

"Here, Father," she commanded briskly. "Help nme carry this lady fair-who's
delicate, and in sonme distress—around behind yon woodpile."

"But of course," he replied swiftly, rising to help. "I hope | had no part
in bringing her to her present, ah, state?"

Enbra sighed. "No, not really. No nore so than the rest of Aglirta.”

16

Serving the Serpent Well

T he Dwaer spun faster, singing and soaring alnost a foot higher—and as if
i n answer, Tshamarra Tal asorn arched and tw sted under Enbra's ringers, rising
right off the ground.

Enbra drew back fromthe floating, quivering figure, and frowned. "There's
sonmet hing...," she murnured al oud, eyes narrowi ng as she stared at the younger
sorceress.

Suddenly quite anot her something struck Enbra hard on the shoul der, driving
her to the ground, chin-first.

It was the boot of a warrior, who' d | eaped fromatop the woodpil e behind her
to snatch the Dwaer out of mdair. Cutching the Stone, he rolled away and up
to his feet, whirling around with a grin of triunph—and as Enbra scranmbled to
her knees, fingers nmoving to shape a spell that would have to be fast, other
arnored men came rushing around both sides of the woodpile with drawn swords.

Wiere were Hawk and Craer?

She |l et her hands fall again as the warriors formed a bl ade-bristling wall
facing her. In unison they took a slow stride forward, faces bl eak.

"Enbra Silvertree," the warrior hefting the Dwaer said silkily, "your father

once tortured me. 1'mgoing to enjoy this."

Enbra crouched protectively over Tshamarra. The eyes of the Tal asorn
sorceress were still closed, but her arnms and | egs had started to withe
again, slowmy and fitfully, as she settled a little closer to the ground. If
she'd still held the Stone, Enbra would have been trying to work gentle

heal i ng on her.

At that grimthought, the Lady Silvertree turned her head to seek her
father. Bl ackgult sat huddl ed nearby, rocking slightly in seen ng
obl i vi ous- ness.

A sudden bl aze of Dwaer-1light brought her gaze back to—the Stone, gl ow ng
brightly in the warrior's hand as he paced nenacingly forward, his eyes
glittering ...

"You gave her enchanted arnor?" Phelinndar's roar echoed around the chanber.
"\Why 2"

The Spell master of Aglirta quirked an eyebrow "Enchanted, mnmy dear Baron?"

The nobl eman's sword sang out so fast that even Ingryl Ambelter flinched.
"Anbelter, | may not be a nage, but I'"'mnot a. fool. Kindly remenber that,"
Phel i nndar snarled. "You give the wench arnor twi ce her size and it fits her
perfectly, then it gl ows when you use the Stone to send her-what does that
tell any dolt with eyes, twice? 'Tis magical!" The baron ramed his bl ade back
into its scabbard with an angry cl ank and barked, "So answer ny question!"

Ingryl Anbelter drew a deep breath, hefted his Dwaer, and said snugly, "The
spells on it prevent anyone from successfully tracing her to us ... whereas |
can trace it."

He strode across the chanber with his usual air of amused superiority. "Now,
nmy increasingly angry Baron, you're right to be unanused about all of ny



bol dnesses, so let's sit down and di scuss what |'ve done and why, and what
we'll do next. | must introduce you to the Sword of Spells.”

"A sword? Sonething I can wi el d?" Phelinndar asked eagerly, despite hinself.

The Spel | master shook his head. "Not an actual blade, but rather a series of
i nterwoven spells.™”

The baron did not trouble to hide his disgust, but Anbelter only smiled
thinly and said, "You know magic is the key to power these days, Phelinndar—er
you shoul d, by now. "

"Ch, | knowit," the baron snarled, "but nothing' s going to make ne |ike
it."

"Let her down," the warrior ordered curtly, "or— Warningly he lifted the
Dwaer in one hand and his sword in the other

Enbra | ooked at him and then back at Tshamarra. Did he really not know
2

"I +'11 have to undo ny spell,’
di scovering that she really was.

W thout a Dwaer-Stone, Enbra Silvertree was just one unarnored wonman
confronting thirty-odd angry warriors. She swall owed, and found herself
trenbl i ng.

He smirked and took another step forward, tossing and cupping the Dwaer Iike
a child playing catch-stone. "You' re nothing without this, are you?"

"True," she whispered, from her knees, and he took another step forward. A
bare three strides separated them now, but he'd brought his sword down to
point at her. He wasn't going to blunder any closer, in case the touch of a
sorceress bore any nasty little perils

"S-so, should | 2" Enbra asked, noddi ng her head at Tshamarra, who was
moani ng and withing, as if about to awaken . . . withing on enpty air about
a handwi dth clear of the ground. One of the warriors nuttered sonmething to
anot her, and there were grins.

"Keep your hands still!" the warrior snapped, and she froze, eyes fixed on
his, clinging to the faint hope that Tshamarra's rousing would al arm him

It did. "She's waking up, isn't she?"

"Yes," Enbra told himanxiously, "and | don't know what she'll do. She went
mad, and she's too powerful for ne to control, even with the Stone. Her famly
rules Arlund with sorcery."

"And if you undo your spell?"

"She'll sleep again,” Enbra lied, keeping her hands very still. The warrior
| ocked eyes with her.

Tshamarra wi Died nore strongly.

"Do it," he snarled, and Enbra nodded, reached out for Tshamarra, and
carefully cast a spell that took but two gestures and a very short nmurmnured
incantation. It was one of the few she had magi c enough left to power ... O
Three aid me, let this one have no feel at all for using a Dwaer!

She felt the faint creeping sensation of the spell starting to take effect,
and | aunched herself up and over Tshamarra in a single bound, |anding and
springing again before the watching warriors could do nore than shout. Her
magi ¢ snatched at the warrior's sword, plucking it to one side as if tugged by
a gal e—and for the scant seconds she needed, he did as any warrior woul d: he
held onto it, fighting fiercely to keep possession of his weapon

That left his armpulled across his body and his side turned toward her, as
she I anded right at his boots—and enbraced him

Time slowed to a thunderous heartbeat. Between one clap and the next,

Enbra called on the Dwaer. The nonent she touched him an unsorcerous man
with no power to use the Stone to resist her, she could feel its power, reach
its power, seize its power!

Wth a shout that echoed in every head around the woodpiles |ouder than in
her own she made the Dwaer fling away nmetal in all directions, repelling it
fromherself... or rather, fromtheir |ocked bodies, she and this warrior who
hat ed her so nuch for sonething done to himby a dead man nost of Aglirta

she said, trying to sound frightened, and



bel i eved to be her father.

Bl ackgult was hurled away |ike some sort of armored ball, bouncing wth
cl angorous crashes toward the line of warriors—aho were thensel ves flung back
to crash into trees and crunple, blades whirling fromnunmbed fingers to flash
away deep into treegl oom

Enbra opened her fingers, and the Dwaer flew into them Then she stepped
back fromthe warrior, lifting himinto the air to float frozen in front of
her. Only his eyes could still nmove, and they darted this way and that in wild
terror before staring helplessly at her

"You," Enbra told himsoftly, sounding far nore menacing than she felt,
"shall be ny shield."

As if her words had been a signal, the air was suddenly full of |arge, dark
arrows, stabbing at her in a hail —snake-arrows!

Gaping fangs first, the enchanted-rigid serpents came hissing at her from
three sides, and the sorceress had no choice but to use her living shield to
drive aside many of them running right behind it so the snakes ained at her
unprotected flank would al so m ss.

Serpent-priests were running out of the trees now, on all sides of her but
t he woodpile. Enbra called on the Dwaer, seeking to fell themall by flinging
br oken hiresword bodies at their ankles, but sonething nmet the force of her
Dwaer -t hrust, blunted it, and forced it to a halt everywhere on her right.

Behi nd her, some priests had fallen, and others were fighting for bal ance or
crouching to hurl spells before they dared advance farther. Enbra spared them
no nmore attenti on—Aot when she had el even, no, twelve Serpent-priests giving
her various cold grins as they strode toward her, defying her Dwaer with .
what could only be the power of another Dwaer

Sonewher e nearby, probably in the trees just behind these snmiling Brothers
of the Serpent, soneone was using another Stone ..

She nust find out who, and get it, and to do that she had to avoid being
slain by these oh-so-enthusiastic Serpents. They were lifting their hands to
shape spells even now, or brandishing cruel fang-knives, their eyes all fixed
on Enbra Silver tree

So she gave themflane, the easiest thing to call forth froma Dwaer: a wall
of roaring, streaming fire that hid those | aughing men from her and set the
branches of trees overhead crackling. Biting her |lip, Enbra |owered her wall
and thrust it hard away fromher, hoping to trap men within it.

Screans told her she'd succeeded, but there weren't as many cries as she'd
hoped. Either they were sw ft-footed i ndeed, or the w elder of the rival Dwaer
was—

Yes! Her flanmes parted and rolled back Iike curtains, letting cold |aughter
through. It was coming froma nman standi ng behind the no-longer-grinning
priests—and so was the telltal e gl ow of awakened Dwaer - power.

"So death cones for you at last, Enbra Silvertree," the richly robed Lord of
the Serpent drawl ed, the power of the Stone glinmmering in his hand carrying
his lazy voice clearly to all ears through the snarling flanes and the cries
of the wounded. "The doomyou so richly deserve, and have cheated for so |ong,
visited rightfully on you at last in the divine name of the Geat Serpent.
amthe instrument of that doom and | am-Bel gur Arthroon, Lord of the
Serpent!"

"Your pomposity,"” Enbra muttered, as she lifted her Dwaer with hands that
becarme flam ng claws, "al nost matches that of Ingryl Ambelter. Al nost."

And flames streaned from her fingers, tugging at her own wall of fire,

lifting it... lifting. . . until the snmoldering priests and warriors coughed
and staggered free of fire, the flames shinmering above themlike a
bed- canopy, a billow ng carpet of fire that suddenly—fell, full upon their

heads in a wash of bright-flow ng flanes!

Through the fresh screanms and thrashings, the Lord of the Serpent snarled
somet hing, whirled his Dwaer around his head as if it was a hurl-hamer—-and
the air throbbed, there was a blinding flash of white light, and sonething
rolled out in all directions, a great rush of power that broke over Enbra,



| eaving her tingling and breathless, and raced on through the woods, npaning
with a strange fury that disturbed not a single |eaf.

Armor flickered and pulsed wildly anong the nmen facing her, and Enbra felt
her Stone trenble in her hand, its own flashes mrroring the dying
spel | -gl ows. Her flanmes were gone, banished with all magic in that great
out pouring of Dwaer-power, but nobst of the Serpent-priests and warriors stood
i n shuddering silence, seem ngly dazed.

Across that unnatural hush, Enbra heard Bel gur Arthroon's shout of triunph
die away uncertainly as he stared at the dull Stone in his grasp. Had he

destroyed it? O drained all its power for a tinme?
The dead warrior floating in front of Enbra thunped to the ground, the rigid
serpent-arrows crunbling to ash as he fell. He crashed down atop

Tshamarr a—who awakened from her spell-slunber in a snarling whirlw nd of
biting and kicking as she rolled onto the dead man, clawi ng with her hands for
a strangling grip on his throat.

"Easy, Tash!" Enbra hissed. "He's dead! Dead of snake-venom "

The Tal asorn sorceress stared up at her, rage ebbing in those dark eyes.
Then she turned her head to | ook where Enbra was staring: across the
body-strewn, nuch-tranpled gl ade at the Lord of the Serpent.

Bel gur Arthroon was spitting curses at the Dwaer-Stone in his hands, and it
was spitting tiny lightnings right back at himbut little el se. Shaking his
head, he let it fall at his feet, glared at the Lady Silvertree, and raised
both hands to cast a spell at her.

"He rui ned a Dwaer-Stone?" Tshanmarra gasped. "lIs that possible?"

Enbra shook her head. "No. He misused it foolishly, breaking all magics
within reach.” She raised her own Dwaer, and a soft light kindled init.
"Which | eaves nme free to ..."

She fell silent, and Tshamarra turned again to see what Enbra was gazing at.
Arthroon's hands were lifted to cup and hold the gl ow of his gathering magic,
and his eyes were alight with triunph as he chanted the |ast few words of an
i ncantation both wonen recognized. It would bring into being a sphere of

raging lightnings ... a sphere he'd doubtless hurl at them both.
Sonet hing el se was rising behind the Lord of the Serpent, sonething darker
and taller, gleaming in the gathering spell-glow. A figure in arnor... Ezendor

Bl ackgul t, awakened from his m nd-slunber. As he rose, the Golden Giffon
swept his sword up in a thrust that began at his knees, and sliced the air
upward with the full weight of his swordarmbehind it.

The point of that blade burst through Belgur Arthroon's neck from behind and
slid out of the priest's nouth Iike a long, rigid, bloody tongue.

The stricken Serpent-lord stared w de-eyed at Enbra, choking on the | ast
words of his incantation. His spell collapsed into fading fires that splashed
into his palms and then flowed down to lick the ground and the away entirely.
Bl ackgult pulled back his blade to thrust again, but the Lord of the Serpent
said nothing nore as he sank to the waiting loamin a |ast, reluctant
kneel i ng.

Enbra sl ashed out with her Dwaer, sending thin bolts stabbing Iike I ances
into warriors who were beginning their own charges toward Bl ackgult. Her
father grinned, waved at her, and whirled to hack down the next priest.

Enbra turned to face where she knew none but Serpents stood, and bl asted
that clump of nen, hurling themback into the trees. Then she turned swiftly
to make sure no one was comi ng up behind her, kept turning when she saw no foe
until she came around to face the Serpent-men on the far right—and bl asted
them too.

Her Dwaer flickered in the wake of that magic, its radi ance visibly fading.
Tash gasped at the sight. Enbra gave her a grimlook. "W'd best get that
second Stone," she snapped, and the Lady Tal asorn nodded and set off across
t he cl earing.

In the heart of a fray of hacking, snarling nmen, Blackgult was slaying his
third priest. Something rolled under a boot, and Tshamarra darted at it with a
wor dl ess cry.



Enbra nodded. That was the Dwaer, dull and dark, and ... that was a priest,
fallen in the thrusting and jostling, reaching for it!

She rai sed her own Stone to give those reaching fingers a desperate
bl ast —-and something like a silver fang flashed down out of the | eaves overhead
to quiver deep in sundered flesh, pinning the screaming priest's hand to a
r oot .

"That's my Longfingers!" Tshamarra shouted delightedly, running hard wth
Enbra right behind her. Another priest abandoned attenpts to weave a spel
through the warriors jostling to get at Blackgult, and dived to snatch at the
fallen Stone—and Craer swung down from a bough, kicking aside a priest's head
to get a clear view, and threw a second dagger that flashed down under the
fallen Dwaer just as the priest's hands were about to close on it-and sent the
St one boundi ng right past Tshamarra's el bow to where . . . Enbra could snatch
it up.

A blinding flash rocked the clearing, and two balls of |ightning sprang away
fromeach other, one of themtrailing Enbra and her scream of pain. Those
lightnings faded in her hands as she crashed to earth, to becone her Dwaer
and the others dw ndled back into Arthroon's fallen Stone and crashed at the
feet of a Serpent hiresword.

That warrior bent to catch it up—and Bl ackgult thrust his sword past the man
he was fighting, into the hiresword' s backside.

Wth a startled groan the warrior fell forward—-and was al nost beheaded by
Hawkri|l as the armaragor burst out of the fray, sweeping aside Serpent-sworn
bodies with his busy blade. He raced toward Enbra, roaring her nane.

Tshamarra whirled to follow him as Craer bounded past her with an
af fectionate slap, to bury a dagger hilt-deep in the back of the warrior
fighting Blackgult. That nman collapsed with a soundl ess cry, and Bl ackgult
burst over himand got a hand on the errant Stone.

Both Dwaerindimflared into blinding brightness again, though the one
clutched to Enbra's breast did so only nonentarily, as Hawkril cursed
hel pl essly above her, and Tshamarra | ooked wildly fromone Stone to anot her

The one between Bl ackgult's ringers spun nonmentarily into the air, spitting
lightnings that hurled the Golden Giffon and at |east two hitherto-eager
priests away, and swept Craer off his feet, tumbling himover the body of the
warrior he'd just slain.

As the Stone fell, another Serpent-warrior blundered forward and scooped it
up—enly to snatch his hand back and let it fall, roaring in pain. Craer
daggered him from behind, and he fell on his face beside the Stone. It
flickered on the trodden ground like a bal eful eye, untouched by anyone, as a

wounded hiresword rose up behind Hawkril, blade in hand—and Tshamarra flung
herself at the back of the man's knees, stabbing with her dagger
He fell, shouting, and twi sted around to slash at her. She parried that

bl ade desperately, teeth clenched, and then stabbed himagain, in the face
this time. Again, and then again, until she rose grimy, panting and
bl oody- handed, froma hiresword who'd slay for the Serpent no nore.

She was tottering to her feet in a strange quiet. Beneath Hawkril's guard,
Enbra was dazedly noani ng her way back to consci ousness, her Dwaer flickering
on her breast. Blackgult was slowy noving around the gl ade, stabbing wounded
nmen, and Craer was raci ng about doing the sanme thing. Tshamarra had the
i mpression that many nen had fled into the deep woods; as she peered around,
hal f-afraid she'd end up staring into the eyes of sonme archer or triunphant
priest finishing a spell, Craer cane toward her, dragging a priest by neans of
a strangling cord around the man's throat. There was a bl oody dagger in the
procurer's hand, nore blood all down one side of his face, and a fierce grin
beneath it.

"Over here," he snarled, hauling hard at the feebly struggling
Serpent-priest. The man | ooked hurt, and alnost fell as Craer tugged him
forward. The Serpent halted, swaying, in front of Arthroon's fallen stone.
"Take it up!" the procurer snapped.

"Craer!" Tshamarra gasped, "what are—=2"



Wth desperate speed the priest snatched up the Stone—and as he roared in
pain and the Stone flared, Craer stabbed the nan and then rushed the
st aggeri ng, dying body over to the woodcutter's choppi ng bl ock

"Hawk!" the procurer cried, holding the priest's sagging arm across the
bl ock. Hawkril took three swift strides and brought his warsword down.

Still clutching the Dwaer, a severed hand bounced into the | eaves underfoot.
Craer picked up the gory appendage and flourished it triunphantly. "I've
al ways said you'd need a hand in life, sooner or later!"

"Craer!" Enbra's protest was weak, but no | ess disgusted.

"Aye, | know not which is worse,"” Hawkril runbled. "The man's deeds, or his
jests.”

"Put it away," Enbra conmanded, "but keep it safe. Sone trap has been laid
onit, tolet only that dead Serpent-lord wield it. 'Tis something |I can no
doubt break with my Dwaer, but I'll need time to study how. "

"Perhaps," Blackgult offered, joining them "tis blood-consecrated to folk
who have Serpent-venomin their veins."

Tshamarra di spl ayed a bl oody hand to her fellow overdukes, and tried to
smle. "That would be me. That warrior cut ne."

Enbra gave her a |l ook. "Tash, I'mnot sure trying to touch it now would be a
good i dea. You need Dwaer-healing again, before that venom . . which remni nds
nme: Father, should | be healing you in all the haste | can manage, before you
fall over dead?"

The Golden Giffon shook his head. "Wen that Serpent-lord broke his spells,
the plague left me. He must have been the source of the spell on the
serpent-arrow that struck me. When | cut himdown, nmy mnd cleared, too."

The Lady Silvertree stared at him "So if we slay a plague source, we cure
all the creatures it's infected, too!"

"Perhaps," her father agreed. "Or perhaps not, if they've been forced into
beast-shape already." He gave her a mrthless smle. "W'I|l just have to see.”
"Hey, now," Craer said with a frown. " You have a Dwmaer, Em and sorcery of
your own to overmatch half the Vale. Tash has nighty magic, too; what if she
could wield a Stone, too? W'd be . . ." He broke off as Enbra spread her

hands in a silent gesture of acceptance.

Tshamarra cane to hima little unsteadily. Silently Craer held out the
severed hand, and she reached down for it with slow care, not touching the
dead, dripping flesh that until recently had been part of a priest of the
Ser pent .

As her fingers closed gingerly on the Dnaer, there was a flash, a snarl of
lightnings |ashing forth fromthe Stone anmid a spitting of sparks—and the bl ur
of the Lady Tal asorn being flung across the gl ade.

She crashed headl ong into the arnmored form of Hawkril, who bent hastily to
cradl e her and so keep her neck from breaking, but found hinmself plucked from
his feet and hurled into a tree.

"Hawk!" Enbra shouted, wobbling her way to her own feet and rushing to him
Craer was right behind her; as he ran, he tore a cloak fromthe shoul ders of a
body and whi pped it around the severed hand hol di ng the Serpent-Dwnaer, formng
an inprovi sed sack.

"Hawk?" the Lady Silvertree gasped, going to her knees beside the two
tunmbl ed bodi es. The arnmaragor opened his eyes, w nced, and then groaned. "No
doubt I'Il live," he said slowy, noving a shoulder slowy and w nci ng agai n,
"but..."

"Li e down again," Enbra conmanded, and turned to Craer. "Take Tash off him
Gently, to let her lie right here."

"You'll be healing?" the procurer asked unnecessarily, as Enbra's Dwaer
rolled up into the air, glowing, and it started to sing.

"I trust," Enbra replied, not |ooking up as the glow grew and the keening
song of the Stone rose, "you'll put the other Stone safely in a saddl ebag or
suchlike, and keep it well away fromnme for this next little while."

Craer nodded, and trotted across the glade to do just that. A flitting
nmoverent caught his eye as he went, and he stopped above the saddl ebag and



| ooked back at the boughs where it had been with apparent casual ness. Wen he
was finished stowi ng and buckling, he brought the saddl ebag nmost of the way
back to Enbra, set it down, and went to her

"Lady Silvertree," he murnmured in her ear, as he reached down to take
Tshamarra's hand, "at |east six bats are watching us, fromtwo trees back
behi nd nme. Just above the crooked bough with the two dead side branches.”

Enbra nodded. "I know what that neans, yes." She whirled suddenly, the Dwaer
flashing—and lightning tore through the | eaves of the crooked bough. Two
sizzling, squeaking black forms fell to earth, rocked, and lay still, and the

ot hers raced away through the woods, swooping and darting. Enbra sent one nore
bolt after them but although |leaves in plenty flared up and crackled to ash,

no more bats fell. Four at |east had gotten away.

"I's our Master of Bats out and free, do you drink?" Craer asked gravely.
Enbra lifted her shoulders in a shrug. "It scarcely matters whether he's
still chained to that cell wall or not. He's free to spy and work magi c afar

and that brings us the same danger."

Craer nodded. "And Tash?" He risked another glance down at the still, pale
formin front of him The fingers in his felt like ice.

Enbra smiled. "She'll be fine, and Hawk too. They'll awaken in a nmonent."

"I," the armaragor announced heavily, "am awake now. And vi ewi ng the
prospect of fighting our way through every | ast house and back all ey of

Serpent-ruled darond with increasing |ack of endiusiasm Craer and | rmnust
have slain over a score of nmen each, fighting our way back to you here."

"G ven this sudden surfeit of bats," Blackgult agreed, joining themwth a
dark, snoking bat corpse in his palm "I agree. 'Tis tine to talk to the
Master of Bats again. Even if he's fled Fl owfoam we rmust confer with Raulin
about the Serpent-spawned unrest and whelmng to arnms, up and down Aglirta—and
t hen perhaps take our King into hiding for his own safety.”

Hawkri |l frowned. "Where?"

"Well, there're always the ruins of Indraevyn,'’
certain Silent House."

Craer said wyly. "O a

Ki ng Castl ecl oaks haul ed hard on a cord that rang a servants' bell, but the
advanci ng guards only sneered.

"You really think sone bearer of wine trays can smite us down?" one asked
nocki ngly. "Before your bodies lie butchered here? 'Tis time to die, Your
Maj esty! "

Raul in and Fl aeros had al ready drawn their belt-daggers and retreated,
Greatsarn taking a stand before themwith his sword drawn. As all three backed
into the farthest corner of the chanber, the bard caught up the nanyshi el ds
board and swung it Iike a man about to send a shield spinning edgew se across
the room The spired playing pieces bounced and rolled under the boots of the
guards, but caused no slips, stumbles, or falls—enly w der sneers.

"Fool s," one guard said scornfully.

"Corpses," another corrected, gliding forward with his steel raised to
strike.

Sul dun Greatsarn swal |l owed and hefted his sword, knowi ng he nust slay
wi t hout being slain, at least until all but two of the traitors were down ..
and not knowi ng how by all graces of the Three he was going to manage that,
against warriors so skilled, fresh, and careful. They advanced in a slowy
ti ghteni ng web, not allow ng any gap a swift swordsman could use to strike,
nor maki ng any m stake that mght |eave a royal path to the door—even if the
guards outside that door could be trusted. The boy king was going to die here
this day, plunging all Aglirta back into bl oodshed or the softly gl oating
tyranny of the Serpent.

And then a section of solid stone wall hard by Fl aeros Del canper swung open,
striking the bard's shoul der a nunbing blow. An unfaniliar man bustled out of
it, calmMy turning aside a startled Del canper dagger-thrust with a hand
somehow hard enough to parry steel, and nmurrmured, "Flee!" to the three
startl ed men backed into the corner



Even as the king, his loyal warrior, and the bard gaped at the newconer and
the rectangl e of dank, waiting darkness behind him the guards charged forward
with a roar—but the newly arrived man seened to fl ow past G eatsarn, grow ng
taller, and barred their way with hands that becane hi ssing serpent-heads.

As the traitors hesitated, those heads nelted back into human hands agai n,
but the face above them had changed, beconi ng dark-eyed and scal ed. A forked
tongue undul ated in its fanged mouth as it hissed, "Ssssso! Disssobeying
ordersss agai n?"

The guards halted, |lowering blades in bew | dernent, as G eatsarn al nost
hurl ed the two younger nmen into the passage and then foll owed them Barely had
he ducked out of the roomthan its door swung open, revealing a page and a
courtier—who pronptly screanmed at the sight of the drawn swords, and fl ed.

"Wh—who are you?" a guard snarl ed.

"The Sssuprene Ssserpent," the towering figure told themcoldly. The
warriors traded | ooks, growing pale, and then let their swords nenace the
floor as they backed away.

Wthout taking his eyes fromthem the Suprene Serpent reached out an arm
and swung the door of the secret passage closed. Putting his back to it, he
| eaned on it, folded his arms, and said, "Now, sssupposse you tell ne jussst
how many of you are here on FLowfoam who givesss orders to who, and
sssuchli ke. "

The guards exchanged doubt ful 1 ooks.

"I"'mwaiting," the Serpent-priest added softiy, and all of the warriors
hastily began to speak at once.

17

An Array of Gim Faces

Dar kness shi mered, gave birth to swirling glows, and then silently repl aced
themw th a dark-eyed young lass in arnor. Maelra Bowdragon | ooked around
herself in wary awe, snelling cold, dank stone, old dust, and sonething nore—a
reek of death, or perhaps recent fear. This part of the cellars of Fl owfoam
Castl e | ooked shattered: a webwork of cracks, not all of themsmall, wandered
across the walls, floor, and ceiling. Yet silence reigned, the air was stale,
and dust lay thick and undi sturbed.

I'"'mhere, she thought. No one seens near. 'Tis very dark

"Your armor," a thin, cold voice erupted fromthe steel curving over her
breast, startling Maelra for one shivering nonent, "allows you to see where
there's no light. Concentrate on renmenbered brightness—sunlight or fire or
[ anp gl ow. "

Maelra did so, and the gl oom seened to roll back before her eyes, though her
surroundi ngs grew no brighter. She could now see that she stood in a
stone-lined al cove off a passage, only paces froma round, waist-high wall
that was probably a well—er had once been, for it was now cracked, and no odor
of water or cool breeze canme to her

| can see, she announced silently. There's a well.

"Good," the Spellmaster's voice said, alnost smugly. "Go out into the
passage and turn left. The passage will turn right shortly. Followit, around
its next bend—to the left, soon after the first. Stop and tell me when you
reach the third bend."

| proceed, Maelra reported calmy, and did as directed, hearing only the
faint scrape of her boots on the dusty stones. The cellars seened deserted and
lifeless, but when she reached that third bend, and saw a door in the wall to
her right and the passage turning away fromit to her left, there was a high
faint singing in the air. She stepped back fromthe bend, and it faded, but
returned as she advanced again. She reported this, and Ingryl's reply sounded



appr ovi ng.

"That's a ward. You nust be very careful. The Serpent hinself prow ed the
cellars since ny departure, undoi ng some spells and drinking others. Mst wll
have returned, over tinme, for | doubt he took the tinme or trouble to break
them properly. Therefore, much remains that can slay or entrap you if you fai
to heed ny instructions precisely. Do you understand?"

Oh, yes, Maelra thought, and if he felt the faint sarcasmthat seeped into
t hat sending, Anbelter gave no sign of it.

"Don't step forward. Kneel where you are, and pass either bracer you wear
over all the flagstones around you, one stone at a tinme—el ose to the stones,
but taking care not to touch them Note which ones glow, and what synbols
appear on them™"

Maelra did so, and reported back what she found. The Spell master's voice,
when it came again, sounded irritated. "Someone has w ought changes. Step
forward only onto the flagstone that did not gl ow. Then explore the stones
around it with your bracers again."

Again Maelra did as she was bid. This tine, two stones—also to the
right—failed to glow, and Anbelter directed her to them Repeating this
process once nore brought her to the threshold of the closed, unmarked stone
door.

"Undo the neck-strap of your breastplate, and let it fall forward into your
hand. Let it touch no stone, nor fall to the floor." \Wen Mielra did so,
finding the air very cool on her skin—a surprising anount of sweat had built
up under the netal—-a glowing line of light slowy appeared on it, curving as
she watched into the shape of something that resenbled a triple fishhook. "You
see the rune?"

Yes, Spellmaster, Maelra replied, managing to keep the tremble of rising
excitement out of her mind-voice, if not conpletely out of her hands. The
breast pl ate shook in her grasp

"Good. Hold the plate with your right hand so it doesn't touch the door, and
use one finger—t matters not which, but only one—ef your left hand to trace
that rune on the door. Touch the door only as part of the rune-tracing, and
pul I your hand back when you're done. The door will gl ow where you touch it."

It did, and when Maelra conpleted the rune, the singing in the air around
her abruptly ceased. Then, with no nore sound than a whi sper, the door opened
by itself, gliding inward

"Don't step into the roomyet," the Spell master said sharply. "Touch the
doorfrane and say this word: 'Narathma.'"

Maelra did so. The stone doorfrane briefly awakened to a cold blue glow and
then faded into darkness again. She tried to use that light to peer into the
room beyond, but gained only the inpression of a fairly small chanber with a
stone ceiling about the same height as the one above her in the passage.

"Now bend down—don't let the breastplate touch stone—and pass one of your
bracers over the threshold and as nuch of the floor within as you can easily
reach.”

No gl ows, Maelra reported, doing so.

"Step into the room and then stop. Touch nothing, including the door and
t he doorfrane. Look around-with your eyes only-and tell me what you see."

Saggi ng shel ves, stones fallen fromthe ceiling, smashed and opened coffers
on the shelves, a few books whose pages | ook to have nmelted away, sone enpty
niches cut into the wall —and a trestle table with an open casket init. | can
see bones, within.

" Approach the casket, but step back at once if you hear a singing or see a
gl ow. "

No such, Spellmaster. |'m beside the casket. There's a human skeleton in it,
a few bones crunbl ed away, but largely intact. Not disarranged. There's a sort
of wooden franme built over them inside the casket.

"Good. Are you afraid of bones?"

These are just bones.

"Pass a bracer over the casket—do any of them nove? Any gl ows? Are the



eyesockets of the skull still dark?"

Al is dark and still.

"Good. Step back fromthe casket and strip off all your arnor. Get bare-take
of f everything."

Wondering privately what stripping, here in the dusty, chill darkness, had
to do with "bringing back" these or any bones, Maelra did so. As she did off
the | ast piece of arnor, darkness returned in a rush, |eaving her blind.

Spel | master, |1'm bare—but | can no | onger see.

" 'Tis of no matter. You know where the casket |lies? You can find it wthout
bl undering into it? Do so."

Done.

"Clinb up onto that frane, and lie there, facedown. Try to avoid putting
your hands and feet down anong the bones."

Maelra started to do so—and then froze, teetering on the brink of falling
back into the darkness. Anmbelter, the bones are gl ow ng!

"So they will. Have no fear. | nyself have done what you are doing, w thout
any harmat all. Get onto that frane."

Swal | owi ng in the darkness—how coul d one at once be so cold and yet sweating
so fiercely that one's skin was slick?—+he young Bowdragon sorceress did so,
tingling with excitenent as she |l owered herself onto the latticework of cold,
dusty boards. The fell glow fromthe skel eton beneath her was bright enough to
light up the roomaround her now... and as she steadi ed herself just above it,
t hough its eyesockets remai ned enpty and dark, it seemed to be | ooking at her
Mael ra swal | owed again, the frame creaking as sweat rolled down her nose and
she hurriedly swiped it away to avoid letting it fall onto the bones beneath.

Done, Spell master.

"You'll have noticed that the frame keeps you from crushing the bones, but
allows you to reach them They're the remains of Gadaster Mil kyn, once a
m ghty mage, and you nust not pull one bone apart from another. To have the
power to slay the King and hurl aside his guards and courtiers, you nmust do as
| say: Reach down with both of your arms, and your nouth, and enbrace the
bones as if they were a living man and he your |over."

Maelra | ay above the skeleton, staring down into its dark and enpty gaze and
eternal grin, and wondered what would truly happen when she touched it. What
was Ambel ter keeping from her?

"Be not afraid, lass! You'll feel power passing into you, naught else.

Mael ra Bowdr agon, | conmand you—

My, but the Spellmaster suddenly seenmed nore fearful than she did! Wth a
shrug and a snile, Melra Bowdragon reached down and enbraced the unknown.

Pbwer! Magic nore than she'd ever felt before slamred into her, so sudden
and clear and cold that Maelra arched up and back fromit, shrieking
soundl essly at the ceiling at the sane tine as she unthinkingly kicked at the
frame, seeking to grind her pelvis down into the heart of what was flow ng
into her.

The skel eton shot bolt upright, passing |like a ghost through the boards, and
suddenly was enbraci ng her, cold bones sliding hard and snooth over her
trenbling flesh, grinning right into her face with eyes that had kindled into
two arctic stars floating in darkness, dry bony jaws parting as if to bite or
kiss her.. . and then, just as she sought to try to shove it away and scream
and struggle, the bones softly sighed into dust, and a wall of ruby fury
rolled into Maelra's head. A voice that left her quivering in cowering silence
in a small corner of her own m nd announced gloatingly: HELLO RASH YOUNGLI NG
| AM GADASTER MULKYN, AND THI S BODY WLL DO JUST FI NE

In a cavern where many nmen with nelted faces stood silently, staring at
not hi ng, I ngryl Anbelter gasped in horror as his mnd-spying was severed as if
by the slice of a knife. CGadaster was aware, and as powerful as if Ingryl
Anmbel ter had never slain or bound or spell-drained him He' d poured hinself
into the young wench, now, and—

"Claws of the Dark One," the Spell naster gasped, hands shaking, and then



mastered trenbling fingers enough to shape a quick, inperious gesture with one
hand, his Dwaer flaring into full life in the other. The arnmor was his only
hope! |If Gadaster was dust and this Maelra's body now his, he could be slain!

The body that had been Mael ra Bowdragon knelt upright in the casket, head
al nost scraping the ceiling, and murnured two words she'd never known before.
Then, quite suddenly, she was gone and sonethi ng changed, all over the
wal | s—scant instants before the discarded pieces of arnor on the floor glowed
with Dwaer-light and then burst with a violent roar, shredding the casket and
shel ves and everything else in the chanber in a frantic whirlw nd of shrapne
that shrieked and rang off floor, ceiling, and walls with force enough to
shatter stone bl ocks and send many deadly shards slicing down into the slow,
drifting dust.

The cell ars of Fl owf oam shook briefly around the shattered, |ong-hidden
room and then, slowy, grew still once nore.

Ingryl Anbelter nuttered anxi ous words over his Dwaer, and peered into the
roiling whirlwind. Did he dare send light to follow his farscrying?

He dared not fail to do so.

He must know if this ol dest, yet nost unlooked for peril had been destroyed
at its birthing ... or was conmng for him even now. .. ?

He must know, must see what had befallen in the chanber where he'd kept his
nost secret and darkest nmgics for so long..

Wth both hands clutching his Dwaer in a clawike grasp, Ingryl Anbelter
stared into it, trying to wap its power around himin a shield, and gazed
through it at—uin. Coffers, shelves, and casket were all but small and
twi sted shards anong the dust. Nothing was left. The gl ow of fresh magi c hung

inthe air, reverberating in waves of silent brightness ... a violent casting,
just before his own ... and there was another enchantnent crawling all over
the walls. Crawling and dripping fromthe ceiling... blood. The walls were

adrip with bl ood!

H s eyes narrowed. A splendid wench, to be sure, tallish and yet suppl e,
but —so much blood in her? And not a single hair, of all that |ong mane of
hers, left behind?

A ruse, or so he must assume. Knowing his old naster, it could very well be.

In a sudden pal e, shaking fury, Ingryl slamed a spell into his Dwaer that
woul d sever his scrying and slap down anyone trying to ride the spell-link to
hi m

Sweati ng, he sagged back into his chair and whi spered, "Horns and ki sses of
the G eat Lady, sap-spitde of the Forefather . . . bebolten dung-slung tal ons

of the Dark One!" Staring unseeing at the Melted who stood in what was |eft of
the arnor he'd stripped fromthem |ooking unseeingly back at him the
Spel | mast er went on sweari ng.

It lasted a long tine, but the Baron Phelinndar waited until Anbelter's
curses died away into half-heard hisses before he said grimy, "I told you,
wi zard, that this was a fool's plan fromthe start. Your towering arrogance
al ways gets us—

"Be still or be dead!" Ingryl Anbelter snarled, plucking up the Dwaer as if
to hurl it into Phelinndar's face.

Then he halted, and the two nen sat in the cavern staring across a table at
each other in hard-breathing silence, rage and fear warring in both their
gazes.

The Dwaer-gl ow faded and | eft them | ooking at the beautiful |awns and
gardens of Fl owf oamand two | ow, grassy mounds right in front of them

Hawkril and Bl ackgult | ooked down at the graves of Sarasper and
Bri ght pennant, but Enbra's head snapped around to give Craer a questioning
| ook. The procurer peeked into the saddl ebag clutched in his hands, and
announced, "Still there. The Dwaer | ooks whol e—and dark."

Enbra nodded, and said nerely, "The cells."



They hurried into the palace, the grimglow of the Stone Enbra held all the
warrant they needed to nmake guards hasten aside at their approach, and
descended i nto darkness.

Both swords and the Dwaer were held ready as a certain door scraped open—but
in the danp, dark chanber beyond, a certain sorcerer still hung chained to the
wal | .

"How much have you seen?" Enbra asked softly, w thout greeting. "Enough to
keep your sanity, | trust?"

The Master of Bats |aughed bitterly. "Many say | lost that years ago—ust as
you did, little darling of jewels, under your father's hands and his mages
teachings. His kisses were sweet, | trust?"

Enbra's lips tightened. "You heard ny first question?"

The sorcerer gave her a glare. "OF course |'ve been watching," he said
nocki ngly. "What else is there for me to do? All folk of Aglirta should see
their overdukes at work, and marvel thereby. | thank you for the
entertai nment. "

Craer bowed with full court flourishes, but Blackgult said grimy, "Mke us

tire overnuch of bandying words with you, Hul daerus, and we'll sinply slay
you. Aglirta already has nore unscrupul ous nages than it can hold; we don't
need you."

"Ah, but you do," the chained w zard replied. "Wo el se has the |eisure"—he
rattl ed his chains—to watch what's happening, and see all? Have you | ooked
upstairs yet?"

"Why?" Enmbra's voice was sharp. "What's afoot in the pal ace?"

"Facel ess and Serpents everywhere—even with your pet inported bard to harp
hi mon his way, your boy king can scarce avoid treading on his foes as they
glide and slither down every passage. You really should be nore attentive to
your duties, and spend less tine gallivanting about the Vale. Is it not
witten that 'The Serpent has many heads, and shall arise again and again'?"

"d d books say nuch,"” Enbra replied, "and nost of it is witless fancy—-as
even a casual reader can tell when so many works contradi ct thenselves from
page to page, let al one standing against the tellings in other books. Is it
not also witten, Hul daerus, that there's no Serpent at all, but nerely nen
who seize the nmantle for their own purposes?”

The Master of Bats grinned. "Ah, well now You' ve cone to waste ny tinme in
an interesting manner at |ast."

"Think not," Tshamarra Tal asorn said suddenly, "to prolong our stay or
infl ate your own inportance, nage, by wasting our time overmuch. | know spells
that can nake your inprisonment an eternity of itching, or gut-sickness, or
st abbi ng pai ns, or make you burn so keenly that you plead with your jailer to
douse you in icy water, or slay you and so end your torment."

The chai ned w zard regarded her thoughtfully, and she answered his unspoken
guestion. "No, |I'mnot Val e-born, nor given to cruelty. Yet for mages who' ve
of fered me any nenace-—as you did to these ny friends, in past strivings in
rui ned I ndraevyn—+ cleave to the sensible advice of ny famly: Destroy, as
soon and as harshly as possi ble. Those who work magi ¢ nust be rightful and
useful in their deeds, or others will cleanse all |ands of their presence. By
wor ki ng tyranny with your sorcery, you endanger us all."

"So all must be burned away save you, naid of steel?" the Master of Bats
asked quietly. "Wich of us will then be the tyrant?"

"Bandy not words with me," the Lady Tal asorn replied calmy, "but speak
plainly and to the point. Darsar needs all the skilled mages it can rear—'d
rather gain you as a friend, sir, when this is all over, than reap your bones
now. "

The chai ned man | ooked at her. "Well, then, 1'll lay aside ny anger—en one
condition: That you tell a few tavernmasters in Sirlptar, or wandering traders
fromother lands, if any still be in the Vale with this plague ranpant, that
' m chai ned down here ... so that if you're all slain in the game of Serpent
and Dragon, soneone will know where | am and cone | ooking."

"That, Lord," Craer said, "has already been done. As Lord Blackgult told you



when we put you here, we've alnost as little liking for this as you do. The
King sent word of your disposition with his envoys to the Del canpers, and his
nmessengers to the court trade agents in Sirlptar, at our suggestion. These
folk were in turn instructed to informcertain |ocal sages."

"Truth," Enbra confirmed, the Dwaer flaring in her hand.

The chai ned wi zard gazed at it longingly for a nonent, then sighed and said,
"So speak plainly, and I'll do so too. You've come to me because you caught
sight of ny bats, and wanted to be sure | was still inprisoned. Be assured
that | am This is no spellspun shell or seening chained here before you, but
nmyself. 1've only recently managed to send forth my little spies—your nan
Thannaso is nobst attentive—but | know where to | ook and whose shoul der to peer
over, and have seen nuch. Let me say just this: Many of those ol d prophecies
seemto be coming true. In the words of the great Haundrakh, 'Fate at |ast
catches up.' "

"The Lady Enbra and | have both read all of those witings," Blackgult said
calmy, holding up a hand to silence his fell ow overdukes, "but dism ssed
their various fates as inpossible. In the history unfolding before us, Aglirta
has broken fromthemw th the death of the Serpent—-and he is dead, for we were
there, and felt, and saw. "

The Master of Bats bowed his head. "I don't claimotherw se, but the Lady
was right in pointing out old Aunthur's contention that many men in turn wear
the mantle. Like nbost nages, | thirst nost for finding new spells when | seize
ol d tomes—but once protected by the proper magics, | take care to read all
and |'ve come to believe Maunmandi ar's view The Serpent and the Dragon aren't
one person each, but rather creatures of the Arrada."

"A nmoment , " Hawkril runbled. "W canme here to seek plain answers, and now
snarling's abated and we speak politely—yet | hear nothing plain. 1'm no nage,
and scarce care who Aumt hur and Maumanthar were, if they're safely dead, but
what is the Arrada?"

Tshamarra opened her nmouth to reply, then closed it again and waved at
Enbr a.

The Lady Silvertree raised her brows and turned to the chained man on the
wall, lifting her hand in a "will you?" gesture.

Hul daerus smil ed crookedly. "The Arrada's the underlying magi c of Darsar
Magic is no god-gift, despite what priests say, but the natural forces of al
living things in Asmarand—whereas sorcery is ways we've | earned to harness and
control these powers."

He fell silent, but both Enmbra and her father waved at himto continue.
Arkl e Hul daerus grew a real smile, just for a nonent, and continued, "These
forces swirl and contend constantly, but also rise and fall in cycles,
battling each other chiefly in two contendi ng musterings: one of dark
savagery—the Serpent—-and one of bright cleansi ng—the Dragon. Sonetimes one is
victorious and sonetinmes the other."

The procurer and the armaragor were listening intently. The chai ned w zard
| ooked fromone of themto the other, and added, "All thinking bei ngs—beasts
and swordswi ngers and cobblers, not just w zards and priests—an work to sway
t hese nusterings, strengthening one side or the other. Neither side is
necessarily 'good' or 'bad,' mnd, but to nost folk the Dragon appeal s nore.
W all prefer places and things dear to us to be just as we want them and
t hi ngs we hold precious to be clean, and unwi thered, and at orderly peace."

"Ch?" Craer asked skeptically. "And how do | manage this swaying of the
battle, against no foe | can see to put a dagger into?"

The Master of Bats grinned. "That's a deriding |I've heard many tines

bef ore—a di sm ssal |'m sure Maumant har heard often enough to grow right tired
of. W& do this by praying to the Three, and to | esser gods, the spirits that
dwell in certain dells and pools and caverns. O the Three, the Dark One is

allied to the Serpent, the Lady to the Dragon, and Forefather Cak to the
overall Arrada, the great balance or All."
"So," Hawkril rumbled, " 'tis inevitable: There'll be a new Serpent."
"I believe there's one already,"” the inprisoned wi zard nurnured.



"Who?" Bl ackgult asked sharply, but Arkle Hul daerus just shrugged in his
chai ns.

The Golden Giffon's eyes narrowed, and he took a threatening stride
forward, but the Master of Bats smled and shook his head. "Truly, | know not.
My bats see things only where | dare to send them™

It was the turn of Enbra to narrow and sharpen her gaze. "WII| there also be
a new Dragon?"

The chai ned mage shrugged. "OF course. A useful ally—if you can find
whoever it is, and neet their price or treat them properly.”

"Life is just full of ifs, isn't it?" Tshamarra asked softly.

Chains rattled as the manacl ed nman shrugged again. "If you freed nme," he
said slowy, "I could perhaps help."

"Or not," the Tal asorn sorceress said sharply.

The Master of Bats grinned rather unpleasantly. "Or not," he agreed. "Reap
as you' ve sown, Overdukes."

Even as the words left his lips, a din arose outside the cell. Echoes, as
al ways down in the Fl owfoam cell ars: the much-grown sounds of stunbling,
frantically running feet, fast approaching through the dark passages.

The overdukes whirled around, lifting weapons, as the chained wi zard wat ched
with interest.

They were in tinme to see a crownl ess, ragged-cl oaked Raulin Castl ecl oaks
sprint past the open doorway, |lit by bobbing torches clutched by two hard-eyed
warriors who pursued him swords drawmn. At their heels ran another nan, who
sported no human face at all, but rather the eneral d-green, shiny-scal ed head
of a serpent!

"Claws of the Lady!" Craer snapped, hurling hinmself through the door with
the rest of the overdukes in frantic, shoul der-bruising pursuit. A bat swooped
past their heads, but none of them bothered to strike at it as they pelted
down the passage after the flickering, dwi ndling torchlight.

"Tash!" Craer gasped back over his shoulder, at the |lithe woman runni ng

al ong not far behind. "Can't you . . . fly?"
H s | ady shook her head, and panted, "Takes too long... to cast.. . wthout
Dwaer . .. becone hurled arrow ... No way to fight or parry when reach. "

"So what by all the Three-engloried splendor is magic good for?" the
procurer snapped.

"Ch," Blackgult called, "saving kingdons, felling the Great Serpent—tittle
things like that."

The sounds of their voices made the snake-headed priest gl ance back, a
forked tongue darting frombetween his |ips as he hissed in anger and
surprise. He slowed, and threw up his hands to cast a spell—-and Enbra stopped,
pointed the Dwaer at himas if it was a sword, and let fly with a bright
needl e of force that |it up the passage blindingly bright for a nonment.

The ot her overdukes cried out, but kept running—and by the time Craer could
see again, he was stunbling over the thrashing, headl ess corpse of what had
recently been a Serpent-priest.

"Graul and bebolt!" he snarled, veering to find a wall and claw hinself to a
halt until his gaze cleared. "Wiy can't you blast down those two warriors, En?
Hey ?"

"They're safely around a corner,"” the Lady Silvertree replied, as she joined
him guiding her fell ow overdukes together. "Or 1'd not even have dared cook
this snake. Such bolts don't bowto royalty." The Dwaer had protected her
agai nst the flash of its own strike, and Bl ackgult had antici pated her deed
and cl apped a hand over his eyes, but the others were still blinking blearily
at the near darkness around them

Enbra sighed, made the Dwaer gl ow gently, and ignored the bats-a trio now,
at | east—flapping around her. "Conme on," she said. "Run, and I'll try to touch
and heal as we go. W've got to catch them before they get to a—

Even as she spoke, she saw that there was a well room ahead, with six
passages | eading out of it. When she | et her Dwaer go out and brought blinding
dar kness down on themall, she could see no torch-gl ow ahead, anywhere.



The Lady of jewels cursed as coarsely as any warrior, and then reached out
with her Dwaer and started banishing the hurt she'd done to the overdukes
stunbling blindly around her.

Then, shaki ng her head, she | ed themon, the Dwaer |eaping again to gol den
life. Craer bounded into the |ead, Hawkril running to join him and Bl ackgult
fell back behind the two sorceresses.

When they reached the wel | —€raer glancing down into its dank darkness, just
to make sure—Enbra doused her magi cal radi ance once nore. Nothing; the
dar kness was utter, unbroken

"Claws of the bloody, blood-spitting Dark One," she began softly. "To | ose
t hem now, when—=

"Em " the procurer snapped, hearing a tiny shriek close by his ear. "G ve us
light!"

Wth a sigh, the sorceress did so—and found five bats circling her head. As
soon as she stared at them they flew away across the chanber, and through a
certain archway. Wthout hesitation she ran after them murmuring, "M thanks,
wi zard. Remind nme to free you nuch sooner than | was intending to. Perhaps
even before we've both died of old age."

A bat screaned in her ear, then whirled away to join its fell ows. Enbra
Silvertree gave it a savage grin as she hurled herself around a corner, down a
few broad, unexpected steps, and on along the unfamliar, w nding passage.

It ran for a long way w thout doors or side chanbers, during which tine a
determ nedly sprinting Craer caught up to Enbra, gave her a reproachful | ook
and took up his former station ahead of her, with Hawkril noving to join him

all at a dead run.

They'd just started to really gasp for breath, and slow with weariness, when
t he passage suddenly descended sharply, hooked to the right, and opened into—a
| arge cavern that shouldn't exist.

Enbra stared, slowing in bew | derment now as nuch as exhaustion. She'd been
bound to all of Flowfoam by the Living Castle enchantnents of the Dark Three,
unfini shed as they were, and . .. and this place was not part of them It
shoul d not be here, it—

—presently held crates upon crates of what | ooked suspiciously like a ready
arnory of weapons, and two warriors racing around them after a staggering,
panti ng-to- exhaustion ki ng!

Runni ng out of curses, Enbra stopped, held up her Dwaer in a grip so hard
her fingers turned white around its rising glowand hurled a paral yzi ng spel
upon all three distant running figures.

The air around her flashed, and then flowed crazily ... and Enbra felt her
own |inbs tightening and stiffening.

Shuddering, she forced herself to hold tight to the Dwaer, and used her | ast
breath to snarl one of the oldest spells she knew, calling on the Stone to
power it.

The Dwaer fl ashed strangely, and she could suddenly nove freely again.
Around her, an explosion of gasps told her that her fell ow overdukes had al so
been freed from paral ysis.

Sonet hi ng had hurl ed her magi c back at her. Sonething had stood agai nst the
raveni ng power of a Dwaer-Stone, in a defiance she'd begun to think was
i mpossi bl e unl ess the gods thensel ves—

Anot her Dwaer. Eyes narrow ng, Enbra | ooked at the saddl ebag on

Craer's back. It was ahead of her, directly between her and the fleeing
ki ng—and hi s woul d-be sl ayers, too.

She ran on, trying to keep the procurer in view as he ducked and dodged
around and over the crates, hurling daggers at the warriors ahead—until at
| ast he ran across an open space, and she could snatch the two breaths she
needed.

Hol di ng up her Dwaer, Enmbra gasped out an enchant ment—-and her Stone bl azed
up brightly.

Craer staggered in md-run as something tugged sharply upward at his
saddl ebag—and then burst right through its leather, spinning up into the air



and bl azing as brightly as Enbra's own Stone.

Sonet hing flashed and crackl ed back and forth between the two Dwaerindi m
i ke a doubl e-ended arrow sent flashing fromone deadly bow to another and
back agai n.

Still running, Craer |ooked up at the sudden explosion of |ight over his
head—and pronptly sprang up onto the nearest crate, |eaping high and ... .
closing his fingers around the stunp of the severed priest's hand hol di ng the
Stone. Craer's weight dragged it down, the sheer flow ng force of nagic
passi ng between the two Dwaerindi m maki ng his entire body shudder, and | anded
hard on the crate, falling forward to the floor and rolling to his feet stil
runni ng. ..

Just as Hawkril's warsword stabbed desperately out—and a scant swordl ength
in front of its tip, the two running warriors both snarled in triunph, and
toget her drove their blades through the body of the fleeing king.

18

The Sword of Spells

Dol mur Bowdr agon straightened with a sigh that sounded suspiciously like a
sob. His arns trenbled as the spell-flame dancing amd the three Bowdragon
br ot hers wobbl ed, sputtered-and Died, in a spitting of sparks.

Mul t has sat back, his face gray with effort and despair. Ithimfell to the
tiles, weeping bitterly.

In the searching |inkage they'd forged, the three brothers had grimy found
the faintest trace of their nmissing Maelra—but just now, as they'd closed in
on her, those faint, distant traces had been chopped off, as if by a knife.
There could be little doubt that they'd just felt Maelra Bowdragon die.

Anot her of their bright young gone—the |ast one who'd had power enough to
i mpress anyone with sorcery. Dol nur clutched the arns of his chair as if his
fingers were talons that could pierce and crunble wood, and stared up at the
hi gh ceiling above, feeling sick and enpty. How soon would it be before the
done above him and all others in Arlund, resounded to the stride of some
conqueri ng nage?

Unl ess they bred again, to sone sorceress who was a very Dragon of sorcery,
t he Bowdr agons were doomed. Cathal eira, Jhavarr, and now Mael ra—the bri ghtest
children had all gone to Aglirta, and had all been slain.

Sobbi ngs and snivelings rose fromoutside the circle: the | esser
still-living children, probably as much afraid that they' d be expected to
venture to their deaths next, as they were grieving Melra.

Dol mur ignored his withing, facedown youngest brother for the nonment, and
asked Multhas flatly, "Wat's your wi sh that we do now?"

He'd expected the ever aggressive Milthas to explode into either hot or icy
rage, but surprisingly, his bearded, usually blustering kinsman just shook his
head, enpty-faced, and whi spered, "Nothing. Not another drop of Bowdragon
bl ood nmust be given to Serpent-ridden, plague-riddled Aglirta. Let us build a
spell-wall, turn our backs on it, and try to forget. Nothing will bring our
dead back."

"No," Dolmur told him as flatly as before. "W must know what happened to
her. The time for revenge nmay not be now, but we rust know. O that 'not
knowi ng," and her loss, will haunt us and change us forever."

The patriarch lifted his gaze fromthe dark, despairing eyes of Miulthas to
regard the younger Bowdragons around the circle, and ordered, "Get your nost
power ful magi cs together, and nmeet me back here, as swiftly as you are able."

The younglings stared at himin awe—er was it terror? —until he let a frown
settle onto his face. Then they hastened to obey, the youngest fleeing for the
doors like stormdriven rags, and the el dest reaching out to drag away the
ashen Mul thas and the weeping Ithim



The bl ade-transfi xed young man staggered in the Dwaer-1light, turning
agoni zedly toward his slayers—n time to see Hawkril furiously hack both
warriors to the ground, torches bouncing and rolling. He swayed, face tw sted
in pain, as Craer ran toward himand Enbra called, "Craer! Get away! | can't
heal himif your Stone's too close!"

"Overdukes!" the dying nman cried. "Get to your King!" And then he fell on
his face and rolled over, bluish blood gouting fromhis nouth and nose.

Reaching him Enbra stared down at... features that were nmelting from
Raulin's into ... blank facel essness. A Kogl aur!

She | ooked up at her fell ow overdukes, as they gathered around her in this
deepest cellar of Flowfoam They stared down at the corpse, traded astoni shed
| ooks—and then turned and raced back to the passage that had brought themto
thi s hidden pl ace.

Bats circled and swooped around Enbra's head as she hastened, emitting tiny,
chill chuckles of mirth. She ignored them-but knew full well, as she ran, that
in his cell the Master of Bats was hanging in his chains, coldly |aughing.

Rai sed i n exasperation, Baron Phelinndar's voice sounded |ike the
bui | di ng-to-a-screamgrowl of a great hunting cat on the prow . "You think
we've still got time for spell-frippery, with this Gadaster bone-w zard on the
| oose, | ooking for you?"

Ingryl Anbelter stepped around a notionless Melted with a sigh meant to warn
the baron that his patience wasn't infinite, and placed the |ong-1locked coffer
carefully on the table.

He silently bade the dust-covered undead to step back and make nore room
here in the center of the cavern, and then turned to the simrering Phelinndar
"W need this nmore than ever if Mil kyn survives," he said coldly. "And if he
hasn't, we should proceed as we've planned, so as not to end up striving
agai nst a triunphant Church of the Serpent after they've secured their rule
over the Vale, when they'll have |eisure enough to send priest after priest
after hiresword arny at us."

He beckoned a single Melted forward, and made the shanbling, grotesquely
twi sted thing hold out its hands. Brushing dust from each gray-and-yell ow

palm he put into themsnmall itens he'd need once he began spel |l weavi ng,
produced a key fromenpty air with a nurnmured word, and unl ocked the coffer
"More than that," the Spell master added, eyeing the gl owering baron, "I keep

nmy prom ses, and you were npbst insistent—were you not? —that | fully inform
you of ny plans and nagics."

He gestured grandly at the table. "So, now, observe or not, as you prefer
as | begin the long and exacting process of interweaving a Sword of Spells
that will give me—ds—eontrol not only of the mnd of soneone but their
powers. "

"Such as Enbra Silvertree?" Baron Phelinndar grow ed, hands clutching the
hilt of his sword, where they always went when he was in need of confort.

Anbel ter nodded. "Or Gadaster Mil kyn, or Dol mur Bowdragon, or even this
out | ander Tal asorn wench who seenms to have been made an Overduke of Aglirta

when our backs were turned. | have, however, soneone other than all of these
in mnd."

"Ch?" the baron asked, but the Spellnaster had already started to chant a
spell, raising his arnms out in front of himas if to proffer a chalice or bow

that wasn't there to soneone taller than he, who al so wasn't present.

The air between his enpty hands shimered restlessly as the incantation rose
in volume and urgency, was briefly shot through with sparks, darkened as if a
| ong eveni ng shadow was falling across it... and then thinned to enptiness
once nore.

Ingryl Anbelter let his hands fall, and then nodded as if satisfied. He
seened to be able to see sonething Phelinndar could not; all that the casting
had achi eved, as far as the baron could tell, was to create a certain singing
tension in the air that had not been present before.



"Who?" he asked roughly, persisting. "Three take you, Anbelter—have we an
agreenent, or have we not?"

"We do," the Spellnmaster replied curtly. "Patience, please. I'll tell you
when |'m done. This series of castings is exacting and precise, and | nust
keep many things in nmy mind as | work—er all will be ruined. Rest assured that

when |'m done, ny intended victimwon't have been chosen by the nagics; we'll
have ample tine to debate then."

The two nmen stared at each other across a cavern that now throbbed and
thrunmmed wi th nagic, an ever-grow ng din of power that crackled around Ingryl
Anmbel ter as the baron watched-crackl ed ever nmore hungrily, though the
Spel | master stood cal m and expressionl ess.

Phel i nndar wondered if he was watching a weapon being built before his eyes
that could slay himw th carel ess ease—er if Ingryl hinself was beconing that
weapon. Either way, he stood in peril if he fought the wi zard now Staring
into Anbelter's eyes, he nodded slowy.

Ingryl gave hima mirthless smle and then turned to his table and | aunched
into an incantation.

The baron gl owered at the mage's back, then sighed, turned away, and found
his chair. If he was going to be blasted to ashes before the day ended, there
was not hing he could do to prevent it, or to successfully flee and hide ... so
he mght as well wait in confort.

The Dwaer-Stone was glowing on a little table in a far corner of the cavern
away fromlIngryl's spellweavi ngs—but throbbing in tinme to those buil ding
spel I's. Phelinndar glanced at it, and then wal ked over and scooped it up. If
Anmbel ter had put sone sort of warning spell on it, to alert himif someone
other than he touched it, well that was just too bad. Let all his spells be
wast ed, and | et himrage.

If Ingryl was going to have his Sword of Spells, his forgotten and
t aken-for-granted baroni al sidekick was going to have what was his, too: the
Dwaer. Phelinndar sat down, swung his booted feet up onto the Melted who'd
been nade to kneel into a footrest sone days ago, drew his sword and laid it
ready in his |ap—ust in case—and hefted the Stone in his hand.

The gl ows of spell building upon spell rose brightly around the distant
Spel | master. Watching themrise and feeling the matching thrum of rising power
in the Stone in his hand, the baron began tossing the Dwaer a handspan into
the air and then catching it, tossing it again, and then catching it. A lunp
of rock that wizards would kill for. Truly, Darsar was strange

The heart of the cavern was now filled with pul sing, hunmng Iines of
gl owi ng magi cal force that floated immbile in mdair, form ng a man-sized
cage. The baron had seen it built, spell upon spell, watching with increasing
al arm both hands cl utching the Dwaer

If only he knew how to use the thing! GCh, he could hurl blasts of burning or
smting force fromit, and use it to spit out msts or light or make himfly

But a wizard could cast any spell he could think of, using the Stone to

power it—and O'lin Andamus Phelinndar was beginning to fear two things: that
Ambel ter could from afar make the Stone bl ast anyone hol di ng it—ncl uding
fooli sh barons—and that this thrunm ng cage was nmeant to hold, and sonehow
tornment, no-Ilonger-needed barons. Al around himthe Melted were swayi ng
forward with each throb of the spell-cage, rocking back between so as to stay

in one place without toppling... and the air itself was beginning to fee
thick and flowing, building to ... what?

Anbel ter seemed finished casting spells for the noment. He'd turned back to
the tabl e and was renoving sone snmall itens fromhis coffer. The baron peered,

but couldn't see what they were from such a distance, with the w zard' s body
hal f - bl ocki ng his vi ew.

He rose, Dwaer in one hand and ready sword in the other, and strode forward,
as softly as he could. Hal fway across the cavern, as he threaded his way anong
the notionless Melted, he cane to a wary halt as the Spell master swung around
and di spl ayed what he held. There was a crooked smile on Ingryl Ambelter's



face.

"No, good Baron, I'mnot thinking of turning on you. Nor should you think to
do the sane to ne—anything you unl eash fromthe Dwaer will be caught by this
Sword of Spells and hurled back whence it canme, whether | know what you're
trying or not. But see!"

He held out his hands. In one was a | ock of dark hair-human hair—and in the
ot her was sonething small and shrivel ed.

"Skin and hair fromthe man I hope this Sword of Spells will strike, and
possess for us. They'll nake certain ny pounce pins the right person.”

Phel i nndar swal | owed, and then waved his sword. "Do it," he said shortly.

Anmbel ter bowed as courtiers do when receiving orders, turned back to the
cage, and put the wrinkled, crunbling scrap of skin in a brightness where two
lines met, and the hair in another such nopot. Both were only enpty air, but
both hel d their newfound burdens as if they were | edges or tabl etops.

The baron stared at the floating relics and shuddered. This magic could just
as easily be used on himor any man. "And this fortunate dupe is?"

"Ezendor Bl ackgult," Anmbelter said softly. "Baron, sonetime regent, and the
man | hate most in all Aglirta. | nust influence himbefore the spell | wove
on the Dwaer they seized fromthe snake-1overs wears weak, or they break it.
Once he bears a Dwaer, he'll be able to protect hinself so I'Il not be able to
drive this spell-sword of nmine home, no matter how stealthy ny approach.™

Phel i nndar shook his head. "I only hope this plot works better than your
last."

The Spel | naster gave the baron a cold | ook above the spell-glows, and then
sighed. "As do I|," he snapped, turning back to the throbbing cage. "As do I."

The Master of Bats had been | aughi ng—+hough his mrth had broken off when
Craer snatched two bats out of the air with sure hands while draw ng | evel
with the open door of the wizard' s cell, broke a wing of each before they
could bite him flung themthrough the doorway, then kicked the door closed
with a boomthat echoed down the passage.

The rest of the overdukes just kept running, panting past w thout slow ng as
t hat door slammed; they knew Craer would be past themto his usual place at
the fore in a few breaths. Up the steps they went, bursting past guards who
turned with frowns and | owered glaives in case this clatter of haste neant
prisoners |loosed, into brightly lit Fl owmf oam Pal ace.

"Hold, in the name of the King!" a doorguard bel |l owed i medi ately.

"Make way, in the nane of the King!" Craer called back, not sl ow ng.

The guard |l owered his glaive with a snarl, but the procurer stepped to the
left, and then abruptly dodged right and ducked to the floor, under it.

The guard hadn't even managed to frane a curse ere Craer was up again,
tugging at the glaive's shaft. His jerk sent the guard staggering forward,
of f - bal ance—and into the waiting arms of Hawkril, who tossed the man aside
like a doll. Guard struck wall with a loud clang of arnor, and it was the
guard who bounced, fell, and groaned in pain.

Hi s fell ow doorguard flung down his glaive and ran for an al arm gong. Enbra
snapped, "Craer!'' in exasperation, and called on the Dwaer to shove the man
aside—enly to be sent staggering with a shriek of frustration as the other
Dwaer - St one sent her magic right back at her

Craer whirled and flung a dagger—which flashed like silver fire across the
passage and struck the running doorguard's neck, hilt-first, driving the man
to the floor in a daze.

The procurer flung open the nearest door, and found hinself peering down a
narrow flight of stairs that led, judging by snell, to a jakes. He nodded
approvi ngly, dragged the nmoaning guard to the doorway—and then admi nistered a
solid kick to the man's backside. Wth another groan and a few descendi ng
t huds the man di sappeared, and Hawkril cane striding with the first doorguard
and tossed the nman gently after the first.

Craer then slammed the door, assumed a casual ly | oungi ng pose against it,
and asked nmildly, "Yes, Lady Silvertree? Can | be of service to you in sone



smal | way?"
Enbra shook her head. "I've been wondering that for over a season now, and
not found an answer. Perhaps if 'twere the fashion in Aglirta to hire jesters

Tshamarra snorted. "Well said, Lady! Craer, stop playing the fool and snatch

us a courtier or senior guard who'll know where Raulin is and take us to him
Now Get on with it!"
The procurer gave her a pained | ook. "You know, Lady Tal asorn, | do believe

that's just what |'ve been doing for nost of this day? Running here, there,
and everywhere with the rest of you overdukes puffing along like a lot of fat,
flutter-feathered bustards behind me." He turned with a grand gesture of
tragi c dismssal. "But enough. Wunded by your words, | go!"

And he sprinted off down the passage to where the next pair of guards were
wai ting, peering warily over |eveled glaives and wonderi ng what had befallen
thei r conrades.

"Make way!" Craer called this time, as he ran. "Overdukes of the King
conmand you! "

The guards lifted their glaives, but one of them snapped, "Werefore?"

"We hunt Serpents!" the procurer snapped back. "Were's the King?"

Their suspicious frowns told Craer all he needed to know, but by then
Hawkri | had lunbered into view, and the guards gave way before his nore
fam | iar—and form dabl e—figure. One of themeven offered, "Ah, Lords, we know
not!"

The overdukes ran on through Fl omf oam Pal ace, brushing past startl ed-I| ooki ng
envoys and courtiers they'd never seen before, in search of someone they knew.
The pal ace was busy in sone areas but curiously enpty in others, and guards
chal | enges were fewer than they should have been

Bl ackgult was shaking his head in puzzlenent by the tinme they reached and
then |l eft behind the guarded but deserted throne room As they ran

down anot her passage, he growl ed, "Sonething's not right. Hul daerus rust be
chortling. Have the Serpents—=2"

He never finished that question. They cane to a high, many-bal conied gallery
wher e guards shoul d have been | ooki ng down on other guards standi ng beside
desks where scribes and Cerks of the Royal Person mounted a last |ine of
def ense against uninvited visitors trying to burst in and "just see the King
for a noment." The hurrying Overdukes of Aglirta found no scribes or clerks,
and no torches blazing al ong the dark bal cony above—but instead literally ran
right into a frightened ring of guards.

The arnsmen whirled around with shouts of alarm swords flashing. Craer and
Hawkri|l parried, yelling, "Turn your blades! Overdukes of Aglirta comrand
you!"

Then they saw what the guards had been nenaci ng, and gasped: "Horns of the
Lady!" in ragged uni son

The guards were clustered warily around a snarling, already wounded beast;
the massed points of their glittering bl ades had been keeping it against the
passage wall. The nonster was a chaos of talons, scaly serpentine arms, tusks
and fur, an undulating thing with the head of a boar and the build of a
bull —-and it was wearing torn scraps of arnor that |ooked as if, before being
torn or burst apart, it had been a match for what the guards were wearing.

The nonster roared and charged. As the guards shouted in fear and | evel ed
their blades against it, Hawkril ran to neet it, swinging his war-sword in a
great slash that caught in those snarling jaws and drove the beast back to
cower against the wall once nore.

Tal ons clawed the air as the beast drooled blood and grow ed, but it made no
nmove to rush forward again, now that the unbroken ring of steel had returned.

Bl ackgult eyed the dangling, clanging fragnents of nmetal it wore and asked,
"This was one of your fellows, hey? How did he—=2"

A guard shook his head. 'Just groaned and hunkered down—and then started to

change. He screanmed a lot, but we didn't want to ... | nmean..."

"Pl ague," Tshamarra said grimy. "Enbra, can you—=2"



"If Craer gets hinself well away from me, perhaps. Every plague-healing' s
just alittle different fromthose before,” Enbra replied sourly, peering at
t he wounded beast. "Three Above, hasn't Aglirta suffered enough?"

One of the guards staring at her started to trenble so violently that his
fellows turned to | ook—whereupon foam burst fromhis mouth, his eyes started
to weep blood, and he burst into awild, lilting screamand swng his bl ade
wi | dl y—ay, blindly—n all directions.

As his fellow guards drew back fromtheir newy stricken fellow and the
beast saw roomto nove and started to grow its way forward again, sonething
hi ssed down anongst them It was swiftly followed by nore sonet hings:
strangely thick arrows tipped with gaping fangs!

"Serpent-arrows!" Hawkril bell owed, chopping at themw th his war-sword as
Craer cursed and dodged ahead, seeking to get under the place where the deadly
hai |l of snakes was com ng from-yon bal cony!

"Three spit!" Tshamarra raged, ducking behind a screani ng guard whose face
had sprouted a snake. "Is there no end to this?"

Besi de her, Enbra sobbed out her own curse as she tore away a snake that had
bitten her arm and flung it as far as she could, reeling. Her arm was burning
al ready, and she just hoped Craer was far enough away .

Crouchi ng over her glowi ng Stone as nore snakes rained down around her
striking many of the guards, Enbra called on it to purge her of poison. It
flared up in a brilliance so bright and sudden that she knew the ot her Dwaer
was too cl ose—even before its power shocked into her from behind, neeting the
healing magic within her, and left her withing, blinded, and gasping for
breath on the floor.

"Em " Hawkril roared, as if froma great distance-though she knew sonehow
that he was standing over her, shielding her with his own body. "Lady m ne
are you wel | ?"

"Now that," she snarled through her tears, shuddering, "was a stupid
qguestion.” A fresh wave of pain made her whinper and tw st uncontrollably, and
then it ebbed and she could claw her way to her feet, enough to cling to him
and scream "Craer! Cet away! Get away!"

"Gone!" cane an answering shout, echoing from another room Enbra hissed in
pai n, gathered her strength, held the Dwaer to her breast—and tried again.

This time the Stone erupted in flames, bright tongues of magic that scorched
not hi ng and chilled Enbra to the bone. She | ost her hold on Hawkril and fel
to her knees, shrieking and clutching herself in rocking agony—and the flames
that were not flanes rose up in a bright blaze that Iit the high gallery as
bri ght as day.

"There!" a guard snarled, pointing up at the bal cony. Bl ackgult crouched
down behi nd Hawkril as the armaragor followed the guard' s pointing arm

Ginning down on themfromon high were at |east seven Serpent-priests with
bows, and in their mdst was a pal ace servant, a lass with a decanter of w ne
in her hand. As the priests reached for fresh arrows—war-shafts, this tineg;
they seemed to have run out of enspelled snakes—she unstoppered it and poured
it down on the heads of sone of the guards struggling with the beast,

[ aughing. "Alittle nore plague, sirs?"

Enbra was curled up in a ball, rocking and noani ng gently, her body agl ow
with strange, crawing nmagic. Just above her, Blackgult was nearing the end of
a careful, one-handed spellcasting, his other hand thrust into his daughter's
| ap, where her Dwaer was.

Hawk cursed at the sight of the | aughing wench, and lunbered forward into a
charge—but was net by a fiercer charge, as the beast that had been a guard
burst over its wounded fellow arnsmen, and struck Hawkril with a crash. As
they struggled, talons raking and a warsword rising and falling in the m dst
of coils and tentacles, the Serpent-priests bent their bows and drew back
arrows to their ears-arrows that were ainmed at the Lady of Jewels and her
f at her.

And Bl ackgult finished his spell with a brittle snile

There was a sudden grinding runble fromoverhead, a trenor that shook the



room On the bal cony, priests were sent staggering, and nore than one arrow
flashed harm essly away to crack against the far wall, shiver, and tunble in
shards and slivers to the floor. The servant girl screamed—and went on
screamng as the ceiling above the bal cony split apart, in rents that ran as
fast as the fingers of an angui shed opening fist..

and crashed down on the bal cony, breaking it off the wall with a noise
i ke angry thunder and shattering it in a huge heap of rolling stones on the
floor below. Blackgult plucked up Enbra and dragged her back from sliding,
tunmbling stones just in tine.

Dust rose in a roiling cloud, out of which | oomed a bl ood-spattered Hawkril,
the shorn-of f, pul ped remmant of a tentacle still clinging to his shoul der-and
a retching, softly sobbing bundle in his hand that proved to be Tshamarra.

Soneone el se cane staggering out of the dust behind him and Bl ackgult
grabbed for his sword and di scovered he'd lost it in the tumult.

The new arrival coughed, wi ped a hand across his face to reveal hinself as
one of the guards, and held up the cracked, dust-caked upper half of the
decanter the servant girl had been wavi ng so nockingly.

"She must have been plying us with plague-laced wi ne these | ast two days,"
he gasped, "that grauling Serpent-worshipper!"

"If she's been doing that all over the palace," Hawkril grow ed, reaching
for his dazed | ady, "Raulin could be dead al ready!"

"Too high a price to pay for ridding Aglirta of excess courtiers,’
agreed with a twisted smle, appearing out of the nurk.

He turned to Blackgult. "N cely done. | was alnpbst up to them when the top
of the stair broke. Let's find the next way up; 'tis the far side of yon
cross-passage, | recall.”

Craer

"Yes," Blackgult agreed. "Yell when you reach it. Then perhaps Enbra can get
hersel f heal ed wi thout Dwaer-nagic tearing her insides out, hey?" The procurer
gave hima reproachful look. "I ran as fast as | could.” "And you wil |
agai n—+ight now. Wy, you'll be getting good at it, soon!" Craer's reply was a

very rude gesture—but he obedi ently hastened, and Bl ackgult was puffing too
severely to join in his signal shout when they

reached the stair they'd been seeking: a flight of marble steps strewn with
dead bodies and witless, drooling nen.

Craer glanced up it, waved a hand at all the slaughter and ruin, and said to
the onetine Regent of all Aglirta, " Wuld you store a king up yonder, anid

all this?"

"CGet going," Blackgult told himgrimy, "and we'll see, won't we?"

"Who knocks?" a voice asked suspiciously, fromthe other side of the door
The small, slender man flattened against the wall as far away fromthe door as

he coul d get and just reach the edge of the door with his fingertips called
back, "Craer Del nbone, Overduke of Aglirta. |'ve another overduke—Bl ackgult by
name—with ne."

There was a period of silence, then the voice declared with flat and very
unwel coming finality, "Any man can claimto be an overduke."

"Ah," Craer replied alnost delightedly, "but can they correctly mmc ny
arch overduchal knock? The mai d-enchanting lilt of my voice? The stunning
beauty of ny hand you're staring at through yon spyhole you so fondly believe
| don't notice? Come to think of it, who el se would cone knocki ng—+nstead of
using a spell or an ax on your door, or stuffing snakes under it to hiss their
wel comre for them hey?"

They heard faint |aughter from behind the door, then an order, a voice
rai sed in tones of objection, the snap of another order, and then the sounds
of a doorbar being lifted and bolts being thrown.

In arattle of chain, the door opened just w de enough for a guard in ful
arnmor, with the visor of his helmdown, to peer out. "Wio el se stands with
you?"

Craer preened like a maiden, and then ran his hands over his hips like a
strunpet. "Aren't we enough?"

Bl ackgult rolled his eyes. "Let us in, Geatsarn, before he gets worse. And



bel i eve ne, he gets worse.™

The guard withdrew, the door was opened just w de enough for both overdukes
to slip through—and sl amred shut behind them by guards who hastily funbl ed the
bolts and bars back into place.

"I'nprisoning yourself to save some foe the troubl e?" Craer denmanded of the
young, smling man sitting at a table at the back of the room "Raulin, d' you
mnd telling ne just who this nobst puissant enemny is?"

I f Macros Del canper or any of the handful of old, trusted warriors in the
stout -wal | ed upper room-+the stub of a |ong-vanished turret, sporting but the
one door, a roof-hatch, and two narrow archers' w ndows—were shocked at
hearing the King of Aglirta addressed so abruptly by only his first name, none
of them showed it.

"Anyone and everyone," Raulin Castlecloaks replied with a sigh, slapping the
table in weary exasperation. "I hope you brought food. W' re starving up here,
and hardly dare nmount nore armed expeditions to the kitchens. It cost us Il ger
and his three underguard trai nees two days back."

"No, Raulin," Blackgult told himdarkly, "as a matter of fact we didn't, but
if you stay here, I'lIl fetch the rest of your wayward overdukes, and we'll
scour the kitchens for you. Enbra m ght even be able to purge any poisons in
what ever provender we find there. | take it the Serpents don't quite openly
rul e the pal ace yet ?"

"Well," the young king replied ruefully, "not this chanber of it, at least."

Bl ackgult rolled his eyes again. "Remind nme to | eave you al one in Fl owf oam
Pal ace less often, lad. At |east you had enough sense to choose a room a
handful of wlling swords have sonme chance of defendi ng—but that's about it."

"Lord Bl ackgult,"” the bard from Ragal ar said quietly, "mght | remnd you
that you address your King? Mre respectful words woul d be advisable.™

"No, Lord Del canper, you may not renmind me of such matters,"” the Col den
Giffon told himflatly. "I"mgetting too old to have time left for such
fool i shness—but not yet so age-enfeebled as to beconme respectful of anyone.
That way lies ruin for all Aglirta, just now, no natter whose backsi de warns
the throne."

The king pretended to be shocked, but as Fl aeros Del canper started to
sputter with indignation, Raulin burst into whoops of |aughter—the rather wld
| aught er of someone seizing on mirth after too long with nothing to |augh
at—and told the room "My the Band of Four live forever!"

Craer grinned. "Well, that's one nore sharp difference of opinion between
you and the Snake-lovers, to be sure. |—=

H s face changed, and he clutched at the saddl ebag slung over his shoul der
It was rising, the worn | eather shifting, and as he caught at it, a sudden
glow spilled fromunder its flaps.

"What have you there?" a guard growl ed, hefting his bl ade

"A Dwaer-Stone, and its doings right nowtell nme another Dwaer's being used
cl ose by."

"Somewher e on Fl owf oan®?" Fl aeros asked sharply.

"Somewhere within a few chanbers of right here,” Blackgult answered. "Have
you a spyhole, or the like, looking in this direction?" He waved at the
barred, bolted, and chai ned door behind him

"No," Raulin replied. "Wy?"

The Golden Giffon snled. "I"'mfairly sure the Lady Silvertree is com ng up
the sane steps we did, but I'd rather not fling the door wide to see if that's
so—ust in case | end up wel com ng soneone el se who can casually flatten
overdukes and pal aces alike with a Dnaer."

"There's no need," Enbra's voice said crisply fromthe enpty air beside him
causing Craer's saddlebag to trenmble wildly and light to flare fromit as if a
whirling inferno of flame spun within. "The enchantnents of my chil dhood are
still useful for some things—and finding known sources of mighty magic is one
of them W're all here; open the door."

Bl ackgult turned to do so, and Greatsarn noved to help him but a guard
barred their way, sword raised, and said coldly, "I don't recall hearing the



Ki ng give his perm ssion regarding any use of this door-'tis barred for a
reason, y'know. '

"Either we open it," Blackgult told the arnsman, reaching for the first
doorbolt as if there wasn't a swordtip in his face, "or she'll blast it down
and all of us with it. Unless, of course, she gets irritated.”

The sword drew back a little. "And if she is, what then?"

The Colden Giffon shot two bolts and reached for a third. "Then," he told

the guard, "she'll do something much worse."
The guard regarded Bl ackgult expressionlessly for a noment, as the ol dest
Overduke of Aglirta went on tossing aside bars, lifting pins, and unhooking

chains, and then silently stepped back, taking his sword with him

"No," Blackgult said to the king not nmuch [ater, as they watched one of
Tshamarra's spells cook a roast fromthe kitchens w thout need of hearthfire

or spit, "lI'd best remain here on Flowfoamw th you, to defend and advi se.
Tshamarra can take ny place in the Four whilst they go forth to strike down
Serpent-priests the length of the Val e—and, | suppose, the usual nercenary

war | ords or nobles who're taking advantage of the plague to set thenselves up
as war | eaders agai nst you."

Ki ng Castl ecl oaks spread his hands. "I never wanted this crown, you know.
Any of you would be so rmuch better as Aglirta's king—even if you sat there
hating it. But you're also the realms best defenders; no matter what's
unfol ding, | can never see a better way forward than what you propose. So
you'll get no argument fromme. I'mright glad to have you here, A d Lion
while the rest of you hunt the Serpents. \Wat now?"

"What nmust conme first, Raulin," Enbra said fromacross the room "is the
breaking of the spells laid on the second Dwaer, so ny father can wield it.
Then we go hunting ... and | believe our first quarry should be the m ssing
Baron Phel i nndar, or whoever's taken his Dwaer fromhim W nust assune the
Serpents have the fourth, and I'd prefer that we be able to nuster three
agai nst their one when they nake their usual bid to openly and grandly snatch

Aglirta.”

Raul i n nodded. "You'll break these spells, of course?"

"I'f we're not actually fighting Serpent-priests and | can spare the time and
attention to work freely, it shouldn't take |long. Here on Flowfoam | can cal

on the Living Castle enchantnents to source nore power, protecting nme as |
strip away the trap-spells. Tash and nmy father can help ne."

"Right after we've all eaten," Blackgult said. "We'll find one of the
cellars, and | eave Craer and Hawkril to entertai nahem—guard you."

Fl aeros Del canper rolled bis eyes. "You play manyshields, | hope?"

"Not unless you're wagering," Craer said brightly, "and | don't see enough
wealth lying about this roomto wager with. You woul dn't happen to have any
outlying castles filled with beautiful maidens, would you?"

"Lord Del nbone," Tshamarra said softly, and the procurer w nced.

"Then again," he continued swiftly, "we could tell you airy tales of our
exploits to pass the tine and inspire any bards present to conpose ballads to
our gallantry, and—=

"Annoy all of you thoroughly," the Lady Tal asorn added, causing King
Castl ecl oaks to struggle on the edge of exploding nmirth again.

Fl aeros sighed and began to arrange pieces on the nmanyshi el ds board. "Wile
you begin the feast," he said, "Raulin and I will try to get in a game or two
before you start ruining our play with your no doubt hel pful suggestions."

"Lord Del canper,"” Craer said slyly, "mght | rem nd you that you describe
the King of Aglirta, in a roomfull of his subjects? Mre formal tides would
be advi sable."

Several of the guards snickered

Tshamarra sighed. "You see? 'Tis starting already."

19



True Faces Reveal ed

T he younger Bowdragons stared around in awe at the copper-sheathed walls
reachi ng so high overhead, and at the polished marble floor studded wth
countl ess curving runes and intricately graven inset floorstones. Even those
who tried to pretend they weren't inpressed kept | ooking down at the carved
stone faces of their |ong-dead ancestors set here and there into the floor
each effigy marking a vertical burial beneath. The glittering eye-gens of
those faces seemed to stare accusingly up at the |iving Bowdragons. The
youngest, though they'd all taken the chairs he'd indicated for each one,
| eaned toward each other in their seats, as if seeking to huddl e together. The
air was rich with magic, drifting and coiling.. . and waiting.

It was a roomin Arlund nost of them had never seen before. Years had passed
since a Bowdragon had perished and | eft behind a body that could be buried
her e.

Dol mur had not bothered to share his reasons for bringing themdown to this
deep and hi dden place. Buried magi cs and enchantnments yet |ingering around
Bowdr agon bones coul d augnment the sorcery of the living—and if things were to
go bad this day, he wanted his famly to face what befell together, not weep
at nore vani shed and [ ost kin.

He | ooked up fromhis chair now, less at his two brothers than at their
of fspring; so many young and frightened faces. Arnmed with magi c and ready for
war .

Yet not ready. These who were |left were not the bold and warlike.

They' d never be ruthless sorcerer-lords or wandering archmages of power. The
Bowdr agons wer e doomned al ready.

" 'Tis tinme," he said calmy. Well, if "twas in his power, 'twould be a nore
di gni fied doomthan nost. "Renenber, obey ny conmmands absolutely. W'll use
our magic to farscry Aglirta and | earn who sl ew Maelra, not repeat the
m st akes of our departed ones, and blunder into that |and | ashing out at every
rul er and mage we see.”

They stared at himin silence, waiting... nervously rather than eagerly,
| ooking nore like warriors being sent into battle than mages about to taste
the power of a true neld for the first tine.

"Al'l rings and coronets on? If not, don them now. "

He waited through the resulting brief flurry of novenment, noted that
everyone seened to be seated confortably, and lifted his hand.

In answer to a spell he'd cast and left waiting nore than twenty sunmmers
earlier, certain floorstones flipped back, and staves of power slowy rose
into view beside each chair.

More than one Bowdragon gasped at their beauty and obvious power. Wthin a
hunm ng hal o of blue flane, each metal shaft stood upright with no hand to
hold it, entwi ned about with intricately sculpted arnms and fl ouri shes of netal
that bore enchanted gens and gl owi ng runes. Each was topped with an open cl aw,
a long-nailed hand that | ooked human, and partly was.

"Each of you now take up your scepter,"” he said quietly, "and hold it out
until the hand atop your staff can grasp it. Let the hand do so."

Sone of the scepters were extended with reluctance, a few even with
trenbling fear—but extended they all were, after a few nonents that seened an
eternity. The seated Bowdragons then stared at himand each other in nmounting
wonder as the thrumm ng power reached into and through them and they started
to share thoughts and sight..

Soneone gasped, and Dol nur said swiftly and firmy, "The neld begins. Sit
still, all of you, fromnowon. It can be death to arise suddenly, at the
wrong tine, whatever happens. Renenber: Cbey me absolutely, or you may doom
not only yourself but all the rest of us."

I'thimand Miulthas had done this before, but the shudderi ng power was maki ng
the younglings visibly excited, eager at last, as Dolmur swiftly wove the



spell that called on the power of the staves to spy fromafar. "First," he
announced, his voice now echoing in their nminds as well as in their ears,
"we'll gaze upon Fl owf oam observing any w zards there who serve the King of
Aglirta..."

The room shook, hurling Blackgult and Tshamarra into the air |like rag dolls,
and a web of crackling |ightnings burst out of the untaned Dwaer as it shot
fromits cage and skidded along the floor, rending flagstones in its wake.

Eyes sw nming, Enbra used her Dwaer to drink in those |ightni ngs—and
slowy, like fisherfolk dragging | aden nets out of the Silverflow, she managed
to drag the second, enspell ed-against-her Stone cl oser

When it hung in front of her, spitting angry sparks and snokes, she drew in
a deep breath, cloaked herself in all the power she could summn, and—l asped
her hand around it, whilst still firmy gripping her own Stone.

And t hereby | earned what true pain was.

Tshamarra, |ying dazed and wi nded on shattered and junbled rock that had
been a snooth, unbroken floor not |ong ago, thought she'd never heard such a
| oud and powerful how of agony, not even from cl awbears of the peaks burned
alive by Tal asorn spells.

Raki ng tangl ed hair out of her eyes, she stared at Embra-who stood rigid in
Dwaer - gl ow, arns outstretched and with a warring Stone in either one.

The eyes of the Lady of Jewels were like raging flames, and |ightnings
seened to be tunmbling fromher mouth. Tunbling. .. and slowy dying away.

Enbra swayed, uttered a weak but very unl adylike curse, and then stunbl ed
forward, |ooking wearily down the roomto Blackgult. "Please cone and get
this, Father," she gasped, "for | fear I'll fall on ny face if | have to walk
all the way to where you stand. 1... gods, | still hurt. Dwaer-heal ed, yes,
but nmy body doesn't quite believe it yet."

She shook her head. "Don't any of you ever try that. The pain ..

The Golden Giffon chuckled. "I knew you'd do it, lass. Did | not set out to
sire someone fit to rule the realm all those years ago? A sorceress to shane
all others?"

"You sound |ike Craer,"'
Enbr a.

The Lady Silvertree sighed. "Ah, to have been born a man," she said lightly,
"and so al ways know exactly where ny feet and all Darsar beneath them are
headed, even before | stop to think."

Tshamarra drew back as Enbra dropped the newly taned Stone into her father's
hands, threw up her hands, and gasped, "Lady, how can you speak so of the Lord
Bl ackgul t, your own father?" There was a twinkle in her dark eyes, and the
corners of her lips twtched.

Twi tched, then curved, and then burst into merry |aughter. Enbra joined in
as they enbraced in giddy nmirth, rocking briefly breast-to-breast as nen often
did. By unspoken agreenent, however, as their laughter died into chuckles and
they drew apart again, they refrained from sl apping each other heartily on
backs and shoul ders, and snarling praises back and forth like tossed fruit.

That was about the tinme they noticed that Ezendor Bl ackgult was standing as
still as a statue, staring down silently at the Stone in his hands—and that it
was twi nkling gently, casting up tiny nmoving reflections onto his notionl ess
face.

"Fat her?" Enbra asked hesitantly.

"Lord Bl ackgult," Tshamarra snapped, "attend us!"

The Golden Giffon's head slowy lifted, and he blinked. "Aye, | hear and
heed." He shook hinself, and then smled. "Gods, girl, but I was scared you'd
been bl own or burned apart right in front of ne."

He shook hinsel f again, and was suddenly the brisk, sardonic Blackgult of
old. "So, shall we raid the kitchens and pantries properly this tine, and get
you and your nen a good night's sleep or tunble, as you prefer, before you set
out down the Val e agai n? Hey?"

The Lady Tal asorn spread her hands. "Seeing as we have privacy here, why

the Lady Tal asorn nmuttered, as she hastened to



don't you two use the Stones together now, to seek the other two Dwaer?"
Enbra and Bl ackgult exchanged gl ances, lifted eyebrows . . . then nodded.

They went to opposite ends of the chanber, and Enbra waved Tshamarra behi nd

her so the Tal asorn sorceress wasn't standi ng between the two Dwaerindi m
The air between the Stones started to sing al nost i mediately, and that

si ngi ng somehow carried Enbra's murmur clearly to the ears of the others.

"Feel it, Father? Power's taken thus, and received thus. Try ... yes, 'tis
easy, see? Now let nme do the scrying, and feed ne power when | call for it...
yes, yes, that's it... now Gve ne power now"

The singing rose into a whistling snarl and then clinbed into a shriek that
made Tshamarra wi nce and cover her ears—as Enbra suddenly cried: "Mre!"

A breath later, Blackgult called, "There! Cver there! | saw . "

The singing Died, and Enbra nodded. "Yes, definitely another Dwaer. C ose by
the river, but underground—ust underground, perhaps in a cellar. There was
other magic around it, something stirring . "

Bl ackgult said nothing, and it was a nonment before Tshamarra glanced in his
direction and saw hi m st andi ng hunched over, trenbling. She'd seen a man stand
like that years ago, after a sword had thrust through his guts and then been
snatched out again. He'd stood swaying thus for some tine, feeling his death
filling him ere toppling .

"Enbra," she said quietly, laying a hand on her friend's arm The Lady of
Jewel s foll owed her gaze, and watched her father slowly straighten and then
| ook down at the Stone in his hand with a certain surprise. She exchanged
gl ances with Tshamarra, and then strode down the room the Lady Tal asorn right
behi nd her.

"Father," she asked firmy, taking Blackgult's chin in her hand and staring
into his eyes, "how fare you?"

He gave her the wry, crooked smle he used so often these days. "As well as
can be expected after a defeat that cost me ny arny, friends, wealth, and
barony, and left me hated by thousands of folk who still seek my death; a
short but harried career of outlawy; aging right out of the days when wonen
cl awed each other to share ny bed; the cares of regency; personally battling
the Geat Serpent atine or two . . . and being mnd-blasted. | get along."

Enbra gave hima frown. "Your list is not unfamliar—but tell me nore about
this 'mnd-blasted.' "

Bl ackgult gl anced at her and then at Tshamarra, and for a flickering noment
his eyes seenmed to glow green. "Once, in battle, | used a Dwaer to snatch
nmysel f away fromthe nidair blast that killed Jhavarr Bowdragon. Calling on
the Stone to speed ne out of being torn apart, | was trapped in linkage to it
when the bl ast broke over ne and, ah, twisted the Dwaer. | can renenber,
sometines, what | once was—but there are always msts now, clinging and
hi di ng. My menory—even ny thi nki ng—eones and goes, despite the Dwaer-healing
since. "

Hi s gaze flicked up to Enbra, thrust into her Iike a cool swordthrust, and
then dropped away again. " 'Tis gone," he added quietly. "None can restore it,
for none can see what was there before. | am... worn down. Feeling old. For
the first time | see in nyself feebleness, and failure, and forgetting."

Bl ackgult lifted one hand, regarded it, and then let the newy tamed Dwaer
settle intoit. "More and nore," he said, hefting the Stone, "this seens a toy
for younger fol k—and the long sleep nore and nore wel com ng." He sighed,
| ooked away, and then back at Enbra and Tshamarra. "Yet | know ny duty," he
told both sorceresses. "The King shall not stand unguarded."”

There was a strange, tender look in Enbra's eyes as she lifted her hand and
touched his cheek with a gentle finger. "Thank you," she whispered. "I truly
have a father—a sire finer than others in Aglirta can dream of having."

Her arms went around Bl ackgult, and she kissed him Blackgult put his own
arnms around her as delicately as if she was a slender crystal carving—and they
rocked together gently. Tshamarra heard a soft, broken sound that made her
frown, and glide closer, and then cone to a sudden stop

Ezendor Bl ackgult was sobbi ng. When he coul d speak agai n, he nurnured, "OCh,



nmy precious one. Live, child, and make Aglirta brighter."
His arms tightened around his daughter, and he added quietly, his voice

steady now, "Ch, lass, | amso proud of you!"
Enbra started to weep, then. Tshamarra Tal asorn watched for a nonent, her
eyes very bright, smled .. . and then quietly withdrew to the door, slipped

out, and was gone.

The cage of shimrering force spun silently in the cavern air before them
like a knife rolling slowy across a tilting table. Spell-lights w nked and
glowed like tiny stars as it turned-and Ingryl Anmbelter smiled. "Behold," the
Spel | master exulted, "the Sword of Spells.”

"Truly finished, this tinme?" the man standi ng behi nd hi m asked, cradling a
softly gl ow ng Dwnear-Stone agai nst his arnored breast.

The wi zard turned to face the baron. " 'Twas done before,"” he said snoothly,
"when | said '"twas, but now |'ve tested it on a man | happened to know, yonder
down by the river, and snuffed out his mnd |like a candle. Wierefore we know
it works."

Anbel ter took two restless strides across the chanber, ducked around a
dust -covered, inpassive Melted, and whirled to face Phelinndar again.

"Now, " he gloated, "we can begin—slowy and softly at first, like a boy
hunting frogs with a spear. Subtly I'll turn Blackgult to my will."
"Qur will," Baron Phelinndar rem nded himcoldly. "O had you forgotten ne

al ready, friend Anmbelter?"

Fury flashed across the Spellnaster's face, just for a nmoment—though that
was quite long enough for even a Baron of Aglirta to recognize it, as he was
sure he was neant to—ere the wi zard masked it with the smooth reply, "O
course not, Phelinndar. | nerely nmeant that |, as the one of us who knew him
best and knows magi c better than he does, will be able to subtly guide him
nore than you could, and so should be the one influencing him™"

The Sword of Spells spun a little closer as Anbelter added warningly,

"If Blackgult becones aware of what we're doing, our danger will be nmuch
greater than nmere loss of control of a key man of Aglirta.”

"OfF course," the baron agreed quietly, inclining his head politely and
oh-so-subtly lifting the Dwaer as he did so. | nust destroy Ingryl Ambelter
even sooner than |I'd thought, he told hinmself silently as he turned away, or
perish at his hands—eaving Aglirta itself his next victim

Mael ra Bowdr agon screamed, but no one heard her.

Agai n she shrieked, raging in helpless fury inside her own skull. Gadaster
grinned savagely all around her enbattl ed awareness, showi ng her that he'd
heard her—as he nade her body slay her kin.

Fire flashed back in savage reflection fromthe burni shed copper banners
soaring on all sides to the ceiling as she—as Gadaster Mil kyn, in coldly firm
control of her body-spell—l oaked her in a senbl ance of her favorite clinging
bl ack gown, and then transported her to the heart of Uncle Dol mur's weaving,
in the deep chamber in Arlund she'd only seen once before.

Msts swirled and cl eared around the edges of her gaze. Barely had Bowdragon
eyes lifted to recogni ze her, and excited smiles appeared, when the cold,
ruthl ess thing that had once been Spell master of Silvertree took control of
all the roused Bowdragon magic with a few deft weavings that Maelra coul d not
even follow, |et alone understand.

Frantically she tried to screamwarnings, tried to wave at those of her
bl ood to flee or guard thensel ves, but Gadaster's cold, silent |aughter
cl oaked her in his nockery as he made her smile and spread her hands in thanks
and wel cone instead. Then he sent the whel mred power of Dol nur's weavi ng down
her arms and out of her fingertips, lashing her owmn kin with death as they sat
with their scepters.

The howl ing storm of magic that dashed the youngest to whirling bones in
their seats forced staff after beautiful enchanted staff to explode, in blasts
t hat shook the room and brought nore raw power whirling up into Maelra.

CGadaster roared with soundl ess, triunphant mirth in her head as she wat ched



Mul t has Bowdragon struggle to his feet in the raging stormof her hurled
magi ¢, disbelief and rage twisting his face as the runes on his robes burst
into flames, one after another, their magic spent vainly trying to protect
hi m

As their eyes net, hatred kindled in his gaze, though she struggled to pl ead
apol ogies, tried vainly to weep—and stared back at himin anguish, trying to
tell him to make him see she wasn't. . . wasn't. .

Gadaster guided her linmbs and lips through swift, cruel castings that
bl asted her ol der cousins where they sat. Uncle Miulthas stared at their dyings
in shock and rage, and then back at her with his own lips snarling a spel
that would surely slay her, would tear her apart linmb frombloody Iinb before

his eyes.
So this was Gadaster's cruel trick: She'd slay her famly and be slain doing
so! Maelra tried to show Multhas with her eyes that she had no willing part in

all of this, tried to scream her innocence—and nanaged only to nake a sort of
feeble mewi ng as he leveled his hands to guide the magic that would rend her

Sonet hi ng flashed and wi nked off to one side, and Gadaster forced her to
turn her head and see what it was. Green, w nking sparks danced where Uncle
Dol mur and Ithimher father had been—sonmehow, Dol nur had nanaged to whi sk them
away!

She exulted, seizing on the only good thing she could in all of this
sl aughter, as the death-spell cast by Uncle Miulthas failed right in front of
her eyes, and Gadaster made her send back a deadly magi c that woul d rmake the
flesh nelt slowy off his bones.

Uncle Miulthas stared in horror at the bare, glistening bones of his fingers

and then watched themfall away, one by one, as the creeping sorcery
that was taking his life clinbed up both of his arns ..

Mul t has | ooked at Maelra in terror, trying to plead for nercy, and saw the
same pleading |look in her own eyes, directed back at him The sorcery gnawed
at himw th frightening speed.

He di ed bewi | dered and despairing. Around his crunmbling, toppling form
enchanted item after enchanted Bowdragon item burst or nelted, surrendering
flames of magic that swirled up to join Gadaster's ever hungry, ever-grow ng
spel | storm

Maelra hung at its glowi ng heart, trying to whinper and | ose her gaze in the
flames, and so not see what Gadaster did to her |loved ones and their power—but
the col d, comrandi ng presence in her head prevented her mssing a single
nonent .

The | ast Maelra saw, ere she threw herself into his [aughter and let the
chill, laughing darkness overwhel m her, were many tiny plunes of spell-snoke
rising fromthe eye-gens of the stone faces in the floor, as the last spells
of her ancestors were drai ned away ..

And then, nercifully, the darkness took her.

"My Maelra,"” Ithi mBowdragon whi spered, staring unseeing into the darkness.

"She was," Dol nmur agreed gravely, "and she was not. 'Tis best, brother, if
you believe we're the last |iving Bowdragons, and she's lost to us."

"I Kill me, brother, if you have any love left for me at all,"” Idiimsaid
brokenly. "1've nothing left to live for. Al our famly thrown down and swept

away. Al gone, all dark ..."

"No, Idiim" the el dest Bowdragon replied in a voice of cold, heavy iron
"there's much for us both still to do. W have a famly to refound, and
revenge to prosecute for all our lost and fallen. You have the greatest
revenge of all."

"1 do?"

"Vow with nme," Dol nur Bowdragon conmanded, as they floated together in the
dark refuge where he'd spellsnatched them "Vow this: That we shall never the
nor rest, until we hunt down and fittingly slay whoever was riding Maelra, to
make her attack us all as she did."

Ithims voice rose. "I felt our foe—eold and gleeful, nore a master of magic
even than you! Yes, of course ny Maelra could not have grown so in sorcery, in



such a short time." His voice changed, becom ng a wavering, conspiratorial

whi sper. "So strong. . . Dolmur, do you think we can do this?"
"Ithim" the patriarch of the Bowdragons whi spered back, "I think we must do
this—er the Three Watching Gods will not have |ost just one over-proud human

famly this day, but all Darsar!"

He waved a hand, and a few sparks kindled in the darkness as he added, with
nore bitterness than Ithimhad ever heard in Dohnur's voice before, "And what
will they do for anmusenent then?"

"So of course," Overduke Del nbone was saying airily, "I had no choice but to
accept her surrender—ni nus her cl oak. She protested, as wonen do, saying the
ni ght was too cold to be running arou—=

"Craer," Enbra Silvertree said into his ear, though she was to be seen
nowhere in the room " 'twould be a very good idea to fall abruptly silent

right now. Right now | very nuch doubt your lady will want to hear all about
the tine you chased an uncl ad Naevrel e Lashantra down three streets in
Sirlptar ... especially as she happens to be Tshamarra's cousin."

"Qoop," the procurer renmarked brightly, as Flaeros, the king, and Sul dun
Greatsarn all broke into grins—and across the roomthere sounded the rhythm of
sharp raps upon the door that announced the arrival of the two Lady Overdukes.

"Well, I"'mafraid I'Il have to finish this little tale sone other tine,"
Craer gushed hastily, catching up his saddl ebag. "Hawk and | have a noble
audi ence with some heaping platters in the kitchens."

Greatsarn waved a hand. "Ch? And the saddl ebag?”

Over duke Del nbone straightened, assum ng a | ook of dew washed innocence, and

replied, "I didn't say just how nmany platters, now, did I?"
"Craer," Enbra Silvertree said into his ear, in person this time. "Get out.
Get out now, while you still can.™”

The procurer whirled around with a flourish—but the soft breast he'd been
intending to run into wasn't there. Instead, he found hinself staring into a
pitying smle. It belonged to Enbra, who'd spun away in unison with him to
fetch up facing himjust out of reach. She gave hima sigh and t he words,
"Procurers are so predictable.”

Craer was still trying to think of a dignified answer to that observation,
with the delighted | aughter of all the men in the roomringing in his ears and
a scornful Tshamarra Tal asorn giving hima hard stare, when Hawkril strode
past, snmoothly took hold of his ear, and swept himout the door
"Finest shalarn,” the cellarer told the towering armaragor eagerly, al nost
panting with fear. "Brought straight fromfar Sarinda."

"Man, 'tis green," the warrior growl ed, holding the bottle in one hand with
surprising gentl eness—onsidering the iron strength and increasing tightness
of the grip he had on the cellarer's belt with the other

The castle officer's |egs dangled well clear of the ground, kicking
slightly. He was busy deeply regretting his earlier swi ft rudeness—but how was
he to know these two ruffians had the king's | eave to raid the pal ace
kitchens, let alone the royal w necellar

"Ah, well, ah-ha-ha, so 'tis," he offered hastily, fervently w shing he'd
donned his ol der, looser truss that norning, as the armaragor's grip nmade al
hi s hi dden underbelts—and their buckl es—di g ever deeper into soft, private
areas of his anatony. "A very splendid enmerald green, ah-ha, yes!"

"Deep green and aromatic, you say?" the arnmaragor asked skeptically, giving
the wi ne another critical stare. "Well, then, you drink sonme, whilst | watch!"

He ranmed the cellarer down into a chair and thunped the bottle down in
front of him Well behind the quivering official, the four guards sunmoned
earlier by the Lord High Cellarer to scourge and then expel the two intruders
chuckl ed openly.

They shall all boil in oil, scream ng for mercy, the cellarer vowed
silently, as he gul ped eagerly. "Wy, | couldn't! Friend warrior, this is sone
of the nost expensi—



"I"'mnot your friend," Hawkril growl ed, thrusting his face close to the red
and quivering visage just beyond the bottle, "I'man Overduke of Aglirta, and
I'"mgiving you a conmand. Consider how quickly you'll obey—for your alacrity
may have some bearing on two things: how much | onger you're cellarer of
FIl owf oam and the remaining | ength of your life."

"Hawk, | know he was extrenely insulting, but let himlive, hey? Enpty yon
bottle over his head, make himfetch a dozen different ones for each of us,
and let's be gone fromhere," Craer nuttered, from behind the hulking
ar mar agor .

Hawkril swung around to give the procurer a surprised | ook. Craer was
sitting at a kitchen table, |ooking at his bow of soup as eagerly as if a
friend had just drowned in it. "You feel as restless as | do?" he asked.

The procurer didn't [ook up, but he did nod. Enphatically.

Hawkri | turned back to the cellarer. "Fetch those two dozen bottles—n a
pair of carrybaskets, mind. If you do so swiftly, I won't have to cone | ooking
for you, will 17?"

For the first time in his fife, the Lord Hi gh Cellarer of Flowfoam Castle
set about obeying an order at a run.

Their stroll ended up where they'd both known it woul d, though neither had
said a word in that regard: at the graves of Sarasper and Bright pennant.
Several enpty bottles had been discarded in their wake, and the huge haunch of
boar in Hawkril's hand had been literally whittled down—waith two very sharp
belt-kni ves—+o0 a short end of neat around a | ong, bare bone.

"So, have you decided what it is that overdukes do yet, besides bully
servants?" the shorter stroller asked his taller conpanion

"Chase wenches and steal things, if they're also procurers,’

came the dry

reply, and then, in a different voice, "No. Nor have | |ooked ahead, to beyond
battl es agai nst Serpents and nobles. |'ve never thought any of us will five to
see tinme enough to wonder. If ever we drive down the Snake-lovers, and sonehow
hamrer loyalty into the nobles, "twill be our turn to do the sanme to the

nmerchants of Sirlptar next."

Craer opened another bottle, poured a goodly anount on one grave and then
the other, saluted the fallen ones quietly by nanme, and then asked, "So what's
been riding you, these |ast few days? Between fights to the death and a
certain Lady of Jewels, | nean?"

Hawkril let out a long, reluctant sigh and said slowy, "Fear. Fear for her.
Sonet hing's going to happen to Enbra. Sonmething bad. | can feel it."

He | ooked sidel ong at Craer, expecting the usual wy quip or light-heartedly
tastel ess commrent, but his old friend wore no smle. Lifting his eyes to neet
Hawkri|l's gaze, the procurer nodded soberly. "I've dreamed of such things,
too—different horrors, different grimfates, but all of themdark."

They stared at each other in silence for a long, long breath, and then in
uni son, w thout another word spoken, turned to | ook south across the river.

On the ever-rushing waters below, a |arger, grander barge than nost—ene of
the nost splendid for hire in Sirl ptar—was drawing up to the Fl owfoam docks.

"OfF course it's not wise," the King of Aglirta told his guards angrily, "but
I"'mgoing to do it anyway. The Three damm nme if |I'mgoing to cower in a corner
of my pal ace forever, neglecting nmy real maround me. These idiots nade ne
King, and |'mnot going to sit there in front of them shirking every | ast
royal duty!"

The idiots so forcefully indicated were the overdukes who wal ked so cl osely
and watchfully around him only a faint shimering of the air indicating that
two of them were using the Dwaer-Stones held ready under their court cloaks to
shield the young king.

Bl ackgul t =aho' d brought word up fromthe docks to the bard Fl aeros
Del canper, and so also to all in the roomw th hi mstrode before King
Cast | ecl oaks, and Enbra Silvertree wal ked behind him w th the sorceress
Tshamarra Tal asorn flanking the nmonarch on one side, and Fl aeros wal ki ng
besi de himon the other. The royal guards in their full arnor, Suldun



Greatsarn watchfully at the rear, stalked along in a tight ring around this
royal party-making the steps down to the docks quite crowded.

"I see the Del campers stint not," Tshamarra remarked, surveying the boat
that awai ted bel ow

"The best is always cheaper in the long run," Flaeros replied, as they cane
out onto the broad sweep of the docks, and the guards there lifted their
weapons in salute and stepped back

The voyagers, all in Delcamper livery, were drawn up to greet the king: a
dozen servants, with the swordcaptain of their travel escort of six house
warriors at their head. He saluted Flaeros, bowed to King Castlecl oaks, and
then snoothly stood aside before anyone coul d speak, revealing who'd been
standi ng behind him an old, small woman | eaning on a silver-handl ed cane.

"Your Majesty," Flaeros said with a broad snmile, "my | present again to you
t he Lady of Chambers who has served so many of my fanmly so well, for far nore
years than |'ve been alive—and is nore truly noble than any dozen Del canpers:
the Lady Natha Orele.”

The king grinned and extended his hand in tine to stop the aged Lady of
Chanmbers fromtrying to kneel to him "No, please—no one should kneel to ne
unl ess |'m passing sentence on them" he said firmy. "Flaeros, be infornal,
hey?"

The bard grinned and joyfully swept the old woman into an enbrace. "Am |
nmortifying you enough, Orele?" he asked, when he'd finished kissing her

"Tol erably, Lord," was the dry reply-which so delighted Raulin Castiecl oaks
that he took a turn at enbracing a Lady of Chanbers.

"Now that was foolish," she chided him "I could be a rmurderous priestess of
t he Serpent!”
Raulin grinned. "Well, are you?"

"Not this norning, dear," she said gently. "But let us all start this
form dable clinb, the sooner to have sonething to drink, hey? I'Il be putting
us to work right briskly, by the | ook of you two. Has the pal ace run short of
servants, or is there sone crazed current fashion for sleeping in your arnor?"

As the king chuckl ed and stepped back to offer her his arm the shinmering
of air that surrounded himfell upon her for a second time, and she turned and
| ooked straight at the Overduke Bl ackgult, who stood watchfully to one side,
one hand on his sword-hilt and the other on his Dwaer- Stone.

"Well, who's this?" she asked quietly, peering.

"Overduke Ezendor Bl ackgult," Flaeros said helpfully. "He used to be Regent
of Aglirta—and is still fanpus throughout Asmarand as the Golden Giffon
You' ve net before, renenber?"

"Ah, yes," Lady Oele murnmured, her gaze | ocked with Blackgult's. They
nmeasured each other in wary silence for a | ong monment, unnoving, and then the
over duke bowed his head gravely and turned away.

"There is one who took ship with us in Sirlptar,"” the swordcaptain rurmured,
"who's not of Ragalar. A warrior of Aglirta sworn to the King's service, |
bel i eve, one Tesner by nane."

Raulin whirled around to peer at the dock. "Tesmer? Were is he?"

"Still on the barge,"” Blackgult said, pointing. "Wunded, by the |ooks of
him"

The king frowned. "Flaeros, please take the Lady Orele to the roons prepared
for her, with the rest of your household, who are all nobst royally wel come. W
nmust neet Tesner without delay."

If Blackgult had not thrust out a firmhand to bar his way, Raulin would
have been on the barge in the next instant. Greatsarn gave the king a
reproachful |ook as the Golden Giffon and two of the guards went onto the
barge instead, raised the trusted king's warrior fromthe chair he'd been
seated in, and brought himonto the dock

Tesnmer was pal e, and bore enough of his clothing torn up and tied in strips
around one of his legs to nake it thrice the thickness of the other, but he
struggled to kneel until Blackgult firmy sat himdown on a dock bench and
held himthere. Raulin sat beside himand said, "None of that nonsense. How



fare you? \What befell?"

"A sword slash only, Your Mjesty," was the grimreply. "Light bl ood-spill
gi ven where |'ve been and what |'ve seen." He glanced up at the ring of faces
behi nd the king, guards and two sorceresses, and hesitated.

"I have no secrets fromany here,” Raulin said quickly. "Speak freely."

Tesnmer sighed, sat back, and said, "Mjesty, |I'Il be blunt. The Bl ood Pl ague
has spread, an unknown sword has slain the Tersept of Bl adel ock in his bed,
and the Baron of Adeln killed by the Serpents. Small arm es comanded by the
Baron of G arond and the Tersept of Ironstone clashed with great loss of life
and no clear victor. |'ve spoken with many of our eyes downvale, and it seens
Serpent-priests are everywhere, bullying and maki ng troubl e—but none as yet
seens eager to whelma force of swords to directly attack Fl owfoam"

"I was wondering when you'd get to the good news," Raulin said in dry tones.
"My thanks, Tesner. We'll take you to the healers and then the kitchens, and
we can talk nmore of this much later: I'Il send for you. Don't worry about
falling asl eep—+f my nmessenger finds you snoring, we'll talk on the norrow "

"Thank you, Your Majesty," the warrior replied quietly, letting his
shoul ders slunp for the first time. "A good bed will be a rare treat."

"As many a goodw fe says, when her husband is beyond hearing," the Lady
Tal asorn nurnured, causing Tesner to |l ook up in astoni shed anusenent, and
several guards to chuckl e.

The ki ng shook his head, arching his eyebrows. "You nake wedded |ife sound
so jolly, Lady Overduke."

"Good," the sorceress replied with a smle. "Even young ki ngs shoul d be
fairly warned."

Enbra chanced to | ook at her father. He gave her a savage grin, and she
roll ed her eyes in eloquent reply.

"Ah, yes," Tesnmer nuttered, so quietly that only the Lady of Jewels could
hear. "I'mhone all right. Back anong the halfwit jesters, hey, hey."

She found that very funny, but nanaged not to sputter too loudly in her
mrth. Overdukes are, after all, heroes of the realm

"You'll be able to find your room agai n?" the steward asked anxi ously.

Tesmer smiled his thanks. "I've done guard duty over these chanbers before,
as it happens," he said quietly, "and the kitchens, too. I'll be all right."

The steward bowed and hurried away, glad not to have given offense and in
some haste to pay court to the far prettier Ragal an chanbermai ds who' d arrived
this day. The trusted king's warrior watched himgo, and when he was out of
sight, turned to the stairs that led to the kitchens.

For someone who'd once guarded both the kitchens and the apartnments he'd
just cone from Tesmer's next actions were curious indeed. Passing a | anding
whose door opened into the bustle of the pantries, he continued down the
stairs into darker depths. When he reached the deep darkness of the cellars,
he did not pause to light a torch fromthe rack kept ready by the brazier, but
strode away into the endl ess night, soft-footed and al nost silent.

A pantry hatch pronptly opened in the ceiling above. It let two things down
into the darkness: a sack-seeking hook that was destined to find nothing
because it was reaching down the wong hatch, and a brief shaft of |ight.

That radi ance happened to fall straight upon the warrior. He gl anced up, but
no one was | ooki ng down. The wi el der of the fetch-hook had turned to listen to
someone |oudly and profanely informng himof his error

Whi ch was a good thing, because the famliar features of Tesner had tw sted
on one side into quite a different face, with a | onger nose, a sharper jaw,
and lighter hair. The change was swift, and had already spread to the other
side of the warrior's face when the closing hatch took the light with it
agai n—and t he changed man strol |l ed deeper into Fl owfoam s ni gh-deserted
cel | ars.

Per haps, as King Castl ecl oaks had once remarked, the palace cellars were
never quite deserted enough
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Dreans Bright and Dark

T he baron took another cautious step closer to the snoring woman, and the
air flickered warningly again. Flickered, and then—another step—flared into a
wal I of raging flames. Phelinndar stepped back hastily fromthat crackling
heat and studied the blistered edge of the hand he'd thrown up in front of his
face.

The pain, as he flexed his fingers, told himthe flanes had been quite real
He stepped around a dusty, notionless Melted and tried to come at the seated
sl eeper from another direction. Again the flames cane.

He stepped back and cried, "Oh, gods, Anbelter, they're here\ The King and
all the Overdukes, cone to slay us with Dwaerindim"

H s shout echoed around the cavern, but the fat, ragged worman t he baron knew
to be Ingryl Anbelter did not nove. The snores becane, if anything, a trifle
| ouder.

Well, the wizard had certainly seemed exhausted by his spellweavings. That
| ast spell he'd raised | ooked sonewhat |ike the shieldings he customarily cast
around hi nsel f when he wanted to sl eep—though he'd never used a shielding that
made hi m 1 ook |ike anyone el se before.

Still, 'twas w se: soneone spell-spying fromafar would see some ol d woman,
not the much-hated Spell master of Aglirta. Those flames woul d di ssuade hungry
beasts or |urking brigands—and no doubt the shielding would rouse Ingryl to
full wakeful ness if treacherous barons or anyone el se hurl ed weapons at the
sl unbrous w zard, or spells, or tried to blast Anbelter with a Dwaer- Stone.

Phel i nndar wal ked as far away fromthe sl eeping nage as he could, the Dwaer
cradl ed confortably in his hand. O course the Spellmster dare not link his
shieldings to this Stone; that woul d | eave hi m def ensel ess agai nst anyone
usi ng a Dwmaer, such as—agai n—treacherous barons named O lin Andanus
Phel i nndar.

VWhich in turn left Phelinndar free to use this Stone in his hand just as he
liked. In truth, 'twas no wonder the Spellnmaster was finally snoring in the
hands of the gods. Most nen woul d have fallen on their faces days earlier—but
he'd not sleep forever, so ..

Hunched into a corner that he was fairly sure—er at |east hoped—held no
stored magic items, the baron tried to ignore the stink of his ever nore
chafing arnor, held the Dwaer up in front of his face, and tried to look into
it.

The Stone grew warm al nost inmedi ately, and gl owed, ever so slightly ... and
then white warnth was all around Phelinndar, and he was falling gently through
it, through mists and drifts of cloud, toward sone unseen pl ace ahead where
the Iight was brighter

Brighter and nore blue, a light that | eaped with arcing, flow ng energy,
like lightning bolts sprayed froman invisible stormto stab all around him

If only he knew how to use this lunp of rock that w zards so lusted after
to hurl castle-shattering spells as they did!

A sword was a sword-eh, there were skills to learn to use it well, but any
fool could pick one up and see which end was sharp and which end one gri pped,
and could swing and jab and slash enpty air or sonme defenseless tree and in
five breaths know how to use it to—lunsily, aye, but surel y—slay!

But magic, now ... magic was |like swinging a snake instead of a sword, and
wondering when it would turn and fang the hand that held it.

Bar on Phel i nndar was suddenly sweating so hard that drops were falling from
the end of his nose. He snarled silently at those whirling lightnings. Al he
wanted was to speak with an old friend and arrange a place to run to, if he
ever broke purpose with the Spell master snoring yonder—and sonehow managed to
live.



Hul gor was the man he needed. CGood old Hul gor, who'd demand his price but be
true to the bargain, once struck. They'd nade many a coin together when Baron
O'lin Andanmus Phel i nndar had been only Olin Breselt, Tersept of Downdaggers.
That first chance neeting in Sirl town had won himhis only trustworthy
tradi ng partner—sharp when maki ng deals, but true to every last coin and
letter once they were sealed. That florid face was probably age-bl ot ched by
now, the sword-gray hair going white

The Dwaer-mi sts grew suddenly darker, rolling to frane a gap or w ndow of
enpty white light that grew |l arger, brighter, and then shot through with
colors. Green, nosdy . . . yes, 'twas showi ng himsoneone clad in green: a man
in arichly enbroidered dark green doublet... a nman now turni ng away, a gol den
flagon as large as a chanberpot in his hand.

Hul gor! Yes, 'twas Hul gor Del canper to be sure—and by the | ooks of him as
large, florid, quick-tenpered, brawling, and wi ne-loving as ever! Hulgor's
hair was alnmost entirely white, and his skin was winkl ed, but there were no
bl ot ches or staggerings, nor anything about himthat told the world "ol d" or
"infirm' or "unsteady." His fierce brown eyes were still hawk-alert.

Hul gor strode through a doorway and was gone. Phelinndar furiously desired
to keep Hul gor in sight, glaring down at the mists and blue |ightnings and
shifting wi ndows of light. There was a brief whirling of Dnaer-msts, and then
he was seeing Hul gor in another room large and richly paneled and Iit with
many candl es.

Those flanes flickered in many-spired silver candel abra fashioned Iike
castles with many turrets—astles that | ooked to be about three feet high, as
they rose up fromlong, mrror-snmooth wooden tables. Hul gor | ooked restless,
and stunped down this dining hall glaring at portraits of wormen who | ooked
just as irritated to be up on the walls as he did to be |ooking at them This
nmust be Varandaur, the great Del canper fanmily castle that faced the stone city
of Ragal ar across a bay. Wasn't a Del canper a friend to the boy king? A bard?

Fl aeros, that was his nane. He nmust be nephew to Hul gor. Hmm Perhaps
Var andaur woul d not prove so safe a bolt-hole after all.

Wll, '"twasn't as if this particular baron had a great array of folk he
could trust, to call on. Phelinndar sighed. In fact, 'twas Hul gor or no one,
if one spread blunt truth bare before the gods.

"Hul gor," he hissed, willing the old noble to hear him "Hul gor!"

The man in green stiffened and then shot a dark, suspicious glance over his
shoul der. Then he turned to followit, and stal ked down the room peering in
all directions.

"Hul gar!" Phel i nndar whi sper-shouted, trying to will hinself into the old
man's way. The Del canper man came to an abrupt stop, as if he'd seen sonething
in front of him and stared at Phelinndar—er through him

Hear ne, the baron willed, and see ne. Let ne hear you. Hulgor's lips were
nmovi ng-angrily, by the |ooks of them-but Phelinndar coul d hear not hing.
Not hi ng but softly swirling msts, |like distant waves | apping on a beach

Three | ook down! Bebolt this grauling Stone, anyway, and all such things!
Why shoul d mages swagger around hurling doomw th them and all the rest of
Asmar and have to bow and cringe or the? Wiy couldn't a baron—

"Downdagger s! " Hul gor Del canper grow ed in astoni shment, stealing a quick
gl ance at his flagon as if drinking the wine night have brought himthis
vi si on.

"Yes!" Phelinndar shouted. "It works! It works!"

The old man in green winced. "Magic! | forgot you' re a baron now,
Downdaggers. | suppose sone spell-bauble cane with your keep and bl azon and
all. Wsat's afoot?"

"Plenty, Hulgor, and | need your help. |I've got sonething powerful that the
Spel | master of Silvertree—the worst of the Dark Three, renmenber?—very nuch
wants. I'mliving in his lair right now, wondering how much | onger he'll put

up with me."
"Run, " Hul gor suggested, taking a quick swig of w ne.
"Not yet, but soon—and | need somewhere to run to."



A d Del canper eyes narrowed. "So you want ne to inperil the ancestral seat
of my famly for you, hey, and court Spellmasters as foes? You' d be thinking
of coins and gens and the |ike to nake such col ossal idiocy worth ny while,
now, woul dn't you?"

The baron wi nced. "I'ma poor man, Hulgor . . ."

"The ol d ganbits are the good ones, hey?" The old noble grinned. "Well, so
aml. As ny teeth fall fromny head and my body hunches and ny skin sags,
young | asses no |longer leap lustfully upon ne as they once did, and |'ve heard
of a spell that'll fix all that. I'lIl need a Sirl thou-sandweight in gold to
get it, mnd you . "

Phel i nndar gave a little crow of |laughter. "Hul gor, what're you drinki ng?"

"Somet hing ny sisters brought back fromtheir |ast shoppi ng voyage, south,”
the noble grow ed. "The one we're all still paying for. Better nake that two
t housandwei ght s . "

"Two Sirl thousands? Hul gor, you nust be nad!"

They were both grinning, now, and Hul gor al nost rubbed his hands as he
sanmpl ed his flagon again, sighed in pleasure, and said, "Pity you can't taste
this, old friend. But of course in decadent Aglirta every |ast baron nust have
cellars of stuff alnost as good, just lying there to be sold to passing barge
traders for, say, three Sirl thousandwei ghts ..."

"Four once nore," Craer murnured, |ooking around the room "Your turn in the
Band of Four, ny lady."

"I know." Tshamarra's voice was low. "I'Il try not to fail you."

Enbra shook her head. "Don't |et your sly-tongued |ord upset you, Tash; you
earned your wel cone |ong ago. My father's better placed guardi ng the Ki ng—and
running Aglirta for all of us. W need your spells and your ... ah, fire."

Tshamarra smiled. "Thanks. | think."

Craer put an arm around her—and for once, she didn't slap it away. Thus
enbol dened, he asked, ''Em why exactly are we here? An enpty chanber, quite

secluded ... is this another of your rend-the-sky-wth-spells sessions?"
The Lady of Jewels sniled as she guided Hawkril to stand in a particular
spot in the large, bare, and dusty hall. "Ah, so perceptive, Lord Longfingers.

"Tis tine to try another Dwaer-tracing. We're back to one Stone, yes, but
here, with the doors barred to keep out guards and the like, we can al so use
any spells Tash and | cast—and the Living Castle enchantnents."

"Do yon | ocks and bars keep out Koglaur and bats?" Craer's voice was
skepti cal

"Craer Del nbone, will you stop crying gloomfor once? | can't think of any
other way to avoid ranmbling around the Vale just waiting for trouble to find
us, so ..."

"Well said," Hawkril runbled. "Raise your magic."

Enbra nodded, laid a hand on his forehead, and carefully announced,
"Lamar ant ha! "

Hawkril acquired a frown. "Wat're you doing, ny lady? This feels .

strange. "
She stared into his eyes. "Did you hear the word | just spoke? Can you
recall it? Don't say it aloud! You rememnber it?"

The nount ai nous armar agor nodded. "Aye."

"Can you hold it in your m nd?"

He nodded agai n.

"Good. Say that word later, when | wave nmy hand at you thus, hey?"
"And doing so will—="

"Unl eash the spell | just stored in you. It's what you feel in your head
ri ght now "
" '"Tis noving... like a wormcone up after rain, questing back and forth,"

t he armaragor conpl ai ned.
"CGood. Mages know that feeling well."
"Hmmph. No wonder your tenpers are often short."
Craer chuckled and shot a swi ft, warning | ook at Tshamarra. "Don't you be



trying that on ne, now"

"No." The Lady Talasorn's smile was sweet. "W've something else in mnd for
you. "

Craer took a swift, suspicious step back, away fromthemall. "And what
woul d that be, precisely?"

Sonet hi ng curved and bright and fanmiliar suddenly glowed in the air right in
front of his nose—and then fell. Wthout thinking he caught it... and found
hi nsel f staring down at the Dwaer, bright and slightly warmin his hands.

"Look into it, and feel its flows," Enbra called fromacross the chanber.

The procurer gave her a wild |l ook. "You tricked ne!"

"And will again. Yet you'll wed yon Stone soon enough, and want to have it
al ways in your hand; the hard task will be yielding it up to ne again." The
Lady of Jewels reached into her bodice and held up a snmall pendant. "See you
t hi s?"

Craer gl anced and then grinned. "C osely seen already, Lady; 'tis a
pr of essi onal weakness we procurers have. A few tiny bel zorels, the centra
stone some nountain rock or other, polished snooth—ef no great worth, probably
a famly jewel."

"I ndeed, and yet worn because it bears a mnor enchantment agai nst nmaggots
and crawling worms and mites, to keep ny hair free of such things—and to be
drained in a monent for a spell, should |I have need. Now | ook you into the
Dwaer, and try to feel and see this pendant through it. Qher nagics here in
this chamber will have their own glows, but try to find just this one."

ohediently, Craer stared into the Stone. Silence hung around himfor sone
breaths ere he nmurnured, " Well, now. A procurer could get very used to having
such as this. | see it."

"Good. I'mcasting a spell that will make this pendant seem as a Dwaer to
you, just for a nonment. It won't be like a Dwaer, but 'twill have the right
radi ance to your scrutiny."

"Aha," Craer commented, a nonent later. "Distinctive."

"Yes. Remenber it; that's what you need to be seeking. Now I'll need to do
something nore to you. Sit on the floor, cradle the Stone in your lap with one
hand, and sit on your other hand, fingers spread on the floor. Don't nove it
when you start to feel power flowing up into it."

"Magi c?"

"Yes, fromFl owfoamitself: ny Living Castle enchantnments.”

"I npressive," Tshamarra remarked, as Craer setded hinself. "And nmy part?"

"When | wave to Hawkril and he unl eashes his spell, ensnare it with one of
your own. Both magics will lose their original effects and becone raw,
entwi ned power. WIIl that force into me, and I'll feed it to Craer. He won't
have | ong to seek, but will have quite an inpressive thrust of magi c behind
hi mwhi ch may cause hi m sone disconfort. As long as he holds the |ink
toget her, all should be well."

Enbra gave Craer a wy snile, and added, "Until we find anot her Dwaer, that
is. When that happens, try to picture—n your m nd—your eyes flying to it, and
then | ook down as you speed straight toward it; you'll see the countryside
where you're headed. Don't try to see who's holding the Dwaer and what's right
around them for that will surely alert them W'Il need you to hold the link
to that other Dwaer, unless you see nore than one, or anyone strikes at you
with their Dmnaer. In both cases, turn away, and throw nmists between you and
them™

Craer raised skeptical eyebrows. "Throw mists'? | do that. .. how?"

Enbra smled. "Try 'flying" your eyes toward ne now-and when you reach ne,
veer away and nentally throw up some mst, by plucking at the nmists that wll
seemto be all around you. Try it."

After a noment, the procurer grinned. "Easily done. |'ve just snoothed the
m sts away again."
Enbra nodded. "I felt you do so. We're ready. So here's ny schene: If we

find one Stone, we junp to it and do battle. Wien we get there, Craer, I'lI
need you to get our Dwaer to where Tash or | can touch it as fast as you know



how If we see multiple Stones, we trace where they are and then stop to
decide whither we go. In all cases, of course, ignore the Dmaer my father's
hol di ng. "

She | ooked at Hawkril, who nodded, and gl anced at Craer. The procurer also
nodded, w ped sweat from his brow that hadn't been there a few breaths before,
and turned his head to | ook at Tshamarra, nouthing sone silent words that
m ght have been "I |ove you." She gave hima fond snmle, and then turned to
Enbra and inclined her head once.

Four overdukes drew in deep breaths together, and Enbra cl osed her eyes and
flung up her hand in a wave to Hawkril. He said his renenbered word, Tshanarra
hi ssed a swift incantation, Enbra quivered—and the Stone in Craer's hands
suddenly gl owed |ike an evening star

Craer found hinself hanging in glowing msts, lit frombehind himby a
growi ng radi ance that was cradled in Blackgult's reassuring presence. He
turned his attention away fromit, |ooking out into the endl ess msts
el sewhere, and—therel Over there!

He coul d feel Hawkril's ragged wonder, Tshamarra's cool calm and Enbra's
strength and slight pain at the power roiling through her. They were with him
were aware of what he'd found, were flying with him.

to a cavern, in danp Aglirtan earth and stone nigh the Silverflow, where
a Dwaer was awake and alive in the hands of sonmeone unaware of them soneone
whose attenti on was bent el sewhere, soneone against a wall far froma gl ow ng
web of magic, a shielding around a lazily turning cage of force-lines ..

Craer forced hinself to stop |ooking at those fascinating fl ows of
power! —Fhree Above, no wonder mages grew so hungry for power; 'twas the
great est ecstasy imagi nabl e! -and back at the Dwaer. It was in the hands of an
arnored man, no mage ... Phelinndar

He was conscious of Enbra taking power from himnow, of the flow that had
been racing up through the nunbed hand he was sitting on now reversing to
drain back the other way. Even as he wavered in confusion, not wanting to | ose
any of that thrilling force, he felt her mnd-voice: Hold to him Craer. Hold
to him

Determ nedly he did so, clawing his attention away fromthe fascinating
begi nni ngs of Enbra's weaving of a magic that would snatch themall from
Fl owf oamto the cavern he was seeing. He thrust his attention at the renegade
baron, clinging to the edges of the awakened power of that other Dwaer.
Sonet hi ng bright arose behind himas Enbra did her work, caught himup as it
surged forward in a nmighty wave, and then threw themall through the msts,

Dar sar brightening and sharpening around them as they were suddenly-

—el sewhere, crashing into the mdst of that glow ng cage of magic, the
shi el di ng vani shing around themin a how of flame. Enbra had flung the Four
toget her, breast to breast, and she slapped Craer's Stone and clawed at the
hunm ng cage of magic around themat the sanme tine, shattering it in an
i nstant .

Craer staggered in the thrall of magic clashing and roiling around him pain
and glory and savage fire all grappling in and through him and cried with
nocki ng enthusiasm "For Aglirta! For glory! The Four are upon you! bligingly
surrender, or die!"

The snoring wonman shot bolt upright with a shriek of surprise and di smay.
The shielding that shoul d have seared intruders to bones was gone, the Sword
of Spells collapsed into whirling sparks around her, and!—-a Dwaer gl owed not a
dozen paces away, in the hands of Enbra Silvertree

The Band of Four, all of them here in his lair!

Ingryl Anbelter |ashed out with his mind in a fury, goading the Melted into
t he best lurching, shuffling senbl ance of a charge they could nmuster. d unsy
clay they might be, but in this cromded roomthey were so nunerous that they'd
hanper his attackers as if the walls thensel ves were reaching out to grasp and
bl udgeon and bl under into the way. And that should give himtime to—

The Dwaer flashed, and a Melted in front of him along with nost of the
table he'd been seated at, vanished in a roar of flane and a shrieking spray



of splinters that lanced out in all directions |ike deadly arrows. Snarling,
the old woman that was Ingryl Anmbelter threw hinself to the fl oor behind the
ruin of the table!—and into a drifting, flickering cloud of dying magic that
had been his Sword of Spells ere the Dwmaer had shattered it and drai ned nuch
of its power.

He hissed a few swift words, and what was |left flowed back into him filling
t he di sqgui sed Spellmaster with nmore power than his body had ever held before.
Li ke cool fire it flooded him setting his fingers and teeth to tingling.

Gasping, he spent sone of it on a shielding that would drain the next
Dwaer - bl ast to come his way, and a nere trifle nore on unseen eyes that soared
to the ceiling of the cavern and showed himevery cranny of it.

The Band of Four were westling with the Melted, that beast of an arnaragor
hacking at unliving linbs |ike a woodcutter, and the procurer doing his usua
dance of leaps, twirls, and magpi e grabs at anything that gl owed or | ooked
val uabl e. Phelinndar was crunmpled into the farthest corner, trying to do
something with the Dwaer, his face twisted into the grimace of the unpracticed
and nongifted mnd-struggling with greater enchantnents. He was ... trying to
communi cate wi th soneone afar

The baron's I ook of horror told the Spellnnaster that he hadn't been
expecting the Overdukes of Aglirta to make an appearance here, but his
bl underings could quite well have sumoned them Well, by the Dark One,
Phel i nndar would the in a few noments—G aul, but he shoul d have been slain
days ago!

Enbra's Dmaer fl ashed, and a dozen advancing Melted were shredded by a
ravening light that cleared quite a space in front of her, their bones
bounci ng and crunbling into dust. Dark One | ook down! If she were to do that
thrice nmore, she'd be facing a certain Spellnaster directly, and—

Cods! The other one, the little she-sorceress, had just hurled a handful of
conjured fire into Phelinndar's face, and was nmaking a grab for his Dwaer!

Desperately, Ambelter hurled nost of the magic he'd just drunk al ong the
lingering threads of the mind-1ock he'd cast on Phelinndar days ago, seeking
only to flood the Dnaer with fire, and—yes!

The Stone burst into flames as the wench laid hands on it, searing her. She
t hrew back her head and shrieked, falling away fromthe Dwaer with her hands
and bodi ce abl aze. The baron whi mpered, his own hands burned to stunps of
ash—but the Stone fell into his arnored | ap

Phel i nndar shuddered in newi ng agony as Ingryl Anbelter let fall his
di sgui se and used the last of his borrowed magic to hurl hinmself across the
chanmber |ike a darting hawk.

The armaragor didn't even see Ingryl, but that great warsword fl ashed
perilously close to the diving wi zard as Hawkril reeled back from hewi ng down
a Melted, and swung his steel around in a great arc to hurl hinmself forward
into another. Craer was ducki ng under a lurching undead warrior, and darting
toward a scattering of small, glowing trinkets that had fallen froma
shattered shelf, and Tshanarra's screamwas lost to the ears of everyone in
the great roar of Enbra's Dwaer hurling back rank after rank of Melted, as it
built into a great |ash of flamng force that would be turned on the
Spel | mast er next, unl ess he—

—touched the Dwaer, scooping it up heedless of the pain, twisting its hot
bl aze of fury into the magi c he needed, a shield to do this, a Dwaer-maze
ready to do that, and a | ance of his own, to stab at!—

The Lady ofjewels was swifter. She spun away fromthe staggering horrors of
twi sted flesh confronting her, and | ashed out with her Dwnaer at the
triunmphantly bl azing figure behind her, who held a still-flamng Stone in his
hands. If she could snmte himbefore he could raise the nagics he sought.

Ingryl Anbelter grinned like a wolf as his shield did its work, thrusting
aside all of the Enbra's fury intol—+he Baron Phelinndar

O lin Andanus Phelinndar's eyes snapped open. He stared despairingly into
the Spellmaster's cruelly smling gaze for one | ast, dying nmonment ere baronial
eyebal | s popped into sizzling ruin, fire raged around inside that skull, and



arnor surged and buckled fromthe force of the bubbling, snoking fury beneath.
And then the bones that had been Baron Phelinndar slid in a tunbled, snoking
heap down the wall, trailing blackened arnor, and Ingryl Anbelter spun around
to face Enbra with the Dwaer in his hands!—-and struck back

In a chanber of gl eam ng tables and castle candel abras in distant Ragal ar,
Hul gor Del canmper blinked, grow ed, and stiffened, feeling a sharpness in the
air and an echo of power bursting and surging, as all sight of oily Olin
Downdaggers was swept away, probably forever. The ol d noble brought his flagon
up ready like a mace in one hand and snatched out his belt-knife with the
other, tensing for a battle that.. . did not cone, as the air fell silent, and
breath after ragged, anxious breath passed.

The Spel | master had no hope of blasting the | ass down, Dwaer to Dwaer!—not
with her alert and angry, and all her arned and ready friends close around
her, but his |ance of magic was ready, and all he had to do was ... this.

Into the ragged fire of her Dwaer the fury of his own Stone crashed, and as
t he opposi ng powers of the Dwaerindimclawed and roiled, his |lance | eaped
over, and through—and struck hone.

"No!" Enbra how ed, recognizing himeven as she westled his attack aside.
"Anbel ter, you snake, get you gone fromny nind."

In a fury she threw himout, and fought to shape the fire of her Dwaer into
a blade to strike back at him —but his own Dwaer was already flashing,
whirling the Spell master away in a vanishing that left a singing, shimering
Dwaer - maze in his wake

"Longfingers!" Hawkril roared, as he hacked down another Melted and all the
rest suddenly froze where they stood |ike so nany statues. "What magic's
t hat ?"

Craer found his feet, disgust on his face as the baubl es he'd been snatching
up crunmbled into dust between his fingers, and said sourly, "Awldfield, or
some such: it banishes you anywhere if you enter. 1'd say that whatever mage
just escaped us left it behind himso that we can't use a spell to trace him
even with a Dwaer."

He turned his head, and saw Tshamarra withing in soundl ess agony, tendrils
of snoke streaming fromher. Enbra Silvertree was on her knees not far away,
clutching a wand and a flickering Dnvaer to her breast as if they were wounded
children. Her face was wet with tears, and she was trenbling.

The armaragor and the procurer sprinted across the cavern |like nen
possessed.

"Enbra!" Craer how ed, |ong before he reached his stricken lady. "I need
your healing here!"

Lady Silvertree did not reply. Hawkril fell to his knees as he skidded to a
halt, and put his arms around her as gently as a feather seeking the earth.
"Lass," he runbled, "how fare you?"

"He ... touched nmy mind," the Lady of Jewels whispered. "Trying to enslave
me through the old enchantnents. Ingryl Anbelter, the Spell master of
Silvertree Castle, lives yet!—and he's stronger than ever."

Arkl e Hul daerus canme awake out of a vengeful dream as nagic thrumed through
him washing over himwith only a hint of its full fury. He blinked up into a
young, beautiful, and unfamliar face bent close to his, and thus lit dearly
in the spark-shot glow of the magic she was hurling at his chains, and shook
his head. Surely he was still asleep, and dreani ng?

No, Master of Bats, this is no dream

The mi nd-voi ce was so strong and cold and cruel that Hul daerus was stunned,
too awed to even breathe.

A chain parted, and he fell a few feet down the wall, fetching up at the end
of the remaining chain with a jerk. Mnacl ed and swayi ng hel pl essly, he dared
not even cower. How could one so young have such power? Such fell wi sdon?

Oh, of course, how foolish of him 'Twas a spellspun disguise, it nust be.
Long, raven-dark hair falling in snmooth splendor over a clinging black gown.

Sl ender hips, great dark eyes—a senbl ance that woul d nake nore than one nan
swal | ow at the sight of her.



The Master of Bats swallowed now, as the last chain was severed in a burst
of calmy welded magical fire, and he fell to the floor of his prison cell
The | andi ng was hard, but bats fluttered up fromhis boots and sl eeves as he
bounced and wi nced, and he smiled up at them

The young sorceress waved a casual hand, and unseen nmagi ¢ snatched Hul daerus
briskly to his feet, steadying himwhen his |ong-unused | egs wobbl ed. He cl ung

to the wall, drawi ng in deep, shuddering breaths, and when he trusted hinsel f
to stand, turned to face his unknown rescuer and gave her a snmile. She'd freed
him and still stood here, so it followed that she wanted somet hing of him

"Arkl e Hul daerus, at your service, Lady," he said, his voice starting out
rough but soundi ng pl easant enough after a few words. "And you are—=2"

The sorceress smled, sonmething dancing in her eyes that nade the heart of
the Master of Bats, lonely recluse that he was, |leap in sudden hope. Wsps of
magi ¢ stirred about her, cloaking her in a soft halo of spell-glow and he
dared to let his smile widen, and his hand extend in friendsh—

Magi ¢ sl atmmed hi m back against the wall so hard that one shoul der shattered
audibly, and a rib gave way below it. Hul daerus withed, pinned hel plessly, as
that same thrusting force casually crushed one of his bats after another, as a
bored vi ntner m ght squash grapes, plucking each out of the dark air and
whisking it to within a handl ength of his nose before slaying it.

As the small, brittle, and very dead |unps pattered wetly to the stones,
each weakening and sickening himwith its fall, he becane aware through tears
of pain that the darkly beautiful face |ooking into his had changed.

Framed by that |ong, nagnificent hair now was a human skull, grinning at him

with eyes that were two glittering lights of old and m ghty nockery. They were
the last thing to remain, as the |ithe body and then the bone-face nelted away
from around them-and then one of them wi nked, and they vani shed, too.

Arkl e Hul daerus | eaned against the wall in utter darkness, spitting bl ood
onto the unseen stones at his feet, and felt his manacle-free wists in slow
di sbelief. Any nonent now he'd awaken properly, and find hinmself back on that
cold and endl essly patient wall.

But when at |ast he stunbled away from where he'd been chained, letting his
fingers trail along the stones, and felt his way to the cold, unseen netal of
the cell door, the Master of Bats knew the visitation and his freeing had
truly happened.

An unknown, deadly beauty of a sorceress had freed him nade it clear she
could casually slay hi mwhenever she pleased, and departed. Sonmeone who'd
found him here, alone and enfeebled, and so could find himagai n whenever she
desired.

Arkl e Hul daerus shuddered, suddenly feeling the cold, and | eaned agai nst the
door. He had to get far away from Aglirta, and stay there this tine.

If he was even going to be allowed a "this tine."

Tshamarra Tal asorn drew i n a sudden, shuddering breath. Her hands quivered
as if she'd been about to snatch them away from Enbra and the icy healing
msts of the Dmnaer. Yet she bit her lip, tears stream ng down her cheeks, and
kept on hol di ng her hands out—ust as steadfastly as Craer was hol di ng her
his arms w apped around her shoul ders confortingly, his cheek agai nst hers.

Her breath caught again, and Enbra gl anced up from her work.

"Al nost done," the Lady of Jewels nurnmured. "Can you nove then®?"

Tshamarra wiggled her fingers cautiously, and nodded, trying to snile

"How do they feel ?"

"Tight—as if the skin doesn't fit. They're.. . Forgive ne, Em but they're
too long and thin and graceful —+ike yours. |I'mshorter, see?"

Enbra studi ed Tshamarra's hands critically, put one of her own next to them
nodded, and did sonething that made the Lady Tal asorn stiffen and sob—and t hen
hel d their hands together for conparison again.

This time the smaller sorceress nodded in enphatic thanks, and Enbra cl apped
her on the shoulder, rose to et Craer confort her, and strode back to the
enbrace of her conforting man.



Hawkril was as |large and reassuring as always, his strength enfol ding her
like a castle wall with a warmhearth in it, and Enbra | eaned agai nst hi m and
rel axed, just for a nmonent.

The grotesquely deformed zonbi es had begun to wander mindl essly around the
cavern again, and after one of them | unbered slack-jawed toward them Enbra
si ghed, murnmured, "Excuse me, love," into Hawk's chest, whirled away from
hi mand bl asted the Melted to a snol dering heap of ashes.

Then she shrugged, the Dwaer shining in her hand |ike an eager full noon
and dealt the same fate to Melted after Melted. "These shoul d have been
destroyed with their maker," she nmuttered, "but 1'l|l be graul ed by
corpse-worns before I'Il let Ingryl Anmbelter conmand them a day | onger!"”

Craer | ooked up. "Now there's an image."

Enbra sighed, turned with hands on hips, and gave hima glare. "Could you
| eave me in peace to think just for once, Craer? If this was Anbelter's lair,
there could be traps in plenty all around us—and useful magic, maps, all sorts
of val uable things, too."

"Ch? What sort of val uabl e things?"

"No, not nore baubles that'll fall to dust in your hands, Lord Del nbone.
was thinking of coins—ai zards need to buy things occasionally just |ike other
fol k, you know-and gens, which can be used to store dozens of spells."

" Well, now," the procurer said eagerly, "why didn't you—=2"

"Because | was busy putting Tash's hands back together, and didn't want to
have to w pe spatters of pulverized Craer off my face and garnents, that's
why. "

Hawkril took a few steps into the room his warsword in his hand out of
sheer habit. Ashes swirled and eddi ed around his boots with every step. "You
bl asted themall?" H's voice held both hope and di sappoi nt ment.

"I hope so," Enbra replied, "but he's always liked to cage things; we may
find beasts and hal f-crazed nages and the Three know what el se. Please wait,
| ove, until we can do this together."

"The Band of Four once nore, hey?" Craer asked, hel ping Tshamarra to her
feet. The Tal asorn sorceress was still flexing her fingers in wonder, as if
not quite able to believe they were hers. She | ooked up at her lord sharply.

"Never ridicule that term or our fellowship,"” she said in a voice that was
low, calm-and as firmas iron. "Never."

Maps proved to be few, witten schenes nonexi stent, spell books gone. There
were a few hal f-finished spells whose natures were obvious to Enbra and
Tshamarra at a gl ance, a handful of old enchanted things recovered fromtonbs
and caches (buckl es and heral dic cl oak-pins for the nost part, |oot that Craer
and Hawkril exam ned rather dubiously, but that made Tshamarra ooh and aah),
and no capti ves.

Enbra used the Dwaer to twi st the unfinished spells into traps of m nor
nasti ness for |Ingryl—er anyone el se-who ni ght cone poking around the lair, and
then called on it to whisk the Four back to Fl owf oam

A few breaths after their departure sone of the ashes boiled up into the
shape of a dark and ghostly figure—eut of which stepped a sl ender, dark-gowned
girl with a long fall of hair and a skull for a face. Gadaster grinned around
at the cavern for a few nonents, paused to be anused by the puling traps, and
then made Maelra's body weave a soundl ess spell, and—vani sh.

The ashes swirled, and then seenmed al nost relieved to settle down again.

21
Arrivals and Departures in Viol ence
The old lady sighed. "I can see why it is that Aglirta is truly the Kingless

Land. "
Fl aeros cast a quick glance at the closest guard, one of an inpassive pair



by the doors, and hissed, "Lady, this may not be our King, but he is still a
Ki ng! Insult himnot so!"
Lady Natha Orel e sighed again, and turned to face the other young man

sitting before her—+the one who was wearing a crown. "I do not insult Your
Mpj esty," she said firmy, "I do Your Mjesty the courtesy of speaking
trut h—somet hi ng your courtiers seemto have in very short supply, | m ght
add. "

"Tis a disease at court, Lady," King Castlecloaks replied gravely. "Yet
tell me: Way think you Aglirta is truly kingless?"

"Wth Snowsar and with you, 'tis always rush to fight this and strain to
wi t hstand t hat —and never to snatch time enough to make the little decisions
that shape life in the realm assum ng you do win your ways and there is stil
an Aglirta on the norrow In short, you play warcaptain, and have tinme for
little else . . . and so do not rule, and so enjoy not the trust and |oyalty
of your people. Wthout that, you are nothing, no nmatter how nmany crowns,
coins, and lances you command. O course the task before you is—as it has been
too often these past few seasons—to rid Aglirta of the Serpents. But have you
gi ven any thought to after that?"

"Why, uh"—the king coughed—no."

"Ah. Thank you. Sone truth handed back to ne. Very good," the aged Lady of

Chanbers said briskly. "Now I'Il pass fromtruth to nmy opinion
Hear it, think onit, but followit not if you think I'mwong—and believe
me, | can be very wong. If | were King . "

"Yes?" Raulin reached up as if to take the crown fromhis head and hand it
to her.

"Don't," she said sharply. "I would do a poor job, and Aglirtans woul d never
accept ne—sone old, winkled, outlander wonan? Real |ly! But hearken, King
Castl ecl oaks: Wre | you, 1'd do away with all barons. Keep the rank of

tersept, and yourself nove often and—this is crucial dnpredictably fromcastle
to castle, up and down the Vale. Meet your subjects directly, see to their
needs, and work with the clergy of the Three to keep worship of the Serpent
out | awed henceforth. Make sure each and every person sees sonme reward, and
conpl aints are answered, and so on. The people will see that you serve them
and you reward them—+ather than regarding you as sone distant, decadent figure
who ignores themwhile their |local baron struts and exploits and oppresses and
occasionally rewards. In short, they'll see you as needful, and as theirs."

Raul i n Castl ecl oaks regarded her with shining eyes. "Before the Three, |
swear to do so! As soon as the realmis rid of the plague and the Serpents!"

"M nd you do," the old woman told himsharply. "Darsar is full of rulers who
will do great things and keep high pronises as soon as sone-thing else is
taken care of. But they do lots of taking care, and yet there's always a
something else in their laps preventing themfromrising to seize those great
t hi ngs they prom se."

Raul i n si ghed, and nodded. "I can see how easy 'twould be to fall into such
ways. Flaeros, you nust be ny rem nder, and hold ne to all ny pronises."

The bard lifted his eyebrows. "M, Your Majesty? You really think any one
man can do all that?"

There was a nonent of startled silence, and then Raulin and Oele both burst
out | aughing. The guards turned their heads, surprised, as the king and the
two Ragal an outl anders chorded and guffawed together |ike younglings at a
revel . Then the arnsmen hastily resumed their expressionless, statuelike poses
as the three rose and parted, the old woman wi thdrawi ng to her inner chanbers
and the two young nen striding toward them

"Bed for me," Raulin was saying, as the guards flung the door w de for them

Macr os nodded. "A good idea. My bit of floor calls to ne." The guards
foll owed the two, exchanging | ooks that were not—quite-smiles. Since his
arrival, the bard had been sleeping with the guards who stood watch and
sl unbered across the door to the king's chanber, to prevent any nore attenpted
regi ci des.

Despite their brisk pace, both young nen yawned nore than once on their walk



t hrough the passages. Neither they nor their guards glanced into every dark
al cove they passed.

Most of those spaces were enpty, but in one of themthe el dest Overduke of
Aglirta stood with his hand solemmly cl apped over the nouth of a buxom
chanmbermai d—+to still the gasps she'd made as his ot her hand wandered beneath
t he unl aced, hip-high sideslit of her gown.

When the guards were past, she bit one of his fingers gently, and purred,
"Ah, but 'tis good to have you back to your old self, Giffon. Now play fair;
let me do a little . .. exploring with nmy fingers, too."

"dadly," Blackgult nuttered. "The battlenents, |ndalue, or somewhere
war mer ?"

"Your bedchanber, | think," she whispered, before running her tongue al ong
the edge of his hand. "You thrust me back against far too much cold, hard
stone last time. Besides, |I've thought of a new use for bedposts.”

"O-ho? If "tis truly new, '"twill be worth seeing," the man once consi dered

t he nost handsome—and | usty—+tord in all the ki ngdom nurnured, as he gl anced
out of the al cove.

The passage was deserted, and he let Indalue lead himout into it toward his
bedchamber. They went quickly, hand-in-hand, chuckling |ike younglings.

Craer came awake suddenly. Something was wong. Tshamarra was withing
besi de him noaning in dismy and pain. Before he could raise a hand she
rolled over atop him She was slick with sweat, her snooth skin drenched.

"Tash! |'m here! Wat's wrong?"

The Lady Tal asorn sobbed and clawed at him "Craer! Help ne!" "I'm here,
Lady! What is it? What were you dream ng?" The sorceress shook her head
wildly. "No dream.. | never dreamunless spells lie on ny mind. .. and |'ve
none left." She convulsed in his arns, so violently that he was al nost thrust

fromthe bed.

“I'"'mburning up," she gasped. "Flanes, flanes everywhere!" Craer held her
trying to confort her by nurnuring enpty reassurances and stroking her
shoul der, but she swore at him trenbling and panting, and turned in his arms
to hiss furiously, "I"mnot dreamaddled, my lord! I'm... I'm..."

"Pleased to see me," Craer suggested, kissing her. She tried to protest,
tried to pull her head away, but his hands were busy, and in a few nonments she
was pulling at himhungrily. Craer chuckled inwardly; the old distractions
were the sure ones.

And then, as his lady arched atop himin their shared passion, his inward
| aughter chilled in an instant. Above himin the darkness, a tiny w sp of
flame had darted out of her gaspi ng nmouth.

"So what," Bl ackgult asked, as Indalue bit his shoulder again, "is all this
about bedposts? Hey?"
"Not... yet..." the woman beneath hi m grow ed—and then he felt a sudden

burni ng across his back. It came again, and he heard the whirring that brought
it this tine. The Golden Griffon thrust out a hand in the darkness, caught the
knotted rope-cord she wore as a belt around his palm and jerked, pulling her
into a tangled ball ere he broke her grip onit.

"So," he murnured triunphantly, "we flog our horse onward, do we?"

He sat up and gently flicked the tasseled end of her cord down across the
breasts he could not quite see. Indalue hissed and arched under him

"Yes," she whi spered, "tis alnost tinme for the bedposts.” The cord fel
again, and she twisted and bit at his knee. He brought the cord down harder
and she grow ed, "Yesss!"

And then she screaned

"What =" Bl ackgult asked sharply, hearing the horror in her cry.

"Move, Lord!" she cried, thrusting upward so furiously she al nost bucked him
of f the bed. "Behind you!"

Bl ackgult threw hinself forward into the darkness, over the side of the bed
and into a scrabbling, skidding |anding on the floor. H's sword .



I ndal ue screanmed again as his hands found the hilt they were seeking. He
whirl ed around on his knees, and saw-a gl owi ng, grinning skull bending over
the bed, framed by long hair. It was reaching for the pillows w th hands that
gl owed—sl ender, girlish hands—and under themwas ... his Dwaer!

I ndal ue cl awed at those hands, and the skull-headed intruder hissed and dug
fingers like talons into the chanbermaid' s face.

Into, Blackgult saw as he scranbled up faster than anything he'd ever done
in his life, and whi pped back his sword to throwfor living flesh shrank away
like m st before sun where those gl owi ng tal ons touched, and Indalue's shrieks
rose into raw, frantic terror.

Bl ackgult threw his blade right into that skull-face—wahat mattered it if he
hit Indalue as it whirled? She was doomed al ready—and sprang for the pill ows.
He had to get the Stone—and he did, clawing single-nndedly for it in the

dar kness, and so never seeing his blade strike something unseen around the
head and shoul ders of the intruder and go clanging away into the shadows,
trailing sparks ... or clunps and tresses of hair fall fromthe bare, lolling
skul | that had been Indalue's |ovely head nmonents before, as his bednate
sagged back in death.

The skull-faced sorceress |let go of the corpse and reached for Bl ackgult,
but he bent his will furiously upon the Dwnaer—and sent forth a wall of green
flame that thrust the intruder back across the roomin an ungainly stagger
carrying footstools and sidetables with it in a crashing fury.

A tapestry on the far wall caught alight and bl azed up, green flanes racing,
and by its light Blackgult saw his newfound foe's hands raised to shape
intricate gestures of spellweaving—a magic he did not knowso he used the
Dwaer to snatch a great mirror off the wall and smash it, edge-on, into those
hands.

Its shattering was deafening, and crowned by a scream of pain and di smay
that rmust have cone fromthe skull-face. Blackgult tried to lash it with
Dwaer - force again, but a yell ow haze was creeping around the edges of his
vi sion now, and he suddenly found it hard to keep his feet.

He westled with the Stone, seeking to stand strong, but a spell cane across
the roomand slammed into him shattering the bedposts |ike kindling—and
smashi ng open the doors of the room behind him

There was a nonent of whirling yell ow haze and red fury, and Bl ackgult found
hinsel f Iying nunbly near the wall, with nore yellow msts rising before his
eyes. The Dwaer was still in his hands—he t hought—-and he coul d hear shouts and
t he poundi ngs of running feet. Sonehow he snarled his way to his feet again
and padded wildly forward, shaking his head to try to clear it. Wiere was the
skul | -sorceress? Were ... ?

Purple fire blinded him Cold | aughter canme frombehind it, as pain burst
into Blackgult's side and flung himagainst a wall as if he was a toy, the
Stone tumbling away, his fingers snmashed like twigs ..

And then everything was yellow, and he forgot all pain as rage nmade him
strong. He saw the grinning skull across the room and went for it...

Hawkril thrust an evening cl oak around Enbra's shoul ders as he stanped his
feet into his boots. Drawing his warsword, he threw down the scabbard and ran
Dwaer cradled in her hands and the cl oak slipping down her bare shoul ders,
Enbra sprinted after him Gods, but Hawk was fast! Those boots were all he

wore, and he dodged and ran al ong the passages |like a furious w nd.

Sonmewher e ahead of themthe pal ace shook again, and there was a brief,
bright flash of light. A spell-duel was going on in one of the bedchanbers!
That al nost had to nean at |east one of the Four was invol ved.

A deeper, boomi ng blast nearly hurled Enbra off her feet as she skidded
around a corner, and was followed by a smaller, splintering crash.

They were very close now, and through all the tumult of spell-blasts and
t hi ngs breaking and the shouts of guards she could hear the slobbering snarls
of a maraudi ng beast. Then she heard Hawkril's voice raised in a great bell ow
"' Anay! Away, nonster, or diel"



Enbra raced barefoot around a corner, startling an onrushing guard, and
burst into a roomthat no | onger had a door, and was now busily spilling snoke
and firelight out into the passage.

Her father was boundi ng about a roomthat was all splintered, burning
furniture, naked and snarling. There was foam around his nouth, his eyes were
wild, and he carried his Dwaer carelessly in one hand, as if he'd forgotten
what it was.

Stal king ever closer to Blackgult as he ran, trying to corner him was a
young sorceress whose face was a glowi ng skull. A dead chanbernmaid | ay
spraw ed on the floor am d the splayed and splintered weckage of Blackgult's
great bed, and guards lay here and there about the room noaning and ki cki ng
feebly. Just two of themstill had weapons up—and they were hunched agai nst a
wal |, pale fear ruling their faces.

As Hawkril charged the skull-sorceress, a spell ripped out of her hands at
him The armaragor dived one way and Bl ackgult bounded in the other direction
whirling the glowing Dwaer around his head like a trophy.

The sorceress ran toward the Golden Giffon, and the guards | aunched
t hensel ves fromthe wall in a desperate charge at her. On the other side of
the room Hawkril shouted in pain as the spell tore into the walls above him
hurling shards and slivers of wall panels and furniture in all directions.

Enbra let fly with her own Dwaer, straight at that skull-head. The fingers
of the sorceress were sprouting sudden shafts of crackling |ight, and where
they thrust, guards were scream ng and staggering. One man bl undered into
Enbra's striking magi c and was flung away, torn and dyi ng.

Bl ackgul t sl ew anot her guard bare-handed, wenching a hel med head around
until the neck below it cracked.

Enbra's thrust of Dwaer-fire slanmmed into the crackling spell of the
sorceress, and the roomrocked with an ear-ringing blast. Blackgult was hurled
aside, his Dwaer flying fromhis hands to bounce off in another direction, and
the sorceress was sent staggering backwards.

Bare but for his boots, a npaning Hawkril slowy found his feet, splinters
sticking out of his side and back |ike blades. He stal ked across the room
toward the sorceress, who crouched, awaiting him and began to weave a new
spel | .

Tight-1i pped, Enbra sent another Dwaer-blast at her. Its fury nmade the
di scarded Stone flare up into bright radiance, and the skull-face turned to
regard the glow of the fallen Dwnaer

Desperately, the Lady of Jewels called on her Stone to snatch her to a
particul ar flagstone of the floor just beside the other Dwaer. She dared not
seek it directly, for fear of her magic going wild or Blackgult's Stone being
driven away by her magic. The skull-sorceress was running hard, and diving for
the Stone.

Bl ackgult roared, another guard in his hands, and whirled the man around his
head. Strangling and hel pl ess, the guard let go of his sword—and it spun right
into Hawkril, sinking deep. The armaragor went to his knees in gasping pain,
as Enbra screamed: "Hawk!" . .. and her mmgi ¢ whi sked her away.

She | anded on the spot she'd chosen—and a heavy, arnored body, stinking with
fear, smashed into hers, slammed her to the floor, and rolled away, whinpering
interror. Blackgult had thrown the guard in just the wong direction, at just
the wong tinme.

Gasping for breath, Enbra rolled over, funbling for her Dwaer—and | ooked up
into the triunphant grin of the skull-sorceress, who was rising with a gl ow ng
Stone in her own hands.

Ragi ng, Blackgult ran at the sorceress, his hands lifted into clans—and as
his arms cl osed around her, she spun and blasted himw th the Dwaer, the Stone
in her grasp actually thunmping into his chest.

The Golden Giffon's hairy, broken body was flung up at the ceiling like a
child' s doll—and Enbra Silvertree called on the Living Castle enchantnents to
pul | open the floor beneath the skull-sorceress.

Her foe fell a fewfeet into the hitherto-solid stone floor, off-balance and



startl ed—and Enbra slashed at the sorceress with all the power she could
qui ckly snatch out of her Dwaer.

Sonet hing splintered, a screamburst from skeletal jaws—and Enbra's magic
struck the far wall of the bedchanber, shattering it in a |ong,
stone-splitting crack, and rebounded back into the skull-sorceress fromthe
ot her side.

The sorceress screaned agai n, sudden flanmes of tw sted magic roaring up her
linbs as she shuddered in agony. Enbra's attack had disrupted a Dwaer-magic
her foe had been shapi ng—and the skull-sorceress was caught in the roiling
resul t.

Enbra pronptly thrust upward with the Living Castle enchantnents, and the
floor spat the skull-sorceress violently at the ceiling.

As the shoul der of the sorceress slammed into the stone overhead, the Dwaer
fell from her spasm ng hands. She grabbed at it, once, hopel essly, and Enbra
used her Dwaer to make her own snatch at the Stone.

A m stake. Magic expl oded between the two Dwaerindimin a thick white arc of
snarling lightning that nunbed Enbra's arm and sent Bl ackgult's Stone ripping
across the chanmber, trailing sparks and flanmes of magic. In a far corner it

spun itself crazily into a burst of nagic that hurt the eyes . .. and was
gone.

"Graul ! "Enbra spat. "Transported the Three al one know where!" She whirl ed
and bl asted the falling skull-sorceress again . . . but this tine that cold

grin seemed to hold triunmph, and all the fury she sent at her foe was snared
in a spinning that ended in another burst of magic.

The rui ned bedchanber suddenly held one | ess mysterious skull-headed
sorceress.

"Graul ," Enbra panted again bitterly, holding her Dwnaer close as if its
fam liar curves and hardness could console. She felt in need of confort just
now. "Cone, and Father's Stone too, and now we have a new foe and don't even
know wh—=

She bit her lip and called on her Dnaer to try to trace the vani shed Stone,
as it had done before. In the heart of all this spell-chaos, '"twasn't likely

Yet, if it hadn't gone far, there was a chance . . . just a chance .

There was a bestial snarl from behind her, and soneone sl amred roughly into
Enbra and cl awed at her throat, tearing the cloak away.

She backed into her attacker, hard, and those hands didn't manage to cl ose
on her throat. She blasted himaway as gently as she could, and turned to
face-

Her father, of course. Blackgult crouched naked, w | d-eyed and panti ng,
cl aw i ke hands reaching for her. Wth a roar he gathered hinself and cane at
her agai n—and with a sigh, Enbra dodged aside and spun a cage for himout of
Dwaer -fire.

He howled in pain as its bars of fire burned him and hurl ed hinsel f against
them again and howled all the nore. Enbra stared at him hel pl essly as he went
on hurling hinmself into pain—and then, as guards flooded into the roomwth
many torches and a gaping Raulin and Macros, she sat down on the floor, bare
as she was, and started to cry.

Screans split the night in an otherw se pl easant bedchanber in Varandaur
Two shrieks, either side of him ear-shatteringly close. Hul gor Del canper cane
awake bewi | dered and bolt upright in bed, half-deafened by the frightened
cries of... oh, aye: the two chanmbernmai ds he'd bedded for the night, Nuelara
and . . . and the other one.

They were staring at the same thing he was. Hul gor Del canper blinked at a
stone-a rounded, pal msized lunp of fieldstone Iike any of the thousands of
such he'd seen up in the high neadows. But none of them had ever shown the
slightest signs of doing what this one was: blazing with white Iight, and
chimng and hummi ng, too, as it floated in the air above his bed, spinning
slow y.

Hul gor found wits enough to curse—though he still couldn't renenber the nane
of the lovely lass on his right—and scranbled across her to snatch up his



swor d.

Shaking it out of its scabbard as Nuelara fled and the other lass clung to
hi m whi npering, the old Del canper nobl e shook the chanbernmaid away, stood up
on his bed—and jabbed at the thing.

He struck hone, with a roar of satisfaction—and then the Stone roared, too.

Hi s blade was ringingly torn apart in twi sted, tunmbling shards—as a
nunb- armed, cursing Hul gor Del canper was flung across the room

H s | andi ng snashed flat a stool he'd never rmuch |liked, and sent his
carefully laid out clothes for the nmorrow tunbling to the floor. He struggled
up out of the tangled weckage with a snarl and stal ked back across the room
bar e- handed.

The Stone still hung above his bed, glowing softly and tinkling gently right
where it had been when he'd awakened. Like a prowling cat Hul gor slunk up onto
t he bed, stepped all around the floating rock in a slow, padding circle.
and then, very slowy as he swallowed with a very dry throat, reached out for
it...

Silence fell in the shattered house of Mrauntauvar of Sirlptar, with its
ceiling gone to starshot night sky overhead. Then the Spell master of Al
Aglirta heard the tiny, fitful crackle of flanmes rising fromhis slain foe's
body.

This had all gone wong. Sirlptar's self-styled mghtiest wizard was dead,
but magi ¢ Anbel ter should have won here was nostly destroyed. Seething, the
Spel | master started to search, pulling his shielding-spell tightly around him

He' d found an unscorched book of spells and sone sort of enchanted orb ere
the air flashed behind him and he whirled around to find—four
Serpent-priests, their hands raised in gestures of parley. Standing with them
were the seven sl eepy, hastily roused nages of Sirlptar that Ingryl had
expected to see—for it was Sirl customto nake revenge pacts w th other mages.
One of themwas rather angrily specifying quite a | arge sum of noney to a
priest—so these w zards nust be hasty, |ast-nmonent hires.

"Spel Il master of Silvertree," one of the priests called. "Hear us in peace,
we ask thee!"

"Spel l master of Al Aglirta,” Ingryl Ambelter corrected coldly. "Swiftly
gi ve me good cause why to listen, if you would live."

"We' ve unfinished business with Mrauntauvar of Sirlptar,” the priest
replied, "but after farscrying his dem se at your hands, 'tis our judgnent
that you are the nore powerful and capable mage, and have the perfect
tenmperament we seek. Are you interested in undertaking the task Morauntauvar
had agreed to?"

The Spellnmaster of Al Aglirta regarded the Serpent-priests coldly, his
Dwaer glowi ng ready in his hands. "That woul d depend very much,"” he replied
politely, "on what that task was."

The priest turned and nurnured sonething to the priest beside him who in
turn uttered a brief incantati on—and vani shed, along with the Sirl w zards,
leaving just a trio of Serpent-priests.

The Spel | master frowned, and used the Dwaer to visibly strengthen his
shielding. If they reappeared on all sides of him... or on the floor bel ow,
and bl asted in unison upward . .

"Certain anbitious Brethren of the Serpent,"” the priest said quickly, "had
just hired Morauntauvar to aid themwith his spells in their comng bid for
the throne of Aglirta.”

Ingryl Anbelter lifted an eyebrow. "Well, now .. . say nore. Please."
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The Many Uses of Dwaerindi m

By the Three," Craer said thankfully, stunmbling sleepily into the waiting



bath, "but | could get used to being an overduke!"

Tshamarra smiled up at himfromthe scented waters. "Servants have their
uses." She offered hima goblet froma tray beside her, shielding it with a
hand agai nst his splashings. "Warm nnull ed Arl-w ne?"

Craer made a face, and then changed his m nd and snared the goblet. "1'd
better accept. The way our lives have been unfolding this last while, safe
food and drink is best snatched whenever offered by opportunity—er pretty
sorceresses who aren't wearing any clothes." He paused, just before reaching
the dregs. "This wine is safe, isn't it?"

Tshamarra shrugged. "lI'mstill alive." She sat up and rolled over,
dri ppi ng—a delightful sight that Craer stopped to appreci ate—and cast a rather
sly I ook back over her shoulder at him "Seeing as you're up and you've been
wat er ed, how about washi ng nmy back?"

"Was that an artful way of asking sonething else, Lady?" Craer asked the
ceiling, as he set his goblet down carefully.

"Lord Del nbone, surely you've |earned by now that when | want sonethi ng of
you | ask for it—directly. My back?"

Wth a sigh, Craer reached for the bow of scented |ave-o0il and the scraper
and set to work.

Tshamarra al nost purred. "There's an itch there, just a little hi gh—ahhh
yes. That's it. Just keep—

"Morning," Hawkril Anharu runbled, from above. Something in his tone nade
themboth jerk their heads up to stare at him

"I need you now," the armaragor told Tshamarra. "Hurry!"

Wrdl essly she extended her hand, bare as she was, for himto haul her up
out of the bath. Craer swi ped oil fromher as she went and followed hastily in
her wake, snatching the warnmed robes the servants had left ready to dry
hinself with, and stanping his feet back into his boots as he cane.

"Could Aglirta just possibly arrange to need rescuing next tine after we're
dressed?" he asked Hawkril, as they hurried to the door and out, scattering
servants and guards. The armaragor had al ready caught up Craer's |eathers and
dagger-belts and Tshamarra's boots and breeches, but the procurer hastily
snatched a few nore itenms—ncluding sonething to adorn his |lady's upper half
besi des the sharp edge of her own tongue.

" '"Tisn't Aglirta," Hawkril growled, " 'tis Enmbra. Em and her father."

Craer winced. "This isn't going to be one of those bad jokes, is it?"

"I don't know what it's going to be," the armaragor snarled, as they hurried
down passages together. "That's why | canme for you."

Craer put a robe over his lady's shoulders, and they both rubbed thensel ves
as dry as they could as they hastened around corners, past griml ooking
guards, and through archways where nore guards waited.

"This is not filling me with carefree joy," Craer observed, as the crowd of
courtiers and pal ace arnsnen following themgrew They passed a room where the
snells of fresh food wafted forth, and Tshamarra threw her lord a | ook that at
once bade himfirmy to behave hinself, and at the same tine told himthat she
knew what he was feeling, and felt nuch the sane.

Fl aeros Del canper and six guards stood in front of the closed doors of
Bl ackgul t's chanber. They stepped aside wordl essly as the three overdukes
strode up—and Tshamarra swept off her wet robe and unconcernedly laid it in
the bard's hands.

Fl aeros barely had tine to stare at her bared flesh, drop his jaw, and flush
furiously ere Craer took off his robe, too—and cast it over the bard' s head.

"Keep these cl osed behind us," Hawkril told the guards, as he shoul dered his
way through the doors. Craer and Tshamarra foll owed—and halted with identica
anxi ous gasps.

Bl ackgul t's chanber was burn-scarred, riven, and strewn w th heaped, broken
furniture. The dead chanbermaid's bl ood had dried, but she still lay spraw ed
and skull -headed in the weckage. The center of the roomwas filled with a
hunm ng, glowi ng, slowy turning cage of magic, greatly grown from what Enbra
had Stone-spun to inprison her crazed father the night before.



Bl ackgult hung awake at its heart of the force-cage, the Dwaer glow ng |ike
a sleepless star to his right, and Enbra—di shevel ed and fast asleep, her hair
dangl i ng around her—hung in a | esser cage beside her Stone. Both Bl ackgult and
hi s daughter were wapped in nightrobes that | ooked to have been thrown over
them rat her than donned. Bl ackgult gave thema brief, intent |ook as they
entered, and then cast his eyes down at the floor bel ow

"She's been here all night," Hawkril growl ed, as Craer and Tshamarra hastily
dressed. "Trying to heal him—-mnd nmend,' she called it. Yon cage has been
growing all the while. At first it was thrusting out new bars at her bidding,
but she fell asleep sonetine in the night—after | did, for | didn't see
sl unber take her—and then | think he was commanding it, at |east sonetines."

"You sat guard agai nst the doors, sword in your lap, didn't you?" Tshamarra
asked softly, tugging her last garnent—a silk jerkin—nto place.

"OfF course, Lady. 'Twas needful.”

There was a gentle chimng as the slowy, silently rolling cage changed
again, sone of its bars shifting to join other bars in brief flashes of magic,
opening up some of the barriers around Bl ackgult and drawing himin closer

cl oser to the gl owi ng Stone.

Craer's eyes narrowed. "Wo's causing that?"

Hawkril shrugged. "She's asleep, and | dare not try to wake her—so |I'd say
'"tis the Giffon. It's been proceeding like this since | awakened and fetched
you. He was right over yonder, up nigh the wall."

Tshamarra frowned. "So unless Enbra's dreamguiding this, or the Stone
itself is doing it, or someone unknown is influencing the Dwaer from afar
Bl ackgult is bringing hinmself somehow closer to the Stone.™

She chewed on her lip for a noment, and then added reluctandy, "There's a
spell that might..."

Hawkril shot her a glance. "Do it."

Craer held up a hand in a "stay all for a nonment" gesture. "What befell the
Giffon? Do we know?"

The armaragor shook his head. "Plague cone again to bring rage upon him or
some doing of the Dwaer or the skull-sorceress . .. Emknows not. She did this
to hold himuntil she could go into his wits and find out, so as to heal."

"I heard himtell Enbra about being mnd-blasted in a Dwaer-battle,"
Tshamarra said quietly. "H's menmory and reason have been com ng and goi ng, al
this time since. Yet just yestereve | heard an old servant here say the Lord
Bl ackgult now seenmed |ike his old, old self, years younger and smling again."
She shrugged and waved at the chimng, shifting cage. "So if he's doing that,
what do we do?"

Craer glanced at her and then called: "Blackgult! Lord Blackgult!" The caged
man did not | ook up, or give any other indication that he'd heard. The
procurer frowned, and then shouted: "Ad Slyhips!"

Hawkril gave Craer a swift, sidelong | ook. That had been a nane none of
Bl ackgult's troops had dared to use to his face, for fear of being personally
beat en before di sm ssal —a beating that usually involved jaw breaking, or the
renmoval of teeth, or both.

Again, the Golden Giffon seemed not to have heard.

Craer, Tshamarra, and Hawkril | ooked at each other grimy as the cage chined
and changed again. Bl ackgult was definitely being brought closer to the center

where the Dwaer was.

Hawkril gazed up at his longtime lord. The Golden Giffon, for years
consi dered the nost desirabl e, dashing-and dangerous—an in the ki ngdom For
much of that time Hawkril Anharu had been his nobst trusted armaragor

And now, trust was ... Hawk sighed, absently tapped the pommel of his sword
for a breath or two as he thought hard, and then turned to Tshamarra. "You had
a spel I ?"

The Lady Tal asorn nodded. "A way to touch your lady's mind. 'Twill rmake sure
she's unharnmed, see if Blackgult or anyone has her in spell-thrall, and wake
her if we deem awakening best. It should also tell us if she's still in

control of this cage. Whatever we find, the touch of my magi c should do her no



harm "

Hawkril waved at Enbra. "Do it."

"Wake her, too?"

Hawkril eyed the cage as it contracted yet again, set his jaw, and nodded.
"Aye. Do that too."

The Lady Tal asorn drew the bell-cut sleeves of her jerkin back to her
el bows, struck a dramatic pose designed to keep themthere, and carefully cast
a spell. The cage nickered, the Dwaer flashed with nomentary bright fire, and
somet hing al nost visible sped fromit to Tshamarra's fingertips. There it
wi nked silently in a brief, half-seen explosion of phantom sparks, and was
gone.

And Tshanmarra reeled, winced in pain, and sank to her knees, hol ding her
head.

"Tash?" Craer's hands were cradling her shoulders with fal con-sw ft speed.
She shuddered, groaned, and then sagged into his arms. The procurer shot a
| ook of alarmup at Hawkril, who shrugged hel pl essly and bent over the
stricken sorceress.

"Lady?" he runbl ed.

Tshamarra cl enched her teeth in a spasm of agony, and then direw back her

head, opened her eyes again, and gasped, "Full Dwaer-thrust. . . my own nagic
back at ne . .. Wa-ho, that hurt!"
And then the cage sang. A high, splendid chord of bell-like tones echoed

back fromthe cracked and scorched walls, naking all three overdukes | ook up

Ezendor Bl ackgult grinned down at themin savage triunph, dark fire in his
eyes—and the Dwaer in his hands. He hung now at the heart of the cage, its
glowing bars falling away fromhimlike so many severed strands of spiderweb.

"Giffon?"

"Bl ackgul t ?"

He answered their anxious hails with a wordless snarl of triunph and waved
the Dnmaer as if it was a ball he intended to hurl. Echoing its novenents, the
cage swirled around him Then its glowing bars of nagic streaned at the
slunbrous formof the Lady Silvertree like the boldly reaching tentacles of
the great glistening sea-beasts who were wont to snatch and drag sailors and
their ships down beneath the waves.

The bright strands fell around Enbra in a tangle, a net of entw ned and
fused force that shocked her awake. She was still gasping and shaki ng her head
to clear it when the Dwaer flashed agai n—and was gone, Blackgult with it!

Enbra screamed, and reached vainly for the enpty air where it had been
shaki ng her head now i n deni al

Tshamarra peered up at her, face still twisted in pain. "En? How can | free
you fromthat? I... | don't knowif | can work magic, just now . "

The Lady of Jewels bent her head, drew in a deep, shuddering breath, and
then said slowy, "No. Save yourself the pain. | can ... Hawk, are you there?"

"Lady," the armaragor grow ed, shoving forward agai nst the coll apsed cage of
glowing magic until its power brought himto a halt, flaring warningly, "I am
How can | hel p?"

"Use a rope or sonething, and drag me down through all this, until | can
touch the floor—er a wall. Then keep back. Whatever you do, don't try to

charge through what's left of ny cage to reach ne."

The armaragor frowned for a nonent, and then spun around and charged across
the room slipping and sliding over rubble, to snatch up fallen tapestries.
Sone of themstill sported great gilded and tassel ed pullcords, and he sliced
these fromthemw th grunts of satisfaction, tossing them back over his
shoul der to where Craer could scurry and catch each one up, knotting them
together with swift skill.

The two men returned in a surprisingly short time with the heavy rope in
their hands, and tossed it up into the cage . .. where, despite Craer's shrewd
throw, it tangled in dozens of glow ng strands of force—strands that hung
noti onl ess, no matter how hard the two nmen tugged. Tshamarra staggered to her
feet as she watched them struggle, bew | derment on her face.



"A stone," Enbra called. "Knot it around a stone, and throw it over nme, so
it falls onto ne."

"But Em—

"After what |'ve been through this night, and the burning these strands are
dealing me now," the Lady Silvertree said patiently, "getting hit in the face
with a rock will seemlike a child' s caress. Truly. Now tie the grauling thing
around a stone!

In sudden haste the procurer and the armaragor conplied, and then Craer
swal | owed, swung the rope a few times—and threw, hard and hi gh.

The stone struck a strand of gl ow ng magic, tunbled, struck another strand
and bounded si deways, ricocheted over a third—and hit Enbra on the shoul der
hard enough to make her gasp and shudder, but not hard enough to stop her from
wr appi ng both hands around the rope and clinging to it. Her fellow overdukes
waited until she mastered her pain enough to straighten up out of her
trenbling crouch, wap the rope around herself several tines, and then tuck
the stone under her arm and give thema weary nod.

Then they pulled, slowy and steadily, while Enbra wiggled and contorted
and reached, slipping between strands and under strands and through gaps in
the tangle. Once they had to let the line slack so she could clinmb back up two
strands that nmet in a trench no one could have passed, but she nade her
wi nci ng, struggling way through the bars of her own cage until at |ast she
touched the floor.

There she drew in a deep breath, |ooked up, and cried, "Let go, and get you
back!"

The t hree overdukes scranbled hastily to the door—-and behind them the
strands of magic withed and flared into flanes, in a humm ng inferno that
became too bright to look at in half a breath.

Heat blistered the three as they huddl ed agai nst the door, and Craer
mur mur ed, "So, Hawk, how does it feel to sleep with enough fury to do that?"

The armaragor gave his old friend a | ook. "Probably the same as you feel
abed with as nuch bright magic."

The Lady Tal asorn managed a smile. "My, you' ve the tongue of a courting bard
in you, Hawk!"

"Ch? 1'll make himtake it back out right quickly, when | find it," was the
grow ed reply—and Tash had to | ook twi ce before she was sure that he was
j oking, and dared to |augh

The fire fied away as swiftly as it had flared. Craer spun around and
grabbed Hawkril to stop himcharging to Enbra—but failed. As the armaragor's

det erm ned progress towed himacross still-hot, creaking flagstones, he
called, "So what was all that, Lady EnP"

Al traces of the cage were gone. Enbra Silvertree stood tall, all signs of
pain fallen away. She held out her arns for Hawkril, but gave Craer a | ook of
di staste. " 'Lady Em ? Procurer, how nuch |onger d' you want to |ive?"

"Sorry," Craer replied. H's voice was contrite without a trace of nockery,

startling all of his conpanions into | ooking at him "Wat did you do just
now-the fire, and all?"
Enbra smiled at himfromthe depths of Hawkril's enbrace. "Wen | can touch

any stone of the palace, | can call on the Living Castle enchantments. | used
themto drink the magic of the cage." Her smile faded. "So now we must rob a
few roonms of enchanted things to power the spells Tash and | will need—+to

fight without a Dwaer, and bring us back hone if need be. Ch, and | nust get
boots and a sash, at least, for this nightrobe. Then the castle enchantnents
will serve again to source the best seeking spell we can nmanage—and we mnust
hope by the Three that ny father's crazed enough to keep his Dwaer in use, and
our magic finds him W fling ourselves to him and . "

"Ri sk our necks again," Craer concluded nockingly. "My, what a change!"

In a dark, deep stone chanber, fingers |onger and nore sinuous than a
human's slid around the edges of a stone bl ock, and tugged.
The stone grated out, and the owner of those wormlike fingers reached into



the reveal ed cavity behind it and drew forth a small sack. The sinuous fingers
grasped four objects through the rough canvas, carefully hol ding them apart
fromeach other, as if they were as fragile as eggs.

The sack was set down with great care, and the fingers | engthened and curved
like snakes into its open end.

Four times they slid inside, each time energing w th something spherical and
setting it gently on the floor. Wen the snakelike fingers withdrew for the
last tinme, four rock crystal spheres glowed faintly on the floor. Each had one
flat side, graven with a rune. Those synbols were the sources of the gl ows.

The worm i ke fingers touched one rune as a |long, convol uted, and harsh word
was uttered—and fromthat sphere sprang a whirling, shimrering cloud of
colors. The fingers turned the orb over onto its flat side—and the shimerings
instantly became a sharp, bright, three-dinensional inmage of a young,

i mperious-1ooking man in robes.

The owner of the fingers bent its head to regard the i mmge—+though its face
was a featurel ess mask of flesh, without visible eyes. Yet it wal ked very
slowy around the image as if studying it, stopped, and then started to nove
again, nore slowy, alnost creeping around the seenm ng of the robed man.

As the facel ess creature nmoved, its body shifted and fl owed, beconi ng nore
and nore |like the robed i mage. Wen the |ikeness was exact, a robed man slowy
circled a bright, stationary duplicate of hinself, making sure of every | ast

detail. Then he straightened to match the pose of the inage, wal ked a few
experimental steps in a stride very unlike the sinuous, padding gait of his
earlier, faceless form and announced: "I Jhavarr Bowdragon."

The dark chanber seened uni npressed. The Kogl aur chuckl ed, collected the
four spheres—the image pronptly vani shed, restoring conpl ete darkness to the
room—and returned themto their hiding place, putting the block of stone back
into position.

Then the fal se Jhavarr Bowdragon went a little way along the wall and drew
out anot her stone block, with appreciably nore difficulty this time. Behind it
was a little wooden box, from which the transforned Koglaur drew forth a [ unp
of stone that glowed, just for a noment, at his touch

"Everyone bent on conquering all Darsar should have a Dwaer," the fal se
Jhavarr Bowdragon murnured, cradling the Stone al nost lovingly as he carefully
restored the box and its concealing wall -bl ock

Then he held up the Dwnaer, made it flash in earnest, and |l eft that secret
pl ace.

The man who was not Jhavarr took his next step on the cold stone floor of a

di fferent dark cavern. Only one step, ere he stopped, let the Dwaer illum nate
his face, and asked the darkness calmy, "Father? Uncle Dol nur?"
H's words fell into silence, but it seemed to the Koglaur that it was an

intently listening silence rather than a lonely, enpty one, so he announced,
"I am Jhavarr Bowdragon, son of Ithim nuch changed from what | was
and | seek ny kin. Father? Dolrmur? Are you there?"
"You do not sound like Jhavarr," said a deep voice fromdirectly behind the
Kogl aur. Despite hinself, he flinched and spun around.
Dol mur Bowdr agon stood facing him-er rather, floated upright, dusty-booted
feet planted on enpty air a few inches clear of the ground.

The fal se Jhavarr sighed. "I know. Mich of my remenbrances are gone forever.
| was caught in a Dwaer spell-blast while fighting Blackgult, the Regent of
Aglirta, and ... it took me months to recall my own nane, let alone ny |ineage
and that | could work sorcery at all. Uncle, does ny father yet |ive?"

"He does," Dolrmur replied gravely, and lifted a hand. As it swept up
weepi ng coul d be heard: a storm of hel pl ess sobs com ng froma man behind the
Bowdr agon patriarch, that the darkness was yielding up at the same pace as
Dol mur' s rising hand.

"My son!" 1thimwhispered, when he coul d manage words.

"Father!" Jhavarr stepped forward eagerly—but came to a swift halt when
Dol mur raised his other hand in warning.

"You' ve sought your kin and found them" the senior Bowdragon said calmy.



"What now?"

Jhavarr met Dol mur's eyes, |ooked away, and swall owed. "I+ need your aid,
your sorcery, your wi sdom Both of you." H's voice shook with sudden fury. "
crave vengeance for what was done to me, on Blackgult and all Aglirta, whoever
kings it there and every | ast mage of power of that |land. Let themall be
scoured from Darsar."

"Yes, yes!" Ithimcried. "OF course!" He struggl ed against Dol mur's
restraining magi c, seeking to reach and enbrace his son, until the patriarch
let his hand fall and freed his brother to rush forward.

As Jhavarr rocked in his father's enbrace, Dolnur smled grimy. "l suspect
this undertaking will be the death of us all. Yet let us doit. If the
Bowdragons are to fall, we should take at |east one kingdomw th us."

He floated forward. "If our refuge is so easily found, our sorcery nay be
| ess puissant than you hope ... so let us set to work crafting battle plans,
and spells to go with them | refuse to rush into ny death fray unprepared to
deal the worst | am capable of. | suppose one might call this Bowdragon
pride."

Jhavarr smiled eagerly. "So Aglirta is dooned?"

The el dest Bowdragon's answering smle was somewhat fainter. "Well, now.

Per haps we should say rather, 'Aglirta as we know it.'

The nmists that always attended tel eportation fell away fromtheir eyes. The
Band of Four crouched, weapons ready, a smooth, hard floor underfoot—and
found thensel ves staring down the length of a palatial, |ofty-ceilinged
bedchamber, its walls all white plaster relief carvings and gl eani ng cl osed
doors. The towering bed was unmade, its linens and overfur slunped onto the
floor. A frightened fem nine face stared at themfor a nonent around the edge
of a door beside it, and then vanished.

Tshamarra raised a hand to send a spell arrowing after she who'd fled, but
let it fall again w thout nmaking any futile casting. Her fellow overdukes were
al ready spreading out and trotting forward—toward a desk where a man who was
neit her young nor slender was sitting naked, a |large decanter of drink in his
hand, staring at... a hand-sized, faintly glowi ng rock that lay on the
pol i shed wood in front of him

Fear and bewi | dernment were in that man's stare as he put the decanter to his
lips and quaffed deeply. He seemed not to hear the overdukes until Craer was
| ess than a handful of racing strides away.

Then he | ooked up with a growl, snatched a dagger fromthe bench beside him
wi th surprising speed, and sprang to neet the intruders, bare as he was.

Gray-white hair covered much of that unlovely, paunchy body, below a face
reddening with rage as well as drink. Its owner glared at his four unexpected
visitors with no trace of fear as he brandi shed his bl ade, dodged aside from
Craer's racing attack, and whirled with that sane sw ftness to slam hi nsel f
into the speeding procurer and send Craer crashing through the bench rather
than letting his outstretched hand snatch the Stone fromthe table.

The naked man snarled a word-and there was suddenly a dagger poised above
Craer's throat, and three nore knives floating point-first before the eyes of
the rest of the Four.

"Who are you?" the man demanded. "Speak, or I'll start slaying!"

"We're the Overdukes of Aglirta,"” Hawkril runbled. "Come here seeking yon
Stone. W know you not, nor nean harmto you; please accept our apol ogies for
this intrusion. Wat is this place?"

The naked man took another swig fromhis decanter. "This is Varandaur
castle, nigh Ragalar, seat of the Del canpers, and this is ny bedchanber in it.
| am Hul gor Del canper —ene of the many agi ng wastrel uncles Fl aeros has
doubtl ess told you about. He spoke well of you Band of Four." Hi s eyes ranged
across them and then he spun around, went back to his desk, set down the
decanter, and laid a hand on the Dwaer sitting there. "You want this. Wy?"

" '"Tis one of the nost powerful things of nagic in all Darsar, and we need
it to defend the Val e against the priests of the Serpent,"” Enbra replied. "W



lost ours in a battle not |ong ago, and hoped to recover it. How canme you by
this one?"

Hul gor shrugged. "It appeared in the air, just here—not |ong ago, as you
say." He picked up the Stone and hefted it. "I'm not one for magi c—yon
floating knives are a casting laid ready here by a hired mage, not any doi ng
of m ne—and have been sitting here wondering howto get rid of it before
sl ayi ng mages canme for nme." He grinned. "Fair greeting, slaying nmages. 1'd
like to bargain with you."

"Speak," Tshamarra said softly.

Hul gor leered at her as if she was the one standing naked and not he, and
said, "l've a restlessness in ne. |I've wanted to go and see how young Fl aeros
is getting on, and visit Flowfoam+ saw it once, years back—but | hate sea
voyages and spewing my guts over the rail for days, into stornms that hurl it
all right back over ne. If you offer me no violence, and take me there with
you, I"Il give you this lunmp of rock that's so inportant to mages."

The Four | ooked at each other. Then Enbra, a disbelieving smle tugging at
her lips, nodded at the naked noble. "Agreed. By the realmwe all serve, |
swear this."

Hul gor Del canper | ooked at themall, one after another, and received
mur mur ed agreements as he went. He gave Craer an extra glare, and received a
sheepi sh smle and spread hands in return

Hul gor grinned at that. Then he nodded to themall, strode forward as if he
was a grandly robed ruler and not an aging, sagging, hairily naked nman, and
put the Stone carefully into Enbra's hand.

Doors burst open with a sound |like thunder, and liveried guards burst into
the room glaives and swords glittering, with the chanbernmaid who'd fled at
their arrival at the head of one group. Her scream and pointing arm was
ignored in the general roar of conpeting cries: "Hold! Surrender! Down arns!"

Enbra rolled her eyes, Hul gor grinned at her, and the Dwaer flashed in her
hand.

Guards sprinting across the polished floor skidded to astonished halts, and
Nuel ara screaned agai n. Hul gor Del camper and the four arned intruders were
gone, vanished as if they'd never been

The guards stared helplessly ... at a gently rocking decanter on a table,
and four dark daggers floating in mdair.

No one was there to stare back

"The Three nust hold this place sacred to them for some special purpose,”
Ezendor Bl ackgult rmuttered, as he stood on a crunbling bal cony of the
sprawing ruins of the Silvertree Palace known to all Aglirta as the Silent
House. The burial ground bel ow hi mwas an overgrown maze of trees, shrubs, and
| eani ng tonbs.

Then red and bl ack rage rose in him again, choking-strong. Blackgult went to
his knees and mindl essly clawed at the stones of a nearby stair for a few
frantic breaths, ere he remenbered his own nane and went boiling up those sane
steps, to cone out on the battlements

Shudderi ng, he fought down the nadness and stared grimy out across the
Val e, to where the long green isle of Flowfoamlay in its quiet splendor out
in the Silverflow

Pl ague-rage, oh yes, burning strongest where he'd been bitten ... poor
I ndal ue nmust have been infected, and never knewit.

"So here | amat last," he told the uncaring wind bitterly. "Back in the
Sil ent House, the haunted graveyard of half the mages and adventurers Aglirta
has ever birthed—westling with the Bl ood Pl ague.™

The rage rose again, and he started striding along the battlenments,
hal f-shouting, "If | could hold to my wits | ong enough, and remenber a tenth
of what | should be able to, | could heal nyself with this!"

The rage passed like a spasm and Bl ackgult held up the Dwaer he'd seized
not long ago, regarded it regretfully, and whispered, "But |I can't."

He wal ked ai m essly along the battlenents, ignoring scattered hunman and



beast bones and the black gorcraw vultures that flapped heavily away at his
approach—+to | and again just out of reach, and watch himbalefully .

patiently.

Anger rose again, sudden and hot. "A weapon, yes-blast this, savage that,
burn the other! Destroying's always easy .. . But crafting, nending,
heal i ng—why, gods, why do you make those so hard, hey? Afraid we struggling
beasts will achi eve sonet hing, and rob you of your entertainment?"

The wi nd snatched those bitter words away, but brought back no reply.

Col d-faced, Ezendor Bl ackgult found a stair and started down. He'd seized this
Stone from his own daughter

To | eave her defenseless while he died here, driven nad by the Bl ood Pl ague.
Cods, to be laid |low by the sneering Serpents at last! No! No!

He was roaring that aloud, he realized dimy, hanmering the crunbling
stonework with the Stone that could not shatter, scream ng and raking the old
stone bl ocks as if his bleeding ringers were talons that could rend

Gasping, he found hinself at the bottomof the stairs, in nuch pain.
Evidently he'd fallen, and now had fresh bruises to add to the sickening
pl ague-surging in his guts. He rolled over, sat up with a grow, and glared at
t he Dwaer.

Wll, if die he nust, adorned with this bauble half amnbitious Darsar sought,
he'd die using it, by the Horns of the Lady!

First, let it be revealed who else was in the Silent House beneath him just
now—what creatures were breathing, which ones were noving, who was naking

noi se . .. and who was working magic.

Aha! Scuttling things, gliding snakes, |urching skeletons mndlessly
guardi ng this chanber or that... an ancient, sighing awareness that was nore
of a seeing shadow than anything else .. . and a |large group of frightened nen

in arnor, busily looting an inner chanber under the snapped orders of no |ess
t han ni ne Serpent-priests!
VWl l, now The Silent House did have a deadly reputation to maintain ..
Ezendor Blackgult smled like a prowing wolf, clutched the Dwaer to his
breast in both hands as if it was a newborn babe, and set off into the
darkness at a run, letting the rage build, but using the Dwaer to cling to
scene after scene of the House ahead of him and thereby hold to his wts
the Three willing..

"This, Lord Sir?" the warrior asked timdly, lifting a crunbling shoul der
bl ade and the dangling brown bones of an upper arm Two slimnetal bracelets
slid dowmn them green with verdigris but still displaying either runes or
graven script.

"Yes! Take care, mind!" the Brother of the Serpent snapped, pointing an
i nperious finger into the open coffer the warriors had brought. "Wap them
twice around in those linens, so they' |l directly touch nothing else we put in
there!™”

His glare pronmised the warrior death or mainmng if there was any inadequacy
in the wapping, ere he spun around to shout, "You, there! El nmargh, or
what ever your nane is! Pry out the bl ock just above yon carving—pry, | said,
not smtel"

Ilmark of Sirlptar hid his grinmace well. He'd been skilled at tapping out
old nortar when this bellow ng priest was spewing up nother's mlk, and was
doing this just as deftly now Another two gentle taps, and an entire line of
nortar fell away, allowing himto slide the flat blade of his mattock in under
the wall block. Carefully he rocked it, letting the bl ock break the rest of
the nortar—and then, ever so slowy, he slid ... it... out.

A large, dark space was reveal ed behind the block, and the priest of the
Serpent fairly crowed in triunph.

"The Great Serpent rises in ne!" he cried, throwing his arns wi de and nearly
knocking teeth fromthe nouths of the | esser priests on either side of him
"He has made nme wise! Stand aside, warrior, and let nme see what treasure
awai ts!"



He snatched a lantern fromthe nearest priest and strode forward, barely
noticing the alacrity with which the warriors faded out of the way and back
toward the nouth of the chanber. The other priests crowded forward behind him
mur muri ng, "Careful, Masterpriest Thraunt!" and, "Wat can you see, great
Thraunt ?"

Mast erpri est Thraunt raised the lantern and peered carefully into the cavity
in the wall, sudden wariness afflicting him The Silent House was said to be
riddled with traps, and he'd heard nore than a few grisly tales of overbold
treasure seekers who'd found their deaths instead of riches

After a nonment of tense peering, he coul d breathe again.

A few breaths later, he relaxed. There were no signs of guardi an creatures,
enchanted or otherw se—no spiders spell-slept to awaken when intruders
di sturbed their niche, nor craw i ng bone-things held together and given
horrible unlife by spells. Nothing awaited above to sl am down, or behind to
fire or thrust out. Just a small statuette of an arnored prince with a
sword—as tall as his own head, and seem ngly carved of a single, nassive ruby.

There was lettering around its base, script of an archaic, elaborate flow ng
style little used in these nore hasty days, but words he could read: Blood of
Silvertree Know Better

Hmph. Well, they hadn't had they? They'd conme to this their pal ace and
Died, in their dozens, all struck down by the Doom of the Silvertrees! Perhaps
this hidden statuette bore the anchor-spell of that ancient Silvertree curse.

He whirl ed around and snapped, "One of those cloths, and be quick about it!"

The priests wavered, and then one of themturned to call a warrior. Thraunt
was quick to roar, "No! One of you: the Holy of the Serpent!"

The priests all |looked at himwi th fear or perhaps respect in their eyes,
and then stooped and scurried and el bowed each other in a way that brought
fleeting, swiftly suppressed grins onto the faces of the watching warriors.
Thraunt resolved to deal with those insolent idiots later, after

The cloth was laid into his waiting hand. He gave the priest who' d proffered
it abrittle smle that warned that no prai se would be forthcom ng for
somet hi ng that shoul d have been foreseen and done with no need for order
of fering no delay to a superior—then turned and gingerly lifted the statuette,
holding it only through the cloth.

It was hard, and snooth, and heavy, and did not feel as if it held hidden
secrets in its innards, or bore a lurking surface enchantnent. Thraunt turned
it, marveling at the beautiful carving—solid ruby, all right—and then set down
the lantern and with both hands reverently laid it in the coffer

There was a nmurmur fromthe priests as they got their first proper |ook at
it, and as the warriors started to lean for their own | ook, wthout quite
daring to step forward fromthe edges of the room Masterpriest Thraunt | ooked
up at the holy nen of the Serpent and said softly, "Let this not out of your
sight for even a nonent. Two of you nust watch it at all times, for if it goes
m ssing"—he flicked his gaze neaningfully in the direction of the
warriors—all of you shall nake a very firm perhaps final, answer for it."

They nodded, slowy, reluctantly, and silently. He kept on staring until he
had seen each priest's nod—and only then did Masterpriest Thraunt flip the
ends of the cloth over the ruby carving, straighten up with a satisfied sigh
and turn to see .. . dark w sps of vapor curling out of the niche in the wall!

He al nost kicked the coffer flying in his haste to get back and away from
that ancient trap—for what else could it be? —and stunbled, falling into the
wai ti ng hands of only two of the warriors, for the rest had fled in a wordl ess
rush, and were now sonewhere down the | ong passage they'd arrived by.

The pair of warriors roughly but skillfully thrust Thraunt upright, and he
turned in time to see that fool of a novice, O naugh, choke, clutch his
throat, and make a peculiar, desperate whinpering sound—before he fell over on
his face, claw ng at his neck.

He'd been unable to swallow, Thraunt realized—+n his few nmonents of thought
left before the other priests burst into and over him and out the doorway. The
last two warriors sprinted in their wake, |eaving the Masterpriest battered



and wi nded on the floor, with a peculiar prickling sensation in his nose and
throat. ..

No! By the Serpent, no! Masterpriest Thraunt was up and on his feet and
t hrough that door as fast as he could run, coughing around a tongue grown
strangely thick, and trying to keep up with the bobbing lanterns of his craven
fellow priests before they left himin utter darkness, here—

There was a bright burst of |ight fromahead, around the corner of the
passage they'd just taken, and an echoing roar that sounded oddly like ..

There was a second blast, and the tattered remants of what had been Il mark
of Sirlptar, or El margh, or whatever his nanme was, canme bouncing and whirling
into view, all of the linbs rolling to a stop separately.

Spel | -bl asts! That was it! Just like those he'd seen in a courtyard in
Sirlptar, when first observing a casting of the fireburst spell that the
Brot herhood called "Fire of the Serpent." Sonmeone—a traitor? a rival
pri est ?—had bl asted everyone under his command as they'd run al ong the narrow
passage.

"Great Serpent!" Thraunt gasped, the words half a prayer and half a curse
and trotted forward warily, readying the best spell he knew a "Wath of the
Serpent,"” the stinging cloud of flying, biting snakes that even anointed
priests of the Serpent feared

There was anot her blast, a short, choked-off scream and nore renains
bounced and rolled to a dusty, grisly halt ahead. Thraunt slowed, wondering
how | ong he should wait in silent hiding before venturing around that corner

This was no trap, for traps do not how and screamwi ld |aughter, then sob
and snarl and hoot and how again. This sounded |i ke soneone gone pl ague- mad.
Per haps a mage, conme here to | oot, who'd been caught by the fangs of one of
t he guardi an snakes he'd dropped to guard their way out of the ruins ..

Wll, if so, all he need do was wait, and this foe would the raving, and
| eave the way clear. Thraunt knew he was not a patient man, but when the clear
alternative is being bl own apart..

Around the corner came hissing shouts, and then snapped orders and the cl ang
of bl ades—far nore blades than his warriors bore, even if none of them had
fallen. WIld roars followed, mxed with |oudly declaimed gi bberish this tine.

O her priests had planned treasure-snatching expeditions into the Silent
House, and al though there'd been agreenent to allow each foray one day before
the next went in, Thraunt had known at the tinme just how feeble that agreement
was .. . This nust be another, l|larger Serpent party; he could hear spells
bei ng hi ssed and chanted that could only be the weavi ngs of anointed Brothers
of the Serpent. Could they have slain his comand?

Yet why then all the hooting and how i ng? And why the sudden, fear-filled
shouts? Surely they'd lurk silent, and creep forward hoping to take himor
others in these haunted ruins unawares ..

More bl asts, rocking the ceiling and the floor beneath his feet this tine,
and the spell-chants suddenly ceased. Thraunt crept forward, not daring to
stay where he was any |onger for fear of the throat-prickling gas behind
hi mbut he was still three long strides shy of the bend in the passage when a
tall man wearing only a nightrobe stal ked around the corner, |eering and
[ urching. Tall and handsone and sonehow familiar, he carried a glowing rock in
hi s hands and was crooning to it wordlessly, as if it was a baby he was
conforting.

He barked with | aughter when he saw Thraunt, and the stone flashed-and
Mast erpriest Thraunt, in the last few seconds of |ife as a Dwaer-blast raced
toward him understood that what the man held was not nerely an enchanted | unp
of stone but one of the Stones.

And then he experienced his first Dwaer-blast, and his |last—and all Darsar
went away, just like that.

Bl ackgul t | aughed | oud and | ong, holding the Stone high in triunph and
letting it spewlittle stinging Iightnings down his arm cascadi ng snarling
sparks across the floor. Wth these fires he'd slain at |east four dozen
Ser pent - spawn—three different bands of them by the Horned Lady!



Vel l, they'd come seeking treasure... and unfortunately for them they'd
found it!

Ezendor Bl ackgult chuckl ed gleefully as he strode into a dusty, |ong-ruined
chanmber of lofty size, somewhere in the westerly wings and turrets of the
Sil ent House. Ah, but at least he'd not be dying alone. He'd butchered a
respect abl e host of Snake-lovers this day! Wy, ther—

Light flashed in the gl oombefore him three bright and expandi ng spheres of
radi ance. Qut of each stepped a tall, slender, robed man—+two strangers, and a
younger conpani on one he'd seen before. Seen, and thought dead forever, in the
ski es above a batdefield here in Aglirta: Jhavarr Bowdragon... and judging by
the faces of the elder pair, he'd brought his kin.

"Ezendor Bl ackgult,"” the oldest wizard greeted himcoldly, as the other two
| aunched without hesitation into conplicated spellweavi ngs—bi ndi ngs to keep

himin this chanber, by the sounds of their incantations. "I am Dol nur
Bowdragon. This is ny brother Ithim-and | believe you ve already net Jhavarr.
Bowdr agons never forget. . . and Bowdragons pay all debts."

The Golden Giffon threw back his head and cackled. "So," he added joyfully,
conpleting Dolrmur's direat, "prepare to die! Aha-ha-ha-ha!"

And with that laughter still echoing off the ceiling above him Bl ackgult
blasted it with the Dwaer and brought that end of the room crashing down atop
his three newfound foes.

Two of themran, desperately, breaking off their spellcasting. But the one
who' d call ed hinself Dol nur calmy spread his hands, and the great chunks of
ceiling thundered down onto . . . sonething unseen, that sent themtunbling
and rolling aside.

And then bursting apart, into powder, under a Dwaer-blast! One of the
three—Jdhavarr, it nust be, for it had conme fromhis side-had a Dwaer!

Bl ackgult roared out his rage and excitenent. There was a way of forcing a
bl ast from one Dwaer to another, now ... yes!

Exultantly he did what he'd read in a dusty old tone in the palace library.
It hurt the wielder, aye, but what cared he for that? He was dead anyway! Let
a richer harvest be reaped, and old Bl ackgult go down to greet the Three with
t hree dead Bowdragons to his credit. Yes!

The bl ast, when it canme, swept away Dol nur's spell and took all three
Bowdr agons by surprise. Ithimscreaned as the two ol der Bowdragons were flung
away |ike rags, bones splintering audibly. Jhavarr, holding his Dwaer, was
caught in the blast-glow, frozen in pain and rooted to the spot by the sheer

power racing through him his face twisted in dismay . . . and as the magic
roared on, his slender body slowy changed, nelting away fromthe |ikeness of
Jhavarr Bowdragon into ... bony facel essness. A Kogl aur

The two torn and bl eedi ng Bowdragons saw the transformation too.

"Duped!" Dol nur snarled. "W've been tricked to our doons!"

Ithimscreaned again in fear and despair—and he was still scream ng when
Dol nur did sonething that abruptly snatched them el sewhere, |eaving the
Kogl aur al one to shudder as Bl ackgult sent anot her Dwaer-blast through him

"Skill and savagery, that's the way!" the Golden Giffon called jovially.
"You facel ess, sneaking rogue, you!"

The Kogl aur turned his snooth, eyeless face toward Bl ackgult, and the
Giffon felt the weight of coldly seething scrutiny. Then, abruptly, the
Facel ess One vani shed, |eaving the chanber dark and | onely once nore.

I nconsiderately, he'd neglected to | eave his Dwaer behind him

"Ah, well," Blackgult told the walls around him "Victorious, the Gol den
Giffon can get on with dying in peace, then."

O perhaps ... just perhaps . .. He held up the Dwaer and cast a careful
shi el ding-spell, three-layered and intricate. Blackgult was shaking wth
wear i ness when he was done, and dark anger was rising in his belly again, so
he made haste to work a last, healing magic, and |let go of the Dwaer.

It drifted away fromhis upflung arm and gathered speed as it went,

curving along the inside of his shield-spell. Blackgult tore off his robe
and laid it out as a bed as near to the center of the shield-sphere as he



could quickly judge. He laid hinself down hastily, closed his eyes, and
pi ctured the Dmnaer whirling around above himin a steady orbit, clinging to
i mges of its speeding glow as the anger surged.

If he was to live, he had to rest. In trance, if he'd recalled Sarasper's
instructions aright, the Dwaer just mght be able to purge the Blood Pl ague
fromhis body. "Well, now," he muttered, sinking down into the dark warnth
where the rage rolled and snarled, "to be rid of the plague and heal ed hearty
again . . . wouldn't that enrage a few Serpent-priests? They night even do
somet hing foolish and violent. . . But then again, how would the rest of us
tell?"

Chuckl ing, he let the darkness take him

23

Great Serpent Rising

Ingryl Anbelter smled politely at the dozen or so el der Serpent-priests
facing himas the underpriests who'd brought him here scuttled hastily out and
cl osed the doors. Protective magi cs sang alnost audibly in the air; every one
of these old men nust have shield-spells active. The room was snall and bare:
stone benches faced the oratory floor he was standing on, amd two | arge
pillars. There was but the one visible door—and, rearing out fromthe wall to
his left, a stone statue of a snake poised to strike.

The Spellnaster gave it a long glance to nake sure it was scul pted stone and
not a spell-frozen snake of nonstrous size, and then regarded the priests
again. "You know who I am And you woul d be—=2"

One of the ol dest nen spoke, without rising fromhis bench. "All of us hold
the rank of 'Lord of the Serpent,' nost exalted in our Brotherhood beneath the
Great Serpent hinmself. W are not all the Lords, but rather the ol dest and
| argest faction anong rival groups of Lords who hold differing views on who
the Geat Serpent is, and how we shall find him™"

I ngryl nodded. "Forgive ny ignorance, but beneath you in the ranks of the
Church are ... what titles?"

Anot her priest spoke. "Beneath us are a handful of Masterpriests, below them
a very nuch |l arger nustering of senior clergy who are styled 'Priest of the
Serpent,' then again a smaller whelmng of priests called Scal ed Masters, and
then the great bulk of the Brethren, who are all 'Brothers of the Serpent.

Bel ow t hem are Fangbr ot her s—such as those who conducted you here—and beneath
them come | esser ranks of no account, down to the novices. Under every G eat
Serpent the titles and standi ngs have changed sonewhat."

"And you are all, if | understand things correctly, truly w zards, using
spel s known to mages everywhere as well as Serpent-rel ated nagi cs held secret
by the Church?"

"Yes. The Great Serpent has access to a great web of spells known as the
Thrael, the I egacy of the original archmage who founded the faith and becane
the first Geat Serpent."”

Anbel ter nodded. "And you need ne to—=2"

The priest who'd first made answer held up a hand. "Let us first describe
our situation, Spellmster of Al Aglirta. | amcalled Carondi om' Fangmaster,"
and serve as First Voice in our councils. This"-he indicated the second priest
who' d spoken—is Raunthur the Wse. The reports returned to council tell us
that the Church has now successfully infested all Aglirta with the Bl ood
Pl ague that turns men to beasts we can command, or drives themto slaying
rage. We know and can provide antidotes to the effects of the venom and so
keep people '"untainted' if we choose. Through the use—and withhol di ng—ef this
"Grace of the Serpent,' and through fear, we now effectively rule every town
and ham et of the Vale, behind the backs of many tersepts and barons. O hers
bow to us directly."



"Have the rival Serpent-lords aided you in this, or do they work agai nst
you?"

"They are actively and enthusiastically part of the Church. Qur
di sagreements are over the identity and conming of the Great Serpent, and how
and where we should seek him not over the rightful goals of the faith."

Ingryl Anbelter nodded. "Is the priest called Yedren part of your faction
or a rival?"

"Not one of us,"’
trifle strong."

The wi zard nodded. "Rathtaen? O nsivur? O you, then, or not?"

"Not . "

"Har sadrin? Thel vaun?"

Car ondi om arched an eyebrow, and waved one hand. "You seem well acquainted
with us. Wll, then . . ."

A glowi ng map of the Vale appeared on the floor all around the Spell-master.
Anmbel ter hastily stepped back out of it to see better as the Fang-nmaster
pointed to spot after spot on the map.

"The nmost inportant Lords of the Serpent who stand agai nst us, besides those
you' ve named, are Naumun in Sirlptar, and Lethsais, over here in Tel bonter.
woul d al so describe H ektaur in Dranmaer and Boazshyn of Ool as less friendly
to our approach than to the one advocated by Yedren—which is to pick a
brai nl ess novice fromour ranks and make hi m Serpent over us all, controlled
by we of the inner council through a great web of blood-spells."

"And why is that not a good notion?" Ambelter asked, his eyes on the w nding
Silverflow. The magic of the map made its waters seemto endl essly nove.

"We contend that one so feeble of mind in the first place and so addled with
spells in the second can have no hope of nastering the Thrael, and thus be
usel ess in whel m ng and commandi ng the true power of the Church.”

"And who are the Lords who lean to your views, or whom you know to be part
of your faction?"

"Qur two Lords in Ibryn," Caronthomreplied, "Mskal os and Chel draem Al so
Raul dron of Tselgara, AOd Nael in Rithrymso called because his son, Nael, is
al so of our Brethren, though but a Fangbrother as yet—and Pheltarth in
Adel nwat er . "

"Kel handros in Sart," Raunthur added, and the Fangnaster nodded at this
amendnent .

"An inmpressive list of wi zards," Anbelter comented. "So how can ny spells
make a difference, one way or another? If you have all these nmasters of nmagic
anong you, and rule the Val e already, what do you need nme for?"

"To help us find the G eat Serpent, assist us in disputes with our ah, rival
Lords, and to hel p us openly conquer the kingdom W rmust rule in Fl owfoam"

The Spel | master | ooked up fromthe map. "It seenms to nme that you could just
walk in at any time and sit on the throne. Neither Fl owfoamnor the w der Vale
hol ds much of anyone who could or would stand agai nst you."

The Fangmaster gave Anbelter a considering |look. "Well, not so. Despite our
best efforts, Aglirta still has barons and tersepts ruled nore by anbition
than by fear of us—and sone of these have already invited outlander hireswords
into the realmto fight for them Mre than a few wealthy Sirl merchants are
al so wat ching what unfolds in Aglirta, and gathering nmercenaries for their own
forays into the Vale."

Raunt hur the Wse nodded. "W can't get terrified farmers and villagers to
rise in arns in any nunbers or effectiveness. If we nove openly to take
Fl owf oam we'll be forced to hire outlanders to forge an arny of our own."

"And so? A shortage of coins has never seened to be anbng your problens."

"No," Caronthom agreed, "we've hired arm es before and could do so agai n—but
we dare not begin whelnming until the new G eat Serpent has been found, or we
face the danger of becom ng the victins of our hirelings. Sone brute of an
outl ander warlord will crown hinself King of Aglirta—and we'll have achieved
not hi ng but to rouse the whole realm weaken it, and enpty our coffers.”

Ingryl Anbelter nodded. "That's nore wisdomthan |I've heard in many a year

Raunt hur said gently. "I believe the term'rival' is a



So howw Il I knowif I've found your Great Serpent for you? How do you tel
when you' ve found hi nP"

Raunt hur the Wse shook his head with a snmile, remenbering. "There's a ..
feeling. Any Priest of the Serpent knows, the noment they're in the sane room
as the chosen one. W can feel the power of the Dark One, flowing fromhim™

Ingryl Anbelter nodded again. "Well, that seenms clear enough. | accept, with
t hanks." He snil ed—and the Dwaer beneath his robes erupted in a bright bl ast
of force that stabbed out at the shieldings of Caronthom and Raunt hur

In an instant they flared to a blinding brightness, and the Dwaer-bolts sped
on to the shieldings of the other priests, |eaping fromone to another. Sone
of the Serpent-lords tried to weave magics of their own, in the space of a
scant breath, or rose to flee; but when their shields were struck, those
magi cs were rooted to the spot, and then—ene after another, |ike mushroons
frying in a pan-popped and died to shrunken darkness, |eaving nothing of
t hensel ves or the men they'd held behind but a little sizzling wetness. So
passed nost of the Lords of the Serpent.

The slaying was done in less than four breaths. The Spell naster of Al
Aglirta smled around at the last drifting snmokes, used the Dwaer to suck in
every vestige of heat and spilled power, cast another long | ook at the
Serpent-statue, just to be sure, and calny strode to the door

It was trenbling and straining under a nmagic cast by some of the bol dest
priests outside. Anbelter smiled tightly. Before |l eaving the ruined house in
Sirlptar, he'd knotted his thieves' sack into a bul ky neck scarf that |ooked
nore |ike a bib than anything else, to cover the Dwaer. He adjusted it now so
that the Dwaer was conpletely hidden beneath it again, carefully put one hand
on the Stone beneath its conceal ment, and bani shed the scry-seal spell on the
doors—apparently with an airy wave of his other hand.

Several priests alnost tunmbled into the room H s hand never |eaving the
hi dden Dwaer, the Spell master stepped back and let themall flood in.

They stared around at the enmpty room still echoing with power and sharp
with the smell of fiery death, and then | ooked at himin dawning terror and
anger. But before any of themcould yell or hurl anything, he said coolly,
"The nmpbst senior Lords of the Church have charged ne with a great task, and
then taken thenselves into seclusion with a very powerful magic. | have been
set in office over you until the Geat Serpent hinself comrmands otherw se."

He turned to the man he judged the nobst dangerous, and added, "My first
orders to you are to go and sumon to nme here Maskal os and Chel draem from
I bryn. They are to neet with me without delay." Wthout pause he pointed at
the next man and ordered, "Bring here also Naumun of Sirlptar."

Continuing to turn, he pointed at the next priest and comranded, "Escort to
nme Lethsais, from Tel bonter."

The next priest was trenmbling with fear or rage, and Anbelter spoke to him
gently. "Bring ne the Lord of the Serpent Yedren." He continued nam ng the
Lords he'd been told of, and issuing firmorders for themto be brought to
t hi s chanber.

"And who are you to give such orders?" a Masterpriest demanded furiously. "
see no Carondi om assuring us that we are to obey you—nor countermandi ng the
orders he earlier gave to ne, which were to watch you carefully, w zard, for
signs of evil deeds or intent toward our Church. | can only—=

The Dwaer fl ashed under the concealing scarf, just for a noment, and the
fl agst ones beneath the shouting Masterpriest noved, rippling like living
t hi ngs. They drew back into huge serpent-jaws, jutting up into fangs with a
yawni ng nout h between—a nouth inhabited by the now frantically spell-weaving
Mast er pri est, whose booted feet seened to be stuck in the heart of the opening
naw.

As the other priests watched in pale-faced silence, the mouth wi dened al nost
lazily—and then closed with a snap, snatching the shouting man down into the
floor. Stones rippled again and then lay flat and seem ngly solid once nore.

"I'"d hoped to avoid unpl easantness,” the Spellmaster said quietly, "but the
authority given to nme was absolute. Go and fetch sone other priests, one of



you; |"'msure you know as well as | do that | haven't assigned devout faithful
to fetch all of the Lords of the Serpent yet, and now I'm short one fool of a
Masterpriest. He was going to bring Kel handros here from Sart, so now I'lI
need soneone else for that task. And m nd you bring themw t hout del ay,

Brot hers; the urgency is such that the Church cannot wait. Go now, all of you.
The only one | expect to see again without his assigned Lord of the Serpent is
the one fetching ne nore Brethren to serve me as sumoners."

The scranble for the |one door was as frantic as it was fearful, and Ingryl
Anmbel ter barely had tinme to smle before he was using the Dwaer to draw the
door firmy closed behind the last fleeing priest.

He spell-sealed that door for tinme he needed to conjure a floating mrror in
the air before him work a very compl ex and exacting magi ¢ on hinsel f, study
his reflected result critically, and make a few adjustnents.

Wien he bani shed the mirror, unseal ed the door, and turned to face it once
nore, a stealthily invisible shielding-spell gathering strength around him
the Spellmaster of Al Aglirta sported a green-scal ed snake's head in place of
his own. He flashed his yellow eyes with a snmile, tasted the air with his
flickering forked scarlet tongue, and waited for the new group of priests to
appear .

If he served all of the Lords of the Serpent the sane deadly fate, priest
after priest, he could hardly help but beconme the Great Serpent in truth.
Well, he'd al ways been good at crafting nmagi cs agai nst poi sons and venons—and
it was a better way than many of gaining the throne of Aglirta.

The mists fell away, and the world around them had changed. They stood in a
hi gh-vaul t ed, arch-w ndowed chanmber hung with rich tapestries, a floor of
gl eam ngly snooth marbl e beneath their feet. Guards in bright-polished silver
arnmor whirled around to face them glaives flashing in their hands as they
di pped. Their wielders gasped, straightened again, and bowed their heads. The
nearest one said swiftly: "Fair greeting, Lord and Lady Overdukes."

"Fair greeting, Braeros," the Lady Silvertree replied gravely, for all the
world as if she wore naught but a nightrobe, sash, and boots every day, and
customarily went about the world collecting unlovely and agi ng naked nen.
"\Where bides the King?"

"I'n the Southern Sunchanber, Lady," the guard replied swiftly, "with the
Lord and Lady Del canper."

Enbra nodded her thanks and the overdukes hastened to the southern doors of
the room wth Hul gor padding al ong barefoot in their mdst frowning and
aski ng Fl owf oam around him "Lady Del canper? Has the |l ad married, then? Wy,
the scamp! To nmanage a courtship without laying a hint of it anongst us, his
dearest kin ..."

As they trotted al ong a passage, crossed a |arger, grander one, and nounted
a broad flight of stairs, servants and courtiers alike cast swift, startled
gl ances at the unclad stranger among the four hurrying overdukes, and then as
qui ckly | ooked away again and continued about their business.

Craer took silent note of those few who froze and then hastily ducked away
in adifferent direction than they' d been proceedi ng—and as they turned on a
| andi ng of Axehelve Stair, he laid a hand on the armof the duty page of drat
stair, and murnured, "Suitable garb for this noble | ord who acconpanies us,
with a dresser and a screen, to the Southern Sunchanber, before | draw twenty
breaths nore."’

The page bowed and raced off down the steps as the overdukes proceeded,
passi ng several pairs of stern and watchful guards, and entered the
Sunchanber .

A small ring of guards faced outward in a corner of that large, bright, and
nostly enpty hall. Wthin the ring of sentinels, three folk sat at one end of
a table that had chairs for six, talking earnesdy: King Raulin Castlecl oaks of
Aglirta, and-

"Fl aeros, you young rogue!" Hul gor roared, lunbering forward with his arns
flung wi de. The guards | owered their glaives nenacingly, even as Hawkri
bel | owed, "Bl ades aside and rest easy, all!" and the bard stood up and gasped,



"Uncl e Hul gor!"™

The guards gl anced away from the onrushi ng, naked graybeard to their king,
and Raulin grinned and waved a hand to indicate agreenent with Hawkril's
shout ed order. The guards drew asi de, revealing—

"Orele, graul you! CGel, | thought the maids'd been a trifle nore on both the
lazy and frisky side this last while! Well, by all the watching stars and
gods—

And then Flaeros and his uncle slamed together in an unruly bear hug, and
Hul gor's words were lost in roaring |aughter. The ol der Del canper shook
Fl aeros, ruffled his hair, and men scooped himoff his feet and carried him
like a featherweight child' s doll to where the Lady Orel e waited denurel y—and
swept her up into the same jovial enbrace.

Crushed agai nst his overwei ght nakedness, the winkled Lady of Chanbers
clung to her cane as the guards watched, some of them grinning openly, and
gasped, "Don't crush all of ny ribs, you great bear!"

Hul gor bell owed | aughter into her face, naking her wi nce visibly, and then
held Orel e out dangling at the full stretch of his arm "Wll, now, AOd
Winkles, ye still look as slyly beautiful as ever, under all mat starch and
sharp tongue! Wiy, graul me if-—=

"Lord Hul gor," the aging servant said primy, "at your age you should be
very aware that 'tis less man seenmly for men of your station and present |ack
of dress to go about accosting servants of any gender, particularly mne. Have
you m spl aced your dresser? O left some wench in such rude haste that your
garnments remai n strewn about her bedchanber, perhaps?"

"Uh, the Lord's dresser," the breathl ess page announced from behi nd t hem
all, judging this the proper monent to interject. Craer thanked himwith a
grin, and guards chuckled as Hul gor let go of Flaeros and snatched Orele up in
both hands to bring her close for a kiss.

"Ah, now, Sweethips, 'tis not like that at all! Wy, not a—=

Lady Orele was shorter and far nore slender than the Lord Hul gor, but her
present position in mdair placed her feet at a nost effective height for
dealing with accosting lords. She nade use of that situation now, abruptly.

The Lord Hul gor announced his reaction to Flowfoamwi th a strangled "Eeep!"
and a hasty, staggering return of the Lady Orele to the ground. It was
acconpl i shed with as much care as a pai n-w acked, doubl ed-over nan of
advanci ng years can nmanage, and Orel e acknow edged his effort with a curtsy
before telling himseverely, "As |'ve said before on several occasions, ny
lord, | amnot to be addressed by that |ove-name in public. Nor as 'Winkles,"'
'dd Boot,' or sone others you should recall." Then she whirled around to turn
her back on him ere calmy resum ng her seat.

Fl aeros gazed at her, shaking his head slightly, before turning to the king
and saying, "Your Mjesty, may | present the Lord Hul gor Del canmper?"

The wi nci ng, naked man gl anced up fromhis pain and gasped, "Ah, yes, ye'd
be Raulin. Charned."

The king took Hul gor's hand and chuckl ed. "Likew se. Be wel come in Fl owfoam
and at all our councils. Nice fashion statenment, but one | hope few of ny
courtiers will adopt." He hesitated, and then added with a grin, "Save perhaps
the Lady Factor of Sart, Florinele, and—=

"Not now, Raulin," Enbra Silvertree told himwarningly. "You know such
public revelations will only lead to trouble. Florinele's mind is far |ess
| ovely than her skin, believe me." She turned and gave Craer a hard | ook. "And
bef ore you say sonething clever, Lord Del nbone, 'tis none of your business and
irrel evant anyway, so ask not how nmuch experience |'ve had of either." She
turned her head again. "Lord Hulgor, is our bargain fulfilled?"

Dressers were swarm ng around Hul gor Del canper, and his face was stil
creased with pain, but he nanaged a nod, a smle, and the words, " 'Tis
i ndeed. "

Enbra nodded, and turned to her three conpanions. "Then, Overdukes, we've an
unfi ni shed task and a Stone to acconplish it with." She drew off her boots,
thrust themthrough her sash, and stroked her bare feet across the marble



floor, nodding as she felt the old Living Castle enchantments stirring. Then
she held up the Dwaer. "Let's try again to trace the Dwaer ny father holds."

Hawkril pronmptly turned to the page and growl ed, "Proper garments for the
Lady Silvertree, here in haste!"

"A nmoment ," the Lady Tal asorn added, as the |lad rose out of a florid bowto
race for the doors. "Bring also, fromthe chanbers | share with the Lord
Craer, the belt with three pouches on it. Open none of them mnd, unless
pai nful death beckons you strongly this norn."

The page nodded and ran out. Several courtiers tried to crowmd in as the door
opened, but the guards were watching the king and Hawkril for signals, and
recei ved the sane gesture fromboth. Accordingly, they swept the room clear
again and cl osed the doors, despite shrill protests.

Silence fell in the Sunchanber, and the Four became aware that they had an
i nterested audi ence. Enbra was already trenbling in near trance, calling on
t he Fl owf oam enchantments and the Dwaer whilst trying not to "hear" either
but the other overdukes gazed at everyone crowded into the roomuntil Craer
waved a di sm ssive hand and said, "Now, now, there's not really going to be
much to see. This is real magic, not—

"Craer," Tshamarra warned silkily, and the procurer shut his nouth softly,
wi t hout saying anot her word. The guards goggled at himas if the Three
t hensel ves had appeared in glowi ng splendor to work a mracle before their

very eyes ... because, of course, that was nore or |ess what had happened.
At whi ch point Enbra opened her eyes again and murrnured, "I've found
Overduke Bl ackgult and that Dwaer—n the Silent House.™"
The ot her overdukes | ooked at her, and Hawkril runbled, "I find nyself

unsurprised. "

Enbra nodded and si ghed. "Sonmehow | knew we'd end up back there before
[ ong. "

Craer shrugged. "W should fix it up and make it our pal ace."

She wrinkled her nose. "Haven't you forgotten that it drives Silvertrees
mad?"

Craer grinned at her. "It's already done its worst to you, |I'd say."

They stuck out their tongues at each other in unison

The Sunchamber doors crashed open. The Four whirled around, the guards swung

down their glaives .. . and rel axed again as the red-faced, panting page and
two chambermai ds cane trotting across the room bearing cl ot hes.
Enbra unconcernedly undid her sash, letting her boots fall, and tossed her

robe to the floor. The page stared, swallowed, and then tw sted around as he
skidded to a stop in front of her, so that she beheld his back, and he was
facing the chanbermaid who held a heap of lacy and frilly things. The page
tentatively dug into themw th trenbling hands, munbling, "WAasn't sure

just which . . ."

The Lady Silvertree patted his shoul der and then bent past him brushing
agai nst himvery distractingly. "None of these," she said, brushing aside nobst
of the diaphanous silk. "These are for Lord Hawkril's entertai nnent, not rough
travel . "

The armaragor runbl ed wordl ess enbarrassnent behind her as Enbra pl ucked up
a scrap of silk and then a pair of |eather breeches, placing the former as a
breechcl out and sliding the latter on over them She selected a plain cotton
shirt, a broad cummerbund belt of stiff |eather, and then a |eather warrior's
j ack, good boots, gloves, and a hal f-cl oak. "My thanks. Hawk, buckle ne up

wi Il you? And bring one of those cloaks—ny |iking for unadorned stone floors
as beds wanes and wanes."

"Ah, I wa—" a voice hailed them from across the chanber, but Oele and
Enbra snapped: "No!" in unintentional unison.

The Lady Silvertree added, "Lord Hul gor, please take no of fense when | say
that getting guests bloodily killed holds no attractiveness for we of Aglirta.
W go now to a haunted place of much magic, where we'll face traps, poison
nonsters, and perhaps a hostile nadman with one of these!l' She held up the
Dwaer, and added softly, "Forgive me for saying this, Lord Del canper, but



you'd not last six breaths."

Hul gor sat back with a sigh. "No of fense taken—graul you, Lady. Bring ne
back the tale of what befell, nmind!"

"W will," Enbra prom sed, and turned to survey the rest of the Four
" Ready?"

"As much as always," Tshamarra replied with a sigh. "Take us."

The Lady of Jewels sniled grimy, waved a hand, the Dwaer flashed, and the
m sts rose.

M sts curled and sank away, and the Band of Four blinked in the gl oomof a
great chanber, as Enbra's Dwaer flashed and another Stone wi nked back in
reply, fromnot far away.

It was whirling in an endless | oop around a man |ying unclad and asl eep upon
a robe on the dusty stone floor: Blackgult, |ooking nuch as they'd seen him
last. At every flash of Dwmaerindim the air around the orbiting Stone gl owed
monentarily, outlining a great curving barrier like a sphere of arnor.

"He's in trance, probably healing hinself," Enbra said quietly, "and that's
a shield-spell around him a powerful one. W'd best wait for himto awaken,
and hope. "

"Hope that he's heal ed?"

"Hope that what awakens is still Ezendor Bl ackgult, and not sonething el se,’
the Lady Silvertree replied grimy, advancing to where she coul d peer al
around the large chanber. "Find the doors, all of them W'd best nount a
guard."

"Enbra," Craer said warningly, pointing. A snake had reared up in the dust
just inside one open doorway, regarding themwith glittering eyes.
Unhesitatingly, Enbra blasted it to oily snoke with a Dwmaer-bolt. Blackgult's
Stone and shielding both flared into answering light, but seened otherw se
unaf f ect ed.

"Just a snake, or Serpent-work?" Tshamarra asked, as Craer and Hawkri
advanced on that door, blades ready in their hands.

"Serpent-work," the Lady of Jewels replied shortly. "That was a spy,
spel I -1i nked back to sonmeone el se; | hope | gave hima searing headache. Cone,
Tash, let's spell-seal these other doors."

The armaragor peered through the open archway—"No door |eft here, not for
years. Dark and enpty passage, opens out fairly soon.. . and we forgot
torches."

"So we did," Enbra said with a sigh, turning away fromthe door she and
Tshamarra had just sealed, tracing it with glowing fingertips in unison with
the Stone held between them "We'I|l have to conjure up a door, then, and—

VWhat ever el se she was going to say was | ost forever in a sudden hissing
fl ood. Dozens of serpent-arrows came streaking along the passage and through
the doorless arch in a deadly storm They sizzled to ashes where they struck
Bl ackgul t's shielding, but otherw se broke fromtheir racing flights in
m dchanmber to whirl into separate strikes at the Four, darting |ike wasps.

The Dwaer flashed in Enbra and Tshamarra's shared grasp, and from both
sorceresses a gigantic cloak of flame snarled up—and fell over the hissing
m ssi | es.

Fl ami ng snakes withed and tunbled in all directions, falling as enbers and
whirling scraps of ash, but many of the rigid serpents still swooped and
soared. Craer sprang high to slash one to ribbons in mdair with two daggers,
and Hawkril waited warily, warsword raised, to hack down any snake-shaft that
darted through the pursuing claws of Dwaer-flane.

Only one did, and his slash struck it aside just enough for himto grasp its
body and fling it to the floor. The armaragor stanped on its head, hard, and
whirled away fromthe feebly wiggling remins—ust as the door Enbra and
Tshamarra had seal ed burst with a roar of dust, rubble and searing magic.

Serpent-priests cane | eaping through that fog. Wth a shout of glee Craer
sprang to nmeet them his blade flashing and Hawkril right behind him A
hal f-seen priest stopped and rai sed a bow Before he could fire a serpent
Enbra sent a Dwaer-blast into his face—and then whirled to fire another



| arger bolt at sonething |arge, bony, and bestial that was crawing slowy in
t hrough the doorway.

I't quivered, seened to shudder soundlessly... and kept comng, as large as a
one-horse cart, its | ow body covered with angled plates of bone.

Tshamarra cursed softly and backed away fromthe advancing bul k. "Wat is
it?"

"Hawk!" Enbra called sharply. "Back here, please! | like not the |ook of =

Anot her nonstrous sonet hing | oomed up out of the drifting dust of the felled
door, gliding through the ranks of Serpent-priests, and a soft green gl ow of
magi ¢ wafted out fromit, washing over the procurer and a priest he was busily
sl ayi ng.

They stiffened and groaned in unison. Then the Serpent-nman toppled, trailing
bl ood, and Craer ducked away, falling heavily am d the rubble and | osing the
gory dagger he'd just used. On his hands and knees he scranbled clunsily but
hastily back to Enbra.

A Serpent-priest ran after the procurer, but Hawkril plucked up a fallen
stone and hurled it hard, taking the man in the face and hurling himback into
a hard | anding on the floor.

Craer slithered to Enbra's feet, his voice a raw gasp. "Watever that is,
its magic nunbs . . . weakens . . . Three Above, it still hurts ..."

Tshamarra hastily snatched the Dwmaer from Enbra and bent down to touch
Craer's shoulder with it.

The Lady of Jewels eyed both advanci ng nonsters, and frowned. "Hawk," she
asked quietly, "what are these beasts?"

"Fearsone nonsters, Lady," Craer offered brightly, shaking still-nunmbed
hands as he snmiled his thanks up at the Lady Tal asorn. Enbra didn't even
bot her to sigh.

The armaragor pointed at the bone-plated, crablike creature advancing slowy
toward them fromthe archway. Serpent-priests could be seen advancing in its
wake, keeping well back. "Yon's a dargauth, noving about as fast as such
things can nove. 'Tis like a gigantic scorpion without a stinging tail. Those
two pincer-claws up front are what it slays with; they can easily crush
warriors, arnmor and all. See the dark syrup dripping fromits barbs? Sneared
on ... poison, nethinks."

"Plague-taint," Tshamarra nurnured. "Let's blast it."

Enbra nodded, and they directed the full fury of the Dwaer on the crablike
dargauth as they backed away, eyeing the other nonster now Blackgult's
circling Stone flashed at each orbit, tugging at the fire the sorceresses of
t he Four were sending.

"Over here, Ladies!" Craer snapped.

Enbra whirl ed, stabbing out with one hand, and brought the Dwaer-fire with
her. It washed over a handful of spellweaving Serpent-priests, setting the
clinging dust cloud aflame, and seemed to struggle with a fresh gout of the
soft green gl ow spewed by the larger, gliding nonster

Craer shook his head. "The Snake-lovers certainly seemto have nade the
Silent House their home. Hawk, this beast would be—=2"

"A sarath of the swanps. They nmust have used spells to tame it, but yon
green light is magic of its own, that slows prey and foes, even puts small
creatures to sleep or freezes them where they stand. The spell-bolts cone from
somewhere am d those spines along its back, but it feeds |ike a score of eels:
with many little fanged sucking maws on its belly. We're food to it—and it can
snother, too. I've only ever seen one before.™

"Charm ng," Tshamarra remarked, as they backed away to the very tingling
edge of Blackgult's Dwaer-barrier. "Any chance of getting these two horrors to
fight each other?"

"Not while the priests are controlling them" Enbra replied grimy. "I"lI
not be surprised if both these beasts turn out to be humans twi sted by the
pl ague. "

"W haven't swords enough to fight both," Hawkril runbled. "Any swift
sorcery?"



"Litde time for that, either," Tshamarra snapped, watching the beasts cl ose
in. Neither the scuttling thing nor the gliding one were moving with any
haste, but they were both perhaps four running strides distant now, no nore,
with grinning Serpent-priests behind them

The Dwaer flashed in Enbra's hand. "Cl ose together! Hurry!"

The Lady Tal asorn | ooked a silent question at the taller sorceress, who
replied, "I"'mshielding us, just as ny father did hinself. 1I'll try to link to
his barrier. If | manage it, | can bring it forward to encl ose us, |eaving us
protected by his Stone, and free ours to smite again."

The air glowed around them a faint, pearly radiance that visibly threw back
a gout of the sarath's green glow. Both nmonsters clawed at the air as if it
was t hi ckening around them

Suddenly the sarath clinbed the air in front of the overdukes, whirling up
on its side to drift along in front of them underbelly raised to gnaw
hungrily at nothing with its dozens of |anpreylike nouths.

"Well," Craer offered, studying those questing jaws narrowWy, "this
certainly beats getting drenched in beast-blood and wondering if you're
unwi ttingly hacking up all the tasty bits. I—=

There was a sudden flash and roar from behind them and the roomrocked. The
Four found thenselves whirling through the air, away over the sarath and the
rubble of the shattered door, the air around themgleanmng |ike a great shel
of arnor.

Amid frantic Serpent-shouts, a strange, bubbling cry arose from behind them
liquid and sl obbering and agoni zed. The overdukes crashed into the far wall of
the chamber, drifting to sl ow stops agai nst creaking, dust-spew ng stone as
their shared shielding-spell snote the wall and stuck there, held by a great
thrusting force. Wth one accord, they struggled to turn around and see what
was happeni ng behind them "Has the Giffon—=2" Craer gasped, his words echoi ng
with a strange, soft distortion.

The nonsters were both torn, splattered heaps agai nst the chanber walls,
br oken- bodi ed priests strewn among them Beyond, in the | eaping heart of
Dwaer-fire ..

Bl ackgult lay sprawl ed and bare, just as before—but awake now, staring
fixedly at nothing above him and screamng. H s raw cry went on and on
neither rising nor falling, and its mndl ess angui sh made all of the Four
wi nce or shudder.

If the Golden Giffon's mnd was still his own, he would surely have been
staring at the slender young woman who floated just above him barefoot and
clad in a clinging black gowmn. Her hand was on Bl ackgult's Dwaer, and her eyes
were on the Four.

Great flashing dark eyes, gloating openly as she sniled. She was beautiful
I ong raven-dark hair swirling around her as if with a life of its own as she
sneered at Enbra's attenpts to westle the shielding into sone sort of |ance,
to stab at her. The Lady of Jewels struggled against the force pinning the
overdukes against the wall, snarling.. . and as she slowy forced the
ni ckering shield forward, Hawkril and Craer raised their weapons and advanced
with it. Three strides, four

The Stone flashed in the hands of the stranger—and abruptly she was gone,
the force that pinned the Four vanishing with her. Blackgult's screans ended
in mdbellow as the overdukes tunbled to the floor

"Graul it, doesn't Darsar have enough nysterious and beautiful sorceresses?"
Hawkril grow ed.

Craer grinned. "Ah, Hawk, there're never enough, you know Wy, |-—-=

Tshamarra caught hold of his armw th one hand and dealt hima stinging slap
across the face with the other.

Then they were driven abruptly apart by the passage of a whirlw nd between
them Enbra, running hard toward Bl ackgult with their Dwaer glowing fitfully
in her hands. "Father? Father?

Boazshyn of Ool was fast. He nanaged to conjure the clawed and fanged
begi nni ngs of a spell before the Dwaer swept himaway-but he Died as surely as



had tall and patrician Lord of the Serpent Yedren, who'd spread enpty hands
and said flatly, "I cannot fight you, mage, and I will not. But neither will I
bow or plead to a wi zard, particularly one of Silvertree's Dark Three."

Ingryl Anbelter grinned as the oily snoke that had been Boazshyn drifted
away, and regarded his own tingling fingers. This was succeedi ng beyond his
wi | dest hopes—f he drank the lives of these fools with the Dwnaer, sone
nmeasure of their power passed into him Busily slaying Serpent-priests just
mght be in truth the road to truly taking the mantle of the G eat Serpent.

Power .. . this was power, nmore than he'd ever felt before. Power in and of
him not Dwaer-flow ... nmight of his owmn. He could feel the flows of natura
energi es around hi mnow, faint but ceasel ess. Hi s adopted serpent-head felt.

right, as if it had always been part of him Yes, increasingly so, it felt
fitting and proper.

There canme another respectful knock at the door. "Lord Anmbelter,"” announced
the by now familiar voice of the trenmul ous priest he'd made doorguard, "to you
have cone the priests Rauldron of Tsel gara, Maskal os and Chel draem of |bryn,
Pheltarth of Adel nwater, and A d Nael of Ridirym They await your pleasure
wi t hout . "

"Raul dron may enter," Anbelter called, naking his voice |oud, inperious, and
grandly wel com ng. "W shall speak alone, ere you admit the others."

The doorpriest knew by now to close the door firmy between each arrival,
and keep the other priests well back fromit. Long-laid and powerful
enchant nents made scrying into this chanber difficult; no one would be
casual |y eavesdropping from outsi de. Werefore Rauldron, like all of the
others before him was dooned

The Spellnmaster of Al Aglirta smiled as the doors opened to adnit a
slightly frowning priest. Handsome, dark-haired, and keen-featured, with eyes
that darted everywhere. Yet enpty-handed, and al one. Ambelter's smile
broadened. This was truly like skewering flatfish froma feast platter..

"Wl come, Lord Rauldron," he began, gesturing toward the front bench
"Though unfam liar to you, | have been charged with a nost sacred nission by
Caront hom ' Fangnaster' and Raunthur the Wse. It involves you and all of the
other inportant priests of our faith, and—=

The doors were closing. Anbelter strode to the bench, deliberately exposing
his well-shielded back to his guest. Wien he was seated, Rauldron should be in
just the right spot for an easy Dwaer-drain. Wiy, he was getting quite deft at
this ...

The fire snatched the Spell master off his feet, shredding his shieldings as
if they were nothing nore than mist, and flung himheadl ong i nto the bench
wi th bone-shattering force.

Luckily, Ingryl's own hand was already on his Dwaer, and his hastily spun
shield drove the bench before him shattering it into great shards as it
smashed into the next bench, and that one in turn to the next.

In the grinding heart of their destruction, Ingryl Anbelter whirled, his
rage and Dwaer-fire rising together

Lord of the Serpent Rauldron grinned at him the glow ng web of his next
Dwaer - weavi ng al ready flashing out toward the Spellnaster—and for just a
monent, it seemed to Ingryl that he was looking into two nocking, glittering
lights in the enpty eyesockets of a skull rather than the flat, brown eyes of
the priest.

And then his foe's Dnaer-attack fell on himwth the crushing force of a
hamrer, stabbing through his crackling, flam ng shieldings in a dozen pl aces.

The Spel | master shrieked in fear and spun frantic Dwaer-fire around hinmsel f,
whirling it in a spiral that—yes, thank the Three! —eaught up the bolts
reaching for himand whi sked them around and around himto augnent his own
ar nor .

Ambel ter's own sl ashing counterbolt went hopelessly awmy, twi sted by the
mael strom of nmagic around him and cracked its way along the front wall of the
room slamm ng the door open and scorching its way into the far corner, where
it clamed mghtily at the stones and spent itself.



H s foe ashed himwith a Dwaer-spell that rent his whirlwind as if it was
not hi ng—a not hi ng that flashed blindingly and rocked the chanber again with
the shrill shriek of its dying. The Spellnmaster flung hinmself aside and spun
hinself a better shield, hurling another bolt at his foe—er so he desired
Gadaster to think.

In truth, this bolt was but a shell of the one he'd hurled before. It took
the sane flashing path as its predecessor, as the man who was not Raul dron
strode forward, weaving another Dwaer-spell, but veered out the open door
while just a small and snarling offshoot raced on to the corner.

The other priests were in the audi ence chanber outside, eyeing each other in
open fear as the battle raged in front of themand Anbelter's draining bolt
fell on themlike the clutching fingers of a desperate man, splitting to
strike every man there.

One of themhad tine to hurl a nmagic back into the chanber, a net of fanged
serpent-mout hs that Gadaster casually destroyed. He sent back a flood of
lightning, and as the priests stood rooted, struggling against Anbelter's
draining magic, that river of lightning struck themall at the knees, hurled
themto the stone floor, and slew them Anbelter's drain-tendrils greedily
took their lives.

Even as Gadaster struck at himagain and the Spell master was forced to
retreat, his shieldings faltering and failing in showers of sparks and
bl ossom ng darkness, Ingryl Anbelter felt new energies—the stolen vitality of
the priests on the threshol d—ome raging into him followed by sonething el se.

Sonet hing | arge, and deep, and dark. Sonething that made himtrenble at its
very touch. Morre power than he'd ever tasted before, shuddering into him

maki ng himstrong, and cold, and . . . and . .
| NGRYL AMBELTER, a god whispered in his head.
"Y-yes?"

YOU KNOW ME, AS ALL MEN KNOW ME.

"Yes, Dark One!"

YOU HAVE SEI ZED POAER ENOUGH. | AM PLEASED. BE NOW THE "GREAT SERPENT," |IF
I T AMUSES YOU TO BE SO

And the Thrael opened out around him thrumm ng and vast and—thrilling. In
the heart of clashing Dwaer-fire, even as Gadaster's attack stabbed into him
and agoni es that should have slain himsurged through him Ingryl Ambelter
beheld ... and gasped. So this was what he'd been m ssing! Not just Stones of
trapped and frozen power, but a living web of magic, with awareness of its
own, great—

AMUSE ME

And suddenly that great weight of darkness was gone from his mind, wthout
even bothering to utter, "Or else.”

Ingryl Anbelter rose out of what he now realized had been an awestruck daze,
and gat hered his newfound power around hinself. So this is what it was, to be
a Geat Serpent!

Wth a bellow of exulting |aughter, the Spellmaster of Al Aglirta hurled a
bolt that should easily destroy his former naster, Dwaer and all

A flash was born beyond his spread fingertips, and then a mghty roar arose
and went on and on, as the far wall of the scorched chanber vanished, the
ceiling fell into his bolt and suffered the same fate, and sunlight flooded in
to show hi mroom after passage after great chanber of the building beyond
vani shing into rubble and enptiness, the sheared-off edges slowy collapsing
i nward with ground-shaki ng t hunder

The sunlight also flashed back from sonething small and bright and whirling,
that hung in the air rmuch closer to him At a spot where Gadaster—n the
Bowdr agon nai d's stol en body—i ght well have been.

Ingryl peered at it, and then nodded grimy. Gadaster had tel eported away
and | eft behind a shimrering wildfield—ust as he hinself had done when
fleeing his lair, to keep the cursed Band of Four from foll ow ng. Should he
try to use his Dwnaer to trace and follow, he'd be whirled away to a random
el sewhere



Ah, but what if he called on the Thrael instead?

Shimering in his mind, it waited, but Ingryl sawin a noment both its
| ure—he coul d spend oblivious days racing along its flows, examning this new
magi ¢, and that—and its unsuitability.

No doubt he could trace his foe's teleport, given hours of |ooking or |ucky
anticipation of where Gadaster m ght be headed, so that he | ooked first in
just the right place ... But what, during those hours, would his onetine
mast er be doi ng? Tel eporting again alnost inmmediately, for one thing ..

Bah! What need had he now, to concern hinself with such trifles? Let the
skul I -wi zard strut around in his stolen wench-body! Ingryl Anmbelter night have
had to worry about a wal king skeleton with wiles and a Dwaer, but the G eat
Serpent could laugh at the worst Gadaster Ml kyn coul d do!

Anbel ter's own Dwaer blazed with a fierce, triunphant flame in his hand, and
he | aughed as he | ooked down at it, half-drunk on the dark, whispering power
raging in him It would always rage there, making himas restless and as
m ghty as he was now

Letting hi mdo—this!

He gave in to the whispering urgings and grew, transform ng hinself,
towering up over what was left of the riven tenple walls, becom ng serpentine
and giant, a Geat Serpent in truth.

Wavering higher, as tall as the highest keep he'd ever stood upon, |ngryl
Anbel ter gazed down the Vale, opened great fanged jaws, and roared in triunph.

Hi s roar came out as a thunderous hiss, as he swayed back and forth,
gl oating. The Silverflow made its own coiling way across the | and bel ow hi m
the Thrael reached out like a glittering net around him and... the Thrael

The nonent he thought of it, its fascination snared himagain, and he
dwi ndl ed, the gigantic serpent-body forgotten. The Great Serpent shuddered
down out of sight, towering into the sky no | onger.

Lost in the wonder of the Thrael, Ingryl Anbelter stood naked amid the
shreds of his torn robes, his Dwaer-Stone blazing in his hand, and never
noticed the surviving Serpent-priests, all around himin the ruins, going to
their knees and then to their faces on the stone floor, in silent, awestruck
reverence

24

Shapechangers and Secrets

G owing msts flickered and ebbed . . . and the Band of Four stood in the
Thr one Chamber of Fl owf oam Pal ace, the barefoot body of Ezendor Bl ackgult
cradled in Hawkril's hands.

Guards stiffened and reached for blades, but the Lady Silvertree sternly
bade t hem stand back, a Dwaer-Stone flickering warningly in her hand.

They obeyed, one veteran daring to ask, "Ah, the Lord Blackgult. . . howis
he?"

"Exhausted, no nore,"” Enbra replied curtly, knowing the truth to be very far
fromthat. Blackgult now seened free of the Bl ood Pl ague, but the Dwaer-clash
had harnmed his mind once nore. Awake, he saw them sonetimes and at other tinmes
did not, and his nunblings were as wildly irrelevant as a drunk crying out in
hi s ni ght mares.

The Four were nost of the way to the royal apartnments when doors ahead of
t hem boorred open, and pal ace guards in full arnor strode in, strung bows in
t hei r hands.

King Raulin Castlecl oaks strode along at their rear—and at the sight of the
Four he pointed at themand cried furiously, "There they are! Al loyal to
Aglirta, slay the traitors!"

Craer pronptly sprinted away, angling off to the right so that any archer
m ssing himwoul d be sending a shaft into the knot of guards around the



throne. Enbra stared at the king in disbelief—-and then sent Dwaer-magic
sl apping at the guards and their arrows alike.

Tshamarra sprang to Enbra's side, to where she could touch the Stone, and
Hawkril grow ed and hunkered down to shield Blackgult, reaching for his
war swor d—as the guards let |oose a hail of arrows.

Enbra's magi ¢ should have frozen those shafts in mdair and stilled the
shouting nen who'd sent them. . . and for a nonent did just that, plunging
t he chamber into silence—ere sonething flashed at King Raulin's throat, and
Enbra's magi ¢ was dashed down.

Arrows sped for them once nore, and Enbra snarled and called on the Dwaer to
boost her snatching at the Living Castle enchantnents. Here in the Throne
Chanber her ties were very strong—and the ceiling obeyed her will, great
chunks sl anming down to shatter the gleam ng marble floor, and smashing arrows
to the ground.

Tshamarra's first spell barely touched the king, as his Dwaer flashed
agai n—but just for a nmonent, Raulin's face drooped, nelting flesh falling
i npossibly away fromhis teeth, and Enbra cried, "A Koglaur! A Facel ess One
i mper sonates our King!"

Two Dwaers flashed as one, and westled. Some guards | ooked back at Raulin
Cast | ecl oaks in astoni shment, but others obediently charged the overdukes—and
as Hawkril rose to neet them he felt a tug at his sword-belt. Blackgult had
snatched out the armaragor's best dagger and was running with him racing to
greet the forenost guards with bared steel

Enbra cl enched her teeth and called on the Living Castle enchantnents again.
The floor rose, rippling in a great wave that snatched guardsmen—and
Hawkri | —of f their feet, and sent Blackgult and the fal se king both staggering.

A bolt fromthe Koglaur's Dwaer snote Enbra, scorching her arm Tshamarra
had momentarily weakened Enbra's Stone to source a spell, a magic that now
pelted the Koglaur with fragments of riven marble floor, seeking to drive the
Dwaer from his hands.

The Facel ess flung hinself down to cradle his Stone as his borrowed shape
started to slip, fingers subsiding into pale, squidlike tentacles ere they
could be smashed by the rocks slammng into them

Bl ackgul t shanbl ed and munbl ed his way forward in |urching haste, barefoot
and fire-eyed, and fearful guards ducked away from hi m

Gimy Enbra called on the Living Castle enchantnments again, rending the
floor to plunge the Koglaur into one of the Iong-enpty strongroonms beneath the
Thr one Chanmber—-and Tshamarra cast a spell that rained down nore shards of
stone on his head.

The Facel ess One bl asted those stones to dust with his Dwaer, and then used
it to collapse nore of the floor, giving hima rough ranp up and out of the
pit Enbra had dunped himinto. He swarnmed up that rubble slope as a
many- | egged t hi ng—and found hinself facing a snarling Ezendor Bl ackgult.

The Golden Giffon pounced on the Kogl aur savagely, stabbing and slashing in
a frenzy. Wen the bl oody, shuddering Facel ess sl apped tentacl es over
Bl ackgult's face, seeking to snother himor break his neck, Tshamarra shouted
a magi ¢ that snatched both Craer and Hawkril to the shapeshifter, and they
sliced and sawed tentacles as fast as it could spin them

Craer struck hard through a cagelike web of sliding flesh at the Kogl aur's
glimering Dwaer—and its tentacl es slapped back the three battling overdukes
in a sudden convul sion.

As Craer skidded away on his shoul ders, gasping out a curse, Blackgult and
Hawkril roared in unison and waded back into the ropy, many-arned body. Enbra
murmured a swift spell mat plucked a sword out of a startled guard' s grasp and
put it into her father's free hand.

The Kogl aur reared up over the two overdukes, growi ng great dark necks
swimming with nany-eyed jaws. Guards all over the room shouted in horror at
the rising nonster, and | oosed arrows at those swoopi ng, snappi ng heads.

Scal es sprouted on themtoo |ate to save sone, but swiftly enough to send nany
arrows rattling harm essly away.



Two heads bit down on Bl ackgult's weapons, squalling in pain as they cl osed
around sharp, slashing steel. A third head darted between, fangs gapi ng w de
to tear out his chest—but Tshamarra sent |ightning down its reveal ed throat,
and the head convul sed and shrank back, shuddering and spew ng snoke.

Ceiling stones broke free and plumeted at other heads as Enbra called on
t he pal ace enchantments again, her Dwaer flashing—and in the air above the
bal di ng nen and nonsters, the air sang and shinmrered as the two Stones
wrestled for supremacy.

Drenched in ichor, Craer and Hawkril struggled through a chaos of withing
tentacl es and gouting gore, trying to hewto the Koglaur's heart before the
shapeshi fter could change again. Tshamarra sent fire racing along the |inbs
they'd sliced, trying to force the Faceless to | eave the damaged parts of its
body behind, and so be weakened.

Bl ackgult roared in pain as the bl ood-drooling jaws crushed or bit away his
hands—and other tentacles dived at his feet, scooping up the nai ned overduke
and hurling himacross the hall at his daughter

Intent on guiding Dwaer-flows and the Living Castle enchantnents, Enbra
barely saw hi mand | ost control of both when Ezendor Bl ackgult crashed into
her and sent them both skidding across the cracked narble.

Wth a roar of triunph, the many-headed nonster called on its Dwaer—and
lightning | eaped fromit, stabbing out to arc fromblade to blade to arnmor on
all of its enbattled sides. Guards and overdukes staggered, how ed, reeled and
fell —-and doors behi nd the Kogl aur boomed open

The shapeshifter barely had tine to flail two heads around to see who'd
arrived before Hul gor Del canper charged into it, driving his blade hilt-deep
t hrough pale, yielding flesh and bell owi ng, "For the glory of the Del canpers!”

Fl aeros and the king were right behind him swords in their hands, and the
Kogl aur stiffened and then surged its entire bulk back to |l ean toward the
ki ng.

Ni gh crushed beneath it, Hulgor held onto his sword, and snatched a dagger
fromhis belt to stab and hew, snarling—and on the Koglaur's other flank, a
nunbed but deterni ned Craer Del nbone raced up a neck, fresh daggers in both
hands, headi ng for Dwaer-gl ow—

And the Kogl aur screanmed, a rush of glow ng blue bl ood drenchi ng Hul gor
Del canper. The Stone bobbing not far in front of Craer's nose flashed—and the
roomwas suddenly enpty of many-headed shapeshifting nonsters.

Craer | anded hard on his behind, nose to nose with Hul gor. King Castl ecl oaks
shot gl ances around his ruined throne room and snapped, "Down arns, all!"

Enbra | ooked up fromthe sprawl ed, sensel ess body of her father, a healing
gl ow al ready brightening around them as the other overdukes trudged to join
her .

"How i s he?" Hawkril nuttered.

Enbra shrugged, and then shook her head. "Hands, he'll have back swiftly.
Hs wits, now..."

As Hul gor, Flaeros, and the king joined them the Four exchanged weary
| ooks. Waving a hand at Raulin in greeting, Craer peered at his fell ow
overdukes. "Suppose we try to list just who's carrying a Dwaer, now, hey? |
confess |'ve rather lost track of Aglirta-threatening perils in all this

hurly-fray."
Enbra sighed. Hawkril put an arm around her shoulders and said with a trace
of dark hunmor, "Well, a certain shapeshifting nmonster has one."

Tshamarra nodded. "Another was | ast seen in the grasp of the
not - as- dead- as- we' d- hoped Spel | master."

"Enbra has the third," Craer put in, "and the fourth-Bl ackgult's—was
snatched by a young sorceress of some beauty ... assuming, mnd you, that she
wasn't this sane shapeshifter whose blood is all over us."

Enbra sighed again. "So we know who has two of them the Facel ess and us ..
and possi bly who hol ds the other two."

Tshamarra smiled bitterly. "And those three foes all want us dead and
Aglirta destroyed."



Craer grinned. "As usual."

"Do you want the Four dead and Aglirta destroyed?" the Master of Bats asked
sharply, a glowi ng scepter raised nenacingly in his hand.

Dol mur Bl ackdragon shook his head. Carefully hol ding enpty hands where
Hul daerus could see them the tall, scorched wi zard |inped forward, wincing in
pain, and turned to regard his brother

Idiimwas in worse shape, and noved nmore slowy. They traded grim gl ances
and then | ooked at the Master of Bats again and shook their heads in unison

"Good," Arkle Hul daerus told them |owering his scepter. "Then you may
stay."

H s own walk held nore than a hint of a linp as he turned and waved with the
scepter for themto follow himthrough the archway ahead. "Mre danage has
been done to Darsar by fools trying to lay waste to Aglirta than by all the
ot her wars and nage duels | can recall, put together. If you pronise not to
strike at me or steal magic, |I'Il show you where |I scry the Vale fromand we
can sit and watch the fates of those at Fl owf oam Sone w ne, perhaps?"

Dol mur Bl ackdragon smniled. "Have you any Sarnen bl ackj ewel ?"

The trap-filled, dank, and yet dusty gloomof the Silent House terrified
nost folk of the Vale, yet it seemed as conforting a lair as any, just now

For years the rogue Koglaur had used it, slaying fell ow Facel ess and
anbi ti ous Aglirtans beyond counting—but it had never wal ked these dark
fam liar halls in such pain before.

O staggered through themas it was doing now, a trail of dark blue blood
spotting the stones behind it. It shifted shape every few steps in a vain,
hi ssing attenpt to | eave pain behind.

The Dwaer glowed in its cradling hands, healing... but slowy, too slowy.
The swift way would knit slashed flesh in ways that woul d | eave forever stiff

knots and joints, resistant to shifting shape ... So, patience and pain.
Aye, patience and pain were its lot, this next while. There was a hi dden
door just ahead, and then it could either lie still in the tunnel or shift

to a wiggling shape and so ascend into the tall, riven turret called the

Cracked Crown. There the only annoyances woul d be squawki ng, pecking,
defecating birds, and—

The Dwaer suddenly flared up with bright, furious force. The Kogl aur barely
had time to be astoni shed before the Dnaer-fire was so strong that it was
hurl ed away, roaring at the fresh pain of crisped hands.

The shapeshifter was wall owi ng on cold and dusty flagstones and staring at
the snmoke streamng fromits bl ackened cl aws when a sl ender human fenual e of
dark hair and darker gown stepped from behind a crunbling hangi ng and pl ucked
the Koglaur's floating, blazing Dwaer out of mdair.

She smled down at the tw sting, shuddering Faceless with a Dwaer-Stone in
ei ther hand, and said sweetly, "You should have been dead centuries ago. You
and all your ilk."

Two Dwaerindi m ki ndl ed i nto humi ng brightness as one—and | ashed out.

The Kogl aur was old, cunning, and still deadly swift. It snarled an ancient
i ncantation that nmade the sorceress frown and step back in wary al armand even
as Dwaer-blasts bit into its shuddering, flow ng flesh, spell-glows of a
strange hue raced back along those twin bolts and washed over the Stones.

The Dwaer gl owed and tingled strangely for a nonent, causing Gadaster Ml kyn
to murnmur in wordless alarm.. and then returned to their former state, their
bl asts steadyi ng and gat hering strength.

The sl ender sorceress showed no hint of carel essness or nmercy, and soon the
Kogl aur ceased to shriek and shudder. Then Gadaster made a Dwaer raise a
spiraling wind. That breeze snatched up the ashes that had been the Kogl aur
moaned as it flung themat the ceiling—and then di ed away, |eaving nothing at
all on the flagstones where the shapeshifter had been

"Three above," Hawkril gasped, staring at the bedchanber ceiling. "Wat was
that?" He was naked and drenched with sweat, burning inside as if he was on



fire. Enbra was lying half atop him down his left side, and she'd been raking
himwi th her nail s—ausing the pain that had awakened him And no wonder; her
touch burned. Werever their skin met, it felt |ike a searing Hawkri
renenbered fromlong, long ago . . . fromthe first time he'd curiously

pl ucked a bl azing brand out of a fire.

"Fire and flames," Enbra whispered reluctantly, rolling away from him

Her curves were as glistening-wet as his own, and she flung her |inbs w de,
gasping, "l was swimming in it! Flames, bursting up everywhere, consuning
everyt hing, yet burning on . "

The Dwaer at her throat glowed steadily, as if nothing was wong. Its power
was awake, of course, spinning the humm ng web of force that hel d the npaning,
munbl i ng Bl ackgult on his bed across the room

The Giffon stirred, withing and ki cking back his bed furs just as Enbra
and Hawk had done. Peering at him they saw sweat glistening to match their
own.

As her father started to roar, Enbra put fingers to her Dwaer, |icking sweat
off her lips as it started to drip, and concentrat ed.

"Craer and Tash?" Hawkril runbl ed.

She nodded and acquired the intent |ook that neant she was m nd-speaki ng
wi th someone. The armaragor could tell from her expression that she was
soot hing the person she was in contact with . . . Tshamarra, probably. Then
Enbra lifted her head to neet his gaze, sniling at the tenderness she saw
there.

"They' ve shared the same dream Warning fromthe gods, urgent sending, or

br eak-sl eep mi schief, | know not—or do | care overnuch. If any of us see
snake- or dragon-heads in our dreans, of course . "
"I't'"ll nean there's a Great Serpent again," Hawkril grow ed, "and a new

Dragon' s aborning."

Enbra nodded grinmy, and then touched her Dwaer again as Blackgult started
to shout incoherently and struggle against the web that held him As the nagic
bri ght ened around her father, constraining and then quieting him she sat back
agai nst the headboard with a sigh. "Well, this Lady of Jewels isn't going to
get nuch sleep tonight, that's for sure.”

Fl aeros Del canper canme awake shouting, striking out with his fists into the
night. "Fire!" he cried, seeing again those erupting flanes, springing up out
of the darkness all around him to singe and then sear

"Fire! Everything was burning up!"

"Easy, lad," Hulgor growl ed, laying a hand on his kinsman-and then snatchi ng
it back with an oath. "Ye gods, the lad's hot! A fever, belike!"

Anxi ous faces crowded around, lit by a lantern held in a royal hand. King
Cast | ecl oaks stared down at the twi sting, sweating bard and then around at
guards and servants. The two Del canper nmaids were blushing as they surveyed
all the bared male flesh around them for only the guards wore anythi ng—ul
arnor, conplete with the swords they' d now drawn.

"Put those away," Hul gor said disgustedly, though the swordpoints noved not
an inch until the king nodded to support the old noble's order. "The | ad needs
a healer, not a sword through his guts!" He peered at Raulin. "Ye do have a
heal er ?"

The king swall owed and then smled weakly. "Ah, yes. Sonewhere. |'m not
quite sure just where in the pal ace anyone has their chambers, right now,
actual I =

"Never mnd," Hul gor grow ed. "Kings, kings—what good are they? Lad!" This
| ast bark was directed not at Raulin but rather at Flaeros Del canper, now
fully awake and staring up at the circle of faces in awe, fear, and—as he
recogni zed sone faces as femal e—Apunti ng enbarrassnent. The bard snatched at
t he sweat -soaked |inens beneath him

"Ah, ye're awake—ust like all the rest of us, thanks!" Hul gor grow ed.

"Lad, where does Orele sleep? Hey?"

"You were purposely not told that, nmy lord," a palace servant said severely,

"upon her instructions, and—=



"Take us there now," King Raulin snapped. The servant pal ed, stammrered
assent, and hurried off, taking up and unhoodi ng a night lantern

Hul gor scooped up Fl aeros and carried the naked bard to the door, slung over
his shoul der |ike a sack of grain. The younger Del canper stammered protests,
face flam ng, and then thought the better of it and went along for the ride,
wat ching his own sweat stream steadily down onto the floor bel ow

"CGods, lad, but you're hot," Hulgor growled. " 'Tis like carrying a slab of
boar that's still cooking!"

The king and the guards strode along with Hul gor, close behind the
| ant ern-bearing servant, but it seened that sonme of the other Del canper naids
had taken a swifter route-for when they reached the small, plain door of
Orele's chanbers, it stood open. Lanplight was spilling out into the passage,
and the Lady herself, in an ankle-length black nightrobe, sat in a chair
facing them her cane in her hand.

"Hul gor, set Flaeros on the bed," she said crisply, by way of greeting.
"You'll find a nightshirt laid ready for him Get the king a chair, send
everyone el se out, and then | ock and bar the door. Everyone. I'mnot in the
habit of regicide, and all of these guards whose hygi ene seens so poor would
be best depl oyed well away from ny keyhol e—but nmaking sure no one else tarries
by it."

"Let all be done as the Lady Orele commands,"” the king said firmy, before
anyone could raise protest—and, in a remarkably short tinme, it was.

"Winkles," Hulgor said gruffly, "the |lad came awake shouting-"

Oele held up a hand. "I know. You were right to bring himhere. G to
yonder board and get everyone a drink. Anything His Majesty fancies we will of
course sip first, to showhim'tis safe. Go, dd Ram"

Hul gor opened his nouth to protest, flushed, grinned, and went.

"You had a dream" Orele told the bard, "that | know all about. Wrry not

about the heat and the sweat—that will pass. You're neither ill nor crazed."
Flaeros smiled in relief, sitting up. "L-lady Orele, forgive this abrupt

asking, but. .. well, I've long suspected you of being one of the Wse . "
The old woman smiled. "Well, you' re not conpletely stone-headed, | see. Your

suspi cions are correct."

The bard and the king both | eaned forward, grinning at her with identica
expressions of eager excitenment, two young |lads entranced by all the tales of —

Lady Natha Orel e raised one bony hand and said severely, "Before you ask,
neither kiss nor mate with toads, rarely flog nyself in the moonlight, and
have never cast any magics to make anyone sicken or die. On the other hand,
of ten dance naked out of doors by night, harvest useful herbs whenever | can
and keep secrets well. No, | can't fly, with or without a broonstick. | don't
drink blood save when | prick nyself, and don't cast |ove-spells for
anyone—even by royal command."

She lifted both eyebrows, together. "Does that take care of your first flood
of foolish questions, and buy me time enough to speak of what exactly befel
you this night, Flaeros?"

"Uh, ah," the king asked awkwardly, "just one asking: Are there many Wse?
Have you seen any in Aglirta, since your arrival?"

Oele regarded himseverely. "Are there many skilled singers in your
ki ngdom Majesty? Can you tell who they are at a gl ance?"

She let silence fall, and after it had stretched | ong enough for a tightly
grinning Hulgor to steer a glass into every hand but the king's, Raulin said,
"Ch. | see. Yes, of course. My apol ogi es, Lady-say on about Flaeros." Then he
cocked his head and added, "Any chance of seeing you dance? Later, | nean?"

The ol d woman si pped her wi ne, shook her head, and told the gl ass severely,
"Men. Kings little better than the rest, | see. It'll be dawn before we're
done, so find something to wet your royal throat, Raulin. Hulgor's tried a bit
of everything already, so if he doesn't fall over in the next few breaths,
"tis all safe.”

The ol d nobl e chuckl ed. "Ye can see out of the back of your head, Swee-hem
Nat ha. "



"Trick of the Wse," the old |l ady said darkly, and then drained her glass in
aswiglike aman in a hurry to |l eave a tavern, handed it to the astoni shed
ki ng, and cl apped her hands lightly together. "Enough enpty tongue-waggi ng!
You dreanmt of fire, Flaeros, and canme awake shouting. This is not unusual, and
pr obably happened to scores of folk the world over this night—pst of themin
the Vale."

"Lady," King Castlecloaks said politely, "I believe you' ve now established
that you are el oquent, |earned, and can be very nysterious. Can you al so speak
pl ainly, and Reveal All?"

Lady Orele grinned at him Surprisingly, she still had all of her teeth.
"The Wse never Reveal All, Mijesty; you know that. O should. Let's test your
| earning: What know you of the Arrada?"

Raul i n Castl ecl oaks sighed. "Beyond the fact that it's a grand nane for al
the magi c of Darsar, which is the gathered lore of our ways of harnessing the
energies of all that lives, nothing at all."

The old woman sat back, regarding himw th new respect. "Well said,

Maj esty—very well said. I'd say you have | earning enough. The son of a bard,
you—and a bard yourself, Lord Flaeros, so you know this too, hm®"
"I do," Flaeros agreed. "Like Raul +the King, | know very little nore than

what the Arrada is—and that it flows in cycles."

"Ah!" Orele said, leaning forward again. "Hul gor,’
a drink."

Hul gor and Raulin both blinked at her. lIgnoring them she said serenely,
"Two creatures nmanifest at either end of the flows of the Arrada: the Serpent
and the Dragon. Now tell me, which one is associated with fire?"

Fl aeros stared at the old woman as if she'd suddenly grown three
serpent-heads, with a golden crown gl eanmi ng on each one. "The Dragon," he
whi sper ed.

Orel e nodded and rai sed her glass. King Raulin and the bard both stared at
it. Though they'd both seen her drain it to the dregs but a few nonents ago,
and she'd sent Hulgor away to fill another glass for the king, the old worman's
gl ass was brinful once nore.

She smled at themover it. "Wenever there's a Serpent—Fhe Serpent, called
by those who worship it the Great Serpent, and usually a human w zard twi sted
to evil +there nust also be a Dragon. Wen one arises, there cones the other
In the words of the bard Tanat havur—you shoul d know this, Lord Fl aeros—I
burned in the night of fire, at the awakening of the Dragon.' You do know what
becarme of Tanat havur, don't you?"

"He became the Dragon," Flaeros murmured, w de-eyed, "and was slain in the
ski es above the Silverflow by the wizard Garaunt, who rode the W nged
Serpent!"

Hul gor thrust a glass into the king's hand, another into the trenbling
fingers of Flaeros—who hastily drained it—and then set two glasses in front of
hi nsel f and del i berately quaffed them bot h.

Al three men stared at each other as Orele sighed, "An astonishing display
of greed, Hulgor. 'Twas always your besetting fault."

"Does that nean. " Fl aeros whispered, his voice dwindling into a squeak
He tried again. "Does that nean |'Il becone the Dragon?"

"Not necessarily,"” the old woman with the cane told him drinking deeply-and
setting down a glass that was just as full as before. "The Arrada visits many
suitable folk, ere flowering in one. If no one else in all the Vale saw fl ames
in their dreans hot enough to awaken them then you m ght want to set your
affairs in order accordingly, but | think that's highly unlikely. Mjesty, if
you were to issue a royal decree in the norning that any waki ng dreans
suffered this night nust be reported . "

"I shall,"” Raulin said, pale-faced. "This is .

"Unsettling," Orele told him "You were going to say 'exciting,' and
di scovered that the word was unsuitable. Unsettling is nearer the mark."

Ki ng Castl ecl oaks gave the old woman a respectful |ook. "Not for nothing are
you deenmed one of the Wse. Have you any advice for ne?"

she said, "get this King



"Cet yourself a wife," Lady Orele said pronptly, "but make sure you choose
the right one. Bed her well, and sire at |least two heirs. Gve one to ne, to
raise far away and in secret.” A smle touched her lips. "You see why | wanted
no one near the keyhol e?"

Raul i n Castl ecl oaks stared at her, his eyes |large and dark, and shivered
suddenl y.

"Secrets, secrets," the Del canper chanbermai d Faerla whi spered, her fingers
laid carefully across the keyhol e of the door that connected their roomwth
Lady Orele's.

Lanei ra nodded, so close in the darkness that their foreheads al nost
touched. She was cl ose enough to see Faerla's disapproving expression as her
irrepressible friend added nournfully, "Life used to be so sinple."

25

A Dragon Over Fl owfoam

| trust,"” Ingryl Ambelter said mildly in the nickering firelight, "you al
understand my orders? And the fate awaiting anyone who di sobeys then®?"

There was a nonent of silence, and then the answer came as a thunderous,
ragged murnur: "Yes, Geat Serpent.”

The snake-headed nan | ooked down at them from his newy shaped,
ener al d-scal ed height (Ingryl Anbelter had di scovered he rather |iked being
head- and- shoul ders taller than everyone around him and hissed, "Good. Very
good. Now, ny Lords of the Serpent, heed me further. Rather than try to whelm
arm es and march them on Fl owfoam you are to round up all Aglirtans you've
managed to infect with Bl ood Pl ague, but who you've thus far kept from
beast-shape or falling into madness, and give them weapons. | shall do the
rest. You shall know ny question as to your readiness, when it comes, and
shal | expect only one answer."

He let silence hang in the still-shattered chanber for a tightly-smling
nmonent, and then snapped, "Now go and do this! Hasten!"

Men in robes far nore el aborate than his own streamed past the flickering
braziers to the door—all but a dozen senior priests, who stepped back fromthe
throng to stand al ong one wall together. Wen the doors had been cl osed behi nd
their departing Brethren, they stepped forward in a small group to face the
Great Serpent. Each had mind-heard his personal orders to renmain, and so knew
wi t hout a doubt that this w zard conmanded the Thrael, and thereby was the
rightful Serpent.

Ingryl’s eyes seened to neet all of theirs at once. "lIs everyone arned
sufficiently? The doorpriests can bring you blades if you wi sh."

There was a general silence. Priests cast glances at each other, but no one
st epped forward or spoke.

The Great Serpent nodded. "Good. You deem yoursel ves ready, then?"

There were nods and nurnurs of "Yes, Hi ghest."

"You know what to do, and that the Brotherhood depends on you this day. Fai
us all not."

Ingryl Anbelter threw up his hands, arns spread wi de dramatically, and sent
themall el sewhere. The Thrael allowed himto conmand the Dwaer without even
touching it directly. Such power. .

As the gl ow where the dozen had stood faded, Ingryl Ambelter turned away to
stroll and smle.

Vel l, now Spellmaster of Al Aglirta and Geat Serpent of all Darsar. Not
too shabby .. . not shabby at all. The Thrael showed himthat his neal was
al nost ready, and that none of the priests preparing it had dared to introduce
taints or poisons. He'd best get to the eating; there was a busy day ahead.

Wth the Dnaer he'd soon be junping up and down the Vale, from beacon fire



to beacon fire. At each blaze one of the hastening priests—tel eporting each
other right nowto their towns and villages, in a glow of bustling magic so
strong that it was al nost painful, through the Thrael -aould be waiting, with a
whel mi ng of arned Aglirtans.

The Dwaer would transport those groups to Fl owf oam Wen they appeared on
the isle, the dozen priests he'd just sent ahead—nto hiding in the pal ace
gardens—woul d quell the magic that stopped pl ague- madness. The arriving
Aglirtans, warriors or ploughnmen, would go berserk

"And so let king and overdukes and all be overwhelned in | oyal subjects, and
hewn down," Ingryl Anbelter told the star-scattered sky above him visible
through the riven ceiling. Then he burst into |aughter

The sound brought one of the doorpriests to peer timdly in through the
doors. He saw the lone, |aughing man grow the beginnings of a tail and rise
taller, towering to twice the height of tall armaragors and even nore ... But
as the Great Serpent mastered his nmirth, his stature di m nished again, and the
stunp of a tail faded away.

"Cease your usel ess spying," he told the doorpriest wthout turning, "and
bring me some wine. | shall be in the Hall of Coils."

There was a wi nk of Dwaer-flash, and the roomwas enpty even before the
frightened doorpriest could begin to stammer acknow edgnment of the order

The center of the Hall of Coils was a great pit whose sides were concentric
rings of shallow steps, and its walls were adorned wi th huge snakes, the
carved stone heads and coils standing out in sone places alnost ten feet from
the wall. Huge gens enspelled to gl ow served as the gl eam ng eyes of those
forever frozen serpents, and the tiles underfoot were painted in scenes of
triunphs of the faith. Decades of dedicated work, in this roomal one. No
wonder this place was hidden high in the nmountains, where an Aglirtan arny
woul d have to fly to come against it in strength.

Ingryl Anbelter smiled again. The Great Serpent. As enpty as all titles—but
the Thrael, now .. . worth the dark weight of a fell god's attention, to taste
such power. Wth its web, even now, he could

"Most Holy Lord?"

He could sip wine knowing it was safe, that's what he coul d do. Anmbelter
turned with a smle, took the decanter fromthe trenbling priest, and waved
away the goblet and platter with the words, "My thanks. Begone, and keep al
others fromthis chanber."

He did not have to turn around to know when the door opened and cl osed—er to
know t hat he was al one, wi thout anyone lurking to peer through the scores of
spyholes in the walls, floor, and ceiling of the vast room M, but he'd have
slain his way to the top of the Church of the Serpent long ago if he'd known
what the Thrael was truly Iike.

The wi ne was good—and Anmbel ter used the Thrael to snatch ready norsels from
the platters in the kitchens as he strolled, not waiting for scurrying priests
to let things get cold as they raced down | ong passages and up the many
stairs. Yes, this was a life much preferable to the lurking |oneliness of an
archmage in hiding in a cave, surrounded by the unlovely bodies of stolen dead
men held in shuffling servitude by spells.

Soon he'd be lording it in Flowfoam at the very heart of the great garden
that was Aglirta—and using his priests |ike poi soned daggers to seek out and
slay mages in Sirlptar. When he ruled that city, it would be tinme to take down
everyone el se in Darsar whose sorcery was strong, his own nost capable priests
i ncl uded. Oh, yes, he'd nake the Dark One proud of him and taste the flesh of
every woman he fancied in all the world, along the way...

Sated and gl oating, Ingryl Anbelter |icked sauce fromhis fingers, drained
the last of the decanter, and strolled onto the bal cony that opened off the
end of the hall.

Under the stars the Vale lay below, long and |ushly green and si nuous—and
Ingryl smled down upon it as a flane flared up on a hill not far off. The
first beacon fire.

He tossed the decanter over the w de stone balcony rail, and used the Thrae



to enjoy every shriek of its splintering destruction on the rocks far, far
bel ow. Hefting the Dwaer in his hand, he sprang up onto the rail

Teetering on the edge of a killing fall, Ingryl Anbelter |aughed at al
Dar sar—and junped. The Dwaer flashed, and he was gone.

Dar kness shimered in the Hall of Coils, just inside the archway that |ed
onto the bal cony, and parted like a veil to let a slender, darkly beautiful
maid in a gown step out. Bare bone gleaned in the spell-glows as the head
turned, long black hair nmelting away to nothi ngness to expose a skull floating
above those bl ack-clad shoul ders.

The skul | -headed sorceress nmoved in silence, clutching a lunmp of stone to
her breast as she glided forward on bare feet. The splendors of the hal
seened to hold little interest for her; she went straight out onto the
bal cony.

In the night below, down the Vale, many fires were now rising.

"So that's your gane, is it?" Gadaster Mul kyn rmurrmured. "Well, two can play
at that. Flowfoam ho!" The Dwaer flashed—and the bal cony was enpty.

"Claws of the Dark One," the king gasped, "is there no end to then®"

"Raulin," Hawkril growl ed, "get you down! A hurled blade could take your
throat out in a trice in all this. Get back to guard Orele and I et us fight
wi t hout having to worry about you!™"

Before the king could reply, several guards took himby the shoul ders and
ran himtoward the rear, royal doors. Enbra's Dwaer flashed on the far side of
t he chanber, nmomentarily naking the darkened roomfull of how ing, hacking nen
as bright as noonday. The fl ood of berserk Aglirtans seened endl ess,
stretching out the doors and down the passages for as far as the eye could
see—and it mattered not how nuch they fought anmong thenselves, if their
nunbers never ended. The pal ace guards were grow ng weary and bei ng
overwhel med, one by one, overborne and hacked viciously by foes who cared
nothing for their own safety, and blundered forward rather than being wary of
bl ades. Only in the narrowest passages were their bodi es now heaped hi gh
enough to bl ock the way—but FlI owfoam Pal ace was a warren of grand chanbers,
and it would take days to choke up all of its entrances with the dead.

The floor was slick with gore, in sone places puddl ed i nches deep, and stil
they came: a howing, madly hacking flood of men and maids arnmed with
hayf orks, belt-knives, and anything else that could crush or stab or slash.
They gave battle to each other and anyone el se they saw, wild-eyed and
reckless. Courtiers had fallen like tranpl ed weeds before them—f any such
were left, they'd fled to cower in the deepest, darkest corners of the pal ace
cellars and dungeons. The guards had died a little nore slow y—but fallen they
had, one after another, and still the seemngly endless flood of Aglirtans
continued. Room by room the defenders of the palace had been forced to give
way.

By the faint gray glow stealing in through the wi ndows, it was al nost dawn.
Gasping and | eaning on their swords, the guards saw the king hustled out of
the great throne room Three Above, that they'd been forced to retreat this
far!

At least, in the wake of Enbra's | atest Dwaer-blast and furious grunting and
hacking on all of their parts, they'd found time for a rest at last, with the
room nonmentarily enpty of madly attacking, still-living Aglirtans.

"W nust bar those doors!" one of the younger guards shouted excitedly,
poi nting around the Throne Chanber with his sword at the many grand and gil ded
entrances. Hi s bl ade was notched and dripping bl ood that was not his own.

"No, no!" Hawkril snarled at him "This rooms a deathtrap for us, with our
few bl ades. W fall back. Up the Wvern Stair! We'll make our stand in the
Hal | of Shields, that has its own kitchens and apartments behind it, and only
one back door to guard: that stair down to the cellars!"

" What stair down to the cellars?" the guardsman bel |l omed back, even as he
nodded and waved a weary armto beckon what was left of his command to rally
around.



"The secret stair you've now been told about, obviously," Hul gor Del canper
roared, w ping away enough Aglirtan blood to |l et the guard see his toothy
grin. In the sane novenment he lurched around to peer through his gore-matted
hair at Hawkril and shouted, "Gods, man, but you sure know how to lay on
battles here! | thought 1'd been reduced to tussling over pillows and gown
fastenings with chanbermaids for the rest of ny fading days, but this, now
Ho, yes!™

"Fun for you, Lord," a guard said sourly, "but death for us—and for
Aglirta.”

"Hey, now," Hawkril told the man, as they watched a terrified-Iooking,
gasping courtier run in through one of the rear royal doors, with a pair of
guards. " 'Tis the Serpent-sown plague that's done thi s—and we' ve fought down
the Serpents twi ce before, these |ast few seasons, as others did nany times in
older years . . . and there's still an Aglirta for the Snake-lovers to cone
and attack, isn't there?"

A guard chuckled. "Well said."

O hers around him however, shook their heads wearily, and one of them
muttered bitterly, "Not that we'll live to see nore of it."

The doors boomed open, and a bl ood-drenched titan of a man in full arnor
cane staggering in. The guards whirled around and rai sed their weapons, but
the arriving warrior thrust back the visor of his helmand grinned at them

"Your magi ¢ worked, Daughter!" Ezendor Bl ackgult roared. "I'm nyself once
nore! Now, which of you idiots let all this rabble into the pal ace? They' ve
been falling off nmy sword all the way fromthe South Arnmory." Espying the
pal e-faced and trenbling courtier who'd just arrived, he barked, "You!l Next
time, dolt, leave my arnor where | can get it, instead of prettying it up to
prop in sone pal ace passage. Though seem ngly hundreds of plague-crazed Val e
folk are trying to violently change ny health, 1'mnot quite dead yet!"

The courtier stamered sonething i ncoherent and tried to pluck at the Lady
Silvertree's sleeve—enly to spring back with a shriek, as the glittering point
of a war sword stabbed at him

The hul ki ng armaragor on the other end of it gave the courtier a cold | ook
and snarled, "Unhand ny | ady, or die!"

"Ah-uh-uh," the courtier blurted, backing away until he ran into the flat of
a guard's sword, held horizontally as a none-too-friendly barrier. "I cone
from Overduke Craer! He needs the Lady Enbra, at once!"

"Ch he does, does he?" the Lady of Jewels sighed. "What's he gotten hinself
into this time? Alittle plundering of palace vaults gone wong? A chanbermaid
not quite so willing as he'd thought?"

Several of the guards chuckl ed, but the courtier gabbled, "Wwouldn't say,
Lady. Called through his bedchamber door ... sonething about the Lady Tal asorn

"Hul gor, stay with Hawk," Enbra snapped, striding toward the door the
courtier had cone in by and plucking that startled dandy by the sleeve, to
drag himalong with her. "Lorivar, bring two of your best and acconpany us."

A guard who until that noment hadn't known the Lady Silvertree even knew his
nane flushed with pl easure and surprise, and snapped, "At once, Lady!"

Enbra thanked himwith a tight snmle, not slow ng. Looking back at them as
she made for the doors, she snapped, "Let there be no dispute: Follow the Lord
Anharu's orders, and fall back to the Hall of Shields! Mnd you bring the King
and the Lady Orele as you go!" She held up the Dwaer, and added, "One thing
this bauble tells me: The palace is still full of the plague-mad, and they're
sl ayi ng everyone they neet!"

"Well, that's nothing new," one of the ol dest guards grow ed. "The whol e
Val e' s always been full of mad folk who kill everyone they mslike the | ook
of . They've just brought their ways here to the palace, that's all."

"Nay, " another guard muttered, "that's where ye're wong. Such fol k have
never |eft the pal ace—beggi ng your pardon, Lords—down all the years |'ve been
alive in Aglirta.™

Sone of the guards gl anced swiftly at Hawkril, expecting an expl osion at



t hese near-treasonous words, but the huge arnmaragor nerely grinned and
grunted, "May there be nmany nore, |oyal sword. Many nore for us all."

"Not much chance of that, |I'mthinking," the youngest guard whi spered,
| eani ng on his sword and wat chi ng drops of other people's blood drip fromhis
drenched hair down into the puddle at his feet—but his words were very faint,
and only he heard them in all the gasping for air of that weary fellowship of
mad sl ayers.

"Who cones?" snapped the voice frominside, as a blade thrust warningly
forth through the gap between the doubl e doors.

"The Lady Silvertree, Lady Overduke of Aglirta," Enbra snapped. "Now open
up, or I'Il blast these doors down!"

"How do | know* the guard within started to say, but a deeper, ol der voice
besi de himsnarled, "Idiot! Help me with the bar!"

"But— the guard offered, as the bar raided. Enbra shook her head in weary
exasperation as the courtier beside her cried, "Qpen up! It's dangerous out
here!"

The door swung wide, and the ol der of the two guards within grinned at the
courtier and said, "Lad, 'tis dangerous in here, too. Thank the Three you' ve
cone, Lady!"

He | ed them through forechanber and feasting room into the bedchanber
pr oper —

where a white-faced Craer met them at the door, daggers in both hands. "The
Lady Enbra only," he snapped. "The rest of you, close the door on us and eat
and drink whatever you |like here, until we call for you."

Enbra sighed. "You're missing the battle, Craer.”

"Ch no I"'mnot," the procurer retorted, thrusting aside tapestries to revea
the bed itself.

It lay bared, down to scorched straw, with the snoldering remants of its
furs and linens kicked to the floor around it—and the reason why hoveri ng
above it.

Tshamarra Tal asorn lay on her back in mdair, arching and withing, stark
naked and as glistening with sweat as if she'd been oiled by servants. She was
staring at nothing, in obvious pain, and at her every gasping breath, w sps of
fire gouted fromher Iips.

"Do something," Craer hissed fearfully. "I think she's dying! Could it be
Ser pent - magi ¢, do you t hi nk?"

Enbra frowned. "Fire isn't the way of the Serpents,"” she murnured. "But.
Anmbel ter, perhaps? O another w zard working mschief while we're beset with
t he pl ague-ridden?" She stepped forward and held up her Dwaer. "It can't be a
spell-trap . . . not with active magic at work."

She gl anced at Craer, smiling without mirth. "Breathing fire isn't sonething
Tash usual ly does when you're alone together, is it?"

Craer gave her a dark | ook

"Right," Enbra replied brightly. "I'lIl try a general purging of any magic
that's at work on her. There're enough of the mattress ropes left to keep her
fromharmif she falls, | think . "

The Dwaer flashed in her hand. The lone lanmp in the bedchamber went dark
the flames spewing from Tshamarra's nouth dinmed... and then sonething raced
out of the floating sorceress.

Sonet hing that smashed into Craer and Enbra so fast that they barely had
time to gasp as they were plucked off their feet and flung violently
backwards. They burst through the tapestries together, their shoul ders
slamr ng into the door in thunderous, nunbing unison, and did not even have
time to |l ook at each other ere sonething el se surged after the unl eashed nagic
that had hurl ed them away.

That surge broke over them Enbra's Dwmaer ringing |like a bell and ranm ng
itself between her breasts, pinning her to the wall in a manner that would
have been painful if she hadn't been lost in rapture.

She noaned as if in |ove-pleasure, withing and clawing the air, and even



Craer, whose mastery of magi c was nonexi stent, could feel the thrilling power
that was nmaking her trenble so, as they hung together in its thrall well clear
of the floor.

The center of that welling force was Tshanmarra, who was noani ng even | ouder
t han Enbra—al nost singing. Her bared body was gl owi ng, becomi ng as bright as
fire. The whol e room shook around her, the tapestries and bed falling into
scraps that were whirled away to its corners.

Qutside in the feasting room guards shouted in alarm calling Craer's nane,
but their voices were alnost lost in the gathering, thrunm ng roar of whatever
was rushing out of Tshamarra.

"CGods," Craer cried desperately, "let it not consune her, whatever it is.
Let her live! Let her live!

Enbra barely heard him She found it hard and sl ow work to even understand
his words, so enthralled was she with the surging power. This was far greater
even than the flow of two Dwaer-Stones, which she'd never forget the feel of,
and still '"twas increasing, rising, rising

Such power is true glory to those who work sorcery Enbra nmoaned and drool ed
and shuddered, never wanting it to end. She was singing, high and heart-ful
and wordl essly, lost in the ecstasy .

And the worman in the center of the roomburst into raging flames, whirling
and clawing the air and becom ng too bright to see.

Craer screamed her name and hacked at the air with his dagger, seeking
somehow to cut the force holding himagainst the wall, and struggle to where
he coul d reach his beloved ... in vain.

Tshamarra was flying sinuously now, amd the flanmes he thought he could see
something like a tail, and perhaps wings . . . she whirled, as if she was
| ooking at him and then whirled away again, to the w ndow, and—eut!

Bl azi ng shutters fell away in enbers to the floor, and the room was suddenly
dar ker. Qutside, sonething huge and awesone roared exultation at the stars.

"O, Lady, protect her," Craer prayed, and burst into tears. As if in answer
to his words, the roomflared into sudden bright ness agai h—as beside him
Enbra burst into flames, too.

Craer stared at the Lady of Jewels in bew | dered horror as she sped toward
the window, flying in a halo of fire, her clothes darkening and crunbling to
ashes as she went. She was singing, still lost in pleasure, and Craer saw
shi mering scales grow all over her nagnificent body as she soared across the
chanmber. Just before she reached the wi ndow, her radiance and her flight
faltered together, and she sank down to cling to the charred and snoking

wi ndowsi ||, gazing up into the night outside, and gasped, "Yes. Ch, yes. Ch,
Tash . . ."

"\What ?" Craer sobbed, feeling the force that was hol di ng hi m weakeni ng, but
still unable to nove away fromthe wall. "Wat's happened to—=2"

Enbra sighed—and fell, her flames wi nking out. The Dwaer flashed, and she
twisted in mdair inits glow and cane gliding desperately back toward Craer
At the same tinme, the unseen force holding himabruptly faded, and he hit the
ground runni ng.

Enbra was coming at himlike an arrow, arnms spread wi de, and Craer hastily
flung his knife away and noved to neet her, just... so!

The procurer could nove like a cat when he had to. His grasp was deft and
preci se, catching her shoul ders, slow ng her as he bent over backwards, and
t hen ki cking up fromthe ground just enough to bring themcrashing to the
floor together, Craer underneath. They skidded al ong on his |eather-clad
shoul ders and back until they came to a gentle stop together

Trenbling, Enbra sagged into his grasp. "She lives, Craer. Aglirta has a new
Dragon. "

Over duke Del nbone stared into her tear-filled eyes—and then shook his head
in furious denial.

"No!" he snarled. "She'll be killed, slain as Sarasper was! And turned into
a great beast like he was! I'Il... 1'll never hold her again!"

The Dwaer seened to have become wel ded between Enbra's breasts. She sat up



as he how ed, plucked it forth into her hand, touched it to Craer's forehead,
and nurnured sonet hi ng.

And the procurer was snatched from dark anguish into a sort of wondering
slightly nelancholy calm

Sitting astride him Enbra smled down at him Al nost idly he watched the
gol den scal es fade away, one by one, from her beautiful body. CGods above, she
was right under his nose and bared to his gaze at last: soft, sleek, and ..
very warm

The Lady of Jewels laid herself down into his enbrace again, and w apped her
arms around him "She'll be all right, Craer," she said soothingly. "The
Dragon has al ways had the power to shift shape between its own former form and
its dragon-body. She's nore powerful than the Serpent, now-and she can't
forget you. Right now, your love is everything to her."

She stroked Craer's forehead, and he suddenly becane aware that her breasts
wer e brushi ng agai nst himas she noved.

Enbarrassed, he shifted his hands awkwardly, and di scovered he was shaki ng
as well as blushing. "lI... | always dreamed of holding you thus,"” he nuttered,
"but now ... |I'malnost scared."”

Enbra | aughed fondly. "Don't be, Longfingers," she breathed, and ki ssed him

Craer snapped his head back in shock, almbst shoving her away. Enbra's

breath was hot. Sweet, spicy . .. and laced with tiny flanes!

The Great Serpent hefted his Dwaer. "Go!" he said sternly, and let its flash
send a | ast band of Aglirtans, Serpent-priests and all, off to Fl owfoam

He was suddenly alone with the beacon fire, here on a dark hill sonewhere in
Aglirta

Ingryl Anbelter |ooked up at the stars, and then at dawn com ng over the far
mountains in the east, beyond the vast Loaurinm. . . the peaks that spawned

the mghty Silverflow He smiled. Soon it would all be his—every |ast tree,
castle, gem and lass of it. Soon .

"That should do it," he said aloud, calling on the Stone to spin hinself a
scrying-whorl. "There's no need to risk nyself on Flowfoam+'11 watch from
here.”

"Ch, but there is,"” an old, famliar voice said coldly and firmy, as the
air parted in Dwaer-shi mering. Gadaster

Even as Anbelter stared at the skull-headed sorceress and snatched for
control of his Stone, letting the whorl collapse into a crackling whirlw nd of
scorching flames, the slender arnms that had bel onged to Mael ra Bowdragon
lifted two Dwaerindim one in either hand-and sent bolts racing at him

Anbel ter cl awed desperately at the Thrael, calling up its full force in such
frantic haste that Serpent-priests screamed and fainted up and down the Vale.

Desperately he dragged power out of his Dwmaer, into the Thrael, to wap
hinself in a great shield-But the bolts slammed not into the G eat Serpent but
into his Stone.

It flashed, ringing |like a bell—-and vanished fromthe hilltop, taking a
startled Spellmaster with it.

I di i m Bowdragon clawed blindly at the Master of Bats, his eyes fixed on the
sayi ng-gl obes. "That's nmy Maelra!" he screamed. "I must go to her! | nust—=

Dol mur cast a calming spell on Ithimeven before their host could shake
himself free of Idiims hands.

The younger of the two old Bowdragon w zards blinked—and then suddenly
seenmed to remenber that he was in the tower of the Master of Bats, and stood
within the power of that fell sorcerer, whose bats were whirling around the
chanmber in a great angry cloud, even now.

"Your daughter?" Bats settled thickly on the shoul ders of Arkle Hul daerus,
their eyes glaring in unison at Ithim as their master said derisively, "She
hol ds two Dwaer-Stones in her hands. \Watever you were hoping to do, don't
bot her! She needs aid fromno one—and there's nothing all three of us and
everything in this tower can do agai nst what she wields." He turned back to
the flickering gl obes. 'Just watch."

The Dragon soared above the pal ace, vast and scaled and terrible. Wirling



inthe air on wings of bright flame, it clawed at the glittering stars and
roared in delight.

This was power! CGods, this was ... beyond belief.

Tshamarra Tal asorn basked in the screans from Fl owf oam beneath her, the puny
Serpent-spells crackling up at her to stab too short, and fall away. She
| ashed her tail, exulting in her sheer m ght as she banked and soared and slid
inrolling curves through the air

Gods, if Craer could see her now He—

Craer.

In a trice she turned and roared down out of the sky, claws spread, jaws
openi ng. These fools bel ow were endangeri ng her bel oved, nmenaci ng her friends,
threatening Aglirta ..

She struck savagely, smashing through bodies until she cane to a ragged stop
in the gardens. There she bit and tore, slashed with her tail, and spat flane
until none were left but the burning, broken dead, and men who screaned as
they fled. Then the Dragon bounded into the air, turned, and plunged down
again, slashing out with a claw as she raced | ow over a garden nmeadow,
transformng frantically running nen into torn, tunbling neat.

Agai n she swooped, diving over a turret to pounce on shouting
Serpent-priests, snapping with her jaws and bounci ng once on her belly,
grindi ng nen beneath her. Bones snapped like twi gs, screans fell silent, and
she bounded al oft agai n.

More Aglirtans were hastening fromthe other end of the isle, howing and
hacki ng mi ndl essly at each other as they came, running before the whips of
Serpent-priests. Tshamarra crashed down into them pouncing ruthlessly, and
savaged everyone she could reach with claws and flame. Strange burning
sensations slid down her throat—+the plague, she realized dimy, tw sting and
fadi ng under her own powers .. . and then she was alone with the dead agai n,
and her bl oodl ust was fading.

Cods, what power! Yet she'd been slaying hel pl ess compners. The Dragon
shook hersel f, licked her talons clean, and then peered about, seeking
Ser pent - pri ests.

Ther e—+obed nen, weavi ng spells agai nst her through a pal ace wi ndow She
thrust talons through the casenents, claw ng away the stone pillars between
wi ndows when sone of the nmen ducked back out of reach, and tore open the outer
wal | of the room One slash of her scaled armcrushed the rest of the
scream ng Serpent-priests against the walls, and they fell and lay still.

Horns of the Lady, she could slay snake-nages al nost by | ooking at them

Tshamarra went in search of nore, prowing around the palace |like a great
scal ed cat, peering and thrusting aside greenery. Dozens of nen bolted from
such cowering cover when she exposed them Mst she let run, but those who
wor e Serpent-robes she bit or cooked with the fire she could spew.

When no Snhake-worshi ppers remained alive on the docks and terraces, and in
t he wooded gardens, the Dragon turned again to the pal ace, |ooking in every
wi ndow. Many times she spat fire into its inner roons, and heard nen shriek
and sizzle as they died.

As her slaying went on and the dawn sky brightened upriver, a jangling began
to sing and echo in Tshamarra's head—strange high discord that she heard in
her mind, its echoes rolling as if across vast distances, but not in her ears.
Wth every death she dealt it grew louder, its tones nmore frantic. It sounded
like a knife sawi ng through taut harpstrings of netal —a sound she'd heard once
when a drunken bard had taken out his fury on a rival's prized instrunent-and
it grew wilder as her blood-toll nounted.

Then there cane a tine when the flash of a spell rocked a tower of the
pal ace—and the Dragon peered in at its windows and found five Serpent-priests
striding through the snoking bodies of the guards they' d slain, and studying
the door of a small, secure chanmber. Tshanmarra Tal asorn recogni zed that door
Behind it lay a roomwhere some of Enmbra's enchanted gowns hung, girt about
with small nmagics that kept off the dust.

She snarled fire in at the nen—and at the sane tine thrust one clawin



t hrough anot her wi ndow, not caring if she shattered the wall around it, only
that her scal es bl ocked the door they'd come in by.

The Priests of the Serpent cursed and wail ed and shaped spells in a
desperate frenzy—and the Dragon breathed fire in at themuntil there was
nothing left outside that charred wardrobe door but ashes.

And as they died, the jangling sound rose to a sudden shriek-and sonet hi ng
snapped. Wth a wailing of many despairing voices, it all rushed away into
not hi ngness ...

And the Thrael was no nore.

Al'l over the Vale, Priests of the Serpent stiffened, screamed, and their
heads burst into flame. Most froze where they stood, and burned |ike torches.

Fangbr ot her Maurivan was one of them crunpling to his knees on a hill above
Stornbridge with the throat of a vainly struggling Mstress of the Pantry
Kl aedra clutched in one claw i ke hand—ahile he wenched at her string of coins
with the other. Blazing, he toppled over onto her, and they both burned.

Up and down the Silverflow folk of Aglirta cried out, fell to their knees in
soaki ng sweats, and starting sobbing and trenbling as the Bl ood Plague |eft
them forever, |eaving behind only the nenories of what the Serpent-priests had
done to them. . . and the revulsion

In the sky above Fl owfoamthe jangling, singing sound burst forth, audible
to all, and bringing with it a great gash in the air—a rift of dark fire and a
bright shimrering flash rising out of it... a flood of short-lived radi ance
that vomted forth the whirling body of a nman.

That spreadeagl ed formspun wildly, trailing black flanes, and grew with
horri bl e speed, welling up into sonething serpentine and nonstrous, with a

great flat many-fanged head.. . and the Geat Serpent reared up, hissing
behi nd the Dragon as it glided around a tower of the pal ace—and pounced.
Long, dark fangs struck deep into a golden-scaled tail. Tshamarra whirl ed

around in startled pain, and with a hiss of triunph, the dark, |ooni ng snake
threw coils of its great body around her wi ngs.

26

Doom Death, and Dragons

Many boats were on the Silverflow that unfolding norning, crowded with
tersepts, their gl ean ng-arnmored guards, and with frightened but determ ned
Aglirtans clutching whatever weapons they'd been able to find. Al were row ng
hard for FlI owf oam

From boat to boat nen eyed each other uneasily, but no one dared to break
into battle until they knew what |ay ahead on the Isle of the King.

The royal island was close now, rising fromthe broad, rushing river inits
usual lush green, girt about with the weathered walls of what for years had
been Castle Silvertree.

As the Dragon whirled briefly into view above those gray turrets, there were
shouts and curses on the boats, and a brief faltering of oars. Tersepts
snapped orders, horns blared, and as swiftly as it had paused, the hurrying
journey resumed, boats cleaving the water with men peering warily at the sky
ahead and maki ng sure their weapons were at hand.

Then the sky spat forth something that the rowers watched becone the
Serpent. There were nore shouts, and a general lifting of oars to drift, as
ni gh everyone afloat stared up into the brightening sky.

The Serpent reared up, dark and huge and terrible—and then struck, its
si nuous | ength arrow ng savagel y down.

The nen on the boats barely had time to gasp or cry out before the Dragon
was struggling in the heart of coils-clawing its way aloft, still trapped in
tightening grip of the gigantic snake, to hang al nbost overhead as the Serpent
bit and bit again.



Men | ooked up fromthe water at the nightrmare splitting the sky, and npaned
or cursed or screaned in terror. Many raised shouts of "Go back! Turn back! W
must get gone!"

"No!" a white-haired tersept roared, in a voice that rang out as |loud as any
war-horn. "Aglirta is ours—not sone Dragon's or Serpent's or the plaything of
wi zards! How can we flee now, and dare to call the Vale our own? Row on!"

"Well said!" a ragged nountain of a blacksnith bell owed from anot her boat.
Tersepts were, well, tersepts, but many nmen knew and respected Lorgauth the
Smith, and there were other, grimer sounds of agreenent from many boats, al
around. A few vessels rested oars and started to drift back downstream but
nost of the rowers on the river pulled hard on their oars, heading for the
FI owf oam docks.

A dragon-wi ng beat vainly at the air. Two great scaled bodies rolled in the
sky, fangs struck, a gout of flame spewed vainly—and the warring Serpent and
Dragon crashed down onto the pal ace together, rolling and biting Iike two
maddened cats.

A roof collapsed under themw th a groan, stones crashing down in a deadly
rain inside, and pillars toppled.

The two struggling nonsters clawed, bit, and lashed their tails, smashing
wal I s and driving bal conies and even entire turrets down to ruin. The Serpent
struck and struck again, biting the Dragon repeatedly as they slithered and
arched and spat, crushing galleries and great chambers.

And t he Dragon burned.

Tshamarra wept as liquid fire rushed through her, boiling along her veins

a venomthat ravaged her as deeply as her destruction of the Thrael had
torn asunder the Great Serpent's powers . .. even as it snatched Ingryl
Anmbel ter back from hel pl essness in the maze of enchanted nists Gadaster had
flung himinto.

At last the Serpent had a foe he could see and strike at—a foe he hated and
feared—and strike at it he did, again and again. Fangs pierced deep into
gol den scal es, smoking bl ood sluicing out in their wake, until Tshamarra
Tal asorn's worl d becane a red-gold whirl of pain, lit by gloating Serpent-eyes
and flashing fangs ..

Dimy she knew her strength was | eaving her. She was draped back over a
wal I, shedding scales as she slid down into the Throne Chanber of Aglirta—epen
to the sky now once nore, and full of running, shouting fol k. The pain was
like a red river within her, a river of her shed blood, and the fl ames
snarling along it were the Serpent's dark venom gnawing its way through her

The western wall of the Hall of Shields cracked and fell away. The arned
folk barricaded grimy therein found thensel ves suddenly staring down into the
roofl ess, riven Throne Chanber.

That once splendid hall was a wastel and of death and rubble. Courtiers,
servants, guards, and Serpent-priests alike lay dead in their blood, or were
fleeing wildly fromthe rearing Great Serpent and the Dragon struggling feebly
beneath it. Beyond their fray, nost of the western end of the palace lay in

ruins, little nmore than crushed heaps of rubble.
"Horns of the Lady," King Raulin Castlecl oaks gasped in horror, staring up
at the sky and the triunphant Serpent rising to fill it. Beside him Hul gor

Del canper sai d sonet hi ng worse

As they watched—and Craer Del nbone sobbed in despair, beside them+the body
of the Serpent started to dwi ndle.

"Come on!" Ezendor Bl ackgult roared, darkly magnificent in his borrowed
bl ack pal ace arnor, as he waved his warsword above his head. "Band of Four, to
ne!"

The Golden Giffon did not wait for a reply, but raced to where a once
secret stair had becone little better than a slide, descending steeply into
the Throne Chanber.

Hawkril, a fully arnored gi ant once nore, sprang after him Craer stunbled



in their wake, weeping openly.

Enmbra Silvertree strode after him tall and sleek in battle |leathers |ike
those Craer wore. After a few strides she turned to | ook back at Hul gor
Fl aeros, and Lorivar. "Quard the King," she told themgrinly, and waved a hand
at the Serpent below. "Qur duty lies yonder."

"But, Lady Enbra—"

That protest burst fromthe lips of King Raulin Castlecl oaks, standing
uncertainly in the mdst of the handful of loyal nmen. He fell silent, opening
hi s mouth hel pl essly, and reached out to her with one hand ... not know ng
what el se to say.

The smile Enbra gave himwas a trifle sad. "Be of good cheer, Mjesty," she
said calmy. "There's no better way to spend one's tinme—ene's |ife—than
fighting for Aglirta... and who knows? W may |live to see another sunset.
Remenber, lad: 'Tis not when you die ... 'tis how you die."

She nodded to the pal e-faced and trenbling Raulin, cradled her Dwaer firnmy
in both hands, turned, took two running steps, and sprang off the edge of the
stair, flying down into the battle bel ow

The Serpent bit down again, roaring with triunphant, bubbling | aughter—but

its fangs struck only fallen stone: the Dragon was a small, slender, and
hal f-fai nti ng human sorceress once nore, lying crunpled between two fallen
pillars.

Overduke Bl ackgult raced in under those fangs |like an inpatient black flane
to defend her, catching her up into the crook of his arm "Now, little one,"
he muttered, "I was once sonething of a bold dabbler in sorcery ... | think I
can still fly us out of here. You can join the King, yonder, and watch the

rest of us the heroically, hey?"

"Bl ackgul t!" Hawkril roared from nearby, the crashings of arnored footfalls
heral ding his frantic rush. He wasn't going to reach themin time, before the
Ser pent —

—Bit down, a fang tw ce the height of Blackgult plunging down so close
beside his hip that he could easily have nudged it with an el bow The Gol den
Giffon swng hinmself around to shield Tash's linp body fromthe stinging rain
of venom that acconpanied the Serpent's bite, and coolly finished his
i ncant ati on.

The gigantic snake snatched its head back aloft, trailing rubble and
spilling himsideways ... and Bl ackgult swung around to cradle the woman in
his arms froma hard fall onto rubble, a fall that never came. Hi s awakening
magi ¢ sent himgliding along the ground, no nore than a handspan above a
tunmbl ed heap of fallen stone blocks. He grinned tightly and bent his will to
| ofting them hi gher, curving around and up—

"Bl ackgul t!" Hawkril roared again, planting hinmself with his warsword held
pointing right up into the sky, preparing to neet that descendi ng maw.

The warni ng drove the Golden Griffon to fling hinmself sideways, curled
around the sorceress. The huge snake's shadow fell over them as he spun away,
| aughi ng at the success of his magi c—and straightened out in a glide that
brought themrushing to nmeet Craer

The procurer reached for Tshamarra, his eyes bl azing. Blackgult put her
gently into her man's arnms and fl ew up and past them curling back around to
face—

The Great Serpent's strike was at Hawkril. The arnmaragor | eaped aside at the
| ast nonment, into a little hollowin the rubble, and the snake's huge head
gl anced of f rubble and foll owed, turning to pursue the warrior

Bl ackgult flew right at the head, tugging out his blade once nore, aimng
for those triple eyes. Three eyes? No, just two, but with sonething circul ar
gl eam ng between them enbedded in serpent-scales

Flashing with hatred, those orbs swiveled to regard Bl ackgult. The nonent
their gazes net, he knew who was glaring at him

Ingryl Anbelter, the self-styled Spellnmaster of AlIl Aglirta, was the Geat
Ser pent !

And a mighty wizard still. The enbedded thi ng—a Dwaer, of course !—flashed,



and bolts of strange green flame | anced out of those eyes at Bl ackgult.

There was no tinme to counterspell, or dodge. The green fire clawed and
swirled, streaming icily around him

The Golden Giffon tried to twist up and out of its reach, but his sword
crunbl ed away to nothing in his hands, his gauntlets and breastpl ate and
shoul der-pl ates started to follow ...

Cursing, Ezendor Bl ackgult soared up and away, trying to dart free of the

spell. More of his arnor fell fromhimas he went, tumnbling
He swooped, curved, |ooped and swooped again. One green bolt faded, but the
other curved after him reaching . . . reaching ..

He turned his racing flight into a dive at the Dwaer, arcing over the huge
snake-head to come at it frombehind its eyes, so that as it swept up and
turned to regard hi magain, he—tanded hard in the scaled ridges just above the
enbedded Stone, and sl apped his hand down on the Dwaer

Magi c storned into him at first at his inperious calling—and then, driven
with fury, by the Great Serpent beneath him even as it twisted its head to
scrape down along a ragged edge of broken wall, and rid itself of this
unwant ed ri der.

But Ezendor Bl ackgult had used Dwaerindimin battle far nore than his foe,
and his mind had nelded with the strange flows of power in nore than one
Stone—so he was able, despite Anbelter's great mght, to both withstand the
flood of magic that was intended to burn himto m ndl essness and spin hinsel f
a shield to keep him from harm agai nst the stones.

The Great Serpent roared in fury, and flailed its head back and forth,
battering this remant of wall and then that—and Bl ackgult clung with his
fingertips to the Dwaer, using its own power to keep hinself glued to it, and
drank in all the magic he coul d.

He was burning, now, the pain rising in himwhite-hot and choking, even as
it nunbed his linbs and nade the world recede behind mists of white fire

Gimy, Blackgult hung on, forcing hinmself to stand against the pain. He
woul d need every last bit of power, if he was to have any hope of —

Anmbel ter finished a spell, and the Dwaer erupted in fury. The Golden Giffon
snatched hinself away fromit, npost of one hand seared to ash, and flew as
he'd never flown before, racing across the ruined Throne Chanber |ike a bolt
of 1ightning.

Craer met himwith two drawn daggers and a snarl. "Get backl She's done
enough—=
"Aye, " Blackgult agreed, using a mere wi sp of power to stun the procurer for

the instant he needed to burst past, "she has. Werefore it falls to me to do
t hi s!

He | anded, aglow from head to foot and al nost a head taller than he should
have been, bent in a crackling of energi es—and ki ssed Tshamarra Tal asorn ful
on the nout h.

She lay on her back in what was |l eft of a doorway, with the signs of Craer's
frantic digging to get her down and into a cellar chanmber bel ow all around
her, and though her eyes were open, they were dark

They fl ashed as he canme down on her, and she started to shudder. Bl ackgult
pul | ed his head back, alnpbst as if he was sucki ng somet hing out of her, and
then broke free, cradling her around the shoul ders to keep her head from
crashi ng back onto the rubble, to gasp, "Pray forgive me, Lady, but someone
has to be the Dragon."

And he sprang up into the air right in front of Craer's enraged and
ast oni shed face, fresh pain raging in him

He was not the one chosen by the Arrada. Ezendor Bl ackgult no | onger had the
power of mind and body to properly be the Dragon. Yet he must be. Aglirta was
in need.

"As always!" he finished that thought wyly, though it came out as a great
roar. Up into dragonshape he spun, expanding in size alnost as nmuch as in
agony. He clawed the air and spat fire hel plessly, wacked with pain, before
he ever got near the G eat Serpent.



Hawkril had driven his warsword deep between two scales as Anbelter had rid
hi nsel f of Bl ackgult, and was now | eaping for his |life about the Throne
Chanber as the naddened Serpent pounced at him biting and m ssing and biting
again. Enbra Silvertree was hurling Dwaer-bolt after Dwaer-bolt at its eyes,
trying to make it miss ... and, thus far, succeeding. To and fro it went
bet ween the two overdukes, arching as it tried to reach over the rubble-and
Bl ackgult fell on it frombehind in a savage fury, knowing he hadn't long to
live with the Dragon-powers shuddering through him

"Unworthy, | am" he breathed, though it came out as a |l ong tongue of fire
t hat seared serpent-scales and sent Anbelter withing away. "Such a pity..."

Then the pain was so great that he could only snarl —ahen he wasn't biting
and clawi ng for all he was worth.

Venom and bl ood spewed forth together, snoking, and Bl ackgult dug his fangs
in deep and fed fire through them

The Great Serpent squalled and convul sed, thrashing wildly and sendi ng
pal ace stones flying, in a great rain that pelted down into the Silverflow

His tail came around in a great whipping blow that slamred the trenbling
Dragon to the ground. Blackgult groaned, already |ost in pain, and Anbelter
flung coils around himjust as he'd done to Tshamarra. At the sane time, he
burrowed his great flat serpent-head in through a gap in the rubble into sone
dark cellar chanber or other, and called on the Dwnaer to hel p hi mshape an
old, old spell. It worked, and as the Great Serpent tightened his coils around
the Dragon, his forked tongue twisted into a grotesquely overlong human ar m-an
armthat reached out to slap the stones.

The Living Castle enchantnents were strong here, and the Spell master used
the Dwaer to make his call upon them mi ghtier than he'd ever been able to
bef ore—and hal fway across the rubble-strewn battlefield that had been the
Thr one Chamber before the conming of this dawn Enbra Silvertree was dragged to
her knees, sobbing and struggling.

The ol d enchantments were bl ood-bound to her, and as seductive as the Dark
Three had been able to make themthen, with full power over her young body and
an al nost whinsical shared ruthl essness. Enbra fought those spells as best she
could, but she might as well have tried to stop all wi nds from bl owi ng across
Darsar. She was unable to use the Dwaer, to see, even to breathe

The king and the nen and nmaids watching with himsaw the Lady of Jewels fal
on her face, senseless. Her Dwaer rolled away fromher |inp hand.

Hawkril was still a good dozen running paces away fromit when the head of
the G eat Serpent soared back up into view, and then darted down agai n—and a
hand reached out of its w de-fanged nmouth, where its forked tongue should have
been, and snatched up the fallen Dwnaer

Then the head turned al nbst gloatingly around to glare at the Dragon
trapped inits coils—and fromit beans of ravening magi c shot out fromtwo
Dwaer, |ancing deep into the gol d-scal ed creature.

St abbed and burned, and then stabbed and burned again, as the trenbling,
riven Dragon screaned in agony.

Screamed, and then started to dwi ndle, just as Tshamarra had done.

"Ch, gods, no," Hul gor Del canper growl ed, as he stood shielding the young
and white-faced King of Aglirta with a sword in either hand. "It'Il not be
| ong now. The well, everyone!"

The watchers in the shattered hall saw the Great Serpent rear its head once
nmore in hissing triunmph. A shimering bl ossomed in the air behind and above
t hat head, becom ng a hol e surrounded by dark fire—and out of that hole
appeared a | one human woman, floating upright in mdair. Her head was a skul
that in turn seemed to float above her shoul ders—and she held a tw nkling
Dwaer - St one i n each of her spread hands.

"A Sword of Spells has two edges, overbold apprentice!" Gadaster Ml kyn
hi ssed, as the Dwaer flared in unison

Not to strike at the Great Serpent with ravening bolts of magic, but to
awaken the last traces of the mnd-link Ingryl had used for years to drain
CGadaster's life. Wth cold glee the skull-headed mage forced his will upon



Ingryl Ambelter's nind.

The Spel |l master westled against him a dark and furious m nd-struggle that
|asted an eternity but no time at all. . . and lost. Calnmy and carefully,
Gadaster forced Ambelter to work certain magics.

"You wanted the Dwaer so much, didn't you?" he said, directly into
Ambel ter's trapped nmind. "And now, lucky lad, you at |ast have what you' ve
schened so energetically for. A pity "twill destroy you and your precious
ki ngdom and probably nost of Flowfoam too. Let the conjunction begin!"

And four Dwaerindimblazed up blinding white, tearing free of scaled skin
and grasping hands alike to soar up into the air together in a great floating
ring.

As the Stones rose, so too certain folk all over the pal ace were jerked
upright and into full awareness: Enbra Silvertree and a handful of surviving
Lords of the Serpent. \Werever they were, they stared up at the stones,
quivering in helpless thrall.

Many other folk within sight of Flowfoamdid nuch the sane—not ensnared by
t he rushing magi c, but awed by the sheer power singing in the air above them
and the rushing hues and i nages they could now see in the blinding shared
radi ance of the Stones. Faces of kings and w zards and warriors dead and dust
for centuries whirled before all eyes in a flashing parade that—shivered,
suddenly, as sonething darker and nmore solid burst into their mdst.

Sonething like a dark flame, |eaping from Dwnaer to Dwaer as it struggled,
growi ng arns and wi ngs and tal ons and biting heads that all vani shed again
wi th the passing nmonents, thrusting up shape after shape as it fought toward
freedom Arched, wacked, and tattered with pain in the heart of all the
flowing magic, it thrust a snmooth and facel ess head out of the chaos to regard
Gadaster Mil kyn, glaring without eyes down at the skull-headed sorceress. The
rogue Kogl aur!

That nmoment of mal evol ence broke the flow of |eaping forces into wildly
stabbing bolts of lightning that splashed down onto Fl owfoam and raced al ong
through its riven chanbers |ike crackling snakes. Men and wonen screaned,
bodi es were hurled into the air, and the Great Serpent turned with all the
speed of any swift-striking snake and spat a desperate thrust of dark power at
Gadaster—ot mind to mnd, but as another crackling bolt of force, this one of
shi ni ng bl ack

The skul | -headed sorceress withed in the heart of it as blackness whirled
around her in a great fist, stabbing through her repeatedl y—and fromthe skul
burst forth a cold, high, wailing scream of despair, that seened al npbst to
plead as it rose and grew fainter and fainter, fading away as the G eat
Ser pent shuddered in the pain echoing back across the old |ink between them

The screami ng skull slowy nelted away, revealing in its place the tearful
face of a frightened living wonman, her | ong black hair swirling around her as
she frantically wove a very swift spell. Her body her own once nore, Maelra
Bowdr agon tel eported herself away fromthe air above Fl owf oam Pal ace,
vani shing in a silent instant.

And so passed Gadaster Mil kyn, first Spellmaster of Silvertree, dead a
second tine, his sentience shattered. "Or is it?" Enbra Silvertree whispered,
still trenbling in Dwaer-thrall. "Is he truly gone this time, or fled into
Anbel ter or sonewhere el se?"

The Great Serpent roared in exultation, stretching its great scal ed neck up
once nmore-and breaking the thrall that held Enbra as it caused the four
Dwaerindimto break their ring and whirl around its neck in a new orbit. The
Kogl aur fell away fromthem a torn and withing scrap of darkness, and fel
wetly onto tunbl ed stones far bel ow

Am dst that rubble the freed Lady of Jewels collapsed, gasping, but
scranbled to stare up again, not wanting to nmiss a nonment of what could well
be her unfol di ng doom

Four Dwaer-Stones were flashing brightly as they spun about the G eat
Serpent's neck—and it struck, fangs gaping, at the dimnished, wounded Dragon
inits coils.



"Not worthy, fey?" That thunderous shout burst forth fromthe rent and
bl eedi ng Dragon, even as serpent-fangs bit deep. The Dwaerindi mflashed and
then di mred in unison, becom ng al nost dark, and the snake nmade a wordl ess
sound of surprise and alarm The Dragon gasped—and gl owed, its ruined body
flaring to the sane white brilliance that the four Stones had shared in their
ring.

Ezendor Bl ackgult westled fiercely for control of the Dwaer, heedl ess of
the pain. He was beating Ambelter, he was w nning . .

Calmy he drewin nore mghty magic than he'd ever felt before, searing
hi nsel f inside as he used not a scrap of Dwaer-force to shield hinmself, but
forged it all into a great slaying thrust that raced back up the fangs sunk so
cruelly in him into the Spell master

And the Geat Serpent burned, shriveling in a trice to bl ackened, screan ng
bones. Ingryl Anbelter and all his dark dreans fell to ash so swiftly that
many of the watching folk of Aglirta could scarce believe what had befallen

Yet one tiling was clear enough: The towering bul k of the Serpent was gone
from above the bl ackened, near-skeletal remant of the Dragon, and four
Dwaer - St ones were falling out of the sky.

Enbra nmade a wordl ess sound of her own and started to run to where the
pl unges of at |east two of them would end anpong the tumbl ed Stones—but a
dar k, shuddering, constantly changi ng shape was there before her

The Kogl aur! She cl anbered desperately toward it, knowi ng in her dazed pain
and all this chaos of magic she couldn't yet weave a spell no matter what the
need . . . and ahead of her, saw all four Dwaer, glowi ng faintly again, race
down to strike the shapeshifter as if spell-called to it. The Facel ess rose up
into the shape of Ingryl Anbelter, spell-wove a gate outlined by four whirling
St ones—and stepped through it.

In his wake, all four Dwaer sprang apart, fading away in midair as they
raced in opposite directions ... and leaving in their wake a dunbfounded
silence to settle over the riven Fl owfoam Pal ace.

"So did the real Spellmaster die," Flaeros Del canper nurmnured, |ooking to
the Lady Orele for answers, "or was it a Facel ess, all al ong?"

"And do we have to go hunting four Dwaer-Stones now?" Craer groaned, from
the shattered floor of the Throne Chamber bel ow

Spel | -radi ance flared in a darkened chanber in the tower of the Master of
Bats, nonentarily outshining the saying-globes. Three nages whirled around in
time to see what fell out of it, into a weak, weeping, snoking spraw on the
stones. |diimBowdragon gasped, but Arkle Hul daerus noved as swiftly as a
veteran warrior, striding forward to pluck up the young worman by the throat.

"Are you Gadaster Mil kyn?" he demanded, in a voice that shook with all the
magi ¢ he could nuster—as bats poured down fromthe ceiling to settle all over
his visitor in a flapping cloud.

Dark, tearful eyes flashed. "I know you not, sir," a constricted but furious
voi ce snarled, fromunder Arkle's hands, "but | am Mael ra Bowdragon—and |'ve
had quite enough of being forced to do things by mages!"

Wth a sigh of relief the Master of Bats let go of her throat and stepped
back. He was jostled and al nost sent spraw ing by Ithi mBowdragon, plunging
forward to enbrace the daughter he'd thought |ost—but who'd just spell-sought
hi m across nuch of Asmarand. Uncl e Dol mur was not far behind.

The Bowdragons col |l apsed into joyful hugs and tears. Arkle Hul daerus watched
their |aughter, feeling nmore lonely than he ever had before, and suddenly
tears were welling in his own eyes.

He turned away, wiping at his eyes furiously. It would not do to mss a
single glinpse of what was now unfolding in his scrying-gl obes.

It would not do at all.

Ezendor Bl ackgult knew he was dying. The pain alone told himthat, even
wi thout his watery, blood-filled glinpses of his own charred ribs and |i nbs,
returning to himas he slipped hel pl essly out of dragon-form-and fell just as
hel pl essly across the body of a wounded and dying Lord of the Serpent.

Lying sprawl ed on his back with the clear norning sky of Aglirta above him



the Golden Giffon nunbled to no one in particular, "I want to hear birds sing
again. | don't know why."

As al ways, Hawkril Anharu reached himfirst. The great mountain of an
ar mar agor reached down as gently as any wet-nurse, to half-raise his old
master, cradling Blackgult in his arns.

The Golden Giffon sniled wearily up at himas darkness cane in waves,
taking his breath with it. "Good friend," he said swiftly, while he still
could, "have my barony. You nore than deserve it. |'ve done nuch of... what |
wanted to do ... chased many dreanms, and ... even caught a few"

Enbra Silvertree was crashing toward them across the jagged, tunbled rubble
now, heedl ess of her own safety. "Father!" she cried.

Bl ackgult kept on speaki ng, because he had to. "I... wanted |ove, friends,
weal th, danger . . . and excitenent. . . and | haven't been di sappointed."

H s daughter reached himand fell to her knees, sobbing, "Father!"

"Hah," the Serpent-priest sneered weakly, fromwhere he |ay beside her, "did

you think it was going to be easy to kill a god?"

Enbra stared at the dying nman with fire rising in her eyes. "I do believe,"
she said softly and deliberately, "I feel the Blood Pl ague taking hold of ne
at last."

She snat ched out her dagger and drove it firmy through one of the priest's
eyes, not flinching when his gore fountained over her

Incredibly, the Lord of the Serpent did not the right away. Choking on his
own bl ood, he cried, "Serpent, aid nel"

Not hi ng happened, and his next cry was fainter. "Serpent?"

Bl ood bubbled fromthe |lips of the Lord of the Serpent as his remaining eye
glared at Blackgult, and then turned to gaze back up at the worman who'd
brought him death, and was still bent over him dripping his blood.

"I expected so nuch nore," the priest whispered reproachfully. "You've al
been such a disappointnment." And he turned his head toward his own shoul der
and | ooked away fromthem One |last tear ran fromhis eye, and he died.

A serpent slithered fromthe neck of the priest's robe and reared up to
strike at Enbra with a mal evol ent hi ss—and she grabbed it just bel ow the head,
flung it to an exposed patch of marble floor, and stonped on its head with one
boot ed foot, shuddering.

Then she whirled back to her father, and burst into tears.

One charred armreached up and caught hold of her armin a |last, vise-hard

grip. "You're ... ny daughter, all right," Ezendor Bl ackgult whispered
hoarsely, giving her a fierce, pain-wacked snile. "Live ... well. Go on to
glory, with Hawk . . . Save Aglirta!"

She | eaned forward to stroke his face, through her tears, but he struggl ed
up and forward, trenbling. As the Golden Giffon thrust hinmself forward,
trying to reach her lips and kiss them the Iight went out of his dark eyes .

and that iron strength ebbed, until his fingers fell away from her arm
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Trenbling with grief, Enbra Silvertree bent forward the few i nches of space
her father had died trying to cross, and kissed his dead mouth fiercely.

And a gout of shining blue flane rose fromw thin Ezendor Bl ackgult and
hi ssed out of him into her.

Swal | owi ng it, Enbra gasped—and froze like that, her |ips parted and her
eyes staring wildly. Flames of that deep and splendid sapphire hue licked up
all around her, appearing fromthe enpty air around her body. In their mdst,
the tall and slender Lady of Jewels was tugged upright, as if plucked by
unseen strings, and held there, notionless in the rushing flanes. Blue fire
roared up all around her, but touched her not.



The Aglirtans now stunbling cautiously through the rui ned Throne Chanber,
their king anbng them stared at her doubtfully. She gave no sign of seeing or
heari ng anyone.

"He's dead! Blackgult is dead!" a palace guard gasped, staring down at the
man fallen on his face at her feet. "The Dragon is dead!"

Armed nmen burst in through several archways as he spoke, breathless from
their race up fromthe docks.

"The Serpent's dead, too! Aglirta is free at last!" a courtier cried.

"No," a new voi ce snapped from behind King Raulin Castlecl oaks, as a
bl ood-wet sword burst through the royal breastplate frombehind. "Now Aglirta
is free!™

The king reeled, and then toppled forward as the Tersept of Ironstone shook
the gurgling, dying Raulin off his blade, snatching the crown fromthe king's
head in the same notion

"Behol d your new King!" he roared, as he crowned hinself.

Hi s armaragors standing with himtook up the cry: "King Ironstone!"

"It's customary,"” Craer Del nbone remarked, as he sprang from atop a broken
wal |l to crash down atop Ironstone's shoulders, slitting the man's throat with
a dagger and striking the crown fromhis head to clang and roll on the floor
"to have just one king in arealmat a tinme. Oele?"

The Lady of the Wse was al ready picking her way forward through the rubble
to where Raulin lay, the sorceress she'd just healed at her side. Wrdlessly
the old wonman turned to Tshamarra, and the | ast Tal asorn sorceress fed her
what magi ¢ she had left, to heal the king.

The nonent it was clear the Lady Overduke's nagi c was bent on healing and
not blasting them down, Ironstone's men surged forward with a roar—but were
met by royal warriors headed by Hawkril, Hul gor, Flaeros, and Craer, who
sprang to nmeet them striking savagely with their bl ades.

In a trice the Throne Chanber was in an uproar of men swordi ng each ot her
chanber mai ds screaning fromthe bal conies, tersepts shouting orders, and
hurrying fol k. Royal guards led by Sul dun G eatsarn rushed into the roomto
forma defensive ring around the stricken ki ng—and some of the courtiers
shifted their shapes into warriors wearing Fl owfoam arnor, plucked up weapons
fromanong the fallen, and joined them

More arrivals fromthe docks charged in with swords drawn, novice
Serpent-priests with venomed knives slipped in anong the royal warriors and
started slaying, and the clang of steel becane deafening in the shattered
Throne Chamber. Men were dying bloodily everywhere. Enbra stood like a living
torch of blue flane in the center of the tumult, and tersept turned on tersept
to settle old scores.

On her knees above a bl ood-drenched Raulin Castl ecl oaks, Tshamarra Tal asorn
went pale as she spent the |ast of her power. Swaying, she alnost fell over on
her face—but Lady Orele put a steadying hand around her shoul ders, ignoring an
ar mar agor bearing down on themw th bl oody sword raised.

The man was still two hurrying strides away when Hul gor Del canper crashed
into himfromone side and Fl aeros Del canper hit himfrom another. The young
bard smote his foe so hard that his sword broke, its riven ends singing past
the Lady Tal asorn's nose. Snarling, Flaeros drove the broken stub of the bl ade
into the man's face, and they crashed to the fl oor together, rolling—the bard
trying to deal nmore harmto his foe, and the warrior |lost in pain. Hul gor
ended it for himwith a sword-thrust, and ki cked the body aside to grin
encouragingly at Oele.

She shook her head and sighed. "Lads never grow up, do they?"

The Tersept of Thornwood di ed screaming an instant later, his fingers hacked
away by the cortahars of a rival and a spear run through hi mand at the sane
time, not far away, the Tersept of Harbridge took a hurled Serpent-dagger in
the face and went down, tripping over the heaped bodies of his fallen
ar mar agor s.

The rui ned Throne Chanber was strewn with the dead and dyi ng now, and as the
Tersept of Mesper roared out a challenge to his rival of Tarnshars and



| aunched into a lunbering run, Enbra Silvertree suddenly threw up her hands
and bel | owed "Enough!" in a voice that rocked Fl owfoam and echoed back from
t he banks of the Silverflow and the crumbling battlenents of the Silent House.

Scales rippled into being on her cheeks, and then as swiftly faded again.
Dragon scal es.

"Sithra dourr" she whispered, her voice still thunderous with the awakened
power of the Dragon—and all drawn swords, daggers, spears, and |like weapons in
the room were plucked into the air. Above the roofl ess part of the Throne
Chanber, the sky was full of swords—and where there was still a ceiling, the
weapons were driven deep into snoking stone.

Silence fell as dunbfounded nen turned to stare at the Lady of Jewels.

W d-eyed, her breast heaving and her hair standing on end, Enbra Silvertree
gl ared back at them

"There's been nmore than enough killing in Aglirta today," she said fiercely.
"Let it end, now. "

A deeper silence fell, wherein nmen gl anced sidel ong at each other, and then
hurriedly back to the tall, slender woman still sheathed in w sps of bright

bl ue flame, wondering what she'd do next—and what they dared try, in the face
of her fury.

"The King lives," Craer Del nbone remarked, into that stillness.

"Hhelp me up," Raulin said urgently. Hawkril Anharu took one great stride
and plucked the King of Aglirta to his feet.

Raul i n Castl ecl oaks's face was bone-white, and he was still drenched in his
own bl ood, his breastplate missing and the rest of his arnmor much hacked and
dented. Yet he | ooked both cal mand ol der than he'd ever seened before as he
faced the silent crowd and announced, "I'mvery weary of Serpent-priests and
warring barons and tersepts alike. Henceforth, let it be known that the
penalty for worship of the Serpent, anywhere in Aglirta, is death. There w ||
be no nore barons, and any tersept who does not declare |loyalty to ne—and
prove it, by service in the army | shall whel mtoday, to scour the Val e—shal
lose his rank and his life. Loyal Aglirtans, to ne! No |onger shall—=

"No," the Lady Silvertree said firmy, frombehind him "No, Raulin, this is

not the way. Loyalty and trust nust be earned ... and not by greater tyranny
than that practiced by those you deemtraitors.”
She bent, and picked up the crown. "I think Aglirta deserves better."

There was a brief murrmur fromthe watching crowd as she lifted the crown,
and the sunlight caught it, making it gleamin her hands.

"What do you nmean?" Raul in whispered, whirling around. "You know | never
wanted the throne . "

"Precisely why you've done better than a nore anbitious man woul d have," the
Lady of Jewels replied, "yet still there's unrest in the Vale, and swords out,
and Serpent-m schief."

She turned slowy to I ook around at all the faces staring back at her. "I

could change all that," she told themquietly. "I amthe Dragon. A new Serpent
is rising even now, but he'll be but a lone, weak man if none worship hi mand
for now, | hold sway over Aglirta, to do whatever | desire."

She turned again to regard Raulin, and added gently, "And | desire Raulin
Castl ecl oaks to be free of the throne."

"Aye! Down with the King!" soneone shouted, from anong the watching
warriors.

Enbra whirled to face whence that cry had conme. "No! Say rather: '"Up with
the King!' For years upon years the King slept, and Aglirta was the Kingless
Land. The curse of the real mthen was anbitious, warring nen—each baron ruling
as his own king, and desiring the rest of the Vale. 'Tis the curse of the
real mnow. You folk of Aglirta have too many rulers."

She clinbed a heap of rubble so that everyone could see her, and turned
slowy to look at themall with the crown shining in her hands. "There was a
time when | woul d never have dared chal |l enge what was right and | awful, what
nobl es and kings said and did. That time is past. Hear then ny will. | desire
Raul in Castlecloaks to rule as Regent of all Aglirta. There will be no King,



hereafter, and no barons—enly tersepts who garrison and gi ve judgnment and
wat ch over folk around themin the name of the regent. Al of these titled
folk shall rule in the name of the people.”

Enbra si ghed, |ooked down at the crown, and added, "The regent will travel
the real mconstantly, at the head of an army that will build and fix and tend
crops and settle disputes and inprove roads as well as fighting. Flowfoamwl|I
become a court and a place of healing where folk are tended by priests of the
Three, who shall be permtted no tenples el sewhere, but only open-air altars.
No one shall worship the Serpent in Aglirta upon pain of exile, and in |like
manner none shall venerate the Dragon.”

There was a stirring of rel eased breath fromall around her, as folk | ost
thenselves in relief that there was to be no attenpted tyranny of sorcery, and
started to consider her words.

"I renounce this ancient war of Serpent and Dragon,"” Enbra added, "and so
long as | curb ny power, and none worship ne or the Scal ed One, the new
Serpent can never become stronger than I am The madness and the
turni ng-to-beasts were fell Serpent-magic; they will end when the | ast
Serpent-priests are slain or driven forth fromAglirta. The Dwaer are hidden
seal ed where they're scattered to by ny power—and | shall know if anyone
di sturbs them M conpanions will renounce sonething else with ne: our title
of 'Overduke.' CQur task here is done."

She tossed the crown into the air and made a swi ft and sinple gesture—and
the royal circlet of Aglirta burst apart into ringing shards that dissolved in
flame .. . and faded to enpty air ere they hit the ground.

Anot her shared sigh arose all around her, and Enbra stepped down fromthe
hei ght of tunbl ed stones, saying as she went, "Yet we'll always be guardi ans
of Aglirta. If Aglirta should need us, you'll see us again."

She strode to join the rest of the Four, adding over her shoul der,
to let Aglirta have need of us."

There was a nonent of shocked silence, and then Fl aeros Del canper cried,
"Behold the Guardians of Aglirtal™

""the GQuardians of Aglirta!" mpost of the crowd roared back, their cry
t hunder ous, suddenly eager

"Wait!" a tersept snarled. "Castlecloaks, are you going to stand for this?"

Try not

Silence fell again, very suddenly—and into it Raulin said firmy, "I am and
wel cone it dearly. | intend to find and neet with every priest of the Three
and every tersept and former baron to hear their personal acceptance of
Enbra's wi se way. Those who refuse to accept it will have to |leave Aglirta, or
face the swords of those who stand with me. | also want to hear fromevery man
and | ass of Aglirta the nanes of any Aglirtans they deemwordiy of sitting in
court judgnent over them+'ll need such people as officers in ny regency.

Enbra's right: W' ve seen far too nmuch of sword and spell and Serpent in
Aglirta, and too little of honest toil and earned coin and good harvests and
f east s—and peace to enjoy those feasts in!"

"Well said!" the Lady Orele said crisply, and from anong the warriors
Lorgauth the Smith agreed | oudly.

"For Aglirtal" Flaeros Del canper cried, in the manner of grand bards Darsar
over. "The Guardi ans have spoken! The regent has spoken! For Aglirtal™

"For Aglirtal" cane the thunderous reply, and then everyone began tal king at
once.

"Well, that's settled," Craer comrented, cradling an exhausted Tshamarra in
his arms as he watched Hawkril enbrace a trenbling Enbra Silvertree. "So how
about the first of those feasts, then? I'm starving!"

There was a general roar of approval fromthe folk standing nearby, and a
cry swiftly started of "Feast! Feast!" Throats all over the Throne Chanber
echoed those words, and folk stirred into action, rushing once nore—hurrying
past the sprawl ed, fly-ridden corpses of Ezendor Bl ackgult, many Lords and
Brot hers of the Serpent, and dozens of dead Aglirtans.

Wth his arms wapped around his softly weeping |ady, Hawkril Anharu gazed
down at the man who'd been his naster for so nmany years. The grave woul d be



next to Sarasper's. "Four no |onger," he murmnmured—and then di scovered he was

crying too.

The taverns and feasthouses of Sirlptar were astir with merchants arguing
excitedly about one nman's arrival in their streets. Wrd had raced like a
storm breeze through the city: Regent Raulin Castlecl oaks of Aglirta had cone
to Sirlptar.

Prel ude to an invasion, sone said hotly. Cone to beg union, or coins from
Sirl city to rebuild the Vale, others clainmed. In need of seeing what rea
weal th could bring but he could only dreamof, a few insisted. Here |ike
everyone el se, to shop or pay debts—er even to collect them others reasoned,

t hough what sone penniless lad fromwar-torn Aglirta could have | ent anyone in
Sirlptar was hard to say.

VWherefore curious crowds of the idle, those too wealthy to work, and those
whose profession it was to peer and overhear things followed the |l ad and his
si zabl e ent ourage wherever they went-which was, eventually, down to the
bustling docks, specifically to a wharf of sone age and little inportance
where a |l ong, slender sea-rel creaked at the pilings.

There the sonetime king greeted the master of that vessel —ene Tel -gaert,
whose ship was the Fair W nd-who seenmed to be expecting him The crowd drew
cl ose to hear what m ght unfold, and saw the regent enmbrace a handsone young
lord of about his own age.

"May you have a fair wind for Ragalar, Flaer," Raulin said huskily, his
t hroat suddenly tight. "You always conme when | need you. I'll mss you."

"Not nearly as nuch as I'lIl mss you, and all green Aglirta, too," the bard
replied. "Send word if ever you need us, or want to see us, or hunger to spend
some time snmelling the sea in Varandaur."

"Aye, " Hul gor Del canper put in, clapping Raulin on the shoul der, "where
Orele can nmother you like a warcaptain!" He roared with |aughter as the aged
Lady of Chanbers gave hima glare and a prod with her cane.

"Centles," Master Telgaert murnured, waving a hand at the waters, "the tide
turns already."

"And we're late, as usual," a short, slender man who had the sleek | ook of a
successful procurer said heartily. "But of course. So let's be kissing and
cuddl i ng and getting you Del canper rabble aboard, hey?"

The sl ender wonman beside himw nced. "There are gentler ways of saying that,
Craer."

"What, the sly nothings courtiers tongue all the time? Aren't you sick of
t hem by now, Tash?"

"Longfingers,"” a taller wonman said firmy frombehind him "say farewell
get out of the way, and shut your nouth for once—er we'll all soon be able to
wat ch how wel | overcl ever scions of House Del nbone swim" Enbra raised the toe
of her boot meaningfully.

"Li ke unto an eel," Craer boasted, bowing with a flourish.

"Well, that doesn't surprise me," Tshamarra Tal asorn told the sky just above
her innocently, "given what | see of ny lord in our bedchanbers, of nights."

The procurer assuned a scandalized expression, and drew back fromhis | ady
to utter a shocked protest—enly to have his ear grasped firmy by the Lady
Oele, who towed himaround to face her, kissed himfirmy on the lips, said,
"Farewel |, lad. Call on us when you grow up," and marched toward the waiting
shi p.

When she reached its gangpl ank, calmy ignoring the mirth behind her and the
rude gestures Craer was enthusiastically making at her back, she nodded to the
sl ender woman in | eathers who waited there—a grave nod of recognition that was
returned in Kkind.

"Orathlee,"” the woman of the ship identified herself with a warmly wel com ng
smle, holding out a hand to hel p her aged passenger aboard. Two of the Wse
woul d have nuch to tal k about, on the run to Ragal ar



Fl aeros Del canper was blushing like a flame as he foll owed, and Hul gor
Del canper was grinning in his wake, for Enbra Silvertree's kisses had been
both | ong and deep, and those of Tshamarra Tal asorn only slightly |ess so.

Two or three of the Del canper nmanservants held out their faces hopefully as
they trooped past to hel p | oad baggage, but the two sorceresses nmerely grinned
and waved t hem away—and at | east one of those nmen took his | eave wearing an
expression of clear relief. Sorceresses were not to be safely trifled wth,
and the Dragon of the Arrada even | ess so.

In a surprisingly short time lines were cast off, farewells were called, and
the Fair Wnd sailed. The sleek ship caught the breeze i mediately and scudded
swiftly out of sight, and the regal party turned away fromthe docks.

It took themonly about three chattering paces to becone aware that amd the
hurrying sailors, cellarers, and carters were sone individuals who did not
nove, but stood like statues grinmy awaiting the regal party-and that these
persons were fornmng a ring around the Aglirtans.

Hawkril growl ed deep in his throat and laid a hand on the hilt of his
war swor d—and the fol k of the docks nelted away fromaround himw th a deft
wari ness that bespoke fam liarity with many braw s and spilled bl ood, |eaving
the regal party facing their foes.

A dozen nen. Sirl mages, by their garnments, w zards for hire. Behind them
stood a row of wealthy merchants fromthe Isles of leirenbor, snmling in
tri unph.

Al t hough she knew very well that the |leirenmborans still sought revenge for
Bl ackgult's failed invasion, and probably saw this as a perfect opportunity to
either slaughter the ruler of Aglirta, or win from himconcessions or a rich
ransom Tshanmarra Tal asorn assunmed the role of the bew | dered outl ander, and
asked crisply, "Yes, sirs? What is the meaning of this?"

The wi zards nerely snirked. One man of the Isles cleared his throat
i mportantly, stepped forward to speak, and—kept silent as Craer and Hawkri
drew their blades with a flourish and stepped forward to defend the regent.
Behind them Raulin swallowed nervously and drew his own sword

Tshamarra rai sed her hands with a ready spell crackling warningly around
them and stepped forward. "Desist, w zards," she warned, "or there'll be
sl aughter this day on the docks of Sirlptar.”

The mages sneered at her and shook back their sleeves to lift their own
hands. The fires of risen magics crackled around them too.

"Not so mighty without your Dwaer-Stones, are you?" one of them chuckl ed.

Enbra Silvertree smled back at him "Oh, we nanage," she replied softly—-and
soared up into Dragon-form towering great and terrible am d the chaos of
their bursting enchantnments and frantic slaying-spells.

Screans broke over the docks of Sirlptar, and folk fled in all directions.
Tshamarra snote one mage reeling with a spell, Craer brought down another wth
a hurled dagger to the throat, and above them the Dragon | eaned down and
breathed fire.

Her huge gout of rolling flame broke over three of the mages ... and |eft
not hi ng of them but dancing cinders. Gthers abruptly renmenbered inportant
busi ness el sewhere and vani shed—either in a w nking of mage-light or in a
terrified sprint toward the nearest alley.

In the space of a gasped breath twelve Sirl w zards were gone fromthe
docks, leaving a handful of terrified leirenborans frantically beating at
their bl azing robes and garnents. One of themran along the wharves with a
terrified wail until he reached a spot where he could leap into the sea and
douse the fl anes.

Enbra |l et himgo, but |owered her great head to | ook straight into the eyes
of the remaining nerchants, and said, "Cone to Aglirta with hostile nagic, or
the words of the Serpent on your tongue, and you can expect a like reception.”
She used the power of the Dragon to nmagnify her voice so that it rolled out
across Siriptar like thunder, carrying to every ear and for some mles beyond.
"Those who come in peace, to trade, we wel cone—but never m stake our wel cone
for weakness."



Enbra's words booned clearly in the taproom of the Sighing Gargoyle, causing
every man there to stiffen and fall silent.

In a table in one corner of the roomthat Flaeros Del camper woul d have
recogni zed, four drinkers smled a little ruefully at each other across a
smal | forest of enpty wi nebottles. Mielra Bowdragon shuddered, too, but Uncle
Dol nur patted her thigh confortingly under the table, and her father clapped
her shoul der reassuringly above it, and she sighed a | ong sigh and then
managed anot her snile.

"I suppose this nmeans we'll have to invent sonething to trade in, or keep
clear of the Vale henceforth,” the Master of Bats observed.
"Ch, | don't know, " Craer Del nbone replied, stepping forward out of the

brief flash of a teleport-spell with Tshamarra Tal asorn at his side. "W're
short of bats in Aglirta."

He handed a chittering, w ng-flapping bat back to Arkle Hul daerus, and added
atrifle archly, "Though we won't be, if you keep sending themto spy on us in
such excessively obvi ous nunbers."

The four nages around the table eyed each other in startled silence for a
nmonent —and t hen, suddenly, everyone started to |augh



